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 FOREWORD 
 
    & CONTENT WARNING 
 
      
 
    This book features morally gray characters that do not have the typical stainless heroic qualities that you, the reader, might be used to. A lot of the characters’ thoughts, decisions, and motivations might actually upset the reader, or even trigger a strong emotional response—but that is the point. Real people are messy, and a lot of our motivations can be questionable to say the least, and that is something I sought to represent in my writing. Don’t be alarmed if a character acts or thinks in a certain way that is less than benevolent or honorable; it was all intentional. 
 
    This is a character-driven story. Inner conflict features heavily in this book, showcasing the character’s own self as a very real antagonist and obstacle to overcome. I promise you will see moments of redemption and character progression, but that progression is not paved in the unfettered glory of the pure-hearted Noble Hero. 
 
    Furthermore, you may notice that I tend to explore the dark side of humanity, broaching the subjects of impulses, addictions, bad habits, irrational decisions, mental illnesses, etcetera. And while the themes represented in this book may be serious at times and inspire readers to think beyond the plot, the book itself is not meant to be taken too seriously. That is to say, I’m not secretly out to forward some kind of hidden agenda, political, moral, or otherwise. My only goal is to tell a good story, and hopefully I have done that. 
 
    The following content warning might indicate spoilers for some people. 
 
      
 
    CONTENT WARNING: Contains morally gray or morally ambiguous characters, mature themes, dark subject matters, violence, rude humor, profanity, and strong sexuality, including a couple of descriptive steamy scenes. (There are no graphic X-rated scenes, but more on that in the back of the book, to whom it may concern.) Also contains a whole lot of baby dragons, magic sparkles, and a BMX-riding demon-villain as the hero. This is not (I repeat: not) YA urban fantasy. This is urban fantasy targeted toward adults, and is best suited for a mature audience.


 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER 1 
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    THE ABANDONED SCHOOL had become the haunt of homeless boarders and delinquents over the past few years. Desks were overturned, and drawers had their contents gutted and strewn on the tile floor. The glass display cases in the hallways were broken, and paint peeled off the walls in giant slivers. Colonies of black mold crept up the lintels like necrotic infections, and stains from water damage weakened the porous ceilings. 
 
    The black mold didn’t bother Enzo. His body was functionally mortal, but it would purge itself of the carcinogenic spores should they find a way into his body. Fallen angels were immune to earthly disease, since the ichor in their veins was imbued with healing magic, and this gave Enzo the freedom to roam the polluted world without fear of contamination. 
 
    There wasn’t an area for Enzo to step that wasn’t littered with debris. Shorn books, rotted pencils, crumbled plaster, splintered wood, and reams of paper cracked and snapped beneath his tread. If he didn’t know better, he might have guessed an earthquake had caused the damage. But as with every abandoned building in Atro City, hoodlum vandals had trespassed and scrapped the building clean of its salable components, stripping even the pipes and wires in the walls of their valuable metals. Other less entrepreneurial hoodlums tagged the derelict school with cans of spray paint, and painted murals of obscenities, political effigies, and anarchic symbols over every unmarked surface they could find. The more criminally minded rendezvoused in isolated rooms to settle drug deals and haze new initiates into their gang. And while Atro Police were constantly patrolling the abandoned areas in a feckless attempt to crack down on the city’s prevalent crime, it was rare for them to manage any meaningful arrests. 
 
    Enzo had run into plenty of these vandals. They were usually belligerent and territorial, and if he couldn’t talk them down by claiming he was nothing but an urban explorer posting photos to his Instagram, then he would carry out Plan B, which involved performing a little magic trick that made them think twice before unloading their guns on him. A liquid sheet of light would form into a glassy wall in front of him, and it glowed like green foxfire and billowed with an effulgence that reeked of brimstone. 
 
    And if that wasn’t enough to terrify the hoodlums, then the barrier deflecting their bullets would. 
 
    They always fled after that, while calling him a demon, alien, or Superman. Few of them would later believe in what they saw, but most of them would blame the encounter on a bad trip: magic mushrooms gone bad, or too much snorted coke. At any rate, it would never be talked about ever again. 
 
    There were only two trespassers present in the building this time around. No guns. Just a couple of kids exploring and trying to have some fun. They were armed with flashlights, and one of the stray beams flickered over Enzo’s body and then alighted on his face. Neither of them could see the weapons he was carrying, since Enzo always made sure they were under a spellcloak. 
 
    Their faces were screwed up with fear from something else they had just seen. They weren’t afraid of Enzo. In fact, they seemed to relax a bit in his presence. But something else had put them on edge—and with that realization Enzo knew he had probably found what he’d been looking for. 
 
    Enzo winced against the light. The second beam swept up and down the hallway in front of and behind him, as if checking for an accomplice. Enzo put a hand up over his eyes to make a point about the blinding light, and the wide-eyed youth finally lowered the flashlight to his shoes. 
 
    With his darksight Enzo saw the boys more clearly. One was short and lean, the other tall and plump like a stereotypical teenage bully. Their faces were locked into expressions of dismay, and perspiration beaded over their dark-skinned foreheads. 
 
    “Don’t go down there, man,” the fat kid whimpered. He was sweating profusely, flashlight juddering in his hand. 
 
    “Why? What’s down there?” Enzo was genuinely curious, but unafraid. He wasn’t in any real danger, but he couldn’t say the same for the two boys. 
 
    A metallic clanging reverberated from down the hall, followed by what sounded like the bellowing of a bear. 
 
    “Did y’ hear that, dawg?” The lean kid squealed. “It’s a motherfuckin’ monster! Let’s get outta here.” He sprang in the direction Enzo had come from. 
 
    The fat kid rushed past Enzo as well, but then skidded to a halt when he sensed Enzo moving toward where the sound was coming from. “Dude—don’t go down there! You’ll get your head ripped off!” 
 
    “Then take my advice,” Enzo said, calmly and gently. “Get your asses back in your safe warm beds at home where the nightmares can’t come after you. Or are you really that curious to see the monsters that lurk in the night?” 
 
    The beams of light swooped around as the kids took off. Another fit of bearlike roaring and metal screeching ensued, and the boys ran as fast as they could, tripping over mounds of junk and bounding over moldering wreckage toward the nearby exit. 
 
    Enzo briefly wondered if they had managed to capture anything on film. He probably should have asked them. But more than likely, they’d been too scared to pull out their phones in the heat of the moment. Even if they had captured something on camera, however, the darkness and modern CGI technology made any so-called video proof of supernatural encounters subject to routine skepticism. 
 
    Enzo glanced at his wristwatch, and saw the little hands and numbers in sharp detail with his darksight. It was half past four in the morning. 
 
    He followed the clangor down the hall. The sound wasn’t constant, and the intervals of silence were much longer, but as soon as he turned into the classroom where the animal was being held, the restless rumble and scraping of its claws ceased and only its breathing could be heard. 
 
    The werewolf’s nostrils flared at the sudden smell of an intruder. It was locked inside a cage too small for its size, and when it tried to pace around, its limbs and neck were forced into cramped positions. Its back feet clawed the metal floor in frustration, and upon seeing Enzo, it lunged and beat its snout between the bars in a desperate fit. 
 
    Enzo took stock of the musty-smelling animal, examining its ruff. The moonstone pendant was missing conspicuously from its neck, which was one of the reasons it couldn’t escape its cage, the other reason being that the bars were probably underlaid with silver. Werefolk usually got their strength from direct moonlight, but if they were deprived of that for too long—even by the natural result of a cloudy sky such as tonight—they weakened gradually until they were no more dangerous to anyone than a lumbering puppy. Moonstone pendants made it possible for the werefolk to forget their physical dependence on the vagaries of weather, since the black witches who crafted them enchanted the stones with lunar energy so that they substituted as a stable source of power. 
 
    The pendants had first been forged by a coven of thirteen witches several centuries ago, apparently by happenstance, and the pendants had quickly become a central point of negotiation between the werefolk and witchkind. In exchange for protection from the Pack’s hunt, the coven agreed to supply the moonshifters with pendants that enabled them to prowl the villages on moonless nights. 
 
    In order to identify themselves as allies to the werefolk, and thereby avoid being eaten by mistake, the black witches wore moonstones on their jewelry, and would sometimes offer refuge to newly turned werewolves if they happened to be too bewildered at the proximity and sight of their own kind. 
 
    Presently, the werewolf glared through the bars of its cage, across the gloomy expanse of its isolated domain. The thunderous flaring of its nostrils grew calm as the demon approached and laid a hand over one of the vertical bars in a nonthreatening manner. The werewolf sat back on its haunches, recognizing an ally in the gentleness of the gray eyes that regarded it without a shred of disapproval or hostility. Its muscular shoulders rolled forward as it waited to be helped. 
 
    Enzo reached through the bars and sank his hand into the tangled mass of fur. “Attagirl,” he murmured softly, stroking around a wiry tufted ear. 
 
    The werewolf leaned her head into his hand, like a stray dog deprived of affection, groaning in solace at his comfort. She nuzzled his palm with a wet nose and then snorted with impatience. 
 
    Enzo smirked and wiped his hand clean on his jeans. 
 
    The werewolf didn’t look injured, but she was obviously stressed. Her breathing was labored, body hunched because of how uncomfortably low the ceiling of her cage was. Slime dribbled down her jowls, and her eyelids were heavy with fatigue. 
 
    “Hypocrites, aren’t they?” said Enzo. “If their goal is to put an end to suffering, they’re doing it wrong.” 
 
    He removed the short butterfly sword from his hip, powered his arms with a surge of magic, then busted the cage’s lock with the iron pommel. The heavy-duty padlock snapped off like a piece of clay, and the door creaked open on rusty hinges. 
 
    The werewolf fumbled out and straightened her back with an enormous crackling of stiff bones. A whine escaped her throat as she paced around. She swished her tail as she performed a series of stretches and joint-invigorating exercises. Enzo approached as she shook out her fur. He dug his hands behind her ears again, and she gurgled softly, leaning receptively into the massage now that she was free. 
 
    “I can tell you’re weak,” he said, rubbing down her furry arm. “You frightened off a couple of kids before I got here, you know.” Enzo grinned sideways. “I’m somewhat relieved for their sake you couldn’t make a meal of them.” 
 
    She snorted again and reared back, towering two feet taller than him now that she could stand up on her heels. 
 
    “Want me to stop by a grocery store and grab you a bag of kibble for the walk home?” 
 
    She made a crackling noise of displeasure in the back of her throat: a warning to Enzo she was in no mood for canine jokes. 
 
    “Just figured I’d lighten the mood.” His smile was fleeting, disappearing at the sound of a voice coming toward them in the hallway. Multiple footsteps indicated there was more than one person. 
 
    Enzo made his way to the boarded-up windows and wrenched the planks out by the nails, scattering splinters of rotten wood all over the floor. The frame squeaked raucously as he shifted the window up from its bottom rail. The burgundy bricks of the adjacent school building loomed across the tarmac, and everything was shrouded in total darkness, the moon and stars being hidden behind rainless sheets of cloud. 
 
    Enzo clambered over the railing and jumped out. The werewolf followed suit, albeit with a bit less grace. Enzo set the pace, slinking down the narrow gangway as quietly as he could with the werewolf scampering at his heels. 
 
    A man with jet-black hair and slanted eyes opened the door to the empty classroom and held it open for his female conspirator. “Thing is,” he said in a slight Japanese accent, continuing the conversation they’d been having down the hall, “I don’t think Athena cares what happens to them. If they die, they die. But we’d be killing them anyways if we weren’t trying these experiments.” 
 
    The blue-eyed woman kicked some garbage aside. “It’s just less efficient, is all I’m saying.” 
 
    “True. But if the experiments succeed, imagine how many lives could be cured of lycanthropy. Wouldn’t you prefer that?” 
 
    “I guess.” Tone flat, she sighed and shrugged her shoulders. Even though she personally hated the moonshifters, she had to concede that restoring their humanity was somewhat preferable to killing them. 
 
    “If they die during the procedure,” the man went on, “it’s still justice: They’re only getting back what they deserve.” 
 
    “It’s gone,” she interrupted, suddenly halting in her tracks. 
 
    The cage that was supposed to be holding their prisoner was empty, the thick-barred door hanging open and the padlock removed in two pieces. 
 
    “It couldn’t have been those kids,” the man said, remembering the two teenagers fleeing from the school with their flashlights flailing. “They’d be dead if they let her out.” But then again, maybe the werewolf had acted friendly in order to gain their sympathy, and then thanked the teenagers by not eating them? 
 
    The very notion sounded ridiculous. 
 
    “There.” She pointed, and he followed her finger to the window that hadn’t been open hours before. 
 
    “I’ll go left to the football field,” he said. “You go right,” which he knew would take her to the building’s main parking lot. 
 
    She nodded, the dark brown waves of her hair bouncing as she strode purposefully toward the window. 
 
    Enzo rounded the corner at the end of the building and skidded to a heart-pounding stop. Two police officers shined their handheld lights on him, with their black-and-white car parked immediately beside them. His anxiety melted away when a shaft of moonlight spilled out from behind parted clouds; the lunar glow gleamed over the police car’s metal hood, and illuminated the whole front of the colossal werewolf. 
 
    Her snout wrinkled, fur rippling as her hackles stood up on end. The twin beams of artificial light began to tremble in the officers’ hands. The werewolf foamed hungrily at the mouth, tongue licking at the drool dribbling out between her teeth. 
 
    No longer worried, Enzo lifted his eyebrows. “Guess we won’t be needing that kibble anymore.” 
 
    One officer reached for his gun. 
 
    Without warning, the werewolf steamrolled them both to the ground simultaneously. The officers landed on their backs, and the werewolf pounded her hairy knuckles against their rib cages until they broke. 
 
    A crack of gunfire resounded. One of the officers had his gun flung out at an aimless angle as he tried to shield his face from the shred of claws to no avail. The werewolf rammed her snout against his chest, ripping it open with ragged fangs and snapping at the ribs to reach the soft and meaty morsels underneath. 
 
    It would be a shocking scene for the forensic crew that would show up there eventually, to find two uniformed men butchered and disemboweled, with their organs half eaten and splattered across the tarmac. 
 
    Enzo flinched as the werewolf continued with her grubbing. “There’s no time for you to feed,” he said urgently. 
 
    She snapped her teeth in his direction, spluttering droplets of warm blood across his face. 
 
    He grimaced and backed away a couple of steps. “Fucking perfect. Thanks.” 
 
    “Stop!” cried a voice somewhere above them. 
 
    Freezing, they both looked up. 
 
    A leather-clad woman stood on the edge of the roof beside them, her bow and arrow trained on the snarling werewolf. Enzo was only surprised the woman had alerted them at all before releasing the projectile. The silver arrowhead was coated liberally with wolfsbane: deadly overkill if she managed to hit her target. 
 
    The woman let the arrow fly, but Enzo sprang to block its path and caught the arrow right before it lodged between the werewolf’s eyes. The arrow bit into his palm, burrowing clean through to the other side, but he managed to close his fingers around the shaft. 
 
    Enzo turned to the werewolf and yelled at her to run. She backed away hesitantly at first, leering hatefully at the poisoned blood gliding out from his clenched up fist. The werewolf wanted to fight their enemy alongside him, but she knew Enzo’s whole reason for being there had been to save her. With a snarl, she snapped at the air and then turned tail. 
 
    The woman already had another arrow nocked and trained on Enzo. Her frigid blue eyes pierced the dark with a wicked gleam. 
 
    “I’m assuming you know how deadly wolfsbane is to werewolves,” Enzo muttered, like an angry father to a fractious child. He snapped the arrow’s shaft in half and pulled the barbs out through the other side, tossing the two halves to the ground. The damage to his flesh didn’t bother him. He would heal in time, and the woman’s weapon of choice wasn’t deadly to anyone but a werewolf. Enzo wagered the bow was all she had on her person right now; she probably hadn’t expected to be dealing with anyone else tonight beside the mongrel. 
 
    Amateur. 
 
    Another arrow flew at him. Enzo put his barrier up, and it ricocheted harmlessly to the ground. The woman jumped down, landing heavily on high-heeled boots, evidently ready for a hand-to-hand melee. 
 
    He almost laughed. Stupid amateur. 
 
    Before she had even straightened, the demon was charging at her, summoning power into his muscles. Enzo grabbed her by the neck and rammed her down into the walkway of concrete that lined the building. The soles of his feet ruptured the paving underneath them, and the force of the impact created an indentation behind her head, jagged cracks splintering out around her head like a webbed halo. Enzo mobilized all his latent power into his upper body and grinded her down even harder the more she struggled. The hole in his hand didn’t hinder his strength at all, but the blood from it was making his grip slippery. He loosened the pressure on her neck just long enough to propel her back down into the ground and knock the wind out of her. 
 
    Her dark hair spilled out over the concrete in a fan of waves. Her eyes gaped desperately at him as he regained a hold around her throat. This was Enzo’s favorite part: he always felt invincible whenever there was a traitorous “good” demon squirming underneath him like a pinned bug. 
 
    The color in her face deepened to purple, and her legs flailed out uselessly behind him. It was almost beautiful, he thought, to inflict that kind of pain and watch the subtle changes take hold before he finished her. He chuckled softly at the first sign of her tears, a dim glitter flecking her pretty eyelashes and drifting down her cheek. Was she really crying? Only further proof that she was weak. 
 
    Then it struck him: now that he was close enough to feel it, he couldn’t sense the usual fading of an angelic aura. 
 
    No—wait. 
 
    Suddenly overcome by dread, Enzo let her go. 
 
    He took several steps back in panicked consternation. There was no angelic aura; he could feel her magic, but not an aura. This woman was human, he realized, and he had very nearly killed her. 
 
    His face turned white as he watched her struggle to get air into her lungs. The rasping in her crushed larynx caused a sweat to break out over his body. 
 
    He hadn’t broken anything. Somehow the magic he had felt emanating from her must have protected her from sustaining any fractures. But if he had shown even a degree less restraint… 
 
    A curdle of panic wormed around his insides, squirming like a living thing in his intestines. The Creator’s decree brooked no mercy with the fallen angels: If a human died by an angel’s hand, then that angel was sentenced to annihilation and would be uncreated, sent into Obscurity. Not even a fragment of the entity’s consciousness would remain, and the mere thought of not existing terrified Enzo more than eternal Hell itself. 
 
    He had to get away. Especially since the person she was with would find them soon, and he wasn’t in a level-headed condition to defend himself. 
 
    Enzo veered around a stone partition into a groping tanglewood of trees that grew along the curbing of the parking lot. Shoes chewing up the lawn, he eventually came upon the werewolf, who was waiting on her haunches under a scraggly oak tree. 
 
    “I told you to run,” Enzo admonished in a low whisper, breathless from his own feelings of horror. Upon seeing the indignant scowl she gave him, he refrained from giving her any further reprimand. 
 
    “That girl is human,” he mentioned after a while, picking up the pace as the werewolf followed along beside him. She responded with a grunt of enquiry. “Yes, I’m sure,” he answered. “And I almost killed her, but I didn’t.” 
 
    Thank God, I didn’t, he wanted to say. But the shock of the near incident continued to harass him in the backdrop of his mind.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
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    HUMANS WERE SUCH NUISANCES. It had been lucky for him the clouds had broken up in time for the werewolf to dispose of the surveilling police. While exposure couldn’t be prevented in all cases, it was better if credible rumors about paranormal encounters never got started to begin with. Ignorance kept the humans docile and compliant, and like cattle on a farm they were none the wiser until the day of their slaughter came, either by the fangs of a hunting werewolf or a thirsty vampire. 
 
    The Unfallen—an enemy faction of nonhostile demons—also preferred to remain unseen, since they didn’t want mankind to revere them or rely on their intervention. By contrast, the demons of the Fel wanted mankind to stay ignorant of their true nature because so many of them had discovered ways to masquerade as gods and wrench worship from their human thralls with little more than a brief showing off of their power. 
 
    Even though he was a Fel demon, Enzo didn’t care about achieving godhood in the minds of Men. He preferred to spend his leisure time on Earth indulging in every sensual vice his body could sustain. There was pleasure to be had in being worshipped as a god, yes, but nothing felt better to him than gorging on his fleshly cravings to the point of sickness. He had suffered enough, after all, and the forecast of his eternal future was bleak. All that he wanted to do was enjoy himself. The end was coming soon, and there was no point in not distracting himself from the inevitable. 
 
    Enzo halted near the end of the lawn. He wiped the blood splatters from his face using the collar of his shirt, although most of it had dried to a cracked hull over his skin. “I’ll cast an illusion spell on both of us,” he said, turning to the werewolf. “Camouflage for me. Invisibility for you.” 
 
    Disguising the dried blood and weapons on his body would conserve his energy, as opposed to wrapping them both in invisibility. At that early-morning hour there were still a lot of people on the streets, since Atro City truly never slept. However, these night-dwellers were the kind of people who rarely paid heed to their surroundings, and never judged anyone if they did. 
 
    Enzo made sure his weapons and bloodstains were camouflaged before casting the vanishing spell on the bipedal werewolf. She wasn’t completely invisible, since the space she took up warped and bulged like distending water whenever she moved, but as dark as it was, nobody would think it was anything more than a transient blur in their own defective vision. 
 
    The only problem with vanishing spells was how difficult it was to keep your own unseen dimensions from colliding with anything visible. It was a skill that took some practice to get used to, since sometimes an invisible person walked too noisily, or accidentally kicked some rocks or trash, or plowed shoulders with someone without thinking. There were always little details to be considered, and the self-mastery and self-awareness it required to be convincingly invisible was oftentimes quite overwhelming. 
 
    Fortunately, the werewolf was comfortable in her concealment. She followed Enzo at his heels but veered whenever a human came too close. No one so much as glanced at Enzo or the shifting swell of invisible molecules warping in his wake, and the werewolf took care to modulate her breathing and quieten the normally heavy tramping of her gait. 
 
    Enzo put the hood of his sleeveless sweater up and glued his eyes to the sidewalk. His stomach was still turning squeamish somersaults over the near-death encounter at the school, but he did his best to repress the incipient panic and steadied his breathing with quiet mindfulness meditation. He strolled at a casual pace, and felt the panic gradually retreat like a snake under a rock into the dark hovels of his subconscious. 
 
    After walking a few blocks, they turned down an alleyway and passed a couple of squalling ginger cats that were swatting paws over an open tin of salty mackerel. The werewolf expanded her nostrils in appreciation at their clawful calisthenics, but the felines could smell her lupine odor and were startled out of the rivalry even though they could not see her. 
 
    Enzo stopped in front of a nondescript wall bedecked with chalk-colored moss and flourishes of neon graffiti. The back entrance to Green Witch Tavern was indiscernible to the mundane eye; it looked like nothing but a continuation of the surrounding brick wall, but it was a door like any other door, except that it was camouflaged by heavy spellnets put in place by a witch. Smog, the proprietor, had a double-layered security system for allowing supernaturals into his tavern. It was a system he had brought with him from his centuries of living in the Nordic and Celtic countries guarding bridges, and it was a system that all guard trolls practiced, much to the consternation of dignitaries and other self-respecting beasties. 
 
    Enzo knocked with his knuckles in a rap-tap, rap-tap rhythm. After an interval of silence, a low, gravelly brogue rumbled from the other side. “Who’s thar trap-trap-trapping on me bridge?” 
 
    “Enzo,” the demon answered tersely, forgetting the rules of access. “An agent of the Fel.” He said that latter part with more emphasis, to imply an unspoken threat, but the effect was lost to the punctilious troll. 
 
    “Me don’t know any ‘And-So’s.” 
 
    Enzo rolled his eyes and pulled his hood off, recalling the necessary passphrase. “It is I,” he recited with disguised contempt, “the littlest Billy Goat Gruff.” 
 
    “Haw!” crowed the proprietor from the other side. “Well now, me’s going to gobble you up, And-So, methinks!” 
 
    The werewolf belched a horrendous roar, and then gouged her several-inch-long claws into the wooden door panels. They sliced clean through and elicited a startled squeak from the other side. Yanking the claws out in a spray of splinters and woodchips, the werewolf formed a fist with the same paw in readiness to batter the door down from its hinges. 
 
    The door quivered and swung open. A frazzled troll gawped at Enzo, face paling at the subsequent solidification of the irritable werewolf. “Now me’s have to repair that.” 
 
    “It’ll keep you good and busy, at least.” Enzo went in without waiting to be invited, but briefly placed a hand on the three-foot-tall troll’s shoulder by way of greeting. He helped himself to a pack of smokes lying on the center table and lighted one with a Zippo from his pocket. The werewolf lumbered in as well, and the troll stumbled back several feet in order to make room for her ingress. 
 
    “Where are the pendants?” Enzo asked, inhaling deep. The nicotine hit him fast, helping to sooth his brain and mollify the rags of his nerves. 
 
    Smog pointed wordlessly at a cabinet in the corner of the room, and then dodged the werewolf’s heavy swishing tail as he tried to circle around her to close the busted door. Finally, he shut it and secured the locks, but her tail still managed to whip and whack him in the face, and the spell weave concealing the hidden door was slightly frayed around the cavity. 
 
    “The smell of blood.” Smog eyed the fallen angel attentively and wrinkling the crooked length of his tuber-shaped nose. 
 
    “There were a few deaths tonight,” Enzo averred offhand. He placed the cigarette on the rim of an overflowing ash tray. “You know how werewolves get.” 
 
    “They’re the biggest and meanest Billy Goat Gruffs me’s ever seen. Me hates them for that very reason.” 
 
    “You get used to it.” Enzo flicked him a mild look as he opened up the cabinet. “As long as you expect nothing but the gruffest manners from them, you’ll be just fine. They’re as soft as little doggies, actually. Sometimes all they want is a nice rough belly rub, and a human femur to gnaw on by the fire.” 
 
    The troll cast a wary eye at the imposing beast, and then sidled over to rub her furry leg. Her nostrils flared indignantly at the uninvited contact, and Smog recoiled with a shiver. 
 
    “Down, girl.” Enzo grinned wryly. “He was kind enough to let us in.” 
 
    Enzo rifled through a cardboard box stashed full of opalescent moonstones. Selecting one of the more slender pendants, he held it up against the naked light bulb that flickered precariously above his head. “Ready for your brand new collar?” he asked the werewolf. With a snort, she lowered her head as he approached. Enzo tied the cord around her ruff behind the ears so that the moonstone nestled in the thick puffs of fur below her throat. It would be a bit loose when she changed back into a human, but the design was at least simple and unpretentious. 
 
    “The witchy maidens delivered those fresh this evening,” said Smog. His long, tapered ears twitched like a pair of waxen bat wings. “Only had a couple of defective ones till then. The bitch is lucky.” Smog dove under the table when the werewolf bared her claws and swung at him. 
 
    “She’s not a dog. She can understand you,” Enzo reminded him unhelpfully. “I suggest you keep your opinions about the werefolk to yourself. I can get away with badgering them only because they know I’m not actually serious. By the way—here you are.” Enzo tossed the shifty troll a few coins under the table, and they scattered with a clatter, one of them rolling off and nearly dropping into a gap between two floorboards. 
 
    Smog’s bulbous eyes gleamed avariciously. He picked them off the ground with his grubby, chipped fingernails in a frenzy. “Me thanks you, master!” His lips stretched back from ear to ear, displaying a rotten grill of golden teeth. “Is there anything else me cans do for you, Master And-So?” 
 
    “Accommodate us for the day. That’ll be all.” 
 
    “Of course, Master And-So.” Eager to please now that his pockets had been filled, Smog crawled out from under the table. “Will that be one room, or two for the two of ye?” He regarded them both with a curiosity and suspicion that overreached its bounds. 
 
    The demon arched an eyebrow at the obscene insinuation. “I paid enough for two, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Smog heaped the dirty coins onto the table, eyes glittering like a leprechaun’s while hoarding his pot of gold. “Keys are by the door.” It was a dismissal. 
 
    “Enjoy your treasure,” Enzo said, signaling for the werewolf to follow as he headed toward the exit. He plucked out two brass keys from the plywood bin on the countertop. They left the backroom, leaving Smog to count his pennies one by one and stack them into towers like a gleeful Scrooge. 
 
    Green Witch Tavern was split into two sections. The half facing the main street was for the human patrons and functioned as a front for its more clandestine operations. The other half facing the alleyway was for all the other patrons, from the beastly to the unhuman to the incorporeal: if they were an ally to the Fel then they were welcome in all the associated hideouts. 
 
    A witch or warlock usually stood guard on the humans’ side of the door that separated the two halves, since accidental intermingling was known to happen on occasion, but sometimes the owners of these supernatural establishments settled for magic seals that functioned as locks that only the Fel knew how to temporarily disable. 
 
    “You are lucky,” Enzo told the werewolf, harkening back to what Smog had said. With all the werewolves that had gone missing over the past few months, she was the first one he had been able to recover. And to add to her good fortune, moonstones were provided in bulk on a regular basis to all the Fel hideouts where a werewolf might take refuge. The enchanted stones weren’t exactly easy to make, but they were worth laboring over as far as the witches were concerned, considering the two-way protection they afforded. 
 
    It was a tenuous alliance. Should the werefolk ever find a new supplier, then the treaty between the Pack and black-witch covens would be disrupted. The Fel would inevitably be thrust into the middle of that messy dispute, but until then associations would be tense and only forcibly cordial. Werewolves preferred to hunt human meat indiscriminately. They didn’t like having to overlook certain covens and breeds of warlock in order to maintain diplomatic relations. It was already hard enough for werewolves to refrain from eating other creatures while taking refuge in a hideout; troll meat was notoriously fatty, for instance, and a rich source of iron and Vitamin E. Grounded faery wings had a reputation for saccharine sauces, and vampire tripe was particularly delicious, especially if the vampire had recently fed. 
 
    The werewolf shook her fur out before crossing into the pub area. Enzo took a seat at a table along the farthest wall that separated them from the humans. The werewolf nudged the chair opposite him out of the way and then crouched down on her haunches. He tossed her one of the keys labeled with a number in permanent marker on the table. “Steak and fries,” he told the waitress when she came: a dumpy female troll sporting a frilly apron with a pen and notepad. “Two orders, actually. Make one of them extra rare for my friend here.” 
 
    “Bloody and uncooked, comin’ right up,” the waitress said abrasively, before narrowing her eyes at the hole in Enzo’s right hand. 
 
    “Took an arrow,” he explained, suddenly conscious that the injury was numb. “It’ll heal, but thanks for your concern.” 
 
    “Just don’t be gettin’ yer demon ichor all over me woodwork! ’Tis impossible to get out!” The fussy troll nodded the point of her warty nose, then strutted back into the kitchen on her noisy wooden clogs. 
 
    The werewolf glared intensely across the table at the dried up wound, and Enzo halted when he noticed her expression of distaste. The wolfsbane was bothering her, he realized, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it at the moment. 
 
    When the food arrived, Enzo took a few bites and swigs of beer while the werewolf gnawed on her slab of bloody steak. Glancing at his wristwatch, Enzo figured dawn was right upon them. It wouldn’t be long now before she changed back into a woman and then would be able to communicate in words. 
 
    She was the only werewolf in the whole establishment at present. A gaggle of vampires convened in one corner, and a flock of colorful harpies clucked around the table beside them. 
 
    The werewolf gobbled down the last bit of her meat and fries, then backed suddenly away from the table. She whined in the back of her throat as a familiar pain split down the curve of her spine. She drew her lips back, exposing ivory fangs as the discomfort of the change began to amplify. The pressure in her bones tightened, and she hunched onto all fours and tucked her tail between her legs. Her skeleton popped and malformed of its own accord, wrenching her out of socket and then back in again. 
 
    Enzo moved away from the table, just in case the werewolf got the urge to overturn it. He was used to witnessing the change, and so he knew the agony could sometimes be too much for a wolf to endure without venting its pain, especially in the case of a recently turned pup. He might need to forcibly restrain her until the change was complete—otherwise, an uncontrolled werewolf was liable to rampage its environment. 
 
    The fur covering her body retracted and revealed smooth olive skin in its place. The dagger-like claws receded, and the muzzle and ears regressed into the semblance of a feminine human visage. After a few minutes of her wailing and writhing on the floor, the tail was gone, and her hands were small, and she was naked, covered in a sheen of sweat precipitated by the stress of the metamorphosis. 
 
    No one in the pub seemed to mind the exhibition, since Changes were a usual occurrence. The werewolf raised her head, and Enzo smiled into the familiar emerald eyes of the wolf-queen. “Nadine. I wasn’t sure if it was you. Damn lucky I managed to find you alive and get you out of there with all your parts intact. Didn’t they know who you are?” 
 
    “No.” Her voice was still husky from the strain of her transformation. She rose up on her knees, and his eyes automatically roamed down the toned musculature of her nude body. Coiled hair tumbled over Nadine’s shoulders, dense enough to conceal the swell of her tumorous breasts. 
 
    The matronly troll reemerged from behind the bar counter and presented the woman with a black camisole and loose sweats on a round tray. Nadine accepted the clothes with thanks, then cast Enzo a sly look when the warty waitress withdrew. She detected the faint flush under his eyes, and a languorous look that wasn’t induced by alcohol. It pleased her. 
 
    “Lusting after the alpha’s mate, are you?” she inquired. 
 
    Enzo suppressed the guilty smile before it could show itself. “Never, Your Grace.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Nadine said, throwing the camisole on first, then pulling the bikini bottoms on, as well as the sweatpants. “I’m not going to bite you just for having dirty thoughts. You saved my life back there, you know.” 
 
    He shrugged, maintaining a neutral expression. “It was my pleasure. What were the Unfallen doing with you anyway?” 
 
    Nadine let out a pensive sigh and frowned. “They were waiting for my energy to drain in that terrible cage. It had a layer of silver, and that kept me from being able to snap right through it like I normally would have. They captured me only hours ago, actually, while I was hunting, and I’m really not sure why they didn’t just kill me before they left me there.” 
 
    “They didn’t bother to station a guard?” 
 
    “Oh, they did. One of them stayed behind—the man—but then he received a message on his phone about half an hour later and then left. I’m guessing his partner needed help, and with only a few hours left till sunrise, I don’t think they expected anyone to come and find me.” 
 
    “They underestimate me.” 
 
    Nadine smiled at him, and he returned the look with a captivating grin of his own. “They always underestimate the true gods,” she purred affectionately. “Imagine my surprise when you showed up to rescue me.” 
 
    Enzo hesitated to respond, and paused even longer to take stock of the way she was looking at him. Her dusky lips were somewhat parted, green eyes half-hooded, and she cocked her head slightly to one side as if to make herself appear more vulnerable. 
 
    Playing games with the wolf-queen was dangerous stuff, unfortunately. Enzo had to force himself to not requite the signals she was giving him. 
 
    After he let the moment pass, Nadine went on to say, “That woman that you nearly killed. She mentioned something before she left, about wanting to interrogate me about the Fel kidnapping humans?” It was more of a question demanding information, than a statement. 
 
    “Probably a lie.” Enzo shrugged. “For everything we’re guilty of, the Unfallen will still believe in made-up stories to justify their rancor. We’re not taking humans captive. I can assure you.” 
 
    “I know.” Nadine resettled onto her knees and reached over to swipe off an old bloodstain from his chin. “Abduction is too close to murder for you God-fearing demons to participate in it.” 
 
    He smirked in answer. It was true. Kidnapping humans would involve too much literal manhandling, which was liable to get violent. 
 
    Nadine was still brainstorming the possibility, however. “Maybe the Fel have been rounding up cattle for some of the night-children to feed on.” 
 
    “No,” he answered abruptly. “We do a lot of shit, but kidnapping humans isn’t one of them. And what would we even take humans captive for? Werewolves relish the hunt, not farm-raised meat; likewise with the vampires, who relish the game of playing with their food. It’d be too much trouble. And we crave human worship, alright, but abducting humans would only make them fear us in the bad sense.” 
 
    “Oh? If it’s worship you’re after,” Nadine said warmly, scooting closer and locking eyes with the demon practically against his will. 
 
    Another smile came over him before he could stop it. It took an enormous effort to disguise that he was flattered. “It’s not on my list of top priority, actually, and never was. Besides, your worship wouldn’t even count since you already know I’m not a god.” 
 
    “You’re a lewd demon, a depraved conman, and a useless malefactor.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be so harsh.” 
 
    She tilted her head inquiringly. “Harsh. Or honest?” 
 
    Enzo stood up, offered Nadine his good hand, and helped her off the floor. “You better watch yourself, or else you’ll end up seducing me with all these wonderful terms of endearment.” 
 
    “If I weren’t married,” she cooed, rising gracefully to her feet, “I wouldn’t bother with all this foreplay and would drag you into a bedroom right now.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. All of a sudden, his sense of self-preservation flew out the window. “No one has to know…” 
 
    Nadine wrapped her swarthy arms around his neck. “Except every single person that’s watching us right now?” 
 
    Enzo let out an unsteady breath, then darted a furtive glance around the room. Indeed, the whole place—at least the few patrons that were there—was staring at them while carrying on whispered conversations of their own. If Enzo was seen leaving the pub area with Nadine, her husband would hear about it later, and then he’d be as good as dead. 
 
    The werewolf grabbed Enzo’s right arm, then curled her lip in disgust at the chunk of flesh missing from his hand. “You need to get that taken care of right away. It smells absolutely repulsive, and I’ve had to endure it this whole time.” 
 
    He almost felt dizzy at the abrupt change in subject. “The poison is in my body, not yours.” 
 
    “And you would inject me with your poisoned seed?” 
 
    He smiled at the odd, peevish objection. “That’s not how cross-contamination works when you’re with a demon. You’d have to come into contact with my infected blood for it to hurt you.” 
 
    “And what do you think the act of our mating would be like?” She jutted her chin. “I bite and scratch.” 
 
    “Hold back.” 
 
    “I can’t.” But Nadine licked the corner of her lips, contemplating the possibility. She searched his jaded gray eyes, and studied the jetty tangles of his hair. She imagined kissing his mouth and gouging fresh wheals into his back while he claimed his position as one of her many lovers… 
 
    Nadine blinked. She hadn’t noticed how her mind had wandered. 
 
    Her fingers danced lightly up the well-formed muscles of his bicep. She nuzzled the bridge of her nose against his ear, and said, “Take care of yourself, Mister Hero. It would’ve been fun.” Drawing back, she glanced around at all the beaked and bloodless faces gawking at them. “What?” she demanded in annoyance. “Haven’t you ever seen a dog lick a nice man’s face before?” She scowled horribly, and they returned to their separate conversations as if they had seen nothing. Satisfied, Nadine smiled and picked her room key up from the table. She started toward the stairwell that would take her down to the lodgings below the tavern—since the rooms above them were reserved for human patrons only. “Enzo.” 
 
    Attentive, he regarded her. 
 
    “You should grab a few winks as well, before you leave.” The suggestion was delivered blandly, but the implication was clear. “After wrapping up that offensive gash, of course.” 
 
    He swallowed tightly, wanting to rush after her even as she vanished through the doorway. But against his venereal instincts, Enzo stayed put. 
 
    So there it was. The invitation was open. But he was terrified of what Lorcan would do when he invariably found out. 
 
    The only thing to do, Enzo supposed, was to force Nadine out of his mind. 
 
    And had he really been considering going after her? 
 
    Enzo guessed he could pretend to be going down to his own room for a while, which would be perfectly legitimate. And then he could sneak across the corridor to where she was napping, and quietly intrude, fold his arms around her, and then— 
 
    He fingered the key inside his pocket. His body was screaming at him to go through with it. 
 
    But no. 
 
    Lorcan would find out and then dismember him. Someone somewhere would be watching, and then rush to Lorcan’s ear, all while making sure to preserve Nadine’s integrity. The entire Pack would turn against him, and he’d be considered a deserter to the Fel. 
 
    You don’t touch the alpha’s property, Enzo reminded himself. Nadine was priceless to the alpha, and the Pack’s eyes and ears were everywhere. Half a dozen of her lovers had already been exposed and subsequently vivisected, and Enzo had the most to lose out of any of them, since her other lovers thus far had been nothing but beta-werewolves and one particularly indiscreet warlock. Lorcan would discover the truth eventually, even if it took him several months to get to the bottom of even the smallest sneaking suspicion. Besides, the last thing Enzo wanted was to suffer estrangement from the night-children. In a strange way, he felt beholden to protect them, and he didn’t want to do anything that could compromise his service to them.
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    THE UNPLEASANT NUMBNESS in Enzo’s arm convinced him that Nadine was probably right. Self-repair could take longer than expected if he didn’t give the injury some direct attention, and the wolfsbane would linger in his blood for a couple of days before it was fully purged. That would annoy the nasal pits of any werewolves that he came across, and while it wouldn’t hurt them, they’d be loath to come anywhere near him. 
 
    Any witches in the tavern were unlikely to have their medicinal phials and philters on hand, and so he considered the nearby covens he could visit in order to hasten the healing process. Brianna’s was the closest. 
 
    Enzo started for the door that led to the human’s side of the tavern. While he could have left through the back, he would spare a few minutes’ travel time by cutting straight onto the main street. 
 
    “And-so?” 
 
    He stopped at the familiar mispronunciation of his name. A wiry-built demon rose from a table near the exit. “Enzo,” he corrected. 
 
    “Right.” The man blinked nervously and swiped a clammy hand over the slicked-back helmet of his hair. “I was just in the Warrens. Lord Mulct is looking for you. He’s pissed.” 
 
    “As usual. Is it anything urgent?” 
 
    “He didn’t say. Only said: ‘Damn And-So. He’s never here when I need him!’” 
 
    Enzo held back from showing his amusement at the attempted impersonation. “I was rescuing that woman you saw me with just now. Lorcan’s wife.” 
 
    The other angel shrugged. “You’re going to have to tell him that, not me. I just overheard him ranting about you in the underground refectory. It’s not like I offered to come find you and play Hermes between the two of you.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me know, I guess.” Enzo checked his cellphone and confirmed he had a few missed messages from a scrambled number owned by a “DM”. The Fel never communicated openly over technology, but in the rare times that they did, the message was always curt and imprecisely to the point, such as, “Get your lazy ass over here,” like the one he opened now. By design, the messages were easy enough for a thief or hacker to mistake for either spam or personal banter, and the numbers were always impossible track. 
 
    Enzo unlocked the seal that soldered the door into its frame with a quick gesture of his fingers. He performed the same motion on the other side of the door as well, in order to reseal it. 
 
    The other half of the tavern was empty, chairs turned leg-side up on top of the tables. The smell of smoke and booze still clung in a miasma on the air, and a witch in her late twenties was busy tallying up cash and receipts behind a glossy counter. 
 
    Enzo slipped his hood on, sneakers scuffing the floor as he made his way toward the exit. The witch paused briefly from her duties and then swept out from behind the counter while digging in a pocket for her keys. 
 
    “Good night, sir,” she said, opening the door for him. 
 
    “Good morning,” he corrected, transferring his room’s key into her care. 
 
    The air outdoors was crisp, as springtime mornings often were. Small blotches of residual frost had accumulated on the corners of the windows, and rime lined the tree boughs in a thin outline that would melt as soon as the sun’s rays beat down on them. The eastern sky was blushing pink and Enzo started in that direction, drowsiness taking hold of his circadian rhythm in reaction to the coming day. 
 
    Enzo usually slept for a few hours in the morning before heading out in the afternoon to do his job as a food courier for Uber and Postmates. He didn’t own a car, but he used a beat-up BMX, which gave him the freedom to move around however he pleased. There was no better feeling than forging through city traffic by weaving his wheels between cramped vehicles. Deliveries were a cinch because of that easy maneuverability even in the heavily congested areas, and it only took a few hours of work before he earned enough money to cover all of his necessities. 
 
    Brianna and her coven lived in the apartments above a cozy retro-themed diner that they operated. A handful of nonmagical humans were routinely hired on as waiters and waitresses, but the male employees tended to not last for sundry reasons. 
 
    The interior lights in the Break-Your-Fast Diner were still off, and only the backrooms appeared to be lit. Enzo knocked on the glass door, and as soon as the priestess peered out from the kitchen, Enzo flashed her one of his more captivating smiles. 
 
    Brianna rushed to unlock the door with her key. His smile faded, and a sinking feeling settled into his gut as she attacked the lock. Brianna wasn’t privately referred to as “the magic cougar” for no reason. And while Enzo was technically much older than her by eons, he looked young—about twenty-three—and to Brianna, appearances were all that mattered. 
 
    The door swung open, and the buxom blonde threw out her arms in cheerful greeting. “Enzo! My favorite horny angel!” 
 
    “Priestess.” He began to shy away when she yanked him abruptly into her arms. 
 
    “Horny angel” was her favorite term for demons. Even though they didn’t have horns as was traditionally depicted, Bri loved the double entendre the term employed. 
 
    “Oh, don’t just stand there, you handsome devil. Come on in!” 
 
    He nearly tripped as she dragged him forcibly over the threshold and scattered kisses all over his forehead. Bri held him at arm’s length for a few seconds, to make a good assessment of him, and appeared to appreciate what she saw. She patted his cheek with her enameled nails in an aunticular way, and said, “You look like you’ve had a busy night.” She eyed the weaponry adorning either side of his belt. 
 
    Some witches kept an enchantment over their eyes that enabled them to see through glamours and cloaks. It took a lot of magical expenditure, but it didn’t tax a powerful priestess like it did most other witches. Brianna wore plastic catty eyeglasses to that end, fashionable spectacles that both sharpened her aging vision and gave her the Sight to see through most sorcery. 
 
    “It was busy,” he acknowledged with detached professionalism. 
 
    “And without me to soothe you when it was all over with.” She pouted and cast him a longing look. 
 
    “The mere sight of you is soothing.” 
 
    Pleased by the compliment, Brianna arched a heavily painted eyebrow at him. “You flatter me, Lorenzo. Now tell me, what brings you into my domain?” 
 
    He lifted his right hand to show her the injury. “That and poison. At first I thought it was only wolfsbane, but there’s something else there, and it feels worse now than it did an hour ago.” 
 
    “Oh! You poor thing,” Brianna gushed with effusion. 
 
    “It’s not really all that bad, honestly. But it’s hindering my ability to heal. I’ve never felt anything like it.” 
 
    Brianna grabbed his good hand and led him swiftly toward the kitchen. “We’ll patch you up in no time, sweetheart. Sit down.” The witch pushed him into a chair, and he sank down with a solid thud. “I’ll get a nice poultice brewing—and how about some coffee while we’re at it?” 
 
    Enzo rubbed at the sleep building in his eyes. “No, thanks. I’d rather go to bed as soon as we’re through.” 
 
    “Really?” Brianna smiled brilliantly at him, and Enzo blinked. 
 
    “No,” he amended. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Of course. I know exactly what you mean.” The smoldering look she gave him went unnoticed as he continued rubbing at his eyes. 
 
    The rustle of the priestess rummaging through jars and sacks of cloth relaxed Enzo over the course of the next few minutes. Keeping his eyes closed, Enzo sank back into the chair. “What time do you open?” 
 
    “Whenever you want, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I meant the restaurant.” 
 
    “Oh. Six o’clock.” She chuckled wickedly. 
 
    Disregarding her purposeful enjoyment in teasing him, he pointed out, “It’s after six.” His eyes were still closed when Brianna took hold of his numb fingers. 
 
    “Friends come first before business,” she said with a smaller dose of her usual mischievousness. Acrylic nails tickled around his knuckles, and he looked at her when the jolt of pleasure hit him. Her head was down, focused on the coagulated hole in his palm, but her manner was slow and deliberate, airy and tenuous, fingertips flittering over the muscle on his arm; it unnerved him. “What kind of poison?” she asked. 
 
    Enzo swallowed around a lump that was forming in his throat. “Wolfsbane.” 
 
    “An odd choice to use against an angel.” 
 
    “Useless, really.” He tried to maintain a conversational tone, and hoped she would comply with the boundaries he had set. “The laced arrow was intended for a werewolf, but I caught it before it hit her.” 
 
    “Saving strays, are you?” she said, and he couldn’t stop the quaking in his flesh as her hands closed around his arm. “You’re always so modest. But wolfsbane shouldn’t be bothering you that much.” 
 
    He repressed a groan, and ground his other knuckle into his temple. “Stop that.” 
 
    Brianna blinked innocently at him. “Stop what? I’m not doing anything.” 
 
    “I’m acquainted with your vulgar magic, Bri. I can feel what you’re really touching.” In one sense, Brianna was already in his pants. 
 
    The priestess frowned over her thick-rimmed eyeglasses, then dropped her hands. “You really didn’t come to see me, then?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, lying. “I nearly got myself cursed into Obscurity tonight, and I just want to get this damn wound treated so that I can get the hell back to my place.” 
 
    “I see.” She was unoffended. “Then I’ll get you out of here as quickly as I can.” 
 
    “Please.” Enzo shifted in his seat, feeling unusually restless and set on edge. 
 
    From that moment on, he heard nothing more from her but the grinding and mixing of herbs and oils. The aroma of the poultice was blissfully sedative, but he didn’t dare lapse into a doze. That’d be like throwing oneself unconscious into the lion’s lair, and dodging a witch’s sexual predations was the common-sense thing to do at any rate. 
 
    Men were simply better off keeping their seed far away from a witch’s spell cauldron. Enzo remembered one story he had heard in particular, about a bitter witch who collected the specimens of several men she held a grudge against. After completing her collection, the witch proceeded to propagate a tiny hoard of home-brewed children and then sought child support from the bewildered fathers, thus enslaving them to her whims over the course of the next eighteen years. And the effects might have been longer, if she had managed to preserve the bodily secretions long enough to deploy them again in later years. 
 
    Thus the hypothetical dangers of sleeping with a witch were enough to discourage Enzo from ever being a willing participant. 
 
    An’ ye harm none, do what thou wilt. That was the spellweaver’s adage, but it applied to only the white witches nowadays. Gray and black witches harbored no qualms about destroying another person’s life, even if the destruction was undeserved. These witches were associated with the Fel, and the old adage was cut in half to align better with their ever-shifting morals: Do what thou wilt. 
 
    It was the same philosophy Enzo subscribed to as well, in fact, so he couldn’t blame them. He was only averse to ever being on the receiving end of their hostilities. 
 
    Brianna hummed, and after a few minutes the hum became a chant. Enzo was vaguely aware of her turning his hand over palm-side down. “I think you’re right. There must be something more than wolfsbane. You look exhausted.” 
 
    He felt exhausted, although it hadn’t really hit him till he had sat down. 
 
    What was toxic or at least painful to a fallen angel? He tried to remember: holy water, devilsbane, and hellfire… 
 
    The murmur of the priestess’s chant resumed, and her fingers danced over his arm again, not sensually this time but with methodical delicacy. Her nails grazed over his skin so that he felt the push and pull of sorcery flowing in his arm. The healing spell suffused his veins, and he allowed her to continue the magical manipulation since he knew she would not try to cross his boundaries this time. 
 
    Brianna was seductive with every man, and Enzo knew he was nothing special. She loved men generally, and he sometimes wondered how she managed to ever spend any time at all with her coven. 
 
    One of Bri’s favorite pastimes was masquerading as a succubus. The stories she had shared with him, of her entering into men’s dreams, left Enzo both white with shock and curiously envious. Some humans believed in the existence of sex demons, but superstitious drivel made these same humans overlook the real culprits of their dreamrape. Demons were, by definition, fallen angels, and Enzo was not aware of any type of fallen angel that could step into someone’s dreams and wreak that kind of havoc. 
 
    The concept of incubi and succubi originated from the black witches of old. After all, they were the ones who practiced astral projection, dreamwalking, and incorporeal transportation. If demons had ever possessed such power, then mankind would never be able to shut their eyes without suffering a lewd visitation from an entity like himself. 
 
    The horrors these so-called incubi and succubi inflicted on their victims was nothing short of dreadful. To say nothing of the deprivation of rest forced upon the victim, many of the hosts were left traumatized from the lucid experience of being sexually tortured. Brianna had the power to assume any form she wished, projecting whatever image and shape the dreamer most desired. But as soon as she had the willing young man in her clutches, the intense seduction quickly degenerated into abuse. 
 
    Admit a succubus even once, and your night was forfeit to her cup of abominations. A succubus could torture a man for several hours until he yielded to whatever she desired. And the witches who practiced such dark magic were too skilled at it; the men didn’t even know they were victims until it was too late. 
 
    “Are you done?” 
 
    Brianna smiled. “All done.” 
 
    “Who did you catch recently?” Enzo asked, now that his mind was on the subject. 
 
    “A delectable boy, no older than yourself. A college jock.” She smeared the poultice around the inside of his wound, humming softly before she asked, “You want details?” 
 
    “No.” He smiled grimly. “I still get intrusive thoughts over the last one.” 
 
    She chuckled in the low witchy way that was her habit. “He actually believes he is a dog right now. Diagnosed with a delusion of clinical lycanthropy.” 
 
    Scary, Enzo thought. That a witch could have such control over a person’s mind. It would be a dream come true for demons, a veritable playground of exploitation, if they could acquire that sort of influence. 
 
    Brianna wrapped his hand in white gauze and medical linens, and then secured the bandage with some pins. When she was done, Enzo flexed his hand and inspected her handiwork. Brianna moved to put on the coffee when one of the other witches tumbled down the stairwell. 
 
    “Good mooorning!” A medium-haired blonde fluttered through the archway in a red waitressing skirt. She stretched her thin arms out and unleashed a colossal yawn, but then blinked her eyes rapidly when she noticed their guest. “Enzo!” 
 
    “Nikki.” He smiled. 
 
    “You aren’t in need of any more pheromone spells are you?” She made her way toward the coffee pot, which was being guarded by Brianna. 
 
    “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “Enjoy one drink with us?” Brianna urged, swiping the pot from the heating plate before Nikki could reach it. She poured a fresh cup of coffee for herself, then held the pot aloft out of Nikki’s reach until he agreed. 
 
    “Decaf,” he said. 
 
    “Of course. You’ll want your sleep.” She poured a cup for Nikki first, who whirled immediately away to drink the hazelnut brew beside Enzo. Brianna arranged the machine for the decaf, and Enzo obliged Nikki with some sotto voce small talk about the weather, faulty spell charms, what she’d been up to since they had last seen each other, and what he was currently doing. 
 
    The bell to the front entrance of the restaurant jingled merrily, and Nikki—after hugging Enzo briefly around the neck—danced out of the kitchen to greet their first hungry customer. 
 
    “I’ve always like her,” Enzo mentioned. 
 
    “Have you? Well, she’s spoken for.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “A powerful warlock.” Bri folded her arms in front of the percolating machine. “And she doesn’t like you.” 
 
    “She seems nice enough to me.” 
 
    “But you’re not interested in love, are you? She is, and the man she’s currently going with really likes her. If a man like you ever wormed his manipulative way into her heart, I’d make sure he suffered so badly that even Hell would not compare.” She said this calmly, but the threat was full of maternal passion. After a minute of silence, she poured and delivered a mug of steaming decaf to him. Brianna looked Enzo pointblank in the eye, and spoke tersely so as to force an acknowledgement from him. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Understood.” But the priestess did not miss the mild note of scorn, and she held his gaze, awaiting a response that was more satisfactory. 
 
    The edges of his smile were barbed with secret venom. “For my own sake, Bri, I swear I won’t lay a hand on her.” 
 
    She moved away. 
 
    Enzo relaxed, took a sip, and listened to Nikki’s awful singing as she tried to hold a tune to the ambient music on the other side of the restaurant. Eventually, he asked, “Do you ever think you’ll settle down?” 
 
    “You mean outside of performing the Great Rite?” The priestess harrumphed, pondered the question for a while, but then shook her head. “No. I could never be happy if I did. Besides, love and affection are overrated. It gets too maudlin and too arduous, and one’s heart inevitably gets broken. I can’t endure that. And if I ever turned into one of those intolerably happy couples I’d gag myself.” 
 
    “Couldn’t agree more,” Enzo said by way of espousing all of the same viewpoints. He took one final swig of the coffee, then set the mug down on the counter, and rose from the chair. “Thanks for the healing.” He held the bandaged hand up at her in a brief gesture of farewell. 
 
    Brianna nodded. “If it gets worse, you make sure you call me.” 
 
    “I doubt it will, but thanks.” He grinned. “Feels better already.”
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    ENZO’S ARM WAS FEELING better but there was a sensation now of pins and needles just strong enough to vex him and compromise his motor skills. It wasn’t Brianna’s fault, since he could feel the remnants of wolfsbane being purified from his veins more quickly under the influence of her healing magic. But there was an unidentified reagent in the poison, and the alchemical poultice was not helping as expected. 
 
    Enzo wasn’t particularly worried. The ichor would flush out anything that didn’t belong regardless of how potent and obstinate the toxin was. Even if it took much longer than he preferred, he would only have to put up with the temporary inconvenience of waiting out the eventual cure. 
 
    After leaving the Break-Your-Fast Diner, he went to the closest access point that would take him belowground into the Warrens. It was a magically camouflaged doorway, hidden away in an otherwise empty gangway that was flanked by nothing but graffiti-stained walls. 
 
    Enzo opened the door and entered into complete blackness. There was no light except for the indirect daylight that spilled in from the gangway before he closed the door behind him. He picked his way across the dilapidated floor using the lens of his darksight and wandered down a tunneled stairway that angled down into a basement. The dark grew murkier the deeper he went, and after strolling through the dusty-smelling basement he veered into another angled stairway that led further down into corridors hewn of dirt and gleaming bedrock. The infinitesimal change in light was distinguishable only with his darksight; the shadows became blurrier, and the delineations of the handrail and treads were obscured enough to make him squint. The lower steps dissolved into gravelly clods of dirt, and the natural chill of a yawning cavern made the hair on Enzo’s arms stand up on end. 
 
    Dim witchlight illuminated a small corner of the cavern near the tunnel’s mouth, guttering blue on its wooden torch shaft. Enzo picked up on the harsh, raspy sound of someone blubbering to himself, and whoever it was heard Enzo approaching, and paused from his schizophrenic maundering. 
 
    “Who’s thar?” The ground-dweller gargled evilly. “If you dare intrude on Dib’s domain, me wills grind yer bones to make me bread!” 
 
    “It is I,” Enzo recited, as custom demanded, “the littlest Billy Goat Gruff. And I think you’re supposed to gobble me up, not grind my bones.” 
 
    “Me gets me fairy tales muckled up,” Dibs acknowledged, shambling forward on bandy legs into the periphery of the blue witchlight. The troll’s nostrils flared, wet pits gleaming bright with greasy mucus. “Me smells the Void on you, yer fallenness.” 
 
    “You must be smelling the wolfsbane.” 
 
    Dibs snatched at the demon’s arm with a warty hand. “Nie, yer fallenness. Me’s am a connoisseur of magic, and this kind of sparkle-‘n-floof is void in nature.” The odor poured into Dibs’ nostrils, making the irregular shaft of cartilage quiver in reaction. 
 
