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     Then from the dawn it seem'd there came, but faint 
 
    As from beyond the limit of the world, 
 
    Like the last echo born of a great cry, 
 
    Sounds, as if some fair city were one voice 
 
    Around a king returning from his wars. 
 
      
 
           Thereat once more he moved about, and clomb 
 
    Ev'n to the highest he could climb, and saw, 
 
    Straining his eyes beneath an arch of hand, 
 
    Or thought he saw, the speck that bare the King, 
 
    Down that long water opening on the deep 
 
    Somewhere far off, pass on and on, and go 
 
    From less to less and vanish into light. 
 
    And the new sun rose bringing the new year. 
 
      
 
    ~ from “Idylls of the King: The Passing of Arthur” 
 
    By Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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    ONE 
 
      
 
    “…Greer. Rose. Rose.” 
 
    Rose startled. She knelt on the floor of the ruined penthouse, staring at the shattered window, the wedge of velvet night visible beyond it. It had started to rain; drops pattered in on the slick tiles. The breeze that blew in smelled of water, and soot, and crowded humanity. Like the acrid, smudgy cesspool that New York City had become.  
 
    It was Gavin who’d been shouting her name – shouting because she’d been frozen, for God knew how long, staring at the place where Beck had just crashed through a window and taken flight, lugging Shubert’s unconscious (possibly dead?) body along like a broken doll.  
 
    Rose blinked, shook her head, and returned to herself.  
 
    She still knelt on the floor, hands pressed tight to Lance’s wound – oh, God, Lance – but the hot pulse of blood against her palm had slowed. His face, when she glanced toward it was white and slack.  
 
    “Here, Rose,” Gallo said, sinking down beside her. He pulled her hands away – she found she didn’t have the strength to resist him at the moment – and pressed a thick wad of bandaging over it instead, and then pressed down with his own metallic, mechanical hand.  
 
    “Helo’s here,” Tris announced, and she could hear the thump of its rotors. 
 
    Rose hadn’t been struck in the head, but that’s what it felt like: her vision blurred at the edges, her reflexes slow, her mind stumbling to keep up. Her gaze wandered: from Lance’s still form, to Tris charging across the vast space toward a patio door; from Gallo’s steady calm as he applied pressure to the wound, to the bodies, all the bodies, that lay sprawled and crumpled around them like discarded piles of laundry.  
 
    None were left standing. The penthouse smelled like an abattoir. 
 
    She looked down at her own hands, wet to the elbows with fresh blood, deep crimson in the glow of the overhead can lights.  
 
    When she blinked she saw Beck. Saw the spread of his wings, and the gleam of his fangs. Saw his tail piercing flesh like a sword; saw him drinking. He’d been smiling throughout, that sharp, delighted grin edged with bloodlust – but that was nothing new. 
 
    That part was the same as ever.  
 
    Whatever Beck was now, it wasn’t something hell had instilled in him. Hell had merely stripped away the last of the pretty packaging; distilled him down to his truest form.  
 
    She shuddered, but she wasn’t afraid.  
 
    The whump-whump-whump of helo rotors became a vibration up through the floor, through her body, pulsing in her back teeth. The building shuddered as it touched down out on the patio, and a door banged open, and quick, quiet booted footfalls heralded reinforcements.  
 
    Morgan reached them first, tiny and pale in her fatigues. A few strands of white-blonde hair had slipped free of her helmet, damp with rainwater, clinging to her cheeks. She knelt down on the other side of Lance, facing them, her gaze serious, her bearing one of competence and concern, that ages-old poise always so at odds with her small shape.  
 
    “May I see?” she asked. 
 
    Gallo pulled his hand back.  
 
    Morgan pulled off the bandage and lifted up Lance’s blood-soaked shirt, exposing the small, but obviously deep stab wound. Fresh blood welled and trickled from it, but not nearly enough. The rise and fall of his chest was hitched, shallow.  
 
    Morgan hummed a quiet note of what sounded like concern, then covered the wound with her hand. Closed her eyes. The glow began slowly, a faint prickling of light around the edges of her palm, and between her fingers. And then it swelled, brightened. Pulse like the beat of a heart as it grew, and grew, the same blue-white light that had accompanied the awesome transformation of Gallo’s prosthetic into the permanent, flexible limb that it was now. So bright that Rose had to close her eyes and turn her head; Gallo hissed beside her.  
 
    Other voices and sets of footfalls joined them. 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” one man asked. 
 
    “The suspects are neutralized,” Tris answered. “All save Shubert, and Becket took possession of him.” 
 
    “Took possession of him?” 
 
    “He jumped out the goddamn window and flew off,” Gavin said.  
 
    “We passed something on our way in,” another voice added. This was Green company, Rose thought. 
 
    The bright flare of light receded, and she opened her eyes, blinking against the afterimages, to see Morgan sitting back on her heels, shaky but conscious; and to see Lance’s bloody torso whole again. The wound had knitted together neatly, only a faint, pink smudge like an old, healed burn left to mark the place where he’d been stabbed. He was still unconscious, but his brow had smoothed; he no longer looked like he was in pain. 
 
    “He lost a lot of blood,” Morgan said. “He’ll need to rest, but I healed the internal damage.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rose managed to say. She stood – unsteady as a new lamb, all her usual grace having long abandoned her – and turned… 
 
    To find a fellow knight right behind her, studying her with concern. It was Sir Theresa Samuels of Green Company. They’d nodded and helloed a few times at the gym, and Rose didn’t think that warranted the way the other woman stared at her now, brows knitted, gaze worried. 
 
    “Greer, you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Her own Company, she saw, noting Tris and Gavin behind her, were watching her with far less concern, and something more like wariness.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance came awake in the helo, halfway back to base. “You need to rest,” Gallo said, and pressed his shoulder back down to the gurney they’d strapped him to for the short flight.  
 
    “I’m fine, let me up.” 
 
    “Lance. You lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    Rose thought she probably should have been the one to feel his forehead with the back of her hand, and shake her head, and keep telling him to be still and be a good patient. But Gallo seemed to have it well in-hand. 
 
    And Rose couldn’t have moved closer to him if she’d wanted to, rooted to her jump seat, gaze fixed on the rain-streaked window. She couldn’t bear the thought of meeting Lance’s gaze. Not after… 
 
    Welcome to the Round Table, Beck had said, before he’d jumped. She could recall the exact sound of the glass shattering against his horns; the sound of his wings unfurling and snapping on that first powerful stroke.  
 
    There were going to be so many questions: from Bedlam, from the General; questions telephoned from Washington. What happened, Greer? they would all want to know. What did you bring into our operation? 
 
    “Where’s Becket?” Lance asked. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Gallo said. 
 
    “Probably still out cosplaying Dracula,” Gavin said, sourly. “Jesus Christ, what was that?” When no one answered him, he said, “Greer, what the fuck was that?” 
 
    She turned her head to meet his gaze, and wished she hadn’t. She and Gavin had never been close, but his glare now was downright hostile.  
 
    “That was Beck,” she said. 
 
    His brows lifted. “I’m sorry, I can’t hear great over the goddamn rotors. That was Beck?” 
 
    “Captain Bedlam said we needed a weapon, and that’s what I brought to the table. A weapon.” 
 
    “No, that’s bullshit. You wanted your old boyfriend back,” he said, sneering.  
 
    Tris flicked at his sleeve. “Gavin.” 
 
    “You wanted him back,” Gavin continued, “and you did it on the military’s dime. Don’t pretend it was about the war, or any of us. It was all for you.” 
 
    “Gavin.” Lance this time, struggling to sit up, only to be pushed back down by Gallo again.  
 
    “My question,” Gavin pressed on, bristling with anger, with a fear he couldn’t quite hide. “Is why the fuck your boyfriend is some kinda vampire-wannabe freakshow serial killer.” 
 
    “Gavin,” Lance snapped. “That’s enough!” 
 
    Gavin turned away, muttering to himself, but not before one last nasty glare.  
 
    Lance tried to catch her eye, his face still too-pale, hair limp on his forehead from sweat. 
 
    Rose glanced back out the window.  
 
    The rest of the flight passed in tense silence, and when the helo finally touched down at base, Gavin was the first one up, levering open the door before the motor was cut.  
 
    Rose started to follow suit, but caught herself at the last second; she should stay with Lance. 
 
    Tris and Gallo began readying his gurney for transport, but he swatted them away. “For fuck’s sake, I can walk, let me up.” 
 
    Rose watched them unfasten the straps and take him by either arm, helping him sit upright.  
 
    Morgan appeared beside her, silent as a ghost save for the brush of their jacket sleeves: Rose’s only warning of the conduit’s presence before Morgan said, quietly, “Arthur Becket wasn’t the one who stabbed him.” 
 
    Rose whipped around to face her. “No. Did you think it might have been?” 
 
    Morgan lifted wide, unfathomable blue eyes to meet her gaze. “I wondered, when we first arrived. But when I touched the wound, I could feel none of his presence in it.” 
 
    “His…presence?” 
 
    Morgan tipped her head to a birdlike angle. “Hell marks what it takes. It leaves a scent behind.” 
 
    Brimstone. Ash. Something metallic and crackling with electricity. She’d smelled it up close; had tasted it on her tongue.  
 
    Rose swallowed. “He wouldn’t hurt Lance.”  
 
    Morgan nodded, accepting her answer, and turned to step down out of the helo.  
 
    Tris and Gallo had Lance on his feet, and though he said, “I’m fine,” he still leaned on them. They shuffled forward as an awkward, six-legged entity in the confines of the helo, and Rose thought I suppose I should stay, more than a little shocked at her own reluctance to do so. 
 
    In the back of her mind, she was aware that her brain was misfiring right now, perhaps dangerously so.  
 
    When Lance was in front of her, he tipped his head, his gaze searching. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She blinked. “You’re asking me?” 
 
    His gaze tracked back and forth across her face, and his brows drew together. “Rose. Are you okay?” 
 
    There he stood, freshly healed, with a bloody, holey shirt, unsteady on his feet, and he was asking if she was okay.  
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    He frowned. His gaze lifted over her head, out through the open hatch. “Is Becket back yet?” 
 
    “Let’s go find out,” Tris suggested.  
 
    By the time they’d crossed the tarmac, rain lashing at their backs the whole way, Lance was walking unassisted, albeit slowly. He held himself stiffly upright, hands clenched in fists at his sides. Rose recognized the posture of someone doing everything he could to keep from collapsing on the spot.  
 
    Belatedly, she realized she’d been walking a half-step behind him, and closed the distance so they were side-by-side. “You probably need a transfusion,” she said. “You lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. 
 
    “Funny, no one believes me when I say that.” 
 
    He slanted her a sideways look, but it lacked the half-smirk that usually accompanied that kind of regard.  
 
    A young private stood at the door, and opened it as they reached it, so they didn’t have to slow.  
 
    “Did Mr. Becket return yet?” Lance asked as they passed him.  
 
    “A few minutes ago, sir.” The young man’s voice trembled.  
 
    “Where did he–” Lance started to ask over his shoulder, but he cut off when he spotted Captain Bedlam charging toward them down the hall. 
 
    Rose’s stomach clenched unpleasantly. She’d seen her captain angry before, but not like this – never like this. Her eyes white-rimmed, her face pale, her steps not just forceful and ground-covering, but hurried. She was angry, yes, but she was also terrified.  
 
    “Greer,” she snapped when she reached them, halting, hands unsteady before she clamped them on her hips. “What in the ever-loving fuck just landed on the roof?” 
 
    “Becket returned?” Lance asked. 
 
    “With Shubert. The bastard looks dead. And Becket’s got…” She gestured to her own mouth, nostrils flared as she sucked in a breath. “What did he do? Why did he abandon the op?” 
 
    “Sir, is he still on the roof?” Rose asked. “I should go and–”  
 
    Bedlam caught her by the arm as she moved to step past her captain, and for one horrifying moment, Rose nearly lost herself to instinct.  
 
    She tensed, jerked her arm from Bedlam’s grip, and her other hand landed on the hilt of the knife on her hip. It was a knee-jerk, automatic reaction. Don’t get caught, fight back if you do.  
 
    She pulled up before anything could happen. The whole exchange had taken only a split second, and no witnesses could have said that Rose had done anything.  
 
    But Bedlam had felt the violence of her withdrawal. Her gaze was pinned on the hilt of Rose’s knife, released now, but held for that one damning moment.  
 
    Slowly, her gaze shifted back to meet Rose’s, hardening, glittering with aggression. “Shubert’s been taken into custody. I have no idea where Becket went. 
 
    “Du Lac,” she snapped, turning to Lance. “Go lie the hell down in the infirmary. That’s an order.” She stormed off, already barking orders at a pair of privates waiting down the hall. 
 
    Rose felt Lance turn toward her; felt the weight of his gaze on her profile. She said, “You heard her: let’s get you to the infirmary.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The docs hooked Lance up to an IV – fluids rather than a transfusion – and pressed a cookie into his hand. He held it indifferently, gaze still fixed, assessing, on Rose.  
 
    She wished now that she’d asked Gallo to come along and keep an eye on him, but, at this point, walking away would have been in poor taste. Manners were important, after all. Weren’t they? Beck had always been mannerly – right up until he was drinking blood. Because that was a thing he did now, apparently. He drank blood. And he speared people on his tail, and he smashed through windows with his horns… 
 
    And none of that went against any of the things she knew and loved about him from before.  
 
    “Rose.” 
 
    She gave herself a mental shake and returned to the present.  
 
    Lance said, “I’m worried about you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The groove between his brows deepened. “For starters, you haven’t even washed your hands.” 
 
    A glance down proved that to be true: it had dried red-brown all over her palms and in streaks up her forearms; was caked in beneath her nails. When she flexed her wrists, little bits cracked and flaked off.  
 
    “And second,” he continued, “because we all just watched Beck drink blood from a conduit.” 
 
    She rested her blood-crusted hands on her thighs. “What do you want me to do? Freak out about it?” 
 
    He lifted his brows, and she noted that the color was returning to his face, that he looked steadier and more like himself. The fluids were helping. “I’d like you to acknowledge that something is majorly wrong with him.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “This is just Beck. He’s more powerful now – he has new abilities – but this is just him.” 
 
    He stared at her with open disbelief. Around them, beyond the half-pulled privacy curtain of his cubicle, doctors and nurses moved about, rubber-soled shoes squeaking on the tiles, voices conferring in low murmurs.  
 
    “You’re in shock,” he finally said, after he’d swallowed.  
 
    “I’m what?” 
 
    “You’re in shock,” he repeated. “Christ – you probably have been since that first moment, when you saw that he had horns. And then tonight, seeing what he did–” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    He didn’t gape at her this time – but glared. “Rose, you’re being unreasonable.” 
 
    “And you’re being a condescending dick,” she shot back. Her voice was cold, and flat – as was her anger. Razor-edged, smooth and cool as polished steel. She knew, on some level, that she was shocked – but not in the way that he meant. Not numb with horror and regret.  
 
    This was an old, familiar shock: the same kind that had swept over her that night five years ago, the night Castor had sent men to their home; the night Rose had killed for the first time, and the heat of blood on her hand, on her face, had plucked a chord inside her that Lance had never seen, and could never understand.  
 
    She said, “Don’t presume to know what I’m thinking or feeling,” and turned, and left the infirmary, ignoring the startled looks of the medical staff.  
 
    He was her superior, but he didn’t call her back or order her to stay.  
 
    Tris and Gallo were lingering in the hallway outside, though only Gallo looked worried. Tris gave her a dark side-eye. 
 
    “He’s gonna be okay?” Gallo asked. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Rose said, without slowing. 
 
    “Wait, Rose–” 
 
    Behind her, she heard Tris say, “Let her go.” 
 
    Smart man. 
 
    She knew that, at some point, she would be called into Bedlam’s office; would have to face the general at the least, and maybe even a disciplinary committee. People more important than her would have questions.  
 
    But a high-level target had been brought in, and she had a window.  
 
    And a tug deep in her gut to get to Beck, as quickly as possible.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    TWO 
 
      
 
    His mouth tasted of blood, and that was familiar.  
 
    The rain on his upturned face felt like an old echo: something that should have been familiar, but which wasn’t. The Arthur Becket who’d known rain had gone into the ground five years ago, and emerged an eternity later. It slid cold and soothing down his too-hot skin; pricked at his eyes and coursed over his cheeks; tasted faintly of ash when he licked his lips.  
 
    Time was a slippery thing, now. Perhaps it had always been, for him at least. He remembered everything, and when that happened, he thought a person lost touch with concepts like hours and days and months and years. His childhood was still a brief, bright flicker, followed by the chasm of loss. The resolution that had come after, the anger, the coldness, the…want. The need for something that mortal vices had never been able to quench. 
 
    The knives had helped. The blood had helped. 
 
    And then there had been Rose. His Rosie. And to have the thing you wanted most in the world, and to still want…well, that was tricky. That was something that needed careful tending, and perfect balance. 
 
    He’d gotten off-balance, five years ago. He’d wound up in the pit.  
 
    Dante had written his little fiction piece about it; Puritan preachers had frightened children clutched in their mother’s arms about its horrors, and its tortures. When the Rift first opened, scholars had begun to debate it with true seriousness, rather than dismissing it out of hand.  
 
    But the thing about hell was – it was just a place. And like all places, some people belonged there more than others. 
 
    There were horrors and tortures, to be sure. The coolness of the rain gliding down his temples was but a fraction of the ice that had blackened his flesh. The heat of the rooftop beneath his feet the faintest memory of the hot nails driven into them. His skin had been peeled from his body a thousand, thousand times, and always there had been the shrieking, the wailing, the buffeting winds and the claws in his gut and the laughter in his ears.  
 
    But the other thing about hell was – things were easier if you cooperated. The pain stopped when you became useful.  
 
    Useful killers were offered gifts, sometimes. Beck had only ever wanted one thing: a glimpse of his Rose. The only part of him that had ever been worth saving; the flower to his thorn. 
 
    He had seen her grieve. Too long. Had felt the weight of her sorrow in his own breast. 
 
    But he had seen her pull herself together, too. Had watched the light in her eyes be replaced by the steel of self-preservation. 
 
    He’d watched her succeed. 
 
    Had watched her surpass even his own high expectations for her. 
 
    And he’d watched her with her military man – with Lance du Lac. The one who’d killed for Castor in the name of information-gathering.  
 
    He was a good sort, if he was honest, this du Lac. Strong, and handsome, and noble. He tried to do what was right, clinging to the notion that, even in this current landscape, right was still a thing that existed. He’d been good to Rose, had let her be the warrior that she was, and for that Beck could only be grateful.  
 
    It didn’t mean he hadn’t wanted to gut the man.  
 
    An acquaintance had offered to do just that, before he was sent topside: hot breath and a low snicker in Beck’s ear: “You want I should give it to him, Becky-boy?”  
 
    Ugh. Why did so many devils come from Jersey? 
 
    But Lance hadn’t been so easy to kill, not for the garden-variety hell conduits the pit had thrown at him. And Rose…Rose loved him, in her way. Not like she loved Beck, he knew, with childish satisfaction. But he was good for her. Looked after her. 
 
    She might have even been happy. 
 
    Had she given up her crusade. 
 
    When demons scattered before the blue, spectral stag, and the slashing sword of Saint Derfel, Beck knew that she had succeeded.  
 
    And now here they all were.  
 
    A prickling up the back of his neck told him he wasn’t alone. The rain dampened scents, but he finally caught a whiff of metal, the cleanness of new steel under sunlight.  
 
    He felt a grin stretch his face as he turned, and found the girl standing just beyond the rooftop door, staring at him with her too-big, blue eyes. She still wore her fatigues, but she’d lost her helmet, and the rain was fast plastering her pale cap of hair to her head and cheeks. Power shimmered in an aura around her; humans couldn’t see it, he knew, but they could feel the hum of it, that uneasy crawling of their skin.  
 
    Beck said, “Hello, Michael.”  
 
    “The humans know me as Morgan,” she said, tonelessly.  
 
    “Well, heaven forbid I disabuse them of that notion.” He chuckled. “But they will find out, eventually. You’re good at only one thing, and someone will recognize it at some point. Some good little Catholic boy who memorized his saints.” 
 
    She blinked, and even that small gesture was a sign of life, of feeling. “I’m becoming good at other things.” 
 
    “You saved du Lac’s life, then.” 
 
    “Yes. And I made Gallo’s arm.” 
 
    “Impressive. And yet, they still keep you locked up.” 
 
    Another blink. “Not now. There’s only one cell, here, and they had to put Shubert in it.” 
 
    Beck traced the roof of his mouth and each fang with his tongue, chasing the bright spark that lingered there. “He tastes of lightning.” 
 
    “He is an abomination. As are you.” 
 
    He grinned again; it felt so different from his grins before, like some shackle had been struck from his face. “Ah, yes. But I’m the abomination you need.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    THREE 
 
      
 
    Rose had suspected she would find Beck on the roof. Call it a prejudicial hunch that a being with wings would want access to the open air.  
 
    She hadn’t expected to find him standing, hands at his sides, head tipped to an inquisitive angle, staring off into space. Rain pelted his head, dripped down his face, and from the tips of his hair – and his horns. A familiar groove marked the space between his brows, and his lips were set in the way they used to get, during their study sessions in the library. The juxtaposition of the Beck she’d known and loved alongside the wings, and the horns, and the black hair…it brought her up short.  
 
    She hadn’t expected that. She’d thought to rush right up to him, because she wasn’t afraid, and, like she’d told Lance, this was Beck. The Beck that she knew, and loved, and had sacrificed for.  
 
    But.  
 
    She stood a moment, as the door clanged shut, and stared at him, chest tight, throat tight.  
 
    He lifted his head at the sound, and his glowing, golden eyes nearly drove her back a step. 
 
    She remembered a night in the chairs that bracketed the fireplace, the much-softer gleam of his eyes, the blankness of his face, the blood smudged on his hands. A night when she’d wanted to lean toward him, magnetized. 
 
    Now, she wanted to lean back. 
 
    His nostrils flared, before a quick, barely-there smile touched his mouth. His wings lifted and mantled over his head, sheltering him from the rain, and he beckoned her with one clawed finger.  
 
    She thought of Lance saying shock.  
 
    Slowly, she crossed the distance between them, until she stood beneath the cover of his wings, close enough to smell that new brimstone scent that clung to him; close enough to see the true warmth that kindled in his lustrous eyes. Close enough to feel the heat he seemed to generate.  
 
    “Hello, sweetheart.” 
 
    She had to swallow before she could speak, and she watched his gaze flicker down to touch her throat as he noticed. “Hi.” 
 
    His head tilted, and he fixed her with the earnest, intense gaze she’d seen in her dreams and nightmares for five years. “How’s your man?” 
 
    It took her a moment to understand that he meant Lance, and then her stomach lurched. “Oh. Um. He’s not my–” 
 
    His grin, a quick glimpse of fangs, cut her off.  
 
    In a gentle tone, he said, “Yes, he is. I’ve known from the first. Did you think I couldn’t smell him on you?” 
 
    He could smell Lance on her? 
 
    She said, “It was only–” 
 
    “Relax, baby.” A low, feline purr rumbled in his throat, and that was still so strange. “I’m not angry. I like him.” 
 
    Her pulse quickened, and probably he could hear that, she guessed. God. “How could you?” she blurted. “He’s nothing like you.” 
 
    His head tilted the other way. “Oh, Rosie. We’re alike in the way that matters most: we both love you.” 
 
    She could only stare at him, insides churning, caught between giddiness and panic. It had always seemed like such a simple thing, before Wales, before Derfel: that she would bring Beck back, and they would pick up where they’d left off. They would be together again, a whole entity once more, rather than this half-human shell that had been walking around in her skin for five years. Lance had never fit into that equation; she’d stubbornly refused to even think about what the fallout might look like.  
 
    But there was fallout. Lance loved her, and he didn’t want to let go, even if his honor had forced him back from her. He was worried, and he still wanted her, even if it was eating him up inside. 
 
    And Beck was back, and he was still her Beck…but Lance was right, because Beck was also something wholly different she’d never anticipated. 
 
    Morgan had tried to warn her that nothing came out of hell untouched, but she’d been so sure, so determined… 
 
    The stinging in her eyes shocked her; enabled her to draw herself back together before she splintered. She shook her head firmly, took a deep breath, and said, “Lance will be fine. Morgan closed the wound and they’re giving him fluids.” 
 
    Beck grinned again. “Excellent.” 
 
    “Beck, what did you do to Shubert?” She hadn’t asked him outright about his – his new form. His changes, and what they might mean. But the curiosity boiled inside her now, like noxious fumes. “You drank his blood.” 
 
    His gaze froze – and then retreated; stayed fixed on her face, but she saw him drawing back inside, the glow dimming, slightly. “Yes,” he said, in the distant, indecipherable tone of their first weeks together, when she’d only been fascinated – before she loved him. “Did that disturb you?” 
 
    Goosebumps broke out beneath her clothes. “I’ve never seen anyone do that – human or conduit.” She reached to place a hand on his chest, startled by the effort it took – there had never been anything like effort between them, save the effort of holding back – and found that at least the steady thump of his heart was the same as ever. “I’m just trying to understand, Beck. No one’s been able to take down Shubert yet, and you made it look easy.” 
 
    Just like that, his gaze sharpened, pleased, and his face softened fractionally. “Perhaps it would be best if I demonstrated.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not.” General Waits was rapidly turning red, the flush crawling upward from his too-tight collar and staining his jaw. “I gave you some latitude, Captain – too much of it. But this is a bridge too far.” 
 
    “With all due respect, General,” Bedlam began.  
 
    Rose said, “Sir, we’ve been trying to bring Shubert down for months, we’ve incurred casualties at his hands, and those of his followers. Beck was able to subdue him and transport him safely here all on his own. If he says he can get information out of him, I think it’s worth listening to him.” 
 
    They stood in the cramped hallway outside the multi-doored conduit cell that was holding Shubert captive. Rose, Lance – who should have been in bed, but had stubbornly insisted on being here – Captain Bedlam, General Waits, and a few flinching, cowering sergeants who kept darting glances between all of them with the air of a crowd who expected people to come to blows.  
 
    They had witnessed Rose reach for her knife with Bedlam, earlier. A transgression for which Rose was trying to make up for now, even if it got her demoted or court-marshalled.  
 
    “Sir Greer,” Bedlam snapped.  
 
    Waits turned on Rose, livid now. “Oh, you think, do you? Sir Greer? Just like you thought bringing some sort of – of demonic freak into our midst was a good idea?” His cheeks puffed out as he breathed, and a vein throbbed visibly in his temple.  
 
    Rose kept her features schooled, and her posture firm, unyielding. She sensed Lance’s attention fixed on her, but ignored him, for the moment.  
 
    Your man. 
 
    No, think of that later. 
 
    “Sir,” Bedlam said, tone almost soothing. “Everything about this entire situation is already irregular. We have Shubert, and we didn’t think we could achieve that. At this point, we want whatever intel he can provide, and then we want to eliminate him. Becket has gotten us this far. What could it hurt to give him an opportunity?”  
 
    The general’s jaw worked a moment. He glared at Bedlam, and then at Rose. Then he looked to Lance, and drew himself upright with a deep inhale – which still didn’t get him as tall as Lance. “And what about you, Lieutenant? Are you onboard with this bullshit?” 
 
    Lance said, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Rose felt her brows shoot up. 
 
    “You what?” Waits demanded.  
 
    “I agree with the captain: what can it hurt to try? We don’t want to contain Shubert long-term. If Becket can get some answers out of him, I say let him try.” 
 
    The general’s face threatened to go purple; the vein throbbed dangerously. “Unbelievable,” he muttered. And then, a half-shout: “You people are unbelievable! Fine. Do what you fucking want. But don’t come asking me for another goddamn favor if this all goes in the shitter.” He brandished an admonitory finger, spun, and left, the sergeants scurrying after him.  
 
    “He’s going to give himself a stroke with that kind of stress,” Beck said, and glided out of a shadowed doorway, wings trailing behind him like a cape.  
 
    Bedlam flinched. “Jesus Christ,” she hissed. 
 
    Beck flicked one of his enigmatic little smiles. “Hardly.” He surveyed them, gaze settling on Rose. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Just waiting on Morgan,” Rose said. 
 
    Behind her, Morgan’s flat voice said, “I’m here.” A glance proved that her hair was wet, for some reason. Rose frowned.  
 
    Beck said, “Ah, yes. Morgan.”  
 
    Rose glanced back toward him, and felt her frown deepen. He had his head cocked to a threatening angle, that hawk-sharp look he’d always given his prey now fixed on Morgan.  
 
    “Alright,” Lance said, voice shifting into lieutenant mode. “You can play angels versus demons later.” 
 
    Beck said, “I’m not a demon.” 
 
    “Whatever the hell you are, do you think you can control yourself in there?” 
 
    “I always control myself.” 
 
    They stared at one another a long, tense second. Lance was actively glaring. Beck was expressionless; his tail lashed, faintly, around his feet, betraying his tension – no, she thought with a faint throb of panic, his readiness.  
 
    “Boys,” she said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Lance whipped around toward the cell door, ducking his head, muttering, like a scolded child.  
 
    Beck flicked a grin, and his gaze touched hers a moment, sparking with amusement – and something else.  
 
    She looked away first, steeling herself. Now was not the time to think about Beck, or Lance, or any of their tangled personal bullshit.  
 
    Lance punched in the code, and the first pneumatic door slid aside with a hiss.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    As they entered the air lock, and the guards on duty saluted and then began to spin the big bank vault wheel that would allow them to access the cell’s inner chamber, Lance was keenly aware of Becket’s presence behind him.  
 
    He’d long since grown used to Morgan’s strange energy, that faint hum at the edges of his awareness that wasn’t normal, but wasn’t unpleasant. He could sense humans, to a degree – but it was more instinct, a standard military hypervigilance, and a recognition of footfalls, of breath. No one was ever silent – the one who came closest was Rose, and his affinity for her, the keen awareness of a lover, always granted him knowledge of her.  
 
    But with Becket, it was like a shadow was flickering at his periphery. A phantom whiff of smoke; the sense of being watched by a predator – and not a human one. It unnerved him more than he was willing to admit aloud. Mostly because he had the sense that one show of weakness, and those fangs would be in his throat, that spade-tipped tail lodged in his heart.  
 
    He suppressed a shudder, and stepped into the inner cell.  
 
    The space was walled in white fiberglass panels that reflected the caged lights in a bright flare that left him squinting. But behind the fiberglass was a layer of lead, a mesh of consecrated iron, and a final skin of silver, beneath the heavy steel frame of it. It had been designed to hold a conduit of either sort, and he wondered, with a quick glance over his shoulder as the five of them spread out around the edges of the room and the door was sealed, if any of those materials would affect Becket. If they did, the man didn’t show it; leaned a shoulder against the wall, arms folded, light gleaming along all the ridges of his dark, curved horns.  
 
    Stop worrying about him, he scolded himself, and turned his attention to their prisoner.  
 
    Timothy Shubert had been dropped down into a chair bolted to the floor and chained hand and foot to it. His shirt was shredded and black with dried blood. A smear of it, nearly-black and flaking, marked his chin and throat. Two more dots that indicated the puncture wounds – already healed, along with his other injuries – where Becket had bitten him. He lifted his head, his gaze still that unearthly, glowing blue of all heavenly conduits – but dimmer than it should have been. Ringed with dark circles like bruises, his eyes darted, touching each of them, and a hard, obvious shudder moved through his body when he spotted Becket.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered in his human voice.  
 
    Lance stepped forward, snapping his fingers to get his attention; Shubert’s head turned slowly – too slowly. Something was wrong with him, and he didn’t know if it was the effort of healing his badly injured mortal shell, or if it was something else. Something that had been caused by Becket drinking his blood. When he thought of Becket’s hand phasing into Shubert’s stomach, he wanted to shudder himself.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re in deep shit alright,” he said, voice gruffer than intended. Rattled, he thought, a little wildly. Gotta stop that. “Start talking.” 
 
    A ghost of a mocking smile touched Shubert’s mouth, but not his eyes, which stayed dull and frightened. “What–” He swallowed, as if his throat was dry. “What would you like me to talk about?” 
 
    “How the hell your human still has any autonomy, for one. And what angel’s living in your skin, for another.” 
 
    He coughed a hollow chuckle. “Only trifling things, eh? Would you also like to know my master plan? Or what I had for breakfast?” 
 
    Lance gathered breath for a retort – and paused when he heard the light slap of leather. 
 
    No, not leather. Becket’s wings. He pushed off the wall, wings settling around his ankles, and stalked around behind Shubert’s chair.  
 
    Shubert, it appeared, wasn’t too proud to keep still. He twisted as far as he could, all traces of humor gone from his face, and tried to follow Becket’s progress as he prowled the back of the room with the unhurried grace of a predator, tail flicking lightly behind.  
 
    “I can answer two of your questions, Lieutenant,” Becket said. “One” – he lifted a single, claw-tipped finger – “the angel occupying Timothy Shubert’s body is the archangel Barachiel. Morgan can confirm this.” 
 
    Shubert made a choking sound. 
 
    “Morgan?” Lance asked, turning to her.  
 
    She nodded, gaze fixed impassively on the restrained angel. “Yes. That’s true.” 
 
    Lance felt his brows go up. “And no one was going to mention this?” 
 
    “I’m mentioning it now,” Becket said, tone quelling, and when Lance met his gaze, he earned a head tilt and another of those strangely intense looks that left him quivering inside his skin. “As for the why of the body-sharing, I believe that’s down to Barachiel himself being a guardian angel. A patron of the family. Isn’t that right, Timothy?” he asked, bending forward at the waist, and leaning forward to shove his face into the angel’s. 
 
    Shubert shrank back away from him, skin pale and waxen. “Y-y-yes, that’s right.” 
 
    Morgan said, “No, he–” 
 
    Becket straightened, grinning, his fangs catching the light. “He’s of course a liar, though. He isn’t the patron of family and marriage. I could tell that the moment I tasted him. This is Baraqiel, with a Q. The angel of lightning. The fallen angel of lightning.” 
 
    Lance looked to Morgan, who nodded.  
 
    “He’s strong enough to stay in the body,” Becket continued, moving to stand in front of Shubert – Lance was forced to side-step or else stand overlapping with the bastard; up close, he smelled like ash and metal – grinning still. “But not to control it fully. I imagine Timothy enjoyed the power. They’ve developed a symbiotic relationship.” 
 
    “One they’re using to sell drugs?” Bedlam asked. “Is that a fallen angel thing?” 
 
    “No, the drugs are about control,” Becket said. “It’s a means to enslave the population; you can’t resist the grand plan when you’re strung out and your overlords are your only source of relief.” 
 
    “Not much sense asking me anything, is there?” Shubert asked.  
 
    “You–” Lance started.  
 
    In the span of a blink, Becket’s tail shot out and coiled around Shubert’s throat. It tightened, and Shubert choked.  
 
    “Beck,” Rose said.  
 
    But she was across the room, and too far to do anything.  
 
    Lance reacted on impulse. He reached for Becket the way he would have reached for anyone in this situation. He gripped his shoulder, and dragged him back. 
 
    At least, that was what he tried to do.  
 
    Beneath the leather of his jacket, Becket’s shoulder tensed, hard and immovable as marble. Lance felt him gather a breath, a coiling of tension through that deceptively lean body, and suddenly there was a hand around his throat. And Becket’s face was in his own, gold eyes gleaming, high cheekbones throwing shadows down across his almost-gaunt jaw.  
 
    Lance gasped. The hand at his throat tightened – but held. It didn’t squeeze. He felt the faint scrape of claws at the back of his neck, and the heat of Becket’s skin, the promise of pain, the promise of his neck snapping like a twig – but he felt the restraint, too. Pressure, potential – and a holding back. 
 
    I could kill you anytime, anywhere, that hand said. You are alive at my pleasure. 
 
    The mouth, a flat unreadable line, was immobile. But Becket’s gaze was alive and flickering; Lance imagined flames danced in the gold irises, sparks of amusement, and something else, something deeper and darker.  
 
    And all the while, the tail held steady around Shubert’s throat, slowing choking him.  
 
    In a very level voice, Rose said, “Beck, don’t.” 
 
    Just as levelly, Becket said, “My mistake, love. Reflexes.” But he didn’t move, not for several long, fraught heartbeats. His gaze never left Lance’s, and Lance found he couldn’t take another breath, even though the hand at his throat was downright gentle.  
 
    Those eyes…Panther-gold, and hell-dark, and brimming – brimming with–  
 
    As quickly as he’d grabbed him, Becket released him, and turned away. “Apologies, Lieutenant. One grows used to reacting quickly in the pit.” His attention was all on Shubert again, who emitted a high squeak as Becket’s tail tightened another fraction.  
 
    Lance could only stare. There was a faint buzzing in the back of his head, and a crawling numbness under his skin. His gaze followed the dramatic, ram-like curve of Becket’s nearest horn; trailed through shining black hair, and settled on the pale, ordinary, human and oddly-vulnerable shell of Becket’s ear, the tiny capillaries just visible beneath the skin.  
 
    “Du Lac,” Bedlam snapped. 
 
    Startled, he gave himself a firm mental shake – and realized that he’d raised a hand to his own throat, fitted to the place where Becket had held him…almost gently.  
 
    Stop, he told himself, viciously. He curled his hands to fists, blunt nails biting into his palms.  
 
    “Mr. Becket,” he said, levering authority into his voice – shocked and ashamed by the underlying quaver in it – “the prisoner is no good to us if you choke him to death. Stand down now.” 
 
    “Beck.” That was Rose. While Lance was lost somewhere in his strange, buzzing thoughts, she’d moved to stand behind Shubert, Morgan at her side. It struck Lance that she was facing off from her lover, with an angel for backup, no less, and he had no idea what that meant, only that it meant something.  
 
    “Let him go,” Rose said, and her tone was made of steel.  
 
    Becket responded to it. His tail slackened, fractionally, enough so that Shubert drew in a gasping breath, and then erupted into a coughing fit. Beck’s head lifted, and he met Rose’s gaze.  
 
    With a jolt, Lance realized why he’d found Becket’s regard so arresting – because it was Rose’s regard. Because he’d been stared at by her like that for months, for five years: the expressionless face, and the unfathomable, burning eyes.  
 
    The two of them stood locked, gazes trained on one another, statue-still. Shubert coughed, and stuttered, and regained his breath, but neither of them paid any attention. They might as well have been alone, and the world fallen away.  
 
    They’re the same, Lance thought, with something like despair. The reason she couldn’t condemn Beck’s actions was because they would have been her own actions, if not for a modicum more restraint.  
 
    Morgan touched the top of Shubert’s head, and he quieted, eyes popping wide a moment, then settling. He breathed easier. “Rose. Arthur,” she said. “There are questions to ask.” It was said gently, despite her usual flat tone.  
 
    To Lance’s dismay, Rose blinked first. “Yeah,” she said, turning her head – her whole body. She pointed her shoulder at Becket, and put her attention on Shubert. She did get a dig in, though, when she added, “If he can breathe well enough to answer them.” 
 
    Becket’s tail slid neatly away, and he retreated a step – so that he stood at Lance’s side. 
 
    It took more than a little effort not to lean away from him.  
 
    Rose stepped around to stand beside Shubert, capturing his attention with a quick snap of her fingers, just as Lance had done. He turned toward her sluggishly, eyes rolling. The light gleamed on a fresh bead of blood at the corner of his mouth.  
 
    Rose said, “Shubert, Baraqiel, I don’t care what your name is. Why are you playing at mob boss? What’s your angle?” 
 
    A slow, crooked grin bloomed on Shubert’s face – one that disappeared when Becket’s tail flexed and lifted into the air, rippling like a cat’s. “Fine, fine,” he muttered. Then: “You know, I could be of help to you. You clearly are working toward some sort of angelic goal.” His gaze flicked over his shoulder, toward Morgan.  
 
    Rose folded her arms, implacable. “You’re dealing drugs, asshole. Pretty sure that’s not part of God’s plan, or whatever. This is a you thing. So, I ask again, why are you doing this? And if you want to keep playing cute, Beck can–” 
 
    “Alright.” His gaze rolled, wild and white-rimmed, toward Becket, and then back to Rose. “Ask away.” 
 
    “Same question. Why are you a mob boss? How does dealing heavensent benefit you – other than monetarily?” 
 
    He produced a sad attempt at a smug grin. “Well, the monetary benefits aren’t insubstantial.” Behind him, Morgan didn’t move, but his eyes rolled up toward her anyway, brightened, and he gasped.  
 
    In the voice of the angel inside his skin – of Baraqiel, Lance supposed – he said, “Stop this, you fool.”  
 
    Shubert gasped again, breathless, and his eyes dimmed. “Okay, okay. Angels sell drugs for the same reason humans do: to make money, and to gain control. The fastest, easiest, most effective way to own a person is to get them addicted to something only you can provide. It makes them dependent. It makes them submissive.” To Rose: “Do you understand?” 
 
    Rose said, “So, what, the bible’s out, and opioids are in?” 
 
    He scoffed. “The bible hasn’t been in for centuries. Vice controls humanity. Heaven was losing the war.” 
 
    Lance startled when a hard, warm shoulder pressed against his, and a warmer breath filled his ear. Becket whispered, “I’ve always thought it rather sweet the way humans have this view of a benevolent heaven.” 
 
    Lance took a measured breath and managed not to flinch again, not to shudder again – though he felt goosebumps prickling beneath his clothes. He turned his head a fraction, until he could see the striations in Becket’s golden eyes, much too close, far too amused for the situation. “Are you saying you’re not a human?” 
 
    Becket drew back a fraction, a small, oddly pleased smile tweaking his lips. “I don’t think I ever really was. Depends on your definition of human, I suppose.” He returned his attention to the interrogation, and Lance stared stupidly at his profile a long moment – the sharp nose and the sharper tips of his horns – before he dragged himself back to the task at hand.  
 
    “…think of it this way,” Shubert was saying. “The rifts opened the doors in a way they’d never been opened before. Things were free to flow in and out, from either side. It became imperative that heaven take the initiative in getting humanity under control.” 
 
    “Wait,” Lance said. 
 
    Becket cut him off. “The portals weren’t one way, were they?” He sounded eager, voice crackling with excitement. “Angels came down, but humans could have gone up, couldn’t they? Straight into heaven, no gateway.” 
 
    Shubert gulped a little, when his gaze shifted to him. “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    Becket chuckled, low and dark; it sounded like the scrape of a knife on a whetstone. “The angels came down to suppress and winnow the population before they figured out how to go through. That’s brilliant.” 
 
    “It’s sinister,” Lance said, finding his voice again. “Why did the rifts open in the first place. Was it something heaven did on purpose?” 
 
    “No. It wasn’t opened on our end. The rupture was initiated on earth.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” Bedlam asked. Then, tone hardening, “Morgan, why the hell didn’t you tell us any of this?” 
 
    She turned toward the captain, as guileless and blank-faced as ever. “Because I didn’t know. It isn’t my place to know. My purpose is only to avenge.” 
 
    “Heh,” Shubert coughed. “’Cause you’re too stupid to be trusted with anything else.” 
 
    In Baraqiel’s voice, he added, “None of you know who he is, do you?” His eyes, blazing bright blue again, shifted from face to face.  
 
    “I do,” Becket said, smugly.  
 
    For the first time in Lance’s memory, Morgan’s voice took on a faint quaver when she said, “My name is Morgan. I am a friend to humanity, and not in league with my rogue brethren.” 
 
    “Rogue,” Shubert said, human-voiced again. “Did you want humanity to figure out how to rocket-ship their way straight into heaven? Does that sound like fun to you?” 
 
    In a steadier voice, Morgan said, “Our war has never been with humanity. It’s with hell. So many of us have forgotten that.” 
 
    Rose said, “But it was an angel that opened the rift to hell five years ago. I saw that firsthand.” She flicked a quick, subtle look at Becket, and Lance felt something brush his ankle – Becket’s tail, he realized, with a pulse of revulsion.  
 
    Morgan said, “There are those among my kind who want to hasten the final battle. To render the earth to ash and settle the score with hell, once and for all.” 
 
    Lance’s thoughts were ping-ponging back and forth: one second distracted by Becket’s untenable, freakishly magnetizing presence beside him, the next struggling to understand the unreality of what the two angels were telling them. “Wait. Hold on. If the rift in the sky was two-way, does that mean the Hell Rift was two-way also?” 
 
    “Yes,” both conduits said in unison.  
 
    Baraqiel said, “While it was open, humans could have plunged straight to hell.” 
 
    “Some of us even did,” Becket said.  
 
    The room fell silent for a beat, save the droning of the cold, overhead lights. When Lance blinked, he could still feel the shape of Rose’s ribs beneath his hand that day, that surprising strength of her lean body as she struggled. Could still remember the fist of blood closing around Becket and the dead angel he held, the wild light in his eyes that wasn’t all that different, truth told, from the bright gleam he’d earned in hell.  
 
    Bedlam said, “That’s all well and good. But I just want to know how to get all you motherfuckers back where you belong and keep any rifts from opening again. The world can’t even begin to recovery until we get heaven and hell’s agents out of the picture.” 
 
    “An excellent idea, Captain,” Becket said. 
 
    “I’m not talking to you – unless you’ve got secret insider info you’ve been withholding.” 
 
    “Hmph. No.” A glance proved he’d folded his arms, expression going very blank. 
 
    Shubert said, “And what’s in it for me if I help you? If I even can?” 
 
    It was Morgan who answered. “If you don’t help, I’ll throw you in the pit.” 
 
    His throat jumped as he swallowed. “Well. I can try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    Both ways. The rifts went both ways. Rose was having a hard time wrapping her brain around that.  
 
    No, scratch that. The thing she grappled with most was the idea that a force other than heaven had been able to create such a rend in the fabric of the universe. What the hell did that mean? Perhaps literally.  
 
    This was what she chose to dwell on, as she sat in a hard, plastic chair in the mess, heels drawn up, arm around her knees, because every time she glanced across the table at Beck, she recalled that flash of something else in his gaze up on the roof. Recalled his tail around Shubert’s throat, and her own pulse of alarm – when once upon a time, his violence had never been anything but acceptable to her.  
 
    She hadn’t even thought of it as violence, back then. She had been with him, had lived in that place of knives and blood and death, and been just as much a part of it as him; had never questioned it. She’d always known she was too cold, too cruel, too much for everyone in the military.  
 
    So why was Beck here now, and she was challenging him, rather than accepting every ounce of pain he dished out?  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Lance asked, softly, beside her, and that was the answer, wasn’t it? Lance had made her soft.  
 
    She turned toward him, slowly, not missing the slight lift of one of Beck’s brows, and found Lance two chairs away, sitting sideways so he faced her, trademark notch of concern marring his forehead. He was always so worried about her; had been from the first. 
 
    Beck had only ever looked on her with curiosity, and encouragement, and hunger.  
 
    She dropped her gaze to the floor, where the grungy terrazzo offered no conflict of feelings, and said, “So how do we get all the conduits to go back? Do we have to open two more rifts?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Lance said, right away. “There’s no way to make them go back. We have to learn how the rifts were opened, prevent it from happening again, and kill all the conduits of both kinds that are left.” 
 
    “All?” Beck asked, and though his tone was polite as ever, Rose heard the traces of mockery in it. “Aren’t you the enterprising little soldier boy.” 
 
    Lance’s voice hardened on his response. “I’m a knight, actually. Not a soldier.” 
 
    “Meh.” Beck rapped the tips of his claws on the tabletop. “Rosie, what do you think?” 
 
    She…couldn’t think at all, right now. Not about anything. It hurt to do so. She stood, chair legs screeching, and said, “Lance is my CO. What I think doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Rosie–” 
 
    She wasn’t proud of fleeing, but she did it anyway.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance watched Rose disappear out the door and felt his hands clench to fists in his lap. It wasn’t a meal time, and the mess was empty, now. 
 
    Save for the two of them.  
 
    All the fine hairs stood up on the back of his neck. Becket’s presence was like the static of a radio out of frequency; like the electricity in the air before a thunderstorm. Lance could feel his gaze; could hear the quiet, unhurried breath he took before he spoke. 
 
    “What in hell’s name have you done to her, du Lac?” 
 
    It was the tone that was the worst part, somehow: that mild, unbothered screen of polite curiosity.  
 
    Lance turned to him with great reluctance, that hum under his skin growing stronger, and found Becket with one elbow resting negligently on the table, wings drooping and relaxed, gaze half-hidden by a screen of hair. One that he reached to push back with long fingers, the movement casual, deft around the horns.  
 
    “What have I done to her?” The words came out far less forcefully than he’d intended them to. “You’re the psychopath who taught her how to kill for sport.” 
 
    Becket’s smile was only visible in his eyes, the faint deepening of the lines around them. “You know, I hate the word psychopath. Sanity’s relative.” 
 
    Lance snorted. “It’s not relative to you.” 
 
    “I killed people who needed killing, because it needed to be done. Are you telling me you never wetted your own knife? You were buried deep in Castor’s den of iniquity. Did you never participate? Never kill or fuck or snort blow to prove you were one of the boys?” 
 
    “I was doing my job–” 
 
    “And so was I,” Becket snapped, the smile vanishing, gaze flaring bright. “I worked years to eliminate that bastard. I was cutting down his men one by one. And I was looking after those who needed me – looking after Rose.” 
 
    “Looking after her? You left her.” 
 
    Becket’s nostrils flared, though his tone remained hard, and even. “Rose knew my plan. She’s a strong girl, and she knew that I was going to kill Castor, whatever the cost.” 
 
    “Except you didn’t kill him yourself, did you?” 
 
    “I closed the rift. I killed that angel and it closed. I went to hell to stop it from spreading.” 
 
    “That doesn’t change what you did to Rose.” 
 
    “Oh.” Becket’s brows flew up. His lips pulled back from his fangs, but it wasn’t a smile at all. “I see. So you, Knight du Lac – you would sacrifice the whole world for love, would you? Wouldn’t that make you the villain, after you’ve styled me as one?” 
 
    Lance shoved to his feet, his anger a live wire snapping loose in his chest. “I’m glad you went to hell. Better you than anyone else. You’re a sick fuck who gets off on killing, and you dragged Rose into your sick agenda with you. Then you left her to pick up the pieces all by herself.” 
 
    The non-smile widened, wicked and sharp and awful and impossible to look away from. Becket’s eyes pulsed like gas lanterns. “But she wasn’t alone, was she? How noble of you, offering to fuck the heartbreak away.” 
 
    “That isn’t what–” 
 
    “That’s exactly what you’ve been trying to do. What? Did you think I couldn’t smell you on her?” He chuckled. “What an honorable Golden Knight, doling out sex as medicine.” 
 
