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			DEDICATION 

			For my daughter, Rhiannon Hopkins.

			I will always fight for you.
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE 

			We all read a lot of books—­a lot of them—­and it’s difficult to remember who’s who from one series to the next. However, from the author’s perspective, having characters rehash information among themselves can drag on both the pacing and the story.

			As a compromise, I’m including a very brief refresher of the events and ­people in the first Los Nefilim novella, In Midnight’s Silence. Since Los Nefilim is turning into a serial, I thought we’d do like the old radio programs from the 1940s. So here we go:

			In our last exciting episode, we learned . . .

			• Los Nefilim are a group of angel-­born Nefilim that monitor daimonic activity for the angels. All Nefilim reincarnate and retain memories of their past lives with the firstborn life being the most important.

			• Diago Alvarez and his partner, Miquel, were living in Sevilla when the king of Los Nefilim, Guillermo Ramírez, called Miquel north and reassigned him to Barcelona. Miquel is an officer in Los Nefilim and follows Guillermo’s orders. Fearful for Diago’s safety, Miquel demanded that he come to Barcelona, too.

			• Diago is a rarity amongst the Nefilim. His mother was an angel, who took her mortal form to give birth to him; his father was a Nefil, whose parents were daimon. Neither the angels nor the daimons were able to replicate the experiment and create another Nefil like Diago, who carries the magic of both the angels and the daimons in his song.

			• Because of the singularity of Diago’s magic, both the angels and the daimons have courted Diago to join their respective side. However, Diago remains neutral in the conflict. He tries to live as a mortal and eschews his magical nature. He finds a job in Barcelona, teaching piano to Enrique Ferrer, the spoiled son of the industrialist Salvador Ferrer.

			• When Diago lived in Sevilla, he was seduced by an angel named Candela. When she became pregnant, she released him from her enchantment, but she never told him about his son, Rafael. Now, six years later, an angel, who calls himself Beltran Prieto, found Rafael.

			• Prieto enlists the help of Diago’s landlady, Doña Rosa Iniguez, and her son José to kidnap Miquel. He then forces Diago to offer Rafael as a sacrifice to the war daimon Moloch, in exchange for the idea to a powerful bomb. Miquel makes a golem that looks like Rafael in an attempt to fool Moloch. They intend to steal the idea and give Moloch the golem.

			• When Diago takes the golem to Moloch, he finds his father, Alvaro, who abandoned Diago when he was a child. Alvaro has sold his body and magic to the daimon Moloch. In return, Alvaro avoids the pain of reincarnation and serves Moloch. Moloch changed Alvaro into an ‘aulaq, a vampire, and gave him eternal life.

			• Alvaro tells Diago he never wanted Diago to find him, because he was so ashamed of what he’s done. When confronted by Diago, Alvaro accuses Diago of being selfish, too, because he is trading his son’s life for that of his lover’s. When Alvaro realizes that Diago is trying to trick Moloch with a golem, he lies to Moloch and says the sacrifice is true, giving Diago the chance to flee the daimon before the deception is discovered.

			• Diago, Rafael, and Miquel barely escape with their lives. It is Rafael’s song that saves them, and the child gravely wounds the daimon Moloch. Knowing the daimons will now be after Rafael, Diago chooses a side in the war and vows his allegiance to Guillermo and Los Nefilim.

			It is now three weeks later . . . 

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER ONE 

			Barcelona

			30 November 1931

			Bright sunlight fell onto the crowded boulevard at the Liceu metro station. The clear, sharp notes of light drove back the sounds of darkness feathering beneath the trees. The city’s clamor fashioned waves of sound, which sent ribbons of color over the silhouettes of ­people and cars.

			Diago’s eyesight blurred at the profusion of pigments and distorted motions. It was like the Nefilim’s version of double vision.

			An attack of vertigo, accompanied by mild nausea, washed over him. He swallowed his bile and forced himself to focus. I’ve got to learn to manage this.

			Miquel opened his mouth, but Diago silenced him with a gesture. He narrowed his eyes and looked over Guillermo’s shoulder. A curl of blue-­gray waves trailed a car, dissipating as the vehicle turned the corner. Two men stood beneath a tree on the avenue. They laughed, and the golden colors of their mirth bloomed like flowers before their lips, obscuring their faces.

			Another wave of dizziness washed over him. Damn it. It was no use. If he moved now, he’d risk falling. He clenched his teeth and waited for the episode to pass. Glancing down at the sidewalk gave him no relief. Milky spirals wavered around pebbles as a train entered the station below their feet.

			“Is it the chromesthesia?” Guillermo asked.

			Diago managed a quick nod. All of the Nefilim were able to see color in the sound waves around them—­the ability enabled them to work their magic—­but the vampire that had bitten off Diago’s finger was one of the old ones known as the ‘aulaq, and the older the ‘aulaq, the more potent their venom. Likewise, Diago’s advanced age had saved his life. The amount of poison he had absorbed would have killed a younger Nefil, but he hadn’t escaped unscathed. Besides the obvious loss of his finger, the toxin seemed to have amplified his natural faculties to the point of disability. While Juanita—­Los Nefilim’s doctor, and Guillermo’s wife—­said it wasn’t a textbook case of chromesthesia, the symptoms were close enough, so they had all added a new word to their vocabulary.

			One that Diago could have happily lived without.

			Miquel edged closer to Diago until their arms touched. It was a casual movement that gave them a few moments of contact without seeming intimate to others. “Do you need to sit?” he asked.

			“No.” Diago lied. “I can manage it.” At least the episodes were becoming less frequent. The same couldn’t be said for the phantom pain from his missing pinky. Diago curled his fingers into a fist around the white bandage encompassing his hand and forced himself to focus on the ground.

			A trail of rose-­quartz patterns followed the click of a woman’s heels. The designs scattered like crumbs as the sounds gradually settled into the distant shadows Diago was used to seeing, and these were easily ignored.

			Relieved, he said, “It’s passed.”

			Guillermo frowned at Diago’s discomfort. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

			I’m ready to be home in bed, but he didn’t say that. “I can do the job.”

			Guillermo evaluated him. “I think you need another week.”

			“We don’t have a week.” It had already been three weeks since he had emerged from the metro after his battle with Moloch. This meeting with the munitions industrialist, Salvador Ferrer, was Guillermo’s idea, and Diago needed a way to prove his loyalty to Los Nefilim. He touched the scar on his face, which had faded to an ugly red slash. “No mortal heals this fast. If we want to deceive Ferrer with your story, I have to go now.”

			Guillermo withdrew a cigar from his breast pocket and lit it as he considered the situation. “Compromise with me. We could wait two days.”

			A pair of nuns descended into the station. One of them scowled at Guillermo and his cigar. He gave her a wolfish grin. She crossed herself and kept going.

			Diago said, “I don’t have that luxury.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			Miquel jammed his hands in his pockets and watched the crowd with restless eyes. “You worry too much.”

			“I don’t worry enough,” Diago snapped. He lowered his voice to a whisper and leaned close to Guillermo. “Some of the other members of Los Nefilim have insinuated that because my father gave himself in ser­vice to Moloch, I will do the same.” Guillermo opened his mouth, but Diago didn’t give him a chance to speak. There was nothing to deny. Alvaro had sworn himself to Moloch and became a vampire, an ‘aulaq, in order to avoid reincarnation. It was the greatest shame a Nefil could bring upon his name or family.

			Diago continued. “They are saying I will never betray the daimons because of him. I have to put those rumors down. If enough of them speak against me, they can persuade you to send me away.”

			“The hell they can. You took a vow—­”

			“And they won’t ask me to forsake my oath, but with enough pressure, they can force you to station me far from Santuari.”

			Miquel lit a cigarette, a sure sign he was both bothered by the direction of the conversation, and that he knew what Diago said was true. “We’ve lived apart from Santuari before. We can do it again.”

			“It’s not about you and me. It’s Rafael. His mother hid him in an orphanage, then died before she could return for him. He has been thrust into an existence he doesn’t understand with a father he doesn’t know. He is just beginning to adjust and needs more time. A year, maybe two, then I’ll go wherever you need me. But now—­at this moment—­I need to be in Santuari. Where he feels safe. For Rafael’s sake.”

			Diago stepped back. “Besides, this is an easy assignment. Your ­people have laid the groundwork for me. All I have to do is give vague references, take credit for stopping the anarchist’s attack, and see what I can dig up about Ferrer’s political associations. I’m in, I’m out. If I have another attack of chromesthesia, I’ll go back to Santuari. I promise. But let me prove myself to them. And to you.”

			Guillermo evaluated Diago through the haze of cigar smoke. “All right. We’ll stay on course. While you’re seeing Ferrer, Miquel and I are going to look for our friend Prieto.”

			Beltran Prieto: the angel who had sent Diago to confront Moloch in the first place . . . and “introduced” him to his son. Diago would like to find Prieto, too. He had questions of his own for the angel. Especially about Rafael’s past. Unfortunately, Prieto had not been seen or heard from since Diago’s return from Moloch’s realm.

			Miquel said, “We need to find him and his bomb.”

			“It’s not an actual bomb.” Diago corrected him. “It’s the idea for a bomb.”

			Guillermo noted the distinction. “I’d like to find out more about that idea before he implants it into a mortal’s brain.” He pitched his voice low. “This whole thing stinks. Angels and daimons openly bartering for bombs and children? I’ve never heard the likes of it. I still haven’t found an archangel who will accept responsibility for Prieto’s alleged order to bargain with Moloch.”

			“And you probably won’t,” Diago said. “I’m worried he’s rogue.”

			“It’s possible. I’m not discounting anything until I have the facts. Miquel and I will begin with your former landlady. Maybe Doña Rosa or her son, José, remembers something important. When you’re done, we’ll meet you at Els 4 Gats.”

			The proximity of the restaurant, Els 4 Gats, had been one of the highlights of living in Doña Rosa’s neighborhood. Diago knew the establishment well.

			Miquel slipped his hand into Diago’s coat pocket. A tin warmed by his flesh touched Diago’s fingers. “Aspirin . . . and something stronger if you need it.”

			“I don’t—­” Miquel cut off his protest with a gentle squeeze before he withdrew his hand. Diago had no intention of clouding his mind with Juanita’s drugs. He needed his wits about him, but for Miquel’s sake, he relented and accepted the tin. “Okay.”

			Guillermo nodded. “Good. And remember, you won’t be alone. Garcia is going with you.”

			Diago glanced across the street where Inspector Juan Garcia’s dark wiry frame was partially hidden in the shadows. Garcia was all edges and serrations, with a temper thin as a blade. He wasn’t as old as Guillermo, Diago, and Miquel, but he had a ­couple of centuries on the younger Nefilim. His age and loyal ser­vice had won him trusted positions from Guillermo. Now he served as a police inspector in Barcelona’s Urban Guard. He touched the brim of his hat when he caught Diago looking at him.

			Diago returned the gesture with a nod, but that was as far as his courtesy went. “Anybody but him.”

			Guillermo glanced over his shoulder at Garcia. “I know you two have had differences in the past—­”

			“He threatened to arrest me on deviancy charges.”

			Miquel popped the knuckles of his right hand. “I had a talk with him about that.”

			Guillermo frowned. “So I heard. You’re my second-­in-­command, and I won’t have you settling disputes with your fists.”

			Miquel opened his mouth to protest.

			Guillermo cut him off. “Control your temper. From now on, if you have a problem you can’t fix with diplomacy, you come to me.”

			Miquel’s dark eyes slid away from Guillermo’s gaze in a maybe, maybe not look Diago knew too well. Hoping to stave off further argument, he asked, “Why can’t Miquel go with me? I trust him.”

			“I have a rule: two Nefilim who are”—­he hesitated and looked over the crowd as he chose just the right word—­“devoted to one another are never paired in any assignment. It’s too easy for one partner to be used as a hostage.”

			Fair enough. “Fine. But why Garcia?”

			“Because the others trust him. A good word from him will go a long way toward winning over the doubters.”

			Guillermo was obviously more worried about what the others thought than he had previously admitted. Diago took no satisfaction in being right. He had a long road ahead of him with Los Nefilim, and he knew it. “I’ll work with him.”

			“Good. Garcia will have your back.” Guillermo nodded and looked down the street, his mind already moving to his next task. “Try and meet us by five. I promised Juanita I would have you behind Santuari’s wards before dark.”

			As Miquel passed, he touched his index finger to Diago’s chest, just over his heart. “Be careful.”

			“I will.” I have no choice. Rafael is depending on me. The thought of his small son waiting at home centered him. Besides, compared to the feats of espionage other members of Los Nefilim performed, the task before him was a simple one, and a small price to pay for keeping Rafael safe in Santuari.

			It’s merely a job, Diago assured himself, like teaching music. So what if he didn’t like Garcia? He hadn’t liked the Ferrer boy, Enrique, either, but he’d still managed to teach the child. You do things so you—­and the ones you love—­can survive. This was no different.

			Diago glanced across the street. Garcia was gone.

			So much for having my back. He’d probably been waiting for Miquel and Guillermo to leave so he could slip away on one pretext or another. Fine. Diago was more comfortable working alone anyway. He turned and gazed down into the stairwell.

			At the bottom landing, the light turned into shadows. A stream of mist drifted across the steps. Diago thought he detected the smell of burning flesh, then a woman’s cologne obliterated the scent. But the odor had been there, resurrecting the memory of corpses burning in Moloch’s effigy. Diago’s heart bumped up a notch.

			“It never goes away does it?” said a voice right by his ear.

			“What?” He turned his head so fast, he almost lost his hat.

			Garcia had eased up beside him. He lit a cigarette, cupping his hand around flame. “The fear.” He allowed the match to fall to the stairs below.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Uh-­huh.” He lowered his voice until he was barely audible beneath the busy sounds of the city. “You forget. I’ve spent time down there, drowning in the dark. I know how the nightmares eat your sleep. No matter how many times it happens, going back never gets easier. Not even for you.” Garcia took a long drag on his cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke into Diago’s face. “And you’re one of them.”

			“I am angel, too.” How easily they all forgot his dual nature. “And now I’m Los Nefilim. Just like you. I’m willing to forget the past if you are.”

			“Is that an olive branch?”

			“Take it or burn it.”

			Garcia turned his head and spat.

			Then fire it is. Diago’s cheeks warmed with his fury. What the hell made me think I could work with Garcia? He went downstairs to purchase his ticket, aware that the inspector followed. They made no further attempts at conversation as they waited on the platform, and that was all right with Diago.

			They weren’t there long before the sound of an oncoming train flowed into the tunnel. Diago’s heart accelerated. He wasn’t ready for the sudden anxiety that peaked in his chest and descended into his thighs. For one horrible moment, he thought his knees would give way. He stiffened his back, hating Garcia for being right, because the fear never truly went away.

			It’s just a train. Just a normal everyday train.

			He glanced upward to avoid the gloom on the tracks. The overhead lights rained crystal notes over the waiting passengers, falling like silvery snow into their hair and onto their shoulders. The sparkling sounds were the first indication of another spasm of chromesthesia. Diago clamped his eyes shut and found no safety behind the darkness of his lids. He envisioned Miquel dragging Rafael onto a different train. Both of them were spattered with Diago’s blood. Rafael had twisted in Miquel’s grip, the child’s eyes widening when Diago stumbled.

			He’d thought I wasn’t going to make it. At the time, Diago had wondered himself. He remembered lurching across the platform, determined to reach the train before—­

			Garcia bumped his shoulder. “The doors are going to shut.”

			Diago opened his eyes. A vortex of sound waves rushed around him. Nauseated by the sight, he forced himself through the brilliant colors of the mortals’ chatter. He spotted an empty seat by a window and fell into it.

			Nearby, a mother rocked her child and hummed a lullaby.

			The tune was identical to the one Rafael sang to Diago while he recovered from the ‘aulaqs’ attack. Sleep, child, sleep / Mamá has gone away / she sets the stars alight all through the night / and watches while you sleep. The memory of his son’s boyish soprano relaxed him.

			Garcia jostled him as he took the seat next to Diago, shattering the pleasant recollection. “You okay?”

			Diago opened his eyes. The violent colors and sound waves receded. His vision returned to normal. The episode passed, along with his fear. Excellent. No need to mention the chromesthesia. I moved through it. That small victory heartened him. “I’m fine.”

			“Good,” he said, although Diago sensed he really didn’t care one way or another. Garcia reached into his coat and removed a small novel.

			All around them, the mortals settled into their places as the car started to roll. The train picked up speed and passed into the tunnel.

			Electric lights were spaced at regular intervals, illuminating the tunnel’s concrete and steel girders. As they rode, Diago noticed deeper shades of purple and black that spread tentacles of darkness between the tiles. The colors indicated the outer edges of a bridge between the mortal world and the daimonic realms.

			Odd. He’d ridden this route before and never noticed the bridge, so it must be newly formed. He glanced at Garcia but said nothing. Even though the angel-­born Nefilim weren’t as receptive to the existence of the bridges as the daimon-­born, they could still perceive them. Diago’s dual nature simply increased his sensitivity to such phenomena.

			If he pointed out the boundaries, Garcia would have no difficulty seeing the bridge. Maybe this would be the first step toward building trust with the other Nefil. Diago lifted his hand to touch Garcia’s arm, and then he froze.

			Several metres away, the threads of color coalesced into a solid form as if a hole had materialized in the wall. A man stood on the mortal side of the bridge.

			No. Not a man. No mortal could pass over a bridge without daimonic help. Whoever it was had to be a Nefil.

			As the train approached, the Nefil turned his head. Anguished eyes looked out of a face twisted with agony. His mouth was forced open with a grayish-­green band of light, which extended his chin almost to the hollow of his throat. More of the same dull radiance poured through his nostrils. Not light, Diago realized as the train slowed to take the curve. The pulsating colors were streams of magic, and Diago recognized this palette as belonging to Moloch.

			Judging from the streaks of puce flowing through the gray, Diago surmised Moloch was still injured by his encounter with Rafael, a testament to the child’s power. However, while the daimon’s injuries might keep him close to his fires and out of the mortal realms, he obviously wasn’t so incapacitated that he couldn’t send an emissary.

			The Nefil stepped onto the narrow walkway between the tracks and the bridge. His features bespoke a Berber lineage diluted by Visigoth blood. Black lashes encircled his dark green eyes. Cut into his forehead was a single word: LIAR.

			Alvaro. Diago carefully lowered his hand back to his thigh and hoped Garcia hadn’t noticed the movement. He couldn’t let Garcia see this. A quick glance assured him the inspector was engrossed in his book.

			Diago returned his attention to the figure on the bridge. He’d only seen his father’s face when he’d worn the distorted features of the ‘aulaq. At that time, Alvaro had looked nothing like Diago.

			Now he does. There is no mistaking us for father and son because he no longer wears the flesh. I am seeing his soul, his true self. He is dead. But he lives.

			Alvaro twisted his head and worked his jaw. The perverse gag of Moloch’s magic writhed down his throat.

			His voice. Moloch had stolen his voice.

			As Diago’s car neared, Alvaro frantically snatched the train’s smoke and twisted the mist into words. Diago, my son, help me . . . help . . . she hunts . . . help me. . .

			My son. The old familiar hurt rose in his chest. When had Alvaro ever called Diago son? Never.

			Then Moloch’s tether tightened around Alvaro’s throat and yanked him back into the daimon’s realm. Diago flinched. His father vanished within the pulsating darkness.

			“Something wrong?” Garcia muttered.

			Diago started. He shook his head. “No.”

			“You’re pale.”

			“It’s nothing.” He kept his gaze straight ahead, highly conscious of Garcia’s scrutiny. He couldn’t tell Garcia about Alvaro. He would see a conspiracy between father and son, or make up one to suit his needs.

			“What is happening, Alvarez?”

			“Nothing.” Diago repeated. He twisted his fingers into the fabric of his coat. Somehow Moloch had entrapped Alvaro’s soul.

			And? Diago deflected his pain with a hard loop of hate. What does it matter to me? Alvaro made his choices. He had abandoned Diago when he was a child, bartered his soul to Moloch in order to avoid reincarnation, and thrived on the blood of others as an ‘aulaq. Diago didn’t have one damn reason to care what happened to Alvaro.

			Except Alvaro gave his life so I could escape Moloch and save Rafael. The act won Diago’s respect. But there’s a long walk between respect and forgiveness. One selfless act didn’t negate a lifetime of neglect.

			Nor did it explain Alvaro’s sudden reappearance. Had he come back to warn Diago? Of what? She hunts? What the hell did that mean?

			And who is she?

			“Alvarez?” Garcia’s voice took an edge.

			“I’m fine.” Say it enough times, it might come true. He fixed his eyes on the car in front of them. “I’m fine.”

			Garcia lowered his book and watched Diago for the rest of the ride. When the train finally rolled to a stop at the Passeig de Gràcia station, Diago rose. The moment the doors opened he was off and moving toward the station’s exit. He took the stairs two at a time and didn’t slow until the sun drove the image of his father’s tormented face into the shadows.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWO 

			Once above ground, Diago assumed a more causal pace. He observed the ­people who went about their busy lives completely unaware of the supernatural world moving beneath their feet. Before he’d joined Guillermo’s group of Nefilim, Diago had enjoyed pretending to be mortal. He’d only used his magic when absolutely necessary and left the matters of angels and daimons to the clergy.

			LIAR. The word carved on Alvaro’s forehead jumped into Diago’s mind. I lied to myself for too long. He’d feigned normalcy for many centuries and disregarded incidents like the one he just experienced.

			It’s like waking after a long sleep. He mourned his old life for only a moment. As he passed a shop window, Alvaro’s face haunted him. Again Diago saw the words: help me . . . she hunts.

			She hunts. What could it possibly mean?

			Diago parsed the clues as he walked. If Alvaro knew of this mysterious female, then she was most likely a daimon, or maybe an ‘aulaq. Either way, she was looking for something, and whatever that something was, Alvaro felt the need to warn Diago about her presence. Other than their relationship as father and son, the only two things linking Diago to Alvaro were Rafael, and the idea for the bomb Prieto had taken from Moloch.

			Diago’s mind immediately jumped to Rafael. Did the daimons hunt his son? Like Diago, Rafael carried the magic of both the angels and the daimons in his spiritual heritage. If the daimons could turn Rafael to their cause, they would acquire a powerful weapon against the angels and Los Nefilim.

			Yet the analysis didn’t fit. Concerning Rafael, the daimons had nothing to hunt. Moloch knew Rafael was with Diago, and no one had made any secret of Diago’s presence at Santuari. No. Whoever “she” was, she couldn’t be after Rafael. That left Prieto, and the idea for the bomb.

			Diago’s musings were cut short when a hand gripped his arm. Startled, he turned to find Garcia had caught up to him.

			Diago tried to pull free without drawing attention to them but Garcia’s grip tightened. “What—­?”

			“Just shut up and move.” He steered Diago into the mouth of an alley.

