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			For all of you—­the ­people who have supported me and followed me and talked about my books online . . . you know who you are. This one is 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 installment 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 two Los Nefilim novellas, In Midnight’s Silence and Without Light or Guide.

			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 first 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 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 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 realizes that Diago is trying to trick Moloch with a golem, but 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.

			WITHOUT LIGHT OR GUIDE

			Three weeks after the events of In Midnight’s Silence . . .

				•	All of the Nefilim are able to see color in the sound waves around them—­this ability enables them to work their magic—­but the vampire that bit off Diago’s finger was one of the old ones known as the ‘aulaq, and the older the ‘aulaq, the more potent their venom. Due to the amount of toxin in his blood, Diago now suffers from chromesthesia, and his natural faculties have been amplified to the point of disability.

				•	In spite of his new disability, Diago has otherwise recovered from his fight with Moloch’s ‘aulaqs. He is determined to do his first job for Guillermo—­find out information about the industrialist Salvador Ferrer’s political allegiances.

				•	Guillermo partners Diago with another Nefil, Inspector Juan Garcia, who Guillermo has embedded in Barcelona’s Urban Guard. Garcia and Diago hate one another, but Guillermo believes that working together will at least get them to respect one another.

				•	Diago and Garcia go to the Ferrers’ apartment while Guillermo and Miquel go to see Diago’s former landlady, Doña Rosa Iniguez, and her son José. Guillermo is determined to pick up the trail of Beltran Prieto, the angel in possession of an idea for a dangerous bomb, but who has since disappeared.

				•	At the Ferrers’ apartment, Diago discovers a fragment from an ancient manuscript hanging on the wall. The fragment is a gift from José Iniguez, who wants to invest in Ferrer’s company. This piques Diago’s interest, because he never knew José to be interested in anything other than drinking and carousing.

				•	After the meeting, Garcia takes Diago to Guillermo. He and Miquel are at Doña Rosa’s house. José has murdered Doña Rosa and the other tenants in the house. The police escort José to the insane asylum, Holy Cross.

				•	Diago examines the evidence José left behind and realizes they are dealing with a daimonic possessor. He suspects that the possessor invades the homes through the fragment that José gave to Ferrer. Diago recommends getting the fragment out of the Ferrer household before something terrible happens to the Ferrers. Guillermo sends his best thief, Amparo, to steal the fragment from the Ferrers.

				•	The next day, Guillermo and Diago go to the asylum to see if Diago can divine the daimon’s name from José’s mind. Diago sees Garcia talking to a German angel.

				•	The Ferrers’ maid, Elena, is possessed by the daimon. She disguises herself as a nun and gives José a strychnine overdose that kills him before Diago can find out the daimon’s name.

				•	While searching for Elena, Diago encounters Beltran Prieto, who is hiding from the German angel. Prieto tells Diago the daimon’s name is Lamashtu, and that she was sent by the fallen angel, Samael, who is working with the daimon Moloch. Lamashtu intends to possess Diago so the daimons can raise Rafael.

				•	Diago and Guillermo go to an apartment that Guillermo keeps in the city and meet with Amparo. She tells them that she didn’t steal the fragment, because she was in jail, and the German angel, Anselm Engel, wants to talk to Diago. Guillermo refuses to turn his Nefilim over to an outside agent. He gives Amparo money and tells her to go to Valencia.

				•	Diago and Guillermo descend into the sewers to stop Lamashtu. Diago finds that his father, Alvaro, isn’t dead. Alvaro is becoming something else, something Los Nefilim have never before seen. Alvaro tries to persuade Diago to betray Guillermo, but Diago refuses. Diago evades Alvaro, and he and Guillermo manage to kill Lamashtu.

				•	Back in Santuari, Guillermo tells Diago to be at the church at nine the next morning for a meeting. They need to decide what to do about Garcia and his dealings with the German angel, Anselm Engel.

			It is now the following morning . . . 

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 1

			Barcelona

			2 December 1931

			Clouds the color of gunmetal obscured the morning sun and heralded another gray day. These last weeks seemed full of them. Pale shades of smoke and ash washed through the bathroom’s narrow window. Diago flipped the switch by the door. Electric light flooded the room and touched the reflection of a man who’d taken the hard end of a fight.

			He shut the door and dropped his bloodied napkin into the hamper.

			“Jesus. What a mess.”

			A thin line of blood oozed from a deep cut on his cheek. He found a clean washcloth and pressed it against the gash.

			Last night, the daimon Lamashtu had given no quarter in her battle to possess him. She had shoved him against the sewer’s concrete floor as if he’d been a rag doll. Had she possessed the body of a Nefil rather than that of a mortal, she might have won.

			She did enough damage as a mortal, he thought. His clothes concealed the black bruises on his chest and back, but the lacerations across his cheeks and forehead were impossible to hide. If the road map of cuts and bruises were any indication, his journey with Los Nefilim had taken a rough curve. “I’ve turned into a gangster.”

			A hard rap on the bathroom door caused him to start. Miquel didn’t wait for an answer. He opened the door. “Are you talking to yourself?”

			Diago’s fingers tightened around the washcloth. “Did you come to help me or berate me?”

			“Let me see,” Miquel said, ignoring Diago’s question and gently prying the cloth out of his hand. With a gentle movement, which was meant to soothe, he rubbed his thumb over the bandage that covered Diago’s missing pinky.

			Once more Diago felt the ‘aulaq’s hot breath as the vampire bit off his finger. He gave an involuntary twitch and Miquel released his hand.

			As he focused on Diago’s face, Miquel frowned. “You should have seen Juanita last night. This one could have used stitches like this other one.” He caressed the scar on Diago’s opposite cheek.

			“At least I have a matching set.” Diago’s attempt at humor won him a scowl from Miquel. “You’re right. I should have gone to see Juanita, but I wanted to be home.” After his battle with the daimon, he had craved the sight of his family like a drug. Yesterday his pain had been distant, soothed by the presence of Rafael and Miquel. This morning, though, the aches crept over his body and pummeled him with thuggish glee. “I need some more aspirin.”

			“After lunch,” Miquel murmured.

			Diago placed his hand over Miquel’s and increased the pressure. Deep or not, the cut would heal. Regardless of what Miquel thought, Diago knew he’d done the right thing by coming straight home. Getting through this morning might be another matter entirely. “Guillermo wants us at the church at nine.”

			“What does he need you to do?” Miquel asked.

			“He wants me to tell the council about Alvaro.” The council would then determine how best to proceed against Diago’s father.

			Alvaro, with his trickster ways, was becoming a creature unlike anything the Nefilim had ever seen. Just the memory of his burning eyes and razored smile twisted Diago’s stomach. Worse was Alvaro’s utter lack of remorse—­he’d exulted in his transmogrification.

			“What are you going to say?” Miquel’s question jerked Diago’s thoughts back to the present.

			“That he should be given the second death,” Diago said. The second death, the final death from which no Nefil could ever reincarnate, was reserved for only the most recalcitrant of Nefilim.

			Miquel frowned. “That’s extreme.”

			Guillermo had felt the same way last night, but his resistance to the idea would have to be overcome. “Alvaro deserves it.”

			A loud thump came from the kitchen. “Papa?”

			“Everything is okay,” Diago called to his son. “Finish your breakfast.”

			Miquel sighed. “Let me go check on him. I’ll be right back. We need to talk about this proposal of yours before you mention it to Guillermo’s council.”

			“Go. I’ll be fine.”

			Miquel hurried back to the kitchen.

			Diago turned to the mirror and whispered, “Patricide.” The soft consonants drifted over the sink to touch his reflection. How could such a hateful word taste so sweet on the tongue? Surely if anyone merited such an end, it was Alvaro.

			Or did he? If I had chosen to follow the daimons, wouldn’t Alvaro’s metamorphosis be justified, celebrated even? The question was moot. Diago was Los Nefilim. He’d chosen his side just as Alvaro had.

			Why, then? Revenge? That was possible. Alvaro had done Diago no favors. He had plenty of reasons to loathe his father, more than enough to justify a desire for retaliation. Is that why Guillermo resists the idea of the second death? Does he question my motives?

			Diago turned over the thought in his mind. It was possible. Guillermo’s position meant neither he, nor any of his Nefilim, could openly oppose the daimons without cause. To do so might fracture the uneasy truce between the angels and the daimons.

			But since I am neither, everything I say or do is suspect. I need an irrefutable reason that will convince Guillermo to validate such an extreme death sentence. Miquel had inadvertently given Diago a starting place when he’d explained how Los Nefilim moved as a unit. The question became, quite simply: how would Alvaro’s death benefit Los Nefilim as a whole?

			“I’ll find a reason,” Diago whispered to his reflection. The morning’s meeting was the perfect opportunity for him to convince high-­ranking members of Los Nefilim to act. “I am the deceiver. I know the art of persuasion.”

			Miquel’s voice drifted down the corridor. “Put your dishes in the sink. We’ll do them when we get home.” He came back to Diago. “Here, let me see.”

			“Is it still bleeding?”

			“I think it’s stopped. Yes. It has.” He cupped Diago’s face and frowned as he examined him. “Look at you. What is this?” He wiped a tear from the corner of Diago’s eye.

			“The light is too bright.” Diago tried to pull away, but Miquel held him.

			“Uh-­huh. Tell me what’s wrong.”

			“It’s nothing. It’s just the hangover from the morphine.” But that was also a lie. The morphine Lamashtu had injected into him last night was long gone from his system.

			Of course, Miquel saw through the ruse and kissed his forehead. “You don’t need morphine to make you morose.”

			Having a partner who read him so thoroughly could be a disadvantage at times. Deceiving strangers is far easier than duping those who live within our shadows. “I’m just exhausted.” Closer to the truth, hopefully close enough to deflect any further questions. “Juanita is right. I’ve been doing too much, too soon.”

			“You’re healing faster.” Miquel assured him. “The more you use your magic, the quicker your wounds will mend. You’re going to be fine.”

			Looking into Miquel’s eyes, Diago almost believed him.

			“Papa?” Rafael squeezed past Miquel. “Are you all right?”

			Diago looked down at his young son. Although he was dressed, his black hair had yet to meet a comb this morning. Dark shadows rested beneath his eyes, which were still puffy from last night’s tears.

			“I’m fine.” Diago summoned a smile for the child.

			“Good, because I have to use the bathroom. Right now.”

			“I’m going to finish in the kitchen,” Miquel said as he released Diago. “We need to get going soon.”

			From where he stood, Diago couldn’t see the mantel clock in their bedroom, but he was sure it was after eight.

			“Papa!”

			“Okay, okay.” Diago stepped into the hall. “Why does everything always start happening at once?”

			The child tugged at his pants. “I can do it myself, Papa.”

			“Ya, ya, ya. If you miss the bowl, clean it up. Understand?”

			“I will. I promise! Now go, please, before I do!”

			Diago tried to hide his smile. He slipped out of the room and shut the door on his son’s distress. Just like that, Rafael had dispelled Diago’s gloomy mood. All of his morbid thoughts about Alvaro receded behind the normalcy of the household sounds.

			Diago went to his son’s room. Rafael’s drawings were tacked to the walls in a profusion of colorful, childish interpretations of the scenes around Santuari. Horses were his favorite, but he had drawn Guillermo’s bulls, too. Another picture showed Guillermo’s daughter, Ysabel, and Miquel playing guitar together. In the drawing, Miquel positioned Ysa’s fingers over the strings as he taught her a chord.

			While Miquel rarely had the patience to teach the other children, he had a special fondness for Ysa, and she, in turn, worshipped him as only a seven year old could. Rafael had captured their tender moment with the stroke of his pencils.

			He sees the world so differently from me, Diago thought as he brushed his knuckles over the drawing.

			Miquel knocked on the doorframe as he passed. “Don’t get lost, my star.” He slipped into their bedroom and rummaged through the bedside table’s drawer for his keys and change.

			Diago blinked and realized Miquel was right—­he didn’t have time to lose himself in Rafael’s world right now. He straightened the bed, and put the sketchbook and pencils in his son’s satchel. Just as he finished, Rafael returned.

			“I didn’t dribble this time, Papa.”

			“Did you wash your hands?” Diago asked.

			Rafael sighed and returned to the bathroom.

			Diago followed him and picked up his comb.

			“No! No!” Rafael ran his wet fingers over his unruly locks. “You don’t need to comb it, Papa. I’m Gitano.” He shook his head. “My hair is wild like my spirit.”

			“Wild spirits in this house comb their hair.” Diago grabbed a towel and wiped his son’s damp fingers. Stray hairs drifted into the sink’s basin and joined those of Miquel and Diago. He wiped the strands off the porcelain. “It looks like a family of bears lives here.”

			Rafael giggled and raised his arms over his head, hands clenched like claws. He roared until the comb snagged a tangle. “Ow!”

			Diago leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Then stay still. Even bear cubs don’t wiggle when their papas comb their hair.”

			“Bears don’t comb their hair.” The child’s busy fingers found a chip in the sink’s porcelain. “When I’m grown up, I’m never combing my hair.”

			“Don’t you want to look nice for Ysa today?”

			He picked at the sink’s scar. “I want to stay home today.”

			“You can stay with Lucia and Ysa for a little while.”

			Rafael said nothing.

			“Don’t you like playing with Ysa?”

			“Yes.” Rafael rubbed his thumb around the chip.

			“So?” Diago worked his fingers through a snarled lock and held his breath. Had he and Ysa fought? A generous girl, Ysa could sometimes be overbearing, but Diago had never known her to intentionally hurt another person. “Why don’t you want to go?”

			He shrugged.

			Diago kept his tone even as a suspicion caught up with him. “Is it Lucia?”

			A moment passed and Diago thought Rafael wasn’t going to answer him. Finally, his son nodded.

			“And what does she say?” Because it was Lucia, it had to be something out of her vicious mouth.

			Another shrug. “Just things.”

			“What kind of things?”

			“She said I should never go to Morocco, because I am small and dark like a monkey. She said someone would see that I am daimon and stuff me in a bottle and make me a jinni. Then she laughs like it’s a joke, but her eyes are all hard and mean.”

			Jesus.

			Lucia. Ysabel’s governess made no secret of her hatred for Diago, which was fine with him, but taking out her pettiness on Rafael was a step too far.

			Diago was careful to keep his anger out of his face and voice. He didn’t want Rafael to think he was upset with him. Instead, he took his son’s shoulders and gently turned the child so he could see his face. A river of tears would be preferable to the hurt he saw in Rafael’s eyes. “You know what? You can come with us this morning. I’ll bet Father Bernardo has someplace where you can sit and draw pictures while we talk, hmm?” He smoothed Rafael’s hair and glanced into the hall to see that Miquel had joined them. How much had he heard?

			Diago didn’t have long to wonder.

			Miquel came into the bathroom and stood behind Diago. “Pick him up.”

			Diago lifted Rafael so he could see himself in the mirror. Three faces, three shades of skin that passed from Rafael’s light gold to Diago’s tawny flesh, and finally Miquel’s dusky brown.

			Miquel made a great show of assessing their faces. “You know what, Rafael? I am darker than you.”

			“Miquel is Gitano, too,” Diago whispered in Rafael’s ear. “And everyone thinks he is very, very handsome.” Including me, he thought as he examined his lover’s reflection.

			A ghost of a smile touched Rafael’s mouth.

			“And your papa is part daimon like you,” Miquel said. “No one has stuffed him in a bottle and made him a jinni.” He reached around Diago to touch Rafael’s chin. “No one is going to mistake us for monkeys, or jinn.”

			“That’s right,” Diago said. “We’re a family of bears.”

			Rafael gave a soft roar and the mischievousness returned to his eyes.

			Diago gave him a fierce hug and set him on the floor. “Go get your satchel. We don’t want to be late.” Before Miquel could slip around him, Diago blocked the door and whispered, “He’s not staying with Lucia again.”

			Miquel’s eyes were hard as obsidian. “Agreed. But you say nothing. Let me handle it.” Diago opened his mouth to protest, but Miquel touched his finger to Diago’s lips as he spoke to Rafael. “Go get your coat and wait for us in the living room. We’ll be right there.” He waited until Rafael had gone before he continued. “I don’t want Lucia speaking against you. She is a viper, and by the time you realize the damage she’s done, it will be irreparable. She can’t hurt my reputation with the others, but you’re still in a vulnerable position.”

			Diago exhaled and nodded. He was stuck in a web of intrigue and until he formed a trusted network of his own, he needed to play a safe game, not simply for his sake, but for Rafael’s as well. “All right, you handle her. But if she says one more thing to hurt Rafael—­”

			“I will hand her over to you myself. Let’s get past this morning first.”

			“Fair enough.” He turned off the light.

			As they walked down the hall, Miquel said, “We had some promising prospects for governess. Maybe this afternoon we can look over the papers, and choose which ones to call back for a second interview.”

			“Did all of them like cats?” Diago asked, referring to the kitten he’d promised Rafael.

			Miquel smiled and kissed the corner of Diago’s mouth. “Yes.”

			In the living room, Rafael was busy unbuttoning his coat and mumbling to himself. Apparently, he’d missed a button the first time. Diago helped him while Miquel shut off the lights and closed the backdoor.

			A loud knock at the front door jarred them. Diago frowned as he secured the last button on Rafael’s coat. “Wait here.”

			Another round of pounding shook the door in its frame. Through the window, he glimpsed the sleeve of a uniform. The Urban Guard. What the hell were they doing here? And beyond that thought came another, which left Diago’s mouth dry.

			Were we near a window when Miquel kissed me just now?

			Diago squelched the question. Within the safety of Santuari, he and Miquel didn’t have to hide their love. Besides, there was nothing to fear. Santuari’s wards shielded the town from mortal eyes, and the Urban Guard never entered without Guillermo’s permission.

			With his hand on the doorknob, he paused and looked out the window. It was Garcia, along with three other members of Los Nefilim dressed as Urban Guards.

			Standing just behind Garcia was a slender and slightly bug-­eyed Nefil named Jaso. He tugged at his scraggly beard and nudged the young pockmarked Nefil next to him, who kept looking over his shoulder in the direction of Guillermo’s villa.

			Moreno, Diago thought. Moreno was his name, and he was nervous as a rat.

			The last Nefil, Acosta, towered behind the others. His small wicked eyes were pinned on the door. One meaty paw stroked the small battering ram he cradled in his arms.

			Standing in the yard between two parked cars was the same angel Diago had seen Garcia speaking to yesterday. He was stout and muscular, with short blond hair and a reddish cast to his skin. His eyes were deep lavender shot through with streams of gold, and possessed all of the warmth of rime on water. He called himself Anselm Engel; Garcia probably thought his interactions with the angel were still a secret—­and that’s when it struck Diago:

			Garcia wasn’t here on Guillermo’s orders. Engel’s presence drove the point home as neatly as Acosta’s battering ram.

			Diago released the doorknob and backed away from the window. His and Miquel’s guns were in the bedroom. He turned and almost tripped over Rafael. What the hell was he thinking? He couldn’t have a shoot-­out with his son in the room.

			“Papa? Who is—­?”

			Diago snatched the boy off the floor and turned toward the kitchen. He needed to get Rafael out the backdoor and to safety. Then they would deal with Garcia.

			He almost ran into Miquel as his partner backed into the living room with his arms raised. Another Nefil was in front of Miquel. He kept his gun trained on Miquel’s chest. Diago recognized him—­Fierro was his surname. The youth was as thin as a stiletto, but nowhere near as sharp. Diago had only a passing acquaintance with him. The few words they’d shared weren’t pleasant ones.

			Fierro must have been waiting by the backdoor. Garcia had been smart enough to cover both exits.

			“Slow and easy,” Fierro commanded them until Miquel was in the living room. “Stop.”

			Miquel halted on one side of the couch, and Diago stopped on the other side. Rafael wisely remained silent. The child’s arms and legs tightened around Diago’s body.

			The front door burst open. Acosta filled the doorway, the battering ram in his hand. The door hung from one hinge. Acosta stood aside so Garcia could enter. Moreno and Jaso waited on the stoop.

			Garcia aimed his gun at Miquel. “Everyone stay quiet and no one gets hurt.”

			That remained to be seen. Even so, Diago didn’t summon a ward. He had learned long ago to conserve his energy and watch for the right moment to attack.

			Engel stepped onto the threshold and spoke to Garcia in heavily accented Spanish. “Which one is Alvarez?”

			“Him.” Garcia nodded at Diago. “Outside.”

			Diago started to put Rafael down.

			“Take the boy with you.”

			The command sent Diago’s heart racing. “No.” When Garcia’s eyes narrowed, Diago attempted a conciliatory tone. “I’ll go with you. No fight, but we leave Rafael here.”

			“Take the boy with you,” Garcia said again.

			Miquel glanced at Diago and gave a minute shake of his head. “Let’s get Don Guillermo here, Garcia,” he said. “If you’ve got something on Diago, he will take care of the situation.”

			Garcia shoved the barrel of his pistol against the center of Miquel’s back. “Shut up.” He jerked his head at the door. “Move, Alvarez.”

			Rafael’s heart hammered against Diago’s chest. “Don’t leave me, Papa.”

			He pressed his lips against his son’s ear. “If we get separated, don’t panic. I will find you.”

			Garcia pointed his pistol at the base of Miquel’s skull. “Go, or I’ll blow his head off, Alvarez!” Garcia’s voice carried a note of hysteria that spurred Diago into motion.

			Engel stepped backward into the yard, an accommodating smile on his mouth. Jaso moved in tandem with the German angel. That left the pockmarked Moreno and the giant Acosta flanking the front door.

			Diago would have to squeeze between them in order to get outside. He walked toward them and hoped one of them would drop his guard. Just a moment. A split second of inattention. That’s all I need.

			They remained infuriatingly alert. The Nefilim might be nervous, but they were professionals.

			Diago held Rafael with both arms and stepped between them.

			Moreno grabbed Rafael. At the same time, Acosta’s arm went around Diago’s throat, choking off his wind.

			Rafael shouted. “Let go!” He grabbed handfuls of Diago’s sweater.

			Diago tightened his grip around his son’s waist. He felt Rafael’s heart pound against his, once, twice . . .

			Miquel and Garcia argued with short clipped sentences, each barking orders at the other. Their furious words were lost in the darkness that fringed Diago’s vision.

			Their quarrel receded until Diago heard nothing but his pulse pounding in his ears. He had to shake Acosta. He twisted and elbowed Acosta’s ribs. Acosta grunted but maintained his hold.

			Moreno wrenched Rafael from Diago’s grasp. Stumbling outside, Moreno barely kept his hold on the writhing child. “I got him!”

			Rafael’s scream went like a nail through Diago’s head.

			Without the boy in his arms, he was free to deal with Acosta. He gave a reverse head-­butt. The back of his head struck Acosta’s mouth. Diago barely felt the pain. The other Nefil loosened his grip on Diago’s throat for just a second. It was all he needed. He snaked free and kicked Acosta’s kneecap. The bigger Nefil went down with a howl.

			Back inside the house, Diago became dimly aware of Miquel moving. A scuffle broke out. One of the guns fired. The shot came from Fierro’s direction, and the bullet lodged itself in the doorframe.

			Terrified he would find Miquel dead, Diago whirled. Miquel was on his knees, holding the back of his head. Garcia had obviously pistol-­whipped him. But he was alive.

