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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      June 2015 — San Francisco, California

      It was a black day around Fisherman’s Wharf. ‘Course, every damn day had been black since Earth split open and Hell came spilling out.

      I was wearing a mask over my nose and mouth but still gagged on ash. That was life. Inches of ash on the boardwalk, the streets, in my lungs. Even the wet ocean wind couldn’t do jack shit about that. Much like how nothing could stop America from being shredded by fucking demons.

      “Hurry,” I urged, voice muffled by the mask. “That boat’s out of here in five minutes whether or not you’re on it.”

      “I’m trying to keep up!” Halle Beckett hurried behind me pushing one child in a stroller while the other was wrapped around her back like a monkey. She was a widow, a white lady in her thirties, struggling to get her two kids out of the ash, the demon attacks, the darkness. Halle had hired me to help her do it. “It’s just—it’s Declan!”

      The child who’d been clinging to her back—Declan—was no longer attached to Halle. He was limping behind us. He was slowed by a makeshift splint on one leg.

      I cursed myself internally. I hadn’t noticed that the kid was off his mom, much less falling behind, and that was my whole job. I stopped to help Halle push the stroller over a crumbled curb. “Keep going to the boat,” I said. “Five minutes. Remember?”

      I didn’t wait for Halle’s response before looping back to scoop Declan into my arms.

      He was too big to be carried, though he was small for his age. Probably eight or nine years old, tall but scrawny. Most kids were scrawny these days. There weren’t farms left to feed us. Even non-perishables were perishing as manufacturing and imports shut down nationwide. Nobody had food, least of all some kid who couldn’t even walk on his own.

      “I need all the help you’ve got,” I told Declan. “Arms around my neck?”

      His eyes were big with fear. He didn’t want to put his arms around this guy he didn’t even know. I was a six-foot-plus stranger who he’d never seen, barely spoken to, didn’t know.

      Declan was more afraid of being left behind by his mom than he was of me. He put his arms around my neck.

      The boat was bobbing alongside Fisherman’s Wharf, an ugly little vessel shamefully unprepared to embark on torrential ocean waters. The hull was more rust than metal. I didn’t think it was possible to float with that many barnacles attached.

      We didn’t have a choice but to load the Becketts on that boat and shoot for Australia anyway. The Breaking had carved a big flaming X into North America, and nowhere accessible by road was safe.

      There were a lot of families just like Declan’s taking wild shots on similar boats. Most figured being swallowed by the ocean was a better death than being swallowed by demons.

      I held Declan tight against my chest as I pounded up the boardwalk. My breath wheezed in my mask. My muscles felt like putty.

      The first few families I’d helped out of the country through San Francisco had been easier than this.

      Saving people was getting hard, and it wasn’t just my waning physical strength. Fewer boats were in this neck of the woods anymore. This one might have been held together by rust and barnacles, but it was better than I’d seen in weeks.

      There were fewer people in any condition to escape, too. Most of the folks who’d survived the initial waves of the Breaking had already taken refuge elsewhere. And most of the folks who’d been injured…well, we didn’t have hospitals anymore, and there was a lot of empty land freed up for graves these days.

      Damn it, I had to get the Becketts onto that boat.

      Only when I’d climbed out onto the pier with Declan did I realize that there was a second boat waiting behind the first one. A yacht. Couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen a ship that looked so clean, particularly one without holes in its hull. Its windows weren’t cracked. There were satellite dishes on top of the cabin.

      How’d I missed that one coming into town? It had capacity for dozens of evacuees.

      “Mr. Hawke!” Halle shrieked. She was pointing over my shoulder, horrified.

      I clutched Declan close and swung around to look at San Francisco proper.

      The metro area was, as always, under a heavy blanket of ash. Looked like a dozen volcanos were erupting elsewhere in California. I wished it were volcanos. At least volcanos belched fire rather than demons.

      Like the half-dozen demons scrambling up the road toward me now.

      This species was called brutes. They came from the City of Dis. They had big vee-shaped bodies, gnarled leg-stubs, and enormous mouths on their chests. Because chests are a normal place to keep huge toothy mouths when you come outta Hell.

      “Fuck,” I said, and then I remembered I was holding a kid. “Sorry.” Declan burst into hysterical tears and clung tighter. Guess demons were more disturbing than my bad language.

      The captain of the boat was releasing ropes.

      “Wait!” I shouted, quickening my pace to put distance between the approaching brutes and myself. “I’ve got your passengers!”

      “We have to go now!” The captain was even more scared of the demons than Declan. He was drenched in sweat as he tried to shove off.

      Halle and her other kid weren’t even on the boat.

      I skidded to a stop at her side, sliding on the moisture-soaked wood. She clutched Declan’s hand as he slithered out of my arms.

      “Get on the boat,” I said.

      The vessel was lurching now that the captain had released the ropes, and inching away from the pier.

      Halle hesitated. She was staring at the approaching demons with such big eyes that I could almost see ‘em reflecting in the whites.

      “Hey! You!” I pointed to one of the captain’s guys. I was sure I knew his name—I’d gotten to know everyone brave enough to sail in or out of San Francisco—but I couldn’t identify him under the layered coats and scarves. “Get ready to catch!”

      “Catch?” His eyes fell on the boy climbing out of the stroller. “All right! Ready when you are!”

      The demons had gotten to the end of the pier. They breathed louder than huffing steam trains, struggling to survive in this cold, wet environment so unlike home.

      Just because the brutes were dying didn’t mean they weren’t a threat. I’d seen them bite heads off whole in their death throes.

      A little humidity wasn’t going to keep them from murdering these kids.

      “Hang tight,” I said, sweeping an arm under Declan’s legs.

      I gathered what little strength I possessed and tossed him to the crew.

      “No!” Halle cried.

      They caught him without even jarring his leg. He was crying as they lowered him to the deck. Crying, but safe.

      I couldn’t toss the second kid—or his mom, for that matter.

      The brutes were on top of us.

      There was no time to do anything but draw my Desert Eagle.

      I lifted it in both hands, supporting one arm with the other and widening my stance. “Get on the boat!” I shouted to Halle over my shoulder, and I opened fire.

      Bang. Bang.

      A hole opened in a brute’s shoulder, over the leftmost curve of his curled lip. Teeth shattered inside his mouth.

      “Thank you, Mr. Hawke,” Halle said breathlessly. I felt a tugging. Weight sank into my pocket. She’d given me the only payment she had. “Thank you.”

      I kept shooting.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      Hitting center mass on a brute was easy. They were nothing but center mass. But the front-most of them had to eat the first two bullets to go down. My third shot only winged the one behind it. The stench of sulfuric blood filled the air.

      A quick look back told me Halle still hadn’t jumped and the boat was starting to drift.

      A man leaped off of the shiny yacht.

      “I’m here!” he called, as if I’d been expecting him.

      He was a lean, athletic blond wearing a cable-knit sweater and boat shoes. He looked like he was ready to have a swell day at the races with his cigar-smoking buddies.

      Except for the knife.

      This guy was holding a huge fucking knife—maybe a sword. Never seen a blade quite like that one before.

      He rushed past me. In the instant he passed, he said, “Help the woman.”

      The blond man slid on his knees to approach the brutes from below.

      His knife flashed.

      I didn’t take time to see how much demon blood this Good Samaritan Ninja would spill into the steely waters of Fisherman’s Wharf. I grabbed the second Beckett child. He was a lot smaller than Declan and even more scared.

      “Mommy! Mommy!”

      I didn’t even have the extra energy to mutter an apology before hurling the preschooler at the captain.

      The captain caught him, barely. The boat was a couple feet away now. Hard to hurl a thirty-pound pile of baby-spaghetti that far when it wasn’t feeling cooperative.

      Halle didn’t need my help to jump once she was separated from both of her boys. She ran to the edge of the pier, launched off. Her foot slipped. She slammed into the side, clinging to the bulkhead as her feet scrabbled helplessly against slippery barnacles.

      “Halle! Fuck!” I spun, searching for a rope.

      A brute slammed into me from the side. I hit the dock.

      The thing must have weighed close to a ton. Probably not literally, but tell that to my lungs, which couldn’t expand with the pressure of a demon squeezing me down.

      Not just any demon, but the hulking chest of an ugly fucking demon with a mouth bigger than my shoulders were wide.

      It was chewing on my shirt.

      “Augh!”

      I was screaming, Halle was screaming, brutes were screaming, everyone was screaming.

      I squeezed my gun’s trigger until I was deaf from the blasts and the weight vanished. Then I rolled over.

      On all fours, I could almost breathe. The problem was that I inhaled the scent of sulfur. I coughed violently inside the mask. Felt like I was suffocating. I ripped the facemask off and tossed it at the bloodied body of the brute writhing on the dock.

      The blond Jet Li of Beverly Hills was, meanwhile, engaging two of the remaining brutes. He slashed and spun so fast that he looked like a fucking Beyblade.

      That left three or four brutes for me to kill.

      More of them had appeared. Where from?

      Through the fog, all of San Francisco looked to be swarming with demons now. I’d known that the winds from Hell were blowing this way—in fact, it was the reason I’d chosen to resettle in SF—but the storm shouldn’t have descended for a few more hours.

      I was running out of time.

      The captain clapped his hands on Halle’s arms and hauled her into the boat. The waves washed them away. The motor powered up.

      I savored a moment at edge of the pier, watching the fishing boat retreat. The Becketts and crew were trying to find room to sit amid the supplies on deck. They didn’t wave thanks to me, but they were alive, swept into the vast question mark of the ocean, and they had a chance at hope. That was better than gratitude.

      I turned to see that the blond guy was falling back under the onslaught from the brutes. They were gonna break through.

      There was nowhere to run. My options were to dive into the ocean or face the brutes.

      I didn’t much like swimming. I opened fire again.

      Bang! Bang! I aimed as best I could and fired fast, knocking down two of them in the process.

      “We can’t take them all! Get on the Friederling X!” the blond guy shouted.

      The yacht was the Friederling X, I saw. It was the only vessel left. There were two women standing on its prow. A very short black-haired woman, and a taller, curvier woman.

      The sight of the two ladies got my stomach churning in a way even the brutes didn’t.

      “I’m not leaving the city yet.” I grabbed Halle’s payment out of my pocket. It was an old glass Coke bottle, one of those little ones from the sixties. She must have gotten it from an antique store. There was gasoline swirling inside rather than cola. Maybe three or four ounces of it. Thank God for Halle. “You get on the boat. I’ll cover your back while you escape.”

      He kicked a brute away, grabbed my arm. “Don’t be an idiot, Cèsar!”

      The sound of my name on his mouth made me freeze. I felt a weird kind of cold all over, prickling at my flesh, squeezing through my bones.

      I looked at his face again.

      Long features. Sharp nose. Intelligent eyes. Perfect teeth.

      “How do you know who I am?” I asked.

      “Because I came to San Francisco for you. We all did. Now get on the yacht or I’ll feed you to the brutes myself!”

      I didn’t get a chance to argue.

      It might have been hard for me to toss a three year old, but this guy had no trouble hurling all two hundred pounds of me at his yacht. I clutched the Coke bottle of fuel to my chest so it didn’t break.

      I’d barely hit the deck when the yacht began to pull away from the wharf.

      “Wait!” I sat upright, gripping the side of the boat. The churning waves made my stomach flip. I tasted bile in the back of my mouth. Better bile than sulfur. “You’re just gonna leave him with those demons?”

      “Nope,” said the taller, brown-skinned woman, who was at the controls. She swung the yacht around toward the pier.  She only drew near enough to permit the blond man to reach us.

      He leaped and hit the deck next to me.

      When he landed, he rolled up against the feet of the shorter woman. “I told you I’d get him,” he said, grinning at her.

      “Yeah, guess you did.” Now I could see that she had features that looked East Asian, maybe Japanese. I was bad at telling the difference between nationalities. Her accent was one hundred-percent local. Wherever her predecessors hailed from, she was clearly California breeding stock. “Whatever, Fritz. You were right, but only this time, and you shouldn’t let it go to your head. Happy?”

      “I am now.” He stood. His hair whipped around his face as the boat accelerated, drawing the four of us further away from the coast of California. “Thanks for joining us on the Friederling X, Mr. Hawke. I’m Fritz Friederling. And I have a job for you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The name’s Cèsar Hawke. I live in a broken world on the brink of oblivion.

      It’s exactly as much fun as it sounds.

      A few years back, I was a private investigator based in Los Angeles. That job isn’t fun either. Following cheating housewives through Hollywood gets boring after the first two or three cucks. It was better than what I was doing now, though.

      You know that saying about beggars and choosers? We were a world filled with beggars these days. Being a PI was slightly more fun than helping refugees, but I didn’t have a choice. I made do just like everyone else.

      My PI skills were useful in a whole new way after the Breaking.

      What’s the Breaking, you ask?

      That’s a shitty question and you should be ashamed for even opening the conversation.

      No, just kidding. The Breaking is what we call the time after the Fissure opened. And the Fissure is a gash that leads directly into Hell.

      Some people say the Fissure is a mark of gods fighting against gods. Some scientists guessed that it was a tectonic plate thing before they got eaten by brutes. Other people say it’s a sign of the end of times.

      However you slice it, the Breaking means we’re running out of sunrises and sunsets. It’s the apocalypse. So it’s probably pointless to get people out of America where the Breaking started, since it won’t be long before the Breaking is everywhere.

      But I’m not a smart guy. I’ve never taken “this is impossible and you’re gonna die” as an answer.

      Like I said, my name’s Cèsar Hawke. I’m one of the few survivors of the Breaking. I keep busy trying to save refugees.

      And now I’ve been taken captive on a yacht by three total strangers.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “This is Isobel Stonecrow,” Fritz said, indicating the taller woman on the yacht. I offered my hand to shake Isobel’s. She took it in both of hers, smiling sadly as she squeezed my fingers.

      “Nice to meet you, Isobel.” My tongue felt clumsy when I talked to her because Isobel Stonecrow was gorgeous. No way around noticing that.

      She wore a bikini halter top that barely covered the swells of her very nice, probably artificial, breasts. She’d paired that with cutoff shorts that showed off the bottom swells of her ass and many miles of creamy tan leg.

      While everyone else was withering away with starvation, Isobel Stonecrow had meat on her bones. Mostly on her hips and thighs, exactly where I liked it.

      “Yes, it’s nice to meet you too, Cèsar.” Isobel hadn’t let go of my hand. Her fingernails stroked the back of my wrist.

      I carefully disengaged before my dick realized I was being petted by a pretty lady and gave me the most awkward boner ever. No time for boners in the apocalypse.

      “And this is Suzume Takeuchi,” Fritz said, gesturing to the other woman. “You can call her Suzy.”

      “You better call me Suzy,” the short woman said. Her handshake felt like she was trying to jerk my arm out of its socket. “If I get called Suzume one more time I’m gonna have to stab someone in the eyeball.”

      Suzy wasn’t as in-your-face pretty as Isobel. She looked as fatigued and deflated as I felt. She wore a baggy Yale tee with basketball shorts. But there was pleasant symmetry to her features, and an even more pleasant stubborn set to her chin. It took stubborn souls to survive days like these.

      “Nice to meet you all,” I said, casually saluting each of them in turn. “Guess thanks are in order for saving my ass back there. My ass, and Halle’s ass.”

      “Who’s Halle?” asked Isobel. Decorative feathers framed a face with full lips, big eyes, and a hurt scowl. “Was this Halle woman your girlfriend? Whose children were those?”

      “The Becketts were my clients,” I said. “If you know who I am, you’ve gotta know what I do, too. I’m the best coyote in San Fran.”

      Suzy choked on the water she’d been sipping from a near-empty bottle. “Coyote?”

      “Maybe not the best word to use for me, but…” I shrugged. Coyotes used to be guys who helped Mexican immigrants cross the border into the United States. Nobody wanted to cross into the good ol’ US of A anymore. I’d stolen the word for my use. Some people pillage electronics stores in the apocalypse; I pillage other cultures. And also electronics stores. Look, it’s not like anyone needed those Blu-ray players more than me.

      “Then it’s true.” Fritz sat back on a beach chair, one foot tucked under him and the other dangling. His dangling foot appeared to be made of metal. He lived on a yacht like a billionaire but had a peg leg like a pirate. “You’ve been helping people in the Bay Area. When you vanished, I feared the worst, even though I knew you couldn’t be dead.”

      My eyes narrowed with suspicion.

      I had two beautiful women gazing at me like I was Bruno Mars, but I was a lot more fixated on this guy, who thought I had “vanished.” A stranger had no business worrying where I wandered.

      Yet I felt weirdly excited to see him.

      Really excited.

      Fritz Friederling had grabbed me so that he could throw me onto the yacht. If I were being honest with myself, that brief touch had made me feel…different. Like I’d just chugged a half-dozen strength poultices and could now run a marathon.

      He was like the sun breaking through the clouds after months of ash. I wanted to go sit next to him. I needed to bask in the warmth.

      I didn’t.

      “You heard I’d be around here,” I said carefully. “Who told you?”

      The three people exchanged looks. “We just investigated, is all,” Suzy said. “We were looking for your help. Word of mouth. That kind of thing.”

      It sounded legit. My clients always found me by reputation.

      “All I’m doing is hooking survivors up with boats to help them escape. You already have a boat and you don’t need me,” I said. “You should be sailing for New Zealand right now.”

      “We came to you because we’re looking for someone.” Isobel settled alongside Fritz. He let his arm fall around her shoulders. “A friend of ours has been gone since the Breaking, and we want him back.”

      Locating people was one of my better PI skills. I’d done it for a few families separated in the chaos, though this was the weirdest way anyone had approached me for the work. “You think he’s in this neck of the woods?”

      “Yes.” Isobel’s throat worked as she swallowed hard. “We do.”

      I raked a hand through my hair, glanced back at the city. It was too foggy to see much of it. Not weird for San Francisco. The towering plumes of fire-lit smoke were the weird part.

      It was getting darker. The storm of demons had arrived, and I didn’t have time for this chat. I began to say, “I don’t—”

      “We’ll feed you if you talk to us,” Isobel interrupted. “Fresh food. I can’t imagine you’ve had anything fresh in a long time.”

      “Well…” It did sound good, but it wasn’t enough.

      Fritz’s eyes sparked with intelligence. “I can get you a small amount of fuel,” he said.

      “No we can’t,” Suzy said. “We’re running low.”

      “Everyone is running low,” Fritz said.

      I performed the mental math—how much gasoline I still needed to fill my tanks, how much time I had before that black cloud of demons descended on the shore.

      “All right,” I said slowly. “I’ll talk to you, but I need the fuel first.”

      “You can have it after we talk,” Fritz said.

      Damn, he knew I’d been thinking of swimming back alone. “Okay. I’ll take it after we talk, but before I go searching for anyone,” I said.

      He nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Fine.” I grabbed the side of the boat when a wave tossed us, Coke bottle thumping against my thigh. “You want me to find someone in San Francisco, I’ll need details. Lots of details. The city’s empty, but it’s still huge.”

      “We can give you all the details you want,” Fritz said. “Sit down. There’s a story about how our friend went missing that you’ll need to hear in order to find him.” He patted the beach chair next to him.

      Good God, I wanted to sit next to him.

      I folded my arms and leaned against the cabin wall instead. “Start talking. And I’ll need a water bottle for my time, too.”

      “Such modest demands.” Suzy fished a bottle out of a cooler and hurled it at my head. “Happy?”

      I caught it. “Sure.” I drank, savoring the clean taste of pure, unrecycled water. Damn that was good. “Don’t let the boat drift far while you talk. I’m not ready to leave the city.”

      A line appeared between Fritz’s eyebrows. “Very well,” he said. “This story starts right before the Breaking. Back when the world was still normal. Suzy, would you please?”
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      August 2013 — A pocket dimension anchored in Los Angeles, California

      It was Suzy Takeuchi’s first time trying to torture a man, but she was doing a great job for a newbie. “What’s that you say? No more thumbtacks?” She shook her pencil case, peering inside as though searching for something softer than pins. “Hmm…I don’t know. Do you think it’d hurt less if I jammed this pen in your ear?”

      “No,” David Hodgins said, “please, for the love of Adam, don’t hurt me anymore.”

      “Wuss.” Suzy tossed the pencil case on the table. Thumbtacks scattered.

      “Very wussy,” agreed Gary Zettel.

      The fact that he agreed with her, and approved of what she was doing, was enough to make Suzy want to stop with the whole torture thing.

      Zettel wasn’t good people. An ally, yes, but still definitely not good people. Suzy couldn’t shake the itchy feeling that agreeing with him meant that she was bad people too.

      She’d been dealing with that itchy feeling a lot lately.

      Suzy was inhabiting a cavern shared by the Apple. Some people regarded the Apple as a cult, but she preferred not to use such a narrow-minded classification. It wasn’t like they were wearing white robes and poisoning themselves on behalf of Adam, whom they worshipped as God. They were normal people.

      Normal people who occasionally tortured unhelpful members for information.

      Hodgins had been embedded in the Office of Preternatural Affairs until two days earlier. He’d been transferred from the Fernley base and sent to Las Vegas to respond to an increase in demon activity.

      A lot of people were dying in Las Vegas. David Hodgins should have spied on events and reported back to Zettel.

      Instead, Hodgins had run.

      They’d caught him trying to hide out in San Jose. What little intelligence Hodgins provided had been unclear. He was scared senseless. He babbled nonsense. He’d even kicked Zettel in the face rather than talk about what he’d witnessed in Nevada.

      Whatever was happening in Vegas—if something was happening in Vegas—it was six kinds of bad.

      Zettel pulled a chair in front of David, dropping onto the seat. He folded his arms over the back. “Do you remember how one of my guys picked you up?”

      The right side of David’s face spasmed. “You…you just…I was in Las Vegas and—”

      “A member of the Apple saw you running from a fight,” Zettel growled, “and he learned that your aspis had been devoured by the ichor.”

      “Ichor?” Suzy asked. “What’s this about ichor?”

      Zettel had a nasty habit of keeping secrets, even within the Apple. He used to be the Secretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs. It had given him a bloated sense of self-importance. Information was need-to-know, and the only one who needed it was Zettel.

      “It’s the same ichor we saw in Reno a few years back,” Zettel said.

      She gnawed on a knuckle to keep herself from swearing as much as she’d have liked.

      Suzy hadn’t seen the ichor since 2009, but there was no forgetting how a single drop could turn anyone into stone. It was the scariest thing she’d ever seen. And Suzy had seen some shit. “This isn’t from the Mother of All Demons again, is it? I thought she was dead.”

      “She’s dead. Not all of her offspring are.” Zettel turned back to Hodgins. “Who’s leading the demons in Las Vegas? What’s the plan?”

      “I don’t know,” he moaned.

      “You don’t know. You don’t know. That’s because you ran before you could learn anything.” Zettel flicked his wrist, and a switchblade appeared. “You’re useless to us and worse than useless to your aspis. When you ran, you let her die.”

      Suzy winced. “Oh man.” No wonder Hodgins had gone senseless. A kopis who lost his aspis was lucky to escape with his life, much less his sanity.

      A kopis was a human born to be a warrior against the preternatural—a sword in the fight against evil. Some kopides were magically bound to witches named aspides. An aspis served as the shield to match the sword. It was a deadly powerful bond. When one went, the other usually went too.

      Hodgins’s cowardice had allowed his aspis to die.

      It was a slightly huge deal.

      “Maybe you should let me finish questioning him.” Suzy held a hand out for the switchblade.

      Zettel had gotten the fire of craziness in his eyes, and he wasn’t letting the knife go. He’d lost his first aspis, Allyson, while working for the OPA, and never got over it. He couldn’t be trusted with a kopis who’d let his aspis die on purpose. “I’ll take care of him.”

      “Sure you will,” Suzy said. “But I can get information out of him without killing him. Although I won’t rule it out, either.” She threw that last bit at Hodgins, hoping to Bad-Cop her way to information.

      Hodgins was beyond being affected by such psychological manipulation. Bleeding from his fingernails, slumped against the chair, sweaty hair plastered to his forehead, Hodgins was beyond pretty much anything.

      Zettel pressed the flat of the knife against Hodgins’s thigh. “I can take care of this aspis-killer on my own.”

      Suzy was saved from having to intervene by the door creaking open.

      Cèsar Hawke had entered the room.

      He always looked like he wasn’t sure what to do with himself around members of the Apple, and he looked totally disarmed at the sight of Zettel with a knife. He must have been hoping to find Suzy alone.

      “Hey,” he said, edging closer toward her.

      His eyes fell on Hodgins.

      Cèsar took one look at the guy strapped to the chair and suddenly knew exactly what he was doing with himself. Confidence closed around him like a hard shell. “I’m surprised you guys didn’t call me in for this interrogation,” Cèsar said, snapping the pencil case shut on a handful of bloodstained tacks. “I have experience with this.”

      “You’re not willing to do what needs to be done,” Zettel said dismissively. He’d withdrawn the knife. Suzy exhaled.

      “You’re too willing to do it. Remember who the good guys are, remember that good guys don’t torture people, and pull it back a few degrees,” Cèsar said.

      Anyone else would have flinched when Zettel scowled at them. The former secretary was King Kong miniaturized by shrink-ray, and he was intimidating despite his height.

      Cèsar didn’t flinch. Didn’t back down. In his mind, it was wrong to stick thumbtacks into anyone, even a traitor, and he wouldn’t back down for anything.

      “David Hodgins is a Union officer,” Zettel said through clenched teeth. “He was present for an incident in Las Vegas that may impact the entire world. We need to know what happened, and unless you’ve got intel…” He gave Cèsar an expectant look. “Do you have intel?”

      Cèsar was a special agent for the Office of Preternatural Affairs, which had been a secret government organization when Suzy worked for them. The agency was no longer a secret from the public. But they weren’t much more transparent than that.

      “If something’s going on in Las Vegas, I don’t have clearance to know about it,” Cèsar said.

      “David did. He can tell us what’s going on. So what’s your problem with this, exactly?” Zettel asked, waving the switchblade.

      “I don’t know,” Cèsar said, tapping his chin thoughtfully. It was a cute expression on a guy as big as he was, delivered unselfconsciously. He wasn’t aware of how cute he could be. In fact, Cèsar believed himself to be as intimidating as Zettel. “You’re sticking pins in a guy tied to a chair. Does that sound like the shit that good guys do to you?”

      “Good guys,” Zettel spat. “Those kinds of words are meaningless.”

      “The words aren’t meaningless to me,” Cèsar said.

      “Takeuchi?” Zettel asked.

      Suzy did not want to be in the middle of this. She tossed her hands in the air. “Hodgins is a traitorous piece of shit. We need information. You’re not getting intel from Secretary Friederling, so we’ve got to find it somewhere else.”

      Fritz Friederling was the secretary who had replaced Zettel as the head of the OPA. He also happened to be kopis to Cèsar’s aspis. That made Cèsar a theoretically powerful member of the Apple—but only in theory.

      Cèsar had never probed for information he wasn’t supposed to have. Never took advantage of Fritz’s trust to get better intel. He just observed, reported, and frowned when the Apple did things he found unethical.

      In other words, he was kind of a terrible cultist.

      Cèsar shot Suzy big puppy-dog eyes. “You think David Hodgins really has information we need?”

      “I do,” she said.

      When Zettel returned his attention to David, Cèsar didn’t try to intervene, thankfully.

      Passivity was as good as endorsement in this case.

      Zettel jammed the knife in Hodgins’s thigh. Their captive screamed.

      “Can we talk, Suze?” Cèsar whispered, looking faintly green.

      “Sure. Hey, Zettel! I’ve got some other shit to do!” Suzy called.

      Zettel’s eyes flicked to Cèsar, then back to the bloody man strapped to the chair. “I can handle the rest of this.”

      Suzy took Cèsar away—out of the room, away from the dirty work. Even though the door quickly fell shut behind them, she heard when David began to scream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      The room the Apple used for torture was positioned at the rear of the cavern. The cavern itself occupied the entirety of a pocket dimension designed by Suzy. When they stepped out of their interrogation room, she found herself on a chthonic island encircled by a moat fed by waterfall. Suzy had added a lot of dramatic features like that to the plane. Between the Japanese-inspired supports, the wall of computers, and the glowing stalactites, her cave was practically perfect in every way. Much like Suzy herself.

      The main chamber bustled with more than a dozen members of the Apple. Most of them had come from the Half Moon Bay Coven, with a couple White Ash Coven transplants. Suzy didn’t trust any of them more than she trusted Zettel.

      Neither, apparently, did Cèsar. He walked briskly through the cave without opening his mouth.

      “What’s up, Hawke?” Suzy asked, hurrying to keep up with him. She needed two steps for every one he took with those muscular giraffe legs.

      Cèsar glanced around, probably to make sure that nobody was getting too close to them. “I don’t feel good,” he said under his breath. “Need a little help getting in my skin.”

      “Already?” He’d complained of feeling sick two days ago too. It used to take a week between treatments. “Okay. Get in the room.” Suzy swiped a hand over a warded door set into the wall of the cave. Their bedroom unlocked.

      Their bedroom. Because Suzy and Cèsar had been sharing for as long as Cèsar had been in the Apple.

      For years, Cèsar and Suzy had worked together as partners at the OPA. She had semi-secretly lusted for him most of that time.

      The problem was that a lot of people had been lusting for Suzy, too. Being an attractive woman in law enforcement sucked. She’d hated it from the minute the OPA had recruited her and she realized that HR didn’t care how many men complimented her ass, patronized her, and made sexist jokes around her. Unfortunately, quitting had never been on the table. Then-Director Friederling had made it clear she’d go to prison if she did.

      She’d had to survive in the OPA, and that had meant presenting herself as a sexless coworker oblivious to all the raging misogyny. She was crude and crass. Just One of the Guys.

      Cèsar was different. He was the nicest sexist dork she’d ever met. A lovable dumbass. He wasn’t Just One of the Guys most of the time, and he didn’t seem to know it.

      He was basically catnip for Suzy, and she’d had to keep her hands off of him for years.

      Then she’d quit, joined a cult, etcetera. And Cèsar had joined the cult too. He’d joined specifically for Suzy.

      Turned out she wasn’t the only one of the two who had been lusting.

      Things had been pretty sweet since then.

      Their shared bedroom was filled with Suzy’s belongings, since Cèsar spent most nights on Earth. He was undercover as a non-cultist, after all. But there were touches of Cèsar around, too. He’d designed the headboard so there was enough room for his books and insisted on the Betamax with the CRT in the corner. Suzy had even hidden Cat’s litter box inside a cabinet at his request, even though it made her fatty-fat cat whine. That was how serious Suzy was about keeping Cèsar at her disposal.

      And oh boy, was he at her disposal.

      When he wasn’t sick.

      She shucked her jacket, kicked the door shut behind her. “Sit on the couch.”

      Cèsar didn’t seem to hear the command. He was standing in the middle of the room, shoulders drooping, hands pressed to his face. “I tried a strength poultice but I think I fucked it up. I need you to check the recipe.”

      “No you don’t. You’re better at poultices than me.”

      “I’m not much good at anything right now,” he said. “My brain feels like cotton candy.”

      “Your brain is cotton candy,” Suzy said. “I told you to sit down.” This time, Cèsar sat. She banged around in the pantry before sitting on the coffee table in front of him, whisking powdered crystals together in a bowl. “It’ll take two minutes to get this together. Tell me what you’re feeling.”

      “I think it’s the separation sickness.” Cèsar sagged against the back of the couch, throwing an arm over his eyes as though the dim lanterns were somehow too bright.

      “I bet it’s a cold.” Suzy was making him tea that would address either condition. Well, more like herbal sludge than tea. He wasn’t going to like it, but he didn’t have to. The taste was still better than whatever ailment he was battling.

      She thought it was a cold. Her mom, May Takeuchi, had always attributed the onset of colds to mismanaged stress, and Cèsar was under a hell of a lot of stress.

      But Cèsar had another explanation for his sickness.

      “I keep dreaming about him,” he said with a low sigh.

      “Me too,” she said.

      Cèsar lifted his arm to look at her, eyebrow lifted. “Really?”

      “No,” Suzy said. “I’ve never had a dream about Fritz Friederling before, thank God. He’s your special obsession.”

      As kopis and aspis, Fritz and Cèsar were meant to be physically close most of the time. They were stronger together. Fought better, did better magic, answered questions on Jeopardy faster.

      They’d been spending a lot of time apart in the last couple years. Fritz had become the Secretary of the OPA, with all the traveling that entailed, and Cèsar’s responsibilities kept him rooted. Where Fritz wandered, Cèsar could not follow.

      This most recent separation was over six weeks now.

      “It’s gotta be the separation sickness, Suze,” Cèsar said.

      She used a twist of magic to heat the tea then handed it to Cèsar. “Drink while it’s steaming.”

      He winced on every. “I can’t keep doing this.” Cèsar stood without needing to hold on to anything, so he must have been feeling better.

      “I agree,” Suzy said. “I can only make so much tea.” At some point, Cèsar was going to have to treat the source of the problem rather than the symptoms, whether that meant a trip to an OPA doctor or a trip to Fritz’s side.

      “You can’t keep doing this either,” Cèsar said.

      “Yeah, I just said that. I’m running out of herbs for the tea. Some of this stuff is hard to get.”

      “That’s not what I mean. Torturing people? With Zettel?”

      “I thought we agreed that Hodgins deserves it,” Suzy said.

      “Torture is wrong.”

      “Torture’s such a mean word,” she said. “Torture. Ugh. Let’s not use that one.”

      He took her hands, running his thumbs along her palms as he inspected her fingernails. “You’ve got blood in the cracks of your skin.”

      “Okay, I can see why that might look bad. But the Apple’s got no choice. We’ve got so much less strength than all the other players on the field, so we’ve got to be willing to fight dirty.”

      “But Hodgins was one of ours,” Cèsar said.

      Suzy wasn’t getting through to him. She switched tactics. “Look at it this way. If something’s gone bad in Vegas, you’re gonna get sucked into it anyway, so you might as well know what’s coming. Whatever intel Zettel gets from Hodgins, you’ll get too.”

      “If the end of the world’s coming, I’d rather not know in advance, thanks,” Cèsar said.

      “That’s because you’re an oaf,” she said.

      “Some people who aren’t me might argue you’re a cold, heartless bitch.”