			Diago jerked free and put his back against the wall. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

			Garcia jabbed Diago’s shoulder with one sharp finger. “I asked you a question on the train and you lied to me. I’m going to pretend it was because of the mortals. You’ve got one more chance to get right with me. What happened?”

			Be careful. You need him. You need him to vouch for you. Diago evaded the question and kept his tone even. “I don’t report to you.”

			Garcia coughed a humorless laugh. “You’re confused, my friend.”

			“We’re not friends.”

			Garcia’s tone turned sly. “Then you’d better make some, Alvarez. You might have fooled Guillermo, but the rest of us see you for what you are. You’re daimon and you’ll wind up just like your father. You did in your firstborn life and you will here, too.” Garcia punctuated his last statement with a hard jab to Diago’s shoulder.

			You’ll wind up just like your father. The accusation sealed any doubts Diago had about telling Garcia what happened at the bridge. “Don’t touch me again.”

			Garcia ignored the warning. “You report to whomever asks you a question. Do you understand me?” He stabbed his finger in Diago’s direction.

			Diago’s temper overrode his reason. He caught Garcia’s fist and squeezed until Garcia’s knuckles popped.

			Why did Garcia push him? Does he want me to lash out? Of course, he did. This was probably how he provoked Miquel into punching him. The whole discussion was nothing more than an attempt to rouse Diago’s temper. And it’s working. Except Diago wasn’t quite as hotheaded as Miquel. This altercation didn’t need to progress any further than it already had.

			Striking Garcia wasn’t necessary. Let him feel my power, acknowledge it with his face. Holding tight to the other Nefil’s fist, Diago waited until Garcia’s lips thinned to a single white line. Only then did he speak. “Until I know who I can trust, I report to Guillermo. No one else.” He opened his fingers.

			For one tense moment, Diago was sure Garcia intended to escalate the confrontation. Something in Diago’s eyes stopped him.

			Garcia looked away and fumbled for his cigarettes. When he struck the match, flakes of sulfur cascaded to the sidewalk. “I’m going with you to see Ferrer.”

			No. Not now. Not even if you begged. Diago wasn’t going to be monitored by the likes of Garcia. “No.”

			“You’re going to botch this without help.”

			Or you’ll make sure the interview goes badly for me. Garcia would love nothing more than to report Diago’s incompetence to Guillermo. Work around him. “How can I earn your trust if you are always looking over my shoulder? I go in alone or not at all. Then you can explain the situation to Guillermo.”

			The tip of Garcia’s cigarette glowed like the fire in his eyes. He exhaled a cloud of smoke as caustic as his words. “Go alone. But I’m watching you.”

			Diago didn’t flinch from the inspector’s stare. “Fair enough.” So much for Guillermo’s hope our working together would cement trust between us.

			He turned and walked away, acutely aware Garcia trailed him as he approached the Casa Milà’s entrance. Garcia could stalk him the entire day for all Diago cared. He had no intention of giving the inspector cause for complaint.

			Except for the lie of omission about the bridge, his conscience needled him.

			Yet nothing about the bridge was urgent. The numerous treaties allowed the daimons to form their own pathways between the realms under certain circumstances. No, the existence of the bridge didn’t create the issue. It was Alvaro’s presence which complicated the affair.

			So simply tell Guillermo on the way home. The drive to Santuari would give him ample opportunity to find a good moment to mention the bridge and Alvaro. Then Los Nefilim would have the information, and Diago would be spared yet another slur about his daimonic lineage.

			Satisfied with his compromise, Diago nodded to the doorman as he entered the building. The ornate metalwork of the railings directed his eye toward the stairs. He loved Antoni Gaudí’s integration of stone and metal, which formed naturalistic designs in modern architecture. Taking the stairs gave Diago ample opportunity to appreciate the small details of Gaudí’s work. If only he hadn’t suffered two attacks of chromesthesia in such close succession.

			But I did, and I can’t risk an attack on the stairs. The vertigo could cause him to fall, and with only Garcia to find and help him, Diago decided to be cautious. With a sigh of regret, he bypassed the stairs and took the elevator.

			The lift attendant spent the entire ride sneaking glances at Diago’s scarred face. Diago kept his gaze straight ahead and ignored the boy. He needed to focus on his assignment.

			Guillermo wanted an idea of Ferrer’s political leanings, which would require small talk—­another thing Diago hated—­but Miquel had helped him rehearse some lines last night after Rafael had gone to bed. The difficulty would be getting Ferrer to drop his guard. The industrialist made no secret of his dislike for Diago. He considered music teachers to be worse than useless. The only reason he’d financed the lessons for his son was to appease his young wife, who likewise had no interest in music, but seemed to have developed a predilection for men of Diago’s particular build and coloring.

			Christ, the whole family gave him a headache. Diago dry-­swallowed three aspirin just as the lift finally reached the fourth floor.

			“Have a good day, sir.” The young man shut the gate as soon as Diago cleared the lift.

			“Yes, I would like one of those,” Diago muttered as he approached the Ferrers’ apartment. He gave two firm knocks and waited.

			Their maid, Elena, opened the door. Beneath her stiff white cap, a few silvery strands of hair comingled with her dark bob. She was barely forty. Even for a mortal, she was far too young to be going gray so soon. Of course, working for this family, Diago was sure his hair would have been white within a year . . . if he’d had any hair left.

			“Maestro Alvarez? I thought we agreed you’d use the servants’ entrance.”

			“I never agreed to that, because I am not a servant in this house.” He met her look of disdain with utter indifference. “Is Señor Ferrer at home?”

			Her gaze hardened into a glare. She straightened her back and peered down her nose at him. “He is.”

			When she didn’t invite him inside, he asked, “May I see him?”

			He half expected her to close the door in his face and make him wait in the hall. She must have considered it, because she regarded him for almost ten seconds before she stepped aside and allowed him into the foyer. Nor did she offer to take his hat and coat. “Wait here.”

			Instead of going to Ferrer’s office, she turned and went down the hall toward Enrique’s room. Odd. Given the hour, Enrique should have still been at school.

			Elena was gone for only a few moments before she returned and said, “Follow me.”

			From her quick step to her rigid frown, Diago realized she was still angry over his remark. Miquel was right. He really needed to work on his interpersonal skills.

			In an attempt to make up for his brusque comment, he said, “I hope Enrique is all right.”

			She turned on him with military precision and threw her sentence at him like an accusation. “He’s ill.”

			He backpedaled in the face of the verbal assault. While he didn’t particularly care for the boy, he’d never wish an illness on anyone’s child. “I’m sorry. I hope it’s nothing serious.”

			She seemed to sense his earnestness and some of her animosity faded. “The doctor said the sickness should pass soon.”

			“That’s good to hear.”

			She nodded and started walking again. Her pace wasn’t quite as furious. Diago congratulated himself on his tact.

			As they passed the sitting room, he noticed the grand piano was gone. Enrique must have finally killed it. Señora Ferrer was nowhere to be seen. If the past was any indication, she was probably lunching with friends after shopping. She spent as much time as possible away from the apartment and the stepson she loathed.

			Elena paused before an open pocket door. “Señor Ferrer will be with you momentarily.” She left him alone.

			This was a stroke of luck. Prior to today, he’d never been allowed any deeper into the apartment than either the foyer or the parlor. Maybe he could get the information Guillermo wanted without having to chitchat with Ferrer.

			Diago waited until Elena’s footsteps receded down the hallway before he sidled over to the desk. An open briefcase contained an account book. He removed the ledger and flipped through the pages, quickly calculating the numbers in his head. If the figures were accurate, Enrique hadn’t murdered the piano after all. Ferrer had probably sold the instrument.

			Apparently the munitions factory, Ferrer y Esperanza, was running in the red.

			Diago slipped the ledger back into the case and turned his attention to the newspaper clippings littering the desk. Each article described protests orchestrated by the CNT, the anarchist worker’s union responsible for rousing employees to demand fair wages through strikes. Many of the names were circled.

			Thus far, the CNT hadn’t been terribly successful in unifying the workers, although they had managed to strike fear in Spain’s upper classes. With Russia’s February Revolution firmly entrenched in their memories, the nobility throughout Spain used the police and the Civil Guard to suppress any strikes. By quashing the protests, the upper classes and clergy thought they were avoiding a Spanish version of the Russian catastrophe. Without enforcing any reforms, though, they were about to usher in the very insurgency no one wanted.

			Next to the newspapers were several typewritten sheets bearing Ferrer y Esperanza’s emblem of crossed rifles. Names and job titles were listed. Any workers with associations within either the CNT or the more moderate Socialist workers’ union, the UGT, carried a black mark beside their name.

			So Ferrer fires the union members before they can make trouble. That should give Guillermo the information he needed about the industrialist’s political leanings. It was troubling but not unexpected. Having watched the landowners in Andalusia starve the farmworkers into compliance, Diago hadn’t expected a man like Ferrer to be any different.

			As he replaced the papers, he noticed one of the desk drawers was partially open. Inside, a heavy manila folder marked “CONFIDENTIAL” caught Diago’s eye. He removed the memo. Then he carefully replaced the folder in the drawer.

			The short message indicated three men were to deliver a shipment of firearm primer to a destination in El Raval. As Diago puzzled over it, he kept coming back to the address, which made no sense at all. There aren’t any factories in that area.

			What the hell was Ferrer doing?

			The front door banged open. Diago jumped at the sound. He whirled toward the door and banged his bandaged hand on the corner of the desk. Oh, shit, shit. Pain throbbed up his arm and into his shoulder. Can this day get any worse? He folded the memo and quickly jammed it into his coat pocket. Maybe Guillermo could make some sense of it.

			“Elena!” It was Señora Ferrer, and from the pitch of her voice, Diago knew she was irritated at some perceived affront. “Is my husband still home?”

			May God help him. Cradling his injured hand, Diago looked over the briefcase and the papers. Satisfied everything seemed as it was when he’d entered the room, he went to the pocket door and leaned out.

			Elena hurried into the foyer from the direction of the kitchen. “He is, Señora.”

			“Take these packages.” Señora Ferrer clacked down the hall on her precariously high heels, wavering slightly. Knowing her fondness for sherry, it didn’t take much to guess she was drunk. “Salvador!” she cried out. “Why have they canceled our account at Santa Eulalia?”

			Santa Eulalia. No wonder Ferrer was going broke if his wife shopped at such high-­end stores.

			In the foyer, Elena juggled the packages. One thin box slid from the pile. The maid knelt to retrieve it and glanced toward the office.

			Diago ducked back inside; in doing so, he jarred a picture on the wall. He caught the rosewood frame and righted it. Encased behind the glass was a manuscript fragment. Judging from the reddish color of the ink and the amber coloration of the paper, the document was ancient.

			The fragment was small, no more than eight centimetres wide and ten tall. The edges were charred, as if someone had tried to push it into a fire with a poker.

			A sigil was drawn in the center of the page. Scorch marks obliterated most of the details, yet Diago clearly made out an “X” superimposed over a cross. The left and right arms of the cross bore crescent moons facing away from one another. The position of the opposing moons told Diago the glyph was for a daimon.

			But which one? And why would Ferrer have a daimonic sigil hanging in his house? Very few mortals knew or cared about the Nefilim, and of those that did, none hung glyphs openly in their homes. Mortals who engaged in supernatural activities were more secretive than Los Nefilim.

			Intrigued, Diago reached out with his left hand to lift the frame from the wall.

			“Señor Alvarez.” Ferrer’s voice was loud and close.

			Diago started and looked up at the industrialist. Ferrer was built like a bull, broad-­shouldered and still somewhat narrow at the hips in spite of middle age thickening his paunch. He towered over Diago.

			This is awkward. Think of something. He pointed at the fragment. “This is an extraordinary piece. I didn’t know you collected antiquities.”

			Ferrer was nonplussed by the compliment. “I don’t. It was a gift from one of the old families in the Gothic Quarter. Iniguez was the name.”

			“Don José Iniguez?”

			“Why, yes. He stopped by yesterday and presented me with the fragment as a gift. He is interested in investing in Ferrer y Esperanza. Do you know him?”

			Clearly not as well as I thought. Diago never imagined José would be interested in investing money in anything other than whores and gambling. He realized Ferrer was waiting for an answer. “I rented a room from his mother Doña Rosa. I had very little contact with Don José, but Doña Rosa is an honorable woman.”

			Ferrer nodded. “Good to know.”

			“Why hang such a lovely gift in the dark?”

			“Don José said to keep the fragment in the shadows in order to preserve the ink.”

			I’ll bet he did, Diago thought. Nothing rendered a daimonic sigil impotent like too much sunlight. “It’s an intriguing document. Did he say where he found it?”

			“No.” Ferrer’s tone indicated he didn’t care either. He’d probably only accepted the gift and given it a token place in his home in order to court José and his money.

			Diago wondered how José had come into possession of the document. Prieto? Maybe. The angel had paid José to trick Miquel. He’d also promised Doña Rosa he would divert José from his self-­destructive behavior. Maybe Prieto had made good on his agreements. But why give José a daimonic sigil? Was Prieto trying to hide it from the daimons or for the daimons? And why here?

			So many questions . . . and not nearly enough answers . . .

			Ferrer interrupted Diago’s speculations. “Elena said you wanted to see me.”

			“Ah, yes.” Diago reined his questions under control. There would be plenty of time to puzzle through the mystery later. “I came to repay you.” He withdrew an envelope from his breast pocket. “You gave me a most generous advance, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to continue as Enrique’s instructor.”

			Ferrer took the envelope and thumbed through the banknotes. No amount of restraint could hide the pleasure in his eyes. “It’s no matter. We sold the piano. Enrique showed no interest in it. I’d be happy to give you a referral.”

			“I appreciate the offer, but I’ve secured employment elsewhere.”

			“Really? With whom?”

			“Don Guillermo Ramírez. He is a landowner just outside of Barcelona.”

			“I’ve heard of Ramírez. Isn’t he something of an artisan?”

			“He does ornate metalwork on commission.”

			“A blacksmith.”

			“Like Gaudí was in construction.”

			Ferrer grunted and didn’t look impressed. He went to his desk and opened the file drawer, removing the CONFIDENTIAL folder. Diago’s pulse kicked up speed. He almost didn’t hear Ferrer’s next words. “I understand from Inspector Garcia you stopped an anarchist from setting off a bomb near a child.”

			Diago nodded and barely managed to move his numb lips. “That is true.”

			Ferrer placed the folder in his briefcase alongside the ledger. “CNT?”

			Some of the tension loosened in Diago’s chest. “It all happened very fast, but Inspector Garcia assured me the anarchists were involved. He asked I not say too much, because they’re still investigating.”

			“I understand.” Ferrer snapped shut his briefcase, and Diago’s heart rate returned to normal. “Thank you for coming, Alvarez.”

			Ferrer’s abrupt dismissals used to rankle Diago to no end. Today he felt nothing but relief. He bowed his head in Ferrer’s direction. “Please give my regards to your wife and son.”

			“Thank you.” Ferrer rang for Elena.

			Diago followed her to the door, trying hard not to step on her heels. He expected Ferrer to call him back into the office to explain why he’d been pawing through the man’s private papers.

			They had reached the foyer when Señora Ferrer’s voice called from the kitchen. “Elena! Don’t we have another bottle of La Gitana?”

			“An excellent sherry,” Diago said as he aimed himself toward the door. “I’ll see myself out.”

			Elena’s jaw tightened with irritation.

			He didn’t wait for her answer. Instead, he fled the apartment and headed for the elevator, quite happy to be done with the Ferrers once and for all. Except for the fragment. That might necessitate a return trip. He would let Guillermo decide what to do with the information.

			Diago rode the elevator to the main floor and exited the building. Outside, Garcia was nowhere to be seen. Either he had hidden himself well, or he was off on another task for Guillermo.

			Relieved, Diago turned toward the Gothic Quarter and decided to avoid the metro. Another encounter with Alvaro was the last thing he needed.

			He had just crossed the street when a police car rolled to a stop beside the curb. Had Ferrer discovered the missing memo? Diago made a conscious effort to keep his hand away from his pocket.

			The youth behind the wheel cranked down his window with ferocious speed. “Excuse me, Doctor Alvarez!”

			Doctor? Oh Jesus, what now? Diago bent over and saw Garcia’s terse face glowering from the passenger side of the car. This day was not getting better.

			Garcia emerged from the car. The urgency in his step alarmed Diago. His concern shifted from the stolen memo to Guillermo and Miquel. Had something happened to them?

			Garcia rounded the bumper.

			“What’s the matter?” Diago asked.

			Garcia clenched Diago’s bicep and propelled him to the car’s back door. “You’re a doctor now, do you understand?”

			Diago twisted free and lowered his voice. “Don’t touch me again.”

			“Just get in the fucking car.”

			“At least tell me what kind of doctor I’m supposed to be.”

			“An alienist.”

			Diago calmed somewhat. Guillermo was in no danger if he had sent for Diago to play the role of a criminal psychiatrist, and that likewise meant Miquel was safe.

			Whenever mortals were involved and his friend had needed someone to read the patterns of a daimon attack, he’d called on Diago and passed him off as an alienist. Now that he was Los Nefilim, Guillermo must have decided wining and dining him was no longer a necessary component of the request. “And what kind of crime am I investigating?”

			“We don’t have time for questions.” Garcia jerked the door open. “Get in.”

			No use arguing. The sooner he got inside, the sooner they’d arrive . . . where? There could be only one place. Guillermo had mentioned a visit to Doña Rosa Iniguez. Diago got in the car.

			Garcia slammed the door hard enough to rattle the window in its frame.

			Diago caught the young mortal’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “What’s happened?”

			The young man licked his lips. “He killed them all,” he whispered. “He’s insane.”

			Garcia rounded the right bumper.

			Diago resisted the urge to lean forward. “Who?”

			The officer clutched the wheel in a white-­knuckled grip. Before he could answer, Garcia jerked open the door and got in the front seat.

			“Drive.”

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THREE 

			The lump, which had settled in Diago’s stomach outside the Casa Milà, grew heavier when they stopped at the corner of Carrer de les Magdalenes and Carrer de Montsio. A few doors down Montsio, two young officers guarded the entrance to Doña Rosa’s home.

			Don’t assume the worst. Maybe Doña Rosa escaped whatever calamity befell her house. She could easily have been at church, or out with friends. Diago didn’t ask. He didn’t want his illusions shattered too soon.

			Their driver stopped the car in front of one of the barricades. More police blocked both ends of the street and held back a crowd of spectators. Death didn’t just draw the ravens anymore.

			Diago got out and followed a few steps behind Garcia. They had only gone ten paces when a photographer stepped away from the crowd and aimed his camera at them.

			Just what I don’t need. Diago dropped his head and angled his hat to obscure his features. Judging from today’s adventure, Ferrer read the papers extensively. What if he saw Diago’s picture and a caption identifying him as an alienist investigating a crime scene? Christ. Garcia should have brought them in through the alley behind Doña Rosa’s house. Too late now. Diago gritted his teeth.

			The flash popped and spun back the shadows. Garcia shoved the camera into the man’s nose. The crunch of cartilage was loud enough to carry over the murmurs of the crowd. A spectator cried out at the sudden violence. The man dropped his camera and clutched his bleeding face.

			Garcia ripped out the film. “Arrest that man. I’ll deal with him later.”

			Brutal but effective. Diago didn’t wait for Garcia. The inspector caught up with him faster than he would have liked.

			“Was that really necessary?” Diago muttered.

			“Mortals are like dogs, Alvarez.” Garcia straightened his sleeves. “Make an example of one”—­he gestured over his shoulder at the photographer, who was being shoved into a police car—­“and the rest of them stay out of our way.”

			Diago wasn’t sure if Garcia’s “our” referred to the police or Los Nefilim; although knowing Garcia’s contempt for mortals, Diago guessed it was the latter. He would have argued the point, but they had reached the front door. Both of the older mortals guarding the entrance gave Garcia twin smiles of tacit approval over his handling of the photographer.

			Diago had to admit Garcia knew how to manipulate their allegiance. Maybe he does know what he’s doing, but it doesn’t mean I have to approve of his tactics.

			One of the officers opened the door. “It’s ugly.”

			“I’m sure the doctor has seen worse.” Garcia gestured for Diago to enter first.

			Inside, the smell hit his sinuses like a club. Diago withdrew his handkerchief and used it to cover his nose. The thin cotton did little to mask the odor of feces and rotten flesh. The first analogy entering his mind was Valencia during the plague years, but that was wrong. The plague had left a definitive odor of illness in its wake. There was no smell of sickness here.

			This was a charnel house. A fly dragged its bloated body along the scuffed wainscoting. The telephone stand was crushed to splinters, the telephone itself lost somewhere beneath the rubble.

			When Diago had sufficiently gotten his gag reflex under control, he lowered the handkerchief. Like the touch of a ghost, he detected the faint scent of Doña Rosa’s talcum. The smell hung in the foyer and left a sickly sweet taste on his tongue.

			Garcia closed the door on the street sounds. Silence descended over them. Diago thought of tombs and the quiet dead.

			He looked at the blood-­spattered walls. Notes of a black song inched across the wallpaper. One sound wave fluttered beside the banister, buoyant as a moth. In it, Diago heard the echo of a moan. He thought he recognized the voice of one of Doña Rosa’s other tenants: Anselmo was his name. That was all Diago could remember about him—­his name and his love of sour candies, the wrappers of which followed him like a trail. The echo of Anselmo’s death touched a bloodied handprint on the wall, then slithered into the stain to disappear beneath the wallpaper.

			Diago glanced at Garcia, who made no sign the sounds bothered him. Just like on the train, the inspector was less receptive to the resonances than Diago. So while Garcia might glimpse the vibrations from the corner of his eye, he wouldn’t see them as clearly as the daimon-­born. Too, in a place as old as Barcelona, the Nefilim had learned to tune out the darker sounds as a matter of self-­preservation. Those who listened too long, or too deeply, sought suicide as a release from the echoes of grief.

			Like the others, Diago detached himself from the darkness around him, but he didn’t blind himself to the shades of death. Blindness creates mortals like Ferrer. Or Nefilim like Garcia. It was better to see clearly. Even the ugliness of the world had its place.

			Eventually, the death-­song in Doña Rosa’s house would fade. Only the most sensitive mortals, perhaps those with a touch of daimon in their soul, would perceive something bad ever happened in this house. Decades from now, the dark sounds would be gone, washed away by time and the resonances of new lives.

			Diago looked away from the ghostly whispers. “What happened?”

			“José murdered his mother and the two tenants.”

			Diago felt as if he’d been punched. He hadn’t realized how much he’d been hoping poor Doña Rosa wasn’t dead. He recalled the sympathy in her eyes when he told her he’d never known his father. She didn’t deserve such an end. A touch of anger filtered into his voice. “When?”

