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Leo

The pain was unbearable.

The darkness was worse.

A shard, created by a demon and meant to kill angels, had pierced Leo while he had been in the demon realm. Now, its jagged edges churned inside him, creeping closer and closer to his heart. An extremely high fever was partly why Leo was making irrational decisions—or perhaps the slow, steady pull toward darkness was responsible for that. Either way, Leo believed he hadn’t died because he was no ordinary angel.

He had been born of two archangels.

His body slowly succumbed to the relentless exhaustion dragging him under. He felt bone-weary. The shard would lead to his demise if he didn’t find a cure.

Leo yearned for revenge against the Shades for what they had done to him—and for what they’d done to Corinth, and Corinth’s brother, Peter. Leo’s sister, Zoey, was not connected by blood but by the bond. She’d been seriously injured, but healed by angel grace. Alastair too. Despite his increasingly pronounced limp and difficulty controlling his power, he needed more time.

Father, please give him more time, Leo implored.

The Son Doong caves, located under the Annamite Mountains in Vietnam, were occupied by a group of Shades who had been part of Ephrem’s army. Ephrem, the demon who’d terrorized the Taylors, had created Shades. After that, he was banished to hell by Alastair Iszler and by—Leo admitted begrudgingly—the archangel Nakir.

Sunlight shone into the cavern’s mouth as Leo quickly assessed his surroundings and decided which direction to take. The damp and gloomy grottos brought back memories of the demon realm, which made sense—it was where the Shades used to live.

Leo had been drawn here by a demonic entity. Unfortunately, he had no armor to protect himself from any threats. His armor had been ruined. He also knew that if his angel brothers and sisters found out he was here alone, they would try to drag him back to safety, against his will. Safety wasn’t what he sought. He sought a battle, a task from which he knew he wouldn’t return.

Leo knew that Corinth Taylor was unaware of the extent of Leo’s injuries.

There was no point in anyone else getting hurt on Leo’s behalf, so he’d cut himself off from the rest of the group. Now, guilt pressed down on him.

Leo!

Ikari’s voice filled Leo’s head as their telepathic link opened up. Their bond was so strong that he felt Ikari’s emotions as if they were his own. Ikari was justifiably worried and angry. The feeling was so intense that Leo had to take a deep breath to calm himself.

The voice came again, more insistent.

What are you doing? Where are you?

Leo remained silent, resolute.

He had to do this on his own.

Didn’t he?

Leo, please. Let us help you. I can feel the dark—

Leo cut their connection, mainly because his resolve was starting to waver. It felt like losing a limb. But he was determined—no one else would bear this burden.

He shuddered and stumbled forward, his body involuntarily tugged along as if being led on a leash.

The air was thick with the smell of mold, decay, and soil. As Leo staggered onward, he lost his footing and slipped. The temperature had dropped significantly, and a cascade of water from somewhere above drenched him, chilling him to the bone.

After mechanically lumbering along for hours, Leo stopped at a dead-end. A massive hunk of stone blocked his path. There was no way to progress any further by employing human travel. Yet here, the malevolence pulled at him the strongest, pressing in from all sides.

Leo’s sword appeared in his grasp. The handle was unusually ice-cold as the blade emitted a brilliant electric hue against the pitch-black surroundings. Brrrrr. The cold was sapping. He sucked in a sharp breath, steeling himself.

Keep going. You have to do this. You want to do this.

Approaching the rock, Leo’s heart pounded. His breath plumed before him as he placed his palm against the rock. He closed his eyes and listened. There it was—the unsettling presence.

Something dark and nasty ignited a yearning inside him to get to the other side.

A jolt of pain exploded from his rib cage and radiated out to his limbs. He doubled over as the shard wriggled inside him.

Leo clutched his chest, struggling to shake the pain. This was a mistake. Too late. How did he even get here? He shook his headful of damp hair, trying to clear his mind. He didn’t know.

What had he been trying to do? Kill Shades? Exact revenge?

Succumb.

As Leo decided what to do next, a dense cloud of black sulfur suddenly appeared out of the stone. The demonic tendrils engulfed him, choked him, and then devoured him whole.

