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      Fire.

      So much fire.

      No way out. Nothing but the blazing inferno with me at the heart of it.

      Raging, killing fire.

      This wasn’t how I supposed to die, was it? Not like them. If this was poetic justice, it was being dealt to the wrong man. Justice had been served fully on that night all those years ago with no need of consequences.

      “They had to die!” I bellowed in protest. But the fire raged on, not caring about how loud I cried at the injustice I was suffering.

      Life was leaving me.

      No more breaths, no more color beyond the orange death engulfing me. This was it until the end came when the pain finally pushed me through the barrier to the other side.

      What would I face over there? Them? Was this my punishment for their deaths?

      “I’m not sorry! I’ll never be sorry!”

      The pain… Inside and out, hotter than even the flames, its own inferno, beyond my body’s understanding completely, even though I did comprehend the agony at the same time.

      Alien pain.

      Agony like never before.

      This was how I was going to die.

      Death by fire.

      It was almost hilarious.

      God certainly had a sense of humor.

      This is where thinking with your penis got you.

    

  







            Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






Tuesday

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Two days earlier…)

      

      

      My dead family yelled at me as I passed them in the hallway.

      Mum, Dad, Grandpa, Grandma—they voiced their disappointments every morning, reminding me of what a failure of a man I was.

      Not that I listened, nor did I hear much of their voices as I passed each of the mirrors they lived within. With my headphones on, Bob Dylan playing loudly, I barely registered their gesticulating, let alone their shrill condemnations.

      “You ruin everything, Zayn Valentine!” Father cried.

      “Why does he live?” my mother exclaimed.

      Grandfather came next. “Scum! You cursed fiend!”

      My wailing grandmother finished with, “Sinner! You should have burned!”

      Same words, same order—every single day.

      Yes, I could avoid them by leaving through the back garden, taking the alleyway running along the back of my house, but that added too much time to my journey. Anyway, it was often a hangout spot for junkies and nefarious characters, and I really didn’t have time to waste breaking the face of a scum bag who wanted to try and mug me.

      When my family had first appeared in my house a year after their deaths, I’d almost suffered coronary failure from the shock. The hallway was quite the dark space, with navy wallpaper I needed to replace, and a carpet as black as spilled ink—also mirror-free—until that morning they’d turned up on the wall. It’d been terrifying to hear their voices again after finally being rid of them.

      At first, they’d haunted me, made me want to run, a constant, screaming reminder of that grim evening when they’d been wiped out. And I couldn’t remove them. I’d consulted Magibloods to try and break them with magic, even tried to smash them, struck them with various tools, and heavy things. In the end, I just had to learn to live with them until the curse petered out. That was the diagnosis from those in the know—a curse. One to torture me. Grandfather Valentine had been a Magiblood, so it would’ve been him who’d done it in his last desperate minutes to get at me one last time. Just like him to pull a stunt like that. The curse was bound to my soul, but not everlasting, and nothing more than these screaming mirrors. One day it would break, and that would be that.

      The joke was on him, on all of them.

      I wasn’t tortured. I didn’t suffer from guilt. For them, dead was better than alive, and they were very, very dead. I’d killed them and the assassin they’d hired to kill me twelve years ago.

      Slipping on my black hoody, I gathered my keys and turned up my music. It wouldn’t do to have those voices slither into my ear canals.

      My eyes caught my grandfather raging in his oval glass. His voice was the loudest, second to my father’s.

      Prick.

      My pale-skinned reflection stared back at me from his left, cut in half by the edge of the mirror. In real life, I would’ve never stood that close to the bastard.

      After the deaths of my family, I’d found my way to Angelica City, put my talents as a fixer of magical objects to good use. Now I had a steady business, a house of my own, and a degree of peace. Despite the mirrors, I had the perfect life for me—solitude, my golden bear collection, and freedom from complications. Only my work and the occasional errand for Scott next door slightly elevated me above hermit.

      Slightly.

      I clicked the volume up a tiny bit more. Headphones were the perfect morning medicine.

      Closing the front door against them, I slung the sports bag over my shoulder and started walking, absorbing the music, enjoying the fresh autumn air, ready to make the two-mile walk to visit my client. It wasn’t far, and I didn’t need my car. Sometimes it was nice to walk and get the air into your lungs.

      It was a cloudy day, the sky steely gray, the sun not set to appear today. A brisk breeze lifted the leaves and trash, swirling them down the street of uneven pavement, pothole-riddled road, and tall, narrow houses.

      The street I called home.

      Movement from next door’s single upstairs window—Scott’s room—drew my attention.

      Caught.

      He slid the window up and open, surreptitiously leaning out. Not too far. Never too far. His agoraphobia wouldn’t allow it.

      My neighbor pushed his tiny specs up his crooked nose. His brown face was sicklier than usual today. Coupled with his constant emaciated appearance, he never looked well.

      Life had been stressful for him recently after the rumors floating around about a Lucifer-loving terrorist cult. I wasn’t sure how true that was, and there had yet to be any evidence revealed to the public about such a group making noise. Yes, there were those who proclaimed love for that dark menace of the past, but it was nothing but declarations and the odd dance around a fire in the woods somewhere. Okay, and one or two slaughtered chickens.

      Why chickens?

      Nevertheless, nothing had happened. It was all just silly. But Scott was scared, and when he was scared, his brain worked against him, anxiety a beast to be slain.

      He’d be in need of a big lunch today. The guy always needed a feeding. He was the only person I would offer this to. If I hadn’t saved him from a mugger’s knife three years ago this wouldn’t be happening. Timing had been everything, as had the location of the would-be murder/mugging. Right on my doorstep. I’d heard the commotion and come downstairs at the right moment to scare off the assailant.

      Since then, Scott had been trapped in his home, too frightened to leave. A year after the incident, and many attempts of him trying to get my attention from his bedroom window, I’d softened and lent a hand now and again.

      “Have a lovely morning, Zayn,” he called down, slightly croaky.

      “Do you need something?”

      “No. I just wanted to say hello.”

      I titled my head. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Bit of a tickly throat, but I’m fine. I’ll have some lemon tea.”

      “Make sure you have some toast, too.” Look at me playing nurse. “With plenty of marmalade.”

      He smiled, lines crinkling at the edges of his eyes and mouth. Scott was a couple of years younger than me but had a face that’d lived a thousand harsh lives. “Always thinking of me.”

      “Well, you need to eat. I’ll bring you something nice for lunch.”

      “That would be great.”

      “Bye.”

      “Bye for now.” He closed the window and stood behind the net curtains, watching me leave.

      I lifted my hood up and headed left with the clockwork sphere in my bag.

      Scarlet Street was the longest street in Angelica City. Part residential, part red-light district, drug hotspot, and seedy bars, many called it a dump. I was inclined to agree. Yet I also called it home. At least it didn’t pretend to be anything other than what it claimed to be, unlike some of its more ‘upmarket’ counterparts in other, more affluent areas. There were still brothels in those places, drugs and bars too, all wearing the veneer of class. But seedy was seedy no matter how much polish you added.

      Sure, if I had more money, I would move to a better neighborhood. Anyone would. But it just wasn’t feasible, and anywhere was better than the family home of my past. My house was my sanctuary. Those dead relatives could sound off all they liked—they would never break my spirit, never hurt me again.

      They were dead. I was alive. I took that as a triumph.

      Halfway down the street, the narrow houses became wider buildings. The same brownstone, but with flat roofs while places like my house had pointed ones.

      I passed closed bars and brothels, too early in the morning for them, nodded to Mr. Bennet as he had his tea and scone like he did every morning on the bench outside a long dilapidated betting shop, then passed the bakery he’d got his breakfast from, my eyes down, lost in my music.

      Until I smelled catnip.

      I looked up, passing a guy leaning against the wall of a long-gone library, smoking a green cigarette, his legs crossed.

      His feline beauty made me slow down. Short, auburn hair, magnificent almond-shaped cerulean eyes with vertical slit pupils, skin sun-kissed, his face sharp lines, rosy lips curled up in a knowing grin. His white jeans were tight, along with his purple T-shirt hugging his slender frame, the neck lowcut enough to show a tantalizing expanse of smooth flesh. His white trainers were immaculate, not a speck of dirt on them.

      He sucked on his catnip cigarette, blowing out a green smoke ring, cocking an eyebrow my way.

      Felinebloods were so distinctive in their looks, a wicked attractiveness about them that made my head turn more than I’d like. Some said it was because they were a hunter like their cat counterparts but using those hunting skills in a different way to lure in potential prey to take to bed. I’d never heard of such a thing happening, and there was never any meat to those stories. Trash tales. I suppose that’s what you get when you read rubbish like that online. Much like the urban legend of the Aquablood mating with a tarantula to make the eighth blood.

      Complete crap. Not possible at all.

      However, I could understand how a handsome face could be a trap.

      There were five humanoid species left in the world—Aquablood, Canineblood, Felineblood, Magiblood, and Humanblood. There were once Wolfbloods and Demonbloods. The former were extinct, the latter banished to the deepest reaches of the Shadow Realm (a cursed place for bad folk, as opposed to the Holy Realm—a.k.a. Heaven where God waited to take you into his arms). The Wolfbloods had been the only species to have the ability to shift, so history claimed, completely transforming from human to a savage wolf standing seven feet in height.

      There was no such thing as full shifting in these modern days.

      Caninebloods and Felinebloods could slightly transform their bodies to use their animal skills, and their features often resembled their four-legged cousins. I’d once seen a joke on TV about them being able to lick themselves in the places the rest of us could only dream of.

      I was ashamed to ponder that idea often.

      Aquabloods could breathe underwater, their bodies altering to accommodate that, and the Magibloods could use magic.

      I was Humanblood and a Handler, meaning I could do the job I did of fixing magical objects safely. I wasn’t immune from spells, though, and only Humanbloods could be Handlers.

      Watching over everything were the angels. They were in charge. Yes, there were governments and police forces and armies, but if things seriously spun out of control, if actions were taken in the name of Lucifer, angels would strike. They were without sin, armed against corruption, there to deal holy retribution if needed.

      And also, pretty terrifying.

      I’d drifted off into thought. I blinked, catching the Felineblood watching me. He ran his tongue across his bottom lip, still smiling like, well, the cat who got the cream.

      Hustler? It was too early for that, but he was making seductive eyes at me that had my cock interested.

      It could cease and desist right now!

      Time to leave. Distractions were for everyone else. Not me. I had no room for them.

      He pushed off the wall as I moved, stepping into my path.

      “Not interested,” I grunted, picking up the scent of oranges beyond the catnip.

      I lowered my head, going to shove past him. You had to be persistent with these people.

      A hand on my shoulder. “Don’t touch me!” I shoved it off, stepping back.

      He held his hands up defensively, also taking a step back. I couldn’t hear what he was saying.

      “Not interested!” I yelled, furious that he thought he had the right to lay a finger on me.

      Hands waving, tapping his ears.

      I felt myself frown. He wanted me to take the headphones off? “No.” I started to walk, he walked backwards, putting on a display of gestures with his hands.

      With every step, he took one back.

      This guy wasn’t going to drop it, was he?

      I did pull off the headphones, then. “What part of not being interested do you not understand?”

      My face was hot, my hands clenching into fists. I bit back the urge to mess up his pretty face. Punch, grab him by the back of the head, pummel his head into the pavement over and over again until he fully grasped the message.

      Cool down. Don’t give into his bullshit.  “Leave me alone. Go and bother someone else.”

      “Hey, chill, okay? I just wanted to say you’re really cute.”

      I stopped. “What?”

      “You’re cute, man.” He looked me up and down. “I’d love to do some business with you, but if you don’t go for the dick stuff, that’s fine. Sorry to have ruffled your feathers, mate.”

      “Dick stuff?”

      “You know, taking it—”

      “I know what you mean,” I countered, keeping my eyes off the bulge in his jeans.

      Yes, he was definitely selling sex now that I noticed the obvious tightness in the crotch area he was displaying. A twisted peacock. His bulge was how he won the race.

      “Then why ask?” he said.

      “Ask what?”

      “Dick stuff. You acted like you didn’t know what I meant.”

      Still frowning. “I knew what you meant, I just thought it was a strange way of putting it.”

      “Oh.”

      “Anyway, as I said, I’m not interested. So bye.”

      He blocked my path again. “Wait.”

      “You’re testing my patience now.”

      “I can tell by your aura.”

      “What?”

      “You’ve got a grumpy energy to you.”

      “Grumpy?”

      “Yep. You don’t know you’re grumpy?” He shrugged. “Okay, let’s say overly serious instead. Better?”

      “I’m leaving.”

      “Wait, please. Just a minute.”

      “What for? I’ve already told you no, so go and offer your dick stuff to a more willing fish.”

      “Fish?”

      I sighed, jaw clenched. I went to cross the road, but he moved in front of me again.

      “Will you fuck off?” I barked.

      He rolled his eyes. “No need to get abusive.”

      “Then leave me alone.”

      “Look, can I ask you something?” He took one final drag of his cigarette then stomped it out on the ground.

      “No.”

      “Please. Two minutes and I’ll be done.”

      “That’s one-hundred and twenty seconds I’m not willing to share.” I fingered right, then went left, cutting right around him and broke into a jog.

      Miraculously, he didn’t follow or call after me.

      Lucky break.

      Why couldn’t I stop thinking about those beautiful blue eyes?

      Beautiful?

      Yes, beautiful. That was the truth. But why did they have to pollute my mind like that?
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      My client should have been the first thing I saw when the red door of the two-story house on Meteor Lane opened.

      She wasn’t.

      A wall of translucent slugs greeted me, writhing together in a slimy orgy.

      The matter had gotten seriously out of hand now.

      “Oh, Zayn,” Anya’s muffled voice came through the wall. “That’s you, isn’t it? Please tell me it’s you.”

      A rippled hand moved behind the bodies as if in water, a distorted face. She was waving, pleading.

      “It’s me,” I answered. “This should do it.”

      I opened my bag and placed the blue orb on the ground. With five turns of the golden key, the mechanism came to life, the middle of the device opening, the top dividing into six sections. They lifted upwards, curving in petal shapes as if the sphere was suddenly a flower opening for the sun.

      I looked down to make sure the tiny wheels and cogs were turning as they should. They were. Smooth, without any resistance. A well-oiled machine.

      Two points shot out of the belly of the object with a click, two meters high, and pointed at sixty-degree angles. Another click and the tips of the points blinked with luminous black energy—the magic coming to life. The third click had blue pellets firing from the tips, the points moving rapidly as the onslaught of those tiny, slug-killing things got to work.

      One by one the slugs fizzled, leaking their translucent innards everywhere, their bodies receding until there was nothing left but a lake of acrid ooze across the garden and inside the hallway of Anya’s house.

      “Thank goodness!” she cried, falling to her knees. Goo slipped up her knees and thighs.

      Anya looked exhausted, fresh lines over the dark skin of her face, the slug problem clearly having taken its toll. Her clothes were grimy and torn, her arms red and raw from a reaction to the slug slime.

      There were more to kill deeper in the house.

      I helped her to her feet. “You shouldn’t be down in that stuff.”

      “Are you sure you’re not angel?” she wheezed.

      To be born an angel was a true blessing, a child to shine a bright light upon your family until it was your time to ascend when God called. God’s chosen. My family had wanted an angelic son for themselves. They’d been cursed with a Humanblood like me instead.

      I picked up the sphere, walking through the ooze with ease. I’d come prepared with the best boots for these disgusting situations. Nothing was getting at my toes with them on.

      I offered her a smile and said, “I’ll clean the rest for you.” Then I moved through the house, placing the sphere down in each room one by one to do its work.

      The entire exercise took fifteen minutes.

      I was glad it wasn’t my carpet this mess had to be cleaned from.

      Really, I’d gone above and beyond. My role was to repair the Slug Sphere for Anya, not clear her home. But she was a regular client with regular magical bug problems, and in need of several magical bug killers, so I didn’t mind helping her out.

      “You’re such a star,” she proclaimed from behind me as the last of the slugs melted away in her peach-colored bathroom. She tried to flutter her lashes, as she often did, but was too woozy to pull it off.

      “This was extreme,” I replied.

      “You said a mouthful.” She swayed, on the verge of collapse.

      Slug Spheres were expensive things. Most magical objects were, and they were notorious for breaking down. It was to do with the strain on the mechanism and magic working together, causing stress to each of the components, the wear and tear coming on fast. Fine by me. It kept food in my fridge and my mind occupied.

      I enjoyed it, even the smaller ones like rings (used by a lot of Magibloods). Magical objects came in all shapes and sizes, every one of them having a mechanism within, no matter what kind of object it was. The tinier, the better for me. I loved the intricacies, the challenge of working on a smaller scale.

      The same couldn’t be said for dealing with slugs.

      Magic was generated through those mechanisms, which were made of agate. The most common mechanisms used agate, with the stone whittled down into whatever parts were required for action. The shell of the device needed to be infused with clear quartz to activate the power of the stones inside.

      Different colored agate brought different results. For example, orange agate within an object provided sexual stimulation, while white helped with soothing the mind. Magic would release into the air and do what it needed to do, nothing harmful, and mostly trivial. The bug-killing variety, like this sphere, used black agate, which was the one that could be programmed once fixed in place. All you needed was the essence of the pest in need of killing—available from all good pharmacies—and the bug destroying machine would be ready for slaying.

      For the Magibloods, things were different. In order for them to harvest and use magic, they had to generate it the same way. Instead of agate, they used one of four precious stones—rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and diamonds. An object with those mechanisms generated castable magic, which the Magiblood could then draw on from the device, storing it within themselves to use however they saw fit. It still needed the clear quartz to work too, and the energy needed a vessel (caster) in order to be used.

      Only a Magiblood could use precious stone magic.

      Diamond mechanisms were banned as their magic could be used to summon Demonbloods into this realm. The other three stones were equal in the level of magic they provided, only their colors setting them apart.

      Magibloods had to be registered upon birth with the government. Failure to do so led to the execution of the parents and the child. It was grim, but magic had to be monitored in case someone decided to try and conjure an army of flying piranhas.

      Spells came in many forms, but they weren’t part of my everyday life. I had my share of clients wanting both agate and precious stone repairs, but my relationship with magic was mostly business.

      “I hated that carpet anyway,” Anya muttered.

      The floor was sticky, like walking on Velcro, the air rife with the stench of sour milk. Magical bugs were the worst kind of pest. Born from residual magic—a pollutant washed up from the seas—they were taking over. Everything you could think of that buzzed or crawled had a magical counterpart that was all sorts of unpleasant.

      Wasps were my least favorite.

      Anya would need medical treatment for the slime now.

      Something caught my eye. Golden, with turquoise eyes, six inches tall, siting on the bathroom sink next to Anya’s toothbrush.

      A Billy Wizard Golden Bear I didn’t have.

      Was she actually insane? You didn’t put a pretty bear in a spot like that. They were treasure, and I was pissed off doubly that she had one I didn’t.

      Damn it!

      “Would you like some coffee?” Anya asked, her breathing dreadful.

      There was no way I’d even contemplate opening my mouth more than necessary in this place, let alone drink from her crockery. Anyway, I wasn’t the taking coffee with people kind of guy.

      I fished my phone from the pocket of my jeans. “You need to get to the hospital. I’ll call you an ambulance.”

      She coughed so hard she vomited. I had to catch her with my free hand before she fell into the slime.

      “Easy,” I said, steadying her.

      “Oh, Zayn. Why does this keep happening to me?”

      “Some of us are just unlucky.”

      It was time for her to move house and start afresh. This place was a breeding ground in need of being obliterated by fire, the earth salted. When you had to keep using a Slug Sphere, Wasp Sphere, and Moth Sphere on a regular basis like Anya did, it was time to evaluate your life. If she moved, it would probably mean losing a lucrative client, but I wasn’t completely heartless to want her to suffer for the rest of her days.

      I told her that.

      “But…my home…”

      “Is jinxed, I’m afraid. You’ll end up bankrupt if you carry on like this. Dead, even.”

      And I wasn’t doing repair work for free.

      “I can’t leave…here…”

      She wasn’t doing well at all. Slug slime was poisonous, could bring on hallucinations and even anaphylactic shock in some instances.

      “Do you have an EpiPen?” I asked.

      “What for?”

      “Zayn…” she whispered, her eyes rolling in the back of head.

      She began to convulse.

      I hefted her up into my arms and trudged outside, not stopping until I reached a dry spot of pavement. The slime had leaked everywhere, was slowly creeping down the middle of the road.

      A job for the cleaning crews equipped to deal with leftover messes like this.

      Blue lights at the end of the street of white picket fences, manicured gardens and uniform white houses. This was a neighborhood with a practically military homeowner’s association to make sure any semblance of soul or character was exterminated, every inch of the street gleaming with homogenized sameness.

      I bet Anya’s bug problem was the hot gossip amongst the tea and crumpets brigade. It was really in her best interest to get out of here.

      Anya was a kind woman. I didn’t have coffee and cake with her, but she always offered, always paid on time, and had a lack of attitude some clients had. If I had friends, she would have been a good one. She was around my age—me twenty-eight, her thirty-one. I guess we would need to have things in common to form a bond. Magical objects—that was one thing. The rest was mute. There might as well have been a void between us. I knew she liked to go to the pub, to attend craft fairs and take long walks on the beach. I hated those things.

      The ambulance was almost here. Good. They moved quickly today. Anya was unconscious now, and… Oh, no.

      Slime on me.

      And she hadn’t paid me.

      Wonderful. Just wonderful.
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        * * *

      

      Six hours later, my hoody ruined from slug slime, a prescription for antibiotics in my bag, a greasy sensation all over my body from the cream I’d been smothered with, Anya was finally awake.

      “Oh, Zayn,” she said as I entered the room behind the female nurse who’d called me in from the hall, “I had the most terrifying nightmare. A giant slug had swallowed me, and I was left to die in its dark stomach, submerged up to my neck in its digestive acids. But that wasn’t the worst part. Smaller slugs came and devoured my eyes and—”

      “That’s horrible.” I didn’t need to hear anymore.

      She nodded. “It was.” A heavy sigh. “I’ve been told I need to stay in overnight.” She lifted her left arm, showing me the two drips stuck into the flesh. “More drugs, more fluids. It really is nasty stuff, that slime. How are you? They said you were carrying me in your arms.”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      Waiting for the bank transfer…

      “Your hoody’s gone.”

      “The only casualty.” Along with my phone, but I didn’t say anything about that.

      “I’m so, so sorry. This isn’t fair.”

      I shrugged, wanting to go home. “It’s fine.”

      Anya stared at me, not breaking her hold. I hated it when people did that, so I tried my best to avoid eye contact.

      Reminded me of my encounter with that guy this morning.

      Blue eyes…

      “I remember what you told me, Zayn, about getting out of my house, and that you wouldn’t want me dead.” A soft smile spread across her lips. “I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while now if you’d, erm…” She paused, scratching her cheek. “You know.”

      Why couldn’t she just pay me? “Sorry. I don’t.”

      Was she blushing? Oh, God. She was. Her cheeks were flushing crimson.

      “Would you…” A lick of the lips, a flutter of lashes, “…like to go for a drink sometime?”

      I folded my arms. “Sorry?”

      That smile drooped. “Oh, I, erm… A drink? With me…sometime.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “O-okay. I only thought, well, I just…”

      She looked hurt, the rosy flares taking on an uncomfortable level of embarrassment.

      Too harsh. “I mean, I’m not really into pubs.”

      “You’re not?” Blow softened. “Well, what about restaurants?”

      Ah, okay. I needed to not let this drag on. It was one thing for harmless flirting via eyelashes, on her part, but another for it to move into this zone.

      “I’m gay,” I said. Just showed we weren’t friends for that piece of information to have slipped by her.

      Widened eyes met mine, her cheeks now nuclear red—if there was such a thing.

      “Also, I’m not looking to date.”

      “I see.”

      “Even if you were a guy, I wouldn’t be interested.”

      “Why?”

      “I just wouldn’t be.”

      “What if I was really hot with a six pack, muscles, and the biggest cock in the universe?”

      I’d never heard Anya use any words like cock, not even a curse word when a magical wasp had stung her in front of me once. It went against her soft nature, which was probably an incredibly judgmental thing for me to say.

      “No. I wouldn’t care,” I said.

      “But why? Don’t you want to find that special someone?”

      Oh, so we’d moved on from big cocks and six packs to love. Not that they were mutually exclusive, but the juxtaposition was glaring to me at the same time.

      I think it was cock and special someone that seemed jarring.

      Someone special can have a special cock…

      I needed my armchair and mindless TV right this second for a purging of unnecessary thought.

      The Felineblood from this morning flashed before my eyes, leaning against that wall, blowing his smoke rings and—

      I needed to go home.

      “Not really,” I answered her question. “I enjoy my own company.”

      “Does anyone really?”

      “I do.”

      “Is that true?”

      “For me, yes.”

      Her expression had taken on pity. “That’s so sad.”

      “No. It really isn’t.”

      “We have to fix you up.”

      Now that was a nightmare far worse than her slug one. “No, thank you.”

      “I have a friend who you might like.”

      How could she possibly know I might like him? She hadn’t known I was gay until a few moments ago and had no insight into my life whatsoever.

      A sharp exit needed to be made.

      “Anya, I don’t mean to be rude, but payment is due.”

      “Erm…”

      Oddly, I went for softening again. “It can wait until you’re out of hospital, if you like.” What was wrong with me? I never offered that leeway to any client. Payment due on receipt of repaired item, or I left a present of a newly broken object on the doorstep instead (not that I’d do that to Anya).

      “You don’t need to do that, Zayn.”

      She was right, I didn’t. If I did, waiting outside this hospital room had been a gigantic waste of time. I could be home, spending an hour under the shower to get this grease off me, maybe even burn these clothes and the memory of this day away too. A spiritual cleanse to exorcize the slugs and the memory of the hustler who wouldn’t get out of my head.

      “You’re tired,” I added. “Get some rest, send it over tomorrow when you’re ready. You always pay on time.”

      “No, I can do it now,” she said. “I wouldn’t want you to think I’m not grateful.”

      Oh, dear. The pity had been replaced with cool hurt. “I don’t think that at all. Wait until tomorrow, I insist.”

      But she’d already grabbed her phone from the bedside table and was tapping the screen.

      How had we arrived at this place where I felt like a giant piece of shit?

      And why did I even care?

      I stood up straighter, brushing it off. This is what I loathed about the complications of relationships of any kind. Fear of causing offense, worrying about what the other person thought of you. I knew if I ever gave Scott the chance at a sit-down session with tea and chat, this crap would arise. If he had my phone number, I was sure it would be buzzing right now with text and calls wondering where I was with the lunch.

      I needed that like a compass point in my eye.

      Anya was a client, and she had her end of the bargain to fulfil. I’d done my job, crossed a line into hero, and now I was done.

      She should feel like the piece of shit for letting her slug problem get as wild as it had.

      “Good,” I said.

      She looked up at me, not managing a scowl. “Done.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Pleasure as always.”

      Sarcasm didn’t suit her.

      I turned and left, not even offering a goodbye.

      Lucrative or not, Anya was certainly getting dropped from my client list now.

      After all, that had been my favorite hoody.
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      The cab cost me ten dollars (Angelica Dollars being the exclusive currency of the city), and my mood soured further as I stepped in a steaming pile of dogshit outside my house.

      Today was supposed to consist of a trip to Anya’s, hunt down some Billy Wizard Golden Bears to add to my collection, come home and have the rest of the day off to relax. I didn’t have to complete and deliver my next repair until Friday, it was currently Tuesday, and I was looking forward to a day of TV, maybe even a book.

      But no. I got slugs, hospitals, and dog shit instead.

      To add to the annoyance gnawing at my insides, the Felineblood was still there down the street in the same spot. He’d had the audacity to wave at me. What was his problem?

      To hell with this day. I wanted out. As soon as I stepped through that door, it was done as far as I was concerned.

      Only, it wouldn’t be, would it? I had to clean my boot unless I wanted my house to stink.

      Scott’s downstairs window was glowing with blue TV light at the fringes of closed curtains. His upstairs window was dark.

      Good. I wasn’t in the mood for him right now. I’d drop him off a burger later just so he did actually eat after lunch had gone to ash.

      I wasn’t completely heartless. I didn’t want the guy to keel over.

      Maybe he needs some groceries…

      Later. Not now.

      There was a package on my doorstep. How long had that been there? Not for long, I surmised. Someone would’ve snatched this if it had been there for more than an hour, no question.

      I looked left and right. Nothing out of the ordinary down both sides of Scarlet Street. Apart from, well, him.

      Don’t look at him…

      Brown paper and string covered something rectangular. Could be a box with something else inside it. From this view, there was no label, and there was no address written on the paper.

      Okay, I’d take it through my back garden and open it there. I had my magical repellent locket on to protect me from any magical kickback—a turquoise agate mechanism inside provided that protection.

      A kernel of fear made itself known in my chest.

      As far as I knew, I didn’t have any enemies that wanted to blow me up. They were all dead in my hallway. And no disgruntled clients.

      At least, I hoped so.

      The prospect of something harmful being inside this package was absurd. It was more likely an anonymous client in need of my help. Those were usually the people embarrassed by needing their sexual stimulants repaired. Normally I would receive a phone call first, not a doorstep drop.

      Still, I made the fifteen-minute walk to the alley at the back of my house because the kernel of fear had rattled me.

      The Felineblood was east, so I went west for seven minutes until the turn off between two houses. Heading down, stepping over a woman passed out with a needle in her arm, I then turned left to make it to the back of my house, walled in by high stone walls smothered in cobwebs and grime. The air seemed to thicken here, the night becoming darker.

      Another junkie lingered up ahead, his eyes following me as I passed, giving me intimidating glares. He spat on the ground. I didn’t turn, didn’t pay him any mind.

      Do not engage and create a problem—simple rules to live by.

      A hand on my shoulder.

      Unless a scum bag wanted to start something.

      I spun, not in the mood, and grabbed him by the throat, slamming him against the wall.

      He squeaked, suddenly a mouse. “Please…” he choked.

      “If you want to see sunrise, don’t fuck with me. Okay?” On closer look, his pallid skin was pock-marked and covered in sores. A man completely ravaged by his addictions.

      “Sorry… I didn’t mean… Didn’t mean to cross you, fella.” He was struggling to reach into his pocket.

      I disarmed him with my free hand as he pulled out the rusty shank.

      Gyms were a no-go for me, but I liked to work out in my bedroom with my pull bar and use the back garden for weights and stretches. You had to keep in shape because the city wasn’t your friend. At least in these parts.

      “I suggest you get out of here,” I added. “Go and lurk somewhere else. If I see you again, I won’t be so friendly.”

      Giving his throat a warning squeeze, I dropped him. He scrambled to his feet and ran into the dark, dropping his weapon somewhere in the shadows.

      What a headache this alleyway was.

      I made it to my back gate, unlocking the metal barrier, and slipping inside.

      There, I was home. My security light switched on, a welcoming beam.

      I pocketed my keys and opened the package.

      Nothing inside to kill me.

      It was a music box, blue swirls and flowers drawn over the cracked white lacquer. There was a silver key to wind the mechanism. Opening the lid revealed a white ballerina figurine. She was worn down, no real discerning features. Beneath her was a mirrored pool in the center of blue velvet, as well as a rolled-up piece of paper.

      I headed up my short garden path, placed the music box on the table, and unrolled the paper.

      
        
        Dear Handler,

        Please find this music box in need of repairs for magical generation.

        You come highly recommended.

        I shall require a full repair by Thursday night.

        Please deliver at nine o’clock to:

        139 Roseguard Avenue

        Angelica City

        South Ward

      

      

      No signature. Nothing else.

      Right.

      No discussion of price, no number. Interesting.

      South Ward. I lived in Eastern Ward, in the south western part on the border with South Ward. It was only a short drive away.

      Nothing was too far away in this city—the longest journey being an hour and a half by car from the south coast to the north coast if the traffic was good.

      Angelica City was built on an island in the Atlantic Ocean approximately fifty miles west of Ireland, connected to the world in a host of ways—by air, sea, rail, undersea rail, and road via the huge bridges spreading north, south, east, and west in an incredible feat of engineering. It was a holy place, teeming with people from all walks of life, and had once been the last stand in the ancient holy war where Lucifer’s army had been obliterated—the dark lord himself cut down by the archangel Angelica, whom this city was named after. She had rendered him nothing but dust and ashes, a bad memory of a past age.

      Once Lucifer City before the war (albeit briefly), Angelica had grown to become the holiest of places after his fall. In Central Ward, a huge white citadel sat high on Sacred Hill overlooking everything. Wherever you were in the city, you were pretty much guaranteed to see the structure.

      That was the point.

      It was a shame to see the poverty, the drugs, the horrors allowed to go on in the city with such a holy name. In the world, even. Yet we all had free will, made the decisions that brought about the positives and the negatives. This was a world of our own making, divine intervention through angels, if absolutely necessary for them to intervene. They had the power to destroy magic if it got out of hand, but didn’t step in to fix famine or any of the bad things afflicting the planet.

      I closed the lid of the music box. I’d inspect it indoors, and see what parts I needed, see what sort of magic it generated.

      Rain started to fall as I opened the back door. Ten minutes later, it was a full-on downpour.

      My tainted boot was left out there upside down to get a good rinsing before its intense antibacterial bath.

      Dog shit was the bane of all existence.
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        * * *

      

      Before I got to work, the call of the stomach had me frying up a beef patty, toasting some buns, then loading up lettuce, tomato, and cheese between those buns for a juicy, meaty meal.

      Food really could make things better.

      I poured myself a glass of white wine and made myself another burger, relaxing on my sofa with some Bob Dylan on the stereo.

      My mood was lightening, but my need to start work on the music box was poking me.

      After this album… I couldn’t work until the last note had rung out. Blonde on Blonde was my favorite album of all time, and whenever I put it on, I had to go right to the end. The world stopped until then.

      Music over, wine consumed, I whipped up a third burger, cooked the rest of the frozen onion rings I’d had lurking in my freezer, and took the plate next door, stepping over the low garden fence that separated Scott’s concrete landscape to my green one.

      I liked my garden enough to keep the grass trimmed and plant the occasional flower. But that was as green-fingered as I got.

      I knocked on the door and waited. After a few minutes, the kitchen light clicked on, and Scott shuffled to the backdoor.

      “Yes?” he questioned.

      “It’s me.”

      “Who’s me?”

      Seriously? “Zayn.”

      “Oh, hang on.”

      The clanging of chains and heavy bolts sliding, and the door opened.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Here.” I handed him the foil-wrapped plate. “Burger and onion rings.”

      “Thank you.”

      I could tell he wanted to question me about why I’d missed bringing him lunch, but thankfully he knew better. At least, I hoped he did. The moment he muddied the waters, I was done.

      “Do you need some groceries?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I’m running low.”

      “I’m going tomorrow. Do you have a list?”

      “I’ll write one for you.”

      “Okay. Goodnight.” I left him to his food.

      I wasn’t this broken mess of a man who had no empathy, full of dark regret over his past. No. I didn’t regret the extermination of those four dead bastards hanging on my hallway wall. I simply didn’t have the time for people. There was no room for them in my life, and I didn’t want there to be.

      The easy way was the best way.
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        * * *

      

      My basement was my workshop. The basement was the thing that’d made me fall in love with this house the moment I’d laid eyes on it.

      And it was my favorite place to be, surrounded by my wooden shelves and cabinets loaded with trinkets and tools, a place that was all mine more than anywhere else.

      I really needed to paint those grimy beige walls someday, though.

      My rare and special editions of Billy Wizard Bears were down here in a special glass cabinet, every shelf glowing under a spotlight and rotating. I liked them down here rather than upstairs as it made it more special. Plus, I was in here a lot of the time, so it made sense for the extra special beauties to be where they were.

      A moment of admiration was always required wherever I was in the house. I loved Billy Wizard Golden Bears, my collection growing weekly. The house was falling down with them, the regular ones occupying most of the other rooms.

      Two inches high, painted with gold leaf, they had different poses and different colored jewels for their eyes (not magic), and were, well, so pretty, occupying each room of the house. They brought a warm sensation to me, my kind of art. The way they gleamed was nothing short of wonderous.

      The special bears I had: Prince Bear, Princess Bear, King Bear, Knight Bear, and Christmas Bear (my favorite bear in my collection).

      It’d saved my life.

      Queen Bear was the rarest.

      One day she would be mine.

      Done with my daily drooling over the golden wonders, I sat at my wooden workbench, opening the music box completely to get to the innards. With my zoom-enabled monocle, I inspected the parts.

      Ruby mechanism.

      What a mess. The valve was shot, the tiny ruby gears and pneumatics completely worn. I tested the casing by running the rose quartz stick across the entire body of the music box. Bright pink meant the infused quartz was fine, pale pink meant broken.

      Pale pink.

      Not a problem. I was running low on ruby, so I’d need to get some supplies along with the groceries tomorrow.

      For now, I mixed up a clear quartz bath and painted every inch of the music box, save for the blue velvet and the figurine.
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        * * *

      

      Midnight.

      Bath time.

      Work done for the night.

      Submerged in the hot, bubbly water, I thought about sex.

      I only had myself to blame. Candles creating a soft glow, some wine—I’d created the right atmosphere.

      It’d been a long time since I’d been with a man. Too long sometimes, other times not long enough.

      Four years? Yes. Jimmy. In the back of his car.

      I tried not to think about sex and could go for a month without touching myself. Invariably, my urges would take over, and my hand would slide to my cock to bring the release my body so desperately needed.

      I wasn’t a devout monk who swore off pleasures of the flesh, and it wasn’t regarded as forbidden to fuck anyway. Free will was free will. But the whole sex thing was exhausting. Again, like everything else, there just wasn’t room for it in my life, and I didn’t want to take the route of paying a guy to spread his legs for me.

      But sometimes I liked to think about it.

      Like that Felineblood…

      Steam curled up from the water, my body tingling from the heat, from the thoughts creeping in. Naked thoughts, images that only intensified as I closed my eyes.

      Him, in his purple and white. He flicked his cigarette away and unbuttoned his jeans, reaching in to stroke himself.

      I released a sigh, my head swimming, hot water working to soothe me into a soft, relaxed state that only hot water had the truly masterful way of doing.

      The Felineblood pulled his jeans down to his ankles, showing off his enormous penis. Was it really that big in real life? Who cared about reality? This was fantasy, this was pleasure. Perhaps it was too big, blown up by a sex-starved mind, and delicious, the strokes he gave himself utterly tantalizing. I wanted to taste it, to feel the hardness of a man between my lips, tickling the back of my throat. I wanted his hands in my hair as he thrust into my mouth, me on my knees, submitted to him, his balls slapping my chin, fucking me until his hot climax gushed down my throat.

      “Yes…” I whispered.

      My hand slid through the water, across my stomach, fingers curling around my rock-hard shaft. Toes curling after weeks with no touching, my back arched, and I gasped at the sensation of my hand on my cock.

      “Yes…”

      The Felineblood done, I slammed him into the wall, his head turning to offer his lips to mine. I explored his body with my hands, pushed his legs apart. He was so ready for me, ready to take all of me. And I would give it to him, fill him up, my turn to thrust.

      “Yes…” I gasped, stroking harder.

      …in my fantasy world he would moan and cry my name and tell me how much he wanted me, how good it felt, his fingers clawing at the wall as I went deeper than anyone had ever been before, me kissing him again, touching his cock as I pounded him, looking forward to his second round of cum...

      “Yes…” I lifted my hips, my rhythm intense, the water splashing with each furious beat.

      …and he would tell me some more that he was mine and…

      …and the Felineblood was no longer there. A man of beautiful brown skin, his hair a mass of black curls, took his place against the wall. Goodness. He was stunning, a beauty like no other I’d seen, his deep-set eyes as dark as his hair.

      “Kiss me,” he mouthed, no sound, yet full of lust.

      This man… This man… God, I needed him. Stranger or no, I had to fuck him, to set his body aflame with the pleasure coursing through me. To be inside a beauty like that was beyond my wildest dreams. The Felineblood was gorgeous, but this guy was otherworldly.

      So I fucked him against the wall in my mind, beating my cock so hard I let out a cry of my own even before my orgasm. The pleasure built up to a powerful crescendo, teased me, my hips lifting further until I was an arch in the tub, made me linger on the edge until I could take no more and came so hard it struck me in the face.

      I collapsed, the water churning and surging over the sides of the tub.

      “Wow,” I breathed. “What was that?”

      Who was that man? No one I’d ever encountered. I’d remember.

      The thing with pleasure is it is often followed by pain or regret.

      I had touched myself to the Felineblood. He had started it all.

      What was wrong with me?
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      Shouting outside my window woke me up.

      What time was it?

      Two in the morning.

      Great.

      I climbed out of bed and went to the window.

      Two men arguing further down the street standing several meters apart. One was dressed in a long black coat and holding something in his hands. I couldn’t quite make it out, but there was a blue glow coming off him.