			Garcia shrugged. “The coroner is working out a time frame. We know they’d been dead for several days. A neighbor called about the smell. The police found José up there this morning.” He nodded at the stairwell. “Writing on the walls. Don Guillermo got here and charmed his way inside. Chief Inspector Mieras knew I had business at the Casa Milà. He sent a car to find me while I was babysitting you.”

			That explained Garcia’s rage back at the Casa Milà. He had missed being first on the scene. Babysitting apparently kept him from his more important duties. “Where are the bodies?”

			“They’ve already taken them to the morgue. What was left of them.”

			Diago winced. “José?”

			“They’ve taken him to the hospital.”

			“Which one?”

			“Holy Cross.”

			The lunatic asylum.

			The creak of footsteps on the boards caused both of them to look up. Diago recognized Miquel’s footfall. His scuffed boots emerged on the threadbare carpet. He stopped at the landing and squatted. The shadows hid his features and for one terrifying instant, Diago thought his face had been erased. Stop it. You’re spooking yourself.

			Miquel shifted his position and was bathed in the electric light’s harsh glow. “Our alienist has arrived.”

			Guillermo’s voice drifted down from the top landing. “Dr. Alvarez?”

			Miquel gave Diago a wan smile. “Yes.”

			Whatever was up there, it was bad. That much was clear from his lover’s face.

			Miquel rose and backed against the wall. ­People were coming down. Within moments, another police inspector descended, his eyes as glazed as if he walked in his sleep. Blunt-­faced and stout, he made Diago think of a bear. His fierce appearance was dulled by his slack jaw and vacant stare.

			Suero accompanied the man, holding his elbow and guiding him toward the first floor. Like Miquel, Suero held a coveted place in Guillermo’s inner circle. When he wasn’t coordinating the movements of the other Nefilim, he posed as Guillermo’s driver.

			His quiet song spun webs of gauze over the mortal’s eyes. A thin sheen of sweat coated Suero’s forehead; he had been at it for a while. Blinding mortals to the truth was a difficult task. Whatever evidence this house held, Guillermo wanted it badly.

			Suero and his charge halted in front of Garcia. The mortal’s mouth worked as if he chewed the words carefully before ejecting them from his tongue. “Inspector Garcia, I want you to bring Dr. Alvarez’s findings back to the station when you’re done.”

			Garcia nodded to the mortal. “Of course, Chief Inspector Mieras.”

			Mieras wavered slightly as if drunk before he faced Diago’s general direction. His gaze finally landed somewhere just over Diago’s left shoulder. “Dr. Alvarez.”

			“Chief Inspector. I’ll examine the premises and get a written report to you. I assume photographs have been taken?”

			“Yes.” Mieras hesitated, looking first from Diago to Garcia, then back again. “Yes.” He affirmed once more. “Yes.”

			“Good. I may need to see those later.” Diago continued the pantomime of conversation as he glanced at Suero and wished the younger Nefil could read his mind. Get him out of here.

			Diago wasn’t sure if Suero intuited Diago’s thoughts, or maybe he was simply growing weary from the energy he expended on Mieras, but he got the message. His song changed in pitch and speed, offering a note of urgency.

			Mieras straightened. “I hope you will forgive me. I must return to the station. I have important matters to attend.”

			Diago and Garcia murmured good-­byes. Diago was certain Garcia was as relieved as he when the awkward interaction ended and the door shut on Suero and Mieras.

			“We need to hurry,” Miquel said from his place on the landing. “Guillermo and I have overstayed our welcome already. Mieras had come up to tell us it was time to leave.”

			“Let’s go,” Diago said.

			At the top floor, they followed Miquel into the loft. The furniture was as Diago and Miquel had left it. Nostalgia for their days in the small apartment touched Diago as he followed his lover to their old bedroom, but he didn’t give the feeling room to grow. He wasn’t here to reminisce.

			Guillermo stood by the bedroom’s sole window and examined the wall. Words were written on the wallpaper in both ink and blood. In some places the force of the pen had torn through the paper to gouge the wall. Bits of plaster were scattered around the baseboards.

			Miquel said, “I’m going downstairs in case the mortals get curious. Four knocks means your time is up.”

			Guillermo nodded. “Good idea.” He turned to Diago after Miquel left. “How did it go with Ferrer?”

			“Their maid had me wait for him in his office. I took advantage of the opportunity.” He withdrew the memo and handed it to Guillermo. “I couldn’t make sense of it.”

			Garcia sounded amused. “So were you playing the spy?”

			Diago shrugged and waited to hear Guillermo’s judgment on the document’s value.

			Guillermo scanned the paper, then gave it to Garcia. “He’s helping the police use agents provocateurs within the CNT.”

			“How did you get that out of a primer shipment?” Diago asked.

			“It’s code.” Guillermo explained. “The ­people he’s listed will hide the ‘primers,’ the sparks that will set off an incident. During the next CNT protest, one of the primers will guarantee the march turns deadly. They’ll attack the police.”

			“Or innocent bystanders.” Garcia added. “When the protestors are arrested, the ‘primers’ are released. They’re never booked. They just disappear. The protestors are sent to prison.”

			Diago felt as if he’d bitten into something sour. “They help the ­people oppressing their coworkers and get away free?”

			“Your politics are showing, comrade.” Garcia passed the memo back to Guillermo.

			“I have no love for Lenin.”

			“A socialist, then.” Garcia dug a cigarette out of his pack and lit it. “Doesn’t matter to me. It’s mortal business of no interest to us.”

			Guillermo pointed one blunt finger at Garcia. “All mortal business is of interest to us. I have a gut feeling the angels’ game is bleeding into our realm, and if it is, their wars affect the mortals.” He folded the memo and tucked it into his breast pocket. “Not what I wanted to hear, but at least now I know. Good work.”

			The compliment warmed Diago. “There’s more,” he said. “I found a daimonic sigil hanging on the wall in Ferrer’s office. The fragment is ancient. Ferrer told me José had given it to him.”

			Garcia said, “I’ve been in Ferrer’s office three times and never saw a fragment.”

			“According to Ferrer, José just gave it to him yesterday.” Which meant José was at Ferrer’s office while the bodies remained here. Diago stifled a shudder. “Besides, it was hidden in the shadows. I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t bumped into it.”

			“You’re a clumsy spy.” Garcia grinned.

			Diago ignored the jab. Garcia was baiting him, and trading insults would get them nowhere.

			Guillermo took his lighter from his pocket and flipped the lid open and shut, a nervous habit Diago knew well. “Could you determine the sigil’s purpose?”

			Diago shook his head. “I didn’t have enough time.”

			“Or you’re protecting the daimon,” Garcia said. “A relative of yours, perhaps?”

			Diago didn’t dignify the comment with a response.

			Neither did Guillermo. “Let’s forget the fragment for a minute and look at what we have in front of us.” He checked his watch. “We’re running out of time. The police said José claimed to hear voices, telling him what to do and write.”

			“Which indicates a possession.” Garcia tapped the ashes of his cigarette onto the floor. “And a possession means daimons.”

			Diago glared at the mess. ­“People died here. Show some respect.”

			Garcia sneered, but after a hard stare from Guillermo, he relented and stubbed out the cigarette in a cup beside the bed. “You’ve been living among the mortals too long.”

			Maybe he had, but at least the experience had left him with a modicum of empathy, a quality sadly lacking in Garcia. He’s trying to rattle me. The best defense is to do my job.

			Diago turned his attention to his task and touched the wall, hoping to pick up some vibrations left behind by the daimon. The sounds within the magic were almost dead now. Too much time had elapsed since the daimon had possessed José.

			Perhaps José’s cramped script held an answer. The same expressions were scrawled over and over. Bits of Latin were superimposed atop Spanish and Catalan. It was as if something had scrambled the language center of José’s brain.

			Let me in OUT in Let me in tell me his name a name give me his name

			the son will follow let him follow his father the son will follow the father

			Garcia picked out one phrase. “ ‘The son will follow the father.’ ” He sniffed. “It’s almost like José is talking about you, Alvarez.”

			The statement spread glacial claws of fear through Diago’s limbs. Were the daimons trying to turn Los Nefilim against him so he would return to their side? Or did they mock him?

			Stop it. José’s ramblings have nothing to do with me. Garcia is using a random phrase to goad me.

			Then what did José’s writing concern? Tell me a name. Give me a name.

			“ ‘She hunts,’ ” Diago murmured.

			Guillermo shut the lid of his lighter. “I don’t see that phrase.”

			Because it wasn’t there. Another round of uneasiness washed over Diago. The information about the bridge and Alvaro had suddenly become urgent. “I have to talk to you. Alone.”

			“Garcia is your partner; anything you say to me, you can say in front of him.”

			“Guillermo—­” Please. I’ve made a terrible mistake.

			Guillermo pinned his glare on Diago. “What’s going on?”

			Garcia raised his eyebrows.

			Diago considered lying. He actually contemplated saying, “Nothing,” in order to circumvent the humiliation of admitting he saw the bridge and Alvaro yet remained silent in the face of Garcia’s questions.

			Then he thought of Alvaro, standing on the bridge with the word LIAR carved into his forehead. Will Los Nefilim give me the same brand? Liar? Because that is what I am.

			The room was suddenly too warm.

			If the events here at Doña Rosa’s house and the appearance of the bridge were linked, Diago would be seen as hiding crucial information. Garcia would gleefully twist the facts and make it appear as if Diago was protecting his father, and by extension, the daimons. His life as one of Guillermo’s Los Nefilim would be over before it started.

			No. One lie of omission was enough. He swallowed his pride and said, “During the metro ride, I found a new bridge, which wasn’t there in October. Alvaro stood on the mortal side.”

			“I knew it,” Garcia said. “I knew something happened and you were holding back.”

			“I wasn’t sure what I saw at first.” The lie was a bad one, nor did it mitigate the damage. Diago deduced from the narrowing of Guillermo’s eyes he was simply digging himself deeper. “Alvaro sketched a few words with the train’s smoke: ‘help me . . . she hunts.’ I don’t know what he’s trying to communicate to me.”

			Guillermo thumbed the lid of his lighter open and shut, and it sounded like the banging of a gavel to Diago. “Why didn’t you tell Garcia?”

			It was time for honesty. “I knew he’d make it sound as if I was attempting to collude with Alvaro and the daimons.”

			“Well?” Garcia’s grin returned. “Aren’t you?”

			“No. I am not.”

			Guillermo sighed and shook his head. He was disappointed but not angry. Not yet. He will be if I don’t learn how to work with the other members of Los Nefilim. Diago would have preferred anger. He knew how to react to rage, but Guillermo’s frustration was harder to bear. He took a chance on me and this is how I repay him.

			“I’m sorry. I should have said something.”

			“You’re damn right you should have.” Garcia snapped. “I even cornered him about it after the ride and he—­”

			“That’s enough.” Guillermo scowled at Garcia. “Stop with the insinuations about Diago working for the daimons. You make goddamned sure you’ve got some kind of proof to back up your allegations, or just shut up.”

			“And this admission isn’t proof enough?”

			“It’s proof he can’t trust you to represent the facts accurately.”

			Garcia’s self-­satisfaction vanished.

			“Now”—­Guillermo stabbed his finger at the wall—­“you said, ‘she hunts.’ Tell me how Alvaro’s message is linked to José’s ramblings.”

			Relieved the momentum of the conversation moved away from him, Diago clarified his line of reasoning. “This, here.” He touched the phrases: Tell me a name. Give me a name. “She is seeking a name, she is hunting, but as much as Garcia would like for this to be about me, I don’t think it is. I believe the daimons are looking for Prieto and the idea for Moloch’s bomb. The phrase ‘the son will follow the father’ could have come from José’s mind.”

			“And what if it didn’t?” Garcia asked.

			He was a tenacious bastard, Diago had to give him that. “Or the daimons are playing on the distrust already seeded within our ranks by creating agents provocateurs from gullible Nefilim.” He nodded at Garcia, whose face darkened with fury. Good. Let him be angry for a change. “Maybe they’re hoping to keep us off-­balance and fighting among ourselves while they widen the bridge.” Anything was possible at this point.

			Guillermo twice flipped the lighter’s lid open and shut. “Let’s go with the first premise. Why would a daimon be hunting Prieto?”

			The answer was blatant to Diago. “If Moloch can’t have Rafael, then he will seek the return of his idea. It’s a matter of honor. The vibrations I saw holding Alvaro indicate Moloch is still too injured to leave his realm. But he isn’t going to let a lot of time pass before he hunts what is his.”

			Garcia said, “So he’s hired a bounty hunter to bring back the idea.”

			“Exactly.” Diago touched the wall again.

			Guillermo asked, “Can you tell who she is?”

			“Her magic is almost gone. It left with the fragment.” But she hadn’t completely vanished. Traces of her song remained like the residue of a madman’s dreams. Diago allowed his fingers to rove over the letters, especially seeking those written in blood, because that was where the daimon’s magic would be the strongest. He thought of patterns.

			“What did you say?” Guillermo asked.

			Diago hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud. “Patterns,” he said again, louder this time. “Magic, songs, stories—­they all follow patterns.”

			“And what is the pattern here?”

			That was the problem. He couldn’t detect one. Her true essence eluded him, dancing just beyond his reach like a leaf blown by the wind.

			He traced his finger over the word “father” again. “She wears many faces. All of them mortal. So she is entirely spirit. Without a corporeal form, she has no voice with which to open the realms and sing her way across a bridge. That explains why she needs the fragment. She uses it as an anchor to the mortal realm. The song that opens the way must be inscribed in the glyph.”

			Guillermo said, “Then she uses the mortals to transfer the fragment from one location to another so she can possess her next victim.”

			“Exactly,” Diago said. “She must utilize whatever ability the mortal owns in order to communicate her will, but sometimes when you pour hot liquid into a corrupt vessel, the cup can break. When she ordered José to murder his mother, I think the slaughter unhinged him. José was a terrible person, but he was not a killer, and he adored his mother. His emotional instability would have then disrupted the daimon’s ability to communicate its will.”

			“So the daimon left José and moved to a more viable host,” Garcia mused. “If Prieto is the target, then we should summon him.”

			“Christ’s blood, Garcia.” Guillermo shot the inspector a dour look. “You know it’s not that simple.”

			Because otherwise, Guillermo would have done it weeks ago. In order to summon Prieto against his will, they would have to know how to sing his true angelic name. From what Diago had been able to discern by listening to conversations between Guillermo and Miquel, Prieto was something of an enigma, even to the other angels. None of the members of Los Nefilim found any trace of him. Juanita had even failed to find another angel who would admit to knowing him.

			Garcia persisted. “We have a duty to warn him. He is a Messenger angel. He is on our side.”

			Guillermo frowned at the wall as if he could divine the answers from José’s script. “We really don’t know whose side he’s on.”

			“I know this,” Diago said. “The fragment José delivered to Ferrer was here first, and look what happened. We’ve got to get it out of the Ferrer apartment.”

			“I’ve got someone who can take care of that.” Garcia was quick to offer.

			“So do I,” Guillermo said. “Leave it to me.”

			Garcia tried not to show his disappointment.

			Interesting. Guillermo evidently didn’t trust Garcia in all things.

			Guillermo pocketed his lighter and checked his watch again. “Anything else?”

			Whatever this daimon was, José fought it. Maybe he could shed some light on how he came by the fragment in the first place. “I need to see José.”

			Garcia shook his head. “You won’t get anything useful out of him.”

			Four loud knocks jarred them into silence.

			Garcia said, “The other officers won’t question my presence here. I can tell them I’m wrapping up the investigation for Mieras, but all of you must go. Where is the car?”

			Guillermo answered. “Els 4 Gats. Is there a servants’ entry?”

			“Behind the downstairs kitchen,” Diago said as they moved toward the stairs.

			Wasting no time, they were at the first floor within moments. Suero had already left.

			Miquel turned to them. “Two other policemen were here. I managed to get the guards to put them off but they’ll be back soon.”

			“We’re done.” Guillermo turned and looked down the hall.

			Garcia took Miquel’s place by the door. “I’ll handle them when they return. I’ll need a written report from you, Doctor.”

			“Tell Mieras I have to see José before I can give him a preliminary report. Call the doctors at Holy Cross and tell them to suspend any medications. I need him in the same frame of mind as he was when he committed the murders.”

			Garcia pursed his lips so hard, his mustache bristled.

			Probably because he doesn’t like taking orders from me. Too bad. “I want to delve his mind. If we can find out where he got the fragment, we might be able to determine who or what this daimon is. From there, we can figure out how to stop her.”

			Guillermo pointed at Garcia. “Good idea. Get us both in there.”

			“I won’t be able to get you inside today.” Garcia protested. “Calling the doctors and circumventing Mieras takes time.”

			“Then schedule the visit for tomorrow morning. Call me when you have it arranged.” Guillermo touched Diago’s shoulder. “Let’s go. We’re going back to Santuari.”

			Diago turned to follow Guillermo and Miquel. A low moan caused him to pause and glance up the stairs. Another sound, delicate as a moth, crept down the banister. This one came in the guise of Doña Rosa’s voice:

			“I’m glad I caught you, Señor Alvarez. You had a visitor today. She hunts . . .”

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER FOUR 

			On the ride home, Diago sat in the backseat with Guillermo. He tried to distract himself with the passing scenery, but had little success. Instead, he listened as Guillermo briefed Miquel and Suero.

			Miquel sat sideways in the front beside Suero, his left arm thrown casually across the seat. Although Guillermo glossed over the friction between Diago and Garcia, Miquel inferred what had happened from Guillermo’s carefully chosen words. The downward curve of his lips bespoke his concern.

			He knows Garcia and me too well. Diago avoided eye contact with his lover. He couldn’t take back his lie of omission to Garcia. It was done. Now he would have to begin anew to win the inspector’s trust. He only hoped he hadn’t shaken Guillermo’s faith in him.

			I’ll do better tomorrow. This was just like writing a song. He had to work through the keys until he found the right melody.

			Beating his self-­confidence with a cudgel of guilt would get him nowhere. It was time to release the day and look forward to the evening. He consoled himself with thoughts of Rafael. His son would be covered in cat hair and straw, his fingernails stained with finger paints, or the lead from his colored pencils, because he loved to draw almost as much as he loved to dance.

			“What now?” Miquel asked when Guillermo finally finished.

			Guillermo lit his cigar. “We’re going to move fast,” he said through a cloud of smoke. “Suero, where is Amparo?”

			“She is living in El Raval, near Chinatown.”

			“I have a job for her.”

			Suero nodded. “I’ll find her tonight.”

			“What does Amparo do?” Diago asked.

			“She is the best thief I’ve got.” Guillermo rolled down his window a few centimetres. “She’ll get the fragment. Then we can study it at Santuari.”

			The supple branches of the almond trees swayed in a light breeze. Buttery shades of sound fluttered around the limbs. Diago blinked. Another attack of chromesthesia. He shifted his gaze to Guillermo and pretended nothing was wrong.

			Like the smoke from his cigar, Guillermo’s words were soft and gray. “Can you sketch the layout to the Ferrer’s apartment for Amparo?”

			“Of course.”

			“Good.” Guillermo stared at the passing orchard. “Suero, while you’re there, see if Amparo has found out anything about Prieto.”

			Suero acknowledged the order with a nod. “She’s had her ear to the ground for a month and hasn’t heard anything.”

			“Tell her to look to the skies, then,” Guillermo quipped.

			Diago couldn’t resist a quick jab at Garcia. “Garcia thinks Prieto is our friend.”

			Miquel scoffed. “Garcia is the kind of Nefil Prieto would love.”

			“Even Garcia knows he’s to clear any angelic orders with me first.” Guillermo rolled the cigar between his fingers. “Incidents like the one with Prieto have made me cautious.” His words lost their colorful vibrations as the episode of chromesthesia passed.

			Diago rubbed his eyes. “There have been others like Prieto?”

			“Yes.” Guillermo took a long draw from his cigar before tossing it out the window. “I think the angels are headed toward a civil war. The signs are there and mirror our situation in this realm.”

			“But why fight amongst themselves? What do they have to gain?” Diago left the most important question unspoken: and whose side will Los Nefilim take?

			“I don’t know,” Guillermo admitted. “Juanita has lost two of her contacts among the Messengers. No one is talking. The only thing I know for certain is the angels are using Los Nefilim to carry out assaults on one another. I’ve lost two good Nefilim to bad orders and angels’ games, and our numbers aren’t so great that I can afford to throw Nefilim into battle. What Prieto did to you, Miquel, and Rafael was unconscionable.”

			Suero and Miquel’s calm acceptance of Guillermo’s suspicions told Diago Los Nefilim had suspected such a war for some time. And because I wasn’t a member of Los Nefilim, Miquel couldn’t talk to me about either the situation or his fears. He’d carried his burdens alone. Now Diago understood why Miquel spent so much time with Suero. He needed someone who understood his troubles, and Suero fulfilled a role Diago had consciously avoided. I had purchased peace for myself, only to drive Miquel into Suero’s confidence. I can do better by him now and be the kind of partner he has always been to me.

			Shamed by his selfishness, Diago glanced at Miquel as the yard came into view. The shadow of a beard darkened his cheeks. The top button of his shirt had come undone, revealing the hollow of his throat. He turned his head and said something to Suero, and as he did, his dark eyes caught Diago watching him. His mouth broadened in a smile meant for Diago and no one else, unleashing a flood of desire low and deep in Diago’s stomach.

			Diago touched his chest where he wore his wedding band on a chain beneath his shirt and returned his lover’s smile.

			Miquel winked at him, and then their moment of intimacy ended as he returned his attention to the grounds, but the vigilance he’d exhibited in the city was tempered here. Wards and sigils protected Santuari, so most of the Nefilim’s patrols were cursory at best.

			But he watches anyway. What was it Miquel had said? We watch out for our own.

			Suero stopped the car and cut the engine. The villa’s doors opened to reveal Lucia, Ysabel’s governess. In truth, she served double duty as the child’s bodyguard during the day when Guillermo was absent from the grounds. Between her presence and Juanita’s, Guillermo had surety of his daughter’s safety.

			He insisted on the same protection for Rafael. Diago would soon have to choose a “governess” for his son. One thing he knew for certain: he didn’t want Lucia watching Rafael any longer than necessary. She made no secret of her hatred for daimons . . . or of her love for Miquel.

			Lucia patted her light brown hair, which was coiffed into fashionable waves. She smiled at Miquel and stood sideways in the doorway. After making sure she had Miquel’s eye, Lucia smoothed her dress. Her palm moved flat against her stomach and traveled down to fall away just before touching her crotch.

			The maneuver looked like something he’d seen in one of those lurid American films Miquel loved. Diago recalled Señora Ferrer and her almost identical attempts to seduce him. Did they all watch the same movies? Lucia possessed all of the subtlety of a cat in heat.