    “Just because she’s doubting you now–” 
 
    “She’s not doubting me!” Becket lunged across the table, wings spreading wide; he moved so fast Lance didn’t have time to react – and then he couldn’t, because Becket’s clawed hand was twisted up in the front of his shirt, and his serpentine tail was wrapped around his throat.  
 
    Like before, with his hand, the grip wasn’t overtight; wasn’t squeezing. But it was a solid presence and weight at his windpipe. Move and I’ll crush you. So Lance held perfectly still; he even held his breath.  
 
    Becket leaned in closer, until the heat of his breath fanned over Lance’s face; it smelled like smoke. In a low, silken voice, he said, “She’s not doubting me, Lance. She’s doubting herself. That’s the thing you’ve never understood about Rosie: she’s not a victim. I didn’t corrupt her. When she was killing at my side, that was the truth of her, unvarnished and fully-realized. There is room for tenderness in that truth – but a tenderness that ignores it, that seeks to wipe it out…that’s not love. That’s conversion.” 
 
    Lance’s lungs burned. He couldn’t blink, couldn’t speak. His heart tripped and lurched in his chest.  
 
    Becket smiled again, and said, “If you’re honest with yourself, you’ll admit that Rose’s penchant for violence is what attracted you in the first place. Stop trying to make her into something she isn’t.”  
 
    Then he leaned in and swiped the tip of his tongue over Lance’s mouth.  
 
    Black crowded in at the edges of Lance’s vision. His lungs felt like they’d burst. 
 
    As quickly as he’d struck, Becket retreated – fully. He let go of Lance’s shirt, retracted his tail, turned, and walked out of the room, folded wings trailing behind.  
 
    Lance was on the verge of blacking out from lack of oxygen before he finally sucked in a ragged breath; he leaned forward and braced his hands on the table.  
 
    And breathed, and breathed, and breathed.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When she left the mess, Rose went straight to Captain Bedlam’s office to apologize for her behavior earlier. 
 
    “Whatever disciplinary action you think is best–” 
 
    Bedlam waved her to silence, her expression weary. “You’re one of my best, and times are – times are fucked up. I’m not going to punish you.” She tilted her head, gaze assessing. “But I want you to be honest with me, because you know him better than anyone here – maybe better than anyone ever has. Is Becket a liability?” 
 
    “If you want me to be honest – then, I don’t know. But I think his advantages here, in this fight, can’t be taken lightly.” 
 
    “No,” Bedlam said, grimly. “They can’t.” 
 
    Thusly dismissed, she retreated to her quarters, curled up on the narrow bunk, and sought sleep, exhaustion dragging at her.  
 
    But sleep wouldn’t come.  
 
    Alone in the dark, Beck haunted her thoughts.  
 
    But it wasn’t him she wanted to latch onto.  
 
    The inconsistently left her head pounding, and her eyes burning.  
 
    She left her room, emerging into a hall lit at half-power for the night, the sconces a cool blue. She could hear rain pattering, somewhere – falling in through a hole in the ceiling that shouldn’t have been there. The soles of her flip-flops slapped quietly against the tile. 
 
    Overhead, thunder rumbled, and she wondered where Beck was, if he was up on the roof again, out in the storm.  
 
    She hesitated when she reached Lance’s door, but didn’t knock. After a moment, she tested the latch, found it unlocked, and slipped inside.  
 
    It was pitch black, without even the glow of the night lights they had back at home base. But she could hear him breathing. The sheets rustled.  
 
    “Rose?” He sounded alert, as if he hadn’t been sleeping either.  
 
    She found his hand in the dark, and he pulled her down to the bunk with him, wrapped her up immediately, against the warm, solid heat of his bare chest. Tucked his chin over his head. Rubbed her back in long, soothing sweeps.  
 
    She didn’t realize she was crying until he murmured, “Shh, I’ve got you, it’s alright.” 
 
    She sucked in a breath, embarrassed to hear herself sniffling. She pressed her face tight to his collarbone, the texture and scent of his skin more familiar to her now than her memories of Beck’s. It was wrong, everything was wrong.  
 
    “I don’t – I don’t know why I’m doing this,” she whispered, and hated the fear and shakiness of her voice. This wasn’t her. She didn’t cry – not usually. She certainly shouldn’t be crying now, now that Beck was back, and she had everything she’d worked so hard for over the past five long years. 
 
    Lance’s steady breath stirred her hair. His heart thumped even and slow beneath her hand. “I think,” he said, slowly, “that I was wrong before. When I said that he wasn’t the same. I think maybe…maybe you’re different, now.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to be.” 
 
    “Five years would change anyone, baby. It isn’t weakness, and it isn’t anything to be ashamed of.” 
 
    She sniffed again, the tears rolling hot down her cheeks. The dark, their closeness, their hushed voices, felt safe, for the moment. A temporary respite from her need to be steel-backed and hard-hearted. Here, she could breathe, and she could cry, and in the morning could pretend that what she’d said hadn’t mattered. 
 
    It had always been that way with Beck, after their hunts: soaking in the claw-foot tub, ensconced beneath cool sheets.  
 
    It was like that with Lance, too, even if she hadn’t wanted to acknowledge that for a long time. 
 
    “I love him,” she whispered. 
 
    He sighed. His hand continued its slow sweeps up and down her back; gripped her hip and pulled her in tighter. “I know. I’ve always known that.” 
 
    “And I love you.” 
 
    His breath hitched; his pulse stuttered. “You do?” 
 
    “Of course I do. But I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    He was silent a long moment – too long, really. His hand paused – and then resumed. “I don’t either, honey.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mint. That’s what Rosie’s Lance had tasted like.  
 
    It had only been a small taste; a tease along the tip of his tongue, but sharp nonetheless. A cool, clean, honest taste that spoke of noble, sincere emotions. 
 
    But something underneath that was darker. A hint of chocolate. Something that hungered.  
 
    Du Lac thought he could save Rose, that he could love her better – but he liked her darkness, too. Oh, yes.  
 
    Beck found himself smiling as he paced the width of Anthony Castor’s grand hall, bits of shingle, and wood, and plaster debris crunching underfoot. He paused, and turned; lifted his head to regard the throne – and the stained glass behind it. 
 
    Lightning flashed, and for a moment, Saint Michael, and his wings, and his sword, glowed bright as daylight, in all their resplendent, victorious colors.  
 
    He chuckled.  
 
    Then he sent a text.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Why there?” Bedlam asked, brow furrowed the next morning. “How could it possibly be safer in the heart of the city, cut off from resources?” 
 
    Rose had awakened with sore eyes, a puffy face, and a text from Beck – though she had no idea when he’d picked up a phone since his return. It had read, simply, Bring your team to Castor’s. I think it’s the best place to start. 
 
    Before Rose could offer her reasons, Lance did it for her, much to her shock. When she’d shown him the text earlier, his lips had pressed together into a thin line, and he’d gulped audibly, but he’d said, “Yeah, we can do that.” 
 
    Now, he said, “Castor’s mansion was the place where the last rift was opened. It’s a bit of a wreck, now, but Castor had people researching round the clock, trying to figure out how to open a gateway to hell. If there are clues about how to do that again, they could be there. Not to mention: Shubert said that Castor – that his conduit back in the day – knew more about the rift than anyone, whatever his word is worth.” 
 
    His expression, Rose noted, was an attempt at resolution; but she saw the lines of tension in his jaw and throat.  
 
    She didn’t ask him about it, though, not with the rest of their company standing behind them.  
 
    In the end, Bedlam gave them permission, the keys to a vehicle, and stern orders to radio in at regular intervals. “If you find anything of importance, report back.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    A light mist hung over the car park as they walked to their designated Humvee. Lance hadn’t said anything since they’d left Bedlam’s office; held the keys now in a white-knuckled hand, and Rose wanted to ask, to press a little. 
 
    But Gavin said, “So Becket’s just running the show now, huh?” 
 
    Lance halted – Rose did, too, and turned to see Gavin nearly run into Lance’s back. He pulled up short, inelegantly, which prompted matching smirks from Tris and Gallo (she was convinced those two were slowly merging into one entity: Tris softening, and Gallo hardening). 
 
    “Whoa!” Gavin said. 
 
    Lance caught him by the front of his jacket and gave him a light shake, one that left Gavin’s mouth dropping open, and his eyes bugging wide. 
 
    Rose felt a stab of surprise herself. Lance had never been that kind of CO, not even when Gavin – and she – badly deserved a good shake.  
 
    “Undermine me in front of that bastard,” Lance growled, “and you’ll be forcibly reminded of who’s in charge. Understand?” 
 
    Rose glanced toward Gallo, and saw his smirk slip away; saw him frown instead. He glanced back, brows lifting in question. She shook her head.  
 
    “Understood,” Gavin said, in the most subservient voice she’d ever heard from him. 
 
    Lance held him a moment longer, tendons leaping in his throat, in the back of his hand. Then he released him and whirled; stalked toward their Hummer.  
 
    Rose hurried to follow.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The city was a little less on fire in the daylight. They passed drug deals, and more than a few fights; a few trashcan blazes spitting and smoking beneath the drizzle. But the really bad shit happened at night. No one tried to stop them, though all held a gun across their laps, had their helmets strapped on, and kept their heads on a swivel.  
 
    They’d brought Morgan along, and Rose rode beside her in the back. In a low voice, hopefully too quiet to be heard above the rumble of the engine and the whine of the tires, she leaned in and asked, “You really don’t have any idea how the rifts were opened?” 
 
    Morgan, whose head looked comically small beneath her camo helmet, turned toward her with the faint hint of a frown tweaking her mouth. “It would take a great deal of power – power a human could never possess.” 
 
    “I gathered that.” 
 
    Rose’s dry tone was lost on the conduit. Still almost-frowning – her humanity seemed to grow day by day – she said, “When Anthony Castor’s conduit opened the rift at the mansion – it was a blood sacrifice and the dagger, yes?” 
 
    “A dagger forged in hell, supposedly. One I don’t have anymore.” She missed it, sometimes; missed the assuredness that it was the strongest weapon she’d ever owned in this fight of angels versus demons. But she wouldn’t trade Beck for it. 
 
    Even if… 
 
    Best not to think of that. 
 
    “There are weapons in heaven, too,” Morgan said.  
 
    Rose felt her brows go up. “There are?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “Whoever opened the First Rift, it must have been with a heaven-forged blade.” 
 
    “The Second Rift was the hell blade.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Any idea where we could find one?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The Humvee slowed.  
 
    Lance said, “We’re here.” 
 
    The mansion looked as Gothic, imposing, and abandoned as it had before – but low-energy yellow lights glowed in the front windows on the first and second floor.  
 
    “Makes sense he’d wanna make camp in a fucking haunted house,” Gavin muttered under his breath. “I hate this place.” 
 
    “So does everyone,” Rose said, before Lance could snap at him again. “But if there’s answers to find, they’ll be here.” 
 
    They parked on a patch of brown, ruined lawn, and piled out of the Hummer, hefting bags, and bedrolls, and weapons – a plethora of weapons. Tris had a broken-down, belt-fed machine gun slung over one shoulder, she noted.  
 
    As they headed up the front walk – Lance was leading, but Rose hadn’t fallen in beside him – Gallo appeared at her elbow and asked, in an undertone, “What’s up with Lance?” 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    He took a long stride so he could lean into her field of vision and give her a come on look. “Is he jealous you’re back with Beck?” he asked, in a whisper. 
 
    “I’m not…” Well, she didn’t know what she was, exactly.  
 
    “You’re not as quiet as you think you are,” Lance said, ahead of them, and mounted the wide, shallow steps that led to the doors – and to Beck, and whatever he’d planned for them.  
 
    The doors were unlocked, and Lance pushed them open with perhaps too much force; they squealed, and groaned, and scraped over the debris that littered the black-and-white tiled great hall. They proceeded into the vast space, footfalls echoing off the high walls, drifting up into the open air, where the glass ceiling had once been, and where mist now sifted down like clouds. The silvery light of mid-morning illuminated the stained-glass portrait of Saint Michael; gave him a sad countenance, she thought.  
 
    But before him, the throne sat empty.  
 
    She’d half-expected Beck to be lounging there, she realized, one leg hooked negligently over the arm, tail flicking like a cat’s.  
 
    But, no. He chose to make an even grander appearance.  
 
    A sound like an umbrella snapping shut drew her gaze upward. Beck stepped over the rail of the third floor, into the chasm that had once been a glass-domed atrium, opened his wings, and glided down. A few slow flaps, and he landed lightly, toes-first, on the tiles. His wings settled with a great rustle, mantled, closed, and caped.  
 
    He tilted his head to examine them. “You came.” 
 
    “You told us to.” Lance sounded gruffer than usual.  
 
    The old, faint, enigmatic smile that Rose remembered from all their evenings in the library made an appearance. His gaze was pinned on Lance; Lance’s hand flexed, and then opened. “Yes. And you listened.” Then Beck blinked, and his gaze shifted to her. “Rose, dear.” He held out his hand, and even if she was confused, now, and less certain, rattled inside in a way she’d never been with him before, the magnetic pull of him was just as strong.  
 
    She stepped forward, away from the others, and slid her hand into his; felt the faint, not unpleasant scrape of his claws, and the heat of his skin. Let him pull her in snug to his side, and draw her arm through his. He smelled of smoke, and she thought of the glow of his cigarette cherry, and the heat of his gaze through a screen of tawny hair.  
 
    Something inside her unclenched a fraction; her breathing came easier. Whatever had happened yesterday must have been a fluke; nerves allowing the worries of others to crowd in around her long-held truths. She’d seen blood on Beck’s hands countless times. Why should blood on his lips be any different? 
 
    She heard him emit a soft, pleased hum, as he sensed her relaxing; the sound vibrated with the low harmonics of a cat purring.  
 
    “I’ve been busy during the night,” he said. “Let me show you.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance had always hated this mansion – even when it was whole and gleaming. He knew there were lots of people who would have gladly moved in if offered a chance at it; who didn’t want a mansion? But he’d always preferred things to be simpler; less fussy and pretentious. He valued comfort over aesthetics.  
 
    And, also, an evil man had lived here, one he’d had to pretend to agree with.  
 
    As he followed Beck and Rose down the hall into the west wing, he couldn’t say that an evil man didn’t still live here.  
 
    Rose would have argued with him, but Rose was biased. She’d always seen Beck – Becket, damn it – as her savior; as a mentor and a first lover. Probably the first person to ever care about her.  
 
    Lance had lain awake a long time last night, after Rose finally cried herself to sleep. She’d told him she loved him, finally, and that should have filled him with warmth, and hope…but the words that had run through his head again and again had been Becket’s.  
 
    If you’re honest with yourself, you’ll admit that Rose’s penchant for violence is what attracted you in the first place. Stop trying to make her into something she isn’t. 
 
    He’d wanted to deny that, had tried very hard to do so. But. There were women in the military: strong, capable, attractive women. He’d indulged in a casual fling here and there over the years, never invested. He’d been with the hookers and strippers that had serviced Castor’s crew: the sorts of encounters that brought only momentary pleasure, and which left him wanting to take long, hot showers afterwards.  
 
    And then there had been Rose. Rose in the warehouse at Beck’s side, in her long coat, with her knives bloodied. Too young, and wilder and more vicious than anything he’d ever seen – save her lover. When he held her now, he could remember her furious and struggling in his arms, screaming, that first night, when she’d lost Beck. She’d constructed a careful mask for her face, one that cracked only rarely, but her body told the story of her emotions: of her heart, and her drive, and her anguish, and her taste for violence. She was ruthless and focused in a way he’d never seen in another Knight.  
 
    She was, in a word, breathtaking.  
 
    He’d told himself that her violent streak was something Becket had instilled in her. That he’d taken her brightness and warped it into something sinister.  
 
    But she was still bright, bright and sinister, and Becket hadn’t made her. Beck had suited her.  
 
    Because he was just as bright and sinister, magnetic in a raw, impossible to understand way that had Lance’s stomach cramping and his hands flexing and his heart stuttering.  
 
    He wasn’t attracted to men. Never had been…at least, he hadn’t ever thought he was. He’d spent years sharing locker rooms with muscled, strong, capable guys, and he’d never once felt a stirring of anything.  
 
    But every time he licked his own lips, he tasted smoke, and fear gripped him in a way that didn’t feel bad, exactly, and he had no idea what was happening to him. 
 
    Maybe he was just attracted to killers. And wasn’t that a pleasant thought? 
 
    “I thought we’d start in the library,” Becket said, and led them to it, Rose on his arm like a queen. His tail, Lance noted, was held just off the ground, so the tip didn’t drag along the dirty floor. Fastidious bastard.  
 
    Unless they were talking blood. 
 
    Stop. Focus. 
 
    The library, when they entered its double doors, was a watercolor rendition of the way he remembered it. A wide, turreted room with a balcony, shelves lining every wall save that above the fireplace, where an oil portrait of Castor hung on a backdrop of flocked, burgundy wallpaper.  
 
    But after five years of abandonment, and with a gaping hole in the ceiling of the great hall, the damp had gotten in, the most insidious of infestations. Now, the wallpaper was peeling in jagged strips that hung like torn flesh over Castor’s mildewed portrait. The air smelled of damp, and fungus, and other unpleasant things. The tile floor had survived, but the rugs were black with mold, and the book spines flecked with white growth.  
 
    Rose tipped her head back to scan the upper gallery, its rail, its waterlogged books. “He has more books than I’d expect a drug dealer to own,” she murmured. 
 
    Beck turned his head, his sharp profile limned by the silver light of the windows, his smile going soft and fond as he regarded her. “He does. But I think our library was cozier.” 
 
    Rose turned to look up at him, corner of her mouth plucking in a smile that was small, and private: just for the two of them. “I agree.” 
 
    They ceased, in that moment, to be the winged hell beast and the hardened Knight. They were just them, remembering a home that was no longer there. The sight of them like that left Lance reeling, almost woozy.  
 
    But then Beck – Becket, goddamn it – released her, and stepped forward toward a grimy table loaded with books, and Lance returned to himself with a deep, gasping breath.  
 
    “You alright?” Tris asked from behind, tone grudging.  
 
    “Fine.” He went up to the table, standing on Rose’s other side, and left the other three to come around across from them.  
 
    “With the exception of a very old set of Encyclopedia Britannica,” Beck said, opening a worn-smooth, tattered cover, “every book in this library is a study on the occult.” The pages he revealed were yellow, mold-spotted, and rippled from the damp. Most of the text was still legible, though. He flipped to an illustration: an ink rendition of a winged man seated on a stone, a serpent at his feet.  
 
    Lance’s stomach clenched hard, because the illustration’s wings looked just like Becket’s: leathery and batlike.  
 
    “Lucifer,” Rose murmured.  
 
    “Yes.” Beck turned the page, and it was only type again; Lance’s stomach didn’t relax, though: it churned right along with his thoughts, dark waves he didn’t want to examine too closely. “Before the First Rift, heaven and hell were thought of in abstract terms. The soul couldn’t take a physical shape, and neither could angels or demons. God and Lucifer were shapeless in the minds of most, though artists did try, with quite some creative results.  
 
    “The Rift didn’t exactly disprove that – but seeing an angel inside of a mortal shell, seeing him dispense heavenly power – that was a more concrete idea. Castor – at Gabriel’s behest, I imagine, became focused on leveling the playing field. Castor thought further chaos would help him rise to greater heights of power. Gabriel was using him for his own ends: he wanted to bring about Armageddon and get the war over with, once and for all.” 
 
    “Where is Gabriel?” Morgan asked. “I came down during the Second Rift, but he was gone.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Becket’s hum sounded nearly pleased. “I’m afraid he caught a ride with me. And Saint Derfel wasn’t sent to retrieve him, after all.” 
 
    “He’s in hell?” Rose asked. 
 
    “And having a marvelous time, surely. Now.” He turned another page, and tapped it. “This is a post-First Rift volume that – for obvious reasons – wasn’t mass-produced. Nothing really was, after the world collapsed. Its author – Fordham – postulated that hell would be easier to access than heaven, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    “How obvious?” Tris asked, face an emotionless slab of granite.  
 
    Becket lifted his head to regard him, and here was another new expression that Lance had never seen: a look of open patience; the face of a scholar and teacher. A face that Rose must have seen many times, when she was with him.  
 
    “Because all humans are sinners.” His voice was patient, too. The gold gleam of his eyes somehow lent him another layer of credibility. “They always have been. Hell is the default; heaven is to be achieved.” 
 
    Gallo shifted his weight from one foot to the other, so his hip bumped casually into Tris’s. He wore his rifle around his neck, his hands, flesh and metallic, linked over the butt of it. “But I’m Baptist.”  
 
    Becket flicked a fast grin. “That still requires faith, dear. If you don’t believe, you don’t get to go. At least, that’s how I understand it.” He bent his head over the book again, black hair sliding from behind his ear to settle against his lean cheek, black-tipped claw tapping at the page. “Fordham spent his life studying occult rituals. He collected witches’ talismans and rams’ skulls. All but eye of newt and wing of bat.” His voice took on a softer quality when he was playing at scholar, Lance noticed; it was lilting and engaging; everyone had leaned in closer to the table, even Gavin, who had a sneer plastered to his face. It was a good voice. 
 
    And Lance hated that he even thought such a thing.  
 
    “Not that this isn’t fascinating, professor,” he bit out, “but any chance you’re going to get to the point sometime today?” 
 
    Rose looked at him first, frowning. 
 
    And then Becket, straightening so they were eye-to-eye. His lips twitched, as if he was trying not to smile. “Straight to the point, then? Fine. Based on the small amount of research I’ve been able to do” – he indicated the two dozen or so books stacked on the table – “none of the sigils or signs will work unless you have two things: a blood sacrifice, and an origin object.” 
 
    Lance wanted to punch the smug look off his face. He wanted to snap his horns off. He wanted to… 
 
    He didn’t know what. 
 
    Through gritted teeth, he said, “What’s an origin object?” 
 
    “It’s simple, really. To open a gateway to hell, you need a piece of it. Likewise with heaven.” 
 
    Rose whipped around to look at him. “The dagger.” 
 
    “Yes. And that means that somewhere out there, someone’s got a piece of heaven. The trick is finding it.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Morgan assured them that, should she be within reasonable range of such a heaven-forged object, she would be able to sense it – though she could sense nothing of the sort now.  
 
    “The Rift opened over the Atlantic the first time, and over New York the second. I think it’s safe to say it’s here – or, at least it was,” Beck said. 
 
    Rose agreed. The rest of her team…wore varying masks of doubt, from Gallo’s worry, to Tris’s stone-cold indifference.  
 
    Lance…Lance was acting strange. He hadn’t said or done anything out of character, but she kept hearing him take these sharp little breaths; kept noticing the flex of uneasy tendons in his arms and hands and throat. His jaw seemed permanently clenched, and whenever he made eye contact with Beck, she swore she could feel the frisson that moved down his spine. Hatred? Disgust? Fear? 
 
    What must a man feel when you told him you loved him, and that you also loved someone else? 
 
    She’d never thought to be in this position. 
 
    As a team, they decided the best course of action would be to split their time between research and recon. While research would be less dangerous, the recon would be, in truth, easier. More straightforward, at least. If Morgan went with them on patrols, she should be able to detect what they were looking for – if it was indeed in the city.  
 
    But the city was big.  
 
    And as they flipped through the mildewed books on the table, the sky opened up, and rain beat mercilessly at the windows.  
 
    “Right, then.” Beck straightened from the table. “No sense going out in this. It’s a good way to get ambushed. I’ll show you all to your rooms.” 
 
    “Our rooms?” Gavin asked, with great skepticism.  
 
    Beck tipped his head. “Of course. I’m not the best housekeeper, but I tried.” 
 
    And for Beck, Rose knew well, trying was generally excelling – even if she did remember his old, dusty, cup-ridden study all too well.  
 
    He showed them the kitchen first, a huge, industrial room with stainless counters, and a massive butcher-block island running down the length of it. The tiles were chipped in places, and showed their age; there was rust around the sink drain. But Beck had scrubbed it until it shone, fixed the fridge, and stocked it along with the pantry.  
 
    “Did you buy any of this food?” Tris asked. 
 
    “No,” Beck said, lightly. “There’s cups, and plates, and silverware leftover from before, all clean.” He showed them the cabinets. “I got a coffeemaker and coffee, too. Hope everyone likes French roast.” 
 
    From there, they went back down the hall – rain was pouring in through the hole in the ceiling in the great hall, the rush and hiss and patter of it like the roar of a waterfall – to a velvet-carpeted stairwell, and up to the second floor. “Not every room was salvageable,” Beck explained, opening a door to reveal a musty, but fairly well-preserved bedroom. “I washed the linens and scrubbed the bathrooms – there’s an en suite for everyone. Gallo, I thought you and Tristan could have this one.” He lifted a single brow. “I assume you want to share?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gallo said, color staining his cheeks, briefly. 
 
    Tris gave a non-committal grunt – but Rose knew that was for Beck; she saw his hand ghost along the small of Gallo’s back.  
 
    “Morgan, you’re the next on the right. Gavin, you’re two doors down on the left,” Beck continued. “The others…” At the end of the hall, at the balcony that overlooked the great hall, rain bucketed down in silver sheets. “Had too much damage, I’m afraid. Rose, you and I will be upstairs. Lance as well.” 
 
    “Shit,” Lance murmured, and Rose turned to find him frowning, and rubbing at his temple, brows crimped. 
 
    “Problem, Lieutenant?” Beck asked.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Allow me to show you, then.” 
 
    Back to the staircase, and another climb. “There’s you,” Beck indicated a black door with a clawed finger. “Rosie and I’ll be just down here.” Three doors further along. He headed that direction.  
 
    And Rose…ground to a halt in the middle of the spotted carpet runner, lungs feeling too tight, suddenly.  
 
    Beck reached the door of the room – of their room – and paused, his hand on the knob, to glance back at her. Concern tweaked his features, subtle in the way he had always been. “Rosie?” 
 
    “I…” She wasn’t afraid; wasn’t feeling the urge to shrink back from him, as she had yesterday.  
 
    No, this was nothing to do with Beck. 
 
    It was Lance. Behind her. Left behind.  
 
    She’d cried herself to sleep in his arms last night – but when Beck had reached for her just hours ago, she’d felt the old tug. 
 
    A tug she felt echoing now, in the other direction.  
 
    Admitting her feelings to Lance last night, finally, had broken down some final barrier, that resistance she’d clung to for so long, in all the five years they’d known each other. Why was it now, when Beck was finally back, that she could own up to the fact that she loved Lance? Where was the fairness in that? 
 
    But life wasn’t fair. Why should love be any different? 
 
    She glanced back – but Lance was already stepping into his room. He shut the door without ever looking. 
 
    “Rosie,” Beck prompted again, softer, purring. 
 
    She turned away from the closed door, and went to him.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Everyone dumped their gear, acquainted themselves with their – shockingly clean – rooms, and reconvened in the library to start pulling books.  
 
    Books that smelled, and left smears of white and green on their hands, and a few that crumbled apart at the first touch. 
 
    Lance had always preferred reading on a tablet or e-reader, personally.  
 
    He flipped through page after page of spells, rituals, and contemplation of all things satanic; until his eyes and his neck ached, and still felt as though he’d learned nothing useful.  
 
    Suddenly, the smell of strong coffee filled his nostrils, and a chipped white mug appeared above the page he was squinting at.  
 
    The hand gripping the handle, he noted with a lurch, was tipped with black-edged claws.  
 
    He lifted his head, and found Becket bent at the waist, wings tucked neatly back. If not for the glow of his eyes – and those impossible to miss ram’s horns – he might have looked almost normal. And almost friendly.  
 
    Lance took a slow, deep breath. He didn’t want to take that mug, not in the slightest. But it was probably best not to antagonize a man who could pierce someone’s heart with the tip of his tail.  
 
    Also – that friendliness, that hint of it, some spark behind the eyes, some faint line in lips that weren’t smiling, was…impossible to resist. He wasn’t proud of himself, but he finally took the mug – their fingers brushed in the process, Becket’s nearly as warm as the coffee-heated porcelain – and said, tensely, “Thanks.” 
 
    Becket did smile then, if only a little, and straightened, giving him space. “Finding anything useful?” 
 
    Lance took a sip of his coffee – belatedly, he wondered if it had been poisoned; but, no, that would be dumb, and it was sugared just the way he liked it; he wondered if Becket had asked Rose – and closed the book in his lap. “Nah. This guy’s deep into animal mutilation. Divining the mysteries of the universe or whatever.” 
 
    One of Becket’s nostrils curled in a faint display of disgust, and Lance found himself on the verge of grinning. He tamped it down fast. 
 
    “Divination is all bullshit,” Becket said, plainly, with a dismissive wave. “Take a break, then. Save it for tomorrow. It’s late, and you’re squinting.” 
 
    Lance glanced toward the window, rather than tell this prick that he wasn’t the one giving orders around here, as he should have, and found that it was still raining hard – he could hear it – but the sky beyond the glass was black with night. A scan of the library proved that Morgan was seated cross-legged on a ratty chair, shoveling chocolate cake into her mouth without relish; Gavin was face-down and snoring at the table, cheek resting on the mildewy page of an open book. He didn’t see Rose, Gallo, or Tris. 
 
    As if sensing the question to come, Becket said, “Rose went upstairs. The lovers are making food, if you want some.” 
 
    Lance sent him a sharp look, but Becket’s face was a mask again, smooth and ageless.  
 
    Lance nodded, set the book aside on a cobwebbed table, and stood – noting, too late, that Becket didn’t step back to allow him room to do so. That left them standing toe-to-toe, face-to-face. Close enough to smell the smoke of him – far too close.  
 
    Becket, he noticed with chagrin, though leaner, was a fraction taller.  
 
    Lance’s hand tightened on the warm mug. As did every other part of him. “Excuse me.” 
 
    Becket held still a long moment – utterly still, his regard birdlike, and totally inhuman. Then his expression melted into something approaching conciliatory, and he stepped aside. “Of course.” 
 
    By the time Lance reached the kitchen, he was shaking.  
 
    He set his mug down on the counter rather than spill it, and tried to pull himself together.  
 
    “You okay?” It was Gallo who’d asked. He stood at the long island, chopping onions.  
 
    Tris stood behind him at the stove, throwing butter into a pan. He glanced back over his shoulder, gaze unreadable as ever.  
 
    “Fine,” Lance said, and could hear how unconvincing his voice sounded.  
 
    Gallo’s brows shot up. “Hey. Why don’t you sit.” He gestured to a bar stool with his knife. “You look a little–” 
 
    “Like shit,” Tris finished.  
 
    Gallo rolled his eyes. 
 
    Tris said, “He’s fucking with your head.” 
 
    Lance did sit, though he didn’t want to. It helped – that and the sight of tidy, sliced carrot rounds, and the scent of warming butter. The presence of his fellow Knights and friends. All normal, knowable things that had nothing to do with the fanged, winged creature who kept looking at him.  
 
    “Who?” he asked, just to play dumb. He didn’t want to have this conversation in any way, shape, or form. 
 
    Tris clicked the burner off, and turned to stand beside Gallo, hands resting on the edge of the counter. “That freak in there,” Tris said, with a tilt of his head, though his gaze was dark and accusing. You know exactly who, it said. “He may be able to help us, and we have may to tolerate him – but we don’t have to trust him, and we damn sure don’t have to like him. He waltzed back from hell, stole your girl out from under you, and now he’s psyching you out. Don’t let him.” 
 
    Lance’s pulse ticked up. “What? That’s bullshit.” 
 
    Tris snorted. “He barely acknowledges the rest of us at all. We might as well be invisible. But you.” He jabbed a finger at him for extra emphasis. “He looks at you like you’re what’s for dinner.” 
 
    Gallo smirked. “Or dessert.” 
 
    Tris shot him a side-eyed look. 
 
    Lance’s pulse tripped again. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Gallo said. “Beck looks at Lance the way you look at me when we’re sparring alone together.” 
 
    Tris didn’t react – save for a deepening of color along his cheekbones. 
 
    Gallo gave him a blinding grin. 
 
    “Beck?” Tris asked. “You’re just calling him that?” 
 
    “That’s his name. What do you guys call him?” 
 
    “Becket,” Lance said. 
 
    “Shitbag,” Tris offered.  
 
    “You’re both giant children,” Gallo said, and resumed chopping. “Go turn the heat back on, these will be ready in a minute.” 
 
    Tris muttered under his breath, but complied.  
 
    Lance watched Gallo’s small, pleased smile, and felt a sudden, intense pang behind his breastbone. They had seemed so unlikely at first: the gruff, career Knight who rarely cracked a grin; and the starry-eyed, worshipful rookie, enthralled by his idol and too soft for Gold Company. But Gallo had proved tough as nails, despite his outward appearances, and Tris was utterly gone on the kid: like gooey melted chocolate on a rare hot day. They fit; they were a unit now: comfortable, working in tandem, always anticipating what the other needed.  
 
    He’d never wanted that, until Rose. And then he’d thought, after she’d finally warmed to him… 
 
    But she was sharing a room with Beck. And Beck was… 
 
    Beck was fucking with him. Trying to get him off balance. 
 
    He was punishing him, Lance realized, and wanted to smack himself. Of course. Becket wasn’t fascinated by him, wasn’t – wasn’t…interested. He was trying to twist his head around, so that he could steal Rose away. 
 
    Not that Rose was a possession to be stolen… 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    “Have some shepherd’s pie when it’s ready,” Gallo said in response to whatever his face was doing. “You’ll feel better.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    SIX 
 
      
 
    Gavin was right, Rose thought. This house was haunted. It felt that way, at any rate.  
 
    She’d pulled the musty coverlet back on the bed and lay now on clean, if faded sheets, staring up at the canopy above. It reminded her of Beck’s canopied bed in their old home…and it didn’t remind her of that at all. This was a vast house, meant to hold many people, but it was only the seven of them. Seven of them and the rain: its hiss, and rattle, and pounding.  
 
    Even three floors up, she swore she could sense the place in the basement where Beck had been sucked down to hell. The echo of the rift there. She wondered if any of the wraiths who’d come through that night lingered still, hidden away under sagging beds, hugging the scabrous wallpaper. Watching her now.  
 
    The door clicked open quietly, and Beck entered the room, as graceful as ever. She found she was growing used to the wings, the way he kept them folded up like a cloak. They were a part of him now, just like the hair, and the horns, and the tail.  
 
    He closed the door, and then turned, and waited a moment, studying her. With those golden eyes. They hadn’t used to glow, but they’d always been gold; always been smoked, hard-to-see-through windows into all the twists and tangles that lay beneath. 
 
    She supposed she’d forgotten a little of that.  
 
    His head tilted a fraction. “You’re angry with me.” 
 
    She pushed up so she was sitting, legs drawn beneath her. “No. Why would you think that?” 
 
    His lips twitched into a faint smile. “I’ve relegated your soldier down the hall.” 
 
    She frowned. “So? Where else would he be?” Inwardly, her pulse quickened. Five years ago, even at the height of their connection, when it had sometimes felt as if they were one being, Beck had usually been six or seven thoughts ahead of her. She hadn’t always known exactly what he was thinking or planning until it was underway. She’d trusted him, though. 
 
    She did still, despite yesterday’s misgivings.  
 
    He came to sit on the edge of the bed, sideways with one leg pulled up, so that they were face-to-face. She had no idea how he managed to adjust his wings so they still resembled a cloak, but he did. He could manage almost anything.  
 
    He smiled at her again, softer and warmer. Reached to touch her face, so gently, tracing her chin, and then hooking a crooked finger beneath it. The touch left her swaying in closer to him. Close enough to feel the heat he radiated now.  
 
    “Rosie. Sweetheart,” he said, his purr threaded through his voice, and, oh, it was the same low, velvet tone, but the purr added another dimension to the way it left pleasant chills chasing up and down her back. “I’ve been gone five years. He has led you, supported you, comforted you – in bed and out of it.”  
 
    She sucked in a breath. She’d known that he’d known, but he hadn’t said it quite like this. She tried to turn her head, cheeks burning – but he held her, gentle but firm.  
 
    “No, no. Don’t hide. Don’t be ashamed.” 
 
    “I’m not ashamed.” 
 
    “Baby, you’re blushing.” 
 
    “Well, this is – weird.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be.” His eyes were glittering.  
 
    “Beck. What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying I know that you care for him. And I’m not asking you to stop doing so.” 
 
    Her brain frizted out for a moment. Because surely, surely he wasn’t suggesting she keep seeing Lance. That she see him, too. That… 
 
    But Lance was so traditional. So steadfast. And Beck was so… 
 
    Beck was grinning at her with teeth, now, fangs long and sharp.  
 
    Because Beck had never been anything like normal. 
 
    And neither had she. 
 
    She swallowed, and the sudden tension that had stolen across her eased.  
 
    His hand shifted; opened so that it cupped her cheek, thumb sweeping slow and soft beneath her eye.  
 
    “Lance is a good man,” she said, seriously. “I never meant to get tangled with him. I never wanted to hurt him.” 
 
    “I know, love. But what if I hadn’t come back? I wouldn’t have wanted you to be all alone.” 
 
    “I think he tried to understand why I missed you so much. What you meant to me.” 
 
    He leaned in to kiss her, slow and lingering, one hot, bold flick of his tongue between her lips. When he pulled back, his gaze was low-lidded. “I think he might finally be starting to understand.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    In addition to a ridiculous amount of stolen groceries, and coffee, Becket had managed to acquire some bourbon as well. Lance knew that he shouldn’t, but, once he and the boys had eaten – Morgan had come for more cake before walking silently out of the room – and the others had gone off, Lance had retrieved the bourbon from the back of the pantry. They had patrol tomorrow, and were sleeping rough in the heart of enemy territory besides, but he poured himself a triple, anyway, and relished the burn.  
 
    He sat for a few minutes, until the warmth had seeped out into his limbs and he felt pleasantly untethered and less anxious. Then, because he could delay it no longer, he made the long trek up to his room. 
 
    A house this large made all sorts of noises: little creaks and groans and odd thumps. None of which, he could tell, were made by humans. Rain lashed the windows, a constant, drenching downpour, and he could hear the faint plinks of leaks through the walls.  
 
    He paused at the top of the stairs when he reached the third floor, afraid Rose and Becket would be entangled in their own room, that he would have to listen to them. Did she moan for him? Cry his name? She certainly had on more than one occasion when she was with Lance. 
 
    I love you. But she was down the hall with someone else, and he was bitter, and stupid, and pathetic.  
 
    And he should have been thinking about the task that lay ahead, their op, and not the constant, ugly ache in his chest.  
 
    Blessedly, he could hear nothing, and so he hurried into his own room and let out a deep breath. 
 
    It was shockingly clean in here. The rug was musty, but all the linens had been cleaned – or replaced, most likely. He’d inspected the bathroom earlier and found it scrubbed spotless, save for the flecks of rust on some of the fixtures. With a sigh, he headed that direction, stripping as he went. 
 
    The one thing he’d ever liked about this house was the size of the bathrooms. All were spacious, with long counters, double sinks, claw-foot tubs, and massive, glass-walled walk-in showers so deep they were totally open on one side. He left his clothes bundled up on the counter, cranked on the hot water, and stepped gratefully beneath it. 
 
    That was another thing about the house: dozens of high-efficiency water heaters. Showers rarely ran cold, even with people showering all at once. It was like base that way, he supposed.  
 
    The heat finished what the bourbon had started, all his muscles now lax and feeling better than they had all day. He even smiled when he reached for the shampoo that had been left on the shelf: something fancy and foreign-smelling that Becket had either found in the house, or stolen, along with everything else. When he squeezed it into his palm, it smelled of limes.  
 
    He washed his hair without hurrying, eyes closed, enjoying the press of his own fingertips along his scalp. He’d had a headache building he hadn’t even noticed, and felt it slowly ebb as he worked the suds through his hair.  
 
    He turned to tip his head back into the jets and rinse, enjoying the water pressure – the kind of forceful spray that only a mob boss could have afforded.  
 
    After, he slicked his hair back, wiped his face, and cracked his eyes open. The entire bathroom was roiling with steam. 
 
    And he could make out the silhouette of someone standing just outside the open shower door.  
 
    A tall someone. 
 
    A man. 
 
    It wasn’t Rose who’d sought him out tonight.  
 
    Lance sucked in a breath. And he froze. He blamed it on the bourbon, in the moment, but later, when he allowed himself, he would admit that he wasn’t so drunk that he couldn’t have run; couldn’t have chucked the bar of soap, or tackled him to the ground. He could have fought. 
 
    If he’d wanted to. 
 
    Instead, he stood, the shower pounding his back and shoulders, and watched the silhouette take one step, and then another.  
 
    A flash of black whipping along the floor: the tail. The wings lifted, sharp points, a shape straight from hell – then they folded, so the silhouette seemed gowned.  
 
    And then the mist swirled, and parted, and Arthur Becket stepped through it, steam beading his horns, hair plastered to his neck, eyes glowing, fangs showing in a wide, feral smile.  
 
    He was naked. Every pale, sculpted, lean inch of him.  
 
    Lance had a lump in his throat that he had to work to swallow.  
 
    Move, he thought to himself. Run. Fight. Do something, dumbass! 
 
    But he stood. Slowly, he lowered his arms. His hands didn’t form fists; they stayed loose, relaxed. 
 
    Becket’s eyes pulsed. His lean hips swayed as he came the last two strides that put them only an arm span apart.  
 
    He was like a fallen angel from a Renaissance painting.  
 
    He was…beautiful.  
 
    “Hello, Lance.”  
 
    Get out. Get away from me. I don’t like you – in fact, I hate you. I’m not into this, you freak. What kind of invasion of privacy shit is this? I don’t find you beautiful at all.  
 
    But when Lance finally found his voice, it was small, just a whisper nearly drowned out but the rush of water, and he said, “What are you doing in here?” Shit, he sounded scared, but the heat that was beginning to settle low in his stomach had nothing to do with fear.  
 
    Becket shifted in closer, close enough that it was a case of retreat or hold his ground. And Lance had never been one for retreating. Becket said, “You think I hate you. That I’m jealous – angry that you were with Rose. You’re wrong.” Slowly, telegraphing the movement, he reached out and placed a single fingertip beneath Lance’s chin. Applied the slightest pressure, so that Lance’s head tipped back, so he was looking up into the other man’s face. The smile was still fixed, still fanged, predatory, Lance’s brain supplied – but it didn’t frighten him. Becket’s eyes pulsed again, and he felt the blood pulse inside him, responding.  
 
    “No,” Becket said. “I want to thank you for looking after her. She’s very fond of you, you know.” 
 
    He swallowed again, with difficulty. Some stupid, sudden streak of defiance had him saying, “She loves me.” 
 
    Becket chuckled, his breath across Lance’s face warmer than the heat of the shower. “Oh, I know. And she loves me.” His smile touched his eyes, deepened the lines around them. “Now, where does that leave us?” 
 
    Lance tried and failed to form a response. The water was warm at his back, and Becket radiated heat at his front, and, and…he was getting hard. 
 
    Becket chuckled again, and shifted another fraction closer, close enough for Lance to feel that he was hard, too.  
 
    “God,” he murmured.  
 
    “Not exactly,” Becket said, and kissed him.  
 
    It was not a hesitant or gentle kiss. Becket’s hand closed around his throat, and the other gripped his shoulder, hard, shoved him back against the tiles. His mouth crashed down onto Lance’s, and his tongue thrust for immediate entry.  
 
    Again, Lance could have struggled, but he gasped instead, and Becket – Christ, no, Beck – devoured him, plunging deep with his tongue, slanting his mouth over Lance’s and biting at his lips, just hard enough to feel the nip of the fangs, but not hard enough to break the skin.  
 
    Blood rushed to Lance’s cock; his pulse throbbed until it seemed to fill him, until he was nothing but his own heartbeat. He let himself get pinned back against the tiles, and be kissed in a way he’d never been kissed before.  
 
    It was like leaping out of a helo without a parachute. Like his first firefight. Like every terrifying thing he’d ever done: the adrenaline rush, the sense that he might die.  
 
    He took a sharp breath in through his nose – and kissed back.  
 
    They warred a minute, lips, and teeth, and tongues; Beck was stronger, but Lance could feel him give ground, again and again, until they had a rhythm going; felt his lips form a smile, before he dragged a fang along Lance’s tongue and drew blood.  
 
    Lance reached up and gripped his horns – but couldn’t budge him.  
 
    Beck drew back on his own, laughing, delighted, his smile impossibly wide. He licked blood off his lip and purred like a big cat. “Ooh, I knew you’d be wild. I love it.” 
 
    Lance was panting, their chests pushing against one another, wet, slick skin sliding against slick skin. Their cocks were rubbing together, trapped between them, just enough friction to have him desperate for more. 
 
    He tried to lean in again, but Beck’s hand tightened on his throat. “No,” he said, clucking. “Now it’s time to be a good boy.” 
 
    “You–” 
 
    He was gripped and spun around effortlessly. The hand at his throat grabbed the back of his neck and pressed his face into the tile. Beck’s other hand closed on his hip, tight, claws pressing into flesh, and angled his pelvis back away from the shower wall. 
 
    Panic speared through him. “Do not.” 
 
    “Oh, hush, soldier boy. I’m not going to fuck you until you ask for it. And trust me.” He pressed in right behind Lance, draped over him, so he felt the hard, hot length of his erection against the cleft of his ass, and the heat of his breath in his ear. “One of these days, you will.” 
 
    Then the hand at his hip slid forward and gripped his cock.  
 
    “Oh.” It was like all the air got punched out of his lungs. Beck’s grip was tight, and sure, squeezing just this side of too much. He gave one long stroke, and pressed his mouth to the side of Lance’s throat when Lance’s hips kicked forward in helpless reaction.  
 
    Beck gave another stroke, Lance chased it, and the hand lifted off the back of his neck. Shifted around to his front, stroking over his chest, his belly; back up to tweak at each of his nipples in turn.  
 
    “Oh. Oh, God.” Why did this feel so good? Why was every nerve firing like lightning?  
 
    “There,” Beck purred, and kissed his throat; licked it. He shifted in more firmly behind him, and rutted forward on his next stroke, his cock sliding along Lance’s cleft again, pushing him forward. “That’s it.” He dragged his fangs up and down Lance’s galloping pulse. “Good boy.” 
 
    Stroke. Thrust. Stroke. Thrust. They built a new rhythm that way, until Lance was helpless but to chase it, fucking into his fist while Beck rutted big, and hot, and shameless against his ass.  
 
    “You…fucker,” Lance panted. He rolled his head so his forehead was against the tile, and he could look down through the steam to watch Beck’s clawed fingers tugging his nipples; watch his long-fingered hand working his cock with ever-quicker strokes. “You fucker…I hate you…fuck you.” 
 
    “You can if you want,” Beck said, without hesitation, and thrust against him hard. Lance could feel the slide of pre-come, slipperier than the water. Could imagine it all too easily, the sight of Beck’s cock parting him, pushing against him, dragging over sensitive skin until starbursts were crowding his vision.  
 
    Beck moaned. “Oh. Oh, that’s – are you close, baby? I’m close.” Another hard thrust, one that left Lance’s forehead bumping the tile.  
 
    He brought his arm up to brace against, teeth gritting, pressure and pleasure mounting. He couldn’t believe this. This couldn’t be happening. 
 
    But it was, and it was perfect, and he needed to come.  
 
    He realized he was making choked-off, desperate little sounds.  
 
    Beck stroked him faster, faster, faster–  
 
    And then he was coming like a freight train. He shouted – he couldn’t help it. His cock kicked and spurted, and he watched it all, though his vision threatened to give out.  
 
    Beck gave a few more hard thrusts behind him, and then, through the incredible wash of pleasure, Lance felt the hot splash of his release at the small of his back. He could only brace his hands on the tile, arms shaking, and blink back the starbursts that orgasm had wrought.  
 
    He felt drunk. His head was pleasantly empty – no questioning, no doubt, no hate or fear. Just the blissful, floaty feeling of having come really hard, every part of him buzzing faintly.  
 
    Behind him, Beck let out a deep, satisfied sigh. He petted up Lance’s sides with both hands, clean and dirty both, and that felt good; left his skin rippling with fresh shivers. He stroked over his hips, his ribs, and spent a long time massaging his chest. The hot water beat down on them all the time, and it was almost like a massage, too; he felt looser and easier than he had in months – in years, actually.  
 
    Something coiled around his ankle, and he knew it was Beck’s tail – but it didn’t inspire alarm. Nothing could right now, he didn’t think. His world had narrowed down to his view of the tiles below, the heat of the water, the weight of the body pressed against his back, the hands bringing him a softer, gentler sort of pleasure.  
 
    Beck leaned in and licked up the side of his throat. Nibbled lightly at the hinge of his jaw, fangs sharp, but not piercing. Then he gripped Lance’s shoulders and turned him. 
 
    Limp and unresisting, Lance turned to face him; allowed himself to be supported by the strong, lean arm that went around his back. Leaned into the hand that cupped his face.  
 
    Beck’s pupils had shrunk to catlike slits, and his lips were red and swollen from kissing, and he was impossibly lovely, water dripping off his horns and the ends of his hair. “Life is so very painful, don’t you think?” he purred. He touched Lance’s lip with the pad of one finger, and then leaned in to kiss him – gentle this time, soft and clinging. It was the way Rose kissed, sometimes, in her rare, soft moments. Lance opened easily for it this time; welcomed the thorough flex of his tongue.  
 
    When he drew back, Beck said, “Might as well find pleasure when we can, hm?” 
 
    Lance managed a nod.  
 
    Beck grinned. “Good boy.” He ducked his face down into Lance’s throat. Kissed him there. And then bit him.  
 
    Lance’s skin gave beneath sharp fangs with a little pop.  
 
    Lance gasped…and then everything went black. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Everyone’s veins had a taste. Blood wasn’t just blood. 
 
    Lance du Lac – Rosie’s Lance – tasted of determination. Faintly acidic, but gritty; a true and honest flavor, like the man himself. There was no trace of deceit there, no secret, burning desire. Because, though he’d tried to deny it to himself, and even, weakly, to Beck, his longing for passion wasn’t a hidden darkness. He’d suppressed it, yes, as would any military man. But his wants were not things to be ashamed of. Beck had shown him that last night. Shown him that his craving for dark counterparts, his taste not for violence in its own right, but for those who knew it well, was the sort of thing better indulged than repressed.  
 
    Beck swallowed, and thought he could still taste him – though that was probably only his imagination.  
 
    Dawn had arrived, such as it was: a watery silver hue coming on beyond the windows. The rain had stopped in the wee hours, and the faint sunlight illuminated all the many fractured, colored panes of the stained-glass portrait of Saint Michael in the great hall. The throne room, truly.  
 
    “You can’t sneak up on me, you know,” he called, voice echoing in the vast space.  
 
    Morgan stepped up beside him, smelling of clean steel, feeling like the pulsing of a power plant. “I wasn’t trying to.” A glance proved she was eating: more cake. Inhabiting a human body required a massive amount of calories, and every angel he’d encountered had preferred carbs and sugar over anything else.  
 