      Sapphire mechanism. In my opinion, the prettiest.

      The other guy was the Felineblood.

      Because the walls between these houses were thin, Scott’s whimpers drifted into my bedroom.

      What were they arguing about? A deal gone wrong or something? Whatever it was, it was pretty heated.

      Let them carry on. I had earplugs.

      What is a Magiblood doing with a sapphire mechanism at this time of night on your street?

      It wasn’t my business.

      Scott’s whimpering increased to sobbing.

      Where were those earplugs?

      I knocked on the wall and said, “Ignore it, Scott. Just go to bed.”

      “I’m scared, Zayn,” he returned.

      “Don’t worry about it. Just a couple of idiots. Keep your curtains and window closed and put it out of your mind. They’re not out there for you. Remember that.”

      So I can sleep!

      “O-okay. I-I’ll try.”

      His sobbing had lowered back down to gentle whimpers.

      Now for those earplugs.

      The Felineblood…

      Ah, there they were in my underwear drawer. Didn’t remember putting them there.

      Earplugs fixed in place, the noises muffled, I crawled back into bed. Scott would be fine, everything would be fine.

      The Felineblood…

      Damn curiosity. I turned onto my left side, thinking about tomorrow and what I needed.

      No good.

      Turned to the right. Didn’t help. Neither did being on my back, stomach or hugging the duvet tight.

      I was agitated, curious, and furious at myself.

      Crap!

      Flinging the covers aside, I stomped to the window again.

      Something bad was going on outside, and there was no way I could deny it any longer.

      The man in black’s hands were a radiant blue now, the Felineblood armed with a pistol and nothing else. A gun wouldn’t be much defense against a spell, and the magic guy had a menacing demeanor about him.

      Not my business…

      Blue magic surged, forming into the shape of a skewered star (a star with a spear through it) called the Lucifer Star—the symbol of the fallen angel an alternative to the five-pointed Seraph Star.

      Was I really seeing this? A magical Lucifer Star?

      The Felineblood’s gun fired, but the Magiblood moved in a blur of speed, zigzagging up the street until he stopped outside my house.

      Oh, no. Why here?

      The blue skewered star grew in size, the caster twirling his hands to make it grow.

      “Lucifer comes!” he bellowed. “He will smite his enemies, and he will reign supreme over the Earth!”

      Great. That was enough to set Scott off screaming. The caster looked up in the direction of his window, then mine.

      He waved. “Lucifer is coming!”

      “Fudge it!” the Felineblood yelled again, squeezing off another shot that missed.

      The Magiblood’s blue star sparked with energy and fired bolts into the air, into the road, at the houses. Scott wailed, and I hit the carpet as a bolt ripped through my window, glass exploding across the bedroom.

      Fuck!

      I scrambled to my feet, fragments of glass tumbling off my back.

      What the hell was going on?

      Slipping on my slippers to protect my feet from the glass sprinkled over the carpet, I returned, cautiously, to the window.

      The Felineblood was on his backside without his gun, looking up at the Magiblood as he loomed over him.

      “Praise, Lucifer! Submit! Submit!”

      “Fudge off!”

      The magic caster laughed. “You will not be so brave when the king rises.”

      “Screw your king and screw you!”

      The Felineblood leaped to his feet in an impressive display of agility. He darted towards his gun but tripped and dove headfirst into a wall as the caster fired a bolt of blue at him.

      Ouch!

      A disturbance in the air. Police sirens, then starlight trails in the sky. They arched over the street in sparkling streaks, then shot this way in two sparkling beams. A burst of stars and two angels appeared on the road.

      One man, one woman. She was honey-skinned, him dark, both with blazing white hair like snowy fire billowing behind them. Their white armor was just as radiant, a holy starlight of its own. But it was their huge white wings bursting from their backs—elongated, pristine white feathers—that snatched my breath away.

      They brandished their holy swords resembling white ice.

      “You have conjured forbidden symbols,” the woman said, her voice the pitch of a deep bell.

      “To commit such blasphemy is punishable by instant death without trial,” the man added, his voice of a similar tone, but slightly deeper.

      Both voices were a pleasure to the ears.

      Angels! Here on Scarlet Street. This must be a dream, only the chilly draft coming through my destroyed window was all too real.

      The angels moved fast, spinning to block the Magiblood on either side.

      “Praise Lucifer!” he cried one last time as the two blades came down.

      Blazing light, a scream, and nothing left but a pile of white ash.

      Done. Dead. No blood, no mess like from any other sword coming down on a body like that.

      Wow. I had to say it was impressive seeing an angel execution in the flesh.

      The Lucifer star had floated higher, but quickly dispersed to nothing.

      The Felineblood was dumbfounded, clutching his head, his mouth open as he drank in the angels before him.

      A glass bottle manifested into the female angel’s hand. She uncorked it and pointed the neck at the ashes. They were quickly sucked into it, the cork fixed back into place.

      Incredible.

      Then the angels waited, back to back, scanning the street until the police arrived.
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      I’d been called down to give a witness statement.

      In a red hoody, jeans and slippers, I told the officer in charge what I’d seen, nervous at being so close to the angels who watched me with their hauntingly white eyes.

      There was an officer talking to Scott through his letter box.

      “And you’ve never seen this man before?” Officer Bob asked me.

      “No, sir. Never.”

      “But you know this bloke?” He nodded at the Felineblood.

      “Only met him this morning, like I said. It wasn’t fun.”

      The Felineblood was in cuffs, sat in a police car a few feet away while a paramedic inspected his head. With the way he’d gone down, I was amazed he hadn’t cracked his skull open.

      “Hustling.” The officer turned to give him a glare. “Charles Zavier Ellison.”

      “Charlie,” the Felineblood countered from his perch.

      “Who said you could talk?” the officer barked.

      “Then use my proper name.” He narrowed his cobalt eyes.

      “That is your proper name.”

      “Nope.”

      “Keep giving me lip, Charlie, and I’ll make things rocky for you.”

      “See, you got it.”

      “Last warning.”

      “Officer Bob?” I said, gaze focused on Charlie as he watched me right back.

      I’d masturbated to this man. That was something I seriously needed to process.

      “Yes, Mr. Valentine?”

      “Who is he?”

      “Charlie? Oh, he thinks he’s some sort of detective.”

      “I am a detective. Ellison Investigations is a real agency.”

      The officer chuckled. “Sure, it is. Just because you slap the detective name on it doesn’t make it legit.”

      “Sure it does, Bobby.”

      Not a hustler? He was undercover?

      Officer Bob had excellent glaring abilities at his disposal. He really shot Charlie with his best one. “You know what, Charlie Boy? I was going to let you off with a warning, even though you fired that gun without renewing your license first.”

      “I was getting to it!”

      “Too late. You chose to mouth off, so now you can think about that in a cell for the next, oh, shall we say, twelve hours?”

      “Oh, sugar.” Charlie’s head lowered in defeat.

      “Absolutely. You’ll never learn.”

      Charlie kept his mouth shut from that moment on.

      “Sorry about that,” Officer Bob said. “Thank you for your time. I hope your neighbor’s okay.”

      “He’ll be fine.”

      My skin prickled as the angels moved in.

      “You will take these ashes and submit a report to us when conclusions are drawn,” the male commanded, handing Bob the bottle of ash.

      “Right away, sir.” Bob bowed his head.

      I did the same.

      A burst of stars and they were gone, their glittering trails heading for their sacred home at the citadel.

      I felt like I was about to faint. Nothing really made me go weak at the knees, but those two had.

      “They’re not all that,” Charlie spoke.

      Officer Bob rolled his eyes. “Who’s idea was it to give him a tongue?”
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Charlie

        

      

    

    
      The sun was going down on Wednesday when the cops finally let me go.

      Ugh. Why did Bob have to be so bloody sensitive all the time?

      The cop in question walked me out, waited at the top of the Central Precinct stairs as I paused on the pavement, happy to be out of that cell.

      Ugh. Central Ward. Now I had to get back to East Ward with barely any cash in my pocket. Why did he have to bring me here when there was a perfectly good precinct near my place?

      How would Bob take being asked to lend me some cash?

      Better not try it.

      “Do me a favor, Charlie,” he said, arms folded and resting on his beer gut. “Keep out of it.”

      “How can I? I’m a private detective. It’s my job to—”

      “Why do you keep doing this?”

      “Same reason you do.”

      “Excellent pension?”

      “That jaded, eh?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Shame. But obviously, I don’t have a pension. At all. I want the streets safe, to solve crimes, to try and make the world a better place.”

      He cocked a bushy brow, stepping down a step. “How old are you again?”

      “Twenty-five. Why?”

      Bob nodded. “Ah, the hope of youth.” He scratched at his left cheek. “Take it from someone who knows. Don’t get into this game. You had that one big shot, but what happened next? Nothing. That should’ve told you enough.”

      That one case that should’ve been my big break. Didn’t pan out like I’d hoped.

      “This game will chew you up and spit you out,” he added. “Break you, burn stuff into your mind you’ll never be free of. It ages you, sucks the life right out.”

      “But—”

      “Listen to me, Charlie. Find something else to do.”

      Man, I’d never really noticed how exhausted he looked before, how deathly gray his skin was.

      “Someone’s gotta do these jobs,” I countered.

      “They do.” He watched me for a few seconds, then stood straighter. “Get that gun license renewed and work on that mouth of yours.”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “So you always say.”

      “Bob?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ll sort my license, and I’ll do my part. Sorry you feel the way you do, but people need protecting, cases need to be solved.”

      “That they do, Charlie. That they do. Just remember that Angelica is one giant cesspool.” He turned and headed back inside.

      There went a man way too long in the tooth.

      Sure, Angelica City was loaded with scum bags and scary stuff, but where wasn’t? What were we all supposed to do? Give up? Let the darkness get on with its dark stuff? There would never not be bad things, that was life, but why not try and bring some light along for the rollercoaster ride called existence?

      That guy seriously needed to retire and snuggle up to his pension. Stat!

      I lit up a catnip ciggie, taking a heavenly drag, riding the pleasure train. They gave me an energy boost and chilled me out at the same time. Double win. Not the healthiest of habits, but we all have our faults, right?

      The double glass doors of the precinct opened, spilling out a friend of mine from the depths of that grim brick block of a building.

      Here he comes…

      Like clockwork.

      “Hey, Benji.”

      Ah, sweetheart Benji. You had to love him.

      Mop of red hair, cheeks permanently rosy, freckles, and just so flippin’ adorable. I just wanted to eat him up and squeeze him. Canineblood, big, brown puppy dog eyes to add to his cuteness, and a real ingrained sense of loyalty.

      Yep, so squeezable.

      Benji had a crush on me, and I knew it and played on it because I was a manipulative git. So sue me. He was always on hand to slip me information in exchange for a drink and my time. It was safer than hacking the police’s computer system, which I’d tried once and had a lucky escape. Hacking was a specialty of mine that I didn’t really use. The risk of getting banged up for a long time, if caught, freaked me out too much.

      Benji hurried down the stairs, still in his blue uniform, looking harassed but also beaming at me.

      “Hi, Charlie,” he said. “How are you?”

      “Not bad. Happy to be outside even if there’s a lack of sunshine.”

      “Right? It’s so miserable.”

      I took another drag on my cigarette. “You on a break?”

      “Five minutes. Do you want to meet later? I could really do with a beer and a friendly ear.”

      He knew I’d want to chat about last night’s incident. “Sure.”

      We’d had many drinks, no actual dates. I kept it friendly, but he wanted to go to the next level.

      As much as I would do anything to get the right info for a case, I wasn’t about to bang my way to the top. Nope. And sex to me was something special, something you gave away when you found the right person.

      Still looking…

      Talk about being on Scarlet Street at the wrong time. Curiosity had almost killed the cat, but I was naturally a nosey bastard. Well, the crazy dude didn’t kill me, but now I had him on the brain, needing to know more about what his gig was.

      And I’d nearly shot him… Could’ve killed him…

      I didn’t really like having a gun. That was the first time I’d pulled the trigger. My hands were still shaking a bit.

      I’d been working on a case to try and catch a woman’s husband in the act of using male prostitutes on Scarlet Street but had been failing miserably. Should’ve been easy. It wasn’t like he was using the more secure brothels in the posher areas. But there seemed to be some weird network of silence. I mean, he was a CEO of a major bank, so maybe that was why—bought anonymity. Didn’t get it. All that money and he went down there? Wasn’t exactly the safest of places. Not a street you chose to get your kicks on. But then people found their kicks every which way. Maybe he liked to be submerged in skank. Not that Greenfields was any better—the estate where I lived. But tra la la.

      Really, this whole case was dead, but I’d wanted to see it through and get paid. Wasn’t looking like I’d be lining my pockets from it. Needed too, though. Rent was overdue, and I only had two slices of bread and a block of cheese for food.

      I’d need to go back to Scarlet Street later, or tomorrow, to try again.

      Finding out more about the dusted Lucifer man wouldn’t do me any favors in the cash area, but I had to know more.

      That was where Benji came in.

      Bless him.

      “Shall we say eight at the King’s Arms?” I suggested.

      “That will be great. Are you sure you’re okay? You were in that cell so long. They wouldn’t let me visit you.”

      “Nothing warm milk and a nap won’t cure.”

      He laughed. “Great. I’d better get back inside.”

      “Cool. See you tonight.”

      “You will.”

      With that, I headed in the direction of home.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t have an office space. My studio flat was my home and my office. Desk, bed, sofa, fridge, and stove were all in one space, with the bathroom the only separate room.

      Screw it. At least it was mine with its peeling pink wallpaper, cracked ceiling, and bare floors.

      I didn’t have much time or enthusiasm, for decorating. A few brown rugs covered the exposed floorboards and gave it that much-needed boost of warmth.

      First things first, I had to report in to the pissed off wife about the lack of information about her cheating husband.

      Maybe this crap was all in her head.

      Rather than call her and be stuck on the phone for flippin’ hours (three last time!), I fired off an email, put my phone to silent and lit the stove.

      Milk pan, milk, gently warming. Bliss. I looked forward to these moments most of all. Shame I didn’t have any cookies.

      Adding a pinch of nutmeg to the pan, I stirred gently for that perfect length of time for the perfect mug of warm milk.

      You could take your coffees and your teas—they had nothing on this liquid beauty.

      Once it was ready, I took a few sips and curled up on my bed, thinking about the dead man turned to ash, about what Bob had said, and about that moody dude.

      What a weird Tuesday it’d been.

      The rain was coming down in heavy sheets, pattering the two windows of my flat. I’d missed most of the downpour. Phew!

      I think I played that hooker role too OTT. I mean, I’d really pissed off the miserable guy. I hadn’t meant to. Keeping character and all that. Genuinely wanted to ask him questions, see if he’d heard anything on the down-low about the cheating CEO. But I’d just come across as thirsty for what was in his wallet and pants.

      He’d had one gigantic rod up his arse. Cool, you don’t want the D. No need to be so prissy about it.

      He was kinda hot though, in that broody, moody way. Nice eyes. Violet. You never saw that.

      Yawning, I sipped some more milk. My feet were killing me. It’d come down to a bus home or walking. Tram or train was out, so in the end, it was me and my feet. The walk home felt longer than it was because it was so bloody boring, but saving on the bus fare meant I could get myself a hot dinner tonight at the pub.

      Last one for a while, if I didn’t rustle up some cash.

      Life was all about making the right choice. My tummy would thank me for walking home.

      A couple of hours kip, and I’d be ready for action.
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        * * *

      

      The King’s Arms was a dark and dingy pub not too far from my place. Sticky floor, rickety wooden tables, ugly wood paneled walls, constant damp smell, but they offered a mean fish pie. The meanest in the city.

      It. Was. Amazing.

      I sat with Benji at a table, drooling at the thought of my dinner arriving, him nursing a beer. He’d bought me one. Wasn’t too busy tonight, just the regulars playing darts over in the corner, couple more at the bar watching the news and putting the world to rights. No Old Man Freddie tonight, though. He hardly ever had a night off from this place. Hopefully, he was okay.

      “How was your nap?” Benji asked.

      “Good, thanks. Feeling much more up for it now.”

      He blushed, taking a gulp of his bitter.

      Fudge. I’d sounded dirty without meaning to.

      “Nothing a nap won’t cure, right?” I added.

      He nodded, red face cooling. “Definitely.”

      The food arrived, Wendy popping down my fish pie and Benji’s fish and chips.

      “Yum,” I said to the co-owner of the pub.

      Wendy was tall and thin, with short gray hair and heavily lined almond skin. She cooked, her husband Nigel ran the bar, joining in with the worldly debates with the bar stool brigade. He usually ended up having the loudest opinion.

      “You do love that fish pie, don’t’cha, luv?” Wendy said to me.

      “Big time,” I replied. “No one does it better.”

      “What a charmer.” She smiled down at me, her perma-stained white apron in need of an upgrade. “Enjoy, you two.”

      “Thanks,” we both said at the same time.

      After a few mouthfuls and moans of pleasure that had Benji blushing again, I dove into the reason for being here.

      “What do you know about this guy who got dusted by the angels?”

      Benji finished chewing a chip. “His name’s Danny Roberts. Twenty-one. University student. Magiblood. Was studying engineering at Central University.” He leaned forward. “We’ve had him pegged as a suspect for a while now regarding possible terrorist activity. He was even brought in for questioning three times for spouting Lucifer ideology, but it didn’t hold. He was pretty much clean until last night. Bob reckons there will be more of the same now.”

      “But why?”

      “I don’t know. It was so strange.”

      “Tell me about it. What about the ashes left behind?”

      “I don’t know yet. It’s still being tested. I’m not sure what the angels are expecting us to find that they can’t. But when they give an order, it has to be followed through.” He hesitated. “I shouldn’t say this, but I think they’re just as baffled by this rumored cult activity. They’d be able to see something if it was there for them to see. Quite worrying if they need our eyes.”

      “Not so rumored now, is it? Not after what happened with this Danny dude.”

      This made no sense, just gave me more questions. Such was the detective life.

      Benji licked his lips, nodding. “What was it like being up close to an angel?”

      “You never had the pleasure?”

      “No. I wish.”

      “It’s scary. You can feel the power buzzing off them like your instincts know they’ll come and mess you up good—more than anything in the universe.”

      “Wow.”

      “Not wow, scary.”

      “You weren’t in awe at all?”

      I scrunched up my face and grinned. “Maybe a little bit.”

      “I so would’ve been.” He ate another chip and then carried on. “Parisa and Yael were the angels you saw. Some of my colleagues were discussing it in the canteen. Parisa is the woman, Yael, the man.”

      “Cool. Okay.” Wasn’t really important, but nice to put names to faces.

      Faces I didn’t want to see again if I could help it.

      Now another question was starting to bubble up to the surface.

      The question of money.

      Before the words came, me literally making a sound to start the speaking, I cut myself off, pulling back.

      Nope. Couldn’t ask Benji for money. Loan or not, I had my pride. Pesky, yep, but there all the same. It was bad enough I’d strung him along like this, using him for information, going to dinner but never taking it further even though he so clearly wanted to.

      Was I cruel? You know, the cat playing with its food?

      No. This was business. I had to pull all the strings I could to find the bell. Trouble was, I had no idea what bell I was looking for. Cheating husband aside, I didn’t have anything, and this Danny Roberts case wasn’t mine. It was for the cops. Talking to Benji was more to satisfy my nosiness, maybe give me a way in. But nope. Pointless. If I started sniffing around, Bob would get triggered to kick my ass. Anyway, it wasn’t lucrative. I didn’t have any monetary interest and investing my time would be counterproductive.

      Ugh.

      I really needed to find that cheating husband!

      “How’s your pie?” Benji asked.

      “Amazing as always.”

      No matter what, I’d make sure to keep myself in the loop with this, even just a little. Too baffling not to.
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        * * *

      

      It’d just gone half eleven when my phone went off.

      Right outside my landlord’s front door.

      Fudge!

      I hurried up the concrete stairs, taking two at a time. If I got caught by Gaz, the stupid money-grabbing git, I’d have to explain why I was late on my rent. Again. And endure his BO and the constant stink of fried food that wafted from him. Plus, the leering.

      Never mind my boiler breaking down, or the mold in my bathroom. Yeah, never flipping mind. No repairs, ever, but always had to cough up the money for his grabbing mitts.

      Greenfields was the only place in my budget, and that was a stretch—just like the word ‘budget’ was.

      Thankfully, his TV was on super loud, so he was distracted. Didn’t stop me from pelting up those stairs, though.

      That was when my phone rang again.

      Unknown number.

      I always answered them. You never knew when you had a job coming through.

      “Hello?”

      “Charlie Ellison?” The voice was completely distorted, robotic.

      “Speaking.”

      “I have work for you.”

      See? Always answer those calls in this game. You can always tell a scam caller to suck it. “Great!”

      I fumbled with my key, sorted it, then dashed into my flat.

      “Let me just get a pen and paper.”

      “139 Roseguard Avenue. Be there tomorrow night at ten.”

      “Roseguard Avenue?”

      A click and the call terminated.

      “Hello?” Nope. Definitely gone. I tossed the phone on my bed and opened my laptop. A quick search would sort the location out.

      Work! Yes! Totally ominous and drowning in vagueness from one creepy call, but this was a potential job.

      Unless it wasn’t.

      Nope. Positive thinking right now.

      Rent, food, and maybe even a few rounds on me to thank Benji for the two beers and make me feel not so guilty about our relationship.

      This called for some warm milk to celebrate. Extra nutmeg.
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      It was Thursday night and I was feeling accomplished.

      I’d fixed the music box, carving rubies into the shapes of wheels and pneumatics with my tools. I had also found myself a new golden bear doing a handstand I didn’t have on the trip to buy the rubies.

      You had to love a success like that.

      Also, my other repair job would be done tonight and ready for sure by Friday. That meant a whole weekend free. Excellent. A couple of lazy days would be great before another busy week. I’d already taken bookings this morning from Monday to Sunday, so this weekend was definitely mine.

      Scott had stayed away from the windows since the Lucifer-lover incident. His upstairs window, like mine, had been repaired up by a city council worker this morning—miraculous seeing as I’d thought it would’ve taken weeks to happen—but he hadn’t appeared at the downstairs window either. He normally like to watch me leave the house. I guess it was reassuring to him.

      No more details had come out about the incident with the man and the angels, only a speculative news report. But it had stoked the rumors of that Lucifer cult further.

      It would be driving Scott crazy.

      He had taken the shopping I’d left for him at his back door, despite him giving me no list, along with a macaroni cheese I’d made that wasn’t that great, but not that bad either. It’d been a brief hello. He was clearly terrified his backdoor was open.

      I wasn’t the best cook in the world yet managed to get by. Burgers, though, I was a master at.

      It was quarter past eight. The music box was wrapped in protective packaging with a fully functioning ruby mechanism.

      Now to deliver it and get paid.

      It still bugged me that there had been no prior discussion of rates, so I was hoping this mystery client paid well. Precious stone customers normally did.

      I studied my reflection in the bathroom mirror as I brushed my teeth. Amazing, my pale face had been spared a slice or two from the exploding window. Not one cut on my body. Lucky miss.

      So, Charlie. He wasn’t who I thought he was. A wannabe detective indeed. What was he up to? Waiting for that crazy man? Someone else? A strange choice of disguise. Maybe he knew more. Maybe I could talk to him about what’d happened.

      No. I did not need to talk to him.

      Teeth done, I combed my mess of brown curls, making them worse, gave up and threw on my second favorite hoody (blue), and made my way outside, passing the yelling mirrors with my headphones on.

      It was a cold night, ground frost predicted for later.

      Scott’s house was dark, no sign of TV glare.

      Should I knock? I really had to get going.

      Quickly.

      I knocked.

      No answer.

      Pushing the letterbox open, I called through, “Scott? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” came a shaky reply. “I’m just relaxing.”

      Good. He was alive, then.

      “No TV?”

      “I’m fed up with TV.”

      “Have you eaten?”

      One day he might move and spare me this odd sense of responsibility I didn’t want.

      “Yes. Toast and the macaroni. Thank you.”

      “Do you want me to make you a burger later?”

      “No, thank you. Maybe tomorrow.”

      “Okay. Goodnight.” I released the letterbox flap and went to my car—old and blue and a trusty vehicle I never wanted to part with.

      He’d be fine. He’d been rattled and needed time.

      Placing the package on the passenger seat, I fired up the engine and made my way to South Ward.
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        * * *

      

      Roseguard Avenue was just over the Seven Bridge, literally the next turn off when crossing the Atlantic River that cut the city and Orbit River in half—running south east to north east.

      I made the right from the busy S7 road, heading up the offramp, being fed into Roseguard.

      It was immaculate here, the streets clean and even, no potholes in sight. The homes were big, four stories tall, detached with huge chimneys and M-shaped roofs. Each one had a front garden with autumnal trees or sculpted topiary, as well as garages, so the road wasn’t clogged up with parked cars—only a few, including mine.

      Unlike Anya’s street, though, there was some leeway for different colors and garden design. On the surface, at least. Who knew what went on here? There was something creepy about the avenue that made my mind wonder what it was hiding.

      Number 139 was a brown home with high windows, dark, only the streetlight outside revealing the attributes. There was a bare tree in the garden, the only house with a bare tree, and the grass hadn’t been cut in a while.

      A soft wind rustled the leaves at my feet, bringing with it another layer of cold.

      Zipping my hoody all the way, I pushed the metal gate open. It squeaked ominously, pushing through leaves piled up on the path.

      Soggy leaves from this morning’s rainfall squelched underfoot, and there was an earthy scent in the air.

      The black door had a brass knocker and doorbell. The glass window strip on the left of the door as dark as the rest of the house.

      I checked my watch. It was 8:56pm. Four minutes to go. A pedantic client who liked literal time keeping?

      I rang the doorbell anyway. A short, loud ring.

      Seconds later, a light clicked on in the strip window, then one above my head.

      Had that been there before?

      The door opened to reveal a white-walled room with a gray stone floor. Before I concluded the door had opened by itself, a big man in a light blue suit appeared.

      He was all muscle and stout with no neck, and a red, almost sunburned, face. His fair hair was a flattop style, and a brutish aura radiated from him.

      Wonderful. My favorite type of man.

      I didn’t like his mean, hazel eyes.

      “Yeah?” he questioned.

      Yeah? Like he wasn’t expecting me? I held up the package. “Delivery.”

      He grunted and stepped aside.

      I entered.

      The room seemed different after crossing the threshold as if I’d missed the key details.

      It was a plain entrance room, no paintings on the walls, no welcoming warmth. Just stairs and the two cuckoo clocks on the left and right walls spreading radiant green energy across the gray floor like dry ice.

      Emerald mechanisms.

      The green definitely had not been there before I crossed the threshold.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      The man didn’t answer.

      My locket flared in response against my chest but then cooled. I was safe. Nothing harmful going here.

      For now.

      “Why is there magic leaking all over the floor?”

      “Boss likes it.” Oh, so he could answer.

      He wasn’t giving much away, though, was he?

      “It wasn’t there a minute ago.”

      “No?”

      “No. Not when I was standing outside.”

      He just shrugged, closing the door behind us.

      I’d never seen magic like this before. It wasn’t doing anything, but there was wrongness to its strangeness.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Mine.”

      “Your name is mine?”

      “My name is mine—my business.”

      “Oh.”

      I’d call him Brute, then.

      And I wasn’t waiting inside, I’d decided. Outside was good. Nothing weird about wet leaves and tall grass.

      “I’ll wait—”

      He cut me off. “Follow.”

      “I’d rather wait outside.”

      “Then don’t get paid. Your choice.”

      I frowned. “What about this?” I held up the package.

      Brute shrugged. “Keep it.”

      “What? Why would I keep it?”

      “Dunno. You the one wants to leave.”

      Note to self: Do not accept jobs from this address again. “I didn’t say that.”

      He shrugged.

      The magical emerald mist swirled around my ankles. Harmless yet creepy.

      I wanted out.

      “This is crazy. Your boss wanted this repaired, I’ve brought it. Can I just get my money so I can go home?”

      “You scared?”

      Alarm bells rang. “Why would I be scared?”

      “No need.”

      “I’ve no need to be scared?”

      “Yeah. Don’t be a pussy.”

      “You’re really going to insult me right now?”

      “Relax. Follow. Get paid. Go home.”

      I sighed heavily, wanting to smash the package on the ground. I would have if I wasn’t so proud about my work.

      “Fine.”

      So, this ‘boss’ liked to draw things out. Here was hoping, then, to a bigger pay cheque at the end.

      But I hesitated one more time as I took a step.

      “What now?” Brute asked.

      Did I really want to follow this guy?

      “You coming?” he added.

      Ruby parts were expensive, and I needed more of them. This arsehole needed to pay up to fund my stock replenishment.

      “Yes, I’m coming.”

      That decided it, then.

      I followed him down the hall, passing closed mahogany doors, reaching an open door at the far end.

      He stopped and turned to face me. “Put it down.”

      “What?”

      “The package. Put it down.”

      “Put it down?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Right here?”

      “Yeah. Put it on the floor.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “Because what?”

      “You ask too many questions.”

      Confused wasn’t the half of it. “Fine.” I put the package down, the brown paper swallowed by the green mist that still swirled.

      “Come on,” he said.

      He led me down some steps, passing soft wall lights fixed into the brick, stopping at a red beaded curtain. The emerald mist had lifted.

      So, so strange.

      A gentle sound, a song. The music box? I cast a look over my shoulder to the black-carpeted stairs behind me.

      “What is that?”

      “What’s what?” he asked pausing.

      “That sound?”

      He shrugged. An annoying habit.

      “It sounds like the music box,” I said.

      “Can’t hear nothing. You wanna leave again?”

      I offered him my best scowl. “No. I just think this situation is strange.”

      A shrug.

      He pushed the beaded curtain aside and I continued to follow, the pissed off gauge rising, stepping out into an empty…bar.

      No. Strip club.

      “What is this place?”

      The walls were red, the floor black carpet, the lights glowing a soft white. A stage with color-changing tiles sat to my right, a pole jutting out of its center. A runway crisscrossed between the seating from the stage, the same color-changing design and with three poles at different points, with red seating areas positioned for maximum, erm, view.

      To my left was a bar, the black worktops gleaming under mini spotlights. No barman, but plenty of full liquor bottles waiting to be emptied.

      This must be a dream. “I don’t understand.”

      “What don’t you understand?”

      “Your boss… What does he do?”

      “None of your business.”

      I moved deeper into the space. It seemed too big to be part of this house—too wide and too long.

      “Is this magic?”

      “Not until later.”

      I swallowed. “I don’t want to be here for that.”

      “You don’t like to see some booty?”

      “Not tonight.”

      “Got some fine flesh coming out later. Money and booze gonna be flowing.”

      “I’m sure. I just want this over with.”

      Was it hot in here? What was that smell? Chocolate with a hint of vanilla?

      I knew that smell.

      I scanned my surroundings, looking for a device emitting an orange glow—an orange agate mechanism for sexual stimulation had that smell.

      No sign of one.

      Discreet.

      Made sense to have them here, but I didn’t enjoy them working me over, making my toes tingle and my cock stir. My locket wasn’t doing its job.

      I had to go home.

      “This way,” Brute said, striding across the room to another red beaded curtain on the other side. In fact, there were four red beaded curtains around the space.

      I played the game now, following him. Less complaining, more compliance. Then it would be home time, and I wouldn’t have to think about the swelling flesh in my underwear.

      Damn those orange agates!

      Through the beads was a red room. A red room with a high-backed red loveseat and a stripper pole.

      “Now what?” I questioned.

      “Wait here,” Brute commanded.

      “But—”

      “Boss wants you to wait here. He won’t be long.”

      “How long will this take?”

      So much for compliance.

      “Sit. Wait.” He left through the beaded curtain.

      Right.

      I sat on the loveseat, facing the pole, hands clasped over my lap. The smell of chocolate and vanilla was potent here, making my pulse race and my cock reach maximum solidity.

      This was the last place I wanted to be.

      Music started playing, a slow R ‘n’ B instrumental track perfect for setting the mood.

      But there was that tinkling music box melody again, underneath the throb of the track. Faint, but clearly there.

      “Hello?” I said to the curtains, head hazy. The good kind of hazy.

      Was that a smile on my face?

      Any tension in my muscles was lifting. I slouched in the loveseat, spreading my legs, unbothered by the tentpole in my jeans.

      “A drink would be good,” I muttered to myself.

      I knew orange agate was affecting me, and I didn’t care. There was no resistance. That was the point. It lowered your inhibitions like alcohol, setting you up for an amazing sexy experience.

      “Must be really strong to trick you,” I told my still cool locket. “Broken. Great.” I giggled. “Why am I talking to you? Oh, well. I’ll just kick back and enjoy the show.” I giggled again, completely put at ease now.

      Why shouldn’t I have some fun? It was an alien thought, and this wasn’t how I found my jolly. But, sure, why not?

      I unzipped my hoody as the curtain parted.

      Brute wasn’t standing there like I’d expected. To be honest, I don’t know what I’d be expecting. I was just drunk on the magic.

      He wore a white tracksuit and a seductive smile. His hair was dark and short, his eyes teal, his skin creamy, lightly tanned.

      Humanblood?

      “Hi there,” he said with a deliciously deep baritone. “My name’s Max.”

      If my cock was hard before… A beast wanting to be free.

      Damn.

      I smiled at him. “Hi, Max. I’m Zayn.”

      He unzipped the long-sleeved tracksuit top slowly, eyes never leaving mine.

      I shrugged my hoody off, taking in the show. The music pulsed in my bones, up through the soles of my feet and spreading through me. It really was the perfect track.

      Max peeled off the top, revealing more of that delicious skin. Not as golden as Charlie’s, but who cared about him?

      “Wow,” I breathed. “You’re gorgeous.”

      “Thanks, Zayn.”

      Six pack, muscles, but not too ripped, a light speck of dark hair on his chest. He was too perfect, so wonderfully sculpted.

      I licked my lips and sat forward, and he slowly removed the trouser part of his outfit, leaving him in a tight pair of silver briefs. They hugged all the right places.

      “Wow…” I breathed again.

      Max came over, danced slowly in front of me. I didn’t touch, just watched the muscles ripple, glisten. Then he turned to use the pole, doing things I could never do, turning upside down, spreading his legs incredibly wide. The pole was his phallic god, his lord, and master. And he worshipped him fully, making me wish I was that pole, longing for the ache between my legs to be answered.

      Oh, Max.

      “You like that, baby?” he asked seductively.

      “A lot.”

      He slid down the pole and slithered over to me, climbing onto my lap.

      “Erm…” I didn’t touch, keeping my hands far away. Those were the rules, right?

      “Shhh…” He placed a finger on my lips. “Relax.”

      I blinked up at him, then over to the side. “This room looks redder.”

      “Relax, Zayn.”

      A hazy head was not the best tool to work with. Neither was extreme horniness and an almost naked hot guy in your lap.

      He was working his body, grinding into me, brushing against my dick repeatedly.

      “Magic… Music box song…”

      Lips met mine in a fiery collision. Just a taste, but enough to blow my mind.

      “What…”

      “Zayn,” Max breathed into my mouth. “Touch me…”

      “Can’t…” I was about to cum.

      “Put your hands on me.”

      “Can’t…”

      He kissed me again. “You can. Do it.”

      I didn’t cum. It was more like being perpetually dangled over the edge of bliss.

      “Please,” he said, grinding and grinding into me. “Touch me.”

      “What about the rules?”

      “No rules in this room, baby. Go on, touch me.”

      I hesitated, licked my lips. My mouth was dry, thirsty for another kiss, my fingers desperate to touch him.

      He wanted me to do it.

      I placed my hands on his sides with trepidation. Light, then firmer. His flesh was taut, soft. I wanted to taste it, trace my tongue across it.

      Max pressed himself harder into me, working his hips, his cock hard too. It rubbed against me through that shiny silver material.

      Another kiss, lingering now, his hands planted either side of my head on the back of the loveseat. He moved faster, building a sweet friction between us. My heart was racing, my fingers digging into his flesh. Chocolate and vanilla drowned me, my own desires adding to the crashing waves.

      “Oh, Zayn,” he whispered into my mouth, his tongue entangled with mine.

      Damn, he tasted so good. Better than chocolate or vanilla, or anything sweet.

      I wanted him.

      The kiss broke. “Shall we get out of here?”

      I was breathless, barely able to speak. “But… You… Your work…”

      “Fuck work. Let’s go.” He climbed off me.

      How was I supposed to get up after that?

      Max offered me his hand. I took it. He helped me to my feet.

      “See that door?” he said.

      It matched the material of the loveseat. “Yes.”

      He tore off his silver briefs in one deft move. His cock was free for me to feast my eyes on, slightly curved, ready to be sucked.

      I blinked, shaking my hazy head. What was I doing?

      “Is that red mist… Magic?” I grabbed my head. “Ruby magic. Maybe I should go.”

      There was that tinkling tune again.

      “Really?” he said, turning. He spanked his arse cheeks, traced his hands up his sides, then down his front where I couldn’t see. He moaned, tilting his head back, turning it slightly to look at me. “You want to go home?”

      Reason wasn’t my friend at the moment. There was magic here, and my locket was cool. There was no danger, only encouragement. That’s what orange agate did. A part of me had been tapped into, unleashed.

      There didn’t have to be any complications, any bullshit concerns. There really was nothing deadly here.

      Just Max, me, and his pert backside and cock.

      Drunk on lust, I followed him through the door.
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      Naked.

      I was naked and kissing Max in the blue and white tiled swimming pool room, my clothes in haphazard piles around me.

      Ruby magic curled across the floor and I didn’t care. I loved it. Call it the orange agate. Who cared? I was hard and horny and completely at the mercy of lust.

      I wanted it all.

      He stroked my back. I grabbed a handful of arse. He laughed and broke the kiss, looking down at my cock pressed again his six pack. “I can’t wait to have that inside me.”

      “I’ll fuck you right here and now. Just say the word.”

      He moved closer, ran his tongue across my jaw. “Soon. I like the tease.”

      And teasing he was.

      He backed away, blew me a kiss, and dove into the water, red mist curling on the surface there too.

      Without thinking, I dove in after him, swimming parallel with him until we reached the other side—the deep end.

      Treading water, we kissed again, our hands exploring.

      “I want to fuck you,” I whispered.

      “Soon, baby. Soon I’ll scream this whole place down for you.”

      A twinge in my dick, balls aching, almost reaching climax again.

      He swam away, heading back to the shallow end of the pool. I chased him there, red magic drifting into my mouth.

      Chocolate and vanilla and the new taste of strawberry. The two energies merged. I really was floating on clouds of sensuality.

      I was desperate to fuck the stripper.

      He waited for me in the shallows, leaning against the pool wall.

      Expectant…

      Hungry eyes…

      He was ready.

      I crashed into him, more kissing, more hands everywhere. He grabbed my erection, teased it, moved his lips to my neck, and sucked.

      “You like that?” he asked between sucking, stroking my dick well.

      “I do…”

      “This feels so good,” he said. “Think of what will happen when it pounds me.”

      My head tilted back, and my eyes closed. “I want to pound you.”

      Unless I cum in your hand within the next ten seconds.

      He laughed. “This isn’t like me.”

      “Me neither,” I replied without thinking. “I don’t… Oh, that’s it.”

      He let go. “Now, now. Not yet. I want you to fill me up.”

      A sharp jolt of thought: Is that safe?

      “Condoms?” I said.

      “Don’t worry about—”

      A crash in the distance.

      I spun in the water, facing the arched, tiled doorway. “What was that?”

      “Nothing,” Max said, “don’t worry about it.”

      “No! Boss!”

      Brute?

      “Get out of here!” Another man—not Brute.

      “That guy… He called out. Someone else…”

      Hand on my dick again. I pushed him off. “No. Something’s wrong.” A sense of clarity was coming over me. “We need to get out of here.”

      Max kissed my neck. “Why? Don’t you like me?”

      A gunshot.

      I jolted, grabbed the edge of the pool to climb out.

      The water started to bubble, to churn. Great. Now it was a hot tub.

      Max was stroking my back. “Don’t go, baby. We have unfinished business.”

      Too late. I’m done. “Didn’t you hear the gun go off?”

      “No, baby. You’re tense. Come and enjoy the water some more. There’s no guns here.”

      I should have left this place the moment I’d seen emerald devices at work. And I certainly shouldn’t be in this pool, naked, ready for sex, putting myself in a vulnerable position as red mist continued to drift over everything.

      How many clues of weird did I need to make me turn? Clearly, more than was offered.

      A bad house with a bad vibe and a bad guy. Well, if there were gunshots ringing out, this wasn’t exactly a blessed abode, was it?

      I’d landed myself in the middle of something, and I wanted out.

      Gunfire was certainly the antidote I needed to bring me back to myself. But was it too late?

      Idiot!