			He clamped a sharp comment behind his teeth and did well to hold his tongue as he and Miquel passed her. No need to antagonize her; not when the object of her desire was devoted to him. He positioned himself to block her view of Miquel and gave her his most charming smile.

			Her glare should have turned him to stone.

			“Papa!”

			Diago whirled, forgetting all about Lucia.

			Rafael ran down the stairs as fast as he could, and Diago held his breath, hoping the boy wouldn’t fall. He was small for a six year old, and Guillermo’s house was old, with tall narrow steps.

			“Look at what I can do!” Sure-­footed as a goat, Rafael jumped to the flagstones from the second step, lifted his arms, and twirled. He stamped one foot and simultaneously slid the other, executing the chufla, a flamenco dance step, like a professional. He brought down his arms until his hands rested by his hips, then looked up at Diago. “Are you proud?”

			All of the horrors and failures of the day faded in the face of Rafael’s hopeful smile. “Yes. I am very proud. Come see me.” He lifted the boy in his arms.

			Rafael hugged Diago. Just as he’d suspected on the ride home, his son smelled of horses and hay and sunshine. He pressed his cheek against Rafael’s curls and inhaled the boy’s warmth. “Did you have a good day?”

			Rafael nodded against Diago’s shoulder.

			“Did you draw me pictures?”

			Another nod.

			“He’s been kissing kittens.” Miquel teased.

			“Have not!” Rafael lifted his head, and his grin shook the last remnants of the day from Diago’s heart. “Are we going home now, Papa?”

			Home. Diago liked the sound of the word better every time he heard it. He nodded. “Where are your shoes?”

			“Ysa’s room.”

			As if summoned by her name, Ysa pounded down the stairs.

			“Papa!” She jumped off the fourth stair from the bottom, and Guillermo caught her. She opened his coat and patted his breast pockets. “Did you bring me something?”

			“You want a cigar?”

			Ysa made a face. “Yuck.”

			“Then I have nothing for you but myself.”

			“You didn’t bring me a sweet?” Ysa pouted as he set her down.

			“You’re sweet enough.” Guillermo tugged her braid. “Where is your mamá?”

			Juanita emerged from the small room she used for a clinic. Her long black hair was pulled back into a bun against her neck. Eyes the color of indigo and gold flashed at Guillermo. “Did I just hear you offer your daughter a cigar?”

			“Absolutely not.” Guillermo pointed Ysa toward the stairs. “Run before she starts to question you.”

			Ysabel giggled and escaped up the stairs.

			Diago put Rafael down. “Go and get your things.”

			He ran after Ysa as Juanita turned her attention to Diago. “How is your arm?”

			Diago flexed the fingers of his right hand. Although the compound fracture he had sustained in his fight with Moloch’s ‘aulaqs had healed in three weeks, his arm was still weak. “It’s getting better. I’ve been resting it like you told me to do.”

			“Good. I had time to examine Rafael today. Come inside so we can talk.”

			Diago followed her into the room and gestured for Miquel to come, too. If Juanita had bad news, he didn’t want to hear it alone.

			Guillermo stuck his head inside and rapped the wall gently to get Diago’s attention. “Listen, in spite of everything, you did well today.”

			Diago felt a flush of shame warm his cheeks. “No, I didn’t.”

			Guillermo waved Diago’s denial away. “You know what went wrong and you’ll fix it. I know you will. Don’t give up. I trust you.”

			Warmed by Guillermo’s faith in him, Diago picked at the bandage around his right hand and said nothing.

			Guillermo said, “I’ve got to talk to Suero for a minute. I’ll send him up for the map after dinner.”

			“I’ll have it ready.”

			Guillermo pointed at Diago. “Get some rest tonight.”

			Lucia came to the door after Guillermo departed. “I put the applications for Rafael’s governess on the table by the door. Pick them up on your way out.”

			Diago answered her. “Thank you, Lucia.”

			She smiled sweetly and lowered her voice. “Thank Miquel. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t care what happened to you or your bastard.”

			Miquel slammed the door in Lucia’s face and whirled on Juanita. “Why don’t you do something about her?”

			Juanita didn’t spare him a glance. “We all have promises to keep, Miquel. Guillermo made his to Diago, and I have mine to Lucia. If you can’t respect her, respect my oath.”

			Diago stood with his back to the examining table. “What if Rafael hears her call him a bastard?”

			“She says things like that to upset you, not Rafael.”

			“She’ll move to him next.”

			“I will speak to her. I promise.” She picked up the small handheld light she seemed to love shining in his eyes of late. “I had more time to work with Rafael today.”

			Miquel sat on the examining table and put his hands on Diago’s shoulders.

			Diago leaned against him. “He can’t read or write. Did you find something wrong with him?”

			She shook her head. “Wherever he was, they simply didn’t bother with even the most rudimentary education. I spoke with Father Bernardo, and he gave Rafael some books. Bernardo is going to visit you later this week.”

			“He can’t go to school if he’s so far behind. The others will torment him.”

			“That’s why Bernardo is going to visit. He’ll show you what to do. Meanwhile, read to him and encourage him to focus on letters and words. Make it fun.”

			“So . . . he’s not . . . you know . . .”

			“Mentally deficient? No. Rafael is a bright boy, Diago. He’ll catch up to the others in no time.” She assured him as her cool fingers touched his chin. “Wish I could say like son, like father . . .” she mused, a playful smile on her lips, which fled at the dark look Diago gave her. “Bad day?”

			Diago shrugged.

			Miquel chided him. “Not as bad as he thinks. He’s always harder on himself than anyone else.” He blew on Diago’s ear. “It’s part of his charm.”

			“Stop it.” Diago swatted at Miquel, but his fingers only touched air. Any annoyance at his lover was feigned. Between his relief for Rafael’s good health and Miquel’s playfulness, he managed a smile.

			“That’s better.” Juanita smiled and flicked on the light. “Look straight ahead.”

			“Do I have to?”

			Miquel poked him in the back. “Yes.”

			Diago sighed and tried not to blink when Juanita shined the light in his eyes.

			“Did you have more episodes of chromesthesia?” she asked.

			“Nothing serious.”

			She snapped off the light and stepped back. “Don’t lie to me, Diago. You’re no longer a loner. A mistake on your part could take all of us down.”

			Diago instantly saw the word LIAR tattooed on Alvaro’s forehead. The memory punched him harder than it should have. Don’t lie to me. Did they all think him a liar just like his father?

			“I’m not lying, and I haven’t made a mistake.” But I am lying and I did make a mistake today. He sighed and rubbed his eyes, trying to calm himself. With a conscious effort, he softened his tone so he didn’t sound so waspish. “I just wish everyone would stop questioning my loyalty.”

			Miquel’s hands massaged his shoulders. “Easy.”

			Juanita said, “I’m not questioning your loyalty, Diago.”

			Of course she wasn’t. Juanita had always spoken up for him, even when the others wouldn’t.

			“I know, I know. I’m sorry.” He sighed again and wished he could start this day over. “It’s just that all day, I’ve listened to Garcia second-­guess my every motive.”

			“Ah. Now I see,” Juanita murmured. “I understand your frustration, but you have to remember: the others recall you in your firstborn life. When you were Asaph, you swore an oath, and then you betrayed your king.”

			And not a single one of them acknowledged that Solomon and Asaph had begun as friends. During our youth, we had loved one another like brothers. They had rarely argued until the daimons managed to drive them apart. Pride and a desire for revenge had turned their final days to ashes. But that was the past, and the past was as dead as Solomon and Asaph.

			“Is it asking too much to be judged on my actions in this life? Asaph died an ugly death. Diago lives and hopes for better. I can’t earn their trust if they’ve already decided I’m guilty.” He held Juanita’s gaze. “Do you see? I’m just asking for a chance.”

			She touched his scarred cheek. “I can only speak for Guillermo and me: we trust you. Miquel trusts you, and you seem to have won Suero’s faith. Small steps will lead to great strides. Just be patient.”

			The children came back downstairs, their laughter pealing through the house.

			Juanita glanced at the clinic door, then back to Diago. “I’m going to ask you again: did you have more episodes of chromesthesia?”

			“A ­couple. I had two severe attacks in the city and a third mild one on the way home.”

			“That’s three.”

			“Two and a half.”

			Miquel’s hold on him eased. “None of the attacks debilitated him. He moved through them.”

			“I’d feel better if you rested tomorrow,” Juanita said.

			“I’m going with Guillermo to Holy Cross.”

			“I’ll talk to Guillermo.” She put the light away. “If you like.”

			“Don’t. We’re hunting a daimon. The others won’t see the signs I can see. Not even Guillermo.”

			“And you think by defeating a daimon, Los Nefilim will believe in you.”

			He couldn’t tell if she thought him noble or pathetic. Not that it mattered to him one way or another. “I took an oath.”

			She considered him carefully for a moment. “The others might only see your daimonic nature, but I see the angelic in your eyes.” Then she turned to Miquel. “Make sure he rests.”

			Later that evening, Diago woke on the couch in the guesthouse a little after sunset. Guesthouse. No. It’s our house now, he thought as he indulged in a languid stretch.

			Through the parlor window, the sky retained hints of purple. The stars were gauzy points of light through the clouds. He remembered changing clothes and sitting down to sketch the map of the Ferrer apartment. Rafael had settled on the floor, pad and pencils arrayed around his latest drawing. Having finished the map, Diago had closed his eyes, meaning only to rest for a moment.

			Judging from the light, he’d slept for a ­couple of hours. Someone, most likely Miquel, had taken off his shoes and covered him with an afghan. Diago sat up and noticed a sheet of paper on the table. Rafael had drawn a picture of their house. In front of the home, a child with dark green eyes stood between crude representations of Diago and Miquel.

			No. Not entirely crude. The drawings had a primitive appeal. The shapes of the faces and stances were good likenesses. They were all smiling and holding hands. A white kitten with one blue eye and one green eye sat at Rafael’s feet. Overhead, a bright yellow sun with angel’s wings beamed down on them.

			At the bottom of the picture, Rafael had printed “My Family” in block letters. Diago held up the paper to the light and detected the pencil marks beneath the colors. Miquel had printed the letters and Rafael had traced over them.

			Warmth filled Diago’s chest. Miquel is so unsure of himself, but he’s a better father than I am. He knows how to give.

			From the kitchen came the smell of roasting vegetables and the sound of a knife rhythmically hitting the wooden cutting board. Miquel was cooking dinner.

			Rafael’s voice wafted into the small living room. “Do you want me to wake Papa?”

			“Not yet.” Miquel said. “Doña Juanita said to let him rest.”

			“I checked him a few minutes ago and he was still breathing.”

			Miquel laughed. “That’s always a good sign.”

			“It’s not funny. Sometimes Papa breathes so soft I can’t tell if he’s alive. But if I touch his cheek, he wrinkles his nose and turns over and that’s how I know he’s not dead.”

			“That sounds very scientific.”

			“Sister Benita said I was silly when I did things like that. She said I was supposed to trust God. She said if I really loved God, then I would trust Him. But that doesn’t feel right. Can you love someone but not trust them, Miquel?”

			Miquel was silent for a moment. “Yes. I think you can love someone but not trust him, or her.”

			Diago wondered if Miquel was thinking of Candela. He looked down at Rafael’s drawing of the winged sun. The child wasn’t far from the truth. The angel’s presence lingered over their every waking moment in the form of Rafael. Yet Miquel had not once complained about having the boy in their lives. Diago held the picture against his chest. Through the paper, he felt the outline of his wedding band beneath his shirt. He touched the chain of his necklace and fished the ring to his finger.

			“I don’t understand,” said Rafael.

			“Well . . .”—­the knife slowed—­“ . . . think of it like this: love is a gift that’s given. Trust is a coin that’s earned.” The chopping sounds stopped altogether. “Do you know how to peel garlic?”

			“Yes!” The chair scraped the floor. “Then can I check on Papa again?”

			“Only if you promise not to wake him.”

			“I promise.”

			They hummed a tune together as they worked.

			Unbidden, the memory of Alvaro resurfaced. Diago, my son, help me . . . help. . .

			Diago closed his eyes and tried to muster any recollection of his father—­a touch, a scent, a word—­but nothing came immediately to his mind. He conjured the image of Alvaro’s soul wrapped in Moloch’s magic, and contemplated the shape of Alvaro’s face. From the farthest reaches of his first memories, Diago recalled a man with similar features. He had carried Diago into his aunt’s home and left him there with a promise that he would return.

			But he never did. He never came back. And Diago had shut the pain of that first betrayal deep within his soul, never to be examined . . . until today.

			But why? How could he have deserted me if he truly loved me? Diago tried to imagine leaving Rafael with strangers. Although the child had been in Diago’s life for only a few weeks, he couldn’t bear to abandon him so heartlessly.

			What reason did Alvaro have? During Diago’s brief meeting with his father, Alvaro claimed he left because Diago had forgotten how to love, but was that true? If Diago lacked the ability to love, he wouldn’t have cared if Alvaro abandoned him. But I did. I loved Alvaro. His betrayal was so traumatic I buried it.

			Diago opened his eyes. Alvaro’s statements didn’t fit. He claimed he’d remained by my side as long as he could, but how old was I when he left me with my aunt? Four? Five? If a father couldn’t bear to watch his son go through another life in sorrow, did he simply abandon him before he knew whether or not the child could change?

			Was Alvaro so selfish and callous?

			On the other hand, he had helped Diago deceive Moloch, had given his life so they could flee. Why would he help me save Rafael if he didn’t care?

			Diago pressed his wedding band to his lips. None of it made sense. The two aspects of his father—­the cold Nefil who abandoned his son, and the repentant one who saved his grandson—­didn’t mesh. An integral piece was missing from the puzzle, leaving Alvaro and his motives tantalizingly out of focus.

			Miquel crossed the kitchen and took from the cupboard two glasses and a bottle of homemade wine. He glanced into the front room where Diago sat. “Look who is up.”

			Rafael’s chair scraped again.

			“Don’t”—­Miquel pointed his finger in Rafael’s direction just as a thud shook the floor—­ “jump.” He sighed in resignation.

			Diago happily released the enigma of Alvaro. The problem created by his father made his head hurt.

			Rafael ran from the kitchen and into the living room. The papery garlic husks were still stuck to his fingertips. He threw his arms around Diago’s neck and kissed his cheek. “Did you have a nice nap?”

			“I certainly did.” Diago let the ring drop to his chest. “Did you make this for me?”

			Suddenly shy, Rafael climbed onto the couch beside Diago and concentrated on picking the husks from his fingers. “Do you like it?”

			“I do. You are a very, very good artist.”

			Rafael blushed and pointed to the words. “Miquel helped me.”

			“I couldn’t see that at all.”

			“You don’t lie very well, Papa. It’s easy to see.” Rafael held it up to the light and traced the letters with his finger. “See? Miquel wrote in pencil, then I colored the words in.”

			“I’m still proud of you.”

			Rafael noticed the wedding band on Diago’s necklace. He lifted the ring and turned it around. “That’s like Miquel’s ring, except his is gold.”

			Diago gave himself a mental kick. He should have tucked it back into his shirt before Rafael saw it. “Yes, it is.”

			“Don Guillermo and Doña Juanita have matching rings, too, but they always wear theirs. Ysa says their rings tell everybody else they’re married. Is that why your ring is like Miquel’s?”

			Diago dodged his son’s question. “It’s a symbol of love.” He wasn’t sure if he was ready to explain to Rafael his relationship with Miquel. Thus far, the child had accepted his new home and the fact that Diago and Miquel slept together without question. The guesthouse only had two bedrooms, so Rafael most likely figured their arrangements were from necessity. Besides, he probably had no comparable experience. Diago and Miquel were careful not to display any overt affection toward one another around him. They’d agreed to tell him together when he was older and better able to understand.

			And in the meantime, pray he would understand. Perhaps Rafael’s lack of education was a blessing in disguise. The Church maintained its stranglehold on the schools and the curriculum, indoctrinating their poisonous philosophies into the children’s minds. Unlike schools in other towns, the youngsters of Santuari learned the true mysteries of the universe from the old Nefil, Bernardo—­Father Bernardo, that is. Rafael’s only encounter with the Church appeared to be in the form of the rather daunting specter of Sister Benita. Diago hoped she hadn’t inflicted too much damage on his son’s worldview, but until he was sure, it was best he and Miquel were circumspect with their affection.

			Rafael asked, “But if you love Miquel, why don’t wear your ring?”

			“It’s . . . complicated.” Diago unclasped the hook and slipped the ring from the chain.

			Rafael touched the silver band. “Miquel wears his ring.”

			From the kitchen, Miquel sang out, “Yes, he does!”

			Rafael looked up at Diago and frowned. The child was genuinely trying to understand. The situation perplexed him, but he was determined to work through it with the same tenacity he used on all his problems. “Is Miquel your wife?”

			Miquel’s laughter rang out in the kitchen.

			“No, he is not my wife.” Diago shot a glare at the door. A little help in here would be nice. But Diago held no hope of getting any. He looked into his son’s questioning eyes and knew he couldn’t lie. “Miquel and I are . . .” What? Married? Lovers? He groped and finally seized the word he desired. “We’re partners. We made a sacred promise to each other, because we love one another.”

			“Like brothers?”

			“Like a partner. Someone I want to spend my life with.”

			Rafael considered this explanation for a moment. “Then why don’t you wear your ring?”

			“Because he thinks our love is dark,” Miquel said from the kitchen doorway. He spoke gently enough, but Diago detected the familiar bitterness edging into his words.

			How many times had Miquel asked him not to hide the symbol of their love? You murder me, Diago. Every time you deny our love, you murder a piece of my heart.

			Ashamed, Diago looked down at his ring. Miquel disappeared back into the kitchen. The sounds of plates rattling onto the table seemed to carry more force than usual.

			I’ve upset him. Again.

			“Love isn’t dark, Papa.” Rafael touched the ring in Diago’s palm. “Love kills the dark. That’s what Mamá always said. Love drives the dark away.”

			“I don’t believe love is dark.” Not anymore. Not after his years with Miquel. But still . . . “I’m afraid not everyone will understand.”

			“They don’t understand because you don’t wear your ring. If you wore your ring, they would understand.”

			Diago had no answer for that, and he now wondered if it was he who didn’t understand, and Rafael got it just fine. He simply sat there with his son next to him, gazing at the wedding band he wore beneath his shirt like it was a dirty secret. Yet Los Nefilim knew. They all knew. Some didn’t approve, but they didn’t dare say anything to Diago or Miquel’s face. What were they going to do? Kick him out? The thought of it was ludicrous. Once a Nefil swore allegiance, he never left the ser­vice of his king.

			And how can I commit to Los Nefilim and not to the man who has stood by me all these years? The chain slithered between Diago’s fingers and fell to the floor.

			Rafael bent down and scooped up the necklace. By the time he’d risen, Diago had slipped the wedding band onto his finger. He held up his hand and admired the silver band against his skin.

			Rafael examined the ring critically. “It looks very handsome on you.”

			“Yes,” he said. “Yes, it does.”

			Miquel cleared his throat. He had returned to the doorway. His dark eyes shined in the half light. He was pleased. Diago fell in love with him all over again.

			“Um . . .” Miquel held up his glass. “Dinner is ready if you two are hungry.”

			“Yes!” Rafael jumped down and scooted past Miquel.

			Diago wasn’t able to move past him with the same ease—­especially since Miquel blocked the door. He fingered the ring on Diago’s hand. “Are you sure about this?”

			“As sure as the night I said, ‘I do.’ ”

			Miquel touched his cheek against Diago’s and whispered in his ear. “I’m glad.”

			“Come on, Papa! I did the garlic.” Rafael was already in his seat, spooning vegetables onto his plate. “Sister Benita said that garlic keeps the vampires away. Since ‘aulaqs are vampires, does garlic keep them away?”

			“No,” he and Miquel answered simultaneously.

			They moved apart, suddenly self-­conscious of their closeness in front of Rafael, but the child only noticed them when they joined him at the table.

			Miquel cut the bread and added a slice to Rafael’s plate. “Eat it at the table. Don’t take it in your room. I’ll leave two pieces on the counter tonight. You can come get them if you get hungry in the night. Okay?”

			“Okay, Miquel.”

			Diago smiled behind his wineglass. All three of them knew they’d find crumbs scattered like an offering around Rafael’s pillow come morning.

			“Will you be home tomorrow, Papa?”

			“No, I have to go into town with Don Guillermo. You’ll be good for Miquel, won’t you?”

			“Yes. He said I can help interview the governesses. Don’t worry. We’ll get someone very nice.”

			“I’m not worried.” Diago assured his son. Not about governesses anyway.

			Rafael spread butter on his bread and continued. “We’ll make sure she likes cats, too.”

			Diago glanced at Miquel, who had taken a sudden interest in his food. Then Diago recalled the kitten Rafael had drawn in his family portrait. “We don’t have a cat.”

			“Ysa said I could have the white kitten and you said that maybe we’ll think about it.” Rafael folded his hands in his lap, but he wasn’t completely still. His right leg swung back and forth, and his heel struck the leg of his chair with a soft rhythm. “So. Did you maybe think about it?”

			Diago nudged Miquel’s knee. “Help me out here.”

			Miquel kept his head down and shadowed his face with his hand. “I think a kitten would be nice. She could eat the rats that come into Rafael’s room, looking for bread crumbs.”

			Aghast, Diago stared at him. “Stop helping me.”

			Rafael protested. “I don’t have rats in my room!”

			Miquel lifted his head and put his finger against his lips.

			Rafael smiled and nodded. “Yes, Papa! She can keep the rats out of my room.”

			“You don’t have rats in your room.”

			“But if I did, she would eat them.”

			Diago looked at each of them. He didn’t really want a cat in the house. He had a dismal history with animals of all varieties. Unfortunately, he saw the truth. “I’m losing this fight, aren’t I?”

			“The battle was decided in our favor before you entered the field,” Miquel said.

			“I’ll take care of her, Papa. You won’t even know she’s here.” Rafael nodded enthusiastically.

			“Okay, a kitten. But she’s yours, and if you need help cleaning up after her”—­Diago pointed at Miquel—­“that is your assistant.”

			Miquel gave him a closed-­fist salute. “We will take command of the conquered territories.”

			Rafael returned the salute with a grin.

			“Just make sure our furniture isn’t shredded and the house doesn’t stink.” Diago returned to his dinner and resigned himself to the inevitability of cat. “When is she coming?”

			“We have a week or two.” Miquel assured him. “She isn’t ready to leave her mother quite yet.”

			Rafael ceased to kick his chair leg. “Thank you, Papa. Her name is Ghost. You’ll love her, and she will love you.”

			Diago reached over and daubed a piece of spinach from his son’s lip. “You’re welcome. Now finish your dinner.”

			Their pleasant dinner morphed into a quiet evening, interrupted only by Suero stopping by for the map to the Ferrer apartment. He didn’t stay long and refused even a drink. Left alone again, they resumed their reading, and by midnight, they were all abed.

