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      Cèsar Hawke works for the Office of Preternatural Affairs. He’s an agent in the Magic Violations Department, hunting down witches who break the law, saving lives, and getting caught up in a lot more trouble than he’s paid to deal with.

      Fritz Friederling is his boss. The director. The heir of the Friederling fortune, earned by mining in Hell with human slaves. A man who puts away witches for life without trial. Inheritor of his father’s legacy, and his grandfather’s, and all the ruthless men who came before.

      But they didn’t always work together. Not before, and not after. Once they were strangers, and now they’re something else. More fatal than family, more permanent than marriage, closer than the oldest friends, until death do they part.

      A novella that should be read after the events of Preternatural Affairs.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wretched Wicked

          

          Preternatural Affairs #10

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Shadow Burns]
          
        

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      It was a stale winter day when an unremarkable report quietly entered Fritz Friederling’s inbox and changed his life forever. This report was one of a dozen proposed investigations upon which he needed to perform triage. Which dangerous witches could the Office of Preternatural Affairs afford to hunt? Which ones could they not afford to ignore? Which would be delayed, deprioritized, or dismissed? And who should be dragged off in a black bag, erased from America’s landscape in a blink?

      As the director of the Magical Violations Department, Fritz oversaw so many investigations that they had taken on the mundanity of receiving his daily coffee from his butler, and he authorized only a small percentage. Few investigations distinguished themselves as meaningful; fewer still were memorable.

      At a glance, this proposal was like the others. A witch was using magic openly for unauthorized professional use. He had acquired no permits from the OPA. This was likely because he didn’t know the OPA existed—few Americans did—but that didn’t mean regulations wouldn’t apply to him. It would have been well within Fritz’s rights to black bag any of them.

      Still, Fritz tagged many such proposals as low priority and bumped them down the list for a quiet day that wouldn’t come for years, if at all. And he was about to rubber stamp that proposal until he saw the witch’s field of work.

      He was a private investigator.

      Los Angeles was lousy with private investigators. In a glitzy world of haves and have-nothings, entire industries bloomed around covetousness, for better or worse. Private investigators were the worst. They were lifestyle upskirts seeking scandal, slipping their fingers where fingers were unwanted. They ripped away the disguises that society’s upper echelons were entitled to wear with no regard for ramifications. They murdered entire stock portfolios in exchange for pocketing pennies.

      Private investigators were have-nothing men who destroyed men-who-have like Fritz.

      Bottom feeders, all of them.

      Fritz threw the rest of the proposals in the trash and began a new case based upon the magical PI. There was no need to mobilize a team for it. The witch in question hadn’t used his magic to hurt anybody, so there was not yet a crime scene to process or a specific incident to uncover. Agent Herd graciously offered to look into the business while dropping off dry-cleaning in that neighborhood. Fritz declined.

      Instead, aloof Director Fritz Friederling cancelled his afternoon meetings, bought a glamour, and booked a consultation with Cèsar Hawke, Private Investigator.
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      Mr. Hawke kept an office in a strip mall near the apartment he called home. Fritz knew where both of these places were located because Fritz already knew everything that the law knew about Hawke. Everything. His juvenile record was sealed, but money crossing the right palm unveiled every unremarkable detail of his petty larcenies. There was no adult record. Since turning eighteen years old, Hawke hadn’t been in trouble once.

      Not officially, anyway.

      Fritz kept digging in the hours before the appointment. Every man had skeletons in his closet. The only question was how deep the closet went.

      The director looked for news stories involving Hawke’s name, such as celebrity exposés, but there were none. In fact, the only time he’d appeared in newsprint was when a poem he wrote in third grade had been selected for the Governor’s Award of Excellence. The article included a photo of a round-faced little boy proudly holding a gift certificate for Sizzler. Fritz had to do an internet search to figure out what Sizzler was. It had nothing to do with corruption, and Fritz discarded that information.

      There was no sign of wrongdoing in Hawke’s business, either. He kept up on necessary paperwork and state taxes in a manner Fritz would describe as flawless, were it not for the numerous mustard stains on the forms. Fritz imagined a witch hunched over his desk eating a hoagie, stacks of photos beside him, a cigar smoldering in an ash tray.

      Fritz dug and dug and dug, but he found no bones.

      He disguised himself before arriving at the appointment. Fritz had carefully cultivated a protective shell of anonymity, and people wouldn’t recognize him as readily as a Gates or a Zuckerberg. Yet as a billionaire heir of the Friederling fortune, there was no such thing as an overabundance of caution when approaching private investigators. The glamour made Fritz look shorter and darker and unrecognizable as a Friederling.

      Cèsar Hawke was not short, nor did he have the innocently round face of a child excited to go to a salad bar. He was over six feet tall and broad to match. His hair was such a smoky black that it looked as if it should have smudged against his square jawline. He had kind eyes. Fritz hadn’t expected those eyes.

      The consultation was very short.

      “I’ll pay you to look into Sadie Hackett,” Fritz said, using a voice that was a full octave deeper than normal. “She’s the leading lady in a movie I’m producing. I suspect she’s violated the terms of her contract by taking boxing lessons. Our insurance won’t pay if she’s unable to film for an injury unrelated to work—we’ll lose millions. Catch her boxing, and I’ll pay you a five-figure fee.”

      “All right,” Mr. Hawke said, “no problem.” And he produced an agreement for Fritz to sign. It was boilerplate stuff. Hawke looked embarrassed about asking him to read everything before signing. “My lawyer stuck in some confusing language.”

      Fritz pretended to read. Out the corner of his eye, he absorbed the details of Hawke’s office. The private investigator was cluttered but organized. Everything smelled faintly of cumin. Thumb-sized crystals cured on the windowsill where they could catch moonlight. The safe was barely large enough for a single handgun. Hawke had framed a poem—his award-winning third grade poem?—and it was on the wall next to a signed poster of a Jim Butcher cover.

      Within minutes, Fritz departed with blurry photocopies of the work agreement, (“For your records, if you have any,” the witch said). An hour later, without knowing that he was observed from a taqueria across the street, Cèsar Hawke left to investigate Sadie Hackett.

      This woman was indeed an actress and was indeed shooting a movie. Fritz had no professional affiliation with Sadie. He’d only slept with her once, after a Golden Globes party, and their night had been unremarkable. Starlets were dispassionate in self-prostituting for exposure. Fritz seldom got much out of the interaction, and Sadie had been especially dissatisfying, since she’d sneaked a shirtless photo of him and sent it to her friends. The leak had left Fritz with little more than a mild bitterness on the back of his tongue.

      Fritz had selected Sadie Hackett as a test. Her skeletons were buried deep, but she had skeletons aplenty.

      It only took a couple of days for Hawke to call Fritz back.

      “Sadie Hackett isn’t boxing,” Hawke said. “I kept her on twenty-four-hour surveillance and hacked her calendar. Nada. Mostly I just got a lot of pictures of the target with her boyfriend. Seems to be all she’s up to when she’s not on set.”

      “Who is she dating?” Fritz was watching Hawke through a scrying ball, which showed the man’s visage as if seen through an inch of water. Hawke was looking through photographs at his desk in that strip mall office. There was no hoagie with mustard. There was only a tall glass of some sludgy vegetable smoothie.

      “I didn’t investigate who Sadie Hackett is dating.” Hawke was looking at a picture of the actress in flagrante delicto. Sadie’s boyfriend was actually a girlfriend. Given that her agent had positioned her career atop the teetering pillars of Good American Girl roles in patriotic films, her status as a lesbian could torpedo the film Fritz claimed to produce. It would certainly torpedo her career.

      Sadie was a bitch. Fritz wasn’t worried about her. He was worried about Hawke casting a miniaturized circle of power on his desk, surrounding a small alchemical kit.

      “I asked you a question,” Fritz said. “Who’s Sadie Hackett dating?”

      Hawke picked up another photo, brow crimped as his too-kind eyes tracked over the actress’s face. She was leaning in to kiss her girlfriend. He had no idea that Fritz was looking over his shoulder, scrying the situation, yet he turned the picture over on the desk as if to conceal it.

      What did that expression mean? Was he…worried?

      “I didn’t investigate Sadie Hackett’s love life.” Hawke dropped the photo into a shredder.

      “I’ll see who she’s with when you give me the photos anyway,” Fritz said. “And if you don’t give me the photos, I won’t pay your fee.”

      “Of course you won’t, asshole,” Hawke said.

      He hung up and tossed the phone to his desk.

      Surprised, Fritz called him back. “You heard me say I won’t pay you if you don’t complete the investigation, right?”

      Hawke hung up again and continued shredding the rest of the photos he’d taken of Sadie Hackett. He also shredded his agreement with Fritz.

      Fritz watched from afar, hands steepled.

      He had a small stack of paperwork to close the case on Cèsar Hawke’s use of witchcraft, but he only needed to answer one of the questions: Was Cèsar a threat to society?

      Checking that box would be enough to get Cèsar detained for the rest of his life.

      Professionally, Fritz deprioritized the case and shuffled it to the bottom of his department’s to-do list, where nobody would see it. Privately, he continued scrying through Cèsar’s life, looking for a reason to detain him.

      Or worse. A reason to hire him.
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      Cèsar Hawke met clients during normal business hours and followed targets in the evenings. When not at work, he seldom left his apartment, preferring to read comic books or watch Netflix DVDs. He had a girlfriend for the first few weeks that Fritz performed surveillance. After a while, she stopped calling him, and Cèsar, seemingly baffled but unhurt, moved on with his life.

      Aside from that, his only socialization was familial. He helped his grandfather haul trash, went to the gym with his brother Domingo, and enjoyed regular lunches with a teenage sister named Ofelia.

      Watching them through the scrying ball was boring, but not exactly a chore. All the Hawkes were well-proportioned people. Only in Los Angeles could such symmetry and quality of appearance be accepted as average. They easily could have been a sitcom family on any major TV network.

      See Cèsar walk in on Domingo having a spousal argument. Hear the audience laugh.

      See Cèsar investigate a cheating wife. Watch the credits roll.

      On Friday nights they made pupusas, and Fritz scried unseen from the next position on the counter, as if waiting to remove the sizzling dough from the skillet. The grandfather Cèsar called ‘Pops’ made a joke, and Fritz chuckled with the Hawkes while remotely signing off on the arrest of an entire coven of thirteen witches.

      On Tuesdays and Thursdays, he observed Cèsar’s exercise routine. For a man as well-built as Cèsar, he spent very little time at his local club—a closet-sized 24 Hour Fitness in the same shopping center as his office. It was baffling how the man could have such defined trapezius muscles when he half-heartedly performed shrugs using the Smith machine.

      During Cèsar’s ‘leg day’ (which was every other Friday, spent watching Doctor Who on a treadmill at three miles per hour), a healer repaired Fritz’s shattered fists. The director had accidentally gotten into a bar fight with a werewolf. The werewolf had won the battle, but Fritz’s silver-armed agents had won the war. He’d nodded with satisfaction when the werewolf took a bullet to the brain. Cèsar apologized when he took too long occupying equipment at the gym.

      On Saturdays, Cèsar met Ofelia for lunch. Fritz nodded along with the conversation, dining upon shark fin caught freshly in Japan while the Hawkes ate Quarter Pounders.

      Interest surely would wane eventually. Fritz was confident of this. He was not obsessed with Cèsar Hawke; he was just bored with the routine occupying the rest of his life. Even cocaine-fueled yacht parties featuring big-breasted models got dull after a while. Soon he’d have an assassin on his tail, or he’d be roped into Friederling family drama. Soon he would forget about the Hawkes.

      Except that Cèsar’s routine broke before Fritz’s did.

      One Saturday, Ofelia didn’t appear for lunch.

      Cèsar was left sitting alone on a bench outside McDonald’s, checking his phone with that same worried expression he’d used for Sadie Hackett. Fritz almost reflexively checked his phone too, just to see if Ofelia had canceled on them. Of course she hadn’t. Fritz was not included in the Hawke family group text message.

      Fritz was called away to a meeting. He tried to forget the missed lunch. Despite her obvious adoration for her brother, Ofelia was still a teenager. There was no reason to think anything was wrong. And even if something had gone awry, the matters of Cèsar Hawke’s life were none of Fritz’s business.
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      The instant his teleconference ended, Fritz returned to his office to scry.

      He waved a hand over the ball, and images swirled to the surface.

      The private investigator was driving his car, clutching the steering wheel like it had insulted his grandfather. Cèsar should have been indoors. A rare hurricane was descending upon Los Angeles, and rain pounded through a crooked car window he couldn’t roll fully shut. His left sleeve was sodden. There was a baseball bat in the passenger seat where Ofelia should have been sitting. The worry shadowing Cèsar’s eyes had sparked with anger.

      Once Fritz adjusted the scrying ball’s focus to peer into the car Cèsar was following, he understood.

      There were four incubi in that car.

      Demons.

      They bore the pallid skin and distinctive leather gear of the Silver Needles—a gang of incubi living in Los Angeles’s Helltown neighborhood. Human trafficking was the profession and passion of their clan. It didn’t take significant mental math to realize what had happened to a teenage girl who was almost as tall as her brother and almost as pretty.

      Fritz shot out of his chair so quickly that it tumbled to the carpet. Its upturned wheels were still spinning by the time Fritz had shouted his first orders to the Magic Violations Department.

      Cèsar Hawke, amusingly wholesome and dull, was going after demons.

      Of all the times that Fritz had looked in on Cèsar, there had been no indication that the man had anything to do with the infernal, or even any witches that he wasn’t related to. It was common for witches in America to have no idea there were other preternaturals. Witches were a dime a dozen, and demons rarer. There was no way that Cèsar would know how to protect himself from demons.