      “As long as it’s other people and not you.” She ran her hands up his chest. “If it is the end of the world, how’d you wanna spend the last night?”

      “Dark, Suzy,” he said as he bent over her. “That’s a dark line of thinking.”

      “Really? Because I’m trying to come on to you,” Suzy said.

      Cèsar reached back to lock the door. “I was kinda hoping.”

      He was a big stupid oaf.

      And he was hers.

      Suzy yanked Cèsar’s shirt off over his head. Cèsar Hawke was a man built like a tank dressed as a teddy bear. Tough, dangerous, cuddly. A strange mix that fit perfectly within the hulking frame of this clueless, beautiful, sharp-eyed witch.

      He’d been waxing his body hair as a point of pride long before he learned that Suzy liked waxed men. When she ran her hands over his chest, she encountered nothing but smooth flesh the color of the soil baked in sunlight. He was as warm as the sun, too. Warm and glittering. Pyrite on the beach.

      Suzy pulled him down to her level, as she always did, and she let her tongue do what it wanted to him. He opened to let her in, without any of the attempts to seize control usually performed by men as huge and strong and…well…male as Cèsar Hawke looked.

      Suzy loved that she felt like a titan, wrestling him down to her. She loved how easily he fell back on the bed at her shove.

      “Just because I’m having sex with you doesn’t mean I’m cool with torture,” Cèsar said.

      Suzy ripped his pants open and engulfed his dick in her mouth. He made a strangled dying noise when Suzy’s lips met the soft skin under his pubic hair. The one place she didn’t let him wax anymore. She was an adult, he was an adult, genitals were supposed to be furry. It wasn’t a good blowie if you weren’t picking hair out of your teeth.

      His fingers curled over the back of her head, flexing in her hair.

      “You can’t blow me to get me to forget about the torture,” he groaned.

      Suzy withdrew with a shameless slurping sound. She let her breath breeze over his wet head. “I’m just doing my job, Hawke.” She dropped her voice to something throatier, hoping he’d think that sounded like a purr.

      She plunged over him again. She circled him with her tongue, drew in suction. She was rewarded by the incoherent noises he made.

      Suzy would never have told Cèsar this, but she’d been thinking about how much she wanted to suck him off for years. Long before they’d had a sexual relationship. Basically from the first moment that Suzy had laid eyes upon Cèsar in his OPA-approved suit, carrying around one of those steno pads, giving dopey worried looks at the suspects in his vicinity.

      She’d wanted to know what a man like that would taste like. Suzy wasn’t disappointed by the taste of him. She never was.

      She kept moving her mouth over him until he came undone with as much earnestness as he did everything else, back arching and fists clenching and this crazy animal sound ripping out of his chest with a roar.

      Suzy lifted her head to grin smugly at him. She didn’t bother swallowing the load he’d shot into her mouth. It drove him crazy to see it drip from one corner of her lips, and her dignity was not as important as watching Cèsar’s reaction when the straw broke the camel’s back.

      “Fuck, Suzy,” he growled.

      And before she could react, he’d flipped her over. He’d gotten between her knees. And Cèsar dedicated himself as earnestly to worshipping the space between her thighs as he did everything else.

      His relationship with Suzy, his work with the Apple, his partnership with Fritz. Whatever Cèsar Hawke did, he was all-in.

      And right now, in this moment, he was all-in for Suzy.

      She’d been jamming thumbtacks into a guy’s fingertips earlier and Cèsar was still sucking on her clit like he was trying to figure out how many licks it took to get to the center of a Tootsie Pop.

      And that was why Suzy would follow that asshole literally anywhere he went for the rest of her goddamn life.
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* * *

      They took a post-orgasm nap before Cèsar brought up the subject of torture again. “It’s gotta bother you.” His finger was circling between her shoulder blades, tugging a lock of hair with it. “Hurting people like that.”

      Suzy snuggled against his pecs. Cèsar’s heartbeat was a bass drum bouncing against her cheek. “I don’t worry about the well-being of assholes.”

      “Must be nice,” Cèsar said.

      Suzy lifted her head to look at Cèsar, who was staring at the cavernous ceiling of the pocket dimension. Their bed was topped with a glass dome that let them watch the waterfall. “Hey,” Suzy said, climbing him to press a kiss against his frowning lips. “Look at me.”

      He did. Cèsar had pretty eyes, which he’d never admit to.

      She wished she could’ve told him that torture was a bad thing, rather than an ugly necessity of war.

      And they were at war. Everything good left in this stupid fucking universe was at war with the overwhelming bad. If the Apple had to shove a few pins into a few fingernails…

      That was the cost of having the time, freedom, and existence to blow one’s boyfriend every day for days on end.

      “We didn’t talk enough about the Apple before you joined,” Suzy said. “About why we have to do what we do.”

      “It’s all about the civil war that angels got into back in the day,” Cèsar said. “The rebels locked God in prison, and the loyalists formed the Apple to save Him.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. But it’s hard to get excited about a cause when you put it that impersonally,” Suzy said. “Try this on for size. The bad guys won. It’s like we’re trapped in The Empire Strikes Back, except our Luke Skywalker is dead and gone. We’re trying to keep the Empire from winning forever, and Hodgins in there is basically a Stormtrooper.”

      “You’re fucking sexy when you talk nerd,” Cèsar said. “I’m gonna put my dick in you again.”

      Tempting. “Okay, so we’re the good guys here.  Got it? Well, we think that the bad angels are behind Las Vegas. They’re moving toward an end game where they get to destroy God’s creation.”

      “Which one?”

      “All of them,” Suzy said. “The whole world, if our suspicions are right.”

      Cèsar’s hand went still on her bare back, a few locks of her hair trapped between his fingers. “So you’re saying this is Hodgins’s fingernails or the entire world.”

      Suzy lowered her voice to mimic Mr. Spock’s voice. “The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few…”

      “Or the one,” Cèsar said. He pulled her down for a kiss—that hard, biting, almost worshipful kiss that was better than any words of affection.

      They didn’t have time for more activities involving Cèsar’s dick at the moment. “We’ve got a dinner with the other guys tonight,” Suzy said gently. “We should get ready to meet with the Apple.”

      He sat up with a sigh, letting the sheets fall around them. “Then we better get dressed.”
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* * *

      The Apple had dinner every night on the northernmost end of the main chamber, right below the frothy waterfall feeding into the moat. Suzy had transformed an old thrift-store chair into a table long enough for everyone. For the most part, it had been a successful enchantment, and there was no distinguishing the table from something made out of actual mahogany. But if you looked too close at the left-hand side, you’d see the paisley-shaped wood grain, and you’d never stop seeing it again.

      Suzy firmly placed her plate over the nearest patch of paisley so she wouldn’t have to stare at the flaw in her magic all night.

      “What’d you get from David Hodgins?” Suzy asked, fixing her gaze on Zettel.

      “Hmm.” Zettel wiped a cloth napkin over his mouth, set it down on top of his empty plate. His glare was even more mutant-gorilla looking than usual. “Yes. You’re right. We better discuss this now.”

      A few words from him were enough to bring the table to silence.

      Not just Suzy and Cèsar, seated at Zettel’s left side, but also Suzy’s parents. May and Sentaro Takeuchi had dangerously intelligent eyes and short tempers, totally unlike the daughter they’d spawned unto this unholy plane.

      Further down were other prominent members of the Apple, mostly from the Half Moon Bay Coven—people they could trust to provide support.

      “This sounds serious,” said Stephanie Whyte, the coven’s current high priestess. She set down her fork to give Zettel her full attention. “Go on.”

      “Hodgins has reason to believe that the OPA is convening the Genesis Convention,” Zettel said.

      Suzy couldn’t help it. She gasped.

      Everyone gasped.

      Everyone except Cèsar, who looked around in adorable confusion. “What’s that?”

      May Takeuchi responded with patience she reserved specifically for her daughter’s boyfriend. “It’s the final solution for the rebels against Adam. Our understanding is that it’s a meeting of the leaders of the angels who betrayed him, and humans of their bloodlines, to prepare a final blow against Adam’s people.”

      “Meaning the Apple?” Cèsar asked.

      “Meaning humanity,” May said.

      “We’re still not sure what has happened in Las Vegas,” Zettel said. “We don’t even know if the Union is winning in their fight against the creep of the ichor. Whatever the OPA has discovered in that region, it has changed things for Makael.”

      “An angel who led the rebellion,” Suzy whispered to Cèsar, in case he’d forgotten who Makael was.

      “If he’s calling the Genesis Convention, he must think we’re on the brink of apocalypse,” Zettel said.

      “I was once on the list to be invited, before my cover was blown,” Sentaro said. “I don’t know who replaced me. I know that the participants will be powerful and broad reaching. It’s an opportunity for them to formulate an end game, but it’s also an opportunity for us to eliminate all key members simultaneously.”

      “Exactly. Makael founded the Union originally in Italy. Subsequently, the secretaries of the OPA and the Union are included as well,” Zettel said. “So we know that Makael will be there, and so will Fritz Friederling.” He stood and planted his hands on the table, glaring at each member of the Apple in turn. “We’ve got a high-ranking OPA member right here who can get into the Genesis Convention.” Zettel was looking at Cèsar. Meanwhile, Cèsar was blissfully oblivious, looking at his drinking glass as though worried Suzy’s enchanted dishwasher had left smudges on its rim. “Agent Hawke?”

      Cèsar’s attention snapped back to Zettel. “Yes, sir?”

      “The Genesis Convention is our chance to get vengeance against the traitors of Adam,” Zettel said. “You’re the only one of us who can enter the meeting, Hawke. I’m going to have you plant a bomb so we can assassinate all of them in one fell swoop.”

      Cèsar swallowed hard. “All of them?”

      And it was Suzy who faintly replied, “All of them.”

      Including Fritz Friederling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      While Suzy and Cèsar were discussing ideal ways to wreak Adam’s revenge against the OPA, the agency’s secretary was returning to his home in Beverly Hills.

      Fritz Friederling arrived near midnight. The grounds were bathed in the golden glow from garden lights embedded in the soil. Mist clung to the trellises. The fountains were running, even at night, and their rippling water reflected starlight. It was a beautiful sight he never got an opportunity to enjoy.

      Tonight was no different. He was approached by his wife between armored limousine and front door, which led to a lengthy argument in the gardens.

      The argument was painful on multiple levels. First of all, because Fritz was simply not much a fan of arguing with Isobel Stonecrow. He liked when she got worked up. He liked the flush that rose on her cheeks, the way her sleek hair went wild. He did not like seeing her distressed—which he had definitely inflicted upon her on that particular evening—and he didn’t like it when she flung accusations at him.

      Cèsar found them shortly thereafter. The aspis appeared under a lattice archway like a ghost materializing from ether. He must have been approaching for some time, since the guesthouse was set behind the orchard, but Isobel had kept Fritz too distracted to notice.

      “I can’t believe you,” Isobel said. “The fact you won’t even consider—”

      “I’ve long considered it,” Fritz said quietly. “I already ruled it out.”

      She looked furious. And she looked even more furious when she realized she no longer had her husband’s attention. “What are you looking at?” she demanded, turning to glance over her shoulder.

      Isobel relaxed at the sight of Cèsar.

      Fritz and Isobel fought frequently, but they seldom fought in front of Cèsar. His appearance was like a white flag waving between them.

      “This conversation isn’t done,” Isobel warned Fritz.

      He had kissed her then, trying to express in physical language what could not be said in words. Isobel could have set the mansion on fire, taking his life and his legacy down to ash, and he still would have loved her more than any mortal man should have been able to love a woman.

      Isobel’s responding kiss communicated similar messages. She was angry with him that night. She might have even hated him. Yet she clung to his shirt, fingers curling in his collar, hips pressed against hips. She breathed desperation into his mouth.

      They broke away when Cèsar gamboled to their sides.

      “Fritz!” Cèsar’s grin was infectious. “And Izzy! Hey! You guys didn’t tell me you’d be back from DC today!”

      “I got back early. But it’s still late, and I’m tired,” Isobel said. She patted Cèsar’s cheek. “Good to see you.” And she drifted away to sleep.

      Cèsar all but broke his neck to watch her exit. Fritz could hardly blame him. Fritz had memorized every single one of Isobel’s curves, from her throat to her ankles, yet he was still transfixed by her beauty.

      Only when Isobel vanished into the manor could the men greet each other.

      “Friederling,” Cèsar said with a serious tone to contrast his excited expression. His posture was similar to that of a Golden Retriever puppy who had realized that Fritz was putting on shoes and grabbing a leash.

      “Hawke,” Fritz said. “You’ll forgive me if I’m—”

      “Shut up and come here.” Cèsar embraced him, engulfing Fritz in the stench of camphor, sage, and lemon. It was a one-armed hug, as brief as hugs between men tended to be, but the effect on Fritz was akin to a muscle relaxer.

      “Six weeks,” Fritz said. He patted Cèsar’s back, resisting the urge to crawl into his jacket with him. “That seems to be too long a separation.”

      It was the time in the hug where he should have let go and stepped back, but Cèsar’s hand lingered on Fritz’s shoulder blade. It was a point of warmth in a very cold, very dark world.

      “Izzy looked pissed. What’d you do in Washington to get her that angry? Were you getting Oreos banned on the federal level?” Cèsar asked.

      “I haven’t been in Washington, and this week has been among the worst of my life,” Fritz said with a degree of honesty that was probably illegal in anyone with Friederling blood.

      Cèsar’s face collapsed into a look of worry. “Fuck, you okay?”

      “No. I’m not.” Fritz glanced at his watch. It was late enough that the hour was threatening to turn into morning rather than evening. Yet he still didn’t want to sleep. “Come with me?”

      “Fuck yeah,” Cèsar said with too much enthusiasm for one in the morning. Fritz had been suffering separation sickness for weeks. He could easily imagine what Cèsar was feeling, because it was equally awful for both of them.

      Fritz registered unusual fatigue after the first week away from Cèsar. He could ordinarily survive on three hours of sleep; away from his aspis, he began to suffer a cognitive decline if he didn’t sleep at least six.

      The aches set in on the second week. Even the best of his magically enhanced prostheses forced him to shift his weight, his gait. Without his aspis, he became incapable of walking without a cane after a month.

      Fritz had been gone for almost six weeks, and he’d stopped trying to inventory the symptoms of his separation. He assumed it would get much worse from there.

      Being away from Cèsar made Fritz feel like he was drowning in an endless ocean.

      When he got home, Fritz’s head broke through the surface for his first lungfuls of air. He breathed and feasted and slept for hours, all in the first instant that he embraced his aspis.

      Tonight, looking up at Cèsar’s grin, national politics and apocalypse felt distant, unimportant. Fritz wondered why he ever left.

      They were on the roof of the garage a few minutes later. Fritz had a lot of cars, so the garage was rather large, and multi-tiered. The flat portion between air-conditioning units was perfect for a private putting green, giving him adequate space to drive balls across the gardens.

      Before following Fritz upstairs, Cèsar made himself a coke with lime—a virgin drink—and poured a staggeringly large snifter of staggeringly expensive bourbon for Fritz. “Nice night,” Cèsar said, relaxing on the park bench set beside the fake-grass green. His head tipped back to stare up at a sky that was beginning to cloud over, obscuring the stars.

      “It’s a foul night,” Fritz said. “That’s smoke.”

      “Well I think it’s nice.” Cèsar probably meant it. He thought a great many things were nice, including spending his weekends reading nerdy books and destroying expensive stockpots to make potions. “If you haven’t been in DC, whereabouts you been?”

      “Las Vegas,” Fritz said. He smacked another golf ball off the roof of the garage. It vanished into the velvet black of nighttime.

      Sometimes strong emotions could push through the bond, even when it wasn’t activated. Cèsar’s emotions weren’t pushing through the bond yet. But Fritz definitely felt something nudging.

      After a conspicuous silence, Cèsar said, “Oh.” And then he followed it up with a too-casual, “Heard it’s bad there.”

      “Bad” seemed like a puerile word to use for the situation.

      Demons had been attacking the city in hordes. It was an incredible volume of violence and even the OPA was unequipped to handle it.

      A group of demons known as the Fates had been sighted in the area. They had been killing freely. Many an agent had been lost, and there was nothing Fritz could have done to save them. Somehow, that was more frustrating than killing them through incompetency.

      Yet as Fritz stood on the roof of the garage, whapping golf balls off of his fake-grass green, it wasn’t the lost agents that he was worried about.

      “You’re feeling like shit,” Cèsar observed, his eyes gone foggy. Fritz had drunk half a forty of bourbon. He was drunk. That meant his aspis was getting quite drunk too. And as Cèsar became drunker, he became increasingly attenuated to Fritz’s mood. “But…it’s not Vegas you’re upset about?”

      “No, I’m upset about Vegas.” Fritz would have sounded like a terrible person if he admitted that Las Vegas’s plight was low on his list of concerns.

      “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s eating you, Fritzy?”

      Fritz had been about to hit another golf ball. He let his driver drop. “What did you just say?”

      “What, your mistresses can call you Fritzy and I can’t?”

      “Yes. Yes, that’s exactly how that works.”

      “Okay, Friederling. Tell me what’s actually wrong or else I’ll just chase Isobel back to the master bedroom and make her tell me.”

      Fritz took a hand off the golf club long enough to pull a small paperback out of the inside of his jacket. He tossed it to Cèsar.

      “I read Lolita in college,” Cèsar said. “It’s creepy, but it’s fiction, dude.”

      “Page sixty.”

      Cèsar opened it to page sixty. As soon as he broke the spine, a Purple Heart slid into his lap. “Where’d this come from?” he asked, lifting it to dangle between forefinger and thumb. “You were in the military?”

      “My father was, briefly,” Fritz said. “He just died.”

      He sent another golf ball into oblivion.

      Cèsar’s face went slack. “God, I’m so sorry.”

      “We weren’t close.” He took Lolita and the Purple Heart back.

      “But he’s your dad,” Cèsar said.

      That was true. Werner Friederling had implanted his seed within the womb of Fritz’s mother, so they were biologically bound.

      By all means, Fritz should have been upset that his father had shuffled off this mortal coil. He should have been grieving the things he’d never done with his dad. Like throwing a baseball around on lazy weekends, learning how to fix cars, or looking one another in the eye.

      “He told me that when he died, he’d send me the Purple Heart as a reminder of what he taught me,” Fritz said.

      “Why Lolita?” Cèsar asked.

      “It’s a book with an unreliable narrator. The perspective character is a pedophile who paints himself as sympathetic, seduced by a child, and the reader can’t believe anything that he says.” Fritz slid the book into his jacket again. “The last time I spoke to my father, we discussed that book.”

      “So the Purple Heart in that book means something to you?”

      Fritz swallowed down the crimson surge of anger. “No.” It didn’t mean anything he was willing to explain. “However, my father’s death means that I’m the heir to the Friederling legacy.”

      “You were already richer than a Hearst,” Cèsar said. “So what are you now? Richer than a Gates? Richer than God?”

      “I’m fucked,” Fritz said.

      He sent another golf ball soaring into nothingness.

      Fritz emptied his snifter of bourbon. There must have been a couple ounces remaining at the bottom, and Cèsar looked appropriately impressed by how much Fritz managed to drink in one breath. Impressed, and intoxicated.

      “You’re so rich now,” Cèsar said, leaning against the edge of the roof. “The richest ever.”

      “Not quite. I’ve inherited all of the Friederling debts as well as the riches.”

      “Like mortgages?”

      “The Friederling family is inextricably intertwined with the House of Belial,” Fritz said. “As in, the House of Belial that is settled within Malebolge, one of the Hell dimensions.” Malebolge resided within the skeleton of a fallen titan. You had to cross miles of rotting viscera to reach the market from the suburbs. The House of Belial was somewhere in the pelvic girdle. Fritz privately thought of it as the asshole of Hell.

      “I know your family sucks, but you can do whatever you want with the House of Belial now, right?” Cèsar asked.

      He didn’t understand. “I’ve inherited everything from the House of Belial.”

      Werner Friederling had been in Las Vegas to negotiate a trade with local demons when he’d died. They had been trading in human life. Slaves.

      Fritz had suddenly found himself inheriting hundreds of human slaves. Their care, their maintenance, their commitments.

      “You’re six kinds of fucked up about this, huh?” Cèsar grabbed the rest of the bourbon bottle and poured. Fritz used his stellar kopis skills to hold his hand out steadily so that nothing slopped over the side of the snifter.

      “Isobel only married me the first time because she wanted me to free her relatives from slavery,” Fritz said. “She thinks that owning the House of Belial means I should release every single slave instantly. No paperwork, no waiting. Just a thousand freed mortal slaves suddenly loosed upon the infernal dimension.”

      Understanding crossed Cèsar’s features. “Shit,” he said.

      “Yes, it’s shit. I can’t release that many slaves out of nowhere. Preternatural contracts are more complicated than that. Of course I won’t renew any of them, and people will be freed as terms dictate, but…”

      “That’s not good enough for Izzy.”

      “I can’t let them go,” Fritz said. “Most of these people grew up in slavery in Hell. They’ve never known a life outside of the House of Belial. They wouldn’t know how to pay bills, drive cars…”

      “Sure, but they could sit around on Earth being really confused and not enslaved,” Cèsar said. Fritz drained the snifter again. “Restore their dignity. Just go downstairs and be like, ‘hey guys, stop polishing the Hell-china. You’re not slaves anymore.’”

      “Oh, Cèsar.”

      Magical contracts were never that simple.

      Nothing was as simple as Fritz would have liked.

      He was not capable of delivering his father’s slaves unto absolution at a whim, and Cèsar was not merely a charming accessory. He was a brilliant witch with sterling morals.

      And Cèsar was not nearly as loyal to Fritz as he looked.

      “Speaking of contracts,” Fritz said, stooping to put another golf ball on the edge of the roof, “the OPA needs to make adjustments in reaction to Las Vegas.”

      “The demons?”

      “And everything they bring with them. The public already knows that the preternatural is real, but now they’re going to have it in their living rooms, and the OPA will be under intensified scrutiny. Your contract will need to be revised.”

      “Gimme that,” Cèsar said, reaching out a hand for the putter. He wasn’t worried yet. He should have been. Had he not been drunk, he’d have surely picked up on the dread that radiated from Fritz’s end of the bond.

      Cèsar set another ball on the tee. He handled the expensive putter like it was a dime-store baseball bat, performing test swings at shoulder level.

      “So what’s new in the contract?” he asked. “Did the OPA come up with something eviler than wiping out my memory if I get fired?”

      “I am the OPA,” Fritz said quietly. The public believed that Gary Zettel still led their agency to help maintain the illusion of stability, but Fritz was privately holding the reins on all contracts. Including Cèsar’s.

      It was true that if Cèsar violated his current contract with the OPA, he’d lose years of his memory. He’d forget that he ever worked for the Magical Violations Department underneath Fritz, as well as everything else that had happened over the span of those years.

      Meeting Isobel.

      Falling in love with Isobel.

      Binding as Fritz’s aspis.

      The people he’d saved, the cases he’d solved.

      All it took was one major error on Cèsar’s part and everything would be gone. He’d spend the rest of his life feeling terrible due to separation from Fritz and never know why.

      Cèsar’s putter met the ball with a whip-crack. When he swung, his shoulder muscles flexed and bunched. They sloped down to frame either side of his spine and cord his compact waist. He was a pleasure to watch move, even when his form was dreadful.

      He leaned over the roof to look for the ball. Fritz looked around for more bourbon and didn’t find any.

      “The new contract requires loyalty,” Fritz said, tilting back his glass to get the last dregs. “It will guarantee that you’re not a member of any faction other than the OPA, and permit you to have a higher security clearance so you can work with the public.”

      Cèsar had been about to hit another ball, but the putter froze over his shoulder. “Other factions?”

      “Like the Apple,” Fritz said, watching for his aspis’s reaction.

      Cèsar did not react. He lined himself up to hit the ball again, starting over from the beginning position. But even when he was ready he just stared at the tee.

      Eventually, he said, “Huh.”

      “It must seem absurd to swear you’re not a member of the Apple,” Fritz went on, “but we must guarantee loyalty to the organization.” The words tasted rotten on his tongue.

      “No, yeah, I get it,” Cèsar said.

      “It’s a shame for any employee who is secretly part of the Apple, though. If anyone in the organization finds out, they’ll be fired instantly, with all of the consequences that incurs. Including memory loss.”

      Cèsar dropped the putter.

      Fritz had sat down on the edge of the roof at some point. Now Cèsar sat beside him, warm and huge. His eyes were the troubled black of nighttime seas.

      “We’ll sign the revised contracts first thing in the morning,” Fritz said lightly. “Since we’ll need to be in the office early, we should get to sleep, I think.”

      Cèsar looked at him.

      Fritz looked back.

      Was Cèsar finally going to tell the truth? Confess that he’d been living under the Friederling roof while keeping secrets from his friend, his boss, his kopis?

      He should have known that Fritz was his friend, even though Fritz was also a slaver, a terrible person, the culmination of generations of Friederling perversity. If Cèsar told the truth, Fritz would forgive him anything.

      Cèsar said, “I’m sorry about your dad.”

      Fritz’s chest ached. “Thank you,” he said. “I am too.”

      Six hours later, the two of them were at the Los Angeles office of the OPA.

      Cèsar was facing a new contract that said he would get fired if he was discovered to be a member of the Apple.

      And he signed it without ever telling Fritz the truth.
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      Suzy was almost back to the pocket dimension’s anchor when Cèsar caught up with her. She had only left long enough to go shopping for groceries, but she still felt like she’d been caught sneaking out of her parents’ house in the middle of the night.

      She considered trying to hide the case of beer behind her back so he wouldn’t know she was gonna spend her night trashed, but it was too big and she was too petite. Oh well. It wasn’t like it was news that she was an alcoholic anyway.

      “Hey Hawke,” she said, reaching up on her toes to kiss him.

      “Hey,” he said.

      She frowned. “Why do you look like someone took a dump on your chest while you were sleeping?”

      Cèsar laughed loudly.

      The library’s patrons stared.

      Because the anchor to the Batcave was in a library.

      Cèsar used to keep the anchor in his closet, but then he’d moved into the guesthouse at the Friederling mansion. It would have been weird if Suzy was disappearing into Cèsar’s closet for days on end, especially since her parents would have been disappearing with her, and Gary Zettel, and Stephanie Whyte, and…

      So. The library.

      Cèsar knew one of the librarians, and she had agreed to conceal the floating wooden cube in the shrubbery behind the patio there.

      Unfortunately the patio was considered library space during daytime, and there were people trying to read books or whatever, and they all scowled like crazy whenever Suzy made the slightest peep.

      “Get the fuck back to your books, you nosy nellies,” she snapped at the people sitting nearby.

      One of them was so affronted that she stood up and went inside.

      “That’s right, you old fuck, you run away,” Suzy shouted after her.

      Cèsar tugged her into the bushes, where they were concealed by the same landscaping that protected the floating wooden box.

      The floating cube spun slowly when Suzy approached it between the rosebushes, acknowledging its maker. She only needed to touch it to enter the portal to her pocket dimension, where the rest of the resident members of the Apple were hiding out and waiting for beer, as if she’d ever share her beer with those dicks.

      She didn’t touch the anchor yet.

      “I had to sign a new contract for the OPA this morning, Suze,” Cèsar said.

      “You’re playing hooky today?”

      “Yes, I’m playing hooky, because I am going to fucking die.” He gripped her shoulders. “Suze, this contract…if they find out I’m part of the Apple, I am fired instantly.”

      “Good. You should get fired for being in a cult, you cultist.”

      “My termination will be considered a dishonorable discharge.”

      Suzy’s head was suddenly thundering with the biggest migraine she’d ever had. “Oh, fuck me against the wall.”

      “Later,” Cèsar said. “After I get over the fact I’m going to lose all my memories if they find out I’m part of the Apple!”

      “Why’d you sign a contract like that, dumbass? The old contract was fine!” Suzy had gone into hiding without signing the discharge paperwork, so she’d escaped a memory wipe. Cèsar could have done it too.

      “If I didn’t sign the contract, I’d have had to tell Fritz why. I’d have to tell him…” Cèsar trailed off, shooting an angry look at the anchor. He looked embarrassed.

      Electricity tingled along Suzy’s spine. “You don’t want him to know you’re spying on him. Cool. I get it. But being a spy for our organization means that you’ve gotta lie sometimes! You should have told Fritz that you didn’t wanna sign the contract because, I don’t know, your girlfriend gave you herpes.”

      “You don’t have herpes.” After a moment, he said, “Do you?”

      “Everyone has fucking herpes. What? You’ve never had a cold sore?” Suzy snorted. “You will now.”

      “We’re wearing condoms for the rest of forever, FYI,” he said.

      “Too late. You’ve gotten the herp from me.”

      Cèsar was laughing. He couldn’t seem to stop.

      Suzy stroked her hand down his arm reassuringly, the same way she used to reassure her horses when she was a kid. Cèsar was slightly stupider than the average horse, which said a lot because horses were idiots, but the tactic was as effective on him.

      “The contract’s signed, so you can’t take it back,” she said. “It’s not like we planned on the OPA learning of your extracurriculars. This doesn’t change anything.”

      “Except the speed at which I will lose my memory if I get caught,” Cèsar said.

      “Well, don’t get caught,” Suzy said.

      He didn’t find that piece of practical life advice very reassuring, she could tell.

      “I don’t like lying to Fritz,” he said.

      She also knew that. “We’re about to blow up everyone who goes to the Genesis Convention. You’ll be free of that stupid organization soon enough.” She’d been slaving over magical explosives for days with her mother. May was the best bomb maker that Suzy had ever known, not that she knew many bomb makers. It wasn’t a trait appropriately cherished by their society.

      “So the part where we blow people up with a bomb,” Cèsar said. “Is it a murdery bomb?”

      “All bombs are murdery bombs,” Suzy said.

      “Fritz will be at the convention.”

      Oh, so that was the problem. “What, you don’t like lying to your kopis, you don’t like murdering him… Cèsar, it’s almost like your heart isn’t in this whole evil cult thing.” Suzy set the case of beer down on the grass. It was getting heavy. “Tell you what. Maybe I’ll talk to my mom, change the kind of bomb we’re making? It’s magical anyway. Not like we need to kill anyone with it. Just gotta pull in the devastation a little bit, and maybe we’ll just knock everyone unconscious instead. That way we can choose who dies.”

      “Not Fritz,” Cèsar said.

      “Not Fritz,” she agreed. “Our real target is the angel Makael. The originator of the OPA and the Union. All the magic that gives the OPA power, all the big decisions, the ownership of it…that hinges on Makael.”

      “So he’s the only one who’s going to die.” Now Cèsar was starting to relax, his muscles softening under her palms.

      “Right,” Suzy said. “I was only making a big bomb because angels take a big explosion to die, but I’ll figure out another way to do it. All right?”

      “You’re amazing.”

      “I know,” she said.

      He kissed her again.

      Suzy was a woman who prided herself on keeping her head together at all times, but she couldn’t help but melt against him when he kissed her like that. His lips made her brain unravel. It reduced her to a groaning, needy cat in heat who just wanted to get on all fours and beg for Cèsar.

      She’d never met a guy who made her feel so stupid. Probably because Cèsar was stupid, and it was infectious. An STD much worse than herpes.

      Suzy had her hands up his shirt, spread over the ridges of his abdominal muscles, when she heard someone clear her throat.

      Cèsar went tense when he saw who had entered the grove. “Oh,” he said, “hey, Mrs. Takeuchi.”

      Suzy folded against his chest and shut her eyes so that she wouldn’t have to see her mom’s disapproval. “Seriously, fuck me against the wall.”

      “Why don’t you wait until I’m in a different plane of existence?” May Takeuchi asked dryly. “I take it you’re going to miss our appointment, Suzume?”

      “Not miss it, but…” Suzy finally turned. Her mom was looking good, as usual, in a skirt suit and scarf that was wholly inappropriate for Los Angeles summertime heat. It was always cold in the pocket dimension. “I’m going to be late because I’m having wild animal sex with Cèsar.”

      Her mother was too disciplined to react to provocation. Her face remained serene. “I have another appointment in two hours, so you better not take that long.”

      May reached out a delicate hand to touch the portal, and she vanished.

      Cèsar laughed shakily when she disappeared. “Your mother is terrifying.”

      “Scarier than me?” Suzy asked, returning her hands to his stomach underneath his shirt, which was one of her favorite places on his body.

      “Nobody’s scarier than you, Suze,” Cèsar said, bending down again.

      “You’re goddamn right.”

      They kissed slowly, sensually, in the way that meant they’d soon be in their shared bedroom having mind-blowing sex. Of course, all their sex was mind blowing. Witches could do all kinds of interesting things to one another. And Cèsar’s strength meant he could lift Suzy in so many interesting ways…
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      June 2015 — San Francisco, California

      “Okay, let’s skip another sex scene,” I interrupted.

      Suzy had gotten a dreamy look on her face when she’d talked about kissing her boyfriend. She’d gotten that same look before embarking on a detailed story of oral sex, too. There was no doubt in my mind that she’d tell us about every single roll in the hay if we let her.

      “It’s part of the story,” Suzy said, looking affronted.

      “Like hell it is,” I said. “How’s knowing about your sex life with this…what’d you say his name was? Julius Something?”

      “Our friend is named Julius Eagle,” Isobel supplied helpfully. She had taken control of the yacht again, steering us around a pier teeming with demons.

      “Right,” I said. “The details of Julius Eagle’s sex life isn’t gonna help me find him.”

      Suzy folded her arms, flinging herself onto one of the benches. “Fine. I won’t talk about our amazing sex life again.”

      “The world suffers for it.” Fritz had poured himself a snifter of brandy while the others talked, and he took a sip of it now.

      “That puts us a couple of days before he disappeared,” Isobel said.

      “Yeah,” Suzy said. “So after all the hot sex, Julius and I—“

      “He actually came home to me,” Isobel interrupted. “Later that afternoon, he came back to the mansion. Mind if I take over the story?”

      “If you let me take over the steering, sure,” Suzy said.

      Isobel stepped back, relinquishing the controls. Both of them were graceful even though the deck of the boat roiled underneath their feet. They must have spent ages on that yacht.

      “At some point that evening, he came home to me,” Isobel said. She was looking at me hard. Real hard. Like she could see past my skull to the brain matter beyond.