			Garcia brought down the butt of his gun on the back of Miquel’s head a second time.

			Knowing there was nothing he could do for his partner at the moment, Diago turned back toward the yard. He had to find Rafael.

			The angel’s fist caught the side of his face. Diago had moved right into the blow. He went down and tried to see through the haze of blurred vision. His son was still screaming.

			Where are you?

			His fingers sought a weapon. Two broken bricks near the foundation wavered, and then solidified into one. Diago grabbed the brick just as the toe of Engel’s boot caught him in the stomach. The kick lifted him off the ground and drove the wind from his lungs.

			Someone jerked him to his knees and pulled his arms behind his back. Cuffs snapped around his wrists. Engel grabbed a handful of Diago’s hair, forcing him to look toward the two cars.

			Moreno stood before the vehicle on the left. Rafael was in front of him, gripping the strap of his satchel and staring at Diago with glazed eyes. A bright red handprint covered his cheek. The barrel of Moreno’s pistol was against the child’s temple.

			Moreno’s pockmarked face turned splotchy and red. He looked away from the murder in Diago’s glare.

			Look at me, you fucker, look at me and see your death. He mouthed the words but couldn’t gulp enough air into his lungs to say them. Spittle covered his chin, or maybe it was blood. He tasted blood.

			Before he could speak, Engel jerked him to his feet. He purred in Diago’s ear, speaking in broken Catalan. “No more fighting. Get in the car quiet. Or boom.” He mimed shooting Rafael with his own pistol. “Understand?”

			Diago gave a tight nod. I understand we’re enemies—­oaths be damned.

			Engel aimed him toward the car and started walking.

			Acosta popped his kneecap back into place with a curse, and hobbled to the passenger side of Moreno’s car.

			Diago looked over his shoulder in time to see Fierro step over Miquel’s prone body.

			Miquel appeared unconscious. Please just let him be unconscious.

			“Should I shoot him?” The quaver in Fierro’s voice indicated he didn’t want to carry out the act.

			Diago stumbled and were it not for Engel’s iron hand around his arm, he would have fallen. No. No, no, no. . .

			“Leave him,” Garcia said as he walked away from the house. “He’s sworn his oath to the angels. Once this is over, he will be forced to obey me.”

			Once what is over? What the hell is Garcia up to?

			Garcia took Rafael from Moreno.

			Moreno looked relieved. He got behind the wheel as Garcia got into the backseat with Rafael.

			In the distance, the sound of a motorcycle shattered the sudden silence. Had someone from Guillermo’s house heard the shot?

			Diago pulled against Engel’s grip, hoping to slow him. If Guillermo came with reinforcements, the angel might retreat.

			Engel propelled Diago toward the second car. Fierro got behind the wheel, and Jaso took the front passenger seat. Engel opened the backdoor and shoved Diago inside. The angel got in beside him.

			Diago hoped the two cars were going to the same place.

			Down the lane, the motorcycle roared as the rider picked up speed.

			Fierro turned the car around, and the other vehicle fell in behind them just as Guillermo arrived. Diago’s heart sank. Guillermo was alone. Not even he could stand against so many, nor did Diago expect him to make the attempt.

			Guillermo slowed the bike as he passed the cars and got a good look inside. He would mark them, though, mark them and remember them.

			And they would pay.

			Fierro and Jaso must have had the same thought. They tried to shield their faces from Guillermo’s eye.

			Idiots. Did they think he wouldn’t find out? Diago met his friend’s gaze for an instant before he glimpsed Engel lifting his pistol. Diago stomped hard on the angel’s ankle. Engel swore and punched Diago.

			Diago curled himself against the door, waiting for the second blow that never came.

			Jaso said something, but his words faded in and out like a bad radio signal behind the ringing in Diago’s ears. Engel barked an order at him, but it, too, was lost in the haze.

			Pain flooded his body, not in increments, but in hot heavy waves. It would be so easy to succumb, just let himself sleep.

			The image of Rafael’s frightened face suddenly rose behind his eyelids. Diago fought down his nausea. He opened his eyes and forced himself upright.

			Fierro gunned the car as they hit the main road. A pothole jarred them all in their seats.

			Jaso studied the passing countryside like his life depended on knowing the geography. Fierro risked a nervous glance in the rearview mirror.

			Diago twisted in his seat to look out the rear window. He barely made out the figure behind the wheel of the other car, much less his small son, who was secured in the backseat with Garcia. Beyond Garcia’s car, no one followed them.

			Not yet, Diago thought as Santuari faded behind its wards. Guillermo would check on Miquel, and then gather his Nefilim.

			Diago tested the cuffs by rotating his wrists. With his hands bound behind his back, he couldn’t form a sigil. He could barely move.

			Engel withdrew a handkerchief from his coat. “You speak Spanish, don’t you, Herr Alvarez?”

			Diago nodded.

			“That is good. My Catalan is very bad. We will talk now in Spanish.” He took Diago’s arm and forced him to face the front of the car. “Guillermo has brought these troubles to you. Had he done as I asked, all this fighting would have been unnecessary. He is very lax with Los Nefilim. In Germany, Die Nephilim know their place and move accordingly.”

			That is a matter of opinion, but Diago didn’t voice the thought. He tracked the movement of Garcia’s car through the rearview mirror.

			Engel spoke a word, and the mirror clouded. The car behind them disappeared. Diago tried to turn again, but Engel stopped him.

			“Pay attention to me, Herr Alvarez.” He dug his fingers into Diago’s thigh and sent a bolt of angelic fire into Diago’s leg.

			The pain was sudden and vicious, like someone touching a live wire to his flesh. Diago cried out and tried to twist free of Engel’s grip.

			“Be still.” The angel’s command drifted through the agony.

			Taking deep breaths, Diago stopped moving.

			Engel relaxed his grip but didn’t move his hand. “I have a job for you,” said the angel.

			Diago stared at the back of Fierro’s head and made no response.

			Undeterred by Diago’s silence, Engel went on. “I need you to find your friend Prieto.”

			“We’re not friends.”

			“Ah! You speak!” Engel laughed.

			Jaso snorted and tugged at his beard.

			Fierro’s bony knuckles were white on the steering wheel.

			“This heartens me,” said Engel as he patted Diago’s thigh.

			Diago’s skin crawled at the angel’s touch.

			Engel used his handkerchief to daub at the blood on Diago’s face. “Maybe Prieto isn’t your friend, but you know him. He shows himself to you, and Prieto has something that I need. I want you to convince him to turn the idea for the bomb over to me.”

			“Fuck you.”

			“I don’t know that word.” Engel tapped Jaso’s shoulder. “What is that word?”

			Jaso gave it to Engel in German. Now Diago understood why Jaso was involved. He was one of the few Nefilim fluent in German.

			Engel frowned. His good humor evaporated. “Do you love your son?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you want to keep him safe.”

			“Take him home. I’ll take a binding sigil if that is what you want.”

			Fierro twitched behind the wheel, clearly disturbed. A binding sigil was the equivalent of becoming the angel’s slave. Last night the thought of encountering Engel and taking a binding sigil had terrified Diago, but that was before he’d seen his son manhandled by the likes of Garcia. Now it seemed a small price to pay for Rafael’s safety.

			Engel shook his head. “No, we can’t have that. Prieto would know I was involved if there was a binding sigil. We must use discretion in these circumstances. You see, I know Prieto is hiding at the lunatic asylum, Holy Cross.”

			Diago and Guillermo had been there yesterday to question Doña Rosa’s son, José. While they were there, Prieto had revealed his presence to Diago. How much did Engel know about that meeting?

			With a grin, Engel shifted his weight and leaned close. “Prieto thinks he is sly, hiding beneath the cries of the insane, but he is running out of time. His American counterpart is late, and he has yet to transfer the idea to her. You are going to convince him to give the idea to you so you can relay it to Guillermo.”

			“Why Guillermo?”

			Engel shrugged. “Make something up. The important thing is that you acquire it and bring it to me.”

			“And if I can’t?”

			“What is this word, ‘can’t’?”

			Jaso translated.

			Engel scowled at Jaso. “It was a rhetorical question, you idiot.”

			Diago persisted. “If I can’t?”

			Engel smiled and oozed benevolence. “Then I will let you kiss your son before I give him the second death.”

			And he will do it. Diago looked into those cold eyes and did not doubt for a moment that the angel would murder his son. “Why do you think Prieto will just hand it over to me?”

			“Because you are half daimon. You are the deceiver.” Engel released Diago and relaxed in his seat. “Deceive.”

			Diago clenched his jaw and tried to ignore the throbbing headache crawling behind his eyes. He rested his head against the window and let the cool glass absorb some of his pain. If he angled his head just so, he found he could see Garcia’s car in the side view mirror.

			The road behind Garcia’s car remained empty. Surely Guillermo would send someone for them. He would take the abduction as a personal affront, because Diago was now a part of Los Nefilim. And Miquel . . . Miquel would come.

			Wouldn’t they?

			A pebble of doubt nudged Diago’s certainty. As much as he wanted to believe rescue was on the way, the evidence pointed in the opposite direction. The road behind them remained empty.

			Miquel bragged that Los Nefilim watched out for their own, but Garcia wasn’t watching out for Los Nefilim, and he had convinced four other members to desert with him. What if there were more? Santuari—­the one safe place—­had been breached. What if Guillermo had an insurrection on his hands? His first priorities lay with Los Nefilim and securing Santuari. And no matter how strong Miquel’s love, as Guillermo’s second-­in-­command, he would be forced to remain at Guillermo’s side until they stabilized the situation.

			The pebble of doubt became an avalanche. The empty road stretched behind them as barren as Diago’s hope. We’re on our own.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 2

			Miquel awoke to find Guillermo’s concerned gaze hovering inches over his face. He closed his eyes against the pounding in his skull. Rafael’s scream still reverberated through his mind, and Diago . . . he remembered seeing Diago fall, just before the world went black.

			“Look at me.” Guillermo’s voice was a low growl.

			Miquel opened his eyes. “Did you see them?”

			“I saw them.” One large callused hand cradled Miquel’s face. With the other, he held up two fingers. “How many?”

			“Why are you so fucking calm?”

			“Somebody has to keep his head. Today it is me. How many?”

			“Two.”

			Guillermo patted his cheek. “You’re okay.”

			Miquel allowed Guillermo to help him rise. He wiped his bloodied nose and winced. “I’m going to fucking kill Garcia.”

			“Nobody touches Garcia until I’m done with him.” Guillermo cautiously released Miquel. “Are you dizzy?”

			Miquel shook his head and then wished he hadn’t. Sharp pain hammered his skull and his face. He distracted himself by surveying the damage in the house. The couch sat askew and the coffee table was overturned. At some point during his scuffle with Garcia, he’d knocked over the bookcase. Books were scattered across the floor, their spines broken and their pages spread like the wings of dead birds.

			He picked up a button that had come off Rafael’s coat. “They were finally starting to feel safe,” he whispered. Rafael had just begun to sleep through the night, and Diago . . . Miquel’s heart twisted in his chest. Twice this morning he had kissed Diago without his lover glancing nervously at the windows. “He’ll never believe me again.”

			“About what?” Guillermo asked.

			“I promised to protect him. I told him if he stayed with me, then they couldn’t take him.” Every argument he’d used to bully Diago into moving north was rendered insubstantial by this attack. He kicked the couch. “What a fucking mess.”

			“You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep.” Guillermo put his hand on Miquel’s shoulder. The tension in his fingers belied his calm façade. When they found Garcia, Guillermo was going to tear him apart. “Quit beating yourself up and get your gun.”

			Yes, his gun. He would definitely need his gun. Miquel pocketed the button and went into their bedroom. At the back of their wardrobe was the box that contained his and Diago’s pistols. Miquel retrieved his weapon, along with two magazines filled with silver-­tipped bullets.

			He tucked his pistol in the waistband of his pants and returned to the living room, where he grabbed Diago’s jacket off the floor. Someone, probably Garcia, had left a footprint on the back of the coat. Miquel slapped the mud from the fabric as he followed Guillermo to the old farm truck.

			Guillermo said over his shoulder, “We’re taking your truck and going back to my villa. I want to pick up more ammunition and see what Juanita found out from her conversation with Santiago. She was calling him as I left.”

			Miquel was certain he meant Carlos Santiago. Guillermo kept several Nefilim embedded in Barcelona’s Urban Guard, and like Garcia, Carlos Santiago was an inspector, although Santiago covered the rougher La Ribera district near the docks. Santiago was wily enough to maneuver around Garcia’s ­people, but whether he could do it quickly enough to find Diago and Rafael was another matter altogether.

			As if reading the worry etched on Miquel’s brow, Guillermo opened the truck’s door and fished the keys from under the floor mat. “We’re going to get them back.”

			Miquel nodded even though Guillermo’s confidence did nothing to soothe the sick feeling lodged in his gut. He wouldn’t have been as afraid if Diago was alone, but Rafael’s abduction changed everything.

			Diago could be reckless with his own well-­being—­the risk he’d taken by going after Lamashtu last night was a classic example. But with Rafael? No. He will be careful with Rafael, maybe too careful. If anything happened to that child, Diago would blame himself. And if anything happens to either of them, it is on my head.

			Miquel jerked open the rusty passenger door and got inside. “Is Suero here?”

			“He’s at the villa.” Guillermo cranked the truck and shifted it into gear. “Yesterday I told him to watch Garcia. He got as close as he dared. This morning, Engel and Garcia gathered the others and left the city before dawn. They picked their time well. There weren’t many vehicles on the road. Suero was forced to trail them at a distance; otherwise, they would have seen him. Since they were coming to Santuari, he guessed that Engel and Garcia intended to talk to me. His miscalculation cost us time. This is my fault.” He slammed the clutch to the floor and upshifted gears. “I never saw this coming and I should have. I want you to stay here and coordinate the others.”

			“I’m going with you.”

			“I have a rule.”

			Miquel knew the rule: Guillermo never paired two Nefilim who were romantically involved in an assignment. It was too easy for them to be used against one another, as this morning had unfortunately shown.

			“Fuck your rule. We’re not paired. Unless you’re going to kiss me.”

			“You’re not going.”

			“Suero can coordinate the Nefilim. Besides, if it were Juanita or Ysabel, would you stay behind?”

			Guillermo didn’t take long to think about the question. “Okay, you’re coming.” He wrenched the steering wheel to guide the truck around a rut in the road. “But no kissing.”

			“Don’t worry. You’re not my type.” Miquel relaxed. It was better this way. He rarely disobeyed Guillermo and always felt like a deserter when he did. “Do we even know where to start looking for them?”

			“My guess would be Holy Cross.”

			The lunatic asylum. “Didn’t Garcia arrange for Diago to examine José Iniguez at Holy Cross?”

			Guillermo nodded and pulled a cigar from his pocket. “Yes, and while Diago and I were waiting, Diago saw Garcia chatting with Engel.”

			Diago had told him some of the events over breakfast, but he had skimmed over quite a bit because of Rafael’s presence. Miquel hadn’t pressed him for details, because he had anticipated hearing the entire story at the council meeting this morning. Unfortunately, it appears as if that meeting has been cancelled.

			Miquel asked, “Did Diago hear what Garcia and Engel said?”

			“No, and Garcia made no mention of the meeting to me. Later on, Diago and I met with Amparo—­I wanted to know why she hadn’t stolen that fragment like I told her to. She said she was arrested. While she was in jail, Engel spoke with her. He told her to give me a message: he wanted to talk to Diago. The whole thing was unorthodox. I had no intention of sending Diago to Engel and said so. I thought that would force Engel to make arrangements through a Spanish angel, or directly with me. It never occurred to me that he would just show up on our doorstep and take Diago hostage.”

			“All of this is unprecedented,” Miquel said.

			“There’s more. At the asylum, José died of a strychnine overdose before Diago could examine him. Garcia and Diago split up to look for the nun who might have given him the shot. Diago didn’t find the nun, but he did find our friend Prieto.”

			“He is no friend of mine.” Miquel unconsciously rubbed his chest where the angel had placed a binding sigil on him during their first meeting.

			“Prieto is hiding from Engel, and the asylum is the perfect place.” Guillermo leaned over the steering wheel and lit his cigar. A cloud of smoke momentarily obscured his face. “The mutterings of the insane conceal Prieto’s presence from the German.”

			All of the random events fell into place. “And Engel thinks Diago and Prieto are connected.”

			“Exactly. So my guess is that they’re heading to the asylum.”

			The lump of fear in Miquel’s stomach grew heavier. The angels didn’t mind leaving Nefilim casualties in their wake. “Engel will use Rafael as leverage.”

			Guillermo nodded. “And when Diago fails to perform . . .”

			“You mean if Diago fails.”

			“I mean when.” Guillermo downshifted the truck as his villa came into sight. “Engel is most likely after the idea for the bomb, and Prieto isn’t going to give it up in exchange for a child. You know it, and I know it. That is not how the angels conduct their wars. When Diago fails, Engel won’t hesitate to carry out whatever threats he’s made against Rafael.”

			Miquel fingered the collar of Diago’s coat. He looked down and found a black hair on the fabric. We’re a family of bears, Diago had said to Rafael, but that was wrong. They were a family of wolves, because wolves watched out for their own. “Why didn’t they shoot me?”

			“My guess? This is about control. Shooting you would merely enrage Diago and provoke him into a rash act. Engel wants him compliant, not defiant.” Guillermo clamped his cigar between his teeth. “There is more you need to know. Suero says that our friend Engel didn’t come alone. He brought members of Die Nephilim with him.”

			Miquel frowned. Having the German Nefilim on Spanish soil was nothing new—­the Nefilim from other countries traveled as mortals did and often passed through Spain. However, they never failed to notify Guillermo, or another high-­ranking member of Los Nefilim, whenever they were in the area. It was a courtesy they all practiced whenever they passed through another country.

			Miquel asked, “Is Engel coordinating them?”

			“That is Suero’s guess.”

			“That’s practically an act of war.”

			“And then he abducts two members of Los Nefilim,” Guillermo reminded him.

			“Fuck him. That is an act of war.” Miquel clenched the collar of Diago’s coat in his hands. “Do we know how many members of Die Nephilim are with him?”

			“Suero counted five. There may be more.”

			“How did Garcia get involved with this group?”

			“He thinks I’m too lenient with the daimons, that I give them more rights than they deserve or need.” They pulled into Guillermo’s yard. “From what Suero has been able to piece together, Engel managed to convince Garcia that I am a traitor to the angels and their cause.”

			“He convinced him because Garcia already believed it in his heart. All he’d needed was validation from a higher authority. And you are too lenient with your own Nefilim.”

			“Everybody is a critic.” Guillermo parked the truck beside his Mercedes and cut the engine. Quick as a viper, he reached over and grabbed Miquel’s wrist. “Just remember, Señor Crítico, I’m the one that sanctioned your marriage to Diago over the other Nefilim’s objections. You’re also coming with me to find Diago. So as a beneficiary of that leniency, don’t bite me in the ass.”

			Miquel felt his cheeks warm with shame. “I’m sorry. I just meant—­”

			“I know what you meant. I can’t control every Nefil. I have to give them room to work, and that means trusting them.” Guillermo released him. “I’m not omniscient.”

			No, he wasn’t, but his sagacity and firm management of Los Nefilim often gave that impression. Miquel chided himself for his assumptions and his loose tongue. It was times like these—­moments of failure—­when Guillermo needed support, not a critique. “You know I’ve got your back.”

			Guillermo opened his door. “I’m counting on it.”

			Father Bernardo walked toward them, cradling a Mauser in his arms. Bernardo might wear the collar, but he was no priest. It was a ruse in case outsiders penetrated Santuari. With Bernardo, the town maintained the illusion of a village priest, and Guillermo had a Nefil embedded inside the Church, which still wielded too damn much control in Spain if anyone ever asked Miquel. Not that anyone did. Most of Santuari’s inhabitants avoided the subject around him—­Miquel wasn’t even sure Diago listened to his tirades anymore.

			Bernardo, on the other hand, still gave Miquel a sympathetic ear when he needed to voice his frustrations. The “priest’s” heavy black brows and beard shadowed a pleasant face. Usually his light brown eyes were smiling, but not today. His anger seemed to suck the light out of the air. “Everything is quiet here, Don Guillermo. I’ve got a small force patrolling the fields.”

			“Good,” Guillermo said as he walked to the villa. “Wait for Mariona. When she gets here, I want the two of you to strengthen the wards around Santuari. Juanita is going to help. Then you and Mariona assign some Nefilim for permanent patrols. Nobody gets in without us knowing it.”

			Bernardo nodded and held the door open for them. Then he resumed his guard duty on the porch.

			They crossed the foyer and Miquel saw Ysa hesitate on the stairs.

			“Papa?”

			“It’s all right, dove,” Guillermo said. “Go upstairs.”

			Her demeanor possessed none of her usual liveliness. “Is Rafael okay? I heard a gunshot.”

			“Everybody is fine.” Guillermo didn’t wait to see if she obeyed him. He went to the kitchen.

			Ysa remained on the landing, switching her questioning gaze to Miquel. “Is he, Miquel? Are Rafael and Uncle Diago okay?”

			“The last time I saw them, they were fine. We’re going to get them back.” Painfully aware of the lies he’d told Rafael about Diago last night, Miquel wanted to bite his tongue in half. There had to be a better way to reassure children than to lie to them. He ducked his head and followed Guillermo, feeling like a coward.

			In the kitchen, Lucia steadied the chair Juanita stood on in order to reach the highest cupboard.

			Juanita removed a revolver from the back of the cabinet and handed the gun to Guillermo. “Keep this one out of the sewers.”

			Guillermo smiled. “You are my angel.”

			“I am an angel and don’t forget it,” Juanita admonished him. “I spoke with Santiago. He wanted to make some phone calls. He will call back here in a few minutes.”

			“Good.” Guillermo lifted her off the chair, and she kissed him.

			“Come back to me,” she whispered.

			“If I don’t, you will watch for me.”

			To watch for another was the Nefilim’s death-­hour vow to watch for their loved one in a different incarnation. It meant to seek the shadows of the soul in the face of every stranger until they were reunited.

			Miquel refused to think about Diago dying. He’s going to be fine. He’s been through much worse than this. Even as the old mantra entered his brain, he heard Rafael’s scream again, and his gut twisted with the same terror he’d felt earlier this morning. Not like this. He’s never been in a situation like this, and neither have I. Nor could Miquel dwell on that fact. If he lingered too long on his fear, it would cripple him.

			The phone rang, and Lucia hurried to the foyer to answer it. “Ramírez residence.” She kept her head down as she murmured soft affirmations into the receiver.

			She hung up and came back to the kitchen. “That was Santiago. Garcia has a meeting this morning at Holy Cross with a German psychiatrist, Dr. Anselm Engel. That’s all he could find out right now. He said he is going over to Garcia’s precinct to see if he can uncover anything else.”

			“Anything about Diago or Rafael?” Miquel asked.

			“No,” she answered.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Guillermo said. “They won’t take them to the station. I’ve got too many ­people there, and Garcia knows it. My money is on the asylum, so that’s where we’re going.” He went to the basement door. “Is Suero still downstairs?”

			Juanita nodded. “He wanted to monitor the radio.”

			“Good. I’m going to have him contact the Nefilim in the city.”

			Lucia folded her arms across her chest and made a sour face. “Will they be listening for their radios?”