      The Office of Preternatural Affairs needed to find the incubi before Cèsar did.

      Yet the same unwitting competence Cèsar showed in his tax forms also showed in his stalking methods. He was an expert tail. He turned ruthless when motivated, and there was no indication of his quiet politeness in any of the glimpses Fritz scried during the chase. Cèsar drove over curbs. He blew through red lights. He parked, flung open his door, and vaulted over a low fence to slop through muddy sand toward the shore.

      Cèsar arrived at the storm-tossed beachside hut where Ofelia was imprisoned.

      It took ten minutes for the Office of Preternatural Affairs to follow.
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      Scrying didn’t work when the viewer was moving at high speeds, so while Fritz was riding in the back of an OPA vehicle, he had no visual on events. Anything could have happened to Cèsar inside that beach hut. Fritz imagined his death as vividly as he had once imagined Cèsar eating a hoagie. More vividly. He didn’t want to think about what those kind eyes would look like once they were impaled upon stilettos.

      Fritz’s breath was too loud in the enclosed car. The assisting agents didn’t speak. They clutched sidearms and exchanged looks, afraid to ask why the director was riding along. They thought that they were being audited. Fritz didn’t even know their names.

      The driver parked, and Fritz flung open his door. He stepped out to survey the inevitable carnage on the hurricane-ripped beach.

      Exactly as Fritz had expected, there was blood.

      A lot of it.

      Except Cèsar hadn’t been killed by demons.

      The private investigator was knee-deep in the surf, knuckles bleeding, clothes plastered to his flesh by the waves and slamming rain. There was wildness in his eyes, a beastly hatred.

      At the sound of sirens, Cèsar woke from the violent reverie.

      He looked down at his hands, realizing that they were bloody. He looked at the collapsed skull of the incubus underneath him.

      Hatred turned to horror.

      He yanked himself out of the sand, making room for OPA staff to move in. He almost fell over, unsteady on the beach.

      Fritz was the one who caught him.

      “Careful,” Fritz said.

      Cèsar looked at Fritz with no hint of recognition in his eyes.

      Fritz knew this man’s preference for science fiction TV shows and that he had celebrated his birthday by buying a hardback edition of Watchmen. Cèsar didn’t even know that he’d met Fritz before.

      Now they stood together under a pier. The wind was screaming. Kelp clung to the left toe of Fritz’s loafers, and Cèsar smeared blood on Fritz’s lapels when he grabbed them for purchase.

      “Is he gonna be okay?” Cèsar’s eyes were puffy. His hair was limp over his forehead. “Are you guys gonna be able to help him survive?”

      He meant the incubus.

      “You won’t go to jail for this,” Fritz said.

      “But will he be okay?”

      Fritz realized, belatedly, that Cèsar wasn’t worried about being pinned with a murder charge. He was only worried that a worthless demon was hurt.

      The director extended a job offer to Cèsar Hawke that same day.
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      One week after Cèsar finished his month-long training to work for the Office of Preternatural Affairs, Agent Swallow from Statistics reported that they had a traitor in their midst. “We can’t determine whom from existing data,” she said, presenting a folder to Fritz, “but we know it to be either Agent Banerjee or Agent Herd based upon the cases they’ve worked.”

      Agent Banerjee was a witch who typically worked in Accounting. During times of budgetary constriction and criminal expansion, Fritz had borrowed him from Director Gethin to help resolve cases. He’d often had access to evidence without oversight.

      Agent Herd worked directly under Fritz in the Magical Violations Department, more commonly called the MVD. Herd was a reliable agent who seldom called in sick, though he performed in the bottom twentieth percentile of turnaround on case closures. “Slow and steady, right?” Agent Herd had been heard to joke on multiple occasions. “There’s no point in racing preternatural crime. Half these guys are gonna live forever.”

      Whether Banerjee or Herd, the perpetrator had been seizing equipment from witches and reselling that equipment on the black market. It was legal to perform seizures against any preternatural, with or without reason, but seized assets immediately became the property of the United States government. These artifacts, on the other hand, had been disappearing without paperwork.

      The thief was stealing from his employers.

      Which meant that he was stealing from Fritz.

      “Interesting,” Fritz said, sitting back in his chair, smoothing hair back from his forehead.

      “You don’t sound surprised,” said Agent Swallow.

      He wasn’t. Fritz was a wealthy man. One did not maintain such status without being acutely aware of potential thieves.

      Agent Banerjee was an accountant—a foul breed, not far removed from private investigators on the scumbag family tree. Since he usually didn’t work with the MVD, he had no loyalty to the department, despite possessing elevated credentials. He’d have been a fool not to consider taking advantage.

      Agent Herd, on the other hand, was sloppy with his paperwork. His inventories were incomplete. The errors meant Fritz had already suspected him of misbehavior for months.

      “You’ve placed surveillance on Banerjee and Herd?” Fritz asked.

      Swallow bobbed her head. “We should have a single suspect soon.” She set a folder on his desk. “I’ve opened a separate case file for recovering the artifacts themselves. It would be more suitable for one of your agents to address than one of ours.”

      Fritz’s chair swiveled so that he could look out into the cubicles beyond. Agent Banerjee was, coincidentally, talking to a woman a few desks away. Herd was much closer. One of the two was working his final day with the OPA and didn’t know it yet.
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      Fritz was just shutting the case file into his briefcase when a knuckle rapped on his door, and the newly anointed Agent Hawke leaned against the frame. “It’s six. We’re clocking out and heading to the Pit,” said Cèsar.

      “Is that so?” Fritz’s blank expression had been cultivated over decades of terse conversations with his father. It fell into place as he swept a jacket over his shoulders, seized his briefcase handle, and tucked his chair underneath his desk.

      “Are you going to the Pit too?” asked Cèsar.

      “Are you?” asked Fritz.

      “Agent Herd asked me, so yeah.”

      Fritz almost said, But you never go to bars. “You’re only a week into working here. Do you already need to drink the pain away?”

      “No, working here is great. Definitely worth all that time training with the Union,” Cèsar said hurriedly. “There are so many cases. Don’t think I’ll ever get bored, that’s for sure. The other guys just asked if I wanted to go across the street, so...” He lifted one shoulder in an uncomfortable shrug. He was obviously unaccustomed to wearing suits all day. He never stopped fidgeting with the collar.

      “It sounds like a good opportunity for team building,” Fritz said. “Don’t drink too much. You have work tomorrow.” He cursed himself for the words as soon as they slipped out. It was too familiar for a boss to say to an employee. Fritz knew Cèsar better than any other of his employees, granted, but the road didn’t run both ways.

      Cèsar’s nose wrinkled as he yanked on his necktie again. “I don’t drink alcohol, actually. Heard the Pit’s got good wings, though. You like wings? Beer?”

      Fritz had an entire cask of century-old whiskey aging in the temperature-controlled basement of his family’s New York condominium tower. “I’ve been known to drink beer.”

      “You should come.”

      “I should?” That slipped out of him too. He didn’t school his expression in time to hide his surprise.

      “Like you said, it’s team building. You’re on the team too.” The new agent shrugged. “But if you’re busy…”

      Fritz had planned to spend his night naked, trapped between at least three peroxide blondes. “Sure,” he said. “I’ll come.”
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      It was common practice for the witches within the Magical Violations Department to get drinks at The Olive Pit after work. They didn’t seem to need a reason for it. The parties were rowdier when celebrating a closed case—something that had taken months of research, stake-outs, and logistics to resolve—but they also often performed a mass exodus when nothing of interest happened. Sports games, maybe. Avoiding families, probably. Fritz didn’t know. He never went. Nobody had ever invited him.

      The other OPA agents didn’t seem excited for their director to appear at The Olive Pit for post-work drinks. They watched him out of the corners of their eyes, got quieter when he passed, and never took off their ties.

      Fritz tactfully positioned himself on the glass mezzanine so that his employees would feel more comfortable conversing downstairs. He didn’t need to listen directly anyway. The OPA internal security team had placed bugs in most of their homes by now, and Fritz could get into the logs whenever it suited him.

      Cèsar carried a basket of wings to the mezzanine, set it on the table in front of Fritz, and sat down. “The waitress will bring your beer in a minute,” he said, tucking a napkin into the collar of his button-down and spreading another across his lap. “Two beers, actually. You can have both of them if you want. I’ll buy one. The waitress bullied me into getting it.”

      Fritz frowned. “She bullied you?”

      “Well…” Cèsar said.

      Fritz understood once the waitress delivered their drinks. She had huge tits, which were assets that could bully men like Cèsar into doing a great many things.

      The waitress was closely followed by Agent Mack Herd, a narrow, nervous man who tried to drown his fear in cologne. “Hawke,” greeted Herd.

      “Herd,” replied Hawke, standing up. They gripped hands, bumped chests, and slapped each other’s backs in a tersely masculine greeting. “Keeping on?” When he spoke to Herd, Cèsar used a gruffer tone than he did with Fritz. It was more similar to the way that Cèsar spoke to his brother, Domingo.

      “Keeping on,” agreed Agent Herd. A flush climbed his forehead. He was drunk. “Is one of those beers for me?”

      “Get your own, mooch,” Cèsar said, feigning a volley punches at Agent Herd.

      Herd boomed with laughter. “Right, right. Hey, miss, another beer pronto. I’m thirsty.”

      The buxom waitress had moved on to wiping down the next table. “Will you be sitting here for a few minutes? Should I bring it to this table?”

      Herd’s eyes flicked to Fritz.

      Fritz held Herd’s gaze as he took a slow sip of the cheap beer, which tasted like dollar hotdog night at the baseball stadium, like green smoothies in a strip mall, like a private investigator who couldn’t stop pulling at his necktie.

      Agent Herd had unbuttoned his shirt and rolled up his sleeves. His armpits were stained. He sweated pure Jovan Musk. “Naw, I’m not sticking around up here. I was in the middle of something with those guys.” He nodded toward the other agents. He turned back to Cèsar and said, with forced bravado, “Wouldn’t want to drink with a dick like you anyway. You’ll scare off the ladies with that mug.”

      “There aren’t a lot of women in this bar in the first place,” Fritz said over the rim of his glass. “I don’t think you’re at risk of scaring anyone off.” The chill burn of Fritz’s gaze must have been stinging Herd’s skin. The agent slapped his neck and scratched his nape.

      “Uh, yeah,” Agent Herd said. “So, I’m gonna go?” He pitched it like a question.

      “Yeah. See you in the morning,” Cèsar said.

      Herd bobbed his head and shuffled down the stairs. He kept glancing over his shoulder at their table.

      “You seem to be getting along with your new desk mate,” Fritz said.

      “Like blueberries in a muffin.” Cèsar stripped a wing bone with his teeth, cartilage and all, and dropped the remnants in the other basket.

      “Don’t get too attached to him,” Fritz said.

      Cèsar looked up, as if startled. “Firing me already?”

      “I’m rearranging the office soon.” It would have to be rearranged if Agent Herd was the thief. There was no version of reality where the culprit kept his job. “Speaking of work, two new cases crossed my desk today. You can have first pick.”

      Cèsar brightened. It was amusing to see someone who didn’t yet dread his job. Someone who hadn’t learned that interest was rewarded with more burden without more money.

      Sucking his fingers clean of sauce, Cèsar grabbed the folders from Fritz and flipped through them.

      One case was easy. A witch named Suzumi Takeuchi had been caught using magic to augment her townhouse, and they wanted a full profile on the woman to determine if she posed a public threat. It would probably end in an arrest but nothing dramatic.

      The other case was to search for the stolen artifacts that had been taken by Agent Banerjee or Herd.

      “I’ll do the stolen artifacts. I can take the other one if I wrap it up fast enough.” Cèsar peeked at the townhouse file. “Suzume Takeuchi… Hmm. What kind of name is that? Japanese?”

      “She’s American of Japanese descent,” Fritz said. That was all he knew. He hadn’t done as much research into her file as he had with Cèsar.

      “Her magic must be pretty strong. I’ve never heard of witches distorting three-dimensional space.”

      Fritz made a noncommittal noise. “She hasn’t attacked anyone that we know of, so you shouldn’t be in any danger.”

      “Can’t say that’s one of my big worries.” Cèsar stuck the file on the stolen artifacts under his chair, on top of his jacket. “So, I’m with Agent Swallow on this one?”

      “She’s working from another angle,” Fritz said. “Given that we’re dealing with internal corruption, I want multiple eyes. You should execute an independent investigation for security purposes.”

      “Say no more.” He leaned his elbows on the table, fixing Fritz with a firm, brown-eyed stare. “Since we’re talking work anyway, we’ve gotta talk about that one thing.”

      An electric jolt slithered around Fritz’s spine. “What one thing, Agent Hawke?”

      “There were some photos of dead bodies in my inbox today. Old cases that Agent Herd suggested I look at.” Cèsar gave a charming grin and shook his finger at Fritz. “You said I wouldn’t have to deal with dead bodies.”

      Once Fritz had made the job offer, mere hours after Ofelia Hawke was rescued from the Silver Needles, Cèsar had asked three questions: Could he tell his family that he was going to work for a secret organization? (No.) How good was the pay? (Bad, but the benefits made up for it.) And would he have to kill anyone or solve murders?

      Fritz had only expected the first two questions, based on what he knew of Cèsar. The last one was less orthodox.

      “The Magical Violations Department doesn’t often handle murders,” Fritz had said. “We have a separate tactical branch that handles dangerous perps.”

      “So I wouldn’t have to ever be assigned to something with dead people?” Cèsar had pressed.