    Enzo frowned as the squat creature sniffed and inspected the linen around his hand. “Is it in my blood?” he asked. 
 
    Dibs fidgeted as he focused on the wound. “The scent runs deep, moving through the ichor, into yer marrow, but in small negligible amounts. The stench of voidmagic is faint, but me cans smell it everywhere on you through yer capillaries. Yep, it’ll be negating yer woo-woo angel magic very soon.” 
 
    Enzo flexed his fist, finally understanding what the toxin was in his blood. “Thanks for telling me.” He reached into the back pocket of his jeans and handed the troll a twenty from his billfold. “I don’t have any treasure or coins on me right now. This’ll have to do.” 
 
    Dibs twitched in reaction to the wrinkled greenback. “For me?” He blinked in astonishment. “What for, yer fallenness?” 
 
    “You helped me just now, probably more than you realize. Accept it as a token of my appreciation. Trade it in for a new mountain of pennies, or whatever it is you trolls collect.” 
 
    “Ah! Thank you, yer fallenness!” Dibs clutched the bill to his furry chest. “Dibs shan’t forget yer generosity in a bundle of millennia. You’ve made a rich troll out of Dibs, so that Dibs are no longer a mere nothing. Now Dibs are raised to the uppercrust status of a lowly vermin—thanks to you.” 
 
    The troll clasped and shook Enzo’s hand overzealously, and mumbled on about how jealous the other trolls were going to be. “Dibs are now a substantial fiend—an archfiend, even!—worth the reckoning with. Worth all the salt and gold in the big osheen.” He inhaled a taffy-like dribble of mucus back into his nostril, then fluttered an array of knobbled fingers over his blubbery lips. “Dibs might even buy meself a new tellerphone!” The troll jabbed a thumb in the direction of a paper cup he had sitting upside-down on a cardboard box. White yarn was taped to the bottom of the cup, and the line was nailed in increments to the dirt ceiling overhead, winding off into the mazing labyrinth of the Warrens. “That one’s always dropping signal.” 
 
    The troll’s hairy and half-naked anatomy shifted colors, deepening to orange at first and then red, offset by the flickering of the blue wash that glowed beside him. “Dibs can buy meself new underwear, too! Fruit in the Looms. And brand new toe picks for me pretty pedicures, too!” 
 
    The troll rambled on about his grandiose ideas even after Enzo had left, describing something about a mansion comprised of cardboard boxes, secured and soldered with Duck Tape, a cardboard moat, and a drawbridge operated by chain-links designed from glued construction paper. “Nobody will be able to get past Dibs with me drawbridge—no, sir! Not even them big ol’ furry bullies, with thems nasty teeth and sharpened claws.” Dibs shuddered at his own invocation of the werefolk.
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    WITCHLIGHT REQUIRED NO fuel or oxygen to burn. It only needed a witch’s Command to keep it operating constantly. That made it the choice source of lighting for places where man-made technology could not reach, since it neither burned in the technical sense, nor was a fire hazard to its surroundings. Bioluminescent plants were also used, whether they were naturally growing from the walls or were transferred into clay pots to function as living lamps. 
 
    Enzo went into a spacious room lit with fungi and witchlight, where a gang of bohemian-looking men and women were conversing beside a pile of crates. Their noses jumped and quivered unanimously as he got closer, and if it weren’t for the obtrusive moonstones around their necks, Enzo still would have figured they were members of the Pack due to how bothered they were by the poisonous smell of his proximity. 
 
    The Pack eyed him warily, but the wolfsbane was mostly expelled from his body by now and would only prickle their offense like an unwashed man with body odor. 
 
    Now that he knew the human agent of the Unfallen had infected him with voidmagic, there was only one way for Enzo to purge it from his system. He wasn’t looking forward to the process either, but the trace amount of voidmagic was stuck in his system now, and it would gradually weigh him down with the same malaise and irritability he had already been experiencing, until it ultimately handicapped him. 
 
    He was going to have to bathe in holy water, since no amount of witchcraft would be able to negate that kind of neutralizing sorcery. Voidmagic did exactly as the term suggested: it voided magic, and it was a ubiquitous substance in the ethereal plane known as the Void—not to be mistaken for Tartarus—where imprisoned angels, the fathers of the half-human race known as the Nephilim, were sent to await the day they would be cast into Hell. 
 
    Holy water burned like hell. But nothing cleansed the system quite like it, and the agonizing pain was only proof that it was working. 
 
    Faeries were notorious for getting drunk off the stuff. Wherever there was holy water, there were bound to be faeries lurking about, bearing drinking containers made of sea shells and sundried tree bark. The pool Enzo would be visiting was fortunately protected from faeries by an archway adorned with upward-facing horseshoes: cold-iron talismans of good luck that the faeries were naturally averse to, since they were harbingers of bad luck. 
 
    While there were no faeries to be concerned about, the pool itself was infested with mermaids, and not the beautiful lissome maidens with voluptuous curves and hourglass-shaped fins, but horrid, shriveled aquatic humanoids with lifeless eyes and tentacle hair that resembled the venomous tendrils of a jellyfish. 
 
    But Enzo planned to meet with Dreadlord Mulct first, before seeing to his own needs. 
 
    He climbed the uneven steps to where Mulct’s quarters were located, an enormous hovel, the entrance of which was enclosed by a series of wood partitions. He wove around the obstructions, and nodded briefly to a demon who was sitting guard while reading a secondhand copy of Paradise Lost. 
 
    Better to reign in Hell, than to serve in Heaven, was the only line Enzo was familiar with, since he never read any literature. 
 
    He parted the red curtain at the entryway and stepped into the parlor of Mulct’s domain. The room was warm, lit by braziers that guttered with cold amethyst-tinged flames. Petrified mushroom caps glowed on an oaken table and coiled out of decorative stone vases. The flagstone floor was padded with Indian-style carpeting and plush pillows intended for hookah smoking and reclining. The soil-padded walls were reinforced by nets of tightly woven magic, and a purple fire rumbled in the grate, spewing an occasional jet of blue or red embers. The bottom of the flames in the fireplace were pale-white and ghostly translucent, and the many-colored torches that were burning throughout the parlor washed out the slight tan of Enzo’s skin. 
 
    “Well met, yer fallenness,” croaked a shy dithering voice from behind the leg of a wingback chair. “Dreadlord Mulct has been waiting for you. Most impatiently, in fact.” 
 
    “Get him, then,” said Enzo, roaming around the coffee table and inspecting the crumbling spines of the ancient tomes arranged on an adjacent bookcase. “I doubt he’ll be so disagreeable when we speak.” 
 
    The voice shivered out of habitual fear. “A-as you will it, yer fallenness. The dreadlord will be with you shortly.” The servant troll retreated on bare feet, and Enzo paced in front of the grate, staring into the white-purple coruscations. 
 
    His high-top Vans were beginning to feel like anvils the longer the voidmagic stayed in him, and more than anything he wanted to sink into one of the soft sofas, but he didn’t dare make himself comfortable. If Mulct was angry, then the last thing he wanted to do was impose himself or relax into a relatively vulnerable position. Rest would have to wait a little longer, and now that he knew voidmagic was what was infecting him, he’d be delayed going home about another hour after his meeting with the dreadlord. 
 
    Good thing he really only needed a couple hours’ sleep at any given time to fully recharge himself, so it was no big deal to him. 
 
    “Enzo Torres,” spoke an imperious voice from the far end of the room. “What in Dagon’s name took you so long?” 
 
    A man emerged from behind a velvet wall of curtain, dressed in a thick posh robe and rustic plaid slippers. His straw-colored hair was cow-licked in every direction, and his dark blonde eyebrows were lowered in perfunctory disinterest. 
 
    “I saved a werewolf last night. It turned out to be Nadine.” He tried to keep the gloating out of his tone. 
 
    Mulct blinked at that and regarded Enzo with more circumspection. “Nadine was captured?” 
 
    “And strangely wasn’t killed.” He showed the bandage wrapped around his hand and wrist. “Got my hand pierced trying to protect her, though. The arrow was coated in wolfsbane, so I guess they wanted her alive but would have preferred her dead if she escaped. Also, the Unfallen who attacked me was a human.” 
 
    The dreadlord snorted, but then double-took after processing that statement. “A human?” 
 
    “Yes. And I nearly killed her. I thought she was a rival demon, until I realized she didn’t have an angelic aura.” 
 
    Enzo didn’t bother hiding his shaken indignation. Nearly murdering a human would have been enough to perturb Lucifer himself. 
 
    “Well, that is interesting…” Mulct strode over to one of the sofa chairs, and Enzo watched in vicarious enjoyment as the cushions swallowed him up when he sat down. 
 
    Enzo knew the Unfallen almost never let their human affiliates, like witches and warlocks, participate in direct conflict, and they almost never took in humans at all, except in dire circumstances. Enzo waited for the dreadlord to comment further on his encounter with the human, but said nothing more about it. 
 
    Mulct picked at his nails and changed the subject. “It’s very interesting you happened to run into his wife, since Lorcan himself has been reported missing.” He noticed the skeptical slant of Enzo’s frown, and then elaborated. “The beta-males of his Pack have been gnawing at my ankles ever since he disappeared four days ago. Even now, they think I’m still away on my vacation—and thank the fucking stars they haven’t figured out yet that I’m back home, otherwise I’d never get a moment’s rest.” Phone signals couldn’t penetrate the Warrens, and the only Pack member who had access to Mulct’s phone number was the alpha, so the dreadlord was thankfully spared from the beta-males’ technological harassments. 
 
    “Haven’t you sent someone out to look for him yet?” 
 
    Mulct flicked Enzo a shrewd glance. “As soon as I was informed of his disappearance, I assigned two demons to scour the city, but they both turned up headless. When we questioned them in the infirmary, they informed their interviewer that they had found Lorcan inside a demolished building, but were beheaded while trying to free him. Other Fel agents went to the scene in question, but there was nothing there, not even blood from their beheadings or a psychic signature for one of our mediums to identify. Now I have to assume the alpha is either dead or being held hostage at one of the Unfallen’s bases—which is where you come in. 
 
    “There’s nobody else among demonkind that is as self-controlled as you are. Your temperament is the most reserved and tolerant of any Fel demon I know—and considering that I’ll be sending you straight into the vipers’ pit, you’ll need that very discipline to convince our enemies you are one of them.” 
 
    “You intend to send me undercover to figure out what happened?” 
 
    “Precisely. Considering the Unfallen didn’t kill Nadine or Lorcan right away, it’s obvious they want their captives alive for some reason. And if Lorcan’s still alive, then you can save him. You recovered his mate fast enough, but he’s likely not being held out in the open anymore. If we go barging around, demanding that they return him to our care, it could trigger unwanted retaliation—and they might not even know they’re holding the alpha, otherwise I believe we would’ve heard from them already if that were the case. They would’ve already been using him as a pawn in trying to negotiate with us.” 
 
    “Four days is a long time, though.” Enzo didn’t have much faith that Lorcan was still alive, especially if the Unfallen failed to recognize the critical bargaining chip that they were harboring. “How did he even get captured? The alpha and his mate are supposed to be under constant guard.” 
 
    “Apparently, they suffered a domestic dispute. Lorcan went out for a snack in the middle of the night and refused to be followed by any of his betas. The human he was hunting was probably bait from the Unfallen.” 
 
    That intrigued Enzo. If it was true, then that was yet another instance of a human working openly with the Unfallen. 
 
    And Enzo tried to imagine Lorcan and Nadine arguing with each other in their werewolf forms; keeping their manor house intact just didn’t seem possible. 
 
    “The entire Pack was in a panic by the next morning. Lorcan failed to return or contact one of his beta-guards. They’re afraid Lorcan has already been killed—and if he is killed, it could ignite an all-out war between them and the Unfallen. If he’s already dead, then that means the war is overdue.” Mulct gestured suddenly, as if realizing only then he was being inhospitable. “Please, sit down.” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    “You will do as I say.” 
 
    Enzo deferred to his superior and sat on the least comfortable chair that he could find. He rubbed a hand over his face and scratched at an itch over the stubble on his chin. 
 
    “You will infiltrate the Unfallen. Go in pretending to be one of them, newly converted. We don’t know where they’re holding Lorcan, and simply searching out the city could be like finding a needle in a haystack that’s already been removed. Of course, we’ll still continue searching through the city just in case. But trying to keep the beta-males from ravaging the streets like rabid beasts is going to be difficult.” 
 
    Enzo clasped his hands together, feeling pins and needles moving up his elbow into his shoulder. “Is there anything else you’d like me to do while I’m inside?” 
 
    Mulct smiled, showing off his yellowed teeth. The servant troll pattered out from within a swath of shadow and clutched the arm of the chair his master was sitting on. Mulct reached down and stroked the servant’s piebald scalp. He looked like a cartoon villain plotting evil while stroking the fur of his evil cat. 
 
    “I want you to find where he’s being held,” Mulct said, “and I don’t care how you do it. Search the place when they’re not looking, or trick the information out of one of them. After you find him, set him free if you are able. I also want you to gather any and all information that you can from them while you are there. It doesn’t matter what kind of information you get, as long as it’s useful intel.” 
 
    Enzo slouched forward, elbows on his knees. “And if they catch me in the act of freeing him?” 
 
    “Kill as many Unfallen as you can while attempting escape—but make sure Lorcan gets out of there alive. I don’t have to tell you you’re more expendable than he is.” 
 
    “Someone needs to tell Nadine. I don’t think she even knows he’s been kidnapped.” Which was odd, but Nadine hadn’t mentioned anything about Lorcan’s disappearance to him. 
 
    “Assuming she doesn’t know, then she’ll hear about it as soon as she’s reunited with the Pack. Nadine ran off on the same night Lorcan did and never went home. But the Pack still had indirect contact with her through some warlock she ran off to.” Enzo raised an eyebrow, and Mulct waved a hand at his accurate assessment. “Yes. An extramarital affair. The warlock sent a messenger djinni to the Pack to confirm Nadine’s safety. And instead of sending the djinni back to its master with their own message about Lorcan, one of the betas—well—gobbled him up.” 
 
    “She’s at Green Witch Tavern,” Enzo said. “I could stop by there real quick and let her know.” In reality, he was nursing an ulterior motive that he wished to take advantage of while Nadine’s husband was away. 
 
    “Your focus should be on your mission. The sooner you leave the better. If it turns out that Lorcan is dead, find out for us, and then come back without telling anyone about his death but me.” 
 
    Rubbing at the nagging discomfort in his shoulder, Enzo stood up. 
 
    “Keep yourself calm and collected while you’re there,” the dreadlord reminded. “Unfallen creeds are maddeningly incoherent, so just be sure you don’t let that mask of yours slip off.” 
 
    He smiled wryly. “You know me, my lord. The only way they could possibly distract me is with a virgin sacrifice.” 
 
    Mulct shook his head. “For the love of Baal, don’t let that vice of flesh derail you.” But that was like asking a spider to not spin its web.
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    THE UNDERGROUND POOLS in the Warrens were the purest waters one could find, and all it had required was a synchronous blessing bestowed by a cloister of monks some several decades ago. The mermaids living in them likely didn’t know the difference between sea and holy water. All they knew was that their aquatic tunnels were large enough to swim in, and that landwalkers would sometimes feed them strange and exotic salty cuisine. 
 
    Enzo had no food for them, but they weren’t used to feeding during the morning hours at any rate. The pool looked empty when Enzo arrived, with the mermaids having settled down in their coral caverns for sleep. 
 
    The disturbance in the water awakened them from their slumber, and the mermaids swished in the direction the underwater waves were coming from. Their aquatic eyes gaped and squinted curiously at the naked body submerged within their realm. 
 
    Webbed fingers groped at Enzo’s skin, the little claws thankfully too dull to leave any cuts. Mermaids ogled the peculiar legs and feet, then circled around him like a herd of circumspect sharks, wondering if he was drowning or in need of help. 
 
    The holy water permeated Enzo’s skin like a liquid fusion of ice and fire. It penetrated his pores, burrowing deep, and reacted alchemically with the invasive voidmagic. The holy water picked up on Enzo’s moral impurity as well, and burned him all the more in the effort to decontaminate his soul. 
 
    Contrary to popular belief, holy water did not kill or banish demons, although it could scare and ward them off—except in the case of stout-hearted demons who were willing to endure the misery of holy affliction for several hours. 
 
    Enzo could feel the mermaids swirling and lurching around, weaving between his legs. The clothes he’d been wearing lay on some stones outside of the pool near a cluster of glittering lichen. When he was ready, Enzo submerged his hand in the teal-blue water. It felt like pouring straight alcohol onto an open laceration; he shut his eyes against the pain and bared his teeth. Siren songs refracted off the luminous cave walls, and the water pulsed with bioluminescent light aggravated by the mermaids’ swishing tails. Their ragged fins and tentacle hair swirled and spun in bright flourishes of gossamer, and their dorsal fins streaked the water’s surface with glittering contrails of light. 
 
    Enzo dunked his head below the surface, since a full submersion was essential. He clenched his eyes shut, since mermaids were known for their intrusive curiosity, and often squashed their skull-like visages up so close that they were practically nose to nose and mouth to mouth. 
 
    Fortunately, their curiosity was curbed by their drowsiness. Clammy hands caressed Enzo’s cheek, feeling cold as a corpse’s fingers. One of the mermaids grabbed his chin and forcibly moved his head left and right, but that was all. Enzo did what she wanted, and she rearranged his face and stretched out his expressions before disappearing in a swirl of bubbles. 
 
    Another mermaid peeked into the rippled shell of his ear, then chirruped a sound so high on the frequency scale that it jarred him. It was like nails on a chalkboard, screeching painfully and splitting through his skull. 
 
    Mermaid songs were usually alluring and sedative. But when they got to talking amongst themselves, it resounded like an unpleasant supersonic screeching that never failed to send shivers of revulsion up one’s spine. 
 
    Another curious mermaid pinched his nose, then ran her webbed claws through the dark weed of his hair. She yanked on two handfuls of his tresses, then whirled away when Enzo swung an arm at her. 
 
    Mermen were much shier creatures; they generally stayed inside the small waterways that lead from one grotto to another, and Enzo preferred that they stayed hidden there. The mermen might be shier, but they were more easily provoked and territorial. The brutal way in which they dismembered their objects of contempt reminded him of how the werefolk ripped into their victims. The females were tame, however, and in fact the mermaids didn’t eat anything that wasn’t already dead or hand-fed to them directly. 
 
    The shrill chirruping stopped eventually, and then only the siren hymns remained. Their placid singing lulled Enzo into a half sleep, although he did his best to stay fully awake. If the mermen decided to join their consorts, then he’d need to be ready to spring out of the water at a given moment. 
 
    The swish and burble of water filled his ears. The knife-like sensation of the holy water lacerating his skin subsided, and was replaced by a hot searing that crept through the very fibers of his muscles. 
 
    After a while, Enzo couldn’t feel anything but pain. Jolts of agony made his features twist and contort, and it felt like his face was blistering and melting off. When he couldn’t hold his breath any longer, Enzo rose from the water, scattering bright droplets all around him in a spray of blue-green jewels. 
 
    He pried his eyes open with some difficulty. His vision blurred from the sheer severity of the torture. A mermaid drifted above water directly in front of him, and he lurched back, having been taken off guard. 
 
    The mermaid closed the distance between them. Her soulless gaze held on to his pain-filled squint. She opened her mouth, but only a rasp came out, quavering from behind rows of jagged teeth. The nictitating membranes swept back and forth over the whiteless globes of her eyes, and the muculent weed of her hair flexed up out of the water around her shoulders: living feelers that resembled green-translucent ropes. 
 
    She spoke—or tried to. Merfolk often imitated the patterns of speech they heard landwalkers use, but Enzo couldn’t decipher what she said. Her breath was rank. The filmy membranes flicked over her eyeballs. The pits of the mermaid’s nostrils twitched, and her clammy hands touched around his jaw line. Enzo clamped his eyes and mouth shut, feeling nervous about her getting anywhere near his orifices. 
 
    Most of the other mermaids had grown bored with their uneventful visitor and returned to their coral beds and blankets of kelp. 
 
    The purifying conflagration was deep in Enzo’s brain now, and the voidmagic was nearly extinguished, except for what remained in the deepest parts of him. It would still be a few minutes yet. 
 
    The mermaid tried to mimic the pattern of his breathing, but it came out sounding like an asthmatic zombie instead, which amused him. The fire ate into his heart while she continued the vocal mimicry, quirking her head to the side with a vacuous expression. After a while, the mermaid bared her fangs and swam away, leaving Enzo amid glittering rings of fading bioluminescence. The glancing luster of the pool dimmed gradually, and all that was left was the darkness and inner torment of his baptism. 
 
    This was what Hell was going to feel like, Enzo thought. Lonely and excruciating. Only arguably much worse.
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    NOW THAT HIS ICHOR WAS purified, his body was again able to heal itself. The small gap in Enzo’s hand would soon close on its own, and the flow of his magic would no longer be stymied. 
 
    After throwing on his clothes, Enzo gathered his cellphone and uncloaked weapons: two butterfly swords and a handy dagger. His black hair dangled in messy rat’s tails, dripping teal droplets of holy water in his wake. A knot of mermaids peered out over the pool’s stony rim, flat eyes blinking at the receding of his figure. 
 
    Enzo couldn’t just show up at the Unfallen’s doorstep unannounced, and so he tried to think of a way to insinuate himself into their presence. He had brainstormed a couple of ideas during his immersion, but only one of them seemed viable. A wyrm breeder lived in Atro City, and Enzo believed he could avail himself of one of those fire-breathing devils. 
 
    At first, he had considered stalking one of the night-children—a werewolf or a vampire—until it ran in with the Unfallen, at which point he would jump in to aid the enemy. But he didn’t know how long that could take, and even if he could convince someone to act as bait for him, Enzo preferred to limit the collateral damage as much as possible. 
 
    He didn’t necessarily like the idea of hurting an innocent wyrm, either, since wyrms were loyal creatures, effectively the puppy dogs of the supernatural world, attentive and obedient, and affectionate to their masters—although it was hard to imagine simply by looking at them. But hurting a soulless animal was preferable to hurting a rational person. 
 
    Enzo left the Warrens, emerged from a manhole onto an isolated backstreet, and then walked a few blocks, ignoring road signs and red lights, loping across multiple lanes to the screech of car horns and vicious curse words. 
 
    Sunlight streaked the roadway in a patina of gold. The unearthly night was far behind, and the morning rush hour was on, jostling all of the supernatural happenings of Atro City into the shadows of obscurity. The smell of car exhaust and fried food hovered on the air, and Enzo eventually found the row of brownstones he had been looking for. He mounted the railed stoop in a couple of strides, knocked on the door, and it swung open. 
 
    Ross Kessler grinned through the other side of the security door, and tipped the broad brim of his Stetson. “Evenin’. Can I help ya?” 
 
    “I’m here to buy.” 
 
    “You Fel?” 
 
    “I work for Dreadlord Mulct.” 
 
    Ross unlocked and threw the security door open. Enzo went in, smiling cordially at the middle-aged warlock, who took special notice of the hole in Enzo’s hand. “That’s a nasty lookin’ scratch ya got there.” 
 
    Enzo flexed his fingers. “It’s doing much better. I got voidmagicked of all things, but I took care of that as well.” 
 
    Ross raised his eyebrows. “Hoo-ee! You don’t say. I, for one, wish nobody messed around with that kind of stuff; it’s just too darn dangerous for everyone involved. Of course, I can imagine it’s much worse for your kind, seein’ that I, at least, don’t have to hold my magic in my body.” 
 
    Enzo glanced between the rooms and wondered where the wyrms were being kept, and how Ross was able to keep them hidden from the public eye. Their reptilian screeching had to disturb the neighbors, but Ross might have installed sound buffers or magic mufflers in the walls to keep the cacophony from leaking. 
 
    Ross Kessler was a black warlock, beholden and loyal to the Fel. His magical abilities no doubt aided him in wrangling the pertinacious wyrms, but Enzo couldn’t imagine anyone breeding baby dragons without it entailing a whole lot of commotion. 
 
    Enzo expected to hear the monstrous squalls reverberating from the walls any second now, but only the gentle notes of a classical piano wafted from the stairway leading to the basement floor beneath them. “How much does one cost?” he asked. 
 
    Ross stroked the grizzled whiskers on his chin. “Well now, let’s see… They’re a purdy bunch of well-trained yippers, and some of them are already growing into their legs. Of course it’ll be a long time yet before they start growing wings, if that’s important to ya.” 
 
    Enzo admittedly wasn’t concerned about special attributes. He just wanted one he could unleash to wreak havoc for a few seconds. “Would a thousand dollars be enough?” 
 
    “Two thousand, maybe. If you’re only after one of them runts.” 
 
    “Fifteen hundred.” 
 
    Offended, Ross scoffed. “Do I look like I’m peddling spotted geckos? These’ll grow into full-fledged wingers in about a hundred years, you know.” 
 
    “The one I’m buying isn’t going to live long enough for that.” 
 
    Ross backed away and puffed his chest. “What? What do you mean? What in hell are you lookin’ to use them for?” 
 
    He sighed. Unable to think up a lie quick enough, Enzo looked Ross dead in the eye and said, “You’re familiar with Lorcan, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Well, shee-yoot, yeah. Is that ol’ fur-fang in the market for a new pet?” Ross snapped his suspenders as a bad suspicion dawned on him. “Whoa, there… He wouldn’t be in the market for wyrm meat, would he? Because if that’s the angle you’re gettin’ at, I’m gonna have to ask you to git the hell awf my property before I shewt you between the eyes!” 
 
    “Lorcan’s been captured by the Unfallen, and the dreadlord wants me to play undercover agent with the enemy until I can figure out a way to get him back.” 
 
    Ross tugged on the suspenders one by one. “Oh? Interesting circumstances. But I don’t see how one of my WDKC-registered specimens’ll be able to help ya out with that dilemma.” 
 
    “I need to convince the Unfallen I’m on their side.” 
 
    “Well, that does sound just about right, and I agree with you. But giving them a wyrm for a gift’ll probably do nothin’. They kill stray wyrms, you know. They don’t adopt them.” 
 
    Enzo sighed again, and raked his fingers through his hair. “I don’t want to kill a werewolf in order to convince the Unfallen I’m one of them. And I don’t want to slay a vampire either.” 
 
    “I should hope not.” 
 
    “There’s only one thing I can kill while making myself look good to them. Do you catch my drift? And since the wyrm is already trained, like you said, it’ll be easy for me to stage the right conditions for me to run into the enemy and convince them I’m one of them.” 
 
    Ross threw a hand up to silence the demon. His big goofy grin drooped into a scowl. “Say no more, you wingless varmin. I ain’t sellin’ piles of meat here, nor any kind of sporting game. These are champions of their breeds, and good obedient ones at that. Why just the other day I sold a seeing-eye wyrm to a furry feller that lives somewhere east of us in the Texan countryside. These yippers aren’t for hackin’ and slashin’—have I made myself clear? Now kindly git the hell out of my house, a’fore I make you git!” 
 
    Enzo stood his ground. “Three grand.” He would just have to lay the expense on his credit card, and request reimbursement from either the alpha or the dreadlord. 
 
    “You can’t buy my principles, you dad-gummin’ ne’er-do-well. And even if you could, you couldn’t afford me!” 
 
    “What about a visit from the dreadlord?” Enzo was careful to remain calm and collected. The threat was a straight up lie, but his ability to deceive, and act convincing under pressure, was one of the reasons why Mulct had chosen him to take the job in the first place. 
 
    Ross digested the implied threat. He winced, and his eyebrows seemed to bristle. “I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you would. This is a critical mission I need to get a jump on right away, and I don’t think the dreadlord would like you putting the brakes on something this important. Now, I’d like to see the litters you have available. I’m in a goddamn hurry, and the longer this takes, the more likely Lorcan is to die.” 
 
    Ross lowered his head in undeniable defeat. “Shee-yoot. C’mon, then… The little devils is downstairs. You can have your pick.” 
 
    “For fifteen hundred?” 
 
    Ross bulged his eyes at the brazen angel. “Hey, now, that ain’t fair. You said three grand!” 
 
    “For the shit you just tried to pull on me, I think the offer’s fair. Unless you’d like to explain to the dreadlord why you think it’s not.” While no demon could lay a hand on Ross, since he was human, there were plenty of other things around him they could destroy, and Enzo had a feeling that that an indirect threat was more frightening to the warlock than anything else. 
 
    The warlock shivered and relented. He sniffed, cursed under his breath, then cursed at Enzo in particular. “Fawk you, and fawk your fawkin’ dreadlord, you fawkin’ wingless chicken. Follow me.” He gestured with a hand, and Enzo followed, smirking privately to himself. “The sooner I git you out of here, the better. Next time, I won’t be openin’ my door for you, ya understand? You’ll have to git your supply somewhere else, since I refuse to let you hack up my precious yippers.” 
 
    Enzo admittedly felt guilty for what he planned to do. Ross cared for the litters of baby dragons probably more than the average dog owner cared about an eight-week pup. But it didn’t matter to Enzo; he had to do what he had to do, and the business he was in always demanded someone’s blood. 
 
    The old stairway creaked as they made their way into the basement level, where the piano notes grew louder. Enzo blinked in silent amazement. The wyrms were everywhere, rolling around on leather couches and scruffing with each other on the shaggy carpet. Most of the wyrms didn’t have legs, but rudimentary appendages were developing for a select few. They flapped their embryonic limbs like wings, and the pair of wyrms that had fully-formed claws left puncture marks in the cushions and left parts of the shag carpet in tatters. Glossy plates of segmented armor shined over their lissome backs, and their black eyes were small and beady, snouts sharpened into chitinous beaks. 
 
    Enzo couldn’t get over how genuinely doglike they were acting and being treated. Chew toys and beef pizzles littered the floor, and some of the beef pizzles lay in splintered shreds like disassembled string cheese. Homemade obstacle courses adorned the walls and ceiling, one of the structures being a spiral platform that stretched from the ceiling to the floor. An enormous fish tank was set up along the farthest wall, furnished with scavenged tree branches and layers of flat shale stones. A cluster of wyrm eggs were incubating in the glass tank under a hot lamp, shining like smooth marbles striated with iridescent minerals. 
 
    Newborn hatchlings squirmed blindly around their unborn brothers and sisters. A sheath of mucous covered their larval bodies, congealing into a shell to protect the soft body underneath. One of them opened its tiny mouth and emitted a wail, but no sound came out, only a thread of diaphanous smoke. 
 
    “Pick yourself a newborn,” Ross suggested crankily. 
 
    “It’ll take months for it to grow into something useful, and I wouldn’t know how to train it.” Enzo surveyed the room, then pointed to a clutch of active younglings that had shed their layer of shell and replaced it with hard scales. “What about those?” 
 
    Ross pushed the brim of his Stetson up with a forefinger and glared sideways at the demon. “Those ones are trained alright,” he conceded grudgingly. 
 
    Satisfied, Enzo started to move toward them. “I expected they’d all be wailing uncontrollably.” 
 
    “Heck no,” said Ross. “That’s the first thing I train outta them when they’re newborn.” 
 
    A smooth-scaled wyrm tumbled around with a pair of hornbacks before shuffling over to Ross with a waddle of underdeveloped back legs. It pressed a muscular flank against its caretaker and purred contentedly. 
 
    Hands on hips, Ross glared up at Enzo. “You ain’t taking that one. Over my dead body.” 
 
    Enzo shrugged while the affectionate wyrm proceeded to strain out a couple dollops of waste matter that looked like dirt clods. 
 
    “Haw! Your shits are getting firmer, Pudgey, look!” 
 
    “What about that one over there?” Enzo pointed to a hornless black wyrm with smooth scales; it was busy nibbling between its toes, apparently scraping out the scum with a sandpapery tongue. 
 
    “Aw, no, that’s Humphrey.” Ross shook his head. “You wouldn’t want Humphrey for what you have in mind. He’s got a mean temper on him, and is awful stubborn.” 
 
    Unconvinced, Enzo glowered at the breeder. “You’re only saying that to keep me from buying it.” 
 
    “Naw. I wouldn’t do that! I wouldn’t lie to you about Humphrey. In fact I’m still trying to train him, and I’ve been experimenting with all sorts of different methods to no effect. Nope! His skull is harder than a rock in a sheath of ice on a cold winter’s day in the Arctic tundra.” But Humphrey was the calmest of the lot, and that obvious fact made Ross feel nervous. 
 
    “I’ll take it.” 
 
    “He costs two grand.” 
 
    “Fifteen hundred. Otherwise I’ll be back with the dreadlord in half an hour.” 
 
    Ross pretended to weigh the pros and cons of that ultimatum. But then he nodded, and said, “Uh-huh. Alright. You win. I’ll sell you Humphrey for fifteen hundred smackeroos, and no less.” The warlock’s eyes became glassy with fresh tears, and he rubbed at a discomforting itch at the end of his large nose. “Don’t reckon I’ll ever be seein’ him again…” Ross sniffed and mumbled several curse words under his breath. He was nearly at the point of breaking down, but, thankfully, restrained himself. His whiskered chin shook as he said, “Just let me say goodbye to him for a minute, will ya?” 
 
    Enzo rolled his eyes, and, seeing no point in objecting, gestured for the warlock to proceed. 
 
    Ross crouched down in front of the little wyrm and grinned broadly as it blinked and cocked its head. He scooped Humphrey’s wriggly torso into his hands, and rubbed under its chin where it was still tender. The wyrm’s arms were barely coming into stubs, but it flapped them exuberantly and writhed like a snake in its caretaker’s grasp. 
 
    Ross laid the ropelike body belly-up over his arm, as if he were holding a nursing a baby. “Ho, there, Humphrey. Tough guy.” The warlock snorted and scoffed. “You’re gonna have to go with this heartless monster who don’t give one hoot about you. I’m gonna need to ask you to be brave.” 
 
    Purring like an evil raptor, Humphrey gnawed on the warlock’s thick forefinger as it tapped against its snout. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll kill him before he kills you?” 
 
    A healthy jet of flame spewed out of Humphrey’s maw, disintegrating as it singed the curls of the warlock’s beard. 
 
    Ross’s eyes brightened at the unexpected feat. “Did you see that, demon? Baby dragon’s first blaze of fire! Aw—ya can’t take him from me, you just can’t!” 
 
    “You can always explain yourself to Mulct, and the Pack might have a mind to harass you if you don’t cooperate.” Treason meant he’d no longer be protected from their hunt. 
 
    Grousing, Ross sidled toward Enzo. He fumbled in his pocket for his phone, then swiped a few times over the screen before handing it to Enzo. “There ya go. Got all my information on the screen, so just use the email address you see there. Put your payment through while I get little Humphrey into his carrier.” Ross shook his head in disapproval, then went away to unearth a carrier from the closet. It had a scattering of peepholes, but it was solid enough that it would conceal Humphrey for the most part during transit. “It’s kind of tiny for his size. He’ll be all knotted up inside, so be quick about gettin’ him to your home, ya hear? A growing dragon needs to stretch his legs.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t have any.” 
 
    “They’re growing,” the warlock barked, “and you’ll be sure to let him stretch ’um!” 
 
    “Alright.” Enzo swiped through the payment app on his own cellphone, plugged in Ross’s email address and completed the payment in a matter of seconds. Ross exchanged the carrier for his phone. 
 
    “Kill him first, y’hear?” Ross repeated to the wyrm. The carrier vibrated as Humphrey attempted to unwind itself. “Oh. And by the way: Next time you come around here, I’ll have a shotgun loaded with bullets of powdered hellfire.” 
 
    Enzo smiled coolly at him, then peered in through the front bars of the travel carrier. 
 
    Humphrey was scrunched against the backing of the carrier, terrified and coiled like a snake ready to spring. Enzo nodded to the breeder, thanked him for his cooperation, and listened as Ross gave him a briefing on the various commands Humphrey had learned so far, all of which would be useful later. When that was done, Enzo went back up the stairs, followed by the warlock, who grumbled execrations in his wake.
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    ENZO HEADED BACK IN THE direction of his apartment to catch a few hours’ sleep. Taking the wyrm on a hunt in broad daylight wouldn’t be a good idea, and the streets of Atro City bustled with appreciable activity even during the so-called dead hours of the night. By waiting till nightfall he would have a greater chance of tracking down a member of the Unfallen, and also the advantage of the city denizens being less observant of their surroundings. 
 
    Enzo walked several blocks back to his own ramshackle neighborhood. He opened the gate leading up the stoop to his apartment, unlocked the front door, and also the first door to his right. He shut the door to his tiny studio and then crashed on the balding sofa, shucking the carrier against the furniture below him. He would have dozed instantly, but the wyrm yowled and scrabbled fitfully at the walls of its carrier. 
 
    Enzo sat up and rubbed his throbbing forehead. He unlatched the carrier’s door and swung it open. “Humphrey, huh?” 
 
    A tentative snout emerged from the plastic threshold, sniffing fearfully at the unfamiliar surroundings. A mottled tongue flicked out and then back in, testing the quality of the air. The beady eyes were next, and then the reluctant wyrm trained a single visible eye up at Enzo. 
 
    The demon bent over to pick Humphrey up, but it dove from the carrier across the room and wriggled under the dresser where it couldn’t be seen. Enzo slouched forward with one elbow on his knee. “Get out of there.” 
 
    A jet of flame poofed out, pert and smoky. 
 
    “If you catch anything on fire, I’ll sever your little head and get one of your litter mates to replace you.” 
 
    A burp, followed by another belch of flame. 
 
    Enzo sighed and then stood up. He shifted the dresser around, but the wyrm scurried underneath it to stay hidden. “You’re making me regret letting you out.” Enzo lifted the entire dresser from the floor, and then felt the little stubs of rudimentary arms scraping at his ankle as the wyrm coiled tightly around his shoe. 
 
    Putting the dresser down, Enzo glared at the shivering animal. The wyrm’s scales gleamed in the light like the shining skin of a black snake. Humphrey tightened its grip even more when Enzo moved, snout buried somewhere over his heel. 
 
    “Look, I just want to get some sleep right now, and I can’t do that with you cutting my circulation off.” 
 
    Humphrey responded with a vocal vibration, similar to the boi-oi-oing of a doorstop spring. 
 
    Enzo couldn’t help but smile. “Just don’t light anything on fire. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    Humphrey squeezed tighter for a moment, and then relaxed. 
 
    Enzo sprawled face-first on the fading sofa and then reached up to throw a ratty blanket over his head. After a few minutes of peaceful silence, the wyrm shifted, meandered off the demon’s ankle, and then slinked under the blanket next to Enzo. It cooed, and the flaps of its larynx quavered out a crocodilian purr. The wyrm’s flank pressed against Enzo’s chin, and Enzo opened his eyes, startled by the unexpected display of affection. Humphrey wound itself into a tight ball in the space between Enzo’s neck and shoulder. It didn’t move at all during the next few hours, but it twitched uncontrollably at times as dreams of chasing alley cats took wing. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Four hours later, Enzo was up and scouring the fridge for food. The wyrm was laying in a spiral on its back, its banded belly exposed and heaving fast. Enzo left some cold cuts out on a paper plate before he left to go to work. 
 
    He rolled his BMX out of the apartment, put on his backpack and wireless earbuds, and locked the door behind him. Imminence’s “Paralyzed” blasted heavily over the earbuds with their playlist set to shuffle. The blips on Enzo’s smartphone took him all over the city, from ghetto row houses to upscale apartment buildings equipped with door service. He rode hard, grinding rails wherever he could, dodging cars and pedestrians with practiced facility. 
 
    At sundown, after his umpteenth delivery, he was about to go home when another order popped up on his screen. Rather than accept penalization for rejecting the order, Enzo accepted it and rode the couple of blocks to a little Mexican restaurant, where he picked up an order of soy chorizo enchiladas. Double-checking the drop-off location, Enzo realized it was a repeat customer who lived in a towering apartment known as Bentwood Place. 
 
    He took off, cutting through traffic and red lights, performing micro bunny-hops from the roadways onto the crowded sidewalks. He arrived at the apartment building in just under four minutes. He scooped the BMX up in one hand, carried it up the stairs, and went into the vestibule, to the front counter, and then the elevator. 
 
    On the tenth floor, Enzo knocked on room 910 and waited several seconds before she answered. 
 
    The door cracked open. Upon recognizing Enzo’s bike and delivery pack hanging from his shoulders, Hailey swung the door wide open. “You’re always so fast,” the young woman commented, impressed. 
 
    “The bike helps, I guess.” He shrugged the bag off and flicked her a quick smile. “Enchiladas, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Hailey inspected the beat-up BMX while he unzipped the bag, and then met his gaze from over a freckled nose. She’d been crying recently; her hazel eyes were puffy and rimmed with red, but she was making an effort to conceal it. 
 
    Enzo pretended to not notice, so that neither of them would feel uncomfortable. He turned his eyes down, making a point to not really look at her as she accepted the food. “Make sure it all checks out,” he said. 
 
    She uncurled the bag, lifted the Styrofoam lid to verify that the food had survived, and then smiled with a bit more warmth. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” He punctuated that with an attractive smile, then picked the bike up and made his way back to the elevator. 
 
    By the time he got back to his apartment, the sun was down and he felt revitalized by the few hours of exercise the workday had afforded him. He carried his bike up the stairs, unlocked the door to the studio, and then froze when he switched the overhead light on. 
 
    The apartment was in shambles, and the few belongings that he owned were destroyed and strewn about the room. 
 
    Something crepitated noisily under the table. Humphrey was tucked around a chair leg, quivering with guilt as it shamelessly proceeded to swallow the remains of a plastic bottle it had been chewing on during Enzo’s absence. It burped, and a gout of flame flashed and charred the center post of the table. 
 
    Enzo slammed the door shut behind him. The cold cuts he had left were still on the paper plate and hadn’t been touched. 
 
    “You’ll eat plastic, but not meat?” 
 
    Humphrey croaked a mournful sound. Apparently it hadn’t noticed the meat was even there. 
 
    “Get over here, you little snot.” 
 
    The wyrm’s nostrils flared with indignation. Twin jets of flame spouted from between the chair legs. 
 
    “I said get the hell over here!” 
 
    Frightened, Humphrey shielded its snout with the fatty trunk of its tail, then flicked its tongue out like a child rudely screaming, “No!” 
 
    Enzo bent down beside the table and snatched hold of the wyrm, just as it was squeezing its long torso around the leg post. It squealed and wailed, slapping its arm stubs against the grasp of Enzo’s hand. When Enzo finally unwound the wyrm from the leg post, the tail curled around his arm, covering him up to the tattoo on his shoulder. 
 
    Although he was annoyed, Enzo was just glad to have the fierce monster under control. As a peace offering, Enzo held a sliver of cold-cut meat against the wyrm’s snout. Humphrey flinched at first, in fear of being hit, but then unfolded toward the delicious smell of food. 
 
    “You like that?” 
 
    Humphrey lunged, gobbling the salty slice up in an instant. The wyrm uncurled its tail and slid down onto the table in front of Enzo, its body circling around the paper plate. It sniffed and ate the lukewarm meat. 
 
    Enzo pushed back his sweaty locks of hair and sighed. He didn’t care about the mess in the apartment. It’d just be a tedious chore to clean up and replace the things that he had lost. He was suddenly very glad he hadn’t left the wyrm alone with his BMX. If that had been destroyed, he might have gotten genuinely angry. 
 
    Enzo watched the wyrm flit its skinny tongue over the empty plate. He half expected it to eat the plate as well, since it obviously had an unhealthy appetite for inedible objects. 
 
    “Well, then,” he said. “It’s time.” 
 
    Enzo scooped the wriggling wyrm up in one hand, and it clung to him, the snakelike muscles clenching and undulating restlessly. It belched, this time without any fiery emissions. 
 
    “You’re going to die for a good cause, you know.” 
 
    Humphrey blinked at Enzo, cocking its head with what appeared to be a grin.
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    ENZO CAST AN INVISIBILITY spell over the wyrm draped on his shoulders. “Hope you’re still hungry.” 
 
    Humphrey squawked in answer and shook its head in the manner of a wet dog. 
 
    Enzo knew of only a couple nearby places where the Unfallen had been spotted frequently. One was near a condemned hotel that was completely boarded up, and the other was by a public park. Since the former was the closest and less populated, he figured it would be the best place to set up their stake out. 
 
    “Do you know how to hunt, little guy?” 
 
    The wyrm wriggled its tail in an affirmative spiral. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes. Even though I know you couldn’t catch a plate of cold ham if it was left on a table beside you.” 
 
    Arriving at the scene of the hotel, Enzo chose an isolated spot between two unlit buildings overgrown with weeds. He placed the wyrm down on the tarmac and briefly went over the plan. Humphrey blinked dumbly at Enzo, listening attentively to the instructions. It tilted its head, and cooed whenever Enzo asked it, “Do you understand?” Humphrey’s intelligence wasn’t sophisticated, however, and so Enzo defaulted into testing the command: “Sic ’em.” 
 
    He was pleased when Humphrey’s lissome body went rigid. It lowered its head and glared furiously around. “Good,” he said. “Down, boy. At least for now.” The wyrm relaxed. 
 
    Artificial light was a rarity in that region of the city. Whole areas were clogged in heavy shadow, and the streetlights and signs were more spread out, some of them flickering eerily in the struggle to not burn out. The sky was mostly overcast, and only a handful of stars twinkled in a crevasse between two clouds. 
 
    The wyrm slinked its head a couple feet off of the ground. Its head swiveled waveringly left and right, like a charmed cobra, freezing momentously whenever it spotted a savory human. 
 
    Enzo planned to dismiss the invisibility spell once they decided on a target. It would be pointless to rescue a human without an Unfallen being there to witness the occasion—and if that happened, he’d be out of fifteen hundred bucks. 
 
    Humphrey emitted a succession of clicks in the back of its throat, and flicked its tongue out to sample the air. Three hours went by with no luck, but plenty of humans strode by, tempting the young wyrm’s self-control. 
 
    Growing tired after a while, the wyrm retreated and hugged Enzo around the ankle. It nuzzled the blunt end of its snout into the soft spot behind Enzo’s knee, and warbled with boredom. 
 
    Enzo shooed the attention-hungry wyrm away, and Humphrey retreated against the wall. After only a few minutes, the wyrm tried to wrap around Enzo’s leg again, but Enzo called it off with a stern, “No.” Surprisingly, it obeyed, and the wyrm stared at its new master with globe-like eyes that begged only for two things: Enzo’s approval and edible corpses. 
 
    A black-and-white vehicle rolled by, the opaque windows reflecting a distortion of sky and building. The police patrolling from inside could not see Enzo or the wyrm; Enzo was concealed in an energy-conserving blend of shadow and magic, while the wyrm was entirely invisible. But Humphrey perked up at the sight of the metal monster, and the clicking in its throat progressed to a chuttering vibration. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Enzo admonished. 
 
    It slinked behind Enzo’s leg again, and lowered itself into a crouch. 
 
    At one in the morning, the sound of high heels echoed off the concrete. Enzo peered from behind the corner. A city bus whizzed by, having just dropped off some passengers. 
 
    The high-heeled woman was approaching their direction. Enzo tensed at the sight of two hooded men trailing behind her. If she turned around, especially in that area of the neighborhood, she would probably faint with panic. 
 
    A thin spell of camouflage clung onto the men, making them not invisible, but harder to notice with the human eye. They kept at a far enough distance, and were unhurried in their stride, apparently paying no attention to the woman. If they had been vampires, they would have already attacked. But they were demons, Enzo decided, guardian angels, probably tailing her to see her safely home. 
 
    Enzo didn’t chide Humphrey this time when it reared up with hungry interest. He dispelled the wyrm’s invisibility with a single word: “Go.” 
 
    Humphrey shot forward like a catapult. Dark as it was, the wyrm was difficult to detect, but even the dim lights from far away refracted from its scales so that the woman was able to notice a blur of shine. 
 
    She stopped and stumbled backwards. 
 
    With their darksight, the two demons spotted the attacking wyrm at once. The pair broke out into a sprint. 
 
    Humphrey zigzagged in a sidewinding motion, gaining speed. 
 
    Enzo tackled the wyrm just as it was springing for the woman’s face. The woman lost her balance and landed hard on her rear-end against the concrete. 
 
    The Unfallen were running at full pelt, but they were too far away to be of immediate help. One of them pulled out a bow that materialized out of its cloak, while the other flourished a short sword inscribed with glowing seraph runes. Angels never carried guns, of course. While they were effective in combat, they were too loud and attracted the attention of anyone that was nearby. 
 
    Enzo pinned the wyrm to the ground, tacking its tail into the cement with the point of his butterfly sword. Humphrey squealed helplessly and squirmed, freezing only when it saw Enzo looming above it. 
 
    Humphrey shrank back and buried its head under several layers of its torso. Enzo couldn’t help but soften at the sight of that, and he hesitated to land the killing blow. He flourished his other sword in the opposite hand, however, and intended to cut through the layers of fatty torso, but Humphrey squalled in a pleading fit that made the demon stay his hand. 
 
    Enzo removed the sword from its tail, then blinked in bewilderment when Humphrey lunged and constricted around his arm, wailing penitently against his shoulder. 
 
    “Drop your weapons!” said the bow wielder, nocking an arrow and taking aim. “Marshall, kill it.” 
 
    Enzo let go of his weapons and raised his hands to show surrender. Meanwhile, the woman was screaming, unable to pick herself up without falling back down. 
 
    The angel named Marshall rushed toward them, sword pointed at the wyrm. 
 
    “I saved her life,” Enzo said. 
 
    “Be that as it may, the monster dies.” Marshall made as if to remove its head, but the wyrm slithered down and hid its neck behind Enzo’s heel. 
 
    “It’s just a youngling,” Enzo said. He did his best to not sound like he was attached in any way. 
 
    “It was about to eat that woman. And when it grows bigger, it will require even more meat to sustain itself. Call it off—or I’ll remove your leg right along with it.” 
 
    “I can’t give it orders,” Enzo lied. “It isn’t mine.” 
 
    “Then why is it clinging to you?” 
 
    “Probably because it’s just so young and terrified. I was chasing it for several blocks, when it wound up here.” Enzo’s hands slowly went down. Tiny motes of greenish light glittered around his calves: the beginnings of a shield. “Besides, I thought you guys were all about protecting life.” 
 
    The other angel lowered the point of his arrow. He chuckled low and deep. “Since when does a Fel give a damn about any of that?” 
 
    “I’m not one of the Fel,” Enzo said, affronted. “If I were still one of them, I wouldn’t have stopped the wyrm or surrendered any of my weapons. I would’ve let it feed on the human while I took care of the two of you.” 
 
    The woman had finally stopped screaming, but was hyperventilating hysterically. 
 
    Humphrey crept up the side of Enzo’s torso and wrapped itself around the muscles of his left arm. The end of its tail dribbled blood onto the concrete; it hung half-limp, unable to attach to Enzo like it normally would. The wyrm’s body trembled, racked as it was with obvious pain. 
 
    “I think it’s domesticated,” Enzo said, this time more softly. “Otherwise it would’ve attacked us all, I think. It’s only hungry.” 
 
    The woman stared in fascination when she finally got a good look at the baby dragon for the first time. It looked like what she imagined would be a diabolical cross between a plated snake and radioactive earthworm. 
 
    “Wyrms don’t usually act this way,” Enzo went on. “The only explanation is that someone tamed it.” And that was the truth, since Ross had taken pains to train his brood. 
 
    Enzo tried to not smile at the blunt snout nuzzling against his shoulder. He guessed Humphrey was still expressing sorrow and confusion over its apparent misbehavior. “It can be rehabilitated, I bet. Look: the woman’s fine, and no one else got hurt except the wyrm itself.” The blood from Humphrey’s tail was soaking through the leg of his denim, but he didn’t care. He could feel the wyrm’s muscles growing weak around him, but it hugged on as best it could while purring horribly at its pain. 
 
    The Unfallen agents lowered their weapons. The one named Marshall glared warily at Enzo. 
 
    Having forgotten her purse, the woman was up and tried to run, but the bow-wielder snagged her by the back of her coat collar. She shrieked, and the angel scooped something out of a leather sachet from his belt and scattered it pointblank into her eyes. A puff of glittery dust detonated in her face, and the woman collapsed in the steely cradle of his arm. 
 
    Enzo knew who that demon was by reputation. He went by Sandman, formerly known as one of the many gods of sleep identified in the numerous pantheons. Sandman himself wasn’t considered a god, however; the most recognition he had achieved over the centuries had landed him a position as a folkloric figure, and a malevolent one at that. 
 
    Now that Sandman had joined the Unfallen, he no longer vied for deification like he once did. 
 
    It was harder these days to convince humans that demons were gods, at any rate. Western society had suffered a steep decline in religiosity and superstition, and the new deities of the Information Age were nothing but impotent mortals featured on the covers of pop-culture magazines and news articles. 
 
    Many members of the Fel fled to underdeveloped countries for that reason. For a race of creatures that thrived off the fear and worship of mankind, being supplanted and forgotten to a world of Distraction and Entertainment was akin to death. 
 
    “State your name,” said Sandman, curling his arm securely around the unconscious woman. 
 
    “Enzo.” 
 
    “Marshall and Sandman,” the demon reciprocated, indicating his companion first and then himself. 
 
    Enzo nodded in return, making sure to stay on his guard, although the magic barrier radiating below his knees had dimmed somewhat. 
 
    “There aren’t any havens for wyrms around here,” Sandman went on, and when he said that, Enzo knew he was probably in the clear. 
 
    “If I can’t manage to rehabilitate the wyrm myself, then of course I’ll put him down.” The reptilian chin rested in the slope between his neck and shoulder. The wyrm’s breathing was rapid, heart rate thrumming hurriedly on his arm. 
 
    “You left the Fel, then?” Marshall’s tone was noticeably less threatening. He removed the gray hood of his denim jacket, showing a full head of light brown hair, and eyes that were almond-shaped and honey-colored. He looked young, about the same age as Enzo, in his early or mid-twenties, whereas Sandman appeared to be in his late thirties. Age for them was nothing but an illusion, of course. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What made you?” 
 
    Enzo watched as Marshall gathered his surrendered weapons from the ground. “It’s hard to explain,” he temporized, mind racing for a reason they could agree with. “What the Fel were doing just felt… wrong.” And while he hoped that simple answer would be enough, since he hadn’t thought about his reasons until then, he decided to try and redirect their focus on to a different subject: “Why were you two following that woman, anyway?” 
 
    Marshall jerked his head sideways, to indicate that they should move. “Let’s get out of here. She screamed pretty loud, and someone could have called the cops.” 
 
    Sandman laid the woman down for a minute, in order to sling the bow and arrow on his back. His hood fell off when he stood up, and before he could throw it back on, Enzo glimpsed a bald scalp and bulging purple veins that webbed hideously over the man’s corrugated forehead. Sandman’s eyes were deep set, so that the sockets appeared hollow, at least when the light wasn’t shining on them directly. He was deathly pale, skin texture grainy like fine sand, and he was large and hulking, no shorter than six-foot two. 
 
    Sandman lifted the woman back up, and Enzo followed where they went. 
 
    “A witch tipped us off,” Marshall said finally, in answer to Enzo’s question. “She performed a little divination for us, and said a woman would be getting off a bus here around this time. She was supposed to be attacked by a couple of thugs.” He eyed Enzo and the wyrm inquisitively. “Looks like she got that particular detail wrong. But, of course, divination isn’t always accurate. The best an oracle can do is predict according to the current trajectory of Time. It leaves out all the messy ripples of Chance, human error, and divine intervention.” 
 
    They retreated behind the abandoned hotel, where they were flanked by a stone divider and the building’s exterior wall. Sandman put the woman down on a small island of grass and rifled through her purse, gleaning over the contents with his darksight. He ignored the handsome stash of cash and credit cards, and paused to read the address recorded on her driver’s license. 
 
    “What are you going to do with her?” asked Enzo. 
 
    “Take her home,” Sandman said in a deep drawl. “She’ll wake up in her bed eight hours from now, maybe think it was all an elaborate dream. My sand put her to sleep, but the drowse will stay heavy on her eyes over the next twenty-four hours. She might suspect a flu, call off from work, and lounge around her home. She’ll feel back to normal in a couple of days.” 
 
    Marshall gave Enzo back his sword, having decided he wasn’t that much of a threat. Enzo put them on his belt and recloaked them. 
 
    “I’ll drop her off safely.” Sandman returned everything to the woman’s purse. “Unless you want to come along,” he said to Marshall. 
 
    “That might be best.” His partner grinned. “If something happens, it’ll be hard for you to do anything with deadweight holding you down.” 
 
    “I’ll come, too,” Enzo said. “I can help out, if you need it.” 
 
    “Technically, you are our prisoner, so you really have no choice in where you go.” Marshall chortled, and then patted Enzo on the back. “Of course, any ex-Fel is a friend of ours, and we could always use the help.” 
 
    But Enzo knew the light-hearted joke wasn’t actually a joke: he was their prisoner now, and if he tried to leave, they would not let him. 
 
    “Sandman, make yourself invisible so folks don’t get the wrong impression.” 
 
    Sandman cast a vanishing spell over himself and the woman, and Enzo put a concealment over the wyrm while Marshall did likewise to his weapons. 
 
    The late-night crowds they eventually walked into didn’t notice the odd cooing and clicking sounds coming from Enzo’s shoulder. One woman brushed the jutting toe of the unconscious woman’s pumps, however, and glanced curiously at the empty space, thinking she had just experienced a tactile hallucination. 
 
    After about fifteen minutes, Sandman stopped. “That’s where she lives.” 
 
    “That building?” Enzo said. “I deliver here a lot.” 
 
    A smartly dressed doorman stood guard under a tasseled awning outside the apartment’s main door. Enzo turned to Marshall and took command of the situation. “Let’s get some take-out. It doesn’t matter from where. I don’t have my bike or pack on me, but the doorman knows me and will assume I’m making a delivery.” 
 
    “Brilliant.” Marshall raised his eyebrows. “You’re a courier, huh? Who knew that’d ever come in handy.” 
 
    He and Enzo crossed the street when there were no cars, dove into the nearest restaurant, and then came back out lugging a delicious-smelling paper bag. 
 
    Turning on his best smile, Enzo strolled up to the corpulent doorman, and said, “What’s up?” He lifted the bag labeled as Einstein Bros. Bagels. “Got a late night order.” 
 
    The genial doorman tipped the glossy visor of his hard-topped hat. “Nice seeing you again, sir. And who’s this fellow?” 
 
    “Marshall.” The angel extended a hand with an agreeable smile, and the doorman accepted it with relish. “A friend of Enzo’s.” 
 
    “And what happened to your bike?” the doorman asked reasonably, since he usually guarded the BMX while Enzo took the food indoors. 
 
    “The chain broke, and I haven’t gotten a chance to fix it yet, so I’m stuck walking for now. Is it alright if we go in?” 
 