			“They’d better be.” Guillermo’s voice took an ominous tone. “Anyone caught sleeping on the job will answer to me.” He glared at Lucia until she dropped her gaze, and then he spoke to Juanita again. “We’ll meet my ­people at the warehouse near La Sagrada Família. It’s close enough to the asylum.”

			“Do you want me to come?” Juanita asked.

			Guillermo shook his head. “I’d rather have you here in Santuari. Bernardo and Mariona will need your help. Use only the Nefilim you trust.” He went to the basement door. “I’ll be right back.”

			Juanita nodded. When he had shut the door behind him, she turned and seemed to notice Miquel for the first time. She glanced at the jacket in his arms.

			Only then did he realize he still held Diago’s coat. He smoothed the fabric. “He gets cold so easily.”

			“Are you all right?” Juanita came to him and touched his face.

			He nodded and winced at her gentle probing. “I’m okay. I just want to go.”

			“I know.” She stroked the back of her knuckles against his face and hummed a healing song. “We’re all worried.”

			His headache dissolved and the throbbing agony in his face receded. “Thank you.”

			Juanita merely smiled as she guided him into the foyer.

			Movement on the staircase caught Miquel’s attention. He glimpsed a pair of golden eyes glowing in the stairwell’s dimness. Ysa. She hadn’t abandoned her vigil.

			Miquel gave her a wan smile and tried to lighten his tone. “Go back to your room, Ysa. Everything is going to be fine.”

			Lucia followed them out of the kitchen and glanced up the steps. “Go on, Ysa. I’ll be there in a moment.”

			“I’ll take care of her, Lucia.” Juanita started up the stairs. “Come with me, dove. I’ll show you how to make a protective ward for Rafael like we did for Uncle Diago last night.”

			“Will it save him?” Ysa took her mother’s hand.

			“I don’t know, but he will know you are thinking of him.” Her voice faded as they moved out of sight. “And that will give him courage.”

			Miquel thought of last night and the song he and Rafael had used for Diago. Over space and distance, they could do little more than remind Diago he was loved. However, that small magic had been enough to center Diago so he could save himself from the daimon Lamashtu. Sometimes a little courage is just enough.

			Lucia sidled up beside Miquel. “Are you hurt?” She reached up to touch his swollen nose.

			Driven from his thoughts, he jerked his head clear of her fingers and blurted, “Are you happy they’re gone?”

			Miquel wasn’t sure which of them was more taken aback by his outburst.

			Lucia recovered quickly. “I’m not happy they’re gone.”

			“Then why are you so horrible to Rafael? Diago, I understand, but not the child.”

			She blinked in surprise. “I’m not horrible to Rafael.”

			The insolence in her tone grated against his already jangled nerves. “You said something about turning him into a jinni. He said you made fun of him because he is dark.”

			“If I didn’t like dark men, why would I be after you?” she shot back.

			Her reply took the wind from his assault. He hadn’t considered that at all.

			She snorted at his confusion and folded her arms across her chest. “The truth is: Rafael is very sensitive. I didn’t realize how much until after I made the joke, and that was all it was—­a joke. I tried to tell him I was sorry, but he started crying and wouldn’t speak to me again. I never meant to hurt him, Miquel.” She glanced back toward the basement door. “He’s moody, like his father.”

			“He’s six years old. He doesn’t know that you’re joking. And Diago isn’t moody. You just don’t know him.”

			She pursed her lips as if she intended to spit. “I know he is daimon, and your excuses for him will never change that.”

			“And he is angel, too.” Miquel retorted, suddenly tired of the argument. “He is Los Nefilim. He took the oath. You don’t have to like him, but he is one of us now.”

			“He has you wrapped around his finger.” Contempt dripped from her voice.

			“And I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’ve always loved him, Lucia.”

			“That kind of love isn’t natural.”

			“Fuck you.”

			“Why don’t you? Diago cheated on you.” Her eyes narrowed until Miquel thought of weasels in the fields. She caressed his throat with her finger. “Who knows? Maybe he liked it. Maybe he’s just trying to figure out how to let you down easy. You should make the first move.” When he didn’t resist her touch, she moved closer until her breast touched his arm. “Fuck me,” she whispered. “Show him how it feels when he sleeps around on you.”

			She made Candela’s rape sound like a dalliance. Miquel resented the implication. “You are disgusting.”

			Lucia sighed as if dealing with a simpleton. “There was no rape, Miquel. A woman cannot rape a man. Diago had to have wanted her.”

			Christ, she was ignorant. Diago still refused to talk about the weeks he’d been held under Candela’s spell. Miquel saw the torment in his lover’s eyes as they sat together in the evenings. Twice over the last month, Diago had attempted to broach the subject, only to retreat behind silence before his hesitant words could become a conversation. Miquel didn’t push him. Juanita had cautioned him to be patient with Diago.

			Lucia seemed hell-­bent on destroying him.

			Miquel stared down into her dark eyes. “Garcia seems to hold your views about Diago being daimon, and he has defected to the Germans.” He leaned down and put his lips against her ear. “Whose side are you on?”

			Lucia jumped back as if scalded. “How dare you imply my loyalty lies anywhere but with Guillermo?”

			“Then be careful of what you say, and who you accuse.” He put his finger over her lips and smiled at her horror. “I’m watching you.”

			Her eyes narrowed to slits, but before she could respond, Guillermo emerged from the basement. He carried a small pack that no doubt contained more ammunition.

			Miquel brushed past Lucia and followed Guillermo back to the truck. He’d caught her off guard, but this was merely the first feint in a potentially long war. Lucia was more dangerous than Miquel had first surmised and needed to be reassigned somewhere far from Diago. The problem was knotty, because she was under Juanita’s protection. Miquel didn’t know the details of their arrangement, but moving Lucia out of Santuari would take diplomacy. He knew the game of intrigue, too, and he had Guillermo’s ear.

			Guillermo tossed the bag onto the seat and got behind the wheel. “Diago said that we have a traitor in our ranks. He implied that Garcia was feeding information to the daimons. I disagreed with him. I could see Garcia working with Engel, but not the daimons.”

			Miquel covered the pack with Diago’s coat and shut his door. “You were right about Garcia.”

			“But we still don’t know who is working with the daimons.” Guillermo cranked the truck and moved it out of the yard.

			Miquel frowned. This new development temporarily ejected Lucia from his thoughts. “It’s not Diago.”

			“I know it’s not,” Guillermo said. “I’m worried the others will think it is him if we don’t find the individual soon, though. I sent Amparo to Valencia last night. She was supposed to come to Santuari for supplies before she left. Bernardo told me this morning that she never got here. Suero just confirmed through his sources that she is no longer in the city.”

			“Are you saying Amparo is working with the daimons?”

			“I am saying that I don’t know. I put Mariona on the hunt for the informant.” Guillermo turned the vehicle onto the main road and drove in silence.

			Miquel took advantage of the lull. “We’ve got a problem with Lucia, too.” While they rode, he relayed his conversation with her. “She should be reassigned,” he concluded.

			Guillermo withdrew a cigar from his breast pocket. “We need to integrate Diago into Los Nefilim. Give him a job.”

			“Did you hear what I just said?”

			“I did. And that is my solution. Integrate Diago into Los Nefilim with a job.” He snipped the tip off the cigar and tossed it out the window. “I’ll take care of Lucia. Trust me to do that.”

			Reluctantly, Miquel nodded. “And Diago?”

			“Needs to start pulling his weight. We’ve got to get them to accept him.” He clamped the cigar between his teeth and lit it. “I want him to start working on compositions again. I need him to find the Key.”

			Miquel withdrew Rafael’s button from his pocket and held it in his hand. The Key was the thing that made Diago so special to both the angels and the daimons. All angels possessed three sets of vocal chords that enabled them to form their sigils with the distinctive sounds they produced. Because Diago was dually born, his unique vocal range allowed him to harmonize with Guillermo and Miquel in order to form a melody no other group of Nefilim could reach. Those notes allowed them to mimic the sounds of an angel, and with that music, they commanded the ability to shift the realms.

			Unfortunately, the Key was an arrangement that Diago had buried deep within his psyche and was unable to produce on a whim. Neither Guillermo nor Miquel had ever pressed him to remember the music, primarily for Diago’s safety. If either the daimons or the angels believed Diago recalled the composition while remaining a neutral player in the war, they would have taken action. The daimons would have murdered him to keep the secret safe, or the angels would have forced a binding sigil on him. Now, as a member of Los Nefilim, he had some measure of protection from both sides.

			Or did he? Miquel wondered. “I don’t think it’s a good idea. We can’t protect him.”

			“Yes, we can.” Guillermo insisted.

			“We certainly fucked up this morning.”

			“The day is not over. I’m not worried . . . do I look worried?”

			“You look pissed.”

			He sucked on his cigar and blew smoke through his nostrils. “Pissed is an understatement. I’m fucking furious. But I’ve dreamed the future and Diago is with us. Today is not his day to die.”

			“There are worse things than dying,” Miquel whispered.

			“Keep to the positive, or you’ll go insane. We need to use this problem to our advantage.”

			“You’re using him.”

			“I use all of you, and don’t you ever forget it. That’s the way the worlds work, Miquel . . . all of the worlds, the supernatural and the mundane . . . they are filled with the users and the used. At some point in our lives, we all get used. At other times, we’re the users. No one is exempt. Not even the angels.”

			“That’s depressing.”

			“Welcome to my world.” Guillermo blew a cloud of smoke at the windshield. “Has Diago picked up an instrument?”

			Miquel shook his head. “He says his arm hurts, or it’s more important to help Rafael. He uses any excuse to avoid making music. I think he’s depressed. The thing with Candela . . .” He leaned his aching head against the glass and let the coolness soothe his brow.

			“He blames himself,” Guillermo said. “And he’s afraid, because the memory of those notes will resurrect the trauma he doesn’t want to recall.”

			“He claims the maiming has ruined his music.”

			Guillermo grunted. “Bullshit. When he gets ready, he’ll figure out a way to play. What about the violin? Have you tried getting him a new violin?”

			“He hasn’t played a violin since his Stradivarius was stolen.” The truck hit a rut and Rafael’s button bounced into the air. Miquel caught it and gripped it in his fist. “You know how obstinate he is.”

			“So am I. Keep working on him. His magic is coming back to him. You should have seen him last night.” Guillermo guided the truck around a small herd of goats. “The power, Miquel. He was fucking magnificent.”

			“He’s always been magnificent,” Miquel said.

			“Yes, yes. But last night—­“

			“Be careful with him.”

			“Why? You think he’s going to break?” Guillermo scoffed. “You listen to me: Diago is a warrior. He’ll be fine,” Guillermo nodded to himself. “We’ll get him back.”

			Miquel wasn’t sure if Guillermo meant today’s rescue or something deeper. He tightened his fist over Rafael’s button, suddenly afraid for his lover. “Be careful with him,” he repeated.

			Guillermo reached over and squeezed Miquel’s shoulder. “I will. I swear to you, I will. I love him like a brother. Besides, Rafael needs both of his fathers.”

			Miquel lifted his fist to his lips and kissed his wedding band. Hold on, my star. We’re coming.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 3

			Blue-­black clouds hovered over Holy Cross. The humid air was tinted in sallow shades of yellow and green. Tornados dropped from skies like this.

			A song rose around the asylum. The sound waves had been sculpted into razored sigils, which were interlinked like chains of mercury and ash. The wards created a dome stretching from one end of the grounds to the other.

			Diago’s skin crawled with the foreign sounds. He glanced at Engel.

			The angel smiled; his countenance simultaneously beatific and horrifying. “Die Nephilim,” he answered Diago’s unspoken question. “If Prieto tries to leave the asylum, we will catch him.”

			Maybe, Diago thought as he returned his attention to the side view mirror. Garcia’s car still followed them. Diago wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or worried. He settled for relieved. At least if Rafael is close, I can find him easier. If I manage to get away from Engel, that is.

			They skirted the main drive and followed a narrow lane that ran between the buildings. He gauged how close they were to their destination by Jaso’s nervousness.

			Jaso constantly picked at his facial hair, rubbing his chin. By the time they reached the back entrance of the hospital, he had switched to worrying the cuticle around his thumb until he bled. Diago couldn’t help but think of an animal chewing off its leg to escape a trap.

			Fierro twitched like a rat. He kept turning his head in a vain attempt to check the rearview mirror, but Engel had never reversed his spell. The glass remained clouded.

			Engel, on the other hand, grew more and more relaxed, almost jovial as Fierro brought the car to a halt at the rear entrance. Diago looked up at the barred windows overhead. He knew the building. These were the wards for criminally insane. No one would question his handcuffs here, and any protests of innocence would be ignored.

			Diago recalled the locked wards and the needles used to quiet the men. The smell of his own fear choked him.

			Get it under control, he told himself. He didn’t have time for hysterics. If Engel had no intention of using a binding sigil in order to secure Diago’s assistance, he wouldn’t resort to drugs. Not when he has the perfect hostage to extort my compliance.

			Four orderlies emerged from the building along with a young doctor, who carried a clipboard. Diago recognized Dr. Vales. The mortal had been in charge of José Iniguez’s care, at least until José’s untimely death from an overdose of strychnine.

			Vales had seemed to like Diago—­had seen him as a colleague. With a little charm, he might be able to convince Vales to take charge of Rafael. If he could get his son away from the angel, he could buy time.

			Just as the thought crossed Diago’s mind, the rearview mirror cleared. At first he didn’t recognize the disheveled person staring back at him, and then, with dawning unease, he realized the wild eyes in the mirror belonged to him. His hair was in disarray from his scuffle with Acosta and Engel, and his clothing torn. The cuts and bruises from his fight with the daimon Lamashtu paled behind the bruise Engel had left on Diago’s face. Blood smeared his chin and throat. He looked as though the officers had beaten him into submission.

			And that is precisely how Engel wants me to appear. Heart sinking with the futility of swaying Vales, Diago leaned forward and tried to glimpse his son in the other car. Engel blocked his view.

			“Let me see him,” Diago said.

			“In time,” Engel purred.

			Fierro parked the car, and then got out to open Engel’s door.

			Engel called a greeting to Vales, who nodded tersely, his gaze on Diago. The angel apparently planned to claim Diago was insane. Fair enough. It was a tactic Diago himself might have employed.

			Vales appeared to be miserable. Diago didn’t feel much better. However, he knew that if his appearance was alarming, then his demeanor needed to be calm.

			Most reasonable person in the room wins, Diago thought as Jaso left the vehicle and came to Diago’s side. The trick would be not to struggle.

			Jaso opened the door and yanked Diago from the car. Graceful as a cat, Diago got his feet under him and stood with as much dignity as he could muster.

			He tried to catch Vales’s eye, but the doctor studiously averted his gaze.

			What the hell had Engel told him?

			The four orderlies approached the car. Engel spoke to them in German, and the tallest one, a strikingly handsome man with short blond hair, nodded.

			By the light in their eyes, Diago noted that all four of them were angel-­born. Like chips cut from the same ice floe, they shared pale features. They were Die Nephilim.

			Engel glanced over his shoulder and spoke to Jaso. “Adler will take charge from here. Get the child inside.”

			Jaso released Diago to the blue-­eyed Nefil.

			Adler’s grip was a vise around Diago’s left arm while another Nephil clamped a meaty hand around his right. Diago could barely move between the two of them. Even if he managed to break away, the third and fourth Nephilim had taken their places directly behind him. He was boxed between them.

			Dr. Vales stepped closer.

			“Careful, Doctor.” Engel cautioned him. “As you can see, he gave us some trouble.” He indicated Diago’s face. “He dislocated poor Sergeant Acosta’s knee. He’s not the gentle doctor he portrayed himself to be. He’s a criminal.”

			Diago didn’t like the distrust in Vales’s eyes.

			“There has been a terrible mistake, Vales,” Diago said.

			Vales refused to look at him. “I’m sure it will be straightened out soon.”

			“He had us all fooled,” Garcia said as he strolled up to follow the orderlies that surrounded Diago. “Even Don Guillermo thought he was a doctor, but I cracked this case. Alvarez is part of a crime syndicate.”

			“You should write novels.” Diago twisted in the German’s grip to face the inspector and then froze. Just beyond Garcia, Jaso grabbed Rafael’s arm. The child’s lip was swollen, and his eyes were glassy with tears.

			Diago’s heart turned black with rage. “Did you strike my son again?”

			Rafael took a step forward. “Papa?”

			Jaso jerked the child toward another door.

			Vales looked from Diago to Rafael. “Is this your son?”

			“Yes,” Diago said. “He is! And you’re right, Vales. We will get this straightened out. Please, just take care of my boy until we do. I’m begging you. Take care of him.”

			Before Vales could answer him, Engel went to the mortal and liberated the clipboard from his hands. He quickly signed off on the paper. “Inspector Jaso and his officers will take care of the child until arrangements can be made with a local orphanage.”

			Moreno and Fierro waited with Acosta beside a different door. Jaso joined them, dragging Rafael along with him.

			The child pried at Jaso’s fingers. “Papa!”

			Diago dug his heels into the gravel and resisted his captors. “Run if you can! I will find you!”

			“Wait!” Vales’s eyes widened in alarm. “Don’t tell him to do that!”

			Diago ignored Vales. “Do you hear me, Rafael?”

			“Yes!” Rafael cried out as Jaso dragged him inside.

			Adler’s palm clamped the back of Diago’s neck. “Shut up and walk,” he growled in broken Spanish.

			Garcia moved ahead of them and opened the door.

			Vales turned to Engel. “I am concerned about the child.”

			Engel paused beside Vales and put his hand on the young mortal’s shoulder. The angel’s demeanor became pleasant, engaging. He captured Vales’s gaze with his own and said, “There is nothing to be concerned about. The boy will be fine. The police are professionals.”

			Diago’s hope withered with the glazing of Vales’s eyes.

			“Of course,” the mortal said.

			“Vales!” Diago yelled as the Germans hustled him into the building.

			Engel smiled at Diago and led the doctor a few steps away. To anyone watching them, they were merely two doctors, consulting one another about a patient. Diago knew Engel was probably erasing any memories Vales might have of either Diago or Rafael.

			Erased. That was a good word. They will erase us if they can.

			Garcia led their little group away from the doctors. Other members of the hospital staff, nuns and orderlies alike, parted to either side of the wide hall, giving Diago and his captors room to pass.

			“Garcia,” Diago whispered in Catalan. “Engel will turn on you next.”

			Garcia’s shoulders twitched; otherwise, he made no sign he’d heard.

			Adler squeezed Diago’s arm until he thought his bone would break.

			“He’s using you,” Diago said. “And when he’s done, he’ll destroy you. You’ve turned traitor on Guillermo. You’ll turn on him, too. Engel knows it. He’ll kill you before you get the chance to betray him.”

			Garcia unlocked a door leading to a stairwell. He blocked the doorway and faced Diago. “You hiss like the serpent in the garden, but you won’t talk your way out of this, Alvarez. I intend to take command of Los Nefilim. Guillermo cannot be trusted by either angel or daimon—­not anymore. He has forgotten our true cause. The angel-­born Los Nefilim were created to fight the daimons in the mortal realm. And your insidious whispers will not drive me from my holy path to do just that.” He stepped aside and gestured for them to continue.

			“You are a fucking lunatic,” Diago spat at him as they passed.

			Adler jerked Diago to a halt on the landing and pointed him toward a long flight of steep stairs. “You can walk, or fall. Your choice,” he said in his heavily accented Spanish.

			Diago felt someone’s hand move between his shoulder blades. A mild push would send him flying.

			“I’ll walk.”

			“Good.” Adler waved the others back, but kept his hand on Diago’s arm. “How do you say it in Spanish? Vamos, huh?”

			Vamos, pendejo. Diago clamped the words behind his teeth and let Adler set the pace. By the time they reached the next landing, Engel had joined Garcia. The other three orderlies remained on the first landing, probably to block Diago’s escape, which was ludicrous.

			Even if he managed to get free, Engel’s presence alone guaranteed Diago wouldn’t get far. He couldn’t defeat an angel. Nor could he defend himself against the other Nephilim with his hands bound.

			No, now wasn’t the moment to fight. For the time being, compliance was his only recourse. He needed to keep his wits about him and wait for an opening.

			They descended two more flights of stairs until they reached a basement. The corridor was lit by a single naked bulb.

			Cells lined both sides of the hall. Each barred window was as black as a priest’s heart. A light burned under the threshold of the last door. The cell was silent, like a scream held behind closed lips.

			Garcia unlocked the door and opened it. Adler shoved Diago inside. He fell to his knees.

			“Wait in the hall, Adler.” Engel stepped inside and motioned for Garcia to enter the cell. “Join us, Inspector. You might find this enlightening, as well.”

			Adler saluted Engel and shut the heavy metal door, but he didn’t go far. Diago felt him hovering on the other side, peeking through the small observation window, as excited as a child.

			They weren’t alone in the room. In a single bed, which consisted of nothing but a bare mattress, was a woman. Wiry hair framed her face in a dark halo. Her features were the marriage of mixed mortal parentage somewhere between Africa and China. Diago recognized her. Guillermo had called her the best thief he had.

			“Amparo?” Her name burned in Diago’s throat.

			She didn’t answer. Her eyes were open, staring up at the ceiling without seeing. Her lips moved, but no syllables touched the air. She shivered uncontrollably. Open wounds marred her exposed flesh. They had cut her and beat her.

			Diago remembered her voice. She had a beautiful contralto, sweet as honey and soft as summer. Guillermo had given her money and told her to go to Valencia. Why hadn’t she gone?

			Diago glared at Engel. “What did you do her?”

			“I know you’ve studied neuropsychiatry,” Engel said. “I’m sure you’re familiar with the mortal theory that inducing seizures can cure the insane.”

			Diago gaped at the angel as he struggled to shift his mental gears. The last thing he’d been prepared to hear from Engel was an analysis of medical treatments for the insane.

			After a moment, his stunned brain extracted the information he needed. Doctors in mental institutions had been using high dosages of metrazol to induce convulsions in patients for years. The treatment didn’t work, but that didn’t stop mortal doctors from utilizing it, along with lobotomies, to make their patients more compliant.

			“Well?” Engel prodded. The angel was enjoying himself immensely. “Have you?”

			“I’m familiar with it,” Diago whispered through dry lips.

			“Excellent!” Engel went to the cot and placed his fingers on Amparo’s temples where burn marks were visible.

			Diago couldn’t be sure, but he thought Amparo flinched and whimpered. What had Engel done to her?

			“There is a professor in Italy.” Engel continued. “Cerletti is his name. He is using electricity in small doses to simulate the effect of metrazol. Right now, he is experimenting on animals with his electric shock treatment.” Engel straightened and evaluated Diago with a frown. “Ah, I know what you’re thinking.”

			Cold and sick, Diago was certain Engel had no idea what he was thinking.

			“This”—­Engel gestured at Amparo’s inert body—­“is not an animal. Correct?” He raised his eyebrows and waited for an answer.

			Diago gave a sharp nod. He wasn’t sure if he was capable of more.

			“No. You are wrong, Herr Alvarez. This is an animal. Do you know why?”

			“Stop fucking with me and just say what you have to say.”

			Garcia backhanded him hard. Diago would have fallen if Garcia hadn’t caught his arm right after and jerked him upright.

			“Answer him,” Garcia growled in his ear.