      In truth, Cèsar couldn’t pick his cases. Fritz had absolute discretion over assigning them to his agents. Since high-priority cases always outnumbered employees, he tended to pile the next case on the first person to come up for air, with no time to consider whether it suited an agent’s preferences.

      But his mouth had opened, and in the chilly blue fluorescence of the hospital, he’d promised Cèsar, “You’ll never have to do a case involving dead people.”

      Cèsar wasn’t there to accuse Fritz of lying, though. He flashed a genuine smile without a hint of sarcasm. There was nothing but honesty in his open expression, in fact, and the lamp by the pool table made his jawline shimmer bronze. Cèsar had missed several patches while shaving. He’d have benefited from a better razor.

      The expectant tension in Fritz’s shoulders unraveled. “If you can’t even look at photos of dead bodies, I’m going to have serious concerns about your constitution, Agent Hawke.”

      “Naw, I can be a second pair of eyes on cold cases. I can do that. I might peek through my fingers at the gross pictures.” Cèsar mimicked the action, guffawed, and then shredded the meat off of another drumstick with his teeth. Barbecue sauce flecked onto his napkin-bib.

      “What’s your aversion to bodies?” Fritz said.

      Cèsar shrugged. He wiped his hands clean and pulled on his necktie. “I didn’t take cases like that as a PI either. It’s not my expertise.”

      “Nor are preternaturals in general,” he said.

      “Sure, but I can learn that. Hell, I already learned a lot riding along with the Union during my training period.” Cèsar shuddered. His fist was wrapped tight around the tie now. “Maybe I learned too much. They spend a weird amount of time around Helltown.”

      Yet he hadn’t issued a blanket rejection on dealing with demons.

      “Stop that,” Fritz said. He reached over and yanked on the knot of Cèsar’s tie—not even a single Windsor. There was no word for the “knot” that the former PI had probably twisted into place while driving to work in Los Angeles traffic. One hard jerk loosened it most of the way. “Just take the damn thing off.”

      Cèsar grinned wryly and tossed his tie onto his jacket, too. “I wasn’t sure it was okay. Damn, it’s hot here.” He opened the top buttons of his shirt and took a long drink of water. He was a disarmingly wholesome analog of Agent Herd, who was throwing back a pint while other MVD agents cheered him on. “Honestly, I just don’t wanna work on cases with dead people because it’s depressing.”

      Fritz blinked. “How’s that?”

      “There’s no upside to people dying, right?” Cèsar asked. “I don’t want to deal with that much misery. At least when I’m chasing cheating wives, the wives are having a good time. Someone’s happy.”

      Fritz took a sip of the beer. It was terrible. When Cèsar glanced up from demolishing his wings, he had a barbecue sauce mustache. He was grinning. He shouldn’t have been working for the Office of Preternatural Affairs.
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      Cèsar didn’t stay at The Olive Pit for long. He made excuses, gathered his dismembered uniform, and left. Once he was gone, the rest of the employees hurried away too. It was typical for Cèsar to get home early. The rest of them usually stayed until nine or beyond. Obviously, they really didn’t like Fritz watching over them.

      “Did they already leave?” asked the buxom waitress, who’d returned to collect empty glasses. “All of them? Even the one with the blue tie?” She was asking after Cèsar.

      Fritz donned his jacket. “I’m afraid so.” He slid his sunglasses into his hair, surveying the waitress as she leaned across the table. Her skin glimmered bronze in the lights over the nearby pool tables.

      When she straightened, she wobbled with the weight of too many glasses. Fritz rested his fingers on her elbow to steady her.

      She turned wide brown eyes on him, and her breath caught in her throat. Her pulse fluttered under her jaw.

      Fritz knew how to let his chilly expression slide away. He knew how to turn instantly from aloof to accessible. This woman, like so many others, wavered under the intensity of his sudden interest. The hairs stood on the back of her wrist.

      He let his knuckles wander up her sleeve so that his thumb could trace the corner of her mouth, painted with lipstick the same shade of matte brown as Cèsar’s irises.

      “Are you almost done working?” Fritz asked.
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      They fucked in an alley behind the Olive Pit, hidden from the security camera in a corner of the loading dock. Fritz lifted the waitress’s skirt. She pulled her panties aside. He entered her in a single movement and braced an arm on the wall beside her head as he took what he needed. When his thumb contacted her clitoris, it took only moments for her to dissolve into a weeping orgasm.

      He left without her phone number or name, the case file for Suzumi Takeuchi locked in his glovebox.
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      Fritz went home. He’d driven himself to work that day, so he came home behind the wheel of a Porsche 918 Spyder. He stepped out on loafers from Jason of Beverly Hills and slid Chopana sunglasses down the bridge of his nose to survey manicured topiaries that only looked like exquisite boxwoods. The plants had once been in the ethereal city of Araboth, tended by an ethereal botanist over the centuries until Fritz purchased them. They were rare, dangerous pieces that broke up the otherwise safe monotony of cultured landscaping.

      Dangerous artifacts were suitable decor for the sprawling mansion. When a man’s money reached fuck-you levels, it stopped mattering if he owned two or ten million-dollar cars. Even the imported marble lining his six pools was merely par. Fritz’s family had become rich mining in Hell, so it was only right that he should distinguish himself as superior to his peers by stealing pieces of Heaven.

      He was greeted at the door by one staff member and helped out of his coat by another. They brought brandy to his study so that he could drink.

      When Fritz sat in front of the fire to kick up his feet and catch up on OPA emails, he was alone, one pinprick of a soul among the vast hollowness of his mansion.

      His phone pinged. He saw Agent Hawke’s new agency email address in the From field and opened it. Cèsar had written, I’ll find your artifacts by the weekend.

      Fritz turned his phone off, emptied his brandy, and took a shower in a cavernous tiled room.

      Yet even though Fritz had fucked and drank and relaxed, he could not sleep. He spent hours in his bed, eyes unable to close, heart beating a little too fast. He wondered if Cèsar was working, or if he’d sunken into his beaten couch to watch hours of Battlestar Galactica again, or if he was also lying sleepless in a vast, empty night.

      At midnight, Fritz stopped pretending he was going to sleep.

      He sat up.

      Fritz scrolled through the emails on his BlackBerry, his hand rimmed blue from the light of its screen.

      There were developments in the case of the missing artifacts. Both Banerjee and Herd had spent a few hours at The Olive Pit, and Agent Swallow had searched their homes. She’d located one of the missing artifacts in Herd’s basement. Banerjee was clean.

      Another email had come from Agent Hawke too.

      Surprised, Fritz opened it.

      Got a lead, the message said. If I close my case tonight I’m not coming into work tomorrow. Ha ha.

      Setting his phone back on its charging base, Fritz rose, stretched, and strode to the balcony. Gardeners quietly moved through his grounds. Crickets sang. From here, the road was too distant to hear traffic noises, but light pollution dimmed the stars to yellow smudges.

      The near-full moon provided enough light for Fritz to see his cultivated pathways and the garage where he kept his favorite cars. The fountain between them was softly splashing, its surface slashed by moonlight.

      The Friederlings had spilled blood for the money that bought all this. They’d sacrificed dozens, probably hundreds, of mortal lives in order to get a foothold in Hell’s industries. They had bitten and scratched and climbed over innocent others to reach the top of society, and that legacy was theirs.

      Herd was trying to steal it.

      He returned to his phone and drafted a new message to the OPA dispatch team. Fritz cc’d Lucrezia, since the Vice President would want to know that Fritz was cleaning house. And then Fritz got dressed to go to work, painted by yellow starlight and warmed by anger.
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      Fritz was in the first of three SUVs that quietly parked a block away from Agent Herd’s house. He ordered the other men to stay back and progressed alone, ignoring objections from dispatch over his earpiece.

      He entered Agent Herd’s house through the back door. He slid soundlessly across kitchen linoleum toward the basement door, which Agent Swallow had marked on diagrams of the house.

      The basement was cluttered, dim, cobwebbed. The only clean corner held a box underneath a white drape. Fritz whipped it aside, expecting to find one of the stolen artifacts—an egg the size of a bowling ball.

      But the box was filled with nothing more than a jumble of medical equipment. Fritz lifted rubber tubing, confused, and found a binder underneath. Home Hemodialysis. It was inches-thick with instructions and logs. There were also medical bills jammed down the sides of the box. Agent Herd was millions in debt. His wife had reached her lifetime maximum from the government insurance company.

      A click.

      Fritz turned.

      Agent Herd stood at the bottom of the stairs, cradling the stolen egg-shaped artifact in one arm. He held a handgun in the opposite hand. He was wearing pajamas, and his eyes were rimmed with the black bruises of exhaustion. The man was as sweaty as he’d been at the Olive Pit, but it took on a different cast here in the basement.

      “It’s not my fault,” Agent Herd said.

      Fritz’s mouth had no moisture. “You’ve been stealing and selling magical artifacts that belong to the United States government. How do you plead?”

      “Innocent. Fuck, I’m innocent.” Agent Herd pointed the gun at Fritz’s skull. “This is all your fault, Director Friederling.”

      Fritz was a good fighter because he was well-versed in body language. He sensed no willingness to kill from Agent Herd. The man didn’t have the guts. He’d try to run, Fritz wagered, and the agents would arrest him outside.

      Agent Herd would never shoot.

      Except then a gunshot split the air of the basement.

      Fritz flinched.

      But it was Agent Herd who dropped at his feet, and on the other side stood Cèsar Hawke with a Remington.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I quit,” Cèsar said.

      It was two days after Agent Herd’s arrest. Cèsar had not returned to the OPA office in the elapsed time. One day was reasonable; after all, he had emailed to say that he would take a day off if he resolved the case of the missing artifacts. Two days was something different.

      Fritz had hopped into his favorite Bugatti to go check Cèsar’s apartment. That was how Cèsar had answered the door.

      “I quit.”

      Just like that.

      Frankly, if Fritz had any sense of morals, he’d have walked away at that moment.

      “I don’t accept your resignation.” Fritz brushed Cèsar aside and entered his apartment. It was slightly bigger than a closet and smelled like a bachelor pad. That distinctive scent hadn’t been communicated through the scrying ball, yet it was somehow as familiar to Fritz as Cèsar’s sorrowful expression. “Close the door.”

      Cèsar obeyed. “I’m quitting, and you can’t make me not quit, sir. It’s that—look, I’m grateful for the job. Okay? I thought I’d like having someone else pay my employment taxes. But you said there’d be no dead bodies, and I’ve already killed my desk mate.”

      “Agent Herd lived. You didn’t kill him,” Fritz said.

      Cèsar sat down hard, as if relief had turned him boneless. “He’s alive?”

      “You only shot him once,” he said. “Frankly, your aim isn’t very good. I’ve already written a recommendation for you to get time at the firing range where the Union trains.”

      “I will never go,” Cèsar said. “I’m still quitting. I don’t think this is the right work for me.”

      “Herd was a thief,” Fritz said.

      “He brought me coffee,” Cèsar said. “We were coming up with a funny team name, like a 70s cop show. Hawke and Herd!” He folded his hands into the shape of a gun and swung it around like he was one of Charlie’s Angels. “Did you know his wife has kidney failure?”

      “I don’t concern myself with my employees’ lives.” It was a simple statement, a matter of fact. If Herd had asked Fritz for help with his wife’s medical bills, there may have been something they could’ve work out. He hadn’t. His fate was determined the moment he chose to steal from the MVD.

      “I guess you don’t,” Cèsar said. He either looked haunted or hurt. Fritz didn’t like either expression. It was very much the way that the man had looked while sitting at his sister’s bedside in the hospital. “I shot Herd. I can’t forget that.”

      “Actually,” Fritz said, “have you sent in a resignation letter yet?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Just making sure.” Fritz’s thumbs moved over his BlackBerry, and he sent an email to the Vice President of the agency. “There’s a clause in the contracts that all OPA agents sign. When terminated, they forget their time employed with us. All of their colleagues ranked below me will also lose their memories. It’s a matter of security.”

      “You mean...” Cèsar raked a hand through his hair. “I’m gonna forget this? The whole last couple of weeks?”

      Fritz squared his shoulders before saying, “Yes. Essentially, you’ll find yourself unable to recall any moments where you were working with Herd. Our magic is good in this regard. Everything else about your time in the office will remain intact, as if he’s an article cut out of a newspaper.”

      Cèsar’s upset turned to relief. “I won’t remember shooting a guy?”

      “Nor the investigation,” Fritz said. He also wouldn’t remember whatever theme song he’d been inventing for the Hawke and Herd TV show.

      Cèsar sank against the back of the couch, shutting his eyes. “Thanks, sir.”

      Five minutes later, when Cèsar was looking for a drink to offer Fritz other than protein shakes, he suddenly stood up straight and looked confused. He checked his watch. He looked down at his pajama pants. He turned back to Fritz. “Why’d you visit me, again?” Cèsar asked, scratching his chin.

      “You were late today,” Fritz said in a neutral tone.

      Cèsar looked even more confused. “So you came to my apartment? Don’t OPA directors have other stuff to do?”

      “I hired you personally. What kind of man misses work without calling in while still in the probationary period?” Fritz asked. “It makes me look terrible.”

      “Oh yeah.” Cèsar looked sheepish. “Sorry. I’m not even sick. I guess I got so used to working for myself that I forgot I can’t sometimes stay in my pajamas all day.” He shut the refrigerator. “Give me a second. I’ll get dressed and head in.”

      Cèsar disappeared into his bedroom, and Fritz uncapped a protein shake to sip at it. He liked hearing the thump of Cèsar hurrying to dress on the other side of the wall.

      The apartment—and Cèsar’s companionship—was a pleasant, boring, and yet somehow completely comforting place to be.
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      Fritz put the next new agent at the desk with Cèsar.