***

Leo raised his sword, vaguely aware that he had been transported to a deep cavern behind the rock. His breath was visible in the chilly air, and his teeth chattered. He swung his blade in a mighty arc over his head, ready to face his opponent. He felt his vision failing, though. Dark shadows screeched and screamed in fright, darting to his left and right. Why couldn’t he see in the dark like he used to?

As soon as Leo’s hands crackled with portentous energy, another jagged pain ripped through his heart. He dropped to a knee, his blade clattering to his side, all the breath sucked from his lungs. Slowly, in agony, he took in his surroundings, and then he saw them.

Shades. A horde of them.

Surprisingly, Leo remained untouched as they skulked away from the angelic blade on the ground beside him. They seemed wary and frightened, some hissing while others vanished into swirls of thick black smoke.

Run, monsters, run.

Still on his knee, Leo shouted, “Come on! Fight me, cowards!”

The Shades probably knew Leo had reached a point of no return—or, perhaps, they sensed the evil force consuming him from inside and out. That was why he had to get them back for what they did to Peter; he had to kill every last one of them. It would be his final act of bravery.

However, unbearable anguish struck, stronger this time. He collapsed into a fetal position on the damp earth.

Gradually, the radiant angelic light dissipated, leaving Leo in pitch black. This frigid, lifeless hole was to be his final resting place, far from the comforting presence of his loved ones.

Corinth. He tried to open a link to his brother to tell him goodbye, but he only heard a deep crackling in his head.

Too late, brother.

Leo gritted his teeth and got back on his feet, swaying. What should have been an effortless task drained him of all his energy. He inhaled, struggling for air, his strength ebbing. The blade sputtered back to life, then flickered as it tried to stay ablaze. Spark, sputter. Spark, sputter. Spark, sputter.

Leo picked his weapon back up as a figure detached itself from the rest of the shadows. It moved toward him, its steps deliberate and confident. Despite the deadly crackling flame emanating from Leo’s sword, the entity approached with a boldness that set it apart.

Notable and unnerving, Leo thought.

“I … suppose you want to … be the … first … first to try to kill me?” Leo spat.

The divine light of his sword flickered again.

“Not really,” came a snide remark.

Leo glimpsed the ominous figure. It had black, oily skin, a bald head, and golden veins running up and down its neck. The Shade wore a ragged T-shirt with a white skull on the front. The fabric was torn down the middle, giving it the appearance of long, protruding teeth and a sinister grin—an omen of death.

Then the Shade backed off slightly. “Leo?” it said uncertainly.

The curiosity in its voice gave Leo pause, but it also angered him. “How dare you say my name, Shade,” he snapped, his body flickering with uncontrolled energy.

The Shade threw a hand over its face, and Leo smiled inwardly at its pain.

Leo should have been curious about how the Shade knew his name in the first place. But his mind was in shambles, like a frayed string coming apart at the seams, and he couldn’t concentrate.

“You don’t look so hot,” the Shade remarked coolly. “You’re dying.”

The thing dared extend its hand toward Leo, but Leo quickly swung his blade around, causing the creature to jump back and hiss.

The hatred was starting to feel … tolerable, enjoyable, and beckoning to Leo.

But he might still have enough energy to send a shockwave of grace into the sword and down into the earth, taking all the abominations.

And so, Leo snarled as he plunged the sword into the hard-packed earth, clasping the hilt tightly with both hands with the last ounce of strength he had left.

His legs went out from under him, and he collapsed.

The Shade barked out an amused chortle. “You thought you’d come here and … what, Leo? Try to kill us all? Did you wish for a last-ditch chance for a cure or a fight?” Thin, delicate wisps of smoke emerged from its fingertips, swirling and coiling as they wound hypnotically in the air toward Leo. The wisps seemed almost conscious, as if they had their own mind.

Leo couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread and … liberation, as they drew closer to him.

Succumb.

“A little of both,” Leo admitted so quietly he wasn’t sure it had heard him.

The black, ink-like vines moved in on Leo from all sides, the thick, sulfurous tendrils filling his nose and mouth. He coughed and shuddered as the shock and pain wracked his body in spasms—convulsing, twitching, dying.

Standing beside him, his sword gleamed like a star—a cross marking his grave. He closed his eyes, hoping for a swift and merciful end. His mission had been to serve God, and it was now complete.

“I was going to warn you about the danger of coming here.” The Shade’s voice was a low rumble in its throat as it crouched beside Leo. “But because you’re only a few seconds away from certain death, it turns out it’s a good thing that you did come after all.”