      And then she told her side of things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      August 2013 — Beverly Hills, California

      Isobel awoke in bed the next morning alone, her arm flung across a cold strip of bed.

      She should have been nestled against Fritz’s chest, his nose buried in her sleek chestnut hair. Mornings belonged to the two of them on the rare occasions he was home. They would lay together, kissing, half awake, savoring nothing but the feeling of one another’s lips for hours. It was often their only private time together. Its absence ached.

      The curtains were pulled open a few inches to reveal the balcony beyond. Fritz was braced on the railing, trimmed in blazing yellow lines of sun. His hair looked like it had caught fire.

      Isobel pulled his shirt around her before going to the door.

      Fritz’s gaze was focused on the grounds below. Isobel couldn’t see what he saw, but she heard voices echoing out in the morning. One of the voices was loud but friendly, and the others were quieter, politer. Cèsar had gotten up before sunrise to chat with the household staff again. It sounded like he’d brought them a box of donuts to share, which would no doubt delight the gardeners.

      “You voyeur,” Isobel said teasingly.

      The veins on the backs of Fritz’s hands looked like relief maps of rivers over mountains of rigid tendon. “Good morning, Belle. Sorry to get up before you.”

      Her fingertips probed the knots in his back. There were more than she’d ever felt before. “No need to apologize for that,” she said, leaving the implication of what he should apologize for in the air. She rubbed her cheek against his sun-warmed shoulder. “Talk to me.”

      His fingers flexed around the balcony. “I’d rather not.”

      “Are you…shaking?” Isobel ran her hand down to his wrist, feeling the tremors within the muscle. “God, Fritz. It’s the separation sickness, isn’t it? Even though you’re back.”

      “He’s avoiding me.”

      Cèsar was indeed milling in the sea of blue shadow on trimmed grass, holding out a box that now only had two donuts in it. From above, at that angle, she couldn’t see his face, but she heard him laughing.

      “Go down there,” Isobel said. “Be with him.”

      But Fritz turned away, as if shutting a door. His eyes warmed when he finally looked at Isobel. “That’s my shirt,” he murmured, lips traveling over hers.

      She leaned her head away. Isobel didn’t feel like kissing him.

      Fritz withdrew. “I need to work on the Genesis Convention today. I’ve been asked to host. I’ll let you know if I can meet you for dinner.” His tone was empty. He walked inside, and Isobel hugged his shirt around herself, choked by helpless frustration.

      Whenever Fritz was working in Los Angeles—meaning they were both in town—Isobel usually entertained herself by picking up a few cases. Her assistant, Yelena, kept her booked with clients who wanted to speak with dead loved ones. She was always busy.

      Isobel wouldn’t work today.

      She couldn’t.

      Once she squeezed into jeans and tied Fritz’s shirt around her midriff, Isobel slipped down the hallway. Her husband’s voice echoed through the space. He was on the phone with one of the members of the Genesis Convention. Isobel understood it was important, but had little interest in politics on that level; she didn’t linger to listen in.

      Instead, Isobel went to the guesthouse on the back of the property.

      The groundskeepers kept its exterior as pristine as the rest of the manor, but Cèsar didn’t allow the maids within its walls, so it was a true bachelor pad within. One whole room was filled with VHS tapes that Cèsar refused to upgrade to DVDs. He dropped dirty socks in every corner and his counters hadn’t seen a sponge since he moved in.

      Isobel knocked twice before opening the door. The smell that washed over her was pure bachelor pad, too. Stinky potions, stinky underwear. It sounded like the shower was running. Cèsar was in the middle of his morning routine.

      “Cèsar?” she called.

      No response.

      She entered the guesthouse and raised her volume. “Cèsar!”

      The shower shut off.

      Cèsar’s head poked around the doorway. “Izzy?” His hair was soaking, stuck to his forehead. The one shoulder she could see beaded with moisture.

      “Sorry to intrude,” she said, letting her eyes wander down the arm that hung outside the door. “I need to talk with you.”

      “Sure. Let me get dressed.”

      “Why bother?” It wasn’t as though Isobel hadn’t seen Cèsar naked before. For one not-so-blissful weekend, she’d seen him naked for hours on end. And tasted that nakedness. And slept while cradled against his chest, with Cèsar’s nose buried in her hair.

      Their affair had continued after that for a while, even once Isobel remarried Fritz. Some dormant traditionalist part of her brain thought it was probably insulting to be a woman shared by a kopis and aspis, but she missed it.

      Much like his kopis, Cèsar had started going distant once the Office of Preternatural Affairs became public knowledge. They hadn’t had sex even once since he moved in to the Friederling mansion. Cèsar had never offered an explanation except, “I’m dating Suzy now. Suzy doesn’t share.”

      It seemed that Suzy also didn’t want Isobel seeing Cèsar naked, since her cajoling had no effect.

      “I’ll be right back,” Cèsar said.

      He was as good as his word. He only took the time to pull on sweat pants before emerging from the bathroom.

      Cèsar glanced around his house, and Isobel could almost see his thought process. Realizing what a trash heap the guesthouse was. Realizing that Isobel technically owned the guesthouse. Realizing that his landlord had walked in on him to find that he hadn’t cleaned since the Stone Age.

      “I was looking for something earlier.” He rushed around the room to pick everything up. His arms were soon piled with dirty laundry and books.

      Isobel put a hand over her mouth to hide a smile. “I don’t care.”

      “I care,” Cèsar said. He did a good impression of a tornado, sweeping everything off of the floor. He tossed it all into the bedroom and shut the door. “You wanna sit? Want a drink?”

      “I’m not a guest. You don’t have to cater to me. All I want is to talk.” Talk, lick his abs, etcetera. “It’s about Fritz.”

      Cèsar lifted his hands in an unmistakable stop sign. “Nope. Not talking about Fritz. I can’t have an opinion on anything you guys are arguing about.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “You guys are married. I’m not married to you and marriage fights aren’t my problem.”

      Frustration sent her plopping onto Cèsar’s couch. The upholstery was stained and smelled like chow mein. “He won’t let them go, Cèsar.”

      Cèsar all but stuck his fingers in his ears and sang a song to tune her out. He grabbed a blender bottle from the kitchen, poured protein powder inside, and shook vigorously.

      “I just found out about Fritz’s slaves in Hell,” Cèsar said. “But that’s literally all I know about what happened there, so I can’t have an opinion on whether he should release them or not, so don’t ask me.”

      “At least half of the slaves kept by the House of Belial are my cousins,” Isobel said. “It’s within his ability to release them. The man went to Hell to save me from a contract with Ander, and he won’t go to similar lengths to save dozens of people.”

      “Your cousins.” Cèsar’s nose wrinkled. “How did you and Fritz end up together if his family owns your family?”

      “It’s a long, unflattering story. We don’t have time.”

      Cèsar sat on the other edge of the couch to finally give Isobel his full attention. It felt like the first time she’d had it in months. There was this wall between them, this distance, and it wasn’t entirely in the shape of Suzy Takeuchi.

      Much like Fritz, Cèsar was just…out of reach.

      “There’s something called an Oculus,” Isobel said. “Many of the Noble Houses of Hell have one. It’s a ball, like this…” She spread her hands to indicate the size of a sphere smaller than a bowling ball but bigger than a baseball. “It would take hours to explain the magic involved in soul links, so suffice it to say these Oculuses hold their Houses together using the souls of slaves.”

      “That sounds like something you’d want on a coffee table,” Cèsar said. He quickly followed it up with, “Sorry,” realizing how inappropriate it was to joke about slavery.

      Isobel’s mouth twitched. “Smashing the Oculus at the House of Belial would free the slaves instantly.”

      “What else would smashing the Oculus do?”

      She sighed. “Destroy the wards holding the property together. Mines would collapse, the walls would be demolished by Malebolge’s winds, and the property would quickly become unfit for human occupation. But why would Fritz want to maintain that property? He’s the last human son of the House of Belial. He hates his family. It’s trivial to cross the planes and smash that fucking Oculus.”

      “I don’t want to risk parroting Fritz, but he said the slaves who live down there aren’t mining or doing any other slave stuff,” Cèsar said.

      Isobel slammed her fist on his coffee table. “They’re still slaves!”

      “You’re right,” he said quietly. “It’s bullshit. Fritz is wrong for doing what he’s doing, whatever the reason.” Cèsar raked a hand through his damp hair. “Jesus, Izzy. I had no idea about your family. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not something I’m eager to discuss normally. And normally I don’t have to. Fritz hasn’t had direct control over those lives until now.”

      “You want me to talk to him? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “You can’t talk to Fritz about the House of Belial,” Isobel said. “He’ll never speak to you about it. He’ll shut down.” She slid an inch closer to him on the couch. “I want you to be with him.”

      Cèsar stuck a pinky in his ear and twisted it, like he was trying to get water out. “Be with him?”

      “You’re his aspis, and you two have been in the same room a handful of times in the last year. Fritz hasn’t been acting like himself. Neither have you. You’re both suffering from separation sickness, and the only way to ameliorate the symptoms is to get back to doing what it is kopides and aspides are meant to do.”

      It shouldn’t have been a crazy request, but Cèsar balked. “I can’t run off to DC all the time. I’ve got too much to do here.”

      “Suzy,” she said bluntly.

      “Well, yeah.” He looked uncomfortable talking about it. “I’m kind of, you know…in love with her.”

      A lump formed in Isobel’s throat. “But you’re committed to Fritz.”

      He got off the couch. “I know you’re worried, Izzy, but this is between me and Fritz.”

      She got to her feet too. She wasn’t going to let him hide behind a locked bedroom door to end the conversation. “It’s not between you two, nor are matters of my marriage restricted to myself and Fritz. We are a threesome for the rest of your mortal life!” She grabbed his arm to make him stop. Damn it, why wouldn’t he look at her? “I will carry memories of how much I have loved both of you long after you’re dead. You’re a selfish piece of shit for even trying to shirk the responsibility, Cèsar!”

      He had been about to go into his bedroom.

      Now he had stopped moving.

      “I’m a piece of shit,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      Sadness came over his face as he gazed down at Isobel’s hand, her skin a little darker than his, a little more ashen around the knuckles. The wall between them was beginning to crumble. “I never thought about what this means. You being a zombie. Fritz and me being mortal.”

      Isobel could have laughed if she thought she wouldn’t have started weeping.

      She spent most nights lying awake, unable to sleep because of the idea that she would one day live in a world without Fritz and Cèsar in it.

      Yet Cèsar had never given it consideration.

      “I can handle Fritz pulling away from me, and I can handle you pulling away from me. I’ve got nothing but time to wait for our family to heal.” She closed the gap between them, sliding her trembling hands around his waist. “But right now, you and Fritz need to get better. If not for your sake, then for those poor people trapped in the House of Belial.”

      Cèsar’s hand came up to cup her cheek. “We’re a family, huh?” His mouth was hovering over hers. When had they gotten like that? When had the wall disappeared, and the oxygen, and inches between them?

      “If I had my way, we would all sleep in the same bed together at night.”

      It was funny getting to watch Cèsar think about sleeping in bed with Fritz. “That’s weird.”

      “What’s weird is a kopis and aspis who avoid each other.”

      “We’re not avoiding each other. We hung out the night he came back into town.” But the argument fell flat, and they both knew it.

      Isobel spread her hands over his chest, allowing herself to feel the beat of his heart underneath. “Be with Fritz. Please. Even if you won’t be with me.”

      Cèsar seemed to have forgotten how to talk. He was just…looking at her.

      They’d gotten close enough that an inch would bring their lips together.

      The ground rumbled lightly.

      Isobel didn’t react at first. Tremors weren’t remarkable in Los Angeles.

      But that slow tremor turned to hard shaking, hard enough that the piles of crap in Cèsar’s bedroom thumped as they fell over, and hard enough that she had to grab the wall to steady herself.

      Cèsar grabbed Isobel by the waist to steady her, too. His gaze shot over her head to the window.

      “Fuck,” he said.

      Isobel turned. Through the crack in Cèsar’s curtains, she saw that the morning sunlight had vanished.

      It wasn’t until later that she’d realize that it was the last time she’d see the sun for the next few years.

      That the shadow marked the beginning of the end.

      “Wait here,” Cèsar said.

      He crossed the rolling floor to look through the curtains. Isobel felt safe knowing that Cèsar was looking out for her—foolish, because even a man like Cèsar couldn’t protect her from what was happening.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Cèsar took a long moment to respond, and when he did, his voice was hollow. “It’s bad.”

      She came to his side. Smoke clogged the sky. Plumes and plumes of it. “What is that? Is something on fire?” And then she realized that was a very stupid question and yanked out her cell phone to call for firefighters. For her to see that much smoke, the fire must have been close.

      But Cèsar put a hand on her shoulder, shook his head. “It’s not our house that’s on fire. It’s the world.”
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      As enormously interesting as the angst back at the Friederling mansion was, Suzy spent the same morning doing something much more interesting and useful. Namely, building a bomb with her mother.

      She wouldn’t have listed bomb-making as an activity that could bring a family together, but she’d never felt closer to May than while they were wrist-deep in the magical equivalents of red and blue wires. May forgot to be emotionally remote when they were enchanting yet another crystal. Her black eyes lit up with excitement, her voice got loud, and she became very animated.

      “Look at this!” She tilted a ruby to show its facets to Suzy. “You did perfectly! The cuts, the anointments… It’s incredible, Suzume. I’ve never seen spellwork so delicate!”

      Suzy’s face got all hot. “Thanks,” she said gruffly. She didn’t owe her mom thanks for a compliment. She knew that she was good at magic, dammit, and a little parental praise shouldn’t have gotten Suzy folding in on herself with delight.

      But there she was, trying to suppress a squeal of happiness that she’d met her brilliant mother’s standards.

      Suzy rested her chin on her hands as her mom navigated the ruby into position. The bomb didn’t look like a bomb. It was disarmingly pretty, like a Fabergé egg shivering with deadly potential.

      Not that this pretty thing was deadly. Suzy had asked May if they could use it to render the Genesis Convention unconscious rather than dead, and May found that idea even more exciting.

      “It’s the nuance of it,” May had told her. “It’s easy to kill people. I am very good at killing people.” She was matter-of-fact about it, as she always had been. “But this…this is a real challenge!”

      May was now too buried in her work to keep chatting. That made her praise extra special.

      She didn’t even look up from the table when the Batcave’s alarms went off.

      The alarms got Suzy’s attention. They were linked to the Batcave’s wards, and the wards were linked to Suzy, so the alert felt like a hard slap in the face. “That can’t be right.”

      “Hmm?” May asked, her nose a half-inch from her magical bomb.

      “Nothing.” Suzy wasn’t going to attempt to distract her mom from crafting when she looked so happy.

      But those alarms were structural. They suggested that something was wrong with the integrity of Suzy’s pocket dimension, which was impossible, because she was a really fucking good witch.

      They were sitting in the middle of the main island, so Suzy could see most of the dimension from where she sat. The walls and roof were fine. The occupant quarters were fine too. The only difference was that the moat looked a little more turbulent than usual.

      Those alarms wouldn’t have gone off without reason.

      “I’ll be right back,” Suzy said.

      Her mom hummed with disinterested agreement.

      Suzy was halfway to her bedroom, where she kept diagnostics for the pocket dimension, when she was interrupted by Gary Zettel.

      “We have to talk,” he said.

      Suzy didn’t stop walking. She sped her pace. “Sure, if you want the pocket dimension to collapse on us.”

      “It’s not going to collapse. Yet.”

      “Don’t act like you know my wards better than I do.” Suzy didn’t bother trying to keep the venom out of her voice. She fucking hated Zettel. Always had, always would.

      “I know all about wards of all kinds,” he said, following her to the bedroom. There was a desk in the corner where she kept a lot of carefully arranged crystals to support the pocket dimension. “Allyson was good with that stuff.”

      “Yeah, and you’re not Allyson. What the fuck just happened?” Suzy asked. Her hands traveled over the crystals. The information they reported was limited. “How can the Batcave be on the brink of collapse without visual change?”

      “A Fissure opened in Las Vegas,” Zettel said. “A Fissure to Hell.”

      She turned on him, hands balling into fists. “Hodgins said that the OPA had Las Vegas in hand. They stopped the demon assault.”

      “Seems like our intel was no good,” Zettel said.

      “It’s almost like using enhanced interrogation methods doesn’t produce reliable information,” Suzy said. “Wow. Crazy.”

      “Cut the sarcasm, Takeuchi.”

      “Sorry, I can’t. It’s a medical disorder. I have a diagnosis.” Suzy pressed her hands to the sensors on her desk, looking through her wards again. They had taken a huge hit. They were magically cracked down the middle. “How did a Fissure in Las Vegas inflict this much fuckery on my wards when the anchor’s in Los Angeles?”

      “Because the Fissure’s stretched between the two of them,” said Sentaro Takeuchi. He’d arrived in the doorway, a solid man with a lofty aura and a face that looked like it never smiled. It did, occasionally. Sentaro was secretly hilarious, even if he spent most of his time resembling a dour piece of shoe leather.

      “That’s hundreds of miles,” Suzy said.

      “And there’s hundreds more stretching in the other direction,” he said grimly. “It’s going to cross the whole continent at this rate.”

      Suzy stared at her dad, hoping he’d start laughing, tell her that he was just joking around. Ha-fucking-ha. The United States wasn’t actually carved in half by a hole that led into Hell.

      Sentaro didn’t crack a smile.

      She swung around to look at Zettel, and he wasn’t smiling either.

      “I have to go,” Suzy said suddenly. Cèsar was out there somewhere. Knowing his stupid ass, he’d be running straight toward that Fissure to see if he could close it using the power of love.

      Sentaro didn’t budge from the doorway. “Mom told me that you changed the plans for the bomb.”

      “Making the bomb was always my responsibility, which means that how it’s made is my choice,” Suzy said. “I didn’t change anything. I’m doing my job.”

      “How you execute the order doesn’t matter as long as you do execute the order,” Zettel said. “The order’s to prepare to kill the entire Genesis Convention.”

      Suzy laughed in disbelief, looking between the men again. They still looked humorless. She was cornered. “I’m not sending Cèsar into a meeting with a kill bomb that would murder his kopis. Don’t worry. We’ll still knock out Makael so we can stab him to death or whatever.”

      She tried to push past Sentaro. It was like trying to push through a wall.

      “Sit, Suzume,” he said.

      “You first, Dad.”

      Sentaro’s wrinkles deepened at either side of his mouth. He touched her chin with a soft, wrinkled hand that smelled like coconut oil. “The bomb must kill the angel Makael. We can’t risk a mistake. He’s accessed ethereal magic, and would obliterate all of us—including Cèsar and his kopis—at the first sign of attack.”

      Suzy’s jaw dropped. “Ethereal magic? But…how?”

      “We don’t know, and we can’t risk finding out,” Sentaro said. “It needs to be a kill bomb. I’m going to tell your mother to restart with the original plans while there’s still time.”

      She scoffed again, more uneasily than before. “But if the bomb kills Fritz, Cèsar’s not even going to plant it. It’ll never reach its target. It’s not going to work.”

      “Then don’t tell him that the bomb will kill Friederling too,” Zettel said. “Makael and his cohort need to die in this bomb, or they’ll kill us for trying. Do you want to die, Suzume?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, dying is my favorite thing, you stupid fuck.”

      Sentaro gave Suzy a brief hug. “I’m sorry, Suzume.”

      He left, and Suzy punched the doorway. It hurt a lot. She immediately regretted it.

      “Blow off that anger later,” Zettel said. “Right now you need to send Cèsar to Helltown. They’ve got the most advanced ward artifacts in California, and you’ll need them to repair the pocket dimension.”

      He really did know a lot about wards. Most people weren’t aware of the artifacts that separated Helltown from the rest of Los Angeles. Zettel knew, and he also knew Suzy could use one of them to fix the Batcave.

      “If I take the Focus from their wards, Helltown will spill its guts all over the city,” Suzy said.

      “Its guts are already spilled. We need our sanctuary.” Zettel pointed one of those thick fingers at Suzy, fixing her with a serious look. “Call Cèsar.”

      “And send him into Helltown,” Suzy said.

      “You know what you need to do if you want us to survive.” Zettel turned and left Suzy gawking at his back.
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      Fritz and Cèsar’s paths converged at the OPA campus—an array of austere white squares dotting a patchy lawn. Cèsar sucked down the last bite of a cruller as he fell into step alongside Fritz, heading into the Magical Violations department.

      “What’s happening?” Cèsar asked. An obvious question with a deceptively complicated answer.

      Fritz’s chauffeur had been taking him into the office when the sky changed. It hadn’t taken long for everything else to begin changing, too.

      The world had grown darker. Clouds billowed on the horizon. Brownouts rolled through the city, visible in the morning dimness from the freeway.

      Fritz had been on the phone with members of the Genesis Convention at the time, but he’d hung up on Lady Tresor to contact his OPA underlings. The directors’ reports had been unanimous: the incident Las Vegas had taken a turn for the apocalyptic.

      “I fucked up.” Fritz pushed his way into the first-floor armory past a long line of agents, and Cèsar followed him. “We thought we had everything under control in Vegas. I should have known better.”

      “What happened after you left?” Cèsar asked, helping Fritz shrug into a ballistics vest.

      “Our information is patchy, but I believe this is the fault of rogue kopides local to the area,” Fritz said. “They’re an independent group called the Hunting Club. They tore open the dimension while, I believe, clumsily attempting to defend it from demons.”

      “Should have left it to the professionals,” Cèsar said.

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Cèsar followed Fritz back out of the armory. Outside the narrow windows, Los Angeles looked like it was on fire. The black smoke and red flames had the exact same colors as in Hell.

      “If they tore it open, there’s gotta be a way to close it…right?” Cèsar asked.

      “Not necessarily. The universe has been fragile since the Treaty of Dis was destroyed. It’s like our world is a rubber band being stretched and released and stretched again. The band snapped this time. Even if we put it back together, another Breaking is inevitable.”

      That was what they were calling this.

      The Breaking.

      Cèsar mulled over Fritz’s pronouncement. “There’s gotta be something we can do, right?”

      “Several, but closing the Fissure isn’t one of those things. I’m leaving Las Vegas in the hands of Director Hekekia.” Fritz grabbed an MP5 and a couple of magazines. “We have a bigger problem.”

      The main lights turned off, and the emergency lights came on, bathing the hallway in crimson.

      After a moment, those lights also flickered and died.

      Cèsar clutched his chest like it hurt. Fritz knew the feeling. It was the crushing weight of dread settling into their bones, pushed into them by the encroaching demons.

      “What’s a bigger problem than this Breaking thing?” Cèsar asked.

      “The Fissure cracked open Helltown’s wards,” Fritz said.

      “Fuck. Fuck.”

      An appropriate reaction.

      Helltown was a hidden neighborhood in Los Angeles. Normally, its wards kept innumerable nightmares contained within. The OPA didn’t have surveillance within Helltown, but they monitored its external boundaries. The instant the wards had gone down, Fritz’s phone—almost every phone in the organization—had started ringing and hadn’t stopped.

      Cèsar put on his own ballistic vest. “That means all those demons in Helltown who hate the OPA…”

      “Yes, we’re likely to have visitors.” Fritz could feel them coming. Kopides had a sixth sense for demons, and his head throbbed from exposure.

      The wall beside them shook. There were only two warning thuds before a fist bigger than Fritz’s head broke through. It tore away at the drywall, exposing a bulging-eyed face on the other side.

      “Our wards haven’t been the same since Agent Takeuchi left us,” Fritz said dryly, since it was a reaction far superior to panic.

      He and Cèsar opened fire simultaneously.

      Bullets peppered the demon’s face. Ichor gushed out of the resulting holes, splattering to the floor. The demon barely reacted.

      Fritz had to raise his voice to hear himself speak over his ringing ears. “It will take more time than we have to repair Helltown’s wards. I’m going to take a team to the Fissure to see what I can do in the short term.”

      Cèsar paled. “You’re going into Helltown? Now?”

      Fritz loosed another spray of bullets. This time, the demon fell.

      There was another behind it—a creature that looked like a stringy-haired male with arms too long to be human. Fritz popped one in its forehead. “There’s a Focus maintaining the wards in Helltown. I’m going to secure the area where it’s planted so our witches can perform a repair.”

      The door behind him banged open.

      Fritz swiveled, prepared to shoot. But the press of black-clad bodies on the other side belonged to a Union unit rather than more demons. They were responding to the breach.

      “Keep on it,” Fritz called, striding back to his office.

      Cèsar rushed to keep up with his kopis. “I don’t know if I can—”

      “We need to split up.” He couldn’t listen to Cèsar talking right now. Every time he glanced at his aspis, he remembered Cèsar signing that contract. “I want you to stay on campus and help the team protect the artifacts in storage. If demons steal them, the apocalypse will become a thousand times worse.”

      “You’re the secretary of the OPA. You’re too important to go into Helltown. Plus you’re a gimp, so you’re gonna get murdered by demons that aren’t gimpy.” Cèsar took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “I’ll take the team into Helltown.”

      “No you won’t,” Fritz said.

      “I said that I’m not willing to let you into Helltown. Did you hear me?”

      “I heard you.” And Fritz was trying not to let Cèsar’s concern, kind as it was, sway his resolve. He let a hard edge creep into his tone. “I shouldn’t need to remind you that I’m your boss. You’re assigned to remain here and guard storage.” He wanted Cèsar to stop pushing. Wanted him to just be an honest, obedient, simple employee.

      Cèsar looked wounded. Probably because he’d stopped thinking of Fritz as his superior around the time that they moved into a house together, or possibly when they’d exchanged blood and sworn to spend the rest of their lives together.

      As Fritz got sterner, Cèsar turned increasingly into a moping cinnamon roll.

      “Look, man, you’ve trained me well,” Cèsar said. “And I want to go to Helltown. I really do.”

      That was an obvious lie. He didn’t want to go anywhere. This was Cèsar Hawke, after all. A man who had only agreed to work for the OPA under the condition that he didn’t have to deal with homicides.

      If he didn’t want to go to Helltown, then his insistence could only mean that he needed to go to Helltown for his other allegiances.

      Fritz shook his head. “No. Watch artifact storage.” He turned, acid roiling in his belly.

      Cèsar grabbed Fritz by the shoulder before he could head out the door to the waiting BearCats. The contact of Cèsar’s skin on Fritz’s was almost enough to turn his brain inside out.

      “Let me go to Helltown,” Cèsar said urgently.

      Fritz put a hand atop his aspis’s. It intensified the bond so that Fritz could feel the tenor of Cèsar’s thoughts, if not the exact words. Cèsar really didn’t want Fritz to go into Helltown. And Fritz didn’t want Cèsar to go, either. Not for any reason.

      “I’ll be in contact when I get back from the Fissure,” Fritz said.

      He pushed Cèsar’s hand off and left.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The operation should have been reasonably straightforward. Agent Bryce and the scrying team had combed Helltown remotely to locate the Focus. They had studied the crystal closely and determined it was repairable, assuming that they could get a few hours with it.

      Reaching the Focus was Fritz’s problem.

      Fritz picked a half-dozen good agents and got into a car.

      “The Focus is a soul link,” Agent Bryce explained to Fritz on the drive deeper into Los Angeles. They bounced with the rhythm of the SUV’s turns, bumps over curbs, and dips into potholes. “The soul links controlling the wards are anchored in Silver Needles territory. If we can get in there to restore the Focus, Helltown will be closed up again.”

      “It won’t bring back the demons who already left,” Fritz said. They had estimated the escape of hundreds of nightmares, and just in the first few hours since the Breaking.

      Fritz’s phone chimed with constant messages from dispatch: bestial demons appearing in Hollywood, the Port of Los Angeles falling to nightmares, succubi in Griffith Park. No matter how fast Fritz and his team moved, they couldn’t bring those fuckers back.

      “At least it’ll bring Helltown’s egress and ingress down to its usual two points,” Agent Bryce said. “It’ll make it easier to control the flow demons into Los Angeles going forward.”

      Fritz banged his gloved fist on the window separating the passengers from the driver. “Redirect the convoy to the Santa Monica Pier.” It was nowhere near Helltown.

      Agent Bryce looked puzzled by the order. Yet when she opened her mouth next, the question that came out was, “Why is the organization’s undersecretary leading this mission?” Like most people inside and outside the OPA, she didn’t know that Gary Zettel had been replaced by Fritz.

      “Undersecretary or not, I’m still a kopis.” As a kopis, Fritz was more qualified to handle Helltown than the likes of Agent Bryce, a low-level witch.

      “With all due respect, both you and Agent Hawke are too valuable to risk in the field under these conditions.”

      They passed a building burning so bright that it stung Fritz’s eyes through the tinted windows. He slid a pair of sunglasses on. “Good thing Agent Hawke isn’t here.”

      “Neither of you is useful if either die,” Agent Bryce said bluntly. “Thrall is heavy in that area. The Silver Needles are debilitating anyone who approaches Helltown and then shoots them.”

      “The Needles don’t shoot,” Fritz said. “They torture slowly.”

      “I think they’ve gotten a little excited about the Fissure breaking open.”

      Incubi were the exact kind of sadists who would “celebrate” something like that by declaring a field day on the surrounding mortals. “We will not encounter Needles, thrall, or traps on the way to the Santa Monica Pier.”

      “That’s because it’s not a route to Helltown,” Agent Bryce said.

      “As far as you know,” he said.

      The Santa Monica Pier had a boardwalk dotted with carnival attractions and was flanked by strips of golden beach. The lights on the Ferris wheel barely glimmered in the gathering smoke. There was no sign of ships beyond that.

      It was strange to drive up the empty pier. None of the regular crowd had shown up. There were no joggers with Skullcandy headphones, teens on hover boards, panhandlers, or bikini-clad women glistening with suntan lotion.

      Fritz leaped out of the SUV before it completely stopped. “Follow me!” he shouted to the team. They were a hodgepodge group consisting of a half-dozen witches. He’d have given them all up to have Cèsar at his back.

      He took them behind the midway. There were a lot of unremarkable doors dotted with peeling paint back there, but only one opened at the brush of Fritz’s thumb.

      A dark hallway waited on the other side. It looked to be a half-mile long and smelled like rotten eggs.

      “Interesting,” Agent Wallace said, peering around Agent Bryce’s shoulder. “That hallway looks like it should be too long to fit in the midway.”

      It was too long to fit in the midway. That hallway wasn’t anywhere near the Santa Monica Pier, even if the door to access it currently was.

      “Get inside,” Fritz said, stepping back.

      His agents piled in.

      He took one last chance to look over Los Angeles. He could only see streetlights beyond the shimmer of the Ferris wheel’s bulbs. Everything else was consumed by orange-tinted smoke.

      The Ferris wheel flickered, dimmed, and went out. The lights didn’t come back.

      Fritz followed his agents into the hallway. The door shut behind him.

      There was only one direction to walk from there. He loped down the wood-paneled hallway, which was lined on either side with old paintings of demons. They depicted men with tusks where most people had teeth. Some were wearing human suits over bodies with too many limbs, or too few.

      Everything was buried underneath half an inch of orange dust. That dust had a way of covering everything in the infernal planes. Ander’s office didn’t have a single door or window that opened to the wasteland outside, yet it still wormed its way in through the cracks.

      Fritz hadn’t been in Ander’s office to clean for well over a year. He had only ever visited to make sure contractees phased out of Ander’s “program” as smoothly as possible. All the contracts had lapsed, so there was nobody left to maintain.

      As such, it was quiet in Ander’s office. He’d even let the receptionist go with a great severance package a year earlier, so nobody greeted him at the front desk.

      He halted the agents in the lobby. “Wait here for two minutes. Then follow me into the office.”

      Two minutes was how long it would take for him to move the dimension. Two minutes to swap out doors so that it would open into Helltown, hopefully near the Fissure.

      Agent Bryce saluted Fritz before he ducked into the room where Ander’s files were kept.

      There was a dark figure standing over the desk, messing with the crystal that determined where in the world Ander’s office was located.

      Adrenaline calmed Fritz in a weird way, bringing the world to sharp clarity as he lifted his machine gun. “Freeze.”

      The figure froze.

      “Turn around slowly,” Fritz said.

      And he did.

      Cèsar looked guilty, holding the crystal in one hand while the fingers of the other traveled over its jagged surface.
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      Fritz dropped the machine gun with a groan. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Um…” Cèsar’s eyes darted the way they did when he was trying to think of a lie. “I was worried about you, so I came to make sure you’re okay.”

      It was a terrible lie.

      Cèsar couldn’t have been checking up on Fritz because he hadn’t known that Fritz would be at Ander’s office. For that matter, Fritz hadn’t known that he’d be at Ander’s office until he gave the order to the driver.

      Cèsar was in the office for the same reason Fritz was.

      Because it was the only way to get into Helltown without getting murdered by trigger-happy Silver Needles.

      “Drop the crystal,” Fritz said. “Step away from my desk.”

      Cèsar crept backward. Fritz checked the orientation of the crystal. As he’d suspected, Cèsar had moved the dimension’s entry point to the heart of Helltown. Not quite at the intersection of Shadow and Scapula, where the Focus was, but only a couple of blocks away.

      Fritz tweaked the coordinates. “While we’re in Helltown, I don’t want you to move from my side, not even for a moment.”

      Hope lit Cèsar’s eyes. “You’re not going to tell me to stay here while the team works?”

      “You wouldn’t obey if I did.” And even though there were no contractees left, Ander’s dimension was still dangerous. Cèsar didn’t need to live a life burned by shadow the way that Isobel was.

      Ander’s office walls shuddered as the dimension shifted.

      The door opened and Agent Bryce entered with the other operatives.

      Fritz shouldered his gun. “Agent Bryce, we can now exit through the same door we used as an entrance. I delegate control of the Focus reparation team to you.”

      “Yes sir,” Agent Bryce said.

      She and the other agents hustled back the way they came. Fritz followed, knowing Cèsar would be close behind. He still couldn’t resist the urge to say, “Stick close to me, Hawke.”

      “That’s my line.” Cèsar drew his gun as he took position beside Fritz in the hallway. There wasn’t enough room for two men to walk abreast, so their shoulders pressed together. “I’m the shield, remember?”

      “You haven’t done much shielding lately,” Fritz said.

      He immediately regretted it. Cèsar looked like he’d been slapped.