      Her name was Suzume Takeuchi, and she became the strongest witch in the Magical Violations Department from the moment they dressed her in one of those black suits. She also had the worst psychological and personality assessment scores.

      Agent Scott had investigated her for using magic to expand the size of her townhouse, and he’d determined her spells were illegal. She’d been given the option to go into detention or work for the agency. Now-Agent Takeuchi had spit in the face of the agent who suggested it, but she’d signed the employment paperwork.

      Agent Takeuchi was adequately respectful when first meeting Fritz, but she’d told every other OPA employee she met to go fuck themselves, and he was not fooled by her veneer of politeness.

      If she was going to go the way of Agent Herd, then Fritz liked thinking Cèsar was capable of shooting her. Cèsar no longer had a clue that he’d shoot someone to protect Fritz, but Fritz knew it, and that was enough.
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      As it turned out, Cèsar and Agent Takeuchi—or Suzy, as he called her—became fast friends and excellent partners. Fritz wasn’t surprised that a human as bitter and caustic as Agent Takeuchi would quickly fall smitten with Cèsar. He just seemed to have that effect on people.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Black Jack was not an especially dangerous witch, but he was a prolific one. Few witches committed their lives to mass-scale magic, and none but Black Jack used mass-scale magic for petty mischief. Enchanting entire city blocks took prohibitive amounts of skill, time, and small animal sacrifice. But that was never a barrier for Black Jack. Obsession was the trademark he graffitied over the American Southwest.

      Some of his most impressive magic was also the most subtle, like when he’d magicked a grocery store to make everyone inside forget what they needed. They looked at their shopping lists and saw blank pages. They called home to ask for help and couldn’t hear the replies. Everyone left the store empty-handed, confused, and uneasy. But that was it. There had been no other shoe to drop. Black Jack hadn’t taken advantage of the distraction to steal or kill. He’d just…confused people.

      All his pranks were like that. Little things. Irritating things. Illegal things that were impossible to trace back to him, even though everybody knew it was his fault. The OPA had sent him warning letters on multiple occasions. He’d ignored them. They’d sent agents to talk to him once. He’d sent them back with skin turned turquoise, like a midday desert sky.

      Black Jack and Fritz Friederling frequented the same illegal gambling ring, run by a demon named King One-Eyed. They had bonded over a shared admiration of baccarat, agreeing it was undeservedly obscure and that King should have held more baccarat tournaments, usually while they were playing something prosaic like hold ‘em.

      Though King only held games every few weeks, Fritz and Black Jack had gotten to know each other well over the course of steady years. This was nothing unusual. Fritz was friends with many disreputable people. More disreputable ones than reputable, realistically speaking.

      As a courtesy, Fritz’s criminal contacts pretended he wasn’t upper management at the Office of Preternatural Affairs, and he pretended he wasn’t investigating them. This kept social events flowing smoothly. There was no need to interrupt gambling, whoring, and lethe-smoking parties with petty things like reality.

      He never warned his contacts, whether they met at parties sober or faded, when the OPA would finally crack down on them. He simply did it. If his contacts were smart, they didn’t besmirch Fritz’s name by yelling for his help while they were dragged to a detention center. And if they were patient, he might help them. Someday.

      In this regard, Fritz’s relationship with Black Jack was unusual.

      “You’ll never see the light of day again if you keep selling hexes like that,” Fritz had said during their first meeting, shaking hands before sitting opposite each other at a red-velvet table.

      At their second meeting, when Fritz had been flicking another ten-thousand-dollar chip onto the pile, he’d said, “The OPA is aware you exist. We’re building a case against you.”

      And when he learned that a Phoenix-area OPA office had taken an interest in Black Jack, Fritz said, “If you don’t go into hiding, I’ll be at your doorstep within weeks.”

      Each time, Black Jack responded with the same Gallic shrug, a gesture that said everything and nothing, simultaneously bashful and guiltless. He heard Fritz. He might do something about it. He might not. Black Jack’s poker face was appropriately perfect, so there was no way to tell.

      “If you don’t fold, I’m going to walk away tonight with all your money,” Black Jack said, changing the subject from his imminent arrest.

      Fritz looked at his hand. They were playing hold ‘em again. He had the king and jack of spades. There was a ten and queen of spades on the table. It was an impossibly good hand, and Fritz would have suspected anyone but himself of cheating. “You’re wrong.”

      Black Jack smiled the way the moon smiled the night before it vanished, thin and bright and cruelly sharp-edged. “How confident are you? Would you bet those nice sunglasses tucked in your jacket pocket?”

      “You mean, bet them in this hand?”

      “Separately,” Black Jack said. “If I get all your money tonight, I get the sunglasses too.”

      Fritz’s fingers played over the folded arms of his sunglasses. He’d been gifted those sunglasses by his late wife, years ago. “What do I win if you don’t get every last penny?”

      “Then you can arrest me.” The witch unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled them up, as if prepared to be apprehended.

      “I’m going to arrest you regardless of the game’s outcome,” Fritz said.

      For the first time all night, Black Jack showed a hint of emotion. Surprise. They had been part of the same circuit for over a year, so the witch had as much dirt on Fritz as the other way around. “Really? You’d really arrest me?”

      “Yes.” Fritz would arrest anyone. He’d have arrested his own childhood nanny if she’d broken his laws. He was as cruel as his father, from the tips of his hair to the tips of his toes, and nobody would be spared the merciless sweep of his fist.

      Black Jack’s surprise melted into an expression of open heat, anger swirling with disbelief and betrayal.

      The last card was placed by the dealer. An ace of spades. Fritz had a royal flush.

      He took every last chip from the table, now a million dollars richer.

      By the time Fritz cashed out with King One-Eyed, Black Jack had vanished.
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      Black Jack jumped Fritz in an alleyway behind the Bellagio.

      Fritz had been walking alone to meet his driver, so he was unguarded and unready when Black Jack slammed his back into the wall.

      Knuckles met Fritz’s face. It was a hard blow, and it was quickly followed by harder blows—the kind that made Fritz’s ribs ache, his head swim, and his breath empty from his lungs.

      Friends or not, Black Jack never started fights he didn’t intend to finish.

      Fritz was much the same.

      He kneed Black Jack away and pinned him to the corner. They were squeezed between bricks that were crumbling from relentless desert sunlight and momentarily cooled to nighttime temperatures.

      “Assault doesn’t make me less likely to arrest you,” Fritz said, gripping Black Jack’s wrists. The witch was trying to strangle him. But Fritz was a kopis—a demon hunter imbued with legendary strength—and Black Jack’s hands couldn’t reach his throat to close around it.

      “You won’t have me arrested,” Black Jack said through his teeth, straining to push closer. “You know you won’t. I know you won’t. You’re bluffing.”

      “Want to bet?” Fritz asked.

      “You haven’t even collected on the last bet,” he said.

      “There’s still time.” The smile that crossed Fritz’s mouth was deliberately cold. He wanted to scare Black Jack into hiding. Wanted the witch to run away and vanish.

      Black Jack ripped free.

      But he didn’t run.

      He kissed Fritz hard, pressing their mouths together and jamming both their bodies into the same narrow space, tighter than ever before.

      Fritz had been thinking of doing the same thing for much of the night.

      He tangled his hand in the witch’s hair, pried his head back, and bit hard on the muscles of his neck.

      It wasn’t the first time that a poker game ended in such a way. Black Jack was an aggressive man. He’d made his intent for Fritz clear the first time they met, and Fritz, though accustomed to the company of women, hadn’t been averse to participating. Now it was a ritual they performed every few months when their paths crossed. They rubbed together like flint and steel, and they set each other on fire, and Fritz was going to arrest him soon.

      Instead of having his driver return him to Beverly Hills—a five hour drive from Las Vegas—Fritz instructed him to take them to one of his local penthouses.

      Black Jack and Fritz spent a few hours there together. They fought between starched white sheets. They bit and punched and tried to grip one another’s shoulders, and skin slipped where it met sweaty skin.

      Dawn was chasing the horizon when the driver knocked on the door of the condo. Fritz untangled himself from the limbs of the witch and rolled over to turn the alarm clock toward him. It was after six. Fritz would need his helicopter to get to a morning conference with the OPA directors.

      He sent a text message to his driver as he got dressed again, hunting for his tie, cufflinks, and wallet.

      “Where are they?” Fritz asked. Black Jack hadn’t even gotten out of bed. He was flipping through channels on the TV, one leg on top of the comforter, the other still all tangled up. His erection stirred again when he shot a smile at Fritz.

      “Where is what?” Black Jack asked.

      Fritz glared at him as he buttoned his shirt. “You didn’t win the bet. Where are they?”

      “Oh fine,” said the witch.

      He tossed Fritz’s sunglasses to him.

      “Remember what I said at the game last night,” Fritz said, tucking them into his jacket pocket. “It’s your last warning.”

      Black Jack rose from the bed. “I know.” He kissed Fritz goodbye. They hadn’t kissed like that before—like they weren’t trying to murder each other. The witch’s lips imprinted goodbyes upon Fritz’s skin, and they parted.
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      Fritz was buttoning his waistcoat in the helicopter when he felt inside his jacket pocket and realized that Black Jack had gotten away with his sunglasses. The really nice ones that his late wife had given them on their last anniversary. They had been there when he played the poker game; They had still been in his jacket when Black Jack shoved it off of his body to suckle at his collarbone; And they had been returned to the pocket barely minutes earlier. But Black Jack had kissed him one last time, and they were forever gone.
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      “You’re in a bad mood,” remarked Cèsar when Fritz stormed into the office. Most people avoided Fritz when he was in a bad mood, but not Cèsar. He followed him through the hall, up the elevator, and past the break room into an office with a sign that read Director Friederling by the door.

      “Do you need something, Agent Hawke?” Fritz hurled his briefcase to the desk. It slid off the edge and crashed to the floor.

      Cèsar didn’t even take a step back. “Actually, I thought you might need something. You blew in here like a bat out of hell two hours later than usual. You don’t get worked up unless there’s a really bad case.”

      Fritz braced his hands on the edge of the desk. In truth, he tore around his house like this all the time, but he usually had more control when he went into the office.

      Control. Where was his control? He never lashed out like this. Not where he could be seen.

      He contemplated the angry burn in his gut and the red marks that Black Jack’s desperate grip had left on his wrists. He wished he had his sunglasses. They were the only pair opaque enough to conceal his worst emotions.

      Cèsar was not safe in the office with him.

      Nobody would have been, but especially not Cèsar.

      “I have meetings today,” Fritz said. “Get out of here.”

      Cèsar lifted his hands in an unworried gesture of surrender. “All right. I’ll get back to paperwork. Hit you up for lunch?”

      Fritz opened his mouth to tell Cèsar to fuck off, to leave, to quit the job and run while he still had a chance of a life.

      He said, “Sure.”

      Cèsar breezed out again. Fritz caught a glimpse of Agent Takeuchi slouched at her desk, feet up on the gray half-wall that formed the cubicle. She was using yellow sticky notes to form a collage of Bic illustrations that looked like an enormous dick.

      The door shut.

      On the other side, Fritz could hear Cèsar laughing at Agent Takeuchi’s dick collage. Cèsar laughed so easily. Even during the ‘really bad’ cases, there wasn’t a day that Cèsar didn’t find humor somewhere—usually his coworkers. He was loud and obnoxious and almost shouting, filling the air with his joy until there was no oxygen left for Fritz to inhale.

      Years had elapsed since Agent Hawke had shot his former deskmate, Agent Herd. They had been pleasantly uneventful years. Cèsar was a good agent. Not a spectacular agent, but good. His close rate on cases was twelve percent lower than Agent Takeuchi’s. She was the gold standard, whereas Cèsar was a standard of government mediocrity.

      But he was the person most requested as backup. The person most requested by dispatch. The person most requested for delicate work. When agents went out to bars each night after work, Cèsar was always invited along, too. Fritz wasn’t the only one who noticed how easily Cèsar laughed. The entire office wanted to work with Agent Hawke.

      The director settled in behind his desk, steepling his hands in front of his face. He didn’t need his sunglasses to feel calm. He wasn’t going to let Black Jack ruin him. Fritz was above and beyond such pettiness.

      He pushed a button on his phone to summon Cèsar back.

      The agent returned.

      “Pretty sure ten o’clock is more brunch than lunch territory,” Cèsar said. “It’s been five minutes since you chased me off.”

      “Close the door,” Fritz said.

      He did.

      When Fritz gestured, Cèsar took the chair across the desk.

      “My late wife,” Fritz said, “my Emmeline. She gave me a pair of sunglasses a few weeks before she died. I made a trip to Las Vegas last night, and I lost them.”

      Cèsar rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Shit, man. I’m sorry. That blows.”

      And so did Black Jack.

      “Yes,” Fritz said. “It’s unfortunate. I’m finding it hard to…remember…where I might have left them.”

      “So, there’s no chance you’ll find them?”

      “Possibly. I have good men on my payroll I can use to do a search for me.”

      “I hope it works out, Director,” Cèsar said.

      Fritz managed a smile. He picked a curl of black hair off of his lapel, flicking that final vestige of his night with Black Jack into the trash bin. He pulled a file out of the top drawer of his desk as he said, “How’s your caseload? Do you have time for a trip to Phoenix?”

      “Arizona? This time of year?” Cèsar cast a miserable gaze toward the window. Los Angeles reached temperatures above one hundred degrees Fahrenheit in the summer, and Phoenix was worse. “Do I have to?”

      “You don’t have to do anything,” Fritz said, “but there’s a notorious criminal in Phoenix we need to detain. The office down there is pressed for staff. They asked if we could help, since this witch recently charmed an ex-girlfriend’s car keys.”

