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To my characters:

I apologize for nothing.

You knew what kind of book this was.
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My unmarked Crown Vic rolled into the parking lot of the Lucky Lantern Motel, its tires crunching over gravel soaked in last night’s regrets. The place was crawling with flashing blue and red lights; cruisers were parked at crooked angles, and yellow tape fluttered in the humid breeze, struggling to keep the rot of this place contained.

I stepped out into the heat and humidity of the New Orleans’ morning. The air smelled like hot oil, old beer and something faintly sweet; whether a flower in bloom or decay at work, it was hard to tell. The motel hunched in the morning sun like it was ashamed to still be standing. Each building wore the same faded brown, their exteriors pocked with mildew and peeled paint that curled like old scabs. The Lucky Lantern had been anything but lucky for decades, a last stop for runaways, junkies and lovers too desperate to afford a better mistake.

A knot of uniforms stood around an open door, muttering like they were afraid the room might overhear. One of them flicked ash from a cigarette he wasn’t supposed to be smoking while near a crime scene. That was my destination. I walked toward it, eyes scanning the overhangs and corners of the lot for cameras, anything that might’ve captured a glimpse of who went in and didn’t come out.

Nothing. Not a single glass eye. Just blank stucco and rusted brackets where cameras might’ve once been. No surprise. Motels like this traded in anonymity. Their clientele paid in cash and checked in under names borrowed from dead movie stars. Privacy was part of the price of admission.

“Detective Seraph,” a uniformed officer greeted me at the door, his voice clipped and formal, like he wasn’t sure if he should salute or duck for cover.

I offered a tight, apologetic smile. A stab of guilt twisted somewhere low in my gut. I didn’t remember his name. Not surprising. These days, I was lucky to remember my own name, and only because people kept saying it to me.

“Officer,” I said, nodding toward the yawning motel doorway behind him, ringed in fluttering yellow tape. “How’s it look in there?”

He grimaced. “Awful. Don’t get me started on the smell.”

“Appreciate the heads-up.”

The warning didn’t do it justice.

I ducked under the tape and stepped into the belly of the beast. The stench slammed into me. It was a mixture of sweat and cheap perfume with a coppery, sour smell lurking just underneath. The raw stink of sex and death clung to the walls. My stomach turned, and I swallowed it back. This wasn’t my first crime scene, but some scenes had a way of making themselves memorable whether you wanted them to be or not.

Inside, the room was dim. The curtains were half-drawn, shadows crawling across the stained carpet. The hum of a slow twirling ceiling fan did nothing but stir the air, making it worse.

The forensic team was already at work, moving through the scene in masks and gloves like a coven in sterile blue. One of them glanced up and tossed me a pair of disposable shoe covers.

“Suit up, detective,” he said. “No footprints in the Garden of Eden.”

I caught them one-handed. “Thanks for the shoe condoms,” I muttered.

He snorted. “They won’t save your soul, but they’ll keep your soles clean.”

I pulled on a pair of shoe covers – thin blue plastic that crinkled like candy wrappers – and snapped latex gloves over my hands with a dry whisper of rubber. Crime scene fashion: disposable, sterile and just uncomfortable enough to remind you that nothing about this job was normal. I stepped deeper into the motel room, the musty air closing around me.

The king-sized bed dominated the space like a monument to bad decisions. The sheets were twisted and half-hanging off the bed, one corner lying across the floor, like they’d been thrown aside in a rush of animal heat. But whatever passion had burned here was long gone. In its place was the dead chill of a cemetery.

The body sprawled across the bed was male; he was stark naked, mid-thirties and lean. Blood pooled beneath his skin, and still his face held the frozen echo of bliss. His eyes stared up at the ceiling fan like he’d seen heaven spinning just above him. It was the kind of expression you only saw in cults, sex clubs or the final act of a Faustian bargain.

His chest was a mess. The skin bloomed with deep, angry purples and sickly greens that spoke of blunt trauma or something much worse. The bruise covered his chest like a brand.

Elana Newcastle, the medical examiner, was already at work. She knelt beside the bed. Her brunette hair was pulled back in a ponytail that made her look more like a surgeon than a coroner. Her gloved hands moved with practiced ease, cataloging death like it was just another Monday.

“Murder?” I asked, keeping my voice low, like the room deserved silence.

She looked up, the light catching the edge of her eyes: sharp, brown and utterly unfazed.

“That,” she said, “is the question.”