The Shade inched closer, and its features became more discernible as it did.

Leo’s mind raced as he tried to piece everything together, and when it finally came to him, he let out a sharp gasp.

Pete.

Peter Taylor.

Corinth’s brother wasn’t dead. Well, not exactly, anyway.
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Zoey

Going to school didn’t seem as important to me as it once was. I wasn’t into getting top grades or graduating early anymore. All I cared about these days was the supernatural—angels, demons, and ancient artifacts. The paranormal had piqued my interest, shattering any semblance of routine. Why have a routine anyway? Did working a nine-to-five matter? Everyday life, as people knew it, didn’t exist.

Almost everyone walked around ignorant, with their eyes closed to the truth. A part of me wanted to spill it all and let them know they had been duped. But my rational side overcame that part, knowing no one would believe me anyway.

Economics was filling up, and the other students were taking their seats, chatting with friends, and catching up on the latest gossip. I, however, was lost in my own world, engrossed in the book I’d borrowed from the library: Investigating Angels and Demons.

I had become obsessed with learning everything I could about angels and their unfathomable power. My oldest brother, Corinth Taylor, was a Nephilim. Leo, who claimed to be my half brother, was an archangel. And my brother, Pete…well, he’d gotten shafted by all of them. He’d turned into a demon for a brief period and then was taken from my family—a loss we would never shed.

Grief hit me like it always did, entirely out of the blue and in agonizing waves.

I laid my head on my book, hoping the cool, crisp pages would return me to the here and now. The darkness was a welcome relief from the chaos and noise of the outside.

My best friend at the time, Trevor, had pretended to be my classmate and had killed my brother right in front of my eyes. How does someone get over that? The answer is that they don’t. No amount of grief therapy was going to make that image go away. None.

Ephrem.

I leaned back in my chair, running my hand down the length of my braid as I tried to push away the familiar, creepy sensation clawing its way up my esophagus. Go away, I pleaded, trying to calm my racing thoughts. Although I was convinced that Ephrem was still trapped in the depths of hell, I knew there were ways for him to escape.

As I twirled the ring around my finger, I remembered it was a gift from Cor, made from the metal of his angelic blade—the bronze dagger. I hoped that this small piece would protect me when the demons came looking for me.

Again, there was a lot on my plate besides schoolwork.

I was so absorbed in my thoughts that I didn’t even realize the lecture had started, until Mr. Woodcomb called my name ten minutes into the class.

“Zoey … Zoey … Zoey!”

I jerked my head up as he said, “Ah, there you are.”

The kids around me giggled, and my face grew hot as Mr. Woodcomb asked me to answer the question on the board. I glanced up, reading the question silently: Which of the following actions is an example of an improvement in human capital?

Carlos hires three workers for his business.

Frank’s Furniture trains employees to use computers.

Tasha applies for a job as an engineer.

The city of Upland builds a new nursing home.

I paused on C., the engineer. My stomach dropped. Pete had been trying to get his degree in engineering. Peter.

I knew the answer to the question—Frank’s Furniture trains an employee to use computers—but I didn’t care about getting it right. I shook my head and squinted at my open book, apathetic.

Mr. Woodcomb cleared his throat before saying, “Zoey, I know you know the answer, but I’m going to let it slide. See me after class, will you?”

I rolled my eyes.

Whatever. Great.

As soon as the bell rang and the room emptied, I propped my legs on an empty desk in front of me, hoping to finish a couple more chapters of my book before leaving. Who cared if I was late?

“Ahem,” came a throaty voice.

I glanced up to see Mr. Woodcomb standing at the front of the classroom, waiting for me to finish. His expression was stern, his lips pressed tightly together, and his hands resting on his hip.

I packed my things, approached his desk, and paused before him.

“Zoey, I’ve noticed you seem increasingly preoccupied lately, especially regarding your grades. I understand that your family is going through a tough time right now,” Mr. Woodcomb said, rubbing his balding head. He paused. “I can’t even imagine what it’s like not knowing about your brother. It must be truly awful …”

Mr. Woodcomb’s voice suddenly distorted and then slowly faded away. My heart was pounding so loud that it was all I could hear. Pete had been reported as a missing person because there’d been no body to bury. My parents made it clear to the authorities that my brother had left of his own free will, which resulted in the police not putting in much effort to search for him.