      My stupidity needed to be corrected.

      If anything could reiterate the point of living my life the way I did, it was this moment.

      People were so damn messy.

      Okay, how to get out of this. A gunman could charge in here at any moment, and I had no way out, no means of escape.

      And I was still naked.

      “Baby…” Max breathed.

      Oh, I was over this now. No hardness to contend with, the sexual fog gone with the wind.

      As I went to push myself out of the water, I was sucked away from the edge, straight out into the middle.

      “What—”

      The water was warming and turning from slight churn to violent thrashing.

      “What’s going on?”

      I was pulled under, dragged to the bottom, spinning, kicking out to try and stabilize.

      Panic never solved anything, but remaining calm was easier said than done.

      My locket was flaring, warning me there was danger afoot. Finally. Though it did offer me some protection, when it worked, it wasn’t a failsafe. It would depend on the strength of the Magiblood, using the magic on me. Because that’s what was happening—someone wanted to hurt me. The threat had now arrived.

      And I’d stepped right into their trap.

      My locket would be useless. I had to run.

      The spinning stopped.

      Cursing myself again for coming here, I turned and kicked up to the surface. The pool seemed a lot deeper than it had before.

      A fiery glow to my left, a rush of heat, then I was sucked towards it, ripped from my position by a firm, invisible hand.

      I kicked and thrashed helplessly, heading straight for…

      …fire.

      The water was gone, the pool now behind me as I passed into a vortex of fire, devoured by pain, lamenting every single decision I’d made to come here as my flesh screamed in agony.

      A vision flared along with the pain. Men and women with wings and scales. Fire in the sky, the brown-skinned man I’d imagined fucking against the wall covered in blood, grinning. I saw a reflection of myself, a winged man, scales in random places across my skin, my body bigger, muscled. Long, white hair billowed behind me, and I held two swords of glass.

      Was that me? That couldn’t be me. The eyes were what I’d call aquamarine, and there was a glowing tan on my skin. I’d never be kissed by the sun like that.

      It wasn’t me.

      Couldn’t be me.

      The pain ripped it all away in one sudden tsunami, taking the agony to a height not even the most sadistic of folk could ever hope to achieve.
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      The house gave me the shivers. I’m talking creeped out to the max.

      I kept my claws in for now, but my cat senses were telling me I might need to get them out and get to scratching at some point.

      This place was wrong, and it stank of magic. There was even some silver agate mechanisms on the roof. That stuff was banned and tricky to find because it hid things from angels.

      Being a Felineblood, along with my retractable claws and amazing climbing abilities, I could smell magic. It smelled like lilies. Nasty. Hated lilies. Total stink up, and that’s why I’d never kissed a Magiblood.

      Can you imagine?

      Gross.

      My dad had been a Magiblood, taught me to focus on the layers of it to find the caster, that there were threads connecting energy and flesh. I was pretty good at it, having a nose better than a Canineblood for that sort of thing. Didn’t show that talent off in case I made myself some dodgy, jealous, doggy enemies.

      Hadn’t seen my dad since he went missing fourteen years ago. Just vanished one night leaving me and Mum to fend for ourselves.

      I was ten at the time.

      I tried not to think too much about it, only reminded whenever I visited Mum a couple of Sundays a month for dinner and a catch up. Dinner I cooked while she drank herself to tears, then we’d have the same old grief pour out of her, the cursing of the lowlife for leaving her with a kid to raise and bills to pay.

      There was no evidence to say he left or if there was something else going on. He’d been a private detective too, and a Magiblood. Might have had himself some enemies. He’d cracked some pretty serious cases the cops hadn’t, so yep, people out to get him was plausible.

      No evidence, no letters or emails or texts to say goodbye.

      He was probably dead.

      Why was I thinking about this now?

      139 Roseguard Avenue. Spooky house. Caller wanted me to come here for work.

      Was I being an absolute tool just showing up? Desperate enough for money to put myself in a potentially fudged up situation?

      I wasn’t a total douche, thought myself to be pretty savvy to the ways of the world. But I was also hungry. Really hungry. I’d used the last of the bread and cheese at lunchtime and had spent my last couple of bucks on a bus ride south. That was it. Wallet as dry as a desert.

      I’d not ruled out Mum for a loan. She was my last resort—very last—if this didn’t work out.

      One more ciggie before going in. Good for the courage.

      Ten minutes until ten o’clock, so I puffed away in the shadows, eyeing up the dark house. It stank of magic, the thread running to a male caster. He was using some serious mojo.

      One thread, but loads of branches, all connecting him to different mechanisms. There was some serious spell going down in there, like nothing I’d encountered before. This dude must be some sort of uber-caster. It was scary to sense, to know someone like him existed.

      What. The. Fudge.

      Movement. A shadowy figure in the garden.

      What the flip?

      Yeah, skulking around.

      Dodgy.

      I put out my smoke and moved across the road, slinking through the shadows. Hunter instincts on. If I didn’t want to be seen, I wouldn’t be.

      Closer to the house, crouched between two parked cars, I saw it was a man in black, fiddling with the door lock. Stealth mode activated, I hopped over the fence, landing lightly on the other side. Delicate, with grace, no crunching leaves or disturbing the tall grass too much, or landing on my butt.

      Not like a Canineblood. Ugh. So clumsy.

      Maybe that was mean. Nah! It was the natural, slight aversion to those lot. Benji excluded, of course.

      The burglar managed to break the lock and opened the front door a crack. He looked behind him, not seeing me crouched in the grass, then slipped inside.

      Did I follow? Was I about to lose a potential cash cow? Following seemed dumb, but I was here. There was a reason this had been dropped in my lap. Maybe I’d get double the pay on top of whatever the case was for stopping a robber.

      And I said I wasn’t a total douche?

      I followed, slowly creeping up to the door, drawing my gun. Retractable claws or not, I liked to be packing for these situations, even if the weapon scared the crap out of me.

      A crash, shouting, then a gun went off.

      “Shit!” I hissed, backing off. “Shit!” I tried not to swear, a thing ingrained in me from Mum. ‘Bloody’ was the furthest I’d go. Mostly. Sometimes you couldn’t help it, especially now.

      Shit!

      Run? Go home? Call the cops?

      Laughter, a voice that said, “Lucifer will not be pleased.”

      I stepped closer to the door, shaking.

      Lucifer again? Now what? More angels?

      His footsteps faded into the distance, leaves crunching.

      Leaves?

      Every rational voice begged me to run home, bury myself under my duvet, and not re-join the real world for a week.

      Yeah, then starve to death on the streets. Not so bloody rational.

      The lily smell of magic was fading fast, the man at the end of the threads breaking.

      Forehead beaded with sweat, mouth dry, I took a peek through the gap in the door.

      The room ahead of me was dark, the last light of an emerald and ruby mechanism sputtering out.

      Dead leaves covered the floor, the walls shrouded in cobwebs, and there was even a hole in the wall by the stairs, vines curling round the edges of the jagged gap. Now the magic had faded down, the place stank of rot and damp, like the house hadn’t been used in years.

      I opened the door some more, easing myself inside, watching the dark for movement. Thank the angels for my pussy cat eyeballs.

      Over to my left was a big man, his head cracked open, spread out on his back with his eyes and mouth wide with shock. Blood pooled under his head. He’d been smacked really hard to leave him dead like that.

      Nearby was another man in a white lab coat, the one the threads had been connected to. His scent tickled my nostrils. He was still. I listened. No beating, no trace of a heartbeat. He was facedown.

      I inched closer and prodded him with my foot. “Hello?” I said cautiously.

      Nothing.

      “You dead?” I followed up.

      Still nothing.

      Well, flip. Now what? If these were my new clients, that was that. But that burglar had gone deeper into the house. Was someone else in here? I could smell traces of the killer, and… Was that burning?

      Come on, now. You want to be a private detective? A fully-fledged one? You can’t back down to this stuff. Suck it up and get to it. There’s a case to solve here.

      Ugh. I just wanted a bloody cash injection!

      I followed the burglar’s trail, light-footed, heading down a hallway to an open door, gray paint peeling from the wood.

      Stairs. Going down. My least favorite thing in the world. Freaky, dark stairways were the biggest repellent to a sane person. Well, one of many repellents. And what was I doing? Throwing in the towel like a sensible person? Ditching this place to go back and hit Scarlet Street to solve a simpler case with no dead bodies (probably)?

      Nope. Crazy me was going down the menacing stairs after a killer with a gun who had a boner for Lucifer. Even better, I had no idea why just like I had no idea why the hell I was here in the first place.

      Something told me I wasn’t being paid.

      Why had he said Lucifer wouldn’t be pleased, though?

      Gah! This is where my overwhelming need to be nosey was a total burden. I was going to end up with a bullet between the eyes, left rotting in the dark while the killer waffled on about how Lucifer will be triple pleased he’d taken out three people for mysterious reasons.

      Bloody hell, I wanted a ciggie so bad. My nerves were in a blender on the highest setting without an off switch in sight.

      Voices. No. One voice. That burning smell was stronger as I stepped off the bottom step, appearing in a small, empty basement. Dusty, damp, and another open door on the opposite side to where I was standing. The killer had gone that way.

      Reaching the door, I heard him clearly.

      “There you are,” he said. Not to me.

      Through the door was a blue and white swimming pool room, grubby, the water stagnant and green, a couple of wall lights casting weak light across the tiles and water. As neglected as the rest of this place.

      The man in black was standing at the edge of the pool, staring at a body on the opposite side.

      “There you are,” he said again.

      He still wasn’t talking to me.

      That body over there was moving. Breathing. Heavy but steady breaths.

      The killer took a step, and my hands flew up, gun tight in my grip. “Freeze!”

      They’d moved on their own, I swear!

      The man turned around slowly, cocking his head to the side when he got a load of me. “What do we have here?”

      “Didn’t say you could turn around!” I barked.

      He grinned, noticing my trembling hands.

      I needed to be more together than this.

      “And yet you didn’t shoot me for doing so.”

      He was dark-skinned, had a hint of a Spanish accent, and had luxurious black hair swept back from his face. I mean, he was sex on legs. I so would.

      Hard.

      It was so annoying when hot guys were the bad guys. Not bad boys needing love, but proper murdering gits. So conflicting!

      Yeah, because that’s so important right now!

      “It seems we have another,” he said.

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “A growing family.” He chuckled. “Maybe not.” He went to lift his gun.

      He wasn’t trembling at all.

      “Don’t bloody move!”

      “Are you the police, Felineblood?” Flip! His voice was so deep and sexy.

      I hated him.

      “You really need to shut up!”

      There was no plan but point my gun at him. He wasn’t remotely bothered, unlike me, and he wasn’t gonna come quietly or listen, was he? Not really. He was playing, looking more like the cat who’d got the cream than I did.

      Fudge it!

      “Are you afraid?” he asked.

      I didn’t answer.

      “Yes, you’re afraid. Good. I like it.” He sniffed the air.

      This dude was Humanblood, so he wouldn’t be able to smell fear.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Putting an end to your travesty.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He cocked his head the other way. “Is this your idea of a glorious future? Because it is rather repugnant. You will die with the rest of your, shall we say, brethren? All who seek this path will be destroyed.”

      On the verge of pissing my pants, I said, “What’s that?”

      Didn’t sound good.

      “You would stand there and claim ignorance? Why else would you be here? You are a thorn I will pluck and cast into the fire.”

      Seemed like a delayed reaction, but the smoky remains of a fire was really thick on the air in this pool room.

      “Maybe you are not part of this,” he said. What, a change of heart? “No matter. None of it is relevant to you anymore. You are too close.”

      He lifted his gun.

      Someone groaned behind me. I didn’t turn, keeping my weapon pointed at this man.

      Now what?

      Don’t faint…

      The killer grinned, looking behind me. “Look who’s still alive. You’re not as easy to kill as I’d expected.”

      “Leave this place at once,” said the breathless voice behind me.

      Who the flip were these people?

      “I fully intend to leave when you’re all dead.”

      The gunshot cracked the dusty air, bullet whizzing past my head. I reacted instantly, firing a split second after. Direct hit to the head. The killer went down with a sickening smack on the tiles, his gun splashing into the pool.

      “Oh, shit… Oh, shit…” I struggled to breathe, to keep standing, to barely keep from screaming my lungs out.

      There I was with ‘shit’ again.

      I’d never taken a life. Ever. I’d missed when shooting at the Lucifer guy on Scarlet Street and had been happy about that. But now…

      My ears were ringing from the shots, stomach lurching and ready to spew.

      Pulling the trigger with no delay had saved my life.

      “Get it together,” I told myself. “Come on. You’re okay.” I looked down at the man in the lab coat behind me.

      He had been alive.

      Not now.

      His head had been blown in half, bone and gore left for me to look down on, a solitary green eye staring back up at me from the mess of his destroyed face.

      The back of my head was warm. I reached around, fingers coming back red. Not my blood, but his. I was probably covered in it.

      Didn’t wanna think about that yet.

      I’d killed someone…

      Whatever was going on, I’d bet this professor/doctor/lab tech/dentist was the one pulling the strings, the one who’d called me here. Now he was dead. For real this time. There was so much blood pooling from the wreck of his head, running through the grooves of the dirty tiles in red rivers, making their way down to the pool.

      The man over the other side!

      I got it together and hurried over there.

      He was trembling, curled into a pale ball, hair a bright, white blonde. Sleeping, but stirring.

      “Hello?” I crouched down, then sprang back up when I realized who I was looking at.

      Misery guts from Scarlet Street!

      “Shit.”

      Was that five S-words now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ten

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke on a cold floor to see the face of the Felineblood looming above me.

      Charlie.

      When had I blacked out?

      A shock to awaken the senses, my body reacting with an aggressive thrash, lungs burning. I coughed, lying on my back, trying to push myself up.

      “What are you doing here?” I managed between coughs, choking on the stuffy air of the pool room that didn’t look like it’d been used in years.

      I was dead, burned alive. This was… What was this?

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I managed to sit up, body absolutely drained.

      Not charred.

      Looking down at my arms, the pale skin was still there. No burns, no blisters, not one sign indicating I’d just endured a violent inferno.

      “I’m alive?” The coughing fit had stopped, though a strange aftertaste of coal and blood lingered on my tongue, caressing the back of my throat.

      “You’re alive, mate. What happened?”

      I was in no mood to discuss it in that moment, my head foggy.

      “Let me grab you a towel so you can cover your modesty. Looks like there’s a changing room over there.”

      Oh. I was naked. “That would be great.”

      Naked…

      I’d been naked…

      “Max…”

      Charlie draped a towel over my groin. “Max?”

      “His name was Max.” I tried to get up.

      “Easy now. You’re okay.” He helped me, supporting me under the arms. “You’re a lot taller than I realized, or I’m a total shorty pants.”

      “There was…a stripper,” I said. “Strip club. I…we were swimming and there was…” My eyes fell to the dead bodies on the other side of the pool. A man in black, the other in a white lab coat. “Who’re they?” I grabbed my head as a wave of dizziness had me reeling. “I need to sit back down.”

      He still held me as I lowered back down to the cool floor. “I don’t know,” he said. “I shot the guy in black. He killed the other one. Blew his face off.”

      Charlie’s features twitched, his blue eyes pointedly not moving to the bodies.

      There was so much blood, the pool water tinged pink with it. My stomach churned.

      “The one in black wanted to kill you. I think. I’m not actually sure. I think this might be Lucifer related.”

      “Kill me? Lucifer?”

      “I mean, he did come in here with that gun, so. Didn’t seem like he wanted to come and say hello to you. And there’s loads of Lucifer talk and stuff, right? I don’t know, though. Kind of got the vibe he hated Lucifer. Ugh. So confused.”

      He was confused? “Why would he want to kill me? I don’t have any connection to Lucifer or anything like that?”

      “Did you miss the confused part?” Then he proceeded to fill me in on more details.

      Brutal stuff to witness, and it explained his reluctance to look the way of the two corpses.

      The man in black had been Charlie’s first kill. I was sure of it.

      “What glorious future?” I questioned.

      “No idea, mate. Care to hazard a guess?”

      “Not really.”

      “Crazy, eh?”

      My damn head. “Extremely.”

      “Hiding with silver agate on the roof,” the Felineblood reiterated. “If that’s not dodgy, I don’t know what is.”

      “The man in black thought you were a part of it.”

      Charlie nodded. “Yep. He wanted to stop me, whatever his reasons were.”

      “I don’t understand any of this.”

      “You’re not part of it?”

      “No.”

      “Didn’t think so. Just checking. You want some water or something?”

      “No. I’m fine. I just want to sit.” I averted my gaze from the dead bodies.

      Charlie nodded. “Okay. Say if you do.”

      “The ruby mechanism…” I recounted everything up until this moment that I’d experienced.

      “Fudge!” he exclaimed when I was done and pulled a packet of catnip cigarettes from his front jacket pocket. His first drag was nervous, his hands shaking. “What a tale.”

      “I know. It makes no sense.”

      “Nothing ever does.” He tilted his head back, expelling more green smoke. “I like the new hair.”

      “Sorry?” I blinked up at him.

      “The hair. It was brown, right? White blonde now.”

      What was he talking about? I reached up to touch my scalp, run my fingers through my hair. It didn’t feel any different, only wet. The same wet hair I’d always had after a bath or being caught in the rain.

      “I don’t have blonde hair.”

      “No. You have white blonde hair. What bleach did you use to get that color?”

      “My hair is brown.”

      “Okay. If you say so.”

      That vision of me when I’d been burning… I’d had white hair. Long hair.

      Another wave of dizziness had me groaning.

      That creature had not been me. No. Not me. I was human, not whatever that vision of me had been. Looking down at myself, I was still me, still Zayn Valentine.

      What about your hair?

      I slowly got to my feet, ignoring Charlie’s offer to help me up again. Swaying once I was vertical, limbs craving the floor again, I willed my muscles to be strong, to not falter, and let me tumble and crack my head open after surviving a fire.

      I’d survived a fire.

      A fire.

      This wasn’t possible. My flesh had burned, crackled, the pain had ravaged me.

      I’d let my guard down. “What an idiot to fall for this obvious trap. I let myself be seduced by that man, this spell, ignoring the warning signs.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up too much. Maybe you were just really horny. Happens.”

      “No, I only just—” Masturbated to you—initially—in the bath.

      He waited.

      I didn’t answer.

      “You only just what?” he probed.

      “Nothing.”

      “Whatever. Not important. This, though. This is some real serious stuff. We’ve got a huge puzzle here, my friend.”

      We? My friend.

      My back screamed with pain as I went to speak. I yelled my agony, falling to my knees. Something was moving beneath my shoulder blades, heavy and pushing against my skin and spine.

      “Oh—”

      Charlie was cut off by my scream as two things bursting out of my back. A part of me, connected to me. The pain fading, these things flapping behind me.

      Flapping.

      I didn’t need to turn my head to clearly see two black wings jutting out of my back. Leathery wings, no feathers, nothing like the angels. Beastly, alien. What creature had wings like these?

      Nothing living. Nothing real.

      I was trapped in a nightmare.

      My entire body had changed, grown in size. Even my hair was long and white, no longer short.

      “Look at my arms!” I cried.

      “I know! Insta-beefy!”

      Scales then erupted across my body in random places, a strange blend of gold and red across my pale skin.

      “Scales!”

      “Yep.”

      “I have to get out of here.”

      “Wait—”

      He grabbed my arm, and anger kicked in. “Let go of me!” I bellowed, spinning round.

      Heat rose in my throat, close to burning.

      “Oh, fudge!” Charlie dove out of the way as fire spewed forth, roaring out of my mouth in a blazing fireball. Luckily it hit the water, not anything else.

      “What’s happening to me!” Palpitations in my chest, panicked breaths.

      “It’s cool,” Charlie said, standing back up, watching my mouth.

      “Cool? What the hell are you talking about? Fire just came out of my mouth!”

      “I know, mate. But you need to calm down before you let more out. Deep breaths.”

      Calm? He expected me to be calm when I was now a monstrosity, an abomination such as this? I wanted to run, to be out of this cursed place. This wasn’t happening. It wasn’t possible. It was a spell. Yes. A part of the same spell that had started when I’d stepped foot in this house.

      I found myself taking deep breaths.

      “That’s it,” Charlie said softly. “Easy does it.”

      Why wasn’t he running away like he should? Most people confronted with this sight would have.

      A minute later, my heart wasn’t racing as much.

      The creature from my vision…

      “You’re a dragon! Sort of,” Charlie said.

      “Don’t talk rubbish. There’s no such thing. Nothing but a myth.”

      “There used to be.”

      “I’m not listening to this.”

      “Then, you explain it.”

      Damn him! Why couldn’t he leave me alone?

      “See! You can’t.”

      “I’m going home.”

      “You’re really gonna be a numpty about this?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He shook his head. “Want some sand so you can bury that head?”

      “Don’t start with me. I’ve just been through—”

      “Yeah, some serious drama. And you don’t want to know why you look this way, can change like that and make your own fire?”

      He was right, damn him. I didn’t want to tell him that, though, so I kept my mouth closed.

      “Dragons,” he said. “I heard they did roam the Earth millions of years ago. Before humans.”

      “Before?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No, they didn’t. There has never been a report of fossils or bone left behind.”

      “Oh, everything has to be fossil and bone, does it? What about that tooth that was found a few years ago?”

      “What about it?”

      “Inconclusive.”

      “That doesn’t mean it was a dragon.”

      “Ugh. Closed-minded.”

      “No, I need at least some conclusive evidence before I make a decision.”

      “You said they didn’t exist. Flat out.”

      My jaw clenched in response.

      “You did!” he added. “So you’ve made a bloody decision.”

      God, give me strength… “Fine, I’m on the fence when it comes to dragons.”

      “That’s better.” He cleared his throat. “Well, someone once told me he heard that Lucifer himself wanted to wed a dragon.”

      “What?”

      He was nodding. “Yep. How fudged up is that?”

      Fudged?

      “Where did you hear this?”

      “Old Man Freddie down the King’s Arms.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Right. Of course. How silly of me. Old Man Freddie! The oracle of truth, I suppose.”

      He folded his arms indignantly. “Well, that’s what he said.”

      “I’m sure he’s not the only one.”

      “I believed him.”

      “That Lucifer wanted a dragon spouse? How would that work?”

      “Don’t mock me, scaley prat.”

      I just sighed. As much as Charlie was grating on my nerves, he’d actually managed to calm me down after the initial terror. Not that I’d forgotten any of it, my mind completely fractured by this whole experience, longing to wake up from a nightmare. But he’d given me a pause, a moment to catch my breath.

      Fire, scales and wings. Maybe there was something to what he was saying. After all, weren’t they the attributes of a dragon from the stories and paintings?

      “Well, you’ve lucked out,” he said.

      “What?”

      He pulled on non-existent lapels. “At your service.”

      “My service?”

      “Yeah. I’m a private detective, and you’re in need of a mystery solved. At your service, mate. For a fee, of course.”

      My head was spinning off its axis again. I really was dreaming, wasn’t I? “This isn’t real.”

      “Think you’ll find it is.”

      “No. This… I shouldn’t be this…thing.”

      “Well, you are.” He reached out and pinched my arm. “Wow. Firm.”

      “What was that for?”

      “Dream test.” The arrogant shit rocked back and forth on his heels. “First things first, we need to find out who that dead guy is. Okay, both, but the professor or whatever first. He must be the mastermind, and not just because he’s wearing a white coat. Pretty sure he’s the one who called me.”

      “No, we call the police.”

      “Yeah, yeah. But you’re hiring me, right?”

      “This is way out of your jurisdiction. There’s been a murder. Two. No, three.” Where was Max?

      “You’re no fun.”

      “There’s. Been. Murders.”

      “Who says the cops get to have all the fun? They’re stretched thin as it is. I’ll be better help.”

      I wasn’t so calm now. “They’ll be having the fun and solving this mystery. Not you. What about this are you not understanding?”

      He watched me, tilting his head. “Don’t you think there might be a reason I’m here?”

      “No.”

      “Come on, Zayn. This could be fate. Me and you working together to stop some crazy cult people. Maybe even bigger than that.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “What are you going to tell the cops anyway? You were enjoying a lap dance and then got flamed in a swimming pool?”

      “I wouldn’t put it like that.”

      “Oh, then the dead men.” He shook his head. “They’ll be on your backside until they can figure it out. Even pin you as a murder suspect until they can cross you off. Might even peg you as a junkie who tripped too hard and killed these two in paranoia. Won’t be fun. Much better to work with me.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Hello? Are you on another planet? Just explained it to you.”

      I hated that he had a point—a good one, too.

      “And think of how stretched they are,” he added. “Really think about that.”

      “You care so much about the wellbeing of the police?”

      His lips twitched. “Obvious dog doo, eh?”

      I seriously needed to get out of here. “There’s one major problem.”

      “Just one?”

      My forehead creased just for him. “We have to call the police about the bodies. There’s no escaping that.”

      “There is. I know someone who can help.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He nodded. “I do. Keeps it on the down-low, no one will know what happened.”

      “Are you suggesting we get rid of the bodies?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “No. Out of the question. That’s ridiculous.”

      “So is saying you want to go home.”

      “I do want to go home!”

      “More burying your head in the sand. Look at you, for angel’s sake! You’re a six foot something tower of muscle with wings and scales. You burped fire, someone lured you here, and me, and, well, look at you.”

      My body began to change again. Not painful, more a deflation. Muscles became their true shape again, my hair retracting, scales vanishing. The wings slithered away, cool against muscle and bone, contracting into twin points within my shoulder blades. A known presence, reminding me they were there.

      “You changed back,” Charlie said, stepping back. “That was amazing.”

      “Don’t call it that. This is awful.”

      In all the transformation drama, I’d failed to realize the towel had been cast aside. I quickly scooped it up and covered myself.

      Charlie pretended not to notice. “Look, stop moaning, okay? It doesn’t do anything but make you look like an idiot and brings nothing to the table. We have a mystery to solve here. You want to solve it, right?”

      “Of course, but—”

      “Blah, blah, blah!” He lifted a finger to shut me up.

      The prick!

      “Now,” he said, “what do we have to go on? Two bodies. A man with no clear motive, and a man who looks like a professor. Wait. The big guy upstairs. I’d forgotten about him. Shall I check?”

      “The brute?”

      “Yeah, he looked like a brute. Hang on.” He disappeared, returning minutes later, shaking. “Okay, should’ve made you come with me. It was freaky going up there alone.” He shivered. “Anyway, he’s gone. No one else up. Trust me, I had a good sniff.”

      “Your nose is good enough to tell, is it?”

      “Sure is,” he responded proudly. “There’s no stripper, no brute man, so that brings me to a conclusion—they were part of the spell like the strip club, which wasn’t there when I came in.”

      “It wasn’t?” Of course, it wasn’t. Just like this pool was never the clean one I’d jumped into with Max.

      “Nope.”

      “And you tell me this now?”

      “Hey! Rein in the bitchiness, okay?”

      He was so close to being thrown in the water.

      “We have to explore this place. It’s bigger than we think. I can smell it.”

      I kept quiet.

      “But we can’t do that with cops sniffing around. They might never get to the bottom of this. If I was called here, there’s a reason, right? Has to be.”

      Shockingly, he was still making sense even though I wished he didn’t. Which meant I was coming around to the idea of getting rid of the bodies.

      “What about family and friends?” I asked. “For these two. What if they come looking? We don’t know anything about them, or even if the gunshots were heard.”

      “Hello? Silver agate on the roof, remember?”

      “That doesn’t take away the loved one problem. Anyway, the man in black managed to see through it.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s not an angel, is he? Not as effective on non-holy winged peeps. But without calling the cops, it buys us time to figure things out. We have at least tonight to dig around.”

      “Unless we don’t.”

      “True. Got a hunch no one is coming here, though. I mean, what a dump. Not the place you’d have dinner with your family, is it? This is clearly a base for dodgy dealings or whatever. What’s the worst that can happen? Another lab dude comes along? Good. He’ll have answers for us.”

      “Or another Lucifer…hater.”

      “Then, we stop them.” He winced.

      Everything he’d said was…right. Again. “It’s too risky.”

      “You’re worrying too much.”

      “No, I’m coming at this from all angles. You would too if you were any sort of detective.”

      He arched his eyebrow at me. “I’ll let that slide. Anyway, it’s up to you how you wanna play this. If you’re putting in a call to the cops, I’m gone. I shouldn’t have fired my gun.”

      Yes, something about a license when Officer Bob had scolded him. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but what exactly does this person do? The one who can help hide the bodies?”

      I guess I was in.

      “Gold agate mechanism.”

      I nearly fell down again. “There’s no such thing.”

      “There is. Nasty stuff but helps hide what you don’t want found like no spell can. In this case, two dead men.”

      The towel slipped. I grabbed it before I exposed myself to him again. “No, no, no. That’s impossible. I repair magical objects for a living. I know all the mechanisms and there is no such thing as gold agate.”

      “Think you’ll find there is, mate.”

      “There are nine agates—orange, beige, turquoise, white, black, yellow, pink, silver and brown. Silver is banned. That’s it. No gold.”

      “Sorry. You’ll have to add one more to your list.”

      I wanted to smack the smirk off his face. In fact, my anger at it had my wings pulsing, muscles straining to grow again.

      Wings… How was I supposed to process this?

      “That’s the list,” I countered. “What I said.”

      “Gold agate is black market stuff.”

      “I’ve never come across it.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “It’s my business to know.”

      “Just goes to show you don’t know everything.”

      Why couldn’t that fireball I’d vomited have hit him? There would’ve been peace and quiet after his screams.

      Okay, that was too dark.

      “Anyway, I’m gonna go make a call and check on those mechanisms. Might need some more if they’re heading for a shutdown. We don’t want the angels on our backsides.” He paused by the arched doorway leading out of the pool room, working hard to not look down at the gore only a few feet away. “I still don’t know your name.”

      “Zayn. Zayn Valentine.”

      “Cool. By the way, are those yours?” He nodded to a crumbled heap of clothes.

      “Yes,” I mumbled.
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      I was really a blonde now. White blonde, hair swept back, slick and lacking the former messy brownness. Clear as day in the mirror of the changing room adjoined to the swimming pool room while we waited for Charlie’s contact to arrive with the supposed gold agate mechanism.

      The room was as grubby and abandoned as the pool room. Three cubicles, a separate toilet and cracked blue and white tiles, one light working above the mirror and sink.

      My violet eyes stared back at me as I tried to come to terms with not dreaming. This was still my body, but somehow not quite. Hair aside, it still had the same alabaster shade, the toned shape from my working out, the same mole beside my belly button, as ordinary as it always had been. Nothing special, just me.

      But it wasn’t.

      I was changed. A different aura about me now.

      Closing my eyes, I tried something. I thought about those wings and scales, of the fire ball, and the inferno that hadn’t burned me to death. Fear flooded me, anger, confusion.

      Anger was the winner, bursting through the finish line. The mystery I was tangled up in fueled its potency. Outrage at being tricked, at having no indication as to why my relatively peaceful life should be turned upside down.

      Why me? What had I done to have this spell inflicted upon me?

      Fists clenched, jaw tight, my chest constricting, I opened my eyes.

      My skin erupted with patches of red-gold scales once again.

      Dragon scale?

      The muscles bulged and swelled, stomach forming a solid six-pack. My normal stomach had a small amount of definition. I’d never been able to get the full-on rip that I was now staring at.

      My hair extended into cascading white tresses. The towel dropped as the wings broke through the skin again, filling the bathroom. It wasn’t excruciating this time. A quick, sharp pain like an injection, and there they were.

      Dragon wings?

      Was the sort-of dragon theory Charlie had peddled correct?

      Dragons weren’t real, but there was no denying this was a worryingly close depiction if ever there was one.

      Scales on my chest, my shoulders, my upper thigh.

      Fire in my belly?

      Energy was filling me, an incredible strength leaving all weakness from my ordeal behind. There was power here, moving inside me and ready to be used. It seemed anger had helped me transform. A conduit. Would the same be required to summon fire, to call upon this power lurking in the depths?

      I closed my eyes again, drawing in deep breaths, trying to concentrate.

      There were too many strange pieces to this mind-bending puzzle, and I had no idea where to place them. I thought my difficult teen years had been the time to struggle and understand who I was, not at this age. Yet, I’d been smacked with another identity crisis.

      As much as I wanted to leave this place and forget about everything, there was a reason I was here, why I had this unnatural ability, why Charlie had been dropped into my path.

      He could help.

      Charlie and I couldn’t be more different. Why us? What did we have to offer?

      I could go to the police instead, leave this behind me. I could even attempt to make contact with the angels, though I soon put those ideas to bed. All I had to do was look at myself to tuck them in tight.

      I wanted to know more and didn’t want the waters muddied with interference. Police would muddy it, and how many questions would I need to answer that I had no answers to?

      Charlie was right…again.

      What sort of skill did that dead Magiblood in the lab coat have to do this to me? It must have been magic, and it was clear that the ruby and emerald mechanisms that’d looked so damn harmless, just spreading inactive magic across the floor, were actually fully active and weaving an elaborate spell on these surroundings. And that lab man was definitely the perpetrator.

      Annoying he was dead.

      This house was not the one I’d entered, and there was no strip club.

      Opening my eyes came with a flashing image of a man in the mirror before me. Not me, but the guy I’d replaced Charlie with when I’d had that session in the bath. He’d fully replaced me in the glass.

      He was naked, his black curls wet and brushing his shoulders. The man smiled, his dark eyes sparkling with what I ascertained as lust. I tilted my head, and he did the same. I rubbed my chin, so did he.

      “Who are you?” I said. His lips moved to mouth the same words.

      I blinked and my reflection was back, the winged version of me.

      Where would we even begin to investigate this? A dead professor, me, a Lucifer cult, and extreme usage of magic that’d tapped into my desires and made me fall head over heels in lust with Max—who had been nothing more than a magical conjuring.

      That was the part that bothered me a lot. Yes, it all bothered me, but it was that seduction, the trickery, like the magic knew what I wanted.

      If I was honest, it was right. The bath wank hadn’t been enough. I’d wanted more.

      Charlie brought that on…

      I really, really didn’t want to think about that.

      There was memory in me, a physical memory. Once more, I looked inside to find it. Strange, like my bones and nerves and muscles had an understanding I was yet to connect to.

      Aside from this new me, the most glaring of them all was the glorious future. It got me thinking about Lucifer now that Charlie had put the seed in my mind. The strange incident with the angels came back to me. Obviously, I wasn’t sure who the man in black was, but from what Charlie had said, he didn’t seem to be a Lucifer lover.

      “Is this your idea of a glorious future?” A direct quote.

      Did it really refer to Lucifer? Would it be possible to achieve such a feat? Was it something else, like a future of horrors about to be unleashed upon the world in his name? Diamond mechanisms could summon Demonbloods, but were they powerful enough to call the dark lord back to life? Anyway, diamond mechanisms were under lock and key, secured by the angels. They were impossible to get.

      Fallen from grace, becoming an evil bastard of an angel, Lucifer had sought to claim dominion over the world with his followers, becoming a dark lord, yet ultimately failing against the might of the angels.

      I was glad he was as dead as my wretched family.

      Lucifer was violent and malicious, as were his seven warriors who had fallen with him—known as the Nephilim. Deadly, tyrannical, and of great power, they left a string of death and ashes in their wake in the name of their father. They were cut down first, then their master, and the world had been saved.

      A knock at the door.

      I was still naked, clothes draped over a broken cubicle door.

      “Zayn?” Charlie called. “You decent?”

      “Hang on.” I let my body change back to its human state, then slipped on my slightly damp clothes.

      “What a mess,” I mumbled, the new hair just too jarring.

      Dark hair dye needed.

      “Come in,” I said.

      He opened the door wide. “That’s better.”

      “What is?” I answered him through the mirror as he came closer.

      “No disrespect to your dangly bits, but I’m glad they’re tucked away. Talk about distracting.”

      I ignored that. “Well?”

      “On her way. Should be here in about fifteen minutes. Those devices are still okay on the roof, but she’s bringing more to be safe.”

      He watched me through the glass, gnawing his bottom lip.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      He nodded. “I think you’re doing really well. I mean, I don’t know you to know how you normally react to stuff, but you seem to be holding it together really fudging well.”

      A smile crept to my lips. “Why do you say fudge?”

      “I like fudge.”

      “So do I, but I don’t use it that much in a sentence.”

      He folded his arms, leaning back against the wall, one leg up. “I try not to swear, so I use fudge, flip, bloody, and other stuff.”

      “Some people would say ‘bloody’ was a swear word.”

      “Just comes too naturally to not say it.”

      I turned from the mirror, resting my backside on the sink. “You never swear?”

      “Mostly. Don’t like it. Feels weird. Have done since my mum scared the sugar out of me when I was a kid.”

      “Sugar, eh?”

      “Prettier than the other S-word.”

      “I guess it is.”

      He kept biting at his bottom lip, scratching at his elbow. The anxiety was palpable and completely understandable.

      “Did you figure any dragon skills out while you were in here?” he asked.

      I sighed. “I’m not a dragon.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “Sorry, I don’t think it’s possible. It’s some fucked-up mutation by a fucked-up man who had the discourtesy to die and leave me utterly clueless.”

      Charlie raised a hand. “Both of us clueless. Totally rude. The fudgehead.”

      Now I wanted fudge. The salted kind you found over on West Beach. “I’m still as much in the dark as I was ten minutes ago.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll crack this nut.”

      He spent the next five minutes explaining his ability to sense threads through magic that linked to the caster, then his phone rang.

      “This is it,” he said, clearing his throat. “Yeah? Cool. Thanks. Coming now.” He hung up. “Shall we go and greet our guest?”

      His grin grated on me.
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      Martha was a short, plump woman with a gray mohawk and peach skin. Her eyeliner was blue, her lipstick green, and she wore a set of brass knuckles on her left hand. Slung over her left shoulder was a battered, green rucksack.

      “Alright?” she said, her black biker leather rustling as she moved past me into the hallway.

      “Thanks for coming, Martha,” Charlie said cheerily.

      She blew a bubble with the gum she was chewing. “Where’s the job?”

      “Follow me.”

      She clearly wasn’t interested in my name or shaking my hand. Good. I liked her.

      I ended up trailing them back down to the pool area, Charlie freezing at the archway. “Yeah. In there.” He pushed himself against the wall, slinking back up the stairs. “Just gonna wait here,” he said to me.

      Martha grunted and went in.

      “That’s fine,” I answered him. Damn, he was seriously chewed up inside. Being present with the dead men had pushed him to the limit.

      His first kill…

      “No problem at all,” I added.

      I joined Martha. She was standing over the bodies. “Messy,” she said.

      “It is.”

      “You checked them?”

      “Sorry?”

      “For items.”

      “Like a wallet?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No.”

      Without a word, she did just that. Nothing on either of them.

      She unslung the rucksack and removed a pyramid small enough to rest in her palm. White, the paint chipped.

      “Can I look at that?” I asked.

      Ignoring me, she placed it on the floor.

      I took that as a no.

      Next out of the rucksack came two syringes. She took blood samples from both bodies without the care of a phlebotomist and returned them to her bag.

      “What was that for?” I asked.

      “Check records.”

      The tip of the pyramid opened up until all the sides were pointing at a downward angle. Like the orb I’d used on Anya’s slug problem, it was flower-esque in shape.

      At the heart of it was a tiny wheel and pistons. Gold. They started to work together to generate the magical energy, golden mist spreading outward from all points, then coming together to becoming one. The mist changed, a wave of what could only be rippling silk made its way to the bodies in soft waves.

      For a moment.

      As soon as the edge touched the dead hand of the man in black, the silk snapped as quick as a spider snagging a fly, wrapped itself around him, then jumping over to the lab coat man.

      The silk tightened, and the bodies shrank. Within less than a minute, there was nothing left but two balls of golden silk. Tennis ball size.

      There was no blood left on the floor, no sign of death.

      From her rucksack, Martha gave me a cardboard tube. “Put them both in here.”

      Charlie entered the room, smiling. “Excellent.”

      Martha handed him two white metal boxes. “Silver for hiding.”

      “Thanks.”

      Stunned was too weak a word for what I’d just seen. Gold agate I didn’t know existed had just done this and cleaned the blood off the floor.

      “How long does it last?” I asked.

      “Until you don’t want it to. Don’t let it touch water, and all’s good.”

      “Okay.” I popped them into the tube, she handed me a plastic lid for it.

      It all seemed too simple like there was an extra condition coming my way.

      Nothing came.

      “Alright, lads?” she said. “Payment tomorrow, yeah? No later than eight.”

      “Totally,” Charlie said cheerily, lighter in posture now there were no corpses.

      On the outside, at least.

      Martha left. No standing on ceremony. I really like her vibe. With her job done, she didn’t need to break any bread, no mindless small talk.

      “Alone again,” Charlie said. “Chatty, isn’t she?”

      “A veritable social butterfly.”