    “Of course.” The doorman held the door open for Enzo, but then said, “If you don’t mind, I’d like your friend to wait down here. Company policy.” 
 
    Marshall shrugged his shoulders, and quietly backed against the wall beside the doorman. Enzo waited a few seconds to allow Sandman to sneak into the lobby first, then went in after. He couldn’t see Sandman, exactly, but he could just make out the distortion of molecules where the empty space was taken up. 
 
    “Bit chilly out tonight, isn’t it?” Marshall said to the doorman, by way of small talk. “Do you always work graveyard?” 
 
    “Not always. They alternate the work hours so that it’s fair to the other doormen.” 
 
    Marshall nodded and continued to question him about the particulars of his profession. 
 
    Enzo and Sandman proceeded through the lobby as quietly as they could, passing the reception desk—which was momentarily unattended—and heading straight for the lift, which was fortunately empty when it opened. 
 
    “Eighth floor,” the large bald angel said. 
 
    Enzo pushed the button, and the elevator blipped as the twin doors slowly drifted shut. 
 
    “The key is in the outer pocket of her purse,” Sandman said. 
 
    Before they landed on the eighth floor, Enzo rummaged through the purse and pulled the key seemingly out of thin air. 
 
    They left the elevator and walked down the hallway until Sandman said, “It’s this one.” 
 
    Enzo unlocked the door. 
 
    Sandman carried her stealthily into the bedroom, and dropped the cloak even as he passed the threshold. There was no light, but their darksight was more than enough for them to see by. Enzo moved the bedsheets off for Sandman to lay the woman down in as natural a sleeping position as he could manage. 
 
    Enzo surveyed the room. She lived alone, an unmarried career woman, no doubt, which was a huge relief, considering how other tenants could have complicated things. 
 
    They started for the exit, when Enzo halted in his tracks. Wyrm blood had dribbled all over the carpet and wood floor from the entryway. “Shit.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “The police are going to be all over this.” 
 
    “If she calls them. Which I doubt. And they’re not going to figure out anything even if they come. Don’t worry. No matter what data tests they run, dragon blood will leave them baffled. You could bleed ichor all over the place, but it isn’t human, and that’s all that matters. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    Best case scenario, the woman would be too embarrassed by the blood to even bother phoning the police. She might assume it was hers: a feminine problem that had gotten out of hand without her notice. But the evidence for even that would still be lacking. 
 
    Enzo looked for anything else they might have overlooked. If the police came, they might find fingerprints that weren’t hers. They wouldn’t be able to trace the prints back to them, of course, but Enzo didn’t want the woman believing someone had broken in. 
 
    He took some paper towels from the kitchen, and wrapped them around the wyrm’s tail to staunch the flow. He backtracked through the apartment and wiped the doorknobs with the hem of his shirt, hoping that would be enough. Sandman waited for him patiently. Enzo passed him the paper bag, and Sandman took it, casting the invisibility spell over it and himself. 
 
    They had done all that they could. Maybe no one would notice the stipples of blood on the commercial carpet in the hallway, and maybe whoever cleaned the carpets would just assume it was spilled food, and clean it up without mentioning it to anyone. 
 
    Quietly, they left and went down the elevator, Enzo still feeling uneasy and anxious to prove himself friendly to the Unfallen. He pushed his hair back and shoved his hands into his pockets. He closed his eyes for a few moments and used the slow ride down to recollect himself. 
 
    Outside, Marshall was chatting briskly with the doorman. His eyes lit up when he saw Enzo and the molecules bending in his wake. “Well, Alan, it was nice chatting with you,” he said, breaking away from the conversation. “I’ve never worked in a union myself before, so hearing everything you have to do was pretty damn interesting. Take care, man!” He waved goodbye, then turned to walk shoulder to shoulder with Enzo, head down, sighing out a long-held breath of exasperation. 
 
    “Did he notice the blood?” Enzo asked. He had noticed it was all over the sidewalk, too. 
 
    “No. But I did, thankfully. I did my best to keep him from looking around, which was damn harder than it sounds.” Marshall clenched his teeth and scratched at an itch on the back of his head. 
 
    The three of them walked in silence for a while. When they were finally out of human sight, Sandman released the concealment hanging over him, and relaxed his magic aura. He tossed the bag of food into a trashcan when they were several blocks away from the building. 
 
    “So how long have you been turned?” the hollow-eyed angel inquired. 
 
    “About ten days.” 
 
    “Ten days?” echoed Marshall. “I’m surprised we haven’t crossed paths with you sooner.” 
 
    Marshall was very gregarious, with a magnetic personality that came off as simultaneously charismatic and facetious. He was the complete opposite of Sandman, who was taciturn and seemed to be constantly in a bad humor. 
 
    “I’m actually pretty shocked at how much you guys trust me,” Enzo put in, meaning to feel out where he stood in their estimation. 
 
    “We don’t,” Sandman said bluntly. 
 
    “The big man’s right,” Marshall said. “We don’t trust you at all. But we’re giving you the benefit of a doubt. Besides, you’ll get officially screened as soon as we’re back at Stillwater. We’ll summon Dolus to evaluate you, and he’ll let us know if we should let you stay or feed you to Cerberus.” 
 
    “Dolus?” The name was familiar, but it eluded him. 
 
    “He was a big deal in Greece when he was still with the Fel,” Sandman explained. “Known as the god of trickery and deceit: a mind-bender to rival all the other gods of the same title.” 
 
    Ah, yes. Enzo remembered him. But he had never met Dolus before, and was unfamiliar with how he used his power. “How’s he going to evaluate me? Interrogation?” 
 
    Marshall made a sour face. “Nope. Something far more barbaric.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Marshall grinned delightfully at him. “He’s going to eat your brains, of course!” 
 
    Enzo was careful to not react. He only responded with a dull: “That’s fucking weird.” 
 
    “It’s sick stuff, actually,” Marshall said casually, “as most of the dark arts are. He’s abandoned most of the creepy shit he used to do, but he’ll still use a bit of taboo fellcraft if it happens to support a good cause. I really do hope you’re one of us. You’ve already been useful, and you’re actually kind of fun to be around.” He beamed sideways. “The last thing I’d want is for us to have to destroy you.” 
 
    Enzo maintained a stony front. Yeah, me too, he thought rather bleakly.
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    STILLWATER WAS A FORMER mental institution, large and cordoned off by a brick wall on its own several acres of private land. It boasted a large range of gardens, an entry courtyard overflowing with bold neons and pastels of exotic flowers, an abundance of ferns, and topiary of varying shades of green. In the courtyard there were three water fountains arranged in a triangle, around which a cobblestone walkway led to the stone steps of the main building. 
 
    “Fancy hideout,” Enzo said, admiring the multilevel Gothic visage. The ivy-strewn wall enclosing the property occluded the view from either side, and one could only look in or out if they were standing at the iron-wrought gate entrance. Eroded stone gargoyles were mounted at intervals on the brick wall with their faces and limbs contorted into grotesque caricatures of mockery. “I doubt anyone questions strange activity at an abandoned psych ward.” 
 
    Marshall chuckled. “To be honest, we’ve had our fair share of visits from the police, but asserting our rights to not let them look around has worked well enough.” 
 
    Apparently the property had been shut down a decade ago, and the Unfallen had since converted it to their own brand of asylum. The place was well kept for its great size, all the plants being well tended, and the decorative sidewalks were frequently swept clear of windfall and debris. 
 
    Upon stepping through the main gate, Enzo sensed an overflow of bad energy surging up from the ground into the soles of his feet. Magical activity was rife on the property; any ghost hunter would have probably gone nuts from the explosive crackles going off on his EMF-reader. 
 
    Emanations of dark power hung over everything. Ghostly remnants of psychotic fear and neurosis clung to the shrubs and tree branches, haunting every hollow with their roiling shadows. Memories of bygone suffering felt as tangible as a chilling mist against his skin, and Enzo almost believed he could still hear the tortured screams of the mentally deranged, smell the drip of forced bloodletting and lobotomies, and feel the surge of bad magic coming from the revenants of the long-dead inmates. Microbial spirits infected the nooks and crannies, attracted as they were to the ever-present magical contagion. 
 
    The entire property was outwardly tranquil and pleasant enough. But to anyone with more than a degree of surface vision, the asylum’s former spiritual insanitation defiled everything. 
 
    “It’s incredibly spacious,” Marshall went on to agree. “We can hide our activities without fear of attracting unwanted attention, for the most part.” 
 
    Enzo glanced at his aquiline profile while they traversed the enormous courtyard. “Doesn’t the bad energy tempt you?” 
 
    “There’s always a temptation. The dark powers I once dabbled in invite me daily, but I fell in love with something else that’s more important than my lusts. Mankind, that is. I suppose it helps that I feel partially responsible for what’s become of them.” 
 
    “Lucifer made Adam fall, not you.” 
 
    “But I taught mankind so many wrong things that it still makes me guilty for their failings. The same is true for you, too, you know.” 
 
    “They made their own choices,” Enzo argued as a matter of routine. He had engaged in this kind of philosophical debate many times before, and the answers weren’t difficult or too complicated to work out. “The human race did this to itself.” 
 
    “Freewill and all that, yeah. I agree. But we interfered, like Lucifer, knowing full well what we were doing.” Marshall was suddenly very serious—mirthless. “We were never going to achieve our goals, you know. Not even if we turned the whole human race into groping slugs. Lucifer lied to us.” He made that final point with bitter emphasis. “He’s a great orator, but an even greater liar. There’s no redemption for the fallen, like he claims, and we won’t ever evolve into real gods, regardless of how many Men we convert into worshipping us at our alters. Lucifer brought down entire legions of us angels with nothing but the power of his persuasion. And all because of him, we’re damned.” 
 
    From there, Enzo lapsed into his new role as convert. “This is exactly the kind of thing I’ve been wrestling with over the past few months. After everything we did, we’re still no closer to the goal Lucifer had planned for us.” 
 
    “Do you think we deserve what’s coming to us?” Marshall asked. 
 
    Enzo frowned, and decided an honest answer would suffice. “Intellectually, yes. But I suppose in my heart I still defy it.” 
 
    “Me too,” Marshall admitted. “I think we all feel that way, actually, when we allow ourselves to think about it properly. How could you not? By the way, there are protective wards all over the outer gate. You won’t be able to leave without our permission. At least not until you share our mark, which will grant you the freedom to come and go as you need.” 
 
    “I guess if this Dolus lies about me, I’m a dead man then, right?” Enzo grinned in an effort to conceal his anxiety. 
 
    “Guess so.” The other demon smirked. 
 
    They mounted the steps to the main building, and Sandman opened one of the twin double doors for the three of them. The door opened onto a wide entryway that led into several flanking rooms. An enormous center room beyond the foyer held a grand staircase leading to the second, third, and fourth floors. Balconied walkways on each floor level overhung the center room, so that one could see who was walking above them from below. 
 
    The majority of activity was concentrated on the bottom level, where numerous people were busily roaming to and fro, most of whom were demons, but there was a scattering of humans and vampires as well. A couple of secretarial trolls waddled from room to room on ungainly feet, and an iridescent-skinned elf sat cross-legged on the floor and was presently scolding a sulky faery trapped in a butterfly jar. 
 
    Enzo scanned the place, quietly comparing its opulence to the subterranean corridors of the Warrens. His gaze alighted on a young woman sitting in one of the small offices beside them, and he recognized her immediately. She was hugging herself, as women often did when they were feeling cold or distressed, and was rocking slowly back and forth, like a child trying to soothe its rattled nerves. Without thinking, Enzo moved toward her and leaned a hand against the doorframe. 
 
    Dark eye makeup streaked her cheeks, and her whole face was flushed from crying. Red patches showed through from under milky-white foundation. Blood clumped the auburn waves of her shoulder-length hair, and her slender neck was stippled with bloody fingerprints and smears. The burgundy tint coloring her lips was actually blood, he realized, and she was wearing the same clothes he remembered seeing her in earlier that day: black canvas flats, ripped jeggings, and a loose-fitting maroon sweatshirt. 
 
    The other two demons kept on walking, Marshall having assumed Enzo was following behind them. But he was in the room with Hailey now. 
 
    She looked drained, frail and exhausted from emotion. She was biting her nails, which Enzo guessed was a nervous habit, since her other nails were already gnawed down to the beds. The luminous hazel discs of her eyes stared widely into nowhere, and for all her bland detachment there was a certain disheveled beauty about her that intrigued him. 
 
    “What happened?” Enzo asked after a while. Even though he had spoken gently, she still jumped. 
 
    Hailey gaped at him with red-veined eyes that were watering profusely. Roused by the recent memory of him showing up at her door, Hailey almost believed everything had been a dream, and she was back in the ordinary safety of her own apartment, waiting for this man to deliver her food. 
 
    Enzo stepped closer. He had dropped his camouflage out in the courtyard, so he wasn’t surprised when her eyes flicked suddenly to the snake-like creature draped on his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s harmless,” Enzo said to reassure her. But she didn’t seem to be afraid—at least not of him or the sleeping wyrm. “What happened?” he repeated. 
 
    “Excuse my friend’s rudeness,” intruded a voice from the open doorway. “He’s a bit socially challenged, and he was just leaving.” Marshall grabbed Enzo by the scruff of his hoodie and threw him out of the room, like a bouncer kicking out an excessively drunk customer. 
 
    Enzo shoved him off. “I know that girl.” 
 
    “I don’t care. She’s obviously in shock. Leave her alone.” 
 
    Enzo readjusted his clothes, huffing irritably, and smoothed back his ruffled hair. After an interval of silence, he said, “I didn’t know the Unfallen took in humans.” 
 
    “Yeah. We do, but not all the time. Unlike the Fel, we only take them in if it’s necessary.” 
 
    A crease formed between his eyebrows, but Enzo decided to not argue on that point. “Does that mean she’s staying?” 
 
    Marshall shrugged. “I don’t know. Each case is different. But I’m sure that’s what they’re going to figure out with her right now. Come on. We were just about to introduce you to our fearless leader.” 
 
    They caught up with Sandman, who stood leaning against the wall at the back of the main lobby. The hulking demon had his hood flung off, his leathery pate on full display. “Fearless Leader is in a bad mood,” he grumbled throatily. “She’s giving Lawrence the usual. We should probably wait until she’s done.” 
 
    Enzo frowned when he remembered the wyrm still wedged between his neck and shoulder. It was shivering convulsively now. More than anything, he wanted to get its injured tail taken care of. “Hang in there, little guy.” Enzo reached up to stroke its snout. 
 
    “Give him to me,” Sandman said, launching himself forward by the shoulder from the wall. “I’ll take him to the medical ward.” 
 
    “You won’t kill him?” 
 
    “Of course not. Unless he gives me reason to.” 
 
    Secretly distrustful, Enzo unraveled the quivering wyrm from his arm and shoulders, and transferred it carefully into Sandman’s giant fingers. The little critter wailed in discomfort, but continued to shiver from its fever and ignored them. 
 
    Sandman nodded curtly. “After you’ve met with Athena, Marshall can show you to the medical building.” With that, Sandman left, and Enzo followed an impatient Marshall into the elegant office suite. 
 
    Stained-glass lamps illuminated the room with dim lush colors. The desk, bookcases, chairs, and floor were all made of expensive-looking dark wood, and the paisley carpet was plush and buoyant beneath their shoes. 
 
    A petite woman sporting a lavender-blonde bob hovered over an enormous desk with her palms flat on the surface and her arms spread out. She was in the middle of berating a young twentyish man with dark-red hair, who was sitting awkwardly in the chair across from her. An angry snarl crumpled up her delicate features, and her voice was high and girlish, which made it incredibly difficult for Enzo to not laugh at her despotic savagery. Enzo was only too glad that he wasn’t the one sitting in the Chair of Shame—as he would later come to find that it was called—being forced to play meek and not chuckle coltishly at her explosion of feminine wrath. She ground her teeth, a lioness on the brink of pouncing a baffled gazelle. 
 
    “This cannot happen again!” Athena slapped the report lying on her desk, picked it up, then threw it down in front of Lawrence for added emphasis. Fury flickered in her pale blue eyes like a hot red furnace. “Any more dead bodies on your watch, and I might consider annihilating you!” 
 
    Lawrence stammered, and bowed forward to maintain his focus on the carpet’s pattern instead of her. If he dared to look at the vicious virago in front of him, he was liable to implode from a dangerous mix of hilarity and fear. “M-ma’am, I’m sorry. W-we’ll… we’ll be more vigilant next time.” 
 
    Athena strained to stretch further over the desk. “Look at me, Law.” 
 
    Enzo tensed his jaw in sympathy for the poor man. 
 
    Lawrence slowly raised his head, met her gaze, and visibly locked his features into place. 
 
    Her voice dropped a few octaves, becoming deadly calm. “Do I make myself clear? This is the third werewolf that got away while you were on duty, and you and your partner failed to intercept him during his change, even though it was foreseen in thoroughly accurate detail.” 
 
    Helpless, Lawrence tried to form words with his mouth, but only incoherent sounds came out. 
 
    “Go!” Athena barked, and the fallen angel jumped up from his seat, backing away from the large desk and the small furious woman. “If you fail one more time, I’m removing you from your guardianship.” 
 
    Rushing stiffly from the room, Lawrence did not so much as glance at the other two demons who had stepped in. 
 
    Athena huffed, straightened her back, and rearranged the disordered wisps of hair clawing around her chin. Her demeanor switched automatically when she regarded her new guests. “Gentlemen, come in!” She smiled cheerfully. “I hope you brought me some good news.” 
 
    Enzo hadn’t been referred to as a gentleman in a few decades, and he nodded courteously at her sudden switch into politeness. 
 
    “Athena Cross,” Marshall said, “and Enzo. I’d like you both to meet each other. This is our newest initiate,” he explained to the petite woman. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure, Enzo.” She beamed and shook his hand, every trace of the battleaxe Enzo had just witnessed melting away. 
 
    “She’s the owner of Stillwater,” Marshall said to Enzo. “Our fearless leader, to be heeded obediently without quarrel. At least so long as you want your balls to stay intact.” 
 
    Evidently, Enzo thought with some amusement. “Fearless?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh,” Athena scoffed, and waved the appellation off. “It’s an inside joke, is all. Don’t call me that, unless you really want me to hurt you. Marshall gets a free pass, since he’s the one that made it up.” She changed the subject. “Are you newly fallen, or a convert?” 
 
    “He said he defected from the Fel a little over a week ago. A couple hours ago a stray wyrm attacked a human woman, and he saved her. He protected the offending wyrm as well, so I’m just curious what you make of that.” 
 
    “An animal lover, are you?” Athena remarked the dragon blood on Enzo’s denim and sleeveless hoodie. 
 
    Enzo shrugged somewhat awkwardly. “You could say that.” 
 
    “At least that’s one death averted for the night. You’re already doing better than that so-called guardian I was just chastising. I applaud your effort, Enzo, and doing as much without a commander to direct you.” Her smile then was genuine and not merely polite. “Welcome to our little hideout. You will be happy here, I hope. Marshall, arrange for him to meet with Dolus as soon as possible.” 
 
    “The god of trickery and deceit,” Enzo said. “With that sort of title, are you sure he won’t lie about me?” 
 
    “Dolus never lies.” 
 
    Enzo opened his mouth, but then reclosed it. 
 
    Athena noticed his look of skepticism. “A man can be wise without ever once practicing that wisdom,” she explained, matter-of-fact. “A man can be skilled in so many things, actually, without ever practicing them.” 
 
    Enzo guessed it was best to just take her word for it, but he couldn’t help asking, “How do you know?” 
 
    “I don’t.” She inclined her chin. “Dolus could lie about you. But at the end of the day, I trust him far more than I do you.” 
 
    Touché. But Enzo imagined it was going to be difficult to deceive a god of deceit. Perhaps he could convince himself of his own lie, which might enable him to swoop by under the radar, regardless of how skilled Dolus was at uprooting lies. But if he was meeting with Dolus right away, as Athena indicated, he wouldn’t have enough time to fully prepare himself. 
 
    “He’ll make sure you’re not a spy,” Athena said. “I’m sure you will pass his tests. But if you don’t—” she shrugged flippantly “—you’re already dead.” She smiled sweetly. “Welcome again, Enzo. And if you require anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    Enzo blinked as she moved away. “You must get a lot of undercover agents trying to sneak their way in here.” 
 
    “Nah.” Marshall screwed his face up and shook his head. “It happens once in a while. But when it does happen, we protract their torture for as long as we can, so as to make an example of them.” 
 
    That made Enzo even more nervous than he already was. 
 
    “I’ll take him down to Dolus right away, Fearless Athena.” 
 
    “Oh—that reminds me.” She straightened out the files on her desk. “Now that I think about it, Dolus might still be gone.” 
 
    Enzo quelled the look of enormous relief that overtook him on the spot. 
 
    Surprised, Marshall paused mid-turn. “Again?” 
 
    “Again.” She echoed the word with exasperation and then sighed. “I sent a couple of our guardians after him, but the fight leading up to his departure was a bit more explosive this time.” 
 
    “But I thought you told him—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I told him. Dolus still left without permission. He should be back by now, though.” After a pause, Athena crossed the room to a small round table and picked up an upside-down paper cup that was attached to the wall by a dirty string. “Finch,” she said into the cup, “is Dolus back yet?” She placed the rim of the cup around her ear. 
 
    A crackle of radio static roiled from inside the cup. “Nie, ma’am,” said a trollish voice. “And his chasers neither.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” She let out a breath, then placed the staticy paper cup back down. Athena looked at Enzo with a calculating expression. “Alright,” she said eventually to Marshall, “I suppose you can enlist his aid in the meantime. Only, watch him closely. Be sure he doesn’t learn anything too important, and don’t outfit him with our permanent mark until he’s been screened by Dolus.” She regarded Marshall seriously. “How do you feel about him, honestly?” 
 
    Marshall skimmed Enzo with his eyes and spoke plainly, as if the turncoat wasn’t there. “He checks out, as far as I’m concerned.” He shrugged. “Smart guy, anyway. Reminds me of me when I forsook Lucifer’s army. I don’t really care for his affinity to baby dragons, though. If it were me, I would’ve put the beastie down.” 
 
    They both looked at Enzo, as if expecting him to say something. 
 
    Good, then. He had just regained a little time—but who knew how long the reprieve would actually last. Enzo hoped he would be able to complete his mission before his time was up, but he would still need to attempt to reprogram his brain to outsmart Dolus before it was too late. Lucifer, the First Fallen, employed that kind of psychological manipulation often; wordcraft was a mighty magic, potent enough to bring even Adam and Eve down, as well as an entire third of the angels. But it was easier to inflict deceit on someone else, rather than oneself. Like self-induced hypnosis, the trick was in overcoming your own awareness of the delusion. 
 
    The good thing was that his heart didn’t need to be pure in order to pass Dolus’s test, since no one’s heart was pure, not even any of the Unfallen’s. But a mindful intention to bring about good in the world might be enough to conceal his true motives. 
 
    He would have to try, at any rate, and hope for the best. 
 
    Marshall paced in a tight circle and rubbed the back of his neck. “Why did he go, this time? He knows we need him.” 
 
    “He and Morrigan had another falling out while you were gone,” Athena answered. “She said she was leaving him for good.” 
 
    Marshall rolled his eyes. The marital feud would never last. Their domestic disputes were often heated, but the passion between Dolus and his wife was something to be envied. 
 
    Marshall gestured for Enzo to follow, and they started for the door while Athena muttered angrily under her breath. 
 
    “Dolus and Morrigan are lovers, then?” Enzo asked conversationally as they left the room. 
 
    “Husband and wife. But they’re more like oil and water, or vinegar and baking soda. They act like borderline teenagers, with her tiresome melodrama and his insufferable possessiveness and jealousy.” 
 
    “Sounds exhausting.” 
 
    “It sure is—for everybody. But she’s never actually left him before. That’s what shocks me. Usually they have it out by exchanging blows. Objects are thrown, hexes and insults volleyed. But everything’s always perfectly fine a few hours later.” 
 
    Enzo grimaced. “Don’t think I could put up with that. It sounds unhealthy.” 
 
    Marshall lifted his shoulders. “You’d be surprised how much bullshit love will make you put up with. It isn’t healthy, obviously. And in fact I’d call it pretty damn dysfunctional. But Dolus insists it’s actually a testament to the strength of their marriage.” 
 
    “He doesn’t sound too sane.” 
 
    “He really isn’t.” 
 
    “But you trust him with adjudicating turncoats?” 
 
    “Dolus is good at what he does,” Marshall maintained. 
 
    “Then how does he do it?” 
 
    “I already told you.” 
 
    “Yes, but how? Aren’t we all corrupt? It’s not like he can just look inside my head and see it’s full of roses and white clouds. Even you said you were still tempted by your urges, so how does he decide?” 
 
    At present, they were halfway up the main staircase. Marshall glanced at him. He seemed to be weighing whether the question was safe to answer or not. “Dolus exposes hidden intent. He doesn’t just look around for surface thoughts. First, he eats away your boundaries. He burrows deep into your subconscious and forces everything out into the open, like vomit. You can’t hide anything from him, even if you hypnotize yourself.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” Enzo lied. “I’m just afraid he’ll peg me wrong if he only happens to not like me.” Enzo swept his hair back, feeling less confident in his plan after hearing what Marshall had to say. “You can’t blame me for asking, anyway. The man sounds like a complete crackhead.” 
 
    They came to the landing on the second floor. Enzo looked out over the glossy railing and surveyed the bustle of activity below. 
 
    “Do you have a place of your own?” Marshall asked him. 
 
    “A little studio in a shitty rundown neighborhood.” 
 
    “We’re going to have you stay here for a while. At least for the time being. Eventually, you’ll be expected to return to your shitty rundown apartment. But until you get our permanent mark, we want you under our watch twenty-four seven. There’s a library and some study rooms here on the second floor. The third and fourth levels have most of our available rooms. James—he’s the man behind the desk just over there—he’ll assign you a key and get all the paperwork filled out for you.” 
 
    “What are the other buildings for?” Enzo nodded out the window. 
 
    “That one is the dining hall. South of this building is the medical ward. And to the right of us is the gymnasium.” 
 
    “Do I need anything special to go between buildings?” 
 
    “No, but we’ll be giving you our temporary mark shortly. With that you’ll be able to leave the property if you need to, but we won’t let you go alone. You work as a delivery boy, don’t you?” 
 
    “High-powered careers are very demanding.” 
 
    Marshall smiled at the self-abasing comment. “We want records of your work hours, of everywhere you go, and of every place you’re at during every minute of every day. We’ll also be checking your phone daily.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” Enzo shrugged. “And if there are any holes in my reports, Big Brother can fill you in.” 
 
    “If you betray us, Enzo, all I’ll need to do is burn the paper I draft your mark on. Once that’s destroyed, you won’t be able to come or go.” 
 
    He swallowed dryly. “Understood.” That meant he could easily become a prisoner against his will. And even now, he was technically their prisoner. 
 
    Enzo cursed the dreadlord for not having thought any of this through. Hopefully he would find Lorcan before Dolus returned. 
 
    Marshall showed him the upper floors, pointing out how the rooms for the humans and demons were purposefully segregated. They returned to the second floor, assigned him a room on the fourth level at James’s desk, and then wandered down the stairs and out the double doors to the moonlit courtyard. 
 
    Enzo followed Marshall toward the building he had said was the gymnasium. “Can I ask why you guys bring humans here?” 
 
    “Usually, we do it just to give them temporary sanctuary. But it’s something we’ve recently learned the Fel are doing forcibly. Aside from providing much-needed care to human victims of supernatural activity, we’ve been recruiting a few humans as a countermeasure to the Fel inducting humans as well.” 
 
    “But the Fel aren’t doing that,” Enzo insisted. “I’ve never heard of that.” 
 
    Marshall shrugged. “Our intel comes from the inside.” 
 
    “You have spies among the Fel?” Enzo balked, but then quickly recomposed himself. He had to appreciate the irony, and he couldn’t be surprised if the Unfallen were just as devious and resourceful as the Fel. 
 
    “Our sources informed us that the Fel are forcibly drafting humans, and after the evidence was presented, there was no question.” 
 
    “Why on earth would either faction want to do that?” 
 
    Marshall stopped at the foot of the gymnasium’s stairway. “You remember the Nephilim?” 
 
    Enzo nodded. The Nephilim were the progeny of cohabiting humans and demons, and were destroyed by Elohim in the Great Flood. At present, the Nephilim and their fathers were locked up in the Void. 
 
    “Someone on that ark wasn’t pure of blood,” Marshall said, mounting the stairs. “The Flood was meant to wipe them all out, but the remnants of Nephilim DNA persist to this day, incubating in a select few who may or may not manifest that power at some point.” 
 
    “And so you’re rounding up these quasi-mutant humans?” 
 
    “Like the Fel are, yes. But our reasons are different. The Fel were always known to hire human hitmen once in a while. But I think they finally realized what an advantage it would be to hire them on permanently, especially if they could also handle fellcraft like any other demon. It’s brilliant, actually. If we can’t touch a human for fear of killing him—” Enzo’s mind flashed back to the image of the woman he had nearly killed “—then humans can carry out the Fel’s orders with impunity.” Marshall opened the door to the gymnasium and held it open for Enzo. “So we fight fire with fire.”
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    THE GYMNASIUM WAS AN ARMORY and training room in one. Weapons were mounted on the walls like common décor. Obstacles and obstructions jostled for space on an open court toward the back, apparently useful for when anyone wanted to spar or practice their acrobatics. There were weights, target dummies, and an area filled with a network of elaborate piping and steel bars dedicated to advanced forms of calisthenics. 
 
    “Don’t worry about wrecking anything,” Marshall told Enzo. “Everything in here is expected to break with use. We have a couple of engineers that reconstruct or replace whatever ends up in pieces at the end of the day.” 
 
    “What about the walls?” Enzo asked. Demonic combat did tend to get overly energetic. 
 
    “They’re magically reinforced, so they won’t crumble on impact. At least up to a certain point. They can only take so much damage in one blow, so please don’t throw any magical atom bombs at it.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure I do when I come back with an army of Fel.” 
 
    “Are you trying to be more suspect?” Marshall asked, but he was smiling. The banter was mutual, and Enzo was confident it was getting him into his good graces. 
 
    “Do you want to keep using your own swords?” Marshall asked him. “We could loan you better weaponry for fighting against certain Fel.” 
 
    “I’d like to keep my own, if I could.” Enzo handled the pair of silver butterfly swords on either side of his belt. He unsheathed one, showing off the script of seraph runes that were etched along its edge and glowing faintly blue. “I have one rune on here that can break through a witch’s circle, and another one that can hurt a sylph like it’s solid.” 
 
    “Impressive. Do you run into the windmakers very often?” 
 
    “About once every hundred years.” Enzo shrugged. “But when they come after me, the real estate the rune takes up on the blade is all of a sudden very worth it.” 
 
    Marshall couldn’t disagree. To him, sylphs were almost just as bothersome as gorgons. “Come on,” he said, changing the subject. “There’s someone I want to introduce you to.” 
 
    Curious, Enzo followed, returning the weapon to its sheath. 
 
    Marshall approached the only woman in the room, her dark hair swaying furiously in a knotted ponytail. From her body language Enzo could tell she was the moody type, otherwise something must have recently happened to piss her off. She threw one shiv after another at a dummy as hard as she could, jabbing it in the same place every time so that the shivs protruded from the stuffed sackcloth right where the groin would theoretically be. 
 
    Enzo’s heart dropped like a stone when she turned to face Marshall, giving him a clear view of her profile. He was just about to run for the door when she shouted, “Hey! You!” 
 
    He hung his head back in defeated resignation; he squeezed his eyes shut in silent prayer. 
 
    “You know each other?” Marshall asked, picking up on their mutual reactions. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” Enzo sighed. If he managed to survive this, it would really be a miracle. 
 
    “He’s the guy who freed the werewolf the other night and killed those two policemen!” She was fuming, and Enzo could tell she was not above tossing a few shivs at his groin for more practice. At the very least, he was pleased to see the hideous bruises that were blotched over her neck. 
 
    Marshall blinked and studied Enzo. 
 
    “Whoa, there.” He held his hands up. “I didn’t kill them. The werewolf did that. All I did was watch.” He purposefully skirted away from mentioning that the werewolf had been a highly coveted prisoner of war. “You know there’s no stopping a werewolf when it’s enraged—and that one was fucking bonkers. I was not about to get myself killed trying to stop her.” 
 
    “But you said you left the Fel over a week ago,” said Marshall. 
 
    Enzo froze. Ah, yes… That little detail could be problematic if he didn’t neatly reconcile it. “I did,” he said. “But that werewolf saved my life a while back, and I, um… wanted to return the favor.” 
 
    “That werewolf was the enemy,” emphasized the woman very slowly, like she was talking to a dimwitted child. 
 
    Enzo couldn’t help but notice how her hands were forming claws around her hips; he hoped she wasn’t feeling for a hidden blade. “I didn’t think it mattered,” he answered levelly, “since her and I were going to be enemies just as soon as my debt was paid. I thought you guys wanted me to have some integrity after leaving the Fel. I pay my dues, regardless of who it’s toward. If you’re going to attack me for that, well then, I’m guilty. Not to mention, there were kids screwing around in that abandoned school. They were bound to let the werewolf out, and they would’ve been slashed to canned mincemeat thanks to your stupidity for not keeping a guard present with your prisoner.” His tone was a bit over the top, but he had to deflect the woman’s indictments at any cost. 
 
    “I don’t trust him!” screamed the woman, shrill and hostile. 
 
    “Easy,” Marshall said, extending a hand. 
 
    “I’m sure he would also love if I failed to mention that he almost killed me! Just look at what he did to my neck!” 
 
    “Hey. That isn’t fair,” Enzo said, raising his voice in involuntary reaction to Marshall’s sudden look of horror. “We were both fighting to the death. Don’t tell me you weren’t planning on killing me if you got the chance.” 
 
    “Only for good reason, louse! You had no excuse for fighting back!” 
 
    Enzo wanted desperately to punch her in the jaw, but he settled instead for smiling through his teeth. “That’s not how it works, princess. You point an arrow at my face, and I crush your windpipe.” 
 
    “Do you see?” She glared urgently at Marshall. “And he knew who I represented!” 
 
    Shit. He had to explain that also right away. “That’s not why I engaged with you,” Enzo countered. “Your relation to the Unfallen had nothing to do with it! I fought you because you were nocking an arrow at me—and my survival instinct invalidates any assumed camaraderie.” 
 
    “We’re keeping a close eye on him,” Marshall told her in a voice intended to calm her down. He made a point of stepping between the two, whom he noticed were inching ever closer to each other, especially the woman. “And I still haven’t properly introduced the two of you yet.” 
 
    The woman sneered, but Enzo stood back and smiled patiently. 
 
    The look she gave Marshall a second later brought Enzo dangerously close to explosive laughter: her expression was completely taken over by sheer offense and unadulterated outrage. “He tried to crush my throat! Didn’t Jin tell you?” 
 
    “He reported it to Athena, and word spread like wildfire, since it is so unusual—” he looked pointedly at Enzo “—for a demon to even attempt killing a human.” 
 
    “Who ‘attempted’?” Now he was getting offended. “I thought she was a demon!” His tone dropped to its usual quasi-monotone. “I swear, I didn’t know. When I realized she didn’t have an angel’s aura, I removed myself and nearly went insane from the mental whiplash that came after.” He could tell by the way Marshall was studying his face that he believed him. After all, they had just been talking about humans joining the Fel and the Unfallen, and how he couldn’t understand why either faction would want to recruit them. 
 
    “You can’t let him stay,” the woman hissed vehemently. “We should annihilate him!” 
 
    Marshall ignored her. “Enzo,” he said, “this is Alys Hart, one of our human agents.” 
 
    Enzo nodded doubtfully, his shoulders tensing as if he expected a shiv to gouge his eyeball at any second. He held her gaze in such a way that begged forgiveness, doing his best to not react to the look of revulsion coming over her. 
 
    “Did he even get through Dolus?” There was a note of haughtier in her voice. 
 
    “Not yet. Dolus is gone until further notice.” 
 
    Alys’s eyes bulged even more furiously at Enzo. 
 
    “It’s really not that big a deal, Alys,” Marshall said, trying to reason with her. “Before Dolus switched sides, this is how things ran.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t trust him,” she said tartly. 
 
    “Then you both will make the perfect match.” 
 
    Enzo’s heart dropped like a stone again. He didn’t understand what Marshall had just said, but those words sounded absolutely horrible in that order. 
 
    Alys froze. “What?” 
 
    “You be his partner.” Marshall grinned broadly at her. “To be honest, I wasn’t so sure about it just a few minutes ago, since he’s been telling me he’s not too keen on humans working with us. But now I couldn’t think of a more ideal situation. Who better to keep an eye over him than you? If he steps out of line, even just once, then you have my permission to emasculate him.” 
 
    She glared at Enzo, lips twisting into a snarl. She sized him up, and was evidently placated by the prospect. 
 
    “She’s going to kill me, anyway,” said Enzo. “Look at her. I’ll do nothing, and she’ll still stick me when I’m not looking.” 
 
    Alys smirked at him. “No. I actually like the idea. I don’t believe you’re here to help us at all, but I would love for you to prove me wrong. Not only do I want to be the one to kill you when the time comes, but you cost me one of my captives, and I swear I will expose you for it.” 
 
    Every instinct in Enzo’s body was screaming at him to run. “How can I feel safe?” 
 
    “You don’t.” She sneered. 
 
    Marshall shrugged. “She has a point. You really shouldn’t be feeling safe so long as you’re here.” 
 
    Enzo took one physical step back, unsure of what to say. 
 
    “I look forward to us working together,” Alys said, this time less biting. She quirked an almost coquettish eyebrow at him. 
 
    Humming to herself, Alys turned around, yanked one more shiv from her belt, and threw it in a straight line. It thwacked dead center of all the other fanned out shivs, dislodging a couple of the looser ones in the process. She stormed away to the bench behind her and buried her sweaty face in a cotton towel. 
 
    Enzo was only too aware of the handful of other people that were staring. Humiliation always stung, but he was usually able to handle it with some degree of aplomb. 
 
    He reminded himself that this was why the dreadlord had chosen him. Because of his even-tempered composure, compared to the spontaneous combustion of other Fel.
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    ENZO WENT INTO THE examination room in the medical ward, followed by the nurse. Humphrey unfolded itself on the table and squawked. A thick cast covered the end of its tail, making the tapered point look like a bulky clubfoot. Enzo rubbed the glossy scales on the back of its neck, and Humphrey thrust its head back like a playful pup. A puff of smoke wafted from its snout, and the wyrm purred happily, nuzzling into Enzo’s fingers with its eyes sealed shut in sleepy pleasure. 
 
    The nurse offered him a sheaf of paper. “Here’s the medical packet detailing everything we did, and some pain killers and antibiotics. Give the wyrm half of each prescription twice a day for two weeks, and then bring it back for reevaluation so that we can make sure everything’s healing okay.” 
 
    “This might sound like a stupid question,” Enzo said, grinning as Humphrey flopped belly-up against his fingers, “but will he be able to do his business?” 
 
    The nurse laughed. “Baby dragons have long bodies, but all that functionality is located further toward its center, above the cast. Right here, in fact. Its bowel movements have been regular, but it’ll have trouble using its tail for the next couple of weeks. Keep an eye on it, and don’t let it get rambunctious, or the stitches might tear.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Humphrey had coiled around the demon’s arm and laid its head snugly under his neck. “Thank you,” Enzo said. “Especially since I’m sure wyrms aren’t your usual patients.” 
 
    She shrugged, beaming at him with a professional air. “We’ve taken care of werewolves, vampires, faeries, and even gargoyles. We usually kill wyrms, but it was no problem.” 
 
    In minutes, Humphrey was fast asleep, bleary-headed from the medication, and exhausted from all its trials over the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    The sun was beginning to rise in the east when they left the medical ward. Enzo cradled the wrapped tail gingerly in one hand. 
 
    “Who knows when Dolus will be back,” Marshall said, waiting for them outside of the building. He was watching the faint predawn light grow brighter with his arms folded in front of his chest. “If you’re up for it, we can get you running on some missions by tonight.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    Marshall frowned at the sleeping creature on Enzo’s shoulder. “So long as you have control over it, it can stay in your room. But if it causes any trouble…” 
 
    “He won’t.” Enzo scratched at the little wyrm’s chin. “Unless someone tries to mess with him first; at which point, I think he’s justified in acting like a macho beastie.” 
 
    Roused from its drug-induced stupor, Humphrey’s embryonic arm stubs threshed buoyantly around as if to second that remark. It cooed like a raptor before settling back down again. 
 
    Marshall smiled. “I’ll give Alys your room number.” 
 
    Enzo tensed. “Don’t,” he said on reflex. 
 
    “Why? She has to find you somehow.” 
 
    “I’d rather she didn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I think the both of you are overreacting. Neither of you has a reason to fear the other.” 
 
    “Are you saying you trust me?” 
 
    The honey-gold of Marshall’s eyes flashed with suspicion. “I’m not saying anything.” 
 
    “If you find me dead—” 
 
    “A thorough investigation will reveal whether or not you are innocent, and she will be thoroughly questioned, and punished accordingly if need be. Alys knows that. She won’t try anything, beyond maybe provoking you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you never had to work with someone who wanted you dead.” 
 
    “Plenty of times. It’s a great way to learn how to be a professional.” 
 
    Enzo grunted. “And if neither of us can get beyond our rancor?” 
 
    Marshall thought for a second. “Channel all that bad energy towards the Fel, instead of wasting it.” 
 
    Enzo rearranged his face into a peevish scowl. 
 
    “Eeevery night,” Marshall teased as he started to walk back toward the main building. “You get to spend every single night with her. You better get used to it. And treat her well, or else her de facto soulmate will string you up by the ballsack.” 
 
    Enzo walked along beside him. “And who’s that?” 
 
    “Jin Reaper.” 
 
    “One of the gods of death?” 
 
    “Formerly a god of death. He used to steal souls when they were due to pass away, and had a bad habit of sending them to Pandæmonium to be tortured by the demons that remain there.” 
 
    Enzo had always envied the reaper demons for their ability to collect souls and do what they wanted with them. If he had had that ability, he would probably be chasing foxholes and warzones even now. 
 
    “She’ll be an advantage to you, you know,” Marshall said when they were back inside the main building. 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “No—really. She will be. It’s just like we discussed before: Since she’s human, no demon or angel is going to want to kill her. But she can kill them and fight other humans without fear of consequence.” He slapped Enzo companionably on the back. 
 
    Humphrey growled at the earthquake Marshall had caused, but was too feeble to spit a jet of flame in his direction.
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    ENZO SLEPT THROUGHOUT the morning with Humphrey nestled warmly in the crook of his arm. He had decided to take the day off from work, since he would be orienting himself to his new location, and he didn’t want to disappear so early on if he could avoid it. The less suspicion he attracted to himself, the better. Besides, he hadn’t taken a single day off from work in several weeks. Such was the nature of living paycheck to paycheck. The break was therefore well deserved, he figured, and he could set his focus on assimilating into the Unfallen. 
 
    Sleeping in until nightfall would also be a nice change in the old haphazard routine, and would hasten the healing process in his hand, and grant him better clarity of mind. He could go for long periods of being sleep deprived, but that came with its own side effect of making him just a little bit disagreeable. 
 
    Enzo rolled over to block out the noontime sun filtering in through the half-closed louvers. Just as his mind was tumbling down a deeper layer of the unconscious stratosphere, a series of explosive bangs rattled the walls of his room. Annoyed, Enzo groaned facedown into the mattress. 
 
    Cupped within a valley of rumpled sheets, Humphrey yawned and flopped upside-down onto its back. It twitched in concert with another series of furious pounding, and the arm stubs quivered as it woke from the comfort of its gory dreams. Smoke steamed from its nostrils as it thought about frying whoever was making that unneighborly commotion. 
 
    “Get your ass up, Enzo!” 
 
    Enzo fumbled out of the bed, half falling, but caught himself upright against the bedside table. His dark hair was tangled, eyes gritty from the need for more sleep. “Fucking bitch,” he grumbled under his breath. 
 
    “I said GET UP!” 
 
    He lumbered unsteadily toward the door on his cold bare feet. The obnoxious pounding stopped only as the door fell out of his visitor’s reach. 
 
    Alys stood glowering at him, with her arms folded over an ample bosom. She was dressed in a form-fitting outfit dominated by leather, and accented with patchwork stripes and a stylish array of gunmetal zippers. “Damn,” he said. It was the same outfit he had first seen her in, except he hadn’t had the luxury of time to admire her figure. Even back at the gym, she had been wearing an over-modest Nike T-shirt and thick workout sweats. Alys didn’t have a bow and arrow on hand this time, only a sword on her back, and she had a look about her that was more badass than sexy. Still, Enzo couldn’t help joking: “I hope you’re here to give me a nasty flogging for being a bad boy.” 
 
    Her scowl hardened into hatred, and Enzo—tired as he was, and out of willpower—let his orneriness take rein. “Can I do you? I mean…,” he grinned unkindly, “what can I do for you?” 
 
    “You aren’t funny.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to be.” 
 
    “Chauvinist pig.” 
 
    Obnoxious harpy, he almost said, but Enzo checked himself before responding with any more incivilities. He clenched his jaw and simply let the verbal abuse roll off his shoulders. “Sorry,” he said instead, feeling impotent even as he forced himself to apologize. “I’m half asleep, and I have no filter when I’m tired.” 
 
    “It’s always unintentional for you men, isn’t it? You’re never responsible for anything.” 
 
    Now that irritated him. 
 
    Enzo laid a hand casually over the door jamb, and suppressed the disproportionate rage that threatened to undermine his pretense. “You’re the one who interrupted my wet dreams, princess,” he said scathingly. “Now tell me what the fuck you want, or take a hike.” 
 
    It took an immense effort for Alys to uphold her dignity, but after stalling a few seconds for the sake of recomposing herself, she said, “I’m not going out on the streets with you until I can see what you can do.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her. “Meaning?” 
 
    She answered quickly to get it over with. “I need you to go to the gym and spar with me.” 
 
    Enzo snorted in derision. “As if stopping you from killing me wasn’t enough for you.” 
 
    “Taking me down by surprise isn’t something a real man would boast about.” 
 
    A real man? That was either a jab at his masculinity, or a rather banal form of speciesism. “It worked, didn’t it? And winning is all that matters, as far as I’m concerned. I’m still alive, and I beat the living shit out of you.” 
 
    “So you admit you aren’t as strong as you pretend to be?” She lifted her chin haughtily. 
 
    “You felt my strength,” he reminded, feeling an almost unendurable burning in his chest. “I put you in your in place where you belong. Beneath me. With your legs spread open and your—” 
 
    He was too sluggish to react in time. A small but steely fist sank into his gut, forcing the air out of him with an emphatic “Oof!” 
 
    The look in her eyes was intensely wild, bordering on panic-stricken. Alys reached for her sword. Enzo stepped back, amping up to defend himself. 
 
    Riled by the sight of a strange woman pointing a sword at its master, Humphrey reared up and hissed from its perch on the bed like a pissed off Gila monster. The wyrm flopped off the bed and made a meandering beeline for the woman with its unwieldy cast in tow. 
 
    Alys turned her sword on the warbling beast instead, but Enzo caught the blade in his bare hand before she had the chance to strike. “Humphrey, down!” he ordered. 
 
    Humphrey slowed to a wary stop, but then chittered a forbidding admonishment to Alys from behind its master’s heel. 
 
    Blood welled out between Enzo’s fingers as the sharp end of the sword bit into his right hand. “If you hurt him,” he said darkly, straining in the effort to contain his wrath, “I’ll mess that pretty face of yours up so badly that no one will be able to recognize you. That’s not a bluff. He’s only trying to protect me.” 
 
    She jerked on the handle of her sword, slicing his hand even more as she tried to extricate the blade from his grip. 
 
    Enzo let it go, and remained on his guard in case there was any follow-through, but Alys merely stood back and glanced nervously between him and the wyrm. She removed a square cloth from her trouser pocket and cleaned the blade of the demon’s ichor before returning the sword into its sheath. 
 
    Enzo inspected the new red lines on his hand. The ichor pooled inward and funneled out through the puckered hole in his palm, trickling in a dark stream onto the carpet. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting in the gym,” Alys said, and then lobbed the bloody cloth at him. Enzo let it hit him on the chest and fall to the floor as she pivoted on her heel and tramped away. 
 
    He closed the door, then looked down at the docile eyes of his pet wyrm. “I think I might’ve made things worse.” 
 
    Humphrey craned forward from behind his ankle and sniffed at the cloth and soiled carpet. 
 
    Enzo opened the mini dresser beside the door and used a fresh towel to staunch the bleeding. There was a landline telephone on the bedside table, like a hotel. He found the number to James’s desk taped under the machine and quickly dialed it. He told James about the incident, leaving out the part about him and Alys bandying threats and insults. No questions were asked. James was surprisingly discreet about the whole situation, and said he would send someone to clean the mess up right away. 
 
    Enzo showered and groomed himself in the men’s communal bathroom while the demon-housekeeper worked the stains out of the carpet. She must have used a magical concoction of super-cleaners, Enzo guessed, since she was already done by the time that he returned. 
 
    “Take that, OxiClean,” the housekeeper commented, proud of her thorough work. 
 
    Enzo nodded politely. “Looks good as new.” 
 
    “How did you get hurt, anyway?” She cocked her head at him, and bent over to gather the scattered supplies into her caddy. 
 
    “I was juggling my swords, and accidentally caught one of them blade-side over.” 
 
    The housekeeper winced, even though she knew he was probably lying. 
 
    She looked him slowly up and down as he smoothed the fabric of his borrowed tank, provided courtesy of room service. Stillwater always kept a store of clean clothes and basic essentials for the unexpected tenants who inevitably arrived and couldn’t bring their own assortment of attire on such short notice. Enzo observed the cuts and hole in his right hand, which had shrunk smaller than the size of a shirt button, now that the ichor was working efficiently to repair the damage. 
 
    The housekeeper eyed the tattoo crawling up his bicep, and stared at the muscles in his arms and around his neck. “If you ever want help with handling your sword…” Her voice trailed off, but he picked up on the sultry insinuation instantly. 
 
    He smiled readily at her and evaluated her looks: heavy makeup, and a curvy, slightly overweight body that he found suddenly very appealing. “I wish you wouldn’t tease,” he said. 
 
    “Who’s teasing?” The housekeeper gave him an arch look. 
 
    When Enzo saw the brave twinkle in the other demon’s eye, he stepped around her caddy and very quietly shut the door. He was only too happy that he had called James’s desk. 
 
    “Face the wall,” he said casually. “Lift your skirt.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the housekeeper stumbled out of the room, readjusting her frazzled hair and the slant of her wrinkled skirt. 
 
    Enzo was sitting on the bed, taking a few moments to recover his crippled stamina and bask in the sweetness of the unplanned intimacy. He collapsed on the bed and let out a deep, satisfied groan. His smile spread from ear to ear. Hell might be waiting for him, he decided, but women were able to keep his mind blissfully unaware of it for at least a little while. 
 
    Luckily, the housekeeper was just like him. Apparently she wanted to feel a man’s desire taking over her, and experience the intensity of someone filling her up and losing control like a mindless animal. Maybe in those trancelike moments of fiery lust, her damnation was forgotten to the overall sensation of just feeling good. Sex was a fantastic drug; it was quick to set the nerves on fire and silence the overthinking brain. And it granted the illusion of love and oneness with the other person, which Enzo couldn’t help admitting he enjoyed. 
 
    Such was the reason for his sexual addiction, at any rate. It was the closest thing to Heaven he would ever get, and it was the only way to tranquilize his slow-burning anxiety. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she had asked when he was done. 
 
    “Enzo,” he said, trying to steady the shaking in his breath. 
 
    “Give me your phone.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    “What’s yours?” he asked while she was typing. 
 
    “Cherise. But you can call me Cherry if you like. Like the fruit.” 
 
    He smiled wearily when she handed back the phone. 
 
    After dutifully cleaning up the new mess they had both made, Cherise said, “Time to get back to work. It was nice meeting you, Enzo. Too bad we couldn’t play with each other a little longer.” Her cherry-red lips—the matching name and color he hadn’t appreciated until just then—quirked suggestively at him as she flounced away and left the room. 
 
    Enzo glanced at the entry she had made under his Contacts. He had her phone number now. And under the little notes section on her contact form, she had written: There’s nothing I won’t do. Call me anytime. 
 
    Presently, Enzo sat up on one elbow and rubbed a hand over his eyes. It was taking every ounce of willpower in him to not lapse into a drowse, and so he hefted himself off the bed and started toward the door. 
 
    Humphrey clung to his shoe, not wanting to be left alone, and especially not wanting its master being bullied by the hot-tempered woman who awaited him. 
 
    “Look,” Enzo said, crouching down at the threshold with a playful grin upon face, “you get this whole room to yourself, Humphrey! Throw a party! Do things with your tail-cast that you know you shouldn’t do.” But that was not enough to deter the wyrm from acting mournful. “You get to do whatever you want, just so long as you leave the room in one piece this time, okay?” 
 
    Shamefaced, Humphrey recoiled, remembering its bad behavior from before. 
 
    “I know you feel sorry for what you did,” Enzo acknowledged. “Just play with the pillows and blankets if you want. But don’t catch anything on fire. Here.” Enzo opened one of the lower drawers, dug around inside it, and waved a foam-rubber stress ball in the air at the baby dragon. “You can play catch while you wait for me, and gnaw on it till your teeth fall out.” 
 
    He tossed the ball across the room, and Humphrey wiggled its arm stubs with exaggerated glee. It chased the makeshift toy and clamped its teeth into the foamy rubber, wiggling its head viciously until the ball popped out of its mouth and ricocheted against the table’s leg. Humphrey meandered across the rug, chasing the bounceless ball this way and that, chewing the squishy material with gusto. 
 
    By the time Humphrey started to fetch the ball back toward its master, Enzo was closing the door behind him. The wyrm chuttered and made an imploring gurgle in its throat. 
 
    The lock snapped into place, and Humphrey deflated with the ball still forked inside its mouth. Its bandaged tail twitched and ticked back and forth as it listened to the receding thump of Enzo’s footsteps.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
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    MARSHALL WAS TALKING with a couple of other men in the main room. Upon noticing Enzo coming down the stairs, Marshall hailed him over with a broad grin and then jogged away from the huddle of his friends. He smacked Enzo companionably on the back. “Suspect Number One,” he greeted cheerily. “Get your beauty sleep, I hope?” 
 
    Enzo shrugged listlessly. “Only a few hours. It was alright.” 
 
    “Apparently not. You look pissed off, man. What’s up?” 
 
    Enzo sighed and raised his eyebrows. “Alys came to my room demanding that I spar with her. But I’m not touching that rabid bitch with a ten-foot pole.” 
 
    “Still afraid she’ll flip?” 
 
    “That. And I know she’s probably too weak to really keep up with me.” 
 
    “She’s obviously weaker. But you could help her out by holding back your power just a bit. Like her teacher does.” 
 
    “Or she could be with someone else.” 
 
    “She normally is with someone else.” 
 
    “Then where is he? Did he finally give up trying to have a normal conversation with her?” 
 
    “He left this morning. He took an early flight back to Japan. He’s visiting an old friend’s grave, and doing some personal rituals involved with that.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. I bet he really only needed a break from her.” 
 
    “Actually, he goes there every year. At least ever since he got all that money about six years ago. Jin always goes alone. It’s personal stuff, otherwise I doubt he would have left Alys behind. They used to live together, you know.” 
 
    Enzo balked. “For how long?” 
 
    “For a few months. Jin got very attached.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine any man getting attached to her.” 
 
    “If she bothers you that much, we could try and get you paired with someone else. It’s just—I thought you would be good for Alys.” 
 
    “Yeah. I can see how I’ve improved her quality of life a thousand fold.” 
 
    Marshall chuckled at his cynicism. “If you only knew what I knew, then you’d probably be more lenient toward her. Look. Just put up with her for a few days—maybe a week—and then we’ll get you squared away with someone else. Jin will want her back in his care, anyway, as soon as he gets back, so you aren’t going to be stuck with her forever.” 
 
    The negativity dragging Enzo’s features down visibly lightened. “Really? Just a few days?” 
 
    “And then you’re done with her.” 
 
    That sounded doable. He wouldn’t be staying long at Stillwater, anyway, and he’d be gone just as soon as Lorcan was set free. “I guess I could be nice to her for a few days.” 
 
    “Try to be. Try really hard. She has a problem with men in general, so it’s not just you. Don’t take any of her insults too personally.” 
 
    “Why the hell does she have a problem with men?” 
 
    “It’s not my place to be spreading that story around. It took her months to stop being so damned scared of me, and then weeks after that to stop being so reactive to every goddamn thing I said. It’ll probably be worse for you, since Jin’s away, and that’s got the poor girl really on edge. But I doubt she’s personally averse to you, even after the fight you had with her.” 
 
    “We tried to kill each other,” Enzo reminded. 
 
    “Yeah, well… We’re all trying to kill each other, aren’t we? You and I would be fighting to the death right now if you turned out to be the enemy. Thing is: you’re supposed to be welcomed as an ally, while being cautiously regarded as a potential threat until we either feel otherwise or Dolus clears you. We were all once part of the Fel. Jin was, too, and Alys knows it. Just don’t give her any more reason to dislike you. I understand the aversion is mutual, but you might even win her over if you just acted nice enough.” 
 
    “And then we might fall hopelessly in love and create an army of little Nephilim babies.” 
 
    Marshall snorted back his laughter. “Wouldn’t that be something?” 
 
    “No. You’re making her my responsibility, after making it sound the other way around.” 
 
    “The setup works both ways, and Athena agrees with how I’ve paired you. We expect you to take care of her, and we’ll be collecting a report from her every night she spends with you. 
 
    “Oh. And by the way.” Marshall held up a square of folded paper between his middle and forefinger. “I drafted your mark. Now all I need to do is bind it to your hand.” He took hold of Enzo’s right hand, then froze at the gap in the center of his palm. 
 
    “Alys’s handiwork.” Enzo pulled free and held out his other hand. “Shot me with an arrow the night we met.” 
 
    “Like cupid’s bow? For a second, I thought she tried to crucify you.” 
 
    “Don’t give her the idea.” 
 
    Marshall unfolded the paper, revealing an ink drawing of a double cross leaning at a forty-five degree angle with a vertical line bisecting down the center. Concentric circles surrounded the symbol with angelic runes scrawled minutely between the parallel lines. 
 
    Marshall adjusted Enzo’s hand so that it was flat, then placed the mark face down in the center of his palm, pressing it hard into the natural depression. “Get ready for a bite.” 
 