    Beck faced the window again. “Is it an accurate likeness? Of your true form, I mean.” 
 
    “It’s close enough.” 
 
    “I have to ask: why this particular human to serve as conduit? Why one so small and unassuming?” 
 
    The tines of the fork clinked on the plate. Sound of chewing, swallowing. “She was dying. Childhood cancer. She defeated it once, when she was four – it went into remission – but she’d just been diagnosed again. I thought: this way, her life won’t end in vain. In pain and illness.” 
 
    “What of her family?” 
 
    “They grieved, I’m sure. It’s a pity.” 
 
    “It is. It didn’t stop you, though, did it?” 
 
    A pause. “You hate angels more than demons.” 
 
    “I hate you both equally, rest assured. I just have trouble with the notion that what you do, you do for noble reasons, when you ought to just admit that it’s enjoyable being inside someone.” 
 
    The fork clinked again. Chewing, swallowing. She said, “What are you hoping to accomplish with Lance?” 
 
    He turned his head just far enough to see the faintest of furrows between her pale brows: that unlikely sign of life. Of investment in some human cause. “Accomplish? You’ve been on this plane long enough to understand the concept of pleasure for pleasure’s sake, haven’t you?” 
 
    Her head turned toward him slowly, and the movement was more bird than human. Her huge, luminous eyes regarded him seriously. “He doesn’t want what you’re doing to him.” 
 
    He let a dark chuckle escape, pleased by the way it deepened the notch between her brows. “Oh, he does, let me assure you. I’ve not cast a spell on him.” He looked back to the window to find the silver light faintly brighter, highlighting the sunbeams that flared up behind the image of Michael. “It’ll be better this way. Stronger. A united front.” 
 
    “That isn’t true.” 
 
    “It’s not? Tell me, since you’ve been here longer than I have: did Tristan and Gallo become worse soldiers when they finally allowed themselves to have what they wanted? Or were they better?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, and that was an answer in and of itself.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance woke with a start. A mental one, at least. Awareness hit him in a great jolt, but he found his body sluggish and uncooperative. For a moment, he breathed, listened to the quick throb of his pulse as it accelerated. Then he managed to crack his eyes open. 
 
    Rose.  
 
    Her face filled his field of vision. She smiled, faintly. “Good morning.” 
 
    He blinked the grit from his eyes, and realized that she was lying on her side, head on a white pillow. And that he definitely hadn’t gone to bed with her last night. No, instead, he’d–  
 
    “God,” he croaked, and forced himself upright. He felt ungainly, off-balance. The room swam a minute. Not his room. This room was papered in flocked black rosettes, and the bed was much larger. That’s where he was: in a bed. With Rose, who wore a t-shirt and panties, and he wore… 
 
    A glance revealed a thick, black velvet robe that definitely wasn’t his own.  
 
    He reached to touch his throat, and felt two small scabs. “God,” he repeated, stupidly.  
 
    He hadn’t dreamed it. 
 
    Becket – oh, hell, how could he call the man anything but Beck after that – had walked in on him in the shower, and he’d crowded in close, and… 
 
    When Lance screwed his eyes shut, he could remember the hot touch of his hands, the strength of his arms. The sharp, slippery kisses and the grip on his cock, and the feeling of being rutted against, and oh, God, it had been so good, and he could get hard just thinking about it, but it had been Beck, who had wings, who’d come back from hell, and it was just…no, no, no–  
 
    “Lance.” The sheets rustled, and Rose’s hand landed on his shoulder. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “What?” He opened his eyes and turned to her, shocked by the soft, peaceful expression on her face. He’d never seen her so open, so unaggressive. He spluttered out a laugh. “Did he tell you? Did he– Christ, in what alternate dimension is it even remotely okay?” 
 
    “You’re panicking,” she said, simply. 
 
    “No shit! Your boyfriend – your fucking demon boyfriend, or whatever he is – gave me a hand job in the shower.” It was more than that, his brain supplied, unhelpfully. It had been one of the most shockingly intimate, intense sexual experiences of his life; his body was still humming; he swore he could feel the places where Beck had touched him, brimstone brands left behind. Would he see them if he looked? Would there be handprints? “And apparently,” he plowed on, so he didn’t have to examine it closer, “you’re fine with that?” 
 
    Rose’s thumb rubbed little circles at the point of his shoulder, and her smile was kind – impossibly so. “Lance. No part of my life has been anything like normal. Is anyone’s, ever? But mine was shit. It was really shit. Until Beck came along. He saved me. He showed me who I was – and who I could be. He showed me how strong I was deep down, and how to use that strength.  
 
    “He and I are so similar. You said you love me – and I know you do. You want me. Can you really tell me that you don’t want Beck, too?” 
 
    He sucked in a breath, shocked by her candor, ready to tell her that she must have hit her head, or been hypnotized by that bastard. “I…” But words failed him. Because his tongue felt tender where Beck had bitten it, and heat pooled low in his belly when he thought about Beck plucking at his nipples, telling him good boy.  
 
    It hurt to swallow. It hurt to look at her. 
 
    It hurt to acknowledge that even if he’d told himself for five years that he’d wanted to save her…he had in fact been magnetized by her. 
 
    Just as he’d been magnetized by Beck last night.  
 
    To his great shame, his eyes burned. He blinked hard, and gathered himself. 
 
    Rose got up on her knees and shifted in closer; cupped his face just like Beck had, and Lance leaned in, just as he had then. When she kissed him, she tasted of herself, of her cherry lip balm, and she tasted faintly of smoke, too, because Beck had kissed her this morning before he left the bed. 
 
    The bed where he’d tucked Lance in between them, where they’d all three slept together.  
 
    “I was miserable when he was gone,” she whispered, holding his gaze, her own dark, and steadier than it had ever been. Not resigned, not struggling, as he’d always known it, but settled. Sure. “And then he came back, and I wasn’t with you, and I was still miserable. I need you, and I need him – and we all need each other, I think.” 
 
    “This is insane,” he whispered back, as his pulse leaped and jerked, and his skin hummed, and want stole through him in a delicious shiver. He’d never felt anything like this in his life, and it should have felt wrong, he thought, because he was a Knight, and they had a fight ahead of them, but, oh, what if this feeling could last? What if it could be real? 
 
    Her smile widened, eyes dancing. “We’re talking about opening up a portal to heaven. Insane is relative.” 
 
    Lance closed his eyes again, and tried to think. “I can’t…” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” she said, immediately. “Lance, you don’t ever have to, if you don’t want to.” 
 
    But he’d wanted to last night, hadn’t he? He hadn’t resisted. He’d kissed back.  
 
    “I can’t,” he repeated, helplessly. 
 
    “Okay. That’s okay.” 
 
    But it wasn’t. Nothing was.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A cold shower – in Beck and Rose’s bathroom, because he couldn’t make himself go back and shower in his own – helped clear his head a little. Helped him feel more like himself – the real him, who wanted to make love to Rose and Rose only, and who spent most of his hours worrying over ops and reminding himself to double check his gear. 
 
    Rose was gone, when he emerged, which he found he was grateful for. He went to his room, dressed, gathered up his gear bag…and headed downstairs with a thorny ball of nerves in his stomach. By the time he reached the first floor, his palms were clammy. His stomach turned when he smelled bacon cooking – but he headed for the kitchen in the name of being the CO, and not being an absolute chickenshit who couldn’t face his one-night-stand the next day. 
 
    (As if anything about tangling with Arthur Becket in a shower was anything like a one-night-stand.) 
 
    He took a deep breath before he rounded the corner and stepped through the open doors, braced for the worst.  
 
    It was a full house. 
 
    Gavin had mess duty, apparently, and was at the stove, though Gallo was looking over his shoulder and offering suggestions. “I can make eggs, shithead.” 
 
    “Not very well.” 
 
    Tris and Morgan were sitting several stools apart on the long side of the island. 
 
    Rose and Beck sat side-by-side on the short end, facing the door. 
 
    Facing him.  
 
    Both lifted their head when he entered, in unison.  
 
    Rose offered him a small, but warmly encouraging smile – he couldn’t get over how much lighter she seemed. Happier. It left him sad to know that he hadn’t realized just how unhappy she’d been all along.  
 
    And Beck – Beck offered him a blank look. A downright cold look, actually, almost disdainful. His gaze touched Lance only briefly, and then dropped to his coffee as he brought it to his lips. Lips that had touched Lance’s own, and his throat. Lips that had called him baby.  
 
    Lance felt like he’d been struck.  
 
    Tris noticed him. “You gonna just stand there, or what?” 
 
    Not just Tris – everyone else had noticed him. Everyone was watching him, even Morgan. Everyone save Beck, who was applying himself neatly to breakfast, hair tucked behind his ears to keep it out of the way.  
 
    Could they tell? Lance wondered, face heating. Could they look at him and know that he and Beck had… 
 
    But, no. They couldn’t. He’d pulled the collar of his jacket up to hide the scabbed-over puncture marks on his neck. So if he could stop blushing, and act like a normal person–  
 
    “What are we having?” he asked. He dropped his bag just inside the door and slid onto a stool – beside Morgan, the one farthest away from Beck.  
 
    “Bacon, eggs, and toast,” Gallo said, “if Gavin manages not to – hey, you’re burning them!” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Gallo set coffee before him, and Gavin brought him slightly burned eggs with bacon and toast, and even if he still felt sucker-punched, he managed to eat. Felt a little better afterward.  
 
    When Gavin asked, “What’s the plan for today?” he was able to outline what he’d decided as far as the op went. 
 
    “Patrol first, research after. We need to take advantage of the rain gap.” 
 
    With a little bit of grumbling, Gavin set to washing the dishes, and the rest of them went to gear up.  
 
    They’d all spent years donning their vests and belts and holsters in the close quarters of the base ready room, but even the vast kitchen felt too confining right now. His skin still tingled, faintly: aftereffects of Beck drinking his blood? God, why wasn’t he more freaked out about that?  
 
    He went to the empty dining room, with its cobwebbed chandeliers and its dusty table. He set his bag up on what had once been a mirror-finished mahogany surface, and started pulling out what he’d need. The op would be good. Nothing like the harrowing wilds of city recon to refocus his thoughts.  
 
    Behind him, the door flicked open, and then clicked shut.  
 
    He stopped breathing, tension stealing down his spine. 
 
    The faint, leathery rustling had become familiar, at this point. He’d never thought to know the sound of wings.  
 
    He finished buckling on his main holster, the weight of his guns and grenades a comfort around his hips. Then he picked up his shoulder holster and was in the act of shrugging into it when he finally turned around.  
 
    Beck wore clinging black tac pants, combats, and had somehow managed to finagle a fitted black shirt and long, black coat so that they fit as if tailored, despite the wings. His skin looked very pale in contrast to all that dark, and his eyes were very bright in the dim room. 
 
    Bright, and lively, totally different than they’d been in the kitchen. He wasn’t smiling, exactly, but the corners of his mouth seemed to press deeper, so that he gave the impression of being amused. Fond, even, though that was probably fanciful thinking on Lance’s part.  
 
    “What do you want?” Lance asked in his least welcoming tone, ignoring that strange lightness in his chest, the heat in his stomach.  
 
    Beck tipped his head to the side, humming. “Good morning, my Lancelot.” 
 
    “No. Don’t do that. It’s just Lance, and I’m not your anything.” 
 
    Beck sighed, head straightening. “I expected resistance, but I’d hoped you’d be a little more reasonable.” 
 
    “Reasonable. Says the guy who thinks it’s cool to go through two shut doors and walk in on someone’s shower.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear you telling me to leave.” 
 
    Lance ground his molars, and realized he was gripping the edge of the table hard, that he…that he wanted to move forward, and was resisting, yes, fighting the tug in his gut that wanted him to move into Beck’s space. “What do you want?” he repeated.  
 
    Beck linked his hands behind his back and took several slow, casual strides deeper into the room, tail swinging behind him like a pendulum. “Let me offer you a proposition.” 
 
    “Isn’t that sort of thing supposed to come before you jump a guy’s bones?” 
 
    “Hm.” Beck paused, and regarded him, that not-quite-a-smile becoming a smirk. “You liked it. I didn’t do anything you didn’t want me to.” 
 
    “You son of a–” 
 
    Beck held up a hand – and Lance fell silent. “I think last night proved something to you. Something you’d maybe been denying yourself. But I won’t make any more overtures, if you insist on clinging to your old impression of yourself. 
 
    “My proposition is this: tonight, when we’ve seen the horrors of the city, and you’re tired, and weary in your soul, and in need of succor, come to us. To Rose and to me. Let us show you what it could be like, all of us together. Enjoy yourself, for once.” 
 
    Even as it shocked him, sent a thrill of forbidden anticipation through him, it was appallingly easy to imagine it: all three of them. Together. Rose’s soft lips, and Beck’s sharp fangs, and skin, and hot breath, and pleasure, every kind of pleasure.  
 
    He swallowed hard.  
 
    “But I’ll leave it up to you,” Beck said. “If you want to go sleep alone, you’ll remain alone. You have my word on that.” 
 
    Another swallow, this one even more difficult. “What’s your word worth?” 
 
    A quick smile, a glint of a fang. “Quite a lot, actually.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Hummer was too conspicuous for recon. Though the bigger, heavier, post-Rift models were armored these days, and thus safer, it would also draw low-level gang members and thugs like a magnet. But they’d towed along a trailer loaded with the small, quiet, highly-maneuverable dirt bikes they’d used here before, and unloaded them in the yard, beneath a roiling sky that promised a storm later.  
 
    “Alright.” Lance clicked on his helmet, made sure his infrared goggles were secured on the brim and ready to flip down as needed, and faced off from his company. His company, plus one conduit, and one hell beast who’d just propositioned a threesome. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    “We’ll be in two teams. Gavin, Tris, Gallo, you’ll head east out of the driveway. Rose, Morgan, and I will head west. Beck’s gonna act as air support.” 
 
    Gallo’s brows lifted, and Tris’s gaze narrowed.  
 
    He’d called him Beck. Oops.  
 
    “Everyone have their radios?”  
 
    Nods all around. Beck lifted his and waggled it in demonstration, which left Lance fighting an amused snort, for some reason. 
 
    Good God, he’s charming me, he thought, with a little shiver. 
 
    “We’re gonna keep it to an eight-block radius to start. Check in when you hit your border, and we’ll look at the weather and reevaluate. Also, radio in if you see anything of interest.” 
 
    More nods. This was all rote; they’d heard it hundreds of times before.  
 
    “Okay. Roll out.” 
 
    Morgan swung on behind Rose and wrapped her arms around her waist. 
 
    Beck gave a quick, smirking little salute, bent his knees, and then jumped aloft, wings open, thrusting, and propelling him up and up, until he was only a black, batlike silhouette against the gray clouds.  
 
    When Lance finally tore his gaze away, he found Rose watching him, her smile small and knowing.  
 
    He frowned, and kicked his bike to life.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Hard rains kept the large part of depravity off the streets and indoors. But a relatively clear morning had all sorts venturing out onto the littered sidewalks, and clustering around the rusted structures in the brown-grassed parks. Haunted eyes followed their passage. Rose glimpsed more than a few envious glances: if they left their bikes unattended for even a second, they’d get boosted.  
 
    Before the Second Rift – the one that had taken his life – Castor’s neighborhood had been considered one of the better ones. Now, the once-great houses seemed in similar disrepair as the one where they’d spent the night: sagging, moss-eaten roofs, peeling paint, endless streaks of graffiti. People lived twenty or thirty deep in most of them; the more trash in the yard, the more humans in the house.  
 
    It was three times as depressing as the city had been when she’d lived here with Beck. 
 
    As if he’d read her thoughts, her earpiece beeped and his velvet voice came through. “Wretched, isn’t it?” 
 
    Before she could answer, Lance said, “Yeah, well, we’re not here to talk about property values. We’re looking for occult weapons.” 
 
    Rose had forgotten they were all on an open channel. 
 
    A glance upward proved that Beck was flying along a good twenty feet above, easily keeping pace with the bikes. “Of course, Lieutenant,” he said, pleasantly enough, but Rose could detect the exact tenor of amusement. 
 
    Lance sighed. 
 
    If she was being honest, Rose wasn’t sure Lance was going to come around to Beck’s way of thinking about…the three of them. When Beck had first suggested it, as elegantly and subtle as he suggested everything, she’d thought that he was crazy.  
 
    He’d always been a little bit crazy, though, hadn’t he? She loved him, agreed with him, thought in line with him, but she wasn’t so naïve as to think that most men donned coats, and boots, and knives, and left their homes each night for the pure joy of killing.  
 
    He’d been right about her, five years ago. When he showed her how to hold a knife, and taught her how to dance, how to fly, how to wound. He’d drawn out the quiet, frightened thing that lived inside her until it filled up every inch of her skin. He’d seen the truth of her when no one else had, herself included.  
 
    So maybe he was right about Lance. Maybe he could see what lived beneath his skin, too.  
 
    He’d been very convincing, anyway, kissing her, his tongue lapping slow and gentle in her mouth, while his hand worked its way under her shirt and massaged her breasts. “He” – he’d said between kisses – “my sweet love” – he rolled her nipple between expert fingers, until she was panting – “is a starving man. He’s nobler than us.” Quick as a flash, his hand had slipped down, ducked inside her panties, and cupped her mound, tips of his claws teasing oh-so-delicately at her most tender skin. “He’ll never sacrifice his morals. But he is so, so, so hungry. For you. For me. For the other side of his code.”  
 
    He’d eased her back to the pillows, settled between her legs, and while he’d fucked her slow and deep, he’d whispered in her ear, helping her imagine how it could be, and when she’d come, it had been to the mental image of all three of them tangled together. 
 
    Her Beck, first beloved. And her Lance, so sweet and good. 
 
    Her boys.  
 
    Beck’s lips had brushed her ear, his breath hot when he said, “You can have us both, sweetheart.” 
 
    She’d slept, and when she’d awoken, it had been to Beck laying Lance down beside her, and then crawling in on the other side of him, spooning around him and reaching over his sleeping body so he could tangle his fingers with hers.  
 
    Rose had never cared if what she had with Beck made sense to others. It had always been right. 
 
    And that moment, Beck’s gold eyes shining at her over Lance’s shoulder, had been right. 
 
    But Lance was rattled. Even if he did seem drawn to Beck – that much was outwardly obvious. Whether or not he would choose to act on that…was a different story. 
 
    “There,” Morgan said, both behind her and in her earpiece, dragging her out of reverie – dangerous reverie. This was not the time nor place for spacing out. Morgan’s skinny arm lifted over Rose’s shoulder, and pointed to the right – toward a relatively intact shop front. “There’s something in there.” 
 
    “Did you catch that?” Rose asked, shooting a glance toward Lance. 
 
    “Yeah, copy. Tris, you and your guys double back. Meet us here and you can watch the bikes. We’ll park a block down. There’s an alley ahead.” 
 
    A chorus of “copy” responded. 
 
    Beck said, “And what about me?” 
 
    “Keep watch up there,” Lance said, curtly.  
 
    Beck sighed, but murmured, “As you wish.” He swooped low, briefly, right over their heads – Rose could feel the breeze from his wings – and then lifted up, and alighted on the ledge of a building, perched with tail flicking, like a gargoyle.  
 
    She couldn’t suppress a smile, and even from a distance, thought that he smiled back.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The storefront Morgan had indicated bore a faded, soot-streaked maroon awning whose acid-eaten, once-white lettering labeled it House of the Mysterious.  
 
    “Original,” Lance muttered, as they stood on the sidewalk outside the smoked-glass windows, all plastered with posters and old, tin signs advertising every manner of occult spell, keepsake, and knick-knack.  
 
    “Palm reading?” Rose asked, noting a sign that advertised it. She glanced toward Morgan, who’d traded her helmet for an oversized ballcap, pulled down low to hide the glowing blue of her eyes. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    Morgan glanced up at her, and blinked once. Yes, I’m sure. “I don’t know that it’s a weapon,” she said. “It might not even be useful. But something from heaven is in this shop.” 
 
    “You sure it’s not a conduit?” Lance asked. 
 
    “I’m sure.” She reached for the door handle, and led the way inside.  
 
    A bell jangled, and that little, domestic touch amidst this hellscape of a city was so unexpected that Rose jumped.  
 
    Lance touched her back, briefly, right between her shoulder blades. She nodded without turning, acknowledging the gesture, and followed Morgan fully inside. When the door shut – with another jangle – they stood in a dark space full of dim, flickering light.  
 
    The posters and signs on the front windows blotted out what meager sunlight was on offer, and instead, they were left with – candles. Lots, and lots of candles, she noted, glancing toward the counter. It was unmanned, currently, and comprised of an old, heavy wood table layered with moth-eaten, dark velvets, spired with mismatched candlesticks, all bearing lit candles. Some tapers, some squat round ones; she even spotted a menorah; tarnished silver and brass candelabrum, and a half-dozen chipped hurricane vases. A beaded curtain behind showed evidence of an office or back room – and surely whoever was in there had heard the bell.  
 
    To their right stood aisles of shelves, all of them of differing heights, all of them bearing candles along their tops; wax dripped like icicles off the edges of each shelf, half-obscuring the wares on offer below.  
 
    The whole place stank of incense that failed to cover the dark odor of mold.  
 
    “Nice place,” Lance deadpanned.  
 
    Rose set a hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “Any idea where it might be?” 
 
    Morgan almost sounded frustrated when she said, “No, it’s – it’s faint. And it’s small.” 
 
    “Let’s look, then.” 
 
    A clicking of many beads announced the proprietor’s arrival, and Rose steered Morgan down the first aisle and out of sight.  
 
    “Welcome, welcome,” a croaky voice greeted Lance, and it could have belonged to a man or a woman, Rose couldn’t tell. A rusty chuckle. “And what have I done to earn the patronage of the military this fine morning?” 
 
    Rose made a face to herself. They’d put on ballcaps, like Morgan, and dark, unmarked jackets, but the tac pants and the boots, and the unmistakeable bearing of soldiers marked them all out as military, no mistaking.  
 
    “It’s nothing like that,” Lance said, and he’d managed to shave the harsh, bitter edge he’d used with Beck from his tone; he wasn’t the best actor, but his good-guy bonhomie was genuine, and seemed to work on most people. “I’m actually doing a little shopping. You sell occult items in here?” 
 
    “Looking for anything in particular?” 
 
    Morgan walked ahead of Rose, trailing small fingertips along the edge of a shelf, heedless of the dust there, searching. Rose spotted jars filled with things she’d rather not think about, and seemingly endless stoppered bottles with handwritten labels: everything from rosemary to bone dust.  
 
    The next shelf held small animal skeletons in plexiglass boxes: rats, rabbits, cats, a few birds. There was cheaply-made pentagram jewelry, and spell books clearly mass-produced but styled to look old and authentic. The skeletons, Rose was willing to bet, were fakes too. 
 
    “Morgan,” she prompted.  
 
    Morgan had reached the end of the aisle and paused, ends of her hair shivering where they curled from beneath her cap. “Him. The man at the counter. He has it.” 
 
    Lance said, “Actually, I was wondering if you had anything that came from the upstairs side of the war.” 
 
    Rose could hear the man take a quick breath. All the welcome bled out of his voice. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Morgan stepped around the end of the aisle, and Rose followed.  
 
    “I’m not interested in all this hell shit,” Lance said, swinging his arm to indicate the whole shop. The proprietor – a tiny, gray-haired man in a black robe, a shining silver pentagram on a cord around his neck – wore a very flat expression, save his darting eyes. “I’m sure it’s all fake anyway,” Lance continued. “But you got anything real back there in the back? Something with some actual juice in it?” 
 
    “I…” The man’s mouth worked, his hands flexed on the edge of the counter, and Rose saw him prepare to flee. 
 
    She drew her gun in one smooth movement, and trained it on his heart. “Don’t,” she said.  
 
    The man gasped, and threw up both small, wrinkled hands, palms toward her. The wavering candlelight caught the shine of sweat on his brow. “You – you can’t do this! I’m just a small business owner! I’ve done nothing wrong!” 
 
    “Save it, pops,” Lance said, moving around the table and taking a grip on the back of his robe. The man flinched as if he feared a strike. “Nobody’s got the right to remain silent anymore. Start talking.” 
 
    “I – I don’t – I can’t think what you mean–” 
 
    Morgan stepped forward, and the man’s eyes flitted to her – and stayed there; popped impossibly wide. 
 
    Morgan said, “Where is the relic?” 
 
    “Shit,” the man whispered. “Holy shit, you brought one of those things into my store?” 
 
    Rose moved to stand beside Morgan, gun still trained on him. “You can talk to us, or you can talk to a bullet. Your choice.” 
 
    He resisted a moment longer, then deflated with a small, sad cry. “Fine.” 
 
    His name, he told them, as Lance frog-marched him through the beaded curtain and into the back, was Wallace. His wares, he readily admitted, were all knock-offs, nothing but plastic, plaster, and aluminum. “You’d think, the state of thinks, that no one would buy anything but food and drugs – usually the latter,” he said, his smoker’s voice crackly with nerves. “But everyone’s so scared – so desperate – they come looking to buy charms. Spells. Talismans to ward off conduits.” 
 
    “Which don’t work,” Rose said. 
 
    He threw up his hands – just before he threw them out to catch himself, as Lance shoved him toward the tattered recliner at the back of the storeroom. He caught himself, clumsily, and turned to sit, small hands gripping the chair arms with white-knuckled force, sweat sliding down his face and frightened gaze pinging between the three of them. 
 
    “Working isn’t the point,” he said, panting. “It makes them feel better.” 
 
    “Right up until a demon conduit rips their guts out for fun,” Lance sneered.  
 
    “That could happen anyway! Look – look.” He patted the air rather helplessly. “What do you want with me? Is the military inspecting shops now? You gonna shut me down?” 
 
    “It’s like I said before,” Lance said, “we’re looking for a heavenly object. Something that actually came from heaven.” 
 
    “What?” Wallace frowned – but Rose caught the flicker of his lashes, that quick throb of his pulse in his temple. “This is an occult shop. Where would I get anything like that?” 
 
    “You tell us,” Rose said, “since you’re clearly lying.” 
 
    “What? No, I–” 
 
    “It’s this.” Morgan stepped forward, and reached for him. 
 
    Wallace yelled, and fell back, hands flying up to cover his face. 
 
    Lance made a disgusted sound. 
 
    Morgan, undeterred, took hold of the silver pentagram pendant and tilted it toward the light – cold and electric, back here – smoothing her thumb over its surface. “This is it. This is a heavenly token.” 
 
    “What?” Lance asked. 
 
    Rose said, “Are you sure?” But she knew she was. Morgan didn’t get things wrong.  
 
    Wallace’s chest heaved where the pendant had once rested; he’d gone pale and clammy, face gleaming sickly. “I – I don’t–” 
 
    “What was it, originally?” Morgan asked, meeting his wild gaze with her own placid, unfathomable one. “It was melted down and recast. To hide it.” 
 
    Wallace breathed raggedly through an open mouth, and managed to shake his head, once, despite the tremors that were rapidly claiming him.  
 
    “Answer her,” Rose ordered, lifting her gun again.  
 
    His gaze rolled toward her, and, after a moment, he blinked, and seemed to decide that she was serious about shooting him. He let out a deep breath and seemed to deflate, becoming even smaller. “It’s not mine. Or, at least, it wasn’t originally. This guy came in the store about a year ago. Asked me to hold onto it for safe keeping. It looked like that when he handed it over – it was a pentagram.” 
 
    “Are you still lying?” Rose asked. 
 
    “No,” Morgan said, thumb still swiping back and forth over the pendant, staring at it as if transfixed. “He’s telling the truth.” 
 
    “Who was the guy?” Lance asked. “Was he human?” 
 
    “As far as I could tell. His eyes weren’t…” He gestured weakly to his own with a nod toward Morgan. 
 
    “You got a name? An address?” Lance pressed.  
 
    “He said his name was Noah. He was – he was terrifying.” 
 
    “More than us?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wallace said, right away. “You don’t understand, I can’t describe it…but I knew that I had to do what he said.” 
 
    Rose stepped in and pressed the muzzle of her gun against his forehead; he went utterly still. “Now,” she said softly, “you have to do what I say. We need an address.” 
 
    He stared up at her a long moment, cross-eyed from trying to see the gun to his head. Finally, he gulped, and said, “I don’t have an address. But he said you could find him at the Highwater Club.” 
 
    “Gav, you catch that?” Lance asked. 
 
    Rose’s earpiece beeped. “Yeah. I know that place.” 
 
    “Good. Anything else we need here?” he asked, turning to Morgan. 
 
    “I need this.” With a quick, effortless flick of her wrist, she snapped the pendant forward; the cord bit into Wallace’s neck, leaving him gasping, before it broke, and the angel pocketed the token. “Now we can go.” 
 
    “The Highwater Club, hm?” Beck hummed in her ear – in all their ears, she supposed – as they left the dingy shop and emerged back out onto the sidewalk. A fine mist had begun to fall, the clouds overhead darker for it. “You all know what that is, right?” 
 
    “Uh. Yeah,” Gavin said. 
 
    Gallo said, “What?” 
 
    Beck chuckled. A blur of black overhead proved to be him, leaping from the ledge, wings unfurling, tail snapping out like a rudder. He hovered a moment, great wings flapping. “You’ll find out soon, little one.” 
 
    “Hey,” Tris muttered.  
 
    Beck chuckled again, and took off, a demonic silhouette against the iron clouds.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “It’s a what?” Rose demanded, when they were parked inside a ruined, vacated bodega four doors down from the Highwater Club.  
 
    “You heard me – a sex club,” Gavin said, making a face. “Don’t play the virgin now, Greer. Your boyfriend’s got a tail.”  
 
    She glared at him, and earned a smirk. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what it is,” Lance said, in that voice he used when he thought they were being children. “The usual recon rules apply: we get in, assess the situation, find the target, engage with him, and get out.” 
 
    Gavin rolled his eyes, and the others murmured their assent. 
 
    Rose glanced toward Beck, who was leaned negligently up against a moldering shelf of long out-of-date cereal, tail held aloft and curved like a question mark. His eyes were half-lidded, assessing, and fixed on Lance; he met Rose’s gaze, briefly, one corner of his mouth pressing faintly in one of his more secretive smiles.  
 
    She had to resist the urge to smile back; she’d never been one for smiling on ops, but Beck had that effect on her.  
 
    And Beck, she realized, hadn’t acquiesced. Nostrils flaring, expression warring toward patience – and failing – Lance turned to him and said, “Copy?” 
 
    “No, actually,” Beck said, lazily.  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Gavin whispered. He pinched the bridge of his nose and turned around, shaking his head.  
 
    Tris, Rose noted, sent Lance a disappointed look. One that wasn’t seen, because Lance was caught up in Beck’s golden gaze – as was becoming a habit.  
 
    Beck said, “Lieutenant, I’m assuming you want to leave me here to guard the bikes? Or to offer aerial surveillance? Your plan is to take the conduit in with you, yes? Let’s think about that for a moment, shall we? She looks like a child.” Beck’s tail flicked toward Morgan. “Even if her eyes weren’t glowing, and she wasn’t so clearly a conduit, the bouncers wouldn’t allow her in. The Highwater Club is adults only – serious adults, only. In there, you can buy anything from a little cuddling to hardcore BDSM. Everyone in there knows why everyone else is in there; we can’t afford to take in anyone who looks like a gawking innocent.” His gaze shifted toward Gallo. 
 
    And Gallo – always so underestimated by people – folded his arms, tipped his chin down, and sent Beck a look that clearly said try me. “You think I’m afraid of sex?” 
 
    “No,” Beck said, grinning, “I think that’s your partner.” 
 
    Tris’s scowl was a subtle thing, but ferocious. 
 
    Gallo smirked. 
 
    Beck chuckled. To Lance, he said, “A proposition, if you will, Lieutenant.”  
 
    Rose didn’t miss the way Lance shifted his weight; the subtle flicker of muscle at his jaw in response to proposition. She knew then what Beck had said to him in the dining room, before they’d left the house. Don’t push him too fast, Beck, she thought. He’s not like us. 
 
    “Leave Morgan here with the bikes, to guard them and keep a lookout. She’s certainly strong enough to handle anyone dumb enough to challenge her,” Beck continued. “The rest of us will go into the club: the more sets of eyes the better.” 
 
    “You’ll go into the club?” Lance asked, tone disbelieving. “Looking like” – he gestured toward Beck – “that?” 
 
    Beck’s grin widened a fraction. “Oh, did I forget to mention? I know the manager.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Know him how?” Rose whispered, as they left the bodega and strode down the sidewalk. She and Beck walked ahead of the others, side-by-side. When Lance had finally ceded control of the situation to Beck – grudgingly, and ungracefully – Beck had folded his wings into a cape, tidied his hair, and told them all to look as casual as they could. Which meant ditching their body armor, but keeping their holsters, and black tac jackets. They still looked painfully militant.  
 
    “Not to worry,” Beck said. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Now, he murmured, “He and I were acquainted in the pit. We were colleagues, I suppose you could say.” 
 
    She darted a glance toward him, quickly, as they approached the acid-eaten awning that lay ahead, shielding the entrance to the club. “Friends?” 
 
    The downward twitch of his mouth told her all she needed to know. But he said, “He thinks so, at any rate. He’s a low-level born-demon. Actual hellspawn. Revolting – but useful, on occasion.” 
 
    The crowds on the sidewalk thickened as they approached the club; loiterers, dealers, people who leaned hopefully toward the glowing blue and pink neon – but who were chased away by thick-bodied, black-clad bouncers bearing clubs. 
 
    A guy in a tracksuit, dripping fake diamonds, pleaded with one. “Come on, man, I’ve got cash! Real cash! Just let me–” 
 
    “Go find a hooker on the street,” the bouncer ordered, and shoved him down hard – so that he fell, and went to one knee. “Nobody in there wants what you’re offering.” 
 
    Another bouncer intercepted their party. Not as tall as Beck, but much wider, muscle and fat stretching the shoulders of his jacket. Her wore the clamped-down, bored expression of a man who spent all day busting kneecaps and was indifferent to it, at this point.  
 
    But then his gaze lifted and touched Beck’s horns, and his eyes widened. “Shit.”  
 
    “Good afternoon,” Beck said, velvety pleasant. “Is Damien in?” 
 
    “Uh?” 
 
    “You have a radio? Radio in and tell him Beck’s here to see him – with friends.” He gestured toward the others over his shoulder with the tip of his tail.  
 
    The bouncer blinked stupidly a moment, all the indifference having fled, and then leaned sideways to check down the sidewalk, to notice Lance, Gallo, Tris, and Gavin. “Military,” he said. “We don’t want–” 
 
    “Friend.” Beck laid a clawed hand on the man’s shoulder, drawing a jump of startlement. “These might be military men, but, trust me, in this instance, they are entirely off the clock. Defectors, we’ll call them. Exhausted by their service and looking for a distraction. Radio Damien.” His hand tightened, claws pricking the fabric of his jacket. “He’ll see us.” 
 
    Beck turned to her, as the bouncer finally complied, and his smile was smug. “I always thought that drawing attention was detrimental – but” – he reached to trace a fingertip along one of his horns – “that isn’t always the case.” 
 
    Lance crowded in close to them, between them, face thrusting between theirs, expression tight, eyes sparking. Panicked, Rose thought, with a pang. “You’re attracting an awful lot of attention,” he hissed, and his gaze shifted between them, so she wasn’t sure who exactly he was referencing. “Everyone for two blocks is gonna know the military was in here.” 
 
    Beck reached, lightning-quick, and stroked a knuckle down Lance’s cheek. Tenderly, his expression that of understated fondness Rose knew so well.  
 
    Lance jerked back, as if burned, eyes going wide. 
 
    Beck said, “Rest easy, Lieutenant. I’ve got it all under control.” 
 
    The bouncer turned back to them, expression worried. “Damien said come in. You can follow me.” 
 
    Beck took her arm, and pulled it through his, a reassuring gesture, though, if she was honest, she was more eager than anxious – eager to see a hellspawn, to discover this unseen aspect of Beck’s time down below.  
 
    Together, they led the Company – it felt a bit like their Company in this moment – beneath the awning and toward the glowing neon doors of the Highwater Club.  
 
    Two more bouncers awaited, but they’d been briefed, obviously, and opened the double doors without comment, as the first one led them off the sidewalk – and into a dim entryway lit along the ceiling and floor with blue and pink neon. A neon sign done in messy script stamped out the club’s name against the far wall. Low leather couches and ottomans rested beneath the shade of artificial palms to the left. To the right, a counter, lined with stools, that made her think of a coat check. Beside it was a black lacquered door, and it opened once the double doors behind them had shut. The man who swanned through it could only be Damien.  
 
    “Becky!” he exclaimed, arms thrown wide, smile wide, brilliant against the neon backdrop – and fanged.  
 
    Rose’s first impression, as he approached them, was that of a flashy, in-your-face, rock star wannabe of the sort that rarely ever appeared on TV anymore, because the world was literally going to hell. He was tall, thin, lanky, and walked with an overstated swagger: the flamboyant polar opposite of Beck’s lean, composed grace. His pants were low-slung, and look painted on, tucked into unlaced boots. He wore a red leather jacket with spiked grommets on the shoulders and lapels, and was shirtless beneath, nipples pierced with black hoops that gleamed pink in the neon. His black hair was shoulder-length, and wild; it framed a narrow, sharp face, and concealed the bases of the small, sharp horns that stuck straight up and curved back, slightly, at the tips. Belatedly, she noticed his tail, spade-tipped and flexible as Beck’s, dancing behind him as he walked, but he lacked wings; and his eyes, though glowing, were a deep, brilliant red.  
 
    “Becky, my man!” He hit them without stopping, and Rose barely managed to extricate her arm from Beck’s before he was caught up in a crushing hug – that he returned with only a faint pat to the side of Damien’s neck.  
 
    “Hello, Damien.” 
 
    “Becky!” Damien shouted again, and pushed Beck back to arm’s length. His nails, where he gripped the arm of Beck’s jacket, were actually nails, and not claws, but Rose couldn’t tell if they were naturally black, or if he’d painted them that way.  
 
    If this was a hellspawn, then Beck wasn’t one. That was all she could think, in the moment.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” Damien continued, clearly delighted, still beaming. “You finally get sent topside and you show up here? Ah.” He laughed. “Just couldn’t wait to get your hands dirty, huh? Rest assured.” He released Beck’s arms and socked him on the shoulder. Winked. “Whatever you need, I’ve got it. Boys? Girls? A few of each? Just say the word.” 
 
    “Hm.” Beck’s gaze was low-lidded, politely contemptuous, though Damien didn’t seem to notice, or at least didn’t care. “Raincheck. I’ve brought friends.” He gestured, and Damien lifted his head and seemed to notice them all for the first time.  
 
    Slanted, black brows lifted. “You did. Cool. Um…” His gaze landed on Rose, and his brows lifted another fraction; they fairly flew up. “Shit! Are you – is this Rose? The Rose?” 
 
    Beck’s arm slipped around her waist. “Damien, this is Rose Greer. Rose, this ridiculous idiot is Damien.” 
 
    Damien laughed, eyes crinkled up. “Sweet, isn’t he?” he asked Rose. And then offered her a hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet the infamous Rose. And trust me: I know pleasure.” He winked at her.  
 
    His grip, when she accepted his shake, was gentle, and warm, and dry.  
 
    “Hi,” she said, simply, and left it at that. 
 
    “Damien,” Beck said, releasing her, and stepped forward to whisper in the hellspawn’s ear. 
 
    Damien’s brows lifted again, and then a slow grin spread. “Right,” he said, when Beck drew back. “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance had been inside strip clubs and brothels. This, the Highwater Club, was neither.  
 
    From the entryway, which was silent save Damien’s too-loud voice, and the faint droning of the neon lights, they passed through an airlock, past another set of bouncers – these armed with guns – and into a bar reminiscent of pre-Rift New York’s high dollar club scene. The bar was all black, padded leather booths, and low lighting; glass, and crystal, and plush, black carpet that rendered their footfalls silent.  
 
    The bar itself was round, and dominated the center of the room, its bottles and glasses lit from below with soft, blue neon, the people occupying the stools leaning together in pairs or trios, talking in low voices. Diamond bracelets flashed as hands reached to slide suggestively up arms. The people here were clean, healthy-looking, and expensively dressed. The music was low, and indistinct; something instrumental and non-intrusive.  
 
    Damien turned around to walk backward and talk to them as they moved through the space. “Some of my clients aren’t into all the depraved shit. They like something a little quieter and more private. But.” He grinned, and it was the sort of unrestrained, diabolical grin one would expect from a creature from hell, rather than Beck’s reclusive little smirk. (Unhelpfully, Lance remembered Rose’s insistence that he was still very much himself, horns or no.) 
 
    “Some clients,” Damien continued. They’d reached the end of the room, and another set of double doors; his tail shot out to grip the handle, and push one open. “Some want things to be a little more exciting.” 
 
    And here – here was what Lance had been expecting. More or less.  
 
    The space was reminiscent of an art gallery: high ceilings with exposed duct work; pony walls and free-standing walls that provided only partial privacy in the vast space; concrete floors, and paintings hanging beneath art lights.  
 
    But there, the comparison ended. The walls were a lurid shade of pink that brought to mind – certain things. The artwork was all wildly erotic. As were the poses and movements of the patrons spread out on the benches, tables, and sofas that dotted the space.  
 
    A man was laid out spread-eagle on a table, cuffed at hand and foot, while a woman in a dress of leather straps rode him, moaning loudly. 
 
    A round bed held a tangled foursome, half women, half men, and it was impossible to tell who was doing what to whom.  
 
    On another bed, a woman knelt on all fours, while one man took her from behind, and another fucked her mouth. Lance’s brain unwillingly filled in the blanks, with Rose in the middle; it was too easy to imagine the familiar heat and suction of her mouth on him – and the sight of Beck’s lean torso flexing and bunching as his hips thrust forward.  
 
    His face burned, and he looked hastily away, hoping the pink light hid his blush.  
 
    But there was nowhere safe to look: everywhere was sex, of every variety; the air was full of moans, and whispers, and the slap of skin on skin.  
 
    When he faced forward, he saw that Beck was glancing back over his shoulder at him, smirking. 
 
    Lance scowled at him, and only managed to earn a wink before Beck faced their host again.  
 
    “We’ve got all kinds of private rooms,” Damien continued, coming to a halt beneath a painting of two robust women overpowering a golden-haired man, much to his enjoyment, if his expression was anything to go by. “We service every kink, too. Nothing’s taboo here, and I mean nothing.” His tail swung happily back and forth behind his head, like the arm of a metronome.  
 
    Lance wanted to be anywhere else. He gathered a breath to ask after Noah–  
 
    And Beck, the bastard, beat him to the punch. “Actually, Damien.” He stepped forward and took the hellspawn by the arm; towed him a few feet away and spoke to him in low tones. 
 
    Damien looked first incredulous, then resigned. His nostrils flared as he let out a deep breath. “Yeah. Yeah, I can see. But not everyone, okay?” 
 
    “No, of course not. Rose can accompany me. The rest of my boys” – and here he turned to give them a dark flicker of a grin – “are free to enjoy themselves, I take it?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, absolutely. Whatever you want, on the house.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Beck took her arm again, as they followed Damien through a less impressive door and down a cold, dimly lit corridor that was obviously not intended for customer traffic. A ceiling drip had puddled on the floor, and their shoes slapped wetly through it.  
 
    Damien’s tail continued to twitch – but nervously, now, she thought. It flicked, and crooked, and was in constant motion down low, just above the floor. Beside her, Beck radiated his usual calm anticipation, but Damien fairly reeked of nerves.  
 
    Rose slanted a look up at Beck, who slanted one right back, and nodded, once.  
 
    In a seemingly offhand voice, he said, “Day, business seems to be booming around here.” 
 
    Damien shrugged, and turned his head just far enough to offer a glimpse of one red eye, and the forced upward tick of his fake smile. “Sex sells. When all other business fails, you can always sell a hookup.” 
 
    “Do you advertise?” 
 
    Damien snorted, and faced forward again, as the hallway branched and he led them down the right fork. “Please. We don’t have to.” 
 
    Rose knew the answer to her question before she asked it, but she wanted to see his reaction to it. “Beck said you’re the manager. Are you the owner, too?” 
 
    As expected, his tail crimped, and then smoothed, ticking back and forth in rapid half-swings. “Nah. That’s Noah.” 
 
    Noah the human. The human who’d melted down a piece of heavenly silver, and shaped it into a pentagram. The human who this hellspawn, born in the pits with horns and tail, was afraid of.  
 
    A door loomed ahead, chipped black paint over heavy steel. She traded another look with Beck, and the glint in his eyes was as encouraging and confident as it had always been. Follow my lead. Don’t hold back when it counts. 
 
    With her free hand, she reassured herself that her knives were still strapped to her body, their weight a comfort in her holsters.  
 
    When they reached the door, Damien hesitated a second. She heard him take a deep breath. Then he knocked – gently. His tail lashed the ground.  
 
    A buzzer sounded, and the lock clicked as it disengaged.  
 
    A human who owned a sex club…who locked himself in his office. Okay, then.  
 
    Damien paused again, one clawed hand on the door handle, and glanced back at them. His smile had vanished, replaced with a look of open concern. “Just…” He sighed. “Whatever.” And opened the door and motioned them through.  
 
    The first thing she noticed was the steam. A soup-thick haze of it that she immediately reached to swat at. It tattered and streamed around her hand.  
 
    The room itself was stiflingly hot, lit a phosphorescent green by carefully hidden bulbs. And through the steam, she saw plants. Dozens and dozens of them. The room was narrow, more of a foyer, really, hemmed in on two sides by multi-tiered metal racks that held pot after pot. Most were ferns, several varieties, from the huge fronds of a Seattle forest, to the delicate, lacy tendrils of the type best grown inside.  
 
    Beyond waited a curtain of heavy plastic strips, and beyond that, a larger room, this one lit with gold, sunset light, and filled with cages. Cages full of birds. 
 
    Her arm secured in Beck’s, she allowed herself a lapse in situational awareness. Allowed herself the chance to scan the room into which they’d stepped: one that boasted dark, antique furniture, an elaborate sideboard full of crystal decanters, a massive TV playing six channels all at once, each a view of the inside of the club: people copulating in all ways and combinations in pink-tinted rooms.  
 
    And the birds: finches, and parakeets, and love birds. White doves cooing, and a macaw screeching as they passed, all in large, Victorian bird cages designed to look like castles and pagodas and manor houses.  
 
    A low, feminine giggle drew her back to the moment at hand; focused her attention on a sofa situated across from the TV and its security feeds. A man sat slouched back against the cushions, a lit cigar in one hand, the other resting indifferently on the hip of the girl straddling his lap. From this angle, she was a spill of gilded hair, and a tight, blood-red dress. The man tilted just far enough to peer around her shoulder – older than expected, his short beard and shoulder-length hair heavily streaked with gray – and then patted her hip. “Alright, Missy, that’s enough.” 
 
    The girl sighed, but climbed off his lap – and turned to reveal that she was about seven months pregnant, if Rose had to guess.  
 
    She blew a kiss over her shoulder at the man. “Later, Daddy.” And offered Rose and Beck a smirk as she clipped past on her red stilettos.  
 
    The man stayed seated; took a long drag on his cigar and blew a smoke ring toward them.  
 
    It gave Rose the chance to give him a more thorough once-over. He had to be sixty, but was still trim and strong-looking, muscle swelling the sleeves of his chambray shirt. He was dressed more for a day of farm work than ownership of a high-dollar sex club, down to the scuffed boots.  
 
    And he was studying them in return. He leaned sideways to pluck a drink off the side table and said, “Ah. I know you.” 
 
    “Of me, you mean,” Beck said, smoothly. “We’ve never met.” 
 
    The man sipped at his drink; the ice cubes clicked together. “Yeah. But everybody who matters knows who Arthur Becket is.” He had a rough smoker’s voice – and a casual, unbothered tone that, for its indifference alone, raised the fine hairs on the back of Rose’s neck.  
 
    “Hm. Noah, I presume.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Beck cast a theatrical look around the room. “Two by two, I see. How appropriate.” He tilted his head back toward the door. “Are we to assume the bouncing baby on the way is yours?” 
 
    “That one is. Some of the girls are having client’s babies.” 
 
    “Seems a strange time to be bringing new humans into the world.” 
 
    One corner of Noah’s mouth twitched in an expression that wasn’t a smile. “It’s not random. It’s strong DNA matched with strong DNA. Bred for health, and intelligence.” 
 
    Rose felt a little jolt of shock. “Eugenics.” 
 
    “Don’t say that like it’s a dirty word, darlin’.” His gaze shifted toward her, and then raked her head to toe, slowly. “I figure you’re a good candidate.” 
 
    Revulsion flared hot and sudden in her stomach. She fought to keep her expression neutral, but couldn’t suppress the acid in her tone. “You’re making a lot of assumptions about the worthiness of your DNA.” 
 
    Noah’s brows lifted a subtle fraction. 
 
    Beck chuckled, and said, “Don’t bother. She’s not like one of your broodmares.” He accentuated the point by sliding his arm from hers – Rose propped her hands on the knife hilts at her waist – and turning to inspect the screeching macaw in the cage to his left. Noah’s gaze followed him, Rose noted, and though his face remained placid, his throat jumped in a pronounced way when he swallowed. 
 
    Nerves. Good. 
 
    “How do you stand the noise?” Beck thrust a finger through the bars of the cage, and the macaw fell suddenly silent. He swung along, gripping the metal with his feet, until he was within range to bite at Beck’s finger – and did so – only to pull back sharply, shake his head, ruffle his feathers, and flit silently up to his perch, head cocked to a watchful angle.  
 
    The ice shifted in Noah’s glass. He said, “I’m surprised Damien walked you up. I told him I didn’t want to be disturbed.” 
 
    Beck didn’t respond. From the parrot cage, he moved to stand in front of the TV; the six different camera feeds flashed across his face, silently writhing figures chasing their pleasure. “What do you think, Rosie?” 
 
    “I think if we looked hard enough, we’d find an actual zoo here. The sex club is a front – an excuse to gain access to donor sperm from the rich and exclusive left in the city. This is a breeding program.” 
 
    “Very good.” There was a smile in his voice, and on his face, when he turned, fangs revealed by parted lips. “Your name’s not really Noah, is it? You’ve just fashioned yourself the captain of the Ark: here to save what life you deem worthy, when the flood finally comes.” 
 
    Noah took another sip. Then slowly set his glass down, and stood. He was taller than she’d expected, the shaggy hair and the lazy, hooded look disguising a powerful build – and an unmistakeable aura of threat, one that was put in check only by Beck’s presence. “What do you want?” he asked, and his tone was different, heavier and more direct. “I’ve got no beef with you.” 
 