      “Erm, yeah. Anyway, shall we have a look around? We have this window, let’s jump through it.”

      I stuffed my hands into my pockets. “Where’s your gun?”

      “In my jeans.”

      “Okay. Do you want me to take it?”

      “Why?”

      “Just asking.”

      He cast his eyes down. “It’s cool.”

      “Fine. Let’s start looking around.”

      Eyes back up to me. “Wicked.”
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      There was nothing in any of the rooms, only dust and sadness.

      And the occasional spider or cockroach. Even a rat had darted out of the bathtub, scrambling down the stairs to who knew where.

      Freedom. Lucky rat.

      Every wall was cracked, along with every ceiling. There were missing floorboards, leaves everywhere, and a veil of gloom that just wouldn’t quit.

      “You know when they say about looking beyond things?” Charlie said. “When you’re buying a place, not that I’d know, you envision the stamp you’d leave on it. They say that, right?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Really struggling to come up with anything.”

      “You’re not buying the place.”

      “I know. I’m just saying.”

      Trying to make conversation, fill the gaps. So unlike Martha. I really wish he wouldn’t. Why did folk do that? What was wrong with silent moments? Why did every single second have to be filled with irrelevant waffle?

      After half an hour of going through the rooms, though it felt like longer, we finally found a door we’d missed the first time around.

      It was in the kitchen, to the left of the back-garden door. To be fair, it blended in well with the stained walls, no door handle, or any hint of the fact it was actually a door.

      “What do we have here?” Charlie said, his eyes keener than mine. “Sneaky.”

      I didn’t say anything.

      “Allow me.” He held up a hand and wiggled his fingers. Deadly-sharp claws burst out of his fingertips, perfect for, well, scratching and catching birds and mice.

      Did he do that?

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “Watch.”

      I watched as he jammed his claws into the crack of the door like five crowbars, pulling, the wood creaking, splintering. Charlie’s golden skin flushed crimson with the strain, and he huffed and wheezed.

      The door didn’t open.

      “This is some tough wood,” he said as he staggered back.

      My body flexed, muscles calling to me. Muscle memory, a communication of strength—basically meaning I could break this fucking door down.

      “Out of the way,” I ordered.

      “You what?” He was red-faced, dripping in sweat. I couldn’t take the sight of it anymore.

      “Step to the side.”

      “What’re you doing?”

      That was some tough wood, a really solid door. It was plain to see. Even with all my pull-ups and home exercising, I wasn’t strong enough to go around kicking doors down.

      But the new me could.

      I didn’t even run up to the door but chewed up the gap between me and it with heavy strides and delivered a powerful kick.

      The door tore off its hinges, crashing down a flight of stairs with several loud bangs before coming to a stop flat at the bottom, resting in a bright light.

      “What the fudge was that?”

      I turned to the Felineblood. “I don’t know.”

      Strength I didn’t have, and other powers at my disposal for when I shifted into the winged thing. With every passing minute, I was beginning to connect to myself, my skills. I knew I had vastly improved strength, that I could change with one angry thought. The information was there, laid out like a road of lights becoming clearer, but not quite there yet.

      I needed to run some tests.

      “That was awesome!” Charlie yelled.

      I smiled. Why not? It was pretty awesome. “Ready?”

      I led us down the dark concrete stairs and into the light, stopping on the door panel.

      A room of brown brick with two bright lights in a white ceiling, a clean black stone floor under my feet, a complete juxtaposition to the crumbling ruin above.

      But that wasn’t the jaw-dropper.

      A floor-to-ceiling glass window spread across the largest wall in front of me. Beyond it was a space of chrome workspaces and test tubes—lab equipment. The lab stretched back farther than I could see.

      “And there I was expecting more dust and spiders,” I said.

      “You weren’t the only one, mate.”

      The house certainly was a cover for a more nefarious operation.

      “This is insane,” Charlie chimed excitedly. “An underground lab. Ooo! The plot thickens.”

      My kingdom for a muzzle.

      There was a keypad on the side of a glass panel carved into the window, which appeared to be a door. The light above the numbers was red. Locked, I guessed.

      “So, we look for the key.”

      Great. More searching.

      Charlie crouched to look at the panel. “Definitely number coded. Not a keycard or anything. There’s no slot, only these buttons. Smells of magic.”

      “Which means what?” I asked.

      “Which means our dead professor would’ve been the key himself. Stinks of magic. Some spell he’d whipped up that locked the door. Spells don’t need a mechanism to last.”

      “I know that!”

      He shrugged, reminding me of Brute and his flippant shoulder movements. “I’m good at dealing with techy stuff, even class myself as a bit of a hacker. Might be able to break the door code if it wasn’t for the spell.” He cocked his head. “Yep, definitely needs to be an incantation.”

      “Do you ever delve into secret government files when you hack?”

      “I try not to. Enjoy not being in prison.”

      “What if I try kicking the door in?” I suggested.

      “You can try.”

      So I did, the glass showing no give as my foot met it. Instead, an invisible force sent me tumbling to the floor.

      Ouch! That was hell on my backside.

      Charlie shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know what to tell you.”

      I got back up. “What about my fire?”

      “Erm, no. What if it bounces back and burns the whole place down? And us. I don’t fancy working the crispy look.”

      Here we go again—Charlie was right. And I hadn’t run my tests yet. No flaming action until I was fully aware of my skill.

      Look at me, embracing the change.

      What choice did I have? I clearly wasn’t going to be left alone, was I? Even if I tried to ignore it, to get on with my life, I was a hundred percent certain someone or something would come along to stir the pot.

      Anyway, I had too many questions.

      Charlie folded his arms and tapped his sneakered foot. “Way I see it is we have two options.”

      “Go on.” I mirrored the folded arms.

      “Option one: I contact Tim. He’ll be able to get inside. Dude has an amethyst mechanism that—”

      I’d just been hit by a juggernaut. “What did you just say?”

      “He has amethyst. It’ll cost us, but he’ll be able to help. Might have to sweet talk him a bit, but—”

      “Amethyst?”

      He cocked a brow at me, making me want to slap the movement off his face. “Don’t tell me you have no clue about that either? I thought you repaired magical objects.”

      Okay, breathe. Don’t rant. It was fine. He could explain. He was right about the gold agate, and now he had another revelation to offer me.

      “What will this amethyst do?” I tried for peaceful rather than snappish, to show a willingness to learn.

      “Well, it’s like the diamond mechs in the way it does something specific. Don’t worry, it doesn’t summon Demonbloods. We’re not dipping our toes into those dodgy waters.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Amethyst makes teleportation magic.”

      Now I’d heard everything. I let him carry on.

      “Again, like diamond and the other precious stones, you have to have a Magiblood as the vessel to use it. But, yeah. It lets the caster teleport. Not very far, but enough to get through a glass wall like this.”

      I actually felt sorry for my brain. It was the only time I’d wanted to hug anything. “So, this Tim person will be able to use amethyst and teleport to the other side of the glass? Then what?”

      “Dig for info and pop back out again.”

      “You want to bring another person into this?”

      “Tim’s cool. He’s like Martha. Doesn’t give a fudge. Just wants to be paid. He really won’t care about details. He’ll look around in there, grab stuff for us. Like a file.” He turned to the glass. “There’s plenty of filing cabinets. Computer screens.” He stepped closer. “There’s got to be some clues in there.” Closer to the glass. “Bloody hell, that’s some serious equipment.” His eyesight would be so much better than mine. “Wait. Are they swords?”

      “Swords?” I moved to his side.

      “Yeah, at the back. I think they’re made of glass?” He looked at me. “You ever heard of a glass sword?”

      “No, but then what do I know?”

      He shook his head. “Still salty about the amethyst and gold agate?”

      Yes, I was. I would be for a long, long time.

      “Can you see them?” he asked when I didn’t respond.

      “No.”

      “Follow where I’m pointing.” He shuffled closer to me, his shoulder brushing my left bicep.

      He was five-eight or something to my six-two.

      A memory of the bath incident crept up again. I suppressed a shudder. Yes, that was classed as an incident I wanted to forget. As attractive as Charlie was, I wasn’t going there. It’d been a freak moment, the first of two moments of weakness involving my penis, and I wasn’t letting my walls come down again. Once this was over and I had the answers I needed, Charlie and I were done. This was a business arrangement. Sort of. A mutual quest to figure out the details. If it meant stopping some cult arse holes, fine. I was all for a scum bag getting what was coming to them.

      He really did smell of oranges and catnip. It was oddly alluring.

      “See them yet?” he asked.

      I moved further to the right. He was too close. But I did see them, catching two glass hilts and part of a glass blade. Not an amazing view like he had, but there all the same.

      “Weirder and weirder,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      Then it caught my eye, a golden glint. Approximately ten inches tall, sitting on top of a filing cabinet. Sparkly pink eyes, a red jeweled scarf with matching wellington boots and umbrella.

      A special edition Billy Wizard Golden Bear.

      “What the fuck?” I growled.

      A special edition Billy Wizard Golden Bear I didn’t have. One I was fully aware of. Like gold dust, a hot topic in the forums. You never saw it anywhere, the Brolly Bear (its nickname), to buy. Not online, not in antique stores. There were only ever pictures and write-ups about the elusive wonder. Rarer than Queen Bear, as mystical as a dragon.

      And here it was. Gleaming, making my mouth water. “It’s as pretty as they say.”

      “What’re you talking about, mate?”

      My face was almost pressed against the glass. Would have been fully if there wasn’t the problem of being sent back down to the floor. “Look at it, Charlie. Look at it.”

      “What am I looking at?”

      “The bear.”

      “What bear?”

      “Now, look where I’m pointing.”

      He did and pulled a face. “That thing?”

      “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Are you drooling?”

      I wiped my chin. “No.”

      “You like that bear? Isn’t that a Billy Wizard Bear?”

      “Yes.”

      “Never liked them.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “Always thought they were tacky. Too blingy.”

      “You don’t know anything.” I backed away from the glass, irritated by his putdown. There was no accounting for taste.

      This Tim man would be bringing that over to this side of the glass. The Brolly Bear would be mine.

      “Mine…”

      “Right.” Charlie positioned himself to face me. “That’s all we can do now. No drawers to rifle through, and I don’t think our professor friend would’ve left a piece of paper with the code on lying around, do you?”

      “Too easy,” I answered.

      “Yep. Just like finding it in his pocket would’ve been. It’s up to us to be creative now.”

      “You didn’t tell me option two.”

      He bit his bottom lip again before answering. “Let’s cross that bridge later, yeah?”

      “You can’t tell me now?”

      “Let’s call it Plan B. Forget the option stuff.”

      “Fine.”

      He nodded. “Well, here’s my number.” He handed me a business card. Turquoise with his name and number in silver foil lettering. “Nice, huh? Cost me a bit, but I’m proud of them.”

      I pocketed it. “Indeed.”

      “What’s your number?” He fished out his phone.

      I gave it to him along with, “Call me as soon as you hear from this Tim person.”

      “Will do. Oh, one more thing. I’m skint, so I’m gonna need you to foot Martha’s bill.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Having a financial crisis right now.”

      He was unbelievable.

      “You look like you’re gonna pull my face off.” He raised his hands in defense. “Just this once. Been a hard month. I’ll pay you back. It’s just, if I don’t pay her then, well, you saw those brass knuckles.”

      I flexed my own knuckles. “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?”

      “Some people have called that charming over the years.”

      “I wouldn’t go as far as that.”

      “Please don’t hurt me. You look like a bruiser.”

      I frowned at him. “Come to mine at midday, and I’ll have the money for you.”

      “Thank the angels. You’re a star. I’ll be there.”

      “Wait. How much is it?”

      “A grand.”

      “What!”

      He flinched, even hissed as a cat would. “That’s half-price. She’s good to me.”

      “You expect me to cough up a fucking grand?”

      “Erm, yeah. You said—”

      I stepped forward; me a bull, him a red target. “You sneaky little shit.”

      “Hey! I thought we were bonding!”

      I actually chuffed like a bull ready to charge. “Bonding? This isn’t bonding. This is an unfortunate situation where I’ve been lumbered with an idiot like you.”

      “Idiot’s better than other things you could’ve said.”

      I wasn’t done. “Do you think I enjoy this? Listening to your voice, bound to you?”

      “Bound? Sounds kinky.”

      I took another step forward, and he recoiled. “Sorry,” he whined.

      “Yes, bound. Stuck. In too fucking deep now!” I waved the tube at him. “Hear that? Dead bodies! Remember them?”

      He turned a sickly green.

      “I hate this, all of this. I should be at home, minding my business as the world goes about its own. I shouldn’t be in this shit hole with you, my head fit to explode. But I have no choice. I have to find out, and undo, what’s happened to me, and hopefully have heads to break so I don’t break yours in the process. Yes, I’m hoping for more professors, a whole fucking team behind this so I can get to using some pent-up force on them.” Another step forward. “I’d be very careful on how far you try and push me, Charlie Ellison. Got it?”

      He nodded, neck scrunched inward. “I’m sorry.”

      I grunted. “I’m sure you are.” I pushed past him, then called over my shoulder, “Midday.”
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      I didn’t go home but drove over to East Beach with the windows down. The cold wind rushing through my car was keeping me energized, focused, helping me to not lose my shit over Charlie.

      A grand. A fucking grand!

      I put my foot down further, tearing down the E15 road.

      The most eastern point of East Ward was pure woodland for about two miles across and three miles deep, a wall of green before the sand and water. The long stretch of E15 was the only road to East Beach, also three miles long, and normally light on traffic. At the end was a carpark for the beach which no one used. It was all pebbles and vicious water there. The Atlantic Ocean was dangerous, naturally, but this particular section of water was constantly angry, violent even on a calm summer’s day. A perpetually pissed off area.

      Not an ideal tourist spot.

      Perfect for me.

      I eventually slowed as I approached the last mile, the dark horizon inching closer, the waves a thunderous sound.

      There was no chance of me sleeping with so much on my mind. I wanted to test these abilities, to discover things about my new self.

      I pulled into the empty carpark of the empty beach and took out my phone, realizing I hadn’t given Charlie my full address. I wasn’t sure if he’d noticed which house I’d come out of when I’d talked to the cops and angels about the Lucifer-lover incident. Making him knock on every door in Scarlet Street to find me would be going too far. Probably.

      There was a text message from him.

      
        
        I’m really sorry.

      

      

      All he got in reply was my house number. He could shove his sorry and start thinking about paying me back after I coughed up the cash tomorrow.

      The bastard. Lucky, I did have it. There was a few grand in my savings account. Wouldn’t last long if he kept this up.

      “Some detective,” I grumbled and got out of the car.

      The song of the sea was powerful, the wind howling with the crashing of the water, the loud ‘shhhh’ as the waves receded from the pebbles.

      I passed the warning signs about not swimming—you’d have to be an idiot to get your bathing suit ready in this spot. That was for West Beach and North Beach, not here. Not even South Beach, really.

      Heading down the beach, I inhaled the salty sea air. I never came to the beach. Wasn’t a pastime I was particularly interested in. Right now, though, it was the best place to be. The air felt good, the openness, the possibilities of what lay beyond this island.

      I’d never thought of it before—a life outside this city. After I’d left London and come to Angelica, leaving had seemed ridiculous. This was my home, my place of business, and there was no need for me to leave it.

      In the distance, crossing Ocean Bridge 1, the lights of a Water Rail train cut through above the road traffic below its tracks, heading over to Ireland, the United Kingdom and mainland Europe. Three stops—Dublin, London, Paris. Then back again.

      The trains and other vehicles heading west made a long journey to the USA, south to Africa, north to Greenland. Planes took less travel time, but were expensive, and flew infrequently. Trains, cars, and boats were more the norm.

      I’d come west to Angelica on the Water Rail, crossing the huge bridge to get here. I would’ve kept going if I’d had more money. Maybe even gone east instead, made my way to Australia. Too expensive to travel that far. Angelica was far enough. I’d stolen quite a bit of my dad’s money from his safe, and it was enough to get me my house. Houses down Scarlet Street were practically being given away, needing a lot of work, the area bringing down their value.

      Brilliant that I had an affinity with fixing things, then, an eye for repair work. I’d sorted out my pipes and wall cavities well enough for me to not need outside help.

      My murderous, evil father had given me the freedom he’d tried to take from me.

      Fuck him and the rest of those dead bastards. The fact they had even the remotest space in my soul was loathsome, let alone a position in my hallway.

      I walked to the water’s edge, had an angry thought, and transformed. My clothing ripped, leaving me practically naked, unbothered by the cold. The wind lifted my hair, flapped my wings.

      One thing for the to-do list: Find some appropriate clothing that doesn’t fall apart with bulking change.

      Closing my eyes seemed to help with reaching for a connection, to explore.

      Fire.

      Strength.

      Armor.

      Armor?

      I was made of layers. One by one I unpeeled them to discover what was hiding underneath.

      There. Armor. Scales.

      They were tough and solid, and there was a switch there for me to push, but I kept fumbling with it.

      I tried angry thoughts.

      Nothing.

      I tried again.

      A few more red-gold scales spread down my front.

      Shaking my hands, I made another attempt, focusing on self-preservation.

      No. Nothing.

      Maybe I was overthinking it. I could change with an angry thought, but even now, I was beginning to think it didn’t have to be the same with this, that maybe there was simpler answer. Like picking up a cup. Just do it, let the brain deal with signaling the rest of the body.

      Was it that easy?

      A firming sensation, solid and warm. They had spread when I opened my eyes. Everywhere.

      The answer was yes. Just will it, and it will happen.

      I dashed back to my car to look at myself in the side mirror.

      Even my face was smothered in scales.

      Reptilian.

      Dragon.

      No. How could I be part-dragon? It was impossible, it really was.

      Just like this whole situation.

      Striding back down the beach, I tried the fire next. Heat bloomed in my chest, my jaw opened, and fire spewed forth in a flaming jet.

      I snapped my mouth closed, and the flames died.

      Wow.

      There were no aftereffects, no burns inside my mouth or throat. I opened my mouth again, thinking about fire, and out it came in that wild blast.

      This was going to take some practice. I knew the fire was mine to use, but also a powerful weapon not to be used lightly. It was fire. Fire wasn’t exactly trivial.

      All of this would take some work. I still had to think the thoughts, to concentrate on it, to summon the anger to shift. Not that summoning anger was difficult, but it wasn’t seamless. I wanted to get to that stage where it was as easy as picking up that cup, where I just did it because these things were part of me like everything else.

      The biggest shock was that I wanted to know more.

      “Now for the wings,” I said out loud.

      Again, I had to think to flap them. It would take a while to get used to these extra limbs, but they were easily flappable. Just felt too alien. Even more so than the fire.

      Flying was a different beast. Taking to the sky, if that was even possible, could wait. It was a nasty accident waiting to happen.

      Later. I’d stick to flapping, practice. It made perfect, didn’t it?
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      It was four in the morning when I finally pulled up outside my house thinking about dragons.

      Scarlet Street was dead. Everyone was tucked up wherever they tucked away. Scott’s house was dark.

      I headed inside, the howling of my family in their mirrors kicking off straight away.

      My father was the closet face to me. His handsome yet vile face, repeating the same sentence he always did.

      I smiled, listening to all their voices. “Isn’t it ironic? I’m the only member of this family to survive a fire.”

      They didn’t react, couldn’t react.

      “Oh,” I said, catching something. “Father, your face seems to be melting.” I went to each of them in turn. “All your faces.” I chuckled. “Looks good on you.” I wasn’t sure if the melting was actually happening, but I left them to it. Maybe there would be a nice surprise waiting for me in the morning.

      Done with them, I went upstairs, rubbed the heads of my golden bears filling the bookshelf at the top of the stairs. Always gave me a warm, fuzzy feeling. They gleamed perfectly under the landing light, staring up at me, my golden, shiny children.

      Soon to be joined by that one in that lab.

      It would be mine.

      Good to see my priorities were in check.

      Energy had really built up inside me to the point of bursting, needing to be released. It was constantly on the rise. Not one shred of tiredness. I was even fidgeting, and I never fidgeted, always had something to direct my energies at.

      I strode into my bedroom, grabbed the pull up pole, and got to it.

      A creature that shouldn’t exist.

      Confused.

      Now stuck dealing with Charlie.

      About to be a thousand dollars down.

      And I hadn’t even been paid for that ruby mechanism. That’s all I’d wanted after fixing the damn thing. But what did it get? A really shit Thursday night, now bleeding into Friday.

      I kept on with the pull ups.
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      Ring, ring, ring.

      What the hell was that?

      Over and over again, the shrill ringing.

      I opened my eyes, finding myself facedown on my bedroom floor, nose crushed against the carpet.

      Ring, ring, ring.

      My doorbell? Yes. That was my doorbell.

      A different ringing joined in, lighter and tinnier.

      My phone.

      Sunlight poured through my open curtains, painting my bed.

      I wasn’t in the bed.

      I pushed myself up onto my knees, mouth dry, hazy from sleep, an earthquake in my head. This was a hangover of epic proportions, only I hadn’t touched a drop of drink. What time was it? I’d been sleeping on the floor. Why when there was a perfectly good bed there? I didn’t remember the last thing I did.

      Ring, ring, ring—two ringing sounds melding into one.

      Pull-ups? I’d been doing pull-ups at four in the morning.

      That was it! Then I must have passed out.

      Great.

      Ring, ring, ring.

      My doorbell and my phone. Who the fuck was it?

      I hauled myself up in need of coffee, heading to the window to look down at the person pushing the front door’s ringer to make the constant shriek.

      Charlie.

      It had gone twelve—ten minutes past.

      How was I supposed to face him before coffee and paracetamol?

      The ringing wouldn’t stop until I let him in.

      Charlie. In my house. Talking to me, actually putting sound in my ears. His voice out there, drifting through—

      That damn ringing was going to tip me over the edge.

      I dragged my heavy body downstairs. Gone was the rising energy, replaced by this intensely shit feeling. Ten cups of coffee might just make me human again…or whatever I was.

      The mirrors were on the floor, fallen off the wall. Silence, aside from the doorbell and my phone upstairs.

      From the small, circular window above my door, a shaft of light spot lit them, dust motes dancing in the beam.

      I picked up the closest one, the mirror with my mother’s face, and she was gone. The glass was cracked, reflecting nothing but the dark décor of the hallway.

      Gone.

      Checking the others brought the same results.

      They were gone. The final vestiges of my family had vanished forever.

      Goodbye to my grandfather’s pathetic curse.

      Despite the hangover, I grinned. This wonderful morning news was a tonic for my senses.

      I’d have to finally paint the walls a brighter color in celebration.

      The endless ringing snapped me out of my glee. Charlie certainly wasn’t a guy to give up. He was even pounding the door now.

      I yanked it open, squinting at the daylight. “All right!” I barked.

      “Oh, so you are still alive.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Negative, are you?” He shook his head. “I’ve been here ages.”

      “Ten minutes if you turned up at twelve.”

      “Yeah, I turned up at twelve in case you ripped my head off my shoulders. Got the warning loud and clear last night.”

      I was sagging, hanging off the door’s edge.

      I really needed that coffee.

      “Did you expect me to sing and dance about you lumbering me with that bill?”

      He looked me up and down, blue eyes sparkling in the sunlight. “Don’t see you joining a chorus line.”

      This was going to be a long morning. “Come in.”

      “What?”

      “Come in. As you may have gathered, I overslept. Stands to reason, then, that I haven’t been to the bank.”

      “You need to go to the bank?”

      “Yes. Some of us don’t have vaults of cash.”

      “Not even a little safe?”

      “Just get inside before you start developing a close relationship with my eternally closed front door.”

      “Not a morning or evening person, eh?”

      He was full of front for someone who’d shrunk away from me the last time we’d tangled.

      I stepped aside, letting him in.

      “Zayn?”

      Scott.

      “Wait there,” I told the Felineblood. “Don’t move from that spot.”

      “Do you know you’ve got four mirrors on the floor?” he said.

      “Move and die.”

      “Keep your hair on, mate.”

      I held back a growl and stepped outside.

      Scott was at his living room window, the window open a crack. His net curtains hid his face.

      “Yes?” I said.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Have you been eating?” The thought of food made my stomach churn.

      His head bobbed with nodding. “Good. I’m going into town soon. Do you want anything?”

      “No, thank you.” He pressed himself closer to the gap of the open window. “Who was that man?”

      “Just someone I know.”

      “He really scared me.”

      “Don’t be scared of him, Scott. Really.”

      “I was so scared. He wouldn’t stop. I thought… I thought he was… I don’t know.”

      “Out to get me?”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Well, he isn’t. He just doesn’t give up, apparently.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t worry about it, okay?”

      “Okay. Nice day, isn’t it?”

      Not really. The sun is killing my eyes, making my head worse, and pointing me in the direction of hanging over the toilet to heave my guts up. “You take care.”

      “And you.”

      I went back inside, Charlie watching me with his hands stuffed into the pockets of his black jeans. His coat was green and the top underneath an orange as painful to my retinas as the sunlight.

      “Afternoon,” he said. Catnip wafted from him.

      His skin was glowing with that golden gleam, his blue eyes radiant and awake, even his auburn hair was artfully tousled. Completely unlike the bleary-eyed mess I was sure I was.

      Beautiful…

      As well as completely infuriating!

      I pushed my hair back away from my forehead. “I’m so far behind.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Was a big night.”

      “I need coffee.”

      “Right.”

      “Want some?”

      “You’re offering me coffee?” He grinned, and my hands flexed.

      “Yes or no. I don’t care. But follow me anyway.”

      “I’d love one. Thanks.” He kept looking at the mirrors on the floor. “Guess you’re not going to explain those?”

      “Good guess.”
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      It took two mugs of coffee for me to feel relatively normal again. I even stirred in three sugars and cream, which I would normally hate.

      I needed all the energy I could get.

      “So there you go. He’ll meet us at the lab at ten tonight.” Charlie had just finished telling me about Tim—the man with the amethyst mechanism.

      “Good. Plenty of time to understand the situation. We’ll have to be sure it’s safe, though, in case more folk in black make an appearance.”

      “Been thinking more about that,” he said. “You know, the Lucifer stuff.”

      “So have I.”

      “I reckon there’s gonna be a terrorist movement in his name. Some really nasty uprising.”

      “Looks like we’re on the same wavelength.” I released a heavy yawn. “But that doesn’t involve the man in black.”

      “He wants to stop it. Wanted to…you know what I mean.”

      “Yes.” Another hit of caffeine was needed. “Which implies that those people and that lab is connected to bad, Lucifer things. We could be dealing with a major criminal operation.”

      “A terror cell.”

      I nodded, pouring some more coffee for both of us. “Maybe the place is compromised now. Other members of the cell have found out and have cleared the lab. That would make sense, though I hope not. Losing potential answers would annoy me.”

      He nodded in agreement and sipped his coffee. “Got any biscuits?”

      “Biscuits?”

      “Custard creams?”

      “You want biscuits?”

      “Yes, please. If you’ve got them. Coffee doesn’t feel right without them.”

      I fetched the green biscuit barrel and placed it before him. “Help yourself.”

      “Thanks,” he said, popping the lid. “You do have custard creams! What a dude!”

      Don’t scowl. Just don’t scowl. “So, anyway, we have to be careful if we’re going back there tonight. Wouldn’t it be good to watch the place first for activity?”

      His cheeks were puffed up like a hamster’s, way too many biscuits stuffed in there. He nodded as he chewed, taking a long time to crunch them down.

      I waited, watching him, wondering why he’d ever stirred my curiosity. Crumbs escaped his mouth, peppering his chin and down his front. A far cry from the seductive guy on the street, the one who’d been in my bath time fantasy.

      The human mind is a strange and scary place sometimes.

      When he was finished, he gulped back some coffee and said, “Ah, that was good.”

      “Enjoy that?”

      “Big time. Thanks muchly.” He’d clearly missed the barbs in my words. “I can scope things out later after I’ve, erm, paid Martha. Before Tim rocks up.”

      I kept my reaction on the inside. “Okay. Do you think Martha will have any information from the blood she took from the bodies?”

      “Hopefully, yeah.”

      He didn’t sound too sure about that.

      “Don’t worry about tonight. My feline senses have us covered. If there’s any dodgy stuff going down, I’ll know. And I’m good at being unseen.”

      “Great to know.” My belly rumbled, calling for food.

      Charlie offered me the barrel.

      I shook my head. “I need more than a custard cream.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing, mate.”

      Someone in my home sharing coffee with me, invading my space, taking away the blissful quiet time that comes with sitting at the kitchen table with a coffee. Not just any someone at that, but the most annoying man in the world. At least, rapidly heading to be crowned with that title.

      Life really had turned on a dime.

      “You really love those gold bears, don’t you?” Charlie looked around him. They were everywhere they could be—on top of my pine cupboards, next to the kettle and toaster, across the windowsill. I’d even built them their own shelf above the backdoor.

      “I do.”

      “Every room like this?”

      “Yes, pretty much.”

      His expression showed his confusion, but then he lifted his mug in a cheers. “Cool. Whatever floats your boat. Each to their own.”

      I just drank some more coffee.

      “You know,” he added, “isn’t it part of dragon mythos that they like shiny things?”

      Charlie Ellison. Expert pusher of the wrong buttons. “I wouldn’t go down that road right now.”

      “I’m not trying to wind you up.”

      There it was, a sickly ripple across his feline features—trauma. I wasn’t a psychic or a psychologist, but I understood what I was seeing. It was practically radiating off him.

      The man in black had been his first kill, and he was trying to cope with it.

      He’d need to talk to someone, but that wouldn’t be me. I didn’t want that kind of relationship with him. I didn’t even want the one we did have. A heart to heart would open the floodgates, make him think we could be friends. There was no way that would happen. Bizarre circumstances had pulled as together, and that was it. A mystery to solve, and when it was over, that would be the end of us.

      “Do you want some eggs?” I asked.

      Ah, yes. Such a grand job of keeping him at arm’s length…

      I suppressed an eyeroll at myself.

      “No, thanks,” he answered. “I’ll just have a couple more of these if that’s cool.”

      “Okay.”

      Charlie’s eyes widened. He dropped the biscuit into his coffee, brown liquid surging over the rim of the mug onto my pine table.

      “Mind what you’re doing,” I snapped.

      He paid me no mind, staring behind me. His hand remained in the same position, finger and thumb close together as if holding a ghost biscuit.

      “Charlie?”

      Solid, apart from the trembling in his hands. If it wasn’t for the blink, I would’ve thought he was stone.

      “What’s wrong?” I turned to look over my shoulder, following the trajectory of his eyes…

      …and flew up out of my seat, spinning fully to face the man in my kitchen.

      The right side of his alabaster face was horribly burned, a pink scar spreading into the folds of his black, iridescent armor, shimmering in what looked like firelight.

      There was absolutely no fire here.

      “I don’t like this color,” he said, taking in his surroundings. “Dark green? Pine?” He shook his head. “It is rather drab.”

      His voice was soft yet deep. A shudder ran down my spine at the sound of it.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I demanded, ready to haul him out of here within the next few seconds.

      Wavy, black hair fell across his face. His dark eyes were full of shadows that wanted to devour me through those tresses. Not just dark, but the blackest night I’d ever seen.

      Midnight eyes.

      His rosy lips twitched into the beginnings of a smile. “You do remember me?”

      “No. Therefore, you are trespassing.”

      “You will.” He turned his gaze to Charlie. “You both will.” Back to me. “Why does everything have to be so complicated all the time?”

      I charged forward, furious at the audacity. Thinking he could come into my home and start talking complete gibberish? No. I wasn’t having it.

      I was over mysterious moments.

      But as I reached for him, I passed through him. The shock had me stumbling forward, losing my footing and almost swan-diving into the oven.

      I spun, charged at him again, and passed through his body.

      “What is this?”

      “They’re gone now, those stains on your soul scattered across the floor.”

      My family? “What do you know about them?”

      “That your soul was not a soul for them to stain, too precious, too brilliant for those made of lesser compounds such as they.” He took a step forward, and his form became more translucent.

      Had he been see-through the whole time, and I’d missed it?

      “Who are you?”

      “You really don’t remember me?”

      “No. Why would I?”

      He waited, holding me in dark scrutiny. “A shame for the interruptions, for the soil in the purity. The process has been tainted. For now.”

      “Can you not speak in riddles and answer me properly?”

      “Why? Will you try to throw me out again?”

      Smart arse. “You’re in my property, so speak. You know something we don’t, so speak.”

      “We? You and he are—”

      “Trying to figure things out,” I cut him off.

      “I’m sure you are. What a baffling situation you find yourself in.”

      He was seriously pissing me off. Lucky for him, he was incorporeal. I hadn’t been pushed in the direction of bone-cracking desire for a long time. Now I’d had several shoves over the past week.

      “Your face…” Charlie said softly. “Burned…”

      “Have you only just noticed?” the man asked, his image flickering.

      “I—” That’s all Charlie managed.

      Why couldn’t a man just enjoy coffee and eggs without drama?

      “I’m bored,” I said. “Either say who you are or fuck off. I’m not in the mood for this.”

      The man moved across the kitchen, passing through me, his form cutting through the table.

      Charlie yelled and leaped out of the chair, landing on all fours and scurrying over to me. Then he hissed at the ghost or whatever he was.

      The man paused by the fridge, looking around him once again. “The you I used to know would never have chosen such dreary color.”

      I tensed up. “The me you used to know?”

      “Indeed,” he replied, leaning over to look at a gold bear sitting next to my bread bin. “Pretty. You always liked pretty.”

      I didn’t know whether to be confused or angry. In fact, the two were striving for dominance. “Talk now before I find a Magiblood to banish you.”

      He chuckled. “I wonder if anyone has the power to do that. You should certainly contact someone to see. I, for one, would certainly find that fascinating.”

      “Talk!” My voice boomed around the room.

      Charlie sprang to his feet, inching closer to me.

      “How adorable,” the man said. “The cat creature seeks comfort.”

      “Felineblood,” Charlie countered.

      “Indeed.” He shot Charlie a vicious look as if shadows would burst from his eyes and rip the wannabe detective into pieces.

      He shrank back, moving in closer until he pressed against me.

      This was getting old fast. “What is it you want, other than to ruin my breakfast?”

      “Breakfast? Isn’t it rather late for that?”

      “Well?”

      He stepped forward. “I wanted to see you.”

      “Why?”

      “To be sure it was you, even though you are not the true you.”

      I stepped forward then, pushing past Charlie. “The true me?”

      “Yes. The hair remains the same, but not the eyes. You are as pale as me now. No tan to be jealous of.” He laughed softly. “How jealous we all were.”

      Tan. That vision of me I’d seen when I’d been burning was tanned.

      I surged forward until I was inches away from him, longing to grab him and throttle some proper answers out.

      “I’m running out of patience,” I warned through clenched teeth.

      “It is understandable you would be a new version, a closeness, yes, but not a full copy. The nature of time, the absurdity of the universe, and the complexities of magic.”

      I went to snare him, remembered how pointless that would be.

      “Impossible to touch me,” he said, clearly amused. “For now.” He flickered. “I may let you have the chance later.”

      More flickers and he began to fade.

      “Whoever you are, I’ll hunt you down. Ghost or not. No one comes into my home and behaves this way, throws out vague statements without a follow-up.”

      He moved closer, our faces dangerously close. “What would you do to me? Punch out my heart? Burn me alive with the fire you harbor? Bludgeon me to death with that brilliant strength?” He backed off. “I will give you something in my parting for you to ponder. You will have the answers you seek in good time, for I am coming soon.”

      The man faded to the point where only his face remained, floating in the air. “I am Lucifer.”
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      My knees gave out as the face vanished. I stumbled and collapsed onto the table, mugs and biscuit barrel tumbling and clattering on the cream linoleum floor.

      “Zayn!”

      The table tipped, and I slid, crashing to the floor with it, the edge crushing my arm beneath it.

      I roared and hefted it off me with the one arm, sending it hurtling over Charlie’s head. He ducked, it struck the wall behind him, taking a chunk out of the brick, booming as it hit the ground.

      “Whoa!” Charlie cried and fell beside me as I lay on my back, shards of mug digging into my back. “You alright?”

      Panting, staring up the white ceiling, the cracks, the globs of paint from the textured paintwork, I didn’t understand the sudden burst of rage. Yes, the shock of that thing calling himself Lucifer was enough to make anyone’s knees buckle. But then the anger had burst forth even before the table had crushed my arm, a version of fury new to me.

      My arm was still throbbing but nowhere near as painful as it should be. No broken bones, only an angry red mark where the table had struck.

      It was shock that made me act that way. Had to be. At least, that was what I told myself, not believing it fully. That anger had come from somewhere deeper than I understood, in darker depths.

      “Zayn?”

      How was I supposed to process this? What was I? Why me? Lucifer knew me. If that man wasn’t the dark lord, then who was he?

      A crushing weight bore down on me, gluing me to the floor. Not anything physical, but a metaphysical load. I was still hoping to wake up in my bed covered in sweat, maybe even sick with a fever of some kind, so I could explain everything away with nightmares and a virus.

      It would be so much easier.

      “Zayn?”

      The Felineblood was still by my side, gazing down at me.

      “Zayn?” he repeated when I didn’t answer.

      My eyes flicked to the right, meeting his twin sapphires. “Are you hurt?”

      “Me? No. Are you? That looked ultra-painful.” He glanced behind him. “Table survived.”

      I sat up, sagging forward. My headache had just started to fade. Now it was back to remind me it hadn’t quite vacated the premises yet.

      I reached behind me, brushing away the pieces of mug. Didn’t feel like I’d been pierced back there.

      “Lucifer,” I said.

      “I know.” He slumped his shoulders. “And all that stuff he said about him knowing you, and you being a new you. Fudge. What the flip is that?”

      If he was Lucifer, what did he have to do with me?

      “Do you think that was him? Really?” Charlie added.

      “I don’t know, but it’s now clear someone has an issue with me. If it wasn’t before, now it’s dancing under my nose.”

      “We’ll figure it out. We will.” He puffed out a breath. “He was super creepy.”

      “He was.”

      “Now, to put it all together.”

      I got to my feet. “We need to get into that lab as soon as possible.”
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      I’d rode with Zayn in his car to the bank to draw out the cash. Martha wouldn’t take anything but cash. No card payments or cheques for her.

      We didn’t talk much, the whole potential ghost of Lucifer in his kitchen thing really settling in. As if I didn’t have enough to mess with my head after…

      The gunshot echoed in my memory, the man in black going down…

      Another layer of crap to keep me up at night.

      I’d had about an hour’s sleep after the events in that house with Zayn, going over the details, trying to come up with something to make sense of the crazy.

      Now, this.

      Was he really Lucifer? If so, what was his connection to Zayn? Running a background check on the dude wouldn’t do anything. Like there would be records of the dark lord on file. Ha! Even if there were, they’d be buried deep.

      Still, maybe I could make a call to Benji and ask him for another favor.

      Ugh. I so needed my own premises, my own things in place to run my own checks and process cases. Not my dodgy setup. I sucked. Actually sucked. No wonder I couldn’t pay the rent.

      Now wasn’t the time to get down on myself. This case could break me out of my funk, be the real step up I’d missed out on. Real glory this time, as long as the cops didn’t suddenly spoil everything. Lack of payment didn’t compare to the chance at grabbing a decent reputation. Watch me become in demand, work flowing in along with the cash.

      This could change my life.

      Or get me killed.

      Or mess with my head even more.

      Gunshot memories again, finger throbbing from the remembrance of pulling the trigger. All the time, never fudging letting up.

      I’d killed a guy.

      I closed my eyes, ignoring myself, letting the sun hit my face as I sat in the park. Sunshine was good therapy, as was taking a moment on a park bench. Combining the two was even better.

      It’d just gone three. Zayn had dropped me home, but I couldn’t stand being indoors. I’d dumped the cash in there, managing to avoid my landlord, and slipped back out again.

      Sunwood Park was the nicest spot in East Ward. Open green space with a pond, trees, and a really pretty flower garden that always brought tourists to admire the roses. Best roses in the city, in my opinion. Well, from what I’d seen anyway.

      I loved flowers and greenery and all that stuff. Having a garden would be amazing. I could grow some roses of my own, have my own little chill-out spot. I’d tangled with getting myself an allotment, grow some veggies as well as work on some show-stopping pretties. Get a bench in there too. A greenhouse.

      A man could dream.

      I was so, so hungry. Even eyed up the park bins, contemplating hunting for scraps. The custard creams had so not filled the hunger void.

      Zayn hadn’t been in a good mood when we’d parted. Looked worse for wear, like he’d been on an all-night bar crawl. Really, really rough. Not like last night, his skin radiant, a proper glisten to it. Healthy, strong, otherworldly. He was still the same dude I’d wound up on Scarlet Street, but white-blonde and hotter, a little scarier even. And those eyes. Fudge! If they’d been pretty the first time I’d seen them, they were even more vibrant now. More royal purple than violet. Kind of. It depended on the light, I guess, but they were definitely a richer color.