    He began the incantation in a language Enzo knew well, murmuring quietly under his breath, his lips moving rapidly on the unearthly susurrations. The whole thing was done without preamble, out in the open, in the midst of the bustling activity around them, like it was just another everyday occurrence. Marshall pressed the parchment in so hard that Enzo wondered if he was trying to break his carpals. Heat seared into his skin like a branding iron; it carved deeper, and then the pain amplified so that it felt like a cookie cutter being rammed into his flesh and bone. Enzo almost thought he could feel the sickening sensation of flesh charring and veins being severed, but then Marshall let off on the pressure and released Enzo abruptly. 
 
    The parchment was still intact, but it clung to Enzo’s skin like a syrup-coated husk stuck to a barbeque grill. “I’m scared to ask what it would feel like if you burned that paper.” 
 
    “Like hellfire in your veins, probably. Trust me, you don’t want to find out.” Marshall peeled the paper carefully from the blackened wheals. Enzo winced at how raw and red the surrounding skin was on inspection. 
 
    “Welcome, brother,” Marshall said. “Er—half-brother. Or—half brother-in-law. Unofficially and tentatively, of course.” 
 
    Enzo checked both sides of his hand. The mark was only on the inside. It reminded him of a temporary tattoo, except that these felt like acid when you wore them. “You give these to humans, too?” 
 
    “Yeah, but they typically get the real thing right away.” He folded the parchment into a neat square, then stowed it in the pocket of his shirt. “Keep in mind I’ll burn this if you give me the slightest reason to. Just don’t do anything stupid, and after Dolus has dealt with you, we’ll either end your life or make the mark permanent.” 
 
    “I could go into the Warrens now and guide a legion of Fel right through your gate.” 
 
    “Not with the battalion of fearsome gargoyles standing watch around the property.” 
 
    “Gargoyles?” 
 
    “Didn’t you seen them? They’re all over on top of the buildings, and sitting guard on the pillars around the wall. If you come back with a Fel, they’ll attack and raise the alarm, and I will burn this paper before you can get past them.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have told you that, actually.” 
 
    “You’re right, you shouldn’t have. But don’t worry. I won’t tell Athena about your penchant for blurting out secrets. Also, I won’t bring anyone else back with me—not that my word is good for anything.” 
 
    “You’re leaving now?” 
 
    “I’m going to meet with Alys in the gym, then maybe run a few deliveries to take my mind off things.” 
 
    “Drop your phone off with Athena’s secretary when you get back.” 
 
    Enzo nodded and threw him a casual two-fingered salute. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Fighting Alys would only humiliate her, and even though Enzo thought she deserved to be humiliated, he didn’t want to land himself even more in her bad graces. 
 
    She made fists at him when he finally entered the gymnasium. Her jaw was taut, eye gleaming furiously. 
 
    “I’m not going to fight you,” Enzo said. 
 
    “Coward.” 
 
    Her catty tone was aggravating, but, tired as he was, he needed to keep himself in a calm state of mind, immune to her taunts, so he pretended to himself she was three years old. “After everything that’s happened between us, I’m not laying a finger on you.” 
 
    “Why not?” Her eyes almost appeared to be flaring red. 
 
    “Because I’d rather not die.” 
 
    “Then you admit I’m stronger than you?” 
 
    Enzo sighed and pinched his fingers over his eyes. “No. I just don’t trust you, is all I’m saying.” 
 
    “Ridiculous! You’re the one that can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “The feeling’s mutual, whether you think it’s ridiculous or not. But if you want to see what I’m capable of—” 
 
    “Show me,” she demanded. 
 
    Enzo smirked, then disappeared in the next second. 
 
    Alys braced herself, losing track of the blurry distortion of his path—he was too quick. She drew her sword and glanced uncertainly around herself. 
 
    “How does it feel?” she heard him whisper against her ear. “To be so easily bested.” She pivoted on her foot to drive the sword at him, but he caught her wrists and wrenched the sword from her hand without much effort. 
 
    When Enzo had control of the weapon, the sword also vanished—but the point of it was pressed coldly at her bruised throat, threatening to bite if she dared move. 
 
    Alys’s heart was racing. Enzo dispelled the cloak, and his arrogant smile broadened. 
 
    Yielding, Alys straightened. “Okay. So I have a hard time fighting people who use cloaks.” She wasn’t very competent at her own cloaking spells either, and she knew he could outmaneuver and outlast her with that kind of power while in combat. 
 
    “You’ll stop egging me on, then?” 
 
    She swallowed nervously. “I’ll try.” 
 
    Enzo flipped the sword handle-side over and gave it back. “Cloaks drain a person’s magic quickly, even mine,” he said. “I might’ve been able to hold it up for five minutes while fighting you, but not longer. If you can get good at tracking cloaked enemies, and figure out a way to outlast them, it’ll be hard for someone to outclass you like that again.” 
 
    Annoyed, Alys gave Enzo a studied look of bored indifference. 
 
    “Also, I should tell you that my magic is very restricted,” he admitted, opting for diplomatic honesty. “I’m sure you’d want to know that. My magic can’t go more than a couple of feet outside my body, and the farther it goes out, the weaker it gets.” 
 
    “Your magic is useless, then.” 
 
    “Shields are never useless, as you witnessed for yourself the night we met. I mostly concentrate my magic inside the muscles of body to make them stronger.” 
 
    “I can do that, too,” she challenged, but without any real conviction. 
 
    “Probably not nearly as good as I can. You’re a spell-slinger, aren’t you?” 
 
    She nodded once. 
 
    “Spell-slingers tend to be bad at what I do. It takes an incredible amount of physical exertion and concentration. You spell-slingers are messier. You spray the air with magic, and bend it like a lasso from one end, rather than mold the whole thing at one time.” 
 
    Alys tightened her fists, enraged by his patronizing, but decided to force herself to stay calm, at least for the time being. 
 
    Enzo picked up a steel pole that was lying under a bench and wrapped his fingers around each end. He concentrated power into his upper body, and in the next second Enzo snapped the steel shaft like a thin dry breadstick. He tossed one of the halves at her, smiled, and then said, “I bet you can’t do that. There’s also more I can do with just my hands. My power can also extend into my swords like they’re a part of me.” 
 
    She sneered, not knowing if he was making insinuations or being perfectly sincere. “How long can you sustain yourself uncloaked?” 
 
    “Long enough. Depending on what I’m up against. My barrier tends to fizzle out quickly, since I need to stay in complete control of it at all times. My resistance isn’t very good once that’s been breached, so I try to avoid ending up on the defensive at all costs.” He was holding her gaze, and Alys was trying to decide if she should force him into combat. 
 
    “You really won’t spar with me, then?” 
 
    “I refuse to even touch you.” 
 
    “Then why did you come here?” 
 
    Enzo shrugged. “To show you what I can do, like you asked. A gesture of good will. And to avoid you breaking into my room later on like a banshee bitch.” 
 
    After a minute of silence, Alys said, “Meet me in the courtyard, then, at sundown.” 
 
    “Alright. But I won’t be surprised if I spend most of the night defending you.” 
 
    Her lip curled as he turned away and started toward the exit. “I’ll prove you wrong, you chauvinist asshole.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Enzo left Stillwater and went home to pick up his BMX from the apartment. Before leaving, he glanced around the single square studio and groaned at the colossal mess that had been made by Humphrey. He wondered if it wouldn’t be too presumptuous of him to ask Cherry to take care of it for him, under the pretense of a tryst, but then figured he wouldn’t be sticking around long enough to even try. 
 
    He rolled his bike onto the street, switched on the delivery app, and mounted the saddle. Within minutes, he was off to pick up the afternoon’s first order. 
 
    Enzo sailed down the sidewalk, spinning his back wheel off raised platforms, weaving between cars, and whirring through narrow corridors of flanking cargo vans and trucks. He delivered to several different low-rise apartments, carrying his BMX up the stairs and elevators with him, since he was unwilling to park it anywhere outside where it could get stolen if there wasn’t door service. 
 
    Half the tips were lousy, some of them even nonexistent, but that was expected, and he tried to not let it upset him. Enzo stayed in the mode of being fast, professional, and cordial, and the reviews he amassed on the delivery app figured well to that effect. Enzo had never been after any kind of posh lifestyle, so scraping by on the day-to-day grind was fine by him and was almost invigorating. 
 
    His final pickup was at a family-owned Mexican grill: a vegan burrito with a side of chips and salsa. Enzo strapped the food to his back, double-checked the delivery address—and was surprised. 
 
    It was an eight minute ride back to Stillwater, and the sun was lowering in the west, splashing everything with gold. Enzo glanced up at the eroded sneers of the stone gargoyles that were squatting on the wall’s sturdy plinths. He opened the main gate and passed through the ivy-strewn wall without a problem. He crossed the vast expanse of lawn and flagstones on his bike, and passed the trio of stone sculptures of dancing women spouting water from tiered basins and tipped ewers. He went up the steps to the main building, picking up his bike by force of habit, and strode swiftly through the foyer, the center room, and up the rippling staircase padded with plush carpet to the third floor. After a couple minutes browsing the numbers on the doors, he located room 357, set the bike down, and then knocked. Given the name provided on the order, he knew it was her before she even answered. 
 
    Hailey cracked the door open a few inches at first. She appeared to suffer a moment of déjà vu, and then stared at Enzo like he was an alien. 
 
    “Dinner’s up,” he said, cocking his head at a friendly angle. 
 
    Hailey was wearing baggy sweatpants and a cotton T-shirt. She had no makeup on, and her chocolaty-reddish hair cascaded in wet waves just past her shoulders, still damp from a recent shower, and scrunched from towel drying. Her cheeks weren’t as pink as he remembered them being, probably because they lacked the usual artificial pigments, but her lips were voluptuous and naturally rosy. He couldn’t help but stare at them. 
 
    Enzo cleared his throat and smiled at her, doing his best to evict the erotic thoughts springing into his mind. “I swear I’m not stalking you.” 
 
    “Then it must be fate.” 
 
    His brain glitched. “Pardon?” 
 
    “Meeting you three times in twenty-four hours. Three is a magic number, isn’t it? It must be fate.” 
 
    He felt momentarily incapable of composing a response. Was she making a pass at him? No. Unlikely. Hailey was acting sweet and guileless, not sensual. 
 
    Saying nothing, he offered the bag. 
 
    “Thank you.” She accepted it from him. 
 
    Their fingers didn’t brush, and nothing electric passed between them, which was a relief to Enzo. “You might not want to order delivery while you’re staying here,” he said. “People aren’t able to get through the front gate—in case you didn’t know. But there’s a dining hall you can go to whenever you want.” 
 
    “I guess I wasn’t thinking. Lucky me you got the order, right?” 
 
    He smiled. Very lucky, he wanted to say, insinuating himself as one of the lucky ones as well. 
 
    “They said I could ring James’s desk if I wanted something from the dining hall. But Tio’s Mexican Grill is my favorite. Don’t they have a buzzer or an intercom by the gate?” 
 
    He paused. “I don’t know, to be honest.” And now he felt stupid. There had to be some kind of intercom, otherwise how else did the Unfallen deal with the police? He cleared his throat. “If you ever want something from outside, just shoot me a text and I’ll make a run for it myself. That way you don’t have to worry about it. And at no cost, I mean. It would really be my pleasure.” 
 
    Hailey’s fingers tightened around the bag. “That’s very kind of you. What’s your name, anyway?” 
 
    “Enzo. And you’re Hailey, right?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you remember.” 
 
    “I see your name often enough.” He inched closer to the door frame. “I’m sorry if I freaked you out last night, by the way. I didn’t expect to see you here, especially looking the way you did.” Hailey hung her head, dejected, and Enzo frowned. “Look. If you want someone to talk to…” 
 
    “I’d like that, actually.” Hailey blinked up at him. “You’re the only face I recognize in this whole damn place, and I—” She gasped suddenly, as if to repress her sobs. 
 
    “We don’t have to talk in your room,” he said. “There’s a rec-room on the second floor—but if you’d rather be alone—I’ll just give you my phone number in case you ever want something.” The fresh scent of her shampoo hit him full on when Hailey stepped out of the room. 
 
    “I’m not allowed to contact any of my friends and family about what happened. They said all my outbound text messages that leave the property will be intercepted while I’m here, so anything they don’t like will be bounced as undeliverable. And I’m unable to make calls. They’re going to search my phone whenever they want, apparently, to make sure I don’t say anything. I feel like I’m being held against my will, like I’m the suspect, even though I didn’t do anything wrong. I was only allowed to tell my boss and my best friend that I’m away on family emergency.” Hailey went suddenly rigid when she noticed the strange way Enzo was looking at her. “I’m sorry. You’re probably busy right now. I thought you meant we could talk right now.” 
 
    “I meant whenever.” Enzo fumbled the front tire of his bike back a few inches, then picked it up by the frame. Hailey perused the chipped paintwork, apparently noticing the bike for the first time. 
 
    “My brother used to ride one of those,” she said absently. “Can you do tricks?” 
 
    “Just enough to make it fun and a little bit dangerous.” 
 
    “My brother used to get banged up pretty bad. But he was always trying stupid stuff.” 
 
    Enzo didn’t stop her when she reached to touch the handlebars. “Have you ever ridden?” he asked, finding that he was staring at her mouth again. 
 
    Amused, she smiled. “No way.” 
 
    “Too scary?” 
 
    “Not the BMX itself. But I had three bikes break down on me before, so I gave up on bikes in general. I almost got hit by a car going down a hill when the brakes suddenly stopped working.” 
 
    “Sounds like you were buying from shitty brands.” 
 
    “Probably. They were cheap.” They exchanged smiles. 
 
    “These can take a rough beating and will last you, just so long as you take care of it.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s where I went wrong,” she said in a wistful tone. “I didn’t do any of that fancy stuff I saw my brother always doing.” 
 
    Enzo cleared his throat, then jerked his head to indicate that she should follow. He started walking down the corridor, and Hailey fell into step with him. “If you ever feel like trying again,” he said as they went down a small flight of stairs at the backend of the hall, “I could help you.” 
 
    “Can you teach me how to do a backflip?” 
 
    He laughed. “You’ll have to work up to that.” 
 
    Enzo leaned his BMX against the wall inside the rec-room, then left Hailey for a minute to drop his phone off with Athena’s secretary. A new order had popped up on the Uber App, but he failed to respond to it, and in all honesty he didn’t care. 
 
    He opened the day’s reports on both of the delivery apps, and placed his phone on the secretary’s desk. “All my security and passwords are disabled,” he confirmed before running back up the hidden stairwell to the rec-room. 
 
    Hailey had claimed a cushioned sofa and was unpacking the pungent Mexican food on the round coffee table in front of her. Plastic squeaked as she popped the lid off of the salsa, and Enzo’s stomach growled involuntarily, but he ignored it. He sat down beside her and leaned against the armrest. 
 
    “I’m guessing that wasn’t your blood I saw the other night,” he said, kicking off the conversation. “Otherwise you’d be in the medical ward all bandaged up like a mummy.” 
 
    Her hands stopped arranging the food in front of her. At first, she hesitated, but then said, “You’re right. It wasn’t.” 
 
    A noticeable pause elapsed as Enzo waited for her to elaborate. When she didn’t say anything more, he asked, “Whose blood was it, then?” 
 
    Hailey nipped the corner of a chip. 
 
    “Was it a friend’s? Not your brother’s, I hope. A boyfriend?” 
 
    Hailey shrugged her shoulders at his last guess. “I don’t know what we were, to be perfectly honest. But that’s actually why I was crying a little when you last delivered to me; because he was acting so evasive… We were dating. For several weeks, in fact. But we weren’t officially exclusive yet.” Hailey frowned and dipped her broken chip in the container of red salsa. “I actually don’t remember what happened last night,” she went on after a minute. “Matt came to my apartment with a couple of his friends, and everything was perfectly fine. They were acting boorish as usual, but I was used to it. The next thing I remember, blackness was fading into reality.” Her forehead wrinkled at the scarlet memory. “My hands and hair and clothes were covered in blood. And they were all dead. Blood was everywhere. I started panicking.” Hailey blinked and wiped at a stray tear with the back of her wrist. “What made it worse was how my boyfriend didn’t look human at all.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” 
 
    “Shaggy,” she said. “And bulky. He was covered in blood, especially around his mouth and hands, but his hands were claws, and his clothes were torn, and it looked like he had a tail of all things, and his face was all deformed.” 
 
    Hailey lifted her burrito up and took an absentminded bite. Enzo waited for her to continue with the story. She daubed her mouth off with a napkin, and then went on. 
 
    “I couldn’t scream. I wanted to, but it was like I couldn’t. I just shook and hyperventilated. And then two men came in. I didn’t really look at them, but I saw them. One of them said, ‘We got here too late. Dammit, Lawrence.’ And he put his hands on my shoulders and whispered something I couldn’t understand. He picked me up and told me, ‘You’ll be okay.’ And then he carried me down to a car. No one in the building even bothered to look at us, or call the police, or ask us what had happened. He told me not to speak, and to just close my eyes and rest, so I did. 
 
    “The second man wasn’t with us, I don’t think. And then he brought me here. I remember the big gate. Gargoyle faces glaring down at me like demons. And sculptures. Terrible-looking rosebushes. He set me down in a chair in that tiny office where you found me. I still couldn’t look at him. He kept patting my shoulder, though, I think trying to soothe me. ‘It’s not your fault,’ he said. I wanted to ask him what wasn’t my fault, but I couldn’t get myself to speak. He stayed with me and held my hand. But then he got called away, I think, because he looked back over his shoulder at one point, then left the room.” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    Hailey broke a chip in half, but didn’t eat it. She simply held onto it as she thought back on the previous night’s events. “And then you came. When I saw you, I was sort of hoping Time had somehow rewound itself. I was happy you were there, but I couldn’t get myself to say anything. A couple of people went in after you left. They gave me water, and started asking me questions. When I didn’t answer, they told me I had killed a werewolf during its change.” 
 
    Well shit, Enzo thought. No wonder all the blood. 
 
    “My boyfriend—or whatever he was—was a werewolf.” Hailey smiled bitterly. “Team Jacob, you know? Except it wasn’t at all romantic. Newly turned, they said, otherwise he wouldn’t have put me and his friends in danger like that. I don’t even remember, though. I don’t remember killing him, and I don’t even remember him changing. Even if it’s true, I have no idea how I could’ve killed him. It’s not like I had a gun or knife…” She was trembling visibly now, breath shuddering with renewed panic. “His blood was all over my hands, in my hair, soaked through my clothes… He had killed his friends, and then tried to kill me as well, I guess. 
 
    “But I’ve never killed anything before.” Hailey croaked desperately, face flushing scarlet. “Not even a little bug. I wouldn’t be able to! I don’t even eat meat—goddamnit it. If a dog were ever to attack me, I doubt I could do anything.” 
 
    She made a sort of strangled sound, almost like a tortured animal, then covered her mouth with a shaking hand. Enzo sat forward and scooted closer, not with the intention of actually doing anything, but just to show her that he was listening. 
 
    “They told me I used some sort of power to rip his heart out… rip his heart out… Can you believe that?” Disbelieving, she shook her head. “They said my power flared, and I lost control. It killed him—not me. Definitely not me,” and she repeated that last statement, almost as if she was pleading for Enzo to believe her. 
 
    Enzo sat back, took a deep breath, then let it out. He smiled as gently as he could manage, and propped his elbows on his knees while leaning forward. “I wish I could say something useful.” 
 
    Hailey shook her head again, and pressed one of the little napkins to her nose. “You don’t have to. I’m just glad I was able to tell someone. The last thing I want is to be alone right now. And I was glad to see you again, since I don’t know anybody else here.” 
 
    “You don’t know me, either,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re not a total stranger.” She sniffed and balled the napkin into her fist. “Besides, I think you’re the only one here who’s just like me. Everyone else is supposedly some sort of unicorn or angel—and I really don’t want to have to put up with shit like that right now.” 
 
    “I’m not human, either,” Enzo said. 
 
    She eyed him warily. “Then—what are you?” 
 
    “I’d rather hear the rest of your story first.” 
 
    Hailey shrugged. “I told you everything…” 
 
    “Did your interrogators mention what they were going to do with you?” 
 
    “Well. I was sort of only half listening. If I remember correctly, they mentioned someone was getting rid of the evidence for me. They said I wouldn’t need to worry about Man’s Law coming after me. And then they asked if I would be interested in channeling my power for good. They offered to teach me to learn how to control my power.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “That I would think about it.” 
 
    “You’re a Nephilim, then,” he guessed. “Or at least one of their progeny.” 
 
    Hailey’s shoulders slumped. “That’s what they said. I don’t even know what that’s supposed to mean.” Exasperated, she sighed, and flung the napkin on the table. 
 
    “We can learn together. I’m new to the Unfallen, too. That’s either a lucky coincidence, or—” He stopped short. 
 
    “Fate.” She smiled. “Hailey Donovan, by the way.” 
 
    “Enzo Torres. Short for Lorenzo.” 
 
    Hailey grabbed a chip and ate it with some salsa. “So, is delivery boy a fulltime gig?” 
 
    “It pays the bills.” He stretched. “And I enjoy it. I wouldn’t want to do anything else.” 
 
    “I bet it doubles as playtime for a guy like you.” Hailey eyed the BMX across the room. “Do you have a car?” 
 
    “Nope. That’s my only ride. It’s all I need and all I want.” 
 
    “I think I’d die without my car.” 
 
    “What do you do?” he asked, turning the inquiries on her. 
 
    “Hairdresser.” 
 
    “Is it a fulltime gig?” 
 
    “It pays the bills.” She grinned from behind a curly chip. 
 
    “I imagine that’s like playtime for you as well.” 
 
    “When I was a little girl playing with dolls, maybe, but I guess it is still fun.” She noticed the way he was glancing at her neglected food. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Starved.” 
 
    “Here—I’ll give you some.” 
 
    Hailey cut the burrito in two-thirds with a plastic knife, and transferred him the larger portion with a napkin. “Careful. It’s kind of messy. And don’t worry, there’s no way I was going to be able to eat this all myself.” As Enzo reached for his half, she noticed the cuts and hole in his right hand, and asked Enzo very softly, “Shit. What happened to you?” 
 
    “What?” He blinked at her, followed her eyes, then said, “Oh, that. I got in a fight.” 
 
    Hailey frowned sympathetically while taking an enormous bite of her smaller half. 
 
    “Thanks, by the way,” he said, meaning the food, and then ate his piece quietly beside her. “Do you have your phone?” he asked after a while. 
 
    Hailey nodded with her mouth full. Enzo set his food down when she handed the device over with the Contacts app already open. He quickly jotted down his name and number. Hailey smiled through stuffed cheeks when he handed it back. 
 
    Enzo wrapped the rest of his burrito in part of the foil, and stole a large chip from her stash. “I got to get going,” he said. “It’s dark out, and I forgot I have to be somewhere.” He rose from the sofa, but Hailey quickly set her food down and stood up with him. Curious, Enzo looked at her. 
 
    Hailey dithered for a moment, and then reached up on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Thanks for listening.” 
 
    His skin tingled at the unexpected pressure of her lips. He felt suddenly warm and a little bit bemused. 
 
    “By the way, you didn’t tell me what you are.” 
 
    His mouth turned up at a wry angle. “How about I tell you next time?” 
 
    “Okay.” She smiled, and he had to force himself to not stare at her as he picked his bike up and left the room.
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    HE EXPECTED THE BUTTERFLIES to stop as soon as he left the room, but they were still there, working him into an almost pleasant sort of nausea. Enzo couldn’t wrap his mind around what he thought about Hailey, but he recognized intense attraction when he felt it. 
 
    He gathered his weapons and hoodie from his room, and reached under the bed to offer Humphrey the rest of his burrito. He deposited his bike against the wall and left the main building, racing down the steps, and tried to clear his head in the crisp night air. 
 
    The moon glowed ominously over of a dusky shelf of cloud, and burnished the leaves and lawn with its silver luster. Enzo continued on the walkway that would take him around the fountains to the other side of the courtyard. 
 
    He could still smell her. Peaches and the clean perfume of soap. Normally, he didn’t like having his mind captivated by a woman, but he was enjoying this one, at least for the time being. Love was a psychological sickness as far as he could tell. He always made an effort to avoid it and wouldn’t be making any compromises this time either. Too much emotion distracted a man from his goals, and women were far too demanding and domineering—and histrionic—especially nowadays. On the other hand, unconditional flings were a safe thing for him to dabble in. He had no qualms about engaging in unlimited amounts of cathartic sex, and would take whatever woman he could get his hands on, wasting away the hours until all of his anxieties were obliterated and he was left with nothing but a feeling of consummate peace. He knew he could probably get a little fun out of Hailey, too, before he needed to leave. 
 
    “You’re late.” Alys was standing by the gate with her arms folded and lips pursed. 
 
    “I got caught up preening myself. I wanted to look good for you.” 
 
    “A useless endeavor.” She scoffed. “Are you ready, then?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and shrugged, as if to say, “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Come on, then.” 
 
    Alys strode in furious silence, making it clear she was not going to enjoy being stuck with him all night. But Enzo was hardly paying attention to her, and was still thinking about Hailey, imagining what it would be like to use her for his own nefarious purposes. 
 
    “Do you even have your weapons on you?” Alys asked. 
 
    “Did you think I’d come anywhere near you if I was unarmed?” 
 
    Her caustic blue eyes smoldered back at him like coals. “I don’t see any weapons.” 
 
    “Well, I have them.” He indicated where his butterfly swords were cloaked in an invisibility spell on either hip. He dropped the cloak momentarily, until she harrumphed and was more or less satisfied. 
 
    Enzo glanced at the rune-inscribed sword clanging against Alys’s backside, and the lineup of throwing blades along her belt. Before they went through the gate, he seized her by the shoulder, and Alys pulled a dirk against his throat. “Whoa—Hold it! Didn’t they teach you to cloak your weapons before you go out in public?” 
 
    Mortified, Alys withdrew the weapon. Enzo released his grip on her shoulder and made a sharp hissing noise to vent his irritation. 
 
    Alys performed the gesture Jin had taught her. Nets of magic shimmered like silk spider webs over the haft and scabbard, and her weapons disintegrated as if they were nothing more than holograms. To any other human now, she looked like nothing but an overbearing scold, clad head to toe in an ensemble of black leather. Enzo muttered something about her ugly attitude, and there was an instantaneous thwack against his inner thigh. 
 
    Alys had the flat of her cloaked sword pressed below the crotch of his denim. She slid the blade up his leg to make the threat more clear. “You will not bait me, pig.” 
 
    “That would be ‘Enzo’.” 
 
    “I know your name, pig, and I’m aware of what you are and what you’re up to. I will address you how you deserve to be addressed, like the filthy pig-demon you are, and you will not reel me into verbal contests with you anymore. Unless…” the sword bit upward, and Enzo was careful not to move, “you’d like to say goodbye to your precious masculinity?” 
 
    His mouth felt dry as sandpaper. “We should go our separate ways.” 
 
    “Out of the question. I said I would unmask you and prove to everyone you’re still a Fel. I intend to do just that, and you are not allowed out of my sight for even a minute.” 
 
    “What about when I need to take a piss?” 
 
    Alys sheathed the sword and cast him an unsympathetic look. She remembered Jin Reaper’s words to her while she was in the medical ward the other morning before he left. They assuaged the fury fulminating in her somewhat—just enough to give her the strength to ignore Enzo and keep walking. 
 
    Be strong, he had said, and do not let anyone provoke you. Keep in mind everything I’ve taught you up till now, and be deliberate in your actions. Don’t be rash. 
 
    Enzo followed, keeping a few good steps behind her. 
 
    She steered them into a dark alley before explaining the current mission. “One of the oracles foresaw a vampire attack, but she couldn’t pinpoint the exact time or location. It’s supposed to take place somewhere along the main street here. The vampire will more than likely lure her out of the crowd and into one of these quiet backstreets. I think we should stake out in the shadows here.” 
 
    “You’re a goddamn genius.” 
 
    She ignored the sarcasm, but her fists tightened in response to the provocation. 
 
    Enzo was still tired and a little less inhibited than he would have liked. He needed to tone down the snark, and he knew that if he could win her over, it would make his mission that much easier. Resisting the urge to be insolent, though, in the face of her grudge-bearing was difficult. It wasn’t impossible, however. He enjoyed disarming her, but he also knew the fun he was having came at a significant cost. He needed to remind himself that she was not the enemy right now, but rather his own temperament was. 
 
    He moved closer until he was almost hanging over her shoulder. 
 
    “Would you back off?” Alys smacked him in the chest. “You’re giving me the creeps!” 
 
    “I was just trying to apologize.” 
 
    “For what?” Her eyes blazed. 
 
    Disgusted, Enzo would have rather told her off, but fortunately managed to restrain himself. “For acting like a dick.” 
 
    “Apologies should be more than empty words.” 
 
    “I get that.” His tone was clipped, and it earned him another catty glare. 
 
    Enzo rolled his eyes when she turned back around, but he was careful from then on about what he said. “So,” he said after a while, “anything else about that augury I should know about?” 
 
    “It’s going to happen somewhere between eight and nine o’clock. Early for a vampire, but I’m betting he’s newly turned and doesn’t know yet how to hunt.” 
 
    “We could split into different alleys.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Enzo grinned. It was worth a shot. 
 
    The White Witch Oracles were the reason Marshall and Sandman had been tailing that woman to begin with. And now he quietly wondered which had come first: the augury, or the probability of him targeting her? The question seemed to be one of those paradoxes set in place by God, considering the only reason he had targeted her to begin with was because the two fallen angels had been following her. But he remembered Marshall and Sandman suggesting she was supposed to be waylaid by a couple of thugs. 
 
    Of course, with Elohim watching over everything, there was no such thing as a coincidence. 
 
    “Do their forecasts tend to be accurate?” Enzo asked. 
 
    “Most times, yes.” Alys stopped beside a trashcan and leaned against the wall. “I think so, anyway. They can be vague, and descriptions sometimes get turned around, so we really have to be careful about intervening only when the incident occurs. They screw up times and locations, but only rarely, and we usually don’t realize it until after the fact.” 
 
    “Back when we met, did they tell you someone would be looking for that werewolf?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Putting his hands in his pockets, Enzo looked around them. “Well, for what it’s worth, I got two kids to leave that abandoned school before they did something stupid.” He hadn’t meant it to be a good deed at the time, but Alys didn’t have to know that. 
 
    Alys said nothing, but her eyebrows moved up an inch, and the harsh set of her mouth softened somewhat. 
 
    A dim lamp hovered over them like an eerie UFO, radiating a sickly tinge of whitewashed green that barely reached beyond its immediate vicinity. Enzo leaned his back against a mural of gang symbols opposite of Alys, and drew his swords, earning a saucer-eyed stare which he ignored. He twirled the blades in his hands, and idly hummed an old Catholic hymn he had once learned while down in Mexico. 
 
    Alys couldn’t see the weapons, but she heard the breezy swish and whick of sharp metal cutting through the air, and saw the blur of empty molecules smudging up the space in front of him. 
 
    “Put those away!” 
 
    “No one can see them.” 
 
    “Anyone can see that you’re doing something weird!” 
 
    Enzo smiled obligingly, and, to her great relief, returned them to their scabbards. “You’re really not very fun, you know.” 
 
    Alys folded her arms and relaxed against the bricks. “Don’t ever say that to me.” The way she whispered that—very low, like it was meant to convey something deeply personal—drew Enzo’s attention. 
 
    He watched her for a minute, observing the way her eyes gleamed in the moonlight, and the way her mouth dragged into a frown. “Alright, I won’t,” he said eventually. 
 
    “I told you to stop following me!” 
 
    Enzo and Alys sprang from the wall at the same time, and started toward the alley where they thought the voice was coming from. A female figure darted into the backstreet, and got subsequently smashed against the bins by a heavy shadow. The woman started to scream, but the shadow clamped her mouth shut and dragged her sideways so that she couldn’t be seen from the busier main street. 
 
    Enzo sensed the vampiric aura immediately; it flared erratically with a deadly mixture of newborn confusion, intoxicated lust, and desperate hunger. 
 
    “I brought a stake,” Alys said, drawing a dirk-shaped piece of wood from her belt. “Do the honors?” 
 
    Enzo was reluctant, and stared at the stake that Alys offered him. He knew this was a test, but he wasn’t naïve; even if he slew the vampire, Alys wasn’t going to suddenly shift the paradigm through which she saw him. 
 
    This, however, could at least get his foot through the door of her good graces. 
 
    Enzo took the wooden stake. He ran at breakneck speed down the alley, throwing up chips of cement from under his feet. 
 
    The vampire hovered over the woman’s shoulder, apparently smelling for her arteries, but then suddenly stopped and crouched down below her belly. He pressed his nose against her crotch, inhaled deeply, and let out a lustful moan, wetting his lips. The vampire salivated hungrily and closed his teeth around the fabric of the woman’s slacks. In the split-second before he made contact, Enzo realized—with extreme disgust—that the vampire’s victim was probably menstruating. 
 
    “Eat this.” Enzo drove the stake through the vampire’s sternum from behind. The wood sank into his body, cracking through brittle bones that rotted instantly upon contact with the ashwood. 
 
    The vampire sank over his victim, throat burbling as his own corrupted blood filled up his lungs. Enzo dragged the vampire off her, threw him to the ground, then kicked the writhing creature for good measure. 
 
    Alys helped the staggering woman on her feet, then guided her out of the alley back into the main street. “Come on,” she said. “Just keep your head down and follow me. You’ll be alright.” 
 
    Watching the life fade from the vampire’s eyes made Enzo feel uncomfortable. Normally, he would help, but there was nothing he could do for the poor bastard now. 
 
    The vampire glared with desperate incomprehension at his slayer. Enzo turned bodily away for two reasons: to maintain his own stability of mind, and to show respect for the shriveling mutant until he was fully dead. Guilt weighed heavily on Enzo, regardless of the orders Mulct had given him. Killing a vampire felt like the ultimate treason. “Sorry,” he said quietly, and the sanguine eyes widened fractionally at his back. 
 
    In the next few breaths, the body fell limp, and the pallid face grew still and waxen. The corpse decayed swiftly after that, but Enzo refused to watch. His hands were shaking visibly—an unexpected reaction he couldn’t risk his partner taking notice of. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Alys had already been watching him from the entrance of the backstreet. Her posture signaled she was wary; she suspected he was feeling some remorse. 
 
    “Never been better.” 
 
    “You look upset.” He didn’t really look upset, but she was looking to see if he would admit something in the heat of the moment. 
 
    There was no acrimony in his tone when he responded. “I’d love to hear more about how you think I look.” 
 
    Alys huffed, then turned her attention to the body. The corpse’s chest was caving in on itself, and the flesh and clothing moldered and grew black around the protruding stake. The face darkened to a deathlike gray, and the skin dissolved into an ashy charcoal substance. 
 
    “Time to finish the job.” Alys opened a pouch of fire-salts from her belt. She poured a good amount of the orange pebbly crystals in her hand, and shook them roughly until they smoked and popped in her closed fist. She poured the fire-salts over the corpse, and the dead thing blossomed full of blood-red flames. “I took her to the bus stop at the end of the street and gave her some cash. I told her we were cops, and that we had been chasing a crazy drug addict when he jumped her.” 
 
    “She bought that?” 
 
    Alys shrugged. “I think so. Of course, she was too rattled to even argue.” There was a pause. “You know, you really don’t look well.” 
 
    “Do you care?” 
 
    She groused. “Not really.” 
 
    Enzo kicked a Pepsi can at the burning body, and when it landed, the stomach collapsed into a pulverized husk. There was nothing left but the vampire’s clothes now, and even that was being eaten away quickly. “Any more prognostications to investigate?” 
 
    Alys nodded. “We have one more that’s due in about an hour, but what do you say we take a break? I’m damn near starving.”
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    “HOW DID YOU JOIN THE UNFALLEN?” he asked, over a greasy steakburger and fries. 
 
    Alys sipped on a lemon milkshake and dipped the occasional potato wedge into it like a sauce. “It’s not much of a story.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Putting down her potato wedge, Alys shrugged and darted her gaze around the table. “I ran into one of the Unfallen when I was in trouble, and he rescued me and gave me a home for a little while. Now here I am.” 
 
    Enzo nodded, and guessed she wasn’t going to share anything with him that Marshall had alluded to. “How did you get your power?” 
 
    “It’s really none of your business.” 
 
    “It’s not like you stole your power. Did you?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t steal my power. And I didn’t know that was even possible till now.” 
 
    “It isn’t possible.” He grinned. 
 
    “I really would rather not talk about this with you.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about you.” 
 
    Enzo blinked. “I’d rather not,” he said, echoing her sentiment. 
 
    “Why did you leave the Fel?” 
 
    “I left because I realized that what I was doing was wrong.” 
 
    “That proves you are a liar.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Demons already know that what they’re doing is wrong.” She scowled coldly. “You didn’t suddenly realize it, and then have a change of heart.” 
 
    Enzo said nothing. She’d caught him in that lie well enough, and that made him loath to talk anymore about it. He looked down at his plate and poked at a slice of ridged pickle with a toothpick. After a minute of silence, he looked back up at her and saw that she was staring at the wound she had given him. The hole was almost completely closed by now, and the cuts had already smoothed over. 
 
    “I left when I fell in love,” he lied in a confidential tone of voice. “I left because I don’t want her to go where I’m going in the end. I figured, why not fight for her and her kind from now on, instead of fighting for Lucifer’s cause that won’t even succeed?” 
 
    Alys made a point of eating one of his fries. “Who did you fall for?” 
 
    He put on a cheeky smile. “I’m not telling you.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it’s personal.” 
 
    Alys wrinkled her nose. “It isn’t me, is it?” 
 
    He laughed. “It might be.” 
 
    Alys knew he was kidding, and imagined he was unwilling to divulge the identity of his beloved, for fear of her intervening. “When did you fall in love?” 
 
    Enzo ate quietly, giving her no answer. 
 
    “Does she return your feelings?” 
 
    “Why are women so damn nosy?” 
 
    She smiled proudly. “Because you men never talk about anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. It’s really none of your business.” 
 
    “If you promise to respect my privacy, Enzo, I’ll respect yours.” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” he said. “A truce then.” 
 
    They grazed over the remains on their plates, and it occurred to Enzo that they were finally being civil to each other. He wondered what had given him that breakthrough, though. The apology, the friendly banter, or his lie about being in love? 
 
    “Was love your only reason?” Alys asked after a while. 
 
    “I never really got off on seeing Man get corrupted by our influence, like most of my other colleagues did. I guess you could put that on the list of reasons.” 
 
    “Oh? What did you get off on, then?” 
 
    “Sexual vices, mostly.” 
 
    “Shocker.” 
 
    Enzo grinned. “Can you blame me? It’s all I have to look forward to.” 
 
    “Of course.” Alys made a sour face. “But that’s no excuse. I swear, all you men have your little excuses where that’s concerned.” 
 
    Her clipped tone made him look up at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Men.” She sneered. 
 
    “What about men?” 
 
    “Nothing. You’re just all the same, is what I’m saying.” 
 
    “You do know there are women who love sex, too.” Brianna, Nadine, and Cherry, to name a few. 
 
    “I know, but it isn’t as common. And I hope you learn to get over yourself soon, before you end up hurting that poor woman you claim to love.” 
 
    Ignoring the latter part of that statement, Enzo leaned forward. “Isn’t as common? And here I thought you women were supposed to be exactly like us men. Equality of the sexes, right?” 
 
    Alys smiled dismissively. “The last thing I’m going to discuss with you is my feminism verses your sexism.” 
 
    Enzo leaned back, and couldn’t help feeling relieved when she said that. “So what’s our next mission, Boss Lady?” Stretching his arms up over his head, Enzo pushed his plate away to indicate that he was done. 
 
    “A rogue witch, apparently. She’s going to cast a hex from her apartment, and it’s expected to go awry. The building’s supposed to blow up, and the explosion will scatter the circle and bindings she used for conjuring. All the black magic she built up will effectively be freed to infect the city, along with any of the creatures that she summoned.” Standing up, she placed a large tip on the table, even though their server had largely been inattentive to them. 
 
    “It isn’t good to reward bad behavior, you know,” Enzo said. “First rule of dog training.” 
 
    “I know, but she isn’t a dog, you pig. Or should I put a shock collar on you right now? That wouldn’t be such a bad idea, now that I think about it…” She seemed to consider the idea before slinking away from the table. 
 
    Enzo followed her out of the restaurant, and waved to the hostess who happily bid them a goodnight. “You know, I actually wouldn’t mind spending the night defending you more often,” he said, walking abreast her. 
 
    “Really? Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because it turns out you aren’t such a bitchy scold after all.” 
 
    Her lips tightened, and there was no venom in her next remark. “Keep that chauvinistic head of yours deflated, pig. I can defend myself.” 
 
    He grinned and nudged her with his shoulder. “I guess we’ll see about that, won’t we?” 
 
    They were on their way to the next venue, when a body materialized out of the darkness and collapsed in a heap of broken limbs in the alley beside them. It was folded in half, the torso wrung unnaturally like a wet rag around the navel. The neck had clearly been snapped, and a pale bone protruded obscenely from one of the clavicles. The crumpled man’s face was contorted into a rictus and was mottled with various contusions that bled like ulcers. 
 
    Enzo tried to see if he could spot anyone above them, and sure enough, four floors up on the rooftop, he could just make out the silhouette of wings and the glower of eyes emitting infernal light. 
 
    Wings? he thought. That was impossible. Angels lost their wings the instant that they fell. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    Alys knelt beside the mutilated man to check his vitals, but he was clearly dead. Enzo had an unnerving hunch that the demon above them was on the verge of rampaging the streets. 
 
    “Leave him,” he said, keeping his eyes locked on the figure pacing around above them. 
 
    “But he might be—” 
 
    “He’s dead. Now follow me.” He started off, then paused to look at her. “Or I can go after the demon by myself, if you prefer?” 
 
    Grumbling, Alys followed him into the alley. There were a lot of people out on the main street, but on a ridiculous stroke of luck—or perhaps by divine intervention—no one had seen or heard the body falling except them. It wouldn’t stay that way for very long, however. 
 
    The wings vanished from over the building. Enzo sprang onto the nearest fire-escape ladder and darted up the rungs as quickly as an acrobatic leopard. Alys refused to be shown up, however. She was smaller and lighter, and managed to accelerate her pace to match his speed. 
 
    On the rooftop, Enzo stalled upon seeing the demon crouched over on bent knees, panting like he was succumbing to exhaustion. Alys drew her sword, but Enzo extended an arm to bar her path. “He’ll rip you apart if you get close.” 
 
    “But he wouldn’t! He’s a demon—isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes. And he actually would.” He narrowed his eyes. “I wasn’t sure at first. But now that I’ve seen him up close, things are exactly as I feared.” 
 
    “What’s as you feared?” 
 
    “He’s manic. Going insane. That was a human he just killed back there—right? And a demon wouldn’t kill a human, unless he was so mentally defunct that he no longer cared about the consequences.” 
 
    “Is he able to fly away?” The shadowy wings were flapping frantically, sloughing black feathers everywhere that scintillated in the moonlight before evaporating like curls of smoke. 
 
    “No. Those wings aren’t real. If they were, then that would mean he was an archon, and he definitely isn’t one of those, otherwise there would be massive damage throughout the city. They’re an illusion being projected from his memories and wishful thinking.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” 
 
    Enzo loathed the answer to that question. He was beginning to feel like a real traitor to the Fel. “I have to kill him. It’s all we can do.” Enzo drew his swords, but gestured for Alys to stay back. “Don’t go near him, whatever you do. He’s capable of anything at this point.” 
 
    Alys picked out a throwing blade as he moved toward the convulsing demon. “I’m going to help you whether you like it or not.” 
 
    A pulse of magic rippled out of the demon’s body, knocking Enzo off balance and shifting him back a couple of feet. When the ripples reached Alys, the force of them was strong enough to tip her onto her backside. After regaining his balance, Enzo advanced and braced himself against the undertow of power that continued to flow forth and drive him back. 
 
    The demon was chanting fervently in seraph-tongue, the bulging orbs of his eyes bursting with the red protrusions of his veins. He shivered from the cataclysmic power coming over him, and cackled like a madman. 
 
    I am the Almighty, Enzo interpreted in his mind. The Elohim of elohim—God of gods. I am self-made. Self-created. Self-sustained. Self-made. Self-created. Self-sustained. 
 
    “You no longer exist, actually,” Enzo answered him in seraph-tongue. 
 
    “I am the Source,” the demon rasped, and gestured around them, as if to claim ownership of the whole world. “And you are nothing but one of my failed creations.” His features sank inward like putty, protruding at random like a tenuous spirit trying to keep hold of its forgotten anatomy. “The humans must be killed. They are a cancer to this world, and it is my duty to repossess their lives.” 
 
    “Try taking mine, first,” Enzo challenged, much to the consternation of Alys who couldn’t understand what they were saying. She was prepared to duck out at any moment, fearing now that the demons were conspiring to kill her. 
 
    Another pulse of gravity-altering magic rippled out, and then sucked back in again like a blooming detonation in reverse. The demon blurred as he splayed the blood-soaked claws of his hands, and growled from somewhere deep inside his belly. Swift and nimble, he dodged Enzo’s incoming blow as if he were alternating between dimensions. He moved like a liquid hurricane of shadow, impossible to pinpoint, and seemingly as impossible to predict. There was no logic to how the demon hobbled and weaved, and he seemed to disintegrate and reintegrate like a chimera. 
 
    Every time Enzo charged at the demon, a squall of fuchsia-colored power absorbed the impact of his blades. 
 
    Alys waited on the fringes for them to fall apart, and then, when she detected an opening, she threw a magic-laced blade at the shadowy demon. The blade punctured through one of his imaginary wings, and the demon shrieked and spun around at her as if he had felt the rip. 
 
    “I told you not to fight him!” Enzo shouted. 
 
    “You’re hardly gaining an edge on him!” 
 
    “I’m working on it!” 
 
    The demon was shambling toward Alys now, and he conjured a vortex of fellmagic that he shaped into a spear. The demon threw the javelin, and it crackled with electricity as it sailed through the air. 
 
    Alys dropped and rolled, and the projectile sped past her, hitting the chassis of an electrical generator that exploded upon impact. 
 
    Alys shielded her head, ducking forward as the demon conjured a new projectile. But before the magic could take shape, Enzo cut the demon’s magic-generating hand off and thrust himself in front of Alys. The demon’s malformed magic fizzled to the ground, exploding into a rogue array of sparks. 
 
    Enzo placed both of his swords in his right hand, yanked the demon’s arm out of socket with his left, and thrust him to his stomach on the floor. Enzo grinded the deformed face into the concrete, and raised the butterfly swords so that they fanned out in his grip. 
 
    The demon could barely squirm; he wailed in a blind rage at his inability to move, and the insubstantial wings flailed up through Enzo’s body and fluttered erratically like a hummingbird’s into the concrete. 
 
    Enzo set both of his swords against the demon’s nape. Alys covered her eyes and looked away. The swords bit down, and she heard the horrible plop and thud of something heavy hitting the ground, followed by what sounded like a sickened groan. 
 
    Enzo struggled to get off of the other demon. Alys looked at the beheaded figure gushing crimson all over the cement. She gasped at the spray of ichor covering Enzo’s hands. 
 
    He was shaking. Probably from adrenaline. But his eyes looked glazed, troubled, and somewhat distant. 
 
    Instinctively, Alys took the handle of her sword, worried he might snap like the dead demon at his feet. 
 
    “He’s fucking mad,” said Enzo. He whipped the blood from his swords, shaking the thick fluid from his fingers. 
 
    “What was he saying?” 
 
    Enzo wiped a fleck of ichor from his jaw. “That he’ll recreate himself and then come back to get his vengeance.” 
 
    Alys moved slowly toward the body. “We should hurry. The police will probably be here soon.” She drew the fire-salts from her pocket, shook them in her hand, and dropped them over the demon, lighting him up in flames. 
 
    Enzo backed away to the perimeter of the building, putting as much distance as he could between himself and the scarlet hellfire. 
 
    Alys trod in a circle around the corpse, throwing more salts on it every few seconds, making sure every bit of the demonic entity was consumed, especially the severed head. 
 
    Feeling somewhat faint, Enzo steadied himself against the railing, and told himself the inevitable was nothing to be afraid of. But he feared Hell all the same, and terror threatened to unman him right then and there. It was only a matter of time until he died and was reacquainted with his Maker. And if by some miracle he didn’t die, it was only a matter of time before this happened to him instead: the errant madness and resulting uncreation. 
 
    God, help me, he begged reflexively, somewhere in the backdrop of his mind. Please. I don’t want to suffer. He felt panic-stricken at the thought of seeing Elohim on Judgment Day, and he knew there was no escape. There was no way to negate the horrible things that he had done. Time pushed him inexorably closer his fate. 
 
    It must be fate, Hailey had said. But she didn’t understand the first thing about fate. Fate was an evil concept, paved with nothing but eternal punishment and pain. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Enzo was leaning over the railing with his back toward her. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Alys frowned. “You really don’t look good. And, yes, this time I actually care. You aren’t sick are you? Or squeamish?” She gestured toward the pile of ashes on the concrete. “Does killing bother you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t bother me,” Enzo said in a shaky voice. “But the hellfire.” He groaned. “It puts me off.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Enzo didn’t answer. He didn’t want to talk about his nihilistic problems, not with her and not with anyone. 
 
    Alys sighed in resignation. “We better get going.” 
 
    “There’s a different fire escape over here,” Enzo said, having spotted it from where he was. “We can jump to the other building, and climb down that one.” 
 
    Enzo led the way, and even as they were crawling down the fire escape, they heard the blare of a police siren approaching from the distance. They used vanishing spells on themselves until they were far away enough from the scene of the incident. 
 
    Enzo was shaken and somewhat distracted for the rest of the night. His brain felt numb, senses detached from reality so that he operated in a sort of autopilot, moving, saying, and doing all the things that were expected of him without being truly aware of any of it. 
 
    He needed an escape, but there was none. He needed to hush the turmoil in his mind, but there wasn’t a woman nearby that would help him. 
 
    Later on, Enzo would vaguely recall breaking into someone’s sixth-floor apartment. He recalled an explosion, followed by a whorl of phantoms escaping from a broken circle. He recalled looking down at the lifeless body of an amateur witch, about nineteen years old. He recalled the sensation of wild magic scalding him, and he remembered catching Alys before she fell down a chasm of collapsing floors. He remembered lifting her up in the cradle of his arms, while the floors crumbled and boomed successively beside them. And he must have somehow carried her out of the building at some point, casting an invisibility spell over both of them until they were safe at ground level in the streets. 
 
    They chased after several rogue djinn and spirits after that, all of them unusually potent entities whom the overconfident witch had attempted to employ in the making of her hex. 
 
    When their mission was complete, they returned to Stillwater, and were met with Athena’s demands to know what happened to make them look like they had just hiked through Cthulu’s backyard. 
 
    Alys defended Enzo in the face of Athena’s automatic accusations, even going so far as to thank him for, apparently, stepping in the way to shield her from the circle’s magical explosion. 
 
    Enzo didn’t remember doing that, but he nodded nonetheless, the vast amount of aches and bruises peppering his backside telling him that it must have happened the way she said. He must have failed to put a shield up in time to protect himself. But he would heal. It was no problem. 
 
    Alys joked about how Enzo really did end up defending her all night, and he forced himself to smile but couldn’t tell if it was showing. He reminded her that she had banished two djinn without his help, and her eyes shined at him with pride. “As you can see, I’m not a damsel in distress. But thank you for protecting me.” 
 
    Alys was swept away to the medical ward for examination. And since Enzo’s wounds would heal all by themselves without any tending to, he followed Athena to her office, where he was privately extolled for his performance. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Athena asked him, after witnessing no change in his expression after conveying her esteem. 
 
    “Never been better,” he said mechanically. “Thank you for asking.” 
 
    “Even after everything that happened between the two of you… This might sound irresponsible of me, but I almost can’t believe you saved her life.” 
 
    Enzo shrugged, but didn’t bother with replying. 
 
    “Good work,” Athena said. “And by the way—” She reached into her desk and offered him a small black device. “Here’s your phone back. Everything checks out. Be sure to bring it back to my secretary around the same time every day, before your missions.” She smiled as he took it. “You’re free to go.”
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    ENZO PUSHED AGAINST AN obstruction on the other side of the door to his room. A scrabbling ensued as whatever it was shifted out of the way, and the door swung open onto a gleaming snout that peered out of the darkness from within a penumbra of shadow. “You weren’t lying there the whole time, were you?” 
 
    Humphrey purred and lunged to wrap itself around his ankle. 
 
    “I brought something for you.” 
 
    Attentive, Humphrey backed away, and rose vertically on its belly like a curious snake, tongue flicking in and out. Enzo removed a ball of parchment from his pocket, closed the door behind him, and unwrapped the paper on the floor. The wyrm’s eyes lit up at the portion of leftover steakburger and fries. 
 
    “Help yourself.” 
 
    With a gleeful squawk, Humphrey sank its teeth into the mashed up food and worked its jaw with zest. 
 
    Enzo flicked the light switch on and was pleased to find everything still intact. He didn’t want to even imagine what the Unfallen might have done if Humphrey had destroyed their property, or worse, accidentally caught something on fire. 
 
    One by one, Enzo tossed the weapons from his belt onto the floor, pulled off his hoodie and shirt, and then collapsed onto the bed with an exhausted groan. He drifted into sleep almost instantly, but was awakened by the sound of a text pinging into his inbox. Enzo sat up, pulled the phone from his pocket, and swiped the message open. 
 
    How about breakfast? 10:00 am? Pick us up whatever you like. Vegan for me, please. 
 
    Despite his fatigue, a smile flickered over his face. Up already? he texted back. Or still awake? Usually he was out until five in the morning, but it wasn’t even two o’clock yet. Let’s go AWOL right now. I’ll pay. 
 
    I can’t leave yet. 
 
    Why? 
 
    They won’t let me. 
 
    Enzo sighed and raked his fingers through his hair. 
 
    Alright, he wrote. Where should I meet you? 
 
    There was a minute’s pause before her message came through. My room? 
 
    His stomach lurched in the unavoidable hope for something more than just breakfast. See you at 10, he wrote back, and laid his phone down with a sigh. 
 
    Humphrey was propped up on its tail directly in front of him, snout tilted sideways, the skinny forked tongue wriggling through the air. “She would like you, I bet,” Enzo said. 
 
    The wyrm burped up a micro cloud of smoke. 
 
    “But I better leave you here,” he decided, not wanting Humphrey to usurp all the attention. 
 
    Picking up his phone again, Enzo searched for a twenty-four hour restaurant that would accept his pick-up order that late at night. He could have simply stopped at Bri’s diner around nine o’clock, but she would have made a fuss about him making out two orders, and would have demanded to know who he was supposedly shacking up with. 
 
    Not to mention the Unfallen wouldn’t appreciate him going anywhere near a black witch, even if they knew it was only for an exchange of money and service. 
 
    He rang a different restaurant and placed the order right away. 
 
    “Right, sir,” said the man named Rudy on the other line. “We’ll have it ready for pickup at 9:30 sharp.” 
 
    Thanking him, Enzo ended the call and smothered his face under a pillow. Several hours later, he patted Humphrey on the head on his way out to take a shower. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Hailey opened the door with a book in her hand. She took the sack of food from Enzo with a smile. “Come on in.” 
 
    Enzo parked his BMX against the wall outside, and then went in as she stepped aside to give him room. “What are you reading?” he asked. 
 
    “John Keats. There’s a bunch of books here in my room, and he’s one of my favorite poets.” Hailey glanced him up and down. “You look bruised.” 
 
    “I had a rough night.” 
 
    “You can tell me all about it if you want.” Her cheeks were glowing with fresh layers of new makeup, and it was hard for Enzo to not stare. 
 
    “I’d rather not talk about last night.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s kind of personal.” He rubbed his chin, and looked around the room for a place to sit while she organized the food containers. 
 
    “Nothing you say will bother me, if that’s what you’re concerned about,” she said. “I already figured you had a girlfriend.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Then what could be so personal and rough about last night?” Hailey handed Enzo his container, along with a paper cup of coffee. “Was it work?” 
 
    “Do you have something we can eat on?” Enzo started to ask, but she was already setting herself down on the rug in front of him. He stared with a curious smile. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. Nothing, except that he felt a bit awkward, picnicking on her carpet like they were throwing a child’s slumber party. Enzo sat down and popped the lid off from his coffee. 
 
    Claiming all the sugar and condiment packets for herself, Hailey asked in a mock-formal tone of voice: “How would you like you coffee, sir?” 
 
    “Black and bitter.” 
 
    “Well, damn it. I guess I get all this sugar to myself.” Hailey peered up at him almost coquettishly while Enzo mixed his eggs and vegetables. “You look like you got into a bar fight,” she said, and then took a bite from her oatmeal waffles and blueberry sauce. 
 
    “I spent most of the night rounding up djinn,” he said laconically. “A witch is dead; she was meddling with spiritual powers that were too much for her. And I killed a demon.” He purposely avoided mentioning anything more about that disturbing encounter. “I also killed a newborn vampire on his first hunt.” 
 
    “Kind of makes you sound like a superhero.” Hailey smiled around her fork, and Enzo glanced up at her tiredly. 
 
    “I’m anything but.” 
 
    Flippant, she shrugged. “It’s sounds heroic to me.” 
 
    “You’re very flattering. But I’m not.” He ate a mouthful, as if to punctuate that point, or shut himself up. 
 
    Unsure of how to take that statement, Hailey frowned and cocked her head. He seemed to be disconcerted or unhappy, and so she said, “You’re not just being modest, are you? You’re genuinely upset that I even said that.” 
 
    “You don’t know what I am, otherwise you’d understand.” 
 
    Her fingers curled absently around the cutlery propped on her Styrofoam container. “I asked you before, didn’t I? You said you weren’t human. You said you would tell me—” 
 
    “I’m a demon.” 
 
    Her forehead creased. “A demon—seriously? What’s a demon doing working for an organization of angels?” 
 
    “We’re fallen angels,” Enzo said. “Every one of us is a demon, but the Unfallen are at least trying to fight for the good of Man.” 
 
    That made a bit more sense to her. “Does that mean you’re trying to atone?” 
 
    “Demons can’t atone. We’re damned, no matter what we do.” A tendril of panic writhed through Enzo, but he swallowed it down and closed his eyes. 
 
    Hailey leaned forward. “Then why bother? Is it just to make up for the things you’ve done?” 
 
    “You can’t even begin to imagine the things I’ve done.” The way he glared at her then was almost scornful. “To make up for all of that would be impossible. There’s no way I could ever make up for anything even if I wanted to. Nobody can. Evil cannot be undone, Hailey, just like how a fallen angel can’t unfall, no matter what stupid euphemisms we ascribe to ourselves. I can’t make up for anything. If I could, though, then maybe I would try. But with the way things are going, I’ll probably end up insane like the demon I killed last night—and that’s why it was such a fucking terrible night for me. When an angel kills a human, God unmakes him. And I sent that demon to his fate.” His eyes dilated. “It terrifies me, and I feel bad for him. Nothing could be worse than being forgotten. Being nothing.” Not existing. 
 