      “Are we good to go?” Agent Bryce asked, poised by the door at the end of the hallway. As soon as she twisted the handle, all Hell was going to break loose. Literally.

      “Yes, we’re good,” Fritz said, which was a lie as terrible as any of Cèsar’s.

      She opened the door.

      Golden beach and aging boardwalk were no more.

      Instead, there was a road torn into pieces after decades without maintenance. The passage of claws, cloven hooves, and chains had carved permanent lines into its crumbled remains.

      The buildings were destroyed too. The fifties-style ranch housing, convenience stores, and gas stations looked a hundred years older. There was no electricity to light the windows, even on the darkest days. Nothing functioned in Helltown, mechanical or electric.

      That was what made this operation so dangerous—and why they didn’t have three hours to repair the Focus. As soon as Fritz’s team passed through that door to reenter Earth, there was no guarantee their guns would even work.

      Agent Bryce signaled for the other agents to spread out. Cèsar moved to join them. Fritz grabbed him by the arm, suddenly so fearful that it overrode even the anger. “You will tell me if anything you’re doing here will endanger my men?”

      Cèsar’s guilty look intensified. “Fritz,” he began.

      The team leaped through the door.

      Fritz followed them into the smoke-clogged air of Helltown.

      The neighborhood was never nice. Nothing about it was nice. But in the daytime, when the sun was out, it was as close to safe as any infernally operated neighborhood could be. Fritz had visited the shops many a time for information, or for social purposes; he’d even used the barbershop across the way. The demon barber trimmed hair using his claws. It made for very accurate haircuts.

      Now the distance between Ander’s office and the barbershop was an impassable canyon of flame. The Focus wasn’t just close to the Fissure. They were practically on top of each other.

      This was Fritz’s first face-to-face with the Fissure. He’d gotten videos from Director Hekekia in Las Vegas, but he hadn’t yet gotten to stare into the heart of Hell as it breathed sulfur into his face. Even now, Fritz only had a moment to inventory the chaos outside Ander’s office.

      The gash down the center of the pavement.

      The black smoke that smelled like Dis—desert and rot and sulfur.

      The demons dragging themselves up the sides of that craggy crevice, using their claws sunk into the asphalt for purchase.

      Cèsar rimmed by red light from the flaming Fissure, looking pale and sickly. Plumes of smoke twisting around his collar, making his jacket flap.

      He was staring across the street, eyes shadowed under his swaying bangs. Fritz followed Cèsar’s gaze to see a ring of bronze statues. Five of them.

      The figures in those statues could have been humans who’d been stretched out on a taffy puller. Everything about them was scrawny except their sexual features: puffy labia, enormous testicles, breasts swollen to boulders with nipples upturned. These were the incubi and succubi who had founded Helltown.

      There should have been a sixth figure. There also should have been a prickly bronze cornucopia suspended between their hands, pouring spiked steel wire from its mouth. Neither were anywhere in sight.

      The Fissure’s cut through Helltown had toppled one statue and taken the Focus with it.

      If the Focus had fallen into the Fissure, they were screwed.

      “Secure the perimeter!” Agent Bryce had to scream to be heard over the wind, and her voice cracked.

      The agents scattered to the corners of the street. They prepared the spell with militaristic precision: dropping crystals into place, securing them with wax, arranging candles, lighting them. One witch raced around the edges to spill salt between the crystals to form an enormous circle.

      Even though they were moving fast, this spell was still going to take hours to cast. The minutiae of spellwork was neither Fritz’s concern nor his wheelhouse. He took position behind a piece of upthrust asphalt, bracing his M5 on the edge.

      There was nothing to shoot at yet.

      Like cockroaches, many of Helltown’s less-bold denizens vanished at the sight of humans, but he could feel them even if he couldn’t see them. They were everywhere. Likely slipping unseen through the wreckage, evaluating the OPA unit for how well they’d be able to defend themselves, searching for weaknesses.

      The biggest weakness to the team had disappeared. Fritz couldn’t see Cèsar from his position.

      Fritz reached out along the bond, feeling for his aspis. Cèsar stood near the Fissure, frowning at his cell phone. It probably wasn’t working. They were registering power outages anywhere within miles of the Fissure.

      “Hawke!” Fritz said.

      Cèsar looked up like he’d been caught doing something bad again. He dropped his phone in his pocket.

      Magic washed over the square and Cèsar started sneezing. Each was an explosive blast echoing against the jagged faces of Helltown’s shops. The sound bounced down alleys, off of roofs, and rang out throughout the entire neighborhood.

      The witch dropped beside Fritz, smothering his sneezes into his sleeve. “Sorry,” he gasped.

      “Close the perimeter!” Fritz ordered Agent Bryce. “Get the wards up!”

      She looked pale but resolved. “Faster!”

      Her team moved faster. The circle was almost closed.

      Unfortunately, there was already black smoke crawling in around the edges of the square. Faster wasn’t fast enough.

      Agent Bryce was aware. She was working as hard as she could. But spells were a finicky thing, dependent on the turn of the Earth within the galaxy and the passage of heartbeats, and the most basic laws of magic couldn’t be broken for convenience.

      The shadows billowed, building around them like drops of ink in a water glass.

      “What were you doing with that phone?” Fritz asked.

      Cèsar pressed his back against the jagged asphalt. “What? Phone? Who has a phone?”

      “Tell me that you’re not going to blow this operation. I need to hear these words.”

      “Fritz,” Cèsar said, like it was the beginning of a sentence, except that nothing came afterward.

      He started sneezing again.

      The wards snapped shut around them with a zing of magic. The hair on the back of Fritz’s neck stood up. His leg throbbed within its prosthesis.

      “Done!” Agent Bryce crowed.

      Which was when the inky shadows congealed into humanoid figures.

      Much like the statues, they resembled human shadows elongated by sunset, though they lacked the swollen sexual characteristics. These weren’t incubi, but immature nightmares freshly grown from Malebolge. Weak. Barely corporeal. Virtually impossible to kill.

      Fritz leaped between the nightmares and the team. “Restore the Focus!”

      His M5 would do nothing against demons of this persuasion. He dropped it and drew a charm from his pocket instead. It was a charm prepared in advance by one of the OPA’s witches. Even non-witches could use the new magical tech the OPA had been producing.

      Fritz thrust the charm at them.

      It blazed like the sun. His eyeballs seared, even though he squeezed his eyes shut. But whatever he felt was incomparable to what the nightmares must have been suffering. Their screams shook his marrow.

      That flare lasted only a moment. Barely a blink. The geode used for the charm could contain only so much power.

      When he peeled his eyes open again, the charm only glowed dimly. It washed Helltown in shades of chilly blue.

      The nightmares had dissipated.

      They weren’t safe yet. The perimeter Agent Bryce built was imperfect. The side nearest the Fissure shivered visibly—a silver shimmer across the flames. That circle wouldn’t hold anything back from Hell.

      Agent Bryce and her people were now working together to lift the sixth statue into position with the help of ropes. They struggled and heaved at that figure to no avail, like it was glued to the earth.

      “I’ll help,” Cèsar said.

      “No, wait here.” Fritz didn’t want Cèsar running around. God only knew what he’d get up to.

      Fritz lobbed the spent charm at Cèsar and joined the witches by the statue. The bronze was hot to the touch, as though it had been in the summer sunlight for hours.

      “All at once,” he said, looking between the faces of his agents. Good people. Young people. Why did he feel so old when he looked at the agents of the MVD? “On the count of three. One…two…”

      “Intruders!” Agent Bryce leaped away from the statue, fumbling through her pockets, most likely looking for a charm of her own.

      She would need something much scarier than daylight to fight the next wave of the attack.

      Figures leaped out of the barbershop, one after another, carrying guns of their own and gagging on the air out of Hell. Fritz’s kopis senses could tell no lies. These were humans.

      His first assumption was that these were slaves of demons who lived in Helltown, beset upon the OPA by their infernal masters. But no—these people were too clean, too well kept. They couldn’t be enslaved.

      “Keep pulling!” Agent Bryce said. She stood over the tangled cornucopia, bodily guarding it from the intruders.

      Fritz pulled on the ropes to try to lift the statue, but he had no help. The agents were focused on the new assault.

      There was an attractive woman with strawberry-blond hair carrying a Prada backpack loaded with herbs. Her companions wore silver pentacles. Collectively, they carried bats and at least one fireman’s axe.

      Fritz glimpsed a tattoo on a short, dark-haired man. It was in the shape of a crimson apple that was dripping blood onto a fringe of bright-green leaves.

      The Apple had arrived.

      They dived toward Fritz’s team.

      “Don’t hurt them if you don’t have to,” Fritz told Agent Bryce.

      At the same time, Cèsar was saying, “Don’t hurt them!” Anyone else would have thought he was repeating Fritz’s order, but Cèsar was looking toward the members of the Apple. He knew them. He thought they would obey his command.

      “Aim to disable and fire at will!” Agent Bryce ordered.

      The agents turned guns on the oncoming group.

      But nobody fired.

      “Jammed,” Agent Wilson said, turning his gun to inspect it. He didn’t see the baseball bat coming for his head. And when it cracked against his pate, he saw nothing at all. His eyes blanked. He dropped to the pavement.

      The Apple swarmed around them.

      “No!” Fritz roared.

      It was too late. A member of the Apple had plunged her hand into the mass of wire forming the cornucopia and jerked a diamond free.

      Through his bond to Cèsar, Fritz felt the magic surrounding Helltown snap open.

      The Fissure ripped wider.

      A burning line dragged toward Fritz’s feet. He leaped backward, and back again when the Fissure kept extending.

      Wind blasted out of the Fissure, momentarily clearing away the black smoke. It was no longer the City of Dis waiting on the other side. Fritz would have recognized its spider-web shape, Dead Forests, and craggy Mount Anathema through any amount of smoke.

      The city awaiting Fritz was a rotten yellow rather than desert orange. There were no trees, no mountains. Just an enormous cadaver big enough to house a city within its crumbling pelvis.

      Malebolge. Home to the House of Belial.

      Fresh black smoke whirled, obscuring his view.

      “Hey! Fritz!”

      He looked up. Cèsar was on the other side of a new crack in the Fissure, a few hundred feet and an entire Hell dimension away from his kopis. Nightmares billowed behind him. The Apple showed no interest in his plight, and none sought a way to reach Cèsar. Those pieces of shit.

      “Wait there!” Fritz yelled. “I’ll find a way to get to—”

      Something exploded out of the Fissure. In the instant before it smashed into his chest, he glimpsed a familiar, leering face that looked like it belonged on a clown.

      He flew backward, hit the ground, and his head bounced.

      Fritz blacked out.
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      June 2015 — San Francisco, California

      “This guy sounds like a pud,” I said.

      Fritz had been about to take another drink of his bourbon, but he choked on it. “What?”

      “Julius Eagle is a total pud,” I said. “He betrayed you, lied to you, blew your op in Helltown. You sure you want me to bring him to you? I could just shoot him in the foot.”

      Fritz’s mouth spasmed into something that could have been a smile. “You would shoot someone in the foot?”

      “Just checking,” I said. “Foot-shooting is an option, so, you know…putting it out there.”

      Fritz set his glass down, steepled his hands in front of his face. He gave the offer serious thought. But eventually, much to my relief, he said, “We’ve all made mistakes.”

      “Is it a mistake when someone’s a willfully deceitful jerk consistently for months on end?” I asked, hooking an arm around one of the ropey things that they used to secure bits of the ship to other bits.

      Isobel laughed. “Oh, Cèsar.”

      “What?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      It was Suzy who said, “It’s not his fault. This, uh, Julius guy…he’s loyal. I was telling him one thing, and everyone else was telling him this other thing, and he didn’t know what to do. I’m due some responsibility.”

      Isobel smiled. “Next thing I know, you’ll be admitting that you only ever colluded with the Apple because you were clawing for approval from your parents.”

      “Look, I’m not gonna make excuses, but I didn’t have a lot of places to go after I went into hiding from the OPA,” Suzy said. “I was really fucking alone. The Apple was there. It wasn’t because I want my mommy to love me.”

      “Of course it was,” Fritz said, not unkindly.

      Isobel lifted her hands in a placating gesture. “The point is that we forgave Julius a long time ago, just as we forgave ourselves, and we want him home with us.”

      “All right. So that enormous pud called the cult in to come to the same place where you were trying to perform an OPA operation,” I prompted. “Then what?”

      The memory sucked the mirth out of Fritz’s expression. He became thoughtful—and gloomy.

      “I’m not sure,” he said, “because it turned out the whole thing was a trap, and that was when I got abducted.”
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      August 2013 — Los Angeles, California

      Fritz woke up tied to a chair, accompanied by the clown-like demon from Malebolge that had attacked him.

      Her name was Proserpine. She was a demon, but not a beautiful one; the blood running through her veins belonged to a nightmare more powerful than the wisps he’d deflected in Helltown. Proserpine was giving him a comically wide grin, baring every single one of her yellow snaggleteeth.

      “Hello, Fritz.” Her body oozed over the chair opposite his. It was an egg-shaped piece of furniture, an expensive antique. The couches were covered in plastic to protect them from the dust blown out of Hell. A gold standard in property protection from the sixties. This must have been one of the Friederling-owned properties inside Helltown.

      “My arms are tired,” Fritz said in lieu of greeting. “Would you do me a favor and untie me, cousin?”

      Proserpine’s hair and dress were a black mass surrounding the rubbery mask of her face. “It’s presumptuous of you to ask for a favor from me when you haven’t sent me a birthday card for the last…ever.”

      “I only send birthday cards to people I’m glad have survived another year of living,” Fritz said.

      Her stringy eyelashes fluttered. “Ouch.” She swept to her long, bony feet, drifting to the window on legs that would have looked suitable for a praying mantis. She was naked within the cloak of her aura. “This isn’t the reunion our parents would have wanted, is it? But nobody’s really enjoying what’s happening.”

      Proserpine tossed the curtain aside to bare Helltown on the other side. They were on the fourth floor of the building. It meant they had an aerial view of the square where the Apple and the OPA were still battling. At that distance, Fritz could only see flashes of magic, leaping flames, and wispy nightmares swirling around it all.

      “Don’t tell me you have anything to do with the Breaking,” Fritz said.

      “Only as much as you do,” she said. “Did you hear about Daddy Friederling?”

      Fritz had the copy of Lolita with the Purple Heart inside his ballistic jacket. Its hard corner pressed against his breastbone. “Was that you too? Maybe I should be sending you birthday cards.”

      “Oh, Fritz.” Proserpine settled her hips back against the windowsill. She was water in a glass, filling the square space with the entirety of her form so that Fritz could only see magical flares beyond her like starlight in a nightmare-black sky. “I didn’t do anything to him. You know I can’t without being disinherited.”

      That was a rule that the family had instated generations back, not long after Great Grandpa Alfred Friederling fell in love with the nightmare at the head of the House of Belial. Anyone in the family who killed another would be disinherited. No access to the money, the magic, the properties.

      Murders within the family were rare these days. Even demons, creatures of chaos as they were, managed to discipline themselves into order when billions were at stake.

      “I don’t need to ask whether you did anything to him,” Proserpine went on. “I know for a fact that you’re still in the line of inheritance. I can smell it on you.”

      She was across the room in a blink, her enormous face in his. It was worse up close. She had a broad slash where lips should have been. When she smiled, she revealed the crevices of her mouth from the purple veins underneath her slimy black tongue to the rib-like ridges on the roof.

      “Literally, Werner Friederling is all over you.” She trailed a hand over Fritz’s forehead, down the bridge of his nose, around the point of his chin.

      He had spent far too much time around the nightmare side of his family to be effected. Plus, he had an aspis now. Her poisonous aura couldn’t touch him, even though her fingers could.

      Those bony fingers of hers slid down his ballistic vest. She undid the strap, pulled out Lolita.

      “Werner’s favorite book,” she said. “He loved the narrator’s ambiguity.”

      “There’s no ambiguity to pedophilia. My father loved the idea that a man can paint the worst aspects of himself as heroic. He was disgusting.” On multiple levels. Just like all members of the Friederling family.

      Proserpine opened the cover. The Purple Heart fell out. “What’s this?”

      “A human military award,” Fritz said.

      “Werner’s?” She tilted the Purple Heart so that the light from Hell’s fires glinted off of it.

      Proserpine glared at it in silence for a long time—that ribbon resting on her palm, its outline visible through her flesh and bones.

      “Werner loved you,” she said quietly. “He loved you as all fathers must love their sons.”

      “Common misconception. Love takes more effort than sending one’s child to boarding schools with his nanny.”

      “Would he give this to someone he didn’t love?” She dangled the Purple Heart above her upturned face. Fritz only realized what she was going to do an instant before she opened her mouth and let the heart fall onto her tongue.

      Proserpine swallowed it.

      Fritz was rigid.

      He was empty.

      He burned.

      “What do you want from me?” Fritz asked.

      Proserpine burped into her fist and said, “The House of Belial, of course.”

      He laughed. “The world is ending, and you want the damn House?”

      “What do you think are the odds of this actually leading up to the end of the world?” Proserpine ghosted around him in sinuous black lines. Her nails settled briefly on his shoulders then disappeared. “Dozens of potential apocalypses are thwarted worldwide by kopides like you. Wouldn’t you bet on the kopides in this too?”

      “Typically, but these aren’t typical times. This is going to end in a genesis, Pros.” He said it like her name ended in a Z. Prozz. What he’d called her when he was a child who found her name too difficult to say in its entirety.

      Invoking their past was a mistake. It made her clay-like nightmare face twist into the nastiest scowl that he could imagine.

      “The fuck is a genesis?” she asked.

      Fritz would have loved to be as clueless as she was.

      Unfortunately, he was the Secretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs. Cluelessness was not one of the privileges afforded to him by that position. “Geneses occur every few thousand years. It’s a natural process, like death and reincarnation, on the scale of the entire universe. Our current gods will sunset away and others will take their position, at the cost of all lives on this and every other plane.”

      Proserpine considered his words. “Are you lying to me?”

      “I’d never tell anything but truth about the end of everything.”

      “Ba’al predated Adam and Eve,” she said. “There couldn’t have been a genesis when they took over as the pantheon.”

      “Oh, but there was. The new gods in a genesis can choose to retain whomever they want. Our new gods may decide to have mercy and bring us back, but we can’t count on it. The only thing we can count on is the world torn asunder. And new leadership, with which tends to come…” Fritz gave a very thin smile. “Reorganization.”

      The Genesis Convention was meant to subvert the gods’ ongoing cycle of death and rebirth. Fritz would meet with Makael and Lady Tresor to devise an escape plan.

      Assuming, of course, that the gods intended for anyone to escape.

      They were helpless in these matters. Events had been set into motion. A genesis was going to happen, whether or not Fritz liked it, and his choice was to attempt to usher it in as befitting his role as the last heir of the Friederling fortune or hide from it.

      All of that would go over Proserpine’s head if he tried to explain it to her.

      She was an ambitious nightmare. Fritz could tell her that it was likely the House of Belial wouldn’t survive the next genesis and it simply wouldn’t matter to her.

      The world existed at the moment. The House existed at the moment. Proserpine wanted it.

      “I’d give you the House of Belial if I could,” Fritz said. “I don’t want it.”

      “You can give it to me. All I need is your blood. I’ll untether the soul links from the human side of the House, then tether them to mine.” Proserpine brandished a knife and a glass vial in the shape of a teardrop.

      “If you untether the soul links from me without observing proper inheritance procedure, the entire House will fall apart,” Fritz said.

      “To be built anew. Newer, better…without Friederlings.” She set both knife and vial on the table in front of him. “Give me your blood.”

      The teardrop-shaped vial resembled the Purple Heart that Proserpine had devoured. Fritz couldn’t cut it out of her belly without getting disinherited.

      Proserpine’s cold fingers moved over his wrists, and the ropes released. “Cut yourself,” she said.

      He considered the knife and Proserpine’s proximity. He considered the House of Belial and all the slaves who lived there—the humans who had built the property with their lives, their blood, their bones. People whose contracts would pass to Proserpine if he relinquished his inheritance.

      “You can’t make me turn the reins over to you,” Fritz said.

      She sank against his knees. “That’s right.” Her breath stank of rotten meat. “I can’t make you do anything directly. The family was smart enough to write it into the charter. You have to make the choice yourself.”

      “I’ll never do it,” Fritz said.

      “No?” She shoved her leering face into his. Her nose was round and red, between the sagging pillows of her bruised eyes. Her semitransparent skin bared skull underneath. “Want to bet?”

      Fritz’s eyes flicked to the window. He could almost see things from Cèsar’s perspective if he tried hard enough. Both of them were awash with enough fear that the bond peeked open, and panic flooded through.

      Cèsar was trying to keep demons away from the Focus. He shot again and again. His aim was shit, of course. Even if Cèsar possessed the technical ability to aim and shoot—which he certainly should have after his many hours training with Fritz and Suzy—that didn’t mean he wanted to kill. Even when killing others might save his own life.

      The Apple currently held the advantage over the Focus. That witch with strawberry-blond hair was trying to get it out of the perimeter. Cèsar was fighting those nightmares to defend her.

      “Looking through the eyes of your aspis?” Proserpine asked. “So you know he’s surrounded by my nightmares. You know that they have orders to kill him.”

      She had a pair of demons closing in on Cèsar at the moment.

      Fritz would have leaped onto Proserpine if he hadn’t been tied to that damn chair. He still jerked instinctively, arm going taut within the remaining ropes. “If you put a finger on my aspis—”

      “Then give me your blood,” she said.

      Cèsar was lifting his gun, firing, absorbing the recoil as best he could. He was freaking out. His panic seeped through the bond until Fritz could feel nothing else.

      Yes, Cèsar was in the Apple.

      Yes, he had been lying to Fritz.

      And yes, Fritz wanted him to be safe.

      “I’ll do it,” Fritz said.

      Proserpine settled into her semi-amorphous form in front of him. She had given up the semblance of corporeality and was little more than a leering face in the shadow. “Go,” she breathed.

      He closed his fist around the blade of the knife. Blood welled between his fingers.

      His cousin extended the vial toward him. She only caught a couple of drops before tucking the vial somewhere inside of herself. Presumably in the equivalent of a pocket rather than somewhere more ghastly and biological.

      “Let me go,” Fritz said. “Now.”

      “That wasn’t part of the agreement.” Her ghostly hands traveled over his face. “You look just like Hans. Exactly like him. He was a man with eyes that seemed as though they should have always been surveying battles, watching people die and doing nothing to save them. So very Friederling of you.”

      “So sayeth the nightmare spawn of the same family.”

      “I’m doing what demons have always done. You’re a kopis, but you’ve given the House of Belial and its slaves to me with barely a thought. Exactly like Hans.” Her lips were so close to his cheek that he felt flecks of ichor on his skin.

      Fritz couldn’t bring himself to respond to her. He wasn’t sure what he’d have said even if his body had been capable of continuing to speak.

      “I have places to be.” Proserpine flicked her fingers, and the nightmares by the Fissure dissipated. Fritz felt Cèsar’s confusion and relief. “I can’t kill you, Fritz. But this house here? It’s in Silver Needles territory. They’re also my cousins, many generations down from the incubus side of things, and they can kill you all they want.” She wiggled her fingers at him. “I’ll see you in Hell, Fritz.”

      Proserpine vanished.

      Once she was gone, Fritz could hear the Needles partying elsewhere in the house, as they were wont to do. It wouldn’t be long before they decided to come looking at Fritz for whatever entertainment he could provide.

      And there was only one kind of entertainment that the Needles were interested in extracting from a human.

      Fritz had saved Cèsar—hopefully.

      Now it was time to save himself.
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      Nobody knew exactly what happened between Fritz’s abduction and the moment Cèsar stumbled out of Helltown, ash-caked, shell-shocked, and missing several OPA agents.

      But Isobel had theories.

      She’d obsessed over Cèsar’s last days with the Office of Preternatural Affairs for the last two years. She’d built an entire narrative surrounding that missing hour leading to the missing months.

      The last verifiable information on Cèsar’s whereabouts came from Fritz. He had seen Cèsar through that window, felt Proserpine’s wisps dissipate. Cèsar had been left in the middle of an OPA circle with agents on one side and the Apple on the other.

      What happened then?

      Isobel suspected that they had struggled over the Focus. They had stuck around in that area for at least a short time, so it was likely they had been struggling over something. Demons were a possibility, but Isobel believed that it was all about the Focus.

      Stephanie Whyte of the Apple had procured the Focus. According to Suzy, that witch hadn’t been a physically strong woman. She would have been easily overcome by force. Isobel imagined Agent Bryce diving at Stephanie to grapple over the Focus.

      Cèsar would have interceded at some point. He’d have stepped between them, trying to stop the women before they tumbled over the Fissure into Hell. Cèsar absolutely would have tried to rescue them.

      It wasn’t his fault that Agent Bryce fell.

      She was one of the agents who hadn’t returned from the operation in Helltown. Fritz had been casual in mentioning this to Isobel, as though it were a matter of routine to lose people in the field, but she knew it bothered him more than he was willing to say. He uttered the names of employees lost when he was tossing with nightmares in his sleep, and Agent Bryce’s was among them.

      If losing Agent Bryce troubled Fritz, Isobel could only imagine how Cèsar must have felt. He would have been standing on the precipice with the heat stinging his eyes and seen it happen firsthand. He’d have reached out a hand to save the woman who couldn’t be saved. And Cèsar would have felt responsible.

      In retrospect, now that Isobel had spent two years in the Breaking, she thought that those who’d died in the beginning—those like Agent Bryce—were lucky.

      Agent Bryce hadn’t watched America crumble into a wasteland. She hadn’t seen other countries struggle to accept American refugees. Hadn’t witnessed the darkening sky, the cooling air, and demons spreading across the planet.

      Was that how it all happened? The struggle, the fall? Isobel didn’t know. Nobody knew.

      But she could so clearly imagine such a moment where Cèsar’s heart shattered beyond the point that he no longer cared to reassemble it.

      He was nothing but shards after what he walked through in Los Angeles. That missing hour had changed Cèsar forever.

      Isobel believed that was why he’d made the choice he had.

      Why he ultimately left them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Isobel wasn’t the kind of woman who could sit at home, waiting for men to return from battle. She also wasn’t the kind of woman who could strap on a bandolier and follow her husband into the battle.

      But dammit, she didn’t have to be a fighter to have utility.

      Hence the tracking charm.

      It hung stiffly underneath her RV’s rearview mirror as she gunned it through the ruined streets of Los Angeles. Where the charm pointed, she drove. It was connected to Fritz by the blond hair tied around its cord. It would point her directly toward her husband.

      “Damn you, move it!” Isobel slapped a palm against her windshield. “Get out of my way!”

      The streets were packed with people trying to escape. The impact of having literal hellfire spawn on Earth had far-reaching effects, though. The Fissure intersected with little of Los Angeles, but everyone was panicking as they tried to get out.

      Nobody seemed to realize that there was no “getting out.”

      She was one of the only cars rumbling southbound on the Five. Everyone else was clogging up the streets that led out of the region. Folks were trying to drive over barriers, cutting through parking lots, taking out entire lawns. It did no good.

      She followed her tracking charm’s glow all the way to the edge of Helltown, and she only needed to run over a few other cars to do it.

      Isobel screeched to a stop at the Wal-Mart opposite Helltown’s entrance. It used to be that the streets of Helltown were invisible from this side, protected by the wards. But now she could see the smoke, the nightmares, the twisted buildings.

      And Cèsar Hawke staggering through it all.

      She leaped out of the RV to meet him halfway across the shattered street.

      Cèsar fell to his knees, and the people he’d been carrying fell from his arms, his back. Isobel could tell that one of them was an OPA agent based on the ballistic gear. The other was nobody she recognized. She still hadn’t known Cèsar had joined the Apple, so she assumed that he was a random human rescued from Helltown.

      “Oh my God,” Isobel whispered as she sank in front of Cèsar, holding his face in her hands, trying to get him to focus on her. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. He looked all wrong. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      He gently cuffed her wrists to lower her hands. “What are you doing here?”

      “Fritz hasn’t been answering his phone,” Isobel said. “To preserve my sanity, I’ve been assuming that it’s because of how busy the cell phone towers are, but—”

      “He’s kidnapped,” Cèsar said.

      Isobel’s lifeless heart was fully capable of shattering. The pieces sank into her stomach and boiled in the acid of an empty digestive system. If Cèsar hadn’t been holding her arms, she’d have fallen over.

      Instead, he pulled her against him in a tight, fierce hug. It hurt. Cèsar had momentarily forgotten how strong he was. She didn’t care. She dug her fingernails into his back and pressed her forehead into his throat and wished that she could have wrapped herself in Cèsar’s skin like an infernal symbiote.

      “I don’t know where Fritz has been taken. I don’t know why he’s been taken,” Cèsar said. “I had to get people out of Helltown.”

      A couple more agents limped toward them, carrying a third on a makeshift litter fashioned out of an awning.

      Isobel’s eyes pricked with heat. Silly to get so worried about Fritz. He was a kopis, and being kidnapped by enemies was a normal Tuesday. If anyone could fight their way out, it was Fritz. “I’m sure it’s something simple. He’s a powerful man, and—”

      “He was taken by this big nightmare bitch with a clown face,” Cèsar said.

      Isobel lost control of all attempts to be rational. “Oh, fuck me. Not Proserpine.”

      “Proserpine?”

      Isobel wasn’t familiar with most of Fritz’s family, since he preferred to have as little to do with them as possible, but he’d put special effort into warning her about Proserpine.

      For the sake of full disclosure, Fritz had rattled off a list of things that a nightmare like Proserpine might do to him—and to Isobel—if she got her claws on them. Isobel didn’t dare recall any of the methods of torture he’d listed.

      They couldn’t save Fritz until they saved the other, non-kopis humans who’d survived Helltown.

      “What do we do, sir?” asked an agent, leaning heavily against the light post. He was coated in orange dust.

      Cèsar looked at him as blankly as he’d looked at Isobel.

      She dug her keys out of her pocket, held them out. “Get everyone to the OPA campus. Take my RV.” The agent didn’t immediately move. “I’m Undersecretary Friederling’s wife. Take the RV and go, dammit!”

      “Do what the lady says, Agent Wallace,” Cèsar said. “And take the surviving members of the Apple too. Get everyone medical care. Or at least get them away from Helltown.”

      “Yes sir, yes ma’am,” Agent Wallace said.

      Isobel gripped Cèsar’s shoulders as they began piling into the teal RV. “The Apple is involved?”

      “Not really,” Cèsar said.

      “We have to get a new unit together,” Isobel said. “We have to save Fritz.”

      “There is no unit,” he said quietly. “Nobody is left available.” He pulled her into another embrace. “I’m sorry, Izzy. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      The feeling of Cèsar’s breath in her hair was better than she remembered. Shame that it was no time to appreciate it. “Why?”

      “Because Cèsar Hawke is a traitorous piece of shit who thinks he can play both teams without getting fucked up.”

      That blunt voice did not belong near Helltown.

      Suzy Takeuchi had pulled up using a car Isobel didn’t recognize. Unless Suzy now drove a Saturn, she’d probably stolen a car that someone ditched with keys in the ignition.

      Isobel scrambled to her feet, positioning herself between Cèsar and Suzy. “What do you mean?”

      “What do I mean, Hawke?” Suzy asked, hands planted on her waist. “What just happened in there with the Focus? Why are we suddenly missing most of the Half Moon Bay Coven?”

      Isobel looked between Cèsar and Suzy, waiting to see who would respond first. They were sharing an inscrutable look.

      The Half Moon Bay Coven were old frenemies of Cèsar’s. Isobel had heard nothing about them being in town. Suzy wasn’t supposed to be in town either, for that matter. Fritz had been generous enough to pardon Suzy for her crimes against the OPA, but she was still said to be having a long-distance relationship with Cèsar, since she never seemed to be in Los Angeles.

      She felt like she was watching the third season of a TV show without having seen the first two, and she didn’t like it.

      “Agent Bryce fell,” Cèsar said.

      Those three words sucked all the color out of Suzy’s face. “Oh no. Cèsar, I’m—”

      “Fritz is gone,” he went on, “but he might still be alive. He’s captive somewhere in Needles territory.”

      “Fuuuck,” Suzy said.

      Cèsar turned to Isobel. “Do you know enough about Proserpine to guess what she’s done with Fritz?”

      Isobel leaped toward the RV. The engine growled to life, so Agent Wallace must have been about to leave. “I have a tracking charm.”

      She only ducked into the RV for a moment.

      When she jumped back out again, Cèsar and Suzy were holding each other tightly. There was no room for Isobel anywhere around them. She clutched the charm in her hand so tightly that it cut into her palm.

      Cèsar wrapped his jacket around Suzy. It was about ten sizes too big, but it would protect her delicate mortal flesh from the winds of Malebolge.

      “Let’s go back into Helltown,” Cèsar said. “Let’s find Fritz.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      Fritz managed to escape Proserpine’s bindings. Unfortunately, Proserpine was very good at tying people down, so he only managed to liberate himself ten seconds before a Silver Needle walked into the room.

      This incubus looked like anyone else in his gang. Or his species, for that matter. His flesh was the color of moonlight and his inky irises matched his hair.

      Later, if someone asked Fritz to pick out his first aggressor from a lineup, he wouldn’t have been able to do it. One member of the Needles looked effectively like any other.

      Fritz told the incubus, “Stop right where you are.”

      The demon went motionless. “Why?”

      “Because I am of the House of Belial, and so are you, and you have to stop if I tell you to stop.” At least, Fritz hoped that was the case.

      Proserpine was only a distant progenitor of the Needles. The ongoing alliance likely relied upon leverage supplied by the House of Belial. Until Proserpine used Fritz’s blood to destroy the wards in Malebolge, Fritz was capable of overruling Proserpine in all family matters.

      The fact that the incubus remained frozen in the doorway for so long was an encouraging sign.

      “I need a gun,” Fritz said. “I also need a knife. And my path to the front door of this house should be cleared.”

      The demon just looked at him.

      He stared long enough that Fritz doubted his powers as heir. Everything should have passed on to him when his father died. But he couldn’t help but grow concerned at the silence.

      Then the incubus stepped aside, giving Fritz access to the door.

      “Excellent,” Fritz said. He held out a hand. “Weapons?”