      Cèsar’s face darkened. “What happened?”

      “She died,” Fritz said.

      “I can go to Arizona for a piece of shit like that.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Fritz handed Cèsar an arrest warrant for Black Jack.
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      It took six months for Cèsar to track Black Jack down.

      Black Jack had always been slippery, but Fritz had made the mistake of warning him that an arrest was imminent, so the witch had gone from elusive to downright invisible. For those months, Cèsar remained in Arizona, living out of a Motel 6. He filed regular reports on his activities. Fritz read them with as much obsessive regularity as he used to observe Cèsar through a scrying ball.

      If anything personal happened between Cèsar and Black Jack, it would not be in the reports. They were dry, poorly proofread, and utterly professional. Too many things could have been happening with Cèsar—and with Black Jack—that would never show on such reports.

      Cèsar would be catnip for someone like Black Jack. He perceived himself as the sexual equivalent of a feline toying with deadly mice, and it would have tickled him pink to seduce an agent Fritz sent for the arrest. Cèsar was unaware that he held any sexual appeal for other men. He wouldn’t see Black Jack’s intentions until his pants were around his ankles and his favorite pair of sunglasses were gone.

      These kinds of details, had they existed, were not included in any report.

      Fritz thought about closing the case and extracting Cèsar.

      But six months passed. And when the day of the arrest arrived, it was anticlimactic.

      A mundane slip-up led to Black Jack’s apprehension. The gambler had used his credit card once to get gas, and Cèsar caught him buying cigarettes in the station.

      Black Jack was admitted to a detention center in the Mojave Desert within hours. Fritz watched footage of Black Jack’s intake into the detention facility and tried to decide if he felt bad for putting Black Jack away.

      “Sir?” Cèsar stood in the doorway to Fritz’s office, looking travel-worn and tired.

      “Good work, Agent Hawke.” Fritz closed his laptop on the security footage of Black Jack. Even when running to the nearest Circle K for a nicotine hit, the witch had been wearing a slim, tailored suit that emphasized the narrowness of his form, like a sticky-fingered stoat. “Clean arrest, flawless paperwork, great procedure. That’s one for the books when we train new agents.”

      “If you’re teaching other agents with my work, your other agents must suck,” Cèsar said.

      Fritz couldn’t help but laugh, and he startled himself with the sound. He wasn’t like Cèsar. He didn’t laugh easily. It felt a little painful coming out.

      This time, Cèsar didn’t laugh along.

      “I searched Black Jack when I arrested him.” Cèsar set a hard case on Fritz’s desk. He’d found Fritz’s sunglasses. “When you said that you’ve got guys on payroll who can take care of stuff for you, you were talking about me.”

      Fritz pushed his sunglasses into his hair, relieved by the restored weight of the frames against his pate. “Is that a problem?”

      “Nah.” There was no conceit in Cèsar’s casual shrug, as always. “Wish you’d have told me, though.”

      “I’m not that kind of man.”

      “Guess you’re not.” Cèsar jerked his thumb toward the door. “The guys are going to The Olive Pit for drinks tonight after work. Wanna come? I know that Suze—Agent Takeuchi—wants to see how much tequila she can force into me. It’s bound to be hilarious.”

      The nape of Fritz’s neck prickled. “You don’t drink alcohol.”

      “Suze is hard to argue with.”

      That she was. “I have other work,” Fritz said, attempting to close the door on a rare opportunity to see Cèsar Hawke drunk. And then he fouled it up by saying, “I’ll make an appearance if I can.”
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      Two hours later, Fritz was in the helicopter, on his way to the Mojave Desert detention facility.
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      It was criminal for Black Jack to look so disheveled on the floor of an empty cell. His bespoke suit had been stripped away. The gel had been sprayed from his hair by a hose, leaving his curls wild and dripping. Without his glamours, he was only fractionally less pretty.

      The witch’s eyes sparked with the barest mirth when Fritz came inside, careful not to pass the outer boundary of the pentagram on the floor. That magic not only guaranteed Black Jack couldn’t cast his way out of custody, but also protected Fritz from attack—as long as he stayed outside.

      “Took you long enough to get here,” Black Jack said, climbing to his feet. He wore the same stiff black linen the Union used to dress all their prisoners. Black concealed blood marvelously. “Let’s go.”

      Fritz didn’t move. “Go where?”

      “I don’t know. Your place or mine. I don’t care, but I bet your place is nicer.”

      “You’ve committed a crime. You’ve been arrested. You will be detained for the rest of your life. I can’t change anything about that at this point.”

      “Bullshit!” Black Jack’s eyes were warier than Fritz had ever seen them, but his tone remained playful. “You’re a kopis. I’m a witch. This here—this arrest, our fights, the whole investigation—is just courtship.”

      “I’m not gay.” Fritz wasn’t feeling defensive. This was a fact. He was not gay, not courting Black Jack, not flirting via apprehension.

      “We’re talking about something a lot bigger than that. More fatal than friendship, more permanent than family, closer than the oldest friends.” Black Jack bared his inner wrist again, much like he had during that night at King One-Eyed’s poker game. He wasn’t asking to be arrested now. He was asking to be bled. “You don’t have an aspis, so take me. You know you want me.”

      It was true that Fritz could have taken him as an aspis, with or without Black Jack’s consent. The Office of Preternatural Affairs preferred that all kopides be partnered to aspides, as they provided a degree of innate protection from demons, angels, and other witches that a kopis couldn’t get elsewhere.

      But Fritz could only ever have one aspis. One soulmate. It was a card he kept close to his chest, waiting for the right hand to play it.

      “I don’t want you,” Fritz said simply.

      “Come on. You wouldn’t have arrested me if you didn’t.” Black Jack was getting desperate, and that too was an unflattering look on the man. “Just like how you wouldn’t have sent that cute little fish to nibble at my tackle if you hadn’t wanted him to bite. What was his name? Agent Cèsar Hawke?”

      Fritz reached into his jacket. In one pocket, he had discharge papers that could pardon Black Jack, hopefully now wise enough to stop selling hexes in Fritz’s jurisdiction. In the other pocket, he had sunglasses.

      He tossed his sunglasses at Black Jack’s feet.

      “Your consolation prize for losing our bet,” Fritz said. “Enjoy eternity in darkness.”

      Black Jack was pounding on the door and screaming before the director got ten feet down the hall. Fritz dropped the discharge papers in the recycling bin before returning to the helicopter.
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      As soon as Fritz had cellular reception, he got a phone call. He would have answered to no name except the one on his BlackBerry’s screen in five bold letters. For a moment, he was beside himself, lost in his own past, remembering the scent of his sweat on a copper-skinned woman’s flesh. Then he lifted the phone to his ear. “Belle,” he answered huskily.

      “It’s your target, the guy I’m investigating,” she replied. “He’s in trouble.”

      Fritz wanted to talk to this woman right now, but not about this. Isobel Stonecrow was the only woman on the planet he trusted. He had conversations to offer her that were much more delicate and personal than the matter of investigating Agent Cèsar Hawke.

      It was a formality, really. Fritz had studied Cèsar long enough on his own to be sure that it was safe to induct him into more secretive operations. But Belle had a good head on her shoulders. She saw things differently than Fritz. If anyone was going to find a problem with Cèsar Hawke, it would be Belle.

      Still, Fritz had doubted she’d find anything.

      “What kind of trouble?” Fritz asked, pinning the BlackBerry between his ear and shoulder while strapping himself into his seat. “Did he forget to mail his DVDs back to Netflix again?”

      “He murdered a woman,” Belle said. “He’s on the run.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      At fourteen years old, Fritz Friederling attended a boarding school in the German Alps specifically for young men such as him. Men who were not raised by parents, but nannies and tutors. Men from families with money red as blood and old as time. Men for whom anything less than total mastery of the world was unacceptable.

      That was where he met his father, Werner Friederling. Fritz had seen Werner once or twice in passing prior to that. He had aged little over the years, remaining a strong-backed man with eyes like shards of glass.

      Werner strolled through Fritz’s private room, picking up trinkets that his son had built in shop class, rearranging the top of his desk, and rolling his eyes at book titles. Werner behaved as though he owned it all, because he did. He held stake in the school. He bought the suits Fritz wore to class. His sperm had donated a portion of the genetics within Fritz.

      Nothing was Fritz’s, and everything was Werner’s, including the boy’s legacy.

      “You’re a kopis,” Werner had said, taking the seat at Fritz’s desk. He gestured magnanimously to the bed to indicate where Fritz should sit.

      Fritz did not sit. “What’s a kopis, Father?”

      Werner’s golden brows drew to meet in the middle. “You’ve noticed you’re stronger than the other boys. Faster. Heal better. Superior reflexes. Haven’t you?”

      Of course, Fritz had. He’d yet to meet a human who wasn’t physically inferior to him in all ways.

      “That’s because you’re a kopis,” Werner said. “It’s a special class of gaean created by the Treaty of Dis to protect humanity. I’m a kopis too. Your grandfather was a kopis, and his father was a kopis. Your son will be the same.”

      “What does it mean?” Fritz asked. “Am I called to an army?”

      “There’s no army of kopides. They work independently. They fight alone. They die young and get replaced by another. It’s uncommon for a kopis to see thirty.”

      Fritz surveyed his father, surely much older than thirty and still alive. “Why are the Friederlings special in this?”

      “Because we’re always special,” Werner said. “We don’t fight on the front lines. We’re too valuable, you see.”

      “It sounds like cowardice to me.”

      Werner reached into his jacket pocket and tossed a yellowed book to Fritz. The title was Lolita. “The hero of that book there is seduced by a sinful, filthy girl.”

      Repulsed, Fritz moved the book to the bedside table. He had read it with his literature tutor and was well familiar with the story. “That hero’s a child rapist.”

      “He wrote the book,” Werner said, “so he’s a victim of the girl’s seduction.”

      “There are no kopides in that book, Father.”

      “Engage your mind. Think less literally. My point is that we write our stories. We’re not cowards, Fritz. We’re kings who strategize for the pawns on the chessboard.” Werner rose to pick up the book. His father was not nearly as tall as Fritz remembered. “People on the outside will have other narratives for our experiences, but remember, we are heroes. Friederlings are always something worth preserving.”

      “Then I suppose I am lucky in that respect, to have the kopis powers without the burden of death,” Fritz said.

      “The burden remains,” Werner said. “You’ll watch your loved ones die before you can kill the demons, and you’ll live a long time to regret the memories.”

      His father said farewell by gripping him on the shoulder. There was emotion in Werner’s eyes for once—Fritz thought that was emotion, though eyes had a deceptive way of being mirrors—but his lips were silent, and he only gave a single nod before dropping his hand.
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      Isobel Stonecrow’s report was accurate. Cèsar Hawke had killed a woman, and he was on the run.

      “Guess you never really know a guy,” said Janet from Forensics, wiggling her fingers into latex gloves. She’d already covered her shoes in booties, ensuring that she wouldn’t contaminate the evidence scattered across the floor.

      There was a body in Cèsar’s bath tub. The victim’s name was Erin Karwell, and she had worked at the Olive Pit. She was not one of the waitresses that Fritz had fucked. At least, he didn’t think so. He seldom looked at his sexual partners’ faces.

      Her murder had been violent. It showed in the handprints on her throat, the blood spilled, and the disarray in Cèsar’s apartment.

      When Fritz stood over Erin Karwell, he could not help but remember his father’s warnings. You’ll watch your loved ones die before you can kill the demons, and you’ll live a long time to regret the memories. He had no memories of Erin Karwell to regret, but he had stood over his dead wife like this too—his Emmeline, his Belle, murdered by a client. He’d seen her bloodless face with flawless makeup like this. He’d held her cooling body. He remembered it years after the incident, so vividly that he feared he was about to see it again.

      Cèsar Hawke had killed Erin Karwell.

      The OPA had little patience for employees who crossed lines, and this would qualify as a line regardless of motive. Erin must have tried to kill Cèsar or a loved one first. There was no doubt in Fritz’s mind about this, not even for a moment. Yet upper management at the OPA wouldn’t care enough to hear the reasons.

      Indeed, his BlackBerry was ringing at the moment. Lucrezia de Angelis, Vice President of the organization, wanted Fritz’s attention.

      Fritz was about to watch Cèsar die. One more person he would outlive and remember.

      He answered the phone. “Lucrezia,” he said.

      “Fritz,” she said. “Cèsar Hawke has escaped police custody. Find him.” She hung up, but Fritz was barely a heartbeat behind her, and only another heartbeat elapsed before he was calling Agent Takeuchi to track Cèsar down before Lucrezia could.
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      It had been years since Lucrezia de Angelis last showed her face in Los Angeles. Even when she hadn’t loathed Fritz, they had only ever rendezvoused outside the city, far from the Office of Preternatural Affairs or other business interests. Lucrezia used to tell everyone she knew that the de Angelis family and the Friederling family would become a united dynasty because of the marriage between them. Fritz had always been very careful to use condoms while having sex with her.

      Terminating his sexual relationship with Lucrezia meant she seldom communicated with Fritz directly. Some bitter ex-girlfriends would burn a man’s clothes or slash his tires. Lucrezia had arranged for one of her businesses to forcibly acquire a Friederling business, then tanked it, along with the stock in most other Friederling businesses. He’d lost a fraction of his billions. She couldn’t have been more repulsive spitting into his eye.

      The first time they met after that incident had been when Fritz hired Cèsar to the OPA.

      It had been Cèsar’s first week in training—a month-long process akin to bootcamp. Fritz had checked in on his new trainee most days, mostly because he had still been enjoying the novelty of spying on Cèsar first-hand rather than through a scrying ball.

