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The Rules



 

1. No demon may end the life of a fellow demon.



 

2. No demon may reveal the existence of the spiritual realm to a human.



 

3. (unofficial) No demon may attempt defection to the Enemy, or oppose the fight against Him.



 

 

If any of the Rules is broken, the transgressor’s life is forfeit.
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312 A.D.



 

Gnaeus was a limp, filthy man, and Balthior abhorred the need to keep him as a slave. The rags Gnaeus wore barely covered his emaciated body. Dirt caked between the cracks in his sunburned skin, and lice crawled through the sweat in his beard. Occasionally, one of the bugs would find its way up to his mouth, where it would disappear forever behind his black and yellow teeth at a flick of Gnaeus’s tongue. On this short journey north, the lice were his only sustenance, and he Balthior’s.

After traveling two hours along the Tiber, they finally came to a place where the river ran shallow enough to allow a safe crossing. Gnaeus had walked here barefoot from the Porta Flaminia, where he’d been a beggar. Balthior had stowed him away in the back of an oxcart on its journey to supply the war effort, and sent him jumping out into the bushes as soon as the city’s gate was out of view behind them. Balthior was glad to leave Rome, which had been utter chaos these last weeks. The unpopular Maxentius, who had styled himself Augustus five years past, had tried earnestly to gain public favor in the face of Constantine’s approach. He had failed, largely because the city’s demons had wanted him to fail. The usually independent spirits had joined forces and engaged in a war of whispers against Maxentius, sowing malicious seeds in Rome’s many ears. (Which was not difficult, since the famine caused by Maxentius’s war had practically starved the public in recent years.)

The crowd had booed the would-be Augustus at the Circus Maximus three days past; Balthior was especially proud of that. He himself had initiated the first jeers. Fallen angels for leagues around had heard that crowd hollering, had heard the work of the lowly demon Balthior. Then some idiot demon had caused a rider to crash his chariot, killing the rider and diverting the attention of the demons in the crowd. But soon those eyes would be on Balthior again.

Fearing that Rome’s citizens would betray him during a siege, Maxentius had fled the city with an army of ninety thousand, planning to meet his foe in open combat on the road north. His strength lay in numbers, and many of his men were Praetorian, but they were his only allies in the area, and certainly the only fighting force he would have available for some time.

Balthior could see the smoke from Maxentius’s army less than a league north of Gnaeus. He stopped his human for a moment to decide where to travel next: north toward Maxentius and Balthior’s glory, or west across the river to the encampment of the other Augustus, Constantine, from the West.

“Constantine will make the better emperor,” countless demons had told Balthior these past months. “True, Maxentius is prideful, but Constantine’s arrogance and ambition are mixed with radiant charisma, and he has won the public’s love. Maxentius values security whereas Constantine values prosperity. He can be made into a conquerer. Our conquerer.”

Even before all the talk, Balthior’s opinion of Constantine had been high. He was a baseborn ruler who had risen to power based on little but his father’s name and his own intellect, and though he promised peace to the commonfolk, he had readily met the challenge of Maxentius’s bloody civil war, and campaigned mercilessly against the Franks and the Alamanni besides. Demonkind wanted Maxentius dead and Constantine in power based on these actions… but Balthior liked Constantine so much because he could see echoes of his own regal future in Constantine’s life story. Through his possession of Gnaeus, Balthior had a mind to enter the coming battle and slay Maxentius himself. Balthior the Demon Warrior, they would call him. Balthior the Great.

Balthior decided that a chance to see Constantine, his hero, on the eve of battle, would be worth a short detour. Maxentius need not perish until the battle tomorrow morning.

Gnaeus’s will protested when Balthior coaxed him across the Tiber, but Balthior muddled the man’s thoughts enough that he soon gave up and made the swim. Just after dusk, Gnaeus trod into Constantine’s camp, Balthior still gripping his mind. He dressed—and probably smelled—like some of the camp’s servants, so he blended well with them. When Gnaeus was settled with some bread, Balthior departed his mind and drifted among the cookfires, passing through columns of smoke rising toward the black night sky. Some other demons noticed him but turned back to their men when they saw he was only a vagabond. In the crowd, Balthior recognized Om, a well-known demon who had engineered the assassination of Severus Alexander eighty years prior. This excited him tremendously. I now tread amongst the greats.

Where would Constantine be? This army was so structured compared to demon nests, like the one in the woods nearby. Humanity always organized itself in one way or another, but Balthior had never seen such structure before. Perhaps it was typical of the Roman army. Balthior knew little of human warfare, having lived with Gnaeus on the streets of Rome and tormented similar beggar folk about Northern Europe for a millennium prior. The more powerful demons would not allow him inside the Forum buildings, for theirs was the privilege of manipulating the highest leaders and their war games. “The Rat,” others called Balthior. While the powerful demons worked their destruction on the leaders of men, less-respected spirits were condemned to torment mere plebeians, and Balthior, least accomplished of all, was master of only Gnaeus. The Rat and his human.

The others often told Balthior that he was stupid, and spoke to him as humans speak to children, but Balthior had once been the leading Angel of Reason, long ago. He had fallen low, they said. He had grown dumb, they said. But Balthior had experienced the cycle of power, as had they all: greatness, then a fall, greatness, then a fall… He had not been considered “great” for many thousands of years, but he had been around as long as all other demons, and had harmed as many humans as the best of them. Never an important human, though, nor an influential one; certainly none like Maxentius or Constantine.

The center, yes. The army’s commanders would be near the center of the camp, where they thought they were safe. How thrilling it would be to see Constantine in the flesh! The Augustus would certainly be attended by some demon lord on this eve of battle, but Balthior was sure he could chance stealing a glimpse of the man. Even if he was caught, he would not be in too much trouble.

The large tent near the center of camp was heavily guarded by both humans and the demons they could not see. Balthior decided to sneak in through the ground. As his spirit passed up through dirt, then grass, then ornate rugs, Balthior found Constantine, sleeping supine on a mat. An ominous, powerful demon was alone with him, and Balthior knew him immediately. Marcus!

For ages, Balthior had thought that Marcus, his comrade from the initial War in Heaven, was dead. Then he’d learned of Marcus’s prominence as companion of the great demon lord Xeres, and of their work with the Hittites, then with Alexander III of Macedon. A legendary whisperer of lies, Marcus’s name had become as renowned as Lucifer’s when he’d slain Gabriel a hundred years ago. Balthior had had no idea he’d been behind Constantine’s rise as well. Balthior had hoped to run into him again one day, and possibly become his follower. Perhaps now that would be a possibility.

But Marcus being alone with Constantine struck Balthior as odd. Several of Xeres’s followers, or even Xeres himself, should be here too. Then he noticed the vision. Marcus was tinkering with Constantine’s mind, and the man breathed rapidly as the demon slipped images gently into his dreams. Balthior could not see these images, but he could feel their meaning, radiating about the room. He felt awe, fear, and a promise of victory in this vision, and then, finally, he felt the most unexpected image of all. An image of the Enemy. A suggestion of God.

Balthior stifled his gasp too late. When the vision ceased, Constantine abruptly woke, rolled on his side, and caught his breath. The menace in Marcus’s eyes as he turned from his captive overwhelmed Balthior. The Rule forbade the murder of demons by other demons, so Balthior would not normally have been frightened by Marcus, but if the demon lord had given Godly visions to a human—if Marcus had defected—the Rule likely meant nothing to Marcus. The large demon backed away from Constantine, frantically searching the tent to see if anyone else had caught him. Whatever the Rat had just seen, he had not been meant to see it.

Marcus charged. Balthior glided backward as fast as he could, passing through the canvas walls and skimming over damp mud outside. He shouted to attract attention, but only Gnaeus, near a distant cookfire, glanced up at the noise. All at once Marcus was on him: clawing, biting, tearing into him. They floated rapidly sideways over the heads of men oblivious to the struggle. When Balthior tried to strike back, Marcus caught him by the neck and started to twist his head, drowning him in pain. He tried to resist, the agony growing greater still, and he thought himself done for until a cluster of screeching demons pried Marcus off of him. Balthior skidded through the air, and stopped himself by a wagon beset with healing elixirs. If only I could use these, he thought through his pain.

Marcus roared. “Away with you all!”

Chattering about the Rule, the others demanded he explain himself.

“This little devil was with the Augustus,” Marcus said, motioning to Balthior. “The Augustus is mine.”

“A vision,” Balthior managed to croak out. “Marcus gave him a vision of the Enemy. Of the Christian God.” Visions, even of the Christian God, were often used for deceit, so Balthior hastily added, “It was joyful. A joyful vision. Intended to exult rather than deceive.”

Some of them chortled at this, but Balthior was glad for their presence; Marcus would not kill him with others here. All around them, the men of the camp continued with their nightly duties, unaware of the celestial beings arguing in their midst.

“It was him,” Marcus responded. “The little devil. Whispering to Constantine.”

“He’s called the Rat,” said a demon near the front of the gathering crowd.

Marcus squinted; he appeared to recognize his brother for the first time tonight. “Balthior?”

Too wounded to speak again, Balthior just listened as the demons asked where Marcus had been. He inferred from the banter that Marcus had been guarding Constantine for Xeres.

“He attacked me,” Marcus insisted. “Before I could strike back he had whispered something to Constantine.” Baleful glances and grunts turned their ire on Balthior, who writhed in pain on the ground. He could tell they were about to attack him, when a murmur grew from the edge of the mob. It rippled from group to group until a bolder demon announced the news: Constantine had spoken enthusiastically with his staff, proclaiming he’d had a vision from the God of the Christians. Tomorrow they would march against Maxentius with a new symbol on their vexilla: one denoting Christ. Under that sign, Constantine claimed, they would conquer.

Shrill howls and shrieks exploded from the crowd. Demons swarmed around Balthior, ready to mutilate him at the first word from Marcus. I did not do it. From across the small clearing, Marcus met Balthior’s gaze, and for a brief instant he seemed apologetic. Brother, please. Mercy.

“Kill him,” Marcus shouted. Balthior locked eyes with his brother as the horde moved in.

“Wait!” A voice from the back of the crowd saved Balthior, and he strained to see who it was. A larger spirit was making his way through the press. Om. He moved between the others and Balthior, motioning to him. “I saw this one enter the camp just now. If the emperor had a vision, it was not from him.” Murmurs spread as the crowd realized this was true. Entrapping a human in a dream of one’s own design took hours. Balthior had not had time to engineer such a feat.