She offered me a smile, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. It lingered too long and left me wondering if she was pissed at me. We’d dated recently, if you could call it that. A meal, a dead body and a promise to call soon. It had gone well. Then I’d vanished with no calls, no texts. Not because I wanted to ghost her, but because my last case had tried to kill me. Literally. And between my torture, nearly dying and the nightmares, I’d let a lot of things fall through the cracks. Including her.

I kept my tone clean. Professional. “Any ideas on cause of death?”

Elana’s eyes drifted back to the corpse, and her expression hardened into the mask she wore when she was elbow-deep in someone else’s guts.

“Something ruptured inside his chest cavity,” she said, cool and clinical. “I won’t know the full picture until I get him on the slab and cut him open. But, if I had to hazard a guess right now?” She paused. “His heart exploded.”

I blinked. “Exploded?”

She nodded slowly. “Not in the way it normally would. Hearts can rupture – tear, maybe bleed out – but this...” She shook her head. “This was forceful. Violent. Like it blew itself apart from the inside.”

I stepped closer, my gaze drawn again to the bruise that bled across the man’s sternum. It was massive, caused by some unknown trauma.

“What could cause that?” I asked.

She didn’t answer right away. She just stared down at the body like it had whispered something in her ear.

“It shouldn’t happen,” she said at last. “Biologically, it doesn’t make sense. A cardiac wall can’t just detonate.”

“But you just said...”

“I know what I said.” Her eyes met mine again, sharp and unreadable. “And I’ll say more when I have him opened up. Until then, chalk it up to one more mystery in a city full of corpses.”

She turned back to her work, but her posture was tense now, tight across the shoulders. Whatever she’d seen or felt unsettled her. And if it rattled Elana Newcastle, it sure as hell wasn’t natural.

“Can I call you later?” I asked. “I’ve been meaning to, but...”

Elana didn’t look at me. “We’ll talk later when I know more about what killed him.”

Translation: now’s not the time, and maybe it never will be. I let it go. For now.

The room was still thick with the sour tang of blood and something muskier beneath it like the scent of lust had burned itself into the wallpaper. I scanned the space, looking for anything the forensics team might’ve missed. Something personal. Something human.

A crumpled pile of clothing caught my eye. It was tossed beside the bed like the aftermath of a quick, desperate coupling. I crouched. Picking through the mess, I found pants twisted around themselves like they’d been peeled off in a hurry. No signs of a struggle. No blood.

I reached into a pocket and pulled out a wallet. Still fat with credit cards and cash. No signs of a robbery. That ruled out robbery as a motive.

Flipping through, I found a driver’s license. David Hawthorn. Local. The photo showed a man with a clean smile and careful eyes, the kind that tried hard not to let the darkness in. I snapped a quick picture with my phone and slid everything back into the wallet before returning it to the clothes.

Across the room, Elana and a wiry young man – barely old enough to shave – were lifting the body onto a gurney. The intern’s face was pale, eyes wide, like he wasn’t used to bodies that smiled like they’d died mid-orgasm.

“I’ll stop by the morgue later,” I said, more to Elana than anyone else.

“Fine,” she replied without looking at me.

Yeah. She was pissed. She was cold enough that I feared I’d get frostbite if I got too close. I made a mental note to bring something when I stopped by. Coffee, a beignet, something stronger if it came to that. Guilt had a way of settling in the bones when left untreated, and I’d already let it fester long enough.

I watched her disappear with the body, the intern trailing behind like a shadow unsure of its place.

Only when the echo of the gurney wheels faded down the concrete walkway did I finally step out of the room. Time to see what David Hawthorn’s life had looked like before it was smeared across motel sheets.
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Climbing into my car, I slid behind the wheel, the leather seat creaking beneath me like it remembered better days. The engine coughed once, then rumbled to life with the low, gravelly purr of something old and mean. My hand rested on the gear stick, ready to shift into drive and leave the stink of death behind when a sharp knock cracked against the passenger-side window.

I flinched. Instinct more than fear.

Standing there was a man who looked like he’d walked out of a high-end cologne ad. His tailored charcoal suit with black shirt was open just enough to be suggestive. Every inch of him was smooth, deliberate: a statue carved by someone who knew exactly what hunger looked like. And judging by the smirk curling his lips, he knew the effect he had.

Where the hell had he come from?

I rolled the window down halfway, and the humidity slipped inside like a thief in the night. He leaned in, close enough for me to catch the scent of something sharp and expensive; it smelt of sandalwood, spice and maybe even ozone, like a storm waiting just offshore.