He was just … gone.

Not vanished. Executed by Ephrem.

“As I was saying”—Mr. Woodcomb was still speaking—“I wanted to mention that your grades are slipping. I know that’s not typical of you, so I wanted to help. If you’d like, I can arrange for you to speak with the school counselor—”

I shouted, “No!” and slammed my hands on the desk, causing him to flinch. The room spun. I tightened my grip on my backpack strap. “I don’t need anything from you,” I said firmly.

My teacher gave me a slight nod. He looked disappointed and sad.

A tight ache ballooned in my chest.

I didn’t tell Mr. Woodcomb that I didn’t intend to improve my GPA.

At that moment, I really missed Cruz Saldivar. He was the only person who truly understood what I was going through. He had experienced the same horrors I had when we were trapped in the demon realm. But despite the danger and fear, Cruz steadfastly refused to leave my side, offering me comfort and support. I felt grateful for our strong bond and knew I would never forget his help.

We’d texted back and forth since that terrible day, but I hadn’t seen him since Corinth had taken him home to his mother. We’d both been trying to adjust—which for me meant disassociating—and my parents were still terrified about letting me out of their sight. It had been an all-out war between us for them even to let me go back to school. I only got their approval thanks to my ring and watch with GPS and a panic button.

I hadn’t heard from Corinth or laid eyes on him in a while, so it felt like I had lost two siblings instead of one.

***

In the hallway, outside the classroom, I leaned against the wall, sucking in a shallow breath. I shook at the possibility of being targeted by the Shades for stabbing Ephrem.

I shut my eyes tightly, gathering the strength to move one foot before the other. The weight of my feelings was almost too much to bear.

“Hey,” a voice said near me. “Are … are you okay?”

I opened my eyes, uncomfortable to have a witness to my meltdown. It was a familiar face: Keisha Tucker, a girl from my class. She had a dark complexion and light brown eyes that currently seemed to be dissecting me. I didn’t want anyone’s pity.

Annoyed and embarrassed at myself, I said, “Uh, yeah. I’m fine.”

“I’m sorry, Zoey.” Keisha offered her condolences, looking down. “I heard about your brother.”

“Thanks,” I said awkwardly.

She began again when I said nothing else. “Hey, I have an idea. A few of us plan to gather at the lake for a bonfire. Jordan’s family owns a house right on the water. They’re renovating it to sell. Since it’s vacant, we thought we could use it for one night to let loose. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like. It could be a great way to take your mind off family drama and spend time with … you, know, friends.”

“Friends?” I said, lifting my brows. “I didn’t think I had any.”

“You do now,” Keisha said like it was a done deal.

Part of me couldn’t believe I wasn’t shutting this down immediately. There were multiple reasons why going to a party would be a bad idea. It was unsafe. My parents were still enforcing a strict curfew. The last person I had trusted turned out to be a demon. I didn’t want to endanger anyone else, which was a lot for someone my age to deal with. And I constantly felt on edge.

However, taking my mind off current events was also highly tempting.

As soon as I hesitated, Keisha put her hand out. “Give me your phone.”

I tugged my cell from my pocket and handed it to her.

“No pressure, but …” Without hesitation, she entered her contact info and returned my phone. “Text if you change your mind,” she added with a warm grin.

I watched my possible new friend walk away, thinking about inviting Cruz to the bonfire. I wanted to feel normal again, if only for a few hours.
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Cruz

Cruz Saldivar eagerly awaited the end of his shift at Sweets and Stuff. He only had fifteen minutes, and all he had left to do was take the trash to the dumpsters behind the building. Cruz closed the store by himself almost every night. He had volunteered to do it because he wanted a raise and didn’t want to go home to an empty house.

His madre was making up for time lost, and she’d been going out almost every night.

Cruz’s mom, Elena Saldivar, had made a miraculous recovery from a terminal lung disease. As a result, she resumed her position as the head librarian. This had brought in some extra income, which was a relief, but their top priority now was to pay off medical debts.

Cruz worked overtime and hadn’t had much time to process the events from the demon realm or speak to Zoey, except through texting—they messaged each other a lot. But it just wasn’t the same as actually being in her company. He missed seeing that stunning smile of hers in person.