			The nightmare struck at three o’clock. Diago dreamed himself drowning in the dark. The blackness swept over him and clouded his eyes. It filled his nose and his lungs, then took him down beneath ground and left himself faceless in the dark.

			He awoke with a scream on his lips and Miquel’s palm over his mouth.

			“Shh, don’t wake Rafael.”

			Diago closed his eyes and tried to get his breathing under control. I am home. In bed. Loved. He chanted the mantra in his mind until his heart rate slowed.

			“Be still now,” Miquel whispered as he drew Diago into an embrace. “You’re safe. You’re safe with me.” He gently massaged Diago’s shoulder. “Tell me what is making you so tense.”

			“I’m afraid,” he blurted, and immediately wished he could take back the words.

			When Diago didn’t continue, Miquel gave him a gentle prompt. “I’m listening.”

			“I’m afraid the others are right, and I’ll become like Alvaro.”

			“You’re nothing like Alvaro.”

			“You knew him?” Diago lifted his head.

			“I knew of him. They said Moloch made him his right hand. Entrusted him with secrets.”

			Diago rested his cheek against Miquel’s shoulder. That would explain Moloch’s rage at Alvaro’s betrayal. To bind a soul to his realm took a great deal of effort, not a task Moloch would undertake lightly, especially with the injuries he sustained during his fight with Rafael.

			Miquel pulled him closer. “They said Alvaro was ruthless and gave no quarter. You’re not Alvaro.”

			“I lied to Garcia today. That is something Alvaro would do.”

			Miquel sighed. “Garcia. God, what an asshole. You’ve got to stop being afraid of him.”

			“I’m not afraid of him.”

			“You are if you’re lying to him.”

			As much as he wanted to argue, Diago knew he couldn’t. Miquel was right. He knows me better than I know myself. “I don’t know how to work as a member of Los Nefilim. How do I do this, Miquel? How can I be a part of them?”

			“There is your mistake.” Miquel propped his elbow on his pillow and looked down at Diago. “It is not ‘them.’ It is ‘us.’ You see?”

			Diago shook his head. He had no idea where Miquel was going with this train of thought.

			Miquel touched Diago’s temple. “Your daimonic nature leads you to think in terms of singularity. You have to get in touch with your angelic side. Los Nefilim moves as a unit. So your first step is to stop thinking of yourself as being separate from Los Nefilim. You are a part of us now. Instead of saying: ‘How can I be a part of them?’ you must learn that the question is: ‘How can I be a better part of us? How will my information benefit all of us?’ Then you proceed from there.”

			“I see now. I will try. I swear I will try.”

			“I know you will.” Miquel lay down again.

			Diago thought about the questions and realized it might be easiest to apply the philosophy in his relationship with Miquel first. How can I be a better part of us? Yes. He would begin asking himself that every day. Maybe he could help make Miquel’s life easier while learning to be a member of Los Nefilim. The thought appealed to him while simultaneously making him aware of how poorly he’d acted until now.

			“I can be so damn difficult.” Diago stroked Miquel’s wrist. “Do you ever think of leaving me?”

			Miquel brushed his lips against Diago’s shoulder. He reflected on the question for several moments before he said, “Once.”

			“When?” Diago held his breath.

			“Right before we left Sevilla. You kept walking around the apartment, touching everything so you could remember it all. I was ready to leave and let you catch the next train to Barcelona by yourself.”

			Diago smiled and slapped Miquel’s hip playfully. “I’m being serious.”

			“So am I.” Miquel took his hand and linked fingers with him. “I don’t want to leave you. Now sleep, my serious Diago. Please.”

			Safe in Miquel’s arms, Diago stopped his questions, but he couldn’t sleep. The nightmare clung to the edge of his consciousness and gave him no peace.

			After Miquel’s breathing deepened, Diago rose and went to Rafael’s door. He looked down on his son, who was curled on his side, his arm around his stuffed horse, and his thumb plugged firmly between his lips.

			. . . she hunts. . .

			Although the daimon hunted Prieto and his bomb, her inquires might lead her to Diago’s door. Better to be safe and reinforce the protective wards around his home. He checked the window to make sure it was locked. After strengthening the sigil over the latch, he paused to watch it spin lazily in the dark. If anyone, mortal or supernatural, tried to enter, the ward would awaken Diago and Miquel. Then God help whoever or whatever tried to harm Rafael.

			The child stirred and turned over in his sleep. Diago paused and tucked the blankets around him. As he did, Rafael opened his eyes, saw it was Diago and smiled.

			Diago smoothed his hair and kissed his cheek. “Sleep.”

			Rafael closed his eyes and snuggled into his bed. A few errant crumbs drifted to the floor. Diago left the bread under Rafael’s pillow. He remembered his own childhood. The nights he’d lain awake on a bed of straw with hunger gnawing his belly were just as fresh as if they’d passed yesterday.

			Do what they say and you will eat, his aunt had promised.

			But they didn’t feed him. Instead, he was forced to fight the other boys for his bread, and though he was small, he discovered viciousness trumped size. And when the strangers who visited the brothel touched him, he learned not to cry. He taught himself to smile with his mouth, and never let them see the hate he buried in his heart.

			Long memories were the Nefilim’s curse. Just when he thought he’d finally chained all of his phantoms into the past, they rose to haunt him again.

			Like Alvaro.

			. . . she hunts. . .

			Restless now, he walked through the house and checked the windows and doors, making sure his sigils protected each one. When he was done he turned and walked through a second time, and then a third. Three times he walked, and three times he touched each window and door. Three times: once for the son, once for the father, and once to drive away the ghosts.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER FIVE 

			The next day, a gray bank of clouds set the backdrop for the asylum at Holy Cross. Palm trees presided over the empty courtyard, where benches were placed under the arcades and out on the lawn. In sunnier weather, the atmosphere might have been inviting. With the gloom of an early November storm hanging over them, the mood was much more subdued. Other than a few nuns intent on their nursing errands, the yard was mostly empty.

			Diago had to admit, Guillermo certainly knew how to arrive in style. Suero had polished the Mercedes-­Benz 770 to a high luster, and drove the vehicle like he had been born behind the wheel. He skillfully guided the long black car up to the curb. Diago considered it a pity no one was around to receive them.

			Suero halted the car in front of a fountain, got out, and opened the back door. Diago emerged first and stood beside the car. Once Guillermo joined him, Suero moved the vehicle farther down the curb where he could watch the entrance and wait for them.

			Guillermo’s gaze drifted to Diago’s wedding ring for the seventh time that morning. He’d probably been thinking of clever ripostes for the entire ride. Might as well get it over with.

			Diago asked, “Is something wrong?”

			“Nice ring.” Guillermo gestured to Diago’s hand. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen it.”

			“That’s it? An hour ride, and that’s the best you can come up with?”

			Guillermo treated Diago to a most wicked grin. “I’ve been biting my tongue all morning, because I promised Miquel if you ever started wearing it, I wouldn’t tease you.” After a brief pause, he said, “I assume he is happy?”

			Diago made a contented noise in the back of his throat. “Yes. Very happy. We spent the evening—­”

			“No details.” Guillermo’s blush extended down into his collar. “I don’t need details.”

			“—­reading to Rafael.” Diago allowed himself a smile, enjoying Guillermo’s discomfort. “What did you think I was going to say?”

			He tugged at his collar and shot Diago an amused glare. “I know what you just did.”

			“I didn’t do anything. Your brain jumped to its own conclusions.”

			“Touché.” Guillermo chuckled and they stood quietly for a moment, listening to the wind hiss through the fronds. “Garcia said to meet him here. I wonder where he is.” He looked up at the windows overhead.

			“Most likely somewhere nearby,” said Diago as he strolled away from Guillermo and searched the arcades for any sign of the inspector. Garcia was far too servile to keep Guillermo waiting for long.

			A cloud of cigarette smoke billowed from behind a column at the far end of the porch. Got him.

			Diago kept to the grass and followed the scent of tobacco. He heard Garcia’s voice, speaking just above a whisper.

			Why the secrecy? He glided forward on cat’s feet, hoping to eavesdrop on the inspector.

			Without warning, Garcia stepped backward and punctuated a comment with a sharp jab of his finger.

			Diago ducked behind a pillar. Someone is going to break his hands one of these days.

			Curious as to who had Garcia in such a state of righ­teous indignation, he peeked around the column.

			Within the shadows of the porch stood a stout muscular man with short blond hair and a reddish cast to his skin. He answered Garcia in heavily accented Spanish. Diago pegged him for a German until the sun peeked from behind a cloud, momentarily lighting the dim corner. A ray of sunshine illuminated the man’s eyes, which were deep lavender and shot through with streams of gold. Diago froze. Garcia’s companion wasn’t German at all.

			He was an angel disguised as a mortal.

			Well, this is interesting. Garcia wasn’t doing anything wrong, per se. To the best of his knowledge, Guillermo hadn’t forbidden the other Nefilim from speaking with the angels as long as they reported back to him.

			Still. He’ll want to know about this. A quick glance revealed Guillermo had wandered in the opposite direction, and now stood by the fountain, gazing into the water.

			Diago checked the porch again to find Garcia alone. The angel had disappeared.

			The inspector smiled and put out his cigarette. Whistling a jaunty tune, he kept to the shelter of the porch as he walked in Diago’s direction.

			Damn it. Diago returned to the path and hurried back to Guillermo. Had the German left the grounds, or was he somewhere inside the asylum? Diago had no way to know, and the mystery would have to wait. He reached Guillermo’s side just as a young mortal emerged from the hospital. The doctor turned and called a greeting to Garcia, who appeared and shook the mortal’s hand.

			This must be the doctor they awaited. The youth sported a thick mustache and heavily gelled hair, which was combed back in an attempt to tame his unruly waves.

			“Don Guillermo, Doctor Alvarez. I apologize for our delay,” Garcia said.

			Guillermo treated Garcia to a scowl—­he never liked to be kept waiting—­before he gave the mortal a quick once-­over. He might as well have been appraising a bull for his pens.

			Garcia’s genial demeanor showed no sign he was perturbed by Guillermo’s umbrage. “Dr. Vales, this is Don Guillermo Ramírez. He has an interest in this case.”

			“Don José’s mother was a good friend.” Guillermo touched his heart. “I promised her family I would oversee this matter.”

			Dr. Vales’s smile grew pinched. Guillermo’s scrutiny increased the likelihood Vales’s superiors would hear of any mistakes regarding Don José’s treatment. To his benefit, Vales didn’t appear unnerved by Guillermo’s statement, which spoke well to the young doctor’s self-­confidence. He simply seemed inconvenienced by an outsider who presumably didn’t understand the medical field. “I’m sure you’ll find our facilities meet with the approval of both you and Don José’s family.”

			Garcia treated Diago to his most contemptuous smile. “And this is Dr. Diago Alvarez, an Andalusian.”

			Andalusian was delivered with such a sneer Diago was only mildly surprised when Garcia didn’t follow “Andalusian” with dog. Whose politics were showing now?

			Dr. Vales’s smile warmed slightly toward Diago. Mortals were so transparent. Vales saw in Diago another professional, who might prove to be an ally should Don Guillermo misinterpret a procedure. “Inspector Garcia tells me you are staying with Don Guillermo at his estate.”

			Diago offered his right hand. “Yes.”

			Vales took Diago’s injured hand gingerly, barely shaking, probably afraid of hurting him worse. “It is good to meet you. I’m afraid I haven’t had the opportunity to familiarize myself with your work.”

			A rare moment of honesty from a doctor. Diago waved the admission aside. “I’m not surprised. I don’t write very much these days. I had all but retired when I was called back into ser­vice.”

			Guillermo smiled at Diago’s play on the truth as Vales led them inside the hospital.

			Vales fell into step beside Diago. “I’m not sure how much you will get out of Don José. We’ve had to keep him in restraints since his arrival yesterday.” He handed Diago an envelope as he guided them to a ser­vice elevator large enough to hold a gurney. “I had my secretary copy my notes for you.”

			Once the elevator started to move, Diago opened the file and glanced at the contents. Guillermo feigned indifference while Garcia pressed himself against Diago’s right shoulder in order to see the file. The combined odors of cigarette smoke and cologne clung to the inspector’s damp clothes and hair.

			The stench caused Diago to gag. He turned his head and whispered in Garcia’s ear. “If you get any closer, we’ll have to get married.”

			Garcia stiffened and immediately stepped back.

			Guillermo coughed his chuckle into his fist.

			Vales’s cheeks grew pink at the exchange, but he pretended not to notice. He nodded at the folder. “On the second page, my secretary transcribed some of his ramblings. It was . . . disconcerting.”

			“How so?” Diago asked.

			“It was almost as if he was speaking to someone. Then he would answer himself in a different voice. It’s not uncommon in some cases of schizophrenia, but it’s the first time I ever witnessed it.”

			It’s quite common in daimonic possession, too. Diago kept the thought to himself and hurried to reassure the young mortal. “It can be downright chilling.”

			Relieved that Diago seemed to understand, Vales relaxed.

			Diago returned his attention to the page where a series of phrases and questions were neatly typed.

			J. (as himself): tell me his name a name give me . . . Mother? . . . I asked her and she wouldn’t tell me.

			J. (speaking in a woman’s voice): Ask harder.

			J. (as himself): She said she didn’t know. Mamá? Mamá? Help me? Answer the question, Mamá!

			J. (speaking in a woman’s voice): Give her to me and I’ll divine the answer.

			Diago’s stomach clenched. The thought of poor Doña Rosa’s terror settled in the back of his mind and left an ashen taste in his mouth.

			Vales nodded at the folder. “Disturbing, isn’t it?”

			“It never gets easier,” Diago said, uncomfortably reminded of Garcia’s first words to him at the Liceu station.

			Garcia raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

			The elevator churned to a halt. Vales directed them to a door that opened onto a ward. “We’re almost there.”

			Diago felt his skin crawl as the heavy door closed behind them. The vaulted corridors were worthy of a cathedral, but all semblance to holiness ended there. The ward was more like a prison than a hospital. The orderlies were young muscled men, who possessed hard eyes and the swagger of guards. A few nuns carried out errands involving metal trays and cups of pills, but their faces reflected little sympathy for their charges.

			An old man sat in a chair outside his room. He twisted a rag doll in his fingers and mumbled to himself. From behind another door, a man sang a lewd song. One of the sisters chastised him and he cursed her to hell.

			Just ahead, a nun emerged from a cell. As she passed them Diago noticed she carried a small metal tray with several syringes lying in military precision on a white towel. A speck of blood dotted the fibers beneath the needle of an empty syringe—­one of the patients had fought his injection.

			The nun ducked her head when she noticed them. Diago barely glimpsed her face before her wimple shielded her features. For a strange moment he thought he’d recognized Elena, the Ferrers’ maid.

			That’s ridiculous. The Ferrers were difficult, but he’d doubted they’d ever driven anyone into a nunnery. This woman simply favored Elena.

			Nevertheless, he paused and glanced over his shoulder after she passed them. Completely oblivious to him, she stepped purposefully into the room with the bawdy singer.

			The syringes probably held some kind of sedative—­something to chase the patients’ madness into the shadows, or barring that, a medical cocktail to render the men more compliant. Diago just hoped she’d skipped José’s room.

			But the blood.

			Any one of the patients might have struggled. It was probably nothing.

			Diago returned his attention to Vales, who had stopped before the third cell. The doctor opened the door and Diago followed him into a room that held nothing more than a bed and a small table, both of which were bolted to the floor.

			José had become a shadow of the man Diago remembered. The heavy leather straps binding his wrists and ankles to the bed made him seem almost childlike.

			Diago might have summoned more pity for him had he not known of the prostitutes José had brutalized during his days on the Paralelo. At least those women had one less abuser prowling the streets.

			Dr. Vales, on the other hand, seemed embarrassed by José’s restraints. “My apologies, Don Guillermo, but we don’t have these facilities in our first-­class wards. In spite of appearances, I can assure you Don José has been treated with the utmost dignity.”

			“The boy murdered his mother and two innocent men.” Guillermo’s voice was a low growl. “You do as you see fit, Doctor.”

			Vales exhaled with relief. Diago could only imagine the tightrope the young doctor walked between providing care for his patients and appeasing the entitled demands of the privileged.

			Diago went to José’s side. From his peripheral vision, he noticed Garcia halt at the foot of the bed. Guillermo remained in the doorway, fulfilling his role as observer.

			Vales stood across from Diago. He spoke gently to José as if soothing a distressed animal. “Hello, Don José. How are you feeling today?”

			Diago looked down at the young mortal. Don José appeared to be having a very bad day. Dark circles blackened his eyes, which darted right and left, from Vales to Diago and back again. A thin whining noise hissed through his lips.

			Suddenly, José’s eyes rolled upward until only the whites were visible. His muscles visibly contracted, and his body went rigid. The smell of urine filled the small room. José had wet himself.

			What the hell? Diago barely finished the thought before he realized what was happening. “He’s having a seizure. Grand mal.” Diago glanced up at Vales.

			“Grant who?” Garcia asked.

			Vales enunciated. “A grand mal seizure.” He withdrew a stethoscope from his pocket and pressed the chest piece against José’s heart.

			José wasn’t prone to seizures. If he had been, Doña Rosa would have mentioned the fact during one of her many monologues to Diago. No, something else was wrong with José.

			Something was very wrong.

			The nun’s tray of needles. Diago tossed the folder to the table and pushed up José’s sleeve. A circular indentation around his upper arm indicated a tourniquet had been recently used. The pinprick of a needle was seated on his inner arm.

			Diago recalled the blood on the towel. “I asked that he not be medicated.”

			“He wasn’t!”

			“He’s been given a shot within the last ten minutes.”

			Pink foam appeared on José’s lips. Dark red spots speckled his cheeks. His lips took on a blueish tint. Cyanosis. He didn’t have enough oxygen in his blood.

			José grinned at Diago.

			No. He’s not grinning. “Risus sardonicus.”

			“What?” Garcia stepped closer to the foot of the bed. “Speak Catalan! Or Spanish! What the hell is risus sardonicus?”

			“Muscle spasms in the face.” Diago explained. “Risus sardonicus gives the mistaken impression that the victim is grinning.”

			“Heart rate is rapid.” Vales jerked the earpieces away and jammed the stethoscope back into the pocket of his white coat. “I don’t understand.”

			José’s back arched, rising off the bed. His heels dug into the mattress and his body bowed. The strap across his chest barely held him down.

			“Jesus Christ.” Garcia crossed himself. “He’s possessed.”

			“Don’t be a fool.” Diago snapped. He cataloged the symptoms and quickly arrived at a diagnosis. “It’s strychnine.”

			“What?” Guillermo advanced into the room.

			“Poison.” Diago was sure of it now. “He’s been poisoned with strychnine.”

			“No,” Vales said. “That’s impossible.”

			The seizure finally ended and José’s body went limp. His head lolled on the pillow.

			“You’ve got to get him to the infirmary.” Diago motioned for Vales to go. It was a fool’s errand. Nothing in the infirmary could save José’s life, but he needed to confer with Guillermo without Vales’s mortal ears to hear. “Get a gurney!”

			The order was enough to break Vales’s stupor. He ran from the room, shouting for orderlies and gurney.

			Guillermo came to Diago’s side. “How bad?”

			Diago didn’t sugarcoat the news. “If he’s at this stage, he’s going to die. And I can’t delve his mind, not without the risk of losing part of my soul to him when he succumbs to the poison. I won’t take that chance, not even for you.”

			“Nor would I ask you to.” Guillermo turned on Garcia. “Why didn’t you have guards posted?”

			Garcia cheeks were florid. “Vales said there was nothing to worry about. The cell was locked at all times.”

			“You let a mortal make a decision for you?” Guillermo took a step toward Garcia.

			Garcia fell back, his face blanched with fear. “Mieras made the decision. Not me. I counseled him to use guards. He said we couldn’t spare the manpower. I had no say in it.”

			Liar, Diago thought. Neither of Garcia’s reasons presented a sufficient explanation for the lack of guards. If ever there was a time for a Nefil to exert his influence over a mortal, Garcia should have recognized that moment and pressed either Vales or Mieras into doing his will.

			Diago kept his suspicions to himself. Not that he needed to say anything. Judging by Guillermo’s glower, he had arrived at the same conclusion as Diago.

			“Fucking hell.” Guillermo’s hands opened and closed at his sides. He looked ready to strangle someone. “We’re right back to square one.”

			Garcia flinched and backed toward the door.

			Diago saw his opportunity. Now wasn’t the time to criticize. He had to offer a solution while Garcia remained paralyzed. “Maybe not,” Diago said as he thought of the nun and her little metal tray of death. “There was a nun, who carried a tray of syringes. If we find her, we can question her.” Diago looked to Garcia. “Did you get a look at her face?”

			“I’ll recognize her if I see her again.” Garcia fingered the grip of his gun.

			Another lie. Diago detected the doubt in Garcia’s voice, but calling him on his deception would only lose them more time. “Help me find her. Question every nun on this floor if you have to.”

			“Move!” Guillermo bellowed at him.

			From another cell, a man screamed. “Move! Move! Move! Move! Move! Movemovemovemove!”

			Whether Garcia fled Guillermo’s rage, or the madman’s cries, Diago didn’t know. He asked Guillermo, “Do you trust him?”

			“No. He’s up to something, but I haven’t figured out what.” Guillermo grabbed the folder off the table and rapped it against his thigh. “I’ll stay here. Go. Keep an eye on him if you can, but finding that nun is the priority.”

			“Understood.” Diago slipped past Guillermo and almost collided with Vales as he returned to the room. He caught the mortal’s arm. “I’m going with Inspector Garcia. We need to find the nun who poisoned José.”

			“Should I lock down the ward?”

			Diago shook his head. “Too late. We were with José long enough for her to have left this floor. She could be anywhere.”

			“Do you want me to send some orderlies with you?”

			“No.” Nor did he have time for more questions. “It would be better if you had them search independently. Enlist the sisters, too. We can cover more ground.”

			Vales nodded. “Meet me at my office when you’re done.”

			Diago made no promises. He released Vales and went to the room of the bawdy singer. The man slept peacefully. Both of the nuns were gone. Another dead end. He left the room and walked fast to catch up with Garcia, who was already halfway down the hall.

			“You mentioned you were at the Ferrers’ apartment,” Diago said.

			Garcia’s lips were thin and white with his rage. “What are you implying?”

			“That you would recognize the maid, Elena, if you saw her again.”

			“You think it was her?”

			Could it have been? Diago decided to hedge his answer. “Someone who looked like her.”

			The corridor ended in an intersection. Four nuns walked down the hallway on the right, and two were moving in the opposite direction on the left. Garcia pointed left.

			Diago couldn’t question the nuns and watch Garcia. One crisis at a time. He nodded and followed the nuns while Garcia went right.