			Diago licked the blood from his lip and glared at Engel. Play the game. Amparo is gone. I can’t help her now—­not even Juanita can bring her back from this. He closed his eyes and fixed Rafael’s face in his mind. Stay alive for Rafael’s sake. Just play his game. Diago opened his eyes and said, “No. I don’t know why.”

			“Because she is a traitor, Herr Alvarez. She was giving information to the daimons. You were right. There was a spy.” He gave Diago two heartbeats to absorb the information before he continued. “Who knew your final plans for yesterday? Suero and Amparo. Suero is no spy. He is loyal to Guillermo and Miquel, but Amparo was seen speaking to the Ferrers’ maid, Elena, several times yesterday. Most importantly, after she left her meeting with you and Guillermo, she and Elena had coffee.”

			And by that evening, Elena was possessed by the daimon Lamashtu, and Amparo had been ordered to depart for Valencia. If Engel could be believed, Amparo had no reason to meet with Elena.

			“Fortunately, Garcia—­who is still loyal to the angels and our cause—­observed these interactions and took corrective measures.”

			That explained the bruises and cuts on Amparo’s body. Corrective measures.

			“Amparo’s betrayal makes her an animal that must be destroyed.” Engel looked down at her shuddering body. “But killing a Nefil is a tricky business. And of course, we don’t want her to reincarnate. She will simply go over to the enemy again. Why should we keep fighting the same battles? Hmm, Herr Alvarez?”

			Suddenly, he saw where Engel was going with his lecture. He intended to give Amparo the second death—­the one from which no Nefil could be reborn. “Our incarnations change us,” Diago said, hoping to change the angel’s mind. “We’re not the same as we were in our firstborn lives, or even subsequent ones. Our experiences change us—­”

			Engel applauded with slow claps.

			Diago felt his cheeks redden. Now he understood why Guillermo had balked last night when Diago had said he wanted to give Alvaro the second death. The second death left no chance for redemption. “Sometimes all we need is a second chance,” he persisted, selfishly thinking of his own second chance in Guillermo’s ser­vice.

			Engel shook his head. “No need to plead for her. The decision has been made.”

			“Who? Who made that decision?”

			“Forces beyond us both,” Engel said.

			Diago clenched his fists. Engel could only mean the Principalities, those angels who were aligned with the various countries and provinces of the earthly realm. Messenger angels, such as Engel and Prieto, were of a lesser caste and merely followed the commands of their reigning Principalities.

			When the Principalities warred with one another, their conflicts were echoed by the mortals in the earthly realms. Guillermo believed that Spain’s conflicts mirrored a greater conflict within heaven’s realms. Was he right? Were the angels at war and if so, whose side was Engel on?

			And which Principality had ordered Amparo’s death? Diago knew he wouldn’t get an answer from Engel—­the angel was too in love with his own plans. But even in his predicament, Diago couldn’t help but wonder.

			“Listen carefully, Herr Alvarez. In the name of science, we tried Professor Cerletti’s electric shock treatment on this animal. We broke her mind. Then note by note, I learned her death song. That is how you render the second death. You must know another Nefil’s death song and sing it against them.”

			Diago closed his eyes against the hot wave of nausea washing over him.

			“Open your eyes, Herr Alvarez. There is a lesson here for you.” Engel put his hand over Amparo’s face. “I want you to see what awaits your son if you fail.”

			“Stop. I told you I would summon Prieto. There is no need to do this.” He tried to rise, but Garcia’s hand landed on his shoulder. Diago’s teeth clicked together and he bit his tongue. The sharp taste of his own blood stung his mouth.

			Engel shook his head as if dealing with a stupid child. “Summoning Prieto and bringing me the idea for the bomb are two different things, Herr Alvarez. Daimons are slippery with their promises. Amparo took Don Guillermo’s hard-­earned money with every intention of serving the daimons. And you, during your days as Asaph, were deceitful, too.” Diago winced at the use of his firstborn name. “Asaph promised to help Solomon, only to turn his back on his king. Do you see the message here, Asaph?”

			“Asaph is dead. I am Diago.”

			Adler giggled from his place in the corridor. Garcia’s fingers tightened on Diago’s shoulder and sent a flash of pain down into his back.

			“You are Asaph.” Engel’s mortal form shimmered. Spectral flames engulfed his arms. “Look upon my works and tremble.”

			He chanted a song in the angel’s language while channeling his fire at Amparo’s head. Small grunts passed through her lips as the flames consumed her. Her hands waved in the air, and her heels thumped against the mattress, like a blind woman running in a panic.

			The smell of burning hair filled the cell. Amparo’s face melted beneath Engel’s hand. Her soul rose from her body. Colors of umber and gold shot upward, but the notes were broken. Her song scattered and ended before it truly began. She swirled in frayed chords. Unable to fight Engel’s angelic fire, she tried to escape.

			Amparo’s soul swooped toward the door. Adler sang a harsh chant with guttural syllables. He carved a sigil filled with bars and threw it in her path.

			Falling back into the cell, she sought a corner, a crevice, some place to hide.

			Garcia clamped his hand over Diago’s mouth to prevent him from singing.

			Engel sent his flames around the umber colors of Amparo’s soul. He sang her death song and tore the chords of her soul until she burned a second time. The force of her anguish rattled Diago’s teeth and sent blood spurting from his nose to run across Garcia’s knuckles.

			And suddenly . . . silence. The deep quiet of the grave filled the room. Amparo was gone. Her song forever smothered. Traitor or not, the world seemed colder without her magic.

			Engel panted heavily. He produced a handkerchief and wiped the sweat from his brow. He had paled significantly.

			Diago’s breakfast rolled heavily in his stomach. All that was left of Amparo were bones bleached white from the angel’s fire.

			Outside the door, Adler moaned and gibbered prayers to Engel. Garcia released Diago’s mouth and wiped his hand on Diago’s sweater. The Nefil’s face was as rapt as if he’d witnessed the Christ’s second coming rather than a second death.

			Diago bowed his head. A drop of sweat hit his thigh. Or maybe it was blood. Or tears. Rage seeped into his veins and he let it come. He clenched his jaw and said nothing. There was nothing left to say.

			Engel approached him. “You say you are not Asaph. You say your incarnations have changed you. Prove it to me. An hour, Herr Alvarez.” He unlocked the cuffs. “I free you to work whatever magic you need in order to summon Prieto. You can’t escape, so don’t waste time trying. One hour, and I will return. I expect you to hand over the idea.”

			He and Garcia left the cell.

			“The clock is ticking,” said the angel. Then he slammed the door shut. “Show me whose side you are on.”

			Diago was barely aware of them locking the door. The blood rushed back into his fingers and brought stinging agony in its wake. He hugged his hands to his chest, listening as their footsteps receded. Minutes passed before the pain slowed, then stopped.

			Somewhere overhead a door slammed.

			Another rush of nausea shuddered through Diago’s body. The cell had no toilet, only a bucket in the corner. Diago barely reached it in time.

			When he finished, he wiped his mouth and examined the cell. The bed, the bucket, and Amparo’s bones were all that they’d left him. That, and the fear of whatever might happen to Rafael.

			He went to the door. Adler had shut the little flap over the grill and bolted it from the other side.

			Diago slid down until he was eye level with the lock. He sent a soft questing note into the mechanism. An angelic ward flashed, knocking him backward.

			The ward on the lock wasn’t a surprise, but the force of the glyph was extreme. Diago rubbed his eyes and looked up. No windows, no vents—­not even a crack in the mortar.

			“Rafael,” he whispered his son’s name. Where was he? Had he managed to free himself? Or was he, too, locked in a cell somewhere—­alone and afraid, feeling as if his father had abandoned him? “Hold on. Hold on,” he said, although he wasn’t sure whether he chanted the assurances to calm Rafael or himself.

			Diago paced the cell from the door to the back wall, then to the door again. He avoided the charred remains of Amparo’s body.

			There had to be a way to circumvent Engel’s demands. Diago was no fool: Prieto wouldn’t sacrifice the bomb for Rafael’s life—­no matter how important the child might be to the angels—­but perhaps Diago didn’t need Prieto. He looked toward the bed and Amparo’s bones as he formed the outline of a plan.

			The trick would be to form one song with two distinct melodies. Not normally difficult with other Nefilim, or with instruments to use in lieu of voices, but all Diago possessed for this song was the instrument in his throat. And while doing so, he needed to make Engel think he was trying to summon Prieto while he simultaneously sang down into the daimonic world.

			Because it wasn’t Prieto who would save Rafael.

			If Diago expected to dupe Engel, he needed Moloch, for only the originator of the bomb could forge a convincing facsimile.

			Diago went to the bed. “Of course, Moloch will be very happy to see me.”

			Amparo’s bones made no comment on his sarcasm.

			“No matter. We do what we have to do.” He gently retrieved Amparo’s skull from the pile. Some members of Los Nefilim would see what he was about to do as sacrilege. Then again, some members of Los Nefilim saw him as sacrilege, so what could he do? “Dark choices call for dark magic,” he murmured to her empty eye sockets.

			Running his fingers over the bone, he listened carefully. He soon detected the faintest hint of her contralto, sweet as honey and soft as summer. After death—­even the second death—­a Nefil’s song remained in her bones; the stronger the Nefil, the clearer the notes.

			Amparo’s soul might be destroyed, but her bones still held traces of her magic and would for many thousands of years. Diago intended to tap those notes, and even though she was dead, she would live again in his composition. He brushed pieces of the charred mattress from her eye sockets and carried the skull to the center of the room. Carefully, reverently, he placed it on the cold concrete, facing the door.

			Now what should he use for a sigil? He thought back to the advertisement Prieto had initially used to lure him to the Scorpion Club.

			Was it only a month ago? It felt like years. Yet Diago clearly saw the scorpion drawn on the flyer, its tail wrapped around the logo. Prieto hadn’t created that advertisement. The angels never used scorpions in their communiqués. But the daimons do.

			Engel probably saw Prieto as a traitor, too. Prieto had negotiated with the daimons for the idea for this bomb. But Prieto was working on instructions from a higher authority—­possibly even Sariel, the Princess of Spain.

			The thought didn’t cause Diago to hesitate. He answered to no higher authority than Guillermo. His friend had been careful to take that precaution when Diago had sworn his oath.

			Swear your oath to me, no one else.

			Now Diago understood why. To avow himself to one side or the other would have constrained his song to either the daimonic or the angelic side of his nature. Guillermo had wisely left him free to administer his music as he chose.

			One by one, Diago gathered Amparo’s bones and formed the crude outline of a scorpion with her skull serving as the head. Handful by handful, he placed her smaller bones and each vertebra to form the details of the scorpion’s body.

			When he had used every piece of Amparo’s remains, he examined the glyph from each angle. Twice he walked the perimeter, occasionally pausing to nudge a finger bone to the left or right, adjusting a vertebra until it was flawlessly aligned with its mate.

			When he finally judged the sigil to be perfect, he looked down at his maimed right hand. This morning Miquel had rewrapped the bandage over Diago’s missing finger, not that he needed the wrapping. The skin had healed. Yesterday and the day before, he’d worn the bandage as a disguise to better fit Guillermo’s story that he’d lost the finger while trying to stop an anarchist’s bomb.

			But there was no further need for subterfuge. No, I hide from myself like I’ve always done. As the thought flitted across his mind, his fingers reached for the corner where Miquel had tucked the gauze to hold it in place. He unwrapped the bandage and forced himself to look at his hand.

			The ‘aulaq had bitten Diago’s pinky off at the knuckle. The puckered scar appeared to be healed. He rubbed the skin gently. Then why does it still hurt?

			The pain was probably the result of the ‘aulaq’s poison, which still roiled through his blood. Yet the venom hadn’t interfered with his song last night. Nor will it now. But his gestures might be stiff, and that worried him.

			Diago flexed his fingers. He needed dexterity for this spell, which depended as much on form as song. He held up his arm over his head and twisted his wrist, wincing at the pain, which shot into his shoulder.

			Damn it. He stretched and concentrated on each muscle. Again he forced his arm high and rotated his wrist. The discomfort wasn’t as bad this time. “Come on . . .” Time was slipping from him. Shaking out his hands, he extended his arms again. The movement was easier. The pain was still there, but it was manageable now.

			Just as pain tends to be, given enough time.

			Diago took two short steps, twice striking his heel against the concrete. He turned, raising his arms over his head, wrists touching back-­to-­back, hands open, fingers joined close together. Where he was supposed to extend his pinky, he extended the ring fingers of both hands so the gesture was uniform.

			He held the pose and disregarded the ache in his right shoulder. His body had moved into the dance, muscles remembering what the brain had forgotten. On the third practice move, an electric smell entered the cell. Diago felt the charge snap from his heel on the second strike.

			Almost there. How much longer did he have? How many minutes had passed?

			“Too many,” he murmured. Don’t think about it.

			Closing his eyes, he forced himself through the dance. His flesh warmed with the exercise. The next strike produced a spark.

			Before he could doubt himself, Diago took his place in front of the skull. “And now, my beautiful Amparo, you will knock on Heaven’s door while I break down the gates of Hell.”

			She grinned sweetly as he raised his arms over his head. He cupped his right hand and used the fingers of his left to strike his palm. His wedding band flashed streams of silver in the air. The beats grew faster as he closed his eyes. Reaching deep within himself, he thought of the stars and the endless void. He sent forth a cry, both wild and sweet, and as he did, he kicked his heel against the floor.

			Green fire flew between the skull’s teeth. Amparo’s bones vibrated with the fury of Diago’s song. As they clacked against the concrete, the last remnants of her magic flew free and took the form of a glyph. The music rose upward through the floors until it reached the upper levels of the asylum—­high-­pitched like whale song, the perfect tone for an angel’s ear.

			With the remnants of Amparo’s voice entwined with his, Diago danced around her bones. His feet moved him without disturbing the arrangement. And as he leapt, he drew on his daimonic nature and sang a lament aimed at the caverns beneath the earth. His voice resonated through the vaults.

			The power of his desperation blew out the naked bulb overhead. In the corridor, the other light exploded in a shower of sparks.

			Other than the silver glow of Diago’s wedding band, the basement cells were plunged into darkness. Diago didn’t pause. He danced by the light of Miquel’s love and sang for his son’s soul.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 4

			Rafael pulled against Jaso’s grip, but the Nefil held him tight, dragging him down the corridor. Inspector Garcia and the bad angel had disappeared through another door with Papa. Jaso was going the wrong way.

			“Where did they take Papa?”

			“To a quiet place,” Jaso said.

			Moreno laughed like it was some kind of joke, but this wasn’t funny.

			Rafael knew about Holy Cross’s quiet places. His mother had hidden him in the asylum. She had enchanted Sister Benita into taking Rafael into the children’s ward. Likewise, he had learned how to charm his way into every nook and cranny of the hospital. During his first days in the asylum, he was sure Mamá hadn’t gone far, so he had looked for her everywhere. As he’d grown older, and realized she wasn’t coming back, he had wandered the grounds out of boredom.

			Rafael knew about the quiet rooms where Papa’s screams wouldn’t be heard. This was the ward where they put the bad men who hurt ­people.

			The farther they went, the longer it would take him to get back to Papa. And I won’t be able to find him. Rafael dug his heels in and threw his weight backwards. “Let go!”

			Jaso jerked Rafael forward and flung him at Acosta. “Here, you drag him for a while. I’m sick of the brat.”

			Acosta caught Rafael’s arm. “Why me? Fucking Alvarez busted my knee. Look at me!” He gestured at his leg. “I can barely fucking walk.”

			“You were ugly and crippled before Alvarez ever touched you,” said Fierro, who was nothing but bones and teeth.

			Moreno picked at a scab under his chin and grinned. “You better watch him, Acosta. The little daimon might kick your other kneecap.”

			Fierro giggled and slapped the back of Rafael’s head.

			Rafael hated them and their mean laughter. He struck like a snake and sank his sharp teeth into the flesh just above Acosta’s wrist. The Nefil tasted like bitterness and sweat, but Rafael didn’t let go. He clamped his jaws and chewed.

			Acosta stumbled into a row of chairs lining the hall, dragging Rafael along with him. “Christ! He’s biting me! Get him off!”

			The other Nefilim stopped laughing. Maybe it was the blood running past Rafael’s mouth and onto the floor. Rafael worked his teeth into the Nefil’s muscle. A blow to the side of his head sent bright lights spinning across his vision, but he didn’t release his grip. Acosta howled.

			Fierro grabbed Rafael’s hands and growled at Acosta. “Stop jumping around!”

			“Fucking Christ! He’s eating my flesh, little fucking devil!”

			Moreno edged between them. He pinched Rafael’s nostrils. Unable to breathe, Rafael released Acosta so he could inhale.

			Acosta jerked free and collapsed into a chair, mewling and cradling his injured hand.

			Rafael took a deep breath. Then he bit Moreno’s arm. Moreno was skinnier so Rafael had to bite harder.

			Moreno shrieked.

			Fierro flinched at the sound. “God damn it, Moreno! You sound like a toddler!”

			Jaso entered the fray. He grabbed Rafael by the waist and tried to wrench him off Moreno.

			Rafael snatched double handfuls of Moreno’s sleeve and chewed on the Nefil’s arm. Moreno was sweeter—­his blood was wine and copper—­and he kept making that interesting noise, somewhere between a squeal and scream. But he isn’t laughing. None of them are laughing now.

			Footsteps came from both directions. Men and women shouted in their flat mortal voices.

			Someone ordered the officers to watch their language. Rafael’s heart accelerated. He’d know that screech anywhere. It was Sister Benita, coming at them with God’s righ­teous fury in her eyes. Her flesh hung loose on her sinewy limbs. Her lips, which always reminded Rafael of liver, were pulled back over her thick teeth. A curl of dark silver hair had worked free of her veil.

			A new round of anxiety almost blinded him. Would Sister Benita recognize him with his fine clothes and his combed hair? Of course she would. Nothing escaped her piercing scrutiny.

			The memory of his days in the children’s ward and Sister Benita’s sharp fingers were still all too fresh in Rafael’s mind. If she caught him misbehaving, she might lock him in that dark room behind her office where she said she could keep an eye on him.

			He never quite understood how she could see him behind the closed door in the dark.

			Quick and supple as a mongoose, Rafael released Moreno’s hand and kicked Jaso’s knee like he’d seen his father kick Acosta.

			Surprised by the sudden move, Jaso dropped Rafael.

			Moreno flailed. “Mother-­fucking-­Christ! My fucking hand—­look at my fucking hand!”

			Sister Benita bellowed loud enough to rattle the windows. “God will strike you dead for that language!”

			Moreno leapt backward, whether to get away from Rafael or Sister Benita, Rafael didn’t know. Nor did he care. This was the time to go. He ran back the way they had come, keeping his head low just in case God decided to strike Moreno dead. He kind of hoped it would happen, and then felt a little guilty, but not too much. Moreno was a bad Nefil.

			Rafael easily dodged the adults who were running toward the commotion. A man stepped into his path and tried to catch him, but Rafael threw himself flat and skidded between the man’s legs. An orderly with mean eyes reached down, but Rafael regained his footing and took off again. He had always been the fastest boy in the children’s ward.

			Rounding a bend, he saw a stairwell door closing. He put on a burst of speed and barely slipped through in time. Something big hit the door. Rafael whirled to see Jaso’s enraged face on the other side of the mesh window. He rattled the door in its frame. Rafael smiled. He knew the doctors locked the stairwell doors to prevent the inmates from accidentally falling down the stairs.

			Turning his back on Jaso, Rafael ran. He clamored down two flights of steps and into the tunnels beneath the hospital. Here, the hospital’s staff could move quickly from one wing to another without having to navigate locked wards.

			Here he knew he could lose them.

			Staying near the wall, he kept to the shadows and sang his quiet hiding song. The orderlies, nuns, and doctors who used the wide corridor didn’t see him. Dodging from one shadow to the next, he soon found the mesh grill that led to a vent.

			Working his small fingers behind the metal frame, he quickly dislodged the grill and scooted into the opening. He had just replaced the grate when he heard Jaso shouting at the other Nefilim.

			Rafael slid backward until the darkness enveloped him. The metal popped beneath his weight and he froze. Now was the time to become very still and quiet. Like a mouse, he thought. He would become a mouse, all brown and silent, not even twitching his whiskers.

			He sat perfectly still and watched the legs of the various ­people as they moved toward Jaso’s shouts.

			A man wearing fine trousers stopped in front of Rafael’s vent. “Inspector! What is all this noise?”

			Rafael recognized his voice. It was the mortal doctor his papa had spoken to outside. What had Papa called him? Vales. Yes, his name was Dr. Vales.

			Jaso was still out of sight but approaching fast. “We’ve lost Alvarez’s son.”

			“Do you know which way he went?” Vales sounded alarmed. “This is no place for a child!”

			“We understand,” Jaso said. “We’re looking for him.”

			“This low profile arrest of yours is getting out of control, Inspector.”

			“Everything is under control.” Jaso’s voice lost its edge and became soothing. He stopped in front of the doctor. Rafael was gratified to see blood spatters on Jaso’s trousers. “As soon as Dr. Engel has evaluated Alvarez, we will remove him from your institution.”

			“I don’t think you have the right man for the Ferrer murders. I spoke with Alvarez yesterday. He is as sane as I am.”

			Rafael smiled and loved Dr. Vales. He was a nice mortal. Maybe he would help Papa.

			“We’ve been through this, Doctor,” Jaso said gently. “Alvarez was seen at the Casa Milà the day before the Ferrers were killed. Inspector Garcia has enough evidence to prove that Alvarez and the maid were seeing one another. His hypothesis is that they murdered the Ferrers in order to rob them.”

			Rafael glared at Jaso’s legs. He wanted to tell Vales the truth. Papa wasn’t seeing a woman. He was married to Miquel, but Rafael didn’t say anything. Papa thought the mortals wouldn’t understand his relationship with Miquel, and Rafael didn’t want to make life hard for Papa. If he did, then Papa might send him away. Rafael worried that thought like a loose tooth while Jaso continued talking.

			“ . . . now the maid is missing, and Alvarez appears to have been in another fight. We’re afraid he murdered her, too.”

			That wasn’t true, either. Papa had fought a daimon, but Rafael knew from his experiences with Sister Benita that mortals didn’t understand the angels and daimons.

			“It’s Alvarez’s modus operandi,” Jaso continued with a voice both smooth and soft as he lured the mortal into a trance.

			Rafael didn’t know what a modus operandi was, but he understood the kind of magic Jaso worked on Dr. Vales—­he’d sometimes used it on Sister Benita when she waved her ruler around. Rafael wondered if she used her ruler on Moreno for saying bad words. He was kind of sorry he’d missed it if she did.

			Rafael’s fantasy of Moreno holding out his hand for a smack from Sister Benita’s ruler was interrupted by Jaso’s explanation. “Alvarez secures a wealthy patron, ingratiates himself with them, and then cases their homes. When he knows where they hide their valuables, he murders the family, steals what he can, and moves on.

			“He pulled off a similar crime in Berlin. That’s how Dr. Engel got involved. Engel came to us, and we started putting the pieces together. Based on Alvarez’s interactions with Doña Rosa Iniguez and her son, Don José, then with the Ferrers, we established a pattern. Now he has moved to Don Guillermo’s household and is seeking protection there. It’s possible we’ve saved the Ramírez family from a similar fate.” Jaso moved closer to Vales and murmured, “You have to understand, Doctor. We went to question Alvarez. He attempted to flee. When we caught him, he started raving about angels and demons just as Engel said he would.”