      The incubus’s face twitched as he passed over a gun and knife. “You’re with the House,” the Needle finally said. He sounded more respectful than Fritz would have expected. “You must be the heir, huh?”

      “I’m in charge of many things,” Fritz said.

      He lifted the gun that the demon had given him, pressed the barrel against the incubus’s forehead, and squeezed the trigger.

      Brain erupted from the exit wound and splattered on the wall.

      “Hmm,” Fritz said, standing over the body to survey the damage. There was a lot of ichor splattered against the wall. It sizzled where it had landed on the toe of Fritz’s shoe. He wiped it off on the incubus’s jacket.

      Fritz felt heavy with nausea as he headed downstairs.

      He didn’t encounter Proserpine on the way. As a semi-corporeal nightmare demon, Proserpine could shift between planes more easily than most demons. She was long gone.

      Her many lackeys from Helltown were not.

      Fritz encountered a half-dozen of them on the second-story landing. They looked surprised to see Fritz and moved to attack him.

      Fritz said, “Freeze.”

      And they did.

      Proserpine had said Fritz looked just like Hans Friederling. She was right.

      She’d have cackled with delight if she’d seen Fritz ordering the Needles to turn their guns on each other.

      Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.

      One by one, the demons dropped to Fritz’s feet.

      “Damn,” he said, looking around the landing at all the dead bodies. Fritz had honed his body and mind so that he would be the sharpest of swords. Even with a prosthetic leg, he was a better fighter than most Union kopides.

      This didn’t require skill.

      It required only inheritance.

      He walked into the next room. “Freeze,” he said.

      There was plenty of time to survey the incubi arranged around a table, where they had been playing cards. Now two of them were frozen halfway to standing, jackets swaying with the motion, faces slack.

      There weren’t guns in this room. These people hadn’t been expecting to fight.

      Fritz shot them one at a time. His aim was precise and so were their deaths. He didn’t breathe until the last of the bodies was dribbling ichor across the hardwood.

      The house was silent. His kopis senses told him that all demons were dead.

      He let the gun slip from his fingers. He lifted a hand to rub his face, and his wrist caught his eye. He was bleeding from the abrasions of Proserpine’s ropes. Some of that blood was currently flying toward the House of Belial to destroy the legacy that had allowed him to effortlessly slay the Needles.

      Fritz’s jaw trembled.

      His breastbone still ached from the press of Lolita’s corner.

      You look just like Hans.

      He roared as he flipped the card table. Playing cards and cash showered over the bodies and landed in the puddles of ichor, where they dissolved, leaving nothing behind but blood.
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* * *

      Fritz stepped out the front door and found himself face-to-face with his would-be rescuers.

      Cèsar clutched OPA-made magic ribbons in both hands, looking at everything and nothing with hollow eyes. Isobel’s shirt had been torn across the breasts to expose her bra, and ichor smeared across her midriff and thighs. Suzy looked mostly normal. She was reloading her gun and keeping her bruised eyes on their surroundings.

      “What are you three doing here?” Fritz asked. It was an odd combination of people. He’d have expected to see Cèsar with either Suzy or Isobel, but not both.

      “We’re saving you.” Cèsar staggered up the steps to inspect his kopis. “Are you alive?”

      “For now,” Fritz said.

      Isobel shoved Cèsar aside to lunge at her husband. “Baby!”

      For a moment, Fritz got to enjoy the feeling of his wife in his arms—his Hope, his Emmeline, his Belle. She didn’t feel dead against his heart. She felt as alive as she’d been the first time they married.

      Then he remembered turning the House of Belial over to Proserpine, and the power of his guilt drove away all feelings of satisfaction.

      Suzy leaned around them to look at the carnage inside the house. “Holy fuck. Did you do that?”

      Fritz drew in a long, slow breath, and then he let it out just as slowly. He no longer had the urge to flip tables, shoot incubi, slit his wrists.

      “Yes,” Fritz said. “I did that.”

      It was a lie, of course.

      The House of Belial had done that. Fritz was, as always, just along for the ride.
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* * *

      Fritz sat in Cèsar’s office while the aspis looked him over for injuries. Fritz insisted that there was nothing significant, but Cèsar was equally insistent on checking. A guilty conscience was a powerful thing.

      Even if he’d found a life-threatening wound, Cèsar would have been helpless to assist Fritz. The OPA infirmary had been emptied out. They probably didn’t have a Band-Aid big enough to cover a paper cut.

      Nevertheless, Cèsar looked over Fritz without ever making eye contact. When he was done, he said, “You’re safe for duty.”

      “Oh good,” Fritz said. “I’m glad to have your approval. The secretary of the organization you work for desperately needed your validation.”

      “Oh, fuck you, you sarcastic fuck,” Cèsar said.

      Sarcastic, murderous, evil.

      The only surviving human son of the House of Belial.

      Cèsar occupied himself next by looking over a map of Los Angeles. They’d had to pull out a years-old paper map because their systems were down. “Since we failed to close Helltown, we’ll have to expand our security perimeter on it to…here.” He traced a big circle over the map with a fingertip. “No point fighting over the stuff inside the circle. The demons get to keep that ground.”

      Cèsar was getting to be a better liar. He didn’t even blink when he talked about the “failure” to close Helltown up again.

      As if he’d had nothing to do with that.

      Fritz slid off the edge of his desk, jerked the hem of his button-down to straighten it. They’d cut his jacket up to bandage his wrists. “It’s a shame what happened in Helltown.”

      Cèsar nodded silently.

      It was the quiet of that nod that made Fritz finally snap.

      “You won’t even apologize?” Fritz asked. “Agent Bryce died because of you.”

      “It wasn’t me, it was the Apple, and they—”

      “I know.” Fritz couldn’t listen to this anymore. Couldn’t stand one more moment of Cèsar lying directly to his face. “I know that Suzy’s family are old members of the Apple. I know she joined them after her stint in the Union detention center, and I know that she recruited you after Senator Peterson’s assassination. You only agreed to move into my guesthouse so that you could spy on me. I know. Stop lying.”

      “I didn’t move in to spy on you,” Cèsar said.

      At least he didn’t deny his membership in the Apple.

      “Yes you did,” Fritz said. “I used a radical witch to rally support for my bill, and you decided you couldn’t trust me. Instead of hashing out your concerns with me like an adult, you moved in to my home to spy. You took advantage of our friendship. And I allowed it to happen so that I could keep an eye on you as well.”

      Cèsar had been drawing on the map with a Sharpie. He capped it with a firm click. “Fine. Cards on the table. You made me sign that new contract. You know I’m in the Apple, and that I’ll lose my memory over it. Who’s taking advantage of our friendship now?”

      “I made you sign a new contract because I wanted you to tell me the truth.”

      “Instead of asking me? Talking to me like an adult?” Cèsar flung his hands into the air. “Glass houses, stones, tea kettle, pot—”

      “Stop,” Fritz said.

      In truth, Fritz wasn’t really angry with Cèsar.

      He owned the House of Belial. How could Cèsar feel safe talking to Fritz about anything?

      He was angry at himself. Angry for his bloodline. Angry that he couldn’t bear dismantling the House of Belial. Angry that Cèsar feared Fritz so much that he allied with Gary Zettel.

      Angry about what he was now going to order Cèsar to do.

      “I knew about your membership in the Apple before you signed the contract, so you aren’t automatically fired now,” Fritz said. “It’s fortunate for both of us. For you, because you get to keep your memory as long as this information remains confidential. For me, because you’ve presented me with an opportunity to end the Apple.”

      Cèsar folded his arms. “How?”

      “I’m sure that the Apple knows about the Genesis Convention and wants to strike at it,” Fritz said. “I’ll tell you where the Genesis Convention is meeting. I will leave a gap in security so that Zettel—and anyone else in your branch of the Apple—can attack us. I will lay a trap so that they can be arrested instead.”

      “Suzy’d probably be given that operation,” Cèsar said. “I’m not going to let you arrest her again.”

      Something that felt dangerously similar to hysteria swelled up inside of Fritz. Cèsar was choosing the Apple over him—his kopis—just like that.

      Who could blame him?

      Cèsar hadn’t chosen Fritz to be his kopis. Someone like Cèsar never would have picked someone like Fritz.

      “So that’s how it is,” Fritz said.

      Cèsar didn’t look happy. “That’s how it’s gotta be, yeah.”

      Fritz had brought this on himself. “I gave the House of Belial up for you. To save you. To protect you. To make sure that you could escape the clusterfuck of a situation that you created in Helltown.”

      Cèsar’s eyes widened. “You gave it up?”

      Fritz shoved his sleeve up to expose the small knife wound. “I gave my blood so that Proserpine could take over the wards. The House of Belial is hers, the way she’s always wanted.”

      “Oh my God, you did not do that.” Isobel stood in the doorway to Cèsar’s office. Fritz wasn’t sure how long she’d been there—long enough to hear the part where he’d given the house to Proserpine, but possibly not long enough to hear about Cèsar in the Apple.

      Either way, she looked pissed.

      “Would you have preferred that I let Proserpine’s nightmares kill Cèsar?” Fritz asked.

      “I think I’d prefer that you let Cèsar handle his own fights,” Isobel said. “I would rather that you not surrender a house filled with innocent enslaved human beings to demons!”

      It didn’t seem to have occurred to Cèsar that would be a side effect of transferring the property until that moment. Now he looked angry. “Wait, you did what?” Cèsar asked.

      Isobel stood beside him. Not Fritz, but Cèsar. They formed an impenetrable wall of disapproval. “Yeah, Fritz,” she said. “Tell us what you did. Be very clear about it.”

      “I gave Proserpine my blood so she can transfer the soul links to the House of Belial,” Fritz said.

      “I can’t believe you’d give the house away without letting the slaves go first,” Cèsar said.

      Fritz opened his mouth to respond.

      Isobel said, “I’m not surprised. He’s a Friederling.”

      Fritz closed his mouth, jaw clenched, shoulders tight. They had made up their minds about Fritz’s character. He was as manipulative as his father. He was untrustworthy.

      A Friederling.

      “The Genesis Convention will occur tonight at seven fifteen,” Fritz said. “It’s going to happen at the manor where we all live. You can let the Apple into the wards.”

      Isobel turned a look of surprise at Cèsar. “You’ve got contacts with the Apple?”

      “I’ll explain later.” Cèsar turned back to Fritz. “I already told you I’m not doing it.”

      Fritz didn’t even know whom he was angry at anymore. At Cèsar, at Isobel, at himself. He only knew he was angry enough that he slammed his fists into Cèsar’s desk and shattered its top. Fritz remained with his knuckles planted on the cracked surface as he glared at his aspis. “Help me arrest the leaders of the Apple.”

      “Go fuck yourself.” Cèsar put an arm around Isobel’s shoulders. It wasn’t until Cèsar started walking her toward the door that Fritz realized Isobel was weeping. She was that upset over the idea of the House of Belial’s human slaves being surrendered to a nightmare.

      Just like any Friederling would do.

      They left.

      The door hung open, and Fritz didn’t move for a long time.

      Then he peeled his knuckles free of the desk. They were bleeding.

      He sat down. The desk in front of him was blurry. There was too much work for him to do as the Secretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs, and he couldn’t accomplish a damn bit of it. His phone buzzed in his pocket nonstop. His computer’s email pinged every few minutes. He should have been answering. He should have kept his cool.

      Fritz took Lolita out of his pocket. He opened it to page sixty, tracing his fingers along indentation of the Purple Heart.

      He hurled the book into the trashcan.

      Suzy Takeuchi poked her head in. Fritz folded his arms so she wouldn’t see his bleeding knuckles. “What do you want?” he asked.

      “I was listening in on your argument with Cèsar,” Suzy said. “You want to arrest the Apple? I’m right here.” She offered her hands to him, wrists pressed together, as though making it easier to handcuff her.

      “That must be a damn good cult if you and Cèsar are so loyal to it,” Fritz said.

      “The Apple’s not that good,” Suzy said. “The OPA is just that bad.”

      “Yes, I’m aware I’m terrible.”

      “I said the OPA is bad. Didn’t say anything about you, you self-centered prick. Anyway, you don’t need Cèsar’s help to get the Apple at the Genesis Convention. They wanna assassinate all your asses anyway.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Fritz asked.

      “I thought you’d want to know that Cèsar’s being as much an obstinate mule with Zettel as he is with you,” Suzy said. “He won’t let you get assassinated.”

      “He’d be smart to kill a Friederling like me. All Friederlings deserve to die, especially Proserpine, the nightmare who will be acquiring my slaves’ contracts shortly.”

      Suzy offered him a small smile. “I can’t say anything about Proserpine or your slaves, but you saved Cèsar’s life at the expense of other people. Cèsar’s lucky to have you.”

      Of all the places Fritz had expected to get support, Suzy had not been among them. They’d never been friends. They’d barely survived as coworkers. Fritz hadn’t felt guilty arresting Suzy the first two times, and he’d have done it again if not for the Breaking.

      She was a cultist, after all. As responsible for the mess in Helltown as Cèsar.

      “The Apple mostly wants Makael dead,” Suzy went on. “He betrayed Adam, you know. And that’s all the Apple cares about. You could let us kill Makael, and it’d spare everyone else at the Genesis Convention.”

      “Are you trying to recruit me into the Apple too?” Fritz asked.

      “Naw. I’m asking you to make another tough choice. You chose to put Cèsar first earlier, so put him first again. All you have to do is let us execute our plan.”

      “Tough choices,” Fritz mused. “Was stealing the Focus from Helltown a tough choice?”

      Suzy’s cheeks turned pink. “The pocket dimension where the Apple meets took a good hard hit when the Fissure came through. We need it to hold the wards together. I’m just following orders.”

      “I’m surprised. The Agent Takeuchi I remember never followed orders she disliked. If I’d told you to do something that led to thousands of demons from Helltown murdering people all over Los Angeles, you’d have told me where to put that order.”

      Suzy rolled her eyes. “Next you’re going to tell me that I would put the Focus back myself if I’m as good as you think I am.”

      Fritz didn’t say anything because he didn’t have to.

      “Ugh,” Suzy said. “Zettel’s gonna hate me.”

      “I’m sure he already does.” Zettel hated everyone. “The Genesis Convention needs to happen as planned. Makael cannot be assassinated. He’s our only hope of surviving apocalypse, and by holding my position on that council, I’m ensuring that my wife and aspis will be safe too.” Fritz traced a hand over the five o’clock shadow on his upper lip, considering Suzy’s round features. “You can come with us.”

      She looked suspicious. “Why?”

      “Cèsar,” he said simply.

      She rolled her eyes again. “I’ll put the Focus back to save the city. But you’re still an OPA shill and I’m still a member of the Apple. We’re enemies. And you can shove your good intentions up your ass.” She headed out.

      He called after her. “Suzume?”

      “What?”

      “When the Apple attacks the Convention, you shouldn’t be among them,” Fritz said. “I’ll arrest you again if you are.”

      Suzy flipped the bird at him. “Don’t call me Suzume.”

      “All right,” he said. “Suzy.”
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      Isobel and Cèsar ended up on the roof of the Infernal Relations Department. Its wards were best equipped to handle demonic influence, so the smoke from the Fissure couldn’t touch them up there. Isobel stood beside Cèsar, shoulder-to-shoulder, and gazed out at the city as it burned, and she felt…

      Well, she wasn’t sure what she felt.

      It had been a long time since she’d felt such visceral hate for the Friederling family. And she’d never felt that hatred for Fritz. He looked like all those old photos of his family, eerily blond and Germanic, but the resemblance ended at the superficial.

      Until now.

      There was a huge demon drifting through the sky—something bigger than a blimp with hundreds of legs writhing under its belly. Cèsar was watching it with grim concern, his elbows propped against the edge of the roof.

      “Is it true?” Isobel asked.

      “Yep. I did wear my Wednesday day-of-the-week Underoos twice this week,” Cèsar said.

      He surprised a laugh out of Isobel. “Disgusting,” she said.

      “Apocalypse made me forget to change them. What can I say?” He sighed and turned away from the city, leaning his back against the wall. “And yeah, I’m a member of the Apple.”

      “That’s insane. The Apple is evil, and you…” There were a lot of insulting words she could use for Cèsar, but evil wasn’t among them.

      “I signed up because of Fritz,” he said. “Because of what he did in Washington DC. I thought I couldn’t trust him.”

      “Or me,” Isobel said softly. “You could have told me. You know that I would have kept the secret from anyone, even Fritz.”

      Cèsar’s eyes were darkened to black by the hellish nighttime. “I don’t want you to see me like that.”

      “I don’t care you’re part of the Apple. At least you haven’t enslaved my cousins.”

      His hands massaged her spine. “Neither did Fritz.”

      “But he’s the one who won’t let them go.” Isobel found a smile buried deep within herself. “Where’s your tattoo?” All members of the Apple had matching tattoos.

      Cèsar glanced around, as if expecting to see OPA members closing in on him. “I had to put it somewhere Fritz would definitely never see it,” he said. “Which ruled out my arms, calves, face, etcetera.”

      “Leaving behind…what? Your back?”

      “I get shirtless around Fritz a lot,” he said.

      “Your thigh?” she asked.

      “I swim in Speedos sometimes.”

      Isobel realized what he wasn’t saying, and she burst out laughing. “You got a cult tattoo on your ass!” She smothered her helpless giggles behind her hand. An Apple on Cèsar’s ass.

      Cèsar laughed too. It was an embarrassed kind of laugh, but it was a laugh. It quickly died off. “What are you going to do about your family?”

      “I’ll figure it out. I have to,” Isobel said.

      “I wish I could help, but…the Genesis Convention. I’ve gotta be there.”

      “To kill that angel on behalf of the Apple?” Isobel asked.

      “That’s what Zettel wants me to do. Fritz wants me to get Zettel on the house’s grounds so he can be arrested.”

      It seemed silly to arrest a cult leader when demons the size of Zeppelins were soaring out of a crack to Hell.

      “Are you more loyal to the Apple or to your kopis?” Isobel asked.

      “That’s a great fucking question,” Cèsar said. “You know, Suzy’s parents are big head honchos in the Apple. I’m not jazzed about getting my in-laws arrested.”

      “In-laws?” Isobel asked, making herself smile. “Did you secretly marry Suzy too?”

      Cèsar still wouldn’t look at her. “Not yet.”

      Her heart sank.

      That “not yet” was a very depressing “not yet.”

      Which was silly. Isobel was already married. It wasn’t like she’d been saving herself for Cèsar all this time.

      “I’m in love with Suzy,” Cèsar said in his best attempt to drive the nails deeper into Isobel’s heart.

      “So you’ll be going into the Genesis Convention guns blazing, then.”

      “Bomb blazing is what Zettel wants. He thinks we’ve gotta guarantee that the angel is going to die, so he’s prepped a bomb that could level Fritz’s entire house. Problem being…” Cèsar seemed to battle with the words he needed to say next. Isobel could feel his heart hammering in his chest. “I love Fritz too.”

      A hot tear tracked down her cheek. “Protect him. Please.”

      “I’ll always be his shield,” Cèsar said. His thumb swiped over Isobel’s jawline. “Don’t cry. Come on, baby, please don’t cry.”

      He pulled her in for a hug. He squeezed her tight, buried his nose in her hair, inhaled deeply. Isobel breathed in Cèsar’s smell too. She let herself drown in it, wishing that she could have remained in that exact spot into eternity.

      “I’m going to Malebolge,” she said, her temple against his collarbone.

      “Good luck,” he whispered, “and be careful.”

      “I will,” she said.

      And then Cèsar said one more thing, very quietly, before letting go, turning from her, and walking away.

      Isobel watched him vanish down the stairs into the IRD building, feeling like her heart was crumbling into a thousand pieces.

      Cèsar’s last words were stuck in her craw.

      I love you too.

      Isobel wasn’t sure why at the time, but she felt like this was the last time she was ever going to see him.

      It wasn’t the last time ever. But it was the last time for two years.
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      Suzy returned to the Batcave to find Stephanie Whyte repairing the wards with the Focus. She forgot about her promise to Fritz as soon as she saw Stephanie near her stuff. Stephanie was a good witch, but not with delicate wards.

      “Hey! What are you doing?” She descended on Stephanie, flapping her hands wildly. “Get away from that!”

      Stephanie stepped back with feline chill. “Is there a problem?”

      Suzy’s fingers flew over the crystals on the desk, which had been rearranged to support the new addition. “No, this all looks okay. Not perfect, but okay. You didn’t damage anything. This time.”

      “I would have died of the shame if I’d disappointed you.” Stephanie, ever subtle in her expressions of disapproval, lifted her chin and twisted shoulders-first, ensuring that the cold-shoulderness of it all would feel extra frigid. She paused in the door. “Pass my thanks on to that boy of yours. We couldn’t have done it without him.”

      She strode out of the room.

      Suzy shot dual middle fingers at Stephanie’s back. “Go suck a prick, asshole. Suck on both these pricks. Bang, bang.”

      She was still waving her hands at the doorway when her parents stepped through it. May and Sentaro looked characteristically unamused and unsurprised by Suzy’s emphatic gesture.

      Suzy holstered her middle fingers. “Both of you at once? What did I do this time?”

      “We wanted to see the wards for ourselves,” May said. She stood back as Sentaro peered at the Focus more closely. “It’s impressive.”

      “Of course it is,” Suzy said.

      Considering it came from Helltown, the Focus was a pearl pulled from the mouth of a rotten oyster. It was beautiful enough to outshine the other crystals arrayed on Suzy’s desk.

      Sentaro was making quiet approval noises in the back of his throat as he studied it. The sound sent Suzy flashing back to memories of her childhood. He’d made those same approving noises when she’d showed drawings to him, and when she’d learned to ride a bike, and when her essays got her accepted to prep school.

      “That must have been difficult to get,” May said, resting her hand on Suzy’s shoulder.

      “Don’t ask me. I wasn’t the one who got it.” Suzy was the one who’d held Cèsar in her arms as he shook, refusing to speak about what had happened when the Apple and the OPA clashed over the Focus. She was the one who wondered if any stakes were worth doing this to him. To the world. To Agent Bryce.

      “The Apple members from the Half Moon Bay Coven and the White Ash Coven are leaving now,” May said. “They’re returning home to rally their families. You’ve made this pocket dimension the safest place for all of us to be, Suzume. You should be proud.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Proud.” Her stomach had turned inside out and crystallized. Because the safest place in the world was about to get a lot less safe. She’d already released Cat into Los Angeles, since her pet kitty was surely safer running around alone than in a pocket dimension on the brink of collapse.

      Sentaro took May’s hand. “You’ve done well,” he said.

      Suzy was gripped by momentary insanity.

      She hugged her parents.

      “Get out of here,” she whispered into their ears. “Get out of the dimension, California, the entire country. Run and keep running. Don’t tell Zettel.”

      She pushed them away, and they watched her for a moment with quiet consideration.

      May and Sentaro exchanged looks.

      “I already gave the bomb to Zettel,” May said.

      Suzy wanted to barf. “It’s okay. I don’t care. Just…please go.”

      Sentaro’s hand rested on her shoulder. “We love you too. Whatever you have done, it’s also okay. And we will run.”

      Her eyes got hot. Her heart was turning inside out too. “Thanks.”

      They left without saying goodbye.

      Probably for the best. Suzy couldn’t have handled talking to them for another moment without totally losing it.

      The whole dimension shuddered when Suzy took the Focus off the table. The Batcave didn’t like having the Focus removed just when it had started to settle around the warding artifact.

      And the dimension wasn’t the only one that knew something was awry.

      “Going somewhere?” Gary Zettel asked, barring Suzy from heading up the hallway with his stupid wide body. Dante was behind him—the aspis who had replaced Allyson—and the two of them formed one heck of a wall.

      She stuck the Focus behind her back.

      “I was grabbing clean underwear,” Suzy said.

      Zettel seized her arm. She clenched her fist tightly around the Focus so he couldn’t pry it out.

      “Betrayal?” he asked.

      “It’s not a betrayal if this thing didn’t belong to us in the first place,” Suzy said. “Los Angeles is a mess. I just wanna put it back together.” She yanked free of him, pushed between the two men.

      Dante let her pass.

      Zettel did not. He cut in front of her when she tried to exit into the main chamber.

      “The fuck is your problem?” she asked.

      “The OPA was trying to get at the Focus when we took it,” Zettel said. “If you put it back, they’ll take it. You’ll be helping our enemies.”

      “Oh, come on, that’s bullshit. The OPA was trying to fix Helltown’s wards, not steal this shit for themselves. We’re the assholes who left Helltown open to all of LA.”

      “Are you siding with them?”

      “Not everything is us versus them!” Suzy said. “The OPA is bad. Yes. But not universally, ubiquitously evil.” Just like how the Apple wasn’t universally, ubiquitously good. Zettel proved it all the time.

      He would happily kill Fritz Friederling if given the chance.

      What surprised Suzy was that she wouldn’t.

      She kinda liked Fritz. He was an asshole, but so was Suzy.

      “Give me the Focus,” Zettel said.

      She rolled the Focus over in her fingers. “I told you I can keep this plane together as long as we don’t get another hit as big as the last one.”

      “That’s not good enough,” he said.

      “This is just about protecting your ass from apocalypse, isn’t it?” Suzy asked. “Keeping this thing here won’t help us get revenge for Adam. But it will keep your pansy ass safe.”

      Zettel’s whole face screwed up in this expression of terrifying anger. “You can’t take the Focus out of here.”

      “Watch me,” Suzy said.

      When she tried to step past him again, his hand went to her throat.

      Not her arm, not her shoulder. Her fucking throat.

      So he totally deserved to get an elbow in his throat.

      He fell, clutching at his throat and gasping.

      Suzy bolted for the stairs.

      The other resident members of the Apple were in the process of leaving, so they didn’t realize she was fleeing. Suzy’s heart pounded in her chest and her thighs burned from the effort of climbing so many stairs. “Get out of my way!” she shouted, shoving Stephanie Whyte. “The dimension’s gonna collapse!”

      “What?” asked another member, whose name Suzy had never bothered to learn.

      “You heard me!” Suzy said.

      Magic dilated and Suzy erupted onto Earth. She emerged on the lawn by the library. It was no longer a peaceful grove, but an ash-caked Hell. The leaves had fallen from the trees so that bare branches scraped at the orange sky. Several windows on the library were broken.

      An enormous teal RV screeched to a halt at the curb, pointing in the wrong direction for the flow of traffic. Isobel Stonecrow stuck her head out the driver’s window. “Get in!”

      The magic at Suzy’s back was dilating and warping again. She was about to have Zettel and Dante on her ass.

      She swung into the RV just as Zettel stepped out onto the grass.

      “Fuck you!” she roared at him, shaking her middle finger on one hand and the Focus in the other. Suzy also shook her boobs for good measure. “Fuuuck yooou!”

      She thought that Zettel was saying something similar back at her, but she couldn’t hear him over the roar of the engine. Suzy cackled and flung herself into the chair next to Isobel. “Hi Isobel, how are you?”

      “I’ve been better.” Isobel gripped the steering wheel in both hands as they swerved wildly through traffic. The RV was clearly not meant for such evasive maneuvers. It shuddered from the effort.

      They turned a corner and nearly plowed into a line of cars.

      Isobel laid on the horn. “Out of my way! Go! Move! I’m trying to save the world, you jerks!”

      “I don’t think there are any drivers in those cars,” Suzy said. A lot of vehicles had been abandoned on the streets of Los Angeles once everything started catching fire.

      Isobel drove over a curb to get past the cars.

      “Is it a coincidence that you came by the library right when I was running?” Suzy asked, yanking the seatbelt across her chest and buckling it.

      “Fritz told me you’d agreed to return the Focus to Helltown,” Isobel said. “I’m heading that way, so I figured I should give you a ride.” The RV slammed into a figure that was walking in the street. It shuddered but didn’t stop. “Whoops.”

      Suzy swung around to look out a back window. “Was that a human?”

      “I’m pretty sure it wasn’t,” Isobel said. “Ninety-nine percent.”

      Good enough for Suzy.

      She surveyed the necrocognitive from the passenger’s seat. Isobel looked like a pinup, even when she was trucking on her way to Helltown. The glamours of her jewelry made Isobel impervious to the surrounding apocalypse. She’d invested a lot of money into those, which was something the wife of a billionaire could do, and Suzy could not.

      “Why have we never been friends?” Isobel wondered aloud while simultaneously wrenching the steering wheel. The RV whipped around a corner.

      Suzy felt the nauseating sensation of balance gone awry, her stomach lifting into her throat, and she realized that two of the wheels had come off the ground only when the RV slammed back down onto them.

      “Why should we be friends?” Suzy asked. “Is it because we’ve both got pussies and we hang around the same men? You’re a fucking death witch.”

      Isobel mimicked her tone. “You’re a fucking member of the Apple.”

      “I think I just quit,” Suzy said.

      “Well, then you’ve got one up on me, since I’m still a death witch. Even so, I think we should be friends.”

      “Why? You’ve never liked me.”

      “It has nothing to do with you. I was jealous of your relationship with Cèsar. Lately, I’ve been thinking that’s silly.”

      “How lately?” Suzy asked. “Ever since he stopped making his dick available to you whenever you wanted?” She was trying to push buttons, trying to make Isobel angry so she’d drop the conversation.

      But Isobel didn’t get angry. She also didn’t drop it. “The prospect of losing Cèsar’s friendship—“

      “His dick,” Suzy filled in.

      “—has gotten me thinking about you a lot more, yes,” Isobel said. “We’ve got so much in common! For instance, you’re funny. I’m funny.”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      Isobel slammed into another form on the road. This time Suzy was entirely sure it was a demon, since humans didn’t explode black ichor everywhere.

      Helltown rose in the distance. All of Los Angeles looked like it was burning lately, but Helltown looked extra-burny. Suzy had already plunged through that neighborhood to save someone who didn’t need to be saved. She couldn’t believe she was going back.

      The RV leaped a barrier and swerved through what had once been a secret archway to Helltown. The welded iron “Welcome” sign scraped the roof of the RV.

      “I don’t know if you have a good sense of humor, but you’ve got balls,” Suzy said grudgingly.

      “Ovaries are better than balls,” Isobel said. “Another reason we should be friends.”

      “You just want to be friends so that I’ll give you permission to fuck my guy,” Suzy said.

      Isobel laughed. “See? You’re hilarious!”

      “I know I’m hilarious. That was never in contention.” She also hadn’t been joking. “You think you can have anything you want. Swanning around, flipping your hair at billionaires to make them fall in love with you, rubbing your butt on hapless men like Cèsar. How’s he supposed to resist that? Not to go all Dolly Parton on you, Jolene, but it’s not fair.”

      “I’d say your accusations aren’t fair,” Isobel said.

      “No? You don’t like being faced with the fact that you use your body to get money, power, anything you want?”

      Isobel was starting to look offended. “You begrudge me marrying my way into money when you’re the sole heir to your parents’ money as a result of being in a centuries-old cult?”

      “That’s different,” Suzy said.

      “It is different. Getting born at the top is easier than seducing your way there.”

      Helltown looked different when tearing through it at a million miles per hour. Demons weren’t so scary when they were attempting to dodge an RV smashing through their territory, and Suzy kinda loved it.

      “Look, I’m not judging you,” Isobel said. “But I also don’t think you should hate me because I married into money.” She slammed on the brakes. The seatbelt went tight against Suzy’s chest.

      The instant it slackened, she unbuckled and stood up. Her boobs felt bruised. “Now you’re going to be even better than me by trying to be nicer and more forgiving?”

      Isobel looked exasperated. “I’m trying to be friends! Here, have a knife.” She handed a blade to Suzy.

      “Now this is a meaningful gesture of friendship.”

      “I’m actually giving that to you because Gary Zettel is going to attack us the instant we get out of the RV. He followed us here.”

      “He did what?” Suzy asked.

      But Isobel had already thrown open the door and leaped out.

      As soon as her feet hit pavement, she ducked under a meaty, swinging fist.

      Suzy dived for Zettel. She aimed for the gut but only slashed his forearm.

      Zettel yanked back with a shout. “Dante!” Suzy barely turned in time to avoid the witch’s fireball. He was using the OPA’s ribbon magic.

      Dante yanked another ribbon from his pocket, hands lighting with flame. Isobel came up from behind and kicked him between the legs. Hard. He collapsed, clutching his genitals.

      “Come on!” she shouted to Suzy. “We have to run the rest of the way to the Fissure!”

      Suzy glanced back at Zettel. He looked really angry.

      Yeah, running off with Isobel was probably a good idea.

      She flew after the necrocog. “Don’t go so fast!” Suzy panted at Isobel. “My legs are shorter than yours!”

      “One more way I’m better than you, right?” Isobel called back.

      “Go fuck yourself, Stonecrow!”

      They skidded around the corner. Only then did Suzy realize that they were on the wrong side of the Fissure. The Focus’s cornucopia was on the far end of the square, with a huge bleeding gash between Suzy and the statue.

      “Oh, fuck,” she said. “You took us to the wrong place.”

      “No, this is exactly where I meant to come,” Isobel said. She teetered on the end of the Fissure, hair tossed around her head by the wind. “I’m going to the House of Belial to free the slaves before Proserpine can hurt them. I need your help to activate the wards magic against her. It takes two people.”

      “You could have fucking told me that!”

      “I was getting around to asking.” Isobel flung out a hand, reaching for Suzy’s. “Come on!”

      “Fritz is letting you go to Malebolge?”

      “Fritz doesn’t let me do anything! Come on!”

      Suzy glanced over her shoulder. Zettel was standing in the street a hundred yards back. Why wasn’t he chasing her to the Fissure?

      Then she realized what that expression on his face was.

      Fear.

      He was too scared of Malebolge to go after Suzy, and that fear won out against his anger. That was how Suzy would always remember Gary Zettel. Not as a domineering Union commander, or as the first Secretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs, or even her compatriot in the Apple. She would remember him as a frightened man staring into the heart of Malebolge, incapable of moving.

      “Come on, Suzy!” Isobel shouted again. “Helltown can wait! Let’s go save the victims of the House of Belial!”

      “Fuck, you’re a convincing asshole,” Suzy said.

      She grabbed Isobel’s hand.

      Together, they leapt into Malebolge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      Suzy had never been to Hell before. The instant she set foot in Malebolge, she decided that she didn’t care for it.