“You dare question me?” Marcus said.

“I do.” Om turned to the fallen angels around him, who tentatively released their grips on Balthior. Om gestured emphatically, commanding the crowd. “Marcus had been in the tent since Constantine went to rest. I say he gave Constantine the vision. I say Marcus has turned to the Enemy.”

Guttural hissing rose from the demon horde. Many of them wore smirks. As much as Balthior’s death would entertain them, the potential demise of a great demon like Marcus was too great to ignore.

Balthior let himself relax a little, and before he was aware of it, they were dragging both him and Marcus to the nest in the woods.

The group drifted past cypress trees and laurels, through small brambles and blackthorn bushes. Balthior considered thanking Om so he could earn Om’s respect, which would aid him in the trial that was sure to come, but he quickly realized this was a deranged notion. Om had acted for his own glory; not to help the Rat. Gratitude would make me seem weak. If Marcus were proven apostate, Om would likely usurp his place as Xeres’s right hand.

Shame, kill, and rise. It was the way of the demon world.

Balthior had lived in a demon nest in Mycenae over a thousand years ago, when demonkind had gathered to plan a wave of violence that would destabilize the world. Now the memories of chaos and noise returned to him, as he saw a vast multitude of evil spirits drifting over the canopy. So many were present that they blotted out the stars. Balthior was amazed that so many demons could coordinate with each other. On rare occasions when potential far-reaching change in the human world was at stake, thousands of them would gather in one place to effect an outcome favorable for demonkind. An outcome which maximizes death. Despite his predicament, Balthior grew excited at the thought. If a culture as nomadic and isolated as the devils’ society came together only for monumental events, Balthior truly was in the epicenter of his civilization, and important changes would take place here. His dream of killing Maxentius seemed less probable now, yet he could claim some prestige by merely having been present here.

If he lived.

Sentry demons screamed at the party’s approach, for the dire news of a pious Constantine had preceded their party. Beneath the dark trees and darker spirits hovering above, Marcus and Balthior were presented to Xeres, an imposing demon lord whose reputation was envied across the world. He acted as judiciary in absence of a true Judge, since no Judges had been invited to the nest—and likely would not have come at any rate, given their penchant for staying in their own cities and avoiding the nomadic life of their peers.

Om’s testimony and Marcus’s own babbling soon gave Marcus away. He had obviously not anticipated being caught, and had prepared no alibi.

“What saw you, Balthior?” Xeres asked.

Marcus’s hateful gaze lay on Balthior as he answered. “I saw joy. A feeling of triumph. Constantine felt Christ was with him and supported his cause. If he wins the battle, he will credit the victory to the Enemy.”

The assembly muttered fearfully as Xeres spoke their fear aloud. “A Christian emperor?” It could not be allowed. How could demonkind hope to prevail if the Enemy was in every school, on every battlefield, in every home, encouraged by the state? Only a minuscule fraction of Europe’s population was currently Christian, but with an emperor proclaiming his love for Christ… The demons had much to lose, especially Xeres—the very demon, Balthior learned, who’d primed Constantine for leadership and made him popular across the continent.

Xeres stalked toward Marcus. “I know you. You are no traitor to demonkind.” He circled Marcus like a predator ready to strike. “You are traitor to me. You sought to ruin my reputation and seize my glory so that you might depose me. You would have had all demonkind believe that I myself put a Christian emperor in power.” Xeres bellowed, a violent roar that resonated through the trees. Both he and Marcus were robust and powerful, but Marcus remained silent and submissive while Xeres raged. “This will not stand! Your crime goes far beyond a petty play for power. You have shamed all of us here and threatened the future of our ilk. You will pay for your lunacy. Oh, you will pay.”

Once Balthior’s innocence had been firmly established, he was freed. Marcus was held prisoner while a cluster of demons was dispatched to Constantine. Xeres claimed that if the Augustus could be put back to sleep, he could administer another vision to Constantine and undo the damage Marcus had done. Word soon returned, however, that Constantine had declared a vigil; he would not sleep until the battle was done. Apparently, God had told him to do so in the vision. This enraged Xeres further, but rage would not salvage his plans, so he called an assemblage to debate a course of action. Balthior stayed to watch, drawn by the possibility of earning glory and prestige in the unfolding events.

As he waited for the meeting to begin, some lesser demons approached Balthior and asked for his version of tonight’s story. Balthior could scarcely remember how it felt to be so admired. Demons more reputable than himself often swatted him away from human prey in the city, but he was otherwise a stranger to attention from his peers, at least in the recent past. These dupes would follow me, the Rat. For no other reason than my association with Marcus. How joyous. Balthior absorbed himself in retelling his tale, and the others flattered him, eager for attention of their own. They left him, though, when Xeres’s assemblage began. Marcus, haggard and beaten, was escorted into the area for the sake of any questions that might be asked of him. Balthior listened as the demon leaders argued. In the brightening sky to the east, the Morning Star was rising before the sun.

“Maxentius should be emperor now,” one demon lord said. “His men outnumber Constantine’s. We should assist them in the battle. There is no choice but to let Constantine be slain.”

“Nay,” Xeres replied in his impossibly deep voice. “Your solution would be but temporary. The people hate Maxentius. If Constantine’s army does not kill him, someone else surely will, and soon.”

“And so? It is no matter. With both Augusti dead, other claimants will emerge, and the infighting will lead to more battles, elongating this civil war all the further. It is a good plan.”

“An unpredictable plan.” Om interrupted in Xeres’s defense. “We will have no control over the eventual victor. He could be a peaceful man, or a Christian. What good is three more months of war if our cause is smothered for decades to come?”

From the place where he was bound by four other demons, Marcus spoke, his voice just a whisper next to Om’s and Xeres’s. “My esteemed friends. Your cause is not lost. Let me help you with—”

“Silence!” Om yelled.

“Nay, let him speak.” Xeres moved closer to his former right hand. “What was your plan, betrayer? What would you have done with a Christian emperor once you had deposed me?”

“I would have killed him. The plan is already set to make him supreme ruler, so you should let him win his war. But at the same time, gradually instill hatred for him in the hearts of his men. If Constantine espouses Christianity and tries to spread it, coax one of them into assassinating him and usurping his position.”

“As you intended to usurp mine?” Xeres said coldly.

“I will help you kill Constantine to earn back my keep, if you allow it.”

Xeres frowned. “The damage you’ve done is too great. I cannot trust you.”

“Soldiers often pray to strange gods before battles. Constantine’s interest in the Christian God is but a phase. There was no lasting harm in my actions.”

“Constantine was to become a bloody tyrant! If he feels the Enemy saved him this once, he is not like to reinstate the old policy of state persecution, as I have planned for so long. Constantine was meant to seem tolerant in Britain and Gaul so the people would rally behind him, but now he may become tolerant, even in power. He will slaughter no Christians if he has a vision of their God in his memory, and when the Christians are not dead, their words may yet spread. We will all have less blood on our hands than we desire.”

“And you are certain that a Christian emperor would deliver less blood?”

As the great devils continued their bickering, Balthior noted the way the demon crowd watched Xeres. Fear was writ upon their faces, and along with it, admiration. Underneath these, though, lay envy. Balthior knew it because he felt it himself. If Constantine became the first Christian emperor and Xeres’s name was soiled, many would act on that envy, rushing to fill the void of power. To have a name as known as Xeres’s, to speak a command to any demon and have it obeyed, to be remembered across all history for my sheer cunning and raw might. Let them watch. Let them covet. All the power of Xeres will belong to Balthior one day. Perhaps one day soon. Balthior the Great.

The throng was so enamored of Xeres’s commanding voice and presence that it didn’t notice the dull roar in the distance. Marcus, who had once been so reserved, had grown quite heated in the last hour of the quarrel, and in retrospect it would be obvious that he was stalling. Om was the first to recognize the roar as a cavalry charge; the human battle had begun without the demon horde. A lack of demonic intervention now left the battle’s outcome to chance, and to the humans’ limited intellects.

Balthior rushed through the woods. The demon army came barreling out behind him into early morning daylight. They dithered as they absorbed the breathtaking sight of the chaotic battleground at the Milvian Bridge. Countless horses and men had already drowned in the Tiber, and though the Praetorian Guard were making a last stand on the far side of the Via Flaminia, Maxentius’s defeat seemed imminent. Constantine’s legions pounded the remnants of his foe’s disorganized army mercilessly. Maxentius had formed his lines too close to the river, with no path of retreat save the makeshift pontoon structure his army had constructed in the bridge’s shadow. Only five men abreast could fit across the width of this structure, but many hundreds now tried to dash over it, since the Milvian Bridge itself had been mostly destroyed before the battle to prevent Constantine from crossing the river. Constantine had been outnumbered two to one, and now he will be victorious. A clever one indeed, though not so clever as me. For if Balthior could save Xeres’s reputation by slaying Constantine, the lowly Rat would have a chance at becoming the great demon lord’s right hand.

Constantine’s new standard was the Greek letter chi crossed with the Greek letter rho, the first two letters in the name of Christ. Gold on crimson, this abomination stood strong and tall on nearly every vexillum across the battlefield. Balthior spotted Gnaeus running in circles, brazenly waving one of these emblems like a loon. From where he had gotten the flag, Balthior hadn’t a clue. He entered the man’s weak mind, made supple from years of comfortable possession, then made him turn and run away from the battle.

The field’s chaos was too great for Gnaeus to be noticed by anyone, including the other demons, many of whom now joined the fight, whispering confusion into the ears of Constantine’s soldiers, trying in vain to turn the tide against him. Balthior found Constantine at the rear of the battle, hiding on a horse in the bushes with his officers, observing from afar like cowards. And to think that just hours ago, I looked up to this man—this Christian—as a hero among the humans. A score of his guard surrounded the Augustus, but messengers and servants came and went, and the area was a bustle of activity. To Constantine’s men, Gnaeus was just another man bearing their standard.

The demon horde had found Constantine too. They fluttered around him, screeching and bellowing and whispering as persuasively as they could, but while they had only voices, Balthior had feet. They watched as Balthior sent Gnaeus charging forward. Balthior made the man rip the flag off its pole, bring the pole’s pointed tip up, and hurl it toward the emperor’s chest.