			Your tongue is black with lies, Rafael thought. He hoped Jaso’s black tongue fell out of his rotten head.

			“Our concern,” Jaso said and gave his words a sense of urgency. “Our concern is the boy. We must find him, Dr. Vales. I understand he used to live here. Perhaps one of the sisters might help.”

			Poor Dr. Vales. Mamá once told him that mortals possessed their own magic, but they had neglected it for so long, they had forgotten how to use it. That made Rafael sad for the mortals.

			“Of course, Inspector,” said Vales. He sounded sleepy. “Sister Benita will know Rafael’s hiding places.”

			She only thinks she does. Rafael hugged his satchel and held his breath, remembering to be small and quiet like a mouse. Sister Benita never found him unless he wanted to be found. Besides, Sister Benita didn’t know everything. Miquel said so, and Miquel was a lot smarter than Sister Benita.

			Jaso led the doctor away. “Let’s keep our focus,” he purred. “Look for Rafael.”

			Their voices faded beneath the sound of a rumbling cart. Rafael waited until the traffic in the corridor resumed its normal rhythm. Orderlies pushed food carts to various wards, joking about the patients and their strange ways. Nuns swished by, their rosaries dancing in their long black skirts. Every now and then, the sharp click of a secretary’s heels clattered against the soft footsteps of the hospital staff.

			Rafael slowly counted to one hundred. Then, just to be safe, he counted to two hundred. When all that time had passed and he still hadn’t sensed another Nefil nearby, he opened his satchel. He withdrew his mother’s carmine tear and the neatly folded picture he’d drawn of Papa and Miquel. Rafael had drawn himself standing between them in front of their little house. They were all smiling and holding hands. A white kitten with one blue eye and one green eye sat at Rafael’s feet.

			Ghost, Rafael thought with a smile. Her name is Ghost, and Papa said she could live with us.

			Overhead, a bright yellow sun with angel’s wings beamed down on them. At the bottom of the picture, Miquel had helped Rafael print “My Family” in block letters.

			Rafael placed his mother’s tear over the picture. He tapped the teardrop twice with his index finger before turning it clockwise and whispered, “Gólpe, gólpe, vuelta . . .”

			Strike, strike, turn . . .

			Golden light swirled up from the depths of the stone and became the veins of color within an angel’s eye. The teardrop split neatly in half, like a pair of carmine eyes. Rafael hummed a mellow note. His aura passed through his lips in shades of green and amber. The breath of his magic swirled around the ruby eyes and became a small golden snake.

			“Find my papa.” Rafael used his index finger to guide the snake around the figure of Diago.

			The snake curled through Papa’s hair and whispered over his skin. The lines of the house squiggled free and changed shape until they took the form of a scorpion, drawn upon the ground. The caricature of Papa began to dance among the lines, his heel struck the paper, and sent miniature sparks into the scorpion’s mouth. Then Papa disappeared.

			Rafael blinked and bit his lip. He knuckled down on his fear and thought about what he’d just seen. This wasn’t the same as last night when Papa had begun to fade away. Wherever Papa had gone just now, he had meant to go there. He had danced into the mouth of the scorpion, but no one had made him go. Maybe he had escaped Engel. Maybe he was looking for Rafael right now.

			Because he promised. He promised not to go. He promised I could stay with him, and he said he would find me. Rafael chanted this mantra in his heart until his thoughts slowed. Recalling the fire in his father’s eyes as they’d taken him away, Rafael grew certain that Papa hadn’t left him. We’re a family of bears. He will find me, and then he will eat that bad angel up.

			Rafael took a deep breath and looked at the picture. The lines shifted and changed shape again. The caricature of Miquel walked to their truck and got inside. He held Papa’s coat close to his chest and spoke to the driver. Rafael withdrew a pencil from his satchel, pressed the tip against the paper, and closed his eyes. His magic guided his hand. When he looked down, he saw he had drawn Don Guillermo.

			Don Guillermo and Miquel were coming.

			They haven’t forgotten us.

			The drawing blurred, and when Rafael blinked, two tears struck the page. Straight lines curled and became a tangled head of hair. Ysabel sat in front of a window and played her guitar. Her mouth moved in a song, and as Rafael’s heart grew warm, he saw Doña Juanita sitting behind Ysabel, singing along. He felt their love rise up from the paper and into his soul.

			Los Nefilim were looking for them. They weren’t alone. All he had to do was be quiet and wait. And help Papa. Yes.

			Rafael wiped his eyes and went to work. He guided his snake over the picture of the kitten, Ghost. Diaphanous as her name, Ghost came to life and stepped off the page. She was little more than a white shadow with a silent cry, but Mamá had often said that small magic was better than no magic at all.

			Ghost nudged his hand, and he felt the tickle of her spirit breath.

			“Find my papa,” he whispered. “Bring him to me.”

			Ghost opened and closed her mouth. Instead of going to the grill, she turned and scampered deeper into the vent. Rafael held the picture of his scattered family and listened to the hospital staff as they passed his hiding place. He made himself small and mouse-­quiet and waited.

			His mamá had left him in this horrible place, but his papa would come for him. He had promised. He will come. I am not alone.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 5

			Guillermo stopped the truck at the intersection near La Sagrada Família’s impressive eastern façade. An attractive woman wearing a fox stole sauntered toward a group of construction workers. She paused and spoke to one of the men. He pointed at the church’s entrance as five of his coworkers came to offer their assistance as well. She gave them all a dazzling smile and left them gaping in her wake.

			“Why are we sitting here?” Miquel asked.

			“It’s a stop sign,” Guillermo said as he gave the woman’s ass a lingering gaze. As Solomon, he would have found a way to justify the pursuit of a woman like that. Guillermo, on the other hand, might give her beauty an appreciative glance, but he wanted no one other than his Juanita. She filled his days and understood him better than any of his Nefilim. He would do nothing to jeopardize his life with her.

			Diago is right. Our incarnations do change us, he mused as he eased the truck across the intersection. Now if he could just get the rest of his Nefilim to accept Diago the same way Guillermo did, he might have some peace within his ranks.

			Miquel noticed the woman, too. “You were looking at her ass.”

			Guillermo drove past the church’s western façade, which was nothing more than a construction site. “Are you jealous?”

			Miquel snorted.

			“You’re not so innocent,” Guillermo said as they reached the industrial district. “I’ve seen you giving other men that look. Diago notices, too.”

			“Diago doesn’t get jealous.”

			“Diago doesn’t say anything. He gets this”—­Guillermo flicked his finger next to his temple—­“spark in his eye when you do that.”

			Another snort.

			“You watch him next time. I’m warning you. One of these days, he’s going to say something when he catches you ogling another man.”

			“Do you think he’ll ever be that comfortable with our relationship?”

			Guillermo sighed at the note of hope in Miquel’s voice. “Little steps, Miquel, little steps. He’s wearing his ring.” He slowed the truck in front of his warehouse. “For Diago, that’s a leap.”

			The observation won him a wan smile. “You’re right.”

			“Business, my friend. Focus on the business at hand.” Guillermo parked beside the curb. “What do you see?”

			Miquel leaned forward and looked through the windshield. In the distance, the vibrations of a domed song encompassed the asylum.

			“Was that here yesterday?” Miquel asked.

			“No.” Guillermo reached into his pocket and withdrew his lighter. He rubbed his thumb over the protective sigil Juanita had burned into the metal before she’d given it to him. “And it takes more than five Nephilim to make a web like that.”

			Before they could examine the song more closely, a woman emerged from the warehouse. She wore a white blouse beneath her jacket. Her trousers were loose, and her shoes were soft soled and made for stealth. Dark brown curls escaped her bun and clung to her pale forehead, framing a face that projected the cunning of a cat. When she recognized the truck, she withdrew her hand from her coat pocket—­no doubt where she kept her gun.

			Miquel was closest to the curb. He rolled down his window as she approached them.

			“Sofia Corvo, my little angel of death.” Guillermo grinned. Suero hadn’t fooled around. Like the female angels, the female Nefilim possessed stronger magic than the males. They were also some of his most vicious killers. God, he loved them all, but Sofia Corvo was one of his favorites.

			Sofia folded her arms on the door and looked inside. “We saw them go in about ten minutes ago. Diago and Engel in one car, Rafael and Garcia in the other.”

			Guillermo tapped the steering wheel with his index finger. “How many do you have with you?”

			“Twelve.”

			“Who?” Guillermo asked.

			She named them—­all female Nefilim. With a coy smile, she said, “We will make fetching nuns.”

			Miquel laughed, but there was no mirth in the sound. He was itching to move forward. Guillermo felt his need like goose bumps crawling on his flesh.

			Or maybe it was the song that caused Guillermo’s agitation. Die Nephilim’s chant was all bass and baritone, not a female voice in the mix. The music was tightly constrained and performed in perfect unison, with no extemporaneous movements whatsoever.

			It wasn’t the first time Guillermo had witnessed their magic. Their techniques were the opposite of those employed by Los Nefilim, who sang their spells with wild abandon, often improvising, playing off one another’s strengths and weaknesses. Male and female worked together to achieve melodies and pitches that only one gender could never achieve.

			Sofia noticed the direction of his gaze. “See how tight the sigils are? In order to do that, Die Nephilim must all be gathered in one area, led by a conductor. Find one—­find them all.”

			Guillermo trusted her judgment. “Put a stop to that song.”

			“You want them all dead?” She picked at a broken fingernail.

			“Bring me one for questioning if you can. Don’t jeopardize yourself or your sisters.”

			“What about the traitors?” She spat into the gutter.

			A cold wave of rage rolled through his stomach. “I want as many of them alive as possible.”

			Sofia bared her teeth with a smile that made Guillermo think of sharks. “I’ll take them to western finca.”

			The finca was an old stone house on a secluded section of his western fields, far from his house and his daughter. In that isolated field, the screams of the interrogated couldn’t be heard in his home.

			He flicked the lid of his lighter just once, like the sound of a gavel pronouncing judgment. “Do it. I’ll meet you there once we’ve secured Diago and Rafael.” With a quick nod at the bag, he said to Miquel, “Give it to her.”

			Miquel handed her the bag of ammunition.

			In a rare display of affection, she patted Miquel’s arm. “Hold tight. We’ll get them back.”

			Miquel nodded and gave her a salute, which she returned with a gleam in her eye. She retreated into the warehouse. Guillermo couldn’t be sure, but he thought he detected a bounce to her step. Nothing pleased Sofia Corvo more than a bloodbath.

			He pulled away from the curb, and reminded himself to give Suero some time off as a reward. Sofia might not fully trust Diago yet, but she respected his oath to Los Nefilim, and Guillermo had no doubt that Suero had summoned others with the same deference to oath over personalities.

			Of course, like Diago, Suero had suffered from the Nefilim’s distrust. Born of one of the minor spirits, his song was good, but not as strong as the higher-­born members. Garcia and others had questioned the assignment, worried that a lesser Nefil coordinated their actions, but Guillermo had stood by his choice. A Nefil with a powerful song was invaluable, but a Nefil with a sharp mind was just as treasured. He assigned them according to their talents. So far, whether from gratitude or allegiance, Suero had yet to let him down.

			Then where did I go wrong with Garcia? He chewed the thought like a cigar, but couldn’t identify a specific clue for the inspector’s betrayal. Not only why, but when? Who else have I missed?

			“What are you thinking?” Miquel watched him with eyes blacker than the storm hovering over them.

			“When did Garcia begin working with the Germans?”

			Miquel shook his head. “I have no idea.”

			“Guess.”

			“When Diago took his oath?”

			“You think all of this was set up within a month?” He nodded at the dome of sigils that encompassed the sky over the asylum. “Look at that song, Miquel. It’s been rehearsed for longer than a month.”

			Miquel became as still and quiet as a pool of water. “This doesn’t have to do with Diago, does it? It’s Rafael. They’re after Rafael.”

			Guillermo considered the theory. “ ‘The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world,’ ” he quoted. He wanted a smoke but didn’t light one of his cigars. He needed that edginess now. “It’s plausible Engel wants both of the bombs—­the one that Prieto guards and the one that Diago guards.”

			“Greed is a deadly sin.” Miquel kissed Rafael’s button and pocketed it.

			“You’ve gotten attached to that kid in a short amount of time.”

			“He’s a sweet boy, and Diago loves him. They are trying so hard to be good to each other, and they are so afraid of loss, it breaks my heart to watch them.”

			“How are you holding up?”

			Miquel shrugged. “I’m fine.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, really. I’m trying to be patient with Diago while he works through what happened with Candela. I’ve talked with Suero some.”

			Suero would know. Like Diago, Suero had suffered a rape; although he had been abused by another man. Guillermo nodded. “I wish the others knew to rely on one another like you do. If you ever need to talk, you can come to me, too. Or Juanita. Anytime. You understand?”

			“Yeah. I will.” Miquel nodded. “Thanks.”

			They fell silent as they neared the back entrance to the asylum. The hair on Guillermo’s arms rose. He downshifted the truck and leaned forward to look out the windshield.

			Miquel evaluated the dome over the asylum. “How are we going to sneak past that?”

			“It doesn’t appear to be designed to keep anyone out. Besides, it may work in our favor.” The vibrations were rigid and were dictated to a specific function. “What are the odds of us being heard in all that noise?”

			“What are the odds of us finding Diago and Rafael in all that noise?” Miquel countered.

			Guillermo was almost sorry he’d asked Juanita to remain at Santuari. They could have used an angel’s help, but she was of more value to him at Santuari. If anything happened to him, Juanita would guide Los Nefilim until Ysa was old enough to step into her place as queen.

			He pulled the truck beside the curb. A thin line of jade-­ and umber-­colored sigils rose over the rooftops. Rather than become entangled with Die Nephilim’s wards, the glyphs filtered outward and spread like fingers into the buildings.

			“Look.” Guillermo pointed.

			Miquel frowned. “That’s Diago’s song, and it looks like the other glyphs belong to Amparo, like they’re singing together. Maybe she hasn’t turned traitor, after all.”

			“She gets the benefit of the doubt until proven otherwise.”

			They watched the song in silence. Amparo’s colors were wrong, almost sickly in appearance. Then the umber tones strengthened. They overtook the jade vibrations until the green was but a pale reflection within the golden hues.

			Miquel said, “I’ve never seen Diago create a song like that. It’s almost like he’s using her as a microphone for his own spell.”

			Guillermo nodded. That was a good summation. Diago’s song was prominent. It is and it isn’t.

			Before he could grasp what made the vibrations feel so wrong, he was distracted by movement at the hospital’s gate. He shifted his attention to the two guards. They were watching the truck and talking to one another. Guillermo couldn’t immediately tell if they were mortal or Die Nephilim.

			“We’ve got eyes on us,” Guillermo muttered.

			Miquel followed his gaze. He unbuttoned his coat and placed his hand on the butt of his Luger. “Whenever you’re ready.”

			“If they are mortals, let me handle it.” Guillermo put the truck into gear and eased it forward. “Remember, they break easily, and if we kill one, other mortals will come looking for us. Don’t make more problems than we already have.”

			“Understood.” Miquel caressed the grip of his pistol. “But if it’s Die Nephilim, let’s give them the righ­teous­ness of our silver.”

			“In abundance,” Guillermo replied as he dropped his lighter into his pocket. He reached beneath Diago’s coat and slid his revolver within easy reach.

			When the truck reached the gate, Guillermo saw the guards were mortal. The one on the right had only one eye, his scarred visage a testament of artillery fire. He was apparently a veteran of either World War I, or the Rif War. The conflict didn’t matter. He possessed an aura of bravado the younger guard lacked, and that might be trouble for them.

			Guillermo lowered his window. “Which way to the kitchens?”

			“What are you delivering?” One-­eye appraised the empty bed.

			“Sacks of almonds are in the bed.” Guillermo crooned the words.

			The other guard hung back, fingering the black baton he carried. He cast an uneasy glance from the one-­eyed guard to the empty bed.

			The one-­eyed guard nodded and gestured to a lane. “Take the road to the left. You’ll see the kitchens just before the wards.” He stepped back and waved them forward.

			Guillermo smiled and sent a small veil of illusion over the younger guard’s vision, too. Then he put the truck into gear and drove them through the gate. He cranked up his window and growled, “That was too easy.”

			“You think Engel is overconfident?”

			“Or he wants us here.” Guillermo pulled in behind the kitchen and shut off the engine.

			The truck didn’t appear out of place among the other ser­vice vehicles. A mule, which was hitched to a worn wagon, turned a baleful eye on them. Overhead, unobserved by the mortals who went about their business, Die Nephilim’s sigils rose and fell, vibrations entwining to form a pulsing net over the grounds.

			“Do we have a plan?” Miquel asked as he assessed an open door where the kitchen’s steam poured into the cool air.

			“The plan is to find Diago and Rafael, and then get the hell out of here. Sofia and her group will take care of Die Nephilim.” Guillermo retrieved his revolver and placed it in his pocket. “Could you tell which building Diago’s song came from?”

			Miquel pointed. “That one.”

			Guillermo recognized the barred windows. A muscle twitched in his cheek. “That’s bad.”

			“Why, what’s there?”

			“The ward for the violent inmates. It’s where we found José.”

			“We need a disguise to get in. Neither of us will make fetching nuns.”

			“I don’t know.” Guillermo assessed Miquel’s dark lashed eyes and full lips. “You’d make a pretty nun.”

			Miquel rubbed the dark shadow of his beard. “I shaved this morning. Can you tell?”

			“I’ve seen nuns with worse.” He reached under the seat and withdrew a clipboard with a dirty pencil attached to the clip.

			Strung tight as a guitar string, Miquel slammed the door hard enough to rattle the window. “Who do we try to find first, Diago or Rafael?”

			“The vulnerable one here is Rafael. Once we find him, we eliminate Engel’s hold on Diago. Likewise, we limit any chance that Diago might act against his own best interests. Understand?”

			“Are you implying that Diago might go against his oath to Los Nefilim?”

			“I am saying, were it me and my daughter, I would. No one wants a child to die early in their firstborn life.” Such an experience subverted a clean transition to their next incarnation and stunted the Nefil’s emotional growth. More than that, though, even knowing a child would have another life made the loss no easier for the parent to bear.

			Miquel produced Rafael’s button from his pocket. “Let’s see if we can find him.”

			Guillermo put his hand over Miquel’s fist. “No magic. Not yet. They might sense our presence and we’re outnumbered. Give Sofia and her Nefilim time to work. Let’s take a walk. If anyone challenges us, we’re here to make a delivery.” He raised the clipboard. “And we got lost.”

			Avoiding the busy kitchen, Guillermo walked deeper into the complex. The sigils overhead grew louder and more disorienting with every step. At times, the sound of Die Nephilim’s thunderous song almost drowned the voices of mortals.

			Guillermo found a door and turned the doorknob. It was locked. He pulled a thin wire from his pocket and quickly picked the flimsy mechanism. That one was easy. He doubted he’d find the inside locks as simple to navigate, but complex problems had never stopped him in the past.

			He and Miquel slipped inside and found themselves in a storage room. Bedding and pillows rose from the darkness—­neatly folded rectangles of blankets and sheets occupied every shelf. Inside, Die Nephilim’s song was muted, the chords dampened by the mortal thoughts that whispered through the walls.

			Guillermo wound his way past rows of shelving until he found the door that led into the corridor. He waited for two nuns to pass before he stepped into the hall with Miquel right behind him. He turned left, walking as if he knew exactly where he was going. No one challenged them.

			He and Miquel wandered the halls for over a half an hour, pausing intermittingly to send out a questioning song. No answer came, either from Diago, or Rafael.

			Guillermo moved in the direction of the wards for the criminally insane. Following his instincts for the shortest route, he led Miquel through the geriatric ward. A ­couple of patients shuffled along, holding onto the wall. Others sat in wheelchairs, staring out the tall windows onto a small courtyard.

			Miquel touched Guillermo’s arm.

			“What?”

			“There.” Miquel pointed to an elderly man with long silver hair and small sharp teeth. He sat in a wheelchair. A heavy blanket covered his lap, and he twisted the folds of the fabric in his long elegant hands.

			Unlike the ten fingers of a mortal, this man had eight. His thumbs were almost as long and dexterous as his fingers. He wasn’t mortal, he was angel.

			Miquel leaned close and whispered, “Prieto.”

			Guillermo hadn’t even realized he’d grasped his lighter until he heard the first click of the lid. Prieto smiled at the sound, but otherwise made no sign he knew they were there. But he knows. Guillermo didn’t kid himself. Prieto wanted to be found; otherwise, Miquel wouldn’t have seen him.

			Guillermo went to the angel’s side and squatted beside the wheelchair. Miquel put his back to the wall so he could watch the corridor.

			“A lot of ­people are looking for you, Prieto,” Guillermo murmured.

			Prieto gave Guillermo a feral grin. “The party never truly begins until I arrive.”

			“Are we going to dance now?” Guillermo saw the insanity in the angel’s eyes wasn’t entirely feigned.

			“I’m afraid not. No time for subtleties. I’m late for a very important meeting.” He kept his fingers moving over a section of the blanket. Strands of sound whispered over a silk bag.

			Guillermo fixed his gaze on the small purse. The idea.

			Prieto noted the direction of Guillermo’s stare and said, “It seems that I can’t leave the asylum. The chords”—­he waved at a nearby window where the notes of Die Nephilim’s sigils covered the metallic sky—­“of Engel’s song, seek me. It has taken all of my skill to remain invisible to Engel and his pack of Nephilim. If I try to move past their song, Engel will immediately know where I am. He was always stronger than me. Now, in my weakened state, he will easily take the idea from me.”

			There was more to it than that, Guillermo thought as he assessed Prieto’s pale features. In his efforts to remain hidden, the angel had expended his own song to the point of depletion. He was dying.

			Prieto must have seen the knowledge in Guillermo’s eyes. “I am trapped, Guillermo, trapped well and good.” A shaky laugh trembled through his lips.

			Even coming from the half-­mad angel, the laughter brightened the dim hall. Several mortals nodded and smiled as if their hearts were lightened in the wake of the angel’s mirth.

			Guillermo was reminded that the angels had once brought only joy in their wake, but some had remained in the mortal realm for too long. While the archangels rarely descended from their heavenly home, the Messengers were becoming tarnished by taking the flesh, which sullied their spirits until they, like the daimons and the mortals, grew more caught up in worldly concerns than those of the spirit. Guillermo sometimes wondered if he wasn’t wrong. Perhaps it wasn’t the affairs of angels that affected the mortals—­perhaps it was the other way around.

			Prieto’s laughter trailed into silence. He glared at the window where the net of sigils turned the sky the color of mercury.

			Guillermo’s lighter clicked softly in the hush that had fallen over the hall. “What’s going on, Prieto?”

			The angel breathed heavily and tracked the vibrations of Die Nephilim’s song with deep brown eyes. “Yellowcloud was delayed. I was forced to linger here in the asylum longer than was wise.”

			Guillermo glimpsed the claw of a talon at the foot of the blanket. Certain that if he pulled the blanket away, he would find the feet of a raptor, Guillermo reached down and adjusted the blanket so that Prieto’s talons were hidden. That would explain the wheelchair. Moving on these polished floors would be treacherous—­not to mention conspicuous—­especially with all his power focused on keeping Engel at bay.