      For one thing, the climate was the worst. Her hair was normally dry and coarse, so stepping into the extra-dry heat of Hell made her hair turn into tumbleweed.

      For another, they had landed on the edge of a cliff overlooking a city inside a giant corpse, all of which was contained in a very dark and very miserable cavern. It was hot, sticky, and smelled like rotten eggs.

      Another thing Suzy didn’t like about Malebolge was the sound. She tried to squint through the smoke. “Is that shrieking sound wind or wailing or…?”

      “Wailing,” Isobel said, getting down onto all fours so she could slide down the side of the cliff. “Definitely wailing of damned souls.”

      Suzy pressed her back against the ledge. She only had three feet of black rock to brace herself on, maybe, and it was sheer above and below.

      She got dizzy every time she looked up. The dark fog made it hard to tell where the wailing came from, but the path between Hell and Earth was clear through the Fissure. It looked like a slitted eye from here.

      It probably wasn’t safe to stand so close to the Fissure. The wind between dimensions threatened to suck Suzy off her feet, and it was one heck of a drop to the yellow wasteland below. But it also didn’t look safe to climb down.

      Suzy really didn’t want to climb down.

      “Remind me why I’m here?” she asked.

      “We’re saving people that my husband’s family enslaved,” Isobel said.

      Suzy groaned. “Right.” She jammed the Focus into her back pocket and slid down over the edge feet-first. She gripped the rocks tighter with both hands than she’d ever gripped anything before. “Oh holy fuck!”

      How did the drop look even longer when she was dangling over it? It looked like it was about a million miles long and she was definitely going to splatter on the desert below.

      Isobel was climbing without looking down. She kept her gaze on the wall, seeking the next hand- and footholds. If Isobel was brave enough to do it, then damn it all, so was Suzy.

      She focused on the wall and climbed down.

      The shrieking, wailing sounds intensified as they got lower. Suzy couldn’t help but look over her shoulder.

      The rotten cadaver in Malebolge had a too-long spine twisted across the yellow plains. The spine bowed backward near the shoulders, plunging into the ground, so Suzy couldn’t see a skull from her position high on the wall.

      She could see the bow-like curves of the collarbones, each of which was sturdy enough to support skyscrapers. Holes had been dug into the ribs to permit ramps to be propped inside them, giving access from the wasteland to the chest cavity.

      There was smoke gushing out of the Malebolge cadaver’s heart, and that smoke seemed to be…wiggling. Because it wasn’t smoke at all. Demons were being born out of that giant Hell-corpse. That was the wailing sound Suzy heard.

      “Cool,” she said faintly. “Very cool.” She didn’t mean it.

      She focused on climbing again.

      Suzy focused so hard on climbing, in fact, that she didn’t realize she’d gotten to the bottom until she put a foot down and hit solid ground. Suzy released the cavern wall and stumbled.

      “Not so bad, huh?” Isobel asked, tying her hair up as she faced the wasteland.

      “Is that how people seriously get down whenever they’re visiting Malebolge? Cliff climbing?”

      “Oh, there are stairs over there.” Isobel nodded toward the cavern wall further up the wasteland.

      Suzy almost went supersonic. “Stairs? There are stairs and we climbed down at threat of imminent death?”

      “It’s shorter,” Isobel said.

      “And you wonder why I don’t want to be friends with you.”

      “Still?”

      “Just because we’ve now gone to Hell together does not mean that I’m going to start making us best-friend lanyards,” Suzy said. “By the way, you better know where you’re going. And if it involves more climbing, I want to take the stairs.”
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* * *

      The House of Belial was nearby, nestled within the pelvis on the cadaver. Isobel’s shortcut meant they had indeed dropped to the ground close to the house.

      The property was even bigger than Fritz’s manor in Beverly Hills—no small feat, since Casa Friederling was similar to the Winchester Mystery House in its sprawl. But the House of Belial didn’t just sprawl. It sprawled.

      “That’s a house?” Suzy stared up at the black towers, the squat buildings of obsidian brick, the fence topped with cruel barbs. “It’s inside the giant rotten skeleton.”

      “Ba’al,” Isobel said. “Not a rotten skeleton, but Ba’al.” She climbed a spur of bone adjacent to the right hip, sliding over it so that she could reach the webbed gates of the house.

      “Looks like a rotten skeleton to me,” Suzy said, following Isobel. “Oh God, what the fuck am I doing? Climbing around the inside of an enormous rotten skeleton? What the fuck is Fritz doing with a house in a rotten skeleton?”

      “He didn’t put it here.” Isobel pressed her hands to the iron gate and peered through the bars.

      They were only a short walkway from the first building, which looked like it was probably the originator of that rotten-egg smell. Its walls were crumbly and half-collapsed.

      “I can open the wards to the House of Belial because I’m married to Fritz,” Isobel said. “But I’m going to have to hold them open while you break the Oculus in the main building. It’ll be in the back, overlooking the slave quarters. You must break it before Proserpine does. It will prevent her from seizing any magical inheritance during the House’s fall.”

      Suzy struggled to distinguish a second building at the back of the property. It was hidden underneath piles of fetid adipose tissue bigger than Isobel’s RV.

      She had to climb all those fatty clumps to destroy the Oculus.

      Couldn’t be much harder than restoring the Focus alone.

      “Wait,” Suzy said, finally realizing what Isobel had said. “You’re going to stand out here while I go in there? No way. No fucking way.”

      “If I don’t hold the wards open, the Oculus will kill you when you try to smash it,” Isobel said.

      “I’m not smashing anything! You’re already dead—you go do it!”

      “The explosion could hurt or kill any slaves that are in that property.” Isobel drew a knife and slashed her palm. “This is the safest way to do it. Just watch out for Proserpine.”

      “Oh, fuck you,” Suzy said. “I’m not going out there.”

      Blood welled on Isobel’s cut palm, a little bit too slow, a little bit too sludgy-thick. “Please?”

      Suzy glared at her. And then she glared at the nasty pile of shit that the Friederling family seemed to think passed as a noble House of Malebolge.

      There were human beings in there. People who had been held captive in this wasteland, this hellish nightmare, for most of their lives. Some had never known anything but this smell, and the wailing, and the rancid fat drip-drip-dripping from a pelvic bone spur.

      “Fuck,” Suzy said, trying to swipe a drop of fat off of her frizzed-up hair. It stained her fingers yellow. “Okay. I’ll do it. Fuck. Open the wards.”

      “Remember, when you get inside the front building, head straight to the back. It’s on the third floor. You’ll have about five minutes to get back there and smash it, but it shouldn’t take you more than sixty seconds to get there.”

      “Why a five-minute limit?” Suzy asked.

      “I’m a zombie,” Isobel said. “I only have so much blood.” She pressed her hand to the gates. They swung open.

      Suzy felt the wards falling like she’d just changed elevation. Her ears popped.

      She bolted.

      It was hard to run on the yellow ground in Malebolge. It was a little bit squishy, kinda sunken. Worse than trying to jog on the beach, and Suzy hated jogging on the beach. The stench of the rotten house surrounded her as she dived through the front doors.

      It was barely nicer on the inside. Instead of constructing the interior with Ba’al’s adipose tissue, the House of Belial had bone wainscoting. The windows were held open by ridges that looked like teeth. The doorways appeared to be oversized ribs.

      Straight to the back. Five minutes.

      “I am not staying in here for five minutes,” Suzy muttered. She’d spent much more than five minutes climbing down into this Ba’al guy and was already so fucking done with the entire dimension.

      She climbed stairs that looked suspiciously like giant molars. There were no railings, nothing to hold as she climbed. By the time she got to the third floor—still without any walls to hold on to—the stairs were wobbling under her feet, as though the roots sunk into the walls were beginning to rot just like the fat outside.

      At the top, Suzy found herself in an office. Its furniture was not made from bone. It was a different kind of disturbing to see human heirloom furniture when it was in the middle of a room made out of fucking demon bone.

      “Oculus, Oculus, where is the Oculus?” she muttered, gaze sweeping over the room.

      The desk was a functional space with paperwork on its surface and a filing cabinet at its side. The bookshelves were buried under knickknacks, most of which looked to have come from demon craftsmen. Nothing screamed out with magic.

      Suzy walked to the back window, peering through to the slave quarters beyond. It was a really depressing building.

      There was a glass sphere on the windowsill.

      “Hey, you look like an Oculus,” Suzy said.

      She put her hand on it.

      And then she sneezed.

      She sneezed hard.

      Suzy hit the ground on all fours, coughing and sneezing and hacking and wheezing. Her throat closed up. Suddenly she couldn’t even smell the filthy stench of Malebolge.

      The magic in the Oculus was not human. It was infernal.

      She should have guessed that would be a problem. Suzy had encountered infernal magic once before and had had a similar reaction, similar to Cèsar’s allergy to typical human magic.

      Damn it, she should have seen this coming.

      The slaves needed her help.

      She fumbled for the windowsill, fingers seeking out the shape of the glass ball even though tears blinded her.

      “Oh look,” said a voice, “a visitor.”

      Suzy tried to blink her eyes clear.

      A woman descended upon her.

      At least, Suzy thought it was a woman. She caught a glimpse of a clownish face, exaggerated in its proportions. She was grinning. It exposed a whole lot of teeth.

      “Proserpine, I take it,” Suzy gasped.

      That was the only thing she got out before the nightmare demon’s hand settled onto her forehead. Suzy’s mind exploded. The room vanished, swallowed by darkness.

      She opened her mouth to scream. There was no air. She couldn’t inhale, couldn’t exhale, couldn’t make a sound.

      Sounds assaulted her ears.

      Screaming.

      The screams were different than the wailing in Malebolge. They echoed against concrete walls with anger, despair, damnation. She’d heard these screams when she’d been locked inside a Union detention center years earlier. Suzy had never forgotten what it sounded like when men realized they would never see sunlight again.

      Proserpine is a nightmare. This isn’t real, and I’m not really back in the detention center.

      Suzy tried to cling to this idea, pushing away the terror that threatened to drive her into insanity.

      It’s not real.

      She hit the concrete floor of a cell, pushed by a man wearing a black uniform. He had no face. It didn’t matter which Union kopis had detained her; he was following the orders of a soulless organization that didn’t care about its detainees. Anyone would have done it.

      “Don’t get comfortable,” the faceless agent had said.

      Don’t get comfortable.

      There had been nightmare demons in the Union detention center too. They tossed all kinds of criminals down there without any consideration for who their neighbors might be.

      Suzy’s cell, which had been roughly the size of a broom closet, had been wedged between the cells of two nightmares.

      She was falling. It was dark.

      None of this was real.

      Suzy must have still been flapping around the office in the House of Belial, because her hand brushed something cold and round and she started sneezing. It wasn’t in her imagination. She’d touched the Oculus again.

      Suzy closed her hand, praying that she was holding on to the Oculus.

      Proserpine’s face loomed in hers.

      Don’t get comfortable.

      Suzy hurled the Oculus.

      It shattered.

      She snapped out of Proserpine’s thrall in time to see the nightmare contorted with pain. The House of Belial’s wards had come down. Proserpine was the nearest heir, so she bore the brunt of the collapse.

      Proserpine’s grinning clown-face had twisted into a scowl. “I don’t know what you think you’ll get out of that, but you just made the biggest mistake of your life!”

      Infernal energy lashed at Suzy.

      She was going to get sucked into nightmares again. She was going to be sent back to that Union detention center.

      “Fuck that noise,” Suzy said.

      She hurled herself out the office window.
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* * *

      The same quality that made the yellow ground difficult to run upon made it a painless landing pad. Suzy bounced when she struck.

      She rolled onto her back and gasped for breath. She hadn’t realized how quickly the proximity to a nightmare demon—and one as huge as Proserpine—had made her begin to suffocate. Even the sour taste of Malebolge’s air was refreshing in comparison.

      Isobel raced over and wrenched Suzy to her feet.

      “We have to run,” she said.

      Suzy didn’t even want to bother arguing with Isobel, which was a sure sign of exactly how miserable she felt.

      They ran.

      It didn’t take long for them to cross the House of Belial’s property. Good thing too, because the wind blasting through the pelvis started to tear at the House of Belial’s walls. Sodden fat sprinkled over Suzy, slicking her skin, and she would have freaked out if it hadn’t been just one more awful thing in the most awful place she’d ever experienced.

      Proserpine was right behind them. She billowed out of the window like oil squirted across the surface of the ocean. And she looked pissed.

      “Run,” Isobel gasped again, as if there was anything else they could do.

      Tendrils of shadow crawled over Suzy’s shoulders.

      You’ve made a huge mistake.

      Don’t get comfortable.

      Suzy was lying on a hard concrete floor, trapped in darkness, surrounded by nightmares. She was locked away. Never going to see daylight again.

      “Don’t look back!” Isobel’s face loomed in the shadows of the detention center. She wasn’t supposed to be there. She hadn’t been trapped with Suzy.

      Isobel wrapped her arms around Suzy’s waist and yanked.

      They tumbled through the door to the slave quarters together.

      The slave quarters were essentially a stable peppered with mining equipment. The ground was covered in straw—normal, mundane straw—and there were stalls rather than bedrooms. There were no people inside those stalls.

      She pushed up onto her knees, got the hair out of her face. The building had enough space for a dozen slaves, maybe more. And it was empty.

      “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Suzy asked.

      Isobel was staring around the room, blood draining from her face. “Oh my God. I’m so stupid.” She started laughing hysterically.

      The wall behind them crumbled. The door shook. Fat sprayed over them in a fine mist again, and Suzy was too busy staring at Isobel in horror to care.

      “Why are you so stupid?” Suzy asked.

      “I didn’t tell Fritz I planned to come down here. I thought I’d just sneak down and destroy the house, you know, without needing to involve him, so he wouldn’t feel guilty, and—“

      “And what?” Suzy asked.

      “It looks like Fritz let the slaves out of Hell ages ago. The troughs are dry. There’s no personal property. It’s empty.” Isobel’s laughter had turned to tears. “I’m going to die because I didn’t trust Fritz.”
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      On Earth, a couple of hours earlier, Fritz had been watching Cèsar from his bedroom balcony. He leaned on his good leg, bare-fleshed but for his briefs. The outfit he would wear to the Genesis Convention was laid out on the bed behind him.

      Achieving the aesthetic standards of a billionaire head-of-agency was a time-consuming process that should have begun much earlier. He’d mastered the art of getting ready for board meetings as a boy, and he knew how long it took.

      Yet he wasn’t prepared. There was no preparing for what happened next.

      Cèsar, by contrast, was already as ready for the convention as he was likely to be. He paced on the lawn with none of the donut-bearing languor he’d shown before the Breaking. His shirt was unbuttoned halfway down, his tie was undone, and his hands were crammed in his pockets.

      He hadn’t told Fritz his decision.

      After a moment, Cèsar checked his watch, crossed to a warded gate, and opened it to allow an unwelcome guest inside.

      It was Gary Zettel. Fritz recognized that stature, distinctive as a gorilla’s thumbprint. Zettel clutched at Cèsar’s shirt. His mouth opened wide enough for Fritz to see it at a distance, but Fritz couldn’t hear what Zettel was yelling.

      By contrast, Cèsar’s body language was all about appeasement. Fritz could hear Cèsar’s words through the bond. Calm down. Talk slower. What did Suzy do?

      The information Zettel supplied also transmitted through the bond. Suzy had taken the Focus, collapsed the dimension, and left no safe haven for members of the Apple. The Genesis Convention was their last chance to get Adam’s revenge now. The Apple was dead.

      Fritz turned away. He didn’t want to hear what Cèsar would tell Zettel.

      For now, Fritz could still believe that Cèsar was going to side with him. Turn Zettel over. Destroy the Apple. Remain a loyal aspis to his kopis. Validate that Fritz was not as bad as his father.

      Lolita was open on Fritz’s bed, right next to the suit. He’d pulled it out of his office’s trashcan and taken it home. He was thinking about throwing it in the trash again. Or maybe doing something more permanent—like setting it on fire.

      He dressed with aggressive precision. Prosthesis through one pant leg. Biological foot through the other. Sock suspenders, pants, belt. On and on.

      When Fritz was done, he stepped out onto the balcony again. Cèsar and Zettel were still there. Zettel appeared to be searching his pockets, and soon came up with a lovely, egg-shaped object. Panic flooded the bond from Cèsar when he stuffed the object in his jacket.

      A bomb. Fritz felt the knowledge settle over him like a mist.

      Zettel had just given Cèsar a bomb to kill the Genesis convention.

      And as Fritz adjusted his cufflinks, he couldn’t help but hear Cèsar’s last words to Zettel.

      “All right, all right. Go hide. I’ll plant the bomb.”
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* * *

      Fritz was in the study when Cèsar finally sought him out. The aspis stood in the doorway, arms dangling loose at his sides, his button-down not-so-buttoned over his undershirt. He looked like he didn’t know what to do with his hands. Or his face. Or anything, really.

      By contrast, Fritz was perfectly comfortable. His shelves were covered in red glass globes depicting infernal planes. He’d tossed several of his dad’s journals into the fireplace. Leaping flames replaced the heat the sun could no longer provide through Malebolge’s smoke. And Fritz was wretchedly comfortable.

      Los Angeles now resembled the Hell that Fritz had grown up in with the Friederlings. He was as twisted on the inside as Proserpine.

      This was where he belonged.

      “Tell me about your dad,” Cèsar said.

      It was a total non sequitur, and yet somehow, there was also no line of conversation more relevant in that moment. Fritz took a long, slow drink of his bourbon to empty the glass. “No,” he said once it was empty.

      Cèsar tossed Lolita on the coffee table. “Where’s the Purple Heart?”

      “I threw that book in the oven,” Fritz said.

      “You forgot to turn it on.” Cèsar shrugged off his jacket, tossed it on top of the inverted globes. “It smells like overcooked barbecue in here. The fuck are you doing, having the fire going? You want to suffocate?”

      Fritz remained immobilized as Cèsar swept through the room. He jabbed the logs in the fireplace so that they’d crumble, giving room for his arm to snake inside the chimney and close the flue. No air for the fire, no fire.

      Cèsar flung open the curtains, rings screeching against rods. There was no perceptible change to the lighting in the room. It was as dark outside as within.

      “Proserpine ate the Purple Heart,” Fritz said.

      “She ate it?”

      “Swallowed it whole.”

      “I hope her asshole prolapses trying to shit it out.” Cèsar took the glass out of Fritz’s hand.

      “Refill it,” Fritz said.

      “You’ve already had too much. I can feel myself getting drunk.”

      “There are a dozen bottles left. I plan to drink them all before the world ends. If I can get rid of them before I have to share with the members of the Genesis Convention, all the better.”

      “Why? Because your booze is too good for them?”

      Because Fritz didn’t want to be in his right mind when the Genesis Convention convened. “My father was supposed to go to the meeting today.”

      Cèsar took the chair next to Fritz’s. “He was a member of the OPA?”

      “No.” Fritz stood almost as quickly as Cèsar sat. He limped over to the wet bar and got a fresh glass. “Men of Friederling blood have agreements with angels going back centuries.”

      “Naamah.” Cèsar gazed into the coals smoldering into the fireplace, unaware of exactly how much it hurt to hear that name.

      “Yes, Naamah.”

      Cèsar had been with Fritz when he fulfilled one part of his family’s legend by cutting the heart out of Naamah. She had fallen from Heaven, so killing her had been an act of mercy. Someone had to save Naamah from herself. It just so happened to have been Fritz.

      “Are you Gray?” Cèsar asked. “I’ve always wondered.”

      “I’m not Gray.” It was a term used for people who were half-human, half-demon, or half-angel. “My family interbred with angels long before we joined with the House of Belial, so there are a few drops in the line. Nothing worthy of note in my generation. I wouldn’t have been able to spend as much time in Malebolge as a boy if I were ethereal Gray.”

      “Was your dad Gray?” Cèsar asked. Dogged as always. An investigator to his core.

      “I had no relationship with my father,” Fritz said.

      Cèsar took the bourbon glass out of his hand. “Did you see your dad while you were in Las Vegas?”

      Fritz glared at the hollow of Cèsar’s throat. It was a spot he ended up glaring at a lot, since that was exactly where his eye level fell on his aspis. “I didn’t even know he was in Las Vegas. He was brokering a deal when he got killed in the Breaking. I found out that I needed to replace him at the convention the same time I learned of his death.”

      Lady Tresor had broken the news by visiting Fritz at a Union facility in southern Nevada. Her wrinkled old face had been grim and annoyed. She never wanted to deal with Fritz.

      The worst son of the Friederlings, she’d always said.

      Lady Tresor had informed Fritz that Werner was dead, that Fritz would need to run the Genesis Convention, and then walked out and that was that.

      Fritz was the heir.

      “I wasn’t even raised by my father,” Fritz said, grabbing yet another bottle of bourbon. “That’s what makes it so absurd. I had a wet nurse. Medieval, isn’t it? She cared for me until I was old enough to go to boarding school, then I spent my adolescence in the care of teachers, up until the moment I decided to run away.”

      He’d been a traveling kopis until meeting Hope Jimenez, getting married, and launching an adult life that had nothing and everything to do with the House of Belial.

      “I didn’t know,” Cèsar said. “Any of it. I didn’t know.”

      “Most people don’t.”

      “Sure, but I’m not most people.”

      Wasn’t he, though? Cèsar had a beautiful sister, an adoring brother, a grandfather who cared about him. He had grown up in the care of family when his parents became incapable of doing what parents were meant to do.

      He was incredibly, painfully, excruciatingly “most people.”

      Fritz took a swig of bourbon from the bottle to wet his lips. Then he grabbed a fresh glass. Cèsar put his hand across the mouth before Fritz could poor.

      “That bourbon is too expensive for us to wrestle over it,” Fritz said.

      Cèsar took it from him anyway. He set it on a high shelf. “Fuck the Genesis Convention. Let’s go to the House of Belial right now. Let’s free Isobel’s cousins.”

      He said that like they were her beloved family, not strangers who shared some segment of DNA. Isobel had never known them. They didn’t even know Isobel’s name, or that she was married to the man who held her contracts.

      “I’m never going back to the House of Belial. Never.”

      Anger crossed Cèsar’s features. “And you wonder why I joined the Apple.”

      Actually, Fritz hadn’t been wondering any such thing. It was simple. Cèsar had joined it because Fritz was a bad guy, and the Apple were his enemies, and that was the best way to fight evil.

      “That’s what you think?” Cèsar asked. “You think you’re a bad guy?”

      Damn. The bond always went two ways, but Cèsar was usually too distracted to listen to it.

      “I’m going to a meeting of evil bad guys today,” Fritz said. “I fit in with them. Speaking of which, it’s time for me to go. People are going to start arriving and—”

      Cèsar grabbed Fritz’s arm, cutting him off. “Stop it.”

      Fritz could have broken free of his grip easily. They’d fought so many times in his dojo that there was no question who would win. But Fritz felt as unwilling to fight as he was to lift his gaze to meet Cèsar’s.

      It was hard enough being touched by Cèsar like this. Their bond had gone unrenewed for so long. A feverish aching had set in, and Fritz needed more than a hand to slake it.

      “What do you want from me?” Fritz asked, still glaring out at the hallway.

      Cèsar was quiet so long that Fritz had to look up. Had to meet his gaze. Had to know what he was thinking.

      His eyes had gone troubled, like stormy desert scorched by the fires of Hell. “We can’t stay like this,” Cèsar said. He spoke so softly that Fritz had to lean closer to hear him. “It’s unsustainable.”

      “There’s nothing to sustain,” Fritz said. There were only a couple hours until everyone arrived and Cèsar bombed the convention.

      “This is nothing?” Cèsar asked, fingertips biting Fritz’s tricep.

      “Nothing,” Fritz said.

      Cèsar moved first. Fritz wasn’t certain of much, but he was certain of that.

      When they drew nearer, it was because Cèsar had bent down, lowering himself to Fritz’s height. It was Cèsar’s fingers that had locked around Fritz’s hand, holding him tightly in place. It was Cèsar’s lips that traveled over Fritz’s, breathing warmth and—

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      June 2015 — San Francisco, California

      “The fuck he did,” I interrupted.

      Fritz looked up. “Pardon?”

      “Julius Eagle did not kiss you,” I said.

      The day had worn into nighttime, so it was dark on the Friederling X yacht. Fritz had been telling his part of the story for so long that Suzy and Isobel had headed below deck to grab food, and for the moment, I was alone with this blond douchebag and the smoldering remains of San Francisco.

      Fritz frowned at my protests. “Does the idea of two consenting adult men kissing disturb you, Mr. Hawke?”

      “Well, no, I mean…no.” Being accused of homophobia didn’t sit right. I was living through the apocalypse, and gayness was the least of my worries. “I just know there was no kissing, and for the sake of investigative integrity, I have to keep the facts straight.”

      The women emerged back onto the deck, carrying a couple snack bags and a two-liter. The sight of tortilla chips made me drool even though they were a cheap store brand. The guaranteed price of two dollars was stamped on the front of the bag.

      “How do you know there was no kissing?” Fritz asked, a smile playing over his lips as he leaned his temple against the now-empty snifter. He was drinking almost as much in present-day as he had in the last part of his monologue. “Did you know Julius Eagle?”

      “Obviously not. But I’ve been listening to this story for a while now, and I’m—you know, I’m a good detective, I get a sense of people fast. I haven’t gotten a sense of the gay from this Julius guy.”

      “Gay? There are gay parts of the story?” Suzy asked, flopping next to Fritz, where Isobel had been sitting before. She tore the bag open and started eating. She slapped Fritz’s hand when he reached for a chip. “I can’t believe I missed the butt stuff. Can we rewind and replay?”

      “No, because there’s no butt stuff! I think,” I added hastily.

      “Why do you think I would make up a same-sex kiss between myself and a friend? Why would I lie?” Fritz asked, staring pointedly at me.

      All three of them were staring at me now.

      “A kiss. Wow.” Isobel cleared her throat, cheeks red. She looked really interested in opening a package of Oreos.

      “It’s not true,” I bit out through clenched teeth. “Don’t ask how I know. I’ve just got a really good sense that it’s not true.”

      “Okay, then it’s not true,” Fritz said. His eyes were still dancing with mirth. “After we didn’t kiss, I planned to ask Cèsar for forgiveness in regards to my family’s sins.”

      “You mean Julius,” Suzy said.

      “Yes,” Fritz said. “That’s what I said. I hoped Julius would forgive me. At that point I was relying on it rather desperately.”

      “You’re cute when you’re insecure.” Suzy pinched his cheek hard.

      “I am never cute,” Fritz said, half-heartedly fending her off. She left a brilliant-red mark on his tanned cheek. “I am a very good kisser, as my aspis could tell you—”

      “No, he absolutely could not,” I interrupted loudly. And then I added again, “I think.”

      “But I am never cute,” Fritz concluded. “In any case, I didn’t get an opportunity to have a level discussion on the matter. That was when Julius told me that my wife and his girlfriend had gone to the House of Belial without telling me.”
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      August 2013 — Los Angeles, California

      “They did what?”

      Fritz stared at Cèsar, hoping that his aspis was lying even though he knew in his heart of hearts that Cèsar was absolutely telling the truth.

      Isobel and Suzy had gone to the House of Belial.

      Suddenly, despite emptying multiple bottles of bourbon, Fritz felt completely sober.

      He snapped his arm out of Cèsar’s grip and launched himself up the hallway. Not toward the helipad where Lady Tresor and Makael would soon arrive, but toward his bedroom to change. A bespoke Italian suit was not appropriate clothing for visits to Hell, even if he was a Friederling.

      Cèsar was right behind him. “What are you doing?”

      Fritz yanked his tie off, tossed it onto the bed, shed his jacket. “I have to bring Belle and Suze back from the House of Belial before Proserpine finds them.”

      “You’re not going to get them out of there until they save the enslaved,” Cèsar said.

      “That’s the problem.” Fritz grabbed a leather jacket—essentially armor for the purposes of surviving Hell’s hostile climate. He also changed into boots. Malebolge was more like a midden than a proper city. “There are no enslaved to rescue.”

      “What?”

      “I’m aware that you think I’m a monster, and it’s not an impression I intend to dispel.” Fritz opened his closet, then the hidden door at its rear. That was where he hid his favorite knives. “I am a monster. But I am not a monster who would surrender my family’s slaves to a nightmare demon, even if it were in pursuit of saving my aspis. Nor will I permit Proserpine to hurt my wife and your girlfriend with their idiotic hero complexes!”

      Cèsar’s mouth opened. It closed.

      “Isobel’s anger reached me. I had the slaves moved to Earth by the household staff hours ago,” Fritz said. “They are still under contract, but they are safe, and Belle is risking her life for absolutely nothing.”

      Fritz jammed a couple choice knives into holsters within his leather jacket, then zipped it. He was as ready to enter Malebolge as any kopis could be.

      “Do whatever you’re going to do with Gary Zettel,” Fritz said. “Kill everyone, kill no one. Turn Zettel over. Do the hokey-pokey and turn yourself about. I don’t care.”

      Fritz was halfway out the door when he heard Cèsar speak behind him.

      “Sorry,” he said, very quietly. “I should have known.”

      The tenor of the bond had shifted. Fritz didn’t understand the fresh surge of emotion. He had to let his gaze connect with Cèsar’s, allowing the bond to peek open wider.

      Cèsar was feeling admiration. It showed all over his face, bond or no bond.

      Fritz couldn’t remember the last time Cèsar had looked as though he admired his kopis.

      Perhaps they had not kissed in the study that day. Perhaps the lengthy and intensely sexual story that Fritz could have related if not interrupted was also untrue. But what passed between the two of them in that moment was, in a way, far more intimate than the exchange of bodily fluids.

      At last, it felt like their separation sickness was healing.

      Fritz took Cèsar’s hand, clutching it tightly.

      He remembered meeting Cèsar for the first time on the beach where he’d nearly punched an incubus to death. It wasn’t uncommon for the OPA to split up clashes between demons and mundanes, but Cèsar had been different. He’d survived. More than that, there had been intense regret in his eyes because he hadn’t liked hurting the incubus. Fritz had offered him a job on the spot.

      It was much too late to heal this rift between them. Knowing that Isobel was in the House of Belial right now, going for an empty slave quarters…

      “We’ll talk later,” Fritz said.

      Cèsar didn’t say anything.
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* * *

      It used to be close to impossible to reach Malebolge. Close to impossible, but not quite. Traversing the dimensions was always possible. Each separate plane connected to another via physical junctures. The House of Belial had mapped the junctures in the infernal dimensions and Fritz had the globes in his study to prove it.

      Still, whether via juncture or family portal, it had often taken weeks to reach junctures hidden inside mountains, in the sky, or even underneath the ocean.

      Now there was nothing for Fritz to do but go to Helltown.

      He stood on the precipice only briefly, waiting for the smoke to clear so he could see where he would land when he jumped. Ba’al’s corpse sprawled underneath him. Little could get Fritz’s hair standing on end like the sight of Ba’al.

      Then he jumped.

      Fritz fell, boots-first, arms spread for balance, his heart in his throat.

      When he landed, it was in the House of Belial.

      Call it luck, call it practice, call it fate’s sick sense of humor—he struck right on the pelvis, and he rolled toward the cradle below.

      He caught himself by wrapping his arms around a bony spur. The line of bone scraped along his chest, hands, and face as he clung to it, slowing his decline. He hit the rotten ground ankle-deep in yellow curds.

      The House rose above him. It had been different every time he visited due to the biological nature of Malebolge. The buildings would spread like cancer one year, then decay the next. They always came back. They always died again.

      Today, the House looked stranger than Fritz had seen it before. It looked like it was in a rotting phase with no following growth. The buildings carved graceful arcs through the air as they tumbled, splattering across the spongy earth.

      The wards were down. Proserpine was already here.

      He didn’t breathe until he found her.

      She towered over the slave quarters, infinitely huge. It wasn’t an illusion here. Malebolge was home to nightmares, the place from which they were all born. Earth’s limitations didn’t apply in this space. She had enough power that she could have filled the space in the cavern like a storm raining ichor.

      At the moment, her storm was much more localized. Proserpine faced away from him. She was looking at something else—someone else.

      Fritz scrambled up the wall of the pelvis again, traversing it to approach his demon cousin. The bones were slick under his hands. “Pros!”

      She didn’t hear him the first time, and he had to call again.

      “Proserpine!”

      When she turned, her body darkened until opaque, forming an impenetrable wall. If Isobel and Suzy were behind her, there was no way to know. He couldn’t tell if they were alive.

      “Darling baby Friederling,” Proserpine purred, slithering toward Fritz. She billowed and grew and filled the air with the stench of perforated intestine.

      He reached the top of the spur. “Where are they?”

      Proserpine’s mouth split into a wide grin. She had a thousand broken teeth. The jags were yellow with brown tips. She’d been biting flesh, and she was bloody.

      A beam of light from Earth momentarily slashed through the billowing black smoke of the nightmare’s form, splitting her tail into tufts, before smoke again obscured the hint of sun.

      “Who are you looking for?” she asked.

      “You know who,” Fritz said. “If you’ve killed my wife, I swear that I will make you suffer for decades before I let you die. Believe me. I have the money for the most incredible torture devices.”

      “What do you think you will you do to me in my house?” Her yards-long fingers unfolded from within the depths of her foggy cloak to stroke his cheek. “You surrendered it to me.”

      “Then I’ll win against you in combat.” Fritz jerked a knife from his belt, flipped out the blade.

      “With that? Oh honey.” Proserpine’s darkness flowed into the night, surrounding Fritz. He stood among black with the white fingers of a demon scratching his jaw. “Have you forgotten what I am? Have you forgotten where we are?”

      Nightmare power slammed into him.

      On Earth, close to Cèsar, Fritz would have been invulnerable.

      There was little he could do in Malebolge. Proserpine suffused his mind like blood into a sponge. He was engulfed in total darkness, disconnected from the surrounding dimension. He could no longer see the bones he stood upon.

      The only thing he could see was Proserpine.

      Fritz tracked the movement of her clownishly exaggerated face without moving his head. She looked close enough to stab, but he knew that it was an illusion created by distorted light. He wouldn’t get more than one opportunity to strike. He needed to wait until she was in arm’s reach.

      Sounds crept through the darkness.

      Whispers.

      “Where are you?” Proserpine whispered, twisting around Fritz to peer over his shoulder.