A flurry of arrows ripped into Gnaeus’s body before the improvised spear was halfway to its target, but the weapon was away. Balthior left Gnaeus as he died, and rose above him to watch the carnage unfold. Constantine’s horse reared at the last moment, so the vexillum’s pole hit the steed instead of its rider, and only glanced the horse at that. The sudden jolt threw Constantine, however, and he tumbled headlong into the thicket beneath him.

The demon forces howled at the excitement, but Balthior grew distraught as he saw the Augustus survive his simple fall. I’m done for. I’ve ruined my chance. They will never see my glory now.

But Balthior’s misgivings proved premature. As Constantine’s officers helped him to his feet, blood dribbled from his underarm. The battle was now safely in the distance, so they removed the emperor’s armor to find a huge twisted thorn protruding from his upper left ribcage, just above the area his armor had covered. Constantine grimaced as his men called for help, and he soon collapsed unconscious in the dirt by the blackthorn bushes. The blood trickled out faster now.

The emperor would die. As this became obvious to the other demons, the air filled with cacophonous shrieks of victory. They see my glory! I have succeeded. I will be a demon lord after all. Balthior rose among his peers—no: his underlings. He rose higher than them. “Behold! I am Balthior, the Thorn of Constantine,” he proclaimed. “See my work.”

Several thralls hurriedly prepared the doctors’ supply wagon and its herbs and elixirs. Constantine lay motionless. Three guards prodded at Gnaeus’s body with great care, trying to find any identifying mark, unaware of the demonic host circling above them, raining adulation down on its new hero—

—adulation which ceased when Constantine abruptly stood. Balthior froze in place. Less than a minute had passed since the emperor fell, but surely the blood had drained out of him. Constantine’s flesh was pale as death, and his head darted to and fro, as if those around him were strangers. He appeared frightened, uncomfortable in his own body.

“Take me to the doctors’ wagon,” he said, his usually crisp voice reduced to a thick mumble. He continued murmuring as his officers escorted him, one man under each of his arms. His words wavered between Greek and Latin, but at one point Balthior was sure the Augustus’s mutterings lapsed into a strange, foreign tongue that Balthior did not know. As feeble-minded as other demons imagined Balthior to be, he knew almost every language in Europe, so this new speech unsettled him.

As Constantine’s men helped him into the wagon, he continued bleeding past the point at which the loss of blood should have killed him. The demons who had gathered were speechless at the sight of something so impossible, so out of their control. Could it be a miracle? A sign from the Enemy that He has not forgotten His war against us? Dumbfounded, Balthior sank back down to earth and contemplated the wagon and the emperor struggling to get inside. What has happened just now? What did we just see?

Despite the apparent resurrection, the demons stayed with Constantine, whispering to him, willing his body and mind toward death, each hoping to be the one to push him over into the abyss. Balthior stayed behind. He could not hope to compete with such a multitude of spirits. He had been the one with a human slave—a presence in the physical world—and he had had his chance. And I took it. I killed him, or near enough. What brought him back? It was no demon nor angel; the demon horde would have seen such an action and ended it.

Balthior learned later that Constantine had bled still more when the thorn had been removed from his chest, yet he had ordered all attendants away from his presence. His staff had left him alone for hours in the covered wagon as he mixed medicines and tended his own wound. Were it not for occasional talk in unusual tongues emanating from inside, Constantine’s men would not have known whether he was alive or dead. When he finally emerged, sickly but alive, he commanded that knowledge of his wound be contained.

Balthior also learned about the demons who had been left on watch duty at both armies’ encampments while the main host of demons had met at the nest before the battle. These demons had been slain in the night, the remnants of their spirits set adrift near the river, floating in the air above the dead men. More demons had mysteriously perished during the chaos of the humans’ battle. Om was among the deceased. Some unknown force had not wanted the demons to intervene in the battle—perhaps the same force which now kept Constantine alive in spite of his grave injury. Yet no angels had been seen in the area, nor even in nearby Rome.

Maxentius was dead now, drowned in the river trying to escape. His pontoon bridge had collapsed under the weight of his fleeing soldiers, trapping the greater part of his army on Constantine’s side of the Tiber. The downtrodden demons took what pleasure they could as Constantine’s men defiled their foes’ bodies in various grotesque displays, an effort which culminated the next day when Maxentius’s disembodied head was paraded on a spear through the streets of Rome. Replete in stunning purple, underneath armor chased with gold, Constantine appeared the image of health as he rode past the cheering crowds. Balthior noticed the occasional grimace fighting Constantine’s curt smile for control of his face, but the emperor hid his pain as well as his clothing hid his wound. While the humans lauded him, the demon host plotted his demise—Xeres most of all, lest the emperor turn to the Christian God in thanks for his swift victory at the bridge. The lesser demons feigned celebration at the previous day’s deaths, their confusion and their uncertainty about the future thinly veiled.

Their thoughts mattered not, though, for their thoughts were not on Balthior. His efforts had been in vain, his only reward for his troubles the pain from the wounds Marcus had inflicted. I should have stayed in the city. Better to be a successful beggar than a failed lord. But he resolved again to find his own way to greatness. One day.

Once the parade ran its course and Constantine reached the Forum, the entire demon army descended to hear Xeres’s final decree regarding Marcus’s treachery. After finding Marcus in the tent, Balthior had thought him mad, for what else but madness would have caused him to entrance Constantine with a hopeful vision of the Enemy? But given the slain demon sentries from the camps, and Constantine’s impossible return from death’s door, Balthior wondered now if Marcus was not so mad after all. Was he merely making a common power play, as Xeres seemed to think? Or was he involved with the strange events of yesterday, and the elusive power that had caused them? When I walked into that tent with Marcus and his vision, what else did I walk into?

To the chagrin of the demons who called for Marcus’s execution, Xeres declared the Rule to be paramount—far more important than petty bloodlust. Marcus would live, but he was to be exiled to the Far East, beyond Persia. “If you are ever seen in the West again,” Xeres warned him with his booming voice, “whether a day from now or at the end of time, your death will mean glory for any spirit who kills you. Do not pass this way again.”

The crowd sneered at Marcus as he drifted through them, toward the nearest city gate. Several of Balthior’s familiars from Rome’s streets took it upon themselves to see Marcus away. These base demons saw glory in it; they could later boast that they had been the ones who ran the betrayer out of the city. Balthior had been one of them a few days ago. Now he was not sure who he was.

Distracted by these vagrants, Balthior was unaware of Marcus’s approach until he was nearly on him. “Rat,” Marcus called. Balthior tried to shrink into the crowd, but Marcus caught up with him. Then they were face to face, the two demons who had once been angelic brothers. The throng cursed and mocked and jeered at the disgraced demon, so none heard when Marcus leaned close and whispered to Balthior.

“I will remember this.”

Marcus held his chill gaze on Balthior for a moment, then paced away, his entourage of outcasts trailing behind. As Marcus departed, Balthior noticed Constantine riding with his company across the street, and though no other demon seemed to see it, Balthior would have bet his life that he saw the emperor look directly at Marcus—the invisible, exiled demon—then wave his thanks and smile. Marcus did not seem to notice.

In the years following, it was not Balthior whom the masses called Great, but Constantine. History recorded his divine greatness at the Battle of the Milvian Bridge—even that he’d led the first charge himself. Twelve years after claiming Rome, he defeated Licinius and became the sole emperor of both Western and Eastern Roman Empires, making him one of the most powerful rulers who had ever lived.

Fortunately, Constantine was no true Christian. Despite his Edict of Milan, his lack of conviction soon became apparent. He merely used the Faith to bolster his power and extend his empire. Nevertheless, demonkind’s work was devastated, for Christianity spread wherever Constantine’s power did. And strangely, all demonic attempts to kill Constantine failed. Xeres became convinced that the man truly had God on his side, though Balthior never saw an angel around him. Xeres became distraught over his failure, and often raved that if Christianity hadn’t seized the world’s psyche, something else could have—”would have!”—as other religions had done in the past. “For the human mind craves structure and answers, even if flimsy structure and incorrect answers.” Xeres came close to dominating Christianity with Emperor Julian and his Hellenism, but failed in that attempt as well.

For Balthior’s part in the deciding battle, he became known as Thorn, the demon who had almost saved the world from Christianity. Xeres was appreciative of Thorn’s help, and so allowed Thorn to aid him with famines and wars and other campaigns to regain his former glory, which took centuries. During that time, Thorn’s own conquests and achievements made him known again, though he never became a demon lord himself. The demon world slowly stopped caring how Thorn had earned his name, and who he had been before.

All stopped caring but two. On dark nights when Thorn traveled alone, or had no human to torment, the memory of Marcus’s voice haunted him like a waking nightmare. “I will remember this.”

Demons have long memories.
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PRESENT DAY



 

Thorn leaped from the broken window to the huge loading dock door, placing himself between Shane and the exit Shane was eyeing. Thorn and the Judge had discovered to their dismay that the abandoned foundry had many exits. From outside, its towering brick walls lent it the appearance of a fortress, but once they’d cornered Shane inside, they found the foundry replete with back windows, back doors, staircases, overhead walkways, and even a cellar. The chase had lasted half an hour, and now they had him cornered by a pile of old sand molds. Shane was spry even for a teenager, bouncing from one foot to the other, ready to bolt as soon as Thorn or the Judge let his guard down.

“Little—” Shane began, then stopped. Sweat drizzled down his temples and mixed with the tears flowing from his bloodshot eyes. “Little puny demons! I could kill you right now if I—if I wanted to. I could, you know. Because I’m evil!” He hissed at them for added effect.

Thorn threw a sidelong glance at the Judge, whose gelled head of hair was perfectly combed and whose V-neck suit fit just a little too tightly. His absurd sunglasses did little to hide his fear of Shane. Shane himself was no threat to two spirits, of course. He was just a sixteen-year-old boy. But Vucion, the demon possessing Shane, existed in the spiritual realm with Thorn and the Judge, and in his current crazed state, the aggressive demon was a force to be reckoned with.

“I come straight from the bottom pit of Hell,” Shane continued. Thorn chuckled. He couldn’t guess how Vucion hoped to scare them with the human myth that demons came from Hell, since Thorn still remembered the fall from Heaven like it was yesterday. “I have escaped from the darkest depths of the eternal abyss, an endless inferno of everlasting anguish and gnashing of teeth.”