Zoey’s eldest brother, Corinth, had cautioned Cruz about the possibility of Ephrem coming for him. The mere thought of encountering that lunatic again made him shudder. Sometimes Cruz wondered if he was just being paranoid; if someone were to confront Cruz, it would be in a dimly lit alleyway at the back of a store …

Maybe he wasn’t that paranoid.

This was the worst part of his job. Cruz stepped outside, attempting to lift the two overstuffed and heavy garbage bags. He resorted to dragging them instead, determined to get them out in one trip. He didn't want to come back outside to this creepy alley. Struggling with the load, he grunted, his breath visible in the chilly air.

Finally, after an eternity, he made it to the dumpsters without ripping a hole in the bags.

Cruz had hoisted one into the bin, which was no small feat. Also, it really smelled like decaying garbage.

After finishing, he let out a deep sigh, wiped his hands on his apron, and turned back inside. But something caught his eye off the right, causing him to stop dead.

A red devil with horns or a bull on a man’s body—

Macabre images flashed through his mind—demons and Shades—all things associated with darkness and malice and possessions.

Cruz grabbed the shield hanging from his neck, half-expecting it to be hot, but the metal was cool.

The holy relic he carried comforted him as he walked back toward the doors, warding him from evil. He tucked it under his shirt with a reverent kiss, trying to shake off the jitters. He rolled his shoulders, annoyed at himself for being overly anxious. He’d had too much caffeine.

A solitary light illuminated the back door while the remainder of the closed-off backstreet lay shrouded in darkness. The space had mock surveillance cameras to scare off would-be burglars.

Cruz glanced at the digital screen on his smartwatch, which Corinth had gifted him. It had some pretty cool features, including a panic alarm that he had been warned never to use unless it was life or death. There were no visible signs of danger lurking nearby. However, the stillness in the air seemed to press down on him, causing a sense of foreboding.

Listen to your gut, his madre had always told him.

Cruz began to jog back to the store as a tall, dark form emerged from the shadows, blocking his path. He stopped and glanced down to check, but the shield didn’t indicate demons or Shades. These were humans, and this human was big. He loomed over Cruz, obscuring the dim light from behind.

Cruz raised his fists, his heart rate skyrocketing as the guy spoke. “Cruz is taking out the garbage. Isn’t that ironic?”

Two more hulking forms emerged behind the first one, stepping into the security light like the main actors in a theatrical performance. There was a jolt of recognition as he studied the group. They were not demons—although Daniel Cordova, with his raven-colored hair, dark eyes, and hostile personality, could be mistaken for one.

Cordova was built like a tank, with a square chest, jaw, and head. Even his haircut was a square. Cruz used to hang out with Daniel’s gang before he decided to turn his life around. Although they were around the same age, Cruz was a little younger, he recalled. He had promised his mother that he was done with that life.

The two other guys, Thing 1 and Thing 2, positioned themselves to either side of him, ensuring Cruz couldn’t pass.

Dumpsters and a fence trapped Cruz from behind, leaving him no way out.

Cruz locked eyes with each of them, his voice low and menacing. “Before you try to stop me from going inside, did Danny Boy tell you why I broke his jaw a few years back?”

The two guys exchanged a nervous glance, unsure whether to answer. Cruz’s reputation might have preceded him. If they were smart, they’d know better than to take him for granted or goad him without taking precautions.

“Don’t call me Danny Boy,” Danny snarled, inching closer.

“Yeah, Danny Boy was drunk and obnoxious one night, bragging about how he’d cheated on his girlfriend and gotten away with it. When Debra”—Cruz scratched his cheek, shaking his head —“arrived, I told her in front of Danny that he’d cheated on her. That’s why you’re here, right?” Cruz turned to face Cordova. “To get even?”

Daniel rubbed his jaw as if the wound was still fresh. “Consider yourself fortunate that I’m allowing you to come to terms with your ass-kicking.”

“Guys,” Cruz said with a yawn. “I’m exhausted. Normally, I wouldn’t mind taking you down a few pegs, but I don’t feel like it tonight … Go home.”

His blood hummed in his veins. His pacifism wasn’t entirely honest—there was always a part of Cruz that itched for violence. Anger fueled him. It made him stronger. When it came to fighting people, Cruz was on equal footing. It was another thing to battle demons… he’d think twice about those things.