			Word must have spread fast, because orderlies were ushering patients into their rooms, trying not to panic them. Diago kept his pace quick and marked the face of each nun he passed. None of them fit the description of the woman he’d seen.

			Three winding corridors and five angry nuns later, he still hadn’t found her. Of course not. If it had been him, he would have already ditched the habit for street clothes and be on the next train out of Barcelona. This was fucking futile. But necessary, an inner voice warned him. He didn’t want to return to Guillermo without having made a thorough search of the floor.

			Diago turned right. The long dim corridor was empty but for him and a single nun. “Excuse me, Sister.”

			She neither acknowledged him, nor stopped walking.

			Diago picked up his pace. “A moment, Sister! I need to speak with you.” He grabbed her shoulder. The veil came away in his hands, and the habit fluttered to the ground. Empty.

			“What the hell—­?”

			From an adjacent corridor, a patient’s shriek cascaded down the hall in streams of purple and gold. Diago had enough time to think, No. Please. Not now. Then the colorful sound waves exploded around him.

			Diago staggered backward. Whispers fluttered down the hall in rivulets of gray and green. Streams of pale yellow oozed through the air. The wails increased in volume. Violet shades of rage and fear flooded the air.

			“Chromesthesia,” said a nearby voice in hues of crimson and gold. “I haven’t seen a Nefil undergo such a violent attack in centuries.”

			Diago recognized the voice. He shielded his eyes and tried to look through his fingers, but Prieto’s light was blinding. He was in his angelic form and didn’t bother with the trappings of the flesh. The brilliant colors sent tears streaming down Diago’s cheeks. He ducked his head and shadowed his eyes with his palm.

			“How is Miquel?” The angel asked conversationally. “Is he happy that you’re sucking Guillermo’s dick alongside him?”

			Prieto’s irreverence enraged Diago. Did he think playing with their lives was some kind of joke? Diago’s fury fell in sound waves as black as soot. “Fuck you.”

			“You’re still angry.”

			“Jesus Christ, you almost murdered my son!”

			“Don’t be wearisome, Diago. If I’d wanted Rafael dead, I would have given him to Alvaro. I made your presence a part of my conditions for Rafael’s surrender. Alvaro hasn’t proven himself. His allegiance has always been to the highest bidder. You, on the other hand, have always remained faithful to your morals. I knew you would fight for Rafael, and that’s what he needs—­a father who will fight for him. Moloch only agreed to my game because I gave him no choice.”

			The colors of Prieto’s speech grew more urgent with shades of vermillion. “But your oath to Los Nefilim surprised me. Now that you belong, we can trade information.”

			Diago tried to retreat. Prieto gave him no escape. The angel surrounded him with the vibrations of his essence.

			With his back against the wall, Diago asked warily, “What kind of information?”

			“An answer for an answer. You have a daimon on the loose in Barcelona, and I know her name. I want to know about Los Nefilim’s allegiance. You scratch my intellectual itch and I’ll scratch yours. Guillermo isn’t following orders like he used to . . . why?”

			Diago found that if he tilted his head and gazed at the tiles just beyond Prieto, he could stand to look in the angel’s general direction. “This daimon is your concern. She is hunting you. Moloch wants to take back his idea for the bomb.”

			Prieto exhaled, and his breath hissed across Diago’s face in a wave as cold as the stars. “If all I had to worry about was Moloch, then I wouldn’t be here. Moloch doesn’t give a damn about the idea, but others do. Entities far more dangerous to me than the daimons.” The angel’s light wavered, and then grew strong again. “Again: why isn’t Guillermo following orders?”

			Diago felt time slipping around them. He needed the daimon’s purpose, but he couldn’t put Los Nefilim at risk. How much did the angels already know? Compromise. Give him the obvious and let him draw his own conclusions. “Guillermo has lost two Nefilim to angels and their contradicting orders. Your bargain with Moloch and the ensuing stunt with Miquel, Rafael, and me did nothing to reassure him the angels are working together. He’s become cautious.”

			The vibrations of Prieto’s essence paled as he considered Diago’s information.

			Diago held his breath. Had he given him enough information for an exchange?

			Prieto said, “You’re the one who is in danger. The daimon you’re seeking is Lamashtu. She is a minion of Sitra Akhra.”

			Sitra Akhra, the darkest of the daimons’ realms, where only the most wicked survived. “Samael’s kingdom.” Samael, the fallen angel, had defected from the angelic realm in order to create Sitra Akhra. There, he ruled the corrupt daimons, and they worshipped him as a god.

			“None other,” Prieto said. “Beware that bridge, Diago. Moloch seeks to lure you close to it.”

			“Me? Why me?”

			“Lamashtu’s power is greater when she is near the bridge. She has been sent to make sure the son follows the father.”

			“I won’t follow Alvaro.”

			“Christ, Diago, stop thinking like a mortal. Your son will follow his father.”

			Diago went cold. Now José’s mad writings made sense. The son will follow the father. It wasn’t a prophecy.

			It was a plan.

			Lamashtu was an old and powerful possessor. If any had the ability to successful take over the mind of a Nefil, it would be her. “They mean for Lamashtu to possess me.”

			“Now you’re thinking like a Nefil. Have you taken Guillermo’s mark yet?”

			Diago shook his head. “No. The ‘aulaq’s poison is still in my blood. Guillermo fears the venom will taint his seal of protection.”

			“He’s right. Pity. Without his mark, you’re still fair game to the daimons. You should leave Barcelona.”

			Diago wanted nothing more than to flee and take his vulnerable son with him, but flight wasn’t the answer. The daimons would find him no matter where he went. Better to stay on familiar ground and fight the devils he knew.

			“I’m staying here. I’m daimon, too. I know their patterns.” Yet Prieto’s explanation missed one vital factor. “Lamashtu tortured those mortals for a name, and it isn’t mine. I think she is looking for you, too.”

			“I never said she wasn’t looking for me. She seeks my name,” Prieto admitted. “The daimons believe I revealed the true song of my name to the mortals in order to gain their compliance. Sometimes it’s necessary; this time it wasn’t. Lamashtu wants to sell my song to the angel who is hunting me so he can summon me against my will.”

			“What angel?”

			“He calls himself Engel. He is the one who seeks the idea Moloch gave me. He wants it for the Germans.”

			That explained the German angel Garcia had conferred with in the arcades. Except with Prieto, it seemed one answer begat eight more questions. The most important of which had to do with Garcia’s involvement with Engel.

			Prieto’s colors merged and shifted until he took on the greenish whispers of the insane. He was like a chameleon, changing colors to camouflage himself against his surroundings. “I’m out of time.”

			“Wait!” Diago reached out blindly in a futile attempt to stop the angel. “Whose side are you on?”

			Prieto leaned close, his breath soft against Diago’s ear. “Mine.” Then he was gone.

			Diago sagged against the wall. The sounds settled back into their usual shadows as the chromesthesia faded. So Prieto was on the run and hiding in the asylum. But why hadn’t he dispensed of the idea to the mortal destined to create the bomb? Or to an archangel? Or even another Messenger? Why the intrigue?

			Unless Prieto wasn’t supposed to have Moloch’s idea, or the mortal destined for the idea wasn’t yet in Spain. Either way, Prieto was on his own.

			Diago had the more immediate concern of Lamashtu. And the daimons. Samael working with Moloch? That was unheard of. Somehow Ba’al, the king of daimons, had managed to focus the daimons on a common course of action.

			All so Lamashtu could possess Diago. And what if she was successful? What then? Lamashtu would raise Rafael while Diago watched helplessly from some vacant corner of his mind. If the daimons intended to execute such a plan, now was the time. Rafael was at a critical crossroads. Whatever happened to him over the next few years would shape his attitudes and allegiances. The daimons wanted the child badly enough to take Diago by force if necessary.

			We’ll see about that. He wasn’t running, though. He was done running.

			Guillermo’s voice echoed down the corridor and jarred Diago from his thoughts.

			“There you are.” Guillermo strode toward him. Anger burned in his tawny eyes.

			Dear God, what now? Diago straightened.

			“We have a problem.” Guillermo paused and registered Diago’s features.

			“Oh, we have a whole host of problems,” Diago said. Still shaken from his encounter with Prieto, he ran his hand through his hair.

			Guillermo’s frown deepened. “You don’t look good.”

			“I had another attack of chromesthesia. And I saw Prieto. He offered to exchange information. He gave me our daimon’s name. Lamashtu. She is a minion of Sitra Akhra.”

			“Samael’s realm,” Guillermo muttered. “And what did you give him in return?”

			“Only the obvious: two Nefilim have died due to conflicting orders from angels. He’s extremely concerned about your allegiance. I told him you were simply being cautious.” Diago’s tension eased with Guillermo’s nod.

			“Don’t worry. It was bound to come out sooner or later. I wish we knew more about his intentions.”

			“For now I’m worried just as much about Garcia.” At Guillermo’s raised eyebrow, Diago told him about seeing Garcia talking to the German angel, Engel. They conversed in hushed tones and used Old Castilian to prevent any mortals, who strayed down the corridor, from understanding their discussion. By the time they finished, Guillermo had his lighter out and was furiously flipping the lid open and shut.

			“Engel,” Guillermo muttered. “It’s German for angel. He’s mocking us.”

			A pair of doctors ventured in their direction as they conferred over a patient’s chart.

			Guillermo said, “Let’s get out of here.”

			Diago fell into step beside the taller Nefil. “You said we had a problem. What did you discover?”

			“The Ferrers are dead.”

			“Jesus Christ.” He stared at Guillermo. “When?”

			“Last night. It looks like they died in their sleep.”

			“You said Amparo was the best. You said she’d get the fragment. What happened?”

			“Strychnine.” Guillermo snapped. “Sound familiar? They suspect it’s the maid, Elena. They can’t find her.”

			Horror settled like a noose around Diago’s throat. He recalled Señora Ferrer’s penchant for sherry and music teachers. She had been young. Too young to be married to a man twice her age and forced to mother a child that resented her.

			The Ferrers were like a grotesque reflection of Diago’s family. Miquel, so much younger than me, suddenly forced into raising a child that wasn’t his, and Rafael . . . did he resent us taking the place of the mother he idolized? Worse still, was this how they would end up? Poisoned, murdered in their sleep, and left as carrion for strangers to pick over their bones?

			Diago cut off the thought. This was how the mortals stroked their fears, and he had plenty of complications without imagining more.

			Guillermo paused in front of the elevator and stabbed the button like he had a vendetta against it. When the car arrived, he opened the gate and Diago followed him inside. A doctor and two orderlies hurried in their direction. The doctor called out for them to hold the car.

			Diago stepped forward, but Guillermo slammed the gate shut and punched the button for the ground floor.

			The maneuver didn’t bode well. Diago put his back against the wall and listened to the whirr of machinery. He tapped a quick rhythm against the wall, hoping he was wrong. “Please don’t stop the car—­”

			Guillermo rapidly punched a button.

			The car shuddered to a halt.

			“—­between floors. Jesus, Guillermo, you make me so nervous when you do this.”

			“Stop whining. I’m tired of looking over my shoulder to see if the mortals are listening. At least we have some privacy.” Although Diago couldn’t see Guillermo’s hand, he heard the steady click of the lighter’s lid. “What is Lamashtu protecting by killing the mortals? José was insane. No one was going to take his ravings seriously. Why leave such a murderous trail in her wake?”

			Diago thought about the question for a moment. “Not ‘what’ is she protecting, but ‘who.’ Someone, mortal or Nefil, had to help her get the fragment to José in the first place. The daimons wouldn’t concern themselves with protecting a mortal. They’d simply kill him or her. But a Nefil, someone under deep cover, someone hard to replace, now that would be worth this trail of death. Lamashtu is killing the mortals to prevent us from finding the name of a traitor. Think about it. She has been one step ahead of us ever since the beginning.” He hesitated. Guillermo wasn’t going to like what he was about to imply.

			“Say it.”

			“Someone in Los Nefilim is feeding Lamashtu information. I think it’s Garcia.”

			Guillermo shook his head. “I can see Garcia conspiring with angels, but not the daimons. He hates them too deeply.” Before Diago could object, Guillermo pointed one blunt finger at him. “I know him, Diago. He would cut his own throat before he made an oath to daimons. No.” He punched the button again and the car lurched into motion.

			Diago breathed a little easier. “What if he asks me about today? You said I was to share everything with him.”

			Guillermo pursed his lips. “Keep him in the dark for now. Let him investigate the Ferrers’ murder and run interference with the Guard. I want to see if he mentions his little meeting with Engel to me. I’ll give him that much of a chance. If he doesn’t, then I’ll deal with him tomorrow.”

			At the ground level, they left the elevator and walked to the exit in silence. Outside the mist had stopped but the weather remained chill and overcast.

			Diago raised his hand to signal Suero. The younger Nefil waved in response and got into the car.

			Guillermo withdrew a cigar from his breast pocket. “Prieto said you should leave Barcelona.”

			“I’m not running. Not away from them. Moloch is trying to lure me to the bridge. I should go.”

			Guillermo lit the cigar and blew a cloud of smoke into the damp air. “No.”

			“We don’t have the fragment. We don’t know where to look. If we can’t burn the sigil on the document and sever Lamashtu’s link to the mortal world, then we have to cut the life-­strand that links her soul to the fragment. The only way to accomplish that is to follow her to the borders of the daimonic realm right where they’re trying to entrap me.

			“What if we turn the tables on them and hunt Lamashtu? What’s the old saying? ‘The best way to beat an ambush is to spring it.’ I can entice her away from the bridge so we can take her down.”

			When Guillermo made no immediate answer, Diago lowered his voice. He hated to plead, but he had no choice. “I’ve spent my whole life running, Guillermo. I ran from my true nature; I ran from Miquel’s love; I ran because I was afraid. It stops today. I’m not running anymore. I have to face them and make a stand.”

			Suero pulled the car up to the curb. He opened the backdoor and waited, his gaze flickering from Diago to Guillermo.

			Guillermo smoked and considered a distant spire. Almost a full minute passed before he spoke. “All right. We’re going to my apartment on Carrer del Carme.” The street was only a seven-­minute walk from the Liceu station, close to the bridge. Guillermo put out his cigar and got into the backseat. “Let’s hunt a daimon.”

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER SIX 

			Suero stopped the car in front of a shabby apartment building on Carrer del Carme. Guillermo leaned forward and gripped the back of Suero’s neck. “Find Amparo and bring her to number eight. She will answer to me. I want to know what the fuck happened last night. Then you call Juanita. Be careful and use code. We don’t know if anyone is listening on our lines. Tell her we’ve been delayed in the city, and ask her to get Miquel to bring the kitten into our house for the night.”

			The kitten was their code for Rafael. Any doubts Diago might have entertained about joining Los Nefilim dissipated. Guillermo would keep his word and protect his family. He put his hand on the door handle, but Guillermo wasn’t done.

			“I want you to put a tail on Garcia. I think he’s communicating with an angel, a German. He calls himself Engel. I want to know Garcia’s every move. What he eats for dinner, who he sees, when he goes to bed—­everything. Stay away from Engel right now. I don’t want him to know we’re on to him. Understand?”

			Suero nodded. “I’ll see to it myself.”

			“Pair up. Everyone pairs up until I’ve gotten to the bottom of this. If anyone fucks up, I will have that Nefil’s head on my gate. Am I clear?”

			“Yes, boss.”

			“Spread the word and make them believe.”

			Suero’s Adam’s apple bobbed twice in rapid succession. It was the first time Diago had seen the young Nefil anxious about his orders. “I will, boss.”

			Satisfied with Suero’s response, Guillermo opened the door and stepped onto the sidewalk. Diago got out and followed him through the maze of alleys winding away from Carme. Eventually they reached a building with a narrow entrance. Inside, the stairwell reeked of cheap beer and stale cigarettes. ­People moved behind the doors, conjuring images of rats in a nest.

			At the second floor, Guillermo went to the end of the corridor and inserted a key in the door of apartment number eight. The cheerless apartment possessed one window, which looked down into the alley. A thin layer of grime covered the furniture, as if the residue of the other tenants’ lives had somehow leaked through the walls to coat the furniture.

			Diago took off his coat and hung it alongside his hat on the rack by the door. A quick tour of the apartment revealed one bedroom with a wardrobe against a wall.

			“Bathroom is down the hall,” Guillermo said. “If the door is shut, make some noise as you walk. Someone might be in there shooting heroin. You don’t want to startle them into rupturing a vein.” Guillermo flung his coat over the back of the sofa and tossed his hat beside it. “That’s messy.”

			Diago retrieved the garments and hung them properly by the door. “I don’t need the bathroom.” Thank God.

			Guillermo went to a cabinet and returned to the table with glasses and a bottle of Veterano. “I hope you don’t mind your brandy in juice glasses.” He didn’t wait for an answer and poured them each a round. “But I need a drink while we wait for dark.”

			Diago sat at the scarred table. “They expect us to wait for tonight. We should go soon.”

			“You want to walk the tracks with the trains running? Are you serious?”

			“I think we should avoid the tracks, precisely because that is what they are expecting us to do. I thought about it on the ride here. I know another way in, through the sewers. We can come up behind them.”

			“You don’t intend to cross the bridge, do you?”

			“No. That would be a fool’s mistake.” Diago sipped his drink. Guillermo might serve his liqueur in juice glasses, but he always made sure to buy the best. “I want to get close enough to show myself, and then lead Lamashtu back to you. Together, we can take her down.”

			“How?”

			“If Lamashtu is possessing mortals, then she has left her corporeal body someplace safe—­I’m guessing in Sitra Akhra where Samael protects her.”

			“And she possesses the mortals with her spirit?”

			Diago nodded. “She infects them like a virus and lodges herself in her host’s brain. Then she manipulates the mortal by controlling the person’s muscles and nerves.” Just like she intends to do with me, he thought and quieted the shiver stealing over him. He nursed another sip of his brandy before he continued. “In doing so, she effectively becomes that person.”

			Diago stroked his glass with one finger. “We’ve got to kill the mortal she has possessed. In this case, Elena. It’s the only way to force Lamashtu’s spirit into the open.”

			“I thought you didn’t like murdering mortals,” Guillermo said.

			“I don’t,” he admitted. “But Elena is already the primary suspect in the Ferrers’ murders. If we manage to eject Lamashtu from her body, what does Elena have to return to in this life? Imprisonment? Execution?” He shook his head. “Knowing how involved she was with the Ferrers, she will be horrified that she had a hand, no matter how unwillingly, in their deaths. She’ll become like José, a shell of person. That’s not living.”

			Guillermo withdrew his lighter and flicked the lid open and shut just once. “All right, we kill Elena; then what happens?”

			“Lamashtu will flee Elena’s dying body and return to spirit form. She will have two silver threads extending from her soul. These threads are the tethers that anchor her spirit to her corporeal form. One will lead to the fragment, the other back to her body in Sitra Akhra. We have to sever those threads with a sigil that looks like this.” He hummed a short note in C and used the sound waves to carve an intricate sigil in the air. The double-­edged lines were thin and sharp like a knife—­the perfect glyph to sever a spiritual tether. “You try it.”

			“I can’t go that high.”

			“Try it in D.”

			Guillermo followed Diago’s example and crafted a ward that, while it wasn’t quite as sharp as Diago’s, could certainly function as a blade.

			“That’s good,” Diago said. “When I find her—­or when she finds me—­I will draw her as far from the bridge as I can. Once we’ve eliminated the host, we sing our glyphs to life. You sever the thread leading to the fragment—­it will be the thinner of the two. I’ll cut the tether that connects to her body with the sharper sigil. We hit her hard and fast before she realizes what we’ve done. Once we’ve disabled her anchors, her spirit will die and so will her body.”

			“And what about Alvaro?” Guillermo asked.

			Diago looked away from him. Stop acting guilty. I’ve done nothing wrong. He forced himself to meet Guillermo’s gaze. “What about Alvaro?”

			“Moloch is using him as a hostage. How will that affect you?”

			Diago shrugged. “Why should it?”

			Guillermo’s voice was gentle, but the truths he spoke were not. “In spite of everything, he is your father. You might not want to face it, but we often hold onto loyalties based on blood . . . and spirit . . . regardless of whether those allegiances are rational or not.”

			Diago’s fingers tightened around his glass. A spiral of anger coiled in his gut. All of Guillermo’s talk of trust was easy when they were safe at Santuari, but now, in the face of going below, he obviously had doubts.

			“Let’s be honest.” Diago leaned across the table, unable to keep the hurt out of his voice. “What you want to know is where my loyalties lie. If I should have to pick between saving you or Alvaro, who will I choose?”

			“No.” Guillermo’s ire rose like the color to his cheeks. “You’re wrong.” His palm smacked the table. “You’ve never betrayed me, Diago. Never. And you’ve had ample opportunities before now.” He leaned back in his chair. “No. I’m worried about Alvaro deceiving you. Or worse, luring you onto the bridge.”

			He’s telling the truth. Guillermo could be as transparent as a mortal when he chose. He’s concerned about me. Diago’s rage slipped away. “What cause have I given you for concern?”

			“It’s like Candela’s rape,” Guillermo said softly, digging at a wound Diago didn’t know how to close. “You never talk about it.”

			“And we’re not going to talk about Candela now,” he snapped.

			Guillermo raised his hand in a gesture for peace. “And I’m not suggesting we do. It simply illustrates a pattern of your behavior.” Diago opened his mouth to protest, but Guillermo talked over him. “Anytime something bothers you, you tuck it away in some quiet corner of your mind and simply ignore it. You need to learn to deal with your feelings, Diago. You’ve got to stop carrying all of your guilt and shame inside.” Guillermo sighed and looked at the window for a moment before turning his gaze back to Diago. “Talk to me like we used to talk. Tell me what is in your heart, my friend.”

			Diago stared into his glass. “My heart . . . is a dark song best kept silent.” He felt Guillermo’s stare like a hand on his face. Give him something or he won’t let the subject go. “I’ve talked with Miquel about Alvaro. A little. I remembered something. Last night. My father left me with my aunt. He promised to return. He never did. I didn’t see him again until I met him in Moloch’s lair. Once I may have loved him, but after he abandoned me, I forgot him. I deliberately forgot him.” Like Candela and how she raped me. He lifted his head and met Guillermo’s gaze. “Alvaro hasn’t meant anything to me in this life.”

			“Yet you tried to hide him from Garcia.” It wasn’t a question.

			“I wasn’t worried about Alvaro. I was concerned Garcia would make it seem as if I was colluding with my father. I was worried what you would think of me.” He drained his glass and set it on the table with a thump. Unsure how to untangle his conflicting emotions enough to articulate them, he murmured, “It baffles me.”

			“What is that?”

			“I spent my whole life either hating Alvaro, or not thinking about him at all. Now, when I’m with Rafael, I wonder . . .” The thought drifted away like the sun behind clouds. Diago was ready to let it go until Guillermo snatched it back.