    Beck fished the pentagram from his pocket; flicked it into the air like a coin, and caught it with a deft snatch – but not before the gold light winked along its edge, and Noah’s gaze followed its path, helplessly.  
 
    “I want to know about this,” Beck said. “Where you got it, what it was originally, what you were doing hiding it with a third-rate conman.” He flicked it and caught it again, without looking, gold gaze pulsing at it settled on the club owner. “And be forewarned: you will tell me, one way or another.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance supposed it was too much to hope that they be left alone. Four fit guys standing alone in the middle of a sex club were going to get noticed, at some point. He’d tried to set up shop – with folded arms and a forbidding expression – in the corner of two useless walls, and listen to Beck and Rose interrogate the mysterious Noah. Only, the audio feed from their end had cut out, and now he was just standing here in the midst of about five different orgies.  
 
    He tried hard not to let his gaze linger on anyone or any spectacle for too long; no matter the act, no matter the participants, all of it left him thinking about the shape of Beck’s mouth earlier when he’d said proposition. Made him think about coming so hard he nearly blacked out; about my Lancelot, and Rose’s gentle touch this morning, the happiness radiating from her, and the promise of more. Of everything.  
 
    Goosebumps chased over his skin, and he’d never had such trouble concentrating on the task at hand in his life.  
 
    Someone kicked his foot: Gavin, who, despite being the horniest and skeeviest of them all, didn’t appear to be enjoying the view. He glared at Lance. “Dude. What the fuck goes on with you?” 
 
    “That’s a nice way to talk to your superior–” 
 
    “And you being out to lunch is a nice way to get us all killed.” He was the angriest and most serious Lance had ever seen him. It was a shock. “I get that you’re like, in love with Rose or whatever, and that she dropped you like a hot rock for Horn Boy, but–” The rest of his sentence choked off into a gasp, and he tilted his head, and stepped in closer, gaze no longer fixed on Lance’s face – but on his throat.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    “What’s that?” Gavin asked, and took another step; leaned into Lance’s personal space. 
 
    Lance moved to step back, and Gavin caught him by the front of his jacket. His eyes popped wide. “Dude, are those – you look like you got bit by a snake!” 
 
    “Gavin–” 
 
    “Are those – fang marks? Did that fucker bite you?” 
 
    Desperation surging inside him, Lance shoved Gavin. Hard. “You need to shut up and back off,” he snapped.  
 
    Gavin’s eyes widened another fraction, and he looked like he had yesterday, when they were walking out to the Hummer: like Lance was actually frightening. Like he was someone – or something – he’d never seen before. 
 
    But Lance said, “Leave it,” and turned his shoulder toward the other Knight. “Keep your eyes on your surroundings and mind your own business.” 
 
    The silence that followed – undercut by the moaning and murmuring of the club patrons around them – bristled with questions and accusations unsaid. A slanted glance proved that sweat had blossomed on Gavin’s temple, and that his jaw was clenched tight. The idea of explaining himself, of putting last night into words and trying to actually make sense of it to an outsider, made Lance’s stomach hurt.  
 
    Movement drew his eye. Two women in barely-there silk dresses approached their group – approached Tris and Gallo, really, who stood in front of them.  
 
    “Well, don’t you boys look lonely,” one of them purred, canting her hips to the side, and reached toward Gallo. 
 
    Tris hooked an arm around his waist and bodily dragged him back against his own chest. “Leave off,” he said, in his flattest, least-negotiable tone. “We don’t want anything to do with you.” 
 
    “God, really?” Gallo muttered.  
 
    The girls traded looks, and made faces.  
 
    “Ugh,” one of them said, and shifted her gaze to Gavin. “What about your friends? Or are you guys an exclusive foursome or something?” 
 
    Lance started to answer–  
 
    And Gavin stepped around Tris – Gallo still locked in a protective death grip – and shot the women a grin. “Nah, not a foursome,” he said, easily, and already had his arm lifted so the first girl could slide right under it, her arm snaking around his lean waist. “Y’all showed up just in time: these three are boring as all hell.” 
 
    The second woman plastered herself to his other side, and fingered his dog tags. “Ooh, you’re in the military?” 
 
    “A Knight. Gold Company.”  
 
    Both of them oohed and purred in appreciation.  
 
    Lance stepped forward. “Gavin. This is a bad idea.” 
 
    The look Gavin shot him over one shoulder was half-betrayed, half-disgusted. “So’s getting fucked by a vampire, but look at you.” 
 
    “Gavin.”  
 
    “We’re just supposed to stand around and wait on that asshole? Nah. I’m at least gonna have a little fun. Normal fun,” he stressed, with another revolted glance toward Lance’s neck. His tone shifted. “Where should we take this party, ladies?” 
 
    “Fucking idiot,” Lance hissed. 
 
    “You gonna go after him?” Tris asked, and, when Lance looked over, found him still holding onto Gallo, like he was protecting him from sex with strangers or something equally stupid.  
 
    Gallo looked at him curiously…and his gaze, too, dipped to Lance’s throat, brows lifting fractionally when he spotted the scabbed-over puncture marks.  
 
    Lance’s skin itched and burned; each blink brought another onslaught of imagination, mental flashes that were part memory and part promise, and his lungs ached; hot, pulsing need had settled in his gut and taken up residence there.  
 
    He’d never felt this way in his life, and they were looking at him, and Gavin was disobeying orders to go and get fucked, and Beck and Rose were God knew where, and he – he–  
 
    A hand touched his arm, the skin warmer than his own, the touch gentle. Beck, he thought, but then he turned his head, and it was the manager, Damien, standing there, his red eyes soft with something like concern.  
 
    Lance meant to yank his arm back. To stagger away. But instead, he stood rooted, muscles locked, feet seemingly adhered to the floor.  
 
    “Whoa, you okay?” Damien asked. A notch formed between his black brows, and his face was narrow and sharp-featured like Beck’s; his horns were different, but they were still there; he still elicited a strange buzzing under Lance’s skin, the way Beck did. He was not of this earth; he’d been born in the flames and the pain and the savagery of the pit, and he smelled like brimstone and ash, like Beck.  
 
    “You look like you’re gonna pass out, man.” 
 
    Did he? He felt that way, faintly. The buzzing was spreading: into his teeth, into his head, a rush like white noise. He was aware of Tris saying something to him, and then Gallo.  
 
    But Damien was staring at him, red, and white, and black, tail flicking over his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get you something cool to drink, hm?” When his hand closed around Lance’s wrist and tugged…he followed.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Beck and Noah stood squared off from one another. Beck kept flipping the pendant and catching it, the ring of silver against skin faint, but magnetic. Even the birds had fallen quiet. Noah’s hands – large and gnarled – hung loose at his sides, but his fingers would half-curl, occasionally, and Rose thought he was weighing his chances of reaching a weapon should Beck decide to make a move.  
 
    It was stupid.  
 
    “Look,” Rose said, folding her arms, and resting her hip against a table loaded with small succulents in ceramic pots. “You can either tell him, or he can beat you to hell, and then you can tell him with blood in your mouth.” 
 
    Noah’s gaze slid toward her, and then back. 
 
    Beck tucked his chin, his smile small, sharp, and sparkling. “She makes a good point, as usual.” 
 
    After a moment, Noah turned around and walked to the sideboard, picking up his glass along the way. He poured himself a refill. “Get either of you anything?” he asked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Some answers,” Rose said.  
 
    Beck chuckled again, and when she met his gaze, he winked at her.  
 
    He was still very much himself, but less restrained; he smiled more, and his regard was more openly affectionate and proud. She’d adored him five years ago, but she wasn’t blind to the fact that, back then, he’d kept a very careful lid on his gestures and reactions. She hadn’t thought of him as tense, but the easiness in him now proved that he had been.  
 
    Noah turned around and leaned back against the sideboard, drink cradled between both hands.  
 
    Beck tossed the pendant again, caught it, and then held it up to the light, framed between thumb and forefinger. “What was this originally? What was its shape?” 
 
    “Originally?” Noah took a sip, and seemed to steel himself. “It was just a splinter. A shard, he said.” 
 
    “Who said?” Rose asked. 
 
    “The angel who gave it to me.” 
 
    Beck made a please elaborate gesture with his free hand.  
 
    “He was walking around looking like some kinda male model. Tall, pretty guy.” He made a face. “Walked into the club and my first thought was: that’s some good new blood. But he wasn’t interested in my project.” He cast a glance around the room. “Pity.” 
 
    “He have a name?” Rose pressed.  
 
    “Yeah.” His gaze came to her – bored into her with a sudden, shocking intensity. “The Archangel Raphael.”  
 
    A dark cave, the sound of dripping water. A town turned to a cult, and a hand around her throat; a voice echoing inside her head, taunting her, laughing at her.  
 
    Her stomach rolled, once, and she swallowed the urge to retch. “I killed Raphael’s conduit personally. With a hell-forged dagger.” 
 
    “I know,” Noah said, evenly, his gaze never wavering. “He told me.” 
 
    It was an effort to suppress a shudder. Never had she felt so helpless – so like she might lose – than she had when she’d faced Raphael in that mine shaft. Lance had carried her out, afterward; had tended her wounds, and looked on her with anguish and tenderness, and she’d realized then that there was no escaping the way she felt about him – just like there’d never been any hope of not loving Beck with every fiber of her being. 
 
    “He said,” Noah continued, “‘That’s Becket’s queen, that girl who doesn’t look like anything special. Don’t underestimate her.’ But if Becket’s here, then that dagger’s long gone, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I–” 
 
    “No simple summoning spell could have pulled him out of hell. The king of–” 
 
    The rest of his sentence turned into a choked-off gasp, as a black length coiled tight and sudden around his throat, and squeezed.  
 
    Beck’s tail. Beck himself stood now behind the man, and gripped the sides of his head with both clawed hands. His tail tightened again, and Noah stretched up on his toes, spine bowing, as he choked, and coughed, and tried unsuccessfully to take a breath. His glass shattered when it hit the floor, and he reached to claw ineffectually at the tail around his throat.  
 
    “Stop struggling,” Beck hissed in his ear, and though he fought for breath, he stilled in the grip of his attacker.  
 
    Beck’s claws pricked at the skin of his face, and Rose wondered – hoped – if he would claw him properly: put out his eyes and scar his skin and leave him crawling helpless across the floor.  
 
    “You should show some respect to the fairer sex, Noah.” Then Beck ducked his head, and bit the man’s throat, just above the strangling pressure of his own tail.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance found himself out in the first, more understated room of the club, with three fingers of something amber in a glass before him, on a stool beside Damien the hellspawn.  
 
    He felt a little drunk, though he hadn’t touched a drop of his drink, his thoughts swimming in and out, like he was watching things happen to him, rather than making decisions for himself.  
 
    Damien had lit a cigarette and was sitting sideways on his stool, so he faced Lance; his knee kept brushing against Lance’s hip. “I feel for you, man,” he said on his next exhale, thick smoke uncoiling between them. “I mean, you were the boss, right?” He leaned forward, and Lance couldn’t understand why he didn’t lean away; flicked at the front of Lance’s jacket, the stitched DU LAC with his rank in front of it. “Lieutenant, huh? That’s pretty cool. But then Beck waltzed in and took over, didn’t he?” 
 
    Lance found himself murmuring, “Yeah.” 
 
    Damien twitched an apologetic smile. “Yeah, he does that.” Up close like this, his red irises were striated with gold and black; his skin was smooth and ageless, save the little lines that blossomed around his eyes when he smiled. “What are you gonna do, though?” He slouched back onto his own stool, though his knees stayed pressed to the side of Lance’s leg, two burning-warm points of contact at his hip and thigh. “Beck is just Beck. He always gets what he wants.” 
 
    Lance frowned. “Not always.” 
 
    “Oh.” Damien chuckled, the sound low, and dark; it sent a little chill down his spine that wasn’t exactly unpleasant. “Trust me: if he wants something, he gets it. Do you know” – he sat forward again, eyes sparkling, voice going conspiratorial – “that within three months of showing up in hell, he went from being just another poor sucker in the vault, to being a guard? He earned everybody’s trust, and then their respect, and then he was all but running the place. By the time I was sent topside, there wasn’t a soul in hell who didn’t get the willies when they heard his name.” 
 
    Lance frowned, and curiosity won out over the nagging little voice in the back of his head that told him he was making a very, very big mistake. That he should shut up and run: get his people out of here. “I don’t get it. What’s so special about him?” 
 
    Damien laughed again, a shocked bark of a laugh that shook his whole lean frame. “I can’t believe you’re even asking me that! Come on, man. You know.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” The room seemed to tilt, and when he reached a hand across the bar to steady himself, his fingers bumped into the cold, wet glass that had been set before him earlier. 
 
    Damien nodded toward him. “Go on and drink that, you’ll feel better.” 
 
    Lance gripped the tumbler and brought it to his lips. “Why does he – why can I not think when–” Frustrated, he took a long swallow. It was excellent whiskey, smooth and too-hot in all the right ways, the burn a welcome one in his throat.  
 
    Damien shrugged, and took another drag. Tapped ash into the crystal tray on the bar. “Part of it’s just Beck, you know?” 
 
    Lance nodded, as if he actually did know. That was the exact thing Rose had said to him, as if being Beck was some sort of quantifiable state of being that explained anything.  
 
    “But, I mean…maybe…” Damien drawled, tone shifting – body, too, as he leaned forward into Lance’s space. He fingered the collar of Lance’s jacket, lightly, and then gripped it, smile widening sharp and wicked. He exhaled a slow stream of smoke into Lance’s mouth. “Maybe you’ve just got a taste for hell.” 
 
    No, that voice in the back of his head said. No, absolutely not, get away from me, you’re a fucking demon.  
 
    But he held perfectly still, vibrating faintly, pulse tripping, as Damien put his lips to his ear and whispered, “The purest things corrupt the easiest.” And he didn’t move, only went pliant and unresisting, when Damien shifted – flash of red eyes and fangs – and fitted their mouths together.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Noah’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his body went limp in Beck’s grasp. Beck withdrew with a faint pop as the seal of lips and flesh broke; he opened his hands and Noah fell, face-first, heavy and lifeless to the carpet. He licked the blood from his lips, after; wiped the corners of his mouth with delicate fingertips, and hummed, expression thoughtful.  
 
    It was the second time Rose had seen him drink someone’s blood, and, thankfully, her brain didn’t skip and halt like it had the last time – though her pulse did rattle, a little.  
 
    “Well,” Beck said, voice thick. He swallowed, and looked down at the unconscious man. “I should have just done that from the start.” 
 
    “Peckish?” she asked, and managed to sound dry and amused – well, because she was, truth told. Once she got past the shock of it, she thought it was kind of…hot. A little. God knew she was intimately familiar with the taste of blood on her lips, though she’d never sought to drink straight from the fount.  
 
    “No. It allows me to” – he gestured beside his temple, an impatient flick of fingers; Beck had never been one to struggle for words – “see the truth of things. A man can lie all day with his mouth, but blood never lies.” He met her gaze, meaningfully. Then stepped over Noah’s limp form and joined her. “The trinket is actually a shard of Saint Michael’s sword – an actual sword, and not a metaphorical one. It seems that, when Saint Michael came down, he got lost for a while: a suitable host was hard to secure for one so lofty. The sword was lost – or taken, rather – and Raphael truly was the one to give it to our host here.” This with a contemptuous look over his shoulder.  
 
    “So Raphael found a new conduit?” Her pulse kicked like a triphammer.  
 
    “Yes. His face is vaguely familiar. I think the poor boy might have been a model – a fragrance ad strikes my memory…Anyway. Yes. Raphael gave it to Noah, with strict instructions to hide it. The results of which we saw firsthand.” 
 
    “But…why would Raphael want to hide Michael’s sword? Aren’t all the archangels on the same side?” 
 
    “Apparently not. Raphael, I can imagine, has grown to like this mortal coil too much. If Michael has his sword, if he succeeds in restoring the balance, Raphael will go back to heaven where there aren’t any lusty, devoted humans to worship him.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” She remembered the trailer outside the mine, its stink of incense, and the fawning adoration of the drugged women inside. She shuddered.  
 
    “Rosie.” Beck cupped her cheek, thumb sweeping gently across it, drawing her gaze up to his. The gold of his eyes rivaled every bit of artificial light in the room. “He’ll never touch you again. I swear.” And coming from Beck, that wasn’t an empty promise to make her feel better.  
 
    She leaned into his touch, even as she said, “I’m not afraid of Raphael.” 
 
    He smiled, faintly. “Of course not, darling.” He leaned down to kiss her, quick, but clinging, and it was a promise with real heat behind it, too.  
 
    When he lifted his head, he smiled again; held her gaze until she nodded. Then he glanced toward the TV, and its security feeds, and his expression darkened. He sighed, and before his hand left her face, she felt a spasm move through it, a quick flicker of true anger beneath his skin. “Oh, Day, Day, Day. What are you thinking?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Damien’s mouth was very hot, and wet, as Beck’s had been – that elevated temperature that must have been a side effect of hell. He shoved his tongue between Lance’s lips, and used one claw-tipped hand to angle his head. Lance’s belly clenched, and he wanted – but it was only an echo of the desperate hunger he’d felt last night. His body felt drugged and heavy – too heavy to respond. This was happening to him, and he was allowing it; he didn’t want to pull away, but something about it was wrong, and that voice in the back of his head was screeching at him.  
 
    What was wrong? What was–  
 
    Damien pulled back suddenly with a choking sound. 
 
    –missing?  
 
    Lance blinked, and it was like a veil had been lifted from his eyes; his thoughts snapped back to the present, and with a choking gasp of his own, he realized he’d been sitting here making out with a perfect stranger – a perfect male stranger, who’d been born in hell.  
 
    He was breathing like he’d just sprinted a quarter mile, heart galloping in his chest. 
 
    A hand touched his arm, and a glance proved it was Rose, stalwart and steely-eyed, her touch supportive as she squeezed at his bicep. How often had he encouraged her to lean on him, and here he sat, helpless and stupid, leaning into her.  
 
    He couldn’t do more than glimpse her, though, because his attention was snagged by the scene playing out in front of him. Beck was there, wings half-spread, his tail around Damien’s neck and holding him aloft, while Damien choked and kicked and clawed ineffectually at the grip that squeezed tighter and tighter.  
 
    “Stop it,” Beck hissed, fangs bared, and Damien subsided, gasping wetly in his throat. A low, rumbling snarl pulsed out of Beck, but his voice was low and silken when he said, “What are you doing, Damien? Touching things that don’t belong to you again?” 
 
    I don’t belong to anyone, Lance thought, with a flare of indignation. But it was a sad thought in comparison to the yes, thank you, good, right, yes litany that ran through his head, a soothing warmth bleeding through all his muscles, because Beck was here, and his presence immediately overwhelmed Damien’s, and highlighted all the reasons it had felt so wrong.  
 
    Damien was like a bit of flaky ash, dissolving on the tongue, letting you know there was a fire somewhere nearby. 
 
    And Beck was the fire itself: carefully-tended, never blazing out of control; scorching-hot if you got too close, but a safe light in the dark, a gathering place for the weary.  
 
    Damien smelled like the cigarettes he’d been smoking, and Beck smelled like fresh wood smoke on a cold night; like good new steel, and cordite, and diesel fuel, and everything dark, deadly, and efficient that had always meant something to Lance as a military man.  
 
    “Christ,” he murmured, and dropped his face into his hands. What in the ever-loving fuck was happening to him? 
 
    Rose squeezed his arm again. “It’s alright. You’re okay.” 
 
    There was a loud thump in front of them, and Lance glanced through his gapped fingers to see that Beck had thrown Damien down to the floor – and then pressed a boot to his sternum. Damien looked terrified.  
 
    “When your boss wakes up,” Beck said, still pleasant, despite the undercurrent of a growl, “do ask him to pass a message along. Tell him that I want to talk to Raphael.” 
 
    “W-w-what?” 
 
    “Tell him,” Beck said, and bared all his teeth, fangs flashing, even in the low light. “If I have to come back and remind either of you, that won’t go well, trust me.” 
 
    He turned away from a still-spluttering Damien, and stepped right up to Lance. Took his face carefully in both hands right away; the growl died away, and his brows notched with concern. “Did he do anything besides kiss you?” 
 
    “N-no.” 
 
    He glanced toward the bar. “Did you drink any of that?” 
 
    “One sip.” 
 
    His nostrils flared as he sighed, and faced Lance again. “Don’t drink anymore, and don’t go making out with hellspawn.”  
 
    “I made out with you, didn’t I?” Lance bit back, before he could think better of it. 
 
    Rose breathed a quiet laugh at his side.  
 
    Beck frowned. “That’s entirely different.” He reached and placed two fingertips to Lance’s forehead, and energy moved through him like a whipcrack – a sizzling, nearly-painful burst that died as soon as it had begun. Afterward, he felt much less foggy. 
 
    And very, very ashamed of himself.  
 
    Oh, shit, what had he done?  
 
    His gaze skittered toward Damien – hauling himself upright, a hand at his throat – and he wanted to vomit. He’d let that thing lead him off by himself; let it ply him with drink and then kiss him.  
 
    When he was revolted by him. 
 
    When he was nothing like Beck.  
 
    “Pull it together, Lieutenant,” Beck said, crisply, and then released him.  
 
    The feeling of clarity stayed – along with this awful, unwanted knowledge that with Beck before him, and Rose beside him, was exactly where he was supposed to be.  
 
    Beck lifted his head, and scanned the bar. “Where are the others?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rose heard the screaming the moment they passed through the double doors, and she pulled her knife. Beside her, Lance seemed mostly himself again, and murmured, “Shit, that’s Gavin.” 
 
    The people spread out on the couches, divans, and beds either didn’t hear the screams, or didn’t care; they kept kissing, touching, fucking, moaning and heedless of the pained, terrified screams that echoed from the back left corner of the vast space.  
 
    She took off at a run, Lance right beside her. Beck launched himself into the air with a kick and a few hard thrusts of his wings. They dodged around a bed loaded with five people, vaulted an empty bench. Went around three mock walls. 
 
    Rose heard Tris mutter “fucking shit” as they rounded the last corner, and she allowed herself only the barest pause to get her bearings before she dove into the tableau.  
 
    Gavin lay on his back on a round bed with red silk sheets. One woman sat astride him, and another knelt by his head; both had their mouths fastened to his throat, one on either side, and the little trickles of crimson leaking down the side of his neck proved exactly what they were doing. Both had tails, and the tips of both had been driven into Gavin’s torso, where blood was rapidly darkening the front of his jacket. He’d stopped screaming – was instead waxen, and panting, and whimpering like a wounded animal.  
 
    “You dumbass,” Tris barked, and grabbed at the woman seated on his hips.  
 
    She lifted her head, lightning-fast, lips wet with blood, red-stained fangs bared in a hiss. She swiped at him, and though they were painted red, Rose knew that she bore claws, and not regular fingernails; knew that they were sharp and could cut.  
 
    Tris caught her wrist, and tried to pull her off of Gavin – but was instead thrown clear by one powerful flex of the woman’s arm. He landed on his shoulder and skidded over the polished concrete floor.  
 
    Cursing, Gallo closed in on her, clearly having learned nothing from his lover’s mistake.  
 
    Rose switched her knife to the other hand, and sprang up onto the bed behind the other woman. Caught a fistful of her hair – felt the stubby horn hidden beneath its teased and sprayed volume – and yanked her head back; pressed the edge of the knife to her throat.  
 
    “Let go of him,” she said, to both of them. 
 
    The first glanced up at her, ignoring Gallo’s approach, and laughed, blood pearling at the corners of her mouth. “Aw, that’s cute.” She made to lunge for Rose–  
 
    And got smacked in the face by the edge of Beck’s wing as he landed between them, straddling Gavin’s twitching body.  
 
    She shouted with outrage – and then fear, when she glanced up at Beck, holding her reddening cheek.  
 
    “I wouldn’t try it again, honey,” Beck purred, making a mockery of the pet name he had used with nothing but sincerity around Rose. “Get your tail out of my soldier and get lost.” 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    The woman Rose held reached up and grabbed at her wrist – only to shriek when she impaled her palm on Rose’s silver-spiked cuff.  
 
    Rose dug in harder with the knife, and wanted to do more, a sudden surge of violence so acrid she could taste it boiling up inside her.  
 
    But these weren’t conduits, and this wasn’t her area of expertise.  
 
    As if reading her thoughts, Beck said, “Let her go.” 
 
    Rose did, reluctantly, then both slithered off the bed and scurried away.  
 
    Beck turned, and dropped down to kneel at Gavin’s hip, searching his body with a light, deft touch.  
 
    There was a lot of blood.  
 
    “Perforated the intestine and the liver,” he said, claws plucking at wet fabric. “Heart’s not good, either. I think they nicked the left ventricle.”  
 
    Gavin’s eyes rolled back, and his body went stiff; it shuddered, and heaved. 
 
    “He’s having a seizure,” Rose said, stupidly, more than a little numb. 
 
    “Yes,” Beck said, and he had this, he could handle this. She didn’t have to panic, and she didn’t have to check out like she had the night Gallo lost his arm: when she’d shoved everything but triage ruthlessly aside, and worried only about first aid.  
 
    Now, she could scan the faces of the rest of her Company, and see the shock, the fear – in Lance’s case, the guilt. He was already beating himself up, she knew. If he hadn’t let Damien lead him away, if he’d been here with his men… 
 
    Rose was already composing her counterargument. Her reassurances. 
 
    Beck gathered Gavin up in his arms, bridal-style, stood, and spread his wings. “Meet me at the bodega.” He lifted into the air, and Rose jumped down and gripped Lance’s sleeve.  
 
    “Come on, he’ll be alright.” 
 
    Lance shook his head, and murmured, “Oh my God. Oh my God…what’s wrong with me?” The last was said with clear anguish. 
 
    Rose hooked her arm through his, and tugged. “Come on. Guys, come on,” she said to Tris, and Gallo. 
 
    They followed her.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Lightning flashed blue beyond the window, its sharp light flickering over Gavin’s lax features, highlighting the sunken look of his closed eyes, the deep shadows beginning to form beneath them. Thunder followed a moment later, rolling and ominous. Rain pounded the glass and dripped off the eaves: a relentless susurrus sealing the mansion in against the night.  
 
    Morgan stepped back from the table, swaying with exhaustion. Rose caught her by the shoulder and steadied her. “The bleeding is – stopped,” she said, voice blurred around the edges, lids fluttering over duller blue eyes. “I repaired – repaired the organ damage. Now to – to seal the flesh–” 
 
    Beck laid a hand on her other shoulder and steered her gently back from the table. “If someone will get me a med kit, I can handle the stitching.” 
 
    “Right.” Gallo headed off at a trot. 
 
    Rose put an arm around Morgan – she slumped against her side – and said, “Let’s get you to bed. With a big piece of chocolate cake, hm?” 
 
    Morgan mumbled something indeterminate as Rose led her slowly from the room.  
 
    “I can see in the dark, but perhaps a bit more light?” Beck asked, turning to Tris. 
 
    As stone-faced and uncharmable as ever, Tris fetched candles down off the mantle and set them up on the table, around Gavin’s still form; lit them with the lighter from his pocket.  
 
    Gallo returned with the kit.  
 
    “Thank you, Frankie.” Beck opened it, sorted through its contents, and then dragged a chair up to the table; sat, and set about threading the needle and dipping it in disinfectant. Despite the black, sharp claws on the end of each, his fingers moved with delicacy and grace.  
 
    The candle flames swelled, and swayed, brilliant red-gold in the gloom, outshined only by the next flash of lightning – and by Beck’s eyes, as he paused, hands hovering above Gavin’s bared torso, and glanced up to meet Lance’s gaze. “Sit.” He made it sound like a suggestion. 
 
    Lance gave himself a mental shake, and realized that Tris and Gallo had gone; that it was only the two of them, now.  
 
    Soaked to the bone from the rain, shivering, in need of a shower – and a fifth of vodka – he nevertheless moved around the table and settled in the chair opposite Beck’s. Between them, Gavin’s chest rose and fell at regular intervals. Alive. Saved. Beck had flown him back to the house after Morgan had delivered only the most necessary of field healings.  
 
    “You’ll have to ride his bike, and you can’t do that if you’ve exhausted yourself. He’ll live until then,” Beck had reasoned, and flapped hard with his wings, lifting into the air as the first fat drops began to fall.  
 
    Beck studied him a moment, then bent his head to his task, and pushed the suture needle into skin. It made the tiniest sound, one that left Lance flinching.  
 
    Beck worked in silence for a moment, and then said, “It isn’t your fault, you know.” 
 
    Lance blinked, and realized he hadn’t done so in a while; that his vision had gone unfocused and hazy, as he watched the pale gymnastics of Beck’s fingers, black claws gleaming faintly in the candlelight. “What isn’t? The fact that I almost got one of my guys killed? Or the fact that I was about to let a fucking demon bend me over a bar?” Bitterness lay heavy in his voice – and on his tongue, and in his chest, an ugly weight that was difficult to swallow around.  
 
    Beck clucked. “Neither. And he isn’t a demon. He’s a hellspawn.” 
 
    “There’s a difference?” 
 
    “A slight one, but yes. You couldn’t help but go with him. I should have realized that before we ever entered the club.” His hands paused, and his gaze lifted, the gold of a sunset; of a polished ring. “My apologies.” 
 
    Lance couldn’t help but bristle. “Why couldn’t I help it? Maybe I just thought he was – I dunno, cute, or something.” 
 
    One corner of Beck’s mouth lifted a fraction. “Did you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His gaze lingered a moment longer, then dropped again, and he resumed stitching.  
 
    “It was – he was–” 
 
    Beck’s tail lifted behind his shoulder, a silent question mark.  
 
    “He…reminded me of…you.”  
 
    Beck’s hands froze for a count of three heartbeats, and then moved again. “Hm.” 
 
    “And Rose. It was – look, okay, I don’t know what the fuck’s happening to me. I’m too old to be having a – a – an identity crisis, or a sexual crisis, or whatever the fuck,” he snapped the last, as Beck’s tiny half-smile reappeared. “This isn’t me. Something’s happened – you did some kind of voodoo bullshit, or you’re turning me into a vampire, or – or whatever. But this? This isn’t me.” 
 
    “Of course it’s you,” Beck said, easily. “What else could it be?” 
 
    “I just told–” 
 
    “Hush,” Beck said, in that same low, soothing way he had last night, after Lance had come undone, and all but swooned in his arms. Before he’d kissed him; before he’d bitten him. The memory of it left his stomach fluttering, and his pulse kicking hard in his ears.  
 
    “First off,” Beck continued, tying off the stitches, a tidy black row of them like a crawling centipede, “I’m not a vampire. Biting you didn’t do anything to you, save make you a bit light-headed – though it was quite an educational experience for me.” He used his claws to sever the thread, and then lifted his head again, hands resting lightly on Gavin’s bare chest.  
 
    “You, my Lancelot,” he continued. 
 
    “Don’t call me–” 
 
    “Listen. Are essentially a good and decent man.”  
 
    “I thought I was,” Lance said, scoffing at his own newfound failure.  
 
    “Lance.” Beck’s tone brought him up short; halted him on the road of self-flagellation he’d started down. “Listen to me, sweetheart. I know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Lance swallowed, and heard his throat click.  
 
    Beck nodded. “As I said: you are essentially a good and decent man. You’re honest – with your peers, if not always yourself. You don’t steal, and you don’t cheat, and you only kill out of necessity. You help those who need it. You look after your men – you’ve looked after Rose in a way that I’m not sure anyone else would have, in my absence.” Before Lance could protest, another smile touched the corners of his mouth, and he said, “Rose is my most beloved soulmate, but she isn’t easy for normal people to love.” 
 
    Lance bowed up, ready for a retort. 
 
    Beck smirked. “Down, boy. Though I appreciate the sentiment. I’m not slandering her – I’m merely acknowledging that Rose struggles in the way that I do to make meaningful human connections. Someone has to want to know her – as you clearly do.” 
 
    Somewhat mollified, Lance eased back in his chair, watching as Beck rethreaded the needle and began work on the second wound – this one the jagged, ugly tear in Gavin’s stomach, the place where a hellspawn’s tail had punched through flesh and perforated his intestine, damage healed by Morgan’s small hands and vast power. “Rose is…the bravest person I know. The bravest person I’ve ever known.” He realized it was true as he said it. He’d known many a brave Knight and commander, but no one as sure and determined as Rose Greer: throwing herself at conduits of both kinds, never retreating, always sticking it out through the awful bits.  
 
    He grinned to himself. “You should have seen her the day Gallo lost his arm. She crossed a swollen creek that would have drowned most people, killed both conduits, and was putting pressure on the wound when we showed up. She sat up for hours in the med bay until the docs gave the word that he was gonna pull through.” 
 
    Beck’s lips quirked as he stitched. “I knew she was ferocious the first moment I saw her: locked away in that cabinet. I had blood on my face, but when I offered my hand, she took it.” 
 
    “Cabinet?” 
 
    “Hm. Her foster mother was a monster, I’m afraid.” His gaze flicked up, briefly. “I killed her.” 
 
    Lance felt a quick, hot pulse of satisfaction. “Good.” 
 
    Beck nodded, and bent back to his work. “In Rose I recognized a kinship. We’re the same.” 
 
    “You keep saying that,” Lance huffed. 
 
    “Because it’s true. She won’t tell you if you ask her point blank, but Rose derives a certain – pleasure – from violence, just like I do.” Before Lance could protest again, he said, “Do you think she’d fight like she does, keep a level head like she does, if she didn’t?” 
 
    There was no answer to that, because, if he was being totally honest with himself, he’d known that all along. He’d long assumed it had been an adopted mentality, one she’d taken on in order to assimilate more fully with Beck. 
 
    But he didn’t really think that anymore.  
 
    “You, however,” Beck continued, “have trained and honed your violence as a necessity. As a tool in this war. You don’t enjoy it – although I do think you rather like the look of all that muscle in the mirror.” He smirked again. “You’re different from us,” he mused, tone going thoughtful. He paused a moment, thread half-pulled through skin, but didn’t look up. “If I’m the dark, and you’re the light, then I suppose Rose is caught somewhere in the middle.” He resumed. 
 
    Lance thought of Damien’s lips at his ear. The purest things corrupt the easiest. He shuddered, and blamed it on the wet clothes glued to his body. “You’re ridiculous. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Beck said, simply, and kept working.  
 
    The light patter of footfalls heralded Rose’s arrival before she ducked through the doors and joined them; she usually moved silently, and Lance wondered if she’d made noise on purpose, to alert them to her approach.  
 
    Or just him, he supposed. Beck probably had superhuman hearing to go along with his blood-drinking and flying bullshit.  
 
    “Hello, sweetheart,” he said, without looking up from his work: small, neat, careful stitches that would heal cleanly.  
 
    “Hi.” Rose sounded tired, though she moved with her usual grace – as she came around to Lance’s side of the table, much to his surprise, and propped an elbow on his shoulder.  
 
    She didn’t want to bump Beck while he was stitching, he figured, pleasant surprise souring a fraction.  
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not as good at this as Kay,” Beck started, and then fell silent, lips pressing together into a thin, flat line.  
 
    After a beat, Rose said, “But at least you’re not doing it with a cigarette in your mouth.” 
 
    The smile returned, a faint one – but softer than any Lance had seen from him thus far. He glanced up at Rose a moment, a quiet, private look that left Lance feeling like he ought to turn away.  
 
    Rose said, “Lance, you ought to go get out of those wet clothes. I can feel you shivering.” 
 
    “I–” He was shivering, wasn’t he? He’d been too caught up to take note, but once his attention was drawn to the fact, he realized he was freezing. “…fine,” he murmured, and sneezed. 
 
    Rose huffed an amused sigh. 
 
    Beck said, “Go. Shower. You do no one any good catching cold.” 
 
    “God, you’re bossy,” he muttered, but stood, the shivers making themselves even more known, then. “Remember when I was in charge?” he asked Rose. 
 
    She shot him a sly look. “At least you thought you were.” 
 
    Beck hummed softly.  
 
    “You both suck,” he said, without heat, and turned to go.  
 
    He was at the door when Beck said, “Lance.” And he froze. “Proposition still stands.” 
 
    When he glanced over his shoulder, Beck was bent over Gavin, still, and Rose was shifting a candle to provide better light. 
 
    Lance had trouble swallowing. As he left the room, the afternoon unspooled in his brain, an unwanted, ugly replay of all the ways he’d made mistake after mistake. The ways he’d gotten distracted.  
 
    Beck had seemed to suggest that he was being drawn in by powers outside himself. That perhaps any creature from hell was too magnetic to resist.  
 
    A terrifying, and illogical thought. 
 
    But if he got bogged down in logic, he wouldn’t be able to explain any of his military career. 
 
    He was scowling to himself by the time he stepped, naked and cold, beneath the hot spray of the shower in his room. Slowly, the shaking eased; his muscles unclenched, and, as the chills faded, exhaustion of every kind swept over him.  
 
    He hated that he didn’t trust his own thoughts anymore, that he didn’t feel in control as he once had. 
 
    Hated that he kept turning with the expectation of seeing Beck’s winged silhouette parting the steam, come to kiss him and take him apart again.  
 
    Most of all, he hated that Gavin had gotten hurt. He wanted to blame Beck, but it had been Beck’s touch that chased away the drug-like haze that had driven him to drop his guard in the first place. Beck that had allowed him to shake off whatever influence Damien had exerted over him. 
 
    He’d never thought to be this vulnerable, especially not in this way. 
 
    What’s wrong with me? he wondered, staring down at his feet on the tile, the water sluicing over them on its way to the drain.  
 
    The purest things corrupt the easiest. 
 
    He stayed in the shower until his fingers and toes pruned; until he thought he must surely be about to run out of hot water.  
 
    After, wrapped in a towel, he swiped a hand through the condensation on the mirror and regarded himself. The same dark hair, dark eyes, and square jaw stared back at him, just as they had that morning, and every morning since puberty hit him like a truck. Same wide shoulders, and narrow waist, and heavy layers of muscle. The same him that had been printed on posters and rendered, badly, into a cheap action figure. A Golden Knight – and the outfit’s golden boy. The good leader, the good subordinate.  
 
    Just all around good.  
 
    He’d never stopped to question what that might mean, exactly, or if it was even true, deep down. But Beck wasn’t wrong. He’d wanted to help Rose, had seen the potential in her, yes…but mostly…mostly he’d just felt this achy tug in his gut, and he’d wanted, and his pulse had quickened in a thrilling way that it never had with anyone else.  
 
    He’d been with women, had liked a few of them, had even thought about settling down, in that nebulous way that people do when they think it might be for the best. But he’d never felt a pull the way he did with Rose. Never.  
 
    And Rose, he had long denied, but was now finally beginning to accept, was a package deal. She always had been; Beck had always been the specter in the corner of the room, the weight at the back of her mind, the name on her tongue. 
 
    And now Beck was here in the flesh, straight from hell, and Lance realized, as he stared as his own somber face, that he wasn’t confused. He was in denial again. And look where that had gotten him today.  
 
    He washed his face. Pulled on the Company issue sweats he’d brought along in his pack. Spent a solid five minutes breathing, questioning. 
 
    Do I…? 
 
    Should I…? 
 
    But what if…? 
 
    He ought to go downstairs and sit vigil over Gavin. Ought to find Tris and Gallo and apologize to them for his lapse today. Ought to radio in to Bedlam and tell her that they needed backup, that they were playing with a side of hell he’d never encountered before.  
 
    Instead, he walked slowly out of his room, and down the hall, and knocked.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    NINE 
 
      
 
    The slow plink of water dripping into water echoed through the bathroom, bouncing off the once-shiny black tiles. The tub was cast iron, claw-footed, and reminded her achingly of the one at the old townhouse, where she’d first made a home with Beck – and with Kay, who he had mentioned tonight, and who Rose had been helpless but to think about, watching him carefully stitch Gavin back together. She remembered a fire roaring in the kitchen hearth, blood-stained sheets on the table, and Kay’s muttering, and cursing, and her precise fingers as she nimbly repaired the damage Beck had suffered out in the rain-lashed night. Remembered how pale he’d been, already touched with fever, and how, when there was nothing else to do, she’d nearly fallen over, exhausted and weak from standing up all night. 
 
    She knew Beck’s thoughts were on the past, too, as his dripping hand lifted out of the water and his fingers skimmed up and down her arm. She lay reclined back against him in the bath, the hot water loosening the day’s tension, his chest warm and strong against her back, his heart thumping steadily against her shoulder blade. His wings were folded up neatly behind him, acting as a sort of cushion, propping them up. Beneath the steaming water, she could see her legs, and his – and the black length of his tail, lazily stirring the water every so often, so that small waves lapped at the side of the tub.  
 
    Silences had always been comfortable between them, and this one was, now, but Rose felt the faint traces of something unsaid in the brush of Beck’s finger pads. Heard the little breaths he took that heralded speech – but which didn’t go anywhere.  
 
    “It’s okay,” she said, resting her hand on his knee below the surface. “You can say it.” 
 
    His hand stilled a moment, and then resumed, following the inner hinge of her elbow, claws trailing along the sensitive inside of her forearm. Even that innocent touch had heat pooling in her stomach, the restrained promise of it a part of the long, slow, pleasurable endgame. Even when he was at his most undone, impassioned and ferocious, Beck didn’t rush the things he enjoyed; not a cigarette, not a drink, not sex.  
 
    “Hm,” he hummed. “So, you’ve guessed, then.” His fingers skimmed higher, up to her shoulder, and along her collarbone. His middle finger pressed softly in the hollow at the base of her throat. “Does that mean you agree?” 
 
    She frowned to herself, because he couldn’t see her – though she had a feeling he knew exactly what her expression was doing, sight or not. “You’re worried my Company isn’t up to the challenge.” 
 
    He ran the backs of his claws up her throat, to her chin, and back down. “You’ve assigned us a challenge, then.” 
 
    “Assigned?” She sat forward, planning to turn – but he pressed gently at her sternum, easing her further back instead. Guided her head onto his shoulder, and turned it, faint pressure from a fingertip at her chin, so that she could crane her neck and manage to meet his gaze, his own head tilted, chin tucked. “We have one shard of the sword. Saint Michael’s sword.” It felt strange to say, impossible. No more so than anything else, she supposed. “That’s the heaven-forged token – the weapon – we need.” 
 
    He nodded, after a beat, expression thoughtful. “Yes. That’s true.” 
 
    “We have to find all the shards, and reforge it – since I’m guessing one sliver isn’t enough to open a rift.” 
 
    “And you trust me to do that?” he asked, one brow lifting. “Open a rift and put everyone back where they belong?” A smile touched his lips. “You think I can?” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile back. “Don’t ask me to start underestimating you now.” 
 
    His grin widened, a slice of white teeth and sharp fangs.  
 
    Rose turned her head, settled more comfortably against him – and his hand opened against her chest; slid tortuously slow over one breast; cupped it; his thumb traced her nipple.  
 
    A shiver moved through her, sent ripples skating across the surface of the water.  
 
    “I think,” he said, right in her ear, “that I might have a little more faith in your Company that you do.” He squeezed her breast, and shifted to the other; traced the nipple with the very tip of a claw, a teasing touch, until it was hard and aching.  
 
    “Really?” Her voice came out unsteady, and her thoughts weren’t fixed on her Company, or a heavenly sword, or anything so noble, now.  
 
    He chuckled. “Yes.” Captured her nipple between thumb and forefinger and rolled it, tugged at it lightly. “They’re out of their depth, true – but they can learn. They learned today. And they’re good fighters.” Her spine bowed, and she lifted into the touch; he rewarded her with another squeeze. “Stubborn.” His hand moved on, skimmed down her belly. “Brave.” He covered her sex with the whole of his hand, middle finger teasing along her folds – wet with water, and growing slicker from her own reaction. “Not afraid to get their hands” – he parted her, one clawed fingertip pressing carefully at her entrance – “dirty.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s–” Her chuckle turned into a moan, as he entered her with one finger, so careful, so steady.  
 
    He nibbled delicately at her earlobe. “Maybe,” he purred, “we can talk about this in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A knock sounded. Beyond the bathroom, out in the bedroom. A hesitant rap against the door that led out into the hall. Both of them held still, breath held, until it sounded again.  
 
    Beck’s chuckle was low and heavy as smoke. He kissed her temple, and his tail reached to curl around the chain of the bathtub drain. “What do you say, sweetheart?” His voice, the growl threaded through it, had her clenching her thighs together around his hand, still between her legs. “Should we let him in?” 
 
    Her body lit up in response. Skin humming, nerves tingling, sex clenching around Beck’s finger. She managed to breathe out a quick, “Yes,” and he chuckled again, and dragged his fangs down her throat – before he withdrew his hand, and stood, lifting her up easily.  
 
    He pulled the drain on the tub, and they stepped out, toweled off. Rose pulled on her robe, but Beck remained bare, glistening and pink from the bath. Her met her gaze in the mirror, before they stepped out the door, his gold eyes gleaming with such promise that she caught herself, briefly, against the counter.  
 
    Then she went to let Lance in.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gallo had snuffed all the candles, put them away on the mantel, and replaced them with a battery-powered lantern that he set near Gavin’s head on the table. Its blue-white glow wasn’t comforting, as the candles had been, but it highlighted the steady, if shallow, rise and fall of Gavin’s chest beneath the sheet Beck had pulled up over him, once he was done. He would live; Morgan had ensured that, and Beck had stitched the wounds. He would scar, but he would live.  
 
    Tris’s footfalls had become so familiar, so well-known, that Gallo didn’t snap out of his trance until warm steam was wafting up into his face. He glanced down to see a mug of soup – the freeze-dried, just-add-water kind, but his stomach rumbled, and he took the mug in both hands with a murmured thanks.  
 
    Tris settled into the chair beside him with his own mug. “Oughta make the freak sit up with him,” he grumbled. “It’s his fault Gav’s in this shape.” 
 
    Gallo took a sip of his soup, unable to keep from wincing at the taste. “No, it’s not. Beck got those things off of him, and got him to Morgan, and here.” 
 
    Tris made a disagreeing sound. “He went off and left us. He could have at least dropped a hint that there were fucking demons in there.” 
 
    Gallo bit back a sigh. “Would that have changed anything?” When Tris started to protest again, he turned to him, and said, “Gavin made his choice – a stupid one. You and I aren’t on that table, are we?” 
 
    Tris’s jaw worked a moment beneath the close grain of his beard, then he glanced away, toward Gavin, brow furrowed.  
 
    “We were on an op,” Gallo said. “We were there to work, and instead of keeping a watchful eye out, Gavin decided to get laid. This is his fault, not Beck’s.” 
 
    “Oh, so, you’re joining his fan club too, then?” Tris asked, bristling, shoulders drawing up. His nostrils flared on every breath – for him, it was a significant display of anger and agitation.  
 
    Gallo didn’t suppose he ought to be surprised. In a careful voice, he said, “This isn’t about Gavin, is it? We’ve always known he was a horny dumbass. This is about Lance.” 
 
    Tris thumped his mug down on the table, soup slopping over the rim, and turned to him, expression a livid marble mask. One that Gallo knew was hiding a fair amount of hurt, and doubt, and maybe even fear. “And where is Lance right now? Hm? Is he here watching over his guy? Strategizing? Being the leader of this fucking company? Nah.” He sneered. “His upstairs bending over for that horned fucker.” 
 
    Gallo said, “We don’t know–” 
 
    “Open your goddamn eyes. When does he check out early? When does he go to bed before we do? Never. Not until some fucking spawn of Satan convinced him he liked dick–” 
 
    “Tristan.” 
 
    “Francis,” Tris shot back. “Don’t play naïve on this one. You know what’s going on.” 
 
    Gallo frowned. He did know – or at least suspected. Had seen a side of his lieutenant that he’d glimpsed only in relation to Rose before. It made a kind of sense: Rose loved Beck, and Lance loved Rose. It was bound to get tangled from the first, from the moment Lance entertained the idea of bringing Beck back. And, truthfully, it wasn’t panicking him, the way it was clearly panicking Tris. Lance was a good lieutenant – but he was human, too. Was a man like all of them, prone to temptation, to wants, to needs; struggling through this muddled hell on earth the same as anyone. Gallo didn’t need him to perfect, or to have all the answers all the time.  
 
    He said, “I can’t believe you of all people are throwing ‘liking dick’ around as an insult.” 
 
    Tris’s expression couldn’t get any sterner, so it blanked with shock a moment. “Wait–” 
 
    Gallo didn’t smile smugly, because that would just be mean, but he did take a certain inner pleasure in having, by this point, learned to read his boyfriend in a way that no one else could. “Whatever they’ve got going on, that’s none of our business. We’re trying to end this war: that’s what I care about. Ending it, and keeping all of us safe. If Lance is a little adrift right now, and Beck’s stepping up to take his place, then so be it.” 
 
    Slowly, Tris’s glare returned. “I don’t envy your optimism.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Gallo said, sighing. He faced Gavin again, and rested his head on Tris’s shoulder. 
 
    After a beat Tris’s arm went around his waist. “Yeah,” he muttered, “sometimes I do.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rose expected to find Lance on the other side when she opened the door, but she didn’t expect to find him so vulnerable. He stood with shoulders slumped, and head bowed, one hand still held suspended from knocking, and the other curling into and out of a fist at his side, flexing again and again. He smelled of soap, and humidity clung to him; glued his t-shirt to his chest in damp patches. When he lifted his head, finally, his gaze was full of defeat. Long gone was all the determination and insistence he’d shown her for five years, before Beck returned, when he’d been set on saving her from her own grief; when he’d thought that he was helping. 
 
    And he had been helping. She could acknowledge that now, though it was long overdue. Seeing him like this now, unsure of himself and feeling like he’d failed, somehow, in wanting this, stirred an ache in her chest.  
 
    He was too good to feel this bad, and Rose found it unacceptable. 
 
    The low, humming note Beck issued somewhere behind her, deeper in the room, echoed her sentiments.  
 
    She took a light grip on the hem of Lance’s shirt and tugged. “Come here.” Her voice was so soft she barely recognized it – and it surprised Lance, too, if the quick jump of his brows was anything to go by.  
 
    He resisted, just a second, hand catching at the door frame. “I don’t know if…” he started, and trailed off, throat jerking in a painful-looking way as he swallowed.  
 
    Rose tugged again. Asked, “Do you want this? Us?” 
 
    Lance breathed through his mouth a moment, as he studied her, and then his gaze flitted up over her shoulder, caught on Beck – and held. He swallowed again. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then it’s that simple,” she said. “It doesn’t have to be any more complicated than that.” She touched his face with her other hand, gratified by the way he leaned into her palm right away, by the faint scrape of stubble on his jaw. “If you want to stop, then say stop.” Slowly, telegraphing her movements, she stood up on her toes and stretched to kiss him.  
 