      On the Friday that Lucrezia came to town, Fritz had been startled to find her waiting for him in the bleachers overlooking the Union’s indoor track. Not least of all because, in a fur-lined white jacket and red-soled stilettos, she was dressed more elaborately than anyone else in the gymnasium.

      If Lucrezia had been one of Fritz’s male business rivals, he’d have responded to that invasion with his fists. She was not a man, and she was, unfortunately, allowed to be there. The Vice President could go anywhere she wanted, much to Fritz’s irritation.

      “It’s time for you to pick an aspis,” Lucrezia told him as they watched Union officers and OPA agents race around the track. They thundered past the bleachers, a near-uniform clump.

      Fritz lounged insolently against a railing. “I told you before, I’m not going to be pushed into a pairing like other OPA kopides. I’ll pick an aspis when I pick an aspis.”

      And he would never pick an aspis.

      Fritz had only ever known two witches he could begin considering as aspides. His dead wife, Emmeline, would have been perfect as an aspis, but her powers had been limited to necrocognition, and it took a witch skilled at ritual to perform the binding.

      “When I hired you to this agency, I made it clear you would need to bind an aspis,” Lucrezia said.

      “And I’ve never been ambiguous about my feelings on this or any other matter.” Including the fact that he’d never marry Lucrezia to combine their empires.

      Her eyes glimmered darkly. “Then why did you hire him?”

      Cèsar Hawke was running the track, sweat flying off his forehead, lingering neither in the front nor the back of the pack. He was solidly in the middle. Everyone seemed to cluster around him as if drawn by gravity.

      “He showed aptitude,” Fritz said. “I hire suspects all the time when they look to be useful. It’s policy.”

      “You never watch their training this closely. And you’ve never spent as much time scouting someone as you did him. Your scrying logs are embarrassing if you don’t plan to make him aspis,” she said.

      Cèsar had tripped into a Union officer who looked baffled by how profusely the new hire was apologizing. They ended up laughing together. They picked up their pace and ran at the back of the pack together.

      Fritz had decided in that moment that he would never make an aspis of the man. Cèsar Hawke didn’t deserve to be stuck with a Friederling.
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      Cèsar was almost too good a detective. After murdering Erin Karwell, the man who couldn’t keep mustard stains off his tax paperwork became elusive in the streets of Los Angeles, and Fritz immediately lost track of him.

      This should not have been an issue. Cèsar had been in LAPD custody—a safe enough place for him to wait until Fritz could fabricate the paperwork required to free him. But the police had not expected to detain a witch with magically augmented strength, and they’d barely realized he’d torn the window off his cell before Cèsar was over the fence.

      The ensuing whack-a-mole search was charmingly frustrating. Fritz kept arriving at scenes after Cèsar had already left: at the Olive Pit, where he’d been questioning potential witnesses; at a cemetery, where he’d absconded with Isobel Stonecrow to advance the investigation; at a library, where Cèsar’s mysteriously pustule-riddled face had terrified several patrons. (It later turned out that Isobel had cursed Cèsar in their brief encounter, as Isobel had mistakenly feared for her life.)

      He shouldn’t have wasted the effort.

      “There’s someone at the gates, sir,” said the butler, stepping into the room where a tailor was fitting Fritz with a new suit.

      “I don’t take visitors when I’m about to go into the office,” Fritz said. But he held out his hand for the tablet anyway, just so he could see who was on his security cameras.

      Expert fugitive, Cèsar Hawke, was leaning on the fence, looking rumpled, exhausted, and dirty.

      Fritz had barely a spare thought for what his distant celebrity neighbors must have thought about a murder suspect stumbling to his front gates. He swept Cèsar inside the amniotic safety of the Friederling mansion—nearly a city-state unto itself, immune from mundane police enforcement.

      Fritz said, “I wish you had come to me when you left the police station.”

      Cèsar looked so grim. “Would have made your job easier, huh?”

      “I might have been able to help you,” Fritz said levelly.

      “I don’t think there’s any helping me now.” Cèsar glared hatred at his own hands—the hands that had formed the imprint of bruises on Erin Karwell’s neck, as verified by Janet’s measurements.

      “You’re a good agent, Cèsar. I don’t have many good agents under me—and fewer that I can trust.” None that would fire a bullet to save Fritz Friederling, their boss, who was loathed at worst and tolerated at best. He swallowed against the harsh scrape of dryness in his throat. “I’d hate to lose you.”

      “I’ve always appreciated my job,” Cèsar said, ducking his head. “But you didn’t send anybody to pick me up from the 77th Street station. I figured you’d written me off.”

      “The paperwork takes time. You’d never have gone to trial.” Also true. Fritz would have rather had his witches blow memory spells through the brains of half of Los Angeles’s judicial system than let Cèsar slip beyond his grasp.
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      Suzume Takeuchi was a convenient fall guy. Circumstances made her look guilty anyway, and Fritz had no love for the sarcastic, dick-drawing deskmate that Cèsar found so endearing.

      Fritz sent her to the same facility as Black Jack, and he planned to give her as little thought as the witch who’d been detained before her. The distraction of her detention meant that Cèsar got away Scot-free.

      Almost Scot-free.
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      In the end, it was not a dramatic incident that closed the trap around Cèsar’s throat. It was an accident. Months later, Fritz was abducted by a werewolf (not a huge cause for worry), and Cèsar panicked. He used Fritz’s BlackBerry to call Lucrezia de Angelis for help. And that was that.

      “We have such careful information security rules,” Lucrezia said, looking pleased as a cat with nip, “that I’m afraid we’re going to have to terminate Cèsar Hawke’s contract with the Office of Preternatural Affairs.”

      And that had left only one route for Fritz to protect Cèsar’s employment, life, and memory. The same route that Fritz could have used to get Black Jack out of detention.

      “Have you chosen him?” asked Lucrezia de Angelis.

      And Fritz said, very casually, “I have.”
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      “I’ve never thought about being an aspis before,” Cèsar said.

      Fritz and Cèsar were at the Friederling mansion again, discussing their possible change in relationship status. The rapid change of events had shifted the hues in the world; lazy Los Angeles summertime felt like a feline in the moments before pouncing. The heat was sticky, and no amount of wealth could keep Fritz from sweltering on the golf course.

      “Think about it now,” Fritz said. “Think hard, Hawke. This is your life.” He swung the club. Its angled face met the ball, and the ball soared into the air, vanishing against scalded blue.

      Cèsar watched it go, as if he could somehow see it all the way to the sixteenth hole on the bottommost terrace. He managed to look as though he glistened rather than sweated. Good genetics were something money could not buy—yet—and the Hawke family had it in spades.

      Taste was possible to purchase, though. Cèsar hadn’t had any appropriate golf attire, so he wore Nike shorts and a House Stark t-shirt for the moment, showing exactly how little money the man had invested in taste. Fritz would ensure he had a new wardrobe soon. And then, if Fritz made sure to drink enough brandy, Cèsar almost wouldn’t look like an innocent dragged into the tarnished Friederling world. He’d look like he belonged.

      “This is my life now,” Cèsar mused, squinting against the sunlight as he swung another golf club like a sword. “Ha. Domingo would give me shit forever if he saw me doing this old-man stuff.”

      “Old-man stuff? Golf is a precision sport,” Fritz said. “Importantly, it’s a language of business. I don’t maintain this skill for fun but for socializing with business partners. You’ll need to learn it too.”

      “Can’t I just serve canapés and carry your golf clubs?”

      “You’re going to be my aspis, not my servant. That means we’re on near-level footing.”

      Cèsar stared around at the golf course with a scoffing laugh. This was Fritz’s private course at his Beverly Hills Mansion. It had uniquely difficult landscaping, changed frequently by dedicated staff to ensure his skills remained on point. The green glittered.

      “I haven’t even wiped the toothpaste off my faucet in two years,” Cèsar said. “You’ve got one guy whose whole job is to get golf balls out of a pond.”

      “What’s mine is yours. We’re bound indefinitely if you choose to see this through.”

      “What’s the other choice?” Cèsar asked. “Forgetting everything from the last few years? I’d rather eat uncooked donkey balls than have my mind screwed with like that.”

      Then uncooked donkey balls were on par with being trapped as Fritz’s aspis. “Losing a few years is better than a lifelong commitment you can’t reverse,” Fritz said tightly. “And if you do become an aspis, you must know that this means change.”

      Cèsar shrugged. “Sure.”

      He wasn’t really thinking about it. Didn’t he realize how bad things would be tied to the Friederling legacy?

      But Fritz was too selfish to make Cèsar see the truth.

      He fished around in a side pocket on his golf bag then handed Cèsar the box he withdrew. “Happy birthday.”

      “Whoa.” Cèsar hooked a finger in the wristband of the watch, lifting it out of the box. It was so glimmery-bright that it reflected gold against his irises. “Holy crap, look at this!” There was obvious glee in his face as he put the watch on, figuring out how to settle the clasp just right against the pulse inside his wrist, and Fritz watched him without smiling somehow. Cèsar’s joy was more infectious than the venom of Lilith’s Curse.

      “It’s a reminder that your life will change as my aspis,” Fritz said. “And most of those changes will be much more jarring than the watch, unfortunately.”

      Cèsar’s eyes narrowed. “Wait, how expensive was this watch?”

      Fritz shrugged and named a sum of money that was meaningless to him. He low-balled it, knowing the actual value would stagger Cèsar.

      Even the smaller amount made him look nervous. “This is great, man. I just don’t know if I can accept a gift like that.”

      “I earn thrice that in a minute collecting interest,” Fritz said. “It’s not as though I can walk into Walmart to get you a tacky tie.”

      “That’s what I want for my birthday next year.” Cèsar held up his wrist to appreciate it with the watch in place. “I’m going with you to Walmart.”

      Fritz dropped his club into his golf bag.

      Next year. That assumed that Cèsar would be alive to see the next year.

      Falling into Fritz’s orbit meant, after all, that Cèsar was going to die.
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      Being abducted by a fallen angel was different than being abducted by a werewolf. The latter wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling for Fritz. People who shapeshifted into animals skewed toward the impulsive, and abduction was sort of like shaking hands. Cain’s actions had been motivated by an agenda. Fritz had never doubted his survival.

      And then there was...her.

      The fallen angel.

      Naamah, her name was. Cast down to Earth for bearing a son that Adam hadn’t permitted. Stripped of her sanity and beauty, she was forever seeking her husband; the father of her forbidden son, and a lover long since slaughtered.

      Fritz looked like Naamah’s husband, Shamdan. And for that, he was targeted.

      She attacked Fritz in his garage. He tried to lock himself in his armored SUV when she appeared, but even inches of plate steel couldn’t stop the wildness of a fallen angel. She opened it like the shell of a pistachio.

      Fritz’s years of training weren’t up to the staggering reflexes of the fallen angel. Her presence disabled every technical security system, and his wards were nothing to her.

      In the end, he was dragged unceremoniously out of the car by an old lady, and they flew to Helltown so fast he couldn’t breathe.

      Naamah dragged him from the front door of an infernal church all the way up to the bell tower. He retained consciousness up several stories, even though Naamah bumped Fritz’s head along each stair. The amount of pain sent him into shock. He dozed on waves of consciousness, in and out, only occasionally watching the angel’s cloven hooves stomping in front of him.

      Then he was hanging in the bell tower. He’d felt no time pass. It was probably a concussion, and it only felt worse the longer that he dangled.

      She had wrapped a chain around his ankle, leaving him upside-down like the clapper of a bell.

      He tried to swing for the edge and could not. He was too weak. He could sit upright for a few moments to try to release his ankle, but his fingers wouldn’t work. What little strength he possessed was drained after the first few hours hanging upside down. He stopped fighting.

      Night fell, and Fritz remained alone, strung up in the bell tower. The OPA hadn’t come looking for him. They wouldn’t. Helltown was untouchable.

      Fritz had no plan to escape.

      He wasn’t sure that he would.

      Even if Fritz released himself, what would he do against a fallen angel so powerful he couldn’t stand against her?

      He would die.

      It was a fear that he had never felt—not even once—since that day his father had told him that Friederlings were privileged in all ways. They were the narrators of their own stories. They were special, worthy of preservation.

      With a chain tight around his ankle and blood rushing into his head, Fritz realized that he could die young. That this could be it.

      Before he went unconscious again, he thought it was lucky that Cèsar had not yet performed the ritual to seal the aspis bond.

      At least, Fritz thought, Cèsar would be free.
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      Oblivion swallowed Fritz, and there was no reason for him to rise from the nothingness on the other side. Death was endless, lonely nothing. Fritz wasn’t even cast into Hell. He wasn’t that important.

      But consciousness brushed him again.

      Fritz wasn’t dead.

      He saw stars and thought he was dreaming, at first. They were so vivid. Fritz felt like he’d never seen stars until that night, not really, and only now could he perceive the multidimensional facets of ice glimmering in the expanse.

      The fresh air on his face was too real to be a dream. And Fritz did not think he would have dreamt such a feeling of painful pressure on one wrist, so sharp that his fingers tingled. He could barely feel them.

      Fritz lifted his head to look. He found his arm bound to Cèsar’s, blood seeping between them. The witch wasn’t even looking in his direction. He was shouting at the shadowy sky that swirled with nightmares, wind whipping his shirt against his collarbone.

      Are we on the roof of the church?

      He got dizzy trying to look down.

      Darkness enveloped him again. This time, he wasn’t alone. There was another heart beating alongside his, and a golden thread to bind them.

      Sword and shield. Kopis and aspis.

      Cèsar did the ritual.

      Fritz shocked awake this time, instantly clear-headed. It felt as though every sense were honed. He was attuned to the nightmare demons circling him but not susceptible to their fear. He felt the fallen angel nearby but remained cogent.