He smiled. It wasn’t just charming; it was weaponized. That smile could seduce saints, disarm killers and make the devout question their vows. It hit with the kind of practiced precision that said he knew exactly how to use it and who to use it on.

He didn’t speak. Not yet. And that silence was worse than words. Because silence, when delivered with that much confidence, means one thing:

He came here for me.

“What can I do for you?” I asked, keeping my voice flat. Professional. Like I wasn’t already bracing for impact.

The man smiled again. The motion was too smooth, too sure. “Hello, Joseph. We need to talk.”

The way he said my name made the hairs on the back of my neck rise. Like he’d known it long before I was ever born.

“I see you’ve got me at a disadvantage,” I said, scanning his face for a tell. “You know who I am. I don’t know a damn thing about you.”

He tilted his head slightly, like a curious cat or something that wore a human face out of convenience. “Who I am is less important than what I am.”

Before I could shoot back something clever, the world shifted.

It wasn’t a full-blown special effects spectacle. There were no thunderclaps or choirs of angels. But the air changed. Brighter. Crisper. Like someone turned up the saturation of reality. The tailored suit bled away, threads unraveling into pure light, until he stood before me in robes so white they hurt to look at. It was a white like the crackling edge of lightning.

And there were wings.

They fanned out slowly, deliberately, like a warning flare. Not feathery-soft like a Hallmark card, but sharp, pearlescent blades that shimmered with subtle color shifts – pink, gold, blue – depending on how the light hit them. Divine and terrifying in equal measure. A kaleidoscope forged in heaven’s armory.

“Get in,” I said. My voice sounded calm, but inside, every alarm bell was screaming.

Nothing good ever comes from talking to angels. But I opened the door anyway.

The angel slid into the passenger seat and shut the door with a soft thunk. Before the sound faded, I’d shifted into gear and pulled out of the motel lot, the tires crunching over broken glass like bones underfoot. He didn’t say a word, but I could feel him watching me—his gaze like a scalpel, clean and cutting.

The city sprawled out ahead, hot and humming, every street oozing with summer sweat and the stink of diesel. I was aiming for the dead man’s address when the angel spoke, his voice calm and casual.

“Turn here. There’s about to be a wreck up ahead.”

I didn’t ask how he knew. I didn’t want to know. I jerked the wheel and veered onto a side street lined with sagging shotgun houses and flickering streetlights. The GPS chirped in protest, recalculating.

Seconds later, the police scanner crackled to life with the report of a pile-up on the road we’d just avoided.

I glanced over, keeping my tone dry. “Show-off.”

He gave me a half-smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Just trying to be helpful. I’m hoping the gesture motivates you to return the favor.”

His voice was soft, but there was something sharp underneath, like silk stretched over broken glass. Whatever favor he had in mind, I had the sinking feeling it wouldn’t come cheap.

“What do you want?” I asked, eyes on the road, knuckles pale on the steering wheel.

“I need the Fruit of Knowledge,” he said, voice like velvet. “The one you took from Eden.”

He wanted the fruit that gave mankind choice and freewill. The same fruit that Solomon had wanted.

A beat passed. “Oyo took the fruit,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. “Maybe start with her.”

He didn’t blink. “And you took it from her.”

My jaw tightened. I took another turn, back onto the road where the wreck had happened. The angel didn’t press. He didn’t need to. His silence was the kind that filled a room like smoke.

I still had the fruit. Locked away, hidden where even most gods wouldn’t think to look. But I wasn’t about to hand it over to the first winged pretty-boy who climbed into my car like he owned the place.

“If I knew where it was and I’m not saying I do, what exactly would you do with it?”

“That’s none of your concern,” he said, and this time, the polish dropped from his voice. It was steel now, cold and final. “Return the fruit. Or there will be consequences.”

I didn’t respond. But in my gut, something twisted.

His tone made me angry. I don’t take well to threats, veiled or otherwise, and the angel’s voice had just crossed the line from divine suggestion to celestial ultimatum.

I jerked the wheel hard, tires screeching as I veered onto a deserted side street. Without a word, I slammed the brakes. The angel hadn’t bothered with a seatbelt – guess omniscience didn’t include basic road safety – so he lurched forward, catching himself on the dash with a startled grunt.

Before he could recover, I drew Hell from beneath my jacket.

The barrel – cold, black, and humming with malevolence – pressed against his ribs before he even finished blinking. He froze. Angels know fear. They just hide it better than the rest of us.