    Again, he hesitated – but then his chest swelled against hers as he inhaled, and his exhale shivered against her mouth. And then, with a quiet, pained sound in his throat, too soft to have heard if they weren’t touching, he gathered up her damp hair in both hands and kissed her back.  
 
    Heat crackled in the back of her neck, and went zinging all the way down her back, pooling there at the small of it in a way that left her wanting to twitch her hips forward and press closer against him. She wanted to melt, and she wanted to touch. He was a very good kisser – always had been. He devoted himself to it the way he did everything, and she’d enjoyed it, because how could she not? His kiss – his touch, the heat and heaviness of his body over hers – had been her succor, her respite. Had distracted her from her heartache. 
 
    And wasn’t that terrible? That it had taken Beck coming back for her to realize that Lance was not, and had never been a distraction; that she loved him, but that she’d punished herself, held herself back from him, because the world had seemed so much crueler without Beck in it.  
 
    Her eyes burned behind closed lids. I’m sorry, she thought. Oh, Lance, I’m sorry, you deserved better. Fisted his shirt and opened wide for the press of his tongue; allowed herself the hot and cold chills, the tension winding in her belly. The want – she let herself want him, maybe for the first time, without it being a desperate, guilty thing.  
 
    A hand landed on her stomach, and urged her gently back – Beck guiding her deeper into the room, catching at her shoulder when she tripped on her own feet, because she wouldn’t break away from Lance. She gripped his shirt in both hands and dragged him along; it was an awkward, shuffling gait, but they managed, his lips slanting hot and wet over hers, until she heard the door click shut. Heard the lock turn.  
 
    Then Beck was at her back again, heat of his naked skin seeping through her robe, hands chasing at the gooseflesh that had broken out on her arms.  
 
    She pulled back, gasping for air, chest heaving – and then was pressed in tight between them, as Beck leaned forward over her shoulder, got a grip on Lance’s hair, and dragged his mouth to his own.  
 
    Last night, when Beck returned to their bed, and lay a sleeping Lance between them, he’d told her what he’d – what they’d – done. Had said that he thought he had to be the one to bridge the gap; that Lance had to come to grips with wanting him, first, before things could go farther. She’d imagined – oh, had she imagined – but she’d not seen them together. Not like now.  
 
    Lance’s nostrils flared as he sucked in a quick, harsh breath through his nose. His eyes flew wide – and then fluttered shut. Rose got to watch the tension bleed out of him in one beautiful rush; got to wash him lean forward, chasing the flick of Beck’s tongue, jaw cracking wide and neck softening in submission as Beck tipped his head the way he wanted it, and licked into his mouth.  
 
    She’d never seen Beck kiss anyone; she waited for the spike of jealousy, but it never came, because Beck was beautiful, and so was Lance, and they were both hers, their heartbeats throbbing against her back, her chest, Lance’s wild and lurching, Beck’s steady and purposeful.  
 
    Beck withdrew first, and Lance’s eyes slowly fluttered open, his pupils blown, his face slack, lips parted, wet and swollen from kissing.  
 
    Rose’s hands tightened in Lance’s shirt; she was stretching it, but figured he didn’t care, not the way he was looking at Beck…and then at her, as Beck’s hands landed on her shoulders. Beck was purring, a low, constant rumble that vibrated through his chest and into her. She squeezed her thighs together in helpless reaction, and felt the wetness already gathering there, at their apex.  
 
    She was already unraveling, and they’d only kissed. God.  
 
    Beck’s hands slid forward, and down, tracing the wide lapels of her robe, the faint rasp of skin on velvet seemingly loud in the quiet between them. Lance’s gaze tracked the movement; followed the slow, deliberate pass of Beck’s hands down to the tie of her robe; his pupils expanded another fraction, until his irises looked black, as Beck pulled the simple knot loose, and then let the halves of the robe fall open.  
 
    Her skin was flushed beneath, her nipples already pebbled. When Beck found one of Lance’s hands, and drew it to her stomach, she sucked in a little gasp, muscle and skin leaping beneath his touch.  
 
    Beck’s other hand cupped her breast; lifted it, as if in offering. “Well?” he prompted. “Isn’t she lovely?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lance breathed. He seemed to come alive, then; gripped her waist with both hands and drew her in close so he could kiss her again.  
 
    For all the urgency in his heart, beating wild beneath her hand, the kiss was unhurried. Slow, thorough – melting. She pulled at his shirt again, as she gave herself up to the bold press of his tongue against hers – and didn’t want the shirt at all. She wanted skin. All his warm, smooth skin, and the dense layers of muscle beneath.  
 
    She slipped her hands beneath the hem of his shirt; pushed it up and felt his abs jump beneath her touch; raked her nails through his treasure trail and heard – and felt – his breath hitch on the next kiss, his lips pressing hard, teeth briefly sharp at her lower lip. His hands tightened on her waist, and he was trembling, faintly, with how much he wanted her.  
 
    And then Beck drew the robe down, so it was caught hanging at her elbows, and she had to let go of Lance to let it fall; to let Beck crowd in close, his chest smooth and heated where it pressed to her; he was hard, and she could feel the firm press of his cock against the small of her back. 
 
    Lance’s hands slid up her ribs and cupped her breasts, squeezed in the way he knew she liked. 
 
    And Beck’s hands smoothed over her hips, and down low on her belly, skimming just above the place where she wanted them.  
 
    It was – it was a lot.  
 
    She knew their hands, all their calluses and scars; knew the shape and the heft and the force of them, individually – but to have them both touching her like this, together, to feel the heat and the power of them both, before and behind her at the same time…that was so wholly new, and wholly exciting that she was dizzy with it, suddenly. With the idea that this was happening, that they were all together; that they wanted her, and each other, and it was just so…so… 
 
    Lance broke away from her mouth, and his damp lips skimmed across her cheek, and down to her jaw, sucking little kisses there, his breath hot on her skin, before he shifted down to kiss her throat.  
 
    Beck’s hands slid up a moment, and covered Lance’s on her breasts, encouraged him to squeeze just that bit harder. “Breathe, baby,” he murmured in her ear. “You have to breathe.” 
 
    She tipped her head back onto his shoulder, and drew in a breath that didn’t feel at all sufficient, her lungs burning.  
 
    Lance’s lips traveled over her collarbone, down the slope of her breast, and Beck framed her nipple with careful claws before Lance tongued it, and drew it into his mouth.  
 
    “Oh,” she couldn’t help but murmur. Her hands felt unwieldly as she buried them in Lance’s short hair and gripped tight, holding him to her.  
 
    He sucked at her, and each tug of his lips sent fresh darts of pleasure through her. Her sex pulsed, and she could feel the slickness gathering there. When Beck dipped low, and dragged a finger along her folds, she gasped, and chased the touch – but he retreated.  
 
    “Please.” She wasn’t above begging. 
 
    He pressed a chuckle into the side of her neck, and his hand joined hers in Lance’s hair, lean fingers flexing as he pressed on Lance’s skull. “Down, boy. You know what she wants.” 
 
    Lance’s gaze lifted, a fast flicker, as he sank to his knees, and his expression was almost worshipful – knocked the breath from her – before his lashes lowered, and he leaned in, and put his mouth on her.  
 
    His hands slid up her thighs, and his thumbs parted her, and his tongue was hot, and wet, and Rose shut her eyes, and leaned back against Beck’s chest, overwhelmed – knowing he would hold her.  
 
    And he did. Both arms curled loosely around her. One hand splayed feather-light over her throat, holding her head back against his shoulder, and the other petting soothing over her belly, as the muscles there jumped, and shivered, and her hips canted forward, chasing the mind-numbing feel of Lance’s mouth.  
 
    “Do you like this?” Beck murmured in her ear. His tail stroked her calf, and his thumb stroked over her throbbing pulse. “His mouth is wonderful, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, high and breathy, as Lance’s tongue flicked over her entrance – and then pressed inside, a shallow penetration that left her gasping, and surging forward, nerves electric. He did it again, and again – and she wanted him deeper. Wanted to be filled, a deep ache pulsing in her pelvis. More, she thought. I need so much more, but her lips wouldn’t form the words. She was melting – he sucked her clit into his mouth and she could come like this, just like this – but she didn’t want to. 
 
    “Look,” Beck said, dark velvet in her ear.  
 
    Lance pulled back, and when she opened her eyes, and glanced down, it was to see that Beck had hooked a thumb in his mouth; had thrust it between Lance’s wet, slick lips and held him fast, fingers cupped beneath his chin.  
 
    Lance was panting, glassy-eyed and drugged-looking.  
 
    Beck said, “Not yet.” And then, “Stand up. Take off your clothes.” 
 
    Yes. Yes, that was a brilliant idea. But Rose didn’t get to watch, because Beck turned her, and scooped her up. Carried her to the bed. She could only loop limp arms around his neck and hold on, awash with sensation, her sex throbbing – her whole body throbbing – anticipation a tight coil in her belly. Beck knelt in the center of the bed, and pulled her astride him, facing him, his hard cock trapped between them.  
 
    His hand skimmed gentle on his face – while the other touched her where she was hot and dripping. “Are you ready, Rosie?” he purred. His pupils had narrowed to catlike slits, completely inhuman, and the gold irises glowed brighter than ever. He’d bit his own lip, and blood beaded there that he licked away. His voice was controlled, but his body was not; he was as caught up as her, as Lance; she thought she felt the buzzing beneath his skin when she gripped his shoulders and said, “Beck…” 
 
    “I know.” He held her waist, to steady her, and took himself in hand. Lifted her – blunt pressure at her entrance – and pulled her down, down, down, slow and sure, so that he filled her, and filled her. When her thighs kissed his, and he was fully seated inside her, her eyes burned because it was so good, it was just what she’d needed – and still not nearly enough.  
 
    Beck let out a low hiss through clenched teeth. Eyes on her face, he said, “Lance, come here.” 
 
    The mattress dipped behind her, and then Lance’s hands were on her ribs, flexing lightly, and he crowded in close behind, his chest to her back, his hard cock brushing the swell of her ass.  
 
    Feeling him there, bare and ready for her, while Beck was hard and big inside her, left her shivering.  
 
    Beck leaned in and nibbled at her lip. “Ready?” 
 
    She managed to nod.  
 
    Beck’s hands found her hips, and he lifted her – and Lance helped, higher, at her ribs, friction sparking bright and intense as she slid up nearly off of Beck’s cock…and then dropped down, so he filled her all over again, the slide and drag inside her made even more perfect by the surrounding heat of Lance behind her.  
 
    “Oh my God,” she murmured. “Oh…God.” 
 
    They guided her, at first, while she got her bearings. Lifting and lowering, lifting and lowering. Lance breathed hot and ragged against the nape of her neck, and Beck’s chest and abs flexed as he thrust up into her, meeting her descent each time Lance pressed her back down.  
 
    Then she got her knees planted on the mattress, and rolled her hips, shifting the angle, which left Beck purring, and her hands clenching tight on his shoulders; she felt his skin dent beneath her nails.  
 
    She rode him, thighs and lungs burning, chasing the bright pleasure when he hit her deep on each drop; and he gripped her tight and lifted his hips, thrusting in time to her rhythm.  
 
    Faster, faster.  
 
    Lance clutched at her breasts, thumbing over her nipples. He sucked a bruise at her throat, and she felt him thrusting shallowly at her back, his cock sliding against her ass, smearing pre-come until she was slippery there, too.  
 
    Beck kissed her – a messy, uncoordinated affair that was mostly breath, and the sharp nip of his teeth. But she couldn’t, couldn’t–  
 
    And then she was sandwiched tight between them, because Beck had Lance by the hair again, and had pulled his face over her shoulder to kiss him, all three of them moving in tandem, now, their hard bodies bracketing hers, Beck thrusting up hard.  
 
    The only sounds were the flex of the mattress springs, and the wet slap of sex – the wet sounds, too, of Beck kissing Lance wildly, recklessly. It was so – it was so–  
 
    Lance pushed her down onto Beck, and held her there, and then she was coming.  
 
    It was like shattering. Starbursts in her eyes, and lightning in her veins, and all of her clenching and pulsing and spasming around the place where Beck was buried deep. It felt like he was in her throat, and it was hard to breathe, to swallow, to think, and it felt better than anything ever had, ever.  
 
    She was scattered; stripped down to base sensation, and only dimly aware of Lance moving back – no, no, stay – and of tilting, turning; of being laid down on her back on the mattress, as her heart galloped, and her eyelids struggled to life.  
 
    Beck was still with her, hot, and strong, and sure over her, between her legs. Legs that he hooked up over his shoulders as he pressed back in. Oh. She was so sensitive. Was still pulsing and coming down, but the stroke of his cock lit fresh fires along her nerve endings, and she managed to glimpse him, winged and gorgeous above her, and grip one his horns, and drag him down. “Beck,” she murmured, before he kissed her. Before his hips pistoned, and he found his own end, inside her, a flood of heat that seemed to go on, and on, and on.  
 
    He pulled out, and kissed her slowly, almost lazily, like he was feasting from her mouth, the flex of his tongue relentless.  
 
    Then he feathered damp lips over her cheek, her nose, the space between her brows. “What do you think?” he murmured, voice all throaty purr, only half-human. “He’s been very patient.” One hand skimmed down her belly and probed at her tender, wet sex. “Are you ready for him?” 
 
    She felt almost bruised down there, still pulsing, faintly, her whole body rippling with aftershocks. She was weak, and sluggish, but still she lit up inside at the prospect; a delicious, nearly-painful thrill sparking in her belly.  
 
    “Yes. Yes.” 
 
    Beck grinned wide, fangs glinting in the lamplight. Kissed her one last time, and then sat back. Adjusted her legs, so her feet were on the mattress, knees up. Put his palms on her damp inner thighs and spread them. Admired her a moment, until her face was flaming, but she didn’t have the slightest urge to cover herself. There was no self-consciousness here now, with them, only desire. Only pleasure.  
 
    Finally, he shifted so he sat beside one propped-up leg, and when the mattress dipped, it was Lance who settled between her spread thighs.  
 
    He looked ruined. His hair stood up in tufts, and his chest was flushed all the way down to his cock, hard, leaking, and nearly purple at the tip he was so ready. His eyes were dilated, and Beck had bit his lip, a smear of blood forgotten across its plumped width. He was so ready for her – but he didn’t dive right in. Smoothed his hands up her thighs, instead; pressed into her with two fingers, sliding through her own slick, and Beck’s come, eyes widening an impossible fraction.  
 
    “God, you’re so wet,” he murmured, voice unsteady. He thrust in to the last knuckle, fingers spreading apart inside her. “He got you so wet.” 
 
    “Lance,” Beck prompted, stroking his arm. “She’s ready.” 
 
    Lance’s gaze was trained on her sex. “I know.” He shuffled forward, bared his teeth as he gripped his cock with one hand, and her thigh with the other. “I know, I know. God. Rose.” He watched himself, as he breached her, as he sank in inch by inch, his mouth falling open, exhaling in a rush.  
 
    Filled again, and it was too soon, was too much, but it was all she wanted. When his hips rolled, she couldn’t stop her spine arching, her toes digging into the sheets. Couldn’t stop the high, breathy sound that built in her throat.  
 
    He withdrew nearly all the way, and then thrust back in hard, skin slapping skin, thumbs digging into her hipbones. “Is this…okay?” he asked, chest heaving, glistening, abs taut as he thrust again. Again. “Can I…oh, God.” 
 
    “Don’t stop.” It left her lips as a plea. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    He didn’t. He spread her thighs wider, pulling her to meet each forceful thrust.  
 
    Rose reached up blindly overhead and pressed a shaking hand to the headboard, to keep from being pushed up the bed as he moved, as he drove into her again and again.  
 
    Beck laid his hand low on her belly, and she tried to lift into, even as Lance thrust into her. “Mm,” he hummed. “I can feel him. Is he making it good for you, Rosie? Is he reaching you?” 
 
    She could only murmur wordlessly in the affirmative, as another thrust rocked her body and left her whimpering. It was so good. First Beck, and now Lance; she was humming. The tension was mounting again, all her tattered nerves feeding her pleasure again, layer upon layer.  
 
    She watched through slitted eyes as Beck caught Lance by the chin with just his fingertips, and turned his head; felt the rhythm stutter as Beck kissed him.  
 
    Lance’s hips kicked again, helplessly, and Beck’s tongue thrust lewd and wet into his mouth. His other hand slid down from Rose’s belly, until the pads of his fingers were sliding along the parted lips of her sex; he stroked her; teased at the base of Lance’s cock.  
 
    Lance made a strangled sound against Beck’s mouth, and his abs clenched so tight they threw shadows.  
 
    Beck pulled back slowly, Lance’s lip caught between his teeth. His hands slipped up Lance’s belly, his chest, squeezed his pec. “Don’t disappoint the lady, now, Lieutenant,” he growled, smiling. “Make her come first.” His hand went to Lance’s hip, then, and squeezed, egging him on.  
 
    Lance curled forward, hands braced on the mattress either side of her head, and his hips worked harder, faster, slamming into her. 
 
    Beck found her clit, teased it with his claw, and it was both their faces above hers, filling every inch of her vision as she came apart again.  
 
    Lance reverent, Beck smiling, as smug and mischievous in his love as he was absolutely worshipful.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    TEN 
 
      
 
    Lance knew Rose. He knew when to try to coax her into a better frame of mind, when to offer encouragement and praise – and he knew when to give her a wide berth. He knew what she looked like when she was fighting, when she was in her element and twirling, stabbing, twisting, shooting. 
 
    And he knew what she looked like when she was turned on; when she had given herself over to pleasure and was coming unraveled.  
 
    Or…he thought he had.  
 
    Watching her with Beck, being with her right after, feeling her tight and slick, so slick, feeling her squeeze around him, and watching her mouth fall open on a silent scream…he’d never seen her in the throes like that before. Had never seen her truly undone. 
 
    But now he had.  
 
    It would have been so easy to think that it was all Beck’s doing, to think that he was a spectator, and nothing better than second-best.  
 
    But when she’d come for a second time; when he tumbled over with her, stomach in knots, the pleasure nearly enough to make him sick, Beck had petted his flank, while his hips still kicked spasmodically, and whispered low and velvet right in his ear: “Isn’t she beautiful? That’s for you – she came for you. There’s a good boy.” 
 
    He wasn’t entirely cognizant of lying down. Sleep closed over him like a thick, downy-soft quilt, complete and all-encompassing.  
 
    He dreamed. Formless dreams of soft colors, and indistinct sounds. Pleasant, cottony dreams.  
 
    Then he dreamed of Rose. Dreamed of being inside her again, that tight, gripping heat. 
 
    He shifted, and felt the sheets beneath his back; rolled his head and felt the give of the pillow, smelled the crisp, chemical scent of new material taken straight from the package. His cock was enveloped, was being worked, hot, and wet, and he wasn’t dreaming at all, he realized, as he shifted, and his foot touched warm – touched hot – skin.  
 
    He cracked his eyes open a slit, and through the blur of exhaustion he saw – Rose. Her face beside his on the pillow. She was watching him, her eyes open, clear, her pupils expanding by the moment; and then her gaze shifted down, and Lance rolled his head, and looked.  
 
    Beck lay between his spread legs, wings half-open, draped over his calves, his tail flicking back and forth like a cat’s. It was his mouth on Lance’s cock, lip curled neatly over his fangs, throat working as he took Lance all the way to the root, and swallowed around him.  
 
    Lance wasn’t prepared for the way his belly clenched; for the way his entire being narrowed down to Beck’s mouth, and the wink he shot Lance, when he glanced up through long, dark lashes.  
 
    “Shit.” He gripped the sheets until he thought he’d tear them, and fought not to thrust up into that perfect suction. “Christ, I’m gonna–” 
 
    Beck pulled off slowly, with an obscene slurp, and dabbed at the corners of his mouth. “Not yet.” He gripped Lance’s cock hard, squeezed around the base, and waited until Lance had nodded, and forced his head back down to the pillow, though he was breathing rough through gritted teeth.  
 
    Lightning flashed beyond the window, a bright blue glare that, for a moment, turned Beck to an ungodly marble statue of a man, of a demon, as he sat up on his knees, wings spread wide, sleek hair tumbling from his horns and falling to frame his cut-glass cheekbones and jaw. It highlighted the self-satisfied curl of his lip, that little smirk, as he moved to straddle Lance’s hips, stroking his cock in long, even pulls, the way made slick by his own saliva.  
 
    As the flash faded, it was all gilded lamplight pooling and sliding over lean-carved muscle, over a regal face, a strong throat that looked somehow delicate, in this moment, as Beck shifted up on his knees, angled Lance’s cock – and then sank down onto him in one slow press.  
 
    Lance couldn’t choke back the little cry that left him on that first breach. Beck was tight, impossibly tight; he thought he must be hurting him, but Beck let his head fall back and let out a low, deep, purring sound that could only be pleased, as he settled, Lance fully seated inside him. His cock jumped against his belly, drooling pre-come, and he gripped himself a moment, like he was having to stave off his own orgasm – the same way Lance was doing, every muscle in his body straining against release.  
 
    He’d never done this, not even with a woman, it was so – it was – he couldn’t–  
 
    Rose’s face appeared above his. She leaned down and kissed him, sweet and clinging.  
 
    Lance couldn’t respond, could pant against her mouth, as he drew slowly back from the edge of coming, regaining that bare shred of control.  
 
    She drew back, lower lip caught between her teeth, and petted over his chest, squeezing, playing with his nipples. “You’re okay,” she murmured, her other hand falling into her lap, fingers reaching between her legs. “Shh, that’s right.” 
 
    “Rose.” It was an effort to swallow. His skin prickled all over as sweat bloomed; he was winded just from the effort of holding back; he thought he felt fabric tear where he gripped the sheets. “It’s – he’s–” 
 
    “Look at me.” Beck’s voice had gone gravelly. “Lance, look at me.” 
 
    He did. Lightning flashed again, as Beck started to move. The sinuous flex of his spine started in his hips, a forward roll, and traveled all the way up, abs flexing, pecs throwing shadows, his nipples tight and the blue light catching the sheen of sweat on his skin. He danced like that, rocking forward, and back, grinding down onto Lance’s hips and tightening rhythmically on his cock with each pass, until Lance was nearly cross-eyed.  
 
    Then he lifted up, and dropped, the friction electric.  
 
    Lance couldn’t help himself; he gripped Beck’s strong, flexing thighs, the muscle like steel cable under his hands, and bucked up the next time Beck dropped, driving deeper, their skin meeting with an audible smack.  
 
    “Oh,” Beck said on a breathy laugh. “Oh, good boy. That’s right. Dance with me.” 
 
    The lightning strobed, faster, more frequent. Thunder rumbled over the mansion, punctuating the wet, desperate sounds of their mating. Rose hummed to herself; was touching herself as she watched. And Beck rode him; worked him mercilessly, rising and falling, shifting back, thrusting out his chest and changing the angle, until his mouth was open, and he was growling low in his throat on every drop, because Lance’s cock was hitting right there, and his cock was weeping, was bouncing as the tempo increased.  
 
    Lance slid his hands up his thighs and cupped his ass; reached to where he was parted, to where his cock disappeared inside him. Beck was a fallen angel, his tail lashing, biting his own lip until it bled, and that was Lance doing it do him; Lance reaching him so deep, making him moan.  
 
    Lance sat up, suddenly, though his head spun.  
 
    “Oh.” Beck’s rhythm hitched a moment; his hands – braced on Lance’s chest – slid up to grip his shoulders. His smile was breathless, his golden gaze glassy with pleasure. “Hello, lover.” 
 
    Lance kissed him. Savagely. And said, “Fold up your wings?” 
 
    “…excuse me?” 
 
    “Fold up your wings. I don’t want to hurt them.” 
 
    They mantled and settled, flat down Beck’s back in their cloak shape. His eyes were wide, questioning – no longer smug, no longer in control.  
 
    Lance gripped his waist, and flipped them.  
 
    Beck landed with a quiet oof, staring, plainly surprised.  
 
    Time seemed to halt, in the handful of seconds before lightning flared, and thunder crashed, and in the midst of gripping desire, Lance had a moment of intense clarity. With his face wiped blank by shock, the tables turned on him, it was easy to see past the horns, and the fangs; past the superior air, and the superficial malice. Easy to see that, at some point, long in the past, Beck had been a very beautiful, very frightened boy – one who’d had to claw, and scrape, and stab, and kill to get to where he was now. He’d turned himself into the man who’d survived hell, and been dragged out a brand-new creature.  
 
    It hurt, that realization, seared like a brand, one that threatened to turn Lance soft and too-feeling.  
 
    Beck could talk about being inhuman, about how he was a killer, the polar opposite of Lance’s good and decent. But in this moment, pinned beneath him, filled and still hungry, his gaze searching, he was as human, as frail, as susceptible as any of them. 
 
    As the best of them.  
 
    Lance pulled his thighs up around his waist, leaned down, and whispered, “Good boy,” against his lips, before he kissed him, before he started moving.  
 
    “Oh,” Beck murmured, and then his mouth was full of Lance’s tongue, and he was opening, yielding. His thighs closed tight, and his claws raked down Lance’s back, and Lance fucked him, and fucked him, and it was nothing short of exquisite.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rose woke to the steady drumming of rain overhead, and Lance’s even snores against the back of her neck. The lamps were still on, and the sky beyond the window was black; some sense told her it was early rather than late. The sun would begin its sad, silver rise soon.  
 
    Beck lay on his stomach in front of her, arms beneath the pillow, covers pooled around his thighs so the lean, marble lines of his back were visible beneath half-cocked wings, the smooth swell of his ass. He was awake, his tail swishing slowly back and forth, rustling against the sheets. And he was looking at her, chin pressed into the pillow, eyes luminous against the soft, buttery glow of the room.  
 
    His tail reached over and stroked her hip, once, in acknowledgement of her waking.  
 
    She reached to pluck a stray lock of hair from his horn and tucked it behind his ear. “Are you okay?” 
 
    His brows jumped in clear surprise. He lifted his head enough to say, softly, “Of course.” 
 
    She didn’t press, but studied him, waiting.  
 
    Finally, with a sigh, he shifted onto his side, temple propped on his fist. A single notch appeared between his brows. He didn’t seem troubled, exactly; more contemplative.  
 
    Behind her, Lance shifted with a snort, but then continued snoring.  
 
    Beck’s glaze flicked over her shoulder, briefly; touched him and then returned to her face. In a small, very un-Beck-like voice, he said, “It’s been a long time since I…” He trailed off, throat jerking as he swallowed. His gaze dropped to his hand, where it lay spread on the sheets between them, the tips of his claws a stark black against the white cotton.  
 
    Rose laid her hand over his, thumb tracing the tight line of a tendon down its back. “That’s why I asked if you were okay.” 
 
    He looked up at her through the screen of his lashes – and the hair that slid from behind his ear. One corner of his mouth plucked upward in a smirk. “Afraid your little soldier boy broke me?” 
 
    “No,” she said, simply, and his smirk fell away. 
 
    He let out another deep breath; turned his hand so he could lace his fingers with hers. A gust of wind splashed the window with raindrops. “We’ve a hard task ahead of us.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. “At least we have each other.” 
 
    It was the most uncertain she’d ever seen him, and she squeezed his hand in return, hoping it conveyed all the things she’d already said, and which she hoped that he would hold onto to as they faced what was to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “How’s my patient?” Beck asked, as he swept into the room, dressed in black, wings cape-shaped, the lamplight carving his face with sharp lines and shadows. He was the last to come down to breakfast – Rose was already seated beside a quiet, but not seemingly-traumatized Lance at the kitchen island – and gone was the frowning, uncertain man from upstairs a few hours ago, replaced by an imperious, hell-crafted king. Rose wondered if Lance was beginning to be able to read what lay beneath his outward façade, because he paused with his fork suspended in the air, frowning as his gaze landed on Beck.  
 
    Or maybe he’d just been slapped with a mental image of last night, the way she had.  
 
    Gavin was sitting upright – mostly, though he was rather hunched, caved in on himself and bearing deep, dark bags beneath his eyes – and working his way listlessly through the bowl of instant oatmeal Gallo had set before him. He froze when Beck entered, expression stricken.  
 
    Beck halted across from him, the island between them, and folded his arms, his regard brisk and professional – and making Gavin fidget on his stool, which left him wincing.  
 
    “He slept through the night,” Gallo answered, sliding a bowl across to Beck. “Not much appetite, but the sutures look clean. No bleeding.” 
 
    “I’m sitting right here, jackass,” Gavin muttered. 
 
    “Then answer the question,” Tris said, settling down at the far end of the island, stirring dried cherries into his own oatmeal.  
 
    Gavin shot him a betrayed look, and then finally lifted his face and met Beck’s gaze, terror naked in his own.  
 
    It shocked Rose, that so-obvious fear. Even when she’d begun to doubt, that day on the base rooftop, in the cell with Shubert, she’d never been afraid of Beck like Gavin was. She forgot, sometimes, how other people viewed him.  
 
    A quick glance proved that Lance had noticed, too; his frown had deepened.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Gavin said, forcefully, and spooned up a big bite of oatmeal – expression going queasy as he chewed and swallowed.  
 
    “Glad to hear it.” Beck sat, the movement elegant, his tail curling around one of the legs of the stool. “And what about our angel?” 
 
    “I’m here,” Morgan said, from the doorway. She looked ghastly: paper-white, veins visible in her temples and cheeks, face sunken save for the brilliant glow of her eyes. Her hair was rumpled, and her too-big shirt threatened to slide off one shoulder.  
 
    Gallo dumped a whole cup of brown sugar – so precious these days – into a bowl of oatmeal and held it toward her in offering. “Here. Have something sweet.” 
 
    She came shuffling into the room and took it with a quiet murmur of thanks. Moved to lift herself laboriously onto the counter and sat cross-legged, to bring a heaping spoonful to her lips.  
 
    “Well, then.” Beck reached into his pocket. “Since the gang’s all here, let’s catch up.” He set the silver pentagram on the island. The click of its landing sounded as if it belonged to a much weightier object. “According to the esteemed owner of the Highwater Club, this a shard of the sword of Saint. Michael.” 
 
    A gasp drew everyone’s attention toward Morgan, who sat frozen. Beneath their gazes, she spooned up more oatmeal. “Oh,” she said. “That’s interesting.” 
 
    Beck smiled fleetingly, one of those privately amused smiles that usually accompanied a secret of some sort. “Isn’t it? And that brings me to our next issue: the Archangel Raphael has found a new conduit, and is back in the game.” 
 
    “Raphael?” Gallo nearly dropped the ladle he was holding, and caught it at the last second, oatmeal droplets flecking the stovetop. He twisted around to look over his shoulder. “Isn’t that the guy from that cult?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose answered, setting her spoon down. Just thinking of him put a lump in her stomach.  
 
    Gallo turned to her, brows lifted. “But you killed him. You stabbed him with that dagger.” 
 
    “Wish we still had that dagger,” Gavin muttered.  
 
    “Rose killed the conduit that housed Raphael – for lack of a better word,” Beck said. “But she couldn’t kill the angel himself. He survived, and has found a new host.” 
 
    “So, what, do they just float around like mist or something?” Lance asked.  
 
    Beck tilted his head side to side. “More or less. They have no form, like that – without a host body, nor their true body.” 
 
    “It’s difficult,” Morgan spoke up, drawing all gazes again, “when you’re nothing but spirit.” She stared into the middle distance, gaze unfocused, breakfast forgotten in her lap. “It’s easy to…forget. Who you are. What your purpose is. Angels can only descend to the human plane in their true forms if they’re granted permission – if they are sent. Otherwise, as with both rifts, they must travel as spirits only. And that can be…complicated.” 
 
    Silence reigned a few beats before Beck said, “I can imagine. I would also imagine” – his tone became almost cautious, probing – “that it can take a while to integrate into a new body. That certain particulars might be lost.” 
 
    Morgan blinked, and locked eyes with him. “And new ones gained.” 
 
    “Hm.” Beck turned back around, and tapped a claw against the pendant. “That’s neither here nor there, though. The state of things is this: Raphael has either fractured Michael’s blade, or knows who has, and he’s set about scattering the pieces of it. We need to find them – and we have to hope they’re all in New York, or near enough.” 
 
    “What do we want with a sword?” Tris asked.  
 
    “You want to finish this war, don’t you? Isn’t it why you brought me back? There’s only two angels who can end this. One of them is the king of hell, and the other” – he tapped the pendant again – “is missing his weapon.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Since Gavin and Morgan still looked dead on their feet, Beck decreed it a morning of library research, and donned his long, black coat, so much like his old one, but retrofitted to account for his wings.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Lance asked, and Rose could hear a new note in his voice: less frustrated commander losing ground, more worried friend. His frown was different, too, edged faintly with distress. 
 
    Beck could sense this, if the brief softening of his expression was anything to go by; it was the same swift grace he’d always offered her, that glimpse of the care that lay beneath the surface. “I won’t be long, but I need to speak to Damien again.” He cocked a single brow. “I’m assuming you don’t want to be led into temptation again, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Lance blushed, and turned his face away, muttering. 
 
    Beck grinned, then turned and kissed Rose. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    She watched from the library window as he leaped from the top of the front steps, unfurled his wings, and lifted up into the streaking rain, tail whipping behind him like a rudder.  
 
    Then she went to pull books along with the others.  
 
    They were using the room’s central table as a kind of hub, where useful passages had been marked and stacked for a group discussion, later. But there were lots of little nooks along the edges of the room, and that was where Rose settled in a moth-eaten chair, beside a small, inlaid table, with a stack of mildewed texts.  
 
    The king of hell, Beck had said, and, with an image of the painting he’d shown them yesterday fresh in her mind, she scanned the pages for talk of Lucifer.  
 
    Booted footfalls heralded Lance’s arrival. He snagged the nearest chair and dragged it over, its feet scraping and squealing across the tile. He winced at the noise, and then dropped down beside her, casting a quick glance toward the others, spread out on the opposite side of the library.  
 
    “You don’t seem that worried,” he observed, in an undertone.  
 
    Rose shrugged. “Beck can take care of himself. If he wants or needs help, he’ll ask for it.” 
 
    Lance snorted. “Pretty glib coming from you of all people.” 
 
    She marked her place with a finger, and fixed him with a look. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Her tone had him stiffening, and turning toward her slowly, expression guilty. “Nothing.” 
 
    Rose bit back a smile. A rather mean one, she knew. “Look at you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You spent five years trying to talk me into forgetting him, and after one night you’re fretting like a schoolgirl.” 
 
    The quip didn’t land. He frowned. “I never wanted you to forget him. I just didn’t want you to get yourself killed in an effort to join him.” 
 
    She sobered. “I know.” 
 
    “Besides: you wouldn’t have ended up in hell even if you did.” 
 
    “Your problem,” she said, feeling another, truer smile threaten, “is that you have too much faith in people.” 
 
    His brows lifted. “You think you would have wound up in hell?” 
 
    Her throat ached, suddenly; her belly tightened unpleasantly on breakfast. “Yes.” It was the truth; she’d always thought that, and it wasn’t even something that had worried her. 
 
    For his part, Lance looked shocked. Startled, even. “Rose.” 
 
    She shrugged to keep from squirming. It was so easy, face-to-face with him like this, to see exactly what Beck meant when he called Lance good, and noble, and honest. He was all those things, simple as that. “It doesn’t matter, now,” she said. “Beck’s here.” 
 
    “Beck’s here,” he echoed, gaze withdrawing, becoming reflective. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, hands flexing in his lap. Was he thinking of Beck’s head pressed back into the pillow, his throat taut, his whole body clenched as he’d come between them, release splashing his own stomach, and Lance’s too? That’s what Rose thought of, now. Thought of the way Lance’s thumbs had dug into Beck’s sharp hipbones, how he’d moaned, low and broken, as his hips ground forward, and he came inside of him.  
 
    She thought, too, of how Lance had nearly fallen, after, spent and overcome – but how he’d caught himself on his hands, and nudged at Beck’s nose with his own, until their mouths could fit together: a kiss full of gratitude and tenderness, just as Lance’s touch had been, as he’d pulled out, and urged Beck over onto his side, stroking his arm, his ribs, while Rose gathered him close and buried her face in his black hair. Beck had been shaking.  
 
    Lance tipped his head toward the rest of their Company, and said, “Do you think they know? About…” He chewed at his lip, tongue flicking over the scab where Beck’s fang had nipped him.  
 
    She cast a glance toward the others. All but Gavin were bent over a book; he was staring at them, expression caught somewhere between a glare and something like fear. He’d never looked on her with anything like affection; this was about Lance, she knew, with a sympathetic pang for him. Gavin had thought he knew Lance, but this turn of events had left him flummoxed, clearly.  
 
    “I think they do, yeah,” she said, meeting his gaze again, searching for his reaction.  
 
    He sighed through his nostrils, resigned, she thought.  
 
    “Does that bother you?” 
 
    He reached to scrub at the back of his neck; he had a hickey at the base of it. “I mean…I’m not…regretting anything, if that’s what you’re asking.” He cast another fretful glance Gavin’s way, though, lips pressing together.  
 
    “Lance, Gavin’s a certified man-whore. His opinion on anyone’s sex life means next to nothing.” 
 
    Lance snorted, and turned back to her, grinning. “You have a point.” His next sigh seemed to lift the invisible weight from his shoulders. “What are you reading?” 
 
    She opened the book again. “What Beck said at breakfast got me wondering if we’re going to have to actually deal with Lucifer.” 
 
    “You think Lucifer’s real?” 
 
    “You made out with a guy with horns and a tail yesterday, so, yeah, I think it’s safe to say the devil is, in fact, real.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Beck had spent five years in the pit adapting to his wings and tail. Hell was vast in a way that most mortals couldn’t comprehend. Hellspawn didn’t have wings, and neither did most demons. He had no idea why he’d been chosen – why he’d been gifted them – but he’d never been one to waste an advantage.  
 
    Flying was the joy closest to killing, second only to sex. But, unlike sex – or killing – it wasn’t one he felt the need to suppress; not an impulse that needed to be carefully strapped-down until he was free to turn it loose with abandon. Flying was easy; it was like breathing, and he found himself grinning as rain stung his face, as he leaned into the wind and worked his strong wings, the city passing in miniature beneath him.  
 
    He blinked, and focused, as he began his search. The fine muscles in his eyes, another hell acquisition, moved as all of him did, without thought, without effort, and his vision sharpened and shifted, the colors fading, and auras and heat signatures brightening.  
 
    Hellspawn didn’t burn as bright as angels, but they ran hotter than humans. Beck spotted two signatures on the roof of the Highwater Club, and hummed to himself.  
 
    “Oh, Damien,” he murmured, as he banked, and spiraled down. “You just don’t listen, do you?” 
 
    He tucked his wings and plummeted headlong the last distance, for the pleasure of watching Damien and his companion go staggering back with shouts of alarm. At the last moment, he spread his wings, righted himself, and landed lightly on the soles of his boots. He held his pose a moment, while he marked them: Damien’s familiar, thin shape, and a woman – one of the hellspawn who’d nearly killed Gavin, her hair styled flat so that her stubby little horns showed, tail lashing unhappily down by one spike-heeled boot.  
 
    Beck snapped his wings closed with a spray of rain droplets, and reached to smooth his hair back along his crown, between his own – much more impressive, thank you – horns. “Day,” he said, “I told you to meet me alone.” 
 
    Damien – a hood pulled up over his hair, elevated comically by his spiraled goat horns – twisted the rings on his fingers and said, “Carla wanted to say something. She wanted to apologize.” 
 
    “Apologize?” Beck allowed his brows to lift in a show of mild interest as he turned to her. “For what?” 
 
    The woman, Carla, tensed visibly beneath his regard. He thought she might have been the one he gripped with his tail and threw – but couldn’t be sure. He didn’t take notice of ordinary people, and hellspawn, despite certain parts of their anatomy, were so hopelessly ordinary. When they came topside, they always turned into bouncers, or pimps, or hookers; low-level thugs or street dealers. They had a taste for vice, and no cleverness to speak of. Casually evil in a totally uninspiring way. 
 
    Damien was reaching for the stars as manager of this place.  
 
    “I’m – I’m sorry,” she began, haltingly. “For – for what I did. I didn’t know that guy was one of yours.” 
 
    “You couldn’t smell me on him?” 
 
    “Oh. I…” 
 
    “Or you didn’t think I would mind?” 
 
    “I…” Sweat misted her upper lip and cleavage. Her throat clicked as she swallowed. “We didn’t know–” 
 
    “Man, Beck,” Damien said with a sigh. “Come on. It was an innocent mistake.” 
 
    “Hm. Mistake maybe, but innocent? No.” 
 
    Carla whimpered.  
 
    Beck flicked his fingers at her. “Go.” 
 
    She went at a run, heels clipping over the tarred roof.   
 
    “She really didn’t know,” Damien said, when she was gone, the slam of the door ringing in their ears.  
 
    Beck turned to him, slowly. “I find that very hard to believe.” 
 
    Damien shrank backward a bit, twisting his rings faster, more desperately. “Look, man, what do you want? If I’m not back inside in five, Noah’s gonna–” 
 
    “Noah is unimportant. A delusional mortal who thinks he might somehow be the chosen one to survive the end days. And you let him hold sway over you.” 
 
    “He–”  
 
    “I don’t care. Tell me about Raphael.” 
 
    Damien put on a comical display of confusion. “Who?” 
 
    Beck sighed. The rain was picking up, tickling down his neck, sliding down the back of it to soak his shirt. “This is tedious. Tell me about Raphael – how he found your Noah, why he chose him of all people. Where the rest of the shards are.” 
 
    “What shar…” Damien trailed off, lips pressed tight together in the face of Beck’s sharpening look. “Okay, okay,” he relented. “Fine. But, look, here’s the truth – I don’t know anything about that guy’s master plan or whatever. He scares the shit out of me, and I only know what I know.” 
 
    Beck waited.  
 
    Damien blew out a huge breath that threatened to push his hood back. “Raphael turned up here a few weeks ago. Nobody knew it was him, but we could tell he was an angel, and a strong one. Everybody freaked. Guy walked in and torched two of the bouncers straight off: it was like something out of a bad movie. ‘Take me to your manager,’” he said, doing air quotes with his fingers. “I told him I was the manager, but he wanted to see Noah. So. I took him up there. When he was gone, Noah told me to melt the thing down, make it look like something nobody would suspect.” He snorted, a smug grin tweaking his mouth. “The pentagram was my idea.” 
 
    “How brilliant,” Beck deadpanned. “You took it to the occult shop?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was Noah’s idea. That guy owed him a favor, and the shop’s so shit he knew no one would be able to find it there.” He frowned. “How did you find it?” 
 
    “You have your tricks and I have mine. Where can I find Raphael now?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Every book in Castor’s old library was focused on heaven or hell; on Biblical mystery and myth, the lives of saints – and of Satanists. They were all also damp, and by the time Lance shut the latest with disgust, his hands were slimy and green-tinted with mold. He got up, back protesting having sat still for so long – and from last night’s activities, no doubt – and went to wash his hands and make a cup of coffee.  
 
    He started when he entered the kitchen and found Morgan sitting on the counter, eating potato chips straight from the bag. “Oh. Um. Hey.” 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    He didn’t like to think of himself as ever having been afraid of her. He hadn’t been, truly. But he’d been reluctant to trust the sort of being he’d been hunting and neutralizing for most of his career. She still unnerved him, a little, even if he could admit that Rose was right, and the conduit was beginning to act more human. 
 
    A little more human. 
 
    Her guileless, glowing blue eyes followed him as he went to the sink and washed his hands. Her regard was weighty, but in the same way that a cat’s attention would be. It sent prickles up the back of his neck, but he found he wasn’t self-conscious about the things he would have been in front of a human. She wasn’t judging him the same way the rest of his company was, he knew.  
 
    He was reaching for a towel when Morgan said, “You feel shame.” 
 
    He froze. His pulse kicked, and his thoughts flashed to Rose, arching into his thrusts, spine bowed, mouth pink, swollen, and slack with pleasure. And of Beck in the same position, gold eyes slitted, face more open and vulnerable than he’d ever thought to see it. 
 
    His belly squirmed – not unpleasantly – and he clamped ruthlessly down on his reaction. Forced himself to dry his hands with slow, methodical care. He wouldn’t show her that she’d startled him again – though, being a conduit, he thought she could probably tell anyway.  
 
    “Shame?” he asked, and managed to keep his voice level; disinterested, even. “Why would I feel that?” 
 
    Too relate, he realized he shouldn’t have asked that and invited any sort of explanation. He turned, and found her staring at him, studying him, a chip held between two small fingers. A faint groove on her brow marked her as puzzled, trying to understand in a way that was human, and emotional, and went beyond a simple acknowledgement of fact.  
 
    She blinked. Placed the chip on her tongue and chewed it thoroughly.  
 
    Lance leaned forward, intending to escape. 
 
    But Morgan swallowed, and said, “Humans copulate to reproduce – but for physical pleasure as well. And to deepen emotional bonds.” 
 
    He tried to process that. “Did you…read that out of a book or something?” It sounded like a manual on human behavior written by an alien. 
 
    Or an angel, he supposed, and who was to say that wasn’t the same thing? 
 
    “It’s an observation,” she said. “Humans mate with one another for many reasons – not ever for no reason, even if they say otherwise, sometimes.” 
 
    “Okay. And your point is?” 
 
    She frowned. “You feel shame for mating with Arthur Becket.” 
 
    He waited for the guilty heat to stain his face, for his breath to get short; waited for the self-beratement. But hearing her say it out loud was a small revelation. He’d felt squirmy inside all day, wanting to wriggle out from beneath the gazes of the others. Wanting to be alone, or with Rose. But it was their opinion he didn’t want. When he took a second to reflect, to search for shame, he found none. In the wee hours, while rain struck the window glass, when Beck had sank down onto him, claws pricking at his chest, the last of his shame had dissolved. 
 
    “No,” he said, now. “Actually, I don’t.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good to hear,” Beck’s voice said from behind him, and he whirled.  
 
    Beck stood in the threshold, coat and wings dripping rainwater. He shook his head, once, droplets flying off the ends, then smoothed it back with both hands and entered.  
 
    The quickening of Lance’s pulse and breath, that spike of emotion in his belly that felt an awful lot like gladness, was remarkedly akin to the way he felt when Rose entered a room. He didn’t examine that feeling; didn’t try to shove it away. He let it bloom, and spread through him. 
 
    Beck halted, three steps inside, gaze fixing on his face. Whatever his expression did, it caused Beck’s brows to lift, and his face to smooth a moment with surprise. Then he twitched the smallest of grins and donned a superior expression – a mask, Lance realized, with a ping of shock. He wore masks, and he was learning to read them.  
 
    “How did it go?” he asked.  
 
    Beck’s gaze landed on the towel on the counter, and Lance tossed it to him. Beck nodded his thanks and wiped at his face and horns. “Well enough,” he said, voice muffled, and then set about drying his hands. “Damien was reluctant – mostly because he’s an idiot who doesn’t know anything important. But he did tell me where to find Raphael – in a roundabout way.” 
 
    “Where?” Rose asked, slipping into the room.  
 
    Beck turned to her, expression going careful. “Are the others in the library? Let’s go there and I’ll tell everyone together.” 
 
    Rose nodded, and slipped back out. 
 
    Morgan hopped off the counter and followed, still munching chips.  
 
    Beck caught Lance by the elbow, and held him back a moment, once the girls were gone. In a low voice, he said, “You were there that day, weren’t you? When she fought Raphael?” 
 
    It was one of Lance’s least favorite memories. “Yeah. That’s the only time I’ve seen her rattled on an op. Well. That and…” He trailed off. He’d lost a lot of blood, vision swimming in and out of focus, but he recalled the blank look on her face that day in Shubert’s penthouse; when Beck had drunk from the conduit’s vein and fled with him; had leaped out of a window and left them all behind to clean up the mess.  
 
    A humorless smirk touched Beck’s mouth. “Yes, well. There’s shocked, and then there’s frightened. Which was she with Raphael?” 
 
    It felt like a betrayal to Rose…but here he stood with the only other person who cared about Rose in the way he did. Who saw how strong, and fierce, and resilient she was, and loved her for it. It was a connection they’d always shared – but one he was only just now realizing; another silken, powerful thread in the web steadily gaining points of attachment between them. “She was afraid,” he admitted. “She would deny that. But.” 
 
    Beck nodded. And then his gaze dropped to Lance’s mouth, and Lance’s lips tingled in sudden, thrilling anticipation.  
 
    When Beck said, “Come along, then,” and turned away, disappointment sank heavy as a stone in his belly. He’d expected a kiss – perhaps even the sharp nip of fangs, the hot thrust of a tongue, and claws pricking at his skin through his shirt. He’d gotten none of that, and he wished he had, and Lance wiped a hand down his face, embarrassed, wanting, stupid.  
 
    At the door, Beck paused, and glanced back over his shoulder. Grinned, fast, sharp, wicked, and then continued. 
 
    “Fucker,” Lance muttered, before he followed, but the warmth in his chest felt very much like fondness.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    According to Damien, the Archangel Raphael was currently housed inside the body of a twenty-two year-old underwear model named Colton Benson – because even in the Wild West landscape of the post-Rift world, the elites stayed elite, and there was always an excuse, and a means, for celebrity.  
 
    “Last time he was in a carpenter,” Lance said with obvious disgust.  
 
    Beck snorted – as with all his speech and expressions, it was an elegant gesture. “How very Jesus of him. Well, I take it he learned from that mistake. This time he’s grafted himself to a handsome, rich young man who lives behind two gates, four locked doors, and is surrounded by private security. He’s taking no chances.” 
 
    “Where?” Tris said. His scowl was still skeptical, Rose noted, but he was shifted forward in his chair, listening to Beck, apparently taking him seriously.  
 
    “The building that used to be the Halston gallery,” Beck said. “It was converted into lofts, triple-reinforced and fenced twice. It’s a veritable fortress.” 
 
    “Great,” Gavin muttered. 
 
    Beck held up a finger. “A fortress for anyone who can’t fly.” A smile threatened at the corners of his mouth. “He has a helicopter pad on the roof. The only people who fly these days are the military, and my bet is that he has a panic button that goes straight to the emergency switchboard.” 
 
    “So you can get in,” Gallo said, sounding eager. 
 
    Rose said, “You could lift us over, one by one.” 
 
    When his gaze met hers, he looked faintly apologetic – and Rose felt a tightening in her chest, an immediate defiance. No, she thought, because he was going to deny her, and that wasn’t like him, nor was it tolerable.  
 
    “Beck, you can’t just–” 
 
    He held up a hand. “Rose. No one needs to go in yet. I want to find the rest of the shards before we make a move on Raphael.” His gaze slid toward Morgan, for some reason. “I think the blade could come in handy during that confrontation.” 
 