      Zayn. What a miserable git. The way he’d come for me after dropping the grand thing on him. Fine. I got that. I should’ve been more tactful. But did he have to be so mean about it? He’d really freaked me out, really made me think he was gonna smash the back of my head against the wall until he cracked me like an egg. He actually had the strength to do that in one smash. After all, he was… I didn’t know what he was.

      Everything kept pointing to dragons. His wings were leathery, not feathery like an angel’s. Had to be dragon-related. Dragons were myths, but myths had to come from somewhere.

      Dragons. Kind of exciting.

      It was a possible he’d been cursed. Jilted ex he wasn’t telling me about? General enemy? There was so much to put together, but right now, I just wanted this bench.

      Yep, Zayn was mean. Had a rod up his backside in the unfun way, and I knew he wanted me to get lost. Tough. I was already in too deep and was seeing this through to the end. He knew he needed me, and I think that didn’t help my popularity levels with him. But after that visitor he’d had in his kitchen, I wasn’t walking away, wasn’t letting him push me out.

      Like I said, this could send me through the stratosphere.

      First, I had to get myself together. It was way too much to take in, to untangle. To do a good job, a clear mind was needed. Impossible, maybe, but I had to aim for it.

      Be strong.

      But the echoing gunshots wouldn’t leave me alone, the way the man in black’s head had snapped back. The blood, the exploded face of the lab man—

      “Shit…” I wheezed.

      Sweat was beading on my brow again, across my shoulders. It wasn’t even that hot.

      I had to get through this and quick.

      A spell? Could I get a temporary fix put on me to sort me out? There were people who’d do it, some of them working down on Zayn’s street.

      Did I want to go down that mind-altering road? It opened up other doorways, some of them leading to addiction, to a complete mental breakdown. Magic wasn’t something to be taken lightly, especially willingly.

      No. Not down that road.

      Then how to stop the gunshot memories?

      My phone rang in my pocket.

      Benji.

      “Hey,” I said. “How you doing?”

      “Have you seen the news?” He sounded harassed.

      “No, why? What’s wrong?”

      “Where are you?”

      “Sunwood Park. Benji? What’s wrong?”

      He was outside, loads of traffic in the background. “It’s supposed to be my day off.”

      “You need to start talking, mate.”

      “Something’s going down in Central Ward. Something big. I’m heading down there now.”

      “Why’re you telling me this, Benji? You’re freaking me out.”

      A pause. “This is just… Big. I think you should see it. I’ll pick you up. You’ll want to drop your plans. Shit. I can’t believe this.” He was all over the place, sounded tired and terrified at the same time.

      “Benji?”

      I heard an engine start. His engine. “Yeah?”

      “Please tell me what’s going on.”

      “There’s a dragon.”
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      Countless pull-ups, two burgers, and an averted incident of breaking plates in frustration against the kitchen wall later, I was ready for the next stage.

      I’d tidied up too, getting rid of the fallen mirrors, putting my table back into position. It was as if Lucifer and my family had never been here.

      If that was Lucifer.

      Keeping busy for the remainder of the day, after I’d returned from the bank in an even fouler mood, had been extremely helpful for my sanity as I’d dialed down the extreme pondering of my situation. Stewing didn’t get me anywhere. It was counterproductive and weak. I wasn’t about to let anything make me crumble under the pressure of too much thought.

      That’s what I kept telling myself.

      I didn’t know Charlie, but I trusted he would use that money to pay Martha. He knew I’d hunt him down otherwise and practice my new fire-breathing skills on him and his home if he double-crossed me.

      For his sake, he’d better understand that.

      Him pressed against the wall, me inside him…

      My landline phone rang as I stepped out of the shower. I dashed into my bedroom and grabbed it. Naked. My bedroom window was directly opposite the bedroom windows of my neighbors on the other side of the street. I reached for the open curtains and yanked them across to shield myself.

      Too hard.

      The curtain rail snapped, the whole thing crashing down.

      “Fuck!” I barked.

      This damn strength!

      “I would ask you not to use such terrible language!” A shrill cry came from the telephone.

      I put the handset to my ear. “Sorry?”

      “Mr. Valentine! I do not appreciate your language!”

      Miss. Smythe.

      Damn. I’d forgotten all about the repair work I was supposed to do on her white agate mechanism.

      I was supposed to have been there by nine o’clock this morning with the package.

      “Hello. Sorry about that, Miss. Smythe. I had an—”

      “I’m not interested in your personal issues, Mr. Valentine. Why did you not deliver my item at the time agreed? It is now past three o’clock in the afternoon—well beyond the time you promised. This is pathetic service. I am so disappointed after you came so highly recommend.” She started to sob. “I need my white agate. I am so tired. I need peace, Mr. Valentine. It has been six days already. You have no idea how much I suffer, how much is on my mind. I need it to help me sleep.”

      She had a lot on her mind? I bet I could beat that.

      Miss. Smythe continued. “I was looking forward to sleeping away this day, finally having my mind soothed once again. You promised me. I put my faith in you, and you betrayed me.”

      Betrayed?

      “Do you have a manager, Mr. Valentine? If you do, I would really like to speak to him.”

      “Him?” I blurted out.

      “Yes. I want to speak to him.”

      “What about her?” I had no idea why I said that. Miss. Smythe was extremely sensitive to bad customer service. She’d made that clear on her booking. I’d reassured her she wouldn’t experience bad service with me, that I lived up to the recommendation made to her.

      Now I’d messed things up. I’d fully intended to blow her mind, now she was blowing her top. This was bad for me and bad for business. Negative word of mouth was the worst kind of destruction to a reputation.

      She huffed down the line.

      Time for damage control. “All I can do is apologize profusely, Miss. Smythe. I am deeply sorry for my unprofessionalism.”

      “Not even a phone call.”

      “I know. I am very sorry. Also, no, I do not have a manager. I work for myself.” She knew that. I guess she was being reactionary.

      “Appalling.” She sniffed. “Utterly dreadful.”

      It would take me three hours to complete the repairs on her device. “I can have it to you by nine o’clock tonight. Free of charge.”

      “Fine.”

      That was it? “I promise you this will never happen again.”

      “I know it won’t. I will not use your services again. Be sure to arrive promptly.”

      She hung up before I could sweeten the deal. I’d have to come up with something to fix the damage, bring her back to me. After all, fixing was my trade.

      Losing my reputation had to be avoided at all costs if I wanted to keep burgers in my belly and a roof over my head.

      Damn. I didn’t need this right now. But there was no point whining about it. There was always a way to make things better.

      Miss. Smythe was another prime example of not favoring the company of people.

      I’d broken my curtain rail for nothing. The entire phone call, I’d stood there naked. Did the neighbors really care, though? Were there many peeping Tom’s over the road?

      I got dressed and headed down to my workshop. My temper hadn’t been prodded like this in a long time.
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      Five minutes at the worktable and my mobile phone buzzed.

      What now?

      Charlie’s name was on the screen.

      Again, what now?

      “Charlie?”

      “Hey, Zayn. Erm, I don’t know how to tell you this, but there’s, erm… You watching the news?”

      “No.”

      “Right. Well, you need get down to Central Ward because there’s… Fudge. There’s a dragon here.”
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      I pushed my car to the edge of its limits as I tore through the city streets, crossing the Orbit River, pulling up straight into Square of the Righteous (also known as Holy Square).

      Amazing I didn’t get stopped for speeding.

      Holy Square was at the heart of Angelica City, a stunning amphitheater of white marble, tall pillars, statues of angels placed around a crystal Seraph Star resting on a podium. The sunlight made it sparkle as it were snow, a complete blanket of sprinkled diamonds. A pathway of the same marble then broke away from the square, snaking up Sacred Hill to the dome-roofed citadel.

      It was a huge tourist magnet.

      Today, things were different. The square still glittered, but the star was gone, broken next to a cone of ice, the statues toppled, the ground cracked open.

      At first, I thought my eyes and mind were lying to me when I approached the police barrier at the edge of the square, joining a group of silent tourists staring upward. A cone of ice about two-hundred feet tall, towering above me? Never. For a black lizard to be curled up inside it? Impossible. For that black lizard to be a sleeping dragon, as large and menacing as anyone would imagine one being? Move along, you’re talking rubbish.

      Yet there it was, a solid beast of black scales, curled up into itself, tail a coil under a deadly snout. Its eyes were closed, and it was breathing. Yes, sleeping, locked inside the ice. Its folded wings resembled the ones I now had—leathery, with jagged tips.

      A dragon. There was no other description for it.

      “Zayn!”

      The sun bounced off the top of the ice, casting a rainbow down to the ground.

      The dragon’s wings were similar to mine. Bigger, yet basically the same. I couldn’t take my eyes off them, off it. Somehow, someway, I was connected to that deadly beauty locked in ice.

      How? What did I, Lucifer, and a dragon have to do with one another? Charlie, too, seeing as he was summoned to that house.

      “Zayn.”

      Charlie appeared to my left. I didn’t look at him, not wanting to look.

      “Hey. Earth to Zayn.” A hand passed before my eyes. “I was just calling you.”

      I blinked, leaning on the barrier, wanting a closer look. This creature had me enraptured. It was beautiful as much as it was terrifying.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Another male voice broke me out of my trance.

      I turned my head. Charlie and another man with wide eyes like a puppy, an obvious dedication to Charlie. The loyalty a dog holds for its master.

      A Canineblood.

      Were they a couple?

      “Hello,” I greeted Charlie.

      “Hey. This is Benji. Well, Officer Benji.”

      He was in blue jeans and a white jumper. No uniform. “Day off?” I questioned.

      “If only.” This Benji eyed me suspiciously.

      “Benji, this is Zayn.”

      We didn’t shake hands.

      “I need to find Officer Bob before he puts my balls in a vice,” the Canineblood said.

      “Doesn’t sound fun,” I answered.

      He didn’t reply. “See you, Charlie. I’ll fill you in later if there’s anything.”

      “Hopefully, there’ll be loads,” the Felineblood responded. “See you later, mate.”

      Benji offered me one more suspicious glare, then skulked off through the eerily silent crowd.

      We were the only ones talking, everyone else was too dumbfounded.

      Back to the dragon. “Can you believe this?”

      “Nope,” Charlie answered.

      “Was anyone hurt? Do you know where this came from?”

      “I don’t think anyone was hurt. Take that with a pinch of salt, though. I mean, look at the state of this place.”

      “Any reports of a tremor?”

      “Nope. Not that I know of. Must be seeing as it looks like it burst out of the ground. Things like that don’t happen quietly, do they?”

      “Presumably.”

      I wanted to jump the barrier, to touch that glistening ice for myself. It held secrets I hungered for. I licked my lips, the thirst for knowledge strong.

      My wings twitched under my skin, wanting release. Even the fire in my belly wanted out, to bathe the ice in my flame, set the dragon free.

      Do I know you?

      “Zayn?”

      “Yes.”

      “You alright?”

      “I’m fine.” Why was he bothering me? I wanted to enjoy this.

      “You look…scary.”

      My head snapped round to him. “What?”

      “You’re drooling, mate.”

      I touched my lips, my chin. There was drool there. I wiped it with the back of my hand. “I was.”

      “That was weird,” he said. “I thought you were gonna jump the barrier.”

      I almost did. “And get shot?”

      He saw more. It was in his feline eyes. “Right. That would be bad.”

      A trail of starlight across the blue sky, shooting downward until the stars burst. Standing there as the starlight scattered at their feet were the two angels who’d killed that man outside my home. Danny Roberts, was it? There was still no information about him other than what Charlie had told me—which didn’t have any answers in it at all.

      The dark-skinned man and the honey-skinned woman in their splendid white armor were radiant. A collective gasp came from the crowd. Some folk even fell to their knees.

      Thought this would get their attention.

      What was this tension inside me? A resistance to them? Another need, this time for violence, to jump the barrier and fight them?

      No way would that happen. Go up against an angel? Make that two! It was suicide, and I had no reason to hate them. Yet there it was, a twinge of shadow, fire stirring at the heart of me.

      “She’s Parisa, he’s Yael,” Charlie whispered to me.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Benji told me the other night.”

      “Why didn’t you mention it before?”

      The angels moved around the ice slowly, inspecting every edge.

      “Was I supposed to?” Charlie whispered back.

      “Details are important.”

      He didn’t answer, watching the two stunning creatures move around this alien object.

      After two rounds of the angels circling the ice with graceful strides, they stopped together, looking upward.

      “An abomination in our lands,” Yael said in an unsettlingly cold voice.

      “It will be expelled,” Parisa added, her voice just as icy.

      Their huge white and feathery wings spread, churning the wind. With their frosty white swords, they struck the ice with forceful cuts.

      An ear-splitting din bounced around the square, even sending some spectators tumbling to the ground in shock.

      The angel swords hadn’t even made so much as the slightest chip.

      A tremor of fear rocked the square as the angels took flight, their eyes wild fires in their faces, their hands igniting with white flame that spread down the blades of their weapons.

      “We will not permit a dragon to live!” they boomed together, their collective voices as powerful as the din.

      They struck together with terrifying speed, attacking the ice over and over in a frenzy of sword moves, of brutal strength. At the top, the bottom, flying around it and striking from various angles.

      Nothing happened. The ice showed no signs of impact, no give.

      Parisa and Yael stopped, solid as the ice, not seeming to take a breath. No signs of exhaustion there. They watched the ice, circled it again. After five more minutes of them staring at it, they took off in a stream of starlight, returning to the citadel.

      Breathless, I slumped forward on the barrier. “Does the air feel thicker?”

      It did, almost toxic, and most of my own air had been torn from my lungs.

      Charlie’s arm on my shoulder. “Take it easy. It’s always too much when the angels show up.”

      That wasn’t it, though. I wasn’t in so much awe of them I couldn’t stand it. No, I was affected differently. The hatred I shouldn’t have. My body was reacting to them in a sickly way, not just hate. Toxic was definitely the word for it.

      I kept this from Charlie, despite just telling him I wanted all the facts laid out at all times. Maybe later I’d fill him in. Anyway, this strange cloud was lifting.

      “Vacate the area!” a loud male voice commanded.

      Police were filling the square, Benji in his non-uniform with them. Dispersing folk.

      “The Square of the Righteous is officially closed. Vacate immediately.”

      The orders kept coming, more police streaming into the vicinity.

      One last look at the dragon, not wanting to leave it. But I did.

      “Come on,” I told Charlie. “Let’s move.”

      Commotion to the right, a swirl of green. Police shouting, threatening to shoot, then a burst of red. Folk screamed and pushed against me.

      Two Magibloods had jumped the barriers. A fair-skinned man and woman, both with their hair shaved off, both with magical pendants around their necks. His generated green magic, hers red.

      “Get back! Now!” the police yelled.

      The Magibloods howled with laughter. “Your words mean nothing,” the woman said.

      “Nothing at all,” the man added. He cast his magic, the red energy roaring around the square to form a barrier.

      A gun fired, the bullet doing nothing. That was some intense magic. Even I could feel it buzzing across my face. If my locket had still been functioning (it needed repairing), I’m sure it would’ve been fit to explode in response.

      More gunfire, more bullets deflected as the man ran around the square, magic spilling out of him.

      The woman remained where she was, weaving her green magic into a ball.

      Starlight trails were back in the sky, heading straight for the square.

      “For Lucifer!” the woman roared.

      “For our king!” the man added.

      A green, five-pointed star manifested above her, soaring into the air. A taint against Holy Square. It blocked out the citadel from where I stood.

      Another Lucifer Star.

      Folk were weeping and screaming at the pair until the angels landed with a heavy boom. The same two again. They didn’t speak as they cut them down with their mighty swords, leaving them nothing but ashes. Smoke drifted from the ruins of the two heathens.

      Yael approached the barrier as Parisa crouched to inspect the remains.

      The male angel addressed the crowd. “Be gone, all of you. This is no place for civilians now.”

      With that, the police leapt into action, firmer and more forceful than before. We didn’t need to wait to be told, we were already moving.
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      We sat in my car in an empty carpark by Orbit River. The waterway circled Central Ward, its south east and north west points joining the tidal Atlantic River. Where I’d parked was a quiet spot under the C2 bridge connecting Central and East Ward, hiding my car in cool shade.

      “Wasn’t that an interesting turn?” I said, killing the engine, still on the point of drooling whenever I thought about the dragon in ice.

      There was no denying what creature I’d been turned into now.

      “Looks like I’ll need to arrange a meet up for Benji again later,” Charlie said, “if he ever has time off again after that.”

      “Two Lucifer Stars. Safe to say the first one wasn’t an isolated incident.”

      “There was no magic before the Magibloods showed up,” Charlie replied. “Around the dragon, I mean. Not that I could smell.”

      I released a heavy sigh. “I feel like the world is going through a sudden change, and we’re caught in the crossfire.”

      “I know what you mean, mate.”

      I shook my head. “Do you know the oddest thing about this?”

      “What?”

      “The angels. They were unable to do a thing to that ice.” I twisted in my seat to look at him. “Don’t you find that unsettling? Okay, without the thing that’s happened to me, the death, the fact that there’s a huge black dragon in that ice. If you leave them aside for one moment, think about what this could mean.”

      He listened attentively, his gorgeous blue eyes fixed to mine.

      Ignoring the G-word, I continued. “The angels are supposed to be the most powerful beings in the world. That’s how we understand it, yes?”

      Charlie nodded.

      “But what if they’re not? What if there is a major change coming, a bad change, and the angels can’t stop it?”

      He gnawed his bottom lip.

      “Angels never fail,” I added. “Ever. We all know that. But they did today. What message does that send?”

      I still bristled with a strange hatred of the angels. It wasn’t going away.

      Charlie took a moment to answer. “Then we’re fudged if it’s bad change. If that dragon gets out, and the angels can’t hurt it just like the ice, then…” He blew out a breath. “Maybe we’re jumping the gun a bit.”

      “It’s always safer to assume the worst.”

      “You seem the sort of dude to be glass half empty.”

      He wasn’t wrong there. “When you expect the worst, a positive result is much sweeter.”

      He nodded, fishing a pack of catnip cigarettes from his jeans pocket. It was squished and tatty, and there was no way he was lighting up in here.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, popping one into his mouth. “I’m not stupid.” He got out of the car.

      Good to see he understood the rules.

      I got out too, joining him on a patch of grass beside the river path. The water idled by, murky in the shadow of the overpass. Orbit River wasn’t the cleanest of rivers, particularly this section. The overturned shopping trolley rusting on the other side of the water summed things up, really. Some stretches of Orbit River, particularly in the touristy areas, were so clean you could see the bottom, the result of dumping chemicals into it to bleach it crystal clear, to halt the onslaught of pollution from the rest of the river.

      Like polishing a turd.

      “Wrong on so many levels,” I said, distracted by the water.

      “Like a fart in a lift.”

      “Sorry?”

      “That’s wrong on so many levels.” He giggled and lit his cigarette.

      “I was talking about the river.”

      He blew out a smoke ring. “That’s wrong too. We should join that group for their next march. What’re they called? River Riot? I mean, if we had time.”

      River Riot often held protests and tried to clean up the waters of the city. They had clean up drives every week. Anyone could join, but I didn’t want to. Didn’t have the time or the desire to be in a group of people.

      Talk about my idea of hell.

      I signed petitions and hoped for the best. Yes, I did care, but I also cared about my time, about keeping myself fed and sheltered. If I let my business slip, then my income slipped. I already had Miss. Smythe to deal with.

      Poor you.

      I diverted the subject. “This Lucifer wanting a dragon bride thing you mentioned. You said an old man told you that?”

      “Yep. Old Man Freddie. He’s always at the King’s Arms.” His hand shot up to cover his mouth.

      He was on my wavelength.

      “By the angels!” he gasped, hand back down. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      I nodded. “That there’s something in what this Old Man Freddie told you? Yes. The question is, how would he know that?”

      “Sugar. I don’t know. I always listened to him because I wanted to believe, you know? Kind of liked the idea of dragons. How freaky would that have been—Lucifer and a dragon queen? But now I might’ve actually seen the real dark lord, and how big a full dragon is, I’m so not liking any of it. I don’t know what to think. I mean, look at you with the dragon vibes? What if Freddie actually knows something? Like, for real.”

      “You’re not about to hit me with a revelation on another magical mechanism, are you?”

      “I promise I’m not. From here on in, anything I tell you about mechs is fresh to me too.”

      “Good.” Another revelation on mechanisms would break me. “I wonder if there’s something on him?”

      “On Lucifer?”

      “Yes. A spell, maybe.

      Charlie shook his head. “I’d have smelled it.”

      “Is it possible you can’t smell it?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” He took a long drag on his cigarette, exhaling a long stream of green smoke. “Dragons, eh? Who’d have thought it?”

      “I know.”

      “If this keeps up, what will tomorrow bring? Every new day brings something new.”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you feel anything?” he asked. “When you were near the dragon? You looked all weird.”

      “I can’t explain it, but I felt like I was in a trance, almost…seduced.”

      “Weird. You were drooling.”

      “I know I was.”

      “That’s pretty scary.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’d put money on a major connection.”

      “We really have to talk to this Old Man Freddie.”

      “We could try the pub if you like?”

      “Great. The King’s Arms, you said. I’m assuming it’s the one in East Ward?”

      “Yep. Haunt it all the time.” Charlie stubbed out his cigarette and got back into the car.

      Old Man Freddie it was, then.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Freddie was not at the pub, but it may have been too early for him according to the other regulars sitting on their barstools.

      I hated pubs. The sooner we got out of this claustrophobic place, the better. It stank of beer and pine cleaner.

      “Cheers,” Charlie told the men and the barman. “I’ll check back later.”

      Apparently, no one seemed to know where Old Man Freddie lived. Charlie had tried to find an address online, but because he wasn’t known by a surname, he’d got stuck—though he assured me he’d crack it.

      Charlie’s stomach rumbled as a steak pie was brought to a table. He actually followed with his nose, salivating at the scent. His stomach had rumbled the whole way here, I’d noticed.

      “Have you eaten anything today apart from the custard creams this morning?” I asked.

      “Well, Lucifer kind of ruined the prospect of eggs, right?”

      “He did.” I didn’t want to get involved in his personal life, but I wanted him to be healthy if we were going to work together. “Do you need some money for food?”

      He stepped back, gnawing his lip. His cheeks flushed red. “Yep.”

      “How broke are you?” I kept my voice low.

      Pushing past me, he mumbled, “Not in here.”

      I followed him back outside to the car, his shoulders slumped, his stomach grumbling tenfold. Those cheeks of his were now pillar box red. “I’m so embarrassed.”

      “That wasn’t my intention.”

      His eyes glistened. “I’m not saying that. I just, well, I’m so stupid. I’ve got myself in a mess with money.”

      A tear leaked from his left eye, rolling down his cheek. Another followed, then both eyes were flowing. “I’m sorry.” He wiped at his face with his hands. “You got a tissue?”

      “I do.” I opened my car and found him a pack from my glovebox. “Here.”

      “Thanks.” He dabbed his eyes, looking left and right. “I must look a right state.”

      “I get it. Money is hard and complicated.”

      “It is, mate.”

      I placed a hand on his shoulder, even gave it a squeeze. Immediately, I pulled it back. “You’ll be okay,” I said, trying to avoid a glowing cheek situation of my own.

      He smiled. “I think I’m gonna get kicked out of my flat. I can’t pay the rent, I can’t eat.”

      I wanted to put my hand back there. “Do you have any family that can help?”

      “My mum. But I don’t really wanna go there.” He sniffed, dabbing away some more tears. “Let’s just say it’ll bring on the worst headache ever.”

      “Okay.”

      A shaky sigh exhaled from between his slightly glossy pink lips—lips I found myself staring at. “How did I let things get this bad?”

      “Business not great?”

      “Mate, you have no idea. Completely shit. Sorry, there’s no other word for it.”

      “I’m not sensitive to shit. Well, the word at least.”

      That brought a delicate laugh out of him. Charlie struck me as fully delicate, despite his tongue contradicting that. There was a fragile man in there, a creature thrust out into the world and trying his best not to be bent and fractured in the wind.

      A flower.

      What the hell was wrong with me? That was some seriously unwanted psychoanalysis. All I wanted to do was make sure he ate so he could help me with this nightmare.

      “Me being stubborn makes it worse, you know? People tell me I can’t be a private detective, that I should give up. When people say no, I say yes. I constantly feel like I’m swimming upstream, but I wanna prove the haters wrong so badly. That’s how it is when you have a dream. But I don’t have any of the tools to be a big fish in a huge pond. And because I won’t give in, work is rubbish and now I’m gonna starve to death and sleep in the gutter.”

      “That won’t happen.”

      “It will.” Another cigarette.

      “You really love those, don’t you?”

      He nodded, clicking his lighter. “Keep me sane,” he said after puffing out some smoke. “Down to my last two of these now.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “I can give you some money,” I replied. “You need to eat. I…need you.”

      “You need me?”

      “Yes. As much as it pains me, I can’t do this alone. And I don’t want to involve the police or angels. Not yet anyway. You were right when you said it would complicate matters. You seem to be right about a lot of things.”

      “I’m not a know-it-all. I promise.”

      “So what if you are? It might help us solve this.”

      He stuffed one hand in his pocket. “Makes me feel dirty, but I really appreciate the offer. I’m too hungry to say no.”

      “Good. How much is your rent?”

      He shook his head. “That’s way too much. Too proud for that. I’ll sort it with my landlord.”

      “How much, Charlie?”

      “Really. I can’t.”

      “Your pride is conditional, then?”

      “I guess it is.”

      “Don’t be a fool. At least let me cover one month.”

      He wasn’t happy about this. “You’ve already paid the Martha bill. Well, you will have when I see her in a bit. That’s not right in itself.”

      I help up a hand. “You’re boring me now. Just tell me how much one month’s rent is. You’ve just told me you’re on the verge of homelessness. Let’s fix that and see if we can come up with something to make it, so you’re not threatened with it again.”

      “That’d be a miracle.”

      “At least for this month, I can help. I want to help. I need you action-ready. Okay?”

      “But—”

      “Serious boredom is setting in now. I’m not dropping this.”

      “Five hundred,” he mumbled.

      “Okay. Five hundred coming your way.”

      I really needed to not fuck up any of my appointments for next week, then. Yes, I could do this, but I wouldn’t be able to keep it up if I let my business suffer anymore Smythe-esque incidents.

      Not that I was suddenly Charlie’s guardian, but I wanted to help.

      “That’s settled, then,” I said. “I’m driving you to the supermarket so you can stock up, then you can go and make your landlord happy. Martha too. Then we can ready for Tim tonight.”

      Tears flowed once again. “That’s so nice of you.”

      “Call it practical.”

      He nodded. “Thank you.”

      “First, back to the bank before it closes.”

      A hand on his shoulder? Staring at his lips? Was my brain broken now? Goodbye, sense of reason?

      I needed a burger and some pullups.

    

  







            Twenty

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






Charlie

        

      

    

    
      Who’d have believed moody Zayn would’ve done this? I had food in my fridge again and had just wolfed down the fattest tuna fish sandwich ever, and a massive bag of crisps.

      Not only had he paid my rent (now in an envelope shoved under Gaz’s door), but also gave me another five hundred to see me through.

      I mean, wow. Just wow. I was still in shock. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy to care at all. I was expecting him to have a go at me, tell me to suck it up and get a clue. You know, sort out my mess and stop crying about it.

      Instead, amazing kindness. Was there a softer center under there?

      I grabbed a quick shower and rough dried my hair.

      There was one mirror in my flat, full length on a wall beside the bathroom door. Needed a clean. Oops. The whole place needed one. Dust, dust, and dirty mugs everywhere. I was scared to look under the bed.

      I ruffled my hair into its usual bed head look, pulled on some fresh purple briefs, black jeans, black sweater, and a black leather jacket. Had to be black tonight if I was gonna scope out the house later. Black was good for shadowy work, but it was always good to have some color in there somewhere. Hence the underpants and the matching purple socks.

      Big fan of color here.

      I added a black baseball cap to complete the look. Didn’t need to bother touching the hair at all, really. Habit to tousle, I guess.

      There. Done. Ready for action.

      What was that on my shoulder? Dust? By the angels! The dust demons had got to my clothes. I brushed it off, feeling happier than I’d done in a while. The food in the belly helped, the fact that I wasn’t facing immediate eviction just yet.

      Thanks to Zayn.

      He’d touched me in that same spot I was brushing the dust off. His hand had been right there, his marble skin had made contact, and I’d… I’d liked it. His touch had been warm, like fire. I mean, he had literal fire skills, right? Made sense that he’d be warm. And it wasn’t a normal warmth. I remembered the pulse he’d sent shooting through me. More warmth going all the way to the tips of my toes and making them curl in my sneakers.

      Naked. I’d found him naked. I know the situation was confusing and scary, but fudge! His body! You could tell he worked out. He was toned in all the right places, way out of my league, both now and before. Those sorts of guys never looked my way in the pubs and clubs when I was in ‘looking for love’ mode. Never. Not that I cared because they were mostly shallow prats, but sometimes it was nice to imagine what it would be like to be hit on by one of those Adonis types.

      Now wasn’t the time for my hand to be resting down there. Definitely wasn’t the time to be gently stroking myself through the denim.

      I snapped my hand away and rolled my shoulders. When Zayn shifted into dragon thingy, he was another level of hot. The wings and the scales made it more than the added muscle and six-pack, elevated the wild and dangerous vibes.

      Hand pulled back from my crotch once again, I grabbed my keys and adjusted myself. Getting a bit firm between the legs.

      Nothing would ever happen between us, even if I wanted it to. I didn’t. We weren’t… It just wouldn’t work. I rubbed him the wrong way, and he was too moody for me. I didn’t vibe with the brooding, grumpy aura. Okay, maybe sometimes. It was kind of hot in a dreamy kind of way. But it wasn’t reality, and I wasn’t out to chase and bring out the sunny side him. Like those stories where the Zayn-type dude is just waiting for the right guy to come along and open up his cold, cold heart.

      Fudge that!

      Yep, he was yummy on the eyes, but that was surface stuff. His nice side had thrown me. That was all it was.

      Still, I’d really liked his hand on my shoulder, the kindness he’d shown me. He didn’t have to do that. He barely knew me.

      Benji was the best boyfriend material. Loyal, kind, totally not grumpy. The full package. He’d snuggle up with you on the sofa bingeing TV shows, hold your hand on  beach walks, nurse you when you were sick, and tell you how much he loved you every single day. That’s who he was.

      Perfect for me. I wanted all that. But Benji wasn’t that guy. He’d ease the loneliness big time. The cold nights would never be a thing anymore if he was in my bed, or even making himself a coffee in the kitchen right now as I was heading out, telling me to have a good night, to be careful, that he’d be here waiting for me when I got home.

      I wished Benji was that guy so many times. Really hard. He wasn’t, though.

      Neither was Zayn. I mean, why was he even coming into the equation?

      Because he made your pulse race when he touched you.

      “If you say so,” I said to myself as the man in black flashed before my eyes.

      The crack of the gun…

      His blood.

      His body on the floor…

      Because of me.
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      I handed the envelope full of cash to Martha in the shadows of the alley at the side of her motorbike garage over on Dew Street—about two miles away from my place.

      Really stank of rotten cabbage in the alley.

      “All there?” she asked.

      “Yep.”

      She stuffed the envelope into the back pocket of her leather trousers. “Got some details from the blood. Not on the lab man, but on the other one.” She handed me a piece of folded paper she pulled from another pocket.

      “Man in black,” she said, wiping her mouth on the back of a fingerless leather glove.

      Marcus Lyne. Aged twenty-nine. Humanblood. Librarian. No criminal record. Single. Lived over in North Ward in a house share.

      “That’s it?” I asked her, but she was already heading back inside.

      At least I knew where I was heading tomorrow for some investigating.

      Marcus. I’d killed a librarian.

      He would’ve killed me.

      Who was he? What did he want? Who did he think I was? Zayn was? What was—

      I folded the paper. Could I manage going over there? Would his housemates even speak to me without the proper ID? If Officer Bob found out about any of this, he’d spread my testicles on toast.

      Thinking about his face, Marcus’s face, had my belly knotting up, my throat itching like I had a cold coming on.

      Too hot out here, cold chill or not. I pulled at the collar of my jacket, then unzipped it to get some air inside.

      Marcus would’ve killed me if I hadn’t fired. First, he’d killed the professor guy behind me, then my turn was coming. I’d reacted for self-preservation. That wasn’t how I wanted to go out—shot down beside a manky swimming pool.

      Didn’t take the blood off my hands, though.

      Ugh. This sucked.

      “Me or him,” I said as I headed to the bus stop. “It was me or him.”

      I sat on the bench inside the glass shelter, waiting for the Number 8 bus, my gun in my jacket pocket. So heavy in there, me almost tilting to the side as it felt like it was pulling on me.

      What if I dumped it? Right in a storm drain, let it go hang out with the rats. Let it be a non-problem. I wouldn’t have to worry about renewing the license, hanging up my detective pants, and calling it a day. Go and get an office job somewhere. Officer Bob was right, really. Ellison Investigations was just a name. Who was I kidding? I wasn’t my dad, would never—

      Here came the tenacity again, rising to remind me that I was a fighter no matter what. Even if my world had been turned upside down, even if I’d killed someone, it wouldn’t stop me. I really believe in dreams. If you work hard enough, you can make them come true. There’s no substitute for determination.

      Crack went the gun in my head…

      A police car rolled up to the bus stop.

      Officer Bob was in the driver’s seat. Just what I needed.

      His window came down. “Fancy seeing you out here.”

      “Hey, Bob.” There was a male officer with him I didn’t know.

      “What are you doing out here, Charlie?”

      “Living my life.”

      His brow darkened. “Oh. You want to get smart with me again?”

      Ugh. Not the cell again. “Sorry, Bob.”

      “Now answer the question like a good citizen.”

      “Needed to get out of the four walls.”

      “On Dew Street?”

      I shrugged. “Kind of had a wander, saw where my feet took me.”

      “You walked here?”

      “Yep,” I lied. “Sore feet now.”

      “A Felineblood like you having sore feet? Never!” Him and Officer Whoever had a cackle together.

      Bob was such an idiot sometimes.

      “I can think of better places than this shite hole,” the other cop added.

      Dew Street was alright. Had some pretty decent takeaway places, even if there wasn’t much else going for it. Not the worst place in the city, though it always stank of cabbage and toilet.

      I shrugged again. “Wasn’t really thinking about it. You’d get it if you lived at my place.”

      “It’s tiny,” Bob said to the other officer.

      “Not good for my mental health.”

      “You’ve lived this long.”

      They’d never know about Martha, about any of this, for as long as I could keep it a secret. I didn’t spill info easily.

      I lit a ciggie. “Bus is late.”

      “Bad habit,” Bob said.

      Like I need one of your fudging lectures! “Can’t help myself.”

      “That’s you all over.”

      Yeah, pick on Charlie night. Great.

      “Well, have a good night whatever you’re doing.”

      I flicked some ash off the tip of my ciggie. “Contemplating my life choices now I have blisters.”

      “Is that so?”

      “It is.”

      “Goodnight, Charlie.” His window went back up.

      Thanks for offering me a lift!

      At least it was a passing thing. I really didn’t need Bob being a spanner in the works right now. Much longer and he would’ve rubbed me the wrong way and I’d be hauled off for my lip yet again.

      Lucky miss.
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      My appetite was off the scale. In the end, I’d consumed seven burgers, all packed high with various fillings, three of them with bacon, two of them with fried chicken.

      It was a struggle handing this one over to Scott—stacked with onions and pickles and delicious burger sauce.

      My day of caring continued with feeding him.

      “Thank you, Zayn,” he said, wrapped in his fluffy baby blue dressing gown and white slippers.

      Scott took the plate and placed it on the side, holding onto the edge of the door.

      “You look thinner than you did yesterday.”

      His eyes had a more sunken look, glasses covered in smudges, his lips cracked and tired lines under his eyes.

      He shivered, wrapping the dressing gown tighter around him. “I heard things, loud things.”

      “What things?”

      “This morning. From your house.” His skin flushed a sickly green. “I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to call the police, to bang on the wall to make sure you were okay, but then you called through my letterbox, and I knew you were okay, but I wasn’t sure still and was so worried....” He sagged forward, teetering over the doorstep.

      I caught him as he fell forward. “Easy now.” He was so light in my arms.

      His head came to rest on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I feel so dizzy.”

      With a gentle push, I helped him be vertical again. “Can you stand?

      Scott nodded, holding onto the door again. “Sorry, Zayn. It just scared me, remembering what I’d heard. That massive crash.” Another shiver ran through him.

      The thought hadn’t crossed my mind that he would have heard the commotion with Lucifer this morning, my rage, the upturning of the table.

      “Sorry for the noise.”

      “What happened, Zayn?” He sagged again but didn’t tumble.

      “You really need to eat that burger. Do you have something for pudding?”

      My neighbor nodded. “Sticky toffee pudding.”

      “Custard?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Eat it.”

      “Zayn?”

      “Yes?”

      “You didn’t answer me.”

      Lucifer would have to be left out of it. Hearing me say there’d been a spectral image of a man who was possibly the darkest lord in my kitchen, and it seemed as if we knew each other, would kill him. He’d keel over right here and now, dead from fright.

      “I had an argument with that other man. You know, my visitor.”

      “Oh. Is everything alright now?”

      “Fine as it can be, thanks. You saw him. He brings out the worst in me.”

      And your good side… Who knew you were that kind?

      Scott sniffed, dabbed at his nose with a tissue. “I’m sorry to say it, but I didn’t like him. I know he’s your friend, but he was too much.”

      “He is too much.”

      “I don’t mean to be nasty.”

      “Don’t worry, Scott. You’re not.”

      “Good.”

      “Promise me you’ll eat that burger and the pudding.”

      “I promise.”

      He hadn’t mentioned anything of the incident at Holy Square. He’d have seen it on the news—he watched the news too much.

      I didn’t bring it up.

      His latest thinness had come on too fast. Thinner than this morning. That was terrifying. I may need to call out a doctor for him as he’d never do it himself. Just check him over, maybe get some vitamin supplements into him along with more food.

      There was my caring side out in force again.

      “Enjoy. I need to go out now.”

      “Anywhere nice?”

      “Just for a drive. Clear my head. It’s been a long day.”

      Energy had flooded me again after the burgers and even the pull-ups to try and stay the rage threatening to spill over. That same rage that’d flared at Lucifer’s visit. It wasn’t leaving me alone.

      “Have a nice drive.” His smile formed creases at the corners of his mouth.

      “Thanks. Enjoy the food.”

      I left him to it and headed out.

      Doorstop delivery first to Miss. Smythe, then back to the house that had changed my life.
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      After dropping Miss Smythe’s package on her doorstep at nine, her refusing to open the door to me because she was so disgusted and overdramatic, I drove to Roseguard Avenue, finding a spot a few doors away from the decrepit house where the streetlights didn’t touch, waiting for Charlie and his signal.

      “Let’s have a signal. I’ll ring you once. Then you’ll know it’s safe,” he’d said.

      No sign of him yet, but he was somewhere around.

      That damn house. Some serious magic had been used against me there. I wondered if it still stank of it. What was it Charlie had said? It smelled like lilies?

      Everything was linked to one thing—Lucifer. Everything pointed at him, and it stoked my fears. I’d seen enough of him in my kitchen to know he wasn’t someone I wanted walking the Earth again. The more I thought about him, the more he caressed my anxiety.

      One thing I prided myself on was my ability to stand strong both physically and mentally. My life was planned that way, by me. Avoiding chaos, not letting things come and muddy the waters. Fix things, get paid, collect golden bears, eat burgers. That was it. A simple plan.

      It’d all come crumbling down so quickly.

      Lucifer stuck out even more than the dragon, even more than my own new abilities. He was the star of the show, right down to the whispers of the terrorist uprising.

      Bastard.

      When would his next visit be? He would again, I knew it. Popping up when I least expected it. Only, I was expecting it every minute of the day now. I kept checking around me, my car mirrors, waiting to see his half-burned face smiling at me.

      Maybe he wasn’t Lucifer, but a pretender. Maybe there was something else going on, but I doubted that.

      I needed to get into the damn lab!

      Movement. I was shocked I caught it, a blur of speed and gone. My vision did feel a lot sharper.

      Charlie.

      It was half nine.

      No longer a blur, I saw his form by the tree. I’d never have spotted him with my old eyes.

      Ha! Old eyes! Seemed I was easing myself into the fact I was new by thinking of my violet orbs as having a former incarnation.

      I sighed, longing for my workshop and a burger, not caring how great it was to have super vision, thinking of the dragon. Oh, the dragon in ice…

      I rubbed at my eyes, pulling focus back to the matter in hand.

      Charlie crept towards the front door, slightly crouched. I watched him move, caught in the moonlight, graceful, his jeans a second skin, hugging his backside tight, showing me the shapes of his slender legs.