“Can we shut him up already?” the Judge asked in his soft, peevish voice, his posture defensive against Shane’s constant movement.

“If you want to make the first move, I won’t stop you,” Thorn said.

“I’m in charge, dude. You do it.”

“You’re a Judge, he’s a Judge. Keep it in the family.”

“I’m the Demon Judge of Atlanta. This poser is the Judge of Cedartown. That’s like comparing you to a fruit fly.”

“Where is Cedartown?”

“Fuck if I know. Go kill him. Goddammit this is embarrassing.”

“God?” Vucion seized on the word and screeched through Shane’s vocal cords. “God has no say here, fool! This is my domain!”

The Judge briefly hung his head. “Sorry. Slip of the tongue.”

“You have no tongue, spirit!” Half the muscles in his torso twitching, Shane stepped boldly forward. “But I… I am taster of blood! Raper of dogs! Defiler of… people!”

“You’re batshit crazy is what you are.” Thorn had known some lowlifes in demon society would lose their minds and possess a human every now and then, but finding a possession in the U.S. was surprising. Almost all modern possessions occurred in Italy and the former Eastern Bloc—the exile sites for the world’s most deranged demons. Most “possession” cases in America were actually mental illness misdiagnosed by religious nuts.

“Sunglasses demon!” Vucion called. “Why have you and Thorn dared to enter my presence?”

“Uh, well, you broke the Second Rule, motherfucker.”

“I have not!”

Thorn chimed in. “Possession is outlawed. By possessing this human, you have alerted him to our existence.” Although Thorn had once found terrorizing humans quite enjoyable, keeping demonkind’s existence a secret from them also kept the Enemy’s existence a secret, which was absolutely necessary to prevent humanity from siding with the Enemy. Besides, no humans could be made into hedonists or consumerists if they knew that literal devils were whispering in their ears.

As Shane continued to rant, the Judge stepped sideways toward Thorn and whispered to him. “You go left, I’ll go right?”

“We could just distract him with a dog to rape.”

“Hilarious. How about you go up, I’ll go down?”

“You cannot hope to conquer us!” Shane interrupted loudly. “We are Legion!”

“Somebody’s seen too many exorcism movies,” the Judge chided as he cautiously rounded to Shane’s right.

“I am the inspiration for every exorcism movie,” Vucion said through Shane.

“Wow that’s a lot of exorcisms. Must have hurt like a bitch.” The Judge was successfully distracting him, Thorn realized. He prepared to move, and strained to see Vucion inside his human host. Dimwitted demons like Vucion sometimes viewed humans as safe places to hide, since spirits could not easily see another of their kind while he possessed a human. Some demons had hidden in humans for decades before they were discovered, outed, and executed.

In truth, humans were unable to exorcise demons from other humans. Only the victim himself or another spirit could remove the possessing devil—an act which Thorn and the Judge were about to attempt. Demons really are the best exorcists. Better than angels, even. We know how to manipulate each other.

“I remember when they made the Second Rule,” Shane said as his eyes followed the Judge. “Fifth century, remember? Christianity was spreading, and we were taking over bodies, freaking people out, too busy with our infighting to care what the Enemy was doing. Those were the good times, you fool! So what, if humans were so afraid of demons like me that they fled to Him? Better that we—Better that we all disappear, you leaders said. Better to keep the humans ignorant of the Enemy than to keep them afraid of us.” Shane clawed through his shirt with his fingernails, drawing his own blood. “Well I never agreed to hide myself for the cause. Something had to be done, yes, but I—I never personally agreed to the Second Rule.”

Thorn had dissented as well, but over the centuries he had come to realize there was another, better reason for the Second Rule: if you tried possession, or revealed yourself to a human, you ran the risk of being overpowered by the human, and cast aside. Wrestling directly with a human will was extremely difficult; even the weak ones were remarkably strong. They must not be allowed to realize how strong their own wills actually are, lest they start to use them, Thorn had eventually understood. No, let them think they’re slaves to their bodies, to their environment, to their past, to whatever temporary fancies pop into their heads. Mere whispers were a far better means of control than outright possession.

“Well guess what, Your Honor?” the Judge said to his fellow justice. “I never agreed to chase down your sorry ass. So let’s call it even. You leave this Shane kid alone, and we’ll leave you alone.”

Thorn inched closer behind Shane’s back. While Vucion resided in the boy’s mind, he could see only through Shane’s eyes. He would not see Thorn’s approach.

“You just want him for yourself,” Shane accused.

The Judge raised his hands. “You caught me. I have a hundred and five charges: politicians, celebrities, religious leaders, and a few regular folks so challenging to control that someone like you couldn’t begin to handle them. I’m the most important demon in Atlanta next to Thorn, but yeah, I thought it’d be a blast to come to the ghetto and fight the Cedartown Judge for a high school kid.”

“Shane is my favorite and you cannot have him. We’re close. How many humans have you been with long enough that you can possess them? Not one, I’d guess.”

“Nope, and I really don’t care.”

“So you couldn’t possess Shane even if you stole him from me. Not firmly, at least. And not for long.”

Thorn arrived at Shane’s body and reached for his head, but stopped short. Even if Vucion did deserve to die, Thorn had not killed another being—much less one of his own kind—since before the Christmas Eve shooting. The thought disturbed him.

The Judge stuttered and tried to stall. He must have been expecting the kill before he needed to respond to Vucion. “Uh, well, I don’t want to possess him. I just want another charge for, uh, whispering and stuff.” His gaze flickered between Shane and Thorn. Shane noticed, and turned.

And screamed.

The sudden piercing cry sent Thorn back a step, and before he was aware of Vucion’s attack, he’d fallen to just above the ground with Vucion on top of him, clawing and shrieking. Though Thorn raised his arms in defense, the enemy demon wounded him more than once. Vucion wore Shane’s face like a mask, and the drooling boy tried biting at the air where Thorn lay, hissing all the while.

Just as the pain grew serious, the Judge twisted Vucion’s head all the way around, then unceremoniously yanked his corpse out of Shane’s mind and tossed it into a stack of plastic pallets. Shane’s whole body jerked, fell, and convulsed violently, foamy spittle flying all around him. Thorn stood.

“What were you doing, dude? You had him. Why’d you hesitate?”

Thorn was wondering that himself. He shook his head. Secretly becoming good was proving to be a chaotic kaleidoscope of opposing morals blending and shifting, confusing Thorn to no end. Thorn still wasn’t sure if he even knew how to be good after his eons of vice. Of course I know how, he tried to reassure himself. I just have to do the opposite of what I’ve always done. Becoming a moral being was simply a matter of curbing his old habits. But that was not easily done.

“You okay?” the Judge asked.

“It hurts but I’ll be fine.”

The Judge nodded, then hovered over to Shane, who was starting to recover. The boy sat and glanced frightfully about, as if unsure how he’d come to be in this deserted foundry.

“What are you going to do with him?” Thorn asked.

The Judge sighed. “Remember back in the day when possession was chill? No screaming or self-mutilation? You’d just enter the guy’s mind and fuck around. Smooth-like.” He motioned to Vucion’s motionless body. “The crazies aren’t good enough for it. You know the Second Rule only exists for their sake. Sometimes I want to declare possession legal for demons like you and me, the badasses on top of the food chain. We wouldn’t go all apeshit with it.”

“The other Judges would depose you in a week.”

“Yeah, go ahead, ruin my fun.” The Judge lifted Vucion over his shoulders and made for the double doors at the building’s front. “I’ll sic some demons on Shane, make sure he’s dead within the month. On the bright side, if he tells anyone a demon possessed him, they’ll think he’s just as crazy as Vucion here was. God damn. That bottom feeders like this think they can get away with breaking the Second Rule after all this time… it blows my mind, Thorn. Blows my fucking mind.”

As they stepped out into the flat Atlanta sunlight, Thorn recalled his own recent breaking of the Second Rule. He had followed Amy, one of his charges, to a club in Midtown, and found Marcus waiting for them there. The powerful demon had just returned from a triumphant campaign in Africa and vowed vengeance on Thorn for the Constantine affair, so when Marcus and several of his cronies crowded around Amy, whispering ridicule to her, Thorn had needed to defend himself and reclaim his charge. “You’re beautiful,” he had said to her suddenly. And then, for a few brief moments, Amy had seen him. Thorn had somehow entered physical space, and all the demons present had witnessed it. Fortunately, the event had no precedent, so the Judge hadn’t believed the witnesses when they told him the story. In the months since, Thorn had tried to repeat the event with no success. In private, he had whispered words of peace and love into the ears of various humans around the city, but on no occasion had he reentered the physical world. The lone event with Amy still perplexed him—and frightened him.

It was why he was here now. The Judge may have dismissed the story about Thorn entering physical space, but to satiate the other demons’ calls for blood, the Judge had been forced to nail Thorn on another allegation: the words he had said to Amy. You’re beautiful. Though not technically one of the Rules, whispering anything good to a human was a gross taboo. So despite the prestige Thorn had reclaimed after the recent mass shooting, the Judge had sentenced Thorn to “community service,” in the Judge’s words. Thorn had helped the Judge track down a demon who’d killed one of his own after a feud, helped him discredit another demon who had proclaimed himself Demon Judge of Buckhead, and finally helped him slay Vucion, who’d been running around Georgia with a possessed human for the last few weeks.

“I must be nearing the end of my service now,” Thorn said, neither firmly nor cautiously. “I would like to return to my own business soon.”

“Easy there, homeboy. Still one more thing.” The Judge led him down the dilapidated street, past melting piles of dirty snow, over cracks in the asphalt where weeds grew in clumps, to a freight container. He hefted Vucion’s body above his head, then tossed it underneath the container, where no other demon would see it until it dissolved into the ether.

“Marcus is still loose in the city,” Thorn said. At least, Thorn assumed he was still loose. Marcus hadn’t been seen since the day of the shooting; he had likely gone to ground, aware that the city’s demons would side with the now-famous Thorn in any conflict between the two of them. Still, the possibility that Thorn’s greatest foe could be lurking around any corner filled him with constant apprehension. “I don’t like being alone with you like this, without my followers.” Even in the presence of his followers, Thorn no longer felt safe, since some of them had betrayed him to his enemy when Marcus had first arrived in Atlanta. These offending demons had been forced from the city at Thorn’s request, yet Thorn remained sharply aware that his followers would leave him in a heartbeat if the tide turned against him again.