“Let’s get something straight,” I said, voice low and razor-sharp. “You don’t threaten me in my car, in my city, or in my damn presence.”

Hell wasn’t just a name. I’d bound a Duke of the Pit to its steel, which gave it enough kick that even an angel would regret feeling a bullet from its barrel. One pull of the trigger and even celestial flesh would burn like dry paper.

The angel didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. The flicker in his eyes said it all. Even Heaven bleeds under the right conditions.

“You know who I am,” I said, my voice low and cold, “so you know exactly what happens if I pull this trigger. Conversation’s over.”

The angel’s gaze dropped to the barrel of Hell, still pressed firm against his ribs. Then back to me. For a second – just a flicker – something dangerous passed behind those perfect eyes. Pride, maybe. Or the itch to see if I had the stones to go through with it.

That second dragged.

Then it passed.

He exhaled slowly, like a man stepping back from a cliff. His hand found the door handle, and he pushed it open with controlled grace, like he wasn’t being forced out, like it was his choice all along.

“I hope you won’t come to regret this decision,” he said, voice smooth but laced with threat.

Then he slammed the door hard enough to make the frame shudder.

I didn’t wait for round two. My foot hit the gas, and I peeled away, tires biting into the asphalt. The rearview mirror held nothing, not even a ghost in white robes and the fading memory of wings. The angel was gone.

I turned my focus back to the road. Time to see what secrets the victim’s house was keeping before someone else beat me to them.
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Sold.

The word was scrawled in blood-red letters across the white sign staked into the overgrown lawn. I parked next to the cracked curb and stepped out of the car. Overhead, a massive oak stood; it was covered with Spanish moss that hung like drapes, casting shadows that danced in the sticky afternoon light.

The house was old with antebellum bones that were wrapped in neglect. A once-proud Southern manor strangled between two boxy modern renovations like a relic trapped in time. The grass was tall, curling up the sides of the porch like it wanted back in. Every window was dark and empty.

I crossed the sidewalk and paused at the sign. Sold, it said, with fine print beneath: Fairfolk Realty Company.

The porch steps creaked underfoot, dry wood groaning with every shift of weight. At the top, the main door sat nestled between two tall windows. One had fractured like a spiderweb, while the other was filmed over with grime. I leaned in and peered through the glass.

Inside, the foyer lay still and hollow. The kind of stillness that feels more than just empty; it feels abandoned. Dust spread across the floor like a thin frost. Cobwebs feathered the corners like lace spun by spiders with too much time and no one to notice. No furniture. No photos. No signs of recent life.

It didn’t fit. Hawthorn had cash, ID, credit cards. He wasn’t a drifter. But this house – his house, supposedly – looked like it hadn’t been lived in for weeks. Maybe longer.

Something didn’t add up. And, maybe I was wasting my time.

The thought scratched at the back of my skull as I mounted the porch and reached for the front door. I half-expected it to be locked, chained, maybe even booby-trapped. Instead, the brass knob turned smooth and easy under my palm. That was the first warning sign.

The door creaked open and what hit me next wasn’t the dusty gloom I’d glimpsed through the window, but a burst of light and sound so wrong, so violently out of place, it stopped me cold.

Or maybe not cold enough.

My hand dropped to the butt of my gun, the familiar weight of it like a prayer I didn’t quite believe in. I stepped through the threshold, senses on edge.

The door slammed shut behind me. I spun, gun half-drawn, but the foyer was gone.

In its place sprawled a ballroom that couldn’t possibly fit inside the shell of that decaying antebellum house. The air shimmered with candlelight. A polished hardwood floor stretched out beneath me, gleaming like honey in the flickering glow.

And the people – God help me, the people – they danced.

Dozens of them twirled in perfect harmony, dressed to the nines like something out of a century-old dream. Velvet gowns, pressed tuxedos, sparkling jewelry. Not one face looked familiar, and not one seemed quite right. Each dancer moved a bit too perfectly, smiled too widely, and their eyes were glassy with a joy that felt painted on.

A string quartet played from an arched dais on the far side of the room. The melody was light, whimsical. But beneath it, a darker harmony throbbed like a heartbeat echoing through hollow bone.

The surreal spectacle stretched out before me, and every instinct I had screamed: You shouldn’t be here.