      A twinge between my legs had me shuffling in my seat. Unwanted twinge. It took me back to the bath, to the wall where he’d face-fucked me before the new man had come into my fantasy.

      His thrusts, the way he looked at me…a seed planted in my head.

      No seeds. No anything. There was no attraction there to this man. Not at all. It’d been stupid. Why would I be interested in him? Good looking or not, there was no way.

      “That is a nice arse.”

      Damn tongue! I caught myself in the rear-view mirror and frowned.

      I needed to get over that momentary lapse of reason in the bath. It had to stop creeping up on me like this.

      There was no interest.

      None. At. All.

      Curious?

      I ignored myself and the swelling at my crotch, concentrating on the details and not the wall and Charlie’s thrusting. It hadn’t been him anyway, just a conjured version for my dirty mind.

      “Enough,” I said, looking down at my lap. “You’ve gotten me into too much trouble as it is.”

      One ring of the phone. The signal for all clear. No threat. This was it. Tim would be here soon, in about thirty minutes, and he would get inside that lab with his amethyst mechanism, and maybe we could start to make sense of things.

      I kept my fingers crossed for copious notes and files ready for me to devour, every answer to every question laid out before me in clear print.

      If not, I may burn that house down.
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      “I got a text on the way over here from Benji,” Charlie said as we crunched over the leaves strewn in the hallway.

      “Oh?” I was uneasy walking through here again but excited at the same time.

      “About Danny Roberts. Said there still wasn’t anything more to report. And nothing on the man and woman at Holy Square either. Not even names yet. Says he’ll meet me soon to chat but too busy right now.”

      It was clear to me why that Canineblood was a contact for Charlie, even after one meeting. The dog had a crush.

      What was also clear was that Danny Roberts and Marcus Lyne were not on the same side.

      “Definitely clear they were sending a message to the angels by making those Lucifer Stars, even if it means dying for it. Messed up.”

      “It certainly is.”

      “I kind of wanna say something to Benji about our situation, but then, well, you know.”

      I nodded, taking point and heading into the kitchen and down those familiar stone stairs to the lab. “A can of worms is opened.”

      “Can’t speak for the man and woman’s intelligence yet, but for that Danny dude being a uni student, he was pretty stupid. Talk about throwing away your life like that. Get handed the chance to grab yourself a degree or more, and you die for some arsehole who can’t even pick up a pencil.”

      “You said arsehole.”

      “Well, he is. You saw him for yourself. There’re worse words.”

      “Correct on both counts.”

      The lab was still empty, as still as it was yesterday, locked behind the glass, hiding so many answers.

      “Send a message to the angels,” he said. “Then what? It’ll take more than sending messages to bring Lucifer back. Serious power would be needed.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t have any of that.”

      The glass swords at the back of the lab caught my eye again, then I scanned what I could see with better vision. There was a black folder on a desk further in on the right with a label on it. Better eyesight or not, the label was a struggle.

      It looked like it said ‘Project,’

      “Can you see that?” I said.

      “What?” Charlie came to stand close beside me.

      “Follow my finger.”

      He did, and I watched him, saw his pupils dilate in those seas of azure. “Project… Project something. Project Revenant.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “Sounds ominous. Do you think it has anything to do with me?”

      “Erm, duh.”

      I ignored his insolence.

      “How you feeling?” he asked softly.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You looked terrible this morning.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Please. You know you did.”

      I folded my arms. “I did. My energy has shot up again. Feel like I could run a marathon or ten.”

      “Wonder if you crashed.”

      “Crashed?”

      “Did you use your skills again last night?” He went to light one of his catnip cigarettes but stopped himself.

      “I did. On East Beach.”

      He popped his tongue. “Ah, there you go.”

      “I wore myself out?”

      “Every creature does. How much did you do?”

      “I didn’t stop until dawn.” Damn him and his being right yet again. Maybe. “Unless my body is adjusting to the new conditions.”

      “Yeah, there is that. But I think you just burnt out. Trust me, mate. I’ve been there many, many times.” He chuckled.

      “I felt hungover.”

      “Been there too. I’m never touching red wine again.”

      “Bad experience?”

      “You have no idea.” He gagged. “Ugh. It was the worst. One of those nights that followed a bad day at the office. I hit The King’s Arms needing a drink, met up with some lads, plus Benji. One thing led to another, and I’d made my way through like ten bottles. Probably more than that. We went clubbing in West Ward—best clubs, by the way—and by the end of the night, there was red sick all down me. Took me three days to feel better. Seriously. I was completely pickled. Lucky I didn’t end up in the hospital having my stomach pumped.”

      “What a lovely story.”

      “No need to pull that face. You never been steaming like that before?”

      “Not really.”

      He lifted his nose in the air. “Check out Mr. Perfect.”

      Five minutes later, there were footsteps on the stairs.

      “He’s early,” Charlie said, walking to the foot of the stairwell. “Alright, mate? Wasn’t expecting you yet?”

      “Thought I’d be punctual, init?” a smoky voice answered.

      “Nothing wrong with that.”

      The man appeared, shaking Charlie’s hand as he stepped off the last step.

      Tim was a tall, painfully skinny man with gray skin that looked as if it hadn’t seen a shred of sunlight in a long time and eyes the yellow shade of piss. His handlebar mustache was misshapen, and he only had about four teeth left in his mouth.

      Around his left wrist was a silver bangle, a charm hanging off it in the shape of a hot air balloon.

      He came over. “This the bloke who caused all the trouble?” A toothless grin followed.

      “Don’t take the Mickey,” Charlie said.

      “Sorry, comes naturally.” He offered me a skinny hand. “Name’s Tim. Nice to meet you.”

      Charlie certainly had a colorful list of contacts. “Zayn.” I shook his clammy hand.

      “Well, look at this place,” Tim said, approaching the glass. “Swanky.”

      “You can get inside?” I asked, eyeing up his bangle.

      “Yep. No worries at all.” He ran his hands inches from the glass. “Easy peasy.”

      “Good.”

      He turned to me. “I aim to please one-hundred percent of the time. Just ask my wife.” He laughed, snorting.

      “How’s Kelly doing?” Charlie asked.

      “Not bad, thanks. I’m in the doghouse at the moment.”

      “What’ve you done now?”

      “Painted the living room orange instead of red. I reckon it looks better orange, but she wanted red. You know what she’s like. Made a mountain out of a molehill.”

      “But she did want red,” Charlie said.

      “Also took me a year of promising to do it tomorrow.”

      “Ah. Salt in the wound.”

      Tim nodded. “Got some presents for her in the car. Expensive. Will shower her with them when I get home.”

      “Got my fingers crossed for you, mate.”

      “Cheers, Charles.”

      “Charlie!”

      “Ha ha! You’re too easy, you know that?”

      Charlie rolled his eyes at me.

      “Let’s do this shit,” Tim said and closed his eyes.

      The balloon charm opened, a thin line of purple magic streaming out. It drifted upward to Tim’s palms, pooling there.

      “Grab whatever you can,” Charlie said.

      “No worries.”

      “Including that gold bear,” I quickly added a little too enthusiastically.

      Tim laughed. “Right.”

      This was a cheaper job. Five hundred. Still a lot, but at least it wasn’t a thousand.

      An amethyst mechanism. Purple magic. It swirled around him in thick spirals. It should not have been new to me.

      I was still bitter about being left in the dark.

      “Here we go.” Tim’s eyes snapped open, and he was swallowed by a cloud of purple.

      “What happened?” I asked, stepping forward. There was no trace of him left.

      Charlie nodded to the lab.

      The purple magic was now behind the glass, moving as if it were being told where to go by an invisible hand. Tim’s body was drawn back into existence in the lab.

      “He did it,” I said. “He really did it.”

      “Cool, eh?”

      “Extremely.”

      Tim was grinning over the other side, inspecting his surroundings.

      “Can he hear us?” I asked.

      “Tim?” Charlie called.

      No reaction, his back to us as he opened a cabinet.

      Charlie called him louder.

      Still nothing.

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      Something moved above Tim’s head. “What is that?” I said but didn’t need an answer from the Felineblood.

      A black instrument resembling a candle lowered from the ceiling. Instead of a soft flame at the wick, there was a pointed cone, more like a needle than anything else.

      Tim looked up, and I saw him scream as a bolt of electricity fired from that tip.

      “What the fuck!” Charlie yelled, charging at the glass.

      Forgetting himself.

      He was thrown back, and I leaped forward, clothes tearing open as I shifted my body into the winged creature. It happened so fast, yet in slow motion too. I caught him mid-flight. Cat-like or not, he’d been struck with some serious force, and having him crack his head open wouldn’t help anyone but Death.

      I landed with him on the floor, arms and wings wrapped around him. I bore the brunt of the impact, sliding across the stone, coming to a gentle stop on the other side of the room.

      So delicate in my arms.

      We lay there together for a moment, panting, clearly sharing the same mind as we were both in shock, in that moment before realization kicks in again.

      Delicate. Pressed up against my semi-nakedness. Charlie.

      “Thanks,” he said suddenly. He pushed off me, scrambling to his feet and running back to the glass. “No.”

      I followed him, staying in my dragon-like form. “Don’t tell me he’s dead.”

      He was, sprawled out on the floor with a smoking hole in his head, blood spreading outward.

      Fire stirring. It came up my throat, hovering at the back of my mouth, waiting.

      Foiled again.

      I’d burn it down. If this was dragon fire, it’d burn fiercer than regular fire. Wasn’t that how all those fantasy tales went?

      “I’ll melt it to the ground,” I said, flames licking at the air before my face.

      Charlie took my hand. Soft. Gentle. I looked down at him looking up at me.

      Delicate.

      “Zayn, no. Too dangerous.”

      “Fuck!” I howled, a puff of fire escaping. But I didn’t vent my fury at the glass. Anything could happen, a kickback of fire that would cause more harm than good.

      Damn it!

      The fire died down, my shoulders sagging in defeat. “I had everything pinned to him.”

      “I know, mate.” He still held my hand. “Me too.”

      Tim was dead. Just like that, this stream of hope was cut off. “What do we do now?”

      Charlie sighed. “What am I supposed to tell Kelly?”

      Tim’s wife. Oh, no. Tim with a hole in his head, with shock on his face, mouth twisted in a death scream.

      The floor of the lab started to change, joins appearing across it. A white fog began to drift down from the ceiling.

      “Now what?” Charlie released my hand, moving forward.

      “Be careful,” I warned.

      The floor around Tim’s corpse dropped open. A trapdoor. He was swallowed into darkness, and the floor returned to normal, the joins vanishing.

      There was still blood, and the fog was growing thicker.

      We watched in silence. What was there to say, really? I was done with the shocked proclamations, with asking questions. So, I watched the fog spread, then the glass steamed over, the lab smothered out of view.

      A minute or so passed, nothing but staring at the misty glass.

      “I’m going home,” Charlie said.

      “Do you want a lift?”

      “No. I’m good. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      And he left, just upped and departed, leaving me an almost naked creature alone in a basement. Only my jeans had survived my shift, stretched and torn, but no hole on the crotch or backside. I scooped up the leftover tatters of the rest of my outfit.

      Now what?
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      I went to East Beach again to practice my abilities. Still no flight, but I released enough cathartic fire into sky. What amazing therapy for a furious guy like me.

      Charlie pulled me back from doing the same thing back at the lab. Essentially a stranger, a man who did the opposite of calm me down most of the time.

      Delicate.

      Calming.

      I didn’t like those words being associated to Charlie. That’s not what our relationship was about. My head was clouding over with too much shit. Yet again. Story of my life this week.

      I sat on the cool sand. Sitting would be good. Listening to the waves was nice, especially for someone who didn’t care for the beach.

      Changing indeed.

      Magical residue was washing up in the waves, globules of glowing jellyfish-like masses scattered across the edge of the tide’s touch.

      From those lumps, a swarm of flies was released, buzzing overhead, making their way into the city to terrorize a new victim—though I would bet they were heading for the bug magnet that was Anya’s house.

      There was a stinging in my palms. Dead in the center of both were mounds of perfectly smooth glass about the size of a coin.

      “What—” I jumped up in surprise, then looked closer.

      Was that an inscription? Yes, in a language I didn’t understand.

      I heard footsteps on the sand behind me. My attention moved in that direction.

      A figure approached slowly, dressed in black, face covered, only a slit of white skin on show. In its hand was an ax.

      Behind the figure, four more were coming from the direction of the woodlands, stepping out of the trees. All wielding axes too, all dressed the same as this one inching closer.

      I’d been spotted in this form.

      Idiot! How was I going to explain this?

      “Don’t come any closer,” I warned.

      Whoever these people were, they didn’t mean to come and chat with me. Not with those axes. Sharp-looking, red handles. Good for hacking.

      “It is true.” The lead figure was a man, his accent tinged with Swedish. “He is reborn.”

      “Are you talking about me?”

      He stopped. “Of course.”

      “Do you know what I am?”

      He cast a glance behind him. “An abomination.”

      I could’ve told me that. “I guess you want to hurt me, but I’d rather talk about this if you don’t mind.”

      “There is nothing we have to say to you. Your voice is poison. Soon you will know your truth, and things will be far worse. Soon you will remember, and we will all hurt because of it. The world will know pain once again.”

      “I don’t want to hurt anyone.” Much.

      “You will.” His comrades were getting closer. “We strike now!” he yelled. “While we can!”

      As one, they charged down the beach at me.

      I sprang into action, meeting them head-on. Muscle memory kicked in, and I dropped, striking the man with a sweeping kick that took his legs out from under him. He crashed onto his back, ax flying out of his hand.

      This was a matter of life and death—taking an axing or living to see another day.

      I dove for his ax and swung it into his face as he jumped back up. It jammed halfway, but it’d done the job.

      He fell down dead.

      My stomach roiled at the blood, at the sound the ax had made.

      But only a little…

      The others rallied together in a battle cry. A wall of four enemies came at me. One of them had a sword at their back as well as an ax.

      Enemies. Take them down. Destroy enemies.

      Memory and fury.

      I leaped out of their trajectory, ax still in hand.

      “Die, filth!” A woman’s voice. She broke from the group, tearing across the sand with furious speed.

      Our weapons met in a loud clang. I parried with her, bemused by my ability to fend her off. Muscle memory again. My body seemed to understand the weight of weapons. But not fully. Thus, the woman was a better fighter and disarmed me, giving me a high kick in the stomach.

      “Ooff!” I staggered back, and she swung her ax.

      I dodged the attack, leaning back, then flipping backward out of the way. It wasn’t exactly an elegant move, but I managed to stay vertical.

      “Die!” she screamed and went for the downward slice.

      I sidestepped it, punched her in the face. She didn’t go down, but it didn’t matter. I grabbed her by the neck, and without thinking, I snapped it.

      “Marie!” a man cried.

      My fury was potent again, bloodlust rising. These bastards would die on this beach. Fire sat at the back of my throat again.

      The final three, proficient with axes, one with a sword, breaking away and forming a circle around me, trapping me, gaining the upper hand.

      Something inside me snapped, and my wings flapped in an alien rhythm. The air churned, and I lifted several feet above them.

      “Don’t let him get away!” It was the same man who’d called for the dead Marie.

      Before one of them could throw an ax at me, I unleashed my fire downward, screaming my rage as flames blazed outward.

      The fire struck the center of their circle, exploding into a fireball. Two of my attackers caught alight from the impact, running and flailing, wailing in agony as they made their way to the sea.

      I dropped to the ground, unable to stay airborne.

      The last of the four, the only one who’d avoided the fire, came at me as I went to my knees. The one with the ax and a sword. Being in that position didn’t weaken me, though. I rose, the scales spreading across my body.

      Armor…

      The attacker’s ax clanged off my skin like metal meeting metal. A male cry of shock followed, the impact forcing the weapon to spin away. Immediately, he drew his sword and charged at me.

      Not trusting the scales to still be a deflecting armor, I jumped back. In response, pain flared in my palms, and my fingers curled around a solid form in my right hand.

      A sword hilt of glass. Within a second, a glass blade grew from that hilt, covered in unreadable script engraved into the long weapon.

      My attacker and I shared a moment of shock, but it was fleeting. He charged at me again, and our swords met in a deadly clash of sparks. He roared, I did too, and more muscle memory drove me harder into the skirmish, helped me fight back, defend, but not quite get a cut in. This man was the better swordsman by far, and the pain in my left palm was distracting.

      His weapon caught me on the right arm, bouncing off scales. The red-gold armor flickered. Probably not a good sign.

      “Die!” The man dropped his sword and drew a gun. He fired into my chest.

      The bullet bounced off and hurt like hell. I stumbled back but didn’t drop my strange sword. My fingers were glued to it.

      He fired three more times—two in the chest, one in the stomach, one in the head. I felt the scales cracking, heading for failure. How much onslaught would they withstand?

      Enough of this.

      I let the flames spew forth again, and the attacker was engulfed in deadly hot fire, screaming and dropping to the ground.

      Dying screams tore through the night, drowning out the sounds of the crashing waves. More flies released from the magical residue frantically buzzed around the beach, startled by the fire, but clearly intrigued by the stench of burning flesh.

      None of these attackers had been quick enough to douse the flames in the seawater. So, they burned like beacons in the dark.

      I stood, watching, lingering even after their screams died away, frozen in place as the wind whipped my hair.

      They’d tried to kill me.

      Fury continued to blaze inside me, my energy levels rising along with the constant rushing of adrenaline.

      They’d tried to kill me.

      More may come.

      Another sword formed in my left hand. Briefly. Half the size of the longer one in my right hand. They both vanished after about ten seconds, the glass in my palms throbbing.

      What on Earth was I?

      Fuck. I needed to run.

      I left the beach, jogging back to my car, not wanting to push it by lingering any longer. I’d survived five assassins, but would I another five?

      Part of me wanted to stay and find out, ready for another fight. Craving the action, thirsty for death, wanting more of the stink of burning corpses to drift into my nostrils.

      What was happening to me?

      When I reached the end of the long road connecting East Beach to the rest of the city, I spotted the starlight trail in the sky, heading for the shore.

      The angels had noticed.

      I made a left turn and picked up speed, hoping they wouldn’t track me.

      The angels…

      The fucking angels had noticed me!

      If they tracked me down, it would all be over.

      I drove like a wild man through the night.
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      Saturday morning.

      Laptop. Warm milk. Research brain on.

      I sat on my bed with the laptop perched in my lap. I’d decided to dive into looking through some online archives about magical locks. Last night, after sitting for ages staring into space in shock about poor Tim, and reeling from having to tell poor Kelly about his death, it’d hit me. Some of the great bank robberies from back in the day, before the serious magic laws came into play, would’ve happened with some intense spells to break into the vaults. Details on how to pull something like that off were not public knowledge at all. Nowhere in public Magiblood forums, nothing anywhere.

      But I wasn’t your regular internet user.

      Anything could be found online. You just had to know where to look.

      After an hour of cracking a maze of code blocking a corner of the net that didn’t wanna be found, I was in the safe space for criminals to talk about their dodgy dealings, trawling through reams of boring text until I hit the jackpot.

      Magical locksmiths. They could break through any barrier in their way—big and small. No spell was too complicated to break, no safe code impossible to guess. They had the skills we needed for the lab.

      I found an article about a locksmith called Brett Keller. The real article. Comparing the public one to the one on this website, there was a glaring detail missing. Publicly, Brett was nothing but a thief who’d robbed a rich woman by the name of Lily Belle. She lived out on one of the small private islands off the coast of West Ward. Serious money. He’d broken into her mansion, got himself caught. The real scoop, under lock and key, was that he was a magical locksmith. He’d undone her spells protecting her riches—she was a Magiblood. There were details on this page about how the spells worked, how the magic was filtered through a Magiblood with the right, well, blood for the unlocking job.

      There was the problem. Not any old Magiblood could perform these locksmith spells, even if they were all laid out here in black and white. You had to have the right blood, and most people with that skillset were locked away for being naughty gits, or on the other side of the world.

      Brett Keller was right here in the city, on Lily Belle’s private island.

      Justice was complicated not only in Angelica City, but around the world. The old ways of prison, executions, or community orders were gone. Over the last thirty years, the rules had changed, and so many of them were tied up with money. For the right price, victims of crime could buy themselves some serious revenge. When the judge brought down a sentence on a perp, the victim was then offered multiple options. Punishment by state, or punishment of your own concoction. For that one criminal, or multiple depending on the case, all laws were suspended. An eye for eye came into play. It had to fit the crime, though. If you’d been robbed, you couldn’t boil that robber in acid. Maybe dock their wages for a year or two or take everything they owned. You could even make them a slave to pay off their debts.

      If you did have a loved one who was murdered, you could murder the murderer right back. Viciously assaulted, you could torture the turd who did it, keep them prisoner, even—but not kill.

      I wasn’t so sure everyone played by the rules, including the judges. Money really did talk. Cash was magical itself, a blanket for anything if you had enough of it.

      What a fun place the world is.

      We were all capable of delving into dark places for some revenge. I’d heard loads of stories about torture, slow deaths, prisoners, and slaves. In fact, they made for great tabloid fodder. Revenge and even redemption stories sometimes. Like the guy who was now best friends with the man who’d hacked his bank accounts, drained him dry of just under a million dollars in life savings. After he was kept prisoner for ten years, the two of them, both in their sixties, now took the train to Ireland every weekend to fish for Wild Brown Trout in Lough Sheelin.

      Okay, so Lily Belle had Brett Keller as her prisoner for what he’d done.

      I sipped my milk, cogs of my mind working hard.

      “I smell a breakout,” I whispered.

      For real? Was I going there? Would Zayn blow several blood vessels if I suggested it to him?

      A breakout.

      It was either that or trying to hunt down a woman in New Zealand with locksmith powers, and she was in hiding and didn’t want to be found. Goodbye budget on travel, hello headache when it all went belly up. Out of the question. Nope. Had to be a breakout.

      I almost dropped my morning warm milk when the news report flashed across the TV screen. The set was on because I didn’t wanna miss any potential updates after the past few days.

      Five dead bodies on East Beach. Three burned beyond recognition.

      What the fudge?

      Zayn sprang to mind straight away. I mean, he’d been on my brain anyway because I’d been thinking about the way he’d caught me and held me when I’d been flung off the lab glass. It’d been totally, well, I don’t know. I’d…liked it. His arms were big and strong, those wings of his making me feel safe at the same time as scaring the sugar out of me.

      Now this news report. Where’d Zayn gone last night? He’d been to East Beach the night before. What if he…lost control. By the angels! No, no, no.

      I grabbed my phone, sitting beside me and called him.

      No answer.

      Again.

      Nope.

      Attempt number three.

      I left a message. “Zayn? It’s me. Call me as soon as you get this. You might wanna flick the news on.”

      I was shaking. What if he’d killed those people? What were we gonna do then? Those two angels I’d seen too much of were on the screen, striding up and down the sand in that creepy way of theirs.

      “Fudge…”
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      My damn head was being kicked by an angry troll.

      Trolls didn’t exist.

      Neither did dragons.

      I woke up with my face buried in a pillow, head pounding once again, mouth dry and tasting like a sewer. Every muscle ached, every bone throbbing. Even my eyelids were heavy, in need of some carjacks to open them properly.

      Was that my phone ringing?

      A shuffling beside me. What the hell?

      I worked on blinking, on making sure my lids got to functioning correctly. But the morning light was a stinging fire.

      A heavy, contented sigh next to me. My senses were coming back online. This body was pressed against my back, and the smell of sex was in the air. I had a single bed, so this body was too close.

      Finally, after what felt like forever, I managed to push myself up into a sitting position. Staying like that would be a challenge.

      The back of my head was hot, the hair there sweaty, my mouth unbelievably dry, and a graveyard for dead rats. I was in desperate need of toothpaste.

      But these things were the least of my worries.

      There was a naked man in my bed, lying on his back, asleep. I didn’t know him. Dark-skinned, hair almost as blonde as mine, with two piercings in each nipple. His cock was semi-hard, a hand behind his head, the other resting on his belly.

      Was that dried cum on his smooth chest?

      As I scratched my chest, I touched something crusty. Looking down was hard with my head doing what it was doing, and it pounded some more when I saw there was semen all over me too.

      What. The. Hell.

      I scanned my bedroom. Clothes strewn everywhere, two used condoms on the floor. How much cum was in my house, for fuck’s sake?

      There was no memory of this. At all. The last thing I remembered was the driving, the desperation to get away from East Beach, to hide from the angels after the attack on me.

      Someone wanted me dead. Maybe a collective of someones. Those folk had needed to die. Them or me.

      It hit me, rushing back. After I’d calmed down, safely away from the eyes of the angels, my energy had peaked. Going home for some pullups or whatever had seemed so dull, such a waste of my time. A beast had risen in me, fiercer than the dragon side.

      Lust.

      Charlie and Max had been on my mind and the brown-skinned man from my bath fantasy. My dick had led me astray. I’d gone home to get dressed, then headed out again to a seedy club in South Ward where I’d picked this guy up.

      Nameless. A man in the dark basement of the club, bathed in red light as the music throbbed. We hadn’t said much to each other, communicated with our bodies, our desires. Kissing and touching went from inside to outside, then to my car, where we’d fucked for the first time.

      He’d been as hungry as me, though. One time wasn’t enough. So I’d driven him back to mine, full to the brim with beastly need, and we’d fucked again and again, all through the night. Me in him, taking him against the wall, on the bed, on the floor, pounding until my body broke, spent and done, waking up to this state I now found myself in.

      Oh, God.

      No magic this time, all me. My desire.

      I wanted to be sick. This wasn’t me. I didn’t go out and pick up strangers. I didn’t fuck them in my car, let alone bring them into my sanctuary.

      The intensity of my reality was crushing my soul. I really was changing, both inside and out. The magic of this dead professor had corrupted me. This was wrong, so wrong.

      I was wrong.

      I’d killed and fucked.

      Death and sex.

      They would’ve killed me…

      “Shit.” Itching heat prickled me everywhere. I scratched at my face and chest and neck and arms.

      I didn’t want this. I wanted normality back.

      The man stirred next to me, didn’t open his eyes.

      My haven was compromised. What if he came back again after I kicked him out? What if he wanted more?

      I’d have to kill him.

      What was I saying?

      Yes, he needed his neck cracked.

      “You’re still as vigorous as I remember you.”

      That voice! My head snapped around, pain screaming in my skull.

      “You.” Lucifer was standing by the bedroom door, looking the same as he did yesterday. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been here all night.” He smiled. “What a wonderful show.”

      I struggled off the bed and collapsed to my knees. “Get out of here.”

      He came closer. “I wonder if he will be able to walk out of here after that. I would say you fucked him harder than he’s ever been fucked, wouldn’t you?”

      “I said, get out. You’re not welcome here, whoever you are.”

      “Lucifer. You know my name.”

      I managed to get to my feet, swaying naked before him. “What do you want with me?”

      “All in good time. I have what I needed for one night. Violence and sex. What else is there?” He shook his head—the kind of movement when someone is in awe, not disappointment. “Thank you for the show.” Lucifer faded away.

      “Oh, God…” I staggered forward, crashing to the ground on my side. I yelped in pain, completely done in.

      “Are you okay?”

      I twisted to follow the direction of the voice. The man was awake, concern all over his stubbled face.

      I sat up, groaning. “You need to leave.”

      “I didn’t get your name.”

      “You won’t.”

      He nodded, inspecting the mess of our clothes. “You’re a wild man.”

      “Please. Just leave. Now.”

      He swung his legs off the bed. “To be fair, I wasn’t expecting to crash here. You seem like a shag them and leave them kind of guy.” The nameless man found his underwear, laughed at the condoms, then quickly dressed in his crumpled clothes, slipped on his shoes.

      I got to my feet.

      The man looked me up and down. “Wild man.” His brown eyes met mine. “Thanks for the shags.”

      I was frozen to the spot.

      He laughed. “I love your bear collection.”

      The man left the bedroom. I listened to him go downstairs, open the front door, and leave. Going to the window, I watched him make his way down Scarlet Street, not looking away until he was out of sight.

      With the little strength I had, I stumbled to the bathroom and vomited into the toilet.

      I spent an hour hanging over the porcelain bowl.
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        * * *

      

      Charlie was on his way over.

      Slumped in front of my TV with coffee and a burger, I was finally beginning to feel normal. But not better. Fresh hell was here—my exploits all over the news.

      God. It wouldn’t be long before they tracked me down, and I met the sharp end of an angel sword.

      Let them come. I’ll burn them, pluck out their eyes and—

      No. I didn’t have a death wish despite the strange anger towards those holy creatures. There was no reason for me to be mad at them. None at all.

      I sucked air in between my teeth, glad the curtains were drawn, and the world shut away. If it were up to me, Charlie could stay the hell away too. But he had news of his own which he’d recited in a higher register than usual. No mention of the news report, only in his voicemail telling me to watch it, but those high notes were telling.

      He was afraid.

      So was I.

      We needed a face-to-face meeting.

      The doorbell rang.

      Was it that time already?

      I heaved my still-heavy body out of the chair and shuffled to the front door. More caffeine and red meat were needed before I started to function again.

      Damn consequences. It was clear now that there was a price to pay for using this dragon side of me. At least my headache had gone.

      “Fudging fudge cake!” Charlie cried as the door opened, and he dashed inside.

      Headache-free wouldn’t last long. “Come in, why don’t you?”

      “Sorry, mate, but…wow. The news. The flipping news! Was… Was it—” He covered his face with his hands.

      “Was it me?”

      His hands dropped, his eyes meeting mine expectantly.

      “Yes,” I replied softly.

      “You killed them?”

      “I killed them. They attacked me. I… I had to fight back.”

      He paled. “Wait. What?”

      I explained about the attackers in black, the swords, and showed him my palms.

      “Oh my god!”

      “I know.”

      “Wow.” He took my hands, stroked the glass. “So smooth.” The glass reacted as the rest of the nerves in my skin at his soft caress. “It stays even when you’re regular human shape?”

      “Seems to,” I answered.

      “It just keeps piling on.” He released my hand, an echo of his fingers refusing to leave. “People in black. Like the guy from the pool? That Marcus dude. Part of the same crew?”

      “I’m guessing so.”

      He glanced behind him. “Are we safe here?”

      “As safe as anywhere else.”

      “What if they’re watching the house?”

      “It crossed my mind.”

      “Zayn…”

      “Which means we run the risk of being followed. You might have been already—by association.”

      “Oh, sugar…”

      “Hence the need to find out who they are. What do we have? A group who want me dead and think I’m Lucifer’s best friend?”

      “Best friend?”

      “We’re obviously both hated men within the folds of this group. If there is a group.” Here came a drilling behind my eyes. “I don’t know. He came back. Lucifer. This morning.”

      Charlie’s pupils dilated. “What did he say?”

      I went for full honesty.

      At the end of it, he was blushing. “I—”

      “You don’t need to say anything, but I need to sit down. Come.”

      I led him into my living room of blue carpet and magnolia walls peeking behind the shelves and shelves of golden bears.

      I sat in my blue armchair, Charlie taking a pew in the two-seater sofa beside it. The room was small and cozy, slightly cramped, but it was mine. A happy place.

      Not anymore. This house had been sullied.

      I clicked off the TV. “Tell me your news.”

      “Are you okay, Zayn?”

      “Not really.”

      “If you wanna talk about what happened, I’m—”

      “I’ve already talked about it. Best thing for me is to block it out for now. Do you want a coffee?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Then talk.” I took a bite of my half-eaten burger.

      He swallowed, eyes darting around the room at my bear collection. “I was doing some research, hacked into a secret place online.” He explained everything in detail about the magical locksmith.

      “A breakout?” I said at the end. “How would we pull that off?”

      “More hacking first. I’ll dig deeper, get some blueprints of the island Belle Mansion’s on. It’ll be heavily guarded, course, and we’ll need an escape plan. But we can get in.”

      “How?”

      “Did I ever tell you about the one major case I had which should’ve made me famous?” His features contorted in a bitter scowl. “I had to sneak into this museum in North Ward. It’s gone now. A real shady place loaded with stolen art and artifacts. The cops didn’t believe the homeless guy who’d begged for help, telling them it was his collection, that he’d been robbed and left with nothing but the dirty clothes on his back and the streets to roam. But I did. I was just starting out, took on the case for free. For him, because I felt so bad for him. And for the fame. I knew if I cracked it, I’d be famous. So I hit the right channels, used some glamour on myself, and ended up going undercover into the heart of the operation as a trusted employee. After six months, I made my move, broke the case wide open. The shady prats were arrested, the man got his collection back, and I, well, was pretty much tossed aside.”

      “I remember that case,” I said. “I don’t remember your name being mentioned, though. So much scandal.”

      “Done dirty,” he answered coldly. “I was pretty much pushed aside for the salacious details. Sex and murder sells, and there was so much of it going on with that gang.”

      “There was.”

      “And that was that. No payment, no real thanks, left out in the cold. Officer Bob tried to help me.”

      “He did?”

      Charlie was tapping his foot on the carpet. “I know, shocking. But he thought I deserved better. Said I was the only one who believed the man. Wasn’t enough, though. How was someone like me supposed to fight his way through screaming tabloid headlines?”

      “That’s terrible,” I said, genuinely feeling sorry for him.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, sighing deeply. “But that’s not my point.”

      “I hope you’re about to explain why you mentioned glamour,” I said.

      Glamour was a form of magic derived from residual magic—the same stuff that magical bugs were born from. To use it, the gathered energy had to be put through a process similar to fermentation using a special form of yeast found in the stomachs of honeybees.

      Highly illegal as bees were protected, and a pretty weak form of magic that wasn’t anywhere near what it used to be in terms of power. Once, it would completely change the face of a person, hide them in a new body that tricked the eyes of most. Now it slightly altered hair or eye color, maybe even give the illusion of a beard.

      “I can get some,” he answered me.

      “How?”

      “Martha.”

      “Why?”

      “For a disguise.”

      The return of the headache. “You still haven’t told me the plan.”

      He sat forward. “Okay, so, I was thinking we could get an invite to something. I looked into Lily Belle, and she throws a lot of fundraisers in her mansion. I’ll get us on the list, set us up with some fake identities. That’s our way in. Use the glamour on our hair, our eyes, you know?”

      “Sounds complicated.”

      “Leave it with me.”

      “And how much is this going to cost me?”

      “Two hundred for a bottle.”

      “Why am I not shocked?”

      “You up for it?”

      I didn’t have any other suggestions to counter his. “Fine. But how do we then locate Brett Keller and get him off the island unnoticed.”

      It was then I spotted Charlie had a laptop bag with him, sandwiched between his shins. “I thought we could hang out today, do some research into Belle Island, throw some ideas around. You’ve got internet access, right?”

      Oh, God. “I do.”

      “You don’t need to look so horrified. We should be together, seeing as we’re a team. Two heads are better than one.”

      A day with Charlie in the house.

      What joy.

      “Just get to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Lily Belle.

      Magiblood. Extremely rich. Owned and lived on Belle Island. Her mansion was vast, her reach the same. She funded many charities, owned many properties around the world, and there were even pictures of her with various powerful leaders. Her focus in life was developing what she called One Cure, a vaccine to exterminate all disease and sickness, even slow the aging process and doubling life expectancy.

      The research was ongoing.

      She’d stayed off my radar until now.

      Belle Island was heavily guarded, surrounded by jagged cliffs no sane person would traverse. There was one beach which also served as a port for access to the grounds. No road or rail linked it to any of the other island residences or to Angelica. Sea only.

      However, there was a potential weak spot to the west of the island. A cave. It’d taken Charlie five hours, but he’d found satellite images of the cave entrance and the jetty, cleverly hidden with rock.

      An emergency exit?

      More digging needed. A week’s worth. The Felineblood needed a week.

      Damn.

      Anything could happen in a week—as I knew too well.
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      It was Wednesday. I’d finished a couple of repairs and was out delivering them over in the West Ward.

      I parked my car on Guild Street, an extremely wealthy area of six-bedroom houses and immaculate gardens, every car on the driveways dripping money. My rattling vehicle stuck out amongst the gleaming expense.

      “Wait here,” I told Charlie.

      I’d found myself a shadow today. He’d insisted, needing to get outside after spending hours and hours knee-deep in research.

      Since Saturday, there had been no sign of Lucifer. No attacks either, no visits from the angels, though the dead bodies were still a main news story, along with the dragon in ice and the incident that’d happened at Holy Square.

      Two Lucifer Stars cast. That had to mean something.

      For now, I was hidden. I kept my activity low, only leaving the house for clients and food. When it came to Scott, I avoided talk. I dropped some food into him, but that was that. Always had to hurry off. He’d have questions about last Friday night, the sounds of sex. We’d made so much noise, that nameless guy and I, and I couldn’t face Scott’s tired eyes.

      The Felineblood was staring at the houses. “I want one of those.”

      “They’re the dream.”

      “One day.”

      I got to work, getting myself paid and thanked, then returned to the car.

      “Okay,” Charlie said. “List of things to do today. I wanted to see Benji, but he’s busy with work. Shall we check on Old Man Freddie?”

      “Back to the pub?”

      He grinned. “Told you I’d crack it.”

      “What? You found his address?”

      “Got it in one.”

      In his lap was piece of paper with a string of bullet points under the title of ‘What the Fudge?!’

      One of those points was ‘Glamour,’ another ‘Ask Martha about escape.’ The latter had a red ring drawn around it.

      “Martha?” I said, pointing at his list. “How far have you got with her?”

      “She wants to talk later. Not sure when yet. She didn’t sound too sure, but then she’s not the most sunny person. Think she has some glamour for us, though. Hope she does.”

      A party was planned for Saturday at Belle Island. Fundraising for One Cure.

      There was so much work left to do, and the window was approaching.

      “Okay. So, where does Old Man Freddie live?”
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        * * *

      

      Why do these things happen? Who comes up with these supposedly humorous twists of fate? God? Some other orchestrator of fate?

      Old Man Freddie lived in the Greenfields estate—where Charlie lived.

      “I promise I never knew he lived here,” the Felineblood repeated for the millionth time.

      To be fair, Greenfields was a sprawling mass of concrete tower blocks and walkways. It even had its own shopping precinct, most of the units empty apart from a small convenience store and a launderette. Completely feasible that the two would’ve never encountered one another.

      And extremely irritating.

      Equally annoying: He wasn’t in.

      So, we headed for the pub.

      Not there either.

      “How fucking convenient he now vanished when we need to speak to him,” I growled, slamming the car door behind me.

      “Tell me about it. I gave Wendy my number—she’s the cook. Best fish pie in the world. Anyway, she’ll let me know if he shows up. He will show up.”

      I turned on the ignition. “Now what?”

      “I guess we wait until later and see what Martha has.”
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        * * *

      

      I made burgers and fries, plus chocolate milkshake. Milk, malt, and chocolate ice cream. Amazing. Also, a new development. I wasn’t a fan of sweet things. Now and again, I had them, but I was more a salty kind of man.

      Apparently, things had changed.

      Wasn’t that the theme I lived under now?

      Rather than sit and stew while I waited for Charlie to call me about Martha, I got to work on another magical object.

      Sapphire mechanism inside an earring. Delicate work, all my tiny tools at my disposal, zoomed right in with my magnified glasses. Soothing stuff, a place to focus my mind.

      My energy was rising again, though. Not to the point of making me twitch with the need to burn it up, but slowly growing. It would end up back up there.

      Maybe I needed to chain myself to something.

      “A creature of rage, yet one of beautiful calm.”

      I dropped my tools and sprang back at the sound of Lucifer’s voice. My stool hit the ground with a heavy thud.

      “Fuck!” I barked. “That better not be damaged!”

      Lucifer loomed over my work. “It doesn’t appear so, though it is small work for my eyes. Where do you summon the patience for such detailed artistry?”

      “Where do you summon the confidence to keep entering my home?”

      The spotlights I worked under reflected in his black eyes, rings of light in the obsidian. “I go where I wish.”

      There had to be a way of dealing with him. An exorcism? Call a priest?

      “Are you not happy to see me?” he asked.

      “Why would I be happy?”

      “You always were before.”

      “Was I now? Care to explain who it is you think I am?”

      He wandered through my workshop. “Fascinating bears. Prettier ones than the rest of your home. Special.”

      “They are.”

      “Still ugly.”

      “Fuck off.”

      He chuckled, a deep sound laced with seduction.

      God! A shudder went to my groin at his laugh. “You need to leave.”

      “You say that every time. But I’ll go when I wish.”

      “No, you—”

      “There is no remembrance within you?”

      “What am I supposed to remember?”

      “You will see.”

      “Great. Thank you for being no help at all.”

      “Help? You want my help? Insults, demands for me to leave, and yet you want my help?”

      “It would be nice to have some answers. My senses tell me you hold all the pieces to this puzzle.”

      He steepled his fingers before his face. “Now is not the time. I promise the time will be soon. It would be wrong to do so now.”