			“Talk to me, Prieto.” Guillermo spoke quietly.

			“Where do you want to begin?” Prieto asked.

			“Start with Garcia, end with Yellowcloud.”

			Prieto nodded and fumbled with the silk bag. “Engel has been working on Garcia for years. They’re friends. That is why Garcia flagrantly disobeyed your command to bring any angelic orders to you before obeying them. Engel swears he is not ordering Garcia to act. He merely makes suggestions—­innuendos and intrigues. Garcia believes he is acting of his own volition. In truth, his motivations are provoked by his own prejudices. He has long believed that you are too lenient with the daimons. Engel tells Garcia what he wants to hear and strokes his intolerance—­and ego—­into hate.”

			“That makes Garcia stupid,” Miquel said.

			“No argument from me.” Prieto picked at his blanket as if pulling fleas from the fabric. “But this goes higher than Engel and Garcia. The Principalities are involved.”

			Guillermo’s stomach did a slow somersault. “Which ones?”

			Prieto said, “Aker.”

			Miquel whispered, “The Prince of Germany.”

			“Who else?” Guillermo asked.

			“Poyel.”

			The Prince of Italy. Guillermo and Miquel traded a guarded look.

			“What does Aker want with Spain?” Guillermo asked, though he suspected he knew the answer.

			Prieto toyed with the silk bag. “Aker believes that Sariel is unable to govern.”

			This was news to Guillermo. As far as he knew, Sariel, the Princess of Spain, was in firm command of her realm.

			Miquel articulated Guillermo’s thought. “That’s a lie,” he said.

			Guillermo raised a finger and Miquel fell silent. “How do you fit into all of this?”

			“I am a spy for Sariel.” Prieto’s eyes changed. They turned into identical orbs of crimson and silver as the angel’s power slipped again. “Sariel has experienced . . . conflicts.”

			“Conflicts?”

			“Ideological intrigues within her own court. She needed to know where Los Nefilim stood.”

			Which explained Prieto’s questions to Diago each time he encountered the Nefil. Prieto probably thought that Diago was far enough outside Los Nefilim’s circle of trust that he could observe them objectively. In the angel’s mind, Diago would have nothing to lose by informing Prieto of Guillermo’s allegiances.

			Prieto turned his horrible eyes on Guillermo. “Well? Do we trust you?”

			“My allegiance is where it has always been—­with Sariel. She is taking us in a new and welcome direction. I’ve made no secret of my support for her.”

			“Good, because you are about to acquire an entire cadre of enemies, some of whom—­you know, but still not fully comprehend—­are within your own ranks.” Prieto allowed his warning to hang in the air for a moment before he continued. “This new direction, what the Spanish call their Second Republic, is what Aker sees as weakness. He is sending members of his own court to advise Sariel’s enemies. He wants to wipe out Los Nefilim so he can bring his Messengers and Die Nephilim into Spain.”

			Miquel looked like he had tasted something bitter. “There are angels within Sariel’s court working with Aker?”

			That would explain the impunity of the Messenger, Engel, and his Nephilim.

			Prieto scowled and the mortals around them frowned. “Three generals in her army have made no secret of their contempt for her. She has banished them from her realm.”

			The angels were preparing for another war—­ideological or not, the conflict would overtake the mortal realm—­but none of Prieto’s comments answered Guillermo’s biggest question. “Internal politics I understand. But why are the daimons working with the angels?” he asked.

			“They want to create a new race of Nefilim to stand against the angel-­born. They lost Diago’s allegiance, so Moloch wanted to begin again. He thought that if the angels turned the child directly over to the daimons, the boy’s loyalty would be secured. Moloch approached Sariel. He promised to design a bomb that would end all wars, but his price was the child.”

			“Rafael.” Miquel’s eyes went hard.

			Prieto confirmed their suspicions. “Rafael. Sariel knows that whoever holds this new bomb of Moloch’s will control the eventual outcome of the war. She thought one child was a small price to pay for the lives of millions. She also suspected that Diago wasn’t as easily manipulated as the daimons thought. As he so often says, he is angel, too.

			“Candela didn’t want to give Rafael to either Diago or Moloch. She fled and hid the child. When she died, we found Rafael, but I made Diago’s involvement a part of the deal. I didn’t believe Diago would simply hand Rafael to Moloch. I had hoped that he would take the child and raise it apart from the daimons. Not in my wildest dreams did I see him joining Los Nefilim.”

			Prieto turned to Guillermo, his countenance severe. All around them, the mortals assumed pensive expressions. The angel patted the silk pouch. “My American counterpart is Betty Yellowcloud. She was supposed to be here days ago, but she was delayed. Had she arrived on time, I never would have been ensnared by Engel. I must get this idea to her, and she will transfer the idea to the mortal who will create the bomb.”

			“Will it leave Spain?” Miquel asked.

			Prieto nodded. “Yes, and once it’s gone, we will be done with it.” He held out the purse to Guillermo. “We had arranged to meet at La Sagrada Família today at one. She is wearing the skin of her spirit animal.”

			Guillermo remembered the woman in the fox stole. No wonder she had caught his eye—­she was angel. “She is already there.”

			“As you can see, I am . . . otherwise engaged and cannot elude Engel’s trap.”

			Dying. He had almost said dying, Guillermo thought. Because that is what is happening. We thought it was something designed simply to imprison, but whatever this song is, it is also slowly killing him.

			Prieto leaned forward and grasped Guillermo’s wrist. “If I don’t get this idea to Yellowcloud, all of this has been for nothing. You’ve got to help me.”

			The mortals all mimicked the angel’s posture, reaching out and grasping one another’s wrists. Prieto had been on this ward too long. If one of the nuns saw their patients exhibiting this strange behavior, they would set about to determine the reason.

			“Let’s take a walk.” Guillermo extracted himself from Prieto’s grip and released the wheelchair’s brakes. He debated telling Prieto about Sofia and the others, but he didn’t. If the angel suspected that Sofia would help him get free, he would forget Rafael, and Guillermo didn’t intend to let that happen. “Help us find Rafael. Then we will get you out of here.”

			Prieto turned to Miquel, who walked beside the chair. “Tell him, Miquel. Make him understand.”

			“He understands. So do I. Rafael first.”

			A few of the mobile patients shuffled behind them.

			Guillermo picked up his pace. “Come on, Prieto. You trust me, then I might trust you.”

			“I have a higher stake in this than you think,” Prieto retorted. “Candela was . . .” He hesitated, groping for a way to give them a comparable experience. “We were created from the same spark.”

			Guillermo jerked the wheelchair to a stop. “What?”

			Prieto regained his verve. “Diago is my—­how would you say it?” He pursed his lips. “Brother-­in-­law.” He beamed at Miquel. “That makes you and me—­”

			“Nothing,” Miquel snapped. “We are nothing to one another.”

			Prieto clucked his tongue. “We didn’t get off to a good start, Miquel.” He readjusted his blanket, smoothing his palms over the bag. “But your relationship to Diago makes us . . . kin.” He grinned wetly and displayed a row of sharp teeth.

			Miquel backed away from him. “Jesus Christ.”

			Through the window behind Miquel, the sigils in the sky flashed. All three of them turned toward the sight. Die Nephilim’s glyphs frayed. Mercury turned to pewter which turned blue. One ward flickered like a projectionist’s lamp before it died.

			“What’s happening?” Prieto watched the song die note by note.

			Guillermo smiled. “Sister Sofia Corvo prays for you, my friend. She is one of my strongest Nefilim. Her mother is known as La Belle Sans Merci.”

			Miquel crossed himself and grinned. “Sister Sofia Corvo, hear our prayer.” He went to the window and opened the latch.

			As the members of Die Nephilim died, their web of magic grayed to become a thin fog.

			Prieto rose from his wheelchair. “Without their song to alert Engel, I can slip away. By the time he finds out that I have left the asylum, Yellowcloud will have the idea and be gone. You have saved us, Guillermo. I could kiss you.”

			“No kissing.” Guillermo gripped his arm. “We gave you freedom. You give us Rafael.”

			The angel closed his eyes and sent out a questioning song. The notes trickled through the vents and into the courtyard.

			Prieto listened intently before he finally nodded. “In the basement corridor that links the campus buildings. He is there. Beneath the ward for the criminally insane.” He opened his eyes and looked to the sky. “Good luck, Guillermo.”

			“And to you.” Guillermo turned and followed Miquel, who was already several paces ahead. When he glanced over his shoulder, the window was shut, and the angel was gone.

			Miquel reached the stairs first. He pulled on the door. “Locked. Damn it!”

			Guillermo nudged him aside. He had yet to encounter a lock he could not break. “Be still. We’ll get to him.”

			With Die Nephilim’s wards gone, Diago’s dark green sigils twined through the air alone. The umber vibrations of Amparo’s song faded.

			Where are you, my friend? Guillermo turned his attention back to the lock. And what are you doing?

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 6

			Amparo’s bones turned to dust. Soft as silt, they covered Diago’s feet and whitened his clothes, his hands, his hair. Sweat cleared trails of bone dust from his cheeks. When the bulbs blew out, the impregnable blackness came down and extinguished even the lights of his glyphs.

			Diago slammed the ball of his foot on the floor and brought himself to a stop. The only sound was his breathing, harsh and loud in the gloom.

			A faint breeze stirred, and with it came the scent of machinery oil and metal—­old and toxic with cordite. The click-­click-­click of scorpion claws on concrete ticked across the floor.

			Diago traced a sigil in the air and charged it with his voice. Bright silver light pushed back the darkness. The scorpions tumbled away from the glyph in a writhing mass of bodies.

			He was no longer in his cell, but neither was he free. Beyond the edges of his glyph, the scorpions clustered at the foot of a set of narrow stairs, which led up to a catwalk over seven metres off the ground. The catwalk spanned the greater part of the room and ended at an iron stage.

			Mounted in the center of the stage was a bronze statue with a bull’s head and a man’s torso. Twin tanks took the place of lions at either arm of the figure’s throne. The wings of planes bearing red swastikas curved upward from the effigy’s back. A string of hollowed bombs formed a necklace; machine-­gun turrets fashioned the crown. In the center of the statue’s chest was an open door. Once, flames had burned inside the cavity, but it was dark now. The arms were lowered, palms up, ready to accept the offering that had not come.

			Through the latticework of the stairs and platform, Diago noted two ‘aulaqs flanked the statue. He recognized the male that had bitten off his finger, and the one-­armed female that had scarred his face.

			“Full circle,” Diago whispered. This was the same room where he had given Alvaro the golem, which Miquel had made to look like Rafael. Oh, he had thought he was cunning with his lies to Moloch. When Alvaro had accepted the golem in lieu of Rafael, Diago had nurtured the hope that his father regretted the past. But that, too, had been a lie, and the only fool in this room that evening was me.

			Neither of the ‘aulaqs acknowledged his presence.

			Diago said, “I’ve come to see Moloch.”

			They didn’t answer him. Instead, the scorpions took to the stairs and flowed like a jittering black wave toward the effigy. They gathered in front of the statue and climbed one another until they took the shape of a man.

			The female ‘aulaq cried out a single note and threw a sigil of fire into the effigy’s belly. The furnace blazed to life, momentarily blinding Diago. When his vision cleared, he saw it wasn’t Moloch who stood before the effigy, but Alvaro.

			The strange fires that had burned in his father’s gaze last night were gone. Alvaro’s irises and pupils had changed again to become the color of smoke and nickel. White eyes, as if he had no eyes at all.

			Moloch’s eyes. Diago kept his sigil burning. He didn’t move toward the stairs. That would be a deadly mistake.

			Alvaro lifted one hand in benediction. Four long fingers, the palms wide and flat, the nails long and sharp.

			Moloch’s hands.

			“Welcome, my son.” Alvaro’s razored grin sent a chill down the back of Diago’s neck.

			Patricide. That ugly word swam to the top of his thoughts. “I came for Moloch.”

			“I am Moloch,” said Alvaro.

			A flash of anger caused Diago’s sigil to burn brighter. “Don’t lie to me, Alvaro. Rafael’s life depends on me talking to Moloch.”

			“Look at me, Diago.” Alvaro’s voice carried none of last night’s antagonism. “You won last night. You deserve respect for that.”

			Careful, he’ll tell you what you want to hear. “Then take me to Moloch.”

			“He is here. Look closely.” A scorpion ran down Alvaro’s cheek like a shiny black tear.

			Moloch’s features burned beneath Alvaro’s visage. They were like one image superimposed over another. When Diago examined them too closely, his vision blurred. He glanced away, and then back again. Alvaro and Moloch’s images coalesced.

			Alvaro had indeed become Moloch. They were one.

			Diago murmured, “I don’t understand.”

			Alvaro walked along the catwalk. “Why do you think the mortals are so important to us, Diago?”

			The question took Diago off guard. The answer was known to all of the Nefilim. “The daimons and angels feed on their emotions.”

			“Correct. We derive our power from the mortals’ beliefs. The stronger their belief in us, the more power we wield over them and world events. Yet the mortals have power over us, too. We must be flexible enough to change with their perceptions of us so we can give them what they need—­validation for their existence. It is a mutually agreeable situation for both species.”

			Alvaro’s eyes flashed as he strolled toward Diago. “Times change. Mortals are changing. Even as we speak, they are realigning their world, adapting new belief systems and merging them with the old. Their religions are becoming more syncretic. What you are witnessing, with my transformation, is the birth of a new god for a new religion.”

			Diago stared at his father and waited for some emotion to touch him, but nothing surfaced. Neither surprise, nor fear, nor love came to the forefront of his soul. He was wrung dry by Alvaro and his revelations. This was merely a new game. And I need to learn the rules fast. “Will you take a new name?”

			“We are Moloch. That is our name. We will simply appear to the mortals in our new form.” Alvaro held out his arms as he reached the top of the stairs. “But we are also Alvaro. And that makes you the son of a god.”

			Diago turned his head and spat. “Jesus.”

			“Just like him!” Alvaro laughed and performed a slow turn that was a more dignified version of Moloch’s capering dance. “So you’ve summoned us. Tell us what you need, son.”

			Diago had no idea how much time had passed. He didn’t mince words. “I need a facsimile of the idea for the bomb you gave to Prieto.”

			“Explain what has happened.”

			“An angel who calls himself Engel is holding Rafael. He wants me to summon Prieto and take the idea from him. If I don’t bring Engel the idea within the hour, he will give Rafael the second death.” Diago watched Alvaro’s face carefully.

			His father’s good humor was gone. Three scorpions ran down his cheek. He licked them off his face and scowled.

			Good. He took the threat seriously. Or did he? Was this another lie?

			It doesn’t matter. I’m out of options. Diago continued. “You and I both know Prieto is not going to give me the idea, so I need a way to trick Engel. Moloch made the original idea. He . . . you can create a convincing replica.”

			“Become our priest.”

			Another flash of anger surged through Diago’s sigil. “Are you even listening to me?”

			“We are listening. But there is a price, Diago. Nothing is free.” Alvaro gripped the handrails and leaned forward. “Every god needs a priest, and so do we. We need someone to carry our word to the mortals.”

			“I am Los Nefilim. I cannot serve two masters. I will not be your priest.”

			“Then what do you have to give in exchange for this . . . replica?”

			“Your grandson’s life. You certainly went to enough trouble to bring him into existence.”

			“You’re still angry about Candela’s rape, aren’t you?”

			“There was no rape.” The denial came too fast and sharp, because there was a rape and he was furious. Why do I allow him to do this me time and time again? And just as quickly, the answer came to him: because he knows how to upset me.

			Alvaro grinned. “Oh, stop it! Lie to yourself, but don’t lie to us. She subverted your will and used your body without regard for your wishes. It was rape by an angel—­the very monsters you have taken an oath to serve.”

			He glared at his father. Time to shift Alvaro’s game back on him. “What righ­teous indignation from the creature that sent his five-­year-­old son to a whorehouse.”

			Alvaro opened his mouth, and then clamped it shut. He cocked his head as if listening to voices only he could hear.

			“I need a replica of that idea,” Diago said. “Or your new race of Nefilim will die before it ever begins.”

			Alvaro flicked a scorpion to the first step. The arachnid skittered across the floor toward Diago. He ground the creature beneath his heel.

			“We will help you,” said Alvaro. “For our grandson’s sake.”

			“You’re not that altruistic.”

			“You’re right. If you won’t serve as our priest, then we want our grandson. We want to raise him as daimon.”

			“No.” Diago’s heart tore, but he’d rather lose his son forever than see him suffer under Alvaro’s tutelage.

			Alvaro evaluated Diago carefully before he answered. “Give him to us for a year, then.”

			This was too easy. Like handing him the golem, this was all too easy. “A year,” Diago repeated tonelessly. This was what Alvaro had wanted from the beginning. Ask for the impossible and pretend to settle for a lesser price.

			Alvaro nodded. “A year of his life. We want him to spend a year with us.”

			“No.”

			“A mortal year, Diago. Will you have him die the second death because you cannot compromise? Promise him to us for one mortal year.”

			The next two years were critical. Rafael had already lost the security of his mother, and had been thrown to a father he barely knew. Any more disruptions in his life could threaten the small headway Diago and Miquel had made to make the child feel secure.

			“No.”

			The scorpions belied Alvaro’s frustration by seething beneath his skin. “Do you really believe that keeping the boy close to Santuari for a few years will help him grow? How can you give him stability, Diago? How can you give your son something you’ve never known?”

			Because I have friends: Miquel, Guillermo, and Juanita. They were the stability Rafael needed. “Nothing matters other than the fact that I am his father. I did not ask for him, but that does not mean I do not want him.” How could he explain? He’d known from the moment he’d seen his son that they belonged together. Besides, even if he could describe his feelings, Alvaro would never understand. But he doesn’t need to understand. He simply needs to accept that this is true. “And as his father, I will determine what is best for my son. Just as you did for me.”

			It could have been the shadows or the scorpions, but Diago thought he saw Alvaro wince. Could it be? Is he actually ashamed of his actions, or is that merely what I want to see?

			The scorpions beneath Alvaro’s skin shifted, distorting his face. This wasn’t going the way his father had planned. The meeting wasn’t progressing toward either of their goals. And Diago couldn’t ignore the passage of time.

			“I made a mistake,” he admitted. “I never should have come to you for help.”

			“Why?” Alvaro asked. “Why did you come if you thought it was futile?”

			“You were my last hope.” Diago laughed, not liking the sound of grief that clung to the sound. “I thought that if I didn’t matter to you, maybe your grandson would. I was wrong.”

			Alvaro’s eyes gleamed like twin moons as he descended the staircase. “I watched over you in your firstborn life.”

			Diago noted Alvaro’s switch to first person in his speech. He wants to establish intimacy.

			Alvaro continued. “When you were Asaph, I tried to guide you as a father would.”

			Maybe that was true, but Diago no longer cared. Alvaro gave too little, too late. “The clock is against me. I must go.” He raised his hand to reignite his sigil.

			“Hear me out, and I will give you a replica that will fool an angel.” Alvaro stopped at the edge of Diago’s glyph. “Just listen.”

			Diago lowered his hand.

			“I warned you not to trust Solomon—­that his arrogance would be his downfall. You did not listen. Against my advice, you took Benaiah as your lover, and when Solomon asked you about your liaison with Benaiah, you lied. You said you were close friends. You lived your life as a lie, trying to please both Benaiah and Solomon. When Solomon found the truth, he destroyed you.”

			Was it that simple? No. Nothing was that black and white when it came to relationships, especially when one of the individuals was a king. Diago shook his head.

			Alvaro went on, his voice growing louder and echoing through the cavernous room. “Solomon forced you to renounce your love for Ben and take a wife. You were right to avenge yourself on him. You were right, Asaph!”

			Lies and revenge never made anything right. Diago knew that now. Ashamed, he recalled his morning thoughts about Alvaro. He remembered how willing he’d been to give his father the second death—­how he had considered manipulating Guillermo and Los Nefilim to help him achieve that goal.

			The same desire for vengeance had been his downfall in his firstborn life. How could he say his incarnations had changed him if he was, once again, willing to lie for the sake of revenge?

			“No,” Diago said. “When I was Asaph, I had a hand in my own destruction. I made a deal with a devil, and betrayed Solomon to the daimons. They took him from the mortal realm and tormented him for years. All the while, I lived in guilt until I brought him back from the daimonic realms, and restored him to his throne. He never forgave me for that betrayal in our first incarnation, and I . . . I never forgave myself.” Even as he said it, he knew it was true, but the memory of Solomon’s rage no longer frightened him. “Asaph and Solomon are dead. I am Diago, and Guillermo is my friend. He accepts me now. Our incarnations have changed us.”

			“I am your father. A part of you will always belong to me. Guillermo will betray you just as he did when he was Solomon. And when that happens, you come home to your father. I will welcome a priest of your caliber.”

			“Are you done?” Diago asked.

			Alvaro smiled and withdrew a pouch from his pocket. Diago recognized it. The bag was the same one that had held the original idea—­the bag Diago had used to fool Moloch’s vampires.

			“Remember, my son. The true art of deception isn’t in the number of lies you tell, but in the believability of a single lie. I will make Engel believe.” Alvaro tossed the pouch to Diago.

			He caught it neatly and pulled open the drawstring. Inside was a brass medallion. Diago knew without removing it that the case would fit comfortably in his palm. The brass concealed a magnifying glass. It had been a gift from Miquel sometime in the late seventeenth century, and Diago had thought he’d never see it again. He had exchanged it for Moloch’s coin, which contained the original idea for the bomb.

			Diago pivoted the cracked glass free of the cover, closed it, and returned it to the bag. “This won’t fool an angel.”

			“It will by the time you return to him. Go back to your cell and wait. Then hope he keeps his end of the bargain.” Alvaro raised his arm.

			“Wait! Nothing is free. What do you want in exchange?”

			“Consider it a favor. And one day, we might ask you for a favor, and when we do, you will remember this day.” Before Diago could object, Alvaro made a slashing motion with his hand. The female ‘aulaq sang another note and extinguished the fire.

			The darkness descended once more, dousing even the light of Diago’s sigil. He closed his eyes and when he reopened them, the world was still black. The pouch was heavy and warm in his hand. He knelt and touched the chalky dust of Amparo’s bones. He was back in his cell.

			Overhead, a door slammed shut.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 7

			Patience ceased to be an ally and became the enemy. Diago had arrived at the moment when he had nothing left to lose. It was time to fight, but he needed to choose the exact moment to attack. He hummed a tune and formed a barbed sigil of light, and then he brightened the ward’s glow until the sharp edges were blurred.

			Tracking his captors by their footsteps on the concrete, he spun the glyph to life.

			The click of a key and the turning of a bolt announced Engel’s arrival. The angel stood in the hallway flanked by Garcia and Adler.

			Engel sniffed the air. His gaze swept over Diago, and he didn’t try to hide his contempt. “Well?”

			Diago tossed the bag to him, hoping Alvaro hadn’t betrayed him.

			The angel loosened the string and looked inside. A bright flash of white lit his features. He emptied the contents into his palm and closed his fist around the magnifying glass. Eyes shut, he tilted his head back. A tongue of spectral blue fire licked the air.