I sidestepped just in time as a couple whirled past me, their movements a blur of grace and glitter. The woman’s gossamer wings – translucent, iridescent, sharp as razors if you knew what to look for – sliced the air inches from my face. A whisper of wind followed them, carrying the scent of wildflowers.

That sealed it. This wasn’t just some parlor illusion. I had stumbled straight into a Fae gathering and not the lowborn kind either. This was high court glamour, ancient bloodlines and barely concealed power woven into silk and music.

Before I could even think about backing out, a figure detached herself from the crowd and made a beeline toward me. She was human, and her white dress was plain in comparison to the decadent silks and shimmering finery worn by the dancers. Still, she carried herself like someone who belonged.

“Joseph Seraph,” she said, voice calm, eyes sharp. “Welcome.”

I put my gun in its holster and gave her a polite nod, masking my surprise. “You’ve got me at a disadvantage, m’lady. And here I thought I had the monopoly on knowing names I shouldn’t.”

She offered a small smile. “You may call me Acorn.”

A silver acorn pendant hung around her neck, gleaming faintly in the candlelight like a talisman. Her eyes were green, not the soft kind, but forest green: deep, watchful and not entirely kind.

She studied me like I was a puzzle box wrapped in barbed wire. I got the sense she already knew more about me than I was comfortable with.

“Well, at least, I’m not the only human here,” I said, scanning the swirling dancers around us. “Were you invited?”

“You are mistaken.” Her voice was even. “I wasn’t invited. I belong to the court. Well-treated property, nothing more.”

A cold knot twisted in my gut. “Is there anything I can do?”

Acorn laughed. The sound was low and brittle, like glass cracking under pressure. It wasn’t joy, but the kind of laughter people use when hope’s been dead a long time. “What you can do,” she said, her green eyes flicking toward the dancers with something like contempt, “is enjoy your evening.”

“I believe it’ll be enlightening, if nothing else,” I muttered. “Any clue why I’m here?”

She paused, long enough for me to wonder if she’d answer at all. When she did, her voice dropped an octave. “It would be wise to find out... before it’s too late.”

Her sudden shift in tone caught me off guard. “Too late for what?” I asked.

She didn’t answer. Her eyes, bright and unreadable, were already looking past me. “One last piece of advice,” she said, stepping back into the blur of motion. “While you’re in the Faerie Realm, do not eat or drink anything. Fare thee well.”

And with that, she was gone, swallowed by the crowd.

There was a narrow window near the door that was arched, like something stolen from a chapel. I stepped over and peered through the rippled glass.

The view had changed.

Like a dream at daybreak the New Orleans street I had walked down to enter the house was gone. Gone was the cracked pavement of New Orleans, the moss-slicked sidewalk, and the rust-sweating street lamps.

In their place sprawled a primeval forest, thick with gnarled trees and vines that grew in ropey bunches. The foliage pressed against the glass like it wanted in. Whatever realm I’d stepped into, it wasn’t mine anymore.

I turned back toward the ballroom, the air now humming with enchantment and distant melancholy. Strings played a tune too beautiful to trust, and the dancers moved like they were chasing a memory they’d never reclaim. I scanned the floor, wondering if this was somehow tied to David Hawthorn’s death and if the Fae were more than background players in this tragedy.

There were other humans here. I could count four others; all were young, well-dressed and caught in an endless waltz. They twirled and dipped with the poise of professionals, but their faces told another story: hollow eyes, trembling smiles, a mask of pain and weariness.

“Do not worry for them,” a voice said beside me.

I hadn’t heard her approach. She was Fae, no doubt. Her frame was tall, angular, and her eyes were the color of overcast water. “They requested the honor of attending,” she added, her tone drenched in a kind of cruel amusement. Her smile was not kind.

They weren’t being forced to dance that was the horror of it. They’d chosen this. They’d asked for it. And that made them more trapped than any chain could.

I turned to face the woman fully. She was elegance incarnate: refined, otherworldly and deadly. The kind of beauty that didn’t warm you but warned you, like the gleam of a straight razor under moonlight. Her dress clung to her like a second skin, petals and thorns braided into lacework that shimmered with an unnatural luster. Blossoms bloomed across her curves in suggestive patterns, leaving just enough bare skin to make you question your own better judgment.

“They look to be having fun,” I said, letting the irony bleed into my voice like a slow leak from a cracked pipe.

She tilted her head, considering the dancers. Her smile curled like smoke from a house fire. “They do, don’t they?” she replied, her voice a velvet drawl wrapped around barbed wire.

Then her eyes slid back to me, pale and
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