    Hailey struggled to assimilate what he said. “But you haven’t killed any humans… have you?” 
 
    “I’ve done everything short of direct murder. I’ve polluted your race in countless ways.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He sighed. “God, you really are something…” 
 
    Her smile was unsure. “What do you mean by ‘something’?” 
 
    For a minute Enzo didn’t reply, but simply stared down at his food, which was cold now and no longer appetizing. 
 
    “You won’t lose your mind,” she said. 
 
    Enzo looked up at her. 
 
    “You’re one of the Unfallen now, aren’t you? You fight against the powers of darkness.” 
 
    “My soul is blacker than you can imagine, and you’re naïve if you really think it won’t happen to me eventually.” He was whispering to her now, on the verge of confiding all his secrets. “A demon is a demon. Once a thing begins corroding, it’ll rot away eventually. The cancer spreads, and the sickness worsens. It doesn’t really matter which side of the holy war I fight on; corruption is as inevitable as death.” 
 
    Enzo covered his face in his hands. A niggling ball of anxiety swelled in his chest, making his heart thump louder. He wished he could tell her more, but apparently this was his limit. 
 
    Hailey stared at him, feeling only vaguely comprehending. She wrestled to digest all of the reasoning he had given her, but it was hard to understand. Enzo didn’t seem like any demon she had envisaged while growing up; he was so normal and humane. But she knew she had taken the conversation to a place he didn’t feel comfortable with, and even now he was trying to hold himself together. 
 
    Hailey crawled around the rug and sat cross-legged beside him. Unaware she had come near, Enzo groaned and threw his hands down into his lap. “I can’t stand thinking about it. When I saw that demon burning in hellfire, it scared the living shit out of me.” He was faintly aware of Hailey’s fingers brushing against his right arm. After a long pause, Enzo realized she had taken hold of his hand and was currently inspecting the scarred depression where the hole had finally closed. Even the hyper-pigmentation from the cuts of Alys’s sword was finally gone. 
 
    Hailey laced her fingers with his and squeezed his hand a bit to express her solidarity. “Your hand is healed.” 
 
    “Ichor,” he explained, grateful to be talking about anything else but his own doom. “Our blood reconstructs our bodies—which is why we’re immortal. We can’t be killed, unless we’re burned in hellfire.” It only struck Enzo then that she was very close—and he was feeling very warm—and he really had no idea why she was holding his hand. 
 
    “I know how you feel,” she said, returning the subject to where he didn’t want it. “I felt the same when I killed my boyfriend. Like everything about my life was suddenly hopeless.” 
 
    “It’s not the same.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because humans can be forgiven.” 
 
    Hailey let him go, and resigned herself to eating her waffles. 
 
    An unnatural silence fell between them. When Hailey wasn’t looking, Enzo looked sideways at her, and suffered a pang of undeniable lust when he saw the way her mouth was working around the fork. She licked a bit of maple syrup off the dimple of her bottom lip, and he imagined her licking something else instead. He wondered if it would be inappropriate right now to make his move… 
 
    “I’m terrified, too,” Hailey said in a small voice that made him pause. And then: “Can I tell you something?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows when she turned to him, as if to say he was all ears. 
 
    “I’m almost happy that he’s dead, and that’s probably what frightens me the most. It’s not like he even did anything bad to me. What do you think that says about me?” 
 
    He smiled irresistibly. “That you’re human.”
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    AFTER A FEW NIGHTS, ENZO and Alys were beginning to get into a routine. Enzo showed up late again one night, and Alys snapped at him for it. He muttered something quasi-sarcastic, to which she stormed into the streets like a wrathful goddess—but not without smiling back at him over her shoulder. Again, she forgot to cloak her weapons, and, again, he had to remind her. And she still acted somewhat aloof around him, but not nearly as much as she had at the beginning of their partnership. 
 
    She was an exceptionally difficult female to get a handle on. Even though she was profusely grateful over his performance the other night, she kept her guard up. Not that she was acting particularly cold, since she was professional and cordial in every way, but an irreverent rapport was established between them. Her warmth was only surface-deep, but he got the feeling that their friendship was deepening at least in some sense. 
 
    He thought about the reaper demon she was technically partnered with, and wondered if it was possible for a virago like her to fall in love, or at least soften up enough to let a man get anywhere near her. Not that he was looking for an opening. But he got the feeling that if he came right out and said it: “Hey, Alys, I think you’re sexy. I’d like to take you out, and have a good fuck later on, if you don’t mind,” she would break his nose, but then continue on as if he had never said anything. 
 
    “Men are all the same,” was her mantra. And also: “All men are predators.” And while, sure, it was maybe true about him, he was only one man out of how many? 
 
    At any rate, he was at least glad to finally be on her good side. 
 
    Hailey pinged Enzo on the regular now, and he didn’t mind. He didn’t even mind when the texts were pointless and awkward sometimes, like: 
 
    Hi. 
 
    Hey. Want me to pick something up for you? 
 
    No. I was just saying hi. 
 
    Oh. Hi. 
 
    Awkward. 
 
    But that eventually turned into: Can we talk? I can’t stand being alone right now. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    Outside. 
 
    Outside where? 
 
    By the blue flax field. 
 
    When he received that message in the gym during a break, Enzo abandoned his training with Marshall and quickly responded with: Give me five minutes. 
 
    He had been trying to trick some information out of Marshall during their sparring sessions, in the hope of figuring out where the prisoners were being kept, but he had come up short so far. Even his walks around the grounds had come up empty of any clues. And for all he knew, the prisoners were being held at an entirely different location, and so he couldn’t assume anything at this point without any leads. 
 
    When he arrived at the flax field, Hailey rushed over, sobbing about how she had killed her boyfriend, and how the nightmares wouldn’t leave her alone, and how she had to speak to someone or else she would go crazy. 
 
    Thankfully, the surrounding trees shielded them from being easily observed, and he was especially grateful for the shadows and dimming sunlight when the situation devolved into her crying on his shoulder. 
 
    Enzo didn’t know what to do, or what to say, or even how to comfort her properly. But he held her, feeling strange for doing so, and grudgingly admitted to himself that he enjoyed it. It felt good for some reason, which he didn’t expect, and it annoyed him. 
 
    Hailey wiped her cheeks and confided more about how she was feeling scared and guilty for being happy that Matt was dead. Enzo confided about how scared he was of God, and Hailey whispered, “I can’t imagine you being afraid of anything.” 
 
    He almost kissed her then, but didn’t, and the moment passed when she undraped herself from his shoulders. 
 
    “Would you tell me about Heaven?” Hailey asked, when she calmed down. 
 
    Enzo looked around at the yellow-eyed blue petals lapping in the gentle breeze around their ankles. “It’s a beautiful place,” he said, beginning with the obvious. “A bit hard to describe, actually. I’d rather show you.” But then his cellphone beeped, and it was Alys waiting at their rendezvous point, demanding to know where the hell he was. 
 
    “I got to go,” he said, then paused and frowned at her, feeling unwilling to leave her the way she was. “I know what’ll cheer you up.” He dug his room key out of his pocket and offered it to her. “Remember that little dragon you saw me with before? Humphrey’s in my room right now, and I think he’d like the company.” 
 
    Hailey’s eyes brightened. “He won’t broil me, will he?” 
 
    “Not unless you give him a reason to. He’s super friendly.” 
 
    She smiled. “Which room are you?” 
 
    “406.” 
 
    Hailey pecked Enzo on the cheek and embraced him around the neck. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Alys peered out from behind a tree trunk. A red beat-up Jeep was parked in the middle of a spacious clearing, and a young man was leaning against the front tire, fiddling with his phone. A cigarette glowed orange between his lips, and he puffed at it quickly, not really trying to inhale the smoke but only trying to busy himself. The sky was leaden and cloudy, wiping out the glitter of stars and mooncast shadows. 
 
    Hewey wasn’t stranded—at least not as far as they could tell. He wasn’t trying to the start the car, or change a tire, or call a towing service, but he paced back and forth and leaned against the Jeep like someone trying to kill time. He glanced around searchingly, evidently waiting for someone to show up. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you, man?” Hewey hawked and spat on the ground. He scratched at the dark-brown hair under his hoodie, and waggled his phone around in the air, apparently trying to get a signal. 
 
    He opened his messages for the millionth time, but there was nothing new, and he sighed, exasperated. 
 
    “He could at least tell me he’s running late, but, nooo. Fucker never tells me when he’ll be a while.” Even the messages Hewey had been sending his friend over the past twenty minutes had all been ignored, and that really irked him. 
 
    “A drug deal?” Enzo guessed. “Shouldn’t we stop it?” 
 
    “Unless someone’s in mortal danger, we’re not the police.” 
 
    Enzo harrumphed, guessing that sounded about right. 
 
    “We’re here for the werewolf.” 
 
    “And the werewolf isn’t here,” Enzo pointed out. 
 
    “We’re still in the approximated timeframe. We’ll hang around until about ten minutes after it’s supposed to happen, just to make sure.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, boss.” 
 
    Alys winced at Enzo, and he flicked her one of his cheeky smiles. 
 
    Hewey continued pacing in front of the vehicle, half-humming inane lyrics to himself in between puffs on his cigarette. After a few minutes of sotto voce singing, he heard something tramping through the undergrowth behind a cluster of tangled sycamores. He stopped dead in his tracks. Erecting a curious eyebrow, Hewey pivoted on his heel in the sound’s direction. “Billy, is that you?” 
 
    Complete silence. 
 
    “It’s about fuckin’ time, man,” Hewey said, not thinking a total lack of response was somehow strange. “I was just about to get my shit and go home, and forget the whole—fucking—thing…” 
 
    Hewey’s mouth hung slightly open as he realized the thwumping sound wasn’t exactly human. It sounded like Bigfoot punching tree boughs out of its way as it lumbered toward him through the gorse and bracken. 
 
    “Billy…?” Hewey scowled, craning his neck left and right, trying to peer into the dark. “Did you bring that stupid dog with you again? Is that you, Snausages?” Hewey whistled to the supposed Rottweiler-Pitbull mix. “Come here, boy!” 
 
    A nasally rasp that sounded more like an angry hippopotamus than a giant dog made Hewey take a few steps back. 
 
    “Sounds like he’s got a fuckin’ cold, mate…” Hewey whistled to the dog and slapped his leg for added effect. 
 
    The Pitweiler would have normally come careening at that kind of enthusiastic summons, but the snuffling and heaving noises only grew louder. 
 
    “Come here, Snausages! Here, boy!” 
 
    Enzo secretly hoped the human would die for his stupidity, but at the same time he knew he would have to rescue him. 
 
    The werewolf broke out of the bushes, flailing its arms to crush the boughs and foliage out of its way. Hewey had just managed to aim the light of his cellphone in front of him, and the bright light glanced briefly over the werewolf’s foaming muzzle. 
 
    “Holy—fucking—shit!” Hewey dropped to the ground, cellphone landing facedown into the dirt. 
 
    The werewolf soared over Hewey into the Jeep, shattering laminated glass, and completely tearing up the chassis. 
 
    Enzo threw himself onto the werewolf like a cowboy straddling a bucking horse. Sticking both butterfly swords into the werewolf’s hulking backside, Enzo held on for dear life. The werewolf bucked wildly as expected, more ferociously than a bronco, rolling onto its back, and slamming itself against the trees in an attempt to throw him off. 
 
    Enzo grabbed the howling beast by the ears and yanked with all the strength that he could muster. His legs clamped tight around the werewolf’s throat, and it whined and whimpered, flopping onto its back—which only made the swords dig in that much deeper. 
 
    Eventually, the werewolf stopped fighting against its captor and knelt motionlessly on its four paws. Enzo shuddered through the rush of adrenaline, tainted as it was by the knowledge that he was bloodying up an ally. 
 
    “Keep fighting like that, doggy, and we’ll kill you,” Enzo threatened through his teeth. But then he recognized the werewolf’s moonstone. A liquid chill rolled down his spine. 
 
    Alys approached while Enzo remained astride, and ripped the moonstone from the werewolf’s neck. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Enzo said, failing to conceal his agitation. 
 
    “We’re taking the filthy mongrel prisoner.” 
 
    “What the hell do you need prisoners for?” 
 
    “None of your damn business, for one.” Alys made a sour face. “Would you rather kill it?” Her eyes pierced him through the dark like lances, gleaming wickedly with the promise to kill him if he went too far out of line. 
 
    Enzo clenched his jaw, but refrained from challenging her any further. 
 
    He could let the wolf-queen go, and block Alys from chasing after her if he really wanted to. Even with the deep lacerations Enzo had given her, Nadine would be able to make it safely back into the Warrens. But Alys would definitely have an excuse to kill him if he did that, and, if she didn’t kill him first, she would definitely take him prisoner in the werewolf’s stead. 
 
    But then it hit him: he was finally in a position to discover where the prisoners were being held. 
 
    After a tense mental back-and-forth, Enzo relaxed, and resigned himself to go along with whatever Alys decided. He avoided the werewolf’s gaze, however, feeling awful for having stabbed her twice in the process of subduing her. 
 
    Enzo removed his swords from Nadine’s back, clambered off, and moved away. 
 
    Hewey sat up, eyes wide as saucers, hair matted with leaves and twigs and clumped with dirt. He snatched his phone from the ground, and practically screamed when Alys turned around and glared at him. “I swear, I wasn’t doing anything! I don’t even know who Billy Blunt is, and—and I don’t know Chad Chavez, neither!” 
 
    “Shut up!” shouted Enzo, leering at the panicked eighteen-year-old with murder in his eyes. At the moment, he was too pissed off to put up with the boy’s effeminate whining. 
 
    Obedient, Hewey clamped his mouth shut. He swallowed around an enormous lump in the back of his throat, and whimpered like a wounded pup. 
 
    Alys circled the werewolf and wrapped a slender silver chain around her neck that burned like ice even over her fur. Enzo couldn’t help but notice her attention to detail as she wrapped another chain over and under around the monster’s wrists. 
 
    “You seem to really know what you’re doing,” Enzo said. He had formerly viewed her as an annoying, ignorant human, but the past few nights had shown him a woman who was strong-willed and intelligent. 
 
    “Jin Reaper taught me everything.” 
 
    “You sure do like him.” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Even though he’s a man?” 
 
    Alys stalled. “You said you would respect my privacy.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Her forehead puckered as she couldn’t help thinking about Enzo’s question, however, and Hewey gaped helplessly between the two of them. 
 
    Alys reinforced the silver chains with a braid of magic that made the metal’s molecules more dense. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, and said, “Hopefully, she’ll be useful.” 
 
    “What are we going to do with her?” 
 
    “We’re going to turn her over to interrogators in the undercroft. I suppose they’ll decide what to do with her from there. Maybe she can provide us with some information about the humans that have gone missing, or maybe they’ll decide to use her for something else.” 
 
    Enzo remembered Marshall saying something about humans going missing. “You think the Fel are kidnapping humans?” 
 
    “We know they are.” 
 
    “Not just taking them in like the Unfallen do at Stillwater?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “They do it with malevolent intent, and never allow them to go home.” 
 
    “What if werewolves are just eating the missing humans?” 
 
    “You know as much as I do that werewolves leave plenty of remains behind.” 
 
    Unidentifiable remains, but remains nonetheless. Alys was right. All of the dead left by the werewolves were usually accounted for, with the help of the corpses’ wallets, phones, and other possessions. 
 
    “Maybe the humans you think they kidnapped don’t want to go home.” 
 
    “Isolating a victim is one of the key strategies of any cult or criminal organization.” 
 
    “Maybe the isolation is temporary,” Enzo suggested. “The Unfallen isolate humans, too, don’t they?” He was thinking of Hailey. 
 
    “The Unfallen keep people from their families and friends for only a few days, just to make sure they don’t go back to their normal lives and blurt out things like complete lunatics. It’s for their own safety, as well as ours. The Unfallen want to help mankind, Enzo, not hurt them like the Fel. But I don’t expect a guy like you to understand. Speaking of which—would you grab that guy before he runs? He’s coming with us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Hewey had managed to gain his feet, but his legs were watery as noodles; every step he took toward the demolished Jeep made him wobble like a fish dancing on its tail. 
 
    Enzo grabbed Hewey by the arm and elicited a squeak. 
 
    “He saw the werewolf,” Alys explained, “and it’s for his own good. Look at him. He’s a nervous wreck.” She wrinkled her nose. “We should get going.” 
 
    Nadine was crouching on all fours, her forehead mashed into the dirt. Without her moonstone, she was powerless, and if she wanted to survive, she would be forced to follow them like a hound at heel. She was at least glad she had managed to get a snack a mile back before getting caught: the hearts of three gangbangers traveling off-road in a Plymouth Barracuda. 
 
    “What the hell kind of dog is that?” Hewey asked as he began to realize he wasn’t the actual target of their raid. 
 
    “It’s not a dog,” Enzo said. “It’s a werewolf.” 
 
    “You mean a weirdo wearing a costume?” 
 
    “No. I mean your entrails would be spaghetti right now if we hadn’t saved you.” 
 
    Hewey looked at Alys for confirmation, vaguely suspecting that his leg was being pulled. “It’s true,” she said. “You were lucky we knew where she’d be hunting, otherwise you would be dead.” 
 
    Hewey shuddered violently, oblivious to the drench of sweat that had broken out over his body. 
 
    “We probably could leave him,” Enzo said. “He seems dumb enough.” 
 
    Hewey nodded wildly in the affirmative. He liked the sound of not going anywhere but home. 
 
    Alys sniffed. “He’s in denial. When he gets a really good look at his car in broad daylight, he’ll know exactly what he saw. And then he’ll go around blabbing, and probably get himself committed.” 
 
    “We can knock him out,” Enzo suggested. “That way he’ll just think he got in a crash.” 
 
    Hewey shook his head in the negative. No, he wouldn’t. There wasn’t anything in the vicinity that could crush his vehicle up like that. Not to mention he didn’t want to get a concussion. 
 
    Alys shot Enzo a glare. “He can’t drive in that thing now. Besides, he might be interested in reforming.” She grabbed Hewey by the front of his sweater and yanked him free of Enzo’s grip. Hewey held his hands up in front of his face, expecting her to hit him. “And we could always use the help,” Alys went on, “what, with the Fel hiring humans to assassinate angels and others humans.” 
 
    Hewey raised his hands defensively again as Alys shoved him forward into walking. He resisted at first, heels digging into the dirt so that he skidded and nearly tripped forward onto his face. 
 
    “Move,” she ordered. “We saved your neck just now, and I expect you to be grateful.” Then she said over her shoulder: “Enzo, grab the beast.” 
 
    Grabbing the silver chain, Enzo lightly kicked the werewolf’s hock to galvanize her into following beside him. “How are we getting back to Stillwater like this?” he asked. They were out in the middle of nowhere, just outside the city proper, and it would be a challenge to maintain camouflage all the way back, with a bleeding werewolf wrapped in chains and a skittish youth who could holler for help at any second. 
 
    “We’ll avoid the road and cut back through the woods in this direction,” Alys said, gesturing in front of her. “There’s a coven of white witches we can take refuge with until sunrise. Once the bitch is turned at sunrise, we can go back without wasting too much magic.” 
 
    “Won’t the coven object to this?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s one less wolf they have to worry about. They’ll let us stay. And if they don’t, a harmless bluff should do the trick.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Hewey was having trouble watching where he was stepping. Not for the first time, he started questioning his life choices, wondering how much better life would be right now if he had only went to Jared’s apartment to watch Ginger Snaps and smoke pot with his friends.
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    NADINE STOPPED EVERY NOW and then to catch her breath and whimper so that Enzo’s stomach clenched with guilt. Lorcan would be furious if he knew how Enzo was using his wife to find him. The alpha adored his disloyal wife, oblivious as he was to her roving eye and lifted tail. But Lorcan was a more important figurehead to the Pack, and Enzo knew his time and luck was running short. So far, he had been lucky to have avoided Dolus, and he needed to do whatever it took to complete his mission within the next couple of days. 
 
    They cut through the sparse woods and emerged onto a grassy field. Enzo spotted a large house with his darksight, a cozy green Victorian, nestled far away from the bank of the freeway and surrounded by blooming copses. They crossed through the whispering grass and arrived at the front of the charming edifice, with its wooden steps and mint-green railing. The time was well past three in the morning, but these were known as the witching hours for a reason. 
 
    Alys rapped on the door and waited, while Hewey took the opportunity to inspect his phone. The glass was shattered, and the colors on the screen were completely scrambled. He was afraid of attempting to restart the device, since it would likely get stuck on the lock screen, and he didn’t want to be even more unable to access his things. 
 
    “Yes, who is it?” said a sweet and slightly raspy voice from inside the house. An elderly woman cracked the green door open and then peered out at her guests from over her rectangular reading glasses. Upon noticing the werewolf, the witch bristled. “Get that filthy fleabag off my property!” 
 
    “Well met, Priestess Aveera,” Alys greeted, ignoring the command. “The werewolf is our prisoner. She won’t cause you any harm, and she’s injured. I have her moonstone here, and she’s chained in silver.” Alys revealed the pendant in her hand, then stowed it back inside her pocket. 
 
    Aveera’s plump cheeks puffed up and wrinkled under the strain of her distress. “I-I don’t care. I don’t want that thing anywhere near my younger sisters, especially my cats. Take it away from here—take it! It isn’t welcome.” 
 
    “I can return the moonstone to its owner and allow the mongrel to roam free, if you prefer.” Alys lowered her chin, the threat enhanced further by her calm demeanor. “Otherwise, give us refuge for the remainder of the night, and we’ll be out of your hair as soon as the wolf has turned.” 
 
    Aveera’s eyes slid back and forth between Enzo and Alys, and her mouth opened and closed, uncertain of what to say. Finally, she called back over her shoulder: “Guests, ladies! And don’t be alarmed, one of them is a fleabag, but it’s in chains!” 
 
    The priestess stepped out onto the porch and signaled for them to follow her down the steps and around the house to the back. “We have a circle we can hold the mangy beast in until sunrise.” Her patchwork skirt swished out over her grandmotherly hips, and the beads on her eyewear-retainers jangled in tune with the abundance of aboriginal jewelry on her wrists and collar. “Put the mongrel in the middle of that circle over there, and I’ll be right over.” Aveera moved away toward a leaning shed that looked like a miniature house constructed for dwarves, and lit her way inside with an orb of pale blue witchlight that she summoned on Command. 
 
    The circle was located in the center of a small grove, the shrubs of which were dense enough so that they concealed the coven’s magical activities from prying eyes. The circle itself was constructed of diminutive flagstones, all of which were etched with futhorc runes and Theban spells for binding. It was smart that the white witches had the circle handy at all times. Enzo guessed the witches used salt and herbs to further modify and reinforce the circle to their specific requirements in a given moment, and he privately wondered if they continued the practice using blood for their rituals like the black witches did. 
 
    He guided the werewolf to the large flagstone in the center, averting his gaze to the treetops that hovered in the distance like a swarm of gray ghosts. 
 
    “Here we are.” Aveera emerged, untangling a mass of hefty silver chains and six-inch nails. She went around to the four corners of the circle, tacking each of the chains’ end-links into the ground. It took her several minutes to seal each of the four points with bindings that she thought would be strong enough. Then she handed the first manacle to Enzo. “You do the rest. I’m not going anywhere near that murderous beast.” 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” Enzo asked. 
 
    “On my property, and in my circle, I will take no chances.” 
 
    Nadine stood motionless while Enzo secured the silver cuffs over her sizable wrists and ankles. Her wolvine groans grew louder after each one was clamped into place, since the heavier silver scalded even more painfully through her fur. 
 
    Hewey’s phone finally died, the scrambled screen blinking out into fractured blackness. He complained noisily that he had left his charger in the Jeep. “Do any of you have a charger? Can I borrow someone’s charger?” 
 
    “I thought it was broken,” Alys said. 
 
    “Sure, it is. Thanks to you two. But I want to try and fix it, and I can’t do that without a charger.” 
 
    “Well, friends,” Aveera said, trying to make the most of the situation. “Let’s commune together indoors. My sisters are busy drafting a new spell, and we mustn’t disrupt them from their work.” 
 
    “Do you have a charger I can borrow?” 
 
    “What kind of spell, Aveera?” Alys asked. 
 
    “Oh, just a little something to help us track down the naughty pixies that have been shredding up the flower petals in my garden.” 
 
    They followed Aveera indoors, Alys grim-faced and Hewey sullen. “I guess no one has a charger,” the eighteen-year-old mumbled, shoving his phone and hands into his pockets. 
 
    Pungent incense tickled the back of Enzo’s throat, and he nearly choked at the overpowering punch of sage and cedarwood. Hewey stared around at all the elaborate trinkets, bottles, and curios, then tumbled sideways against a glass display cabinet, barely managing to not break it. Hewey cursed and rubbed the back of his neck, while the priestess appraised him with some caution. “You’re lucky you didn’t break it,” Aveera said. “A lot of djinn are being held inside those antique lamps.” 
 
    Hewey noted the several ornate, hand-painted oil lamps that shuddered on their shelves before resettling. “Sorry.” He grinned sheepishly. It would be his usual bad luck to damage something expensive and then be stuck with having to pay for it. 
 
    Alys grabbed Hewey by the front of his sweatshirt and threw him down into a chair. “You’ll sit there, and not move! Idiot.” 
 
    “You really do treat men like dogs,” Enzo said. 
 
    “They deserve no better. Just like how you demons deserve to go to Hell.” 
 
    “Except Jin, I presume?” 
 
    “Why, are you jealous?” 
 
    “Are you hoping that I am?” 
 
    Ignoring the ongoing argument, Aveera waved a hand at Hewey to gather his attention. “If you break anything, you pay for it, even if it costs your soul. I’ll warn you now, aside from the djinni lamps, the objects in this room are more rare and valuable than you can imagine. You can’t afford to dodder around them, so it’d be best if you stayed sitting where you are.” She patted his hand like a reassuring grandmother. 
 
    Hewey nodded, idly wondering if there was anything small enough that he could filch to pawn later on when he was free of this debacle. 
 
    A sudden spate of incantations caught Hewey off guard, and he nearly crashed backwards out of the chair. Voices yipped and ululated from down the hallway, down the stairs, and a swell of psychic pressure seemed to touch him like an enveloping waft of hot wind. He stared unblinking toward the hallway, fully expecting a swarm of cloven-hoofed satyrs to come prancing out from around the corner. 
 
    “Can I get you anything to drink, dearies?” Aveera offered, grinning warmly at each of them in turn. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Enzo declined, wary of being slipped a truth-telling potion. 
 
    “Do you have cream soda?” Alys asked. 
 
    Pale-faced, Hewey stuttered, fingers gripping around the arms of his chair. “You w-wouldn’t happen to have something hard on hand, w-would you?” 
 
    Aveera grinned. “Rum for the lad, who already can’t even walk straight. Coming right up!” She cackled in an evil way that made Hewey swallow, shuffle his feet, and sweat profusely. 
 
    With a glass of rum in his hand a few minutes later, Hewey examined the array of oil lamps in the cabinet, and wondered if he could wish himself back home if he somehow managed to set one of the djinni’s free. But then he wondered what he would use his other two wishes for: money, lots of money, and possibly rulership of the whole world. But that third wish would probably cover for the second, and also cover for a lot of potential wishes, in fact. Hewey scraped his wish for money, and tried to think of something else that would be more useful. 
 
    The elderly witch plopped into a wooden rocking chair across from him, and donned the friendliest of smiles. “How old are you, lad?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you have asked that before giving me this drink?” He was feeling slightly better now, and conversation with this freakshow was coming a bit easier, with his nerves calmed by the spicy draught. “I’m twenty-one,” he said, turning his eyes back to the display cabinet. One of the oil lamps looked small enough to conceal in one of his sweater pockets, and he wondered if the glass door was locked or could be easily jimmied opened. 
 
    “I know you’re younger than that,” the witch replied. “I already knew you were underage.” 
 
    “Then why did you give me this?” 
 
    “Because you already drink—if not here, then somewhere else.” 
 
    Hewey downed the rest of the rum in one gulp and made a sour face as it burned on the way down. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Hewey Steps.” 
 
    “This is the first time you’ve been around witches, I presume.” 
 
    “It’s the first time I’ve been around a werewolf, too. And freaks like them.” Hewey jerked his head toward Enzo and Alys, who were wandering toward the back of the room. He closed his eyes and sighed, letting his head rest against the chair’s cushioned backing. The unearthly chants and intermittent cries wafting from the hallway no longer bothered him, and he was feeling mild and drowsy with the rum now in his blood. 
 
    “The Unfallen aren’t freaks,” the priestess said. “What they do is far more practical than you realize. Without them, the world would be overrun by hellions.” 
 
    The low whistle of a teapot rose gradually to a high keen. Aveera lifted herself from the rocking chair with a decrepit creak of wood and bones, then shuffled in a flow of skirts back into the kitchen. 
 
    Hewey opened his eyes when she was gone. He glared at the cabinet, heart racing fiercely. 
 
    Enzo and Alys went outside through the sliding glass door, onto the plant-strewn deck overlooking the backyard. A gauze of clouds had parted while they were inside, and the waxing moon shone bluish-white over the werewolf. Nadine gazed up at it longingly, and tugged ineffectually at the silver clasps that were negating the lunar energy. She bowed onto her knees and lowed like a wailing calf, pitifully and mournful. 
 
    “It bothers you, doesn’t it?” Alys said, setting her soda down on the railing. “Even though you’re a demon, there’s a soft spot inside you that feels bad for how we’re treating that vicious monster.” 
 
    She was assuming several things about him, one of them being that he was still in the mindset of a Fel demon, and Enzo recognized this. It was a clever attempt to try to get him to admit being the enemy without explicitly saying so. “I feel bad that you and I might be on bad terms again,” he said, steering the conversation elsewhere. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The argument we had earlier.” 
 
    “Are you so sensitive, Enzo, that you can’t take a sarcastic joke?” 
 
    Enzo stepped toward her along the railing and leaned very close. “You meant it. I know you did. If you could see me burn in Hell, you would.” 
 
    “Not true.” Her voice softened, and her eyelashes fluttered imperceptibly. 
 
    Enzo studied her face. He realized something was happening between them, but wasn’t sure what. “What do you want from me, Alys?” 
 
    “What do you mean? I already told you: I want you to admit what you are, and I might even let you run away if you just leave.” 
 
    “You don’t hate me. You keep trying to, but you can’t. And you don’t really believe I am the enemy. You’re only trying to prevent me from getting close to you, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I think you are.” 
 
    “Are you trying to get close?” 
 
    Enzo tensed and turned away from her. He leaned lazily over the railing and changed the subject. “I’ve been thinking about what you said. About the Fel recruiting humans.” 
 
    “Oh?” Alys shifted her weight, and, when he looked at her again, Enzo thought there was disappointment in her face. 
 
    “I had the ear of one of the dreadlords for several years. I think I would have heard something about humans being kidnapped if it was true.” He expected her to ask what a dreadlord was, but then she said—since she was well-informed as always: 
 
    “The dreadlords might be the only ones who are aware of this new plan, especially if the dreadqueen ordered them to handle it with secrecy. I doubt they wanted this kind of thing to be common knowledge just yet.” 
 
    Enzo shrugged, and was quietly impressed by her inferred familiarity with how things were run down in the Warrens. No doubt Jin Reaper had taught her thoroughly, and what Alys was theorizing at present even seemed plausible to him—except he couldn’t think of a good reason why the dreadlords would want to conceal that kind of information from their legions of lesser demons. Perhaps they were only trying a new tactic out, and didn’t want to announce anything until they were sure that it would work. 
 
    “Tell me why you joined,” Enzo said, diverting the conversation to where he thought it ought to go. “Something happened to you that made you want to join the Unfallen. What was it?” 
 
    Alys watched the werewolf crawl in a tight circle like a restless animal vainly attempting to get comfortable. “I don’t trust you enough yet to tell you.” 
 
    “Did you have a choice? Can you at least tell me that?” 
 
    She cast her eyes down. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
    “Jin knew I was going to say yes. After what happened to me—he just knew.” 
 
    “Just like how you know about that guy in there? Is that why you insist on taking him?” 
 
    “I have a feeling.” 
 
    “Will he have a choice?” 
 
    “Of course he will.” 
 
    “And if he says no?” 
 
    “We’ll put the fear of God in him—but we’ll still set him free.” 
 
    “You mean if he tries to expose the Unfallen, an assassin—some human recruit like yourself—will be sent after him, correct?” By her silence, Enzo knew he had hit the nail on the head. 
 
    Alys gazed across the field, at the segment of city lights that twinkled and glistened over the soughing smokestack of forest trees. The air penetrated her lungs like clean silver, and she was keenly aware of the demon’s eyes on her. She sniffed and flung her hair back over one shoulder, and Enzo watched her profile, which, to him, looked to be somewhat stricken and melancholic. 
 
    The Unfallen were soliciting Hailey to combat humans for them as well, and Enzo thought it was strange she hadn’t turned them down already. He remembered her crying about being unable to kill anything, and he knew she would inevitably decline. 
 
    As a Nephilim, Hailey had power in her blood. Magic was in her very DNA. Even without the Unfallen’s guidance, however, she had a claim to at least pursue her own arts, so long as she revealed nothing about it to the human world. Hailey could reject the Unfallen, and attempt to unleash her innate power on her own—which would be dangerous, no doubt, but still fully within her rights. 
 
    Enzo and Alys were still outside when Nadine changed. Her guttural screeches ripped through the air like the wail of a dying animal. The stab wounds in her back made the change unusually painful. All the bones and muscles shifted under her skin, morphing and disturbing the injuries like salt and prodding sticks. Her muscles pulsed rapidly under the assault of the metamorphosis, and she oozed new blood from the stab wounds in her back. Cold silver scorched her olive flesh as the fur retracted, and the animal howls morphed into the ragged shrill of a woman’s voice. 
 
    The silver cuffs were too large for her shrunken human figure, and they collapsed from her hands and tiny feet like weights on the flagstone underneath her. The circle still contained her, however. A force field of unseen magic swirled in a vortex all around her. 
 
    Nadine lay recumbent on her side, nude and completely covered in the usual sheen of sweat induced by the change. Enzo watched her breasts heave up like hillocks as she turned over on her back. The dark nipples hardened in the cool predawn air, and he could just make out the shadowy triangle between her legs. 
 
    “You’re fond of her,” Alys said, having noticed his fixation. “Is she the one you’re in love with?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I told you my weaknesses are merely sexual.” But what he didn’t realize in that moment was that he was supposed to have denied even knowing the werewolf at all. 
 
    A sly grin sprouted over Alys’s lips. “Like I said, you men are all the same.” 
 
    The horizon bled to russet ochre, and eventually the clouds broke up as the sun dispersed them with its rays. The priestess stood on the threshold of the deck. She made a gesture with one hand, and dispelled the circle’s bindings with a single word before going back indoors. 
 
    Enzo and Alys went down the stairs to the circle. Enzo offered Nadine his hand and pulled her slowly up from the ground. Shivering with cold, Nadine glared balefully at the demon through the sweat-damp curtains of her hair. He was only relieved she didn’t say anything to betray him. 
 
    “Her cuts don’t look so bad,” Alys said, after a cursory inspection of her backside. 
 
    “They shrank proportionally to her body with the change,” Enzo said. 
 
    “I’m aware of that. Now, come on. Maybe Aveera can spare the beast some clothes.” 
 
    They guided the werewolf into the house, and now that the night was over, so was the coven’s spell-drafting. Nadine kept her eyes cast down, and covered her breasts like someone mortified at her own exposure. 
 
    The priestess hummed busily in the kitchen over sizzling pans of aromatic bacon, potatoes, and eggs. 
 
    One of the other witches emerged from the dark tunnel of the hallway, her long white-blonde ribbons of hair flowing in liquid ropes down to her waist. 
 
    “Cassandra,” Alys said, addressing the younger witch. “Can you spare an outfit for our prisoner?” 
 
    At first, Cassandra’s expression was disdainful, the plum-red slash of her mouth sucking into a frown. But when she surveyed the frozen and bloodied werewolf standing in front of her, she murmured more kindly, “Follow me,” and then guided her off. 
 
    Alys thanked Aveera for her hospitality while she transferred the contents of the cast-iron pan onto a plate, which she delivered to Hewey who was sitting drowsily at the breakfast nook. The old crone chortled so that the creases tightened around her eyes, and the wrinkles on her lips smoothed into a lively smile. “It turned out to be my pleasure, actually,” Aveera said. “The young lad here is such an entertaining character. But I think you will have trouble getting him to walk straight on your way home.” She winked and nudged the sleepy, slush-eyed youth on the shoulder. 
 
    Hewey responded with a half hiccup, half belch, and picked at a fried potato skin with his fork. 
 
    When Nadine returned, she was dressed in gray cotton trousers that were rolled up at the ankles, and a loose shirt with a temporary bandage underneath that Cassandra had wrapped around her to prevent the bleeding wounds from sticking. Enzo took hold of Nadine’s wrist, claiming her before Alys could, and that left Alys with Hewey again, who widened his eyes gradually from the comfort of his seat when Alys ordered him to get up. 
 
    Hewey stole a few more bites of toast and jam, and then stood up. He groaned as a spell of nausea came over him. “My phone’s still not charged,” he slurred, showing Alys the blank spider-webbed screen from his pocket. 
 
    Alys took the device from him, asked Cassandra for a charger, and connected the little cable to the phone. She zapped the prongs of the wall plug with her fingers. The screen went bright, scrambled briefly, and then went dark again. Alys handed the phone to Hewey, and he marveled when he pressed the buttons on the side, and the screen turned on. The pixilations were more coherent this time around, but were still unreadable. 
 
    “Still broken,” he grumbled despondently. And then when it finally hit him what Alys had done, Hewey said, “What the fuck are you, one of the X-Men?” 
 
    “Turn it off so it doesn’t die again.” Alys picked Hewey up from the bench by grabbing a handful of his hood, and then shoved him toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    To anyone who might have observed them on their trek back to Stillwater, they looked like nothing but a troop of normal friends. It took them a while to walk along the freeway, and after an hour they were finally surrounded by the familiar congestion of tall buildings, early morning commuters, and the ambient noise of Atro City. 
 
    Hewey blinked blearily around him, too drowsy and impaired to bother hollering for help. Instead, he fingered a small misshapen lump in his sweater pocket, contenting himself that the stolen object was still there. 
 
    “Cause a scene,” Alys warned him unnecessarily, “and I’ll find where you live and do to you what I did to your phone. X-Men style.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Enzo could feel the werewolf’s eyes boring into his profile. He squeezed her hand by way of tacit reassurance, but it only made her growl in the back of her throat. 
 
    “Traitor,” she hissed. 
 
    “No. I’m undercover.” 
 
    “Oh?” Nadine cocked her head at him in a snide manner. 
 
    “Would you keep your head down? And stop acting like we know each other. Pretend I’m your enemy.” 
 
    “If I were to do that,” she bristled, “you’d be dead.” 
 
    Enzo smiled at the bluff, but kept his gaze focused on where they were going. 
 
    Nadine lowered her head, but her eyes still darted in the demon’s direction. After a couple minutes of silence, she said, “Release me here. I’m injured badly, but I can outpace her.” 
 
    “I wish I could, but I can’t do that.” 
 
    Her nostrils flared. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because if I allow them to take you into custody, I might be able to find where they’re keeping their prisoners, and that’s the only reason why I’m here.” 
 
    She considered that. “But what will you do after you found their little dungeon? You can’t just open all the gates and let us loose. Won’t there be Unfallen everywhere? Won’t we be outnumbered on their territory?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. But he did know the orders Mulct had given him. He simply didn’t know how to fit Nadine into that equation. He didn’t want to make any promises if he thought he might not be able to keep them, since Nadine could end up betraying him to the Unfallen if he failed to meet up to her expectations. Not to mention he was looking at possibly getting doubly in trouble now, if both Lorcan and Nadine happened to die in the Unfallen’s custody. He’d be guilty of failing at his mission, and guilty of giving the wolf-queen over to the enemy, which would estrange him from the Pack for sure. 
 
    “They say my husband is also captured.” 
 
    “He is,” said Enzo. “That’s especially why I’m here.” 
 
    “Somehow I’m always getting captured.” 
 
    He smiled. “You should take more care. Hunting by yourself is going to get you killed someday.” 
 
    “Chaperons ruin the fun.” 
 
    “I would think that dying would ruin the fun more than anything else.” 
 
    Nadine turned her nose up proudly with a sniff. “If you get me out safely this time, then even if Lorcan survives I will lie with you however many times you wish.” 
 
    “You know just how to entice a man.” 
 
    “You will accept my offer, then?” 
 
    There was a moment of reluctance. Promising to get her out safely seemed vague and harmless enough. “Alright,” he said. “I’m at your command. But to avoid being discovered by your husband, I expect you to run away with me for a while when all of this is through. We’ll also wait until my scent is no longer on you before we return to our respective homes.” 
 
    “Where will we run off to?” 
 
    “I haven’t figured that out yet. But far away enough so that no one will be able to find us.” 
 
    Nadine purred in approval at the idea. “Then my only worry is if you can be a good enough lover to satisfy me. I mean to remind you of how violent I can be.” 
 
    Enzo smiled. “Oh, don’t worry. So am I.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    When they arrived back at Stillwater, Alys guided Hewey into one of the little offices in the entryway. She leaned over Hewey’s shoulder, muttered a short list of cautionary instructions, and then left, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “He’s here against his will,” Enzo said, meaning to challenge the ethicality of her holding him. 
 
    “Not for long.” 
 
    “False imprisonment is a crime even by the human law books.” 
 
    “So sue me for false imprisonment. Are you going to drag me into Man’s court—or what? His car is totaled, and his phone is destroyed. His brain is mush, and underneath his drunken smile he’s still in shock. If his recent activities are anything to go by, his life is spiraling toward real imprisonment. He might appreciate having some new options set before him before it’s too late.” 
 
    Enzo had to hand it to her. She wasn’t wrong. 
 
    They went down a small flight of stairs located in an alcove toward the back of the grand foyer. The stairwell spiraled steeply into the undercroft: a dim torch-lit space, hewn from rock, and supported by a series of wide stone beams. The floor was smooth, diligently swept clean of stray dust and debris. A couple of men were idling in the unlit wings, statuesque guards who appeared to be in a state of meditation. 
 
    Alys led the demon and werewolf through a tall archway, and they emerged into what Enzo instantly recognized as the first chamber of what was likely a maze of interconnected subterranean prisons. The first chamber contained a number of cages, one of which was begrimed and dangling from the roof over a fire pit. Another one of the cages was long and flat, and too short for even a medium-sized dog to sit up in. It was a primitive torture device compatible with the bygone centuries of when the mentally ill were often restrained and abused for their unruly behavior. 
 
    Alys signaled the guard, who Enzo hadn’t noticed was posted in the impenetrable gloom of the farthest corner. Stave in hand, the guard got up from his post, smiled, and nodded to Alys. He opened the main cell, which was large enough to accommodate a fully grown male werewolf, and it even had some room for pacing. The bars were splotched with rust, and the sharp tang of copper and gory iron permeated the room. A circle was drawn around the perimeter of the cage. The seraph runes limning it were potent, filtering up through the bars of the enclosure, arming the boundary with an unseen tripwire that Enzo supposed would set off a series of magical defenses should unauthorized egress ever be managed. 
 
    Enzo located the archway he supposed led to the adjoining holding cells. If Lorcan wasn’t being held offsite, then he’d be somewhere down that maze—if he wasn’t dead. 
 
    Enzo didn’t know how he was supposed to get Lorcan out without engaging a single guard or putting the whole institution on alert. If there was a guard in every chamber—and chances were that there was—and if there were several of these chambers separating Lorcan from the exit, then neither of them might get off the property alive. Especially now that the situation was further complicated by Nadine. 
 
    “Enzo.” 
 
    He looked at his partner. 
 
    “We’re done.” 
 
    He followed at her signal, looking back only when Nadine asked the guard plaintively, “Aren’t you going to tend to my wounds?” 
 
    “I’ll consider it,” the guard said, “if you start talking. Tell me what you know about the missing humans.” 
 
    “I eat humans,” Nadine answered candidly with a note of desperation. 
 
    Enzo barely made out the guard’s unyielding response, since their voices faded quickly when he and Alys left the room. The guard asked her something about children, and Nadine’s answer was one of unintelligible outrage. 
 
    “No one told me the Fel were abducting children,” Enzo said, taking a stab at filling in the blanks. 
 
    “There was a sudden flood of child disappearances ranging across all ages. A handful of adults, too. We figured it out quickly enough.” 
 
    He wasn’t keen on the idea of using humans as tools to slaughter other humans. It was a hard notion to stomach, even for him, although it was a convenient loophole in the Creator’s law. Still, it wasn’t excusable like a predator hunting humans to sustain itself was excusable. And the abduction of children made the situation sound that much worse. If Nadine knew anything about this—since, after all, she was the wolf-queen—then perhaps she would acknowledge everything if he asked her. 
 
    When they emerged from the undercroft, Alys swerved to Athena’s office. Enzo stood beside the grand staircase, mind reeling from the possibilities. 
 
    His goals were simple and finally within reach. Rescue Lorcan. Secondly, Nadine. Thirdly, escape. 
 
    And yet, his mind was on other things.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
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    WHEN ENZO GOT BACK TO HIS room, the bedside lamp was on. Humphrey was plopped in a swirly coil in the center of a crisp clean pillow, where it napped and was twitching rapidly. The room appeared to be undisturbed. He wouldn’t have guessed Hailey had even been there, but she had texted him during the night while he was out: 
 
    He was scared at first, but I think he smelled you on me. What a cutie! Dragon emoji. 
 
    A couple hours later, she had written: I left. The door’s unlocked for you. I put your key in the bedside drawer. Humphrey helped a lot. Thanks, Enzo. Blue heart emoji. 
 
    He smiled and plugged his phone into the wall. 
 
    Later in the afternoon, Enzo went to the gymnasium dressed in a black tank and cotton joggers. There were a few other people in there as well, and he surveyed the open space for a place to begin his workout. He started toward the free-weights, but then saw Hailey talking with Marshall at the furthest end of the room. She was dressed in a black crop top that revealed a slim white midriff, and tight high-waisted yoga leggings. She nodded solemnly to everything Marshall was telling her, with her hands on her hips, head going down for a second or two in contemplation, and then back up in what appeared to be an attitude of resignation. 
 
    So she decided to train with the Unfallen after all. 
 
    Enzo was admittedly surprised, since he didn’t think she would be able to stomach all the violence that it involved. Apparently Marshall was priming her at the moment, teaching her the basics of how to fight and get in shape, while the lessons on how to kill would probably come later down the line. 
 
    Enzo picked out some weights from the lineup, and moved as close as he could get to where Marshall and Hailey were, while still remaining in the free-weights area. 
 
    They looked like they had already done some work. Hailey’s skin was somewhat pink and glistening with sweat, which made him wish he could get a better look at her. She blotted her dewy forehead with a towel, still listening as her instructor droned on with some explanation that was apparently important. Her hair was tied up, and her pale throat was fully exposed, making Enzo really wish he could move closer. 
 
    Enzo sat on a bench with one of the weights in hand. The plates were magically altered to artificially increase the weight, so he wouldn’t be restricted to human limitations. He did one round of reps. 
 
    “Aside from that,” Marshall said, “you’ve really got to work on your form when you step into the punch. Form will always be more important while you’re starting out, so don’t worry about hard you hit.” 
 
    “It’s only been an hour,” Hailey said, tossing the towel over her shoulder. “I’d like to keep going, if it’s alright with you.” 
 
    Marshall checked the clock face on the wall. “I’ve got to run. I’ve got a meeting with our fearless leader, and punctuality is extremely important to her. But you can stay and practice in front of the mirrors if you like. Or do some conditioning on your body. You’re pretty soft.” He gestured to her figure as if to bring attention to how frail and unathletic she was. “We’ll harden you up in the space of a couple of months.” 
 
    “Can I ask why you keep calling her that?” 
 
    Marshall shrugged with a private grin. “Because it drives her insane. Anyway, we can meet here at the same time tomorrow. Things’ll be a bit rough until we find someone who has enough time to spend on training you. I’ll have to leave early again tomorrow, since I have another appointment, but I could probably—” 
 
    “What about him?” Hailey’s eye had wandered while he was still talking. 
 
    Marshall followed the point of her finger, and spotted the tattooed demon concentrating on his reps. “Enzo? He looks busy to me.” Although, that wasn’t his only reservation. 
 
    “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.” She smiled fondly. 
 
    “Why, do you know him? Ah, yes… never mind. I remember him saying so. Well, it can’t hurt to try. At least for now.” Marshall cupped a hand around his mouth and hollered Enzo’s name from across the room. This drew everyone’s attention for a moment, and Enzo turned around, startled out of his sexually-charged abstraction. 
 
    Enzo set the weight down under the bench, then crossed over to where they were standing in the open space. He nodded first to Marshall, and then to Hailey with a bit less certainty. 
 
    “You know each other, right?” Marshall asked, answering his own question with, “Of course, you do.” Enzo and Hailey exchanged subtle, sheepish smiles. “I was just teaching Hailey some of the basics. She can fill you in on the specifics about what we were talking about, but I’ve got to run, since I have an important meeting with our fearless leader. Since the word around here is that you two know each other—and since she’s willing to put in some extra time on her exercises—we were both wondering if you were free to help her study? I noticed you were busy over there, so I’d understand if you—” 
 
    “I’d love to.” Enzo’s eyes were locked with Hailey’s, and she recoiled into shyness. 
 
    “Great. Just let her treat you as a punching bag, and if you see an opportunity to correct her form, do so. We should have an official instructor assigned to her in a few days.” 
 
    “If there’s no one else available, I can do that, too.” 
 
    Marshall blinked. “Don’t you already have a partner you’re supposed to be sparring with?” 
 
    Taking the hint, he quickly answered: “No.” 
 
    Marshall winced curiously at that, but he didn’t have the time to voice his misgivings or ply Enzo with further questions. “Whatever you say, man. It’s your time management, not mine. I’ll run the idea by Athena. She has the last say, and if she wants someone else assigned to her, then that’s how it’s going to be.” He started off, then double-backed. “Oh—and, Enzo.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Hold back on your power, will you? Hold back a lot. I don’t want to hear you accidentally snapped her spine, or put her into a coma.” 
 
    “She’s safe with me.” 
 
    Marshall nodded, winked knowingly at Hailey, and then departed. 
 
    Enzo’s eyes skimmed over her figure. “You joined,” he said. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I figured it was the right thing to do.” 
 
    Enzo lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “Killing is the right thing?” 
 
    “You’re being harsh.” 
 
    “Those were your own words. I thought you couldn’t stand the idea of taking someone’s life.” 
 
    Hailey tugged on her short ponytail to make it tighter. “Killing to protect life is different.” 
 
    “Murder is murder,” he said pragmatically. 
 
    “Do you want me gone?” 
 
    “Christ, no…” 
 
    She relaxed a bit, but then picked up on the intense way he had said that. 
 
    Enzo studied her more closely while she wasn’t looking. Her curves were slim and graceful, and she had a flat belly that showed no definition. She had no muscle tone, no strength in her core or arms, and he had no idea how she was ever going to manage fighting assassins, demons, vampires, etcetera. 
 
    Without saying anything more, Enzo got into position. 
 
    She did the same, forming weak little fists that he knew would feel like pillows when they struck. His palms were open, ready to catch her fragile knuckles. But Hailey found it difficult to focus with Enzo looking at her the way he was. 
 
    He usually came off as serious and serene, but the slant of his eyebrows now were deliberately flirtatious. He was sturdily built and strong-armed, but personality-wise he was always gentle-spoken in a way that made her melt inside. He had kind eyes—gray eyes that always seemed to go languorous whenever they saw her, and even now they appeared faintly feverish and pensive in the way they were fastened on her. 
 
    “Hit as hard as you can,” he said. 
 
    She did. 
 
    He tried to not smile at how soft the blows were. You’re not a fighter, he thought. You were made for nurturing, not killing. You were made to be protected. 
 
    “You’re doing great,” he said, when she seemed to hesitate after a couple minutes of jabbing. “Technique is more important right now.” 
 
    “How long will it be?” she asked between blows. 
 
    “Until what?” 
 
    “Until I can put a dent in you.” 
 
    He snorted. “Probably never.” 
 
    “Never seems so far away.” 
 
    “When you learn the art of fellcraft, your combat will be more effective.” 
 
    Hailey backed away, taking that statement as an opportunity to steal a break. “Then why aren’t I learning that?” 
 
    He lowered his hands. “I don’t know. I don’t know how exactly they plan to train you. If they let me take over, though, we’ll focus on building your strength and also teaching you to use your craft as soon as possible. Once you have a handle on your magic, you can surpass your physical limits. Now, come on,” he raised his hands, “let’s do some more.” 
 
    After a few minutes more, he captured her swinging fists in both his hands, then drew her toward him with a teasing grin. “Have you learned how to kick yet, Hailey?” 
 
    “Not yet…” The color rose into her cheeks. 
 
    “Have you thought of what weapons you’ll want to use?” 
 
    “I’d prefer guns.” 
 
    He was impressed by her formidable choice of armament. “Too bad you can’t use those.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Aside from how civilians will think there’s a shooting going on whenever you engage?” 
 
    Embarrassed, she turned her head down. 
 
    “Cuts and arrows do more damage, anyway,” he said, letting go of her hands. “Flesh can heal around a bullet wound, and the metal can be absorbed—depending on who you’re shooting at.” 
 
    “Sounds cancerous.” 
 
    “Most of the things you’re going to run into are immune to human disease and human assault.” 
 
    She thought for a bit. “A bow and arrow, then. Or, actually, why not just magic?” 
 
    “You’ll need someone more skilled in that area to teach you that kind of magic, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Her forehead wrinkled. “Why not you?” 
 
    “I’m not qualified to teach you to use your magic as a weapon. I’m not a spell-slinger, although I’m sure several demons in this place are. My fellcraft is almost entirely defensive in nature. The only offensive thing about it is that I learned how to amplify my natural strength; and that I can teach you. While you can learn that from practically anyone, I’ve mastered it to the point that I have yet to meet my match. Honing Nephilim powers is new to me, though. I’ve never drawn dormant power out of a human before, but I’ll do my level best with what you want.” 
 
    “No magic as a weapon then,” Hailey decided, somewhat crestfallen. 
 
    “You can always get a new teacher.” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” she said suddenly. “I want you.” 
 
    He stared, sensing her mutual discomfort over what she had just said. 
 
    “I mean… I don’t really trust anyone else to bring my power out but you.” 
 
    “Are you afraid?” 
 
    “You know I’m afraid.” 
 
    No, he actually didn’t. “Of what?” 
 
    “Of losing control,” she said, “like last time.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    Hailey’s eyes went glassy, and she tried to blink the moisture out of them. “I’m scared of becoming a mindless monster—of losing control, and killing things without even knowing it.” 
 
    Enzo couldn’t help but smile. “Then you shouldn’t have a monster teaching you.” 
 
    Hailey frowned. “You’re not a monster.” 
 
    “You know I am.” 
 
    “You don’t look so scary to me. Unless there’s something I should know?” 
 
    “I didn’t agree to share my secrets with you.” 
 
    “What secrets? Enzo, you can tell me. I’ve told you everything about me.” And she really had. 
 
    “Unsolicited information,” he reminded her. 
 
    “No.” She bristled. “You asked me first. ‘What happened?’ Don’t you remember? And then you offered to listen.” 
 
    He sighed. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Your secrets. Everything,” she said, which only made Enzo look at her more wearily. “I want to know who you are as a person. But I’m also… insanely curious about what you are.” 
 
    “You mean, because I’m a demon?” 
 
    “Yes. And your wings.” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “I want see them.” 
 
    “I don’t have them anymore.” 
 
    Her expression softened with compassion. “Then I want to know what happened to them.” 
 
    After an interim of silence, Enzo took a deep breath, then let it out. “Why does any of this matter to you?” 
 
    Hailey shrugged. “I guess because I care. And I’ve been thinking a lot about you when we’re not together.” 
 
    His throat constricted. 
 
    “I don’t want to do my exercises anymore.” 
 
    Enzo knit his eyebrows together, not understanding what she meant. He was about to ask, when she interrupted his train of thought: 
 
    “Would you go with me for a walk?” Hailey gathered her towel and waterbottle. “I promise I won’t make you tell me anything you don’t want to.” She smiled sweetly at him, and all Enzo could do was shrug. 
 
    Hailey retreated toward the showers. She handed her labeled bag of dirty activewear to the laundrywoman, who would deliver them clean into her assigned locker by the next day. She returned after ten minutes in simple jeans and a T-shirt, clothes that, to Enzo’s disappointment, weren’t nearly as revealing. 
 
    He left the gymnasium with her, and held the door open as she flashed him another one of her fond smiles.
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    “WHAT WAS IT LIKE TO FALL?” Hailey asked him. 
 
    Of course she would begin with the heaviest questions first. But he guessed it was only fair, after all the things she had told him. 
 
    “Like dying,” Enzo said, thinking back to that fatal moment when God disowned him. “All my senses flickered out one by one. And then His presence withdrew from me, and I knew I would never be near Him ever again. My awareness slipped into another dimension, a sort of limbo or desolate void. It’s hard to describe.” He paused for a second to collect his thoughts, and then resumed. “I woke up buried in a sort of charnel house located in the center of the earth, where every other demon had been cast down along with me. That place is known by many names: Tartarus, Pandæmonium, Sheol, Abaddon, Hades, The Dead Kingdom, Shadowland.” But Enzo had repressed the memories of that gloomy place for so long that he found he was hesitant to resurrect them. Nevertheless, the images returned in the form of dizzying hallucinations, disjointed and chaotic, the only color in the whole Dead Kingdom being the gleaming scarlet of his own blood, and the stark green of his own vomit. 
 
    “What was it like?” she asked, rousing him softly from the horrific reverie. 
 
    Enzo took a deep breath in preparation, and then said as much as he thought she could handle. “If you can imagine being stripped naked in the open air, cold and hungry and without food, feeling nothing but the dread of your own impending doom weighing down on you with a weight so crushing that you can hardly sit up from the filth of your own sickbed. Knowing the worst is yet to come. The feeling of complete wretchedness and worthlessness. Hearing everyone around you weeping and cursing God, as if that could somehow save them. It’s the sort of restless suffering that makes you want to break your own bones and cut your own skin, if only to distract you from the inner torment for a little while.” 
 
    “Did you do that to yourself?” 
 