      The only thing missing was Cèsar.

      He had climbed out of the dormer to chase the angel up the roof. Fritz could see their silhouettes against Los Angeles’s smoggy glow, chasing each other through combat. Shriveled monster against unprepared witch.

      Fritz could kill Naamah now. He was certain of it.

      He tried to stand and fell against the window, catching himself on the frame. The leg that had been chained inside the bell had no feeling. His toes were black. It was useless underneath him, making his ascent to the apex of the roof a one-legged effort.

      Cèsar was pinned by Naamah, moments away from being slaughtered by the half-angel. He was still streaming blood from his arm.

      Yet when Fritz and Cèsar’s eyes connected, the world stopped.

      They were bound. They could do anything.

      It took both of them to turn the tide of battle, but they did. They brought Naamah down together. Fritz severed the angel’s wings, cut the heart from her body, and performed a sloppy decapitation. Cèsar verified that all parts of Naamah had died sufficiently, and he carried Fritz down the stairs. It took both of them to get through that long, dark night in Helltown, surrounded by nightmares and unable to escape until dawn.
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      Lucrezia de Angelis visited Fritz in the clinic the next day. It was not a friendly visit. Her eyes flicked down his hospital gown, taking in the shape of his body underneath the bedsheets, and she sniffed disapprovingly. “You seem to be doing fine. It’s most likely thanks to your new aspis that you didn’t lose more than a foot.”

      Fritz wasn’t dosed with so much morphine that he missed her acid tone. “You must be delighted to have performed a successful matchmaking.”

      “Yes,” she said. “Delighted.” She folded her arms and glared at him.

      “Were you surprised that he succeeded in performing the binding? I understood you planned to fire him if he failed.”

      “I would never set up one of our valuable agents to fall like that,” Lucrezia snapped.

      He noted that she didn’t specify if Cèsar was one of their “valuable” agents.

      “It’s too bad that you didn’t get to fire Agent Hawke, isn’t it?” Fritz asked, smiling lazily at her through the haze of painkillers. “You must be so disappointed.”

      She stepped over, lifted the blanket on the bed, and peered at his heavily bandaged leg underneath. “I may not have gotten to destroy your pet witch, but I’ll settle for watching you two make each other miserable,” she hissed in a low voice. “You get one of the OPA’s weakest witches. He gets a broken, useless kopis. How long before you two drag each other into death?”

      “Whenever it happens,” Fritz said, “you’ll still never have been good enough for me.”

      Lucrezia jerked back. She dropped the sheet, white knuckling the strap of her purse. “And Cèsar Hawke is?”

      Had it not been for the morphine, Fritz never would have said, “I’m not good enough for him.” Not out loud.
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      Days later, Fritz woke from surgery without a leg.

      He barely looked at the place where his blankets laid flat against the mattress instead of curving over a foot and shin. He used the remote to bring his bed upright, pulled the bamboo tray over his lap to hold a water glass, and then pressed the button to summon assistance.

      Fritz expected a nurse.

      He got Cèsar Hawke.

      “Hey!” The agent hung back against the door, his bandaged arm dangling in the room. “You okay? Are you dying? Do you need a surgeon?”

      “I wanted my BlackBerry,” Fritz rasped.

      “What, so you can work? Don’t even think about it.” Cèsar whispered something to a person in the hall then entered the room. He took the chair next to Fritz. “Your surgery went good.”

      “I’m missing half a leg,” Fritz said. His tone was sharper than the succulent on the windowsill.

      “You got to keep the knee. Could be worse.”

      “It could be better. I could have a leg,” he said.

      Cèsar snorted. “Pity party for the gimp in room two!” He grabbed the newspaper off the bedside table before Fritz could get it, then flipped to the sports section. He spent a few minutes reading before quietly asking, “How do you feel?”

      Fritz felt like he wasn’t missing his leg...until he looked down.

      The rest of his injuries had already healed. If the kopis healing hadn’t ensured that, then his expensive Friederling-employed doctors would have. The rawest wound was a new awareness of time.

      His leg would never come back. No privilege could repair it.

      Fritz was injured, aging, slowing down, unable to keep up against fallen angels. He might die before Cèsar, and he had no idea what to feel about that. “I want the newspaper,” he said.

      Cèsar pulled out the comics section and tossed it to Fritz’s lap. “No stocks and bonds and shit for you. You’re relaxing. Read Peanuts.”

      “A comic about a depressed bald kid isn’t relaxing.” But Fritz was somehow...smiling?

      He read the comic. It was puerile.

      “We might as well get used to this stuff,” Cèsar said, propping his feet up on the bed and reclining in the chair. “Like, hospital shit. Because we’re gonna be stuck with each other the rest of our lives, and that includes being grumpy old men together.”

      “The rest of our lives,” Fritz echoed quietly. The idea of a long-lived future sounded so different from Cèsar than it did from Werner Friederling. “I know you’re looking forward to our partnership about as much as eating uncooked donkey testicles, but...”

      He grinned. “You rank better than donkey testicles. Just a little.”

      Maybe Cèsar had put more thought into what the bond meant than Fritz realized.

      “Here’s the rest of the newspaper.” Cèsar tossed it at Fritz. “I’m gonna make myself a protein shake. Want me to hunt up someone to give you the nightly nutrition suppository?”

      “You’re mixing shakes here?” Fritz was recovering in his private clinic, which was on the back side of the manor. It used to be shared with his many cousins, aunts, and associates, but he’d kicked them out for stealing OxyContin and prescription pads.

      “Not here,” Cèsar said. “The big house. I’m staying in the manor with you until you’re better. I’ll drive you around and stuff.”

      “I have drivers,” Fritz said, baffled. He paid a lot of money for his highly trained staff to cater to his every need, real or imagined.

      “And I’m your aspis,” Cèsar said. “The magical muscle. Your personal PI.” He feigned a few punches at an invisible enemy.

      Fritz had almost forgotten where Cèsar began—his inauspicious origins in Los Angeles’s filthiest trade. At this point, it felt as though the man had always been part of Fritz’s life. Obviously, it was untrue. Cèsar was much too interesting to have originated from the cesspool of the upper class. But even if he had not come from the same place, they were stuck together from now on.

      For the rest of their lives, until grumpy old men.

      “Then get me whiskey,” Fritz said, flicking up the newspaper to read Garfield.

      “Nurse says no booze until you’re off morphine,” Cèsar said. “Even for a kopis. I’ll run out and get you a jumbo Slurpee like I always got for Pops after knee surgery. How’s that sound?”

      Fritz couldn’t even envision how it tasted. “It sounds perfect.”

      “I’ll get you a red one. Don’t argue, red is best.” Cèsar stepped out but hesitated by the door. “Sorry I didn’t get there soon enough to save your leg, Fritz.”

      He left Fritz alone, but not lonely. And he did drive Fritz around in the weeks to come. Perhaps it was an excuse to get behind the wheel of Fritz’s exotic sports cars, but he didn’t care.

      At that point he’d already given Cèsar half his soul.

      The rest of it were only things.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Fritz knew the exact day he realized he was in love with Cèsar Hawke.

      He had been sitting on a yacht, skirting apocalypse, and sharing a very large bag of very stale Doritos with Suzy Takeuchi. She was no longer an OPA agent. Fritz was no longer an OPA director. The world was about to end, and they had instead become something resembling friends.

      “You’re so fucking in love with Cèsar,” Suzy had said.

      And Fritz had replied, “What?”

      “You heard me. You’re in love with him.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Fritz said, and he’d meant it, for about five minutes. Once he was licking his fingers to scoop up crumbs from the bottom of the Doritos bag, and found himself facing the shiny crease at the bottom, he realized Suzy was right.

      He was in love with Cèsar.

      Until that moment, he’d always thought of it in terms of what he wanted from the relationship. He wanted Cèsar to be around, always, for the rest of his life. He wanted Cèsar to want the same. And yes, he found Cèsar attractive—who wouldn’t? Fritz was an obligate sexual carnivore, and he was far from immune to the appeal of a younger man with magically augmented muscles and a willingness to kill for Fritz.

      Perhaps most importantly, when Fritz was with Cèsar, he didn’t hate himself as much. When he was with Cèsar, he felt peace.

      The sum of these things should have been obvious years earlier, Fritz supposed, but Cèsar had made it clear there were no similar feelings on his behalf. It would have been poor thanks for years of loyal friendship to pine like that. Fritz didn’t pine for anyone.

      Suzy was licking her fingers too, watching him think with a smug expression.

      “I don’t like you very much,” Fritz told her.

      “You just realized I’m right, huh?” she asked. “Suck on my dick of truth, asshole.”

      “He must hate me,” Fritz said. It was the kind of thing he only ever said to Suzy. The more vulnerable and moronic he revealed himself to be, the kinder Suzy became. It was still very much a Suzy Type of Kindness, but she lost the caustic edge when Fritz was honest.

      “Cèsar wouldn’t hate a dog that bit him on the ass. You’re fine. It’s not like he’s got any idea,” Suzy said. “Unless you tell him, he literally won’t ever know.” She crumpled the bag and lobbed it into the ocean. Littering seemed unimportant in the face of the world ending. “But I think you’ll be better if you tell him the truth.”

      He wasn’t sure when he’d fallen in love with Cèsar, just as he wasn’t sure how he’d come to find Suzy such pleasant company, but both of these things had become very true. It was a shame that he realized it barely hours before he died.
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      The entire world was destroyed shortly after that conversation on the yacht.

      When the Genesis Void crept over the Earth, Fritz had still been on that yacht. He had been aiming to land in Japan, where he naively hoped that the clash of gods that centered over North America would not reach. He’d entertained fantasies of finding some abandoned Shinto temple—something Suzy would like—and making a home with the ship’s passengers, stripped of money and society.

      The fantasies were sucked into the screaming Void like everything else.

      He should have been afraid, standing at the helm of his ship while the Void chased them. He should have been pushing to drain every last drop of fuel to give them the illusion of a chance for a few more seconds.

      Mostly, Fritz had felt calm.

      Even when the Void sucked the ocean into its depths, making the ship lose all momentum, he was calm. The engine groaned with full power yet they were still being dragged backward.

      “This is it, huh?” Cèsar asked, coming to stand beside Fritz. He was steady-legged on the heaving deck of the yacht, but green with seasickness.

      “Yes, I think so,” Fritz said. He felt detached from the words, and the concept of dying. He felt like he was falling and there was nothing to do but wait for the landing.

      Cèsar was falling with him.

      The Void was perhaps five klicks from their tail. There wasn’t even an hour left. Perhaps not even ten minutes. After weeks of tedium, everything was happening so quickly.

      “I need to tell you something,” Fritz said.

      Cèsar laughed. He actually laughed. “Is this like that moment in the movies where a guy’s like, I have to tell you something, and then he’s embarrassed when he survives and he said the embarrassing thing?”

      Fritz couldn’t laugh along with him. “You really don’t already know, do you?”

      Cèsar said, “Know what?”

      And Fritz stared at him in helpless frustration, wishing that he was a different person, or that Cèsar was a different person, and wishing that he hadn’t wasted so much time in the last ten years.

      Someone cried out—maybe Suzy—and that was how Fritz knew that the Void had reached them.

      The ship heaved and all four passengers tumbled against the wall of the cabin: Fritz, Suzy, Cèsar, and Isobel. Fritz was surprised that Suzy was the only one freaking out. She was swearing and throwing trash at the Void and kicking until the last moment.

      Isobel clutched Fritz’s hand and buried her face in his shoulder.

      And then there was Cèsar.

      It wasn’t Suzy that Cèsar reached toward.

      Fritz gripped his hand. Their fingers knitted together, knuckle to knuckle, palm to palm. He pulled until he was brought against Cèsar’s side, and the witch put an arm around him, and the sea tossed underneath their feet.

      Cèsar rested his chin on top of Fritz’s head.

      “Shit,” he said.

      His last word, unremarkable as it was, could only have been heard by Fritz.

      They were swallowed by the Void.
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      It took months for either of them to discuss the yacht incident. In Fritz’s defense, a lot elapsed in that time. He rebuilt the Office of Preternatural Affairs from the ground up, bootstrapping installations across the reborn-from-apocalypse version of America in a hurry to provide essential services to the newly Rebirthed preternatural citizenry. He had to adjust to a life where he was disinherited from much of the Friederling billions, and where even the millions that remained had been devalued by an economy in ruins.

      And he had to get used to Cèsar being Rebirthed as a faerie.

      The proper term was unseelie sidhe—a cait sidhe, in fact, which meant that Cèsar occasionally turned into a giant cat that fed on human souls. It was almost disastrous. Most humans who had been Rebirthed into preternaturals changed during Genesis, but Cèsar had changed weeks later, and he had nearly eaten Fritz’s soul in the process.

      Fritz had gotten his soul back—whatever little he’d had in the first place. He’d been left weak, sickly, and permanently chilled to the bone, but his soul was intact.

      His sanity was in much greater doubt.

      Sidhe were sensual creatures in the traditional sense: sensory as well as sexual. They transferred magic with touch. They fueled it with the burn of passion.

      And in order for Cèsar to return Fritz’s soul, they had kissed.

      It would have been easy to laugh off if Cèsar hadn’t said, afterward, that he’d wanted to do it.

      Now they were both in recovery, adjusting to a new life in a new world. They’d originally picked out a house in Sacramento as their base of operations, but given Cèsar’s condition, they ended up promptly moving to Greenland.