“Thorn, baby, you don’t trust me?”

“No.”

“There’s no way I’m gonna turn a celebrity like you over to Marcus, if it makes you feel better. Here.” He motioned for Thorn to follow him into a group of trees.

Thorn hesitantly obliged. “Have you heard anything? About Marcus?”

“A little. I think he’s lost interest in you. Rumor is he has a new project.”

“What’s that?”

“A serial killer.”

“How cliché of him.”

“Yeah, well, I think he wants to outdo you in the ‘American deaths’ category.”

“He’s welcome to try. You will make him leave the city, though, if he surfaces?”

“Sure thing, buddy. Here we are.”

In the small clearing ahead, several bamboo shoots had curiously sprung up amidst the leafless forest. Dull sunlight peered through the tall stems to fall on the squat demon who hovered under the bamboo.

Shenzuul. Marcus’s right-hand demon.

Thorn tried to flee but the Judge restrained him. “Whoa there, Hoss, hold your horses.”

“You’ve betrayed me!”

“Chillax, Thorn. Chillax yourself, okay? Listen.”

Thorn pulled even harder. “I can have an army at your doorstep within a day. You will regret this!”

“Jesus, you sound like Vucion.” He smacked Thorn square in the face. “Mellow out!”

Thorn calmed himself a bit. “What is this?”

Rips and patches adorned Shenzuul’s tattered suit. Loose pieces of it flapped as he drifted out to meet Thorn.

Thorn noticed that his own transitioning morals had produced a change in his perception of Shenzuul: the once-imposing demon appeared thinner and less healthy than he’d been the last time Thorn had seen him. He approached low, keeping Thorn above him at all times. “I need learn,” he said gruffly.

The Judge removed his sunglasses so Thorn could see his eyes, and Thorn tried to decide if the gesture was meant to display honesty, or to better hide a lie. “Shenzuul has spent the last millennium in the deep jungles of the third world,” the Judge explained. “The dude was in the third world before there even was such a thing. So he missed a few important things, like say, the Renaissance. World War Two. Netflix.”

“This means nothing to me.”

“It should, because Shenzuul is the last part of your community service. He has a solid rep in the Congo, but his style is just a little too…” He contemplated Shenzuul’s dour, craggy features. “Too brutal. For the States. Whereas you or I might tempt a girl into a lifetime of self-doubt and substance abuse, forever questioning the verisimilitude of all her closest relationships and yadda yadda yadda, Shenzuul would just try to find someone to rape and kill her. Not cool. Well I mean, pretty cool, but not in vogue.” He reached an arm around Shenzuul’s shoulders and grinned at Thorn. “Shenzuul will be here for another month, and while he’s here, he’s agreed to teach us his ways if we teach him ours. We learn how to turn Georgia into an anarchy ruled by rival warlords, and Shenzuul learns the finer subtleties of the demonic arts. Congratulations, Thorn. You’re his new mentor.”

Shenzuul grunted his thanks. Thorn cringed. “You do realize who this is?”

The Judge squinted as if he didn’t understand the question. “It’s Shenzuul.”

“It’s Marcus’s assistant Shenzuul. He’ll kill me.”

“Again, my friend, chillax. They have the First Rule in Africa too. No one is going to kill you.”

“I leave Marcus,” Shenzuul said. “He disgraced here in Atlanta. He alone now, and I with you.”

Thorn didn’t believe it for a second. Still, he studied Shenzuul’s face carefully. What is he after?

When Thorn didn’t respond, the Judge playfully punched him in the shoulder. “Do I have to lock you in my mother’s basement and force you to listen to my Scorpions collection until you say yes?” Thorn furrowed his brow at another one of the Judge’s strange figures of speech.

Thorn met the Judge’s gaze, and saw his face grow as grave as his own. “You’ll do this, Thorn,” the Judge said. “For one month. Or I’ll have to give you a punishment that’s a tad bit… harsher.”

Even with Thorn’s prominent stature in demon society, going up against Atlanta’s Judge would be a grave mistake. So Thorn ground his teeth, shook his head, and reluctantly said, “Okay.”
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“The fear of loss,” Thorn said to Shenzuul as they drifted down through the cloudless afternoon sky toward Joel Williams’s upscale house. “Repeat it.”

“The fear of loss.”

Tensions had run especially high at the Williams household ever since the couple had begun their nasty divorce, but Joel and Angela’s relationship had been strained ever since Thorn had met them. Thorn had needed a new celebrity charge as part of his cover, and had thankfully been given Joel and Angela as gifts meant to flatter him for the Christmas Eve shooting. He’d accepted the gifts in order to do some subtle good in the couple’s lives, and also out of pure curiosity. Later, when he’d read Joel’s unique story in the newspaper, Thorn had realized Joel wasn’t just any celebrity charge…

Thorn had taken to the couple at once, and spent much of his time at their house in Brookwood Hills. Previously managed by some lesser demons, the couple had everything they might need to be happy: good jobs, nice cars, a house with a literal white picket fence. Once upon a time, Thorn would have relished the chance to inflict them with the complacency so common in America’s wealthy, and would have been angry at their previous demons for already working as much evil as was possible in their relationship, leaving none of the fun for Thorn. These days Thorn had no interest in vice, but Joel and Angela’s marriage proved so dysfunctional that it was a perfect cover for Thorn’s newfound benevolence. In front of his many followers, he would whisper something harmless in their ears. (“You should eat potatoes for dinner.”) And he let them all assume he’d suggested some dastardly sin. He was confident that the same trick would work on Shenzuul.

“Humans are the same as us,” he said to his student, “in that the more they have, the more afraid they are of losing it. So the fear of loss is a useful tactic for the rich. You should suggest they obsess over fortifying, hedging, securing, reinforcing, until they’ve wasted not only their own time, but also usurped some opportunities from the less fortunate. That’s if you do it right. The real pros in D.C. have this down to an art, but we should remember it on the micro scale too.”

“The fear of loss,” Shenzuul said again.

“Joel and Angela are well educated. They’re part of the intelligentsia, the tastemakers. They have the means to effect great change in the world. Don’t ever let them use it, unless for vanity. They should spend their money only on making more money, their power only on gaining more power.”

Shenzuul grinned and slapped Thorn’s back. “Subtle! Good. Teach me subtle.”

First I may have to teach you English. Shenzuul’s broken speech puzzled Thorn, who spoke over eighty languages, including many dead and ancient ones. Every demon had been on Earth since before the dawn of human history, and they’d all had plenty of time to learn humanity’s tongues. Thorn could only guess at how or why Shenzuul had avoided learning modern English well. But then, Shenzuul probably wondered why Thorn had never bothered to learn Swahili or Hausa.

At least the sight of Marcus’s former servant at Thorn’s side would cement Thorn’s authority in the city. Hundreds of other demons—Thorn’s followers—flew behind him now, keeping a respectful distance. More met him at the house.

The hasty divorce was nearly completed now, and had been only two weeks in the making, so Thorn expected to find Angela reading legal documents, or perhaps browsing the internet, and Joel away at his restaurant. But when Thorn and Shenzuul entered the house through its roof, a laptop zipped through them and shattered against the ceiling.

“No! No, no, no.” In a Hawaiian shirt and khakis, Joel started to move toward his damaged computer, but his wife shoved him into the kitchen. He tried to shield himself from her blows. “You don’t just throw—”

“You wanna look at pictures of naked girls, you go do it somewhere else. Not in my house. Not in the house our children live in!”

Oh Christ, thought Thorn. She found his stash. Thorn was not in the mood to deal with this now, but at least it would be an acceptable first lesson for Shenzuul.

“Baby, I had important work stuff on that laptop, okay? You might have just destroyed months of—”

“Was this going on even before the divorce? I bet it was. I bet it was going on way back when you had your practice, too.” Angela was in tears.

Codependent as ever, Joel tried to subdue her. “I—I swear, I have no idea how it got there. Maybe one of the guys is playing a prank. If you would just let me see what the damage is—”

“So you can try and back them up? All your camgirls or fuckbuddies or whatever? Fuck you, Joel.”

When she raised her hand to smack him, he ducked under it and ran up the stairs. As she chased him, Thorn gave Shenzuul the rundown. “These two had a shotgun wedding when they were younger. Do you know what that is?”

“Shotgun wedding, yes. Blood everywhere. People die horribly.”

“Ha. No.” Thorn had to yell to be heard above Angela’s squawking. “She was pregnant, and they had religious parents. So they were forced to get married. But she had a late-term miscarriage. Do you know what that is? A miscarriage?”

Shenzuul dumbly watched the fight, his mouth agape, as if Thorn hadn’t spoken.

“The baby died. Okay? And they’ve never been close since. He’s wanted out of the marriage since a few years after that, but he knew his family would kill him if he divorced her, so it took twenty years and two children until he had the balls to do it. He grew addicted to her affection during that time, so now he’s having trouble letting her go. And she him.”

“So we make them end in sadness, pain?”

“No, no, my whole point is it’s a destructive relationship and we want them to stay close even after the divorce. You, Shenzuul, see the fight and wonder how you can end it with him beating her, but you should be asking yourself how you can get the fight to go on forever. If you cause them to stop seeing each other, no matter how painful that is temporarily, it might be a good thing for them in the long run—who knows? If you want humans to think short-term, you can’t think short-term yourself. In America, sophisticated demons play the long con.” Thorn hated instructing Shenzuul like this, but the Judge had forced his hand. Thorn floated past Shenzuul and whispered softly in Joel’s ear, countering everything he’d just told the little twit. “She loves you. Why are you hurting her?” Thorn had tried helpful phrases like this on the couple before, and they seemed to work a small bit of good. He turned back to Shenzuul. “I just reminded him of the spark they used to have, and how it’s gone now.”

“I tell her same thing?”

“No, she knows. She was already thinking it.” Another lie. Although Thorn’s power plays in the demon hierarchy had always required him to lie to his peers, his lies these past few months felt like an entirely new experience. These weren’t lies told to hide his evil intentions; they were lies told to hide his good ones. These were dangerous lies. If his tongue were to slip, if he were to be found out…

Joel was already apologizing to Angela, offering to take her out to a fancy restaurant and—absurdly—have breakup sex later tonight. “We stop this,” Shenzuul said. “They should not be happy now.”