    “Often enough.” He remembered bright red ichor oozing from the skin he had split open with a rock, and the self-inflicted bruises on his body. He remembered gore, disgorgement, and the hot sulfurous smell of excrement. Ivory bones being nibbled away by grotesque hordes of sallow maggots. Shit-eating flies swarming like wasps to nest in the mats of his lice-ridden hair. 
 
    Enzo felt a fleeting brush of fingers on his arm, and the horrible image was dispelled. 
 
    “May I ask why you fell?” Hailey took hold of his arm more firmly with her own, linking their elbows, and he felt shaky in his stomach—almost queasy—when she laced their fingers. 
 
    “You might need a little background, for me to explain that…” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    He swallowed, and tried to clear his head of the sudden din that was making it difficult to think. “Lucifer fell first. I’m sure you’ve already heard plenty about him: King of the Dead, Lord of the Flies, the Anti-Creator, and the most beautiful and infamous of the fallen angels. When the Creator, Elohim, banished him from His presence, Lucifer accosted entire legions of angels on the starry mountaintops of the cosmic Nowhere. He used to be the chief musician of Heaven, renowned for his melodic talent, and so naturally he spoke with a voice that was spellbinding and electrifying. After accosting us, he sang a blasphemous hymn that attributed creation to himself, and evil to God, and then proclaimed himself the Self-Made King of All. 
 
    “He was eloquent. Artful. And like fools, many of us we were captivated by the spellcraft of his words. We fell for him like idiot-thralls to an enchanter—especially since we had never heard Elohim be profaned before. Then Lucifer told us what had happened to him, and accused God of wrongdoing and despotism so that even I was moved to my very soul. I believed him, and I even wanted what he said to be true. But then the day came when Elohim summoned me to his throne to account for the sudden hatred in my heart. I did not respond—and I knew immediately what I had done by not obeying. 
 
    “The fear came first. Then my wings went up in flames, and the pain was like nothing I had ever known. They were seared to the very bone, and that’s when I dropped out of Heaven like a falling star, newly banished from His realm. And that’s when I found myself in the Grave.” 
 
    Enzo stopped walking and tried to keep himself from shaking. “I regretted my rebellion instantly. I cried to Him and said that I was sorry. But we’re really only sorry when the punishment comes, aren’t we? The terror I felt was mortally crippling. I knew there was no way to undo what I had done, and I groped around the dark like a blind worm, weeping until my very eyes were bleeding. I felt claustrophobic in the confinement of my strange new body. I felt like an infant that had been expelled from the womb and left to die. I knew I deserved what I was getting. But I felt so empty…” 
 
    Indigo petals unfurled in the dusky field around them, emitting a perennial perfume. Hailey squeezed his hand by way of comfort, and gently pressed her side against him. “What did you do after?” 
 
    “The same as the rest. I escaped the Grave and then came here.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, then.” 
 
    Warmth blossomed in his chest, hot and incandescent. But her words were stupid and naïve. He rejected them on the instant. “I didn’t come here with good intentions, Hailey.” She stroked her fingers over his thumb, and he swallowed tightly. 
 
    “Nobody’s perfect,” she offered, trying to be reasonable and tolerant. 
 
    Enzo looked down at their joined hands and then pulled free. This was getting to be too much… 
 
    “Enzo.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said in a hoarse voice. “All I’ve ever done is teach Men to destroy themselves. Lucifer told us that if we could only make Elohim’s favorite children just as sick and perverted as us, then maybe we could stand a chance on Judgment Day. Maybe we could sue for a jury trial and be set free by our equally corrupt peers. I spent my entire life on earth corrupting Men, making them as self-loving and self-absorbed as I was—and everywhere you look now, you can see the results of our demonic influence. Every person alive has the same sickness as us now—even you.” 
 
    There was no malice in the way he said that. It was merely a statement of fact that he sought to emphasize. 
 
    Unoffended, Hailey lifted her chin in an attempt to claim her dignity, but her eyes were wet and wrung with pity. 
 
    “I envy you,” he said, after a prolonged silence. “You at least have hope.” 
 
    Hailey shivered when he turned to her and caressed her cheek. Heat rose to her face, and she understood what he was thinking of doing to her just then. She didn’t want him to second-guess, and so she remained where she was, gaze locked with his. 
 
    Enzo lowered his face by degrees, wondering why kissing her was so difficult to do. His heart thrashed impatiently, and he closed his eyes and brought her gently closer by the waist. 
 
    She must have met him partway, because their lips collided sooner than he expected, and he felt the sparks he rarely ever felt anymore when he kissed a woman. 
 
    The rough little hairs on his chin tickled her skin, and her body started to list back, but he held her steady. After a while Enzo started to pull back, but Hailey stood up on her toes and caught him around the neck. Her small breasts were crushed firmly against his chest, and he groaned somewhere deep in the back of his throat when he realized she was fully on his mouth again. 
 
    At some point, their lips came apart, and the vertigo Enzo was feeling died gradually away. He held her close, not wanting to let go. Her body was warm, scent maddening, and her breasts and lips were so soft that he wanted more. 
 
    “Your room,” Hailey said, with her arms encircled around his neck. “It’s suddenly very cold out here.” 
 
    If he were a good man, he might have objected for her sake, but didn’t. It all felt like a mesmerizing dream to him—the kind of provocative fantasy he never wanted to wake up from. Thunderheads darkened overhead, portending rain, and the wind started to rip at their hair and clothes. The western sky rusted into fiery red and burnished gold, and the decorated edifices of the institution loomed like Gothic cathedrals, their height and dourness exaggerated by the coming storm. 
 
    Enzo followed her into the main building, where everything was radiant and soaked in yellow light, and the faces that they passed altered and smudged into unrecognizability under the residual influence of his poignant memories. 
 
    The people around him contorted hideously, bending into disfigured effigies of the very demons that had been in Tartarus, but he ignored the hallucinations, keeping his focus on the graceful creature beside him, who didn’t change at all but was perhaps more beautiful now than at any other time. 
 
    Every tread of the staircase took him closer to their shared erotic solitude. He had the distinct impression of a swirling cavern of darkness swallowing everything up in his wake like a blackhole, and as long as he moved forward and stayed with her, the consuming vortex could never touch him, and his world would only be filled with beauty, irresistible lust, and mind-numbing pleasure. He watched the sconce lights refract like fire in her hair, and he looked at her hand that was closest to him, with its ugly chewed up nails, and then took hold of it. 
 
    Before he knew it, they were at his door, and she stood aside. He turned the key in the latch and let her in. He closed the door behind them, and then took a moment to catch his breath and reassess what he thought was happening. 
 
    Dusk had settled beyond the window, diffusing all the objects in the room with its gray shadows. Enzo switched the bedside lamp on to its lowest setting. The shadows were dense, but Hailey’s skin glowed like liquid amber in the light. 
 
    Humphrey roused from the very center of a pillow, yawned, blinked blearily, and uncoiled its body into a luxurious feline stretch. The wyrm cheered when it saw Hailey, and flung itself around her ankle with its customary squawk. Humphrey squiggled up her thigh and stretched its neck out plaintively like an inchworm. 
 
    Hailey obliged the wyrm’s appeals for attention, and kneaded the squishy scales behind its leaf-shaped ears. “Alright, little guy. I want to spend time with your daddy now. Off you go.” She shooed the wyrm gently away, and Humphrey protested at first, clicking in the back of its throat, but then eventually retreated. 
 
    Hailey straightened and smiled across the way at Enzo as he moved closer. 
 
    “You know, I’ve never told anyone those things I shared with you. It hurts to remember all that pain.” 
 
    “I said you didn’t have to tell me.” 
 
    “I know. But I guess I wanted to.” 
 
    Hailey’s heart skipped a beat when he reached out to hook a piece of hair behind her ear. A cliché move, but no one else had ever done it to her before, and she adored him for it. The light in his eyes was muted, since the lamp was glaring from behind him, but she could just make out the sultry heat in the way he was looking at her. 
 
    “Do you want to know anything else about me?” 
 
    “Your full name.” 
 
    He told her. 
 
    “And your age?” 
 
    “Ageless.” 
 
    He was closing in, and she could see there was expectation in his face, but she still wanted to know more. “I meant the age you’re trying to project.” 
 
    He smiled. “Twenty-three.” 
 
    “Two years my senior.” 
 
    “Give or take a couple of eternities.” 
 
    She was in his arms now, and he tilted his head down for a kiss, but she leaned away from it. “Can I see what’s left of your wings?” 
 
    “I told you, there’s nothing left but scars.” 
 
    “Show me?” 
 
    A crease formed down the center of his eyebrows, but he guessed she only wanted to get a look at the monster she was giving herself over to. Enzo took a step back, removed his shirt, then turned around. 
 
    The scars were hard to make out at first, since his back was in the shadows, making the mutilation look like nothing but an elaborate inking. She laid a hand over his tattooed arm and guided him to turn against the light. 
 
    Red wheals unfurled on either side of his back, convoluted starbursts of raised flesh and sunken furrows. Hard ridges of scar tissue disfigured the angular shape of his scapulas, and they were cauterized and puckered into hideous shades of pink and white. The healthier skin surrounding the labyrinth of scars was smooth and warm-toned, flecked with a sparse handful of beauty marks, and sculpted perfectly over thick muscle. 
 
    Enzo stared at the wall, wondering what Hailey expected to get out of this inquest, but then decided it didn’t matter. 
 
    She fondled the dead seams, hands spreading out over the scars. She frowned and then asked, “Why don’t these heal?” Some of the burns appeared to have bled into a dull shade of brown under the skin, forming fine-spun threads of hyper-pigmentation that were offset by gossamer webs of paler tissue. 
 
    “Hellfire,” he explained, doing his best to conceal the discomfort in his voice. “Any other scar would normally go away, but not one that’s made with hellfire. God seared my wings down to the bone, and sealed the fire off before it could enter my body.” 
 
    “Enzo, I’m so sorry…” 
 
    “Don’t be.” He smiled, although his heart ached at her words. “Like I said, I deserved it.” He turned around to face her. Her eyes glistened in the lamplight, and the sight of her emotion made his heart swell. 
 
    Hailey wiped at her eyes. “You must miss them,” she said in a strained voice. 
 
    “Not really,” he said, but then corrected himself: “At least not now…” 
 
    His hands were on her waist, guiding her toward him, and Hailey laid her arms hesitantly over his chest at first. After a few nervous seconds, she wrapped them more invitingly around his neck. His skin was hot under her fingertips, and the drumbeat of her own pulse filled up her ears. She hadn’t been intending to sleep with him, but they were kissing now, and they were alone in his room—and she knew he didn’t want any more words between them. 
 
    Enzo’s cellphone vibrated in his back pocket, but he ignored it, and so did she. Her lips parted slightly, and he stole a furtive taste inside her mouth. Hailey returned the gesture, and he thrilled at the sensation of her tongue. 
 
    His cellphone buzzed again, more insistent this time, but he still ignored it, and she continued to fill his mouth and moan softly as his hand strayed down to grope her backside. 
 
    It vibrated again, and Hailey broke the kiss. “It might be important,” she gasped, trying to be understanding. 
 
    He pulled her roughly against him. 
 
    “Enzo—” 
 
    “I don’t fucking care.” He caught her lips with his mouth again, and groaned as the desire burned hot inside him. He traced his tongue over the dimple on her bottom lip before entering her mouth again. Her ragged nails dug into his nape, and his whole body tensed with urgency. 
 
    Another buzz. 
 
    Hailey reached into the pocket of his joggers, hoping to preclude the night from advancing any further, since he was obviously needed elsewhere. Not to mention she hadn’t been intending this. It was cold outside, and she had wanted to be alone with him, but not for this. 
 
    Enzo caught hold of her wrist. Her grip on the cellphone slipped, and then it clattered to the floor. Hailey thought she heard a crack, but the phone continued to vibrate with the screen facing down, and Enzo was apparently unbothered it. 
 
    He walked her slowly against the wall, and Hailey threw her head back on a delicious moan as his mouth roved from her ear down to her shoulder. 
 
    Eventually the buzzing stopped, and several minutes passed, during which time Enzo sucked on the creamy skin of her neck. Hailey crooned and smiled blissfully while he did this. His hands slid up her shirt to caress the bare skin underneath, and her toes curled irresistibly at the feverish breath wafting over her throat. He murmured something indecent, and his vulgar words burned her squarely between the legs so that her knees buckled out from underneath her. He whispered even dirtier things that made her want to jump on his lap—but she hadn’t been meaning for this to happen. 
 
    The demon hefted her up on the desk beside them, parted her thighs, and nestled himself gently between them. His hands worked on the unyielding button of her jeans, and Hailey wondered if they were going to get in trouble if he didn’t respond to whoever had been calling him. 
 
    She grasped the edge of the desk with both her hands. “We should stop,” she said, smiling at the trail of kisses moving around from one side of her neck to the other. “Enzo…” He finally managed to pop the button of her jeans loose, and gently tugged the zipper down. He moved his hands back up to the small of her waist. “Stop…” His tongue and lips grazed over her ear, and she let out a shivery gasp. He shifted her forward a couple of inches, and she could feel the swell of his arousal pressing between her legs. “Didn’t you hear me…?” He ignored her, and rocked his hips gently forward in the attempt to massage her into submission. 
 
    Hailey’s eyes rolled back with pleasure. Realizing she couldn’t fight him, she situated herself against his groin and rubbed until everything felt hot and humid between them. Enzo drove his hips forward more assertively, and she realized just then how damp he had gotten her in so little time. She pulled on his shoulders by way of begging him to keep rubbing, and whispered, “You’re so rude…” He groaned affirmatively at this, and put his lips on hers to keep her silent. She hooked a leg behind his knee and secured her arms around his neck so that he couldn’t move. His fingers wandered up her back and sought the hooks of her bra. 
 
    Humphrey barked and dove for cover under the bed when something heavy collided with the door. 
 
    Hailey jumped, having been startled from the heady daze, but still she hung around Enzo’s neck and clung to him for safety. “What was that?” She stared over his shoulder at the door while it rattled violently in its frame. 
 
    Enzo turned partway around, and a familiar voice boomed from out in the hall. “I can hear you in there. Open up! I’ve been waiting for over half an hour. Dammit, Enzo!” 
 
    Irked, the demon loosened his hold on Hailey. 
 
    The intruder tried the doorknob, and—since Enzo had neglected to lock it—went inside without warning, bringing in a flood of blinding light and wrath. 
 
    Alys stared at the disheveled girl draped around Enzo’s shoulders. He had no shirt on, and the unsightly scars on his back made her falter, but only for a moment. His back was half-turned from the door, but she could see the bewildered tension in the set of his shoulders. Chagrin oozed from him like an odor. 
 
    Enzo stealthily rehooked the clasps of Hailey’s bra, and then dropped his hands out from under her shirt. He remained in front of her for a moment, undecided about what to do. He was only too aware that Hailey could mistake Alys for a jealous girlfriend, and he really hoped the situation wouldn’t devolve to that. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Alys demanded in a spiteful whisper, dangerously on the verge of throwing a tantrum. “You never even showed up, and Athena has been calling and texting you, as well as I have! We thought you ran away. I was starting to think you’d gone back to your pigsty with the rest of the Fel demons, when you were actually just here, seducing a defenseless woman into bed with you.” 
 
    Hailey’s curls were tangled, and she looked overall indecent and flush-cheeked from the way he had been handling her. Nevertheless, she didn’t bother tidying up before pushing Enzo out of the way. She glared at Alys with a look of defiance, and Alys flinched but stood her ground. 
 
    “Don’t come in here without my permission ever again,” Enzo said darkly, having decided tact was no longer part of the equation. “If I was gone, what good would breaking into my room do? Of course, an obnoxious prude like you wouldn’t understand when a man needs to be alone. If I’m not at your every beck and call, then why don’t you do as your expected, and go fuck off for a while!” 
 
    Alys’s lip curled. Her cheeks blanched before splotching into red. “You are not entitled to privacy,” she reminded him in a scary-soft whisper. “Now, you—” she indicated Hailey with a flick of the eyes “—get the hell out of here right now!” 
 
    “Alys—” Enzo started, but she barked the order again, and a fizz of electric magic crackled in the cup of her hand. The wicked gleam in her eyes glowed fiercely hot. “I swear, if you don’t go right now—” Alys started toward Hailey, but Humphrey sprang in front of the pair with its fangs bared, gullet muscles quavering a raptorial threat. 
 
    “Down, Humphrey!” Enzo ordered, interposing himself in front of Hailey in the process—just in case Alys really did try something stupid. “Hailey, go.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “We’ll talk about this later.” 
 
    “You better do as he says,” Alys admonished, the magic dwindling in her hand. 
 
    But Enzo didn’t trust Alys enough to let Hailey cross the room alone, and so he went with her, partially shielding her from Alys’s path. When they were finally by the door, Hailey ducked out of the room, leaving Enzo and Alys glaring hatefully at each other. 
 
    “You had no right,” Enzo said when Hailey was out of earshot. 
 
    “No. You had no right. Until you’ve officially been welcomed here, you have no rights!” 
 
    A tendril of hatred goaded Enzo into wanting to kill her now more than ever before, and if she only wasn’t human he probably would have. 
 
    “You’re in a world of hurt,” Alys said, tone softening somewhat, but still sounding smug and satisfied. 
 
    “For being late?” He was incredulous. 
 
    “You’re under strict orders, and you know that if you disregard those orders I am allowed to kill you. I told Athena you were late, and we’ve both been trying to get a hold of you.” 
 
    “You didn’t even give me a chance to answer the door.” He thought it was a fair argument, even though he knew he wouldn’t have answered anyway. 
 
    “Do you think I’m stupid? I wasn’t about to wait for you to hide what you were doing. I’ll be sure to tell Athena what was going on.” 
 
    Enzo sneered contemptuously. “Alright, Mother. Tell her. I’m sure she’ll give a damn about me fucking anyone, just like how she cares about you fucking that sissy-man of yours.” 
 
    “Bait me as much as you like, Enzo. The fact remains: we’ve found out something about you that isn’t good.” 
 
    He faltered. “…What do you mean?” 
 
    “Athena asked to see you. I was supposed to take you to her straightaway, but you never showed.” 
 
    Well, then. That would explain the overreaction to his tardiness. But their discovery, whatever it was, couldn’t have been that bad if they hadn’t burned his mark and placed him on lockdown. Alys was probably making a mountain out of a molehill. 
 
    Enzo gathered his shirt and phone from the floor, then checked the screen for any damage from its fall. There was only a little crack in the bottom corner, and Enzo hoped the screen protector had absorbed it, but couldn’t tell. 
 
    “Lead the way,” he said, making a point of locking the door behind him as they left. 
 
    He felt more nervous now than at any other time he had been at Stillwater, and the act of maintaining an equable façade was draining him quickly. The sexual frustration did not improve his mood, either, and he knew he needed a miracle to survive whatever was coming next.
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    “YOU KNOW WHO THE WEREGIRL is, don’t you?” 
 
    Enzo’s head was down. He refused to look up; he was so angry, he didn’t trust himself to. 
 
    Leaning over her desk in the same manner she had done to Lawrence, Athena frowned. “What is her name?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “But you do know her.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “You admitted as much to Alys.” 
 
    “Alys lied.” 
 
    “She asked if you loved that girl, and you didn’t even say you’ve never met.” 
 
    “An argument from silence? I’m telling you now, I’ve never met her.” 
 
    “Saying you don’t love someone who you don’t even know is an odd angle to take.” 
 
    “It’s her word against mine.” 
 
    “And who do you think we’re inclined to believe, Enzo Torres? Until Dolus is found, you haven’t earned our trust.” 
 
    “If I were an agent for the Fel, would I have protected Alys?” 
 
    “That all depends on why you’re here.” Athena arched an intelligent eyebrow at him, and studied his face. “If Alys isn’t your target, then of course you wouldn’t jeopardize whatever mission you’re really on by letting her die.” 
 
    “And what about these werewolves you’ve taken prisoner?” Enzo said, getting sloppy under the influence of his physical discontent. “Are you torturing them? Do you need reminding that they were once human?” 
 
    “They were once human, but no longer,” Athena corrected. “What we’re doing to them isn’t any of your damn business. Unless that’s why you’re here.” 
 
    Enzo fell silent. 
 
    The corner of Athena’s mouth twitched up. “What if I told you we could turn the werefolk back into normal humans?” 
 
    Enzo thought about it, but then chuckled at her jest. “I’d say you were out of your goddamn mind.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it isn’t possible.” 
 
    “If it were possible? Where would you stand?” But Enzo thought about it a little too long, and Athena said, “Well, that is interesting. You wouldn’t immediately support an endeavor that would set the werefolk free.” 
 
    “There’s a reason for my hesitation,” Enzo said without missing a beat. His head was clearing from the fog of his anger and lust, but not by much. 
 
    “Explain yourself.” 
 
    “Freewill,” he said, looking her dead-on in the eye. “What if they don’t want to be set free? Desecrating freewill is an evil in its own right. It’s playing God. Even worse, I would argue. Even God doesn’t violate a person’s will.” 
 
    “If they want, they can change back.” 
 
    “Can they? Have you tried it? Won’t they possibly die instead?” 
 
    “So what? If they’d rather risk death than remain free, that’s their own problem.” 
 
    Their eyes locked in a quiet stalemate that held for several seconds, but Athena found she could not argue against his logic. His argument seemed fair enough, and she could find no fault in it. 
 
    “Can I ask how you’re attempting to free them?” 
 
    “I never said we were.” 
 
    “And yet I know you are.” His eyes narrowed. “Don’t pretend, Athena. I’m not an idiot. Many of the werefolk started going missing months ago. This would explain it.” 
 
    “We haven’t made any progress yet. We’re still in the experimental stage.” 
 
    “So why take enemy captives? You have allies that are werewolves.” 
 
    Messy again. Enzo was speaking as if he wasn’t one of them. 
 
    “Because the experiments have been fatal so far.” 
 
    Just as he thought. Enzo snorted. “What are you doing to them?” 
 
    “Administering a philter of wolfsbane and voidmagic. So far the combination has killed almost all of our subjects, and the handful that survived are permanently disfigured.” 
 
    Enzo remembered the arrow aimed at Nadine, laced with voidmagic and wolfsbane. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Enzo? Are you trying to think of how to stop me?” 
 
    “No.” He relaxed and unbraced himself. “I won’t participate, but I won’t interfere, either. Alys pierced me with a weapon infused with those reagents. You’re letting the experiment be conducted while on the field?” 
 
    “Only if the werewolf can’t be subdued. Otherwise, we contain them until sunrise and transfer them to one of our hideouts when they’re easier to control.” 
 
    “For someone who vaunts to value life, that’s pretty fucked up.” 
 
    “Be glad you’re not a werewolf, then.” Athena straightened. “An angel can withstand almost anything, but if a few of the night-children die in the process of manufacturing a cure, it is a price I’m willing to pay.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    After leaving Athena’s office, Enzo turned his phone on, which he had shut off during the interview. It buzzed and beeped with a slew of new messages, and he swiped them open immediately. Many of them were from Alys and Athena, but the most recent ones were from Hailey. He opened the conversation. Each line indicated its own short broken message. 
 
    Thinking of you. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    I still say you were being rude. 
 
    But you felt amazing. 
 
    I hope you know that. 
 
    But still… 
 
    Don’t do that again. 
 
    I kept saying we should stop, and I know you heard me. 
 
    I wasn’t ready for you, anyways. 
 
    BTW, I’m sorry if you got in trouble. 
 
    Who is she, anyway? 
 
    Not a girlfriend, I hope… 
 
    Just be honest if she is. 
 
    I can’t stop thinking about you. 
 
    Hands trembling, he finally caught up to the latest message: Don’t do that again. It was too soon, and I don’t want to rush things. I know you care about me, but I have so many regrets that I don’t want to repeat if I can help it. 
 
    You’re being unfair, Enzo replied. Why go in my room in the first place if that wasn’t what you wanted? Fuck, I can’t even think straight, I want you so bad… 
 
    Are you okay? she wrote back, changing the subject. 
 
    Yeah. I’m alright. And she’s not my girlfriend. Just some mean-minded little bitch they partnered me up with. 
 
    I see. And then: Will you promise me? 
 
    Promise what? 
 
    You know what. Don’t do it again… 
 
    He swallowed and wiped the sweat from his forehead. If you’re serious. I’ll try to behave. 
 
    Yes, I’m serious. Thank you. And. btw… A winking emoticon. I’m only telling you this because I want you to have something to think about when you’re alone… 
 
    There was an interval that lasted too long, and so he prompted her with: What? 
 
    I’m such a mess right now. If you know what I mean… 
 
    His stomach clenched. Tell me. Describe it. Please. 
 
    Hailey went on to describe everything she was doing to herself in explicit detail. Enzo leaned against the wall, feeling as if the breath had been knocked out of him. Sounds beautiful, he wrote back, when she had finished. I wish I was there. 
 
    Are you hard? 
 
    Seriously, babe. Why tease? 
 
    Her response was nothing but a smiley face, and Enzo couldn’t help but grin at the way she was tormenting him. What if I… But then he stopped typing. He hit the delete button, and retracted the suggestion he was about to make. Pressing her boundaries might be too much right now, and he didn’t want to lose out on her completely if there was any chance something could happen between them. 
 
    Remember your promise, she wrote. 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck and groaned in vehement frustration. He supposed he didn’t really have to mean it if he promised anything. After all, he’d be gone in another day or two, so it didn’t matter. I promise. 
 
    Another smiley face. You’re a good man. 
 
    Enzo stared at that last message for a long while, wondering how in the world anyone could be so blind.
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    “I SMELL MY WIFE ON YOU, demon.” 
 
    Even though Enzo wasn’t certain what was going to transpire, he knew this would be the deciding moment. He was currently several rooms deep inside the prison maze, standing in front of Lorcan’s cage, which was riddled with magical wards and defensive sigils. 
 
    Fur bristling, the werewolf bared his fangs. Although no moonlight made it into the underground prison, werewolves changed no matter what when the sun was set. It didn’t matter where they were, whether in a building, cave, or witch’s circle, the curse always took over. 
 
    In fact, Lorcan shouldn’t even be able to speak, but one of the first things the guards did to the werewolves was administer a draught that gave them speech for the purposes of interrogating them. Apparently Lorcan was one of the survivors Athena had alluded to only a few hours ago. The alpha was certainly deformed, and looked like a hideous amalgamation of a hunchback human and mangled wolf, trapped in the stasis of a half-complete mutation. 
 
    “How did you get past the guards?” Lorcan asked, with vocal cords that sounded like they were underused. 
 
    “I asked a black witch for one of her somnolent spellbombs.” He had done this while running a few nighttime deliveries, since Alys had called their missions off, and he had found an opportunity to slip into Brianna’s diner between deliveries. “All the guards are fast asleep. The spell flooded the entire dungeon, and you’re protected from it by the very wards containing you.” As for himself, a thin shield protected him from the somnolent spell’s effects well enough. 
 
    “You are as cunning as a serpent.” 
 
    “Merely resourceful. Now we need to talk before the spell wears off.” He had planned on using this opportunity to perform his own interrogation, in order to figure out the real story behind the disappearing humans. “It’s been brought to my attention the Fel are turning humans into assassins. Is this true?” 
 
    “Of course it is. Only a couple of weeks ago, we were in the middle of finalizing a new pact between the werefolk, vampires, and mortal assassins. I was captured only a few nights later. Unfallen found me while I was feeding on a homeless man’s viscera. They struck me down with an arrow, and the next thing I knew, I was being questioned under the influence of Dolus’s dark magic. But I betrayed nothing. Rest assured, ally… I did not tell them a single thing, and I doubt they even know who I am. I bided my time, knowing someone would be sent for me. I assume you are that person.” 
 
    “You’re the reason I’m here,” Enzo affirmed. “I led the Unfallen to believe I’m one of them. But before I conclude this mission, I need to get a grasp on what exactly is going on.” If the rumors were true—and according to Lorcan, now, it was undeniable—then Enzo no longer wanted to be associated with the Fel. “Why are children being stolen?” 
 
    Lorcan grumbled wetly in the back of his throat. “You question me like one of them.” 
 
    “I need to know the truth, or I can’t help you.” 
 
    “What good will any of that information do you? You can ask me anything you want when I am free!” 
 
    “You aren’t privy to the orders I’ve been given. Now tell me, or I cannot set you free.” 
 
    The werewolf growled suspiciously, but then proceeded with a thorough explanation: 
 
    “Long ago, Lord Mulct purchased the souls of a handful of humans over the course of a decade or so, with the solitary aim of using them to kill humans and Unfallen. Human souls do not come cheap, however. It took him several months of wooing each human before he could fully persuade them to exchange their souls for the promise of demonic power. When I heard what the dreadlord was spending to acquire these souls, I reminded him that the greatest tyrants throughout history made soldiers out of the children first, instead of relying on converting them later when they were fully grown. 
 
    “Lord Mulct took my observations to heart, and sent the human assassins he had acquired thus far to kidnap various unhappy children so as to lavish them with all the material things that they could want in exchange for their service. 
 
    “It isn’t hard to find an unhappy child moping around this first-world hellhole. Also, the children come cheap. You wouldn’t believe what they sell their souls for: a day at the amusement park, a tin of Pokémon cards, or their very own carton of Butterfinger ice cream. Children are the most selfish creatures in the whole world, and it behooves a demonic entity to take advantage of it. These are their formative years, and Mulct quickly learned to exploit them to the fullest extent.” 
 
    “How does Lord Mulct even take care of them? I haven’t seen any of these children in all this time.” 
 
    “He placed them under the private tutelage of other demons, and houses them under the roofs of barren harpies.” 
 
    “How many of these child-assassins has he acquired so far?” 
 
    “Several dozens,” the werewolf guessed, twitching a half-bald ear. “I don’t know for sure, but they have multiplied quickly over the year.” 
 
    “At what age are they sent to kill? How many of them are active now, do you know?” 
 
    “As early as they can learn. Their tutors have them practice on transients and homeless folk, before sending them to fight anyone of real import. Many of the children are disturbed by their inaugurating acts of violence, however, and so none currently have the adequate skill and mental resilience yet to be trusted on more critical missions.” 
 
    Enzo swallowed back the discontent that he was feeling. “The Unfallen know about this,” he said. “Not all of the specifics, of course, but so far they’ve taken incipient measures.” 
 
    “Let them! I suppose we will soon see if they or their human compatriots have what it takes to mow down a little child.” 
 
    Lorcan was right. Even though Enzo had no qualms about influencing adults, children had always been off-limits until they were at least of the age of accountability, but even then, he had always limited his malfeasance to mere words until they were fully grown. 
 
    The alpha scratched a claw over his patchy scalp. “And now, demon. What of my wife? Why do I smell her on you?” 
 
    “She’s a prisoner like you. I just came from speaking to her. She’s locked inside the first room of these dungeons, in fact.” Enzo revealed a moonstone from his pocket, provided courtesy of Brianna, and threw it between the bars at Lorcan. The werewolf snatched it in his giant furless claws. “Put it on. And tell me: why do you look the way you do now?” 
 
    Lorcan fit the pendant over his head, settling the moonstone in his mangy, bedraggled ruff. “The Unfallen’s cruel experiments may have given me a voice, but they also trapped me partway in my metamorphosis. I always look like this now, even in broad daylight. They tried exposing me to the sun to undo the damage they had wrought, but it did not work. They say my current state is at least progress, although I gather from their talk that many werefolk have died before me.” 
 
    It was true, but Enzo wouldn’t verify that account with him just yet. “You’ve been through a lot, no doubt,” he said, in an effort to show sympathy. 
 
    Lorcan’s ears flattened momentarily as he thought back on his ordeals. “When I am free, demon, I will return to the Warrens and report everything they have done to me. The Unfallen tried to turn me into a human again, but I resisted as best I could. The magic and countermagic was strong. It burned so horribly that I even wished for death. They performed the most awful sorceric procedures, even bending my very bones—but all for naught! Even fellcraft is not strong enough against Lorcan, alpha of Atro City’s Pack!” 
 
    “They’ll try undoing the change with your wife soon, too. They don’t recognize her either. I’ll give her a moonstone as well, and her own instructions.” And even though he considered abandoning his mission, Enzo couldn’t bring himself to do it. One some level, he cared about what happened to Lorcan and Nadine, and the whole Pack for that matter. They might be animals in the technical and moral sense, but they couldn’t act any other way; it was in their nature. He figured it would be cruel to leave them to the Unfallen’s mercy—and also dangerous should either of them die. When the unethical experiments inevitably killed the alpha pair, the Pack would be enraged, and a full-fledged war would undoubtedly break out between the Pack and the Unfallen. 
 
    The moonstone was in Lorcan’s possession now, and Enzo would not change his mind. He would see the mission through to completion—but that would be all. As soon as the alpha and his mate were set free, he would officially defect. He wanted no part in recruiting humans against Hailey, and zero responsibility for kidnapping and turning children. 
 
    “What do I do?” Lorcan glared warily at the demon. 
 
    “I’ve left another spellbomb down here. It’s set to go off tomorrow night, during a time when most of the Unfallen are away on missions.” 
 
    “Why not now?” Lorcan growled, suspicious. 
 
    “Because I still need more time to resolve another aspect of my mission.” That something was of a personal nature, and had nothing to do with Lorcan or Nadine. He needed the extra time to work through the details of his defection and decide if he was going to stay here with the Unfallen, or go rogue. 
 
    Lorcan rumbled. “And if I die before then, demon?” 
 
    “You won’t die. You’re Mighty Lorcan, after all.” His tone was flat. “The spellbomb will go off, and a wyrm wearing a wooden talisman protecting it from the spell’s effects will come down here and burn the parchments activating the wards and sigils on your cage. You will wait ten minutes after the wyrm has left.” This was to give the baby dragon ample time to go back to Enzo’s room and not get tangled up in any crossfire. “You will then remove one of the guards’ hands, and use the mark on his palm to unlock the outer gate and make your escape without resistance.” 
 
    The extra day would also give Enzo time to train Humphrey to burn the parchments. He had already rifled through the things in both of the prison rooms, so that he could instruct Humphrey on how to find them. 
 
    “And what about you, demon?” 
 
    “I have my plans. Just make sure you do everything exactly as I’ve instructed, Your Highness. You need to live, even more so than your wife.” 
 
    Lorcan lowered his bent muzzle by a fraction. “You will be honored for this, should we make it out alive.” 
 
    “My honor is in freeing you, and having served and protected your kind through all these years.” With that, Enzo cast a glamour over himself so that he looked like a normal guard, and then departed. 
 
    He ignored the spiteful hisses and heckling coming from the inmates of fae and vampires. He did not want any of them knowing a Fel demon had been there. If he had put on invisibility instead, the prisoners might’ve suspected something upon seeing the warp of movement, and then offered to tell the guards what they had witnessed, if it would grant them some reprieve. 
 
    Staying unnoticed was preferable. The somnolent spell itself was also invisible, and the guards were nestled in shadows and magical concealments, where the prisoners could not observe their comatose condition. 
 
    Upon entering Nadine’s room, Enzo transferred the remaining moonstone to her paw. “Remember everything I told you. And by the way, how’s your back?” 
 
    “Taken care of,” she answered in a gruff wolfish tone. “They wanted me in top shape for their barbaric experiments. I will repay you in all the ways you desire when I am free, Enzo. I will run to you directly. Where should we meet?” 
 
    “When you leave here,” he told her brusquely, “forget I even exist.” The demon left the undercroft; Nadine glared after him with her lip raised into a snarl. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Back in his room, Enzo folded a piece of notepaper and placed it in one of the tomes from the rosewood bookcase. He set the massive book down on the table, regarded Humphrey, and then said, “Do it again.” 
 
    The little wyrm lugged the heavy bulk of its bandaged tail, and slithered forward. It wriggled its way up the table’s leg, onto the chair surface, then around the back rails, and meandered cautiously onto the tabletop. Humphrey wedged its snout under the leather-bound cover and launched it open with a violent shove. It ripped out sear pages like a savage illiterate, thrashing the parchments to and fro. After about five minutes of this, it found the folded piece of notepaper it was looking for near the flyleaf. 
 
    Proud of itself, Humphrey nudged the notepaper out of the book, then coughed up an explosion of white flames. The notepaper charred instantly, crumbling into wispy ashes even as the scattered book pages around it smoked but did not catch fire. 
 
    Humphrey gloated, puffed its chest, and emitted a pterodactyl roar that was both mighty and heroic. 
 
    “Good job.” Enzo tossed the wyrm a scrap of applewood bacon, and Humphrey gobbled the hearty snack with vicious gusto. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Hewey glared skeptically at the silver oil lamp he had pinched from the witch’s display case. It was tiny and elegant, decorated meticulously with filigree and whorls so that it looked enchanted, although he seriously doubted its supernaturalism. 
 
    Hewey coughed into his fist, then picked it up. Remembering an animated movie from his childhood, he held it lengthwise, then rubbed it vigorously with a sleeve, the heel of his palm, and then with the skull-bandanna from his pocket. 
 
    The oil lamp shined mundanely at him. 
 
    “Hocus pocus?” he tried, then lifted the chained cap and peeked inside. “Anybody in there? Hellooooo. Wakey wakey, eggs ’n bakey.” 
 
    Still, nothing. 
 
    “Well. You owe me three wishes, whether you stay in there or not.” Hewey stuck a finger inside the lamp and moved it around, but there was nothing inside but untenanted metal and a little bit of greasy residue.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
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    “IF YOU WANT TO UNLEASH Hailey’s power,” Marshall said in the rec-room, shaking a bag of fragrant popcorn to get all the butter and salt evenly distributed, “you’ll have to summon it. Command the Nephilim power in her to manifest, just like you would command a servant to obey you—or how a Pentecostal might exorcise a demon.” He grinned at the irony of that last one, savoring it for the count of a few seconds. 
 
    Enzo was sitting in a chair across from Marshall, his feet propped up on the neighboring sofa’s armrest. 
 
    “It’s curious Hailey insists on you being the one, though.” Marshall shook the bag again while Enzo ruminated. “It hardly matters if you or I do it. I’ve done it a few times already, and I sort of know what to expect.” Chewing noisily, he shot his eyebrows up at Enzo. “But I guess she has a thing for you.” He grinned widely, offered the bag, and said, “Popcorn?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” While Enzo couldn’t tell if Marshall really thought Hailey might have “a thing” for him, he didn’t acknowledge the comment. Instead, he left it alone and focused on the task at hand. “Alright, I get what you’ve said so far. But are there any surprises I should look out for?” 
 
    “There are a couple of things that can happen, as far as I know. Who knows what else might happen besides, but these are fairly uncommon occurrences to begin with. They’ve happened to others, by the way, and not me, so I’ve only just heard about them.” He frowned at a buttery kernel that hadn’t popped all the way through, but ate it anyway. “The first thing that might happen is if Hailey faints. It’s the body’s way of resisting the Command. You can’t do anything about it, so you’ll just have to let her sleep it off and try again later. The other thing is a bit more complicated—or a lot more complicated. She might regress.” 
 
    “By that, you mean—mentally?” 
 
    “Yup.” Marshall threw a salty puffball up in the air, caught it in his mouth, and nearly choked. He punched his chest, hacked, and widened his watering eyes. After a minute of awkward struggle, he continued on with the explanation. 
 
    “If she’s ever used her powers before—which happens a lot, since Nephilim power has a tendency to flare up out of the blue—there’s a chance she’s forgotten all about it, and the memories withdrew into her subconscious. It’s all very psychoanalytical and whatnot: a righteous case of repressed memories. Your Command will make the memories resurface along with her power—which could understandably get ugly.” He bit down on an intact kernel by accident, then spat it out. “Ugh… Repressed memories are always an ugly thing to deal with, which is why I’d recommend you take her into the private training room.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “In the gymnasium. You should see an obvious sign that reads PRIVATE TRAINING ROOM.” His honey-colored eyes glinted mischievously as he formed a frame with his hands at Enzo, but then got back onto his point. “If she regresses, you’ll have to talk to that version of her that’s escaping her subconscious. It could get weird.” 
 
    “Sounds fucked up.” 
 
    “Yeah. Every time it’s happened before, the demon training the Nephilim had to find a way to satisfy that ‘version’ of the person—the Repressed Self—or whatever. There are no psychiatrists here, though, so it’ll probably turn into a game of you trying to find the missing puzzle piece and fit it into the right spot. You want the Repressed Self and Real Self to stay conscious simultaneously the whole time, and not withdraw. She needs to reintegrate. As long as a Nephilim keeps repressing that part of herself, any manifestation of the Nephilim power will either result in more repressed memories, or it’ll trigger the Repressed Self to resurface in an uncontrollable way.” 
 
    Enzo remembered Hailey crying about not wanting to turn into a monster. His forehead creased with concern. “I don’t like the sound of any of this.” 
 
    “No kidding. Especially since she sounds like a ripe candidate in the Repressed Memories Department. You said she can’t remember killing her boyfriend, which suggests to me that the power flared up suddenly and resulted in another round of psychological repression. Something must’ve happened to set the whole cycle of repression in motion, and if that’s the case, you’ll have to figure all that out on your own. 
 
    “In the end, you want her to be fully aware with the Nephilim side of her fully engaged. If you can’t do that,” he shrugged, “someone else can try. In fact, I can take over. It might make good practice for me, since I’ve never been through that myself. At least not yet. Actually, I could do it in your place right away if you want, since you’re probably going to be dealing with some pretty insane stuff.” He regarded Enzo seriously, bag of popcorn jangling over his lap. “Wanna trade places? I’ll happily go, and let her know you just can’t do it.” 
 
    Enzo stood up. “I told her I would do it. And it’ll be good practice for me, too.” 
 
    “Oh?” Marshall waggled a cynical eyebrow at him. “Are you actually intending to stay? After what Athena told me—” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m not with the Fel.” 
 
    Marshall shrugged in resignation. “I guess we’ll see in time. All in good time.” He rattled the popcorn bag in a thoughtful way. “Oh, by the way. When you Command the Nephilim power to come out of her, make sure to share your breath with her. That part is crucial. Don’t forget it.” 
 
    Enzo paused at the door. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know how Elohim breathed life into Adam? You need to do that. Give her your breath, so to speak. You’ve seen it done. Like CPR, but less—uh—pounding on the chest.” 
 
    “Will she stop breathing?” 
 
    “No. But, your power needs to enter her somehow, just long enough to awaken the dormant power that’s inside her. With your breath and words, the Command is practically life-giving. All you have to do is speak against her mouth—which I’m sure you’ll both enjoy.” 
 
    “How does that work for two men?” 
 
    Marshall laughed. “We do whatever makes the human most comfortable, of course. Women typically want other women to perform this on them, which is why it’s so interesting Hailey requested you.” Marshall waved a hand as if to brush him off, saying, “Off with you, now,” and Enzo smirked at him before departing. 
 
    A black snout sprouted from behind a scrunch of pillows on the same sofa Marshall was sitting on. Marshall grinned at the wet quivering nostrils, and held a fluffy piece of popcorn just out of the animal’s reach. “Popcorn, little dude?” 
 
    Humphrey plopped its bulky tail out from under the pillows, and salivated uncontrollably. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Hailey was already in the gymnasium, performing the stretches and warm-ups Marshall had shown her. She was wearing black leggings, athletic shoes, and the same crop top Enzo remembered seeing her in before. He smiled as she twisted her limbs and folded herself over, and rubbed at a fractious muscle in her neck—and he couldn’t help but notice the red mottles around her neck that had been left by his ravenous kisses the night before. She had apparently attempted to conceal them with makeup, but they still showed through, pink and artificially faded. He studied her body more closely than he had the previous day. She was bendy and lissome, the lack of definition around her belly showing off as a concavity. Her hair was pulled back, and the dark tendrils swished as she adjusted into new positions. Her little breasts were enclosed in a sports bra, which he could make out when she bent over and the crop top tumbled down over her face. 
 
    Her face brightened when she noticed Enzo mid-stretch, and the encounter was immediately and unavoidably awkward. The last time they had spoken was through text, when she’d been describing her masturbation to him in what she now realized was probably too much detail. Now she was self-conscious, and her face reddened before either of them spoke. 
 
    Enzo tried to switch into professionalism, but the fantasies Hailey had engrafted in his mind assaulted him anew. He tried to break the ice with an amiable smile, and it seemed to ease both of their nerves somewhat. 
 
    “Hi,” Hailey said timidly. 
 
    Enzo nodded to the sword propped on the bench beside her. “You picked a weapon?” 
 
    Hailey glanced at it. “Marshall let me choose this morning. I liked that one, and it was light enough for me, so he had it inscribed with my first cherub rune.” 
 
    “Seraph,” Enzo corrected. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Seraph rune.” 
 
    “Oh.” Hailey blushed, and then busied herself with picking the sword up and unsheathing it to inspect the edge. 
 
    “Careful.” Enzo meant to sound caring, but was immediately aware of how patronizing he came off, and it showed in the way she groused at him. Hailey cast her head down, and he wondered if she was embarrassed to look at him directly. 
 
    He approached as she returned the sword to its scabbard and set it back down on the bench. He smiled when she turned to him. “Before we get on with your training, I want you to know that what happened between us stays between us.” 
 
    Her color rose. “You aren’t mad, then?” 
 
    “Why would I be mad?” 
 
    “When I said I wanted to take things slow.” 
 
    His face broke out into a grin. “No way. I’m frustrated, not mad.” 
 
    Hailey couldn’t stop her cheeks from burning even more scarlet. “And you aren’t going to brag about those messages to your friends, are you?” She swallowed visibly, hands balling into fists as she awaited his response. 
 
    Feeling somewhat dumbfounded, Enzo stared, then said, “Want me to delete them?” He reached for his phone. 
 
    “No.” Hailey smiled fondly. “That’s not what I meant at all. I just want you to know they were only meant for you,” and then she hugged him. Enzo stood in an awkward confusion at first, but then settled his arms around her waist. “I want you to have them.” Hailey kissed his cheek as she drew back. 
 
    Enzo could feel his face turning warm, and so he tried to get the conversation back onto something safe. “I hope you really do trust me like you say. You might end up revealing a lot to me when I unleash your power, so I hope you’re ready for that if it happens.” 
 
    “You mean you agreed to initiate me?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What do I do, then?” 
 
    “Nothing, really. It turns out all I have to do is Command your power to wake up, and then you’re supposed to allow it to take over.” 
 
    She hesitated. “Take over?” 
 
    “Are you having second thoughts?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    Enzo scratched a hand through the black tousles of his hair. “Look, you don’t have to join the Unfallen. If you want to go back to your normal life, there’s nothing wrong with that. Just say the word, and we’ll work everything out with Athena, and I think all they expect from you is secrecy. You’ll never have to deal with this shit again, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “But I’ll never see you again. Will I?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “I can’t live with that.” 
 
    He frowned. “You can’t make a decision based on someone you hardly know.” 
 
    “What should I do, then?” 
 
    “Whatever you want.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I want you to be with me—” He stopped, but the words were already out and it was too late. 
 
    Hailey’s eyes glistened. “Then I’ll stay.” 
 
    “You can’t decide something this important based on me,” he repeated. I’ll ruin you, he wanted to say, but didn’t. 
 
    “I’ve already decided.” She raised her chin in a haughty way as if to challenge him. 
 
    “You’re acting like a little girl.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “It isn’t worth it.” 
 
    “You’re worth it.” 
 
    “You don’t even know if we’ll work out.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances with a man who actually listens to me.” 
 
    “I thought the problem we were having the other night was how I wasn’t listening to you.” But he knew what she meant, and his argument fell on deaf ears. 
 
    “You can’t change my mind now. I’m going through with it. You aren’t going to scare me off.” 
 
    After a minute of mentally working through more fruitless counterpoints, the demon said, “And if it doesn’t work out?” After all, he knew he would fail her or leave her at some point. Monogamy just wasn’t possible. Love—the real self-sacrificial kind of love—was never going to happen. He liked Hailey a lot, almost too much, and he really did care about her. But he couldn’t see this love enduring in any real way. He had never wanted a romance like this to begin with, but the whole thing was getting beyond his control; he wanted her in ways he still couldn’t articulate, and things were only liable to crash and burn at this point. 
 
    “I’ve already decided. You can’t change my mind now.” 
 
    “And if I disappear tomorrow?” 
 
    “Even if you die, I’ll always remember you.” 
 
    Enzo swallowed around a hard lump in his throat, and she stepped forward, making him feel trapped and cornered in the most wonderful way possible. 
 
    “I care about you, Enzo. You’ve been a good friend to me, and you’re irreplaceable as far as I’m concerned. But even if it doesn’t work out—so what? We can still be friends, can’t we? You’re too good of a man to let things get ugly.” 
 
    He shook his head at her obtuseness, then changed the subject a minute later. 
 
    “When I awaken your power,” he said, “you won’t be able to undo the memories I resurrect. That means you’re going to remember how you killed your boyfriend, and any other incidents that have occurred previously in your life.” 
 
    Her brow wrinkled, but she still refused to change her mind. 
 
    “I’ve warned you. And now anything that happens to you from now on isn’t my fault. You’re walking right into this deal with your eyes fully open, and I’ll only ask you one more time: Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Hailey nodded mutely. 
 
    “Then get your things and follow me.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Hailey picked up her belongings, and scurried alongside him. 
 
    “The private training room over there. That way no one’ll interfere.” 
 
    She passed through the threshold as he held the door open. The private room was vast and empty, full of spooky echoes that reverberated many times over when the ponderous door clanked shut behind them. Hailey set down her waterbottle, sword, and towel by the door, then stood at attention for her next instructions. Enzo took hold of her hand and guided her onto the mat in the very center of the room. He smiled and bent his head down, and she tilted her face up in the expectation of a kiss. Her heart thundered, and she poised her lips in quiet invite. 
 
    “See, you are a little tease,” Enzo murmured, playfully and gently. 
 
    When she realized this whole thing wasn’t just a ruse to get her alone, Hailey relaxed her lips and stared attentively up at him. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous,” he whispered, holding her firmly by the neck with both his hands. “This might frighten you a bit, but I promise I won’t let anything bad happen to you. Put your hands at your side.” She had been trying to get her arms around his shoulders, but then dropped them at his order. “Good. Now open your mouth.” 
 
    “Enzo…” She giggled. 
 
    “Not like that.” He grinned, then waited. “Good. Now close your eyes. Breathe normally. Empty your mind, and listen for nothing but my voice. I’m going to Command your power to awaken. Don’t move when you feel my power going inside you, and don’t fight it when you feel something take control.” 
 
    Enzo nestled his mouth against hers, not in a kiss, but their lips were touching as he spoke. He began the spell in seraph-tongue, and Hailey careened backward with a feeling of faintness. Enzo held her firmly in place, and then spoke to the power within her, ordering it to awaken. Her body seized on the first Command, but he held on to her so that she flailed but could not separate herself from the foreign power flowing in. A sound grated from her throat, and Hailey seemed to choke on the words that were passing into her, but Enzo continued the incantation nonetheless. He Commanded the power in her again, and she lunged unexpectedly at his face. 
 
    She broke the skin on his bottom lip with her teeth, but the cut wasn’t very deep so he ignored it. Her body convulsed when he delivered a third Command, and Hailey lurched forward, wailing like a tortured banshee. 
 
    Eventually, something in her broke. Hailey went rigid and shook her head at him as if to plead for him to stop. The inflection of Enzo’s voice altered, hardening around the consonants, and Hailey struggled against the Commands with all her might until the Thing inside her resurrected and took control. 
 
    Her trembling waxed into full-blown convulsions, and a cold sweat broke out over her body. Hailey felt both hot and cold at the same time, feverish and delirious, and inexplicably psychotic. Her arms went limp. She felt herself retreat into the caverns of her mind like a tortoise into its shell. She was surrounded by blackness, like a small person imprisoned behind her eyes, and she could only hear Enzo and her own voice like an incoherent mumbling. 
 
    Enzo shook her gently, afraid he might have broken something irreparable. “Hailey?” 
 
    “Hungry…” She groaned, neck swaying like a limp reed in Enzo’s grasp. “It’s hungry.” She whimpered, screwed her face up, then began to cry. Enzo watched as her face altered in an instant from pain to rage. “It’s hungry! So I will feed it.” 
 
    “Feed what?” 
 
    “The grave…” Her head tilted as if she was listening for something. “The dead keep asking for more friends, so I’ll give them Daddy. He’s my bestest friend, so I know they’ll like him.” 
 
    “But why would you do that? Don’t you love your dad?” 
 
    Hailey nodded limply, like a sleeping puppet dangling half-dead from its strings. She scowled sourly, and Enzo realized he must be dealing with a toddler. The pitch of her voice was high, and she slurred and mumbled. Her arms flailed and fidgeted like a restless child. “They’ll come after me if I don’t give him to them. I gave them Mommy’s cat at first, but now they say it’s not enough.” 
 
    Marshall had said he might have to deal with something insane, but he hadn’t been expecting something this. Enzo tried to think of what he was supposed to do from here. He was supposed to satisfy this toddler somehow, and so he asked, “What did your daddy do to deserve this?” 
 
    “Nothing!” She shrugged, and her face screwed up into another infantile scowl. 
 
    “Isn’t that unfair? If he didn’t even do anything—” 
 
    “That’s why they want him. Good people aren’t supposed to live.” Hailey’s face contorted with unthinking rage, and Enzo tried to think of how he might be able to reason with her. 
 
    “Won’t your mother be upset? If you kill your daddy, won’t she cry?” 
 
    Hailey shrugged and giggled flippantly. “I’ll make a painting for Mommy with the pretty red stuff that comes out of him. I like finger painting. And red stuff is pretty. Mommy taught me how to paint. And my paintings always stop her crying.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were an artist…” 
 
    “Mommy thinks so.” She giggled again, and seemed to be proud of her supposed skill. “I can show you!” 
 
    “Alright. Show me.” And with that, Enzo guessed he had figured out what he needed to do—at least to get things started. “Kill me if you can, and show me the kind of paintings you like to make.” 
 
    Hailey grew still and knitted her eyebrows. She opened her eyes, then blinked innocuously at him. 
 
    Enzo released his grip on her upper arms and offered her one of his butterfly swords. “Go ahead.” Even though Hailey didn’t know how to handle weapons, he was certain the Nephilim inside her knew enough to at least not cut herself. 
 
    Puzzled, Hailey stared at the hilt. She grabbed it, and then grunted upon trying to drop the sword but being unable to. Confused, she shook her head. “Enzo…?” 
 
    Enzo drew his other sword and stood ready to defend himself. 
 
    “Why can’t I let go?” Hailey’s voice was normal, and Enzo was relieved the eerie little girl’s voice had gone away. But this was the moment he supposed she had dreaded the most. “Like I said before, you need to let it control you.” 
 
    “But I don’t want—” She flourished the blade at him, and screamed, realizing her body was moving by itself. 
 
    Enzo parried and pushed her back. “Don’t resist it.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to hurt you—!” Hailey was swinging violently now, charging at him with the point, slashing seemingly at random. Enzo dodged, pivoted around, and dropped under the clunky swoop of her sword. She cut his arm, and cried in horror. “I’m sorry—I can’t stop!” 
 
    Enzo backed away from a succession of more slashes and deflected the last one. “Stop trying to! Just let it go.” 
 
    Their blades locked, and he swooped under her sword, knocking her off balance with his elbow. 
 
    There was no technique to anything she was doing. She was dangerous, but her motions were only that of a savage, fearful, patricidal little girl. She would still need to be properly taught the art of combat, and her body would still need to be conditioned, but the magic flowing through her right now was giving her more than enough strength to challenge even his baseline strength. 
 
    “How did your father die?” he asked, now that both sides of her were fully conscious. 
 
    “I never told you that he did!” 
 
    Metal scraped metal. 
 
    “Something awful happened, didn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” She was still screaming against her inability to control herself. 
 
    “Yes, you do.” 
 
    “I said I don’t!” Hailey shoved him hard with her sword, face red and melting into tears. 
 
    Enzo fumbled back, then summoned more power into his muscles to bolster his strength, but took care not to use too much. “I know you remember. At least now you do. You can tell me what happened—for God’s sake, you know I’m the last man who would ever judge you.” 
 
    He weaved through the vertical up-thrusts of her sword and then closed in on her. He parried one particularly savage thrust, but Hailey didn’t fall back as he expected. She drove into him with unhuman strength, and his arms gave a little under the force of it. 
 
    “He was killed, wasn’t he?” Enzo summoned another surge of power, just enough to push her off. 
 
    Hailey stumbled. “Someone stabbed him.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know! The police never figured it out!” 
 
    “But you knew. And your mother knew.” Or so he guessed. “You made that painting for her after all, didn’t you? You remember everything that happened. Baby, you can tell me.” 
 
    Hailey cut his chest, and then cried when he didn’t block. 
 
    Enzo smiled, touching the blood staining his shirt. “Don’t be afraid to admit the truth. It means nothing to me. I guarantee I’ve done much worse. Say it. Tell me how he died. You’re the one who did it, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No!” Hailey went at him again. 
 
    “How did you do it?” 
 
    She aimed the sword low and then thrust forward. The blade sank into Enzo’s stomach, and he backed away as Hailey drove forward like a bull goring its matador until he hit the wall. 
 
    “Like that…” Her voice trembled through her tears. “And now I’ve killed you, too.” The moisture flooding her eyes was hot and stinging. 
 
    “No.” He grunted. “You haven’t.” A trickle of blood dribbled out the corner of his mouth. He had given her the opening she needed, knowing this was probably what the other version of her needed. “I let you do this. I think she only wanted you to acknowledge her as part of you. That’s what the Nephilim in you needed, to be satisfied.” 
 
    “Satisfied…? What do you mean?” She was breathing heavily and shaking her head, but at last she seemed to have command of her own body. Hailey released the handle of the sword, and tripped backward while hugging herself. She shivered, feeling numb with shock to the marrow of her bones. 
 
    Enzo coughed, then finally dropped his own sword. “The original Nephilim were monsters. They were inhuman in every regard.” His muscles tensed. “That’s why they got wiped out so long ago—because they did nothing but destroy. The human part of you rejects the Nephilim in you. But I guess she wanted your acknowledgement. Reintegration.” 
 
    Enzo slid to the floor, leaving a smear of blood and a groove from the sword’s tip on the immaculate wall. A pool of blood spread out around him, dark and vivid. 
 
    From the amount of blood she was seeing, Hailey knew she must have pierced something vital. Her arms went numb, and her tears gushed uncontrollably. “What do I do?” she whispered, on the brink of hysteria. “What do I do? I don’t want to lose you…” 
 
    “You won’t.” Enzo swallowed, closed his eyes. “Just—keep calm. I won’t die. Now come here…” 
 
    Hailey obeyed reluctantly, feeling fearful of possibly fainting from the unexpectedly gory sight. She knelt beside him, slumped her shoulder against the wall, and shook her head as if to beg him to not die. 
 
    “Pull it out,” he said calmly. 
 
    “I can’t.” She shook her head even more, panic-stricken. 
 