His feet moved forward of their own accord as he clenched his fists, reminding himself of his promise, but they were the ones looking for trouble.

Daniel laughed, probably misinterpreting Cruz’s hesitation as a sign of weakness or fear. “Cruz, not in the mood for a fight? That’s a first.” He glanced at his two buddies; the one to his right had a black ball cap on. “It’s funny you think you have a choice, Saldivar.”

Cruz’s heart rate spiked as they stepped closer; his muscles tensed. They closed around him, their faces twisted angrily, their chests puffed out.

Cruz’s gaze shifted to his knuckles, which he brought up to his line of sight. They were lined with dozens of scars, some old and faded, others more recent and still healing. The scars were like knitting on a sweater, a patchwork of memories and pain that he wore like a badge of honor. Each one reminded him of a round he had won or a battle he had survived. Cruz’s fists were more than just limbs. He knew his anger could be dangerous, but it was also the only thing that made sense to him.

The rush of adrenaline coursed through him, making him feel alive. “So, what’s it going to be, Danny Boy?” he murmured, his voice laced with venom.

Daniel Cordova smiled. “I want to see you bleed.”

“Three against one?” Cruz scoffed. “That’s more revealing about your fear than my courage.”

Daniel bit his lip and snapped, “What did you say, pendejo?”

“It means you’re scared,” Cruz goaded.

“That mouth always did get you into trouble,” Daniel started to say, but Black Ballcap lunged at Cruz, trying to gain the upper hand first—a rookie mistake.

Cruz’s world dimmed and slowed as the guy swung wildly at him. He dodged the fist, landing a powerful punch to the guy’s gut. The guy doubled over, his face contorted in pain as he dry-heaved. Daniel and the other guy, whose name he vaguely recalled as Damien, were already moving in to help. As Cordova struck out at Cruz, Cruz instinctively lifted his arm to block the fist. He felt the rush of air missing its intended target.

Danny’s heavy breathing and shoes scraping against the concrete were loud.

Cruz jabbed Damien with an elbow, causing him to stumble and let out a tormented cry. Then he delivered a blow to the black ballcap guy’s cheek, the sound echoing through the frigid night air, leaving no doubt that the bone had shattered.

Something struck Cruz’s jaw, causing a sharp pain that radiated to his ear, and then rough hands grabbed him around the waist. Someone else yanked him backward off his feet, and then the blows found Cruz’s midsection. Once. Twice. Three times. He gasped for air as their grip prevented him from bending over to take deep breaths. The two at his sides brutally jerked Cruz upright, and he kicked out, connecting with a kneecap. There came a satisfying crunch followed by a string of expletives in Spanish.

“You broke my knee!” came a whine.

Something hard struck Cruz on his head, and his world plunged into black.

For a moment, in the darkness, he saw Ephrem leering at him, taunting him. I’m coming for you.

Cruz, thoroughly concussed, came back to the world in slow, blurry increments as he was hauled back to his feet. The next shock of pain found his ribs. His face. His torso. Several more strikes to his head had him spitting up red. Salt and blood stung his eyes. He was dizzy and light-headed.

Danny was standing in front of Cruz, grimacing and favoring his knee. His nose was actively gushing. Cruz gave Danny an infuriating smirk when he saw Danny’s distress.

He knew this: savagery, gore, and pain felt like greeting an old friend. A vicious wildness bloomed inside him, a caged animal waiting to be set free. He needed to release it, to tear them apart.

He liked this.

What was wrong with him?

Daniel panted as he pointed to the guy wearing the black cap. “Jay, check out that fancy watch on Saldivar.” He wiped his mouth and spit. “Give it to me.”

Jay pulled Cruz’s watch off his arm and threw it to Daniel, who plucked it out of the air and said, “This is nice. I bet I can pawn this for some decent cash.” He turned it over, examined it, and then tapped the digital face for a few minutes before the screen lit up. “I’ve never seen this brand before. It’s strange. What does this red button do?”

“Wait!” Cruz growled, panic slicing through him. “Don’t touch that!” Corinth wouldn’t be happy if he found out what Cruz had done. He was also determined to see this through; he didn’t want anyone’s assistance.