“Shenzuul, it’s fine if they’re happy. What we don’t want them to be is at peace.”

“What you mean?”

“This is the spark. They have the magic back. For a night. I’m letting them have the high now so that the pendulum can swing the other way tomorrow.”

“Ah. Roller-coaster relationship.”

Thorn raised an eyebrow at the Western idiom. “Exactly. Use movies, music, childhood dreams. He’s her prince and she’s his princess. Let their relationship be based in romance instead of friendship. Let them think the marriage was doomed just because the spark wasn’t there.”

“Because spark never last.”

“Because spark never last.” Shenzuul learned quickly. Perhaps this tutelage would not be so difficult to endure. “Extremely romantic today, extremely malicious tomorrow. Encourage extremes as much as you can, Shenzuul, in politics, religion, drugs, food, sex, any kind of emotion. They don’t need to be violent. Any extreme will isolate your charge as an outlier, making them fearful and therefore dangerous.”

But are there any other outliers like me?
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Amy had asthma, so since the weather was too cold for her to exercise outdoors in early March, she’d taken to working out in the recreation center at Georgia State, where she was in her second semester. The stocky girl was doing sit-ups on a mat in a secluded corner of the gym when Thorn arrived with his entourage. He expected that Amy would remain a point of contention between Shenzuul and himself. Perhaps her presence would expose Shenzuul’s true motives for his charade. If so, Thorn would have cause to end this nonsense with the Judge.

“You should not have taken her from me,” Thorn told Shenzuul as they drifted past a jock spotting his bench-pressing friend.

“Marcus told me to. Sorry. But you stole her back, so all good.”

Actually, Marcus had let Thorn have her back, but saying this would have made Thorn appear weak. “You should not have backed her into a corner.”

“I was feed her insecurity.”

“No. She was already insecure, and you foolishly let her become aware of her problems. You pushed her so far that she had to deal with them.”

“I hurt her bad.”

“Then what is she doing at the gym? She never exercised when I was with her.” Thorn used to steer her away from activities as proactive as exercise, and publicly, he still did. But privately, he whispered encouraging words to Amy, effecting this and many other positive changes in her life. Undoing years of his own destructive whispering to Amy still felt bizarre, even one small step at a time.

“Thin people here make her more insecure,” Shenzuul said. “See? Look.” As Amy rose from her mat and paced to a large mirror-wall, her guarded eyes glanced around the room, as if to spot any judgmental gazes straying in her direction. None were, but she didn’t know that. Shenzuul stepped forward and whispered to her. “They all looking at you. You so ugly. Weird-shaped body on you.”

Despite Thorn’s inner transformation, his competitive nature remained. He could not allow Shenzuul to harm Amy’s fragile psyche. Fortunately, Thorn was in charge, and could embarrass his pupil as much as was needed to keep him under his thumb.

“Fool,” Thorn said. “That won’t work any longer. You already made her aware of how toxic her negative self-talk is. So now and in the future you must be more subtle than that. Let me.” He maneuvered around Shenzuul to Amy and whispered loud enough for his followers to hear. “Lexa uses your presence to make her look better around her friends. You need a friend in worse shape than you to make you look good too. What about that girl over there?” The whisper was unfortunately negative, but it would still steer her in the right direction. For days, Thorn had been watching an overweight girl named Shelley, who was now running on a treadmill nearby. Her personality was highly compatible with Amy’s and, given some time, she could become the altruistic friend Amy so badly needed.

Shenzuul huffed indignantly and opened his mouth to retort with a whisper of his own, but Thorn shushed him. Amy glanced between Shelley and the mirror. After half a minute, Thorn thought his whisper might not have worked; Amy just stood examining her own stomach, then her butt. (Why do humans care so much about butts? Thorn had never understood the compulsion.) But soon Amy straightened her posture and paced toward the treadmills.

Shenzuul hurried behind Thorn. “Why this girl so important to you?”

“She isn’t,” he lied. “She’s just a charge.”

“But in the club—”

“I was desperate.”

“And how you keep her away from Chaz?” How does he know about that? Has he been tailing me? Or did he hear about Chaz through the grapevine?

Amy had met her first love just after Christmas, at the campus bookstore where he worked. Thorn was still recuperating from the shooting at the time, so he hadn’t been there to witness it, but he later learned that Chaz had seen Amy in his Principles of Biology class, and bet his friends that he could get her into bed in two weeks. So he struck up a conversation ending with him asking her on a date. Elated that a seemingly nice guy had finally paid her some attention, Amy started dating him, and he played all the right cards. Even if their long and intimate conversations hadn’t convinced Amy that he was genuine, she would have fallen for his friendly texts and other small gestures of affection. She’d never experienced romance firsthand, so it was all bliss to her. Especially when she gave him her virginity. Chaz had lit some candles, cooked her dinner, and told her he was falling in love with her. Thorn heard later that she’d been beaming all the next day. But when Chaz suddenly stopped talking to her, and bragged to his friends that he’d popped her cherry, Amy grew distraught. She spent four straight days in her bedroom, sobbing on and off, which was when Thorn had found her. He’d seen cases like this many times before—had caused several—but it saddened him that this had happened to Amy. She and Chaz knew the same group of acquaintances and often passed each other on campus, so reminders of her pain lay all around her. She started skipping the two classes they shared. She even deleted her social network profiles after Chaz’s cruel friends kept posting about what a bad lay she’d been. Her new interest in physical exercise had evolved partially as an escape from these troubles.

To demons, this was all routine. Even in Thorn’s former malevolent disposition, he would have found only mild amusement in it. But to Amy, Chaz’s betrayal had been the highest form of emotional torment, and she’d told her mother she was considering dropping out of college over it. The demons who’d orchestrated it continued to boast that they’d done more with Amy than Thorn ever had, but Thorn was just glad Shenzuul hadn’t been behind it.

“I don’t need to explain myself to you,” he told his student.

“Yes you do. You teach me.”

“Shh.” Out of the sea of treadmills, Amy picked the one next to Shelley, who wiped some sweat from her forehead and glanced curiously at her new companion. Amy smiled at her briefly, then activated her own treadmill and started running.

After a few more awkward glances and another quarter mile, Shelley grinned and said, “It’s more comfortable running next to the fat girl, huh?”

Amy was taken aback. Her eyes flitted about as if searching for a way to avoid the question. “I, uh—”

Shelley laughed and dismissed Amy’s fluster with a wave. “It’s all good. Tell you the truth, I don’t really care. After this, I’m actually going out for fries and a large milkshake laden with copious amounts of sugar.”

“I—I didn’t mean to—”

Shelley cracked up. “You’re good. Hey, you’re totally fine. The gym is an evil dungeon meant to torture poor souls like us. I could use a buddy too. I’m Shelley.”

“Amy.”

“Pleasure to meet you, ma’am. Are you a regular at our illustrious gym?”

“Sort of.”

“It’s my first time. My Nazi sister dropped me off here, said I had to lose five pounds by the end of the day. Normally I’d just sit and check out all the sculpted bronze man bodies, but I figure, you know what? Just to spite my sis, I actually will get some exercise, because it’s the last thing she’d expect. She’s also well over two hundred pounds, just so you know.”

“That, uh… that sucks.”

A thin girl in a sports bra and spandex shorts passed nearby, trying to disguise her gawking. Shelley threw her a too-wide grin and waved excitedly, speaking softly enough that only Amy (and Thorn and Shenzuul) could hear. “Heeeey, skinny bitch.” The girl quickened her pace. “There she goes, off to the restroom to vomit her lunch up. So what’s your major?”

Finally, Amy smiled a bit. She slowed down her treadmill so she could talk. “Biology.”

“Nifty. How do you like it?”

“Uh, a lot. Hopefully going to med school in a few years.”

“Nice. You look like a… hmm, a podiatrist?”

“Actually I want to—”

“A gynecologist?

Amy laughed. “Absolutely not.”

“Clearly then, you are a proctologist.”

Amy laughed again then mock-sighed. “Ah, yep, you caught me. No, I’d really just like to work at a hospital, maybe—”

“AMY!”

Sporting designer jeans and a stylish bob cut, Lexa strode toward them. Amy hopped off her treadmill to address the incoming tornado and grinned the fake grin she always wore for Lexa. “Hey, how’s it going?”

Lexa grabbed her shoulder and whispered loudly. “Seriously. Seriously, Amy. I need the money you borrowed.”

“Sure, uh, when?”

“Like yesterday. I’m performing at the Rialto all this weekend, and the whole theatre department will be there, and I literally can’t be seen driving around in my current car or my face is going to explode. Literally.”

“The car you just bought?”

“I would ask my boyfriend, because he has a nice car, but I just found out it’s his mom’s, so I broke up with him.”

At this close range, Lexa munching on her gum resonated louder than all the din of the rec center. Amy seemed speechless. Thorn wished he could help her, but Shenzuul floated right next to her, and would hear any speech Thorn whispered. Amy couldn’t possibly afford to pay back the four thousand she’d borrowed from Lexa for tuition—at least not all at once. She could spend a few months earning it back at her waitress job, but then her ability to pay for classes next fall would be doubtful. After her poor grades this semester, she would be ineligible for financial aid.

“I, um…” Amy stuttered for a few moments. “I mean, the car you have is really nice. Isn’t it only a few months old?”

“Well it’s sort of like the poor-people model of nice cars. They have this beautiful blue ragtop in a lot up in Buckhead and I can trade in my pink car for that one for just five thousand extra. It’s a really great deal, trust me. I’ll take you on rides places, ’kay?”

“I can pay you back a little, but, uh—”

“Like how much?”

“I dunno. Just, uh, let me check and I’ll get back to you.”

“Fine. But Amy.” Lexa eyed Shelley suspiciously. “What are you doing here? Is this who you’ve been hanging out with?”

“Uh, no. We just met.”

Lexa seemed bothered that Shelley held her gaze. “Hmm. Well, it’s nice to see you working out. Take care.” She walked off.

No sooner was Lexa out of earshot than Shelley whistled in amazement. “Who was that?”

Amy jumped back on her treadmill and started it up. “Just Lexa.”

“Is Lexa your friend?”

“Yeah.”

“You know, no amount of exercise will help you be happy with your life if you keep peeps like her around.”

Amy shrugged. “She’s not always like that. She can be pretty nice.”