      The chime of a massive bell rang through Fritz’s bones. It shook his teeth in his jaw, shivered over the topography of his skin, made his lungs seize against his heart.

      Before the first chime could fade away, a second followed, and a third. It was so loud. The mallet striking those bells must have been as big as Fritz.

      His leg hurt. Fritz staggered at the sudden pinch on his ankle.

      His prosthetic ankle.

      He looked down. Now he wasn’t straddling bone spurs, but standing on a wooden platform looking down the bell tower of a church.

      The bell tolled again.

      Somehow, he could hear Proserpine’s whisper even though the sound deafened him. “What does this memory mean to you?” she asked.

      Fritz realized which church he was in. Black walls, black chains, its windows angled away from the trajectory of the sun. It was a church in Helltown.

      He turned to see Naamah behind him. The fallen angel looked too frail to pose a threat, but she had nonetheless disabled Fritz with a blow to the head. He’d had no chance to fight back. She’d surprised him in the parking lot outside the OPA offices, and he hadn’t heard her coming.

      While he was unconscious, she’d dragged Fritz to her cathedral and lashed a chain around his ankle. She’d hung a weight from him. He had been the clapper in the bell.

      And he was here again. Naamah shoved him and he swung into space, suspended by the ropes wrapped around his chest and arms. Fritz was stretched tight on the rope by his ankle weight. He’d almost thought his entire leg would tear off.

      It wasn’t a memory.

      It was reality.

      He was living this again. Swinging under the bell, suffocated by rope, with a chain pinching off any sensation in his foot. His toes burned. That burning was the last sensation he’d ever feel in his foot.

      “I’ll see you later, darling,” Naamah had said. She’d believed him to be her husband. Her brain had been addled by the fall from Heaven.

      Proserpine floated behind Naamah this time, the shadow of the angel. “A fond memory, I see,” Proserpine said.

      Fritz could barely hear her. The fear was choking.

      Hanging inside that bell had been the first time Fritz had thought he genuinely might die.

      It wasn’t the death that shamed him, but his fear of it. He had expected to face his imminent death with more grace. Kopides died young—that was the rule. As the frontline soldiers in a battle against evil, they seldom saw thirty years of age. There were no officers in this fight, no men kept out of the trenches.

      But Fritz wasn’t most kopides. He’d been raised by a loving nanny—he had to believe Dejana truly loved him—and she had sheltered him from his heritage as a kopis until he was a teenager. She had let him believe he had a future. That he could choose what kind of man he wanted to become.

      “You don’t have to do anything,” Dejana had said one night when she’d tended to him in a fever. The stroke of a damp washcloth over his fevered forehead had been as comforting as the clapper in the bell had been painful. “You can be anyone.”

      And then he’d turned fourteen.

      Werner had sought him out.

      His father had told him that kopides were born to die.

      Of course, Werner had promptly added that the rule didn’t apply to Friederlings. Between his nanny and his father, Fritz had truly believed he was different. He’d faced his kopis duties with a certain sense of immortality.

      Was that not the legacy of a Friederling? The rules did not apply to them. The rules existed to keep lesser men in line.

      Fritz was not born to die.

      He’d realized he was wrong when he was hanging in that bell tower, losing sensation in his foot that he would never regain. He had watched the fallen angel limping away from him, her back an exaggerated hunch from the shriveled wings underneath her robes, and he’d known that if she came back, it would not be to release him.

      Werner had walked away from him too. Many times. Every time Fritz had seen him, brief as the visits had been, it had ended in Werner walking away.

      Going back to his life as the head of the House of Belial.

      Leaving the son he hadn’t intended to create.

      Werner hadn’t limped, hadn’t had a hunch. He had been straight-backed and strong, with hair half-blond, half-gray, and fists that looked like they’d never once been curled around the hilt of a blade.

      Naamah walked away, Werner walked away.

      Fritz was alone in the bell tower about to die.

      I didn’t die.

      Cèsar had appeared, spiraling up the stairs to cut Fritz down. He’d let the kopis fall over his shoulder and carried him to safety on the roof outside. Then and there, Cèsar had slashed their wrists, combined their blood, chosen to be the shield to Fritz’s sword.

      He had believed Fritz was worth saving. He’d looked so admiring when Fritz left the house earlier, too.

      There was hope.

      Fritz gathered that hope around himself like a cloak, pauldrons and gauntlets and armor.  He shoved against Proserpine. “Stay out of my mind!”

      The visions exploded and reality rushed back in. It wasn’t much of an improvement. Malebolge was worse than the bell tower in most ways. But at least this fearscape, filled with oversized rotten bones, was reality. At least he could glimpse Earth above him through the slit—the promise of a life with his aspis where they could, again, be together, work together, save people together.

      Fritz mentally shoved his bond down Proserpine’s throat.

      She choked on it.

      The nightmare reared away from him, her billowing form constricted as if by an invisible serpent. Proserpine’s fingers clawed at her face. “No—how—?”

      Fritz lunged with the knife, and he buried it inside of her.

      There wasn’t enough of a physical body for him to cut, but he didn’t need to fight with physical power. He connected with her, shoved himself into her. Buried the knife so deep.

      Her hands clutched his wrist. She shivered just inches away, her face twisting.

      “I will banish you,” Fritz whispered. “You will be driven into oblivion.”

      “Do it, and I’ll make you regret it,” she hissed. “I come back. I always come back. And I’ve seen your aspis, so I know who matters to you most. I will get revenge.”

      “You’re welcome to try.”

      He summoned his full strength. Not just what he had when combined with Cèsar—a bond strong enough to traverse the planes—but what the Friederling family had given him. He reached out to the wards that Proserpine had taken away from him and he took them back.

      The House of Belial’s power rubbed against him with serpentine calm.

      Begone.

      With that one command, he snapped the wards shut around Proserpine.

      And she was gone.

      In a blink, she dissipated, and Fritz stood alone on the arch of Ba’al’s hipbone. His eyes traveled over the place where she’d been standing. There was no sign of the Purple Heart. Not that he’d expected she would actually shit it out and prolapse her anus the way Cèsar said, but he’d hoped it might fall if she unsubstantiated.

      Isobel and Suzy were lying on the other side, just outside the doors to the slave quarters.

      “Belle!”

      Fritz leaped off the bones and trudged through the rot to reach them. Malebolge had already begun to claim their bodies. The curds creeping over their legs, their faces. Both women were bleeding, but he couldn’t see the injuries.

      He sank knee-deep trying to get to Isobel’s side. He was afraid that when he’d touch her, there’d be no warmth, no response—a zombie no longer animated. But when his hand ran over the smooth flesh of her arm, Isobel’s eyes opened.

      “Fritz.” There was that same admiration that he’d seen in Cèsar’s eyes, brighter than the sun radiating down from Earth. Then she stiffened, and she fought to sit up. “Suzy!”

      “Five more minutes, Mom,” Suzy grumbled from the other side. She sat up and looked down at herself. “Ugh. I smell like cheese. Where’s that big stupid Pennywhistle thing? Did you kill her?”

      “I drove her away for now.” Fritz wrapped his hands around the women’s arms and yanked them free. They had to return the favor to help get him out. It was like quicksand, this pile of spongy fat and fetid flesh. “We can’t rely on the wards to keep her from reappearing. We need to climb back to Earth, and fast.”

      “Climbing,” Suzy said flatly. “Yay.”

      Isobel threw her arms around him once they were both upright. She smelled like cheese, too. He didn’t care. He buried his face in her hair and inhaled the stench just so that he could get a hint of his wife underneath.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “I am too,” he said.

      “Gross,” Suzy said. “Where’s Cèsar? I’m surprised the big puppy isn’t jumping on me right now.”

      Fritz began climbing to the house, his hand clasped on Isobel’s. “He’s safely on Earth. He warned me where you two went, and he stayed to take care of the Genesis Convention.”

      “Take care of it how, exactly?” Suzy asked.

      “We won’t know until we get there,” Fritz said. Whatever Cèsar had chosen, he was certain the choice would be correct.

      The certainty lasted only a moment.

      Isobel was trying to wring some of the grease out of her clothes, and she found a piece of folded paper in her waistband. She stopped walking when she unfolded it. The color drained from her face.

      “What’s that?” Fritz asked.

      “It’s from Cèsar. He must have stuck it on me when we were hugging.” Her hands started shaking. The paper trembled in her hands. “Look at this.” Isobel shoved the note in Fritz’s face.

      The paper was creased, making it even harder to read the chicken scratch that Cèsar tried to pass off as handwriting. Fritz had been getting reports in this handwriting for years and it was still a struggle to piece those words together to find a meaning.

      

      Izzy,

      I’ve always liked you. I don’t think I ever told you enough how much I like you.

      I have to ask a big favor that I don’t deserve. I want you to say goodbye for me. You know who matters.

      -Cèsar

      

      “Goodbye?” Fritz’s eyes lifted from the letter, barely legible as it was. “Where would he be going?”

      Suzy’s hand crept to her mouth as horror spread through her eyes. “Zettel’s bomb. The Genesis Convention.”

      She’d barely gotten out the last syllable before Fritz was dropping the paper, turning, racing up the slope of the pelvic bones.

      Back to Earth. Back to save Cèsar.

      Assuming it wasn’t already too late.
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* * *

      Fritz took the stairs up the exterior slope of Malebolge three at a time. He didn’t stop to make sure the shorter women could keep up, nor did he look back even once at the remnants of what had once been the House of Belial.

      He arrived at Helltown and didn’t stop there, either. Kopides were faster than most humans. Fast enough that the few remaining Silver Needles didn’t seem to regard it as worthwhile to fight him.

      Despite flying over the pavement, Fritz got to Isobel’s RV around the same time they did. He was not the only one who was driven by fear. He had never seen Isobel so pale, or heard such little attitude from Suzy.

      He wasn’t sure how long it took to drive back to Beverly Hills. Five minutes would have been too long.

      Isobel slammed through Fritz’s gated entrance before it was open all the way. She skidded to a stop outside Fritz’s dojo. There was a helicopter on the roof, its rotors still spinning. There were lights inside the building, so Fritz could see that the catering company had set up the tables, and that Lady Tresor was standing at one end to speak to a handful of people.

      There was no sign of the angel Makael yet. An angel would have been impossible to miss.

      The fact that there was no angel was a good sign. Quietude meant the bomb had yet to be detonated.

      “Out of my way,” Suzy said when Fritz paused in the doorway of the RV. She pushed him aside, jumped through the beaded doorway, and strode across the lawn toward the dojo.

      “You’re too late.” These words came from the nearby bushes—or, more specifically, a very disgruntled Gary Zettel who sat behind them with an impressive black eye. “You’re way too late.”

      At another time, Fritz would have relished the opportunity to kick the shit out of the former secretary. He didn’t even pause now.

      “I gave him the bomb!” Zettel shouted when the three of them passed by with barely a glance. “He’s going to blow the place to kingdom come!”

      Indeed, through the windows, Fritz could see that Cèsar was now in the dojo. He wouldn’t have known it was Cèsar if not for the bond. At this angle, he could only see part of his sleeve, the angle of his shoulder. He appeared to be standing near Lady Tresor, and he was doing something with his hands.

      “Wait out here,” Fritz told Isobel and Suzy, and he stepped into the dojo.

      “Wait!” Isobel said. “The bomb—”

      He entered the dojo and shut the door behind him.

      His workout room had been transformed in the space of a few hours by household staff. Most staff had left when the Breaking stretched through Los Angeles, and Fritz had been happy to let them go, but he’d been happier still to have the help of that handful who remained. They’d worked tirelessly to convert the large space to a luxurious meeting room.

      There was no sign of the barbells, the weapons’ racks, the foam pads. The wooden floors had been polished. A single table was surrounded by candelabras with dancing firelight. A buffet table held ripe fruit, fresh-baked bread—many delectations that Fritz would find himself missing in months to come.

      At the sound of the door closing, the members of the Genesis Convention turned to look at him.

      Lady Tresor, white haired and austere.

      Adàn Pedregon, grizzled, grumpy, and messier than an old money billionaire had any right to be.

      The directors of the OPA, who should have been excited to meet the angel who had founded their organization. They only looked confused.

      And Cèsar Hawke.

      He had set the elaborate egg-shaped bomb on the table, undetonated. It was encircled by salt and ribbons—the kind that Cèsar used to disable dangerous magical charms. There was no way that Zettel’s bomb could blow within that circle. If it did, its magical burst would be contained. Fritz was sure of it.

      Cèsar had decided not to use the bomb after all. He’d turned it over to the Genesis Convention.

      For an instant, Fritz felt relief.

      He believed that Cèsar had chosen his side.

      Except that Cèsar was facing away from the members of the Genesis Convention. He had unbuckled his belt and dropped his slacks. He was mooning the powerful figures behind the Office of Preternatural Affairs.

      It would have been funny if not for what he was showing them on his ass.

      “That’s an Apple tattoo,” Lady Tresor said. Her eyes lifted to Fritz’s, startled. “Your aspis is a member of the Apple?”

      “No,” Fritz said. And then, “Why?” Neither word was directed toward the members of the Genesis Convention, but to his aspis, who had to know what would happen now that he’d revealed himself as a member of a cult. He’d only signed the new contract a few days ago.

      Cèsar didn’t get an opportunity to answer. His eyes had gone empty, and he pitched forward, falling onto his face without so much as a chance to pull up those goddamn pants of his.

      He had lost his job.

      And his memory.
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      June 2015 — San Francisco, California

      “And that’s it?” I asked.

      Fritz shrugged. “That’s it.”

      Night had fallen while they told me about their friend Julius Eagle. It was always dangerous to be outside these days—or inside, or anywhere at all, ever—but nighttime was an especially dangerous time. There was no distinguishing normal darkness from demon shadow once sunlight was gone. For all we knew, the Friederling X yacht was bobbing on a black sea of nightmare demons like they’d seen in Malebolge.

      Suzy had brought out a gasoline-powered lantern, hanging it on the edge of the deck, and that gave me enough light to see how dramatic and pale the others looked.

      “Then what?” I asked, looking between the three faces that were staring at me way too intently.

      “My aspis was revealed to be a member of the Apple, a loathed cult, and the Genesis Convention considered me compromised,” Fritz said. “They cancelled the meeting. Makael never came. It’s possible that the Genesis Convention chose to convene elsewhere at a later date, but I’m not privy to it. My aspis quit willingly. He checked out. And he got me fired in the process.”

      Suzy looked misty-eyed. “I’d be impressed by what a dick move it was if it hadn’t meant losing my boyfriend. It’s not like I can easily replace him with a vibrator during the apocalypse! God, he is such an asshole.”

      “What about Gary Zettel?” I asked. I ran my hand over the lamp, feeling the reservoir on the back. It looked like it could hold about a liter of fuel. A whole liter. “What about the Focus for Helltown? What about…everything?”

      “Zettel got arrested, and we neither know nor care what the OPA directors did with him,” Isobel said. “We assume it’s awful.”

      “Sometimes dreams do come true,” Suzy said.

      “What about the Focus?” I asked. “Did you guys fix Los Angeles?”

      Isobel reached into a pile of life jackets and pulled out the glittering, burning diamond that had once protected Helltown’s borders. “We tried to get it to Helltown, but it was too late when we went back. The statues had fallen into the Fissure. So…finders keepers?”

      “The point is that we can use the Focus to protect the yacht through apocalypse,” Fritz said. “All we need is for my aspis to be restored to us.”

      “So you seriously want me to go looking for Julius Eagle?” I asked. “After everything he did? He lied to you guys for years! He abandoned you!”

      “Blowing out his memory was a very convincing apology,” Isobel said.

      I blew out a breath. Pulled myself to standing. I looked out over the black water to the black form of San Francisco’s shore, and I thought about what the three of them were saying.

      They had forgiven every wretched thing that this asshole had done to them. They wanted him back in the family, and they’d come all this way to look for him.

      If I’d been a better person, I could have helped them.

      I wasn’t that good a person.

      “It’s end of days,” I said. “I’m not taking on any more cases. Sorry.”

      Suzy made a disbelieving sound. “So that’s it? You’re just…not going to take our case?”

      “Can’t,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “We spent hours telling you what happened!”

      “Hours of my life I can’t get back. I appreciate the ride, the water, and the chips,” I said. “Can’t remember the last time I ate something that didn’t taste stale. It’s nice and all, but I’ve gotta go.”

      Fritz was looking at me.

      His expression was completely unreadable.

      I felt worse than if he’d started yelling at me.

      “Drop me off at the pier over there,” I said. “I want this lamp as payment too.” I patted the reservoir of fuel. It would finish filling my tanks at home, and leave Halle’s bottle of gasoline as back-up.

      “You won’t help us, but you’ll make demands? That’s rich,” Suzy said.

      “No, you’re rich, and I’m surviving,” I said. “Look, it doesn’t even make sense that you’d want to get this guy back. Even his apology was a dick move. You said it yourself. You’re not missing out on anything.”

      Fritz finally looked away. “Drop Mr. Hawke off at the pier.”

      “God, fuck the both of you,” Suzy said.

      But they did drop me off at the pier.

      Before I could climb over the railing, Isobel caught me in her arms. Her skin was cold. A side effect of wearing a halter and shorts in wet, chilly San Francisco. “It was good to speak with you,” Isobel murmured into my ear. Her hands snaked briefly along my belt.

      Then she pushed me. I climbed out.

      The yacht emanated enough light to clear the nightmare wisps off the end of the pier. I stood on the edge inside the protective glow of the lantern and watched them float away.

      They barely waited to get out of earshot before the yelling started. Suzy was shouting at Fritz, getting up in his face, jabbing her finger in his chest. She kept pointing toward the pier—toward me—and then at him again.

      Isobel seemed to agree. She was waving her fists.

      Fritz was serene, placating in his posture, occasionally shrugging.

      A swell of waves carried them into the fog. They were receding slowly. Given luck and a determined breaststroke, I had a few more seconds to change my mind.

      Then the fog thickened, the light dimmed, and they were gone.
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* * *

      Halle and her kids were the last refugees I’d needed to get onto a boat. There were still other folks in San Francisco—I wasn’t the only person who loved squatting in a three thousand-square-foot condo for free—but they hadn’t reached out to me for help, so they weren’t my problem.

      Getting home involved sneaking through alleyways that even the demons didn’t bother with. Brutes were too broad shouldered to fit behind San Francisco’s sagging old buildings, and the nightmare wisps couldn’t reach me with the lamp burning, so it was the least eventful cross-city travel I’d enjoyed in months. I got home within the hour.

      I was occupying an ocean view penthouse a little distance up the coast. I’d bounced around places before that but this was the nicest. The plumbing wasn’t backed up as badly, so it didn’t stink. It had dusty wooden floors, huge windows overlooking the wharf, and enough storage space for my weapons.

      Did I mention I have weapons?

      These weapons came in the form of floodlights and portable generators. It hadn’t been easy to scrape the equipment together. I’d had to punch a lot of looters, let me tell you. It had been harder still to get fuel, so I’d had to siphon it ounces at a time from abandoned cars.

      The lantern from the yacht filled the final reservoir as I’d hoped. Halle’s Coke bottle stayed in my pocket.

      Once I dumped the lantern fuel into the tank, I stood back, surveying my penthouse’s space.

      Two hundred gallons of fuel.

      A dozen floodlights.

      Enough cables to choke a whole Hell dimension filled with brutes.

      “This is gonna be spectacular,” I murmured at the empty room.

      I’d stuck the floodlights behind broken couches and between crooked shelves. They would drive out every last shadow once turned on.

      “I hope it will be spectacular. If it’s not, I’m gonna die, and it’s gonna suck. Also, I’m talking to myself. Why am I talking to myself?” I’d been alone for months. Maybe I’d cracked.

      No. I knew the reason I was talking.

      I hadn’t missed having company until I’d spent a few hours in the bay with Fritz, Suzy, and Isobel.

      Darkness weighed heavily against the outside of my window. It looked too dark to be nighttime. It was like someone had dropped black velvet over the glass.

      The storm of demons had descended.

      Now I was preparing for the biggest fight of my life alone.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about the Friederling X bobbing out on the water, up and down, its faint light retreating into a silken fog. I could have gone back. They’d have let me stay.

      “Sure, they would have let me stay,” I said, pulling my curtains closed. I didn’t wanna look at the darkness outside the window anymore. “But nothing’s changed. They think it’s changed, but nothing’s different.”

      I headed down the creaky stairs, heart pounding. My pocket felt weirdly heavy from the Coke bottle—too heavy.

      So I pulled the Coke bottle out to take a look, and the heaviness remained.

      There was something else in my pocket.

      I reached in and pulled out an oversized diamond that seemed to contain internal flame, just like the one described by Fritz.

      The Focus.

      “Oh, fuck me,” I said.

      I remembered how Isobel had stolen an opportunity to hug me before I got off the ship, how she’d touched my belt. She’d been slipping the Focus into my pocket.

      But why?

      A voice spoke up from behind me. “I almost think you wanted me to come back for you.”

      I whirled.

      A blond guy stood in my doorway, arms folded, an expression akin to disapproval on his face.

      Fritz Friederling had followed me home.
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      I lifted my hands to my shoulders in a gesture of surrender. “I didn’t steal the Focus. Swear to God.”

      Fritz pushed off of the wall, sauntering into the room. He must have been following me a while. He pulled out a matchbook labeled by the gas station around the corner from my place, and he made a half-smoked cigar appear.

      “You don’t smoke,” I said.

      “Typically, no.”

      Typically, Fritz Friederling was on yachts with leather seats, drinking cognac alongside beautiful women.

      Typically, he was not stalking innocent detectives throughout the mildewing skeleton of San Francisco.

      He lit his cigar and inhaled. “Nice wards you’ve got here. Very elaborate. They look like the kind of wards that you’d need something like the Focus to strengthen.”

      I glanced around the room. It was empty except for the warding circle I’d created exactly underneath the room with the floodlights. A circle this complex took a lot of space. I’d spent months hurrying through it, trying to make sure it’d be ready in time for the demons to arrive.

      The Focus would have definitely made all that go much faster.

      Slowly, I kneeled down and put the Focus on the floor between us. “I’m serious. I didn’t steal it. Isobel put it in my pocket.”

      Raven-black disappointment flitted over Fritz’s expression. “Then you really weren’t asking me to follow you.”

      “Shit, you’ve gotta run.” I glanced out the window, verifying it was still dark before dropping the blinds. They fell in broken horizontal slats.

      Fear was filling me up. Ink dripped, drop by drop, into a Cèsar-shaped glass.

      The demons were getting closer.

      “Why should I leave?” Fritz asked. He wasn’t moving to pick up the Focus. “I belong here as little as you do.”

      I didn’t even have time to argue. I lobbed the Focus at him, and he caught it.

      “Just stay out of my way and don’t get into the circle.” I hurried to close my wards using salt and cinnamon. As soon as the walls slammed shut I sneezed. Power rose around me, silent and invisible and choking in its strength.

      Easily the best ward I’d ever cast.

      This was only the first phase of it. Breathing was gonna get really hard in a few minutes here.

      For now, staggering into the stairwell was enough distance to allow me to stop sneezing. Fritz grabbed me by the sleeve. No direct skin-on-skin contact.

      “You’re probably wondering where the ladies are,” Fritz said.

      “I’m not wondering,” I gasped as I staggered upstairs. “Bet they’re sunning themselves in bikinis and rubbing baby oil on each other’s titties.”

      “Belle and Suze are—“

      “Shh, Friederling, don’t tell me otherwise. Oil. Titties. Bikinis.”

      “Yes, oil on titties clad in bikinis,” he said. “Whatever they’re doing is of no concern to you, Cèsar. I didn’t tell them I was coming back.”

      “Bet they noticed when you dived into the Bay.”

      Amusement played over Fritz’s mouth. “It’s not unusual for me to run off.”

      The fear hitched.

      It was getting harder to breathe, and this had nothing to do with the wards. I was glutted on anxiety. There wasn’t much room left for rationality, sanity, or anything else Cèsar Hawke enjoyed when he wasn’t being preyed upon by demons.

      “You better slip out the back.” I parted the blinds with my forefinger and thumb to peer out at the street again. It was getting darker than dark, deeper than night. “I’m about to have infernal company and you don’t gotta deal with it.”

      I could feel her in my throat, in the blur of my vision.

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Fritz followed me upstairs and helped himself to my refrigerator, like he expected it might be working.

      “You know, we don’t do demons in San Fran the way you do out on the ocean,” I said. “We’ve got actual demons here. Big ones.”

      One so big that she’d survived banishment in Malebolge. She’d spent the last two years preying on people in the Bay Area to regain her strength.

      Her fear had been radiating over California nighttime for months. More than once I’d been forced to go searching for clients because they’d been too paralyzed by fear to enter the streets. And the storm of nightmares hadn’t been in San Francisco at the time; they’d been in Napa, Sonoma, clogging up the wine country.

      It was my fault that this nightmare demon was coming to San Francisco now that she was strong.

      But Fritz Friederling looked untouched by the fear. “I left out part of the story,” Fritz said, moving from my lightless refrigerator to the cabinet.

      “Please tell me it involves bikinis too,” I said. I barely got the last word out before fear smashed me in the face. I pressed my back against the wall. My hands were getting sweaty on the Desert Eagle.

      “I told you about how I rewrote the contract for my aspis,” Fritz said, checking the sell-by date on a can of tuna left in the back of my cabinets.

      “You didn’t rewrite it, if I remember what you said. It was an agency thing. They redid all the contracts after the Breaking.”

      “That’s what I’d told my aspis,” Fritz said. “In truth, the OPA had much bigger worries than contracts for trivial employees like my aspis.”

      I wasn’t so afraid that I couldn’t get a little bit affronted. “I mean, aspides have special skills, very technical. Not trivial.”

      “I rewrote that contract personally,” Fritz said. “Only my aspis signed a new employment agreement. Oh look, Strawberry Fresca.” He’d found a couple bottles under the sink.

      “I don’t like strawberries much,” I said.

      “The new contract had no clause to wipe my aspis’s memory.” Fritz used the counter to open the bottle and gave me a very serious look over the Fresca’s lip. “He would have had a couple days of amnesia. You would have had a couple days of amnesia. But there’s absolutely no reason for you to think you don’t know me. Your kopis.”

      “Oh goddammit,” I said.

      Fritz shoved the Fresca at me. “Drink the damn soda.”

      “Fuck you, Fritzy.”

      “Call me that again,” he said, “and I will shatter this glass soda bottle on your head.” He held his free hand out toward me. Obviously he wanted me to take his hand.

      Because we were partners.

      Kopis and aspis.

      Fritz and Cèsar.

      And no, I hadn’t lost my memory after I got fired for being a member of the Apple.

      Not for long. A couple days was an understatement—it had been closer to a week before I’d started to feel like myself again, and another week after that before the clarity of memory returned, and maybe a whole month before I was sure I’d gotten back to normalcy.

      “Did you seriously know this whole time?” I asked. “That I remember?” And then a worse thought occurred to me. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Do Izzy and Suze know?”

      “If they do, then you deserve it,” Fritz said.

      That was not an answer at all.

      I’d have pressed him for more, except that was when my condo’s window shattered inward. Because while I’d spent months in hiding, Proserpine had spent months searching so she could use me to get revenge against Fritz.

      And now she’d arrived.
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* * *

      Proserpine was an ugly bitch, which means a lot coming from me. I’ve never met a woman I couldn’t find a little bit attractive. Even Agent Bryce, embattled gods let her blocky soul rest in peace, had been pretty in the way girl-skinned Minecraft characters were pretty.

      Without boobs, butt, flesh, an actual skeleton, or most other human features, Proserpine was just plain ugly.

      Her leer had gotten leerier since the last time I’d glimpsed her by the Fissure. Each corner of her mouth reached to her temples. Her eyes sagged, exposing the dusty eye socket underneath. Her round nose and sharp teeth were tipped with blood.

      It looked like she had just eaten a person.

      She probably hadn’t. Nightmares didn’t eat flesh. They ate brains. The stuff that got generated in brains, anyway.

      The fear.

      That was why I’d set up super-powerful wards in order to protect my brains from her.

      I’d learned fast that I could no longer rely on the bond with Fritz to protect me from nightmares. I wasn’t as vulnerable as when I’d faced David Nicholas, but I wasn’t exactly ready to face Proserpine either. Fuck me, I wasn’t even capable of handling her wisps.

      She hadn’t brought along any wisps to this fight. I was guessing she’d reabsorbed them. The creature piling through the window was a single, massive entity.

      First her face pressed to the window, and her fingers curled around the edges of the sill. Then more fingers curled around the edges. And more.

      A hundred hands slithered in.

      Proserpine could only see me from the angle she was at, but I wasn’t certain I could even see the core of her yet. One face pressed to the window, leering and saggy, but it slid away to be replaced by another.

      Aspis…

      I tripped over my own feet running for the generator.

      I’ve been looking for you, aspis, Proserpine whispered. Her voice was nails sinking into my balls. I felt it in the twist of my guts. I think you’ve been looking for me, too.

      An eye blinked open in the center of the black, looking through my window between knuckle ridges. The generator was about two feet to the left of it. I got close enough to see the glistening outer curve of the eye, and the inner dome of the pupil, and the vast tangled intestines that formed the fibers of the iris. There were more hands and more screaming faces in a single iris.

      That was her actual face. It was fucking huge.

      The eye bulged as she pressed herself to the window, beginning to squeeze through.

      Aspis…

      A hand seized my shirt. It was rotting. Flesh plopped off the wrist, splattering on my shoe.

      “Oh fuck!” I jerked away, slapped my hand on the generator. The light flashed yellow. It was warming up.

      Proserpine’s eye popped through the window with a jelly-like bounce. She slopped to the floor. Once one part of her was through, the rest began growing from it, connecting ceiling and floor in slimy nightmare ropes.

      “Cèsar!” Fritz hissed. He’d stepped back into the recession beside my fridge, momentarily unseen. He gestured to me. He wanted to run.

      I wasn’t going to run.

      This was everything I’d prepared for.

      I turned to find Proserpine rearing up above me. Her eyes were as tall as me, and her face was tenfold, bowing over me so that I had to crane my neck to see the horns jutting from her forehead. It was impossible for something that big to fit in my condo. Even this swanky-ass condo.

      She was inside of me.

      What scares you the most, aspis? Proserpine asked. Her voice came right into my head, but I heard it inside my brain, where she’d injected herself.

      The room vanished.

      The grumbling of the generator turned to the sigh of waves crashing against the beach.

      I was ankle-deep in soggy loam.

      The sky was gray, and a hurricane was moving in. The beach houses up on stilts might survive. They swayed slightly with the wind, shingles flapping. I was trudging underneath one, running alongside the waves, chasing a shape with sleek black hair.

      I caught him, pinned him down.

      It was an incubus.

      I hadn’t known much about demons at the time. I hadn’t known that all of them had that eerie white skin with sleek hair dripping from their scalp.

      All I knew was that this guy had held my sister captive, and he’d spent days torturing her with silver needles.

      What happened? Proserpine asked.

      I fisted his shirt to lift his chest from the sand and slammed my fist into his face. His head whipped back. His nose broke. The blood gushed out like a geyser, a crimson-tinted oil slick, and I kept punching him to watch it spray.

      “You’re gonna pay,” I grunted, a syllable for every blow. “You’re gonna pay for what you did to Ofelia!”

      This had really happened. It was happening again. The hurricane was pounding my back, telling me to stop, think about what I was doing. It was loud and dark and I kept punching the incubus.

      Sirens wailed. Black SUVs pulled up on the beach, just on the other side of the pylons. It was my first glimpse of the Office of Preternatural Affairs. They’d come to seize the incubus.

      Years earlier, they’d stopped me from beating him to death. It was easy to beat incubi to death. Puncture a hole in ‘em and they kept bleeding. But they’d stopped me. I didn’t have his death on my hands.

      In Proserpine’s vision, I didn’t stop.

      I kept punching again, and again, and again, and…

      No. This isn’t reality. This isn’t real.

      The voice I heard in my head now was not mine, nor was it Proserpine’s. It sounded like it belonged to a dry-humored billionaire who’d lost all of his chill.

      I twisted without letting go of the incubus. Fritz stood in the water. He wasn’t wearing a suit and sunglasses, like the day I’d met him on the beach. He was in a cable-knit sweater. Standing next to my refrigerator.

      My brain hurt to perceive both realities at once.

      “The lights,” Fritz said.

      Yes. The lights.

      But first…

      I plunged a hand into my pocket, found a twist of ribbon, and activated it.

      The circle of power downstairs activated. It formed a fresh globe of power that engulfed the three floors surrounding it, including mine. I sneezed so hard it felt like my face was gonna blow off.

      My face stayed attached, but Proserpine didn’t. It felt like I’d sneezed her out of my head.

      I came to my senses on my knees in front of the window. Proserpine was beside me, huge, but not as huge as I’d first seen her. Maybe twice my height.

      The light on the generator had turned green.

      “What have you done?” Proserpine asked, slamming her body against the wall. She was trying to break out of my circle. She couldn’t. As soon as she hit, she erupted into a thousand pieces and reformed across the room. “Powerful wards, aspis!”

      “The name’s Cèsar,” I said.

      I flipped a switch behind the couch.

      The lights came on.

      I hadn’t wanted to risk the fuel to check their positioning, so I hadn’t had them all on yet. Now they blazed to life like a thousand miniature suns. They burned away every single shadow in the room.

      Including most of Proserpine.

      She screamed as her pieces fragmented away, exposing the fragile structure underneath. Her tangible demon form barely passed as humanoid. Couple of shriveled arms near her chest, couple of shriveled legs propping her up. She had the spine of a giraffe and her human-ish face propped at the end of it.

      The lights didn’t allow her smoke to reform. She was nothing except brittle stick-bug.

      “Well, that’s a lot less impressive,” I said, getting to my feet.

      “I am of the House of Belial,” she snarled. “You can’t do this to me!”

      “I once put Fritz’s hand in a bowl of warm water while he was sleeping,” I said. “I don’t give a fuck what House you’re from.”

      Proserpine screamed and flung herself against the wards.

      I felt it like a knife in the brain. Pain shot all the way down my neck to my tailbone.

      “Tied to you, are they?” Proserpine asked.

      She lunged at me.