Daniel hesitated, his finger lingering over the button while he glanced up at Cruz, flashing a knowing grin. “What’s the matter? Does it call your mommy?”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Cruz wheezed, blood bubbling on his lips.

Daniel wiped his grimy face with his hand. “All right,” he muttered before tapping the button and activating it.

Oh no.

“That was not a good idea,” Cruz muttered, his lip rapidly swelling.

Daniel’s face was illuminated in red as he peered at the watch. It beeped loudly and repeatedly flashed, demanding his attention. He gave it a closer look, trying to decipher its message. “Why does it show this address? ¡Mierda!” He spat. “The cops!”

“No,” Cruz mumbled, his lip hurting. “Something much scarier.”
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Cruz

Jay and Damien grabbed hold of Cruz’s arms and forcefully dragged him toward Danny Cordova. Despite Cruz’s efforts to resist, the two were too strong for him, and he was still feeling dizzy from the blow to his head.

“Ándale, Dan,” Jay hissed. “Break his jaw and be done with it.”

Cordova’s knuckles made a cracking sound as he clenched his fists and sprang at Cruz—

Out of nowhere, a blinding light cut through the darkness, resembling a pair of supernatural scissors slicing the night sky open. The light was so bright that it felt like they were standing beneath a UFO. A swirling cloud appeared overhead, accompanied by wind and thunder.

Cruz might have passed out at the sight if he had not been ready.

Danny stopped in his tracks, transfixed, his eyes riveted on the streaks of lightning in the night sky. He paled as he struggled to comprehend what he was witnessing. It could have been extraterrestrials, apparitions, or dark spirits. The possibilities seemed endless and all equally terrifying. “What—the—hell—is—that?” he cried.

All three stood silently, staring up at the breathtakingly celestial sky. In their awe, Jay and Damien released their grip on Cruz.

“Aliens,” Cruz said with wide-eyed sincerity.

Cruz shoved Jay back, causing him to stumble over a cement block, which was there to prop open the back door for deliveries. As Jay went down, he hit his head on a recycling bin, rendering him unconscious. At the same time, Cruz seized Damien by the scruff of his neck, hauled him down, and kneed him in the face, knocking him out cold before he even hit the ground.

Winded and concussed, Cruz locked eyes with Danny, who was staring at him as if he were a freak.

“You think it’s a good idea to stick around to see what comes out of that cloud?” Cruz rubbed his eyes, and something hot and sticky leaked into them.

Daniel risked another glimpse at the strange, whirling mist above them before he chucked Cruz’s watch and ran, leaving his two injured companions on the ground.

A figure sprang out of the vortex, landing gracefully in a crouched position. Their hands crackled with powerful, angelic energy.

Corinth Taylor.

Corinth’s russet-colored hair was sticking straight up, and it looked like he’d hastily thrown some gold mesh chainmail armor over his black-and-gray flannel pajamas. His Converse were unlaced, and he was sockless. In his right hand, he held one of the deadliest relics in the universe—the holy Lance, otherwise known as the Spear of Destiny.

Corinth rapidly assessed the situation, his amber eyes skimming the scene. Upon seeing the unconscious men splayed out on the ground, he gestured toward them. “Those guys aren’t demons, Cruz. Are you okay? Were they trying to rob you?”

“Not exactly.” Cruz gently prodded at his fat lip. For the briefest of moments, he considered saying yes. “Technically, they did try to steal my watch. But, no … that’s not the reason they were here.” Guilt swirled in Cruz’s gut. The angel would be livid with Cruz for bringing him out here in the dead of night. The guy had been either sound asleep or busy with something else. “What’s with the pajamas?” he asked offhandedly.

“It’s late, and I was asleep.” Corinth’s brows rose as he shrugged. “Your panic alarm woke me, and I didn’t think; I just acted. Here—” Corinth stood to his full height, and suddenly, a flicker of lightning came down from the sky, striking Corinth and blinding Cruz. Holy hell. The next moment, when he blinked the light out of his vision, he saw Corinth was now wearing tactical gear—a holster strapped to his thigh that housed his dagger, boots, and fatigues. “Is this better?”

“You’re still badass even in PJs.” Cruz’s eyes went wide as he nodded. “I’m just glad you came.” The adrenaline was wearing off, and the pain was setting in, intensifying by the minute. He doubled over, grasping his knees as blood dripped off his forehead.