As Amy and Shelley continued their discourse, Shenzuul impatiently glanced at Thorn, probably expecting him to intercede. Thorn remained still. “What you do now?” Shenzuul asked.

“Nothing,” Thorn said. “Sometimes you don’t need to whisper. Sometimes you can just let human nature take its course.” Thorn’s followers gave him confused glances. He couldn’t come up with a reason why two girls exercising together would lead to something negative, so he let his vague platitude hang in the air. He rose above the treadmills, toward the recreation center’s roof. Outside the windows, the sun hung low in the sky.

Shenzuul and Thorn’s other followers kept pace. “Right, you very wise to see. Human nature evil.”

Thorn used to agree with that. Now he wasn’t sure. So he just nodded and exited the building. “Time for us to part, Shenzuul. We’ll reconvene in the morning.”

“No. No! I follow you. Learn from you.”

“The Judge assigned me to teach you about the subtleties of human temptation. I can only do that when I am around humans, which I do not intend to be again until tomorrow morning. So until then, goodbye. The rest of you as well, leave me be. I desire solitude.”

Shenzuul and the others reluctantly dispersed. If Shenzuul was reporting to Marcus, Thorn isolating himself was risky, but he would travel through the ground so he could not be followed. Then when he was finished at his destination he would join the inner-city demon horde in the night. One clandestine outing would not be so bad…
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The night air was still and cold at the site of the future North Decatur subway station. No wind was present to sway the metal hook that hung from a crane over a hundred feet tall. Only columns, scaffolds, and bright new concrete steps kept Thorn company as he waited in the quiet. The construction site rested mostly aboveground, but the subway’s western rail dipped into the earth a bit, so Thorn had chosen this hidden spot for his waiting. Although humans and therefore demons abandoned the new station at night, he remained vigilant for any wandering demons passing by. I must not be seen here. I must not be seen with her. Where is she?

Unbidden, his thoughts turned to the shooting at the daycare. Children screaming, dying; blood spattered across the walls and floor; Thorn helpless to intervene. His own charge had killed them, but not at Thorn’s request. If only the other demons had heard his whispers. If they’d realized that Thorn had been trying to stop Jed rather than spur him on, Thorn might have had the pleasure of being dead now.

Instead, Thorn was forced to live, haunted by the specters of his many victims, still vivid in his memory. He feared he would never redeem himself for the shootings, nor for the countless other deaths of innocents he’d caused throughout history. No, he would have to live with all that death, and with the burgeoning realization that he’d been on the wrong side of the battle since the beginning of time. Thorn still loathed the Enemy for what He’d done to demonkind, but he also hated demonkind for the pain and carnage they continuously inflicted on themselves, and on humanity. Where does a demon go who is caught in the middle?

Thorn had gone to the angels’ quarantine zone in northwest Atlanta. Vastly outnumbered by demons, the few remaining cherubim were content to stay in the quarantine zones into which demons had forced them long ago, after the war. In the wake of the Christmas Eve shooting, Thorn had gone to Atlanta’s zone to defect, to admit his newfound desire to be good; but instead of solace or rejection, Thorn had found… something else. Some evidence of a grave secret. He had found Xeres, the great demon he’d followed for centuries, who had died in the early 1540s. Only now, somehow, Xeres was a full-fledged angel, complete with majestic wings and a white robe. He’d pretended not to know Thorn, then when Thorn had recognized him, he’d fled.

Thorn had floated there, dumbfounded, trying to make sense of what he had seen. A whole universe of questions had opened up before him. Common knowledge said that a demon’s sin was permanent, that none could defect. It was one of the cornerstones that had driven demon actions for billions of years. Despite having somehow become an angel, Xeres himself had stressed the impossibility of defection when Thorn had asked for help. Thorn had raved about conspiracies and lies, kicking and screaming as the angels drove him into the ground beneath their warehouse, yet even after months of searching for clues, of clandestinely petitioning the angels for audience, he still had no new knowledge of what he had seen.

But he had a guess.

In 1540, Xeres had left his territory in what would one day become Georgia to enter a Sanctuary. Created by the Enemy as testing grounds for humans, Sanctuaries had a reputation as dangerous, mysterious places. A demon could earn great prestige by journeying to a Sanctuary and killing the humans there, but the risk was so great that only one in a hundred thousand demons had ever attempted it. Of those, perhaps half had returned. And almost all of those had gone in groups. To enter a Sanctuary alone was nearly tantamount to suicide, so Xeres’s boldness had been lauded throughout the demon world at the time.

Xeres had returned from his Sanctuary as many demons did: quiet and glum. Like a neutered dog, he wandered and pondered, licking whatever emotional wounds he’d sustained. He claimed to have successfully killed the Sanctuary’s humans, but he avoided all humans upon his return, refusing to tempt anyone. He was killed by his own kind for it. Thorn had seen the body.

When Xeres was killed, Thorn had been too concerned with his own attempts to succeed him to think through the circumstances of his death. But ever since he had seen Xeres as an angel two and a half months ago, Thorn had been turning those past events over and over in his mind. He had tried to recollect everything he’d ever learned about Sanctuaries, too.

The demons who returned from Sanctuaries in groups would brag excessively, but their tales were all the same: they had murdered people, depriving entire lives of their future purposes. Some would entertain with tales of close encounters with the Enemy Himself, which Thorn always took for exaggerations (though influential exaggerations; the myth that the Enemy watched Sanctuaries closely was widespread). The few who returned from Sanctuaries they had entered alone—those like Xeres—never wanted to discuss their experiences. Some would urge their peers to fear Sanctuaries and avoid them at all costs. Others had the opposite reaction, bidding their peers to make the journey. Only one strange commonality permeated all the stories: reportedly, somehow, demons had more power in Sanctuaries. Their whispers were stronger, they had limited influence over material objects, and some could even possess the bodies of dead humans. Or so it was rumored.

Thorn had never been to a Sanctuary. He’d always avoided them due to the eerie fables surrounding them. Many thousands of years ago, when the first humans walked the earth and Sanctuaries had just been discovered, one demon acquaintance of Thorn’s had ventured to a Sanctuary and returned crazed and homicidal, inexplicably slaughtering other demons with no regard for the First Rule. Terrifyingly, it was not the demon Judges who had killed him. The Enemy had reached down from Heaven with His own hand and smote the offending demon. To this day, no one knew why. And that incident had been enough to convince Thorn conclusively that travel to Sanctuaries was a bad idea. They held too many unknown threats.

But do they make angels?

This was Thorn’s new theory, and it rested on the fact that every demon who did return from a Sanctuary had killed the Sanctuary’s humans. Thus, popular consensus assumed that the demons who failed in this goal had died. But what if they hadn’t? What if, due to some strange magic in the Sanctuaries, those vanished demons had been allowed to defect? Was Xeres’s transformation a result of his time in the Sanctuary? The theory left much to be explained, but it was a start.

Fluttering white robes suspended Thorn’s musings. A beacon of light in Thorn’s darkening world, Thilial rose from the ground and assumed a defensive posture beside a sign advertising the rapid transit system’s green-line expansion. She held her head high, and she appeared stronger and more robust than she had the last time Thorn had seen her. “What do you want?” she said abruptly.

Thorn tried his best not to sound desperate. “Ah, Thilial, thank you for coming.” Leaving the quarantine zone was perilous for her, but every night for the past two and a half months, Thorn had furtively entered the zone to nag the angels for a parley (and to search—so far unsuccessfully—for Xeres). They would not kill him, knowing full well the retaliation such an action would bring from Atlanta’s demon population. So eventually they were forced to relent, not because they cared, but because they wanted Thorn to shut up and go away. Thilial’s terse demeanor indicated she wanted Thorn to do so immediately.

“I want you to know,” he said. “I want you all to know that I have abandoned my fantasy of becoming the greatest demon of all time.” The fact that this had once been his life’s ambition embarrassed him beyond description. “I want to be good now. If you could make an exception for me, I would like to be one of you.”

“Be honest, Thorn.”

“I am.”

She shook her head and sighed heavily. “You killed all those little kids.”

“No. No! It’s a mistake. See—”

“You’re well on your way to becoming the next Lucifer. Just keep it up.”

“I told you I don’t care about that anymore. I don’t care about power or safety or conformity or…” As he said this, he realized he spoke a half-truth. Thorn did fear his moral transition. This meeting with Thilial was a desperate plea for companionship: some company to cushion the blow if he fell from demonic grace. If the angels’ final answer was “no,” Thorn might be too afraid to make any further changes. The fear of loss.

“And I told you to be honest.”

Her stubbornness infuriated him. He spoke as loudly as he dared. “Okay, fine. You want the truth? The truth is that I hate everything about my existence. I hate being a demon.” He approached her, and she backed toward the wall. “I cannot continue this ruse forever. Eventually I will get caught and they will kill me. And even if I were able to keep it up forever, I would go insane, Thilial. How can you—I don’t know what it’s like for you sitting in your cozy warehouse, filing paperwork and being holy and doing whatever it is you do all day, but out here in the real world, life is more difficult than you can imagine for anyone with a shred of decency. All I’m asking you for is some help. So yes, you’re right. The only reasons why I want to change are selfish ones. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

Thilial glared at him for several moments, hatred gleaming through her icy eyes. “You killed Ezandris,” she said. Then she turned to go.

So this was all for nothing. They would not relent. Thorn’s plea had failed. Why did I have to kill the damn angel? They wouldn’t despise me so much if I had let him live.

“Thilial,” Thorn called after her. She stopped but did not turn. “I saw Xeres. I know he defected. I know that somehow, it’s possible. And I’m going to find out how.”

Thilial bowed her head and sank slowly into the dirt, her back still to Thorn. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said before she disappeared.
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Shenzuul found Thorn around midnight as he was wandering the streets of Midtown. “Come,” the short demon told him. Thorn was in no mood for games. If Marcus wanted a confrontation, Thorn would provide it.

Shenzuul led him to a small, disorderly tech repair shop. Behind a simple counter and cash register, wires and computer parts of all shapes and sizes littered dozens of tables, lit only by the neon signs beside the front door and the lone lamp in the back, where a man was working late. Shenzuul drifted near the man, and motioned for Thorn to come closer.