			Adler aimed his flashlight at Diago’s eyes, but not before Diago saw Adler’s hand resting on the grip of his gun. Likewise, Garcia shifted his position, his pistol in hand.

			Diago held no illusions as to how this game would play. As soon as Engel pronounced his satisfaction with the idea, Diago’s execution was certain.

			The only weapon left to his arsenal was surprise. Now was the time to act. With a feral cry, he sliced his ward in half and used both hands to shove the sharpened glyphs into Adler’s and Garcia’s eyes. Engel looked up in time to see Diago running toward him, but the German angel was too slow. Diago rammed the angel’s chest with his shoulder.

			Engel stumbled backward four steps before he caught his balance. He tried to push Diago back into the cell, but Amparo’s bone dust had turned slick with Diago’s sweat. He wiggled free and dodged to the right.

			Garcia wiped Diago’s magic from his eyes. Diago punched the inspector in the face. The crunch of Garcia’s nose beneath his fist was the most satisfying thing he had felt in days.

			As Garcia reeled from the blow, Diago grabbed his gun. He jerked Garcia’s body in front of him and used the inspector like a shield.

			Adler staggered to Engel’s side, his pistol raised. Diago fired around Garcia’s head. Adler’s skull exploded.

			Engel flung himself inside Diago’s cell.

			Diago spun Garcia around and shoved him toward the stairs. Garcia raised his hands and ran in front of Diago.

			They reached the first landing. Careful to keep his hands in the air, Garcia whirled. “You can’t win, Diago. Stop now.”

			“Shut up before I forget why I’m keeping you alive.”

			Engel called out. “Diago, you’re making this worse!”

			The angel was stalling. Already, Diago detected the shifting vibrations that indicated Engel intended to shed his mortal form. He’d have no chance against the angel once that happened.

			He didn’t answer. Instead, he dragged Garcia up the stairs. The stairwell was silent. None of the angel’s Nephilim responded to the gunshot. Of course, they didn’t. They expected at least one shot and now think I’m dead.

			At the second landing, he paused and shoved Garcia into the corner. “How many are waiting upstairs?”

			Sweat beaded under Garcia’s mustache. He lowered his gaze. “Two of Engel’s Nephilim.”

			Liar. There are at least three. Adler had accompanied them downstairs while the other three had remained behind. “Face the wall. Hands behind your head.”

			Garcia did as he was told.

			Diago rifled through Garcia’s pockets until he found two more magazines. “How many more are in the hospital?”

			“Eight.”

			That might be the truth. Eight Nephilim singing, three watching, plus Guillermo’s five traitors—­he had to find Rafael and hope that Guillermo had a comparable force somewhere on the grounds by now. “Where is Rafael?”

			“Jaso has him.”

			Jaso. Diago might kill Jaso without waiting for Guillermo. “Let’s go.” He propelled Garcia toward the stairs again. “Put your hands down and walk normally.”

			Garcia obeyed him.

			Diago stayed behind the taller Nefil. When they reached the top step, he rammed Garcia aside and yanked open the door. As he’d suspected, Engel’s two Nephilim flanked the exit. He shot the Nephil on the left first. The one on the right threw a punch. Diago ducked and rolled. The Nephil’s fist struck the wall.

			Diago rose to his knees and fired two rounds into the Nephil’s body—­chest and face. Blood sprayed the industrial green walls with a merry shade of red.

			Through the closing stairwell door, Diago glimpsed Garcia running back down the stairs. Going for Adler’s gun.

			Ignoring the shouts around him, he scanned the hall for the third German, who was nowhere to be seen. Diago rose and pocketed the gun.

			Mortal orderlies hurried in his direction.

			He formed a sigil and blinded them to his appearance. “Quick! It’s Inspector Garcia! He shot the orderlies. He’s hiding on the stairwell!”

			Their eyes went wide at the sight of the dead Germans.

			“Go on,” Diago sang to the mortals. “Garcia is out of bullets.”

			The fear left their eyes and they approached the stairwell more confidently.

			Diago ran.

			Shouts echoed ahead of him. More orderlies were coming.

			Diago turned left at the next intersection and ducked into a bathroom as another group of nuns and orderlies ran past. The mirror reflected a madman covered in bone dust.

			Damn it. He was a mess, and he couldn’t enchant every person he saw. Without wasting a second, he washed his face and combed his fingers through his hair. With a towel, he brushed the worst of the dust from his clothes. By the time he was done, his eyes were still bloodshot and his face bruised, but his appearance was such that he could easily deflect a causal inspection by a mortal. That was better.

			Time to move again. Finding Rafael was going to be a problem. Diago didn’t have the first clue of where to look. Where the hell would Jaso have taken the child? An office? But whose? Vales’s? Was there a children’s ward in the hospital?

			Diago’s heart steadied. That was the answer. Find Vales and charm him, undo Engel’s damage on Vales’s mind, and elicit the doctor’s help. Vales might know where Jaso had taken Rafael.

			Diago went to the door. A glance into the hall assured him that it was empty. Noise and confusion echoed from the direction of the stairwell. Diago thought he detected Engel’s voice in the fray. The angel spoke in rapid German, and from the gruff nature of his speech, Diago was certain he wasn’t speaking to the mortals. Twice he thought he caught the phrase, “Meine Nephilim . . . mord . . . mord.”

			Definitely time to move on. Diago set a fast pace in the opposite direction. He passed a row of offices. One of the doors was open. Diago peeked inside. The secretary stood in front of a filing cabinet. Her back was to the door. A doctor’s white jacket hung on the rack by the door.

			Diago lifted the coat and put it on as he walked away. The wide pockets held a stethoscope, but nothing else.

			He passed a window and looked at the sky. The sight halted him in his tracks. Pressing his fingertips against the window sill, he leaned forward, checking the heavy clouds in disbelief.

			Die Nephilim’s sigils had disappeared. Their net of magic was gone, utterly gone. Diago glanced back the way he had come. Engel’s voice was louder. He shouted commands.

			Meine Nephilim.

			My Nefilim . . . but what was the other word? Mord. It sounded a little like muerte. Dead? Murdered? Diago had no idea. All he knew for certain was that the bombastic glyphs, which had covered the asylum grounds, could have only been destroyed by Nefilim.

			“Guillermo is here,” Diago murmured. He is here.

			As Diago turned to go, the whisper of a kitten’s breath touched his fingers. He looked down to find a flicker of white emerging from the shadows along the window sill. The figure of a kitten took form.

			But not a real one. No, that was impossible. One ear was taller than the other, the mouth was slightly off kilter—­it was a cartoonish creature, almost as if a child had drawn it.

			With a thrill, Diago recognized it. It possessed one blue eye and one green eye. Rafael’s kitten! Diago had no trouble summoning the kitten’s name, because Rafael told anyone who would listen about Ghost.

			The kitten leapt from the windowsill and trotted to a metal door. Ghost gave a silent meow.

			Diago almost wept with relief. Jaso and Moreno would never allow Rafael to use his magic. He’s escaped them. Dear Jesus, he’d somehow gotten away from them. “Where are you?”

			The kitten sat in front of the door.

			Diago hurried over. Through the glass window, he saw a stairwell, but the door was locked. “Shit.”

			The heavy slap of feet indicated someone hurried toward him. It was a nun with a face like an ax. If her dour expression was any indication of her personality, she’d cut him, and be happy to do it.

			Thinking quickly, he patted his pockets as if searching for the key to the door. He didn’t have to feign his frustration. “I can’t believe this.”

			“Is there a problem, Doctor?” The nun’s voice grated like nails on tin.

			“Oh, Sister, maybe you can help me. I’m new here, and I’ve left my keys in my office. Is there an elevator nearby?”

			She frowned at him, and for a moment, he thought she would summon the orderlies. The commotion down the hall grew louder.

			Sweat formed on Diago’s upper lip. He forced himself to focus on the nun.

			“You would need your key for the elevator on this floor.” To his relief, she rooted through her keys and chose one. “You should be more careful. We have more important things to do than shepherd negligent young doctors around.” She unlocked the door. “Make sure you shut it firmly. There is a madman on the loose. We want to keep him contained on this floor.”

			“Of course, Sister . . . ?”

			“Benita.” She snapped her name at him and sucked her teeth.

			The shock of the information dropped Diago’s jaw. My son wasn’t in an orphanage. He was in a madhouse. He shut his mouth a moment too late.

			Her eyes narrowed. “You look familiar. Something about your eyes. Do I know you?”

			“No. We’ve never met.” He grasped at a straw and asked, “Didn’t you used to work on the children’s ward?”

			“Yes, yes, I did, but I was recently reassigned here.”

			Jesus, this was the Sister Benita. She was more terrifying than he had imagined.

			She cocked her head and he half expected her to peck out his eyes. “Are you certain we haven’t met?”

			“No, we have not met, but they speak very highly of you in the children’s ward.”

			She blinked at him, and he realized it was her turn to be stunned. “They do?”

			“Yes,” he assured her, relieved that his flattery had worked. “Thank you, Sister.” He moved to the landing and shut the door before she could ask another question.

			Through the window, he saw her wipe her eye. Then she lifted her head and strode grimly down the corridor.

			Diago shuddered and turned to the staircase. The kitten, which appeared to be grinning, had already reached the first landing. Diago followed Ghost to the basement. The wide corridor, utilized by the staff to quickly access the wards, bustled along with its usual traffic, happily unaware of the chaos above.

			A quick glance in both directions indicated nothing but mortals. Ghost moved to the right, along the baseboards. Diago hurried after the caricature, bowing his head as if deep in thought. He was so intent on the kitten, he didn’t see Jaso coming from the opposite direction until it was almost too late to hide.

			Fortunately, Jaso had spotted the kitten and was so focused on the animal dashing into a ventilation grill that he didn’t see Diago either. Grinning like a hunter who had flushed out his prey, Jaso knelt in front of the grill.

			Fucking son of a bitch. Diago didn’t try to contain his rage.

			Jaso laughed. “I’ve got you now, you little fucker.”

			Diago walked faster.

			And just as it had that morning, everything began to happen fast and hard . . .

			Diago put his hand on the grip of Garcia’s gun, but he didn’t draw the weapon. Instead, he walked right up to Jaso and kicked the other Nefil in the face.

			Jaso grunted and fell backward, holding his nose. “What the fuck?”

			“Are you all right?” Diago bent down. As he did, he caught a glimpse of his son, huddled in the filthy vent. He put his finger to his lips. Rafael’s grin lightened Diago’s heart just enough that he decided not to kick Jaso again. He grabbed Jaso’s collar and jerked him upright. With a smooth move, Diago also liberated the other Nefil of his pistol. “That looked like it hurt.”

			Jaso’s eyes went wide. “You fucking—­”

			Diago slammed his fist into Jaso’s face. He felt the cartilage of Jaso’s nose break.

			Jaso screamed.

			Diago hustled him across the corridor and against the opposite wall. If Jaso tried to sing a glyph, Diago didn’t want the fight close to Rafael’s hiding’s place.

			Diago put his lips against Jaso’s ear and whispered, “Shut your mouth, or I’ll kill you where you stand.”

			Jaso shut up.

			Mortals were pausing to gawk at them. Diago gave them a reassuring smile. “Everything is fine,” he crooned. “I’m a doctor.”

			A mortal doctor with a mustache as heavy as his paunch hesitated beside them. “What happened?”

			“I don’t know,” Diago said. “He was walking along and just collapsed. I think his nose is broken.”

			“Can you fix it?” The mortal asked.

			“I’m not that kind of doctor,” Diago said.

			“Neither am I.” The mortal frowned.

			Jaso whined behind his hand.

			“Here now, Officer,” said the mortal. “Let us help you.”

			No, no, no, Diago thought, but he saw no quick way to stop the doctor without drawing more attention.

			The mortal gestured to a petite nun. “Sister! Do you have a moment?”

			When she turned around, Diago noticed a blood spatter on her veil. She deftly folded her black robes over the blood and came forward. One look in her light cinnamon eyes told him she was Nefil.

			Two other nuns, who were clearly twins, trailed in her wake like black ghosts. The twins bore a striking resemblance to the petite nun. They are sisters in blood, not the cloth. And all were angel-­born Nefilim.

			This might work after all.

			“Sister Sofia at your ser­vice, Doctor.”

			Although her name was unfamiliar, the murderous look she gave Jaso eased Diago’s mind. Jaso, on the other hand, tried to twist free of Diago’s grip.

			The twins halted behind Sister Sofia. They folded their hands primly and bowed their heads in unison. Their names suddenly came to Diago: the Corvo sisters. Sofia was the eldest and the strongest singer of the three. Maria and Eva were the twins; although, Diago had no idea which one was Maria or which one was Eva.

			At the moment, it couldn’t possibly matter.

			The mortal didn’t notice the blood on the nuns’ habits, or their icy appraisal of Jaso. He asked, “Sister Sofia, would you have a moment to escort this officer to the infirmary?”

			She crossed herself and considered Jaso with her cold shark’s eyes. “I would be delighted to help the good officer find his way home.” Her countenance suggested she would enthusiastically escort Jaso to Hell and shove him into the fires.

			Jaso shook his head. “I don’t need her help.”

			“Of course, you do,” Diago said. “What if you fall down again?”

			Sister Sofia grinned. “Yes.” She didn’t give Jaso a chance to pull away. “What if you fall harder next time?”

			He winced and scanned the corridor for help. None of Engel’s ­people were around. Neither were the other Nefilim who had joined Garcia’s little rebellion. Jaso was all alone, and his courage abandoned him like his comrades.

			The mortal doctor patted Jaso’s arm. “Well, that’s sorted.” He nodded at them, and then blustered on his way.

			“See? It’s sorted,” said Sister Sofia. She leaned close to Jaso. “Don’t make me sing your death song.”

			Her threat was enough to subdue him. “I didn’t want to do any of this,” Jaso protested. “It was Garcia. He said he had Don Guillermo’s approval.”

			“Shut up,” Sofia said. She turned to Diago. “Get Rafael. Go to the next junction. Take a right. The elevator will be halfway down the hall on the left.” As she passed him, he discretely handed Jaso’s gun to her. She allowed her sleeve to fall over the weapon. “Sisters Maria and Eva will assist you, Dr. Alvarez.”

			“Thank you,” he bowed his head to her as she led the protesting Jaso away. He doubted she would ever know the full extent of his gratitude.

			Sisters Maria and Eva drifted over to stand beside the vent. Like Sofia, they possessed eyes the color of cinnamon, but unlike their sister, their smiles were sweet. They pretended to speak in a hushed conversation. Instead, they sang a song that masked their presence to the mortals.

			Diago slipped behind them. They used their wide skirts to shield him as he lifted the grill.

			Rafael crawled out and threw his arms around Diago’s neck. He wore his little satchel and clutched his mother’s tear. Aside from being dirty and a little bruised, he seemed fine. Diago hugged him so tight, Rafael squeaked.

			He kissed his son’s brow. “You are my brave, clever child.”

			“I knew you would come.” Rafael buried his face against Diago’s neck. “I knew you wouldn’t leave me.” He pulled back. “Did Ghost help?”

			Diago nodded. “Where did she go?”

			“Back into the picture where she belongs.”

			“Good. Now we’re going home where we belong, my little bear.” Diago rose with his son in his arms. Holding Rafael against his chest, he quickly got his bearings and set off in the direction Sofia had indicated. Maria and Eva walked with him. One twin remained two steps behind to guard their rear while the other sister increased her stride until she was two steps ahead.

			Los Nefilim had come for them, just as Miquel had promised. Overwhelmed with gratitude, Diago’s eyes burned. But we aren’t free, yet, not even close. And he wouldn’t feel safe until they were in Santuari again. Blinking rapidly, Diago picked up his pace.

			Sisters Maria and Eva had no difficulty matching his stride. Their heels struck the concrete. The rhythm was a battle march.

			They reached the corner.

			Rafael whispered, “Papa, he’s coming.”

			“Who?”

			“Inspector Garcia.”

			Diago turned right. From the corner of his eye he glimpsed Garcia, along with the German orderly Diago hadn’t killed. They were searching every face, stopping nuns and orderlies alike, only to release them again. Both Garcia and the German had murder in their eyes.

			And Engel? Where the fuck was Engel?

			Then the sister just in front of him—­whether she was Maria or Eva, he didn’t know—­touched his arm and pointed. A few metres ahead, Miquel stood beside the elevator. Guillermo held open the door.

			Diago’s heart pounded. So close. We are so close.

			“Papa?” Rafael tightened his hold on Diago’s neck. “He’s coming!”

			From behind them, Garcia shouted. “Stop! Stop them!”

			“Run,” whispered Sister Maria.

			“Run,” murmured Sister Eva.

			Diago didn’t look back. He ran.

			Mortals scattered from their path and ducked down adjacent passages, or into workrooms. The hall that had seemed so full only moments ago was now deserted but for the Nefilim.

			“Don’t shoot!” Garcia warned the German. “You might hit the boy! There are other ways . . .” His words ended in a low note that caused the air to shimmer.

			The German harmonized, and Diago’s pulse hammered in time with the song. The air became oppressive. Overhead lights crackled and buzzed, flickering with black shadows.

			Maria and Eva whirled and chanted together. They twisted golden vibrations into a bright ward that flared into a miniature sun to drive back the dark.

			From his place beside the elevator door, Guillermo sang out a note and traced a protective sigil in the air. He thrust the ward toward Diago and the Corvo twins.

			Diago’s mouth went dry. Our luck is gone and now it will go bad for us.

			He didn’t see Garcia’s ward, but he felt the effect. A hot wind rushed down the corridor. Diago’s feet left the ground. Rafael’s body locked against his. This was how it felt to be swept out to sea. For one terrifying moment, he thought he and Rafael would be crushed by the vortex of sound. When he hit the floor again, he stumbled.

			Miquel dashed out of the elevator and caught him before he fell. “Quick! Get inside!” He shoved Diago toward the car.

			“Eva!” Maria cried out.

			As Diago reached the elevator, he saw Eva on the ground, Maria standing behind her. Maria ran to her sister and pulled her to her feet. She supported Eva, who stumbled as if she was drunk. Blood poured from her nose and mouth. She must have taken the brunt of Garcia’s spell.

			Guillermo got between the twins and Garcia. He lifted his revolver.

			Garcia and the German ducked around the corner.

			Guillermo spun on his heel without shooting and joined the twins. He swept Eva into his arms and carried her to the car.

			When they were inside, Miquel threw the gate shut and jabbed the button as if he wanted to kill it. Gears churned to life and the elevator rose.

			Guillermo eased Eva to the floor. “Ya, ya, ya,” he sang softly.

			Diago put Rafael down. He took off his stolen coat and used the sleeve to gently wipe the blood from Eva’s lips and chin.

			Maria knelt beside her sister and cradled her head. “Can you save her?”

			“She is not going to die,” Guillermo said. It wasn’t a diagnosis, but a vow. “Hear me, Eva Corvo. Take my song as your own.” He hummed and twisted the fiery notes into the sigil for life. The ward whispered between her lips and down her throat.

			Nothing happened. If she had slipped too far into death’s realm, she might not answer his call.

			Guillermo created two more sigils. He placed one over her heart and the other on her brow. As the wards penetrated her flesh, the elevator seemed to slow—­time itself crawled as if they’d passed into another realm.

			Death, thought Diago. Guillermo is pulling her back from death’s realm.

			Guillermo pressed his thumbs against her temples. Red-­gold light bathed his hands and her face.

			“Eva Corvo! I command you to return!” Guillermo’s voice ruptured the strange silence.

			Time snapped into motion again.

			Eva gasped. Her body convulsed as if she’d been electrocuted.

			The thought of electrocution revived the image of Amparo in Diago’s mind, and he flinched just as Eva opened her eyes.

			“Don’t be afraid.” Eva smiled at Diago as she took Guillermo’s hand and kissed his ring. “This is why he is king.”

			The tension loosened in Diago’s chest. He was wrong. Luck was still very much with them.

			Guillermo rose and brushed the dirt from his knees. His freckles stood out against his pale skin and his hands trembled. The power he’d exerted to reverse Garcia’s spell had taken a toll on him, but a lesser Nefil would have failed to bring her back.

			Diago reassessed his old friend in a new light. Guillermo’s power had grown immense over the centuries, yet his countenance lacked Solomon’s old bravado. He remained humble in a way that Solomon could never imagine.

			The opportunity to change was forever denied to Amparo. Diago felt her loss even more profoundly. I will not be so quick to recommend the second death, not even to Alvaro—­although if anyone deserves it. . .

			Rafael wiggled in beside Diago and touched Eva’s forehead. “Will you be okay?”

			“Oh, yes.” She stroked the child’s cheek. “I am old and full of magic. Don Guillermo guided me back, and now I will heal.”

			They helped her to her feet. Her skin was still ashen, but she could move on her own power. Maria took the coat from Diago and fussed over her twin, wiping the last vestiges of blood from her face.

			Miquel leaned forward and gave Diago a light kiss.

			Lips tingling from his lover’s touch, Diago was barely aware of Rafael working his way between them.

			“Eww, no kissing.” Rafael scrunched his face in disapproval. “Ysa says kissing is gross.”

			“Not if you do it right,” Guillermo said. He glanced at Diago. “Where’s Engel?”

			Maria said, “He didn’t come to see his Nephilim die.” She sounded disappointed.

			“I don’t know where he is,” Diago admitted. “I heard him barking orders at Garcia, but I didn’t see him after I left the cell. He may think he has the idea for the bomb.”

			Guillermo turned around. “Why would he think that?”

			Diago met his friend’s questioning stare. “I summoned Moloch to ask him to create a replica of the idea. I told him the truth: Engel intended to give Rafael the second death if I failed to obtain Prieto’s idea for the bomb. Rather than see Rafael destroyed, Moloch gave me a facsimile.”

			“You negotiated with the daimons?” Guillermo raised his eyebrows.

			Diago’s heart stammered. “I had an hour to procure the idea. I didn’t know what was happening at Santuari. For all I knew, you had a full scale insurrection on your hands. I did what I thought was right. I gave Moloch nothing. I also discovered more about Alvaro. He and Moloch now inhabit the same body. They have become a new god.”

			“He what?”

			“They’ve become—­”

			Guillermo cut Diago off with a gesture. “No, we’ll talk more later. Don’t worry, though—­you did fine. You might have purchased us enough time to get back to Santuari before Engel discovers the deception.”

			“We’ll make it,” said Miquel. “We’ve been through far worse than this.”

			“So you always say,” Diago muttered.

			Rafael touched Diago’s palm.

			Diago knelt beside him. I let him go once. It won’t happen again. “Do you want me to carry you?”

			Rafael shook his head. “I can run very fast.”

			Diago kissed his cheek. “So can I.”

			Maria checked her gun and hummed the “Flight of the Valkyries” as the car climbed to the next floor. Eva joined in her sister’s song.

			“Okay, my Valkyries, our floor is next.” Guillermo put his hand in his pocket where Diago detected the outline of his revolver. “Remember, no shooting unless it’s life or death. Mortals might get caught in the cross fire. Dead mortals make questions and questions cost me money. Everyone understand?”

			The chorus of affirmations died just as they reached their floor. Guillermo opened the gate. Maria and Eva exited first, one going left, the other going right. They checked both directions before they signaled all was clear.

			Guillermo went next and motioned for Diago to leave the car. “Miquel—­”

			“I’ve got the rear,” Miquel said.