    He smiled wryly. “It’s too late for that kind of princess attitude. You told me you were ready for this—that I couldn’t change your mind. I won’t let you play the helpless little damsel anymore. Now get your ass up. Grab the sword. Remove it. I’m not going to die—not without hellfire. Do as I say. The longer you wait, the more I’ll suffer.” 
 
    Hailey fumbled to her feet upon hearing his last statement. She gripped the sword, and extracted it with a wet ripping sound. Hailey shucked the soaked weapon to the floor and tumbled beside him once again. She pressed her hands over the gushing wound, wailing feebly and trying to steady her fingers enough to apply the required pressure. 
 
    Again, he smiled. “That’s not going to do anything.” 
 
    “Then what do I do?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He sighed. “It’ll heal on its own. In time. And in time your mind will mend as well.” He shut his eyes and swallowed with some difficulty. He really hated the incredible thirst that always came from these types of injuries. 
 
    “You’ll bleed out.” 
 
    “I won’t.” His hand crept over hers, both of which were still pressed over the stab wound. 
 
    “Enzo—” 
 
    “So long as you really want me in your life—I’ll do everything in my power to never leave you. Understand? This pathetic hole isn’t going to do anything. I’ve suffered worse.” He chuckled at her persistent tears. “Don’t flatter yourself. A weak thing like you couldn’t possibly kill me.” 
 
    Hailey’s panic subsided only after several minutes of him surviving long past the point where she believed he would have died if he had been human. His hand still covered over the top of hers, and he laced his sticky red fingers with hers—or at least tried to. Hailey settled more comfortably beside him, holding on to his blood-soaked hand, and leaned her head against the support of his shoulder. Now that she was calm and thinking more rationally, she asked, “Should I get someone?” and also, “How long before it heals?” If she wasn’t feeling so feeble and depleted herself, she would have already crawled to the exit, stuck her head out of the door, and cried for help. As things were, she found it difficult to even keep her eyelids open, and her phone was in her locker. 
 
    Head propped against the wall, Enzo thought about her question for a while. He could—and arguably should—tell her to go get someone to transfer them both into proper beds in the medical ward. But he preferred to be alone with her—without anyone fussing around them, getting in the way. 
 
    Perhaps it was selfish of him, since the experience would be tremendously traumatic for her. But he knew he would only be at Stillwater for maybe one more day—and he realized, a bit belatedly perhaps, that even while he was sitting there in the mess of his own blood, in the lurid aftermath of Hailey’s psychotic fit, he had—for some strange and unfathomable reason—fallen head over heels in love with her at some point. 
 
    “No,” he whispered. “Stay with me. The worst of it will be repaired in only a couple of hours…” He swallowed and groaned as gravity seemed to whirl in a sickening carousel all around him. 
 
    “Enzo, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    His smile was wan. “And I’m sorry about your father.” 
 
    “I’m a murderer.” Hailey sniffed, the realization fully dawning on her at last. 
 
    “I warned you,” Enzo said with his eyes closed, so that he looked peaceful. “Now that you’ve reintegrated, you know the truth, and you’ll never forget.” 
 
    “This is awful.” Her voice was failing. “I should go get someone.” 
 
    “Don’t,” he said. “Just stay.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “What on God’s green earth happened here?” 
 
    Enzo pried one eyelid open, vision blurring at first, but then swimming into focus. 
 
    Marshall stood in front of them with his arms crossed, eyebrows knit together in the act of assaying the crumpled pair. Blood was everywhere, flooded on the floor around them, smeared into a mural on the wall, caked and flaking over their skin, matting their hair, and soiling their clothes. 
 
    “Her demons came out,” was Enzo’s casual remark. 
 
    Marshall grunted and surveyed the rest of the room, which was spotless by comparison. “I told you it could get ugly. Did you at least succeed in breaking through?” 
 
    “I think so.” Feeling strong enough to sit up now, Enzo roused Hailey gently by the shoulder. 
 
    Her head swayed drearily in response. The afterimages of graphic blood and gore scattered as she resurfaced from the murky waters of a nightmare. Her eyelashes fluttered open, blinking away the remnants of red dreams and waking into an equally violent reality. 
 
    “Oh God—Enzo…” She grasped his arm. At first she couldn’t remember what had happened, but then it all came back to her when she saw the bloody sword and scanned the room. 
 
    “It’s alright.” Enzo started to get up. 
 
    Hailey wanted to stop him from exerting himself, afraid he could still bleed to death, but her fears withdrew when she saw he had enough energy to stand. When Enzo offered her his hand, she accepted it, rising stiffly to her knees first, and then her feet. 
 
    “Good news for you, Enzo,” Marshall said, having offered them no help. “You’re relieved of your partnership with Alys. She absolutely refuses to go anywhere near you, unless it’s to shove fire-salts up your ass. She’s convinced you’re an agent for the Fel, and believes we’re blind and stupid for letting you go on.” 
 
    “Who’s Alys?” Hailey thought she must have missed something. 
 
    “The bitch that got in our way the other night,” Enzo reminded her. 
 
    “Oh.” Her. Hailey sucked in her bottom lip. 
 
    “Don’t call her that around Jin,” Marshall advised. “He’ll have your head on a pike as soon as the insult leaves your lips, and your soul sent squirming back to the depths of Pandæmonium. He’s very protective of her.” 
 
    “If he’s so protective, he shouldn’t have left her behind to begin with.” Enzo brushed at the dried, unpleasant stiffness of his clothes. 
 
    “Normally, he wouldn’t have. But visiting an old lover’s grave isn’t exactly something you take someone along for.” 
 
    Enzo made no comment, apathetic as he was to another demon’s poignant drama. “Is it alright if I’m set up with Hailey, then? Officially, I mean. Now that her power’s been brought out.” 
 
    “I figured you would ask.” He glanced between them both, as if to intimate that he knew there was more than friendliness between them. “But it looks like she’s done far more damage to you than Alys ever could. Are you sure that’s what you want? A domestic brawl with her could prove ultimately fatal.” Marshall’s tone was droll and was meant to be sportive, but Hailey still blushed with gladness at the insinuation. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Enzo said curtly, rendering no reaction to Marshall’s taunt. 
 
    The other demon cast a roguish grin at Hailey and then winked in a way that made her start. He moved toward the exit. “I’ll ask Athena right away. And I’ll send for cleanup. Cherise has had an uneventful day so far, so this bloodbath should be enough to stave her boredom.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
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    ENZO AND HAILEY TOOK A shower in their respective locker rooms to wash the dried blood from their bodies and change into fresh clothes. Enzo’s injury was still open, oozing an emulsion of hematic fluids that always inconvenienced him whenever he was healing from an especially nasty wound. It didn’t bother him that he scalded the open gash in the steaming shower; he was in no danger of infection, and any malicious bacteria that attempted to breed there would be eradicated by his ichor. 
 
    Standing under the hot downpour, Enzo lathered his hair and ignored the twangs of physical pain as he enumerated the symptoms of his feelings for Hailey. Until now, he hadn’t properly assessed what he was feeling or intending to do with her. He’d simply been in the usual mode of allowing his instincts to direct him wherever it willed, which usually meant tumbling along a track of sexual predation. This was not a typical attraction, however. He couldn’t stop thinking about her, and he daydreamed and night-dreamed about her constantly—which, to him, was not only revolting but deeply embarrassing. 
 
    He realized he wanted her to be happy, and he wanted to protect her. He didn’t want to be apart from her for even a minute, even if it meant traumatizing her by forcing her to sit in the stinking swamp of his own blood. 
 
    More interestingly, Enzo realized he couldn’t decide if he wanted her to be damned or sent to Paradise when she died. The selfish part of him thought it would be better to suffer in Hell with the one he loved, rather than be separated from her for all eternity, which would only further compound his misery. 
 
    I need her, he realized as the shampoo washed out of his hair in a swirl of brown-red down the drain. God, if I don’t have her, I don’t know what I’ll do… 
 
    The revelation was disconcerting. He never needed anyone. He only ever wanted anybody, and never found a woman to be more interesting beyond the carnal pleasures she could give him for an hour or two. 
 
    Idiot, he thought to himself. Even if she went Down There with you, there would be no way for her to console you in your suffering. Pretending otherwise might sound poetic, but it’s insipid and delusional—the ignorant stuff of fairytales and romance novels. 
 
    Someone offered Enzo a kit of bandages after he got out of the shower. He thanked him, and used the dressing and bandage strips to absorb the persistent fluid that would be draining out of his stab wound over the next couple of hours. 
 
    Jerk, he told himself, as he put his shirt on and examined himself in a full-length mirror. What are you doing with a harmless thing like her? You’re playing with fire—literally—dangling her soul over the Abyss. If you cared about her, you’d let her go. You’d leave this place as soon as you could, and never speak to her ever again. You’re going to hurt her. You’re going to get bored. This thing can’t end any other way. 
 
    Enzo fixed his damp hair, combing it into its usual tousled style, and then left the locker room in clean jeans, a T-shirt, and his sleeveless hoodie. He waited for Hailey just outside the women’s showers and passed the time idling on his cellphone. 
 
    Hailey came out of the ladies’ locker room with a pronounced limp. She explained she had slipped in the shower, but assured him she would be alright. “How’s your injury?” she asked, turning the concern back onto him. 
 
    Lifting his shirt up he showed her the bandage, and she touched the adhesive wraps in a heartfelt gesture of regret. Enzo hated himself even more than he already did when she did that. 
 
    It was nearly six o’clock when they made it to the dining hall. Enzo would have preferred to take her out to a nicer dinner at a restaurant, but she hadn’t gotten official permission to leave Stillwater yet, and he didn’t want her turning a painless limp into a sprain. 
 
    Hailey picked at her plate of fried vegetable tofu, while Enzo gorged himself on a tray full of roasted chicken and potatoes. She was amazed at his appetite, and smiled up at him every so often to giggle at the uncouth way he was eating. Enzo returned her coquettish looks with silly smiles of his own, but his mind darkened as the night crept in beyond the windows, since it was almost time for Lorcan to be set free. 
 
    Hailey would function as an alibi if he needed one. He intended to spend the rest of the night with her, although he hadn’t yet decided how they could possibly fill the time. 
 
    When they were done eating, Enzo lapsed into a visibly cloudy mood, and Hailey frowned at him, concerned. 
 
    Tonight would resolve everything. His mission would be complete when the alpha pair was reunited with the Pack. He would not be returning to the Warrens and would instead remain at Stillwater, a more or less legitimate convert to the Unfallen. 
 
    Even though he was guilty of duplicity toward all the parties involved, he was hellbent now on making up for it, or at least trying to. He would be with Hailey from now on, and he would try to love her as best he could, even though he felt less than adequate to the task. 
 
    He felt worthless, really. Crushingly worthless, like the perverted, sick-minded thing he knew he really was. He expected he would fail her routinely, and it hurt to imagine all the ways he knew he might hurt her. 
 
    “Enzo?” 
 
    He looked up. His mouth was grave, and his brow had lowered into gloominess. 
 
    “Are you alright? You look upset.” 
 
    Feeling exposed under the weight of her scrutiny, he said nothing. 
 
    “Oh, would you stop being so sullen and brooding, and talk to me already? This isn’t like you.” While it was like him to be somewhat taciturn and serious, it wasn’t like him at all to be morose. Hailey reached over the table and clasped her fingers loosely over his knuckles. “Are you alright?” 
 
    He bunched the napkin up in his other hand, and smiled brilliantly at her to conceal the pangs of guilt. “I was just thinking,” he improvised, “that if I ever needed to die for you—hypothetically speaking, of course—I would do it in a heartbeat.” 
 
    The dreary tension shifted into something that was more acceptable. Withdrawing her hand, Hailey sat back in her chair, then said in a carefully composed manner, “What a terrible and unnecessary thing to think about.” Her eyes twinkled, however, belying more tender feelings beneath the surface. 
 
    Enzo relaxed, allowing the worried thoughts to slip free of his mind. “I’m curious,” he said. “Do you remember everything about your boyfriend?” 
 
    “I think so…” 
 
    He noticed that her dish was only half eaten. “And you were thinking about it just now?” 
 
    “It’s almost all I’ve been able to think about.” Her nose reddened. “But my brain stops the images at certain parts—I think because it’s still too much. But it’s coming back little by little. I remember plunging my hands into his sternum—and I can’t stop seeing his heart beating in my grasp…” 
 
    Enzo wiped his mouth with a napkin and then stood up. “Come on, then. We’ll take your mind off it.” 
 
    “What do you mean? How?” 
 
    “I’m going to distract you.” 
 
    Hailey got up and scooped her garbage onto the plate. She hobbled after him, and after dropping off their dishes near the garbage bins, Enzo stopped her by the shoulder, then lifted her suddenly off her feet. “Hup! It’s too long of a walk through the gardens with that ankle, little missy.” 
 
    “Put me down!” Hailey cried, kicking her feet. “I can still walk, you know. I’m not an invalid.” But then she giggled, and he beamed at her as she hooked her arms around his neck. “I bet you only wanted an excuse to pull off that corny move.” 
 
    “I thought girls liked getting swept off their feet.” 
 
    “By real princes! But that’s hardly you.” 
 
    “Ouch. If you think this is corny, just be glad you never had to deal with any of my pickup lines.” He started carrying her toward the exit. 
 
    “You’re probably right.” She eyed him doubtfully. “What sort of pickup lines?” 
 
    “Like: Did it hurt?” 
 
    “Did what hurt?” 
 
    “When you fell from Heaven.” 
 
    Hailey whacked him in the chest. “You aren’t funny, Enzo! That’s so corny and old.” But she knotted her fingers around his neck again and nuzzled her cheek into the warmth of his shoulder. “Have fun trying to get us through the doors, by the way, you big doofus. You’re not allowed to put me down now; I won’t let you.” 
 
    But Enzo had no trouble. He smirked down at her arrogantly every time he opened a door along the way—especially the heavy doors, to which Hailey rolled her eyes exaggeratedly to make the point she was not impressed. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “Why did you bring me to my room? It’s barely dark out.” 
 
    “To seduce you against your will, of course.” There was a note of mirth in his tone as he lowered his lips against her ear. “I said I would distract you. What better way to silence the demons in your head than to indulge in your darkest desires?” 
 
    Hailey punched him halfheartedly in the leg, and he grinned devilishly at her. “Be serious, Enzo. I have some very serious questions I want to ask you, anyway.” 
 
    They were ensconced on her bed, backs to the headboard. Enzo’s legs were bent slightly out in front of him, and hers were curled gracefully underneath her. The light in the room was low, the brocade curtains drawn back by a pair of velvet sashes. Streaks of somber cloud and a pendent willow tree occluded their view of the luminous city skyscrapers in the distance. 
 
    “You always have questions. It’s like talking to a five-year-old.” 
 
    “It’s not every day a girl finds herself in the arms of an angel. Cut me some slack, will you?” 
 
    “Demon,” he corrected. 
 
    “Same difference.” Hailey fiddled with one of the frayed strings hanging from his sleeveless hoodie. “Where will you go when you die?” 
 
    “Assuming I don’t do anything to warrant uncreation? Hell, of course. The Book doesn’t lie when it says the Abyss is being prepared for the Devil and his angels.” 
 
    “See? You are an angel.” 
 
    “Of all the things for you to take away from that statement…” 
 
    She smiled. “When I die, will I go to be you?” 
 
    “First off, you’re assuming everything works out between you and me. Secondly, I really hope not.” 
 
    “Don’t you want me there?” 
 
    “I think I would hate myself forever if you ended up going down there because of me.” 
 
    “And what if I wanted to? If it meant being together?” 
 
    “I’d remind you of your terminal ignorance about these things. I can’t overstate how much you don’t know what it’s going to be like down there.” 
 
    She took him up on that objection. “What will it be like?” 
 
    “Hell hasn’t even been created yet—and I’ve never been there myself—and I’d rather not imagine what it’s going to be like. But I’d venture to guess it’ll be far worse than Sheol. It has to be.” 
 
    Hailey grazed her nose against the roughness of his stubble. “I think I’m going there, anyway.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Murderers can’t get into Heaven.” 
 
    “Right, but you’re human. You still have hope.” 
 
    They sat in mutual silence for a while. 
 
    “Will you tell me about Heaven?” 
 
    Enzo rubbed his fingers against his forehead. “That’s actually why I brought you here in the first place.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I wanted to show you what it’s like up there—to help you get those bad thoughts out of your head.” Pulling free, Enzo got up from the bed. He paced the room, as if he was deciding how best to go about it. Then he dragged a wooden chair from the desk and set it in front of him. “Sit there.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m going to show you what it’s like in a vision.” He gestured again for her to sit. 
 
    Hailey slid off the edge of the bed, then sat on the chair. The wooden legs creaked faintly under her weight. Enzo moved behind her and swept her smooth short curls back over her shoulders. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked. 
 
    “I can’t describe Heaven for you. At least not in words. Even though it’s a tangible place, it’s largely a spiritual experience. You have to see it and feel it for yourself; you have to see Him, and feel the timelessness of eternity in your veins.” 
 
    “But I thought He couldn’t be seen.” 
 
    “He can’t.” 
 
    “Then how will I…?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” Enzo placed both his hands over her eyes. 
 
    Hailey sat frightfully still, back pressing rigidly into the cross rails of the chair. Enzo uttered a few phrases to commence the spell, and magic seeped out from his palms into her eyes, filling her occluded vision with an array of strange lights and prismatic colors. Hailey suddenly had the vertiginous sensation of falling upward, splashing through clouds made of frothy sea foam, and drowning in the cold glitter and blue-black eddies of distant galaxies. 
 
    Enzo knew she was gone when her eyes stop flickering underneath his fingers. He let her wander through the cosmic reverie, smiling at the little involuntary movement of her hands and neck, and the way she extended a tentative finger to touch whatever illusion she was seeing manifest in front of her. 
 
    Her eyes grew wet after a while, and she asked Enzo, “Is that Him?” 
 
    Hailey wouldn’t have been asking that question unless He was what she was actually seeing, and so he said, “That’s Him.” 
 
    Hailey smiled uncontrollably as her happiness grew too profound. Even though the vision wasn’t technically real, what Hailey was experiencing was very close to the real thing. The experience was often too much for the human mind to compass, since Man’s faculties were limited in how they were able to compute spiritual encounters, but what it did register was usually overwhelming. 
 
    Hailey had been wandering in the vision for half an hour when the tremors in her face signaled to Enzo that she was beginning to overload. 
 
    Enzo let go of her abruptly. 
 
    Hailey crashed forward from the chair, and landed on the floor on her elbows and knees where she remained for a time, trembling in the spillover of immaterial Perfection. Her body quaked as the heaviness of reality hit her, and it was like falling out of a funnel of delirium into a depressing gray existence, where everything was drab, static, and meaningless, and she would have given anything to go back to that Other Place for only half an hour longer. The blaze of infinite colors left her eyes, and the surge of living fire dwindled from her veins like spent adrenaline. Gravity knocked her down, prostrated her from the chair, and her limbs felt heavy as weights, restricted once again by the oppressive laws of physics. 
 
    Hailey’s myriad of anxieties returned to the fringes of her mind. She opened her mouth to speak, but found that she couldn’t, since there was no vocabulary for the unfathomable thing she had just experienced. 
 
    Then she remembered where she was. 
 
    Using the chair for balance, Hailey clawed her way back onto her feet, expecting Enzo to reach out and help her at any moment, but he didn’t. Enzo was standing by the window, looking out through the lattice, at the woodbine honeysuckle twining around the pendent willow tree’s trunk. His melancholic frown was dead in its resignation, and Hailey’s heart was gripped by the realization of what he had given up and the Hell that loomed before him. 
 
    A rare boldness came over her. Hailey moved toward him and interposed herself between him and the window. Enzo looked down at her, and the throb in Hailey’s heart made her certain of the foolish thing she intended to do. 
 
    What better way to silence the demons in your head… 
 
    Somewhat shocked at her own impulsiveness, Hailey reached a timid hand up to stroke his cheek. He closed his eyes, evidently consoled by the touch. She traced the angles of his face, propped herself up on her toes, then covered his mouth with her own. Arms encircled her waist and drew her in. 
 
    Enzo sighed from one kiss into the next, feeling the contours of her body rub and nestle against his. Her lips parted just enough to allow him entry, and he tasted her, gently gliding his tongue in her mouth and then back out so that she crooned. One of his hands ventured under her shirt and fondled a supple breast over the cotton of her bra. Hailey allowed this, and she didn’t object when his other hand roamed down and gently squeezed the soft roundness of her bottom. Enzo expected her to impede the intimacy and stop it from going any further, but she didn’t, and registering that as permission, he continued to grope and pet her. 
 
    She pulled away just long enough to remove her shirt in one swift motion, and then stepped close again, tossing the garment to the floor. 
 
    Enzo stared at her slender neck, the smooth protrusions of her clavicles, and the pillowy flesh curving out over the tops of her lavender bra. He bent down. His mouth brushed down the column of her throat, and Hailey curved her neck back, tangling the ruffles of his hair in her fingers as he slid his kisses lower between her breasts. Meanwhile, his hands were searching for the button of her jeans, which was stuck at first, but he managed to unfasten it eventually, and brought his hands back around her little waist. 
 
    Hailey tugged the zipper down for him, smiling as his mouth drifted back up along her neck. She hooked her fingers under the high waistband of her jeans and shimmied them down off from her hips, then kicked her shoes off, wriggled out of the tight denim, and then lastly wrestled her socks off. 
 
    Free of her trappings, Hailey stood back and took a moment to mentally prepare herself. “I have a surprise for you,” she whispered, feeling somewhat dizzy and out of breath. 
 
    Enzo’s mind was too preoccupied with memorizing the slopes and curves of her half-naked body, and before he could articulate a response, Hailey had knelt down in front of him and was caressing her mouth over the zipper of his jeans. 
 
    Enzo’s stomach twisted into knots when he realized what was happening. Her fingers felt out the shape of his manhood and then reached up to loosen his belt. He couldn’t believe it—and some small rational part in his brain told him to stop her, or at least ask if she was certain—but his eyelids grew heavy at the warm feel of her breath, and he lapsed instead into a sort of speechless trance. 
 
    She tugged on his jeans and managed to expose the very end of him. Enzo’s heart pounded in his ears while he watched her gaze and smile at it. For one tense moment she met his eyes. 
 
    There’s no way I’m stopping you, he thought, crumbling inwardly at the image of her kneeling submissively in front of him. Please, baby, just do it… 
 
    She smiled sweetly and then kissed him, letting him know she had heard his plea.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
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    ENZO WOKE TO A DULL ACHE in his side. Unpeeling his eyelids, which were sealed shut from pure fatigue, he glanced around the room, which was dead-silent save for the sound of Hailey’s breathing. She was fast asleep, her bare skin warm and pleasant against his injured side, except for how she was leaning on it at an uncomfortable angle. 
 
    The moon had gravitated into view beyond the window. It cast a beam that was partly scattered through the willow leaves, looking like a searchlight that had finally found a pair of criminals. 
 
    You saw everything, he thought, feeling guilty only now that all his sin and lust had been indulged in. He sighed. I don’t like it any more than You do, I suppose, but I really love her. He clasped a hand over his eyes, and thought over the situation for a couple of minutes. I can’t control myself. Christ, I don’t even think I want to—not with her. 
 
    Enzo let out a breath as he thought over that last part. He kissed the top of Hailey’s head, and tried to think over the moral conundrum from a strictly philosophical point of view. 
 
    It feels good, so I should just let go of my scruples and keep on with it, and stop worrying. If I do end up hurting her, she’s just another woman at the end of the day. There will always be more. My life is done for, anyway, so it’s not like doing the right thing even fucking matters. 
 
    But even nihilism couldn’t free him from the guilt that he was feeling, and he couldn’t stop himself from caring about her. He couldn’t enjoy himself if it meant dragging Hailey to the brink of ruin along with him. 
 
    Fuck—we already did it. What am I supposed to do now? Leave her? But he had promised he wouldn’t do that. 
 
    Curious what time it was, Enzo lifted his head from the pillow. The luminous numbers on the digital clock glowed eerily red in the far corner. Two in the morning. Good. He still had several more hours he could spend with her. 
 
    He gathered Hailey more securely in arms. She shifted with him, stretching luxuriously in her sleep, removing the pressure from his side just long enough for him to readjust so that she couldn’t lay on it again. Hailey resettled, one hand caressing over his torso. Her lips brushed over his right pectoral. 
 
    “Hi, snookums.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Hey, babe. Now that’s a cringey nickname if I ever heard one.” 
 
    She smiled, and cuddled him like he was a giant teddy bear. 
 
    He was stroking her hair, when the wavy tresses slipped through his fingers as she lifted herself up. “Babe…?” 
 
    “Bathroom,” she said. 
 
    Ah. Now that she mentioned it, he was feeling the pressure, too. 
 
    Enzo propped himself up on an elbow and watched her get dressed. Moonlight still splashed on her in some areas, turning the bruised spheres of her buttocks into silvery gibbous moons. Hailey moved gingerly about the room, sliding a loose tank top on over her head and picking out a fresh pair of sweats. She was keenly aware of Enzo’s eyes on her, and she couldn’t help but glance kittenishly at him over her shoulder. 
 
    “Come over here, you,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I want another go.” 
 
    Hailey lobbed a knot of socks at him. “And I thought I was the horny one.” She threw on the pair of sweats and then tiptoed with her limp out of the door. 
 
    The floor tilted slightly underneath Enzo when he got up. He groaned and swore under his breath. Everything hurt: his stomach, legs, and even his dick. She hadn’t used her teeth on him, and her nails were pretty dull, but they had done things to each other not even seen by animals. Every nerve ending in his body felt wonderfully sore, and every muscle felt like it was useless. After throwing on his jeans, Enzo lumbered out of the room and then came back to find it empty. Hailey returned while he was admiring the mess of the bedsheets, the chipped paintwork on the wall behind the headboard, and the hastily ripped up undergarments that were discarded on the floor. Sensing she was there, he said, “I never want this night to end.” 
 
    Hailey closed the door and embraced him from behind, pressing her cheek against the fringe of scars over his shoulder. She smiled happily as his hands came to rest over her arms. “It doesn’t have to.” 
 
    Throwing off their clothes, they crawled back into bed with each other. Hailey wrapped one leg between both of his, and settled her head in the warm crook of his neck. The rhythm of her breathing grew heavy with slumber once again, and the moon was now partially occluded by a shred of cloud. 
 
    Enzo’s mind drifted, and he found that he was begging God to grant him this one thing—just this one thing—and then he would be happy, and would willingly go to Hell when his time came. 
 
    Muffled voices beyond the door broke him out of the abstraction. The strip of golden light at the bottom of the door flickered with the passing of shadows, and shod feet thumped over the carpet. A woman yelled somewhere on the bottom level of the main room, and Hailey stirred. 
 
    “Both of them are gone!” 
 
    “Lock the place down. Check every nook and cranny, and don’t leave anything unturned!” 
 
    Frantic silence supervened, and Enzo closed his eyes. Finally. It’s over. 
 
    But then he heard Athena’s voice raise with a new order: “Find him. If he’s not in his room, burn the mark immediately!” 
 
    About a minute later, the mark on Enzo’s hand burned him as if with fire. He had to clench his jaw to suppress reacting to it vocally. His cellphone, which was laying beside Hailey’s on the nightstand, blinked on silent mode with new messages. The stench of sulfur and burnt flesh diffused throughout the room, and when the conflagration ceased, he kept his hand clenched in a fist against the smoke. 
 
    After another few minutes, someone strode down the corridor and then stopped directly in front of Hailey’s door. Enzo fixed his gaze on the shifting strip of yellow under the threshold, trying to listen for who it was. 
 
    Alys? 
 
    No. 
 
    Something told him it was Marshall who had guessed who Enzo was probably spending the night with. The person’s hesitation to at least knock was Enzo’s only clue. If it was Alys, she would have broken down the door already. And if it was Athena, she would have at least banged on the door to give Hailey a preliminary warning. Marshall, on the other hand, was probably reluctant to invade on a lovers’ sanctum, and was possibly unconvinced of Enzo’s guilt in the werewolves’ disappearance. 
 
    Whoever it was paced back and forth, pausing at intervals as if to listen at the panels. 
 
    Leave, Enzo pleaded ineffectually with his mind. I can’t even run away now. Just let us be for a little while longer. 
 
    Enzo shut his eyes with relief when Marshall retreated. He smiled at the curves shifting in his arms, and the peaceful sighs escaping from her lips. Just a little while longer. 
 
    But the hours passed in minutes, and all too soon the sun was up. 
 
    Hailey gazed smilingly at the demon’s sleeping face. He woke to a kiss being placed between his eyebrows, and his heart sank the moment he saw the rays of golden light breaking through the latticed window. Her little breasts hung loose under a shirt as she held herself up over him. He loved how they felt, and he enjoyed the view going down her drooping neckline. 
 
    Hailey lowered herself on top of him until her chest was flat against his. All her weight hugged him down into the mattress. “I dreamt about you all night long.” 
 
    “I don’t think I dreamt about anything.” 
 
    She stroked the black waves of his hair, and studied the weary look of his handsome face. “I wish we were at my apartment. I’d make breakfast for you while you showered. Or I’d shower with you, if you preferred.” She giggled and nipped his chin. 
 
    “You cook?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I can use a toaster, and spread avocado with a knife.” 
 
    He tried to not laugh. Typical vegan. “Would you let me throw an egg on mine, at least?” 
 
    “Gross. That’s a chicken’s period, you know.” 
 
    “If you’re trying to gross me out, you must not have been paying attention to where my face was half the night.” 
 
    “Ew…” 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    Hailey moved off him, and Enzo sat up on the bed. He was in the middle of yawning when she flung her arms around his neck and dragged him back onto the bed. “One more ride?” 
 
    He laughed. “Baby, I’m all yours.” 
 
    When they were done, Hailey rifled through a drawer and tossed Enzo a fluffy towel while grabbing a couple for herself. “See you later at breakfast, honeybunch.” She tossed him a flirty wink as she teetered out the door, and Enzo smiled uncontrollably at the silly names she kept coming up with.
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    ENZO WAS SHAVING OVER a sink in the men’s room, when a demon halted in his tracks on his way out, then stared at him in such a way that made Enzo feel uneasy and even a little bit threatened. 
 
    “What?” he said, annoyed. 
 
    “Athena’s been looking for you.” 
 
    Indeed, Enzo had woken up to a slew of missed calls on his cellphone, but he hadn’t bothered to respond yet. All he wanted at the moment was a quiet morning of putting himself together and making himself look at least halfway decent. 
 
    The other angel didn’t move. 
 
    “You don’t have to stand and stare like that,” said Enzo. “I’ll see her as soon as I can. I can’t run, you know. They burned my mark, so I’m stuck here.” 
 
    Reluctant, the angel stepped a little further toward the exit, but then paused and folded his arms. “No, I think I’ll wait. Athena will kill me if you somehow manage to disappear.” 
 
    Enzo recognized him, then: the demon, Lawrence, who had already endured enough of Athena’s ire. 
 
    Enzo threw a shirt on and took his time to style his hair. He ran his hands down both sides of his face and neck to check that everything was smooth and shaped properly, and then left the bathroom, leering sidelong at Lawrence as he walked past him. As he went down the cascading stairway, he wondered—belatedly—if Humphrey was alright, since he hadn’t yet stopped back at his own room. 
 
    The whole place was in a tumult, although the uproar had died down quite a bit from what it had been the previous night. Hailey was already on the landing waiting for him, watching demons and flustered trolls fret from room to room. 
 
    Seeing Enzo, she asked, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s something I probably should have told you.” 
 
    “Idiot, here, is in a lot of trouble,” Lawrence said. 
 
    Hailey grimaced at the other demon. “What for?” She looked at Enzo. “Is it because of last night? I should’ve guessed—is it forbidden?” 
 
    “It’s forbidden, alright,” Lawrence went on, to Enzo’s irritation. “Betraying the Unfallen isn’t a negligible infraction. What do you know about last night, anyhow? Were you part of it as well?” Lawrence glared Hailey up and down, when a loud voice interrupted them. 
 
    “There you are.” It was Marshall emerging from Athena’s office. “Didn’t run off after all, I see. You weren’t in your room last night, and…” Marshall cast a cursory glance at Hailey and decided not to mention anything. “Only that horrible little beast was in your room.” 
 
    “Is Enzo in trouble?” Hailey asked. “I’m sorry—I asked him to come to my room last night because—well… because—I’ve been having a hard time adjusting ever since I got here, and I…” By the looks on all their faces, Hailey could tell that what she was saying wasn’t helping, and so she quietly withdrew. 
 
    “Two werewolves escaped,” Marshall informed. “They chopped off one of the guard’s hands—the one with his mark—and we can’t find the severed limb anywhere outside the gate. We think the Fel, or at least the Pack, will return in force. With that hand they can walk straight through our gate without any resistance.” 
 
    “You can’t burn his mark?” asked Enzo. 
 
    “Of course not. It’s permanent.” 
 
    “So why is everyone looking for me? It’s not like I took it.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me like I’m stupid. You let the prisoners go—and don’t try to convince me that you didn’t. I know you did. We have the word of a witness, so I suggest you be forthright with me about the truth from this moment on.” 
 
    A crowd had slowly formed around Marshall and his now-prisoner. Everyone abandoned the frenzy of their work upon seeing the culpable suspect in their custody. 
 
    “We know you did it,” Marshall said. “Tell me otherwise, and I’ll chop your head off before we even get you into the dungeons. I’d like to think some small part of you actually wanted to be with us, but in the face of your crime I’m hard-pressed to believe you had any intention of doing good.” 
 
    “How did you find out?” Enzo asked with a look of resignation. 
 
    “The female prisoner told Hewey, who informed us. Apparently she saw him while he was looking for a way out through the gate. You used a sleep-inducing spellbomb in the undercroft, and told the wolves how to escape using one of the guard’s marks. They waltzed right out of this place as if they were one of our own werefolk, even carrying what we’re assuming are new moonstones that you provided. They wrapped the severed hand in a black tarp from the supplies we have in the undercroft, and when Hewey asked why she was giving him all this information, she told him that you betrayed the Fel, and she now wants you dead before you can become a problem. So it would seem you have nowhere to run. You’re a malefactor of the worst kind—unless, by some miracle, you have a very good explanation for everything you’ve done. Oh, and, Enzo… She made sure to tell Hewey one last thing.” 
 
    Enzo simply stared at Marshall with a look of unequivocal defeat. 
 
    “She wanted Hewey to inform us that the werewolf she escaped with was her husband, Lorcan, the alpha himself.” Marshall’s anger rose audibly on that count, and the muscles in his face went taut with stifled rage. “Lorcan and his wife,” he repeated with soft-spoken emphasis. “Do you know what that means to us? We had victory in our grasp this whole time—and you knew about it and didn’t tell us. You let them go. Your explanation better be damn good, because I can’t see any reason I shouldn’t skin you alive right now and dangle you by the neck from the chandeliers.” 
 
    “But Enzo didn’t do anything!” Hailey cried, ignoring Enzo’s immediate directives to stay out of the confrontation. “He was with me the whole time!” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Marshall. “I know he was with you. That doesn’t acquit him. We know Enzo taught that pet of his how to free the werewolves so that he wouldn’t have to do it himself.” And then he said to Enzo: “For all we know, you even convinced your girlfriend here to contribute also.” 
 
    A chill sliced down Enzo’s spine. “She had nothing to do with it. She didn’t even know.” 
 
    “We’ll be the ones to decide that.” 
 
    The crowd parted as someone approached from the sidelines: Athena, stony-faced and furious. She stopped directly in front of Enzo and pursed her lips with rage. “You earned my trust,” she said. “And now it’s gone for good. We were wrong to grant you leniency, friendship, and so much liberty. You lied to us, and I will not abide it.” 
 
    Enzo would have disavowed Lucifer then, but he knew it wouldn’t do him any good. Hailey attempted to insert herself between them, repeating, “But it’s impossible. He’s innocent. He was with me!” 
 
    Enzo caught the glance of Alys as she snaked her way through the crowd, having evidently been drawn by the ruckus. “No,” Enzo said to Hailey, keeping his gaze locked with his foregone partner. “Everything they said is true. Alys was right about me the whole time, and I was only too glad no one would listen to her. The dreadlord never would have even sent me if it weren’t for Lorcan.” 
 
    An unholy gleam glowed in Alys’s eye as she moved toward him. “I was right?” She pummeled him in the chest. “I was right? You good for nothing son of a—” She searched for a weapon on her belt, but Hailey rushed at her and shoved her by the shoulders so that Alys stumbled backward several steps. 
 
    Enzo moved to separate them, but Hailey whirled around and was already embracing him. Regret and embarrassment hit him all at once. 
 
    “Get her off,” Marshall told Enzo, “or I’ll drag her from your arms myself.” 
 
    “I won’t let them hurt you,” Hailey whispered, squeezing tightly. “They’ll have to kill me.” 
 
    Enzo rolled his eyes at the unnecessary melodrama. “We’re outnumbered,” he told her rationally. “And I have no desire to hurt any of them right now.” Not to mention how they were both still bruised and worn out from the previous night’s exertions. Simply put: neither of them were in a condition to resist. “I’m not going to fight them.” 
 
    “Then I will.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” It was an order. 
 
    Athena signaled for Marshall to proceed. 
 
    Marshall hadn’t taken one step toward them when Enzo wrenched Hailey’s arms off from around him, spun her about-face, then trussed her arms to the small of her back. “Enzo!” she screamed. 
 
    He thrust her away from him, and the Unfallen herded Hailey off into the fringes in order to keep them separated. Enzo turned his attention to Athena. “I came here on orders to free Lorcan and escape as soon as I could. I only started entertaining fantasies about staying here when I met her. I want to stay here for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “Then why did you let our prisoners go?” 
 
    Several reasons, but he only mentioned one. “Because not doing so would have triggered a war and thrown the whole city into chaos.” Also, he did it to protect himself from retaliation, and spare Nadine from the pain of going through the Unfallen’s cruel experiments. Upon reflection, he never would have gone through with the assignment if he had known this was how things were going to turn out. 
 
    Damn Nadine… 
 
    “If you were truly on our side, you would’ve come to me right away with the whole story—but as things stand, you’re no longer welcome here. Arrest him.” Various angels drew their swords. 
 
    Hailey scrambled through the crowd toward Enzo. Power surged through her body, detonating into liquid fire in her blood. She knew that with her Nephilim power she would be able to dismember everyone in the room if she needed to. 
 
    Before anyone came into contact with either of them, Enzo had Hailey prostrate on the ground with her wrists trussed once again to the small of her back. He struggled to keep her down as the magic coursed through her with unpracticed urgency. “Let me go!” 
 
    “You might think you’re strong enough to make a difference, but you’re weak compared to everyone else here!” He pressed his legs over the backs of her knees so that she couldn’t even kick. “Go on—try to overpower me! Do you see? You can’t do anything! Now I’m ordering you to stop getting in my way and let them take me!” 
 
    Enzo released her and then stood up. Hailey stayed prone on the floor, vision blurring as she realized that she had no choice but to let him surrender. 
 
    Athena motioned Marshall toward Hailey as well, and, chagrined, he obeyed. He bent down and lifted Hailey to her knees. 
 
    “Just be gentle with her,” said Enzo. “She’s innocent.” Hands seized him from behind, and he let them cuff his wrists behind his back with magically reinforced steel. 
 
    “We’ll decide that for ourselves,” Marshall said to Enzo with a nod. 
 
    “Prepare him for the pyre,” said Athena. “And don’t look so surprised, Enzo Torres. Burning you is a mercy compared to what we could do to you otherwise.” 
 
    Hailey glanced around at everyone, confused. “Burn? Enzo, what does she mean?” She imagined Athena planned to permanently disfigure him, like Elohim had done with his wings. Perhaps that would be his punishment, and they’d let him go? 
 
    “It means they’re going to destroy him,” Alys told her, smug and satisfied. “If you burn a fallen angel with hellfire, they die for good. His soul will go back to Pandæmonium, where he’ll remain until the end—and this time he’ll be disembodied, so he won’t be able to escape again.” 
 
    Hailey remembered how Enzo had described Pandæmonium to her; he would be miserable. Her breath began to come in panicked sobs.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    [image: meanly feather.jpg] 
 
      
 
    ENZO’S CAGE WAS COVERED in wards and sigils armed with magic embers that burned every time he touched the bars. The now-revived guards on duty swept the expanse of the undercroft in search of any remaining spell grenades or thaumaturgic traps. He was being held in the first room where Nadine had been, and the witchlight meant to illuminate the subterranean prison was dimmed so much that he had to rely on his darksight to make out the details of what was around him. 
 
    Chains dangled on a far wall, and various devices were mounted on plaques and old wooden shelves. Vases and phials lined the cabinets of a miniature workspace in the corner farthest from him, and there was a pitch-black concentration of shadow in the corner adjacent the workspace that Enzo couldn’t see into even with his darksight. He guessed that was where his personal guard was currently situated, enshrouded in thick webs of magical concealment, peering out through the gloom, ready to subdue the prisoner if he attempted an escape. 
 
    Several hours after he’d been locked up, Alys came to him. He had been hoping the Unfallen would allow Hailey to come visit him, but Alys was the last person Enzo wanted to deal with. 
 
    “I hope it hurts you as bad as I imagine it will,” she said. 
 
    Enzo ignored the remark. 
 
    “Pathetic.” 
 
    Enzo stared off into nowhere. 
 
    “I hope your suffering never ends.” 
 
    He inspected the burn mark on his palm that was half healed at this point. 
 
    “If she helped you, I hope she suffers, too.” 
 
    He quietly wondered if Humphrey was still alive. 
 
    “Do you hear me?” 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t. 
 
    “You and all your pets can go to Hell.” 
 
    Finally, he said, “Do you know what? My life is full of regrets, but there’s one thing that’s going to haunt me even more than my rebellion towards God.” 
 
    Unable to resist the bait, she asked, “What’s that?” 
 
    “Saving your life.” 
 
    She paused for a moment, keeping her expression fixed. “I hope you fully appreciate what you’ve done to yourself.” 
 
    He sneered. “Oh, is that why you’re here? You want to hear me say it? That I was foolish? That I regret my actions? Or should I tell you how miserable I feel, now that I’ve got a one-way ticket back to Tartarus.” 
 
    “God—I can’t wait to see you burn.” 
 
    “Good news. You won’t have to wait for too long. Besides, I’m sure watching me burn will help you get over your jealousy toward Hailey.” Enzo was just trolling for a reaction on that remark, but it paid off. 
 
    Her blue eyes widened with offense. “Jealousy? As in jealousy over you? I might’ve entertained thoughts of friendship, Enzo, but nothing more. My heart already belongs to someone else. And besides, a demon cannot love.” 
 
    “Would you say the same about your Jin? He’s both a man and a demon. He’s no better than I am.” 
 
    “He’s a thousand times the man you’ll ever be—and he’s not even of the same order of species as you. He’s too good of a man, in fact—and at the very least he’s the exception to the rule.” 
 
    “Hailey would tell you otherwise about me. I would die for her.” 
 
    “Words are empty. You cannot love,” Alys repeated, unforgiving. 
 
    “I’d kill a human for her sake, if I needed to.” But even as he said it, he wasn’t sure that he wasn’t lying. “What do you care, anyway?” 
 
    “I care for the victims of men like you. You like to talk a big talk, but you’ll never be able to stay faithful to her. I remember what you told me—about the one thing you look forward to.” 
 
    “I’m going back to the Grave, and here you are worrying about my faithlessness? Allow me to relieve you of your suspicions. Of course I’m going to cheat on her. It’s hardly a fucking secret. I’m going to break her heart like it means nothing—which is probably why me dying is the best thing that can happen.” 
 
    “It’s still a secret to her, I bet. Have you even told her this about you?” 
 
    Vexed, he looked away. 
 
    “Of all the things you should have told her.” 
 
    “Not like it matters anymore—now would you just shut up?” 
 
    Alys felt no pity for him, even though he seemed to be on the verge of tears. She had seen men like Enzo a thousand times before, and knew it was unlikely that he really felt anything like shame or guilt. Wedding bands, vows, families, and homes meant nothing to the male species when the primal urges took control of them, and that was partly why she despised men as a whole, regardless of how anyone insisted that her prejudices were unfair. Their only concern was ever tending to themselves, and she had seen the worst of humanity in the world’s most put-together patriarchal figures. 
 
    Unfazed by the one-way magic barrier, she reached through the bars and yanked Enzo by the hand. She wrapped a cord of static-laced magic around his wrist and tied him to the cross-railing. Blue lightning and embers ate into his skin, and Enzo tried to pull away, but Alys raveled another cord reinforced with voidmagic below the first cuff so that he couldn’t free himself even with his good hand. 
 
    “She’ll be better off with you dead.” Her eyes flashed unsympathetically. “May the memories of all your orgies and conquests fester with you in the Fire. And may she find a real man who loves her better than you ever could.” 
 
    The guard, useless as he was, did nothing to stop or reprimand her when she left. 
 
    Enzo managed to restrict his expressions of anguish to nothing but a clenched jaw and a few agonized flinches. But then the blistering and bubbling began, and he could feel, as much see, the ballooning and bursting of his skin as the magic cuffs ate inward toward the bone. His whole body shook, and he shouted at the guard: “HELP—ME! GODDAMN YOU—YOU USELESS BUM!” 
 
    Enzo’s finger bones blackened around where the skin had already melted away. His vision disintegrated around the edges in a strange vignette effect, and then went white from a burst of searing pain. He shouted again for help as loudly as he could, and, evidently unconcerned for his well-being, none of the Unfallen bothered to come. 
 
    Hewey emerged through the archway at the sound of his tortured screaming, since he’d been on his way to apologize to Enzo for ratting him out. Upon seeing the shriveled hand convulsing in its lasso of electricity, Hewey swooped forward with eyes bugging out of their sockets. “Holy shit, dude.” He tried to unravel the knot, but it zapped him and he yelped. “What do I do?” 
 
    “SPEAK AN UNBINDING.” Enzo was on his knees, bellowing through his teeth. The flickering cord was cutting into the wrist and would eventually remove his hand altogether. 
 
    “What the heck’s a binding? Holy shit, holy shit… Why don’t you do an unbind-a-majig?” 
 
    “I can’t because I’m its target!” Enzo tried to ground himself, to formulate coherent thoughts through the fog of pain. “Repeat this,” he said. “After me…” And he must have spoken clearly enough for Hewey to repeat the Command, because the next thing he knew, his wrists slipped free of the cord, and the magic cuffs unclasped him. 
 
    Enzo crashed back against the farthest side of his cell. His whole arm was numb from the caustic bubbling, and his bones were glowing hot, incandescent as molten steel. He folded up into a sitting fetal position and groaned feebly, jarred by the reminder of what Hell was going to feel like. His clothes were soaked in sweat. The glowing cord of voidmagic unraveled from the crossbar and fell to the floor inside his cage. 
 
    Hewey took several steps back, unable to take his eyes off the fried flesh that dangled in melted shreds from the skeletal hand. “Damn, dude…” 
 
    “Where’s the fucking shit is that guard?” 
 
    Hewey dithered. “I don’t think anyone’s even in here.” 
 
    “Go check in that corner over there. You should run right into him.” 
 
    Hewey blinked around. “But I don’t see anyone.” 
 
    “He’s cloaked in a shadow.” 
 
    “…Huh…?” 
 
    “Fuck! Just go look.” 
 
    Hewey ambled awkwardly toward the corner. It seemed to emanate a sinister energy that groped outward, sucking in any light that came too close to it. Hewey placed a foot inside the penumbra of shadow, and darkness seeped upward along his ankle, compelling him forward and swallowing him up in its blurry tendrils. 
 
    “No one’s in here.” Hewey’s voice sounded muted to his own ears, as if he was standing in a padded closet. “Dude, this is weird.” He touched the wall, felt brick and mortar, but still saw nothing. “Empty.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    Probably helping scour the place for spellbombs, Enzo thought. Or they didn’t think he needed a guard for what they had planned for him in the coming hours. 
 
    Enzo closed his eyes, realizing this was his one shot to ask for help. “Can I ask you something,” he said as Hewey surfaced from the clot of darkness. 
 
    “Sure, man. What’s up?” 
 
    “Why’d you even help me?” 
 
    Hewey shrugged. “Guess… ’cause you saved my life from Fangface the other night, even though it turns out you were really on her side…” He reflected on that fact until his brain hurt, and then shrugged again. “Anyways, they’re gonna kill you in here, right? You might work for Wolfie—but I figure getting tortured first is sort of a rotten way to go.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” Enzo propped his mangled hand up on a knee using his elbow. 
 
    “How you gonna take care of that?” 
 
    “It’ll heal… eventually. Not that it fucking matters…” 
 
    “You know, you shouldn’t go around lying to people. Everyone hates you.” Enzo said nothing, and Hewey noticed how Enzo looked flat out broken and depressed. “Your girlfriend won’t stop taking it out on everyone else.” 
 
    “Hailey?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Hewey bounced on the balls of his feet in an idle way, with his hands stowed in the pockets of his jeans. “She was crying just a while ago, but they keep saying she’ll get over it.” 
 
    Enzo lowered his head. “She will.” 
 
    Hewey sighed and scratched the side of his head. “You like her?” 
 
    Enzo took a moment to respond. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Love?” 
 
    The demon smiled. “Not that my love is good for anything.” 
 
    Hewey harrumphed in agreement. “I hear ya there. I had a girl once. Fucking loved her more than any goddamn thing in the whole world.” He shrugged for the millionth time, out of habit; it helped relieve his nervousness to a degree. “Being away from her sucks donkey balls…” 
 
    “Let me guess. Her parents didn’t like you?” 
 
    Hewey wavered, then grinned sheepishly. “Yeah. Her parents can’t stand me. It turned into a whole fucking thing…” He swished the sole of one sneaker in a circle over the flagstones. 
 
    “Do you think you could let me out?” 
 
    “Whoa—” Hewey backed automatically away “—hell no. They’ll kill me, too, if I do that.” 
 
    “There’s not a sane demon on earth who would ever lay a hand you.” 
 
    “And why shouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Because angels lose their spiritual immortality if they kill a human. We have to play by Elohim’s rules where that’s concerned. Otherwise the human race would’ve been wiped out eons ago.” 
 
    Hewey frowned. “Give me one good reason I should help you out, and maybe I will.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll give you one good reason. The Fel are coming back tonight, and they’re going to attack. I want to help.” 
 
    Hewey’s eyes bulged. “You want to help the baddies?” 
 
    “No. Help fight against them.” Enzo smacked his good hand over his forehead. 
 
    “Oh.” Hewey pondered that. “How do you know they’re coming back?” 
 
    “They took the guard’s hand with them. Chances are they’ll want to take advantage of it before the Unfallen put up new defenses around the asylum. I want to help fend them off, and I need to protect Hailey. Her power is still nascent, and I’m afraid she’ll die in her current condition if she runs in with one of their assassins.” 
 
    Hewey snorted. “How are you gonna defend her? You look pretty damn beat-up yourself.” 
 
    “Put yourself in my position. Would you give up protecting your girl just because you got fucked up?” 
 
    He laughed. “Guess not. Alright, man. What do I do?” 
 
    “Do you have a mark?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He revealed the branded mark on his left palm, grown over with new scar tissue. “’Loominati confirmed, am I right? I agreed to join these kooks right away, just so long as they agreed to get me a new cellphone, and give me food and board, and all that jazz, since I’ll be out of the dealing business from now on. Hurt like a mofo, but I got these tattoos—see?—which also hurt like mofos, so I took it well enough, although I kinda overreacted since I wasn’t expecting it to hurt as much as it did. Magician burns ain’t the same as inking.” Hewey sucked in his bottom lip, face blanching at the impatience in Enzo’s blank expression. “I like to talk,” he apologized, then gulped. 
 
    “Listen. When you let me out, get as far away from here as you can until daylight. At least by then, any remaining werewolves or vampires should be gone, and I doubt the Fel and assassins will stick around after the night-children have retreated.” 
 
    “Won’t you need my help?” Hewey swallowed nervously in the hope that Enzo would say no. This new world of horrific beasts and magical beings was still new to him, but he was involved in it now, and there was no sense in being afraid. Even though cowardice was his forte. 
 
    “You haven’t even started your training. I don’t want you dead before you’re even useful.” 
 
    “Sounds cool,” he agreed, relaxing. “If that’s all you want me to do, then… how do I let you out?” 
 
    They both froze simultaneously as one of the guards passed through the archway from the undercroft and disappeared into the corridor leading deeper into the other prisons. The demon cast them a cursory glance, to which Hewey grinned winsomely and jerked his chin up in salute. “Just checkin’ shit out,” he said with a toothy grin, before the guard disappeared. They both relaxed. 
 
    Enzo pointed. “That book on the plinth over there. The spell for the sigils on my cage is folded away inside, most likely near the endsheet. Throw the spell-parchment in any fire you can find, and that’ll negate the sorcery around my cage. I’ll be able to escape from there.” 
 
    Hewey jutted a thumb at the witchlight attached on the nearby wall. 
 
    “Any fire but that kind,” Enzo said when Hewey started toward the plinth. “Witchlight is lukewarm. It doesn’t burn or catch fire, which is why it’s favored for underground lighting. Any normal fire should do.” 
 
    Hewey pocketed the spell-parchment from one of the first pages in the book—and it had to be Enzo’s, since there weren’t any other loose papers inside. “You sure that’s all you want me to do?” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    “I’ll be seeing you, then. If you live, I mean. And, uh… good luck, I guess.” Hewey vanished through the archway, and Enzo sighed. He gently cradled his seared hand, and the faint twinges of his stab wound pulsated through him in sharp waves. If the Fel arrived tonight, he wouldn’t be healed in time to be of any real use. He could still try, though. And even though the stab wound didn’t limit his mobility by much, the sharp spasms might be just enough to unbalance him at a critical juncture. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Hewey left the undercroft and roamed the main building in search of a normal fire, but was strangely unable to find one in the whole big institution. What little fire he came across in the wall brackets were witchlight, since electricity powered most of everything aboveground. But if Enzo was serious when he said any fire would work, then he would get just that. 
 
    As Hewey was crossing the courtyard to the gate, he picked up on the haunting sound of a woman crying in a surreal grove of inosculated aspens. Hewey wrung his lips into an exaggerated frown. The sound of her sobs reminded him of his own girl when he had last seen her. 
 
    The evening was clear, littered with a spray of stardust overhead. Hewey left through the large, black iron gate and strolled along the roadway leading away from the asylum. In a few minutes, he crossed onto a street corner and dove into the overladen aisles of a little obscure convenience shop. He purchased a lighter and a snack-size bag of Cheetos with his credit card, requesting twenty dollars in cash back. He paused at the exit on a whim. Hewey returned to the counter and asked for a pack of black American Spirits—now that he was officially of legal purchasing age. 
 
    No more drugs, then, he thought to himself as he left the store. Nicotine and weed were still legally available to him, at least, and he wouldn’t deprive himself that. But in order to continue affording those petty vices, he’d have to pick up a part-time job somewhere along the way, since his other expenses were already covered by the kooky, creepo demons. 
 
    Hewey packed the American Spirits out of habit, and tore the wrapper. He extracted a cigarette and lighted it as he walked. He swerved into an alley and relaxed as he inhaled a few puffs, and then stopped beside a pile of aluminum trash cans. 
 
    He removed the folded parchment from his pocket and flicked the lighter on, with the cigarette compressed between his lips. A thin tongue of flame formed over one corner of the paper and billowed diagonally in the breeze. The wax seal on the parchment began to melt, spattering the ground like drops of blood. Hewey let go of the paper when the flames stretched toward his fingers, and the rest of it burned away on the grimy pavement. Hewey indulged in the remainder of his cigarette, and watched as the sooty flakes were swept away.
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    THE SIGILS FADED. NOT VISIBLY, but Enzo felt the ambient threat dissolve, and he knew Hewey had finally found a source of fire after what felt like an hour. 
 
    Took him long enough. 
 
    With the magical reinforcements removed, it was easy enough for him to break the lock with his one good hand and wedge the cage door open. 
 
    Even though it was going to drain him of what little power he had left, Enzo used a vanishing spell so that he could move undetected. He hurried to a supply shelf and wrapped his hand hastily in a piece of linen before leaving the prison maze. He gumshoed past the few remaining guards in the undercroft—who were still inspecting every beam and shifting every loose stone—then went up the underground steps and made a beeline for his room. 
 
    He closed the door behind him, dropped the invisibility spell, and immediately set to searching the place. Most of his things had been removed. His weapons were gone, along with Humphrey. His cellphone had been confiscated when he was apprehended, and their tech-angels were probably taking it apart right now in search of top-secret messages that weren’t there. 
 
    Enzo paced nervously around the room. He winced at the ripples of discomfort in his hand. He’d be fettered by this physical handicap, unable to fight freely. His ability to help the Unfallen now was compromised. 
 
    Damn Alys. If only she wasn’t so spiteful. 
 
    Recasting the invisibility spell, Enzo opened the window, sprang over the sill, and twisted bodily around so that he was hanging onto the ledge with his good hand. He clambered down the side of the wall with ape-like ease, then dropped the rest of the way when there was only one story left between the lawn and his feet. He crossed the grassy gardens and hopped up the steps to the gymnasium. There were a few stragglers outside, but he did his best to not get within their line of sight. No one noticed the distending and warping of empty molecules. Or so he thought. 
 
    Enzo grabbed the handle of the door, and just as he pulled, something hard and pointed prodded firmly into his back. “Take one step further and you’re dead.” He released the door, and it thundered back into its frame. “Turn slowly.” He did so, dropping the concealment, his slate eyes meeting up with Marshall’s. 
 
    They stood opposite each other for a long minute. Enzo waited for Marshall to ask the onlookers for help, but he only glared at him with a calculating mien. Finally, he asked, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “The Fel are coming here tonight. I want to help you fight them and protect Hailey.” 
 
    Marshall frowned at his bandaged hand. “How did you get free if they already started torturing you?” 
 
    “Alys did that. I escaped through artifice, and I won’t say how.” Enzo meant to protect Hewey from the consequences; he didn’t want to tarnish the boy’s reputation with the Unfallen before he had even begun to work with them. 
 
    “I’ll cut the truth out of you, if I have to.” 
 
    “You know I’m not the enemy.” 
 
    “No, I don’t know that.” His honey-brown eyes went livid. 
 
    “Then kill me right here, if you really think that. You’ll only be one man down when the Fel come knocking down those gates. I want to help.” 
 
    “If only Dolus had been around since the beginning of all this.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to take me at my word. The Fel will be here, and they intend to take you all out by surprise.” 
 
    “Were you in contact with any of them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what makes you think they’d dare invade us on our own turf?” 
 