    She bit back another retort, chafing beneath his restraint. He’d always looked out for her – but mostly that had consisted of teaching, guiding, preparing. He’d never coddled her, never, but that was what it felt like he was doing now.  
 
    She hated it. 
 
    “Raphael may pass messages along, but he won’t have done it alone: he’ll have lackies and human shields. All we need, to start, is to get hold of one of them and ask him some questions.” 
 
    “Ask,” Gavin said, flatly. “Like you asked Shubert some questions?” 
 
    Beck lifted a single, superior brow. “I suppose I should have offered him a snack and patted his head? Told him he was a good boy?” 
 
    Rose didn’t allow her gaze to linger on Lance, when he failed to suppress a shiver. He was absolutely gone, and the knowledge offered a brief respite from her disgruntlement.  
 
    Brief.  
 
    Gavin let out a long, slow sigh, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “Right, then,” Beck said. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    When he left the room, Rose followed him. Lance leaned forward off the shelf he’d been leaning against, as if he meant to come too, but she shot him a meaningful glance that had him subsiding – even if his brow crimped with worry.  
 
    Beck’s legs were so much longer than hers that he was in the great hall, crossing the black-and-white tiles toward the front doors before she caught up to him. 
 
    “Beck.” Her voice echoed in the vast space, the sound of her own desperation rippling back to her from the tile, the paneling, the balconies above. 
 
    He stopped, and turned, his folded wings dragging through the dust and dirt on the floor, wrapping around his legs dramatically. With anyone else, the move would have been choreographed, calculated for effect. But Beck had never been anything less than dramatic, even at his most withdrawn and silent.  
 
    Rose drew to a halt several paces away, and watched him frown, slightly. Watched him offer a hand, palm-up, inviting her closer.  
 
    She held her ground. Her voice caught in her throat, and she had to swallow, first, tongue dry, clumsy, hurt lodged behind her breastbone. She thought, I’m being stupid. But then she thought, Oh well. “When we first met,” she said, slower and shakier than she would have liked, “you would slip out at night, and come back with blood on your hands. I used to sit up and wait for you, sometimes, in the library.” 
 
    He didn’t frown again, didn’t make any sort of face, but his expression changed nonetheless, a subtle shift in the glow of his eyes; the faint rasp of a breath through his lips. “I remember.” 
 
    “But. Once you took me with you – once you showed me what you were doing – you never left me behind again.” 
 
    His tail flicked, but his expression stayed soft. “Don’t think of it as leaving you behind. That isn’t what it is at all.” 
 
    Logically, him going alone made sense. He was much stronger than he’d been five years ago; he could fly; he could hear, and smell, and sense things that none of the rest of them could. Save Morgan, he was the most powerful of them all. It would be nothing for him to drop down over a fence, snatch a guard, and subdue him; come winging back to them. She knew all of this – but it still stung. Stung persistently.  
 
    When she struggled to convey any of that, he closed the distance between them and reached to finger a lock of her hair. Smoothed it back behind her ear, claws careful. “Do you think,” he murmured, “that I have ever known anyone as capable as you, my Rosie?” He stroked her cheek, his skin pleasantly hot against hers. “But I didn’t always do the best job of protecting you, before.” 
 
    “You don’t have to protect–” 
 
    The pad of his thumb pressed against her lower lip. “It isn’t chivalry, sweetheart. I don’t have a shred of honor.” He grinned, fast and sharp, then sobered again. “But I spent five years living with the knowledge that I dragged you into my crusade.” 
 
    “You didn’t drag me.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t, did I?” He didn’t smile again, but his gaze was impossibly fond – in the moments before it hardened. “But I’m going to insist, now, that you stay here. Ready a room for me, for when I get back. I’ll need your brain.” He tapped at her temple, lightly with two fingers. “And your steady knife-hand. I’ll need you to keep the others back – keep them from being noble. They don’t understand that sometimes the right thing isn’t noble at all.” His look begged her to understand… 
 
    And she did. Though it left her aching, though she felt excluded, she could accept that he was right, in this instance: Beck never did anything without reason.  
 
    She sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” He kissed her forehead. “It won’t be long. There’s rope in one of the kitchen cabinets, I think.” He winked as he drew back. “And a whetstone upstairs in our room, if you need one.” 
 
    “You don’t think I have my own whetstone?” 
 
    He grinned, as he backed away, wings unfurling. “You can never have too many.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    When Lance was eight, he had a friend named Scott he used to play dodgeball with. They weren’t best friends – not the kind that smeared their cut palms together, spit into handshakes, and promised to be brothers forever – he’d never had that sort of friend. Rose came the closest, but maybe that didn’t count because they’d slept together, and she would have laughed at all those ridiculous, little boy rituals besides. But he and Scott had played together, and eaten lunch together, and liked all the same comic books.  
 
    But, slowly, over time, he’d begun to notice things: like the way Scott enjoyed it a little too much when they found a bit of road kill. Like the way Scott had once stabbed a frog with a sharp stick, and laughed when it writhed and struggled. The friendship had collapsed before middle school, because Scott was cruel, and Lance wanted nothing to do with that. 
 
    The military, what he did for a living, wasn’t the same thing, he’d told himself, again and again. He was fighting beings who burned, and tortured, and killed, and hijacked humans. He took no pleasure in the task, but was efficient, and quick, and he only exerted the force that he needed to. It was never fun for him. He didn’t enjoy it – beyond having a sense of pride in his own carefully-honed skills. He did what he did to protect people; to make this awful world just a little bit safer. 
 
    This was his inner mantra.  
 
    So it sat heavy and uneasy in his stomach: watching Rose, now.  
 
    Three doors down from the library was a game room; the hunting trophies on the walls had long since moldered; they dripped cobwebs and tattered bits of fur, the mysterious underpinnings of taxidermy visible in ragged strips where dead flesh had peeled, and in the sockets where glass eyes had fallen out. A pool table stood in the center of the room, mahogany with once-burgundy felt on top – a fitting color, Lance supposed, with a lurch.  
 
    Rose had found rope somewhere – new rope, another Beck acquisition, obviously, and was creating manacles, one attached to each leg of the table. There was no question where the stolen guard would go, once Beck returned with him.  
 
    Shubert had been Lance’s first interrogation, and though he’d hated it, he’d contented himself with the knowledge that the man was a conduit, that he could heal from grievous injury; that he’d tried to kill them, besides. And, if he was honest, Lance had been too distracted by Beck’s proximity to pay close attention to what was being done to their captive.  
 
    He wasn’t ruling out distraction again, but it felt different, this time. Now, he’d crossed the line; he couldn’t pretend innocence or revulsion. If he watched Rose and Beck torture this man, it would be with the full knowledge that they’d been his lovers, and would be again. 
 
    It was the curl of excitement in the pit of his stomach that left him wanting to retch.  
 
    Rose secured the final knot, and stood, wiping her hands absently on the fronts of her tac pants. She turned to him – and pulled up short. She wore a hard, flat expression, the one she wore on ops: the efficient mask that was all focus, and zero sentiment. It tweaked, though, as she looked at him, an unhappy plucking at the corners of her mouth. “You don’t approve.” It wasn’t a question.  
 
    “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “War isn’t always black and white.” 
 
    “Did I say it was?” 
 
    Before she could respond, Gallo poked his head in the door and said, “He’s back.” 
 
    Lance heard a sound like an umbrella snapping shut – Beck’s wings, he saw, as Gallo stepped hastily back and Beck strode through the door, wings dripping rainwater, a body thrown unceremoniously over his shoulder. It was a man – an unconscious one – and Beck strode up to the table and thumped him down flat on his back with more force than necessary. 
 
    The lump in Lance’s belly gained layers, and momentum, as it jumped up into his throat.  
 
    The man was clearly security of some sort: large, heavily-muscled. He was dressed all in black, with tightly-laced combat boots and a flak vest strapped on over his fitted t-shirt. His head lolled to the side, and Lance spotted the two weeping puncture marks on his neck that marked where Beck had bit him. 
 
    A hot bolt of jealousy moved through him, tamped down as soon as it spiked – but not before he acknowledged, ashamedly, that he didn’t like the idea of Beck biting other people. Tasting other people.  
 
    “I had to try three before I found one who knew anything,” Beck said, as Rose and Gallo began securing the captive at wrists and ankles to the table. Beck made a face and scrubbed at his mouth with the back of his hand. “This one’s a boor, but he waits hand and foot on Raphael. I caught some indistinct images: drop-offs, I think. And the keycodes for the doors. But I’ll need him to confirm everything.” 
 
    Lance said, “If you can tell all that from his blood, did you really need to bring him back here?” 
 
    Beck shot him a low-lidded, inscrutable look. “It never hurts to be sure, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Gavin and Tris trooped in, Gavin with his hand resting on the butt of his sidearm.  
 
    “Weapons won’t be necessary,” Beck said, without looking at them. He leaned forward to test one of the man’s bonds, and nodded in satisfaction. 
 
    Lance skated a glance toward Gavin, and found his hard, angry gaze pinned to Beck’s back. The gun, he realized, with a jolt of alarm, wasn’t for the prisoner.  
 
    Before he’d registered thinking it, Lance crossed the room in a few strides and gripped Gavin’s forearm – one that he found hard with tension. In a low voice, he said, “Gav, you need to chill out.” 
 
    Gavin had been trying to peer around his shoulder, keeping tabs on Beck, but his gaze snapped up to Lance’s face, now, glittering defiance. “Afraid I’m gonna shoot your fuckbuddy, Lieutenant?” The rank was said mockingly, contemptuously.  
 
    On one level, Lance could sympathize with his fear – and that’s what it was, beneath the sneering anger: it was fear. Honestly, who wouldn’t be afraid of Beck? To look at alone, but after seeing him in action, seeing his strength, and his speed, and his callous disregard for most life; his thirst – actual, literal thirst – for blood.  
 
    Man to man, Lance understood where Gavin was coming from. 
 
    But Gavin was a Knight – a Knight of Golden Company – and Lance had expected him to adapt and roll with the punches better than this. 
 
    He didn’t want to acknowledge how frightening it must be to have one’s CO fall into bed and defer to a creature brought back from hell. 
 
    Creature. Beck wasn’t a creature – not to him, not anymore.  
 
    Warring with his own thoughts, his impulses versus his logic, Lance failed to respond in time. 
 
    Beck said, “You’re welcome to try, Gavin, but I don’t think it would do much besides delay the task at hand.” 
 
    When Lance turned, he found Beck staring at both of them, unbothered, eyes bright as lamps.  
 
    “Problem?” he asked.  
 
    “No,” Lance said, and moved to stand at the side of the table.  
 
    The captive had been secured, bound tightly at wrists and ankles. Rose stood at the head of the table, naked knife in her hand. “Should I wake him?” she asked, tilting the knife so candlelight flickered and leaped down the length of the blade.  
 
    “I’ll do it.” Beck stepped up on the other side of the table, across from Lance, and reached to press a single fingertip to the man’s forehead.  
 
    A shudder rippled through his body. He gasped, and his eyes snapped open – fixed immediately upon Beck’s face. A harsh, marble mask of a face, save his glowing eyes, which were smiling.  
 
    “Now,” Beck said, “where were we?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rose sheathed her knife. Her clean knife. And glanced to her left, where Beck stood at the sink in their bathroom, washing the blood from his hands. He’d bypassed the kitchen, though it was nearer, out of respect for the others. They wouldn’t want him cleaning from beneath his claws in the place where they scrubbed potatoes, he’d reasoned.  
 
    She didn’t disagree.  
 
    “Are you disappointed?” he asked, working pink lather between his long, elegant fingers. He washed his hands in the same way he did everything, which was to say, beautifully.  
 
    “Hm?” She examined her own hands, spotless save the old, hard calluses shaped like the hilts of her favorite knives. When she lifted her head, his gaze captured hers in the mirror.  
 
    “You didn’t get your hands dirty,” he said, and left it at that. 
 
    She took a deep breath – and did not sigh, though it was an effort. “I didn’t need to.” She did a good job, she thought, of not sounding bitter about it. 
 
    He smiled, faintly, gaze still trained on her via their reflections, as he used the tip of one claw to clean beneath another. “I was going for expedient. Also.” His voice became delicate. He paused to rinse his hands, and then turned off the tap, rotating to face her in person as he dried his hands. “You’ve never done that before.” 
 
    “I’ve stabbed plenty of people.” 
 
    “You’ve wounded and you’ve killed,” he agreed, head tilting. “But you’ve never tortured anyone for information before.” 
 
    It had been torture. She’d known it would be. When Beck had phased his hand through the man’s chest, so he was wrist-deep in his gut, the air humming with bloodless hell-magic, she’d glanced up and searched the faces of her Company. Gavin had looked away. The others had tried, and failed, to mask their alarm – even Lance, whose throat had jerked painfully as he’d swallowed, and whose jaw had clenched tight, like a man who’d resolved himself to something unpleasant.  
 
    The captive had told them all that they’d needed to know – all that he could tell them. And then Beck had snapped his neck, quick and clean, leaving smears of blood and viscera behind on his face, where he’d gripped him.  
 
    Tris had assured, brusquely, that he and Gallo would get rid of the body.  
 
    And now here they stood, and Rose hadn’t don’t anything more than prepare the ropes, beforehand.  
 
    Beck set the towel aside, and took her hands in his own warm, damp ones. Traced her calluses with smooth, clawed thumbs; he’d had calluses like hers before, the lasting impressions of knife handles worried into his skin.  
 
    “I have no doubt,” he said, “that you would do it well. But I didn’t need you to.” 
 
    Their conversation earlier, in the great hall, had softened some of her pique. She looked on him now with exasperated fondness, and didn’t feel as left out as she might have before.  
 
    “You said it wasn’t chivalry,” she said, “but I think, maybe, it’s time to acknowledge that, somehow, hell made you more chivalrous.” 
 
    He snorted, softly. “I like to think I was always a little chivalrous.” 
 
    “You were. I’ve never actually seen you be rude – I don’t think you’re capable of it. But you’re…well. You didn’t worry so much, before.” 
 
    A bitter-edged smile graced his mouth. “I didn’t take proper care of you, you mean.” 
 
    “Beck,” she said, seriously, squeezing his hands. “You were the first person in my life to ever take care of me. And you still do it the best.” 
 
    His eyes gleamed, polished gold beneath the overhead light. “I do it better, now,” he said, quietly. And then: “Don’t I?” 
 
    He wasn’t one for apologies; he did what he did with intent. He’d never been ashamed of his violent streak – at least not in the time that she’d known him – and she knew that if he could go back five years ago, to that awful night when he’d been taken from her, that he wouldn’t have done anything different, despite the five years of hell: literally for him, figuratively for her.  
 
    But he was trying, now, she was realizing, to atone for what he perceived as a sin. He would never get on his knees and grovel for the lives he’d taken. But he would spare her something like torture, when he could.  
 
    It was a blow, because he’d always said they were just alike, and if that was true – and it was, she knew it was – then how could he deny her nature? 
 
    And it was endearing, because even as he cautioned Lance about allowing her to be herself…he still wanted to enfold and protect her now. 
 
    Even if she’d long since moved past needing that.  
 
    How infuriatingly Beck of him.  
 
    A knock sounded on the door out in the bedroom, but this time, Lance didn’t wait to be let in. A moment later, the door clicked open, clicked closed, and she heard a loud exhale, and the settling of the bed springs.  
 
    The glint in Beck’s eyes shifted; his tiny smile sharpened. He dropped the topic, for the moment, and she let him, because loving Beck had always meant taking him for every single inch that he was, and he’d never been budgeable.  
 
    “We have company,” he said. 
 
    Her stomach gave a pleasant flip. “Sounds like it.” 
 
    Beck dropped one of her hands, and towed her out of the bathroom by the other, his fingers tightening, once, in a quick display of anticipation that he couldn’t quell.  
 
    They found Lance flopped back across the bed, hands folded over his stomach. He looked tenser than anyone in that position should have, and Rose had no doubt that Beck had picked up on that, too.  
 
    His eyes rolled up, settling on them, and then following them as they moved to stand at the foot of the bed. “Gallo’s copying out his list in longhand,” he informed them. “Because nobody can read his fucking shorthand.”  
 
    Gallo had been their secretary, during the interrogation, jotting down the names and addresses the captive had given them in between heaved breaths and screams.  
 
    “We can head out this evening,” Lance said, and then checked his watch. “Or, well, now. It’s already evening. Shit.” He wiped his hands down his face, eyes staying closed afterward. “Gavin’s going to be a problem. I don’t know how big of one, but–” He broke off when Beck stretched out alongside him, on his side, propped up on an elbow.  
 
    Lance’s eyes opened, and his head turned; when his gaze met Beck’s, Beck grinned.  
 
    He reached to trace the tip of a claw down the center of Lance’s forehead, and his nose; Lance took a short, sharp breath, but held utterly still, otherwise. “You’re very responsible,” Beck said. “Always worrying.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, somebody has to,” Lance said, after a few beats. 
 
    Rose settled on his other side, mirroring Beck’s pose, and when Lance rolled his head toward her, she saw that he didn’t look half-afraid, like he had yesterday. He looked eager.  
 
    Though he said, “There’s a war on. We – people – can’t just be fucking all the time.” A blush had come up along his cheekbones. 
 
    Beck chuckled. “War demands fucking, sweetheart. After all: for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.” 
 
    Lance rolled his eyes so hard it looked like it hurt – but when Beck leaned down, he leaned up to meet him. 
 
    Beck kissed like he fought, savage and delicate by turns. He could tease until you were swaying toward him, and then devastate with a bold press of his tongue. Kissing him was a full-body sensation, one she could feel the echo of now, her own lips tingling – but when she kissed him, she didn’t get to see it, not like this. The flex of his lean jaw, the arch of his neck, the dart of his tongue; he was all hungry angles, and against him, Lance looked strong…and was absolutely melting into it, lips parting beneath the slant of Beck’s, chest stretching his shirt as he tried to catch his breath in the quick moments between kisses.  
 
    Rose smoothed a hand across Lance’s stomach, felt the tension in the muscle there. She skimmed up his ribs, to the little valley between his pecs, and felt his heart throbbing there, already so fast, just from kissing.  
 
    Beck’s hand covered hers, and he pulled back from the kiss with a quiet, wet sound. Lance chased him – until Beck’s finger landed against his lips. Then he leaned across, and kissed Rose.  
 
    His lips were already damp, when they pressed to hers, his tongue hot as it slid into her mouth. She thought, fancifully, that she could taste Lance on him, and then she didn’t think much of anything, as Lance’s heart kicked against her palm, and Beck devoured her with the sort of slow, thorough kisses that left her neck weak.  
 
    When he drew back, too soon, he swiped his tongue along his lower lip, and she caught the flash of his eyes, that bright spark of ladies first.  
 
    She’d tried her best to explain things to Lance, to hold his hand and walk him through it, this thing they were doing; but for her own part, she didn’t need words. She never had, with Beck. The whole universe lived in one of his looks.  
 
    She didn’t want or need words with Lance right now, either. What they were attempting – with their research, with their torture, with their gathering of shards – was complicated. But this wasn’t. 
 
    She leaned down to kiss Lance, and it was different, but it was good, too, and no less thrilling. His lips were fuller, his tongue more impatient – as were his hands, when she straddled his hips, and he reached up to palm her ass, squeezing over her tac pants.  
 
    He was hard already; she could feel the bold line of his cock against the center seam of her pants.  
 
    She sat up – his pupils were blown, his face flushed prettily, his lips damp and swollen, God – and felt Beck settling in behind her, kneeling between Lance’s knees. His hands landed on her waist; his claws scraped faintly at her belt.  
 
    Last time, last night, had been overwhelming. All her senses overloaded.  
 
    Right now, she wanted, and she felt powerful, bracketed by them. Beck had been the orchestrator last time…but now it was her turn.  
 
    With a frisson half-alarm, half-epiphany, she thought it’s because of me. This here now…I love them both, and they care about each other because I need them to.  
 
    It was the kind of realization that could drown a person. She took an unsteady breath. 
 
    Lance’s hands tightened. “Rose?” 
 
    Beck’s hands slid up to frame her ribs, slender fingers fitted in the space between the bones. He kissed the back of her neck, but kept silent.  
 
    Simple truths were sometimes the most powerful, and this was no exception. It was a truth that flared, and then settled, a sustainable heat low in her belly.  
 
    She pulled the hem of Lance’s shirt from his pants, and pushed it up – all the way up, so it was gathered under his arms. His nipples were drawn up tight, and she pinched them, just hard enough to hear him gasp, before she braced her hands on his chest and rolled her hips, grinding down against him.  
 
    The friction was delicious, sparked in all the right places, and had her chasing it again, and again, hips building a steady rhythm that had Lance gritting his teeth, muscles leaping in his chest, beneath her hands. 
 
    Beck swayed forward with her. “Fair’s fair, sweetheart,” he said, his purr vibrating through her back, as he peeled her shirt up; his claws scraped pleasantly over her skin as he tugged the front of her sports bra down, and wedged it beneath her breasts.  
 
    Lance made a sound very nearly a whimper, and she ground down harder in helpless response.  
 
    Beck reached around to cup her breasts; molded them with palms and fingers, claws dragging over her nipples until they were drawn so tight they ached, pulse throbbing there, beneath his touch – and lower, between her legs where she grew wetter with every grind, until her panties were damp and slick.  
 
    Beck trailed his hands down over her stomach to her waistband. Her hips stuttered, when he opened her pants, and smoothed a hand down inside her panties, fingers sliding against her wet folds, claws teasing carefully, gently.  
 
    His purr intensified. “Are you ready for him?” he whispered, right against her ear.  
 
    She could only jerk an unsteady nod, chasing the press of his fingers.  
 
    Fingers that withdrew in the next instant…so he could grip her hips and urge her up. Body singing with pleasure, it took her a moment to grasp what he intended – then she got unsteadily to her feet, standing over Lance, while Beck unlaced and pulled off her boots, one at a time, steadying her; while he pulled down her tac pants and panties and stripped them along with her socks. When he urged her back down, she was bare, save the pushed-up shirt, and pulled-down bra, peaked nipples lifted and thrust forward. When she settled against Lance again, she felt the rough fabric of his tac pants against the tender insides of her thighs, and her wet sex…and felt his cock, too, hot, and hard, and smooth-skinned.  
 
    It was Beck who took hold of him, steadied him; who guided him to her entrance. Beck who gripped her hip, and pressed down; Beck who joined them, humming, murmuring quiet praise beneath his breath.  
 
    That first stretch, when Lance entered her, was so good she closed her eyes. The sensation swept through her, over her, a rippling wave that was echoed in the punched-out sound he made, and the grab of his hands on her hips, gripping where Beck gripped, their fingers overlapping.  
 
    It was good – it was so very good – and then they were both moving her, lifting her, lowering her, and it was nothing but pleasure, bright sparks of it, and the heat of their hands, their bodies.  
 
    This. She would fight every war for this.  
 
    Nothing was too horrible to endure if she could have this.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    If Gallo had to listen to Gavin bitch anymore about stuff that wasn’t his business – “You know he went up there to have a literal devil’s three-way, the creepy fuck” – he couldn’t promise that he’d be graceful about it.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tris deadpanned, “please keep talking about how evil sex is.” 
 
    “What? No, dude.” He waved his hands around. “I didn’t mean – look, you know I don’t mean anything about you, or Frankie, or – dude, you know me. I love sex! But come on. Beck is…” 
 
    As Gallo backed out of the room, Tris lifted a gaze that said don’t you dare leave me with him. 
 
    Sorry, Gallo mouthed, and fled.  
 
    He would pay for that later – mostly in Tris pouting, which was actually adorable, and not much in the way of punishment at all. Still. He felt guilty. Mostly. 
 
    The rain was slackening, as evening came on. Beck hadn’t said, before he’d disappeared with Rose – and Lance had followed – but Gallo had the sense they would wind up running an op tonight. Gavin was certainly feeling like himself, and nighttime brought out the city’s even scarier side. If Morgan was up for it… 
 
    Well, he guessed he could just ask her.  
 
    He’d walked aimlessly down the hall, just trying to put distance between himself and Gavin’s stupid mouth, and had reached the grand entrance hall, the last of the tapering rain pattering down on the rubble-strewn black-and-white tiles – and on Morgan’s head.  
 
    She stood in the center of the space, hands down at her sides, covered by the too-long sleeves of the hoodie she wore. She stared fixedly toward the ridiculous, ornate chair that belonged on a fantasy movie set – or, no. Her gaze was lifted, was fixed on something higher.  
 
    On the stained-glass portrait of Saint Michael, lamplight glinting off white glass wings…and on the silver glass sword the angel held, thrust through the heart of the serpent coiled below.  
 
    She didn’t react when Gallo joined her.  
 
    “So I guess that’s what we’re looking for, huh?” He gestured toward the window. “The sword?” 
 
    A beat passed. She said, “Yes.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t think a guy like that would just lose his sword, would you?” 
 
    “No,” she murmured. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    The rain had slowed to a drifting mist. The building they approached was a flat-fronted, seventies-built apartment bloc, rundown and litter-strewn out front – but with its windows blazing with bright, yellow, inefficient light. Someone inside had money – or was being sponsored by someone who did.  
 
    A hunched figure sat on the front steps, wrapped in a blanket, features concealed beneath a hood. It rocked and murmured – a man’s slurred voice – and Lance wished his rifle was in his hands, rather than swinging against his back. Handguns were the smarter option, though, in close quarters, alongside his Company. 
 
    “Okay,” he started, and then Beck landed in front of him on the sidewalk, his touchdown soft, the crisp snap of his wings caping together echoing off the building façade.  
 
    Beck smoothed his hair. “Right, then. We’re all accounted for and ready?” 
 
    Lance waited for the frustration to hit – but it didn’t. He hummed with the usual pre-op readiness that always left him jittering, faintly, the one that gave way to calm resolution the moment things kicked off. But he couldn’t find anything but a pulse of gladness that Beck had joined them.  
 
    He said, “Yeah.” 
 
    Beck nodded. “I’ll go in first.” He turned, and faced their destination. “Stay behind my wings until I give word.” 
 
    Gavin muttered something low and inaudible.  
 
    Beck cocked his head – he’d heard. “Or you’re welcome to get shot, Sir Gavin. Your choice.” 
 
    Gavin said nothing else, and Beck set off at a ground-eating walk. Unlike the rest of them, he carried no weapon, save a knife he’d strapped to his thigh back at the house, when – sweaty, still catching their breath – they’d straightened their clothes and hair and shoved any unhelpful thoughts to the back burner. Lance had tried to press a gun into his hand, but Beck had grinned, and shaken his head. The knife’s a concession, baby. I don’t even need that. 
 
    He skated a look toward Rose now, as they turned in at the swinging chain link gate and moved as a unit up the walk, toward the building’s front door.  
 
    She caught his gaze, her own hard, flat, businesslike. She had her game face on, and looked not eager, like Beck did, but ready. She nodded, and faced forward again. 
 
    So did Lance – just as Beck reached the shivering junkie on the porch, and snatched him up by the back of the shirt collar. The man let out an angry bellow, and twisted, swung, no longer shaking, suddenly. He wasn’t a junkie at all, Lance realized, as he unfurled from Beck’s grip, and revealed himself to be a strong, able-bodied man who’d used acting, and his thick beard, and an oversized hoodie as decoys. He took a swipe at Beck with one hand – “what the fuck!” – and reached toward his hip with the other. 
 
    Beck held him easily, as if he was nothing more than a kitten, and plucked a radio from the man’s belt with his free hand. He tsked as he chucked it into the yard. “Warning your boss? Where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    Before the man could respond – was spluttering in fear and indignation – Beck dragged him in and bit his throat.  
 
    Lance was almost used to this, by now. Didn’t make a low, disgusted noise like Gavin did, behind him; didn’t even feel disgust, or anything, besides that faint, unhelpful pulse of something akin to jealousy.  
 
    It wasn’t a long drink. Beck got a taste, then tossed the unconscious man over the steel rail of the staircase, as easily as he’d tossed the man’s radio. He made a face, wiped his lips, and said, “We’re looking for an idiot who calls himself King Midas. I trust you’ll know him when you see him.” He went up the last two steps, tried the doorknob – and then kicked his way in.  
 
    Adrenaline flooded Lance’s system; side-by-side with Rose, gun drawn, he charged up the stairs and they swept inside at Beck’s heels.  
 
    He couldn’t see much behind the screen of Beck’s half-spread wings. But he could see that they’d entered a long, straight hallway flanked by doors with peeling paint and crooked numbers. Overhead, he spotted part of a stairway disappearing up into the ceiling. Alarmed shouts heralded their entry. A woman screamed.  
 
    The sharp crack of gunshots echoed in the close confines.  
 
    “We need to get to cover!” Lance shouted, over the cacophony.  
 
    “No,” Beck said. Lance hard a soft, meaty thump. “Keep moving. We’ve got to get” – thump – “up the stairs. Cover” – thump – “us from behind.” 
 
    Alarm sirens sounded in Lance’s mind. “Are you–” 
 
    Then the door opened beside him, and he caught a glimpse of a snarling face and the matte flash of a gun. He fired automatically, and it was only after the body fell backward that he realized he’d just shot a human, and not a conduit of any sort.  
 
    But Beck had been hit. He knew the sound of bullets meeting flesh all too well, and Beck had refused to wear the vest Lance had offered. Stupid, prideful idiot.  
 
    Lance settled on anger, because it was easier to handle than panic.  
 
    Beside him, Rose’s gun barked.  
 
    Beck’s tail whipped along the floor, shot forward, and someone screamed, and choked wetly, and probably died.  
 
    The next door opened a crack, and a face pressed to the gap, eye wide and wild, before the door was slammed shut again. 
 
    Good. 
 
    The gunshots kept coming from ahead, pinging as they ricocheted off the concrete floor, and the walls; dug gouges in moldy sheetrock, and sent up a spray of wood splinters when they struck a doorframe.  
 
    Beck got hit again. Lance heard the thump – and heard the whipping of his tail; the messy, wet sounds of someone getting sliced, getting stabbed.  
 
    They reached the base of the stairs, and Beck’s voice was still his own, still strong, without a hint of pain when he said, “Keep moving.” 
 
    Lance mounted the stairs with quick, sideways steps, glancing back down as he went to see that, grumbling or not, Gavin was sweeping the hall behind them as he walked backward, on high alert, Tris and Gallo flanking him. Tris picked off one last idiot who tried to rush them with a baseball bat, and then the hall was empty, and Lance switched his attention to the floor above, as Beck crested the landing ahead of him.  
 
    It was chaos of a different sort up here. Through an iron railing, he glimpsed scantily-clad women running, clutching tops and dresses, shooting terrified glances over their shoulders. They ducked into rooms and slammed doors. One man emerged into the hallway struggling to yank up his open pants – a client, obviously.  
 
    The man they’d tortured had said this place was a brothel and a drug den.  
 
    “Don’t kill unarmed civilians,” Lance cautioned, as they shifted around the bannister and started down the hall.  
 
    “You don’t say,” Beck said, mildly, and then, “I’m going to duck. Shoot the man that comes out of that door.” 
 
    “What–” 
 
    Beck dropped to one knee, wings fanning low, across their knees. A door at the end of the hall opened, and a man filled the threshold, hands together in front of him in the unmistakeable posture of someone armed. 
 
    Lance was ready to fire, but Rose beat him to it.  
 
    The man fell back with a shout, blood blooming, a spray of it arcing along the doorjamb as he toppled to the carpet.  
 
    Behind him, someone else fired in the opposite direction.  
 
    Something touched his arm, and Lance nearly startled, until Morgan’s voice said, “It’s in there. In that room.” 
 
    Beck launched to his feet, wings flapping once, speeding him along as he ran forward – and swept through the door, wings angling back at the last minute as he crossed the threshold.  
 
    “He’s got to stop doing that,” Lance muttered, as they followed.  
 
    They stepped over the dying man just inside the doorway, and entered a room made lavish with heaps of absolute junk: overwrought tables, chairs, a bed swagged with garish blue satin. Lance had a glimpse of mirrors, and pyramids of glassware; too many liquor bottles and several TVs, all of them tuned to different channels.  
 
    He took all of this in with a quick glance that panned back and forth, searching for threats. He spotted three women huddled in a corner, crying and clutching one another. In addition to the man Rose had shot, another lay sprawled on his back, throat a gaping wound that poured blood down onto the carpet, mouth working silently as life left him.  
 
    Beck had a third man bent back over a table, hand on his throat, both wrists pinned back and secured by his tail.  
 
    “You must be Midas,” Beck said, flashing his teeth in a humorless grin.  
 
    And he must have been, because he was dripping gold. At least a dozen chains around his neck, all of varying lengths and thicknesses, a few sporting huge medallions. He wore gold rings on each finger, and a gold wallet chain. His shoes were glittery gold, too, as were the small hoops in his ears.  
 
    He stared up at Beck in abject, lip-quivering horror.  
 
    “Nothing to say for yourself?” Beck asked. “That’s fine. I’ll just help myself.” 
 
    With his free hand, he lifted a chain from Midas’s chest, held it up so that the light caught on its medallion – its silver medallion. One in the shape of some sort of four-legged animal; Lance couldn’t see from a distance.  
 
    “Ah,” Beck said. “Thank you.”  
 
    Midas cried out when he yanked at the medallion, and the chain came apart with a loud scattering of links across the tabletop.  
 
    Beck withdrew his tail – and then set the edge of its spade tip against the man’s throat.  
 
    Time seemed to slow. Lance knew what was going to happen before it did; could see the subtle flexing of Beck’s tail, tendons leaping in the back of his hand as it tightened on the man’s throat.  
 
    Still, somehow, the gush of arterial spray when Beck slit his throat from ear to ear was a shock.  
 
    Lance had seen death, had seen terrible injury. Blood was a common sight, one he’d become inured to. 
 
    But he’d never watched blood splatter a man’s face – and watched him smile; watched the pink of his darting tongue as he licked it from his lips.  
 
    Beck stepped back from Midas, King Midas, a king no more, not even a pathetic pimp of one, and left him twitching and dying on the table; turned to them.  
 
    It was then that Lance saw blood of a different kind. 
 
    Beck’s own.  
 
    Red striped and flecked his face, a crimson-bright diagonal slash over chin, mouth, cheek; it skirted the corner of one eye. Stained his teeth, when he grinned at them. 
 
    But Lance’s gaze caught on his chest, the way it hitched and stuttered, his breathing unsteady. Through the parted halves of his coat, his whole torso gleamed, slick and shiny. With blood. A glimpse of pale flesh showed through a hole in his shirt, and blood welled in fat pearls and rolled down to add to the mess that had already soaked the fabric.  
 
    “Beck!” Rose whispered. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said, and then his eyes rolled back, and he fell, face-first, to the floor.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    First, Rose had panicked. Then Morgan had gripped her sleeve, and she’d felt relief. Morgan was here. Morgan could heal him. But then Morgan had said that she couldn’t – had only looked up at Rose with those huge, guileless eyes when Rose had shaken her – and explained that Beck had been touched by hell, touched boldly, and her powers for healing could do nothing for him. 
 
    He will heal himself, she said, as if he hadn’t been bleeding out on cheap shag carpet; as if he hadn’t been totally unresponsive to all her efforts to rouse him.  
 
    Lance had to carry him, in the end. Beck was tall, and his wings and tail added weight, she knew, but Lance was strong, and Beck was more lank than bulk. Lance made it look easy, physically, though his face was a portrait of intense worry. 
 
    Tris ran point. Gavin brought up the rear, and Rose alternated between watching their three and nine with Gallo, and darting glances toward Beck’s face: slack, pale, blood-spattered.  
 
    A few doors opened, on their way out of the building, but it was only so terrified customers and employees could peek out at them before retreating. Their entrance – and probably the very loud killing of their boss – seemed to have driven all but the bravest back – and the bravest were dead, obstacles for them to step over as they retreated.  
 
    Getting to the Hummer was a blur. She was aware of a flash of blue-white light; of Morgan doing something – repelling someone, she thought. Gavin cracked off a few shots. And then they were inside, and Gallo was driving like a madman, and Beck was unconscious, and everywhere she touched him, her hands came away red.  
 
    She drifted.  
 
    She was in Lance’s arms, fighting, kicking, screaming, as a fist of blood closed around Beck and dragged him down. 
 
    She was kneeling on the muddy forest floor, hands pressed to the place where Gallo’s arm had once been, blood spurting hot through her fingers.  
 
    It was Lance’s blood filling her hands, glass pricking her through the knees of her tac pants, as she watched Beck stab a conduit with his tail, and drink his blood until he passed out.  
 
    She was sitting dazed in the backseat of the Hummer, rain splashing the side of her face, while Gallo told her gently to move, and he and Tris bundled Beck’s unconscious form out between the two of them.  
 
    They were back. At Castor’s mansion. 
 
    Lance’s face appeared in front of her. He had blood smeared on his neck, on his chin, on his hands, when he reached to touch her face; she felt the cold, gummy slide of it on her cheek. “Rose?” His voice sounded as if it was coming from down a tunnel. “Are you okay?” 
 
    It was Beck’s blood all over him. 
 
    She gathered a deep breath, and then scrambled out of the Hummer – so fast he had to step back in a hurry. “I’m fine.” Her heart felt as if it might splinter through her ribs.  
 
    Inside, Tris and Gallo laid Beck out on the dining room table, where the sheets and towels they’d spread beneath Gavin still lay, blood-stained. What was a little more? 
 
    Gallo got his kit open, snapped on gloves, and then turned to Rose. “Did you want…?” 
 
    She shook her head, and moved to stand by Beck’s head. Her hands were shaking too badly, and Gallo was a better medic besides.  
 
    “Morgan, you can’t do anything?” Lance asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid it would do more harm than good,” she answered. “But it’s as I said: he will heal himself. It will be painful, and maybe even slow, but he won’t die.” 
 
    Rose didn’t believe people, as a general rule.  
 
    Morgan wasn’t a person, though, was she? 
 
    Gallo cut away Beck’s shirt, and let it fall to the side. His chest and stomach were a sticky, red mess with drying blood. There were six bullet holes.  
 
    Six. 
 
    Rose didn’t realize she was weaving until a hand steadied her. A quick look proved it was Lance. 
 
    “He’ll be okay.” 
 
    She wanted to scream at him. A vicious, lightning sentiment. You don’t know that. You can’t – and what do you care anyway? 
 
    But Lance did care. He wasn’t just worried about her this time. And so she bit her tongue, and followed the concerned cast of his gaze back to Beck.  
 
    The bleeding had stopped. That wasn’t hopeful in and of itself – the bleeding stopped when a person died, too – but she saw that his chest rose and fell, shallow but steady.  
 
    Gallo mopped around one of the wounds with an alcohol-soaked gauze pad and peered down inside with a penlight. “Bullet’s still in there,” he said. “I’ll have to fish it out.” He reached into his kit again, and came out with a curved set of forceps.  
 
    “You don’t have to watch,” Lance said, quietly, leaning in close so their arms brushed.  
 
    She swallowed. “I do.” Because she did. Because she had the privilege of watching. Because five years ago, when he’d been pulled down into the pit, there’d been nothing but a puddle of blood, a knife, and some smudged chalk symbols to look at. 
 
    She gripped the edge of the table, and she didn’t watch the specifics of what Gallo did – hearing the wet sounds of it was bad enough – but she watched the flicker of Beck’s pulse in the hollow of his throat; watched the rise and fall of his chest. Watched his lashes flutter as his eyes moved beneath closed lids. She studied him, as if doing so would keep him alive.  
 
    “Okay,” Gallo said, quietly, and she startled. 
 
    When she blinked – and when had she done that last? – she saw that Beck’s chest had been cleaned save a few traces, and the wounds were packed and covered with bandages.  
 
    “Oh.” Her brain was moving at a sluggish pace, thoughts muddled, crowded with old memories. “Thanks.” She stepped in closer, and laid a careful hand on Beck’s shoulder.  
 
    His eyes flipped open.  
 
    In that first second, as Rose bit back a startled gasp, his eyes were solid black. Glossy and dark as ink. But then he blinked, and his pupils contracted to cat-like slits, and his eyes were their usual glowing gold again.  
 
    He sucked in a sharp breath, chest lifting as his folded wings flexed against the table. His neck arched, and his lips parted, candle and lamplight glinting off the sharp points of his fangs as he pressed his head back. His pulse flickered unsteadily in his tensed throat, and he was in pain, Rose thought. He was in ungodly amounts of pain, just as he’d been years ago, when he’d staggered bloody and hypothermic into his own kitchen.  
 
    She reached for him–  
 
    And he hissed, “Wait.” Voice threaded with a growl. Tail lashing the air. Again: “Wait.” He closed his eyes, and took a few deep breaths that hitched when the flex of his ribs tugged at his wounds. Then, finally, brows drawn tight together, he lay still, breaths shallow and quick. When he opened his eyes again, they were glassy.  
 
    His gaze shifted sluggishly around the room as best he could without turning his head. He wet dry lips. “How did I get here?” He sounded – he sounded afraid.  
 
    Lance’s arm brushed Rose’s as he stepped up beside her. “I carried you.” 
 
    Beck’s eyes rolled toward Lance, and his mouth twitched. “Ah. How…chivalrous, Sir Lancelot.” He took a few wheezy breaths. “I think…both lungs…might be…punctured.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gallo confirmed. “How are you breathing right now?” 
 
    “Hell has…its perks.” His next breath sent a fresh pearl of blood seeping out from beneath a bandage and rolling down his side.  
 
    Rose’s heartbeat throbbed in her ears; panic fluttered in her throat. “Morgan, are you sure–” 
 
    But the conduit was already shaking her head. “He will heal.” 
 
    “Yes.” Beck’s horns knocked lightly against the table as he shifted his head. “I’ll be fine.” Then he passed out again.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Once it was clear that Beck was out cold, but still breathing, and likely to stay that way – hopefully – the others slipped out.  
 
    Lance stayed. Partly for Rose. 
 
    But largely for himself, too. After tonight, he could no longer pretend to be objective. Not after he’d felt the unnatural heat of Beck’s blood sliding through his fingers, seeping through his clothes. Not after he’d looked down at his slack, too-pale face, and thought, No. Please, no.  
 
    When you got to the pleading stage, there was no more room for denial.  
 
    Save for the occasional flick of his tail, and the side-to-side shift of his head, Beck lay still. His chest lifted at regular intervals, and though blood showed through the bandages, no more had seeped out from beneath.  
 
    Rose sat in a chair by his shoulder, within arm’s reach, and Lance sat beside her; close enough to hear the faint, wet stick of Beck’s healing lungs on each breath; close enough to feel the tension that shimmered beneath Rose’s skin. She sat ramrod straight, hands pressed flat to her thighs, and she didn’t blink often.  
 
    This was the Rose he’d met when she showed up at R Base five years ago; the new Knight with the shiny wings on her collar and frost in her stare. She’d glowed like a beacon, a lighthouse drawing him in – jagged rocks waiting to rip him to pieces just out of sight.  
 
    This was the same Rose. 
 
    But he was a different version of himself, now.  
 
    He reached out and curled his hand gently but firmly around her upper arm. When she tried to yank free, he knew it wasn’t an insult, but an instinct. She didn’t want anything to distract her from her worry; didn’t want to let herself forget for a second that Beck was in trouble, that Beck needed her.  
 
    Before Beck’s return, he would have released her, but Lance held on, this time, grip sure when her head whipped around and she glared at him.  
 
    “No,” Lance said, softly. And nothing else, because he was exhausted, suddenly, of being pushed away, and left out, and she knew better at this point. She damn well knew better, after everything. 
 
    A beat passed. Another. And then she deflated. She blinked, and her eyes were shiny, and she didn’t resist when he tugged her chair closer and gathered her up against his side; she laid her head down on his shoulder and shook silently for a few minutes, before she finally let out a deep breath and settled.  
 
    She managed to reach forward without shifting too much and picked up one of Beck’s limp hands where it rested on the table; she pulled it into her lap, cradled in her palm. 
 
    And then – Lance’s stomach giving a flip – reached for his hand, and laid it on top of Beck’s, so they made a little pile, the three of them.  
 
    Lance turned his face into her hair and breathed – just breathed.  
 
    He must have dozed off, because suddenly his eyes were opening as Rose stirred at his side – and Beck stirred on the table.  
 
    Rose lurched forward, and Lance wasn’t far behind.  
 
    Beck was sitting up, spine curled protectively, his whole torso undoubtedly aching. He winced, teeth bared, and reached to pluck at one of his bandages. 
 
    “Whoa!” Lance jolted to his feet and got a grip on his near shoulder, alarmed by how much of his weight Beck let him take, straight away. He really felt like shit, still. “Let’s leave those on, yeah?” 
 
    “They’re closed,” Beck gritted out through his teeth, and proceeded to carefully peel the medical tape back with the tips of his claws. The skin beneath was pink and angry, but no longer the open wounds they’d been just a few hours ago.  
 
    “Shit,” Lance breathed. 
 
    “Here, let me.” Rose reached with hands that trembled only a little to remove the rest of the dressings. She moved slow and careful, fingertips ghosting against his skin with the greatest gentleness, but Lance watched Beck’s face flicker once, twice, with suppressed pain. 
 
    He could heal, clearly, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t felt each bullet punch through him. The quick knitting of skin had to hurt, too, Lance thought with a sick lurch.  
 
    Beck released a long, slow breath that left him shivering with effort. His wings were mantled up high and tight against his back. “I want a shower,” he said to the air above Rose’s head, as she peeled off the last of the dressings. 
 
    Rose pulled back, and her gaze flicked to Lance, worried, questioning. “You don’t want to wait a while longer?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Lance said, “I’ll carry you.” 
 
    Beck turned his head a fraction, and regarded him through a screen of sweat-damp hair, then nodded, and looked away again. It was such an un-Beck-like glance, without any sharpness, or heat, or underlying intention that it left Lance’s chest twisting unpleasantly.  
 
    He stepped up to the table, braced himself, and slid an arm under Beck’s crooked knees, and the other behind his back, under his wings.  
 
    Those wings – and his tail – made him heavier than he looked. He weighed twice what a man his build should have, but Lance was ready this time, was braced and centered, and at least Beck was able to keep his wings from dragging along lifelessly like before.  
 
    Rose led the way down the hall and up the stairs.  
 
    Beck let his head rest against Lance’s shoulder, shifting restlessly until he managed to press his face to muscle. “You’re very strong,” he murmured, and it didn’t sound suggestive at all; a simple statement of fact, one that left Lance off-kilter in an unexpected way.  
 
    Sly Beck he’d learned how to handle. Honest, and vulnerable still left him reeling. 
 
    “You’re very heavy,” he shot back, after too long of a pause.  
 
    Beck hummed. “Sin weighs a lot.” 
 
    Lance’s stomach gave another roll.  
 
    His arms were burning by the time they reached the bathroom, but he kept holding Beck, as Rose leaned into the shower and cranked on the water, testing out the temperature with her hand as she stood back from the spray.  
 
    Beck lifted his head. “I want it to be hot.” 
 
    “You’ll just pass out again,” Rose said, evenly.  
 
    He sighed. “Fine. Put me down.” His legs buckled the moment his feet touched the floor.  
 
    Lance had been ready for that, and caught him around the waist, one hand gripped tight on his hip where there wasn’t any damage. Beck didn’t wince, or hiss, or curse, but his whole body shuddered in Lance’s grip, and Lance knew it had taken a tremendous effort to keep silent – an effort he wasn’t sure why Beck had bothered with, given it was only the three of them.  
 
    When he met Rose’s gaze, she pressed her lips to a thin line and shook her head, once. Her voice was soft, though, when she said, “Let’s get these off,” and unfastened Beck’s pants. 
 
    He had to be helped out of them, one hand fisted so tightly in the back of Lance’s shirt Lance was afraid it might rip the fabric; he felt the prick of claws.  
 
    There was no way Beck could manage this on his own, not in this shape, so Lance slipped his phone out of his back pocket, handed it to Rose, and led his charge forward into the large stall and beneath the spray.  
 
    The water was lukewarm, and immediately unpleasant as it struck Lance’s clothes, and boots. But he kept his arm around Beck, and steered him around so the jets pounded against his back, and the uninjured skin there, his wings. Even that much effort left Beck’s head hanging, hair swinging forward to shield his face. His ribs heaved against Lance’s arm, and the percussion of the water wasn’t strong enough to hide the fine tremors that wracked his body.  
 
    “Do you want to get out?” 
 
    Beck didn’t answer for a long moment, then shook his head, now-wet hair flicking back and forth, droplets scattering. “No.” But he made no move to reach for the soap, and no doubt couldn’t without pulling at every abused muscle in his chest and stomach.  
 
    Lance bit back the reprimand he wanted to deliver. Stop being a stubborn dumbass and go to bed. So what if you can heal super fast, you aren’t invincible. You can still hurt. 
 
    And that was the thing that was bothering him most. Beck might actually be invincible, but he still felt pain, and seeing him suffering pained Lance.  
 
    Rose joined them, stripped down to her sports bra and underwear. She plucked up the soap, frothed it between her hands, and then set about washing Beck with deft, gentle strokes. Down his arms – getting suds on Lance – and across his chest, down his stomach. She washed over each newly-closed wound, fingertips only ghosting there, though Beck shuddered and breathed raggedly as if he were being struck. Down his ribs and between his legs, the length of his soft cock. She knelt to wash his shins, his feet, between his toes. Then Lance maneuvered him around so he faced the shower head, and the water rinsed all the blood-pink foam away.  
 
    Beck tipped his head back, eyes closed, and let the water strike him full in the face. Up close, Lance was struck, suddenly, by the sharpness of his profile, the dark lengths of his lashes. The way his throat bobbed as he swallowed, again and again, and he wondered how much of the water sliding down his cut-glass cheeks was salty with tears.  
 
    He passed out again while they were drying him off. Lance carried him out to the bedroom and laid him out carefully in the center of the bed. Checked his chest – still rising and falling, rising and falling, the shiny pink of new tissue gleaming in the lamplight.  
 
    Lance thought about going back in to take a hot shower of his own. Thought about going downstairs to see if anyone still liked him enough to have left him a plate for dinner. He needed to clean his weapons, and radio in to base, and do any number of things. 
 
    Instead, he peeled off his soaked clothes and left them in a heap on the floor. Naked, chilled, he climbed in under the covers and curled up on his side, head on the pillow beside Beck’s. 
 
    A moment later, the mattress shifted as Rose climbed in on Beck’s other side. Expression tight with worry, she reached to smooth his hair away from his face – and then leaned across to chase a water droplet along Lance’s hairline with her thumb. 
 