      Of all the Friederling properties Fritz thought he might eventually occupy with a family, the one outside wind-swept Reykjavik hadn’t been among them. It was a fine enough property—stark, minimalist, and hyper-modern in a way that still somehow felt inviting. For every bleak eggshell wall, there was a fluffy sedan chair with color-coordinated pillows, and the fireplace never stopped burning. The squat white cube was nothing but windows on one side, offering a view of the arctic desert.

      It hadn’t taken long for Cèsar to “customize” the minimalist house with all of his crap. The tastefully pale wood floors were scattered with gym equipment, life-sized cardboard cutouts of TV show characters, and huge boxes of hardbacks that Cèsar had yet to unpack. There wasn’t even a dining table to find under the laundry. Fritz was surprised to find himself so annoyed by the piles of garbage. Cèsar had just gone to ridiculous lengths to save Fritz’s life—most likely for the dozenth time in the last decade, not that anyone was keeping score—and Fritz was feeling irate over disorganized boxes of books.

      His annoyance faded when he stepped up to the broad window, looking out at Cèsar. It must have been zero degrees or colder—and the wind blowing hard over black rocks probably made it feel colder still. Cèsar was wearing nothing but a pair of gym shorts. With his arms spread wide, he let the freezing wind blow over him, and his whole body relaxed into it.

      Fritz never would have expected to end up somewhere like this, with someone like Cèsar. But if he’d known that this had been waiting for him...well, it would have made the wait unbearable.

      Cèsar seemed to feel Fritz’s gaze on him, and he threw a grin over his shoulder. The beach-bronzed Los Angeles boy was contented in weather colder than Lucrezia de Angelis.

      Genesis had changed the world in so many countless ways.

      Cèsar came inside around the time that Fritz finished sipping his tea. He brought a single blast of wind with him, and even though Fritz’s hands were immersed in hot, soapy water, he shivered.

      “Feeling better?” Fritz asked.

      “Kind of,” Cèsar said. He was looking down at his exposed, shredded torso. The wounds from attacks he’d sustained in the Summer Court were deep, and even though they no longer wept gemstone blood, they still caused him constant pain. “Getting in the cold helps numb it, and I feel stronger.”

      Worry pinched the back of Fritz’s neck. He set his mug on the drying rack and grabbed a bathrobe, sweeping it around his shoulders before approaching Cèsar. “We should have stayed in the Winter Court longer. You’re not ready to be away from all the magic.”

      “You couldn’t have stayed another hour,” Cèsar said. “And besides, my life’s not there. I have to figure out how to do Earth again. Taking a break in a blizzard is nice, though.”

      “It’s too bad I won’t be able to stay here either.” Fritz checked his phone again. He had already taken so much time away from the Office of Preternatural Affairs in its embryonic stage.

      “When are you going?” Cèsar asked.

      “I can stick out the week. Then I’ll have to return to Washington for at least a month.”

      “So,” he said, “a week.” Cèsar rocked back on his heels. “This is going to happen, isn’t it?”

      “Do you mean, are we going to have sex?” Fritz asked.

      “Obviously the unresolved sexual tension is off the hook. It’s more intense than Mulder and Skinner.” But even though Cèsar sounded like he was joking, there was seriousness in his eyes. He was guarded. Still careful.

      They were both still so careful.

      Fritz had never known the likes of it. He’d never decided he wanted to have sex with someone and then waited. Even when he’d met Isobel—and she’d hated him—they’d ended up having sex in the stacks of her college library three days later. Typically, Fritz had sex with people before he even knew their names.

      Perhaps that was why it was so much harder. Cèsar had already been his family for years, and Fritz had loved him from the first time he scried Cèsar’s life as private investigator in Los Angeles.

      They knew everything about each other.

      Except this.

      “You’re still healing,” Fritz finally said.

      Cèsar nodded. “All right. If you want to wait—“

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “I don’t care,” Cèsar said.

      They still slept together in the same bed. They had been every night since Ofelia took them in at the Winter Court.

      But they didn’t have sex that night.

      It took almost another week, actually.

      Cèsar seemed impatient one night, and he wouldn’t stop staring at Fritz at the market. Even when they’d been in separate corners—Fritz selecting produce, while Cèsar stood in the freezer section with his jacket open—he’d been able to feel Cèsar watching. He didn’t even try to hide it.

      Cèsar sat at the bar in the kitchen while Fritz cooked that night, huffing like he was annoyed and wanted to be asked why. Fritz had discovered this to be another of Cèsar’s more annoying habits, just like leaving his socks wherever he took them off, and he chose not to acknowledge it.

      Fritz was plating dinner when he realized Cèsar was suddenly standing behind him. The air was so cold.

      “What’s the problem?” Cèsar asked. “Did you change your mind?”

      “What?”

      “You’re leaving tomorrow and you haven’t tried to fuck me yet.”

      Fritz turned around. Cèsar was standing very close, and he was very tall, and slightly blue. “You realize that you’ve been capable of initiating sex with me for years at any given moment? Literally, any moment. I’ve bribed multiple police precincts to overlook public sex incidents I’m involved in.”

      “It’s different now,” Cèsar said.

      “For you, yes.”

      “So you’re just waiting on me to make a move.”

      “I’m waiting on you to take a step back before dinner gets cold,” Fritz said. “I just spent an hour on this sauce. We should eat it before it congeals.”

      But when he tried to grab the plates, Cèsar put his hands on the counter at either side of Fritz, and he leaned in to say, “I’m not hungry.”

      Suddenly, neither was Fritz.
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      Fritz had already known more details about Cèsar’s sexual habits than the average friend. They’d both been involved with Isobel at the same time, over a period of years, and Isobel had realized at some point that Fritz got off on hearing about her encounters with Cèsar. She’d happily recounted them in detail.

      Everything that Isobel said was true. Cèsar’s arresting athleticism. His slavish dedication to mutual satisfaction. His puppyish eagerness, and the surprising way he sometimes laughed when he climaxed.

      Isobel couldn’t have prepared Fritz for Cèsar with sidhe powers. Together, on that first night, they discovered that physical intimacy turned Cèsar’s flesh crystalline, and his pleasure painted the room in icy starlight.

      He should have been too cold to embrace. Fritz had been trying to think of ways to get around that in recent days, and failed to find a solution. But Cèsar’s temperature seemed to modulate to his. When Fritz became feverish, so did he. They were in tune—one pulsing, sighing, growling being that moved like ice-capped ocean waves.

      Fritz had never done magic before. He had never been a witch. But he’d be damned if that wasn’t some kind of spellwork that left them curled together in the fractal heart of ice their magic spread across the arctic.
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      “How serious is this, anyway?” Cèsar asked a few months later.

      Fritz didn’t hear the question. He was too busy trying to figure out how to tie Cèsar’s necktie from the front, when everything seemed backwards. “Hmm?”

      “You and me. How serious?”

      Even once he heard the words, Fritz couldn’t believe Cèsar was asking them. Even if only the last months of flying to be together literally every weekend was meaningless, they had more than a decade of history to point at.

      “Cèsar, we live together,” Fritz said. “In another lifetime, we tied our fates together. Only now that we have sex you begin to wonder how serious it is?”

      “But are we going to keep doing it?” Cèsar asked.

      “I’ll be disappointed if we don’t.” Fritz’s tone was drier than the Sahara—a remote fantasy in such chilling climes.

      “What are Suzy and Isobel going to think?”

      “I expect they’ll be annoyed we didn’t wait for them,” he said.

      Cèsar knocked Fritz’s hands away. “You keep messing it up. You’re not even paying attention.”

      “I already share Isobel with you,” Fritz said, all seriousness, “and neither of us have ever been interested in monogamy. I’m in love with Isobel. I’m in love with you. You’re also in love with Suzy. It goes in all directions. There’s no reason we can’t all be in love.”

      Cèsar had a stupid smile.

      “What?” Fritz asked.

      “You said you’re in love with me.”

      “I also frequently suck your dick, and you don’t seem as giddy about that.”

      “Sorry,” Cèsar said. “I guess I’m just realizing how serious this is.”

      Fritz managed to tie Cèsar’s bowtie properly at last. “Remember, there’s no pressure tonight. We’re only making our first public appearance where I’m one of the most powerful politicians in America and you’re essentially my husband and everybody in the world is judging us.”

      “We should get rings.”

      “I already gave you a watch,” Fritz said.

      “I like rings,” Cèsar said.

      “You’re a very demanding house cat. So clingy.”

      “And you’re in love with me,” he said. His kiss felt even colder than it had been lately, and a chill wind vortexed around them. Fritz had to catch himself against Cèsar’s arms to keep from falling.

      When Cèsar stepped back, they were at the head of the red carpet leading into the White House. They were surrounded by press. Cameras were flashing. Everyone had seen them arrive at the Preternatural Benefits Gala kissing, which was certainly one way to make their relationship public.

      Fritz was too surprised to get angry. “I thought that Ofelia was going to planeswalk us here.” Some sidhe could walk the ley lines to travel quickly, but Cèsar hadn’t been able to do it. He still barely controlled any of his powers.

      “She taught me how to do it this month,” Cèsar said with a sheepish grin. “Now you can come back to me every night instead of just weekends.”

      Fritz tried to sound mean when he said, “A very clingy house cat.”

      They held hands as they walked into the White House. Fritz’s fingers were cold by the time they got to the end of the carpet, but he wasn’t bothered in the slightest.
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var gPosition = 0;

var gProgress = 0;

var gCurrentPage = 0;

var gPageCount = 0;

var gClientHeight = null;



function getPosition()

{

	return gPosition;

}



function getProgress()

{

	return gProgress;

}



function getPageCount()

{

	return gPageCount;

}



function getCurrentPage()

{

	return gCurrentPage;

}



function turnOnNightMode(nightModeOn) {

	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;

	var aTags = document.getElementsByTagName('a');

	

	var textColor;

	var bgColor;

	

	if (nightModeOn > 0) {

		textColor = "#FFFFFF !important";

		bgColor = "#000000 !important";

	} else {

		textColor = "#000000 !important";

		bgColor = "#FFFFFF !important";

	}

	

	for (i = 0; i < aTags.length; i++) {

		aTags[i].style.color = textColor;

	} 

	

	body.color = textColor;

	body.backgroundColor = bgColor;

	

	window.device.turnOnNightModeDone();

}



function setupBookColumns()

{

	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;

	body.marginLeft = '0px !important';

	body.marginRight = '0px !important';

	body.marginTop = '0px !important';

	body.marginBottom = '0px !important';

	body.paddingTop = '0px !important';
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    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';

    bc.height = window.innerHeight  + 'px !important';  

    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
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    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px !important';
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	bc.paddingBottom = '0px !important';
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	gProgress = gPosition = 0;

	

	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;

	bi.marginLeft = '10px';

	bi.marginRight = '10px';

	bi.padding = '0';

	

	window.device.print ("bc.height = "+ bc.height);

	window.device.print ("window.innerHeight ="+  window.innerHeight);



	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;



	if (gClientHeight < window.innerHeight) {

		gPageCount = 1;

	}

}



function paginate(tagId)

{	

	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this

	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.

	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {

		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;

	}



	setupBookColumns();

	//window.scrollTo(0, window.innerHeight);

	

	window.device.reportPageCount(gPageCount);

	var tagIdPageNumber = 0;

	if (tagId.length > 0) {

		tagIdPageNumber = estimatePageNumberForAnchor (tagId);

	}

	window.device.finishedPagination(tagId, tagIdPageNumber);

}



function repaginate(tagId) {

	window.device.print ("repaginating, gPageCount:" + gPageCount); 

	paginate(tagId);

}



function paginateAndMaintainProgress()

{

	var savedProgress = gProgress;

	setupBookColumns();

	goProgress(savedProgress);

}



function updateBookmark()

{

	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;

	var anchorName = estimateFirstAnchorForPageNumber(gCurrentPage - 1);

	window.device.finishedUpdateBookmark(anchorName);

}



function goBack()

{

	if (gCurrentPage > 1)

	{

		--gCurrentPage;

		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		window.device.pageChanged();

	} else {

		window.device.previousChapter();

	}

}



function goForward()

{

	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)

	{

		++gCurrentPage;

		gPosition += window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		window.device.pageChanged();

	} else {

		window.device.nextChapter();

	}

}



function goPage(pageNumber, callPageReadyWhenDone)

{

	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)

	{

		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;

		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		if (callPageReadyWhenDone > 0) {

			window.device.pageReady();

		} else {

			window.device.pageChanged();

		}

	}

}



function goProgress(progress)

{

	progress += 0.0001;

	

	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;

	var newPage = 0;

	

	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {

		var low = page * progressPerPage;

		var high = low + progressPerPage;

		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {

			newPage = page;

			break;

		}

	}

		

	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;

	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;

	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

	updateProgress();		

}



/* BOOKMARKING CODE */



/**

 * Estimate the first anchor for the specified page number. This is used on the broken WebKit

 * where we do not know for sure if the specific anchor actually is on the page.

 */

 

  

function estimateFirstAnchorForPageNumber(page)

{

	var spans = document.getElementsByTagName('span');

	var lastKoboSpanId = "";

	for (var i = 0; i < spans.length; i++) {

		if (spans[i].id.substr(0, 5) == "kobo.") {

			lastKoboSpanId = spans[i].id;

			if (spans[i].offsetTop >= (page * window.innerHeight)) {

				return spans[i].id;

			}

		}

	}

	return lastKoboSpanId;

}



/**

 * Estimate the page number for the specified anchor. This is used on the broken WebKit where we

 * do not know for sure how things are columnized. The page number returned is zero based.

 */



function estimatePageNumberForAnchor(spanId)

{

	var span = document.getElementById(spanId);

	if (span) {

		return Math.floor(span.offsetTop / window.innerHeight);

	}

	return 0;

}
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