			“Wonder what?”

			“I wonder if he was a bad man, who followed his heart, or if he was a good man, who just made bad choices.”

			Guillermo shook his head. “I don’t know. You may never know. Just promise me you will open your eyes until you’re certain. Look for the truth of his motives, not what your heart wants to see.”

			It was wise advice. Outside the window, drops of rain spattered the balcony’s railing. “All I know for sure is that the time has come for me to take a stand, even if it means standing against my kin.”

			Guillermo reached across the table and gripped Diago’s forearm. “It’s not an easy thing, but I’ve got your back.”

			Uncomfortable in the face of his friend’s love, Diago attempted to lighten the mood. He teased gently. “You said Garcia had my back.”

			“Garcia is an asshole. I’m not.” He gave Diago’s arm a squeeze before he poured them another round. “This will be just like old times, routing daimons and fighting in the labyrinths.”

			“I’m getting too old for daimon routing and labyrinth fighting.”

			“You’ll be fine.” Guillermo raised his glass. “Salut.”

			“Salut.” Diago tipped his glass against Guillermo’s.

			A rap at the door interrupted their drinking.

			Diago raised an eyebrow. Could it be Amparo? So quickly?

			Guillermo scowled at the entrance and rose. He padded to stand behind the door. Even without a weapon, he was a formidable opponent. One of his massive hands around an intruder’s throat would stop all but the biggest of mortals.

			He motioned for Diago to answer the door.

			A woman stood in the hall. She was dainty with black wiry hair and dark slanted eyes. The subtle tones of her skin placed her mortal parentage somewhere between China and Africa. The light shining in her pupils marked her as an angel-­born Nefil.

			“What do you want?” Diago asked.

			“I’m Amparo.” Her voice was a deep contralto, rich as the newly-­turned earth.

			Guillermo nodded, and Diago stepped aside to let her in.

			“Who are you?” she asked as she shimmied past him.

			“Diago Alvarez.”

			“You’re the new one.” She gave him a good once-­over. “Funny. I expected you to have horns.”

			“I take them off when I go among the mortals.”

			The riposte won him a wry smile, which vanished the moment Guillermo spoke. “You got here fast.”

			“I was supposed to meet Suero a ­couple of blocks away this afternoon with the fragment. I offered to walk here, but Suero brought me. He’s upset. I can always tell. He drives like a madman.”

			“Sit down.” Guillermo patted one of the chairs. “Sit right here, and tell me what the fuck happened last night.”

			She remained standing, and though small in stature, her self-­confidence more than compensated for her lack of height. “It’s a short story. I was arrested for being out after curfew. I spent the night in jail.”

			“Why didn’t you call me, or Garcia?”

			“Mieras wouldn’t let me near a phone. There was an angel at his side.”

			Diago asked, “Did he look German?”

			Amparo nodded. “He is visiting the Urban Guard in an advisory capacity. He goes by the name Anselm Engel and claims he is from Berlin. He has a message for you.”

			Guillermo’s glare turned cold. “Does he now?”

			“He said Los Nefilim were created to be soldiers, and soldiers obeyed their superiors. He said Los Nefilim have become arrogant.”

			Oddly enough, Engel’s words echoed Prieto’s concerns. As a matter of fact, the sentiment was identical to the one Prieto had voiced during Diago’s very first meeting with him. The angels seemed to be very apprehensive about Guillermo’s allegiances, and with good cause. Los Nefilim were their ground soldiers. Clearly, Diago wasn’t the only one concerned with which side Guillermo would take if the angels engaged in civil war. Or if he will take one at all.

			“Prieto said something similar in our first meeting,” Diago said. “The angels are using your Nefilim to gauge your intentions. They want to know if you’re going to follow orders, or if you’re going to act on your own.” He glanced at Guillermo, but his friend remained impassive and kept his gaze on Amparo.

			She shrugged. “I can’t find Prieto, so I don’t know what he says. Engel wants to talk to Alvarez.”

			The revelation jump-­started Diago’s heart. Does Engel think I’m working with Prieto? If so, Diago suspected any “talks” with Engel wouldn’t be pleasant. “What does he want with me?”

			“He didn’t say.”

			Guillermo’s features could have been cut from stone, but Diago saw a spark of anger flash in his eyes. “Then he doesn’t see Diago. He should have submitted his request through a Spanish angel, or directly to me. Kidnapping one of my Nefilim and using her as a messenger isn’t how we conduct business in Spain. I don’t know anything about this angel, so until I have evidence otherwise, I’ll consider him a rogue.” He produced his lighter and thumbed the lid open and shut. “Now you tell me, Amparo: who are you working for? Engel, or me?”

			“You, my king.” She knelt before him and kissed his ring. “But Garcia’s fidelity wavers. He spoke at length with Engel.”

			“I know all about Garcia and Engel.”

			The remark was calculated to elicit a reaction from Amparo. It was a technique his friend had used in the past.

			Surprise flitted across her features.

			Got you, Diago thought. “Agents provocateurs,” he said. “He’s using your own Nefilim against you.”

			Amparo’s eyes narrowed at him. “Are you suggesting my loyalty is suspect?”

			He’d flustered her even more. “Just making an observation.”

			Guillermo took Amparo’s hand in his and made her rise. He reached into his pocket. She tensed until she saw the wad of banknotes in his fist. “Take this.” He separated several notes from the roll. “Go to Valencia. I have a safe house there. Ask for Rosalía Yglesias. I’ll send for you when things quiet down here. Stop at Santuari tonight and pick up provisions. Rosalía will let me know when you’ve arrived.”

			The money disappeared into the folds of her coat. “My lord king.” She bowed and when she rose, she shot Diago a scathing glare. Then she slipped out the door, shutting it with a soft click.

			Diago asked, “Do you trust her?”

			“No, but there isn’t much I can do right now. I’ll have Rosalía keep an eye on her. Lock the door.” Guillermo went into the bedroom. He returned with a guitar case, which he put on the table. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

			Diago was certain. To run from the daimons was to invite a chase. For Rafael’s sake, he couldn’t afford a long-­drawn-­out confrontation. He needed to stabilize his son’s life, not bring more chaos to him. “I’m positive.”

			Guillermo nodded and opened the case’s lid to reveal several blades, alongside brass knuckles, a revolver, and two speed loaders for the revolver. Diago chose a dagger. Although knives meant closer fighting, Diago preferred them over guns in the tunnels. Less chance of ricochet, and the blades also made excellent conduits for a spell, especially for one that needed the sharp edges necessary to cut a life-­strand.

			Guillermo chose a heavy knife with a wide blade. He took the case back into the bedroom and shoved it under the bed.

			Instead of returning to the main room, Guillermo took off his tie and suit jacket and gestured for Diago to join him. “Save your good clothes. You should be able to find something to fit you.” Opening the wardrobe, he tossed a heavy turtleneck to the bed’s coverlet.

			Diago joined him and selected a wool sweater for himself. They quickly changed clothes and shoes. When they were done, they looked more like two ruffians than a doctor and a landowner. The bulky clothes also gave them more freedom of movement and hid their weapons.

			Diago’s sweater was too large. He rolled up the sleeves. “Do you think Suero has had enough time to get back to Santuari?”

			“We’ll give him another hour.” Guillermo rummaged through the various sizes and styles of shoes in the back of the wardrobe. “Ah. I thought I’d left it here.” He emerged with a crowbar in his hand. “We’ll be going under, I presume?”

			“Yes.” Diago returned to the kitchen and searched for some paper. Shoved in the back of a drawer were a dirty pad and a blunt pencil. He sat beside Guillermo and drew the sewer passages he recalled from his days of hiding from the Church. Within moments he had sketched a labyrinth of intersecting tunnels. He darkened the route he intended to use.

			“Here is what we’re going to do.”

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER SEVEN 

			Outside the rain pissed cold hard drops into the alley. A stray dog licked an empty food tin against a wall, while a cat huddled on a stoop and watched with envious eyes.

			The rain had almost stopped by the time Diago found the manhole cover they needed. He dragged the toe of his shoe across it as he surveyed the area. No one was around, nor did anyone appear to be lingering near their windows.

			Guillermo jammed the crowbar into the cover and slid the metal aside.

			Diago went first, shimmying down the slick ladder. When his foot touched the concrete walkway, he moved aside to give Guillermo room.

			Within the darkness of the tunnel, the piercing fear he’d experienced with Garcia on the subway returned.

			It never goes away, Garcia had said.

			Maybe. Diago knuckled down on the emotion. But I have to control it; otherwise, the daimons will smell my terror and use it against me. He inhaled deeply, calming himself with thoughts of Miquel, Rafael, and the warmth of their love. From the back of his mind, he heard Rafael singing his lullaby.

			Sleep, child, sleep.

			Diago’s crippling anxiety slowly reverted into a dull throb of uneasiness. The apprehension remained, but it was manageable now.

			The grinding of metal against brick was loud in the shaft as Guillermo maneuvered the cover back into place. He descended the ladder more slowly.

			Electric lights, spaced several metres apart, rendered just enough illumination to see. Great patches of darkness lay between the lights. Two narrow walkways flanked a canal containing black water. The stench was magnificent. Diago breathed through his mouth.

			Guillermo reached the bottom of the ladder. He drew the crowbar from his belt and offered it to Diago. With a shake of his head, Diago declined the weapon. Instead, he drew his dagger with his left hand.

			They followed the tunnel until they reached a junction of two passages. There, Diago motioned for Guillermo to go right.

			The larger Nefil took a place in the darkness where he could watch for Diago’s return.

			Diago ventured into the left-­hand tunnel. The floor sloped downward. He switched the dagger to his other hand and trailed his fingers along the damp concrete as he walked. At the next Y-­junction, he felt both walls. To the right, a slight hum indicated the tentacles of Moloch’s bridge were close. He followed the passage.

			The tunnel narrowed until it became a crumbling stairwell, which led down to another level. At the bottom of the stairs, a small metal pipe jutted from a wall and leaked water into a canal. The new passage broadened until it was the same size as the one Diago had just left.

			The bridge’s hum was stronger here, almost audible. Diago sensed the vibrations on his skin like an electrical charge.

			He should be close enough for his father to hear him. “Alvaro?” he whispered. He wanted them to find him, but he didn’t want to be obvious. “Show yourself if you can. I’ve come to help you.”

			The only answer was the slow trickle of water through the canal at his feet. He edged farther down the passage. A circle of darkness in the wall caused him to slow. As he neared, he saw it was a large overflow drain, the top of which reached his hips.

			He paused and hummed a light into existence. Squatting beside the drain, he sent the glowing song into the concrete pipe. Rats squealed and clambered over one another to run around a distant bend in the duct. His magic died and left the conduit in darkness once more.

			Satisfied the drain was devoid of any supernatural threat, he stood and continued on his way.

			He reached another curve and eased around the corner, calling his father’s name. Still nothing. Diago hesitated. Judging by the wall’s vibrations, he was close to the bridge.

			I’ll go four more metres, and if nothing happens, then I’ll return to Guillermo. He counted his steps as he moved forward, stopping twice to whisper his father’s name, only to be greeted with silence.

			It was no good. He wasn’t going to trip whatever ambush the daimons planned for him. Damn it. There was nothing to do now but go back to Guillermo and devise a different strategy.

			Just as he turned to retrace his steps, the light over his head dimmed, and then brightened again. The wall vibrated more strongly beneath his fingers.

			Maybe I haven’t failed, after all.

			He wasn’t sure whether to be glad or afraid. Fear won. Sweat crawled across his scalp as he looked over his shoulder. In the blackness between two electric lights, the bridge’s purple tentacles oozed into the tunnel. On the other side of the bridge, the faint outline of a person wavered as someone approached the border.

			Diago squinted and tried to detect whether the silhouette belonged to a male or female. It was impossible to tell. He tried again. “Father?”

			The shape became clear. “Diago?” It was Alvaro.

			Diago exhaled slowly.

			The colors of Moloch’s magic still encased Alvaro’s soul. He touched the border of the bridge. The boundary’s shadows flowed around him, bursting into vibrations of reds and deeper shades of sangria. The darkness momentarily obscured the sight of him.

			Alvaro retreated until the explosion of color faded. “You came.” His voice was weak, probably strained from fighting Moloch’s chains. “Help me, son. Take my hand. Help me cross over.”

			The pain in Alvaro’s voice was so real, Diago took a step toward him before he caught himself. Careful. Look closely. Guillermo was right. I must see what is true, not what I wish. “You crossed to the mortal side at the metro. Why can’t you cross now?”

			Alvaro appeared unruffled by the question, almost as if he expected it. “Moloch punished my transgression. He strengthened the chains holding me to his realm.”

			The beams of the electric light over Diago’s head barely reached his father’s face. Yet the word LIAR seemed fainter. Could it be a trick of the light? He examined the scars. Although the cuts still oozed black drops of blood, the wounds seemed to be healing.

			Diago frowned. Blood. If he was a ghost, how did he bleed? And his eyes. What has happened to his eyes? No longer green like Diago’s, red and umber sparks floated in place of Alvaro’s irises and pupils.

			Shocked, Diago forgot any pretense at deception. His disbelief was real. “What has happened to you?”

			“Moloch has changed me. He holds me captive.” Alvaro tried to push forward again, sending off another disturbance through the currents of the bridge’s song. Defeated, he fell back until the colors dimmed. “I can’t do this without you, Diago. You’re my only hope. You have to save me.”

			Did he? Diago reexamined Moloch’s vibrations, which surrounded Alvaro. The corrupted sound waves of puce and gray pumped Moloch’s magic into Alvaro’s ghost. The threads of the spell pulsed, not like chains, but like an umbilical cord. Another hot wave of fear washed over Diago.

			This was a birthing song.

			How did I miss it? He tried to reconcile the enchantment before his eyes with the image he had glimpsed from the subway car. Everything was the same, the colors, the song—­all that had changed was his focus and his proximity to Alvaro. On the train he had been intent on the words Alvaro shaped from the smoke, a sleight of hand which had distracted Diago from the spell around his father. But the words were unimportant. Alvaro tantalized me with a mystery so I would come to the bridge for answers.

			What he’d missed on the metro was obvious to him now. Moloch was changing Alvaro into something else—­a creature never before encountered by either daimon or angel.

			“You lie,” Diago finally said. “You are being reborn.” And his father was obviously at a critical point in the process. If he crossed into the mortal realm, and the link was accidentally severed, then they would have to begin again.

			Alvaro didn’t deny it. “Moloch is turning me into a new kind of soldier. An experiment. Like you.” He couldn’t hide the pride in his voice.

			“You’ve sold your soul to them.” Diago wasn’t sure why he felt so betrayed. Because I’d hoped—­in spite of everything I knew about Alvaro, I’d hoped I was wrong—­and Guillermo had seen my hope, and it made him afraid for me.

			“It’s not what you think.” Alvaro’s voice was slick like oil and his words just as treacherous. “The blood I drank throughout the centuries bound my spirit to the mortal plane. I was dead. I was not. Every womb I tried to enter rejected my tarnished soul, and I could not be reborn. Moloch captured me. He and the other daimons branded me.” He pointed to the word LIAR on his forehead, but the gashes were fainter, more like welts than cuts. “They hold me captive and force me to do their will. Please, I beg you, save me from this hell, Diago.”

			If the daimons had truly branded Alvaro, the wound would never close. Yet the cuts on his forehead were healing. Diago was certain of it now. My eyes are opening, and I am beginning to see like a Nefil once more.

			Another thought jarred Diago. He’s distracting me with his chatter. Throwing me off guard so Lamashtu can attack. He glanced over his shoulder. The ambush was in place. The others should come now. But the passage behind him remained empty.

			Where was Lamashtu? On the other side of the bridge, closer to the subway tracks? If she remained within Elena’s body, then she might take longer to arrive. And Moloch’s other two ‘aulaqs. Where were they? Did they guard the injured daimon? Or were they circling through the passages to cut him off from Guillermo?

			Surely Moloch hadn’t sent Alvaro alone.

			Alvaro seemed to guess Diago’s thoughts. “There are no others,” he said. A drop of black blood seeped into his eye and sizzled in the fires burning within. “Help me, Diago, like I helped you deceive Moloch.” He reached out his hand. “We cheated him of his deepest desire—­to feed on a dual born child.”

			No. That wasn’t right. Diago thought back to his initial encounter with Prieto. “Prieto said Moloch demanded the child of a Nefil in exchange for his idea. He said nothing about a dual born child.”

			Alvaro frowned. “Why do you think Candela chose you, my son?”

			The memory of the angel’s enchantment rose to haunt him. She promised me a song and insisted no other Nefil would do.

			Now he knew why. The facts clicked together and formed a seamless tapestry of deceit. Both the angels and the daimons had spent centuries experimenting with genetics in order to create the perfect Nefil—­the perfect soldier. The angels possessed the ability to give Moloch what he needed—­the angelic spirit—­the one thing the daimons couldn’t replicate in their Nefilim.

			That explained why Moloch worked so closely with the angels. He used his idea for the bomb as both incentive and bait to lure the angels into creating such a child. But why?

			Because it wasn’t Moloch’s plan—­it was Ba’al’s. The thought struck Diago like a blow. The daimon king had unified his divided tribes. While the angels were distracted by the rivalries within their own ranks, Ba’al prepared his daimonic armies to take full advantage of the conflict with a new race of Nefilim.

			“You son of a bitch.” Diago’s breath was tight in his throat. “You’re using me to create a new breed of Nefilim.”

			Alvaro opened his mouth, but Diago cut him off before he could speak. “Moloch never had any intention of feeding on Rafael. He wanted to raise the child as a daimon. The only reason he allowed Prieto to dictate the terms of the meeting was because the daimons wanted to test my allegiance one last time. When you saw I’d substituted a golem for Rafael, you went along with my deception, knowing I would inadvertently lead Moloch to Rafael.”

			“Think about it, son.” Alvaro narrowed his eyes. “Moloch murdered me. He murdered your father!”

			Look closely at his lies. Think like a daimon. Prieto was right. Alvaro’s allegiance had always been to the highest bidder. His father’s pride about his new form was the second clue. The patterns fit together neatly.

			Diago said, “You were tired of crawling through the night, sucking the blood out of drunks and addicts. The only way you could change was to die, but Moloch wasn’t going to allow your death to be wasted. It was all merely a matter of timing for maximum effect. Yet another test for me.” He glanced over his shoulder again. The tunnel remained empty. “Moloch simply underestimated Rafael’s power, and my love for my son.”

			Alvaro’s fingers curled like the legs of a dying spider. “Love? You don’t know what love is. Love is giving up your child for a greater cause, like I gave you to the daimon-­born Nefilim. I taught you betrayal. I taught you hate. I gave you to your aunt so she could train you.”

			Cold now, Diago watched his father the way he would observe a viper. “You told her to sell me, didn’t you?”

			“Of course I did. How else were you going to learn your true nature?” The fires in Alvaro’s eyes flared.

			“And I wanted to believe you had some good in you. But I know what you are now.” Diago spat. I know and I will never wonder again. While the closure should have brought him some sense of relief, Diago felt nothing but sorrow. It was as if Alvaro had died.

			Not Alvaro. It’s my hope that has died. I mourn any chance my father might have loved me. Diago backed away.

			Alvaro didn’t follow him. He doesn’t because he can’t. He’s already stretched to the limit of Moloch’s umbilical cord.

			Alvaro dropped the last of his illusions. He grinned around razor teeth, and Diago detected a glimmer of madness in his father’s eyes. He wasn’t sure if Alvaro’s insanity was the by-­product of his new condition, or if he had always been so. Nor did it matter. The lines were drawn. They were enemies now.

			Diago risked a quick glance over his shoulder.

			“Are you looking for Lamashtu? She’s not here.” Alvaro snarled. “By now, she has probably found and killed Guillermo.”

			“Liar.” Diago paused. He resisted the urge to call out to Guillermo. This could be a trick to get him to reveal Guillermo’s whereabouts. Lamashtu might not know where he was hiding.

			“Did you think you could trick Moloch? This is his realm, Diago. He saw you descend into the sewers and guessed your plan.” Alvaro hissed like the serpent in the garden.

			Diago strained his ears for any sound of a fight, but the passages gave him only silence. No. Alvaro was trying to spook him. Guillermo was fine.

			Alvaro leaned toward the mortal realm. The bridge exploded in hues of scarlet and sangria. “Lamashtu will possess you. She will force you to go to Santuari and murder Miquel. After it’s all done, you will bring Rafael home to us. You will be a part of Ba’al’s army, and so will Rafael. It doesn’t matter to us if you enlist willingly, or if you’re conscripted. Keep yourself whole, Diago. Save Miquel’s life. Swear your allegiance to us, and we will send Lamashtu back to Samael.”

			Diago started moving again. This time, he didn’t stop.

			“Think of how Los Nefilim will interpret this excursion. You deceived Guillermo. Brought him to his death and betrayed your king once more. They will see nothing but a traitor when you return.” Alvaro’s shouts followed him. “You will never be fast enough to escape us! We are a part of you! Always!”

			Diago shut out his father’s taunts. He retraced his steps with as much speed as the narrow ledge allowed. Within moments he reached the overflow drain.

			A woman’s hand emerged from the concrete pipe. Diago never saw the syringe, but he felt the needle stab his thigh. The hot rush of morphine flowed into his leg.

			Blind with panic, Diago plunged off the walkway and into the black water of the canal. He splashed forward eight more steps before he halted. With numb fingers, he ripped the needle from his leg. Over half of the morphine was gone. He dropped the syringe into the muck and crushed it beneath his heel.

			The drug caused him to lose control of his magic, his awareness, but of course that was what she wanted. Under the morphine’s influence, she would easily penetrate his mind as if he was mortal.

			Diago whirled in time to see her crawl out of the drain. Elena’s pale face floated over the collar of her soiled black dress, but it was Lamashtu who peered through the maid’s eyes. She advanced cautiously, as leery of him as he was of her.

			“Relax, Diago,” said Lamashtu. “Let the drug work.” Her words, brown as old blood, fell from her lips and dripped down her chin.

			How long did he have before the morphine took him down? Five minutes, ten? He had to draw her away from the power of the bridge. He pointed his dagger at her chest and retreated.

			Alvaro’s laughter rolled down the passage. His distant voice sent the hair at the back of Diago’s neck straight up.

			“You were right, son! I lied. She never went after Guillermo. She was by the tracks. I hit the bridge so she would know where we were. I gave you a chance, Diago. You’ve brought this on yourself.”

			Diago slipped.

			Lamashtu took two quick steps, but stopped when he caught his balance.

			She used Elena’s melodious voice to offer him quiet words. “Ignore him, Diago. Your father is wrong. It will be better this way. You won’t have to think anymore. You can relax and let the world go by, watch it all from a distance. Feel nothing. Be nothing. We’ll raise Rafael as he is meant to be raised, and you will be freed from these torturous conflicts of loyalty.”