    “Because they took the guard’s mark with them, instead of leaving it. It’s a wild guess, but I’m rarely wrong about these things. If I was one of them, I would be urging them to mobilize an attack as well. It’s a ripe opportunity they’d be foolish to miss out on—and while Stillwater may be your turf, no one here is expecting them. After what you all did to the alpha pair, they have every reason to invade.” 
 
    Marshall relaxed his sword-arm. “I have no reason to trust you.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to.” 
 
    “Let’s get you armed.” 
 
    Enzo visibly relaxed, though his expression was incredulous. 
 
    “I knew I had a good feeling about you—and I’m also rarely wrong about these things.” 
 
    “What about Athena?” 
 
    “I’ll explain everything to her later. She’s going to blow a gasket when I do, but I think she’ll thank me in the end.” Marshall started toward the door. 
 
    Enzo grunted. “More like she’ll curb-stomp you in her high heels.” 
 
    A handful of guardians paused from their training and stared as Marshall led the unshackled prisoner toward the armory. 
 
    “I was under the assumption things were starting to work out between you and Alys,” Marshall said. “You should give her a break, you know.” 
 
    “She doesn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “She was raped and forced to serve men for a span of years. I thought she might’ve told you that at some point, but I guess not. If that’s not a reason for her to be a bitch to you, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “She didn’t tell me. And what’s that got to do with me, anyhow?” 
 
    “Absolutely nothing. But that’s all she knew of men for many years. I don’t think she ever met a relatively normal man who gave a damn about her until she met Jin. Damn, I don’t mean to moralize or excuse her, but I thought maybe if you understood where she was coming from, you wouldn’t be so outraged at her behavior.” 
 
    “I wish she had told me.” 
 
    “Then you would’ve played nice?” 
 
    “Maybe. At the very least, I would’ve thought twice before dropping a rape joke on her.” 
 
    Marshall widened his eyes back at Enzo with a smile. Changing the subject, he gestured to the wall of weapons erected in front of them. “Yours are up there.” 
 
    Enzo took his swords back from the shelf, and selected a few throwing knives as well. He fastened them to his belt. “Assuming everything goes well, I’ll apologize to her.” 
 
    “I had hoped you’d help her become more trustful of men, but you bore the opposite effect.” 
 
    Enzo shrugged. He would apologize, at any rate, and she could decide what to do with it from there. “What now? Everyone’s bound to think I escaped, or that you’re helping me.” 
 
    “That’s because you did escape, and I am helping you.” Marshall flashed him a conspiratorial grin. “For now, go ahead and look for Hailey. I know that’s what you’re thinking about right now. I’ll rally everyone else to prepare for a possible invasion. Just remember you can’t escape. Hailey’s mark has been postponed because of her loyalty towards you. Athena decided not to give her one, until Dolus gets to speak with her.” Enzo started off, but then stopped when Marshall said, “By the way. Assuming that you live through this, I’ll put in a good word for you. I can’t make any promises, though. Athena’s not the most forgiving.” 
 
    Enzo smiled. “Even a sliver of hope is better than nothing.”
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    ENZO KNOCKED ON HAILEY’S door, tried the knob, then entered in. The room was empty, and the bed still hadn’t been made. Her small, black purse was set on the nightstand with the zipper open and the contents on full display: a couple of tampons, house keys, her wallet, and a condom she hadn’t bothered to offer him the other night. 
 
    Irresponsible, he thought exultantly. But he supposed it said a lot about how she felt about him, in wanting no barriers between their skin. 
 
    Enzo looked out the latticed window on the chance occasion he might see her roaming the grounds below, but all he saw were a few figures dawdling around, and none were her. He withdrew from the casement and yawned. He tried to brainstorm where he could find her. He had just come from the gymnasium. She could be in his room if he had just missed her. She might be in Athena’s office, being scolded for her questionable taste in men. Or maybe she was in the gardens somewhere where he couldn’t see her. If his cellphone hadn’t been confiscated, he could just text her, but the tech-angels still had it, so he decided to stay in her room, since she would have to return eventually. 
 
    An hour went by, during which he laid on her bed. The murmur of activity outside the room escalated as more demons were made aware of the imminent invasion. A book was set behind Hailey’s purse, a seafoam-colored paperback with watercolor imagery scrawled across the front of it. Bored out of his mind, Enzo picked it up and read the title: John Keats, Selected Poems & Letters. He leafed through the book, wondering what Hailey loved about this poet so much. After perusing over some of Keats’s shorter works, he felt even smaller and more mean than he already did. None of the lines made any sense to him, and he couldn’t relate to the oversentimental word choice that the poet exercised. 
 
    After about ten minutes of languid browsing, Enzo landed on a short sonnet and then sat up. He wasn’t the type to use extravagant language, but this poem in particular seemed to understand him. It was written plainly, although he still felt like a knuckle-dragger while trying to read it. He ripped the poem carefully from its page, closed the book, and sought a pen, which he eventually found in the top drawer of the nightstand. He scribbled quickly in the margins of the poem, folded the paper, signed the top of it, and then placed it in one of the pockets of Hailey’s purse. A faint smile played over his lips. 
 
    Enzo tossed the pen on the nightstand, and said, “Thank the dead poets.” 
 
    He was just gaining his feet when he fell back down at the sound of an enormous explosion. Lights flickered in the corner of his vision beyond the window. The skyscrapers of Atro City blinked out one by one, the glistening edifices of steel and glass disappearing as if they had been nothing but an illusion. Dense clouds covered the stars, and only his darksight made it possible for him to make out the trees, protective wall, and surrounding gardenscape. Turgid thunderheads roiled with the tell-tale signs of a driving rain—and not just any ordinary rain, but the sort of lightning-infested downpour only a stormdjinn could concoct. 
 
    Enzo guessed the Fel wanted to blot everything out so that humans wouldn’t be able to witness the ensuing warfare. The demons would have to rely on their darksight in order to fight in areas not located by a light source, while the humans would be at a complete disadvantage unless they were right next to a light. The werewolves could use their nocturnal vision and track their enemies by scent, while the vampires would be able to utilize echolocation. 
 
    The darkness deepened. Hailey wouldn’t be returning to her room now, he thought. He’d have to go to her instead. She didn’t have darksight like a pureblood demon, and the assassins would be better trained to fight her in the dark. 
 
    Enzo went into the hallway. The electricity had gone out all over the building, and only the blue torches of emergency witchlight guttered in their sconces. The windows rattled with the coming storm, and the walls rumbled with the boom of unearthly thunder. 
 
    A thump resounded on the front double doors. Several demons had their weapons at the ready. The doors flew open, and a body soared through the vestibule: a man that was black-clothed, lean-built, and dark-haired. 
 
    Enzo swung himself over the railing and landed on the bottom floor with a jarring thud—which was a bit of a mistake, considering a three-floor drop hurt like hell in his current condition. Ignoring the ambiguous mass of movement beyond the doorway at first, he moved toward the body that had flown in. Alys was crouched over the figure, and Enzo had to crane over her shoulder to get a proper look at him: a rain-drenched man with slanted eyes, angular cheekbones, and a bloody sword discarded on the ground a few feet behind him. 
 
    Half of the Unfallen present gravitated into a semicircle around them, while others dashed out of the door to combat the torrent of writhing shadows. 
 
    “Jin, are you alright?” Alys asked. 
 
    So that’s him, Enzo thought. Not as sissy-looking as I imagined. 
 
    “Just fine,” Jin answered in an accent Enzo recognized from the abandoned school several days back. “As soon as I saw the clouds from my taxi, I got here as soon as I could. I didn’t know what was happening until I saw gargoyles shattered and the gate hanging open from its hinges. I sure as shit wasn’t expecting this.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” she asked. 
 
    “Fel are here. A lot of them.” Grunting, Jin got to his feet and trudged back to pick up his sword. “Someone kicked me through the door when I was trying to attack one of their bloodsuckers.” 
 
    Jin tensed as a figure ambled leisurely through the entryway. Enzo recognized the man’s swaggering gait immediately, and the multi-buckled boots and obnoxious trench coat. Dreadlord Mulct swung the guard’s severed hand around by the truncated wrist, and flourished it like a scepter. He grinned amiably, eyes shining like yellow jaspers through the gloaming. “Good evening ladies and gentlemen, my fellow angels and demons, and perverted lowlifes in between. It’s come to my attention that you were the ones who captured a well-trained pup of mine, along with his beautiful hirsute wife, who, unbeknownst to you, not only informed me you are still harboring one of my best agents, but also nabbed the house key to your front door so as to make my job of petty revenge that much more effortless.” 
 
    Athena darted at him with a seraph-runed dagger in her hand—spell-cloaked, but too late because the dreadlord saw her disappear. Mulct disintegrated in a cloud of smoke when she struck. A counter spell-cloak. He materialized behind her, snatched her by the bob of her hair, and slammed the heel of his boot into the small of her back. 
 
    Athena collapsed in a heap of chips and stone against the ground. The dagger clattered several feet away from her, but an ally kicked it back toward her. She caught it. Subdued for the moment, however, she glared up at Mulct and blew a lavender piece of hair out of her face. 
 
    The dreadlord surveyed the audience of Unfallen around him, then spotted Enzo with a smile. “Ah, there you are! The insatiable prodigal. Whether or not they’re holding you against your will, we’ve come to bring you back into the fold, young brother.” 
 
    The term of endearment was nothing but an attempt to make him amenable. “We’re not brothers,” Enzo said in a subdued tone, and gripped the hilt of his butterfly sword. 
 
    “Subject, then. If that’s what you prefer. Servant. Slave? You’re a traitor at any rate, but I’m still willing to forego any violence and accept you back with open arms, if you come to your senses and return at once.” Mulct arranged the severed hand’s forefinger, cracking the bones with morbid fastidiousness so that the appendage pointed gruesomely at Enzo. “Now, kneel before your lord and beg my forgiveness for the cowardice you’ve shown in abandoning your allies.” 
 
    “I have no hatred for the Fel,” Enzo said, “but I am not going back.” 
 
    The magnanimous grin on Mulct’s expression slipped. “If you’re not with us, my friend, you are against us. You understand there is no middle ground. Especially when it comes to your frolicking with this mélange of crusading puritans.” 
 
    The whole assembly of Unfallen looked at Enzo, Athena staying her hand as well in order to see what he would do. 
 
    Marshall emerged from the undercroft, gliding forward through the unlit gloom past figures of werewolves, Men, and angels. A small part of Marshall expected Enzo to do as the dreadlord was commanding, and Alys fully expected Enzo to apostatize; she leered sideways at him with an expression of unmitigating revulsion. Jin Reaper, on the other hand, did not know who Enzo was, since he was ignorant of everything that had transpired during his absence, but he surmised this Enzo must have been an undercover agent for the Fel, and they were attempting to reclaim him. 
 
    Beyond the doors, a battle raged amid rain and lightning, banishing the silence that would have otherwise supervened inside the building. 
 
    Enzo wasn’t surprised to find himself weighing the pros and cons of his options. Athena had made it clear he was unwelcome, and he did not relish the notion of going rogue as an enemy of both factions. Hailey was with the Unfallen now, and he wanted to be with her more than anything else—but his own failings had gotten in the way of that goal, and would continue to threaten the viability of their relationship after all was said and done. If Enzo went back with the Fel, he’d be forgiven, but likely never trusted again. He would probably be demoted to the role of a lowly pageboy, and would be sent to fetch and deliver prisoners, correspondences, and goods. 
 
    The occupation of pageboy wasn’t so bad when he was getting paid for it. But Fel demons had a habit of lording their superiority over their lessers, and Enzo couldn’t imagine enduring that kind of constant humiliation. 
 
    And then there was the issue with the Fel demons kidnapping children, and turning humans into hitmen. Half of his objections to this might be considered noble, while the other half were completely selfish in scope. Elohim had promised the worst punishment to those who directly made evil men out of small children—and the last thing he wanted was to make an already terrible fate worse. 
 
    At this point, going rogue looked like the least hazardous of his options. Marshall said he would put in a good word for him, after all the chips had fallen into place. But that was a major gamble. If Athena still wanted to execute him, she would do it. And Athena was definitely not as lenient as the dreadlord. 
 
    Something flitted in the corner of his vision: several Fel entering the building behind Mulct. 
 
    Enzo stepped forward, away from the Unfallen. He could feel the beginnings of new flesh growing over his fingerbones beneath the linen, and the twinges in his stomach were practically gone, which signified to him that the muscles, veins, and sinew had largely been repaired. 
 
    His stamina, on the other hand, was another matter.
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    HAILEY LEFT THE SECRETARY’S office with her cellphone back in her possession. Nothing suspicious had been found in the messages between her and Enzo, but everyone seemed to feel the need to warn her against nurturing any feelings toward him, since he’d be dead in a day or two, or just as soon as they were sure they no longer needed him. 
 
    The lights flickered out when Hailey shut the door to the secretary’s office, and then there was a loud bang. The double doors swung open as a body was flung over the marble floor, and it skidded to a halt beside a pillar illumined by a blue torch. The darkness was too dense for her eyes to penetrate, save for the snatches of imagery reflected by the witchlight. After waiting a minute for her eyesight to adjust to no effect, Hailey moved toward the figure lying on the ground, and listened to the conversation being bandied between him and Alys. 
 
    A large man carrying a severed limb commanded the room’s attention from the entrance. Athena was summarily overpowered by the intruder. The straw-haired, jasper-eyed demon muttered Enzo’s name, at which point her heart caught in her throat, and even more so when she heard Enzo respond. She couldn’t quite see what was going on, so she focused on listening to the conversation. She recognized Enzo’s silhouette against the turquoise flare of a witchlight located somewhere behind him on the farthest wall—and she shoved her way through the several onlookers toward him, just as Enzo began to step forward from the crowd. 
 
    Athena clutched her dagger and pointed it into the back of Enzo’s sternum. Detecting the outline of the pointed instrument, Hailey froze a few feet behind them. “Made your choice?” Athena asked him. “You aren’t leaving here alive.” 
 
    Hailey had nothing but her untried powers to fight with, but she attempted to draw on them nonetheless. Enzo sensed her familiar magic even from where he stood, and was only grateful to have finally located her. “Stay where you are, Hailey. She can’t kill me.” 
 
    “You’re fatally mistaken,” said Athena. 
 
    “Then try me.” 
 
    Athena thrust the blade into him, but it glanced off, skidding over an aquamarine luminosity that had congealed into a hard shell around his upper body. 
 
    Enzo grabbed her sword-arm with his one good hand, twisted her around, and kneed her in the small of her back in the same spot Mulct had done. Summoning a rush of power into both of his arms, he wrenched the weapon from Athena and held it away from her with his burned up fingers. 
 
    More swords were trained on Enzo after that, but the magical shield extended over his whole body, sapping him of strength, but protecting him from the imminence of death. 
 
    “I’m not going back,” said Enzo. “I told Nadine the truth, and that’s why she thinks I am a traitor. I left the Fel, and if that means I’m the enemy of you all now, then so be it—but I still intend to kill every Fel here, demon or otherwise, for her sake.” 
 
    A werewolf gurgled from the sidelines. “Go ahead and try to kill us all, demon.” Lorcan lumbered through the vestibule with a heavy gait, fangs bared and dripping with foul slime. 
 
    Enzo blew out through his nose irreverently. “Why, hello, King Cuckold.” 
 
    “I will take pleasure in ripping you apart and chewing on your bones when I am bored. My beloved wife informed me about your propositioning her, trying to sell her freedom for you pleasure.” 
 
    “Huh.” His eyebrows shot up. “The bitch lied. It was the other way around, actually. But I suppose after how faithful she’s been to you so far, you wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    Enzo drew both swords from his belt, his burned hand stinging horribly and wobbling with uncoordination. Glancing around, he noticed the Unfallen appeared to be undecided as to which of them posed the bigger threat. 
 
    Having prepared herself for the invasion earlier, due to Marshall’s warning, Alys nocked an invisible arrow on her cloaked bow and took aim. The string was taut, and the arrow she had selected from the handful on her back was capped with a silver arrowhead. 
 
    “Taking your misdirected anger out on me is a big mistake,” warned Enzo. “I might’ve agreed to it, but it wasn’t my idea to begin with.” 
 
    Hailey frowned when Enzo admitted that. 
 
    “You’re trying to make me doubt my mate!” Lorcan snarled, and whipped his head as the hackles rose into spikes along his back. 
 
    “No. I’m only telling you that you should keep her isolated in a cage when she’s in heat. Now that you look like a fugly cross between a warthog and a Tasmanian devil, I’m especially concerned for your sake.” 
 
    “You should take your own goddamn advice,” Alys muttered sotto voce. Jin Reaper cast her a reproachful look for the vulgar blasphemy, and she frowned ruefully while still aiming the arrow. 
 
    The speed with which Lorcan moved caught Enzo off guard, and Alys let the arrow fly. It flashed through the air, a single point of silvery white reflected in the glaring witchlight. The arrow pierced its mark, sinking into the side of Lorcan’s throat, the point ejecting cleanly through the other side. Lorcan ripped the fletching to shreds, but the silver had already handicapped his motor skills, and the alpha wailed in monstrous agony. 
 
    “An anticlimactic end for a noble beast,” Jin observed, approving of Alys’s talent for archery. 
 
    Her lips spread with pride as Lorcan collapsed heavily to his knees. 
 
    The icy shock of silver beset the alpha’s brain, stiffening his muscles into seizure-like rigidity to the point he could not use them. His mind clouded over too quickly for him to even comprehend it—and then he was drooling like a dumb dog, shaking from the assault of silver poison in his blood. 
 
    Enzo rushed toward the alpha—heard a clash of swords somewhere to the left of him, and somewhere toward the right. Meanwhile, Mulct swaggered toward Alys with the severed hand, and swung it like a cudgel. 
 
    Athena darted after Enzo, but Marshall cut her off, and Hailey blocked Athena’s attempted shunt as well. “Marshall!” Athena cried in wide-eyed astonishment. 
 
    Marshall’s smile then was sheepish. “Sometimes our fearless leader doesn’t always know what’s best.” 
 
    “Get out of my way!” 
 
    He mirrored her second attempt to go around him, and shrugged his shoulders apologetically. 
 
    Enzo swung the blade in his good hand at the alpha’s head, but Lorcan’s claws deflected it. One of the beta-wolves jostled Enzo back several feet away from the alpha. Teetering off balance, Enzo raised his barrier as the beta-wolf slashed at him with alarming speed. 
 
    Sparks of light sputtered off the foxfire-green barrier as the werewolf continued to claw at it. The longer Enzo held his shield up in front of him, the more exhausted he became—and the more he was knocked back by the sheer brute force of the beta-wolf’s incessant blows. 
 
    There was a visceral sound of flesh rending open, and then a splatter. 
 
    The beta-wolf stood frozen on his haunches for the count of a few seconds, and then commenced whimpering. Blood pooled out over the ground at the werewolf’s feet, shining bluish-red in the guttering witchlight. The beta-wolf slipped and fumbled onto all four paws, whining in the back of his throat. Hailey was standing immediately behind him, with the werewolf’s still-beating heart throbbing wetly in her hands. A spray of warm blood had drenched her face and misted the entire front of her clothes. Bemused, she dropped the heart, glanced up at Enzo, who was staring at her in amazement. She staggered toward him, tripping over the werewolf’s bulky arm. Enzo failed to catch her when she fainted, but she avoided landing on her head. 
 
    Enzo dragged her toward the wall behind them and propped her in the unlit lee of a thick stone post. He wished he had the power to ravel a barrier around her, but even if he could do that, it would only deplete his resources to near absolute emptiness. If that happened, he would black out. 
 
    A couple of Unfallen were strewn dead about the vestibule, but not after having taken down a couple of Fel themselves. They could be resuscitated later, assuming nobody started throwing any hellfire around. 
 
    At present, Jin was locked in combat with the dreadlord. 
 
    Fleet figures closed in from outside and fanned to either side, along the siderooms and the unlit regions of the main room. The fabled human assassins, Enzo thought, foreboding creeping up the ridges of his spine. Fighting humans was essentially like playing Russian roulette. But in this case, Enzo believed it likened better to a rumble with a suicide bomber. 
 
    Alys charged at the dreadlord while he was preoccupied with deflecting Jin’s sword swipes with a bladed mace. Anticipating the attack coming from behind him, Mulct walloped Alys with the truncated hand. She skidded backward along the floor on her back, and a figure crept upon her unawares from behind a pillar. Steel glinted in the nearby witchlight. 
 
    “Behind you!” Enzo shouted. 
 
    Alys whirled out of the blade’s path, gathering her feet in time to draw her runed sword from her back and guard against a succession of rapid blows. 
 
    Jin evaded a downward swing from the dreadlord’s mace, ejected a war fan from his belt, and threw it spinning so that the unbladed backend knocked the assassin attacking Alys harmlessly off his feet. Alys took advantage of the respite, infused her sword with magic, and then stabbed her opponent, twisting ruthlessly, and then watched the black-clad figure writhe from the lethal dose of electricity. A squelch—another twist—and Alys extracted the blade. She had no time to ease off, however—another assassin was lunging for her, and she engaged. 
 
    Meanwhile, Jin tumbled in a circle, dodging an unrelenting sequence of repetitive attacks. He rolled around Mulct with deadpan ease, so that he infuriated the Fel into a near apoplectic rage. Jin was tempted to laugh at the expressions playing about on Mulct’s face, but his customary stoicism held up under the comedic pressure, and it was probably that very professional composure that made Mulct that much more careless. 
 
    Jin skipped several steps back when the mace came hurling toward him from the opposite direction. Admittedly surprised, but thankfully ever-ready on his guard—Jin unclipped the second war fan, and chucked the weapon so that it fanned open along its short trajectory and chopped pointblank into Mulct’s sternum. The war fan was stuck fast, but Mulct wrenched it out with a savage snarl. 
 
    Enzo observed the fight from the wings, conserving his energy for when he might need it in a pinch. He picked out the assassins whom he judged were able to fight on par with the demons. There was somewhere between five and eight assassins—or between four and seven, now that Alys had killed one. None of the Unfallen demons engaged with the assassins beyond mere defensework due to the risk involved. The Unfallen were entirely at the mercy of these homicidal humans. 
 
    A pair of demonic Fel spotted Enzo and charged straight at him. Enzo evaded mostly, but—inspired by the guard’s severed hand, as well as his own lack of prehensile ability—he chopped the hands off of both the Fel demons, rendering them useless, at least until they could manage to sew themselves back together. Upon realizing their predicament, the Fel demons scampered off, failing to collect their disjoined body parts in the process. 
 
    Amused, Enzo chucked the amputated limbs into the nearest siderooms—just to fuck with them, and make any possible recovery that much harder. If they got lucky and survived, they’d have to wait a very long time before they could grow those parts back, since regeneration of a severed limb only triggered when the missing part was eventually destroyed or rotted away due to a prolonged absence from the main corpus. 
 
    Mulct chortled at the streak of blood seeping over his tan-colored trench coat. “I always knew the Oni were flashier in their moves than the rest of us.” 
 
    “And more frustrating,” Jin offered. 
 
    “Very!” Mulct’s features warped into a hateful scowl. 
 
    Hailey woke up from her temporary insentience. She rose cautiously behind the safety of her pillar and spotted Enzo through the dark several feet away. He signaled for her to stay put—and then smiled in quiet thanks for how she had saved his life. 
 
    Alys parried a Fel demon’s kampilan, then killed a vampire in the spin-around, detaching the pale head from a pair of shoulders that were dressed in a wing-necked cloak. That one was deserved, she thought. What an atrocity of fashion. Horrid and hackneyed. 
 
    One werewolf that had been pacing along the fringes charged suddenly at Alys and wove through the clash of warring bodies around them. The werewolf pounced, a vicious snarl drawing up her lips. Before she could make contact, Enzo mowed her down, having sprinted and grappled hold of her midair. 
 
    “Traitor!” the werewolf snarled, locking limbs with him and wrestling in an attempt to get away. 
 
    Startled by the sound of the nearby melee, Alys whirled. 
 
    Enzo could only hold the werewolf down with his one good arm for so long—she was beginning to squirm free. If the werewolf started to use her knees and thrash her body— 
 
    Alys nocked another arrow, this one coated liberally in wolfsbane. The arrow flew, hit its target, wedged under the ribs at an oblique angle, and pierced through the animal’s heart. 
 
    The werewolf’s muscles went stiff and seized with wild convulsions. Her eyes widened ferociously at Enzo, lips dribbling copious amounts of drool and bloody spittle down her jowls. She attempted to form words around the swell expanding in her neck that closed the airways off. “I’ll… I’ll take you to Hell with me…” Her teeth grated, and she clawed ineffectually at him. The poison clouded her mind, numbed her nerves, and stymied her coordination. Thus paralyzed, the organs in her body began to shut down one by one. 
 
    The wolf’s strength attenuated quickly after that. Enzo let out a wheezing gasp. “I’ll see you there, Nadine—only not yet.” Strings of steaming drool trickled onto Enzo’s face as Nadine heaved one final suffocating breath. 
 
    Enzo thrust her off. The werewolf’s body thudded to the ground like a stiff, petrified statue, locked in a hunched posture. Revolted at the thought that he had ever had eyes for her, Enzo wiped the red drool from his face and flung his wrist to clean it off. 
 
    “How strange of you to fulfill your mission, and still betray us,” said the dreadlord. Behind him, Jin was lying injured on the ground. A main artery in his neck had been severed, and Alys was attending to the ghastly wound. The amputated hand dangled at Mulct’s side, and he returned the mace to his hip. The blood from the gash in his sternum had congealed over his trench coat, hardening the fibers. “What the hell possessed you?” he asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    Enzo wiped the remains of blood and grit from his chin. “I guess a demon’s loyalty can never be certain.” 
 
    “Lorcan will not rest until you’re dead for killing his mate.” 
 
    Enzo couldn’t hold himself back from chuckling. “He’s dead.” 
 
    Mulct churned his fingers over the coagulated stump of the severed hand. “The silver lodged in him only briefly before coming out the other side. It’s hardly fatal. One of my assassins has already escaped with Lorcan’s body. He will go to the Warrens, where he’ll be treated for silver poisoning and then revived.” 
 
    “If he lives, then you can tell him I did him a favor. An unhappy housewolf salivating after side-dick hardly makes for a secure marriage.” 
 
    The shadows on Mulct’s face darkened, and that, coupled with the unshaven scowl, gave him a terrifying aspect. “Disparaging the wolf-queen will enrage him further.” 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “You are a blithe idiot, aren’t you?” 
 
    While Mulct spoke, Hailey made her way to the next pillar where she could get a better look at what was happening. 
 
    “You’re welcome to remain with these pious virtue-mongers if you wish, but that means I’ll have to put you down along with the rest of them. Your loyalty is worth far less to me than Lorcan’s is.” 
 
    “I’d be an ‘idiot’ to return to a dying cause—and Lorcan is only loyal to you because of what you give him.” 
 
    “What I give him is protection from filth like you.” Mulct gripped the haft of his short sword that was sheathed on the opposite hip of the bladed mace. The dreadlord thrust forward, and Enzo parried. Mulct planted the heel of his boot in Enzo’s stomach and knocked him down, and that provoked Enzo’s stab wound into painful throbs. 
 
    Mulct was on Enzo before he could regather his feet. He knocked Enzo off balance and slashed so quickly that he had difficulty keeping up his parries and deflections. The final blow was too fast and would have cut his face open, but Enzo tumbled sideways to his knees, and then pounced. 
 
    Mulct caught Enzo head-on, and flipped him up over his back into a pillar. The dreadlord invoked a sphere of fire magic at the end of his sword, lobbed it into the air like a baseball, and then swung it full-force at Enzo. The orb fizzed in a straight line, thwacking Enzo on the shoulder even as he was struggling to get up. 
 
    Enzo caught a brief glimpse of Hailey rushing out from behind the pillar she had been hiding behind. Just as he was opening his mouth to call her off, another orb came hissing through the air and cracked against his skull. 
 
    Enzo crumpled to his knees. His ears rang, and he tasted warm iron in his mouth. His thoughts were muddled by the clash of magic that continued to rage around him, and somewhere above the strident din he thought he could make out the high-pitched screaming of his name. His vision blurred dangerously, and even his darksight dimmed so that his ocular clarity faded into near blindness. 
 
    He shook his head and did his best to cling onto awareness. Something warm and wet dripped out of his hair and spattered the expensive area rug below him. Enzo tried to stand—but gravity tilted out from underneath him, and he was on his knees again, trembling, and feeling altogether beaten. 
 
    Mulct nudged him in the flank with the toe of his boot, aimed the same foot over his head, then shoved him facedown into the bloodstains on the carpet. 
 
    “Get off him!” 
 
    The shriek was almost unhuman. When Enzo lifted his head up from the carpet, Hailey was punching at Mulct ineffectually, trying to dig her claws into him like she had done with the beta-wolf. Her power flickered and waned, unsure of how to ignite itself, and Mulct laughed as he drove her back to severed-hand’s length. 
 
    Enzo’s heartbeat thundered in his head. “Get away from him, Hailey.” 
 
    “He can’t hurt me!” 
 
    But someone will… 
 
    A Fel human came at her from behind, then flung her off with enough force that she crashed into the line of white marble balusters at the bottom of the staircase. Chips and fragments sprayed the air and crumbled around her. When everything had settled, she did not move. 
 
    Enzo’s vision sharpened suddenly. He was on his feet, stumbling through the vertigo toward Mulct. A groundswell of anger and untapped power burst in him like a broken pipe, and he unleashed a wave of seismic power, knocking the dreadlord off center, and warping the pull of gravity around him. The rush of power was intoxicating. Enzo was aware of nothing but the exhilarating urge to kill—a demonic hunger and need to dismantle limbs and pour out blood. The ungodly power sought an outlet to relieve itself, and Enzo compelled Mulct toward him with an inward bending of gravity. When he was close enough, Enzo walloped the dreadlord on the side of the head with the flat of his sword. 
 
    “Tell your men to stay away from her.” Liquid heat ripped through his shoulder blades, but he ignored it, too unbridled as he was at that point to give a damn about anything but making the dreadlord suffer. It felt like knives bobbing under his skin, but he simply endured it and harnessed the discomfort to fuel his rage. “Do it, or I’ll feed you to maggots down in Tartarus myself!” He felt his scapulas erupt, skin tearing, but he was on top of Mulct, pummeling the dreadlord’s face with the butt of his sword. He cut red lines into Mulct’s face for good measure, broke nasal cartilage, and beat the orifices so thoroughly that he craved more if it. 
 
    The melees around them ceased, and Fel and Unfallen alike stood in silence to witness the shellacking. Their eyes were collectively drawn to the rudimentary wings jutting out through Enzo’s clothes, thrusting upward in a crackling of new bones. Fledgling feathers scattered in a miniature blizzard around the room, speckled with blood. The wing bones twitched with new growth, twisting and flexing. The pain of the mutation made Enzo even more frenzied in his assault, and he did not stop until Mulct’s face was unrecognizable as nothing but a crushed, spongy disfigurement. 
 
    The slicing sensations splitting open Enzo’s back made him cry out. He stumbled away from Mulct when the pain became excruciating. 
 
    Mulct lay prone on his back, the topography of his face smashed and dented into a bloody pulp. 
 
    Enzo heard a scream that broke him out of his violent trance. When he turned to where the scream was coming from, the human assassin was standing athwart Hailey, evidently preparing to finish her off. With her hair and face streaked with blood from hitting the balusters, Hailey tried to back away but found she was too dizzy and hurt to move as she would have liked. The Fel assassin raised his hand and formed a claw. Orange-red streamers of magic ignited into a miniature bonfire in the cup of his palm. 
 
    Enzo hurtled toward Hailey, since she was closer to him than the assassin, and the gush of fire was already blazing a pathway toward her. The new wings snapped backward to give him forward momentum, and he fell over Hailey just as the fire spewed all over him from behind. He was unable to put up a barrier in time, and Hailey felt the heat of hostile magic wrap around him, fluttering inward like living feelers seeking out their human victim. A few tongues of flame singed her hair, and scalded the leather of her shoes, and ate into her denim. Embers scorched her pallid cheek. Feathers expanded into a dome around her, and the fire etiolated into white flames as the assassin drove the heat up—but then he was eventually drained of power, and the fire dwindled. 
 
    Everything went black to Hailey’s vision, although she could hear the soft, guttural moans of the demon braced above her. “Enzo…?” She reached a hand up—grabbed a handful of his hair. 
 
    His wings folded back staggeringly. The witchlight sconces were too dim after that bright inferno, and Hailey’s eyes needed time to readjust. Parts of Enzo’s wings still glowed with remnants of fire, and they sputtered orange and yellow as the burning feathers crumbled into cinders. The wings were mostly still intact. Only the smoldering plumes snowed off like glowing fireflies. 
 
    “Those are real wings,” Athena observed in awestruck horror. “But there’s only one way he could’ve done that…” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Enzo asked Hailey in a voice audible only to her. 
 
    Stunned, but relieved to see he was still in one piece, she nodded and then asked, “What about you?” 
 
    He coughed, and his voice grated like sandpaper. “Never been better.” She had the distinct impression he was smiling. 
 
    Enzo dragged himself off his knees, feeling like he’d been hit by a ton of flaming bricks. His wings were stygian black around the coverts, but they gradated into grayish-white along the primaries and secondaries. They reminded Hailey of a vulture’s wings, now that her eyes had readjusted to the dark. They spread open and beat once to banish the smoke and smolder from around him. Hailey distinctly remembered Enzo telling her demons never got their wings back. Yet there they were, beautiful and blood-spotted, if not a bit damaged. 
 
    Mulct somehow managed to sit up. He held an embroidered handkerchief to his gored up face, as if it were only a scratch that he was tending to. 
 
    Ashes sloughed from the vanes of Enzo’s feathers, revealing new growth where the feathers had been eaten by the fire. A subtle effulgence emanated from them like false light. 
 
    Mulct would have sneered if he still had the facial structure to do so. “Well, well…” His tone was spiteful and peevish. “The God of the Machine makes His grand appearance once again—the goddamn meddlesome tyrant.” 
 
    “Take your grievance out with Him.” Still feeling dangerously close to blacking out, Enzo knew he had to finish the fight as soon as possible. He pushed Mulct down and stepped on top of him. Fissures formed around the dreadlord’s body. Blood gushed from between his teeth. 
 
    “Elohim has made you an archon.” 
 
    “Doesn’t exactly translate into a pay raise—but it’s a lot better than being a lord of dung like you. Wouldn’t you say?” Stepping off him, Enzo grappled Mulct up by the hair and threw him prostrate to his knees. Mulct attempted to unload a sphere of magic on him, but Enzo deflected it effortlessly with a barrier. Enzo slammed his foot down on the back of the dreadlord’s head. 
 
    A straggle of Fel ran toward Enzo in the attempt to rescue their leader. The Unfallen intercepted about half of the Fel, and Enzo blocked the ones that made it through with a sweep of his wings. Both Time and Matter distorted with the impact of his pinions, repelling the Fel in a reverse trajectory. 
 
    Mulct was still bent over. Enzo picked him up by the frazzled hair again and threw him onto his back, thoroughly enjoying himself. Mulct struggled for breath. His gasps bubbled full of blood. “I’ll kill Him for interfering…” 
 
    “Good luck with that. It seems He won’t even allow you to defeat little old me, let alone Him.” Enzo placed his foot over the dreadlord’s trachea and concentrated his power into the heel of his shoe. He stamped down. There was a crunch, and Hailey covered her mouth at the sight of the dreadlord’s esophagus collapsing. 
 
    “Fire-salts.” Enzo glanced around him. 
 
    Alys ran forward with her sachet, but was leery of getting too close to the perilous wings. She poured a handful of the salts in her hand, shook vigorously, then poured the ruby granules over the carcass of the dreadlord. Hellfire bloomed, lighting the entire room with a sanguine glow. 
 
    The Fel that could escape did, while a few unlucky ones were waylaid and killed in the act of their retreat. Enzo watched the dreadlord burn in the fire, an unexpected calmness in his aspect. 
 
    It was a minute before anyone tried to approach him, afraid as they were of the aberrant outgrowths on his back. Even Athena kept her distance, unsure if Enzo would ratchet up his wrath against them now. Hailey was incapacitated by the shock of the whole ordeal, and Alys returned to the relative safety of Jin’s side. 
 
    “What do I do?” Enzo asked no one in particular. His wings felt heavy and foreign, and the pain and exhaustion was so great that all he wanted was to fall asleep and not wake up for a thousand years. 
 
    “I’d imagine it’s like using an arm or any other muscle,” Marshall offered, when no one else had answered. “Try commanding them back inside with your mind.” 
 
    Enzo struggled to do so. The sensation of retracting bones and receding feathers made him sick to his stomach; it felt like he was breaking his own bones more than anything else, slowly and deliberately. 
 
    Marshall took note of the tortured look on Enzo’s face. “It’s probably like a werewolf’s change, actually. Your body’s technically mortal and made of flesh, so any metamorphosis is going to hurt like hell.” 
 
    When the wings were half gone, Athena started to move forward. “Burn the corpses,” she ordered Marshall, “and get our injured and dead to the medical ward. Also, get a doctor on Hailey right away. And when there’s relative peace again,” her tone lowered, “I expect to see you in my office.” 
 
    Marshall swallowed nervously, then nodded and mobilized the Unfallen to carry out those orders. 
 
    “Are there any more left?” Enzo asked, feeling so tired he was unable to look up. 
 
    “They’re all gone,” Athena assured him. “They ran away. Scared shitless of you, no doubt.” 
 
    Having staggered toward him, Hailey touched Enzo on the arm just as he was slumping to the floor. She knelt beside him, watching as the last of his wings shrank back inside his scapulas like curled fingers. A small amount of blood from the metamorphosis stained the back of his clothes when they were gone. 
 
    Hailey noticed Enzo’s loosely bandaged hand that was unraveling, the charred fingertips, and then touched his cheek. “Enzo.” 
 
    Still too tired to lift his eyelids, the demon whispered, “I hear an angel.” 
 
    She smiled through her tears, then pulled him into the comfort of her bosom. 
 
    In the seconds before he lost consciousness, Enzo was vaguely aware of a million voices, a million footsteps, and a million little agonies exploding throughout his body. He couldn’t quite remember what had just happened, and he couldn’t really understand anything Hailey was murmuring to him. His mind was too fatigued to make sense of anything, but her caresses said enough, and he felt happy.
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    “HE PUT AN END TO MULCT, and helped kill the same wolf-queen he set free.” Athena crossed her arms and harrumphed at the foot of Enzo’s bed. “He defended Unfallen and humankind alike. And now he’s an archon, immune to voidmagic. I guess I can’t argue with His decision—as much as I want to. If He suggests Enzo should stay, then we will keep him.” 
 
    “Elohim never suggests, o’ fearless one,” Marshall said, grinning. 
 
    “Seemed more like an order,” Jin agreed. 
 
    “Then we’ll keep him at His command,” Athena reiterated. “And I guess when Dolus is back we won’t require an interview like we formerly thought.” 
 
    “I would still do it,” Alys opined. “You never know what Dolus may find out.” 
 
    Athena met Alys’s eyes from across the bed. 
 
    Hailey glared at them both, offended that anyone could still distrust Enzo. “Are you both stupid? He saved everybody!” 
 
    “He was also the reason for our trouble to begin with,” Athena reminded her. “He’ll stay with us, of course—but if he has other secrets we should know about, it’ll probably be better if we discover them sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “What is an archon, anyway?” asked Hailey. 
 
    “It’s essentially a demonic prince,” Marshall explained. “Archons are given spiritual reign of the territories they reside in—the Western United States for Enzo, I would guess. They’re lords that rule over the physical laws that were instituted by God, and they rule over every demonic entity that lives in the archon’s specified territory. The office also grants an archon a limited array of creative abilities that are all peripheral to his role—hence how Enzo was able to grow physical wings. Archons have more power and authority than any other kind of demon—even more than a dreadlord. But they’re also more likely to lose their sanity—and none of the demons under his rulership are necessarily beholden to obey them. If he wants to be obeyed, he’ll have to assert himself. As things are now, he’s pretty much a glorified parental figure: being an archon places all the responsibility on him for demons behaving badly. He’ll get the blame from God for allowing anything at a given time, so I wouldn’t look too happy for his sake if I were you.” 
 
    But Hailey still felt a glimmer of hope. “Does that mean he can go to Heaven, at least?” 
 
    “Afraid not. He’s been given a great honor, and an opportunity to put up a good fight for the souls of Men, but he’s still just as damned as he was before. All the archons are still evil, in essence. Only the archangels are truly good—and an archon is a sort of corrupt mirror-image of one of those. I don’t think I’ve ever met an archon that wasn’t fallen. 
 
    “Don’t look so glum. It makes his life on earth easier, at least, even though it gives him a lot more shit to deal with. If he wants to do anything as an archon, or even nothing, that’s up to him.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Enzo was convalescent for an entire week before he was able to stay conscious for any reliable length of time. He was laid up in his old room in the main building, since the medical ward was overflowing with dead and mutilated Unfallen that were being revived and sewn back together. A few severed limbs belonging to the Fel had been recovered, and only after the surgeon had determined all nonhostile limbs had been restored to their rightful owners did they throw the remaining amputated parts in an iron brazier of hellfire. 
 
    Enzo woke to the cheerful sound of Cherry busily flitting about the room with her duster and spray bottles. Hailey had spent most of her time with Enzo, even sleeping in the chair beside his bed against the advice of Alys and Athena. But at present, Hailey was away retrieving food from the dining hall and wouldn’t be back for several minutes. 
 
    The housekeeper was surprised to find Enzo wide awake and apparently staring at her ass. “Enjoying the view?” She set her things down and flounced over to his bedside. 
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Seven days, sweetheart.” She stroked his forehead. “And after what you achieved, I’m surprised it wasn’t longer.” 
 
    “I’m not dead, at least.” 
 
    “Oh, no, you’re very much alive.” Cherry sat astride him on the bed and petted his face more intimately. “If you were back in Sheol, you wouldn’t be able to enjoy this hero’s welcome, would you?” She plucked his hand up from the coverlet and guided it to cup one of her breasts over her blouse. “This is how we thank brave men like you.” She giggled. “Go ahead, squeeze it. That’s a good boy. I can tell you like that…” 
 
    Enzo sat all the way up and put his hand under her blouse instead, which made the housekeeper giggle even more. After a while, she hitched her blouse up to expose her breasts and unclip her bra. 
 
    The door to Enzo’s room opened. 
 
    Hailey dropped her dish of oat cakes on the floor, freezing at the horrible scene that was before her. Cherry was evidently unbothered by the intrusion, and only stopped to look over when Enzo checked himself and grew resistant to her coaxing. Indifferent to the gawking woman, Cherry tossed her blond curls over one shoulder. Hailey was only glad she had gotten a good enough look to confirm her worst fears before the upsurge of tears made it impossible for her to see anything. 
 
    She took off running, and Enzo threw the housekeeper off him, fumbling like a drunk man off the bed. He hadn’t walked in seven days, and his energy was still depleted, but he didn’t care. 
 
    The whole building seesawed. Enzo tumbled out of the doorway and rolled against the support of the balusters. He picked himself up and hurtled down the balcony corridor, slipping several more times. 
 
    She was already down the stairs by the time he hit the landing. Gravity threatened to upend his sense of balance completely, and so he stopped. Hailey vanished out the door, at which point Enzo toppled onto his rear on the topmost stair. His eyes reddened and panic swelled in his chest as he realized what he had just done. 
 
    He didn’t mean to do it. He didn’t mean to do it. He hadn’t been thinking. His head had been all messed up—and he had completely forgotten about Hailey when Cherry took him unprepared. 
 
    He didn’t mean to do it. He’d just been doing what his body always did on impulse, and it hadn’t registered what was happening until he saw the heartbreak in Hailey’s eyes and felt the crushing panic in his heart. 
 
    Cherry rearranged her blouse and skirt, and stealthily left the room with the mess of oat cakes still lying on the floor. She understood she had caused some sort of fissure, but it didn’t involve her, and she didn’t want to be yelled at for simply playing like she always did. 
 
    After a blank few minutes, Enzo stood up and trudged awkwardly back to his room. He paused in front of the crumbled oat cakes that were slathered in syrup and chocolate spread. There was an egg on one. Probably just in case he happened to wake up. 
 
    Enzo threw the door shut behind him so hard that it shook the walls. For a minute he pressed his fingers over his eyes, which were stinging with something that felt unpleasantly hot and wet. Tremors racked his shoulders, but he restrained them and held the emotion back. He waited for the worst of it to pass, then ran a hand over his face. 
 
    He whimpered around a choking sob he couldn’t repress. Without warning, he punched the lamp beside him and the bulb popped. Shards of scalding hot glass cut his arm and littered the floor. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    That night, Athena carried Dolus’s disembodied head into Enzo’s room. She frowned at the oat cakes and broken glass that were still strewn upon the floor. Enzo was abstracted, standing by the window with his hands buried in his pockets. He didn’t move until Athena left and Dolus spoke. 
 
    “I haven’t sensed this kind of rage in someone in a long time,” the god of lies and deception said. “Well, actually, the last time I felt this kind of rage was from my wife the other day, right before she chopped my head off and left me in front of Stillwater’s gate. I’m only glad she got this head, and not the other one.” 
 
    “So you’re my lie-detector test?” 
 
    “I’ve never been called that before.” His tone was jovial. 
 
    Enzo turned around. He studied the disembodied head: a middle-aged face that was lean as a fox, red-haired, with a vulpine nose, round bookish glasses, and darkling eyes. “So how does this work? I don’t plan to withhold anything. If you think you have to spill my brains, or whatever, don’t bother. I’ll tell you everything, especially about what a fucking jerk I am.” 
 
    “I’m disinclined to let my little morlochs eat your brains this time around, since it would seem you’ve been sanctioned by the God of gods Himself. You’re an archon now, and so naturally the last thing I want to do is attract His ire any more than I already have.” The head shifted on its stump to get more comfortable. “You first came here with evil intent, correct? Right. And now you’re cleared. We know you’re not going to betray us again anytime soon, because He says so.” 
 
    “So why are you here?” 
 
    “Athena asked me to use my black arts on you, regardless of Him exculpating you from our suspicions. She wants me to figure out if you have any more important secrets you might be hiding from us. But I happen to think you’re willing to admit any further secrets without the use of magical coercion. So let’s begin. I know your story already, but we’ll start at the beginning. Why don’t you tell me why you came here originally?” 
 
    Enzo told him the whole story and left nothing out. He explained the situation with Mulct, Lorcan, and Nadine, and then expressed his fear of the alpha pursuing revenge over Nadine’s death. 
 
    “Rest assured, Enzo, now that you’re one of our ilk—and are an archon at that—we won’t let the Pack get anywhere near you.” 
 
    “They’re the least of my concerns.” 
 
    “Oh? Then what else is bothering you?” 
 
    Enzo sighed and rubbed the heel of his palm over his forehead. “Have you met Hailey Donovan?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. What about her?” 
 
    “I fucking love her.” 
 
    “Oh?” Dolus blinked. “And what’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “I broke her heart, and I need your help to make things relatively right again.” He elaborated on that point, divulging everything. 
 
    “Your self-awareness is admirable, Enzo.” 
 
    “If only it translated into self-control. Awareness isn’t going to keep her safe from me.” 
 
    Dolus attempted a nod that failed. “Demonic appetites can be unforgiving. But how are you expecting me to help you?” 
 
    “I can’t resist her, so I need somebody else to sever our connection. I need you to assign her to someone else—or better yet, send her away. That would actually be preferable. If I see her—I think I’ll only end up going after her.” Even though he had tried to convince himself that he wouldn’t hurt Hailey again, he knew he would. It was in his DNA, and a little bit of romance couldn’t undo centuries of bad habit. 
 
    “Why don’t you leave? Since you’re the one who hurt her, I mean.” 
 
    “Because I’m convinced she only joined the Unfallen because of me. Not to mention Cherry is still here. I think giving her a fresh start away from all this hell would be best. Otherwise I would leave.” 
 
    “Well. Stillwater isn’t our only sanctuary in Atro City. There are a few others, and I can definitely find someone else to set her up with.” 
 
    “Make it a woman.” 
 
    “Jealous, are you?” 
 
    “Insanely. But when she falls in love again, I want it to be with a human and not one of us.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure she gets a female partner, as requested, and she’ll be returning to her own apartment soon. You will as well, now that you’ve been cleared.” But then it occurred to him: “Should we worry about setting up new living arrangements, also?” 
 
    “No. I know where she lives, but I won’t go there. And she has no idea where I live.” 
 
    “You’re sure you have the discipline to keep away? Love is a merciless god.” 
 
    “I know. And, yes, I’m sure. It’s when I see her that my self-control gets shot.” He smiled without mirth. 
 
    “Does she have any other way of reaching out to you?” 
 
    “My phone number.” 
 
    “Are you trackable through any records?” 
 
    “No. She won’t track me down. But I’ll block her contact.” 
 
    “She could use a different phone number. If this romance was really as serious as you suggested…” 
 
    “Then I’ll change my number.” His voice trailed off and his eyes went vacant. “After what I did to her, she’ll wish I was dead anyway… Which reminds me. I need you to make sure she understands this is nothing new for me. Tell her I sleep around—with everyone. Tell her I mirror a person’s emotions just to get what I want. Also, tell her I thought she was easy. Make me sound like a complete dick, and if you can talk enough shit about me, please do it. Make everything up, if you have to.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want, I think I can do that. Lies are my forte. Now, would you go get Athena for me, please?” The head wobbled. “I’ll check in with you later on, when everything’s set.” 
 
    A thought occurred to Enzo. “About my partnership—can I work alone?” 
 
    “No one works alone.” 
 
    “Then is that kid Hewey staying?” 
 
    “Yep. Just had a conversation with him the other day. Nice boy. He’s ready to reform, and says he loves the idea of becoming a ‘sort of badass superhero’.” He chuckled. “He’s fond of you, actually. He admitted to setting you free, and Athena blew her top when I told her.” 
 
    “I’d like to be with him. If it’s no trouble.” 
 
    “No trouble at all. He has no powers, though. No Nephilim inclinations, so you’ll need to teach him the craft yourself.” 
 
    Enzo gave him an inquiring look. 
 
    “You know. Share your power with him. Bind your ichor with his human blood, fusing magic with nonmagic. You’ll be his sire.” 
 
    Enzo nodded mutely in agreement. 
 
    “Athena, please,” Dolus requested again respectfully. 
 
    Enzo smiled and then started for the door. 
 
    When Athena gathered the talking head up in her arms, Dolus said to Enzo, “This was easy enough, right? I would shake your hand right now if I could, but I don’t have a limb to go out on. Get better quickly, now.” 
 
    “I will. Oh—and one more thing.” Athena stopped just as she was turning. “The wyrm. Humphrey?” 
 
    “He’s safe and sound. He’s being cared for in the shed and around the gardens.” 
 
    “How’s his tail?” 
 
    “Was there supposed to be anything wrong with it?” 
 
    Enzo smiled, guessing the nurse had removed the bandage. “No. I guess not.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “That’s all.” 
 
    “Then we’ll be sending Alys up here in a minute. She’s been wanting to see you for a long time now. Wants to thank you for saving her life a second time, I hear?” 
 
    Enzo looked down, remembering he had something to apologize to her about. “Sure. Go ahead and send her up.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
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    ENZO STARED AT THE TELEVISION screen in his apartment for over an hour. The backs of his eyes ached from the prolonged dosage of blue light, and he forgot to blink, but he didn’t care. 
 
    Dolus had been quick about sending Hailey off. She’d been at her new sanctuary for three days already, and he was beginning to feel the disabling effects of heartbreak more and more as each day passed. 
 
    Her messages kept pouring in, but he didn’t read them. He guessed that she was trying to get him to explain himself, but opening the conversation would only lead to another thing, and then another thing, and another thing… Enzo had been trying to hit the Block button for the past three days, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. It hurt too much to even try, but he knew he would have to do it eventually. 
 
    Enzo paced stiffly around the room. The lights were off, evening had come, and Humphrey sat perched on the bed and watched its master step slowly from the television to the front door, to the television to the front door, to the television to the front door. 
 
    Enzo leaned his forehead against the door panels. She was better off without him, and that was all that really mattered. 
 
    But still he couldn’t press the button. 
 
    A week passed, and the last text Enzo received from her arrived around midday. He had just been preparing to run a few deliveries when he got pinged before activating the Uber App. 
 
    Thinking the ping was from Hewey, Enzo opened the message without looking and read the words: I hope you rot in Hell. 
 
    He read them over again, unsure if they were real. 
 
    He crouched over the saddle of his BMX, arms dangling off the handlebars, his cellphone in one hand. His shoulders convulsed for one horrible minute, but his eyes stayed dry. 
 
    Enzo sat up, brushed off the invisible dirt from his clothes, then hit the Block button before he could allow himself to think about it for too long. 
 
    After switching on Jeff Buckley’s “Hallelujah”, he activated the Uber App and waited a couple minutes before an order came through, which he accepted. He slipped the cellphone into his back pocket, pushed off the ground, and took flight on speedy wheels. 
 
    Wind rippled through his hair and buffeted his body, but he felt so numb he was entirely unaware of it. He landed a flatspin going down a small flight of steps, then pumped the pedals, standing up against the handlebars. He swerved through traffic, meandered around pedestrians, mindful of nothing but his destination and the expanding emptiness inside him. 
 
    He grinded on granite benches and iron railings. He popped a wheelie, and tobogganed down a raised platform near the entrance to a city library. 
 
    X-Up. 180. 360 Tailwhip. 
 
    The chain broke, and he fell down a flight of stairs, snapping his leg off the iron railing so that it flipped him onto the concrete. The bike landed on his chest and he laid still, knees slightly bent and scuffed and bleeding under the ripped denim. The cellphone had flown out of his back pocket and the screen was smashed. 
 
    “Well, fuck. There goes my order…” He covered his face with an open hand. “Kick me while I’m down, why don’t You?” Enzo groaned and dropped his hand, laying flat. After a minute, he sat up. 
 
    Eventually, someone approached him. “Are you alright?” When he failed to answer, the interloper gave up on trying to be a good citizen and moved on. 
 
    Enzo remained calm and collected as he evaluated the debt and damage he had racked up over the past couple of weeks. He had forfeited the first and only love of his life, was still fifteen hundred dollars in the hole for buying Humphrey, and couldn’t seem to enjoy sex with strangers anymore, now that he had Hailey’s heartbreak branded into his soul. And he just couldn’t get those horrible words out of his mind—I hope you rot in Hell—and privately wished he could tell her that so did he. 
 
    He expelled a breath, and remembered a phrase from Hailey’s favorite poet: “So begins my posthumous existence.” He brooded on that for a while. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Hailey was spotting. She could feel it even while she was working on a client’s updo, and so she rushed into the restroom as soon as her client had left. She had missed some work due to her confinement at Stillwater, but her boss was understanding about her made-up story about a devastating family emergency, and wouldn’t even think of disciplining her for the seeming lack of communication. Hailey didn’t even need to fake her tears; all she had to do was remember catching Enzo with that slut, and her boss was convinced she was telling the truth. She still had spells of crying while on the job, to which her boss dismissed her into the backroom where she was allowed to take a few minutes to recompose herself. 
 
    At present, Hailey rifled through her purse in search of a tampon. Pantiliners, condoms, lipstick… She wrestled for the topmost tampon, but it only seemed to wriggle lower into the bowels of her purse the deeper she reached to pluck it out. Finally, she grabbed it, along with a few other things, and pulled it out. 
 
    She dropped an atomizer and cough drops back into her purse—but then paused at the unfamiliar paper in her hand. It appeared to have been folded rather hastily. Her heart leaped into her throat the moment she read the chicken scratch of the sender’s name along the front. 
 
    Fingers shaking, she unfolded it. 
 
    Tears bleared her vision when she read the placeholder title—To Fanny—which he had struck out and replaced with another horribly written To Hailey. Upon glimpsing the first line, “I cry your mercy,” she knew the poem by heart and didn’t need to be able to read the rest of it. 
 
    Hailey sat on the covered toilet seat and set the torn page in her lap. Boisterous gossiping reverberated beyond the door, but in the restroom everything was silent save for her crying. 
 
    It took her several minutes to get her eyes clear enough to read the rest of the small note Enzo had scrawled along the bottom: 
 
    Babe. I suck at this kind of thing. And I’m sorry I don’t think pretensious thoughts like your favorite poet. But I really do love you, and I can honestly say I’ve never felt like this toward anyone before. 
 
    Hailey shook her head at the misspelling, which he had scratched out twice before deciding on “pretensious”. 
 
    She bent her head between her knees. Her entire head felt pressurized and hot, and she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs to keep herself from hyperventilating. As ugly as her crying was, she was just thankful that no one interrupted her privacy or needed the restroom while she was there. Hailey thought she could get a grip over herself in at least a few minutes, but apparently she was inconsolable. She remained rooted to the seat for nearly thirty minutes, when someone finally knocked on the door. 
 
    When she emerged from the restroom, her colleague immediately told her to go home in sympathetic tones. Hailey wiped her bloodless cheeks with a tissue, and did as she was asked, forgetting her spotting, and clutched the defaced poem to her chest. 
 
    She walked home through a drizzle of light rain, feeling angry, dazed, doubtful, confused, and strangely tender inside. 
 
    I really do love you. 
 
    She smiled bitterly, and remembered all the hours they had spent with each other. It isn’t fair, she thought. He’s been so hurt and tortured—it isn’t fair… 
 
    How should she contact him? She had his cellphone number, but he hadn’t answered any of her texts for over a week. She was suddenly stricken with guilt by the last message she had sent him. 
 
    Quickly, she pulled her phone out of her purse. She opened the messages, typed through a series of messy autocorrections, then sent him: I didn’t mean it. And then: Forgive me? Enzo, please, answer me… I’m so sorry… 
 
    But he never responded. 
 
      
 
    TO CONTINUE IN BOOK TWO: ASYLUM 
 
      
 
    “Never can true reconcilement grow where wounds of deadly hate have pierced so deep…” 
 
      
 
    ~John Milton, Paradise Lost 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    BONUS CONTENT 
 
      
 
    Some scenes are just too sexy to be included in the finished book. 
 
    The uncensored Deleted Scene detailing Enzo and Hailey’s night spent together in Chapter 25 is provided at no cost to readers who are subscribed to Risa Fey’s newsletter. 
 
    The Deleted Scene is for a mature audience only. Please read all of the content warnings. 
 
      
 
    To claim your free download of the deleted scene, click HERE. 
 
      
 
    If you are already subscribed or want to download more than one free gift offered by Risa, your information will not be duplicated. 
 
      
 
    Claim your FREE ebook copy of the novella Wicked Gleam by clicking right HERE, and discover the devastating and tragic truth about Alys’s past and how she became one of the Unfallen… 
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    She was trafficked for her body and blood. Now she wants revenge…
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