      That stick-bug body smacked into mine, and we rolled, all bony edges and jagged teeth. I kicked her off but she just jumped on me again, rolling both of us into the bubble made by the circle of power.

      The wards jolted again. Pain washed over me.

      “Cèsar!” Fritz was pounding his fist on the outside of the magical wall. I’d made it strong enough to keep Proserpine in, and that meant I’d also made it strong enough to keep everything out. “Open the circle!”

      “No! I’ve got this!”

      That was a lie.

      I’d actually thought that getting all those lights blazing would kill Proserpine. Everyone said lights killed nightmares. The circle of power had only been meant to contain her long enough for the lights to burn her away.

      Either rumors were untrue or Proserpine was too powerful.

      Panic was the mother of invention, or something like that. I took the Coke bottle of fuel out of my pocket. I also had the Focus.

      Hmm.

      I thought about how to use these things to save my ass for a moment too long. Proserpine’s fingers closed around my skull, and I felt a hard pinch in my right ear, followed by screams inside of my skull.

      “Cèsar! Open the wards, damn you!”

      Aspis…

      I was falling into nightmares, sinking down into dark places I hadn’t been for years.

      Finding Ofelia crumpled on the floor of the beach house, her neck an indistinguishable mess of skin-flaps slicked with blood.

      Getting that call from my mom saying she’d gone into jail again. And they’re holding me a long time this time, baby, she’d said. I don’t know when I’m gonna be out.

      And then when I was fifteen, and I found out my mom had been out of jail for years, and she hadn’t come looking for my siblings and me. My brother Domingo had never been the same after that. Stopped talking to me. Stopped loving me.

      “Making me think about that is low, Proserpine,” I said. “Really fucking low.”

      Is it? she asked. She was crawling through the valleys of my brain, searching for worse things to tease out.

      Like a woman’s body in my bathtub. She had been a half-succubus trying to kill me. I’d been so drunk that I didn’t remember killing her to defend myself. I had no recollection of strangling her, my meaty hands locked around the throat of a woman too small to fight back with physical strength.

      Was it self-defense? Or did you enjoy getting to kill her?

      I remembered killing her now.

      How it felt to have her pulse beating like a sparrow’s against my palm.

      The gurgles in the back of her mouth as she struggled to breathe.

      Her knees locked against my ribcage, almost like we were fucking, when she was really trying to squeeze me to death as I squeezed her to death.

      “I didn’t want to kill her,” I said. “I don’t hurt women.”

      Demonstrably, you do, Proserpine said.

      Her name was Erin Karwell.

      She used to sign her name dotted with a heart.

      When she’d tried to kill me, I’d killed her first, and it was self-defense. I hadn’t had a choice.

      Did you have a choice when you helped kill Naamah?

      The fallen angel. An old woman addled by a curse handed down from Adam. She hadn’t known she was hurting people, and up until the last moment, she’d believed her husband was still alive.

      We’d cut her heart out.

      “It’s different,” I said.

      You’ve hurt others.

      Isobel’s face swam through my mind. She’d looked so sad on the yacht, like she was afraid she’d never see me again. And Jesus, I didn’t want it to be like that. I loved Izzy. Felt like a betrayal to think those words, even though I hadn’t been with Suzy in ages. But it was true. I loved Izzy.

      My hands were locked around her throat. She was gurgling in the back of her mouth as she struggled to take a last breath.

      You killed her.

      Isobel’s eyes rolled into the back of her head.

      A laugh broke through the nightmare.

      My hands were still choking Isobel, and I couldn’t stop them. But I had enough control to turn my head. When I looked to the left, Fritz was still standing on the beach in the hurricane with me, wearing that baggy white sweater, and laughing his ass off.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked. “I’m killing your wife.”

      Oh my God. I was killing Isobel.

      “Please, Cèsar,” Fritz said. “Proserpine is scraping the bottom of the barrel. Isobel’s as likely to be licked to death by amorous kittens as she is to be strangled by you.”

      I looked back down at Isobel, smashed against the edge of the bathtub where her body would land when she finally died.

      It wasn’t Isobel anymore. It was Fritz. We were locked in a battle to the death, his knees digging into my ribs, the heels of my palms threatening to collapse his throat. He didn’t look afraid.

      Instead of fighting back, he took my wrists and gently pulled. My hands opened. He straightened and took my shoulders, forcing me to look at him. Fritz’s face filled my vision the way Proserpine’s had.

      “You are not dangerous,” Fritz said. “None of this is real. And you need to open the wards so that I can save you from my ugly cousin.” Which was a really nice statement, except that he punctuated it by ripping my ear off.

      I leaped away from him, screaming and slapping at the bleeding wound on my head.

      In reality, there was no wound. Fritz was still outside the circle.

      Proserpine had stuck a finger in my ear. I had just ripped it out. And ripped it off of her hand in the process.

      “Oh my fucking God, she had a finger in my ear!” I flung the nightmare appendage to the floor, and it squirmed back toward Proserpine like a worm.

      “The wards!” Fritz yelled, pounding his fist against the outside of the circle again.

      If I let him in, we’d both be stuck with Proserpine.

      I needed to finish this.

      Proserpine reconnected her finger and rounded on me again. I leaped behind the couch, ducking so that she’d have to take a few extra steps to get another finger in my goddamn ear. What the fuck was up with that?

      “Let’s hope this works,” I said.

      I dumped the gasoline on the Focus and flicked my lighter. The fuel caught. I pushed the power of the fire inside of it, along with every drop of magic I had left in my body.

      Every ounce of strength. Every bit of my righteous anger.

      The Focus burned.

      And when Proserpine rounded the couch, I was the one who jumped on her first.

      My shoulder smashed into her chest.

      She was so bony, it seemed like she should have collapsed into a pile of dust. Yet I hit her and felt something give. Like I was hitting a trampoline and getting sucked in instead of bouncing off.

      The Focus blazed within Proserpine’s nightmare darkness.

      Distant memories swirled around me—visions of killing people I’d never wanted to kill, handling homicides I never wanted to investigate, and joining a cult that was, in retrospect, a really terrible idea.

      “Go the fuck away,” I said, breathing on the Focus.

      It ignited and erupted.

      Proserpine splattered into a million pieces, and she took my wards with them.

      I finally hit the ground in the penthouse. Nightmare ichor showered around me, slimy and cold. The lights were dead. The buzz of magic was gone, along with the pressure it inflicted on my sinuses.

      And the Focus was a whole lot of useless diamond shards in the middle of it all.

      My eyes struggled to adjust to the sudden absence of light. Fritz was a white blur striding through the apartment to drag me to my feet and away from Proserpine’s guts.

      “What is wrong with you?” he demanded, shaking me. “What did you think you were doing?”

      “Killing Proserpine,” I said.

      “But why? Why do it alone?”

      I couldn’t give him the answer right now. My skin was burning where Proserpine’s ichor splattered me, and my shaking, clenched fists were starting to boil. “I need to get this off,” I said hoarsely.

      “Do you have a working shower here?” Fritz asked.

      I laughed. “Fuck no.” And then I realized that the black splatters all over my floor were moving, sliding toward each other. “Fuck no!”

      Proserpine was forming again.

      I’d used Helltown’s most powerful magic against her, and she still wasn’t dead.

      “Run,” Fritz said.

      He grabbed my arm, thundered down the stairs, and bolted into the rainy San Francisco night.
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      On the bright side, the rain washed the ichor off of me. It sluiced from my body into the streets and left behind angry red patterns on my skin. I had shadow burns, just like Isobel. We were matchy-matchy now. So cute.

      Fritz and I only managed to race a block away before Proserpine’s screams echoed off the surrounding street. If she was screaming, that meant she had at least one mouth, and she had enough form to feel pain. She knew I’d killed her. She was pissed off. Her next attack would be even worse.

      “Jesus,” I panted, putting on a burst of speed. “What does it take to kill that thing?”

      “She’s from the House of Belial! It’s complicated!” Fritz tore down the hill, pulling ahead of me. He was limping a little. His gait askew.

      His ankle rolled.

      Fritz stumbled, hitting his knees. I hoped he was right—that members of the House of Belial, like Fritz, would be very hard to kill.

      There was a time I could have run all the way to Canada with Fritz in my arms. Two hundred pounds of kopis wasn’t much when I took strength-augmenting poultices. But the world was different these days. I was different.

      Picking up Fritz felt like setting gravity to quadruple its usual strength. I couldn’t get far with him, but I had to try. I let gravity and momentum carry us to the bottom of the street.

      He kicked his way free of my grasp at the bottom of the hill. “The damned prosthesis,” Fritz said. “Had to switch to a cheap one—the good one broke. And now this.” The foot was at a wrong angle. It wasn’t going to be any good for supporting him.

      I pulled his arm over my shoulders. “Over that way.”

      We got to the beach without encountering any demons. It was normal for lesser creatures to run in the face of big bads like Proserpine. Master demons didn’t discriminate in absorbing their surroundings, so everything else would scatter like cockroaches.

      Just our luck. The tiny demons were as afraid of her as we were.

      Too bad Proserpine was only out to get us.

      I dragged Fritz under a pier. The gray water had been sucked away by low tide, leaving a long sheet of kelp-dotted sand for us to collapse upon.

      He dropped with his back against a post, and I fell to my knees to keep him from hitting too hard. Water slopped up my pants legs.

      “That could have gone better,” I said, glancing over my shoulder toward the city. I couldn’t see much past the street. There was indistinct movement in the shadows. Proserpine might have been sending out wisps to search while she reformed. Wouldn’t take them long to find us on the shore.

      “Yes, it could have, if you’d allowed me to fight. You shouldn’t have jumped into her like that!” Fritz said.

      “I had to! It was the whole point!” I unfurled my left fist between us. The blisters stretched and popped as I moved my hand, so it was hard to stretch out my fingers. They formed a cage around a Purple Heart, its ribbon decayed until only a couple threads remained.

      I let the medal fall into his hands.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      Fritz’s jaw dropped. “You are…”

      “Sorry,” I said again. “I fucked up everything. I lied to you. I only moved into your house to spy on you. I was never a good friend or employee. I fucked your wife, I fucked your cases, and I fucked up your fucking soul.”

      Fritz was still staring. At me, at the Purple Heart.

      “Been waiting to say those words a while, but I didn’t wanna say it until I could prove it,” I said. “Did you know that nightmares can’t digest metals? They transport weapons that way sometimes. I found a book about it. So anyway, I spent this time—”

      My head slammed into the sand. Fritz had punched me hard enough to send me flying.

      I tasted blood. Rolling over, I felt my lip. It was split.

      For a moment, I laid in the sand the way the incubus in my vision had. If Fritz had tried to beat me to death, I’d probably have let him.

      But he said, “Apology accepted.” Fritz pulled me into a standing position. His hands clamped down on my shoulders. He was squeezing them, kind of, like there was this frenetic physical energy trying to somehow escape him. “Proserpine is moments away, Cèsar, so I must return to Belle and Suze or risk losing them to her. You have to come with us on the Friederling X. Come with us.” The tendons in his jaw rippled. “Come with me, Cèsar. Please.”

      I’d grabbed his elbows at some point, probably in an effort to keep standing up. I was holding him as hard as he was holding me. We were gonna be covered in a bunch of finger-sized bruises. “You don’t get to order me around anymore. Apocalypse made us equals.”

      “We have never been equals,” Fritz said.

      “It’s true, you are like this weird ermine-human crossbreed,” I said. “Ermine-human-ninja-whatever. Enormous mutant. Mutants are low on the—”

      Fritz shoved his fist between us, and I jerked instinctively to dodge a punch he wasn’t swinging. His hand was so close, my eyes struggled to focus on what he was holding.

      The Purple Heart.

      “I never deserved you,” Fritz said. “I know why you don’t want to come. I agree. You shouldn’t have to spend another day with me. I’m telling—asking—you to do it anyway.”

      I’d never seen him like this.

      Fritz was reserved. He was snarky, sometimes even snide. He was cold and strong and impenetrable.

      It had always surprised me when he laughed his true laugh—which was one dorky goddamn laugh—because it reminded me of how much was going on in his head that I didn’t know anything about. I had no filter when I talked. Fritz was nothing but filter. A sploof so dense that even Pops wouldn’t have known I was smoking in my room again.

      Now the filter was falling away as his hands flexed on my shoulders, pushing me away, yet somehow keeping me at arm’s reach.

      My heels dug into the sand. Couldn’t help it—it was an instinct. So many times I’d grappled with this guy at the gym. Always trying to keep from getting thrown down. Struggling to get the higher ground against a preternaturally strong kopis.

      “No,” I said. Just one syllable, loud and clear. I pushed him.

      Fritz released me. Stepped back.

      Normally this would have been time for his long, calculating looks. The ones that said he’d already figured out my next six moves and knew how to counter them. Instead, he was looking at me in despair.

      “There’s nothing I can say.” Fritz shoved the Purple Heart back into his pocket. The yacht had appeared on the horizon, bobbing on the waves, visible as only a dot of light. “If you change your mind—”

      “I’m not going to change my mind. And it’s not about you, Fritz. I don’t blame you for anything, okay?”

      “Then why?” he asked, voice ragged.

      I shook my head. Getting back on that boat to face Isobel and Suzy, having to live with the shit I’d done to all of them… My apology to Fritz couldn’t make up for any of that. For fuck’s sake, I’d broken the Focus that could have gotten them through apocalypse.

      I’d rather die alone than watch death take the three of them.

      Fritz kicked off his broken prosthesis as he waded into the water. “If you’re not going to come, then I’m going to find you next year.”

      “There’s not going to be a next year,” I said.

      “There will.” He sounded so convinced that I almost believed him. “And I’m going to find you. We will revitalize the bond next year, and the year after, and every year to come until I’m gone. I will find you.” By the time he finished speaking, he had already cast his gaze onto the oncoming waves.

      To be honest, I was grateful not to deal with the weight of his eyes anymore.

      But it kinda sucked to watch him dive into the waves—a bronzed figure in clean white against a smoke-clutched city—and realize that I’d probably lost my chance to see his face one more time.

      I climbed up on the boardwalk to watch the Friederling X. It was near enough that I saw when Fritz’s sodden form climbed up its rear, tumbling onto the deck.

      The wind smelled like decay.

      Proserpine was going to catch up, and I was standing here on the dock, watching my friends prepare to leave without me.

      I turned to face the gathering shadow. “You want a Round Two, bitch?” I asked, lifting my fists. “You wanna do this again? I’ll keep going until the goddamn world ends if that’s what it takes!”

      The rotten wind blasted harder, hotter. For a moment, Proserpine’s semi-corporeal face washed past me.

      I’ll kill you and then I’ll kill them.

      The words breezed through me with a hint of pain and fear. Fritz had moved on, leaving our bond stronger than it had ever been, but Proserpine was still powerful enough to do exactly what she threatened.

      She was going to kill me.

      I wouldn’t survive a Round Two.

      Fear crept into me again, just like it had in the penthouse. I sank into darkness. It was more treacherous than wet sand, blacker than Proserpine, as inescapable as death itself.

      At the bottom of the pit, there was a yacht. The Friederling X. I found myself standing on its deck awash in the crimson haze of nightmare thrall, surrounded by everyone I loved the most. Fritz. Isobel. Suzy. The vision was too brief to fill me with joy. Proserpine’s mouth was closing over the ship, flooding me with the idea of all four of us dying together. A horror from the darkest nightmares.

      Except it didn’t scare me.

      In the moment before Proserpine’s fangs shut on the Friederling X, I saw the people around me, and I was just happy to be there.

      And then it occurred to me that I didn’t have to die alone.

      Crazy idea, right?

      But here I was, struggling to figure out a way to kill a nightmare more powerful than any demon I’d ever encountered, and…I didn’t have to.

      I’d already gotten the Purple Heart. I’d apologized, gotten punched in the face. Things were as fine with Fritz as they could be.

      Didn’t Suzy and Isobel deserve chances to punch me in the face too?

      “I don’t have to die alone,” I said.

      The jaw froze. The Friederling X frayed, swept away into the fringes of the nightmare, and I stood alone within Proserpine’s thrall.

      What’s that you say? Proserpine asked.

      So I repeated myself. “I don’t have to die alone!”

      Don’t be so optimistic, Proserpine hissed. I only need a few more minutes before I’ll be picking my teeth with your bones.

      “Catch me if you can,” I said.

      Then I ran, breaking free of the black mist.

      Cold slithered over my back, between my shoulder blades, around my ankles. The edges of my vision were fading into darkness.

      But there was no fear. It lifted from me with every step, melting before it could sink into my brain. I shouldn’t have been able to see the beach or the boardwalk at this point, yet it all looked so vivid to me, untouched by nightmare thrall. Proserpine may as well have not existed.

      I raced to the end of the pier and launched off, hands joined above my head.

      There was a weightless moment where fear slowed time to a crawl. I was plummeting face-first toward the choppy waters far below.

      Then I was immersed.

      I’d thought about jumping into the bay more than once, and now that I’d done it, I realized what a bad idea it was. My clothes were dragging me down. It was cold. Salt burned my shadow burns. I spiraled my arms, kicked my feet, didn’t seem to make progress.

      My head burst out of the waves, and then I was sucked under again, carried out on the tide.

      Up and down meant nothing.

      It was infinitely dark and cold in the ocean. My lungs ached.

      A hand shot into my view.

      The instant I grabbed it, I knew it was him. I didn’t need validation from the effortless strength that lifted me onto the boat, or the familiar shape of the shoulders that I grabbed for balance.

      I was soaking wet, plastered with ash and ichor and blood, and Fritz still clutched at me until there wasn’t any air between us.

      “I changed my mind,” I gasped.

      He laughed, pressing his wet forehead against mine, and he said, “I assumed you would.”

      A blanket fell over my shoulders. The tiny, bony hand smacking me on the back had to be Suzy’s. She was the only person in the world who knew how to hit the most painful parts of any given body.

      I coughed half the ocean out of my lungs onto the deck.

      “I hate you,” Isobel said, shoving Fritz away from me. “You left me so scared! I thought you didn’t remember me!”

      I smiled weakly. “Well, Izzy—”

      There was no chance to get out anything other than that. She slanted her mouth against mine, kissing me like she used to. Like she was going to crawl into me. She tasted like tortilla chips and grave dirt, and I loved it.

      “This is cute and all, but we still have a problem,” Suzy said. She was at the controls of the ship, battered by wind as she tried to turn us away from San Francisco.

      The problem was currently a towering sheet of terror that grew larger by the heartbeat. Proserpine was growing.

      “What’s she even feeding off of?” I asked, holding Izzy by the waist. It was the only thing keeping me on my feet. “There can’t be many humans left to fuel her.”

      “I believe it’s old-fashioned female bitterness,” Fritz said. Suzy punched him in the bicep. He flinched back.

      “Take the controls, d-bag,” she said. “I’ve got a fix for this.”

      Fritz stepped around her to take the wheel, keeping his leg-stump pressed against the bulkhead for balance. Suzy leaped down the stairs to go below deck.

      “Bring another of my legs up with you!” he called after her.

      “Get your own fucking leg!” she called back.

      “This boat must be a laugh a minute with the two of them on it,” I said to Isobel.

      “They’ve been getting along great,” she said, guiding me to sit on the bench. “I think they’re friends now. Sometimes I even catch Fritz laughing with her. That really dorky laugh.”

      “You’ve noticed how dorky his laugh is too?”

      “Oh my God, yes,” Isobel said. “It’s embarrassing.”

      Proserpine’s too-huge face was forming over San Francisco now. The chill of fear washed over the ocean, and I forgot to say something else snarky about Fritz. Isobel had gone pale. She felt it too.

      “I should build wards,” I said without getting up from the bench. Even if they had spell supplies, I didn’t have any strength left.

      “Hang tight!” Suzy said. “I’m just looking for the bomb!”

      “The Apple’s bomb,” Isobel explained.

      I nearly choked on my own tongue. “What’s she doing with it?”

      “I’ve been tinkering with it,” Suzy called from below deck. “I saw how my mom had been modifying it to kill only the angel, so I figured out how to turn it the other way, kinda—make it stronger and less discriminating.”

      “She assures me less discriminating doesn’t mean it’ll kill us,” Isobel said.

      Suzy emerged from below decks with the bomb. It still looked pretty much like a Fabergé egg. A glimpse of it made my nose itch like crazy. “Bomb, anyone?” Suzy asked, lifting it up. “It needs a strong witch to wield it. Like someone who has a kopis?”

      “You can’t be hinting that I’m competent, much less strong,” I said.

      Suzy looked me in the eye. “Nope.” Her mouth twitched into a smile. “Come on, you big oaf. Save our lives.”

      Suddenly I was strong enough to stand up again. I took the bomb from her. Fritz put his hand on it and his other arm locked around my waist. Isobel’s fingers crept through his so I had two hands on my back, and a connection to Suzy through the bomb.

      All linked. All safe.

      I lifted my hand to point at the encroaching shadows, and the bomb surged with blossoming light. The strength didn’t come from me alone. I was interlinked with my companions—four people in one.

      “Now,” Fritz said.

      And I threw it.

      A pair of Proserpine’s hands shot from the clouds to grab the egg, careful as though it were a grenade. She didn’t immediately throw it back. She didn’t seem to know what it was, and her many thousands of fingers were stroking over it, turning it around.

      Then she realized.

      The endless mouth opened to say, “Oh, shit.”

      Suzy’s bomb detonated like fireworks, and Proserpine blew up along with it in a thousand brilliant blossoms of light.

      It blazed through San Francisco, burning away the fog, tearing the clouds asunder. The distant chorus of screaming demon voices was sweet.

      Proserpine’s face splattered in the biggest explosion of them all.

      Fear washed over me—and past me, without making contact, like she was oil and I was water. Proserpine’s death throes didn’t touch me. They didn’t touch any of us.

      Isobel was cuddled up against Fritz’s arm, gazing up at the play of light with wonder. “Wow,” she said. Proserpine’s death reflected on her face and in her irises. She was haloed in death, as a necrocognitive was meant to be, and she was beautiful in it. “She won’t be coming back from that.”

      “Damn right she won’t. I made that bomb. Nobody’s coming back from it.” Suzy’s fingers slid through mine, and she clutched my hand hard. I was surprised. I’d have figured she’d be pissed at me for the rest of our lives, however long that lasted.

      I held her hand tight, grinning down at her. “You and May did good stuff.”

      “I know,” she said. Her kiss was brief, but forgiving.

      Proserpine’s death ignited a chain reaction. The clouds were burning farther out, filling the sky with blazing phosphorous. It snowed onto the streets.

      “What are those little pops of light?” I asked. The phosphor kept blooming when it got near the ground.

      “I believe it’s hitting wisps and brutes and exploding them, too,” Fritz said.

      “Like popcorn,” Suzy said cheerfully.

      It was better than the Fourth of July.

      A hand bumped mine—on the opposite side from Suzy’s—and I didn’t have to look down to know it was Fritz. I just grabbed him and held on, linking us in a totally different kind of chain reaction. All four of us together at the end of the world, smiling through our exhaustion at one last victory.

      Fritz shook beside me. It took me a minute to realize he was laughing.

      “Did you have a breakdown?” I asked.

      “I just realized that the Friederlings officially have nothing left,” he said. “No mines, no house, not even the would-be infernal heir. I’ve killed Proserpine. I’m disinherited and there’s nobody left to accept the magic. I have…nothing.” He laughed harder, and the acid blaze of the nighttime sky reflected on his dampened cheeks.

      Suzy shrugged like losing all that didn’t matter. “We’ve got the yacht.”

      “Yes,” Fritz said. “Yes we do.”

      The last of the moisture in the air, and the last of the demons, burned away after some hours, and San Francisco exited artificial daytime to return to endless night. And we bobbed along on the ocean, heading nowhere in particular. We might end up in New Zealand. Japan. Somewhere. God only knew.

      It didn’t matter where we ended up mooring the yacht. You can pick on me for being ridiculous if you want, but it felt like we were already home.
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      TWO MONTHS LATER.

      “Ridiculous isn’t exactly the word I’d use for it,” said Tate Peterson. “Cheesy, lame, totally pathetic, gayer than gay—”

      “Put the thesaurus away, Doogie,” Cèsar grumbled. “You don’t gotta rub it in. This is being recorded for posterity and I don’t need history knowing how boring the president finds me.”

      Tate cackled. “President!” He spun in his chair. “Can you even fucking believe it?”

      “No,” Cèsar said. “I really can’t.”

      Yet there they were in the Oval Office. It looked nothing like the photos Cèsar had seen from the Breaking. The Fissure had torn all the way up into Washington DC and reduced the White House to rubble.

      This Oval Office was pristine, as though apocalypse had never been anywhere near it. The presidential seal on the carpet was bright and clean. The heavy blue drapes didn’t have a speck of dust on them. The hidden door was propped open an inch.

      This room was identical to the office where earlier presidents had worked. The gods had seen fit to restore this building to historical accuracy.

      “To be fair,” Tate said, “I’m only acting president until we can get our shit together for a national election.” And he was only acting president because that was where he had spawned after Genesis, and finders really were keepers, and nobody else with any political clout had survived the rebirth of the world.

      “You’re president enough for me.” Cèsar shrugged. “How’s the recording?”

      Tate scooted back toward the desk to check his computer. “Good. All the sessions together ended up close to fifty hours. I’m surprised you still have a voice.”

      Cèsar had spent the last week giving testimony on events leading up to Genesis. He’d started with the case that had dumped Isobel Stonecrow into his lap and worked his way through the highlights.

      His first visit to fight the Apple in Reno. Isobel’s history with Ander. The whole thing with the Half Moon Bay Coven. And all the way forward into the Breaking. Even the part where he’d held hands with his kopis as San Francisco blew the fuck up.

      Cheesy, gayer than gay, whatever.

      “Should we talk Genesis now?” Cèsar’s mouth was dry, and not from how much time he’d spent talking this week. He didn’t like remembering the moment he’d died. Nobody did.

      “Probably,” Tate said.

      “Do I have to?”

      Tate reached over and hit a button on his keyboard. “Nope. I hope you’ll talk about it someday, though. The world deserves to have a complete story of what happened.”

      “Don’t think getting smashed by the void before we could make landfall in Tokyo is gonna add much to the complete story,” Cèsar said. “It’s the same story everyone’s got. The roaring of the darkness, the way it chewed through everything, and then…”

      “Sunrise,” Tate filled in with uncharacteristic seriousness.

      He gazed out the window at the White House lawn. With the spill of golden light over his handsome features, he looked like he might be presidential in twenty years or so. For now, he was still too much a goofy early-twenties flamboyant gay kid with one hell of a political legacy.

      But the future was there for him. It was out there somewhere.

      Until sunrise on Day Zero, Cèsar hadn’t been certain that anybody would have a future in anything. He’d resigned himself to the fact that he was spending his last days bobbing on the ocean in a yacht with his friends, and that it was going to be a better ending than ninety-nine percent of humans got.

      He’d survived.

      The world had survived.

      They’d done absolutely fucking nothing, and the gods had brought everything back anyway. It was weird, unexpected, and inexplicable. But there they were.

      Everybody had a future now.

      Those months in Breaking-darkened San Francisco felt like a surreal and distant nightmare.

      Cèsar stood up, straightened his tie. Tate did the same. His goofy expression drained away as he checked his reflection, making sure that he was as groomed as a man with an all-new White House staff could be. “What do you think?” Tate asked, facing Cèsar with his hands spread, offering himself for judgment.

      Cèsar tucked a piece of hair back so it wasn’t in Tate’s eyes. “I know if you run in the first election, I’m gonna vote for you.”

      “It’s the only vote I care about,” Tate said with a wink.

      They shook hands. A staff member opened the door for Cèsar, and he stepped out, leaving President Peterson to do whatever it was President Peterson needed to do.

      There was a hell of a lot of work to be done.

      The illusion of serenity in the Oval Office dissolved somewhat once Cèsar stepped outside. There was nothing serene about the volume of OPA staff protecting the new administration. They stood alongside a few members of the Secret Service, mostly indistinguishable from one another. Cèsar probably couldn’t have told them apart if he hadn’t personally hired most of the OPA staff protecting Fritz.

      It had been a busy couple of months since Genesis rebooted the world. From the moment that Cèsar had woken up on Day Zero at home with Fritz, Izzy, and Suze—their home in Beverly Hills, perfectly intact and restored as much as the Oval Office—he’d been running around to rebuild the agency.

      Most of the work was administrative and intensely boring. Setting up a new bureaucracy was about as much fun as writing a book about the different noises Cèsar made while sneezing.

      But some of it wasn’t so bad.

      Fritz Friederling turned from a cluster of Secret Service agents when Cèsar approached. He was in business mode, all seriousness, with his hair and suit in place, and a mask of severe concern on his features. But when his eyes fell on Cèsar, he managed a very brief, very warm smile.

      Then he returned his attention to the agents.

      “Yes, that will be fine,” Fritz said. “You can send them to my DC office tomorrow. Eight in the morning, sharp. We have a lot of work to do.”

      “Yes sir,” said one of the agents, giving him a nod.

      They left. Fritz fell into step alongside Cèsar as they headed to the nearest exit. They emerged into sunlight, warmth, and an unexpectedly welcoming summer.

      A helicopter waited for them on the lawn. It was old OPA equipment. Someone had stuck a big White House decal on the side too.

      “That’s not for us, is it?” Cèsar asked.

      “No, POTUS has appointments elsewhere,” Fritz said. “I thought we’d make sure he boarded safely before we head off. Unless you’re in a hurry?”

      Cèsar was exactly where he wanted to be. “Sounds good.”

      They stood together on the sidewalk in comfortable quiet, shoulder to shoulder, watching the bustle around the White House.

      It all looked so normal.

      There were fewer people around than there used to be. Less press, fewer aides, more security. The city beyond looked normal at this distance, though. If Cèsar squinted his eyes, he could almost forget how much everything had changed.

      “Feeling all right?” Fritz asked.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “You’re squinting.”

      Cèsar hadn’t realized he was actually doing that. He stopped. “No, yeah, I’m fine. Not about to go all…you know, whoosh.” He held his hands out like he was casting a spell. He’d been casting a lot of spells lately, completely on accident. It was hard adjusting to his new powers after Genesis.

      “Just making sure. It’s strange not being able to tell how you feel.” Fritz was leaning heavily on his cane, one shoulder ratcheted up to his ear, and a crooked smile on his lined face. The sunlight tinted his hair luminous gold. He was broken, but whole—no longer a kopis. There were no kopides after Genesis.

      Cèsar had come back with some rather unexpected magical powers, and Fritz had come back with nothing at all. He was a mundane. Mortal. Not even a hint of preternatural strength.

      Their bond had vanished, too. If there was no kopis, there was no aspis. No need for the two of them to spend the rest of their lives together, in fact.

      “So you’re starting the OPA officially tomorrow,” Cèsar said. “You’ll be the secretary again. Publicly this time.”

      “Yes, I am indeed that stupid,” Fritz said.

      “Foolhardy, maybe. I dunno about stupid.” Cèsar stuffed his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. The president had emerged from the White House, surrounded by Secret Service, and he waved at the paltry cluster of reporters by the trees on his way to the chopper. “I finished giving testimony about all the pre-Genesis stuff today, so I don’t need to be in DC anymore.”

      “Ah. Very good.” Fritz cleared his throat, and drummed his fingers on the head of his cane. He needed a cane all the time now that his strength was gone. His leg bothered him. “Then…what’s your plan?”

      “I was thinking of eloping with Suzy,” Cèsar said.

      Fritz lifted an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Only thinking about it. She says she’s not getting married to me because it’s a patriarchal system and her vagina has better things to do than become permanently tethered to my dick.”

      “Is that how marriage works?” Fritz asked. “I missed that.”

      Cèsar shrugged. “Anyway, she said no eloping. So I guess my schedule is free for the next”—he glanced at his wrist—“always.”

      “You seem calm about how little Suzy needs you in her life,” Fritz said.

      “Suzy’ll be back once she gets bored making trouble in Dilmun. Just don’t know when that’ll be.”

      “Hmm. Isobel seems rather busy too. She doesn’t seem inclined to leave California now that she has a whole passel of necro-witches to nurture.” Fritz shot a sideways look at him. “I could use company in DC.”

      That sounded too much like the job offer that Fritz had given Cèsar so many years ago, back on that beach in California. “I don’t wanna work for the OPA permanently.”

      “You don’t need to. In fact, you don’t need to do anything.” He said it lightly, but Cèsar now realized that was how Fritz talked when he was worried about something.

      Cèsar had fulfilled his bureaucratic obligations, given his testimony, and was no longer Fritz’s aspis. He didn’t have to stick around. Not in DC, and not with Fritz.

      “Do you have a sofa bed for me?” Cèsar asked. “Rent’s gonna get real expensive around here once the world has, you know, economies and stuff again.”

      That warm smile returned, blooming slowly over Fritz’s features. “I’m sure I can find a sofa bed somewhere. A thrift store, maybe.”

      “Cool,” Cèsar said. “Great. Then it’s set. Roommates?”

      “Sure,” Fritz said.

      President Peterson climbed into the helicopter. It ascended into a clear blue sky slashed by sunlight, and the wind smelled like apples.

      “I don’t need to get in to work for another sixteen hours, though,” Fritz said. “What do you want to do until then?”

      Cèsar rocked back on his heels, hands in his pockets, teeth bared in a grin. “I say we explore the new world. Get drinks somewhere crazy, harass some demons, kick a little ass. Sounds good?”

      “With you? Absolutely,” Fritz said.

      He took Cèsar’s hand.

      Cèsar took his necklace off over the top of his head, and his glamour fell away.

      He didn’t have a mirror to check, but he knew that his skin turned to diamonds, his hair to slate, his eyes to tourmaline. The gods had seen fit to bring Cèsar back to life as a sidhe. One of the most powerful gaean races, which hadn’t existed before Genesis. It was a weird thing to be. He still didn’t know the limits of his powers, nor did he know exactly how he fit into the design of the world.

      There were a lot of things Cèsar didn’t know, and very few things that he did.

      He did know he liked the way that Fritz fit at his side, metaphorically and literally. He knew that he loved Fritz’s awed laugh at the sight of Cèsar’s too-beautiful sidhe form. And he loved getting to pull Fritz through the ley lines into the Middle Worlds, planeswalking the two of them out of reality, away from responsibility, and into whatever infinite future they chose to share.
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