    He offered her the best smile he could muster, and had it returned, a slim, fretful echo.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A clap of thunder like the blast of anti-aircraft artillery woke Rose. She opened her eyes to the rattling of the windows, the sift of debris falling down in the great hall – and to the sight of Beck sitting up against the headboard, wings folded behind him, one hand petting slowly and contemplatively through Lance’s hair. Lance had shifted so he lay with his head in Beck’s sheet-covered lap, one arm flung over his thighs. He was snoring.  
 
    Beck’s head lifted when he sensed her regard, and though his smile was fleeting, she could see that some of the tension of pain had left his face. If she hadn’t known to search for the bullet scars across his chest, she wouldn’t have immediately noticed the shiny, silver patches that had been gaping holes only hours ago.  
 
    She propped up on an elbow. “Feeling okay?” she asked, softly, so as not to wake Lance.  
 
    His lips quirked. “Alive, now, at least. That’s an improvement.” 
 
    She swallowed the hot ball of anguish in her throat and managed to keep her voice even when she said, “Maybe next time you’ll wear a vest.” 
 
    The hooked apex of his near wing hitched upward. “It won’t fit.” 
 
    “Beck.” 
 
    “I know.” His gaze dropped to his lap again – to his hand, claws raking steadily again and again through Lance’s short hair. “I…” 
 
    She waited. Thunder crashed again – it seemed the storms were stronger and more frequent the past few days. Rain lashed the windows and she heard dripping somewhere behind the walls.  
 
    “I remembered something.” His voice grew faint, introspective. A low, catlike hum vibrated beneath. “I think…well, it doesn’t matter, really. But it put some things into perspective.” 
 
    “Things like not walking straight into gunfire without a vest?” 
 
    “Hm. Among others.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    The worst part about his fall to the pit hadn’t been the pain. Not the burning, tearing, branding, flaying agony of being shredded again and again and again. Not the taste of blood as it filled his mouth, his lungs. Not the way his eyes had been seared out, and his backbone pulled through his skin and grafted with wings and tail. None of that. 
 
    No, the worst had been the sense, deep beneath all the places he was being ripped open, that he was home. That he belonged in this place. The way it didn’t feel foreign; the way, in the midst of the greatest agony, he hadn’t been afraid.  
 
    The only thing that had come close was missing Rose.  
 
    He had her again, now, and that was a kind of home, too. A home with room for one more, it seemed. His hair smelled like Lance – or, it did before he stepped out into the driving rain, and took flight.  
 
    They didn’t want him to go: Rose and Lance put on near-identical stern expressions that left him chuckling under his breath. The laughter hid the winces, though, as he pulled on clothes and pain lanced through him. The wounds were closed, but his flesh remembered.  
 
    “I’m not going to pick a fight with anyone,” he assured them, though they look unimpressed. “But I need to check on something.” 
 
    “Let us come with you,” Lance said, the absolute darling. 
 
    “No, baby.” Beck traced his lower lip with the tip of a claw, until he earned a shudder, and then pressed a kiss to Rose’s mouth, fast and sweet. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    He’d been warm, when he first woke, cocooned in soft sheets, cradled between them. Now the driving rain stung his face, slipped beneath his coat collar, and chilled him to the bone. The water made his wings heavy, and each forceful beat of them tugged at his freshly-knit skin. He gritted his teeth and kept flying.  
 
    No rooftop meeting, this time. He landed on the sidewalk, folded his wings, and slicked back his hair with hands that only trembled a little. He had them under control by the time he reached the awning in front of High Water, and the bouncers didn’t bother radioing in or asking him any questions; they parted, pulled open the doors, and let him right in.  
 
    Noah was in the swanky, understated bar up front, one hip leaning against a bar stool, smoking a cigar and chatting up a human woman dressed too finely to be one of the working girls – a customer, then. He glanced up once – and then again, eyes going wide when he recognized Beck. It would have been gratifying, at another time, to stop and offer a sharp grin, a wink, maybe flex his claws a little and flash his fangs. But Beck didn’t have the energy – or the interest – for that right now. He flicked his tail in silent greeting, and saw Noah press himself back against the bar, slack-jawed and terrified as he passed. 
 
    A small pleasure.  
 
    He found Damien in the orgy room, a girl tucked beneath each arm, and another between his legs, painted lips stretched wide. Her jerked so hard he choked the poor thing when he noticed Beck standing over him. “Shit!” 
 
    The girls – the one on her knees coughing and gagging, helped by her friends – beat a hasty retreat, and Beck dropped down primly onto the sofa beside Damien, crossing one leg over the other.  
 
    “Put that away.” He gestured to Damien’s lap, and the hellspawn scrambled to tuck his wet cock away and zip his fly.  
 
    “Jeez…Beck. Shit, what are – um…” He tugged at his shirt, and tucked his hair behind his ears, and fidgeted like a schoolboy caught with a joint. “Uh…I didn’t think I’d see you back here. Wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    “I’d rather be anywhere else, believe me.” Beck scanned the room, briefly considered asking to go somewhere quieter and more private, then decided against it. None of the writhing, moaning, fully-engaged people or hellspawn around them was giving them a second thought, much less eavesdropping. They had a better chance of speaking freely here than anywhere else in the building, where cameras or mics could pick up their conversation. “I need to ask you about hell,” he said, turning back in time to watch Damien’s brows shoot up into his hairline in surprise.  
 
    “Hey, man. You were there. You probably know more than me.” 
 
    Beck stared at him, until Damien rubbed at the back of his neck, expression pinched and unhappy.  
 
    “I mean…I can try and help. What do you wanna know about?” 
 
    It had hit somewhere between licking the idiot pimp’s blood off his lips and losing consciousness. In the skittery, too-bright space between one sluggish, bleeding-out heartbeat and the next, a memory had slammed into him just like all those bullets had: standing on some nothing, no-account hellspawn’s head and listening to him plead. Father…Father, please, I’ll do better. The crunch of his skull shattering.  
 
    He remembered the hushed murmurs, and the sense of there being a vacuum. It had been like home, but one with an empty master bedroom.  
 
    Another memory, when he woke on the table, body screaming at him, Rose and Lance’s worried faces hovering above. Blue light. And cold, so cold, wings heavy, too heavy, coated in ice – but not wings like these. Feathers. Pain in his chest, running him through, a pain the bullet wounds could only echo and mimic.  
 
    He pinned Damien back in his seat with a look and said, “How long has hell been leaderless?” 
 
    Damien looked like he’d been punched. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but” – someone screamed behind their sofa, high, breathy, and porno-worthy – “what does that even mean?” 
 
    “It means exactly what I said.” Beck pushed a growl into his voice. “How long has it been leaderless?” 
 
    “It’s…it’s not?” Damien winced, uncertain. “I mean, the Trio are always up in everybody’s business, and Beezie is–” 
 
    “Not Beelzebub,” Beck interrupted. “Or any of the others. Where’s Lucifer?” 
 
    Damien sucked in a sharp breath, eyes going wide with comprehension. “Pops?” He whistled, and scratched at his chin while he thought about it. “I dunno. Like – forty years, maybe? Forty-five? Maybe fifty. Nobody’s seen him since, like, ten years before the First Rift…” 
 
    He kept talking, his babbling growing more relaxed when Beck didn’t interrupt him, but Beck didn’t hear any of it. He couldn’t, his ears full of a low whining, his mind flashing with brilliant blue-white light. 
 
    Pain speared through his chest, right over his heart, a flash that was there and gone again before he could reach to touch it and search for the hot wetness of blood. An old, phantom pain. A memory.  
 
    A memory of falling.  
 
    “…eck? Becky?” 
 
    “What?” he snarled, and Damien actually leaned back away from him, tail dancing agitatedly over his shoulder.  
 
    “Jeez! Dude, just – what’s wrong? Where are you going?” 
 
    Beck didn’t remember standing, but was glad to be on his feet. He turned his back on Damien, and strode for the door.  
 
    “Beck!” Damien called after him. “What was that about, man?” 
 
    Not since before the First Rift… 
 
    “Home,” he called over his shoulder. “I’m going home.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He bypassed the front doors when he returned to the mansion. He still needed a few minutes, before they laid eyes on him, before they wanted to touch him and see for themselves that he hadn’t hurt himself any worse than before. He spiraled overhead, banking, down and down, and then dropped straight through the hole in what had once been the atrium roof. He dove, and then spread his wings and righted himself at the last moment, landing lightly on the tiles, splashing in the half-inch of dirty rainwater standing there.  
 
    He wasn’t alone.  
 
    He didn’t startle – he didn’t ever do that, hadn’t, even, before – but his skin prickled all over with awareness before he registered that it was Morgan. 
 
    Morgan. The name made him want to laugh and sneer…and also to shudder.  
 
    White light. Sharp pain. Falling…falling. 
 
    She sat in the throne, legs too short for her feet to touch the floor, hair wet and plastered to her head. Lightning flashed, illuminating Saint Michael behind her, wrought in stained-glass glory.  
 
    “Waiting for me?” he asked, because this – not them, here, now, in these forms, but them, ancient them – was a relationship in which he’d always been the needler, and the other had always been the enforcer. Tale as old as time.  
 
    Morgan blinked slowly, blue eyes glowing in the gloaming. She cocked her head to a birdlike angle – fitting, given the wings she should have had, he supposed. White and feathered…as his own had been, once long before time, before man, before sin.  
 
    Sin is heavy, he’d told Lance. 
 
    Heavy as the weight of the whole heavens bearing you down, down, down to the fire below.  
 
    “You’ve figured it out, haven’t you?” she said, finally, and Beck told himself it was only the rain, and the wide, empty expanse of the room, the open ceiling that made her voice seem deeper, more resonant. It certainly wasn’t that she was growing stronger – becoming more herself…himself.  
 
    “And what if I have?” Beck countered, hating how stiff he sounded, how the cock of his own head didn’t feel all that confident anymore. With memory had come doubt, and a fear he’d never known. 
 
    No. He’d known it. Before the fall.  
 
    Morgan’s lips quirked in what might have been a smile. “I knew you would. I did. Eventually.” 
 
    “Well,” he said. 
 
    “Well.” 
 
    Beck sneered – to hide the hammering of his heart. “Don’t worry, Archangel. I won’t disappoint you.” 
 
    Morgan blinked again. “You never do.” 
 
    He turned, snapped his wings together with a spray of droplets, and stalked toward the open mouth of the hallway – the ancient gaze of heaven following him.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    They raided a house in Queens. Another in the Bronx. Found a gleaming silver candlestick, and an old-fashioned silver fountain pen. Beck wore the vest that Rose fashioned for him, and he shielded himself with his wings, and the ops were efficient, successful, and distinctly less theatrical.  
 
    Rose lived with a constant worry, now: a lump in her throat, a hitch at the bottom of every breath. Beck knew more than he was telling, and something was coming, something big, and she could feel the ticking of a clock in the back of her mind, counting down. Tick-tock, tick-tock.  
 
    It rained constantly, now, and tonight was no exception, wind gusts driving sheets of water against the windows, the air inside the mansion cold and humid. The candle flames swayed, but held, their light flickering off the four shards Beck had laid out carefully on the dining table: the pentagram, the lion, the candlestick, the pen.  
 
    Morgan reached forward to hover a fingertip over the pen – but didn’t touch it. “There’s one more,” she said. “The fifth.” 
 
    “Yes, and the hilt, I imagine,” Beck said. He stood opposite her, the silver gleaming between them, and Rose didn’t miss the glance he darted to the conduit, the fractional tightening of his jaw, the flick of his tail tip along the floor. “Raphael will have it.” 
 
    Distracted watching him, it took a beat before the words registered. Rose said, “You think so?” 
 
    He nodded. “He trusted parts of it with others – probably in the hope that they would lose them and wind up scattered to the four winds. But he wouldn’t trust anyone else with the linchpin.” 
 
    “Is there any chance he wanted us to find it?” Lance asked. 
 
    Beck blinked, but his gaze didn’t lift. “It’s a distinct possibility.” 
 
    “What?” Gavin huffed. “This guy tried to kill us before, you know. And now we’re gonna go along with what he wants us to do?” 
 
    Beck finally lifted his head, his gaze distant, only partially focused on Gavin. “Think of it this way: he might want us dead, but in this instance, our goal aligns with his.” 
 
    “And what is that goal?” Tris spoke up. He didn’t sound strained and whiny the way Gavin did, but the leap of a muscle as his jaw clenched proved that he was running out of patience with this whole endeavor. “We’ve found the sword pieces.” He gestured to the table, unimpressed. “And you say Raphael has the last part. Fine. What then? How that does that make all of this” – thunder boomed overhead, punctuating his point – “go away?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gavin said. 
 
    Gallo didn’t say anything, but he pressed his shoulder into Tris’s, and that was where his loyalty lay. Rose thought of him – had thought of him? – as a friend, but he would side with Tris, now, every time.  
 
    Beck surveyed them all a moment, mouth twitching sideways. Hand poised above the lion amulet, he said, “This is the sword that drove Lucifer to hell. A hell that he currently doesn’t occupy.” The candlelight threw shadows that jumped along his throat, as he swallowed. “We need the sword to put him back there. Where he belongs.” 
 
    “You want us to find Lucifer, and send him back to hell,” Tris deadpanned. “That’s actually what you want.” 
 
    “I want Michael to do it.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Gallo asked. “And where is Lucifer?” 
 
    Beck showed his fangs, but he didn’t smile. “They’re probably closer than you think.”  
 
    “What–” Lance started. 
 
    And Beck’s head snapped around. His wings opened, and his tail lifted. He growled. “Someone’s here.” 
 
    Morgan flung her head back, too, eyes huge, and pulsing blue. She pressed her small hands to the tabletop, between the silver tokens, and her voice went deep and resonant when she said, “Demons.” 
 
    “What?!” Gavin shouted, whirling.  
 
    Rose’s heart stopped, and then started again at a gallop. Her favorite knife appeared in her hand, though she didn’t register drawing it, and she sought Beck’s gaze in the wild moment before she turned, before she heard the shattering of glass in another room.  
 
    His eyes glowed, electric gold and narrow-pupiled in the candlelight, his face carved with harsh shadows, fangs long and ready as he bared them. He looked eager. He locked gazes with her, for the span of one too-fast heartbeat, and gave her the subtlest of nods.  
 
    It wasn’t fear, but anticipation that tightened her belly. Just like old times.  
 
    She drew a second knife, as she turned, and a crush of bodies filled the doorway.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance cursed himself for not having been more aware that a threat was approaching – but to his credit, neither Morgan nor Beck had detected it either, until it was too late.  
 
    Some comfort that was.  
 
    They poured through the open double doors, nearly trampling one another, bringing in the smell of doused campfires and brimstone, eyes glowing the vivid red of hot coals.  
 
    Hellspawn and demons weren’t the same, Beck had said, and no, no they weren’t. Here, there were no horns or tails, no grins and winks and fangs. These were humans – human shells, conduits – housing the pure, raw essence of hell, and all the power that entailed.  
 
    Every hair on his body stood to attention. He lifted his gun, and fired a shot – watched blood fountain from a forehead – and his skin crawled. He knew then, unquestionably, that Beck was not, had never been, could never be a demon, because his presence didn’t feel wrong the way this noxious aura did, as hell conduits rolled toward them in a hissing, growling, clawing wave.  
 
    In the slow-motion gaps between feverish heartbeats, Lance saw Tris and Gallo draw their guns; heard the crack-crack-crack of rapid shots. Saw the candlelight flicker off the honed blades of Rose’s knives as she ducked low and struck at a knee, at a thigh.  
 
    Beck’s wings spread, and his tail lashed out. 
 
    Then there was a conduit leaping into Lance’s sightline, and that was all he could focus on.  
 
    He fired. A face exploded, at close range; blood and viscera sprayed hot across his eyes, gumming them shut; he tasted iron, and it burned. He scrubbed his sleeve across his face, trying to see, spitting the heat off his tongue – and hands grabbed his shirt. In front, from behind; fabric ripped. Hands grabbed his throat, and he was dragged down into chaos.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rose had worn her spiked choker and cuffs for the op, and conduit skin smoked and burned when they tried to take hold of her. One grabbed at her throat, and drew back, hissing, eyes blazing crimson before she drove a knife through its windpipe. Blood spurted – the taste of hot ash as it sprayed across her lips – and the conduit fell back, choking, bleeding out, too wounded to fight…but that wouldn’t last. It would heal, and heal quickly, and be back up again for another round – and it had plenty of friends to take its place.  
 
    She ducked, and whirled; sliced an Achilles, opened another throat, a belly. Every strike hit flesh. A hand grabbed her ankle, and she wrenched away with a quick move; spun and knifed a conduit up through the soft underside of its chin, the blow juddering up her arm when the blade skipped off bone.  
 
    She heard the snap of Beck’s wings, the whip-crack as his tail sang through the air, slicing, stabbing, killing. There was the meaty sound of bodies colliding, and Lance grunted, and cursed. There were no more gunshots: the quarters were too tight and they were swarmed besides. Everywhere she turned, there was another too-warm body, another grabbing pair of hands, another gleaming, awful rictus of a smile and a set of glowing red eyes. She expected jeering, taunting, even a curse or a scream as she sliced, and sliced, and sliced again. But they were silent, save the most basic, nonverbal sounds. They closed in on her like animals, a pack of wolves converging on prey, and it was more terrifying than any human-on-human, or even human-on-conduit fight she’d ever been a part of.  
 
    A swipe caught her in the solar plexus, and the air went out of her. She choked, and dropped, just managed to dodge another blow, and laid a conduit’s arm open to the bone, hot, ash-tasting blood spattering her face.  
 
    “Beck!” A hand gripped her belt from behind and she couldn’t spin away. “What are these things?” she shouted. There was so much noise: the shuffle and slap of too many bodies. How many were there? Hundreds?  
 
    There was a thump, several thumps, and an ugly, wet noise followed by the snap of his tail whipping. “Low levels!” he shouted back, voice only a little strained. She couldn’t see him, him or Lance, and she wanted to, desperately, as she sliced a hand that reached toward her, only for it to be replaced by another. “They’re no better than dogs, but they get the job done.” 
 
    “What job?” Lance called, and then devolved into harsh cursing.  
 
    “They’re” – flap of wings – “just doing” – snap of tail – “what they’re master” – splat – “told them to.” 
 
    Rose’s braid was gripped from behind, and her head wrenched around. “Ah!” She lost her grip on the knife in her left hand, and when she tried to recover it, was held up by firm pressure on her scalp. “Shit!” 
 
    The demon who had hold of her turned her, and beyond its awful, snarling face, she glimpsed an unexpected flare of blue light. Morgan.  
 
    The angel conduit wasn’t fighting, but stood at the edge of the table, where the silver was laid out, hands hovering over the gleaming array, pulsing with blue-white light. Her eyes were screwed shut, pale hair shivering around her face as she trembled. Something was happening on the table, the silver shimmering, blurring – but Rose was dragged backward, and conduits closed in around her, filling her entire field of vision. She stabbed out with her right hand, and a conduit clamped onto her forearm, above the cuff.  
 
    Is this it? she wondered, pulse throbbing like a trapped bird, panic gripping her stomach so tight she thought she’d be sick. Is this how it ends? 
 
    A roar like a tiger’s ripped through the room; she felt it beneath the soles of her boots. The conduits holding her froze; red eyes rolled toward the sound.  
 
    “That’s enough!” Beck thundered, voice mostly growl. He roared again, and the harsh clap of his wings sounded again, and again.  
 
    A few of the conduits holding her let go, so they could turn, and look, just as she did, as Beck lifted up into the air, hovering six feet off the ground, the gusts from his wing flaps like the wind kicked off of helo rotors. His eyes blazed gold; he bared his fangs and snarled.  
 
    “Michael!” he bellowed. “End this!” 
 
    Michael? 
 
    Blinding light flooded the room.  
 
    Rose closed her eyes against the onslaught of it, and, finally, the conduits made human sound: they screamed. All of them at once, an awful, shrieking cacophony. Her hands were free, suddenly, and she was helpless but to clap them over her ears.  
 
    It seemed to go on for minutes, but was only seconds. The screaming cut off, suddenly, there was a pop, and then it was only their own ragged breathing, and the steady flapping of Beck’s wings overhead.  
 
    She cracked her eyes open.  
 
    She stood in an inch of black ash. It powered and shifted when she moved her foot. It was everywhere, thick as a black snowfall across the floorboards, and the tabletop, and on Lance’s shoulders, as he got hastily to his feet and started brushing himself off. When he swiped a hand over his head, ash rained down out of his hair.  
 
    Gallo hauled Tris to his feet with his real arm, and gripped Gavin by the back of the jacket with his metal hand, hoisting him up.  
 
    Beck settled back to the ground with a puff of ash and flicked more of it off his wings.  
 
    Morgan stood on the table, where the shards had been, and gripped half of a gleaming sword in both small hands. Its edge had cut her, blood pearling down her knuckles, but she didn’t seem to notice, her stare blue and vacuous, her mouth open as she breathed in trembling little shudders.  
 
    “Well done,” Beck said, turning to her. “And that wasn’t even with the whole sword.” 
 
    Morgan held the sword fragment by its jagged, broken off end, where the hilt should have been, and let it drop slowly until its pointed tip was resting on the tabletop.  
 
    “What,” Lance panted, “the fuck?” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Beck said, smirking, tail extending toward the shaking conduit. “May I present to you: the Archangel Michael.” 
 
    It was an effort to draw a breath. Rose studied the unassuming girl standing on the table, weak and ready to fall over after…after incinerating a whole host of demon conduits. “No,” she murmured, but in the next moment, Morgan looked up through her lashes, eyes still that eerie, backlit blue, and Rose knew that Beck was right.  
 
    It made sense, in retrospect, impossible as it seemed. From the very first, Morgan hadn’t been like the other conduits they’d encountered. Selfless, willing to help humanity. And there’d been that day they went after Shubert, when she’d opened a hole in the ground and thrown a demon down inside it. Had cast it into hell. Because this was the angel whose job it was to put evil things in their place.  
 
    “Michael?” Gallo asked, breathless with shock, or wonder, or both. “You’re Michael?” 
 
    With an unsteady, bloodied hand, Morgan reached to push her hair off her face. Her voice was thin and reedy, though still toneless. Matter of fact. “I didn’t know that I was, at first. I wasn’t sent here. I came on my own, which meant I had to manifest as a conduit. As…” She gestured to her own small form, the last body in which anyone would think to find an archangel. “I didn’t have my sword, and my head was…” She winced. “Wrong. I forgot why I came here. But then I remembered, over time.” 
 
    Rose’s pulse was running like she was still fighting for her life. “Why did you come?” 
 
    Behind her, an unfamiliar voice said, “To put the devil back in his cage, isn’t that right, brother?” 
 
    Rose looked to Beck, first, as tension stole through her body. He’d turned to face the doorway, and his expression was dark with aggression – but he didn’t look surprised or caught unawares. He’d known whoever this was had been lurking. 
 
    Hello again, Rose, a laughing voice said inside her head, and her stomach lurched.  
 
    Raphael.  
 
    She turned, slowly, steeling her expression, trying to hide the fear that had pulsed to life inside her. But that was a waste, wasn’t it? Because Raphael could see inside her head, and he knew that she was spinning back to that mine shaft, and his hand around her throat, and choking, choking… 
 
    He stood in the threshold, in the lithe, honed body of the male underwear model he’d chosen to claim for his own, tall, and full-lipped, and beautiful, eyes a burning blue that clashed with his olive skin and wavy dark hair. He wore fitted white pants and a black button-up shirt open halfway down his smooth chest. A row of conduits stood behind him, some with red eyes, some with blue: angels and demons both.  
 
    “That’s why you came, isn’t it?” he asked, gaze lifted high, on Morgan – on Michael. “To put a choke chain on the Big Bad?” 
 
    Rose could feel her pulse in her teeth. She swayed, and caught herself, and tried to pretend it was only exhaustion from fighting. But Raphael’s gaze darted to her, and he grinned. 
 
    “Reminiscing?” he asked. “We did have a good time that night.” 
 
    Before she could respond – and she didn’t know if she actually could, the words jamming up in her throat, choking her the same way his preternaturally strong hand had, back then – a solid, grounding touch landed on her shoulder, and a warm, strong body pressed up behind hers. She knew it was Lance without looking, and the knots in her stomach immediately loosened.  
 
    “Oh, good,” Lance said in his firmest, no-nonsense Sir du Lac voice. “You brought the rest of the sword. How helpful.” 
 
    Raphael snorted. “Please. Unlike Daddy’s favorite up there, I have no intention of hurrying this along.” 
 
    “Why not?” Rose asked.  
 
    Because I’m having too much fun, he said inside her head, grinning wickedly.  
 
    Beck said, “This is tedious. If you’ve come here to monologue, it’s a waste.” He stepped up on Rose’s other side, wings half-spread, tail lashing the ground, fangs bared in a nasty smile. “If we’re going to fight, let’s just get right to it.” 
 
    “Fight?” Raphael lifted a single, groomed brow. “You know me, brother. I’m more of a lover than a fighter.” 
 
    “Brother?” Lance asked with a snort. “Yeah, no.” 
 
    “Oh?” Raphael’s gaze shifted over. “He hasn’t told you, then?” 
 
    “Told us what?” Lance bit out. 
 
    Beck advanced a step – and so did the conduits behind Raphael. 
 
    The angel himself grinned, slow and delighted. He folded his arms and got more comfortable against the doorjamb, with the air of someone settling in for a long conversation. “Oh. Oh, this is rich. It’s bad enough you foisted yourself on poor Rosie – she’s a lost cause at this point, I guess – but the beefcake, too? God, Lucy, you’re just the greediest thing.” 
 
    He never told you, did he? The words swirled like silken smoke in her head. Poor idiot – I don’t even think he knew at first. But he does now. He has for a while. And he says he loves you, but he left you in the dark, didn’t he? 
 
    Beck’s wings stretched wide; Rose felt the breeze they stirred against the side of her face. Lance’s hand tightened on her shoulder. Beck stalked forward. “Alright, Rafi, that’s enough of that shit.” He lunged forward, half-leap and half-flight, claws sharp and fully-extended toward Raphael’s face.  
 
    The conduits made to move forward. But Raphael – smug expression wiped clean – said, “Wait,” and lifted his hands to meet Beck’s attack.  
 
    Rose tried to follow – but Lance’s arm clamped around her waist and he held her back.  
 
    No. 
 
    She was in the basement, amidst chalked sigils, and Beck had his knife thrust through the heart of an angel, while Lance held her, while he kept her from him.  
 
    No. 
 
    She was standing in ashes while Beck, winged and horned and tailed, flattened an angel to the ground and clawed at his face.  
 
    It was what she was meant for, apparently: standing by and losing Beck.  
 
    Raphael’s hands glowed blue, before he gripped Beck’s shoulder with one, and placed the other in the center of his chest. He bared his teeth, dodged Beck’s next swipe, and just – stayed there, pressing.  
 
    Beck laughed, low and growling. “You stupid conduit. You’re just a body-snatcher – I’m the real thing.” He lifted a hand…and phased it through Raphael’s face.  
 
    Raphael screamed. 
 
    The conduits surged forward, converging on them.  
 
    Rose lunged–  
 
    “Lance, keep her back! Stay out of this!” Beck snarled, before he was covered with conduits.  
 
    Rose scrambled to get loose as Lance dragged her back. She was stronger than she’d been, back then, but she was still no match for him in a contest of sheer strength. She could have outmaneuvered him, sparring, but this wasn’t a spar – it was a death grip. He had her around the waist and across the chest, and he didn’t react when she clawed at the backs of his arms, his hands.  
 
    “Let me go! Let me–” 
 
    “No,” he said, firmly, right in her ear, and squeezed her hard enough to force the air from her lungs. “He’s got this. Look.” 
 
    She dug her nails into his wrists, but she did look, blinking back the panic, because what else could she do, while Lance held her helpless as a doll? 
 
    A conduit – she didn’t know which kind – went flying across the room and splintered the wall paneling when it hit, and fell, limp, neck bent back at a broken angle.  
 
    Another lifted up in the air, choking, Beck’s tail wrapped tight around its throat.  
 
    Three more fell, eyes sightless, staring, and no longer glowing.  
 
    Beck snapped his tail, flung the one it held, and got to his feet, dragging Raphael up with him by the now-torn shirt-front. Raphael was big-eyed, his face smudged, and smoking in the place where Beck had reached inside it, just like he’d done with Shubert.  
 
    The conduits who could picked themselves up, but didn’t approach him; hung back, circling, wary.  
 
    In her mind, Raphael’s voice sounded shaky, rattled; weakened from whatever Beck had done to him. The First Rift wasn’t an accident, he said, quickly, hurrying, trying to get the words out as Beck smacked a conduit away like it was nothing and bared his fangs, wings curved like a shield around his back. It was a reaction. Lucifer left hell. He abandoned it, so he could be born a mortal man. The Rift hit when he was only a boy. 
 
    Beck bit Raphael’s throat, and the angel screamed again, a high, animal sound of distress.  
 
    H-h-he destroyed the balance. He started – started the war over, and he didn’t even know it. Not – not until he went back to hell…and then, stupid girl, you sent a saint to drag him out again. 
 
    Beck’s throat bobbed as he swallowed, and swallowed. Raphael’s scream tapered off, and then died in a gurgling gasp. His eyes threatened to close, only burning slits, now. His hands convulsed uselessly at his sides.  
 
    “No,” Rose murmured. 
 
    Beck drew back, licked blood from his lips, and turned to them, his eyes gold, his fangs sharp, hair caught in his horns, caped with wings. “Ah,” he said, voice thick – thick with blood. “He told you.” 
 
    Before she could respond – and she couldn’t have, even if she’d wanted to – he turned away, and reached into Raphael’s pants pocket. He came out with a dagger, small and sheathed, plain and not fancy. Without looking, he tossed it–  
 
    And Morgan caught it. There was another blinding flash of light, and when it died back, she stood holding the hilt of a sword nearly as long as she was tall. She held it as if it weighed nothing, and when she stepped off the edge of the table, she landed lightly, easily.  
 
    Rose watched as if through a dream, Lance’s arms still tight around her, his chest heaving against her back as he breathed in the same ragged, disbelieving way that she did. The whole world narrowed down to the tableau before them. 
 
    Blood ran down Raphael’s neck; his lips twitched soundlessly. Beck held him up without effort, attention on Morgan as she approached, sword in her hands.  
 
    She said, “Give him to me. He’s my brother to send back.” 
 
    Beck grinned, wild and huge, though it didn’t touch his eyes. “He’s mine, too, or have you forgotten that as well?” 
 
    “Give him to me,” Morgan repeated – she sounded almost patient – and shifted the sword to one hand so she could reach out with the other.  
 
    He has to end it, Raphael said in Rose’s head, voice even weaker. He has to be the one to put it all to rights.  
 
    With a disgusted face, Beck hauled Raphael up and thrust him toward Morgan. 
 
    Who laid a hand on Raphael’s shoulder – and then ran her sword straight through his heart.  
 
    The scream this time was nothing ever made by a human. It was a shriek. Rose closed her eyes against the flare of light; her face was buffeted by a sudden blast of wind that smelled like clean rain, and new steel. She ducked her head away from it; pressed her face into Lance’s bicep, and rode it out, his strength holding her grounded, just as it had five years ago, in this same mansion.  
 
    Finally, it stopped.  
 
    She lifted her head, blinking against the spots that danced before her vision, the light so bright it had branded her eyes even though they were closed.  
 
    Raphael lay on the floor, spotless – but lifeless, too. His eyes stared up at the ceiling: normal, human. The other conduits had fallen as well, angel and demon both.  
 
    Morgan held her sword propped on her shoulder, the blade bloody. She breathed harshly, audibly, and swayed – but didn’t fall. 
 
    Beck stood with wings mantled, breathing quietly through an open, bloodied mouth.  
 
    Rose swallowed and said, “Beck.” 
 
    His gaze lifted up through a screen of long lashes, and tangled hair. One corner of his mouth lifted in a humorless smirk. “Forty-three years ago, the devil decided he wanted a do-over. He put himself inside a woman’s womb, became a twin. A way to try again. I guess you could say it was a spectacular failure.” 
 
    He turned, stepped over a body, and walked out of the room.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Lance couldn’t decide if he was idealistic, or just an idiot because he retained the ability, after all that he’d seen, to be shocked.  
 
    Rose finally wrenched free, and he let her go this time. There was no danger, now, at least not any danger they could defend themselves against. She would go after Beck, and maybe he was the most dangerous being in the whole city, in the world, but that didn’t mean that they loved him less.  
 
    He looked at Morgan – tiny, unassuming Morgan, with her too-long sleeves rolled up and her sword large enough to topple her – and said, “So, you’re Michael,” in a very flat voice.  
 
    If she – he? – was sorry for having deceived them, she showed no sign of that, blinking up at him a little tiredly. “Yes. I am the Archangel Michael.” 
 
    “Okay,” Gallo said, with the air of a man trying very hard to Remain Calm about all of this. “That’s…okay. That sure is…a thing.” 
 
    Gavin gave a low, angry hiss. “I knew that guy was the fucking devil! I told you all, but you wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    Lance rounded on him, fury spiking hot in his belly. “Shut up, Gavin, he isn’t the devil.” 
 
    In a different situation, Gavin’s goggle-eyed expression would have been hilarious. Now, Lance just wanted to hit him. “No, no, fuck this,” he said, stabbing a finger through the air at Lance, one that trembled. “In case you didn’t get the gist of all that bullshit, your new boyfriend is, in fact, the actual devil.” 
 
    “Don’t–” 
 
    “He is Lucifer,” Morgan interrupted, calm as ever. “He is the one who challenged God, and who was punished for it. He is sin, and vice, and every fallible, mortal impulse of humanity.” 
 
    Lance’s chest hurt. “But–” 
 
    “But he is an angel,” Morgan continued. “He was then, and he is now, no matter how far he has fallen.” 
 
    Pain in his hands proved to be the harsh press of his own blunt nails biting into his palms, his fists clenched so tight the veins stood out in his forearms. He forced them open, but there was nothing to do for the rapid, staccato racing of his heart, nor the unhappy twist of his stomach. Gallo looked on him with open sympathy, and even Tris wore a version of it, tinged with harsh pity.  
 
    He glanced away from them, back toward Morgan – and even if her stare was cold, and inhuman, it was better than having the people he’d thought of as friends look at him like…like he was grieving. Or delusional.  
 
    “Why does it have to be so black and white?” he asked. “What, you’re good, and he’s evil, and that’s all there is? I’ve lived in this world – nothing is that simple.” 
 
    “I am,” she countered. “I am the sword arm of the Lord, as I have ever been. 
 
    “But you are right.” Her head tilted to a wondering angle, bright gaze narrowing a fraction. As if…as if he confused her. Or surprised her, maybe. “My brother is not evil. He is wayward. He wants too much – he could never be happy for all the wanting.” She turned to regard the still body that had only moments ago housed Raphael. “All of my brothers started to want.” This last touched with emotion – with regret. “Lucifer found a way to be reborn as a man of flesh and blood, his chance to try again. I had always thought that he should be given that chance; that I would watch, and wait, and intervene only if necessary.  
 
    “But Gabriel, and Raphael did not agree. They started a war.” 
 
    “The First Rift.” 
 
    “Yes. And they opened it using my sword.” She turned back to him. “They kept it from me. Broke it into bits and left me in this useless form.” 
 
    Thunder rolled overhead, the rippling cadence of a drumline.  
 
    “Now what?” he asked her. “What happens now?” 
 
    “I’ll leave that up to Lucifer – up to Beck.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Beck left the room, he didn’t fly. Rose was able to follow the line his tail had left in the dust on the floor, beyond the great hall, where fresh rain was just beginning to fall, down a long, uncleaned corridor where the doors sat crooked on their hinges, swollen from the humidity. One was open, though she passed it by, still on Beck’s trail, and glimpsed moldering furniture arranged around a cold, moss-slick hearth. The next flash of lightning struck a mirror, a flare like white fire in which she glimpsed her own shock-pale face, loose hair clinging to the sweat on her neck. She pressed on. 
 
    To the end of the hall, into a cobwebbed stairwell, where she found boot tracks, and the drag of a spade-tipped tail, and a clawed handprint on a banister, as though Beck had been made heavier, clumsier in the sharing of his truth. The stairs creaked, and groaned, and a few of the boards shifted beneath her feet – but they held, and she climbed four flights, to find an open door, and, beyond, the mansion’s rusting widow’s walk.  
 
    Beck sat perched on the rail like a bird, balanced on the balls of his feet, wings at the ready behind him, face tipped up to the first, fat drops of rain. His tail quirked an unmistakeable hello, but he didn’t turn to her; didn’t speak.  
 
    It took five strides to reach him, and in that distance, Rose felt that she walked back through the years, until she was the fascinated girl in the chair beside the library fire, and he the figure staring into the flames, inscrutable and lovely and ferocious.  
 
    But now, she knew every line of his face; loved every scar on his hands, and she knew what he was. Who he was. It made sense, now, all the pieces finally fitted into place. It had only been an initial shock – one that had given way, immediately and wholly, to of course. Of course that’s who he was. It felt right. 
 
    As did the urge to keep silent. To wait. He would say something when he was ready.  
 
    The rain settled in: a steady, soaking rain, light against her skin, and cold where it seeped into her clothes. He lowered his gaze to the dark lawn below, all the sinister lines and curves of the mansion façade beneath them.  
 
    Droplets beaded on his lashes, and flicked away as he blinked. Slowly, he spread and lifted one wing, and Rose stepped in beneath its shelter, close enough to feel the heat he threw off, and smell the faint, ashy scent his skin carried, now.  
 
    “Just think,” he said, at last. “The world might even now be normal if I hadn’t been so greedy for the mortal plane.” 
 
    “You’ve always been so dramatic,” she said, and had the pleasure of watching his brows shoot up; watching him turn toward her with wide, golden eyes. She smiled, even as she felt cracks spiderweb across her heart. “Just think: you started the whole apocalypse because hell was too boring to tolerate.” 
 
    He stared at her a moment – and then smiled, fleetingly, before a somber expression overtook his face again. “I’ve never once had to explain myself to you,” he said, wonderingly.  
 
    “No,” she agreed. “And that’s always gone both ways.” 
 
    “It has.” 
 
    A low, deep rumble echoed from across the city somewhere. She watched his head turn to chart the sound, and looked herself reluctantly: why face more destruction and horror when she could study the clean, beloved lines of his profile? 
 
    When she looked, she saw a jet of orange fire across the rooftops, at least five miles away; the gray plume of smoke tumbling up into the leaden heavens. An explosion.  
 
    “It will only get worse,” Beck murmured against the shush of the rain, its pattering on his wing overhead. “In abandoning hell, I’ve doomed the earth to become it.” 
 
    “You went back once, already, and it didn’t make things better up here.” Not in the grand scheme of things – and not for her, certainly.  
 
    He shook his head, lips compressed, gaze fixed on the dying-down of the distant explosion. “I don’t remember it, you know? Being – him. Before I was…” He touched his chest. “Me. There are flashes.” He frowned. “Glimpses – but it’s like old bits of nightmares. Secondhand stories. My only real memories are of being Arthur Becket. Even in hell, I was Arthur – I was Beck. I don’t…” Another head shake, set of his jaw grim. “I don’t think it’s enough to go back down there. I don’t think that’s the answer.” 
 
    Hope blossomed, unfurled like a flower stem in her chest. “What is, do you think?” 
 
    A gust of wind blew rain in their faces. 
 
    Beck blinked and said, “It started with a fight, and I think it has to end with one.” 
 
    And hope, fragile a thing as it always was, got crushed beneath the bootheel of reality. It was too easy to see Michael’s sword thrust through Raphael’s heart – and to envision Beck there, instead.  
 
    “He’ll need to rest, first,” Beck said. “Get his strength back.” 
 
    “Beck–” 
 
    “I can’t leave it like this, Rosie.” He turned to her with his jaw set – and his eyes gleaming with undisguised anguish. He gestured to the night that lay sprawled before them, its fires, its screams, its soot-covered debauchery. “This isn’t a world that anyone wants to live in.” 
 
    It hurt to breathe; it hurt to look at him. She said, “I don’t want to live in any world, no matter what it looks like, if you aren’t a part of it.” 
 
    His smile was soft, and small, and devastating, because she knew, then, what he meant to do. Just like she knew he wouldn’t be swayed from it. He reached to cup her cheek, his skin cold, and wet; she leaned into it anyway, shivering. “No one’s ever loved me the way you do.” His thumb swept across her cheek, the natural heat of his skin bleeding through the chill of rainwater. “I would take you with me, if I could, and keep you always.” 
 
    “Beck.” 
 
    “Lance is good to you. Let him be, even if you’re hurting.” 
 
    “Beck, no, I don’t–” 
 
    His thumb pressed over her lips. “This is my decision to make,” he said, leaning in close, so the warmth of his breath fanned across her face – across the hot, fresh tears that tracked down her cheeks. He wiped at them with careful fingertips. “Sweetheart. Baby.”  
 
    What else was there to say? She didn’t have to give voice to all the ways losing him again would flay her: he already knew.  
 
    Another explosion sent shockwaves rippling up through the soles of her boots.  
 
    What alternative was there? What else could they do? 
 
    He said, “Come fly with me.” 
 
    And so she did. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Gavin, shut the fuck up,” Gallo said, wearily, and, maybe out of shock, Gavin complied. He blinked at Gallo, clearly surprised to have had the youngest and sweetest member of their Company be the one to tell him to stuff it. “Nobody asked you to fuck Satan, so just – damn. Stop talking about it.” 
 
    Gavin sighed unhappily, but kept silent. 
 
    Lance felt more than a little disconnected from his body, at the moment – too out of it to offer Gallo a grateful look. He was staring across the room, toward the old, draped sofa where Morgan had stretched out on her back, eyes closed, hands clasped together over the sword that rested all down the length of her. She looked like a carved mausoleum statue. 
 
    Tris appeared in front of him, suddenly. His face offered no judgment, a fact which had Lance blinking back to the moment at hand, a little. He placed a hand on Lance’s shoulder, and squeezed. “Go lie down. You look like shit.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Go lie down anyway. Humor me.” 
 
    “We’ll clean up,” Gallo offered.  
 
    “I…” He’d been running on adrenaline up to this point, but, suddenly, the idea of sitting down made him want to weep. “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
    Making his way upstairs was more of an effort than it should have been. When he reached the landing on the third floor, the door to his private room was nearest. He needed to shower, and put on fresh clothes, and radio in to tell Bedlam what they’d discovered – what they’d done. 
 
    But he couldn’t bring himself to do any of those things. He went past his door, down to the room where he’d spent the night with Beck and Rose. He lay down across the width of the bed, sheets releasing a whiff of sex and sweat as he disturbed them.  
 
    Lucifer.  
 
    Not just Arthur Becket, warped by hell – but hell itself, really. Before Adam, and Eve, and the Original Sin, there had been Lucifer.  
 
    Trying to rectify his childhood bible study knowledge with the man who’d kissed him, who’d swung astride him and taken him into his body…his brain ran up against a wall. It was an impossible kind of knowledge, the kind that could break him, if he let it.  
 
    Gavin had voiced his opinion loudly and viciously downstairs: Beck was the devil, and, as one would expect of the king of hell, he’d warped and seduced Lance – him and Rose, both. Held out his poison apple and coaxed them into biting – again and again.  
 
    But it hadn’t felt like that. Hadn’t felt like falling – like going over to the other side. It had felt thrilling, and warm, and necessary; it had felt like doing something good. He remembered the limp heaviness of Beck’s barely-conscious body as he’d carried him up to this same room, laid him out on this same bed. Remembered the hot press of his cheek against his chest, the touch of a hurt thing seeking comfort from someone safe.  
 
    Safe. That’s what he’d been for Rose – for Beck, too, he thought: a safe place.  
 
    And how could that be wrong? How could that be the result of manipulation? 
 
    So he was Lucifer. 
 
    So what? 
 
    By the time sleep finally closed over him, thunder murmuring restless overhead, Lance knew where he stood. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rose knew where he was taking her without being told. The rain stung her eyes, wormed its cold way beneath her clothes; plastered her hair to her head, and left her braid heavy down her back – but Beck’s arms were tight and strong around her, and the rain didn’t seem to slow the steady pumping of his wings.  
 
    When they reached the row of Gothic townhouses where they had once lived – where he had brought her, face flecked with blood, on that first night, the night of the pie safe, and Miss Tabitha’s still form slumped over the table, and all that would follow – he circled a few times, and then finally swung their feet down and lowered both of them so they stood on the front stoop.  
 
    Someone had spray-painted a yellow anarchy A over the front door; the paint had run and bubbled, since, so that it seemed to have sizzled. All the first and second-floor windows had been smashed. Soot and acid rain had gathered in dark smudges along the window ledges, but, otherwise, it was in remarkably good shape.  
 
    Rose wished, suddenly and painfully, that she’d bothered to come and check on the place before now. Her stomach rolled when she thought of Kay, left alone in the hallway, where she’d fallen. Where she’d died.  
 
    Beck squeezed both her shoulders, then stepped around her to pick the lock with his claws.  
 
    Rose took a deep breath, and followed.  
 
    It smelled of abandonment. Of damp, and rot, once-loved things gone to ruin. What little furniture remained had collapsed, or been hacked apart; the tufted leather sofa in the front parlor had been sliced open, and all its stuffing pulled out – for the hell of it, seemingly – its guts gone soggy and black with mold.  
 
    The floorboards groaned beneath their feet, faintly less dirty in the places where rugs had once been. Beck’s tail brushed against a baseboard, and sent up a puff of dust. The light from the street – silver and waterlogged – didn’t reach far into the front hall, so Rose clicked on a flashlight. She didn’t pull a weapon – she could tell the house was empty, that haunted, lonely echo absolute.  
 
    She followed Beck as he leaned into what had once been his office. The computers had been stolen, but the desk, and all the books and files remained, paper dissolving into the floor like old, scattered leaves, useless to the looters who’d pillaged the place. He tapped his claws on the doorframe, but said nothing. This was where he’d hunted for his targets, and pored over maps, and put hit lists together. This was where, though he hadn’t even known it at the time, the part of him that was Lucifer had shifted restlessly beneath his mortal skin, wanting something to do, needing a crusade of sorts.  
 
    They went to the kitchen, and that was where memory slammed into Rose, and nearly leveled her. Because this was where he’d brought her, that first night, and made her a sandwich with his own two hands. This was where they’d chopped, and diced, and pan-fried. Where they’d come together, the three of them, three times a day, to fill their bellies and seek out some sense of normalcy, of habit. This was where Beck had stumbled in, bleeding, and then been patched carefully back together. This was where she’d killed her first man, right up against those cabinets, and learned she had the taste for it.  
 
    It had always been a warm, cozy, welcoming room, full of food smells and, often, the crackle of a fire over in the brick-framed grate. Now, the cool beam of her light passed over layers of dirt, and grime, graffiti, sagging cabinet doors and the evidence that someone had slept rough here, for a while, a grungy sleeping bag and pyramid of empty water bottles wedged into the corner. The ash in the fireplace looked like old paper – and the leg of a chair. The table where they’d shared their meals, and where Kay had performed at-home surgery on Beck that night, was long gone. Firewood, she supposed.  
 
    Beck stood in the place where it had been, rotating side-to-side, surveying what had once been his kitchen. The heart of the home. His gaze didn’t stay within the beam of the flashlight; he could see perfectly in the dark with those cat eyes, she had long since figured.  
 
    Remember when…she started to say, but the words got jammed up in her throat.  
 
    Of course he remembered. What good would talking about it do? 
 
    He said, “I want to go upstairs.” 
 
    They did, him leading the way, hands empty – save for his claws. Weaponless, save for his wings, and tail tip, and fangs. The dread that gathered heavy and cold in Rose’s stomach had nothing to do with the possibility of ambush.  
 
    The stairs protested as they ascended them; she felt a few soft boards underfoot, and hastened past them, seeking out more solid footing. It was the damp. The constant rain, the broken windows, the lack of daily, human care and climate control: the damp could eat away anything, if given enough time.  
 
    They reached the second floor, and Rose hesitated a moment, flashlight down at her side. She didn’t want to look.  
 
    Beck said, “She’s not here,” and Rose’s breath left her lungs in a long, shaky gust.  
 
    She stepped up beside him, and passed the beam of her light down the hall. She’d half-expected a skeleton, or, worse, some wrinkled, preserved, coiled-up thing that looked nothing like the living Kay. But the hall was empty, even the old carpet runner rolled up and gone. She searched for a bloodstain on the floorboards, but they were too dirty to tell.  
 
    “I imagine the military did some clean-up, here,” Beck said, tonelessly. “Lance was a part of the sting that captured us. They would have wanted to go through my things and see what else I knew. What else I was hiding.” 
 
    She’d never thought of that, for some reason. She glanced over, but Beck’s expression was utterly blank, his pupils wide in the dark, vast discs against the glowing rings of his irises.  
 
    He stepped forward, and Rose followed suit.  
 
    Her own room was nearest, but in the last months, she hadn’t used it, all of her things migrating into the master suite at the end of the hall, which was where they headed now.  
 
    He hesitated a moment at the door, which stood ajar, the door scarred from something heavy and metal: kids messing around and damaging things for the fun of it. The old brass knob, ornate and boasting a hole for an old-fashioned key – had tarnished. He gripped it in one clawed hand, tendons flexing in his wrist, before he finally pushed the door in and entered.  
 
    Rose wasn’t sure what she expected – but it wasn’t this.  
 
    The beam of her flashlight touched moth-eaten, dust-coated green velvet with mildewed fringe. “Oh,” she said, before she could catch herself. The bed was still in place. Still wore its velvet hangings and canopy. The trunk at its foot stood open, its linens spilled out across the floor, but the presence of the bed itself, the flood of memories that came with the sight of it, drew her further into the room, until she stood beside the tall four-poster.  
 
    Dust lay inches-thick on the sheets. Sheets that had once been white, and were still rumpled. She remembered a hand closing on her arm, and another over her mouth. The sharp prick of a needle. Panic flaring just before dark closed over her. Beck, I have to get to… 
 
    The night Lance had taken them.  
 
    It had been years, but no one had disturbed the place where they’d slept together in almost six years. No one save the mice, and the elements.  
 
    “How?” she murmured. “How did no one take any of this?” 
 
    When Beck didn’t respond, she turned – and found him standing in front of the gilt-framed portraits on the wall opposite. Portraits of his brother, and of him. 
 
    Rose moved to stand beside him, booted footfalls ringing against the floor.  
 
    In the glare of the flashlight, it was easy to see the way humidity had damaged the paint, the canvas, the frame. Flecks of mold and spider droppings peppered the painted faces. But Beck’s inscrutable smirk looked out at her from the canvas, unmistakably him.  
 