“You’re hurt.” Corinth was beside Cruz instantly, placing a firm yet gentle hand on Cruz’s back.

A moment later, a comforting warmth flowed through Cruz’s veins. He closed his eyes and left planet Earth—figuratively, not physically. The sensation was not new to him; it reminded Cruz of the sun’s gentle kiss on his skin, spreading warmth from the inside out. As he surrendered to the soothing heat, the pain in his head, face, and stomach faded, leaving him renewed and whole once again. Angels had healed him before, but this time, it felt different. The sensation was potent, heady, and ethereal. As the high slowly dissipated, Cruz opened his eyes to see Corinth kneeling beside Jay, his hands emitting a bright energy that seemed to be affecting both Jay and Damien, who were still unconscious.

Corinth gave Cruz a critical squint before placing a finger on Damien’s forehead. The swelling disappeared in moments, and Damien let out a contented sniffle.

Next, Corinth rose and walked over to check on Jay, who lay motionless on his back. Placing two fingers on Jay’s neck, Corinth’s hands blazed bluish-golden. At the touch, Jay let out a groan and began to stir. Gradually, his breathing improved, and his chest rose and fell steadily.

“They won’t remember tonight’s events,” Corinth said, slipping his blade back into the sheath at his thigh and placing an elbow on a knee. “Judging by the dirty apron and overflowing dumpsters, I assume you were working.”

Cruz nodded.

“Want to fill me in?” Corinth asked with concern, as he returned to his feet and met Cruz’s gaze.

Cruz swiped at his brow, trying not to squirm under Corinth’s accusatory frown. “First, I want to say this was not my fault. I got jumped by three—”

“Three? There were three?” Corinth looked around, his senses heightened. “Where’s the third one?” His voice was heavy with disapproval.

“He took off right before you got here.”

“Great,” Corinth hissed, and then his gaze halted on Cruz’s watch, which was still lying on the ground. “What did the third guy see, Saldivar?”

Cruz screwed his face up, mashing his lips together before saying, “Well, he might have seen the cataclysmic giant hole in the sky … but that’s it, I promise.”

Corinth swore under his breath. “Will that guy be a problem?”

“No,” Cruz said, his voice hitching. “He shouldn’t be. I mean, I don’t think so.”

Corinth snatched the watch off the ground, seemingly unconvinced. He pressed a button on the clock face, and it stopped flashing.

“The guy who ran away, we got into it awhile back, before all this demon stuff happened.”

Corinth stared at the timepiece for a long moment, his eyebrows knitted. “So, they were looking for revenge? Was it for fighting?” There was a flicker of emotion in his eyes that Cruz couldn’t discern—anger, regret, or disappointment. “Where’s the shield, kid?”

Cruz lifted the gold chain around his neck and tugged the talisman from under his shirt, where he always kept it. Even in the dark, it seemed to shine brighter. It was made from part of the Spear of Destiny—Corinth’s blade. “I understand if you want to take the watch back,” Cruz murmured. “But please don’t take this.”

“Were you trying to show off? Or prove a point? If you need help, that’s fine. I get it. This could have been a whole lot worse, though.”

“I didn’t need help,” Cruz snapped. “They stole my watch and pressed the button. And nothing you say will make me feel worse than I already do.” Cruz stared at the dried blood smeared on his hands and across his knuckles, feeling self-conscious and ashamed. “But it’s like this urge to fight rises inside me no matter how hard I try to stop it. Trouble finds me.” He licked his dry lips to bring moisture back to them. “I’m sorry. I guess this was my fault.”

Corinth held the watch out to Cruz. “Trouble finds you because you go looking for it. That’s what worries me the most, kid.”

Cruz took the proffered timepiece and held it up, thinking. “If that’s how you feel, why are you giving this back to me?”

“Don’t make me change my mind,” Corinth half-whispered, half-snarled.

“I—I won’t. I swear,” Cruz said adamantly.

Corinth lifted his hands, and blue flames shot out of them. Then, a rumble of thunder shook the ground beneath Cruz’s feet, and he swayed a little.

“Are you going to be okay?” Corinth asked, turning back to him.

Cruz nodded.

Being this close to a portal felt more like an earthquake than magic.

“Be careful, Cruz,” Corinth cautioned. “I