			They moved as a unit. Maria and Eva hummed a veiling song. In response, the mortals parted to let them pass, barely glancing at them.

			This was what Miquel had described to him merely two nights ago. Los Nefilim moves as a unit . . . stop thinking of yourself as being separate . . . you are a part of us now.

			Eva turned a slow circle as she walked, scanning the hallway behind them. She smiled at Diago as she traced a sigil of protection in the air. Already the color was returning to her cheeks.

			He gave her a tentative smile of his own before she finished her spin and faced forward again. For the first time since his life as Asaph, he felt as if he belonged to something greater than himself, and Los Nefilim were slowly becoming a part of him.

			Amid the soft soles of the mortals, Los Nefilim’s footsteps created a sharp beat: one, two, and a hard stamp on three.

			Rafael picked up the rhythm and ran in time to the adults. “Bulerías,” he chanted the name of the dance step under his breath, and then he counted out loud. “One, two”—­he stamped on three—­“four, five”—­another stamp on six. A spark scorched the floor beneath his heel.

			They marched to the double doors and went outside. Guillermo halted them on the porch. Arcades shielded them from the open courtyard. Only a few mortals moved around the yard.

			Beneath the cloudy sky it was even more apparent to Diago that Die Nephilim’s song was gone. Not a single note lingered in the air overhead.

			“The kitchens,” Guillermo said.

			Eva pointed to the right. Then they were walking again, faster now, their movements still synchronized. A hot wind cut through the autumn chill and gusted down at them.

			“It’s too warm,” Diago said.

			Guillermo scanned the darkening sky.

			Lavender light burned behind the clouds. Streaks of sangria and silver poured across the heavens, followed by streams of orange that left tails tipped in black. A burst of thunder crashed overhead. Blood-­colored notes dripped into the yard.

			Just like that, Diago’s chromesthesia had returned.

			The profusion of color and sound disoriented him. Dizziness smacked him like a club. He almost stepped on Rafael, but Maria snatched the boy from Diago’s path. Miquel grabbed his sleeve and barely prevented him from colliding into one of the pillars. He was vaguely aware of Guillermo moving to his side.

			Guillermo took Diago’s arm and steadied him. “Can you keep walking?”

			Diago nodded and forced himself forward. “Angels.” He pointed at the sky. “I saw Engel and Prieto. They are in the sky. A third one is there. They’re fighting.” That explained Engel’s sudden departure. He must have realized Prieto was gone. He also must have discovered my deception. Diago swallowed hard and ignored the fear creeping into the pit of his stomach.

			Guillermo hesitated by a column and looked up at the sky. “The third is probably the American, Yellowcloud. It’s out of our hands now.”

			“Are we ever really out of it?” Diago asked.

			Guillermo spat. “Never.”

			As suddenly as it began, the episode of chromesthesia passed. Diago rubbed his eyes. The occurrences were becoming less frequent and of shorter duration. “I’m okay,” he announced. He picked up his pace.

			Guillermo slapped his back and moved to the front of their small company again.

			Miquel squeezed his arm before releasing him and dropping back to the rear.

			Diago strode to Maria’s side and placed Rafael between them.

			His son looked up. “Are you okay now, Papa?”

			“Yes. Are you tired?”

			He shook his head and danced alongside Maria with a determined look on his face.

			Eva scouted ahead, weaving in and out of the arcades. She moved with the grace of a great black butterfly with wings of crimson and white. Her elegant dance came to an abrupt halt at the edge of the porch. When they reached her, they all saw why.

			Garcia stood in the courtyard. Fierro and Moreno were behind him, along with the German orderly.

			Guillermo’s group automatically formed a protective circle around Rafael. Eva and Maria flanked the child. Miquel held his place at the rear of their group. Diago stood beside Guillermo.

			Overhead, the angels warred in a clash of thunder and lightning. A hot wind tore at the fronds of the palm trees.

			The lid of Guillermo’s lighter clicked twice.

			“You’re all under arrest,” said Garcia. “The Princess, Sariel, has lost her ability to guide Spain. Her own angels are bartering with daimons. She has forgotten who we are.”

			Guillermo interrupted him. “Who are we, Garcia?”

			“We are Los Nefilim. We were created to serve as the angels’ warriors in the earthly realm.”

			“And I do,” said Guillermo. “I serve Sariel’s will. I swore my oath to her. If I usurp her rule, then I will be a traitor—­like you.”

			Garcia’s cheeks reddened. “You have polluted yourself and Los Nefilim!”

			Sparks of rage flew from Guillermo’s eyes. “I’ve done no such thing.”

			Garcia pointed a shaking finger at Guillermo. “You consort with daimons and have inducted them into your ranks.” He spat in Diago’s direction. “Sariel’s negligence has allowed you to lead Los Nefilim amok.” He lowered his hand. “Well, that is done. Prince Aker is taking over the principality of Spain, and he has designated me to lead Los Nefilim in his name. Hand over the child. We’ll determine whether or not he’s been contaminated by the daimons.”

			Diago asked, “And if he has?”

			Guillermo shot him a sharp look, but Diago ignored him. In any other confrontation he would take a subservient role to Guillermo, but not when it concerned his son.

			Garcia didn’t hesitate with his answer. “If the boy is unclean, we’ll give him the second death.”

			“Christ,” Miquel whispered.

			Guillermo said, “You’re not getting the boy. And we’re not handing ourselves over to you. I will not abdicate my rule to you or anyone else. Stand down.”

			A slow rain started to fall. Garcia seemed unperturbed by Guillermo’s refusal. “You have allowed the abomination of daimons to infiltrate Los Nefilim.”

			From the corner of his eye, Diago saw his son flinch. He clenched his pistol’s grip.

			Guillermo touched his wrist. “No guns. We settle this like Nefilim.”

			Diago nodded and allowed his hand to fall away from the weapon.

			Garcia shouted, “Bow before me! I am the new king of Los Nefilim.”

			Thunder crashed overhead.

			Garcia reached up and grabbed the thunder’s black vibrations in his fists. He sang a note and twisted the noise into a sigil. Behind him, the German joined his voice with Fierro and Moreno to create a concussive glyph.

			If he hits us with that, it will be enough to stun us. Diago didn’t need to know what would happen next. Garcia wanted them alive. Probably for the same reason Guillermo wanted Garcia—­information.

			The skies opened up and the rain poured from the heavens.

			Garcia fired the glyph with his Nefilim’s voices. He threw the ward upward.

			A bolt of lavender lightning struck the sigil. Engel. Even while fighting Prieto and Yellowcloud, the angel assisted his Nephilim.

			The lightning shattered the glyph into six bolts of sound. One for each of us, Diago had time to think before Guillermo’s deep voice ruptured the air.

			Eva and Maria joined their melody with Guillermo’s song. Miquel picked up the thread of the music and added his voice to their choir. Diago listened for the music’s weakness. There. Between the chords of Guillermo’s bass and Eva’s soprano, the register was thin.

			Diago caught up with them on the refrain. He sharpened the song with his tenor. Behind him, Rafael added his boyish soprano to the chorus. Eva and Maria opened their hearts to Diago and Rafael. They saw Diago’s darkness and did not flinch. They wrapped Rafael in acceptance and joy, and drew the child into their song. Rafael leapt into the air and executed a twirl, adding his amber vibrations to their sigil.

			Guillermo took the combined vibrations of their voices and formed a shield designed to absorb Garcia’s sound. When Garcia’s thunderous noise struck Guillermo’s buffer, Diago’s head rocked. But he didn’t falter in his song, nor did the others. Together they held the shield, and Garcia’s bolts of sound died.

			Diago didn’t wait to recover. He stepped past Guillermo and into the torrent of rain. He skimmed the sole of his foot over a puddle. Water sprayed in his wake, leaving droplets of sound. Diago sang a note and formed a sigil. Miquel joined his song and they created a ward to catch the wind. Eva, Maria, and Rafael twirled like dervishes. The skirts of the twins’ habits raised the wind and water, turning it into a miniature tornado. Rafael shaped the tempest between his palms. Guillermo charged the ward with his voice and sent it flying.

			Garcia formed a quick song. Moreno and Fierro followed Garcia’s lead. The German caught on a beat too late. The tornado grabbed him and flung him into a nearby building. The sound of bones crunching carried across the yard.

			The wind picked up speed. Lightning flashed blue and white across the sky. Orange and crimson light ringed the clouds roiling across the heavens.

			Before Garcia had time to recover, Guillermo summoned another sigil and charged it with his song. Miquel sang with Guillermo. The twins harmonized. Rafael let loose a cry as he leaped into the air.

			Diago caught the notes together and cut a sharp sigil, charging it with the vibrations of his song. The ward sliced the air as it hurtled toward Garcia, Moreno, and Fierro.

			Overhead, a brilliant flash of silver lightning turned the darkness bright as day. The electric charge descended into the yard and fired Diago’s sigil. Static electricity made their hair stand on end. The bolts of lightning engulfed Garcia and his Nefilim, leaving them flopping in the puddles, helpless against the rain.

			As suddenly as it began, the storm ended. The sun rolled behind the clouds and sent crimson and orange rays to border the storm. The light burned brighter and brighter. Diago noticed the lavender was gone.

			Prieto and Yellowcloud had won.

			The rain came down softer, feathering away until it was merely patters against the roof tiles.

			Diago panted in the sudden quiet. Without thinking of who might be watching, he reached out and took Miquel’s hand. His lover smiled and touched his forehead to Diago’s brow.

			Miquel murmured, “Are you all right?”

			Diago nodded and turned in time to catch Rafael in his trembling arms. He lifted his son, checking him for wounds. Rafael was fine.

			“Let’s move, ­people,” Guillermo growled at them. “We’re not safe yet.”

			A nun emerged from an alley and ran toward the downed Nefilim. Diago realized it was Sofia.

			“Quick!” she called out to someone behind her. “Be quick if you want them alive! They have cyanide capsules in their mouths.”

			Her words broke through their joy, but even as she reached Garcia, Diago saw that the Nefilim were dead.

			Garcia grinned up at the sky. His eyes open to the last of the falling rain.

			Two uniformed Urban Guards suddenly appeared. They were followed by a Nefil in a worn suit. He was older, with oiled black hair and soft gray eyes. His face appeared as rumpled as his suit.

			Guillermo glared at him. “It took you long enough, Santiago.”

			Santiago reddened at Guillermo’s rebuff. “I’m sorry, Don Guillermo. I had to circumvent Garcia’s orders and charm the Chief Inspector. The affair required finesse.”

			Sofia loosened her veil and shook free her long hair. “We have Jaso and Acosta in custody. I’ve ordered my ­people to take them in for questioning.”

			“Yes. Thank you, Corvo.” Santiago turned to face someone behind Diago. He made languid shooing motions with his hands. “Please, go back inside, everyone. I am Inspector Carlos Santiago.” He lifted his jacket so they could see his badge. “Everything is under control now.”

			Several mortals lingered on the porch for a few seconds before they returned indoors, murmuring amongst themselves.

			Dr. Vales detached himself from the crowd. Pushing against those who were going back inside, the young doctor came forward. With a sideways glance at Diago, Vales faced Santiago. “What the hell happened here? Garcia and his men said that Dr. Alvarez was under suspicion for the Ferrers’ murders.”

			Santiago blinked lazily, as if noticing the mortal for the first time. “And you are?”

			“Vales, Dr. Vales. I signed off on Alvarez’s admission to the hospital.”

			“Ah,” Santiago assessed the mortal. “I’m afraid it was Inspector Garcia who was trying to cover his own crimes. We’ve been investigating him for several weeks. It was an internal affair.”

			Diago admired Santiago’s new spin on the story. Without telling a lie, he had just outlined the entire situation.

			“Sergeant Corvo”—­Santiago gestured at Sofia, who had shed her nun’s habit and now waited beside Garcia’s body—­“was undercover here at your hospital. Her sisters, Señoras Eva and Maria Corvo, were assisting. Dr. Alvarez was brought in from Sevilla to help us flush Garcia into the open. Don Guillermo graciously volunteered to help. Everything was going according to plan until Garcia and his cohorts abducted Dr. Alvarez and his son.”

			Vales wasn’t entirely appeased by the explanation. “Dr. Alvarez shot three ­people.” He pointed back toward the hospital with a shaking hand. “Aren’t you interested in that?”

			Santiago matched Vales’s tone. “Dr. Alvarez is a veteran. He’s seen active duty, and his ability to handle himself under adverse conditions was the reason we wanted him involved in our investigation. If he shot them, they needed to die.”

			Rafael rested his cheek on Diago’s shoulder. Santiago came to Diago’s side and ruffled the child’s hair. Rafael gave him a wan smile.

			Santiago smiled back. “The little guy looks like he’s had a rough day. Why don’t we let the doctor take his son home?” He tilted his head at Sofia. “Sergeant Corvo, would you escort Don Guillermo and his ­people to their vehicles?”

			“Of course, Inspector.” Sofia gestured for them to follow her.

			Diago followed Guillermo.

			“Dr. Alvarez!” Vales called. “Will you please come to my office tomorrow?”

			Diago hesitated. He should just keep walking. Instead, he turned back. “Not tomorrow.” Maybe not next week. “But soon.”

			Vales accepted the answer with a nod, and turned to converse with Santiago. Just beyond the spot where Vales and Santiago talked, a scorpion scuttled along the sidewalk.

			Diago tracked the arachnid with his gaze. The scorpion ran to a column where it joined its mates. The scorpions took the form of a man.

			Alvaro. A pool of ice formed in Diago’s stomach.

			Alvaro smiled at Diago, but his predatory gaze was on Rafael.

			Diago shielded his son’s body with his own.

			“Are you all right?” Miquel asked.

			“What is it, Papa?” Rafael tried to look over Diago’s shoulder, but he covered the boy’s face with his hand.

			“Let’s get out of here,” Diago whispered.

			Miquel frowned and studied the arcades.

			Diago looked back again.

			Alvaro was gone.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 8

			Guillermo didn’t ask any more questions about Diago’s descent into the daimonic realm, and Diago offered no further explanations. Instead, Guillermo and Miquel spent the ride telling him what they’d learned from Prieto, and in return, Diago told them about Amparo.

			By the time Guillermo parked the truck beside their house, Diago was numb. Rafael dozed with his head against Diago’s chest. In spite of his coat, and the combined warmth of Guillermo, Rafael, and Miquel, Diago remained cold.

			Miquel opened the passenger door and slid out. “Give him to me.” He reached across the seat.

			Diago shifted his weight until Miquel could reach Rafael. Once he was certain that his lover had a good grip on the boy, he joined Guillermo beside the truck.

			Guillermo’s hand landed on Diago’s shoulder. “Listen,” Guillermo said. “Take this week off and just rest. We’ll talk about your studio next week.”

			“What studio?” Diago asked.

			“I need you to start work.”

			“Work on what?”

			“We need the Key, Diago. You have it.” He touched Diago’s chest with one blunt finger. “Locked inside of you.”

			Of course. Time to earn my keep. Alvaro is right, everything has a price. For Guillermo, it is the Key. And for the Key itself . . . To search for that chord meant remembering secrets long past. Diago wasn’t sure he wanted to resurrect those days.

			Miquel waited by the front door, holding Rafael, who was just beginning to wake. “We can talk about this later, can’t we?”

			“Sure.” Guillermo gave Diago’s shoulder a squeeze. “Come to my house on Monday. I’ve had some plans drawn up, and we can go over them together. We’ll see which ones you like.”

			Diago nodded, afraid to speak. He didn’t trust the words that might spill over his lips.

			Mercifully, Guillermo said nothing else. He lit a cigar and started back down the road toward his villa.

			Diago couldn’t stand it anymore. “Don’t you want to know?”

			Guillermo stopped, but he didn’t turn around. “Know what?”

			“Don’t you want to know what happened with Alvaro and Moloch?”

			Guillermo smoked. Diago counted eight puffs before the big Nefil finally spoke. “No.” He turned and fixed his fiery gaze on Diago. “You’ll do what’s right. Even if you don’t believe in yourself, I do.” Before Diago could say anything else, Guillermo walked away.

			Small fingers brushed Diago’s palm. He started and looked down to see Rafael blinking sleepily by his side.

			“Come inside, Papa. Someone fixed our door and cleaned our house.”

			Diago turned around to find Miquel gone. He took Rafael’s hand and led the child inside, where he found that order had been restored to their little home. Miquel had tossed his jacket over the back of the couch. Diago retrieved it and hung it by the door along with his own coat and Rafael’s little jacket.

			Miquel emerged from the kitchen with a bottle of orujo and a ­couple of glasses. He poured the brandy and gave a glass to Diago. “You look like you need a drink.”

			Diago downed the shot and felt the brandy’s warmth spread across his chest. “Who was here?”

			“Juanita left a note on the kitchen table. Along with dinner.”

			Diago followed his lover into the kitchen. Bowls and platters were spread on their small table. There was enough food to carry them through the next two days. Diago stood in the kitchen door, his glass forgotten in his hand.

			Miquel smiled and came to him. He touched the corner of Diago’s eye. “What is this?”

			Diago wiped the tear away. “It’s the light. It’s too bright.”

			Rafael placed his satchel on the coffee table and joined them in the kitchen. “I could use a drink, too,” he announced.

			Miquel laughed. “How about some hot chocolate for you?” He kissed the side of Diago’s mouth before he went to the stove.

			Diago sat at the table and uncovered the still-­warm dishes. A bulging envelope rested beside one bowl. He turned the thick paper over and saw his name written on one side. He’d seen this script on one other occasion.

			“What’s that?” Rafael climbed onto his chair and swung his leg. The now familiar thump of his heel striking the table leg provided their backbeat.

			“Stop kicking the table,” Diago murmured absently. The paper reminded him of the calling card Prieto had left in the mirrored box in what seemed like so long ago. But it was only a month ago. Yet it felt like years. Still, Diago couldn’t dispute that the handwriting on this envelope was the same. “Prieto.”

			Rafael ceased to kick the table.

			Miquel turned from the stove to see. “What?”

			“Not what, who.”

			Miquel shut off the stove and came to stand behind Diago. Placing his hands on Diago’s shoulders, he massaged him gently. “Open it.”

			Diago slid his thumb beneath the seal. Inside was the magnifying glass he had thrown at Engel, nothing else. Diago pivoted the glass free of its brass case. The magnifying glass had been removed and in its place was a mirror.

			Etched into the glass was the silhouette of a woman poised to dance, her arms raised over her head, her face turned upward as if looking at the sky. She was dressed in rags that rose behind her and gave her the illusion of wings. The ethereal figure seemed to twist and turn in the kitchen’s light. Around her throat was a small serpent with ruby eyes and golden scales. Beneath her feet was a scroll with the dates 1895-­1929 etched into the glass.

			Crimson and silver light bled across the kitchen floor. The rays gathered together and took the shape of the tall thin angel that called himself Prieto. The colors of his song leaked from his wounds like multihued ribbons. The right side of his face was burned red and tight. His long silver hair was matted with blood and shadowed his eyes, great crimson orbs shot through with streams of silver. Pain rendered his gaze feral and bright.

			Rafael left his chair and came to Diago’s side. He pressed himself close against Diago and watched Prieto with wide eyes.

			Diago put his arm around his son, wondering if this day would ever end.

			Prieto straightened and snuffed a smoldering patch of fire on his coat. “Don’t be frightened, child. This is what happens when angels war.”

			“You should stop fighting,” Rafael whispered.

			Prieto laughed, and the sound drove their fear from the room. “Such good advice.” He came to the table and sat on Miquel’s chair. Gesturing at the etching, he said, “Her earthly name was Candela Maria Cortés Prieto.”

			Diago felt Miquel’s fingers tighten on his shoulders.

			Prieto didn’t notice Miquel’s sudden tension, or if he did, he didn’t remark on it. Instead, he winked at Rafael. “When you are older, I will sing you her angelic name. She loved you very much. Engel murdered her when she refused to tell Prince Aker where she had hidden you. Engel gave her the second death.” Prieto’s lower lip trembled. “I have avenged her.”

			Diago finally found his voice. “You gave Engel the second death?”

			Prieto pursed his lips and nodded. “Sariel sanctioned the death sentence.” He reached out to touch Diago’s wrist, but Diago moved his hand out of the angel’s reach. “I just wanted to see that my nephew is loved.”

			“Now you’ve seen.” Diago gently pivoted the glass back into the brass case. “Get out.”

			Prieto swallowed hard before he continued. “Teach him how to love, Diago. Don’t let him live in fear of gods or mortals or angels or daimons. And definitely do not let him fear death. I beg you. Teach him how to love.”

			From their bedroom, the mantel clock chimed the half hour. As if on cue, Prieto rose and went to the backdoor. He hesitated but didn’t turn around. “I am sorry, Diago. For what that’s worth. I am sorry for how you were used and that you were hurt.”

			The words fell like shivers in the air, and Diago couldn’t tell if Prieto meant it or not. Nor did he care. He said nothing to absolve the angel of his sister’s act, let alone his own. Forgiveness was a destination far beyond him at the moment. He merely stared at the table and waited for the angel to leave.

			Prieto’s colors bled from their kitchen and disappeared. Outside, the sun crept from behind the clouds and splashed golden light across their kitchen floor.

			When he was sure the angel was gone, Diago pressed the magnifying glass into his son’s small hand. “This,” he said before he paused and cleared his throat. “This is a very important gift. Miquel picked out the glass for me many years ago. And it has been touched by daimons and by angels, so like you and me, it is augmented with the magic of both. And here”—­he pivoted the mirrored glass to reveal the etching of Candela—­“is your mother, who must not be forgotten. I’m giving it to you, because it’s been touched by all of us.”

			Rafael held the brass case between his palms. “It’s cold.”

			“Most symbols are,” Miquel said as he knelt beside the boy.

			“But we’re not a symbol,” said Rafael. “We’re a family.”

			“A family of bears,” Miquel growled and lifted Rafael into the air.

			The child squealed as Miquel tucked him under one arm. He grabbed the chair Prieto had vacated and placed it in front of the stove. “Trade me.” He offered Rafael a wooden spoon and held out his hand for the magnifying glass.

			Rafael considered Miquel for a moment, and then he placed the brass case in his pocket. Snatching the spoon from Miquel’s hand, Rafael gave him a closed fist salute.

			“Excellent!” Miquel turned on the burner. “Stir your milk while I find some chocolate.”

			Their voices faded into the background. On the tabletop, where Prieto had folded his hands, a damp circle stained the wood. Like a teardrop, Diago thought.

			As he watched, a sphere rose from the table’s surface. The bubble grew until it was the size of a marble filled with streaks of crimson and silver. Diago reached out and caught the angel’s tear before it could roll to the floor.

			Still warm with Prieto’s love, the stone pulsed softly against Diago’s palm. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt that Prieto had left it for him. Maybe he was truly sorry for the way the angels had used Diago.

			Maybe.

			Miquel returned to Diago’s side. Frowning at the stone, his dark eyes troubled, he traced the vein in Diago’s wrist until he touched his palm. “Will you keep it?”

			“Maybe.” Diago kissed Miquel’s knuckles and watched his son.

			Rafael turned and grinned, and Diago smiled back. Maybe the angels were sorry, but Diago wasn’t. Not anymore. He had his family, his family of bears, and together, they would roar.

			END
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