    To her surprise, Beck reached up to touch his own portrait, pads of his finger skimming over the brushstrokes that had captured the line of his jaw so well. “What is it they always say? That the devil is beautiful?” His forefinger followed the hollow of his own cheek, the straight blade of his nose. “If he came to you ugly and stinking, you’d never fall for his ruse, would you? There’s no temptation in ugly things.” 
 
    “Beck.” 
 
    His hand fell to his side. “I suppose I should have guessed. It’s funny: it was supposed to be a second chance, but look where I ended up: a junkie, a gangster, a killer.” He half-turned, smile sharp and joyless over his shoulder. “I guess nature always has a way of shining through, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Beck,” she said, firmly, “there’s no one alive who hasn’t done something wrong. That’s kind of the whole point of earth.” 
 
    His smile softened a fraction, into something truer. “Not for me, probably, sweetheart.” 
 
    “You aren’t evil.”  
 
    His head tilted. “Well, I’m certainly not good.” 
 
    “You’re good to me,” she countered, frustration bleeding into her voice – and more than a little desperation.  
 
    He turned to face her fully, and closed the distance between them. Touched her face, his own shining with affection. “Oh, Rosie.” His thumb swept her cheek; pressed at the corner of her eye where dampness gathered. “Evil things can love – they can love viciously. Completely. I think – we might even love more.” 
 
    She blinked, and leaned into the heat of his palm. “How can any kind of love be bad?” 
 
    “What if the whole world falls apart because of love?” he asked, softly, his expression laid bare. He looked frightened.  
 
    “Then it falls,” she said. “It was always going to, anyway.” 
 
    He blinked. And smiled. And leaned down to kiss her.  
 
    It was sweet. It was good. And far, far too careful. It tasted like goodbye – and Rose wanted it to taste like a reason to stay. Fuck the world – it had always sucked anyway. But she didn’t know how to make her way in it without Beck. She’d tried that once already, and failed spectacularly.  
 
    She gripped his hair, and arched against him. Opened her mouth and invited him deeper with a flick of her tongue against his teeth.  
 
    He stilled a moment, and then he chuckled against her mouth. His hands found her waist, and slid down to cup her ass; squeezed.  
 
    She drew back long enough to say, “I’ve never wanted or needed you to be anyone other than you. I don’t care what anybody thinks – you’re my whole world. Everything else is just killing time.” 
 
    His eyes flashed, and she glimpsed his fangs, as he grinned, right before he swept down and kissed her again – properly this time, hauling her hips in snug to his, tongue hot and deep in her mouth. He purred, and the vibration moved through every inch where they touched.  
 
    Heat flooded her, a flash-fire rush of want so acute it hurt.  
 
    Stay, she thought, as he lifted her, and pressed her back against the wall. Stay, as his nimble fingers made quick work of her belt, her pants, and he pressed hot, wet, sucking kisses down her throat.  
 
    Stay with me, she thought, as thunder rattled the windows, and sent tremors through the wall.  
 
    Stay with me, let me be enough, as his wings folded in around them, sheltering them, and he pushed inside her, slow, and big, and relentless.  
 
    It stormed, inside and out, and Rose hadn’t been exaggerating: the whole world could go to hell for all she cared, so long as Beck was here with her. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lightning chased across the sky in jagged fractals, leaping and bridging; in the distance, Gallo saw the vivid spark of a rooftop being struck, and the thunder that followed reverberated through the window, the floor; echoed in his chest.  
 
    He turned his back on the scene with dread heavy in the pit of his stomach. “The weather’s getting worse.” It had been since that freaky moment in the dining room, when Morgan had forged a sword out of silver trinkets and stabbed Raphael right in the chest. The lightning had been intensifying ever since; the thunder rattled the house, and the wind gusted rain against the windows. It had been raining and storming his whole life – but rarely with this sort of intensity.  
 
    Tris had his tablet out, and turned its screen toward her: the precipitation on the radar app he’d pulled up was peppered heavily with red and orange. “There’s a severe thunderstorm warning in effect for the whole county. More than a hundred lightning strikes a minute.” 
 
    “Shit,” Gallo murmured, as another brilliant flash lit up the library like daytime – like pre-Rift daytime, of the sort he’d only ever seen in old photos and videos.  
 
    Gavin sat bent double, all buy lying across the table, head resting on his folded arms. He was sulking like a child, and it would have been humorous, if the situation wasn’t so dire. It was wild to think that he’d ever been intimidated by this man.  
 
    As if sensing Gallo’s attention, he tipped his head and glanced up at him, voice muffled against his own sleeve when he said, “Now what?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Gallo swallowed down a wave of nerves. “But I’m pretty sure Morgan – Michael,” he stumbled over the conduit’s new name, true name, “is gonna put that sword through Becket.” 
 
    Gavin’s eyes popped wide. “Shit,” he said. Then, expression firming, “Good.” 
 
    Gallo sighed. “You know, I can’t even pretend you’re worried about the bigger picture right now when you’ve been such a damn brat about Becket from the start.” 
 
    Gavin’s expression went indignant. “Hey–” 
 
    A crash of thunder so loud and close it rocked the mansion cut him off.  
 
    “Shit,” Tris said, when it had passed, and Gallo picked up on the note of real tension in his normally toneless voice. “This place has a basement, right?” 
 
    Gallo kept his gaze fixed on Gavin, who took a breath, clearly intending to repeat whatever the thunder had drowned out. Gallo didn’t give him the chance.  
 
    “Look, I don’t care what your deal is” – though he thought it was mostly to do with having hero-worshipped Lance more than he’d ever let on, and being woefully disappointed in his personal decisions, not that they were any of Gavin’s business – “but this isn’t about you. If Beck has to go, well, then, he’ll go. Or we’ll send him, or whatever.” He raised his voice when Gavin started to protest. “But Rose and Lance are our friends, and they care about him, whether you like the fact or not, and they’re gonna be devastated afterward. What good does being a dickhead do? 
 
    “You think Lance doesn’t know this is weird?” he stressed. “Trust me: he does. But you can’t help who you fall in love with, so just shut the hell up about it already. Or I’ll make you shut up.” He lifted and flexed the gleaming back metal of his prosthetic hand for emphasis.  
 
    Gavin’s face had slowly blanked throughout Gallo’s little…well, it was a threat. More or less. At the end, wide-eyed gaze flicking to Gallo’s metal hand, he whistled. “Shit, dude. When’d you get so badass?” 
 
    “He always has been,” Tris deadpanned, though a glance proved his gaze was touched with pride. “You’re just too damn stupid to notice.” 
 
    Warmth flooded Gallo’s chest, and he smiled at his boyfriend – earned a fast wink in return.  
 
    Just before the radio on the table started buzzing.  
 
    Tris answered it, and Bedlam’s scratchy voice floated out into the room. “Where the fuck is du Lac? He’s not answering his comm.” 
 
    When Gallo blinked, he saw Lance’s face as he’d seen it last, once Beck and Rose had left, and he’d gone slumping out of the dining room, devastation writ large in every feature. “Uh…” he started, and Tris stepped in. 
 
    “His comm got busted,” he said. “All this rain.” 
 
    Gallo sent him a silent thank you.  
 
    Bedlam made an unhappy noise on her end. “Shit. I don’t think it’s the rain. There’s–” The sound cut out for a moment, and thunder cracked like a gunshot overhead. The windows rattled in their frames. “…getting worse,” she said, when the radio finally flickered back to life.  
 
    “What’s getting worse?” Gavin asked.  
 
    Static crackled. Then: “…goddamn weather!” She was shouting on her end of the transmission. “There’s – something about – pressure. Looks like…fucking hurricane…on radar.” 
 
    Tris fiddled with his tablet a moment, and then his brows lifted a fraction. He turned the screen toward Gallo, and the radar imaging had changed completely in a matter of minutes. The patches of orange and red had converged; the system bearing down on the city did, in Bedlam’s words, look like a hurricane: a massive, slowly-rotating storm cell with a visible eye.  
 
    Gallo’s throat went dry. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” And he hadn’t. For most of his life, the rain that plagued the post-Rift world had shaken across the country in trackable bands, the occasional hard storm bubbling up if the conditions were right. This was something else entirely.  
 
    “You need to abort,” Bedlam said, the static lessening. The connection clear enough to hear the note of strain in her voice.  
 
    “Abort?” they all there said together. 
 
    Gallo said, “Ma’am, there’s been some developments here.” 
 
    “There have been at base, too,” she snapped, without giving him a chance to explain. “We’ve had four conduit attacks in the last twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “On base?” Gallo asked, startled.  
 
    “Yes. Fifteen casualties. We’re on full lockdown – we couldn’t get you ground or air support if we wanted to, and the drones are picking up more heat signatures by the minute: the city’s collapsing. You have to get out of there.” 
 
    The next clap of thunder reverberated through his chest.  
 
    As it faded, Gallo thought of a sword through Raphael’s heart, and of Lucifer, and it felt like things were reaching a climax. A tipping point.  
 
    “You need to–” Bedlam started, and then the connection died.  
 
    Gavin picked up the radio. Clicked it off and on a few times; smacked it. “It’s just…dead.” 
 
    Then the power went out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    The storm worsened on their flight back to the mansion. Rain stung her eyes, soaked her clothes through until the warmth of Beck’s touch gave way to full-body shivers. Lightning strobed almost constantly, and the percussive force of the thunder that followed echoed in her stomach.  
 
    Beck’s grip was strong and solid, though, where he held her – as were his wings, pumping steadily as he bowed his head over hers and flew flat and straight, right into the wind.  
 
    When they reached the mansion, the first thing she noted was the dark windows. They didn’t leave many lights on, but usually a few in the library, and the sconces to either side of the front door. The house was dark, its windows black; the façade resembled a downturned, grieving face.  
 
    Beck didn’t bother with the door. He folded his wings, and dove down through the gaping hole in the atrium roof. Her stomach somersaulted as he righted them in midair, and landed lightly, feet-first on the tiles of the great hall. Rain poured in all around them, the splatter of it against the floor as deafening as a waterfall. Beck’s wing lifted, immediately, as a makeshift umbrella, and he towed her into the shelter of the hallway with an arm around her waist.  
 
    She was shaking – and not because she was cold and wet.  
 
    They hadn’t spoken, at least not since he’d pressed her back against the wall of his old bedroom and swallowed up every sound she made. He hadn’t made her any promises, save those he made with his body – hadn’t reassured her that there was a way to right things without falling on Michael’s sword. The light in his eyes was strange as she turned to him, now – resigned, but peaceful…peaceful in a way that left her heart leaping up into her throat.  
 
    Beck, don’t be a martyr. He’d never known how to give a damn about his own wellbeing. Only hers.  
 
    She had no idea what to say to him. Stay sounded too desperate, too selfish – but she was drowning. Her lungs hurt, and her heart hurt, and she had to say something, had to try again.  
 
    She opened her mouth without a clear plan, only a tight, hot ball of emotion in her chest–  
 
    And Gallo came running toward them, carrying one of the battery lanterns, soles of his boots slapping on the hardwood. “Guys. Shit.” He was panting when he pulled up in front of them, his forehead creased with worry. “We’ve got a problem.” 
 
    The radar screen Tris showed them, when they arrived in the library, looked like nothing she’d ever seen before. “Shit,” she said on instinct, stomach twisting.  
 
    “We’ve been trying to get in contact with Bedlam for the past twenty minutes, ever since the radio and all our comms died,” Gallo explained. They’d lit candles in various ornate sticks and set them up on the table, their flames wavering and smoking; the smell of hot wax tickled her nose unpleasantly. “We’ve got thirty-percent power left on Tris’s tablet, and more than that on our phones, but we’re not able to get hold of anyone at base.” 
 
    “Conduits have been attacking them,” Tris said. His face was even more of a granite slab than usual, his mouth a thin, grim line. “There’s been casualties, she said, right before the transmission got cut off.” 
 
    “She wants us to abort the mission,” Gavin said. His expression was wooden, his tone flat and unhappy. He’d reached some kind of breaking point, Rose thought, distantly. Sue her, she didn’t really care. He was alive thanks to Morgan and Beck’s combined efforts. If he wanted to act like a child about it all now, fuck him.  
 
    “We couldn’t get back to base right now even if we wanted to,” Gallo reasoned. “If we got on the road now, we’d be right in the thick of that storm.” 
 
    “We’re not going,” Rose said, firmly.  
 
    Three pairs of brows lifted in response – Gavin’s the highest.  
 
    “Cap said to abort, the storm of the century’s bearing down on us, but, nah, let’s just stay.” 
 
    “Where do you want to go, Gavin?” she countered. “We’ve got no backup, no air support, there’s no power – probably not in the whole city. What should we do?” 
 
    “We have to – to do something!” His voice went high and desperate, pulse flickering visibly in his throat.  
 
    “And we will,” Beck said, low and soothing. “But I think it’s best to hold steady here and ride out the storm. If we get attacked on the streets by conduits in this sort of weather” – an awful crash of thunder punctuated the words – “I don’t think it’ll go well.” 
 
    “And Morgan – er, Michael? – is still asleep,” Gallo said.  
 
    “Well, see?” Beck said, with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “We’ll definitely need our archangel if we want to get out of the city in one piece. So we wait. For the storm to pass, or for Morgan to wake: whichever happens first.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance woke to the cracking boom of thunder – and to the dip of the mattress beneath him.  
 
    The room was so dark, it took him a moment to realize that his eyes were in fact open, and that the lamps he’d had on before had been doused. A brilliant flash of lightning lit up the figure seated beside him – Rose, wrapped in a robe – before the room fell dark again, and her small, warm hand settled on the back of his neck. He knew the pattern of calluses on her palm – smooth spots from the hilts of her knives; they shined in lamplight, firm as river pebbles against his skin, now.  
 
    The mattress shifted again, behind him. He was lying on his stomach, arms braced beneath his head, legs slightly spread – and that was where he felt the weight of someone kneeling. Hands landed on his back; pricks of sharpness dug through his shirt. Claws. Beck.  
 
    Between one flash and the next, and the resulting growl of thunder, he heard a different sort of growl, low and animal, as Beck leaned down, and settled most of his weight over Lance’s back.  
 
    Warm breath, and then warmer lips brushed his ear, and Lance shivered, even before Beck’s voice, warm and soft as velvet, murmured, “Hello, my Lancelot.” 
 
    Lance shivered again, and resisted the urge to lift upward, to push himself back against Beck’s body heat.  
 
    Rose stroked up the back of his head, digging her blunt, trimmed nails against his scalp – and then down again, back to his neck, rubbing little firm circles with her fingertips.  
 
    Beck’s fangs trailed delicately over the shell of his ear. His hands smoothed out across the width of Lance’s shoulders, down his arms, down his spine. They settled over Lance’s ass, and squeezed. “You remember what I said that first night? In the shower?” 
 
    He remembered every moment of that night – the initial fear, the terror, really, the shame, the sense that his own body was betraying them. He hadn’t wanted to like it, or want it – hadn’t wanted to like Beck. But then he’d melted, and even when fear had spiked in his belly, when Beck was behind him, he’d thought oh, and yes, and please, and hadn’t known how to ask. Yet, Beck had said. Not yet.  
 
    The fear that flared to life inside him now had nothing to do with Beck – his proximity, his weight, the sharpness in his claws – and everything to do with Rose’s hand squeezing his neck, the desperation in her grip, and the sense of impending loss.  
 
    “I remember,” he said, helpless to do anything about the soft, raw sound of his voice.  
 
    “And?” Beck settled more solidly over him, hips pressed in tight to Lance’s ass.  
 
    Lance sucked in a shallow breath, and rocked back against him. “Consider this me begging.” 
 
    Beck growled, low and pleased, echoed by the thunder that shook the house around them.  
 
    Beck kept growling, a low, constant vibration that sounded like want and aggression – but his clawed hands were oh-so-gentle as he undressed Beck in the pitch dark, as he prepped him, slowly, slowly, the claw on his thumb dragging over the swell of his ass, while Lance pressed his face into Rose’s thigh and fought not to come too quickly.  
 
    When Beck finally pressed inside with his cock, Lance saw stars. He didn’t last long. Beck bit at the side of his throat, and even that was almost gentle, and Lance thought stay, stay, stay, and tears filled his eyes, slipped silently down his cheeks, his nose – and Rose wiped them away with careful fingers.  
 
    The storm screamed around the house, and it felt like the end…of so many things.  
 
    He came hard, and then he slept, warm, and sweaty, and surrounded by the heat and scent of both of them.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Beck reached the first floor, his boot soles landed in a quarter inch of water. “The flood, hm?” he murmured, grinning to himself. “Poetic.” 
 
    He splashed quietly down the hallway, all the way down to the great hall. All the rooms were dark – the only light the blue-white fire of lightning as it flashed, every second, a constant strobing that revealed the restless, shifting bodies of the things moving across the lawn. Slow, aimless. Demons, angel-born things; they could have been either. The back of his neck crawled with awareness as he walked, walked.  
 
    A shutter blew off the house with a clatter, and the floors above him groaned and creaked.  
 
    A candle flickered in the kitchen, a single flame that limned the profiles of the three frightened Knights huddled around it. Gallo rested his head on Tris’s shoulder. Gavin chewed at his nails.  
 
    When he reached the great hall, Michael was already there. He stood on the dais, just before the throne, in his frail-looking, borrowed body. The rain had stopped – the eye was upon them – and his eyes glowed bright as blue neon in the gloom of the vast space. His newly-reforged sword rested over one shoulder, but the length of it couldn’t look comical against the conduit’s form; Beck’s smile fell away, and a lump formed in his throat.  
 
    “This is it, then.” His voice came out less steady than he’d hoped. 
 
    Morgan’s expression was grave. “I would give you more time, if I could.” A pause. “I know this is difficult.” 
 
    Beck bared his teeth as he walked forward, footsteps splashing. “Would you? You would offer that grace?” 
 
    “I would – but it’s not within my power.” 
 
    “No,” Beck agreed, drawing closer. “You don’t grant anything, do you? You’re nothing but a sword. A blunt instrument.” The next flash of lightning glinted along the blade’s edge. “Or, rather a sharp one, I suppose.” 
 
    Morgan stared at him evenly, without blinking – without malice. “I don’t hate you, Lucifer. I never have.” 
 
    “And yet here we are again, after all this time. You with your sword, and me all in black.” He stretched his wings out as wide as they would go, and his chest ached. He still smelled of Rose. Of Lance. Of his lovers, good, and sweet, and violent, and bloodthirsty – so very human. So mortal and fallible and perfect. He’d left them tangled, and sleeping. Had touched their faces, pressed his love into their skin with the pads of his clawed fingers.  
 
    He said, “I thought it could be different this time.” 
 
    She cocked her head to one side. “Hasn’t it been?” 
 
    Beck gestured between them. Forget Adam and Eve, this was the tale as old as time. The sinner, and the savior. The angel beloved…and the angel fallen.  
 
    Morgan said, “You wanted a chance to live a mortal life. To know love, and passion. To read, and to learn, and to know what it was like to live freely – an expected, accepted sinner.” 
 
    “And then I went to hell.” 
 
    “You lost sight of what mattered – what truly mattered. Even as a mortal, you couldn’t stop reaching.” Her lips curved faintly upward, a hint of a smile touched with sympathy. “You had the thing – the person – who made you happy. But you were always terrible at being happy.” 
 
    His eyes and throat stung. He swallowed with difficulty. “It’s my nature, I suppose. It can’t change.” 
 
    “Nature can change,” Morgan countered. “If you’re strong enough to try.” 
 
    “Heh.” 
 
    The next blast of thunder felt as if it would take the house down. 
 
    “So. What now?” he asked, but he knew. He knew.  
 
    A sound began overhead, a long, thin, mounting sound like cloth ripping.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Morgan said. “But this is outside my control. Things have been set in motion.” 
 
    Ripping, ripping, shredding. The sky unspooling. The heavens clawing their way through to the mortal plane. 
 
    Beck closed his eyes, and thought of Rose, her mouth soft, her gaze pleading, her hands desperate to hold him here, in this world. Thought of Lance, shining like a beacon, so very good – and so very sweet when he submitted.  
 
    He thought of Kay, bleeding out alone in a hallway. 
 
    Of his brother, choking slowly to death on his own blood, as disease carved away his body one slice at a time.  
 
    He took a shattered breath, and opened his eyes. Morgan was a blur before him. “Time to go home.” 
 
    She opened her arms. “Yes. I don’t have the wings to take us there.” Brilliant white light spilled down through the hole in the atrium, a blinding shaft centered on her. “But you do.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rose woke to the sky cracking open. She bolted upright, and the room was glowing, lit up like spotlights were beaming in through the windows. Her skin tingled, and goosebumps chased across her body.  
 
    Beck was gone.  
 
    Sound of fabric shredding, overhead, and the sky white beyond the glass.  
 
    “Lance!”  
 
    He pushed up on his hands, wincing against the light. “Shit. What…” 
 
    “He’s gone. Beck’s gone!” 
 
    The house shuddered around them.  
 
    His expression went from half-asleep to panicked in an instant. Their gazes locked. No, she thought, and saw it reflected back from him, terror and grief, and denial all at once.  
 
    They stumbled out of bed, and found clothes, hands fumbling, shaking. Lance left his belt undone and Rose didn’t bother with shoes. They ran. 
 
    The house seemed to sway as they pelted down the stairs. Chunks of ceiling plaster fell, and rained down on them; one clipped Rose’s shoulder, but she didn’t feel the pain. She just kept running, sprinting, lungs burning, Lance hot at her heels. 
 
    When they reached the main floor, she landed ankle-deep in water. The whole hall was lit up, impossible light beaming in through all the windows, brighter than daylight had ever been.  
 
    Movement from a doorway drew her eye, but only briefly. Gallo called, “Hey, what’s–” 
 
    She kept going.  
 
    She knew what they would find, before they staggered into the great hall, kicked-up water splashing around her knees, but that didn’t make the sight any easier to behold.  
 
    Beck stood on the dais, wings spread, head tipped back so that he stared up into the dazzling white light that poured in through the torn-open ceiling. Morgan stood in front of him, her gaze on his face: on his open mouth, and his leaking eyes. She held her sword down low, to the side, its hilt huge in her small hand.  
 
    “Beck!” Rose shouted, and started forward–  
 
    Only to halt when Lance’s hand gripped her arm from behind. 
 
    And when Beck righted his head, and looked at her across the distance. The white light from above made his eyes look lemon-yellow, the pupils tiny slits. “Hello, sweethearts.” His voice echoed and vibrated, like a conduit’s would. “Don’t ever doubt that I love you. I have to go now.” 
 
    “Beck, no!” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around Morgan, bent at the knees, and leaped aloft. His wings stretched, and flapped, and he flew up, up, up, and disappeared into the light.  
 
    Rose tried to scream, but her throat was too tight. She ripped out of Lance’s grip instead. 
 
    “Rose,” he said in a choked voice. “Rosie.” 
 
    She lurched forward, legs threatening to buckle, and climbed up onto the dais; out of the water, and up into the light so bright she had to close her eyes a moment. When she tipped her head back, all she could see was white. Burning, searing, burning like ice against her face.  
 
    “Beck!” She couldn’t hear her own voice, but her lungs and her throat hurt, and she knew she was screaming. “Beck, no! Come back!” 
 
    Wind funneled down into the hole in the ceiling, blowing her hair back, rippling the water on the floor below.  
 
    The light got brighter somehow…even brighter… 
 
    Strong arms closed around her from behind. Lance’s face tucked into her neck, and she couldn’t hear him, but she could feel the words he mouthed against her skin: I’m sorry. Rose, I’m so sorry. 
 
    She closed her eyes, and the light still burned them. Tears leaked hot down her cheeks, and he was gone, he was gone, and she couldn’t… 
 
    The world shattered.  
 
    She landed hard, on her side; all the air left her lungs as Lance landed half on top of her, and it was only then that she realized she’d been slammed to the ground – and only after that that she heard the awful, roaring explosion of the sky overhead.  
 
    Something struck her head. Sharp, quick pain. 
 
    And then blackness enfolded her.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Gallo opened his eyes, and thought, well, guess I’m not dead. His second thought was, what the fuck was that? And then, God, Tris.  
 
    He blinked, and in the moment before he gathered himself, and realized he’d hit the floor hard, he realized that the nearly phosphorescent light of before had softened. That it was bearable. That it was…sunny outside? 
 
    His muscles protested, but he managed to grit his teeth and get his hands under himself, push up out of the two inches of water on the floor and twist around to search the hallway. He spotted Tris straight off, sitting upright and rubbing his neck, wincing. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, relief making him lightheaded. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, baby, I’m good. You?” 
 
    “Fine.” He glanced down at himself, quickly. Other than being sore, and wet, nothing seemed too out of place. He blinked down at his soaked tac pants a moment before he realized why they looked different: it was because of the light. It was soft, and warm, and bright, and clear in a way he’d never seen. Not the harshness of fluorescents, or the golden flicker of candles, of lanterns; not the bluish, energy-efficient bulbs so often found on base or in modern buildings; not the UV lights of the hydroponic gardens. He tried and failed to think of where he’d seen this sort of light before.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” he heard Gavin mutter, so he was alive. “What happened?” 
 
    Gallo turned to look at the window. The brown, stubbly lawn was dotted with piles of what looked like wet ash. But it was…bright, out there. It was… 
 
    He hauled himself to his feet and took the few shaky steps across the width of the hall, water swirling around his boots. 
 
    “What?” Tris asked.  
 
    Gallo rested his fingertips on the window mullions, and craned his neck to look out, and up. “Oh.” 
 
    The sloshing of water heralded Tris’s movements as he joined him. His shoulder pressed into Gallo’s, and then he murmured, “Shit. The sky.” 
 
    “What?” Gavin asked, getting up with an array of splashes behind them. 
 
    “It’s blue,” Gallo said, and it was.  
 
    Water dripped off the edge of the roof overhead, crystal flares in the late afternoon sunshine. A few white, cotton clouds scudded across the sky, like something out of a painting, or an old movie: a sky that Gallo had never seen in person. The blue of it was clear, the smooth, pastel shade of an eggshell.  
 
    His chest squeezed up tight, and he breathed out in awe, not caring that he sounded like a little kid. “Oh my God.” 
 
    Gavin pressed in on his other side, swearing under his breath. “Shit. Is that…? I mean, there’s no way…” 
 
    As quickly as delight had moved through him, worry came crashing back down. “Rose and Lance,” he said, pushed back from the window, and took off down the hall at a run.  
 
    Curses and the splash of water meant that Tris and Gallo followed him.  
 
    The house, he noted, was silent save for the noise they made. No roaring wind, no booming thunder. Light fell in warm panels through the windows, gleaming on the ripples they left in the water.  
 
    The great hall looked like it had all day, plus a few inches of water: scattered with debris and rubble. But now, warm sunlight poured in from the hole in the ceiling overhead, gleamed in all the facets of the stained-glass portrait of Saint Michael. And illuminated the two crumpled, kneeling figures on the dais. Lance had Rose wrapped up in both arms; her face was pressed into his neck, and her shoulders shook.  
 
    There was no sign of Beck, or Morgan.  
 
    Lance had a trickle of blood down the side of his face – and a telltale gleam of wetness on his cheeks – but they otherwise seemed whole. 
 
    The pain they were feeling now, etched deep in the lines around Lance’s mouth, evident in the shuddering of Rose’s back, was emotional, and not physical.  
 
    “Oh.” Gallo let out a deep breath and felt like his lungs had caved in, hurting for his friends.  
 
    Tris’s arm landed warm and heavy around his shoulders; he could feel his lover’s relief – and his disbelief. “Damn,” he said, quietly, “that son of a bitch really reset everything, didn’t he?” 
 
    A scatter of clinging raindrops fell down through the hole in the ceiling, gleaming like jewels in the fall of sunlight.  
 
    “I think so,” Gallo said. He didn’t know if he dared to hope – not when Lance and Rose looked like that. Not when his whole life had been dark, and rainy, and soot-smeared, and spent living beneath the shadow of the war that had been going since before he was born.  
 
    He took a few steps deeper into the room–  
 
    And a shadow fell over Rose and Lance.  
 
    Fear spiked. “Guys, watch out!” He charged the last distance, water surging nearly up to his knees.  
 
    Something dropped down through the hole in the roof – no, someone.  
 
    A figure descended feet-first, seemed to float down – and then he heard the soft rustle of…of feathers.  
 
    Gallo stumbled to a halt at the base of the dais, head kicked back so he could watch, his fear tumbling quickly to awe. To shock. All that he’d seen, and still, somehow, he had trouble rectifying the vision that greeted him now.  
 
    After their weeks spent in Beck’s company, the spread and flex of wings was a familiar sight. But rather than smooth black membrane, and bony points, these wings were thick and soft-looking with feathers – white feathers as long as a man’s arm. They sprouted from the back of a figure dressed in pure white, hair in gleaming gold curls that framed the regal, straight-lined visage of a figure straight from a Caravaggio. An angel, he thought, before shining golden sandals landed lightly on the wet stone of the dais. An angel with a sparse, strong body chiseled from marble, with a sword on his hip, with a circlet of gleaming platinum perched on his crown.  
 
    White wings mantled, and a beautiful face bent, a blue-white gaze fixed on the man the angel held almost-reverently in his arms.  
 
    Behind Gallo, someone gasped.  
 
    Gavin said, “Is that…?” 
 
    The angel’s face lifted, and the eyes were the same; the eyes were Morgan’s. His voice, when he spoke, was like the resonant chiming of a bell, of many bells. “It is done.” 
 
    Rose scrambled to her feet; she swayed, and Lance caught her around the waist and kept her upright. She reached – and then hesitated, hand hovering beside the face of the unconscious man in the Archangel Michael’s arms. The hair that fell across his forehead was the tawny wheat-gold of a lion’s mane, but the face was the same: the nose, the high cheekbones, the narrow jaw. The lean, sinuous body the same, too. But there were no horns, no wings, no claws.  
 
    It was Beck.  
 
    Above the wild thumping of his own heart, Gallo could hear Lance’s ragged, open-mouthed breathing. Heard the catch and falter in Rose’s voice, the choked-back tears, when she asked, “How…is he…is he alive?” 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. Gaze shifting to meet Rose’s, he added, “and he’s mortal.” 
 
    She put her trembling hand to Beck’s naked chest, right over his heart, and gasped. “He’s alive,” she whispered, and Lance’s hand gripped white-knuckle tight on her waist; he rested the side of his head against her hip. 
 
    It was a scene that Gallo felt he shouldn’t witness; it was shattering, and healing all at once, and it belonged to them, to the two of them, and the soul they’d been given back, and the angel who’d delivered him. He edged back a few steps – but before he turned, and dragged the other two with him, he heard Michael said, “Lucifer will always challenge God, in every generation. And I will always be my father’s sword. 
 
    “But Arthur Becket wished to right the world, and that is why I have brought him back to you.” 
 
    He heard the small, broken-open sound that Rose made, and then he took Tris’s hand, and grabbed Gavin’s sleeve, and led them toward the sunlight he’d never thought to see in person.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    He didn’t remember it with any clarity, afterward, in the days and weeks and months after his return. For Beck, heaven was a barrage of impressions: of heat, and light, and a cacophony of harmonious sound that nevertheless set his teeth on edge when the echoes of bells and harps chimed at the edges of his awareness. He remembered Morgan small but so heavy in his arms. Remembered his wings wrenching, his tail burning – and then the pain had become numbness, and there had been a crushing weight on his chest – and then a face sculpted of marble, softened with gold curls, and he remembered softness, and grace, and tears tracking hot down his face. There had been a voice, but he couldn’t recall the words. 
 
    And then there had been Rose, and her trembling hand. And Lance, and his wet cheeks, and he’d been too exhausted to comfort them. Most days, he still was.  
 
    At first, his existence had been nothing but a blur of sleeping, and waking; of cup rims pressed to his lips, and mild broth down his throat, and then sleeping again. Sometimes, his eyes fluttered open as a warm, damp cloth smoothed down his throat, and over his chest, washing him, and Rose’s voice was soft when she murmured, “Shh, go back to sleep.” And he would, powerless to do otherwise.  
 
    The first day he managed to sit up on his own power, they were both there with him, bracketing him, hands hovering in case he wobbled. They told him it had been two weeks since he’d come back, and he’d reached, without thought, to slick his hair back between his horns – and paused. His fingers were long, and pale, the nails blunt, trimmed, clear. No claws.  
 
    His hands had trembled when he’d touched the top of his own head, and felt only the silky, well-known texture of his hair, and no horns. He flexed his shoulders, and the sore muscles down his back pulled only at themselves, and not at the great, heavy wings whose weight had become normal after wearing them so long.  
 
    His stomach had dropped, and it had felt like loss, and Rose’s arm had slipped around his shoulders when he tried to hide the tears in his palms.  
 
    Three days after that, Lance scooped him up as tenderly as if he were made of glass, and carried him into the bathroom. When, arms looped around his neck for balance, Beck craned enough to catch sight of his reflection in the wide mirror above the sink, it felt like seeing a ghost. His hair was pale again, greasy from the pillow, down to his shoulders, and the same blend of honeys and ochres and golds that it had been before. His eyes were the faded hue of tarnished brass, his pupils round – normal. Human.  
 
    He sucked in a breath, and Lance’s hands tightened, briefly, where they gripped him. “You okay? Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “I’m…fine.” He bared his teeth, briefly, because Lance wasn’t looking toward the mirror, and his canines were human-sharp, but not fangs.  
 
    He hyperventilated, a little, in the bathtub, and Lance thought it was soreness, so he didn’t try to disabuse him of that notion.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Walking was hard, at first, his legs weak as water. They propped shoulders under his arms, and helped him go across the bedroom and back, across the bedroom and back. It took two weeks before he could hold himself upright without shaking, and keep down more than a bowl of soup. Only then would Rose consent to let him out of his room. Even then, she folded her arms, and looked at him with her jaw set at a stubborn angle, and he’d felt a smile threaten, because, somewhere along the line, she’d learned to embrace her stubbornness, no longer the frightened girl in the pie safe, not by a long shot.  
 
    He’d made it all the way down two flights of steps – but then had to brace a hand on the wall and let Lance carry him back up, tutting like a nurse maid.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The sun was shining. He didn’t notice it in those first few weeks swimming in and out of consciousness, but once he was ambulatory, or at least mostly so, he ground to a halt in front of a window in the third-floor hallway, and was dumbstruck by the view through the dirty glass. A blue sky, white clouds. The city looked even sadder and dirtier with clear, natural sunlight pouring down over it, gilding all its wounds and scars.  
 
    Lance stepped up beside him, and Beck had the sense he was holding himself carefully, trying to move softly, unobtrusively. He was a big, strong man, but, aside from lifting and supporting Beck, he’d been creeping around like a mouse. His voice was soft when he said, “It’s only rained once since you…got back.” Beck could hear the click of his throat as he swallowed. “And it wasn’t a storm. It only lasted a half-hour, and then the sun came back out again.” 
 
    A group of pigeons lifted up from the yard – still stubbly, brown, and weed-choked – and made their clumsy way up into the sky, black flecks against a cerulean backdrop. Sunlight gleamed on the patches of iron fence that hadn’t rusted all the way through. I did it, he thought, with a strange thrumming in his chest that felt neither like triumph, nor joy. I ended it. 
 
    Now what? 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There was a small sitting area at one of the second-floor windows, right above the front doors, a place where two moldering chairs framed the glass and offered a view through tattered drapes at the street in front of the house. Beck took to sitting there in the afternoons, wrapped up in a robe, wearing a pair of Lance’s thick, military boot socks, sipping the tea that Rose had made him and watching people begin the slow, dazed process of drying out and cleaning up the mansion across the street.  
 
    “I think it’s going to get turned into a halfway house,” Rose said from the other chair, chipped mug held between both hands, steam curling up beneath her pert little nose.  
 
    “Hm. I’m sure there’s more people on drugs than off of them, in every city.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Especially in the areas most densely populated with conduits – no one ever even attempted to clean out those dark corners. Now that they’re gone, the military is rerouting a lot of manpower and money into clean-up and recovery efforts.” 
 
    “Gone?” he felt his brows go up; his chest twinged, a jagged shard of fear sending little jolts of pain through him. Conduits hadn’t been a problem once he’d first emerged from hell; he was weaponless, now, as helpless as a newborn babe. His hands shook, faintly, as he sipped his tea.  
 
    Rose noticed. Her gaze lingered on his hands, frown tugging at her mouth. “That’s what Gallo says. He called yesterday: as far as anyone’s been able to tell, there’s zero reports of conduit-related violence since you – got back.” Her throat moved as she swallowed. Neither she nor Lance would say since Michael brought you back. Since you fell from heaven’s grace as just a regular man again. “There’s no unusual heat or energy signatures. No miracles. It’s just…humanity. Again.” She sounded awestruck.  
 
    “That’s it, then.” His voice sounded hollow. The tea burned his throat. “All the powers of heaven and hell were called home, and the rifts closed for good.” 
 
    She glanced out the window, eyes sparkling. “It looks that way. I don’t want to hope, but.” She bit her lip. “Maybe…maybe this is the end.” 
 
    Something inside Beck shivered. “You said Gallo called. He’s not still here? Him and the others.” 
 
    “No, they went back.” She looked at him again, fondness etched in each line of her face. Hope. “They’re being assigned to humanitarian duty.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I’m not a Knight anymore,” she said, easily, like it was nothing, like giving up the military wasn’t a strain on her at all. “I turned in my wings. Lance, too.” 
 
    An even bigger shock. He set the tea down on the table by his elbow before he spilled it. “What…” He tried to choose his words carefully, but his head was still packed with cotton wool. “Won’t he miss it? Good little soldier that he is?” 
 
    “No,” she said, like it was the absolute truth. She smiled at him, and looked out through the window again, profile limned in sunlight.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The first floor, when he was finally strong enough to make his way down to it, bore stains along the baseboards from the flooding, but the water was all gone, and the floor warped, but dry. He spotted a shop vac in the corner of the dining room, and blinked; noted that the bodies and the ash residue from Michael’s little display of power and his own killing spree were all gone. Lance was wearing jeans, and casual boots, and bore a smudge of dirt on one cheekbone. He was letting his hair grow out. It suited him. 
 
    “You’re cleaning,” Beck said, stupidly.  
 
    “Yeah.” He swiped at his forehead with the back of his hand, and flashed a lopsided, nearly boyish smile that Beck had never seen before; it had always been a clenched jaw, and a reluctant half-quirk of his lips before, ever the soldier. “It’ll probably take friggin’ years, but. Except for the hole in the roof, the place is shockingly stable. And there’s plenty of room to spread out.” 
 
    Spread out. “You’re…going to live here.” 
 
    Lance shrugged. “Unless something better comes along, I figure, why not? It’s just sitting here empty.” He frowned as he glanced up toward the ceiling. “I mean…I guess we oughta be generous and donate it to the cause or something. Hell, it’s not even ours.” 
 
    Ours.  
 
    “But, I dunno.” He shrugged again; looked at Beck again; smiled again, self-conscious this time. “Rose and I have talked, and, well – it’s kinda nice to have the place to ourselves. At least for a while. The quiet’s nice. And we figured” – his voice went careful – “you didn’t really want to be around a lot of people right now.” 
 
    When Beck swallowed, he found a lump in his throat. “No.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The city filled with the sound of jackhammers, of trucks, of distant, muted voices calling back and forth. Explosions still happened, occasionally, at night; when Beck couldn’t sleep, he glimpsed the orange leap of flames, sometimes, against the skyline.  
 
    Groceries weren’t plentiful, as to be expected, but Rose usually found some decent carrots, some celery; Lance came back with a whole chicken, and Beck felt sturdy enough on his feet to dice the vegetables, slather the bird in butter, and roast it all in a pan. The power was back on, the gas too, and cooking was an old, reflexive habit that soothed him, and left his partners smiling when they sat down at the table and tasted what he’d prepared.  
 
    The soil was poor, but that didn’t stop Rose from starting a garden out back: just a few weedy raised beds made from wood that looked like old wall studs and two-by-fours from inside the house. Beck sat on a petite, French country chair in maroon silk that Lance had carried outside, and watched them kneel down in the dirt to place cucumber seeds.  
 
    “I can help,” he offered, not for the first time. 
 
    “You can help me harvest when they’re ripe,” Rose said, patting dirty into place and reaching for the watering can – and where had she gotten that? 
 
    Beck started to argue, to insist – but took a sip of his iced tea, instead. Lance had made it, and it wasn’t terrible.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lance did most of the shopping, and things began to accumulate, slowly. A TV in the den; dust cloths; new sofa cushions, and a paper calendar that got hung up by the fridge. The dresser in the bedroom was cleaned out, and Beck woke one morning, alone, to find brand new underwear, t-shirts, jeans, and shirts in the drawers; soft sweatpants with drawstrings, and even a pair of dark, men’s slippers clearly meant for him. He could tell what Rose had picked for him, because it was all black or dark blue, and knew that Lance had chosen the soft green and red and yellow flannels, oversized work shirts of a type he never would have worn in his old life. 
 
    He wore them now; turned back the green-check cuffs before he sliced into a potato at the kitchen island.  
 
    Rose sat on the other side, and held a paper bag in her lap, her grin excited. “There’s a book shop open.” 
 
    He paused. “That…hardly seems like the most necessary use of resources, given the state of things.” 
 
    “Well, it’s been six months,” she said, and his stomach lurched, because he’d had no idea, despite the calendar – he’d never looked at it. “I don’t know if things will ever be back to the way they were before the First Rift, but people are looking for distractions, now. Entertainment.” 
 
    They had just watched a new drama on TV the other night, something flippant and silly about romantic entanglement. Beck had been too sleepy to pay much attention, focusing instead on the warmth and familiar comfort of their bodies where they bracketed him.  
 
    “I got you something,” Rose said, and pulled a book from her bag, and slid it across the island.  
 
    Beck recognized the cover straight off: it was a little tattered and waterlogged, but he’d had an early edition of this same book, before; had once walked into the library and found a much more timid Rose reading it, curled up by the fire, lips parted, enraptured, as her eyes flicked quickly back and forth across the lines. A book about a boy with wings, and the girl who loved him. 
 
    Beck didn’t realize that he’d closed his eyes until Rose’s arms slipped around his waist, and her face pressed into his chest. She stroked his back. “It’s okay,” she murmured. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Shock. That was what was wrong with him. He came to the realization in the wee hours one morning, Lance snoring against the back of his neck, arm flung over his waist, Rose curled up beneath his chin. The impossible had happened to him, and he’d lived, was here breathing, and growing stronger, and it was too much; it had broken his brain, his wonderful, clever brain, and he was in shock. 
 
    He closed his eyes, and thought about sleep until it finally claimed him.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He started working out again. Lance and Rose made protesting noises, but backed off when he sent them a look. He took over an empty ballroom near the back of the house, one that, magically, became clean, and gained a set of free weights that he didn’t comment on, because neither of his sneaky roommates would have confessed to buying them, anyway. He started slow, using his own body weight, planking, and bridging, and learning how to do a proper push-up all over again.  
 
    Within a few weeks, he was doing regular sets with the dumbbells, and going for three-mile runs in the mornings, just around the block and back. He could hear birdsong; he saw people in yards who were clearing debris, and putting in new fences; people who smiled and waved at him, because they didn’t know he was – had been? – the devil, and that all the misery of the past thirty-plus years had been his fault.  
 
    “Hey, neighbor!” a man in a hardhat called, and Beck lifted his hand, failed to scrounge up a smile, and kept running.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Shock. He was in shock. And it was eight months after Saint Michael carried him back down from heaven, a fresh scar over his chest where the sword had driven the immortal part of him out, that he finally accepted the state of things. 
 
    Or, rather, the truth of it all crashed over him like the worst sort of thunderstorm.  
 
    It was a Friday night. Beck had made stew with something approximating meat – it had just said MEAT on the package, but it had smelled fine and browned up nicely – and they were in the room they’d been using as a den. Lance was paging absently through a book over by the window, and Beck sat on the couch, Rose curled up at his side, a half-finished glass of wine in one hand. He’d never liked watching TV, before, but he tended to space out when he tried to read – like he was doing now, as the nightly news report highlighted the ongoing cleanup in Times Square. Electronic billboards were up and running again; someone on the street was being interviewed about Broadway possibly making a comeback, while the sun beamed down, and pigeons flew overhead, and a busker off-camera blew a few lonesome notes on a saxophone.  
 
    Pages rustled as Lance turned them, and Rose’s fingers were warm and callused when she slipped them beneath the hem of Beck’s shirt and trailed them over the skin of his hip.  
 
    It struck him all at once; lit him up from the inside-out like lightning.  
 
    This was his life. This here, with them. Dinner, and runs, and cleaning this house bit by bit. Channel-surfing, and dusty old used books. Checking the cucumbers, and putting things on the grocery list, and receiving their smiles: loving, relieved, happy, so impossibly happy, after everything.  
 
    Happy to have him here with them. Because, Lucifer or not, wings or not, power, strength, money, seduction or not…they love him. Not the military, not their careers, not…not…they loved him.  
 
    Rose said, “You okay?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to respond – and a ragged sob tore out of his throat.  
 
    “Beck!”  
 
    He dropped his face into his hand, and felt the wet heat of tears. He tried to breathe, and choked instead, crying – just crying, in a way he hadn’t since he was a very little boy.  
 
    Rose’s hand landed on his neck. “Baby,” she murmured. 
 
    The couch shifted on his other side, and he could smell Lance, then, even as his nose started to get stuffy: his soap, and cologne, and the product he put in his hair. A large, warm hand landed on his back, and petted over his spine, and he cried like an idiot, like a baby, unable to stop it. 
 
    He was the devil…the real, actual devil made flesh, and they loved him. They’d stayed.  
 
    His life hadn’t flashed before his eyes either time he’d died – or, well, gone to hell, and then flown up to heaven – but it did now, a rapid flash of every kiss, every fuck, every kill. Every line snorted, every pill taken, every punch thrown. He could hear Kay tutting and muttering over him, and Castor laughing, nastily. Could feel the scorch of flames, and the burn of ice, and over it all, again and again, he felt the gentle touch of his lovers’ hands, and heard their whispered assurances that they were there, that he was okay.  
 
    Finally, he sucked in a ragged breath, and, not caring if it was gross, lifted up the hem of his t-shirt to mop at his face. His eyes ached – and his chest ached, when he turned to Rose, and found her watching him with such worry.  
 
    “It’s over,” he said, his voice wrecked. “It’s really over.” His whole life, since boyhood, living in a world made upside down by the powers of heaven and hell – and now it was just…normal. It was just people, living, and working, and trying to make things better. 
 
    And maybe…maybe he was just a person, too. At least for the time being. 
 
    It took a beat for Rose to catch his meaning, and then her expression softened. “Yeah. I think it really is.” 
 
    His face was probably disgusting from crying, but he couldn’t not reach out, and cup her face, and draw her in to kiss her, because it had been eight months, and he hadn’t kissed either of them, and that was intolerable.  
 
    Her lips were soft, and she tasted of wine, and she melted against him. It was just a kiss, soft and gentle, sweet, even, but it left his heart stuttering.  
 
    When he pulled back, her eyes were glassy, wondrous – and then he turned, gripped Lance by the collar, and dragged their mouths together.  
 
    Lance went still a moment, shocked, but then his mouth opened, and he let Beck lick into his mouth, and his hand slid up to join Rose’s at the back of his neck.  
 
    Maybe he was the devil, and maybe that was the reason why he could covet them, selfishly, and keep them here for himself. Because if they were going to love him, then he was going to take, and take, and take, and give back even more than that. 
 
    Maybe the devil…but don’t ever let it be said that the devil wasn’t adept at making people feel good. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never actually been in this room before,” Lance said, and slipped down beneath the water, settling into one of the little molded seats in the massive, jetted tub that was a part of Castor’s lavish personal suite.  
 
    Beck had spent all day cleaning it stem to stern, scrubbing the tub and its fixtures until it gleamed. Then he’d run a bath big enough to hold ten people, turned on the jets, and dragged his lovers in with him.  
 
    “I have,” Beck said, tipping his head back against the lip. The jets were hitting him just right in the lower back, and Rose was warm and water slippery, between his thighs, leaning back against his chest. “Castor used to bring in a bunch of girls and have an orgy. He liked to make his crew watch. And film.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Lance said, and stood. “I’m getting out.” 
 
    Beck snagged his wrist and tugged him back down; water slopped over the edge. “No, you’re not. We’ll just have to christen it with our own orgy.” 
 
    “Is it technically an orgy if it’s just three people?” Rose asked, chuckling. 
 
    Lance sounded like he was blushing when he said, “Don’t manhandle me.” 
 
    “Oh, please, you love it,” Rose said. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” But when Beck rolled his head to the side and look, he saw the telltale flush of arousal creeping up Lance’s neck. 
 
    He grinned, and reached to trace the hard line of his jaw with a damp finger. “Don’t tease Lancelot, sweetheart,” he said. “It makes him blush.” 
 
    Lance rolled his eyes – and his blush deepened. “You guys suck,” he said, but shifted in closer so his shoulders would fit beneath Beck’s arm.  
 
    Rose pulled Beck’s other arm over her shoulder, and tucked it against her breasts, humming contentedly.  
 
    Beck reached all the way around Lance’s neck, cupped his jaw, and turned his head so he could kiss him – low and filthy, with lots of tongue. Lance’s pupils were blown when Beck finally released him.  
 
    “So. Um.” He licked his lips, fetchingly, and attempted to sound normal. “What’s on the schedule for tomorrow?” 
 
    “Schedule?” Beck scoffed. “Calm down, military man, why does there have to be a schedule?” 
 
    Lance’s flustered expression – caught between turned on and embarrassed – was adorable. “I just think schedules are…good.” 
 
    Beck grinned, and Rose laughed, and Lance said, “Screw you both,” but reached up with dripping hands to pull Beck’s smiling mouth back to his and kiss him some more. 
 
    After, Beck purring to himself, he leaned forward and urged Rose’s head around, so he could kiss her, too. She hummed into it, shifting so she had a hand braced on his inner thigh – one that Lance covered with his own, beneath the water.  
 
    “I think,” Beck said, when he finally drew back from the lush heat of her mouth, panting a little, “we should go shopping, because both of you have terrible taste in fashion.” 
 
    He got matching protests, and the water bubbled all around them, and his chest felt light, light, and this crumbling old house was full of a love it had never known. It was right. It was good.  
 
    Let heaven and hell sort themselves, he thought, as Rose turned around, and braced her hands on his chest to kiss him some more, while Lance leaned in to nibble at his throat. This – love, being human – was worth the blistering pain of both.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    And so we’ve reached the end of this particular adventure. There’s always the chance that inspiration will strike again, and we could return to this version of King Arthur’s court, but for now, it’s time to close out the trilogy. Thank you so much for reading! I’m currently working on the next installments in my Drake Chronicles and Sons of Rome series, so be on the lookout for those later this year.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
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