      “Instead, you come to taunt me.”

      “To watch you.”

      “What do you want from me?” I remained calm.

      “Everything.”

      He faded away again.

      Toxic adrenaline spiked, the clouds of calm clearing. I had to get out of here before I destroyed everything.

      I dashed upstairs, grabbed my keys and jacket, then ran outside, tearing down Scarlet Street. My chest was constricted, fire burning there, my body wanting to change. I craved the air, the heights. If I unleashed my wings, I’d try for a proper flight. Up there, things would be clearer, freer even.

      “Zayn?”

      I stopped dead in my tracks as Charlie came jogging up the pavement.

      “I’ve been trying to call you,” he said.

      Labored breaths, hands curled into fists, counting to a hundred in my head. “No, you haven’t.”

      “About ten times.”

      I must’ve left my phone in the living room. He didn’t have my landline.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Oh. So we’re ignoring the fact you’re totally freaked out? Great.”

      “No.”

      “Right. Deny away, yeah? Nice one.”

      “Don’t start with me.”

      “I’m not. You’re sweating, and you were running away.”

      “I wasn’t running away.”

      A junkie was watching us from the shadows of a doorway in a derelict house a few feet away. The sun was pretty much set.

      “What the fuck are you looking at?” I yelled.

      He vanished into the darkness.

      I went to charge forward, but Charlie blocked me.

      “Get out of my way!”

      “No!”

      I took a swing at him. He ducked in time. “What’s the matter with you?”

      I growled and charged across the road, blind and deaf to the oncoming van moving too fast.

      “Zayn! Watch out!”

      Jumping back just in time, I tripped on the curb and tumbled backward, landing hard on my backside. The van’s horn blared, but it didn’t stop.

      “Fuck!” I barked again and pounded the pavement with my fists.

      I jumped to my feet, watching its lights getting away. The glass in my palms throbbed, the sword hilts starting to take shape.

      Fire and blade and strength. Mine. Mine to wield and use to hurt those who would hurt me and—

      “Zayn! No!”

      Charlie, getting into my personal space.

      “He came again,” I said, lowering my head—junkie and van forgotten.

      “Who? Lucifer?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, Zayn. Fudge. We need to do something about him.”

      “Any bright ideas?”

      “A priest?”

      My responding smile surprised me. “They say great minds think alike.”

      “I have a great mind, eh?”

      The smiled died. “Don’t be cocky.” I folded my arms, fires cooling in my chest. “I take it Martha wants to talk?”

      “Yep. I was gonna ask you to pick me up on the way, but you didn’t answer your phone. Seriously, mate. Answer the bloody thing!”

      How could a man who irritated me bring me back down to a more level-headed state? Is that what was going on here?

      “Come on,” I said, aware of other eyes on us from windows and dark corners of this wretched street. “Let’s not waste any more time.”
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        * * *

      

      Martha was waiting for us in an alleyway beside a motorcycle garage.

      Apparently, she owned it.

      Dark clouds were rolling across the sky, blocking out the moon. The metallic scent of rain was a threat on the air, and the temperature had dropped considerably. Condensation drifted out of my mouth with every breath I took.

      I didn’t say anything to Martha in her blue, oil-stained overalls. I think she liked it that way.

      She handed Charlie a folder, looking left and right, then a bottle of glamour. I handed over the cash (I’d withdrawn a substantial amount from my bank account and stashed it at home—seemed more practical seeing as Charlie was destined to bleed me dry).

      There was no one around, save for the odd person walking up and down Dew Street. Mostly, only traffic went by, and we were safely tucked away in the dark anyway.

      But I acted the same as Martha, cautious, braced for another attack on me, keeping both eyes alert for movement, for people in black.

      “All you need,” she said. “A plan. Read carefully. Be where you need to be. You’ll see.” She nodded at us both and went back inside the building through a metal door.

      Glamour and a plan. Two hundred dollars seemed like such a bargain.

      Charlie started walking. “Let’s get this back to yours. Oh. Hang on.” He checked his phone. “Wendy. Old Man Freddie’s at the bar. Wanna talk to him now?”

      “Obviously.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Fred.” Charlie got comfy on the closest of two bar stools beside the old man. I took the other.

      Old Man Freddie had a huge gray beard, wild gray hair, and equally wild eyebrows. His skin was pallid, his eyes a watery blue, and his clothes were motheaten.

      “Evening, Charlie. How you doing?”

      “Not bad, thanks.”

      The barman asked us what we wanted. A whole bottle of brandy would’ve been great, but I opted for orange juice, and Charlie did too. We were on the job, after all.

      Ha! On the job. As if we were actually running a detective agency. I know Charlie was, sort of, with his Ellison Agency thing, but I wasn’t on that career path.

      I scanned every one of the customers. There weren’t many of them in this small space, but to me, they were all a suspect. Everyone was. Maybe it wasn’t requisite to wear black. Inane chatter, drinking pints, or watching the football on TV, were all perfect disguises for would-be killers just waiting to lash out and slay me.

      “I wanted to ask you a question, Fred,” Charlie said.

      Rain pattered on the pub window.

      “Go on,” the old man replied, nursing his pint of bitter.

      “You remember what you told me about Lucifer and the dragon that time?”

      Freddie’s expression didn’t change from its vacant/calm hybrid. “Dragons?” “Dragons. There’s a dragon here. Do you know that?”

      “Think everyone does, Fred.”

      He gulped some of his bitter, the foam on top sticking to his beard. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Charlie shuffled in his stool. “Do you know why it’s there?”

      A man next to Freddie loomed over. “No one does, Charlie. It’s fucked up.”

      “I know, mate. But you’ve heard the story, right?”

      “Lucifer and his bride. Yeah. We all remember it. Freaky.”

      “He wants her,” Freddie said.

      I leaned over the bar to get a better view of the Humanblood. His eyes were glazing over.

      “He wants her, needs her to be his bride once again,” Freddie continued. “He seeks his flesh, her flesh, the flesh of all.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked softly.

      “This is too weird for me.” The man next to Fred turned away, talking to the man next to him.

      The barman was distracted at the other end of the bar with another customer, and Freddie didn’t exactly have a voice that carried.

      It was just us, Charlie and I huddled as close as we could get, my shoulder brushing up against my Felineblood companion.

      “He wants her, needs her to be his bride once again. He seeks his flesh, her flesh, the flesh of all.” Freddie’s eyes suddenly focused, blinking rapidly. “Am I pickled yet?”

      “No, mate. Don’t think so,” Charlie replied. “Are you okay?”

      “Eyes feel funny. What were we talking about?”

      “Dragons.”

      “Dragons? There’s one in Holy Square, did you know that?”

      “I know that.” Charlie turned to me, then back again. “Do you remember what you just said?”

      “There’s a dragon in Holy Square?”

      “Before that?”

      Blinking, puzzled. “I don’t know. You said hello?”

      Charlie didn’t say anything for a good ten seconds. “Okay. Thanks, Fred.”

      “What for?”

      “The company, mate.” He patted his shoulder and got off the stool.

      “Always good to see you, Charlie. How’s Benji doing?”

      “Busy with work, I think.”

      “Tell him I said hello if I don’t see him before.”

      “Will do.” Charlie emptied his glass of juice. “Coming, Zayn?”

      I left my drink, followed him outside, meeting the eyes of everyone who glanced at me.

      No attackers.  No shady glances. No twitching.

      The only twitcher was me.

      Rain was coming down in heavy sheets. We got back into my car and sat together, steaming up the windows.

      Finally, Charlie broke the silence. “Old Man Freddie… But he’s a Humanblood.”

      I stuck the key in the ignition but didn’t turn it. “Is there such a thing as seeing into the past?”

      “Not that I’ve heard of. I know Magibloods have tried spells to look back, but it’s never worked as far as I know. Bit like time travel. But since when did ghosts of dead dark lords come back and have a chat?”

      “You’ve got a point there.”

      “I need to look into it. I know a site I can hit. But first, we should focus on the lab stuff. Might solve all our problems in one hit.”

      “We’ll go over what Martha gave us, solidify a plan. I’ll make burgers.”

      “Cool. Guess I’m crashing at yours tonight.”

      A look of slight nervousness, the ever-present gnawing of his bottom lip. There was a peppering of five o’clock shadow on his jaw, which served to enhance his jawline, even accentuate his cheekbones.

      So delicate…

      “I guess you are,” I replied, dry swallowing. Too close in this car. I cracked my window, some of the rain getting in. “That’s better.”

      “Air is always good.”

      I cleared my throat. “I’ve been thinking about the way things are. Safety, more to the point.”

      He waited for me to continue.

      “If we’re being watched, we need to—” I stopped myself. I was going to suggest sticking together at all times because that would mean him living at mine. Staying at his wouldn’t do with it being a shoebox.

      Even the thought of him sleeping in my home one night was making me sweat.

      I cleared my throat again. “We need to be armed at all times. I’ll have to practice more with these glass swords, along with everything else.”

      He tapped his side where his gun rested in its holster. “I’m armed.”

      “Maybe get a blade too.”

      He was shaking, his eyes closed. “Sure.”

      I lowered my head, resting my hands on my knees. “I know you’re going through some trauma after killing that man. I can see it in your face.”

      Our heads turned to face one another at the same time. “I—” He didn’t finish.

      “I get it. It’s not the same because the first time I killed, I had to. I know you did too, but this had been a long time coming, really. And I wasn’t broken by it. Not at all. It freed me. I know this might be a bad example, but I wanted you to know that sometimes we have to do the dark deed to protect ourselves.”

      Charlie waited, listened.

      “I killed my family,” I said.

      His eyes widened. “What?”

      “I killed them and the assassin they’d hired to kill me. The killer had crept into my room one summer night, ready to slash my throat. It was a staged event, the desired scenario being this:  My father would have witnessed the assailant, been injured himself when he’d startled the intruder and tried to stop him. Said criminal runs away, but, oh, the tragedy of being unable to save his dear son, murdered in cold blood in his bed—a discovery he’d made once the killer fled.”

      “That’s…”

      “I know. I knew the plan because my father had told me himself before trying to kill me on the landing. I was dripping in sweat, terrified for my life with a bloody wound on my head. I’d woken at the right moment, seeing the shadow move with his knife in my bedroom. Rolling out of bed had saved me, so had crawling underneath it. Temporarily. The killer dragged me out, punched me in the head so hard it’d cut my forehead. But I’d managed to kick him in the groin, seized the moment and bashed him over the head with my rare Christmas Edition Billy Wizard Golden Bear, striking the soft spot at his temple, killing him.”

      Charlie gasped but otherwise kept quiet.

      I continued. “On the landing, still holding the bear, I encountered my father. He’d told me everything about my family’s plans for my death. You see, I wasn’t able to live up to their ideals of what a Valentine son should be. Whimsical, sickly as a child, and then, worst of all for a pack of barbarians such as my family, gay. I had to be exterminated. There had already been an incident, in their eyes, of me and another boy kissing in Victoria Park, London. The boy’s parents hadn’t cared at all, but mine were shamed beyond recovery, locking me away in our London home.” I shook my head. “My family acted as if they were something more than they were, as if the world judged them through a certain lens. I never understood it. Well, I understood they were cruel, vindictive, and wanted to create a super-family of purity—whatever that means. And they were insane. My grandfather had a set of rules to live by, his own list of sins. A bible of what he saw as evil. My mother would often tell me I was the monster who slithered out of her. She did hold me down in the bath once when I was small but told me it was nothing but a game when I’d surfaced, gasping for air. So, it was inevitable a full-scale murder attempt would happen. The kissing in the park was the last straw.”

      “How old were you when this happened?” Charlie asked.

      “Sixteen.”

      “Fudge.”

      “Everyone else was sleeping easy, it seemed, happy to know my death was finally coming. ‘You ruin everything, Zayn Valentine!’ had been my father’s last words before I’d tried to run. When he went to grab me, I hit him with the golden bear. When he fell, not dying like the assassin, I’d been consumed with rage and pommelled his face to ruin with it. That rage spread through me like wildfire, a demon latched onto me as I went on to spread gasoline around the house while the others still slept peacefully.”

      “Zayn…”

      “The fire had left nothing but bones and ashes in its wake, the rest of my family unable to get out.”

      Fire. It hadn’t crossed my mind until then. “Fire. A connection to fire. Me now. Have I always been this thing?” I looked out of the foggy window to my right. “I’d never felt that level of anger before or after that night. Until now. Until this change.”

      “Zayn…” A hand on my shoulder.

      I shrugged him off. “I’ll never be sorry for what I did. Ever. They didn’t deserve life.” I turned to face him, his eyes still wide with fear. In fact, he was shrinking away from me again. “I promise you, there’s no regret. Does that make me a monster? I don’t care. I really don’t. I’m free from their evil, and so is the rest of the world. Who knows what else they would’ve gone on to do if they’d lived?”

      It was true. Not one aspect of that night crippled me, stained my soul. The only regret I had was not being able to make them suffer longer.

      I explained to him about the mirrors, the final spell of my grandfather.

      “You lived with that?”

      “Yes.”

      He scratched his cheek. “That’s insane.”

      “I know. It is what it is. They’re gone. This change in me saw to that.” He didn’t look as scared now. “I’m not you, Charlie. And you’re not me. But you did what you had to do.”

      He didn’t answer, looked down at his hands clasped in his lap.

      Another beat of silence.

      “I think I need a ciggie before we leave,” he whispered.

      “That’s—"

      “Hello.”

      “Holy fuck!” Charlie screamed, then hissed.

      In the rear-view mirror, Lucifer was smiling.

      The dark lord winced. “Please, do not say that word.”

      “Fuck?” I growled, twisting to face him.

      “Holy.”

      “Get the holy out of my car!”

      Fire in those onyx eyes. “Humor is not your strong point.”

      “What do you want now?”

      “I want to praise you for heading in the right direction. The only way to help yourself is to get inside that lab. Not even my glorious return will make a difference until you break that lock. Alas, I have my shortcomings like anyone else.”

      So there it was. Clarified. “You’re trying to come back.”

      “Why not? We all deserve a second chance.”

      Charlie hissed again, also turned to face the bastard on the backseat. “How can you sit there when you’re not solid?”

      “Do not trouble your head with such worries.”

      “You trouble me, mate.”

      “Second chance?” I added. “At what? Pain and death? At aiming for a shot at tyranny?”

      “Maybe. That is a rather crude way of putting it. And let me send this to you: What makes the angels so special?”

      I licked my lips. “Well, for one thing, they’re not you.”

      Lucifer tilted his head. “It pains me to hear you say that.”

      “Why? Come on. You keep dropping hints. We clearly know each other. Come on. Let’s have it out. Talk to me.”

      The incorporeal dark lord locked his gaze to me, the smile fading. I’d struck a nerve, clearly. “You read the tales of me, of mine, like a dutiful citizen, do you not? Fed the ways of the angels, an abridged version of the story.”

      “You’re still going to be vague?”

      “What you need is inside that lab, Uriel.”

      Ice flooded my veins. “What did you call me?”

      “Your true name.”

      “My name is Zayn.”

      Uriel. A haunted name. The name of one of his seven fallen angels. Nephilim.

      “You’re chatting rubbish,” Charlie added. “How can he be Uriel? The seven were destroyed.”

      “Like I was?” the dark lord questioned.

      “You’re a ghost.”

      “For now. I will return, and so will all you once knew, Uriel.”

      “Don’t fucking call me that.” Anger, fear, chill after chill dancing through me. “That’s not my name.”

      “Is it not?”

      “Get. The. Fuck. Out. Of. My. Car.”

      “Continue on this course and find what you need.”

      He was gone.

      I slammed my hands on the steering wheel, drenched in a sudden onslaught of cold sweat.

      Uriel. Fallen. Cruel. The histories told us all about the seven. Each one vicious, each one deadly and utterly dedicated to the dark lord.

      “What…” I couldn’t breathe.

      “Easy, Zayn.”

      “What… What is… What… What does this mean?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

      I grabbed my head, breathing frantic, panic holding me in a snare. That name running around in my head, memories of the stories, of the evil that’d once tried to claim our world.

      I roared, clawing at my scalp. My nails ripped into flesh, tangled with my hair. Pain and fury, the car vibrated under my voice.

      “I am Zayn!”

      At the cry of my name, fire burst out of my mouth, pouring across the dashboard.

      Charlie screamed as the car was engulfed in my rage.
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      I fell out of the car, fire on my back.

      Drop and roll. The rain and wet pavement helped put the fire out.

      I was back on my feet, stinking of wet ashes, but not burned. Only my jacket.

      “Zayn!”

      The whole car had gone up. I was forced to jump back as the flames crackled and spat.

      “Zayn!”

      Pub goers were coming into the street, shouting, someone even grabbed me. I was too shocked to fight them off as I was dragged down the street.

      “It’s gonna explode,” a man said into my ear. Didn’t know who it was, could only watch the fire.

      “Zayn…” I whispered.

      Was this it? Just when we were starting to move forward, he goes and burns himself to death? He’d been so angry over that Uriel thing. I mean, the whole time I’d known him, he was on edge. Not just moody, but scary. He actually frightened me, but also, I dunno, intrigued me big time.

      “Not like this,” I said. “No…”

      “Get back!” someone cried.

      The explosion sent me on my butt, the guy beside me taking a tumble too. It took out the window of The King’s Arms. Fire belched at the sky, then settled to crackle and spit. Hot. So bloody hot. My face was dripping with sweat.

      Screaming from the pub. People hurt? Angels… If people were hurt…

      The fire cracked like thunder, releasing another burst of flames.

      Zayn was in there. Burning. Zayn. And there was nothing I could do.

      “Zayn…”

      Helplessness was crippling, leaving me glued to the pavement and watching the inferno I was powerless to stop.

      “Your friend.” The man who’d pulled me back was Steve—a regular at the pub. “He’s in there!” He was on his feet, jumping up and down behind me, yelling about calling the fire brigade and an ambulance.

      “Zayn…”

      His anger had been so bloody scary. He’d proper lost it, just couldn’t take it. Lucifer had pushed his buttons big time.

      Helpless. Watching him die. He wasn’t screaming. No sound coming from that car other than the fire. Was he—

      Wait.

      Would fire hurt him? Even if he could spray it from his mouth, what about outside fire? He was still flesh and bone and hair like me. And I knew fire would definitely cause me grief if I was trapped in a burning car.

      It was his own fire. Would that make a difference?

      I had to do something, anything. I said I’d help him, and I would.

      Yeah, pulling him out of fiery wrecks wasn’t up there on the list of how to help.

      Fire.

      His family.

      He’d killed his family, those people in black on East Beach.

      Even though I was standing up, I wasn’t moving, wasn’t helping. Frozen. The fire was immense. People were gathering, no one getting too close, no one making a sound. The screaming from the pub had stopped.

      A woman came running down the street, waving her hands. I smelled lilies.

      Magiblood.

      An emerald mechanism kicked in, releasing green magic. Looked like it was coming from a box in her hand. Cheaper than jewelry, I guess but must be annoying lugging that around whenever you needed to cast a spell.

      I was losing hope now. Zayn’d been in there too long. He was dead, and I’d lost my big break and a guy I wanted to know more about. There were so many flipping layers to unpeel, and this thing with Lucifer... The pair of them obviously had a past—especially if Zayn was somehow Uriel. Reincarnation? Something to do with souls? That went way over my head. Now I wouldn’t know. He was dead. He had to be dead.

      “I can cast a water spell!” the Magiblood yelled as the green magic grew.

      “Do not fear for him.” A seductive male voice made me jump and spin around, hissing, every hair on my body standing up.

      Lucifer.

      “You! You did this. You made him—”

      “Uriel was always such an intense man.”

      My claws burst out of my fingertips.

      “Now, now, pussycat. There is no need for you to lose your cool too.”

      “Why did you call Zayn that?”

      “Uriel?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Because he is Uriel. That is his name.”

      “How can he be?”

      “Without his full essence, he cannot fully understand.”

      “His essence?”

      Lucifer sighed. “I have approached this situation incorrectly, I see. I have played games, tried to rouse trouble. But look at what happens when you are not straightforward.” He gestured to the fire.

      “People get killed.”

      “He is not dead. You will see. Maybe I have been pushing correctly. Maybe this will give him more motivation to succeed, to unlock what he needs inside the lab. The rest of him awaits him there.”

      “What’s in the lab?”

      “As I said, the rest of him. His essence brings answers.”

      I backed off a bit. He seriously creeped me out. “What happened to your face?”

      “As much as I would love to converse with you, Charlie, it is Zayn who holds my interest. If you want to know more, come to his home in the morning, though I make no promises. Tonight, he is lost to himself.”

      I looked back at the fire. The Magiblood was casting a huge bubble of water. “He’s okay?”

      Lucifer was gone.

      “Fudge!”

      Another explosion from the car. I ducked, covering my head. People were back to screaming again.

      “What is that?” someone yelled.

      A figure hovering above the car, covered in red-gold scales that smoldered like embers over every inch of his body. Even his head. His eyes were pure purple fire in their sockets. Leathery wings were beating to keep him floating.

      Zayn.

      His white hair billowed behind him. How the fudge had that survived? How had he survived?

      I looked up in awe. Man, he was incredible. A glowing form, naked, pure fire, and terrifying.

      “Wow…” I breathed.

      He took off into the air with heavy beats of his wings, gaining altitude fast.

      “Zayn…” I whispered.

      What’d Lucifer said? He was lost tonight?

      He was gone, vanishing from sight to the north, the buildings blocking my view.

      “Who was that?” Steve asked. “Was that your friend?”

      Didn’t know how to answer that one.

      “It’s coming back!” someone yelled.

      I looked up. Yep, Zayn was coming back, making a beeline straight to me.

      “What the—”

      He came in fast. I was quick on my feet usually, but the shock had me glued to the asphalt. All I could do was let my heart race, let the panic sit heavy as I watched the dragon man come right for me.

      “Zayn…”

      I waited for the crash, horrified at my stupid legs for not getting me out the way. My instinct was mad at me. Hey! Maybe it should take the reins and get me the fudge—

      Zayn slowed and scooped me up into his arms, taking flight again, speed increasing as we went to the stars.

      He was so warm to the touch, not burning hot like he looked. I wrapped my arms around him, holding on for dear life with my eyes closed as the wind rushed past me. Might need to get my claws out to dig in for some extra grip.

      But I wasn’t slipping. He held me, I held him.

      Warm.

      Deliciously warm.

      Cozy.

      I opened my eyes, getting an eyeful of those glowing embers, my left cheek resting against dragon scale. His body tilted, so I hung from him, the open air at my back. Heights didn’t bother me, but this was a different kind of altitude. There’d be no landing on my feet if I fell. Just a splat.

      As terrified as I was, the weird sense of safety didn’t drop. I was properly locked in on this funfair ride. It was kind of…awesome. I was flying through the air outside of an airplane, in the open skies with some hot dude.

      Being brave, I wiggled slightly, adjusting myself so I could look up into his fiery eyes. He was like a piece of art, his handsome face set against the backdrop of stars on an inky black canvas behind him.

      I swallowed a lump, things stirring down there.

      “Z-Zayn?” I whispered under the sounds of the wind and the heavy beating of his wings.

      No answer.

      “Zayn, mate? What… Where are w-we g-going?”

      He didn’t answer but started to make a descent.

      Was he in there still?

      Bravery going up a few levels, I turned my head to get the lowdown on where he was taking me.

      North Ward, to the famous white cliffs that spread along the seafront.

      He moved to land, hefting me up, so he carried me in his arms. I looked up at him, he looked ahead, the warmth of him growing. What started off as snuggling an electric blanket turned into hugging a radiator on the highest setting. I was sweating all over. Soon he’d burn me if the temperature kept rising.

      This so wasn’t safe.

      “Zayn, I—”

      We landed softly on the top of a cliff, and he strode away from the edge a bit before stopping.

      He laid me down on the cold, wet grass, looming over me. He made my heartbeat intensify, my breath catch, the cool at my back from the ground disappear.

      Naked and glowing. So sexy, so otherworldly. Like no one I’d ever laid eyes on before. And he was…lost in me. No. Nobody got lost in me like this. The way Zayn was staring was beyond sexual. Like, it was sexual, but up several levels of hotness.

      “Zayn…”

      Naked, his wings spread out behind him, glowing brighter than before, pressing his face closer to mine. The heat radiated off him in translucent waves, my face hot and moist.

      “Zayn…”

      His lips parted, his head tilting slightly. He planted his hands either side of my head, spread himself above my body. I parted my legs, and his groin pressed against mine, our chests inches apart.

      He was hard.

      So was I.

      Another lump swallowed.

      Those flaming eyes had no iris or pupil but were loaded with the power to drink me in. It was that feeling of someone looking deep inside you. The sexy way. I’d only ever read about stuff like that in books, never experienced it myself.

      “Zayn…” Saying his name was the only thing I could do. I was properly submitted to him, under him, my cock an aching, solid rock in my jeans.

      By the angels! Scared and horny. What the fudge was wrong with me?

      He cast his eyes down my body, at the clothes I wanted gone.

      No! I don’t want them gone! I want them to stay!

      Nope. Gone… Wanna be naked…

      Huh?

      Naked…

      Naked with Zayn on a clifftop.

      I lifted my head to look down at him, to see him. A combination of actual heat and the other kind of heat had me flushing.

      What a delicious cock the dude had.

      A finger touched the point on my sweater where my breastbone was, exposed from my open jacket. He traced his finger down the fabric from there, all the way down to my belly button. As he went, the cotton parted under the heat of his touch.

      “What…” I breathed.

      No fire started on my chest. This was an expert slice using heat. The cool air tickled my naked skin, the edges of the cut he’d made blackened, but not burning.

      Wow.

      My nipples hardened, and his eyes flared as he stared. He moved so his face was above my chest, sniffing my skin. It tickled, and his hot breath washed over me, sending my penis into a throbbing frenzy.

      I swear I was about to jizz in my boxers at any moment.

      I didn’t know what was happening. Zayn wasn’t Zayn, but this beast. And I…I wanted to go with it, for him to burn away my jeans next, my underwear, to take me into his mouth. It’d be hot in there. What sort of pleasure would it bring to be inside a place with that much warmth?

      Otherworldly—that word again.

      A shuddery breath escaped me, and he sniffed me again, his face back to mine, lowering, our breath mingling, my body ready to ignite under him.

      He was gonna…gonna kiss me…

      Zayn grunted, turned his head away. His wings flapped, and he sprung to his feet. I sat up as he took off into the sky again, heading east and out to sea, a figure of fire cutting through the dark.

      Head spinning, every inch of my body tingling, I sat there on the cool grass for a while, trying to process what the fudge had just happened.

      Panting. Sweaty. Confused. I thought about taking a plunge in the sea to cool off, and possibly soothe the blue balls Zayn’d left me with.
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        * * *

      

      I grabbed a bus back to East Ward, no dip in the sea for me, my jacket zipped closed. Couldn’t be having the city getting eyefuls of my chest hair.

      My mind was on Zayn. Why wouldn’t it be? Constant flashes of his naked body, of his hard, scaled cock, of mine, of how we’d almost kissed, of how I’d wanted it.

      Did I like him? Was that it?

      I needed to screw my head back on.

      Okay. Zayn was lost to himself. That’s what Lucifer said. So, what’d happened between us then? Nothing? Zayn lost in beastly instinct or something?

      I so didn’t need these thoughts in my head. It was bad enough with the nightmares about the guy I’d shot taking up so much room.

      Sexy Zayn is better to think about…

      Sexy?

      Rather than go straight home, I decided to jump off the bus a stop early and check out what was happening at The King’s Arms. Make sure people were okay.

      A stupid move to make.

      The car was still burning, and there was a huge crowd in the street now gathered around some police barriers. I kept back, hands stuffed into my pockets.

      “Charlie!”

      Steve! Crap! He came running towards me having spotted me lurking in the shadows. What, did the guy eat nothing but carrots? It was so dark in my spot. He shouldn’t have been able to spot me.

      Fudge it!

      “Are you okay?” he asked, coming to a stop, obviously not used to running. “You… He took you up.”

      Starlight trails in the sky. Heading this way. Angels.

      “Oh, sugar.”

      “What?” he asked, following my gaze. “Oh. This should be interesting.”

      For the second time that night, my feet were too heavy to run. Everything was too bloody heavy. Shock was cement, and I was wearing the worst cement shoes.

      The angels were coming, and I so didn’t wanna be here when they turned up.

      Come on! Move it!

      Did the angels know about Zayn? Were they hunting him right now? Was that why he took off? I hadn’t seen them in the sky until now. What if they killed him? Oh, they’d kill him. No question. The way they’d tried to destroy the ice and slice up the dragon inside it said it all. To them, Zayn would be an abomination and not permitted to even breathe a second longer than they wanted him too.

      Angels were coming here, though. Two of them. They’d land and ask questions, and people would know I was with Zayn in that car. The back of my jacket was burned, and so was my sweater.

      An explosion of stars.

      The angels had flipping landed.

      No time to run now because Bob had just spotted me and was coming over.

      “Shit!”
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        * * *

      

      Parisa and Yael again. As scary as Lucifer, white eyes feeling like they were piercing my flesh.

      Officer Bob was with them, along with Benji. Four against one, sitting in The King’s Arms.

      The pub was okay, apart from the window. So were the customers. A few injuries from the exploding glass, but otherwise good. No casualties. And the fire outside was dead after a shed load of water was dumped on it a few times.

      That wasn’t normal fire.

      Dragon fire.

      The angels had insisted we go talk, making everyone vacate the pub to make a chatting space for us. Other cops were grilling witnesses, but these two divine beings had taken a keen interest in me.

      I mean, why wouldn’t they?

      Fudge it!

      I was sandwiched between Bob and Benji, the angels on the other side. The table was small, so we were all way too close for my fragile comfort levels.

      Parisa was doing the talking. “We have word from the patrons of this facility that you were with a gentleman this evening,” she said. “You came in here with him and were talking of dragons, of Lucifer. Then you left, entered the vehicle outside, and said vehicle was set aflame. You escaped. Your companion did not.”

      A pause. I wanted to look away, the scrutiny way too much for my brain to handle. Think I’d rather have tea with Lucifer for ten hours than face these two. My heart was on the verge of throwing in the towel.

      “Then we have reports of a winged beast, smothered in embers,” Parisa added.

      I dry swallowed.

      “Answer her,” Officer Bob said.

      Another dry swallow.

      Long, lingering stares. I was soaked with sweat and my ears were watering. That’s just the effect they were having.

      You’ve got this. Be brave. “T-The d-dragon stuff was rubbish talk,” I said. “You know, hearsay and that. I was telling him about some weird story this guy who comes here told me about Lucifer and dragons. You know, stupid stuff.”

      They waited.

      Ugh.

      Okay. How to make this better?

      “Everyone is talking about dragons now,” Officer Bob cut in.

      “Is that supposed to be an excuse?” Yael replied coolly.

      “No, sir. I was simply—”

      “Enough,” Parisa said.

      I really needed to dig my way out of this. Problem was, I didn’t have a shovel or a bloody clue.

      Yael stepped in. “We have reports you spoke the name Zayn,” he said, “that you shouted his name when the car went up in flames.”

      There was no way out of this. “I, erm. Yeah.”

      “What?” Yael pressed. “His name was Zayn?”

      Benji knew his name, and I’d shouted his name for sure. Said it in the pub. I wouldn’t be able to lie my way out of this one. Plus, they knew him—they’d spoken to him on Scarlet Street.

      “Yes,” I answered. “He’s my friend.”

      Yael leaned closer, sending nasty chills down my spine. “Can you explain what happened? There is a creature in our city that should not exist. We will hunt it and put it to death. We believe it is your friend. Zayn.”

      “Zayn wasn’t in the car,” I blurted suddenly. “He was supposed to be, but he wasn’t.”

      No one said a word. Waiting.

      And so began the lie. “Me and Zayn came in here to ask questions about dragons because we’d heard rumors about a dodgy guy.”

      “What rumors?”

      “Being connected to dragons. You see, I work on cases. I’m a private detective.” Bob didn’t protest, so I carried on. “Zayn came to me because something weird had happened on Scarlet Street. Another weird thing after the Lucifer Star thing you know about. He spoke to me about it because he heard I might be able to help him.”

      “What strange occurrence?” Yael asked.

      “A man covered in dragon scales wandering around. He was the guy in the car when it went up. I don’t know what’s happened to Zayn. He told me to wait in the car while he checked something, then the guy got in.”

      The angels didn’t blink. “This man you speak of? He got into the vehicle?”

      No way were they believing this junk. But it was all I had. “Yep. Threatened me.”

      “What did he say?”

      The fast-thinking was coming thick and, erm, fast. “To stop following him, that we had no right trying to stick our noses in his business. Said he’d kill us if we didn’t stop. He lost it, I got out in time, but then he took me up. Thought he was gonna burn me or drop me. Took me to North Ward, dumped me there, and took off south.” I shook my head, made sure to add the shakes. Now I wasn’t as rattled, I was really selling this. “How can he be a dragon, though? That doesn’t make sense. But then neither does the one trapped in ice, does it?”

      Another creepy pause, then Parisa answered. “Is that everything?”

      I nodded. “Please find my friend. What if he’s dead?” Honestly, I was actually worried about Zayn turning up dead. Anything could happen to him when he didn’t really understand who or what he was.

      “Do you have the name of this man?” Yael asked.

      “Sorry. No. I was trying to find it.”

      “White hair,” he said.

      “Yeah. He had white hair. Same as my friend Zayn. But Zayn’s a bleach freak. Nothing natural about his locks.”

      Was that overkill?

      “His skin tone?”

      “Kind of ashy gray. Looked dead-ish until the dragon scales clicked on or whatever.”

      Both sets of angel eyes locked to me.

      “There is more to this story,” Parisa said after about a minute, “and we will unravel it.”

      I kept my mouth shut. They knew I knew more. Angels were angels. This was seriously dodgy territory I’d drifted into. No doubt I stank of lies to them, and they’d be so right.

      The angels stood up in unison. “That is enough for now. We will be in touch. Do let these two officers here know if you remember anything else. Anything at all. Officers? Be sure to search for this missing Zayn person.”

      They’d have Zayn’s name and address, and this was so, so bad. I had to track him down, hope he avoided going home while Mr. Flamey.

      “I will,” I replied.

      The pair gave us all looks to chill the blood and left without a goodbye. We watched them leave, didn’t take our eyes off them until they were gone.

      “I need a beer,” Officer Bob said. “Anyone else?”

      I went to get up, ready to get back on the streets, but Bob grabbed my jacket. “Sit down.”

      “But—”

      “Sit the fuck down.”

      I did as I was told.

      “You want to tell me what the fuck is going on? Who is this dragon man?”

      “I don’t know his name.”

      “The angels know it’s bullshit, and so do I.”

      Fudge. I was caught in a flipping net. “Not now. Please.” I caught Benji’s eye, but he looked away, blushing.

      Bob cuffed. “You little shit. What’re you hiding? What’s this Zayn hiding?”

      “Bob, please.”

      “Spending time in a cell must be your favorite pastime. Because that’s where you’re going if you don’t start talking.”

      A night in a cell would kill everything. I had to look for Zayn and warn him before the angels got to him. If they hadn’t already.

      One card to play: Bargaining. “Can you trust me, Bob?”

      He laughed. “You’re a clown now?”

      I let that slide. “If you give me time to figure this out, I’ll tell you everything. How does that sound?”

      “No way.”

      “Bob, please. You don’t understand. You have to trust me, let me handle this.”

      “Because you handle things so well, don’t you? Private Detective? Every time that shit comes out of your mouth, I want to drive your face into a wall.”

      I felt my face flush. My claws were on the verge of coming out. “Oh, what? Like the time when no one believed me about—”

      He raised a chubby hand. “I knew you’d drag that up.”

      “Then, you get it. You have to let me walk out of here, sort things out. Give me a week, and we’ll have another chat.”

      “A week’s a long time. Especially when the angels are involved.”

      “Please, Bob.”

      His brows came together, then he looked at Benji. “You know stuff too.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” I protested. “Really.”

      Bob licked his lips, wiped at white crust at the corners of his mouth. “All that time you two spend together.”

      Benji kept quiet.

      “He doesn’t,” I said again. “Promise. This is on me.”

      Bob sighed. “You’re on their radar now, and your missing friend.”

      “I know.”

      “Is it true what the people are saying? About him being covered in glowing scales? An actual fucking dragon man?”

      “Yeah. Please. Give me a week.”

      “What if this dragon man hurts people? Then that’s on me then, eh?”

      “No. It won’t be. Put it all on me. If everything goes wrong, then lock me up and throw away the key.” Wow. Dramatic! “But give me this time, then we’ll talk. You owe me.” I was getting angry now. “Big time. And I’ve never called in a favor.”

      Oh, fudge. I’d triggered his angry spot. His face went red, then purple.

      “Breathe,” I said.

      “Don’t fucking tell me to breathe!” Spittle flew out his mouth. He was gonna blow. “Listen to me, Charlie. And listen good. I don’t owe you fuck all. Okay? Got that? You don’t have a hold over me. And this dragon man wanker will be dead by morning if those creepy bastards get their hands on him. I hope they do.”

      I shrank back into the chair. “I’m sorry.”

      The purple faded. “But I’ll give you your week. Based on the past. Okay? I’m gonna trust you this one and only time. That’s it. You’re damn right I’ll throw away the key if you fuck up. Now go.”

      I sat upright. “For real?”

      “Get out of here. I’ll be calling on you in exactly a week.”

      “Thanks so much, Bob.”

      Benji couldn’t look at me.

      “Thank you,” I repeated, getting to my feet. Best get out before he changed his mind.

      “I must be several sandwiches short of a picnic,” Bob said.

      I didn’t look back when I heard him say that. He was taking a big risk here. Him and Benji were. We didn’t need to say any more about it. This all pinned on me not messing up.

      If I wanted to keep the head on my shoulders, I wouldn’t.

      I still had Martha’s plans in one pocket, and the bottle of glamour in the other.

      Picking up speed, I took to the streets, keeping to the shadows and the rooftops. Being a Felineblood brought the awesome climbing skills, as well as jumping. I could clear gaps easily, like a cat, and land gracefully on the other side.

      It didn’t mean anything if I ended up dead, though. Nothing would.

      “Where are you, Zayn?”

      No dragon man in the skies, and not even a hint.

      Fudge.
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      I flew through the night, soaring above the city, then the Atlantic Ocean, heading east for a while until I came to Ireland, then Britain, coming in for a landing. How long had I been up here?

      Fuck it! Who cared? This was spectacular.

      I was a new me. Myself, yet not. Taken for a ride in the skies unwillingly, yet not. The anger that’d burned my car was now being channeled for better usage. For flight, for fun. Oh, this was fun being up here, seeing the world this way. I could keep going, maybe all the way to the other side of the world. See the whole world. It was my oyster now, well and truly.

      I wish Charlie was with me…

      Charlie, Charlie, Charlie…

      Charlie… Beneath me, our lips close. He’d stank of sex, of lust, of all the things to stir my cock. Delicious fruit ready to be plucked from the tree. Juicy, sweet.

      Charlie.

      Not Charlie.

      I didn’t want the fruit.

      Did want the fruit.

      Did…

      Didn’t…

      Did…

      Should I go and get him back?

      Should I go to see the dragon in the ice who stirred my heart, enthralled in ways I didn’t understand.

      Soon, I was spotted by the white-winged creatures.

      Angels.

      Damn angels.

      They ruin everything.

      Rage again, desire to burn.

      Burn angels?

      Really?

      Uriel would want to burn angels, but I was Zayn, not Uriel.

      Zayn.

      Zayn.

      Zayn.

      Two angels coming for me, bursting out of the constellation of lights that was London below me.

      It was time to hide.

      Two angels versus one.

      I didn’t want to get tangled up in that.

      Damn them for ruining my fun.
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      Birdsong, coolness against my naked skin.

      Sunlight on my back.

      Another morning, another crippling hangover without the vodka with a body feeling no firmer than a trifle. A trifle with rocks in it.

      I was in my back garden, I realized as I sat up, my eyes adjusting to the sun. Naked yet again, cold and wet, the grass still damp with morning dew and even some frost.

      Thankfully, Scott wasn’t at his back window.

      “Thank the bloody angels.” Charlie’s voice came from my back gate, then a bang. Moments later, he leaped over the gate like he’d done it plenty of times, perfect landing, and dashed over with a blue carrier bag swinging off his arm.

      I’d escaped the angels last night, hidden in a sea cave, and had a fun time of it pleasuring myself with thoughts of that moment on the clifftop between me and him.

      My body had been overtaken by the dragon side, sparked by fury at Lucifer’s words. Now I was paying the price, too weak to be angry at the bastard calling me Uriel.

      “This has gotta be quick,” Charlie said.