			“I’m not conflicted.” He assured her as he stepped back onto the walkway. “If I wanted to lose my mind to you, I would have taken Alvaro’s hand.” He kept moving, trailing his fingers along the wall.

			His heel struck the first step of the crumbling stairs and, unprepared for the jolt, Diago fell backward. He landed in a sitting position.

			Lamashtu lunged forward.

			Diago rose and slashed at her with his dagger. The tip of his blade snagged the sleeve of her dress. A thin cut oozed blood on her wrist.

			She licked the blood from the wound and retreated to a safe distance. “I hate mortals. They’re so clumsy. Nefilim are faster.”

			“We are,” he said as he carefully backed up the stairs. Numbness spread up his thigh and into his hip as the morphine found its way into his veins. His speech slurred. “Don’t forget it.”

			Lamashtu cocked her head. “Morpheus has come for you. Fall into his arms. Sleep. And while you sleep, you will let me in.”

			He made no sign he heard. She wouldn’t rush him on the stairs. Not with the prospect of taking over his body. Crippling him wasn’t her goal. No. She simply had to be patient.

			Diago climbed faster. She followed, staying far enough behind to prevent him from kicking her down the stairs.

			The morphine eased into his mind, clouding his thoughts. How close was he to the junction where Guillermo awaited him? Diago tried to assess his surroundings.

			Several metres away, the passages branched again. On the wall, a bulb shattered behind its wire cage and spewed sparks onto the walkway. The explosion of light momentarily blinded him. Panic rose from his chest and into his brain, strangling his thoughts.

			He tried to warn his friend. “Guillermo! It’s a trap.” It’s a trap and I am caught.

			“Let him come,” said Lamashtu from somewhere nearby.

			Too close, she is too close. Still partially blinded by the flash, he stumbled into the canal. Holding out the dagger, he spun and slashed wildly, but the only resistance he found was the sewer’s damp air.

			His vision finally cleared. He turned quickly until he located Lamashtu. She remained on the walkway, a smile on her lips.

			Diago pointed the dagger at her. He sang a low note and traced a sigil with the vibrations of his fear. Then he flung the ward at Elena’s dead eyes.

			Lamashtu used Elena’s voice to sing a sigil of her own. The patterns of her magic slammed into his glyph and turned it back on him. The morphine slowed his reaction time. He tried to summon another sigil, but he sang off-­key. His song died before it was truly born.

			When Lamashtu’s ward reached him, electric pain ruptured in his mind. He managed to stay on his feet, but the dagger flew from his hand.

			From somewhere behind him, Guillermo’s shout rolled through the tunnel. “Diago? Where are you?”

			Diago gasped an answer. “Go back.” He barely understood himself. The morphine swallowed his words and spit them out as gibberish. “Get out.”

			“He won’t.” Lamashtu wasn’t perturbed by Guillermo’s presence. “And by the time he finds us, I will be you.” Thin spectral fingers protruded at the edges of Elena’s lips as the daimon crawled up through the maid’s throat. She readied herself. The moment Diago became unconscious, the daimon would jettison her spirit between his lips and into his mind.

			Diago reeled away from her.

			Guillermo shouted. “Answer me, Diago! I’m not leaving you.”

			Diago’s heart hammered in his chest. “Guillermo?” He meant to yell, but all he was able to produce was a murmur. As much as he wanted his friend to flee, a cowardly part of him wished Guillermo would save him.

			Don’t let her take me. Don’t let her wear my face and hurt my boy. He tripped and caught himself on the edge of the walkway.

			Lamashtu vocalized again.

			As Diago righted himself and backed away from her advance, the fluid in the canal grew thick and black. It was like trudging in deep mud. Shadows pearled along the walls, weeping down the mortar black as rain.

			He could barely move his feet. The stream of darkness picked up speed. A frigid current washed over his calves.

			“Diago!” Guillermo sounded closer.

			But not close enough. Diago struggled to answer. The morphine dried his tongue. A burning desert filled his veins.

			The muddy water turned into a river. The walls vanished beneath shadows.

			Lamashtu’s voice drifted through the haze. “Sleep, child, sleep.”

			“No,” Diago whispered. He couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t give her what she wanted . . .

			A faint buzzing noise nuzzled the temporal bone behind his ear. He thought of flies swarming over a corpse. The pulsations grew stronger and bled into his skull, causing his jaw to tingle. Goose bumps rippled across his flesh.

			Diago lifted his hand to ward off the sound. His wedding band flared and left a silver trail in the air. Half blind from the morphine, he took two sideways steps. His shoulder struck the wall. Webs of shadows twined in his hair and snatched at his wrists.

			Lamashtu followed him. The thrumming sensation behind his ear returned. “Go down, Diago. It’s time to sleep.”

			She stepped off the walkway. Before he could move, she darted in and kicked the back of his knee.

			He went down. Blackness splashed his face and clouded his eyes. It filled his nose and his lungs. The water closed over his head, and he floated beneath the waves . . . without sound, or light, or guide.

			Reaching out with his left hand, he searched for something to grab, anything to anchor his body so he could lift himself free of the void. His questing fingers touched nothing.

			A single spot of radiance moved with his hand. His addled senses mistook the light for a star. No. Not a star. My ring. The silver wedding band pushed back the dark. He remembered Miquel’s voice, soft in the night. With this ring, I pledge my love . . . They had stood in a garden hand in hand. Miquel placed the ring onto Diago’s finger . . . my love. . .

			Diago tried to call out his lover’s name. “Miquel . . .” But the black filled his mouth, bitter as hate on his tongue, and choked off his cry. He whipped his head and tried to rise. A hand pushed his face into the muck. The hum returned to the base of his skull.

			Let me in. Lamashtu tried to shove him deeper into the dark.

			In spite of the daimon’s spell, Diago’s ring blazed. His eyes seized the light.

			Somewhere in the distance, a child cried out. Papa! Papa! You come back right now! Now! Make him come home, Miquel!

			Diago saw his family as clearly as if he stood behind them in Guillermo’s house. Rafael pointed at the picture he’d drawn of Diago, Miquel, and himself beneath an angel sun.

			The figure representing Diago had begun to fade. The bright colors dulled until all that remained were the caricatures of Miquel and Rafael, holding onto a ghost’s pale hands.

			Save him, Miquel!

			And his wise Miquel placed Rafael’s palms on the picture of Diago so that they covered ghost-­drawing with their hands. Juanita joined them, and when Miquel vocalized a song, she added her ethereal voice to his. She lent them the strength of an angel, and together, they guided Rafael’s small fingers to fashion a sigil of protection over Diago’s picture. Miquel’s gold ring threw off amber sparks, showering the drawing with their love.

			The patterns of their song reached out over time and space. The warmth of their love touched him where he lay beneath Lamashtu’s malice. His wedding band shone ever brighter as Miquel’s voice pushed back the darkness.

			. . . come home, my bright star . . . stay with us . . . don’t give in . . . come home. . .

			To fight for the ones he loved meant he had to fight for himself, too. Diago couldn’t give up. I will not be Alvaro. I will fight for them and myself.

			And this was war.

			Diago struggled against Lamashtu’s hold. Her body slid to the right. She hooked her leg over his hips and tried to regain her position.

			He shoved himself upward. His head broke the surface of the black mud. Twisting hard to the right, he used Lamashtu’s instability to throw her from his back.

			The darkness receded and in the distance, he saw the soft glow of orange and red and gold. Guillermo’s song. He was still searching, calling to Diago.

			Because love, it takes so many forms.

			Diago stumbled to his feet. Lamashtu’s black notes swirled around his thighs. He dragged up his hand and coughed a hard note. The luminance of his wedding ring dimmed. No. Not hate. He heard Rafael’s voice. Love kills the dark, Papa. Love. . .

			Love. Drive her back with love.

			Diago summoned the image of Miquel, his dark eyes luminous in the moonlight. He beckoned into his heart the tenderness he nourished for Rafael. His poor Rafael, who had barely begun his long road to healing—­the daimons would destroy the good in the child and teach him to thrive on anger and fear and hate.

			Just as they tried to do to me.

			Diago drew on his memories—­not the terrible things that had happened to him over his long life, but the good. He took the moments he wanted to keep close to his heart, and he shaped them into a song. He nurtured the patterns of devotion into a sigil and sent it flying like snow driven before the wind.

			But the morphine crippled his magic. The sigil wavered, the edges blurred. No sooner had he set the spell in motion than he realized the poorly woven song was going to miss Elena’s body. Lamashtu swayed to her feet and lifted her hands.

			Then, from behind him, Guillermo’s voice thundered a chord both bold and hard. The fiery sigil singed Diago’s hair as it flew past him. Guillermo’s ward caught Diago’s, and redirected the spell toward Lamashtu.

			The combined glyphs entered through Elena’s eyes. Gold and silver light danced through her veins and burned her flesh. Lamashtu screamed as the maid’s body burst into white fire. Just before she fell, Diago detected a glimpse of Elena. Her confusion lasted merely a moment before understanding turned to horror. She didn’t even have time to scream before the flames engulfed her, and she was gone.

			Without the shelter of a physical form, Lamashtu’s spirit swirled through Elena’s lips. She became a mist that united all the colors of the night. Gauzy echoes of gray and white drifted around her.

			Twin tethers branched away from her body, just as Diago had told Guillermo they would. The thicker of the two disappeared down the passage, leading back to her corporeal body somewhere in Sitra Akhra. The other flowed upward into the mortal realm.

			Now. They had to attack now. Diago took a shaky step and skidded on the wet floor.

			Guillermo caught him. The big Nefil supported Diago with one hand and didn’t hesitate. Just as they had practiced in the apartment, Guillermo formed a note in D. He drew his blade and designed the glyph that would sever Lamashtu’s thread to the fragment. As his hand slashed through the vibrations of his song, he called on the power of his signet ring. Fashioned by an angel, the stone within his ring flared like an aurora borealis. The multicolored beams ensnared Guillermo’s sigil and turned it into a ring of fire.

			Even as Guillermo threw the glyph at the daimon, Diago saw the edges were too dull. As strong as Guillermo’s ward was, it wouldn’t be enough to cut the thread.

			Diago vocalized, but he was hoarse and unable to reach the proper pitch. He stopped. Let me hit the note, he prayed to whatever god might be listening. Then he closed his eyes and sang again. This time, he began softly. As his voice strengthened, he culled the note and channeled the sound waves forward to merge with Guillermo’s glyph.

			Their magic reached the tether, and for a moment it seemed to hang there, halted as if running against a wall.

			Lamashtu’s spirit shimmered. She laughed at their feeble attempt to harm her, not understanding their intent. She floated toward them, feeding on Diago’s fear.

			And then their sigil snapped the thread.

			Guillermo inhaled and let loose a vocalization that shook the stones. He designed a second glyph of fire and targeted the broken tether. The flames grabbed hold of the damaged thread, glowing like the fuse to a bomb, and hurtled upward into the mortal realm. The odor of burning parchment filled the tunnel. Wherever it was, the sigil burned.

			Lamashtu rushed forward, still determined to possess Diago.

			All he had left in his soul was a lament, one last cry to mourn the fragile hope Alvaro had broken. Diago sang his grief and shaped a ward to cut Lamashtu’s life-­strand. It took all his strength, and even then he wasn’t sure it would do the job.

			But Guillermo lent his voice, and once more called on the power of his ring. Together, they directed the sigil, burning with Diago’s sharp edges and channeled with Guillermo’s skill. They directed it toward the tether.

			Too late, she realized what they had done. There wasn’t time for her to stop. As Lamashtu surged forward, the sigil met the life-­strand, and sliced it neatly in two.

			Lamashtu’s spirit vanished.

			Silence fell sudden and deep. Diago wondered if he’d gone deaf.

			Without Lamashtu’s magic, the black water receded. Diago went to his knees, control no longer wholly his own. A spasm of nausea rattled through his body. He leaned forward. Then Guillermo was beside him, holding him while he vomited.

			“Fucking morphine.” Diago spat. “Christ, I’m sick.”

			“It’s okay,” Guillermo whispered. “Are you done?”

			Diago nodded weakly. “I think so.”

			“Can you walk?”

			“Alvaro . . .” He wanted to tell Guillermo everything, but another round of dry heaves rattled his frame.

			“What? Is he coming?” Guillermo looked down the passage.

			“No.” Diago gasped. “He is becoming something we’ve never encountered before. And we have to find a way to stop him. Permanently.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We have to destroy his soul. Give him the second death.” The final death, the one from which no Nefil could ever reincarnate. Otherwise, he will haunt me forever.

			Guillermo was silent for a moment, clearly disturbed. “That isn’t easily done. We’ll talk about it at Santuari. Not here.”

			Diago looked over his shoulder. “I will end him.” It was a threat. It was a sacred vow. “I will.”

			Guillermo hoisted him onto the walkway. “Let’s get out of here before Moloch sends us company.”

			“I lost the dagger.”

			“It’s all right.” Guillermo got his arm around Diago’s waist. “Lean on me.”

			They wobbled along like a pair of drunks to the next junction. Guillermo guided them back the way they came. When they reached the ladder, he propped Diago beside the cold metal. “Can you stay awake?”

			Diago nodded. “But I can’t climb.” His arms were like jelly.

			Guillermo patted Diago’s shoulder. “You let me worry about the climbing.” He ascended the ladder.

			While Diago waited, peace suddenly descended over him. The morphine. He had no idea how long the euphoria would last before it was followed by the next round of panic. He would cycle like this for several hours—­his emotions rolling up and down with a velocity that terrified him. Might as well enjoy the good while it lasts. Diago’s eyelids slipped shut and he fell into a light doze.

			“Diago?”

			He started awake. Disoriented, he tried to remember where he was. From the cold and damp, he wondered if he’d drunk too much and stumbled into an alley. He looked up at a disheveled handsome man staring down at him with concern.

			The man spoke with a low rumble. “Put your arms around my neck.”

			Diago blinked at him drowsily. “I would, but I’m attached to someone else.”

			Guillermo’s shock last for merely a second. He grinned. “That’s good, because so am I.”

			Consciousness came forward in a rush. Horrified, Diago realized what he’d said. He noticed the gray light and the open manhole cover overhead. Put your arms around my neck. Guillermo intended to carry him up the ladder.

			A blush set Diago’s cheeks on fire. “I’m sorry. I was . . .”

			Guillermo turned his back and simply stared over his shoulder.

			Diago coughed. “I realize what you meant . . .” He put his arms over Guillermo’s shoulders and closed his eyes. “It’s the fucking morphine.”

			“Ya, ya, ya,” Guillermo murmured as he used his belt to lash together Diago’s wrists. “You’re just trying to let me down easy.”

			“Can you please forget I said that?”

			Guillermo chuckled. “Never.”

			Diago buried his burning face against Guillermo’s sweater. He managed to hold on to consciousness until they were only four rungs from the top. When he awakened again, he was lying on the ground with the rain falling against his face.

			A ragged girl not much older than Rafael stood near the wall and assessed Diago with eyes far too cunning for a child her age. “Did you kill him?”

			“Don’t be stupid,” Guillermo’s voice came from Diago’s left. He moved the manhole cover back over the hole. “If I’d killed him, I’d be putting him down there, not bringing him up.”

			The girl asked, “Did he get drunk and fall down in the sewer?”

			“Yeah. That’s what happened.” He tossed a ­couple of pesetas at her as he hummed a song of forgetfulness. “You found some money on the ground. Buy yourself some shoes.”

			She caught the coins and dashed off.

			Guillermo pulled Diago to his feet. “Feel like walking, lover?”

			Diago smoothed his rumbled sweater in an attempt to regain his dignity. “Stop teasing me.”

			“Never.” Guillermo took Diago’s arm and steered him in a more or less straight path.

			“Where are we going?”

			“Home. Where we belong.”

			“Are we going to walk?”

			“I’m not calling Suero to bring the car. Not after we’ve been wallowing in a sewer.” Guillermo gave Diago’s arm a gentle squeeze. “The walk will do us good. It’ll be like old times.”

			“Fuck old times.” The edginess had returned. His nerves were on fire. “I hated walking everywhere. It was always cold. Or raining. I hated shitting in the woods. I want indoor plumbing and furnaces.”

			Guillermo laughed. “I’m taking you to those luxuries now.”

			Diago stared ahead. Black as a vulture, depression swooped down on him. He was suddenly weary, so very weary. “I’m scared. What if I’m not strong enough to be a member of Los Nefilim?” He leaned on Guillermo, who merely supported him just as he always had.

			“You? Not strong enough?” Guillermo scoffed at the statement. “You’ve always eaten your fear and spit it back at them. You’re strong enough, Diago. After all you’ve lived through, you are strong and wise, and I need you at my side.”

			The depression didn’t immediately fade away, but it was made slightly more bearable by Guillermo’s faith in him. They walked in silence through the winding streets and cut across empty lots. When they reached a construction site, they found an outside spigot and managed to wash the worst of the stink off themselves.

			By the time they left Barcelona behind, the clouds had departed and night had fallen. Guillermo led Diago into a field. There, he called down an owl from the sky. He cooed to it in the language of birds and sent it off.

			“What did you do?” Diago asked.

			“I told it to fly ahead and tell Juanita we are safe, and that we’re coming home.”

			Home. Tranquility finally chased away Diago’s depression. Just the thought of their little house with its cramped rooms warmed his heart.

			As they walked up the country road, Diago told Guillermo about his encounter with Alvaro and all the things he learned about his father. He left out nothing, especially not his pain. Guillermo is right. I’ve carried too much alone for too long.

			And Guillermo, for his part, listened with his customary patience. He kept his hand on Diago’s arm, not because Diago’s step was unsteady, but as a friend. His touch lent Diago the strength he needed to get through his tale.

			It was late by the time they reached the lane to Diago’s house. He had sweated most of the morphine out of his system. Peace, which had nothing to do with the drug, settled over him.

			Guillermo paused at Diago’s door. “Come to the church tomorrow at nine. That will give me time to call a small council. I want you to tell them about Alvaro. I’ll break the news about Garcia and Engel. Then we’ll figure out what to do. Get some rest.” Guillermo started to walk away but when he saw Diago lingering by the window, he paused. “Do you want me to go in with you?”

			“No,” Diago murmured. “I just want to look at them for a moment.”

			Inside, Miquel stretched out on the couch, his arms around Rafael. The child rested his head on Miquel’s shoulder, his stuffed horse clenched under one arm, and his thumb in his mouth.

			Rafael’s body heaved with hiccups. A few tears leaked from the corners of his eyes. Miquel wiped the child’s nose and murmured to him.

			“Diago?” Guillermo whispered.

			“Thank you.”

			“For what?”

			“For believing in me when I didn’t believe in myself.” Diago opened the door and went inside.

			Miquel sat up and smiled. “See? I wasn’t worried.” The dark circles under his eyes testified otherwise. He placed Rafael on his feet. “Look who is home.”

			Rafael blinked at Diago. His lower lip trembled, and he pointed at his drawing, which was on the table. The ghost-­Diago was vibrant and brightly colored again. All three of the figures held hands beneath the angel sun and smiled.

			“You started to disappear and you scared me, Papa.” Rafael stumbled and bumped into the table. “You shouldn’t scare me like that. I thought you were dying.” Then he started to cry.

			“Hey.” Diago shut the door. “Don’t cry, Rafael.” He went to his son and picked him up. “Ya, ya, ya,” he sang the soothing words. “Everything is all right. I’m home.”

			“You scared me.” Rafael hiccupped his way through a sob, but his tears were slowing. He made a face. “And you smell bad.”

			“Ew, Jesus, yes.” Miquel rose. “I’m going to run a bath. Get out of those clothes so I can burn them.”

			Rafael wrinkled his nose, then put his arms around Diago’s neck and kissed his cheek anyway. “I don’t care if you stink. I’m glad you’re home.”

			“I am, too.” He carried Rafael to his bed and tucked him under the covers. No crumbs surrounded his pillow this night. He’d been too worried to steal a slice of bread.

			“Ysa said you were fighting daimons with her papa. She says I worry too much. She says we are Los Nefilim and we always win, but you weren’t winning, because you started to disappear in the picture, and Miquel and Doña Juanita helped me bring you back, and then an owl came, and Doña Juanita said it was okay for us to come home. Did you fight a daimon, Papa? Is that why you stink?” Rafael paused for a bone-­cracking yawn. “Do Los Nefilim always win?”

			Diago found a handkerchief and wiped Rafael’s nose. “Yes, I fought a daimon.” He skirted the other questions for now. “And I will teach you how one day.”

			“Then I won’t be afraid anymore, right?” Rafael’s eyelids drooped.

			The time to indoctrinate his son about life’s realities would come soon enough. For now, he deserved to be a child. “You don’t have to be afraid now. Miquel and I are here, and we won’t let anything happen to you. Go to sleep, and when you wake up, we’ll have breakfast together.”

			Rafael closed his eyes, and within moments, his breathing deepened.

			Diago brushed back his son’s curls. “And I will not let them hurt you. I will not let them take your sweetness away.”

			Miquel returned and touched his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

			Diago rose and followed him into the bathroom. With Miquel’s help, he peeled off his clothes and slipped beneath the warm water.

			Miquel took off his own shirt and knelt beside the tub. He soaped the washcloth. “Lean forward.” His words fell as white as almond blossoms into the water.

			Drowsily, Diago touched the soft vibrations before they dissolved. Water trickled down the side of the tub in shades of silver and blue.

			“What happened?” Miquel moved the washcloth in slow circular sweeps across Diago’s back.

			Haltingly at first, then with increasing confidence, he told Miquel about the day. By the time he reached his meeting with Alvaro, his eyes burned with the tears he’d dared not shed in front of either his father or Guillermo.

			Miquel passed the wet cloth over Diago’s forehead. “Let yourself weep, my star. It’s all right to mourn.” Concern tinged his words in shades of brown. “It’s only when you hold your grief in your soul does it turn into poison.”

			“I’ve had enough poison for one lifetime.” He drew his finger across the vibrations of Miquel’s voice and allowed his tears to come. With his thumb, he caressed Miquel’s lower lip. “Stop frowning, my sweet Miquel. I’m all right. I am.”

			Miquel took Diago’s wrist and kissed his palm. Their wedding bands touched—­Miquel’s gold against Diago’s silver, and the tingle of his lover’s magic wrapped Diago in warmth.

			“Your colors are so beautiful. Sing to me.”

			“Quietly though,” Miquel said. “So we don’t wake Rafael.”

			“Quietly,” Diago murmured.

			Unlike his other attacks of chromesthesia, this one was almost languid. These were the gentle sounds. Shades of peace . . . and love. Miquel swirled the cloth in the water and hummed a soft song filled with saffron and gold. The sound spun over Diago’s skin. Miquel’s tenderness drove away the dark, one melodious note at a time, and wrapped Diago in the silken colors of home.

			END
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