      The Felineblood dropped beside me. He emptied the bag over the ground. Empty cans and bottles scattered, and a wind-up clown toy—red and white, paint peeling from it. He popped the tab of a cider can and guzzled it. “Drink.” He tipped it into my mouth. I coughed and spluttered, but it didn’t stop him pouring it over me, them himself.

      Charlie looked up at the sky. “Fudge!” He stripped down to his underwear. “Okay. We’ve been on the booze hard and ended up out here, okay?” He tossed his clothes randomly across the grass and picked up the clown. He wound it up, and silver magic poured from its jolly mouth.

      There were starlight trails in the sky.

      “Angels…” I said. “They’ve found me.”

      “Martha said this will help,” he said about the silver agate he placed on the grass next to me. The magic drifted over my body. “Not enough to hide your body, but enough to trick them.” He then rubbed dirt into the white briefs he was wearing, onto his face, then over me, ripping up some grass to fling at me.

      Over his body…

      “Wild night, okay?” he said. “Go with my story. I’ll explain everything later.” He rubbed some dirt into my chin, across my mouth. “Wild night in the garden after we reunited. We’re kind of dating and were super happy to be back together.”

      “We are?”

      “Yeah. Just go with it.”

      “Charlie—”

      “Out of time. They’re coming. Please, Zayn.”

      “I-I’ll go with it.”

      I had no idea what this was about, but I knew enough from Charlie’s panic that I needed to trust him.

      He pulled his underwear down a little to expose a butt cheek, then spread himself across me like I’d done last night when I—

      --when I’d been…

      The angels were almost here.

      “Here goes,” he whispered. He buried his face into my neck.

      I resisted the urge to touch him, pulses of excitement dancing through me as his breath tickled my skin. I reveled in the scent of catnip and orange until the sound of angels broke the spell.

      They landed in my garden, air blasting me. The sun had nothing on their radiance.

      It was the same pair I’d encountered before.

      The male, Yael, stepped forward as the female, Parisa, looked on, not moving.

      Charlie pushed off me, shielding his eyes. “Hi.” He groaned. “Oh, erm. Oh. Sorry. Look at the state of us. I was meant to put in a call last night. I found Zayn.”

      My acting kicked in under the chilling stares of the angels. “Shit!” I covered my cock. “Where the hell are my clothes, Charlie?”

      “Not so loud,” he groaned.

      “Zayn Valentine,” Yael said.

      “Hello,” I said, sitting up and crossing my legs. Pain bloomed behind my eyes, so it wasn’t hard to convince anyone I had a hangover.

      The angels were basically marble, not giving an inch. “What are you doing out here? You were not here when we visited several times over the past hours.”

      What did they know?

      “I found him, the idiot,” Charlie said, “looking into some stuff about the dragon man a few streets over. He didn’t hear a thing.” He punched my arm lightly. “Rubbish detective.”

      Lost at sea without a paddle. “I am an idiot. I’m sorry, baby.” Well, he had said we were supposedly dating.

      “You didn’t hear the dragon man you had been hunting?” Parisa asked. “Even though you were that close? What were you doing?”

      “Following what I thought was a lead.” The words just fell out of me. “It was only a drunk Canineblood, not a dragon man.”

      Charlie tutted and shook his head. “I need a new partner.”

      “Explain this present situation,” Yael said.

      “Wild night,” I answered.

      Then Charlie took over. “I was so mad at him, but so happy at the same time seeing him safe. I told him everything that’d happened to me, and, well, we decided to have a drink because our nerves were shot. As you can see, we went overboard and got, erm, wild in the garden.” He pulled up his underwear. “I forgot to add we’re kinda seeing each other.”

      “You had sex in the garden?” Parisa asked.

      Angels weren’t supposed to be able to detect silver agate, but it felt like their eyes kept darting to the clown spreading the magic across me.

      My nerves were charred wires.

      “We did,” I said. “Disgraceful, I know.”

      Neither of them answered.

      “Sorry I didn’t call in me finding him,” Charlie said. “I was just so happy he was okay.”

      Were we really doing this? Selling these lies to these powerful beings?

      “We understand,” Parisa retorted with an extremely icy tone. She strode over to me and placed her cold hand on my forehead.

      My body jolted as if she were made of electricity. It only took a few seconds but left a slimy, cold sensation in my brain. As if my headache wasn’t suffering enough!

      “Humanblood,” the angel said and stepped away.

      I was fit to collapse.

      “You are forbidden to advance with this case involving the dragon man,” Yael said. “This is a matter for the angels, not civilians. We will be sure to watch this residence, and your home, Charlie. If this creature has threatened your life, you will need protection.”

      That didn’t sound ideal at all. “Thank you very much. We appreciate it.”

      “Cheers,” Charlie added.

      The angels stared at us. Long, lingering looks making me want to curl into a ball and beg them to have mercy and turn their white eyes away.

      “That is all for now,” Parisa said. “I am glad to see you are safe, Zayn.”

      Before I gave my answer, they took off together in a blaze of starlight, quickly vanishing from sight.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned, grasping my head. There were a million hammers banging on the walls of my skull.

      Charlie watched the skies, didn’t speak until the starlight trails vanished from view. “I think I might have peed myself a little bit. But nice one, mate. Can’t believe we pulled that off.”
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      “They did follow me last night,” he said when we were back inside, “but I shook them. Managed to stay hidden and then came up with this plan.”

      “Do you remember what I said about them not being as powerful as we all rely on?” I said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, look at what we just did.”

      “Hope it lasts.”

      The angels had not appeared to be totally convinced, but the touch from Parisa had told her I was Humanblood. I’m sure she trusted in her own power.

      I was starting to develop strong feelings for the wonders of silver agate.

      “Interesting plan you concocted,” I said over the rim of my coffee mug.

      “Lucky for you, my mind goes to some weird places. I knew you’d wake up naked somewhere. Call it a hunch.” He pouted his lips.

      “Don’t be sarcastic.”

      He shrugged. “I figured too much booze, ending up naked in the back garden looking a mess. Two crazy booze hound party animals who were, erm, dating.”

      “Thank God you did come up with something.”

      “I cut it real close.” He was trembling.

      I leaned forward across the table, touched his hand, then instantly pulled back. “Thank you, Charlie.”

      “You’re welcome.” He rubbed at the place I’d touched. “Lucifer hasn’t shown?”

      “Was he supposed to?”

      “Yep. We had a chat.”

      “You and Lucifer?”

      He nodded. “Said he was coming to talk this morning. Oh, wait. Yeah. Said he couldn’t promise anything.”

      I immediately changed the subject, not wanting to think about him or the name Uriel. “It’s strange not seeing your face.”

      “Likewise. I’ve still got what Martha gave us. We need to go ahead with this Belle Island breakout plan. We need Brett Keller.”

      “Then let’s start talking it out. And, yes, before you say it, I’ll tell you everything I did last night.” My hand wanted to reach out again. “I’m sorry if you were hurt.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m cool. But you did ruin an awesome jacket and sweater.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Better than burning my skin off, so no worries.”

      With that, we got down to planning and didn’t mention the cliff top, which was probably for the best.
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      Saturday evening.

      The evening.

      It was time for Belle Island.

      It’d been a busy couple of days.

      Martha’s part of the equation, written down on that paper in a code Charlie understood, was our escape. She’d show up at nine at the island’s secret cave to get us back to the city by boat once we had Brett Keller—at an expense, of course, to be paid later.

      Not a two-hundred-dollar bargain after all.

      Everything else was from Charlie’s head. He’d got us invitations to the One Cure Gala happening on Belle Island tonight. Amazing, considering we were under the constant scrutiny of the angels. But therein lay Charlie’s skills. He knew how to hide in the dark and squeeze himself into narrow spaces like his four-legged cousins. Basically, better at espionage.

      Since Thursday morning, Yael and Parisa had appeared on Scarlet Street for several hours a day, sometimes in my back garden. There was no pattern to their behavior, only the guarantee they would be there. Charlie made sure he was home at night to make it seem life was normal for him in their eyes.

      Their disbelieving eyes.

      I didn’t know if Scott had seen anything and telling him any details was out of the question if he ever mentioned it. He would break under the pressure of withholding information from the authorities. An interrogation from the angels would kill him.

      I fixed my bowtie in my bedroom mirror. My violet eyes were closer to a royal purple tonight, and I’d slicked my white hair back. I was starting to like it, forgetting my vanished brown tresses. I was sad to have to add glamour and change the color of it shortly.

      Black suit, crisp white shirt, black brogues—I was suited up for a night of glitz.

      This never happened. I was nervous.

      A night out for Bartholomew Winthorpe and Preston Phillips. Two scientists, keen on investing in One Cure research. New to the city. Charlie, with his hacking skills, and general ability for falsities, had created our identities (I was Preston) to get us into the gala. It’d worked smoothly, Lily Belle more than happy to accept additional guests.

      Remarkably, I’d managed to keep up to speed with my jobs, but not deliver them. I was still figuring that part out and had made courtesy calls to apologize, blaming the delay on sickness.

      My professional reputation was going to take such a battering.

      Lucifer still hadn’t dropped by for that talk.

      No more attacks.

      No more Lucifer Stars.

      Nothing.

      A quiet couple of days, as well as being busy.

      For how long?

      With one last check in the mirror, I called for my ride to West Ward.

      I sent Charlie a text and waited by my living room window, peering through the gap in the curtains at the two angels watching my house from the other side of the road.
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      One of Martha’s boys—she had seven male lovers and three women—acted as a cab driver. He was muscled, bald, red-faced, and ready to break necks. So said his appearance, anyway.

      We needed his help, Martha’s help, to shake off the angels for the night. He’d shown up in a cab and taken me to a busy bar in Central Ward. Silver agate had kicked in as soon as we’d pulled out of Scarlet Street, filling the taxi with magic, taking us off the radar.

      It was in the car I had to apply the glamour to my hair and face. Charlie had decanted the contents of the bottle into two vials—one for him, one for me. Glamour worked by you literally telling it what to do.

      In line with the fake ID, I asked for black hair and green eyes, and some dark designer stubble.

      There was a pocket mirror beside me to see if all was okay. It was. The glamour hadn’t fully changed my face but had made those three alterations to give me a whole new look.

      I couldn’t believe how much I was missing the white blonde already.

      The bar I’d arrived at was of the sticky floor variety. I’d squeezed through the crowd, ushered out the back, and slipped into another car with a different driver—a petite, bubbly blonde who loved the sun and unicorns.

      It was a hellish journey, yet the angels had been given the slip. At least, it seemed that way. I held onto the hope that it was true. I didn’t want to answer anymore of their questions again for a while, especially with my new look. Also, I didn’t think glamour deceived them like silver agate did.

      I was impressed with what Charlie had achieved in weaving this deception, though he was terrified it’d come crumbling down, that some cyber security whizz would catch what he’d done to create these identities. Regardless, it was still extraordinary work.

      I arrived at West Harbor at seven in the evening, greeted by pale blue wooden buildings with white roofs lining a boulevard of restaurants and shops. Those same buildings continued up a slope behind the harbor-front, forming a forest of homes on a hill overlooking the collection of expensive yachts. The harbor was closed in on both sides by cliffs, a lighthouse perched on top of each. Golden lights were strung to the lampposts and trees of the promenade, waves of them spreading up the boulevard all the way to West Beach to the east of the harbor, bringing a soft and warm aura to the affluent area.

      So much money in West Ward. Charm and warmth came at an extremely high price.

      Charlie was already waiting at the entrance to the third of three stone jetties—one of two Sealight Ferries waiting to take guests to Belle Island. There was security all over the place.

      I approached the barrier to the jetty. Charlie sprang into action, coming to shake my hand. “Good evening, Preston,” he said.

      “Hello there, Bartholomew. How are you?”

      Plummy accents began the night’s new act. We showed our tickets to the security guards, and they waved us through.

      Everything was in place and running smoothly.

      He looked so handsome in his suit, even altered with long brown hair, glasses, and green eyes. It was still him, and those new eyes were prettier than any radiant emerald mechanism.

      If only I could see the auburn shine of his natural state. The blueness of his—

      I stopped myself.

      “Ready?” he asked softly.

      I straightened. “How is everything, my friend?”

      Lost in inane conversation about families and friends we didn’t have, we made our way down to the grand white ferry.

      I tried not to look at him for too long. His beauty was, well, splendid.

      There was plenty of champagne and hors d’oeuvres on board, along with a plethora of small talk.

      At seven thirty, it departed for the island.
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      A cold night, but the heaters on board the ferry, inside and out, kept things at a pleasantly warm temperature. The sky was clear and sprinkled with stars. Recent events made me wary of the stars.

      Angels were the enemy. A label I never thought I’d attach to them. But that sense of hate was growing by the day.

      I stood on the deck, leaning on the safety rail with Charlie. The ocean was calm, making for a less bumpy crossing.

      Didn’t stop Charlie turning a sickly green. “Ugh. The water.”

      Apparently, he didn’t enjoy boats or anything maritime.

      “There, there,” I said, patting him on the back with one hand, sipping from my champagne flute held in the other. Just one flute to keep up appearances. “It’ll soon be over.”

      “I need a ciggie…”

      “No. You’ll ruin your disguise. You can have one when we get back.”

      He groaned.

      “I don’t know why you don’t like the sea.”

      “Oh dear,” a fair woman in red ballgown said. “Sea sickness is the worst. I went to therapy for mine.”

      Charlie dry-heaved over the side.

      “Did it help?” I asked.

      “Look at me now.” She gave a twirl.

      “Stunning.”

      “That’s very kind.” Her green eyes roamed over me hungrily. “Well, have a wonderful evening.”

      “You too.”

      “I think I’ve pulled,” I said.

      No dry heave this time. Charlie let the contents of his stomach loose.

      “There, there, Bartholomew. This really is amazing champagne.”
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      Angels still hadn’t crashed the party, which was an excellent sign.

      Belle Island was a series of spectacular cliff faces, as I’d seen from the images, and the beach area we approached was much prettier in the flesh.

      The ferry came to a stop at the wooden jetty jutting out from the beach. Waiters and waitresses waited on every guest with plates of food and drink as soon they departed the boat.

      Charlie didn’t kiss the wooden slats beneath our feet, but I could tell he wanted to. We each took a flute of champagne, not intending to drink any, though Charlie gulped back half the flute in relief, and followed the line of glamorous folk down the jetty to a set of stone stairs at the top of the beach that cut through the center of the island, leading up to the mansion grounds.

      Charlie wrinkled his nose. “Stinks of lilies.”

      “She is a Magiblood, remember.”

      “Still stinks. White agate.”

      “For a calming atmosphere.”

      “Yep.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Nope. Just that. Shame I didn’t get to use my real name. Would go down so well at a party like this.”

      “What? Charlie?”

      “Rude. No, I mean Charles Zavier Ellison. Posh, right?

      “If you say so.”

      “Rude!”

      Despite my constant unease, Charlie had helped me loosen up a little. Even if it was through the entertainment of watching him puke over the side of the ferry.

      God, I was cruel.

      “Nice house,” Charlie said.

      What a mansion it was. The pictures didn’t do the grand building justice. Shaped almost like a W, with the main part of the house at the center, and the west and east wings at angles to form the Gothic structure, it was tall and sprawling, set back in a vast garden of greenery and marble sculptures. We crossed the stone forecourt, passing a fountain—a mermaid holding a jug which the water arched out of. There were burning torches everywhere, lighting the way and creating a grand effect.

      Inside was even grander, yet somewhat predictable. Black marble floors, white walls, expensive art hanging on them. A chandelier dangled above from the high, white ceiling, and two staircases curved upwards to a landing. I wasn’t truly impressed by any of it. Too cold and bland. Many folk had the dream of big houses and fast cars, but not me. I knew what I liked, and I already had it.

      At least, I did until everything turned on its head.

      I wished Lucifer would show up again. From what Charlie had said, he was going to take a more straightforward approach. Whatever that meant. I just wanted a clear explanation. No vague responses, no more of this confusion.

      “Yes, a very important cause,” Charlie said to a bald man.

      Most days, I thought of that moment I’d imagined of us together against the wall, of the brown-skinned man. More so than the clifftop. Fantasies of the both of them together. In fact, only last night, the three of us had been involved in a threesome, in an anonymous bed somewhere.

      For the first time in years, I’d woken up to find it’d been a wet dream.

      The brown-skinned man was still unknown to me. Was he part of this? Someone I would remember? Inside that lab was the key to everything.

      I almost didn’t want to remember. If this really did have anything to do with Uriel, did I want to wander down that path?

      Yes.

      No matter what, I had to know, and I needed Brett Keller to break through the lock. Desperately now.

      Now, according to the blueprints of Belle Mansion, there were many catacombs below the mansion, far into the sea, one tunnel leading to the secret cave we needed to escape by, which was accessible through the west wing of the house, the entrance to the tunnel in a small utility room.

      I didn’t know how Lily Belle operated. There was a chance Brett Keller would be working as part of the staff and not in the catacombs at all. Maybe him being locked down there was too obvious.

      No one so far at the party resembled his image, which I’d seared into my mind. Unless, of course, she was using glamour too. That was a real problem we didn’t need.

      If we couldn’t find him, we’d send the signal to Martha and abort the mission, leave like everyone else would.

      Where are you, locksmith? Lost in a sea of designer clothing and air-kissing.

      “What are your thoughts on gene therapy and white agate, Dr. Winthorpe?” the bald man asked Charlie.

      “Well, I do have my concerns at the combination of science and agate. Magic as a whole can be unpredictable, no matter how stable an impression it gives.”

      “You think agate is unstable?”

      “I do indeed. I believe it is a folly to put trust in magic. It is not a controlled science, no matter how controlled we like it to be. Just look at the magical insects infesting towns and cities, the residue washing up on our shores.”

      The bald man nodded. “Yes. One of the many banes to our society.”

      God, he was good. Talk about selling it.

      “So, are you suggesting better measures for magical use?” the man asked.

      Charlie took a well-placed pause. “Yes, I am. Which returns me to my point regarding science. To find this single cure, we must turn away from magic.”

      Even I was starting to be sucked in. “Interesting theory, Winthorpe.” What the hell was I doing? One of us needed to work the mansion. We still hadn’t left the hallway. “But, do excuse me.”

      “Absolutely,” Charlie/Bartholomew said, and returned to his conversation.

      I made my way through the crowd, heading to the west wing, smiling and nodding, passing the woman in the red dress again. Before she could pounce on me, I shook her off, heading down a black and white corridor into dining room of the same color scheme. More food on the checkered table, more guests. No sign of Lily Belle from what I could see, or Brett.

      Lily Belle was single. No partner, no children, utterly married to her work. A bit like me, really. But with more money and grander visions.

      I had a pretty good memory of the mansion’s blueprints after studying them for many hours over the past few days. Key aspects such as this dining room and the second doorway over on the right of the room were at the forefront of my mind. The door would take me to another corridor, and then I would need to head left and take a flight of stairs down to the utility room.

      Not so fast, though. Mingle, make it seem as if I was taking in the atmosphere, really—

      “Oh. My. God.”

      It sat in a glass cabinet within an alcove, just beyond the first of the right doorways. A small room, just this cabinet, nothing else, the object under a spotlight and spectacular.

      My mouth watered, and my eyes were certainly bulging. This silver bear even made my heart skip several beats.

      A silver Billy Wizard Bear. Not gold. Since when were they all not gold? There I was thinking I was an expert on the things I knew all this time, and there went the rug from under me once again.

      A silver bear.

      Silver!

      With turquoise eyes. A bear looking upward, standing on a plinth of silvery glass.

      Silver.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      I turned to face a woman. Raven-black hair cut into a sleek bob, red lips, caramel skin, deadly sharp cheekbones, and stormy gray eyes. She was holding a glass of red wine, and her dress matched it.

      “You’re Lilly Belle,” I said. I recognized her from the pictures Charlie had found.

      “Correct.” She offered me a red manicured hand, a beautiful ruby ring on her left ring finger—most likely her magical mechanism that wasn’t doing anything at the moment. “And you are?”

      “Preston Phillips.” She had a way about her that reminded me of Lucifer’s regard. I tried my best to hide my discomfort. “Doctor.”

      “Ah, yes. My late guests. Welcome to my home.”

      “It is a lovely home.”

      “Thank you. Rather large just for me, though I enjoy the solitude.”

      I nodded in agreement, unable to keep from staring at the bear. “This is magnificent. I didn’t realize there was a silver version.”

      “You’re a fan of Billy Wizard?”

      “Yes. Very much so.”

      “Then you’ll be pleased to know there is not only an extremely rare silver range but also a bronze.”

      Enough to make me wobble. “Bronze?”

      “Are you okay? You look as if you’re about to faint.”

      I pulled on the collar of my shirt. “I’m fine.” And I was, full of energy and shock. “I will need to hunt one down.” Silver. Unbelievable! I wanted every single one, including this one, and then every bronze.

      “It will be worth the search, Zayn.”

      I froze, slowly turning to face her. “What did you just say?” The ruby on her ring was emitting ruby magic.

      Oh, no.

      “Zayn, isn’t it? Not Preston. Well, Uriel, really. Not Zayn at all. So many names you have. How do you keep up?”

      The dining room had gone deathly quiet. Not one guest was moving or making a sound. The soft classical music was also gone.

      But the staff moved, filling the room. No longer serving food, only violence, weapons in their hands.

      “My name—”

      “Oh, drop the act. I know who you are and who you’re here for. You’ll never have him.”

      “Zayn!”

      Charlie.

      “Get off me!” he yelled out of sight. “Zayn!”

      “Charlie! Run! Ambush!”

      My will snapped along with the entire charade. I shifted into the dragon man, the glamour destroyed. The glass swords came to life in my hands, one short, one long, and I brandished them, tapping into the body memory I was inching closer to getting a full grip on. My wings burst forth and spread wide, flapping in fury.

      Flames stirred within.

      The staff’s faces weren’t the picture of fear I’d expected. Lily Belle laughed and clicked her fingers.

      Before I could make a move, a waiter stepped forward, bringing a flute to his mouth. Not a flute, but a—

      The dart struck me in the left side of my neck, just as the scales spread across my body.

      Too late for me.

      I was already woozy.

      “Zayn!”

      “More like Uriel,” Lily Belle said.

      I fell to my knees, a haze passing across my vision.

      “No…” I breathed.

      “Yes, Uriel. Yes.”
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      Bloody prats thinking they could get the drop on me!

      I sprang into action, claws out, raking them across the man in front of me.

      Should’ve pinned my arms, idiots!

      That had the guy holding me loosen his grip. All I needed to do was wiggle downwards. Free, I elbowed him in the nuts.

      He howled, and I dashed. Fast, light, leaping onto shoulders of frozen party guests. Something like the sound of a dart being fired but missed. When I wanted to scarper, I scarpered like crazy.

      I was caught by the ankles, yanked down to the floor. I twisted, dropkicked the man who did it, then clawed at the woman who tried to wrestle me.

      Back to running, I leapt up and grabbed the banister of the left stairwell. Flipping up, I landed on black and white marble and dashed up the stairs.

      “Get him!”

      The fact I hadn’t been shot with bullets said a lot. They wanted me alive.

      What the fudge for?

      No time for that now. A man met me on the landing. With a whip. He lashed out at me, catching my arm. He dragged me forward. Good. Perfect. He got claw marks on his face for his trouble, plus a kick to the gut.

      I was no ninja, but I could fight.

      Zayn had cried ambush. That was enough for me. I couldn’t get to him, but I’d get out and get help.

      Didn’t wanna get out without him, but both of us being captured or dead…

      What if they killed him? What if I was leaving him to die?

      Taking on everyone in this mansion would be impossible.

      To make things right, the only thing I could do was run.

      I darted up another set of stairs, reaching a window on a mezzanine. I tried it, and it opened.

      Awesome.

      I climbed out with yelling behind me, sidling along a ledge. So high up. Heights were no problem.

      Hitting a drainpipe, I slid down, leaping off halfway, hitting the grass, and broke into a roll.

      There was only one way to go now.

      The cliffs.

      More yelling, running footsteps behind me. The sound drove me forward through a thicket of trees. Branches scratched at my face as I burst through, and then there was no ground beneath me.

      I’d run too fast.

      Now I was falling.
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      I sprang awake in the dark, a surge of adrenaline driving me to at least attempt to get to my feet. A veil of grogginess waited to consume me, though.

      I was bound. Chains rattled as I tugged on tight restraints on my wrists and ankles. And it was pure dark, so pitch there were no shadows.

      My body was still covered in scales, but there were ashes on my tongue. The fire within was quiet, even as my anger flared, and there was a throbbing at the center of my chest. A dull pain.

      “Hello?” I called. “Let me go!”

      “Why would I do that?” Lily Belle answered.

      I heard her breathing then, taking a sip of her drink.

      “Where are you?”

      “Oh, do excuse my manners.” She spoke a spell, something about light, and a bright spotlight appeared in the ceiling, shining its glow on her.

      She was still holding a glass of wine as if the gala was still in full swing. It probably was with the guests now unfrozen by her magic.

      “Hello, again.”

      “What do you want?” Why couldn’t I douse her in fire, even break these chains? The light didn’t touch me, leaving me smothered in the dark.

      “I do not appreciate trespassing and thievery. You wanted to take what was lawfully mine, break into my sanctuary.” She didn’t raise her voice, kept it completely pleasant.

      “What do you know?”

      “I know many things,” she countered.

      “Then talk.”

      “Why?”

      I yanked the binds. “Because—”

      “Because nothing, Uriel. You are neutered now, helpless.”

      “Fading?”

      Lily Belle smiled. “Yes. Fading. It seems somewhat cruel when you know so little of what you are.”

      “How did you know we were coming?”

      She sipped her wine, licking droplets of it from her lips, her gray eyes glinting with menace. “Killing you will not be easy. I’ve already seen what you’re capable of from the slaughter on sand.”

      My question had been deflected. “The attack at East Beach? That was you?”

      “My staff, yes. I didn’t hold much hope, and now I have lost some good and loyal people. Marcus too. He was a lovely man.”

      That’d answered the Marcus question fully.

      “I should be used to that by now, shouldn’t I?” she added. “Especially when it comes to you.” She sighed. “But you do not know you.”

      “Where’s my friend?”

      “Friend?” She laughed lightly. “The Felineblood? Didn’t he annoy you more than anything else?”

      How the fuck would she know that?

      “He is being dealt with.”

      “Don’t hurt him.”

      “He is not your concern now.”

      “Just don’t hurt him.”

      “What’s this? Weakness for Uriel? Pleading for the life of another? What strange times. But that is to be expected with what you are.”

      “Enlighten me.” The pain in my chest felt like it was spreading. Slowly, but definitely moving.

      There had to be a way out of this.

      “I suppose it is fair seeing as it will be the last thing you will hear.”

      Okay. Hear it first, then come back to that point. “Talk.”

      “Do not presume to command me. I will speak if I wish. I should just leave you down here in the dark.”

      “Please…” I loathed begging, but I had no counterattack. The fire wasn’t coming.

      “I have to say, this is rather thrilling to hear you beg. Not that you are truly the way you looked back then in the age of Lucifer and the dragons, yet you are remarkably similar, with some differences. Your eyes are violet, where they were once aquamarine, and the shape of your face is different, more chiseled than before. Your skin is also so alabaster.”

      Lucifer had said the same thing, and the me I’d seen when I’d burned had aquamarine eyes.

      “It is you though, no question, more so in this form than your human form, though even then, I would still say it was you. Still beautiful, still a face I loathe. It is lucky for you the angels of the age of dragons are gone, none here to recognize your face, that no images of you are in the public sphere.”

      That was true. Only drawings of huge beasts depicting the Nephilim—more monstrous, nothing like how me or Lucifer looked.

      Me?

      “Give it time,” she added, “the angels will delve deep enough to find the truth within the web of lies.”

      The age of dragons? Lucifer? Web of lies? I kept quiet, letting her speak.

      “You are Uriel reborn, one of the seven of Lucifer’s fallen warriors. Cast out of heaven, bathed in dragon blood and fire, a Nephilim with the powers of a Firebreather. This is the body you once had, but with a new identity, one forged in a new age, a divided soul inside this new body from birth.”

      My breath hitched. “What… What are you saying?”

      “When you were born, your soul was called forth from death, entered the fetus your human host carried. A soul divided, split between human and Nephilim. The human side dominant, all hope of a true rebirth lost to those who wanted you back. A failure, it seemed. It was one thing to call the soul back with the perverted skill of a Magiblood, who died in exchange for you, but there was no way of awakening the dormant side to allow you to be the true Uriel.”

      “I can’t… I don’t…”

      “Until the dear dead professor found a way to awaken your power with unholy fire.” The grip on her glass tightened. “The bastard actually succeeded, actually combined the elements of dragon and darkness, and woke you up halfway.” She laughed. “Though he did not succeed in restoring you fully. He failed to combine you with the last part of your essence—the essence being the thing you need locked in that lab of his.”

      Just as Lucifer had told Charlie.

      “What a fool,” Lily Belle said. “Thankfully, he was killed before that second stage could begin. Ended by Marcus. What did you do with his body?”

      I didn’t answer her. I let the information sink in, the pain continuing to spread across my chest. An overload of details that somehow made sense.

      “It means nothing now,” she said. “You may be protected by the dragon scale on your body, but I know how to bring you down. The perfect shot by a loyal man. The dart that struck your neck was filled with dragon’s bane. I have never stopped brewing it, even after your kind were wiped out. You will be dead in twenty-four hours. That essence will not be yours. I will destroy it before it falls into the wrong hands, along with other things.”

      Ever since my kind was wiped out? How old was she? “What does that mean?”

      “For the good of the world,” she answered. “I have noticed the use of silver agate has increased around that house. Bravo. You have succeeded in even clouding my eyes enough to stop me finding the door inside. But I will break through the magic, and I will use my prisoner to open the way into that lab so I can destroy every single risk within.”

      “So, it is you.” Lucifer’s voice.

      Lily Belle dropped her glass. It shattered, spilling red wine across the dirty stone floor where the light touched.

      “You,” she gasped.

      Lucifer stepped into the light. It flickered at his arrival.

      He’d rattled Lily.

      “Hello, Lilith.”

      Lilith?

      Her fear appeared to abate as she stepped closer. “Your face.”

      “Burned.”

      “Yes.”

      “Let him go.”

      “Why would I do that, my love?”

      “Because he is mine.”

      “As I once was.” She turned to me. “Before he ruined everything.” Back to me. “They called you the dark lord, yet Uriel was a far crueler beast. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Lucifer walked, circling her, slipping in and out of the ring of shadows outside the spotlight. “I should have known it was you. How did you do it, Lilith? I thought you died.”

      “Something for you to investigate.” She really wasn’t rattled anymore. “Wonderful to see you again. Now, if you will excuse me, I must pour myself another glass of wine. In celebration. Goodnight.”

      “Lilith.” If he was made of flesh, his voice would crack the room.

      “Give up, my love. There is no way forward now. He is lost to you, and you are lost to you, and so is she.”

      She?

      Lily Belle, or Lilith, blew him a kiss and was gone.

      “Lilith!” he roared.

      She was definitely gone.

      “Bitch!”

      “I’m poisoned,” I said.

      He faced me. “Yes. Don’t fear, Uriel. I will get you out of this mess.”

      “Lilith… I know that name. I’ve heard it before…”

      “Yes. You would have. She was my queen.”
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      Wow, was I one lucky Felineblood.

      Terrified, but lucky.

      I’d hit a jutting ledge, grabbing hold with my claws. One-handed. And I’d screamed and probably peed myself.

      But I was alive. Dangling and not smashed on the rocks below.

      After getting my heartbeat back to a steady pace, I looked down. The jagged nature of the cliffs was something I could work with. It’d be a chore but doable. Wasn’t like I could go back up anyway. The front entrance was lost. Which meant down to the water, send Martha a signal. I still had my phone.

      I couldn’t see a boat. She’d said the boat would be there waiting around nine. Wasn’t quite there yet.

      Fudge!

      Heads peered over the edge—two men, one woman.

      I didn’t pay the bloody gits much attention.

      “Stupid fucking cat!”

      “What’s he doing?”

      “Kill him!”

      “No, the boss wants him alive.”

      My gun wasn’t with me. Couldn’t bring it to the gala. It would’ve never got past security. Not that I’d use it anyway.

      No thinking about Marcus! Get out of here!

      The people above didn’t try and come down, and I moved quickly. Even on the side of a cliff, I didn’t muck around. I used every nook and ledge, heading in a downward left angle.

      I was on the west of the island, heading for that secret cave.

      Oh, fudge!

      I looked up. The faces were gone. Yep. Making their way to meet me there.

      Moving further along, I came above an open spot. No rocks, just water bashing up against the cliffs. Was it just me, or was the ocean more peed off than it’d been earlier?

      Ugh. Screw this night. Wasn’t supposed to go like this!

      I made the call.

      “Yeah?”

      “I need help.”

      “That you hanging on the cliffs?”

      “You’re here. Thank the angels! I need you to pick me up. Things have gone wrong.” Had to love Martha rocking up early like that.

      Phew!

      “Get in the water.”

      I knew she was gonna say that.

      A boat’s engine came to life, and I saw it come around the island into view.

      Goodbye, burner phone. The only way was down.

      Into the water.

      I closed my eyes and took the plunge.
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      Swimming was not my forte at all. Nope. Not a complete disaster, but I was much more scared in the drink than I’d been dangling up there.

      The ocean wasn’t so angry, but bloody cold. I swam and swam, determined to reach Martha’s boat.

      Yelling. At the cave. The sound of the waves drowned most of it out.

      One of Martha’s women threw me a lifebuoy attached to a rope, and I was fished onboard, shivering and spluttering. Nora, dark-skinned with dark braids, moved quick, wrapping me in foil as Martha gunned the speedboat away from the island.

      I was safe.

      Zayn wasn’t.

      “We…have…to…get…help.”

      Neither of them said a word.

      Lily Belle had got the drop on us. I had no idea why or what her reasons were. Another flipping add-on!

      Not the caring scientist looking to save the world, then? Someone with a darker agenda than that.

      It wouldn’t be long before we reached the city.

      “Here.” Nora handed me a flask of hot tea.

      “Th-thanks.” Man, I was so cold, teeth chattering.

      I have to save him…

      Back to square one. Now for a double breakout. Trouble was, how was I gonna pull it off? And I was going in blind, up against a woman and her cronies with zilch in the way of information.

      And what if Zayn was dead?

      “Bollocks,” I said—a rare word for me.

      “What?” Nora responded.

      “No-nothing.”

      I refused to accept Zayn was dead. Nope. He was alive and we would fix this mess together, just like we’d set out to do.
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      Time meant nothing. Lucifer had gone, and so had the light. My entire chest was on fire, the pain now touching my shoulders.

      Dead in twenty-four hours.

      Dead.

      Unless Lucifer helped.

      Twisted, hopeless. I didn’t want his help and was even doubting my desire to live. Uriel? Crueler than Lucifer? I couldn’t stand it. I wasn’t a warm person by any measure, but I wasn’t this thing Lily Belle had spoken of.

      Lilith. Not Lily Belle.

      I didn’t want to be Uriel. I wanted to be Zayn. Only Zayn.

      “Charlie…” Amid all of this, I wanted him to be safe. He’d tried to help even though I wasn’t exactly easy on him. Because of me he was probably now a prisoner of Lilith.

      Shit.

      Lilith was not a big player in the stories of the dark lord, only a name mentioned, a dead wife. Only, she wasn’t dead. Very much alive and winning, hating me, and her former husband.

      Plotting something…

      “I’m back.” Lucifer. “Arrangements are being made, but you must hold on.”

      “Go away.”

      “Uriel—”

      “If I have my essence back, I’ll become a monster.”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Have you seen Charlie?”

      “Yes,” he answered. “He has escaped. As we speak, a boat carries him back to Angelica.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Rescued by his friend.”

      Martha. “Thank God.”

      “Never thank him.”

      “Go away. I can die—”

      “Do not say that. Do not give up. Do not be a fool.”

      “I—”

      “Great efforts were made to bring you back, Uriel. You are incredible, and you will see. You have already made great strides. A sign was those mirrors of your family, a curse on your soul. They are gone now because they were no match for you, mere vessels to raise you, to bring you back.” He let out a heavy breath. “That soul, oh that magnificent soul. That is you, the true you. It just needs to wake up. Once you are fully restored, you will see everything clearly.”

      “Why can’t you tell me?”

      “I don’t have that gift, limited as I am to these manifestations. You have to see for yourself.”

      I couldn’t deny my curiosity was overly piqued. “You’re limited.”

      “Unfortunately,” he said. “For now.”

      A coldness swept through me. “What about this new approach you told Charlie you were going to take?”

      “I was a fool to think I was powerful enough to take it, to think I could tell you everything. That is for when you unite with your trapped essence. I am sorry there is no other route for you to follow.”

      He smiled. There was no denying he was beautiful.

      “I have waited so long in the shadows, Uriel, wandering the wastelands, consumed by the need for vengeance. I will be flesh again, you will be by my side, and I will destroy Lilith and her followers for this. I have no idea what she is up to, but I will break her. I did once before.”

      Now I was at a crossroads. Death or answers? Zayn or Uriel?

      The pain throbbed, stealing my breath.

      Answers or oblivion. I’d come this far.

      Every road was blurred with confusion.

      “Hold on, Uriel.”

      Holding on was all I could do if death didn’t make a decision for me.

      A part of me hoped it would.

      No… Was that my voice? Though it was on the inside, it sounded different, stronger, darker, and far away.

      No… Again, it drifted through me.

      “My Uriel,” Lucifer whispered. “Maybe things do not need to be this way. What do you think, Uriel?” The way he said the name was nothing short of seductive.

      Uriel. A creature of evil.

      A spark once again to give birth to fury. That name, that cursed name. “I’m Zayn.” I wasn’t that hated figure from a terrible history. He was dead, failed, a remnant in the minds of those who feared such things.

      He was not me.

      “I’m Zayn,” I repeated.

      Lucifer laughed gently.

      Bastard.

      “Uriel, Uriel, Uriel.”

      That was it. The spark was an explosion. Full ignition of rage had been achieved.

      I screamed, my body bursting into flame, spreading through the room until the entire space was a pure inferno.

      “I am Zayn!” I bellowed.

      Intense heat within and without, just as had happened in my car. It consumed me, burned through me, vanquished the poisonous dragon’s bane in my veins. I felt it evaporate under the heat.

      “There he is,” Lucifer said. “The best there ever was. Aside from me, of course. My precious Uriel.”

      Another trigger pulled, and my binds melted away from me.

      “Uriel, Uriel, Uriel.”

      “No!” The boom that tore from me shook the room. My wings beat hard, rage building, then I shot upward, covered in my scaly armor, and burst through layer upon layer of concrete as if it were liquid, out of the mansion, tearing into the night.
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      I’d woken in the dark, only a candle lighting my surroundings—a room with pictures of cars and bikes in grubby frames, a creaky single bed, a window, and silver agate mechanisms spreading magic across the floor in a fine mist.

      Martha’s place, a spare room.

      In my escape from the mansion, I’d crash-landed onto the boat Martha had rescued Charlie with, setting it on fire. Luckily, it had almost reached shore. That was the last thing I remembered before passing out. So, unfortunately for them, they’d had my unconscious body to deal with.

      They didn’t have to help me, could have left me steaming in the ocean, or on the beach and let the angels have me.

      These people had saved me, were sheltering me. Martha and her lovers. Charlie too. Close escapes for both of us. Close to death.

      “She thought you’d better wait here a few days,” Charlie had said a few moments ago before going off to fetch me some coffee and egg muffins. Apparently, Martha made the best egg and sausage muffins.

      They were the last things I needed right now. Not even coffee would work on me.

      Too many questions, too much crippling information.

      Uriel.

      Lilith.

      Lucifer.

      Husband and wife.

      I had a soul within me, waiting to wake up fully. The soul of a monster brought into this body.

      His body.

      My body.

      Whatever was in that lab would transform me into my actual self.

      I wasn’t Zayn. This body was brought into the world not as the me I thought I was, but something else. The human side was prevalent for now, but if I was combined with that other essence of me, I would be…the real me.

      Would this me die if that happened? Would I simply cease to exist? I didn’t understand, and a part of me didn’t want to.

      I was back at those crossroads once again, my head murky and full of pain. Zayn or Uriel? Did I just end this now? Let the angels kill me before I did become a savage beast? Find a way to destroy the lab?

      There was no Uriel. He could not be released back into this world, even if I would never have the answers I wanted. I’d heard enough from Lilith, from Lucifer to know they were deadly answers. Now was the time to take a different course of action.

      My essence had to be destroyed.

      “Zayn?” The bedroom door opened, and Charlie walked in. “I come bearing goodies.”

      I barely registered his presence, still lost at the crossroads even after supposedly coming to a decision about what to do next.

      A loose decision.

      Zayn or Uriel?

      The answer should be easy.

      Shouldn’t it?
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