The man was in his thirties, bearded, thin. He was tinkering with a miniature remote-controlled car. After observing the nondescript scene for a minute, Thorn was certain it was a cheap trick, that Marcus lurked behind a wall somewhere, waiting to spring out at him. But Shenzuul remained still, watching the ordinary man with Thorn. “A dead girl is in next room,” he said plainly.

Thorn tensed. “What?” Shenzuul motioned toward a closed doorway. Thorn warily approached it, then peeked through to the other side. Sure enough, the body of a recently deceased teenage girl lay supine on a foldout table. A large bloody wound gaped in her stomach.

Thorn turned back to Shenzuul. “What is this?”

“You mean who is this.” Shenzuul smiled an ugly, toothy grin, lit by soft lamplight from beneath. “This Garrett. He a murderer. What you call serial killer. Marcus have him, I steal him, give to you.”

Stunned, Thorn examined the man more closely. Could this truly be Marcus’s pet killer? The one the Judge had spoken of? What was Thorn supposed to do with him? Cause more homicides? Shenzuul surely expected it. Or could this be an elaborate trick of some sort? As if I don’t have enough to worry about, now I have to find a way to stop a serial killer while maintaining my cover of wickedness?

“I know you busy,” Shenzuul said, as if he’d heard Thorn’s thoughts. “Garrett here if you want use him, but you no have to. I just want you be sure I not with Marcus anymore.” He slid a friendly arm around Thorn’s shoulders. Thorn flinched, then tried to relax. “Marcus want use Garrett to kill all your humans and make you look dumb. I say no. I get other demons, kick Marcus out. Garrett ours now. You and me.”

Garrett finished his work, set down his equipment, stood, and glanced around to ensure he was alone. Then he opened the door to the room where the body was hidden and stepped into the darkness, leaving Thorn alone with Shenzuul.

“I your friend,” Shenzuul said to Thorn.
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Shenzuul was smiling as Joel signed the last page of his divorce papers, but Thorn could tell the grin was faked. Shenzuul would likely rather be with his serial killer than in an attorney’s office with Joel and his wife.

Joel’s grin was as big as Shenzuul’s, though likely a tad more genuine. His wife Angela had taken the house, the kids, and a hefty child support obligation, but what did Joel care? He was rich and famous now. His book, The Afterlife is Real, was flying off the shelves. Tying himself down to his family in the face of such success would only hold Joel back from realizing his personal dreams. At least, that was what his previous demon had led him to believe.

Joel’s case was one of the most bizarre and intriguing Thorn had ever encountered. He’d been a neurosurgeon with over five hundred successful operations who had woken up one night with severe bacterial meningitis. His wife found him unconscious and rushed him to the emergency room, where doctors raced to save one of their own. When Joel woke up, his infection subsiding, he had an unusual story to tell.

Joel claimed he had been to Heaven. He believed that during the time when his brain was comatose, when his cerebral cortex was shut down by the invading bacteria, he had entered another plane of existence, where a beautiful woman had met him among a sea of butterflies, and taken him on a tour. They flew through “an infinite whiteness” into “a sphere of light,” where Joel felt a comforting, divine presence, who told him he was loved and need not be afraid. He was led through billowy clouds to an area full of sparkling beings zooming across the heavens—angels, he assumed. Their uncontainable joy leaped from their bodies and fell down on him like physical rain. Once this boundless love had fully enveloped him, he awoke in his hospital bed.

His doctors had politely nodded and sent him on his way, but Joel went on to write a book about his experience, and that book became a New York Times #1 best-seller. Religious leaders across Atlanta, the nation, and even the world were using Joel’s example as proof of their beliefs.

Of course, it was all bullshit. Thorn had been to Heaven; had been created there, had fought a war there. Heaven was pretty, but in the end it was just a big golden city with a great view of Earth. No butterflies or beautiful women, and if Thilial was any indication, the love of angels was not exactly boundless and uncontainable. The question for Thorn was whether Joel really believed he had seen Heaven, or was making it all up.

After some research, Thorn had decided on the latter. Joel’s previous demon, despite his accomplishments, was a timid fellow; not the type to dupe his charge in this manner. And Joel, a prosperous family man, hid a host of both insecurities and ambitions behind his placid veneer. After his friendless teenage years, Joel’s childhood dreams of becoming a world-renowned rock star had been crushed when his father demanded he go to medical school. Joel hated every moment of his schooling, then his internship, then his residency, and he similarly disliked the practice he started with some med-school friends. But he did like his small yacht and his big house. He loved giving his parents the finger when they hit hard financial times and needed money. For a few years, he even enjoyed his wife, despite their hasty matrimony. But as Joel’s previous demon had boasted to Thorn, Joel always wanted more. He thought he deserved more. So Joel gambled on some high-risk investments and lost most of his savings. Then a successful malpractice suit forced him to sell everything but his house, and shamed him among his peers. Once again, Joel was broke and friendless, with little direction or purpose in his life. Using a religion-based lie about his near-death experience to catapult him into the national spotlight had been a brilliant move, and though Joel’s previous demon had claimed otherwise, Thorn was certain it was Joel’s own idea rather than the demon’s.

As a man of science, Joel’s opinion held credibility. No one would ever guess that his visions of the Beyond were really a vague memory of an acid trip from his college years (or so Thorn had guessed). The neuroscience community argued that Joel’s visions had occurred as he came out of the coma, when his cerebral cortex was first sparking back to life and his temporoparietal junction was impaired. But demons had trained average Americans to regard hearsay and scientific consensus as being equally valid, as long as the hearsay supported their preexisting beliefs. Thus the book had taken off.

Whenever Thorn was alone with Joel, he tried to convince him to publicly confess his lie, but so far Joel had proven stubborn. Such a prideful mind would not willingly humble itself, Thorn knew from experience.

“Idea for you,” Shenzuul said as Joel and his wife parted ways for the last time. “We make him lose all money. He miserable. Live in poverty.”

“Poverty does not guarantee misery,” Thorn said, trying to sound wise. “Think subtly. In any society, money must concentrate somewhere. Best to let it fall into the hands of those who will hoard or misuse it. If we made Joel poor, the money he would have had could end up with someone who will use it well.”

Shenzuul grumbled an unintelligible complaint. For how much he claims a desire to learn subtlety, he seems uninterested in it. Thorn still worried about Shenzuul’s loyalties, despite the introduction to Garrett last night.

They followed Joel out toward his car, a sleek new Mercedes-Benz.

“Joel boring,” Shenzuul blurted. “He no challenge.”

Thorn might have felt the same way three months ago. “Not challenging, but important. Celebrity is critical to demons in the U.S. Any demon of significance will have at least one celebrity charge.”

“A killer is better charge to have.”

“Which do you think hurts the Enemy more: killing one human or ruining the lives of millions? If you influence a person of influence, everyone who admires that person will go down with him or her.”

“Ah. Like president?” Thorn and Shenzuul settled into the back seat of Joel’s car as he revved the engine and turned up some classic rock.

“Or an actor, or a singer, or a novelist. Challenging charges are of course just as prestigious as influential charges, but often you can find both in the same person.”

Shenzuul pondered this, then said, “You have many famous humans?”

“Now? No, just Joel. Back in the day, though…” When a small group of demons had devised and helped implement the Hollywood star system, something akin to a gold rush had swept the demon world. Millions of devils had left New York and D.C. for Los Angeles. Thorn had been one of the first on the scene. “D.W. Griffith was my charge. Fatty Arbuckle, too.”

Shenzuul nodded respectfully, clearly unaware of who those people were.

“Jamar Tripp?”

Shenzuul’s eyes lit up. “Rapper who died from drugs last year? He yours?”

Thorn nodded. “He lived in Cascade Heights.” Joel’s car left the parking lot and took off down the road.

“I hear his music sometimes in Kinshasa.”

“See what I mean? Halfway around the world, my whispers to Jamar had influence. With their short lifespans, most humans don’t realize how suddenly this new information age appeared, how historically unprecedented and promising it is.” It could be used for good as well, but Thorn left that part out. “You can use movies and music to lie to the masses about anything. You can trap people into oppressive gender roles, glorify violence, tell children that love is about sex and that sex is about power.

“You can even lie about us.” Thorn had always found it ironic that nearly every popular misconception about demons came from the demons themselves. Many demons found the accentuated portrayals of themselves in movies to be hilarious. Little girls vomiting blood and contorting into impossible positions played like comedy to devil folk. In truth, demon possession was often a dull affair (and always an illegal one). It was more useful for influencing the physical world than for frightening people.

“Or lie about Enemy.”

“Or that.”

“Like how some people think humans turn to angels when they die.”

Thorn chuckled insincerely. “Or whenever a bell rings, an angel gets its wings.” If that’s the case, where’s my damn bell?

“But humans supposed to be ice—ice-lated?”

“Isolated from each other? Yes. Well, in the case of celebrities, not always. If they’re listening to you, it’s good to keep them visible and therefore influential.”

“Like Joel is visible and influential.”

“Yes, we will keep him visible, and let his lies inform people. And entertain them! Always remember this. Entertainment is just as useful for distraction from good as it is for temptation to evil. Every half-day spent reading Joel’s book is half a day spent not doing something truly meaningful.” Thorn realized with a sickening unease that he was still quite passionate about these matters. He had to remind himself that he was trying to change.

He examined the renegade neurosurgeon in the front seat, pumping his head to “Back in Black” and speeding twenty over the limit. Driving like this, Joel seemed in his element, at peace, but Thorn knew he would likely go prowling the bars for a hookup tonight, and work on his follow-up book tomorrow… or perhaps on the restaurant he was reopening. Joel was as ambitious as Thorn had once been. Ambition was a good distraction too.
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Joel and Angela were so dysfunctional, they decided to have sex later that afternoon while their kids were at school. Once upon a time, Thorn would have found this amusing, but now it was just sad.

The last time Angela had had sex with Joel, Thorn had realized she was not really moaning in pleasure. She just did that because she thought Joel liked it. She faked most of her orgasms too. They mostly slept together out of neediness these days, and neither enjoyed it. Nevertheless, both humans were in great physical shape for their age, each with firm muscles and toned buttocks, and the illusion of pleasure was more than convincing.

Thorn could not have been more bored. If demons could fall asleep, he was certain he would have by now. Shenzuul looked like he felt the same way; he was examining an ant crawling on the wall, while Thorn checked the nearly healed wounds Vucion had dealt him, trying to console himself over the train wreck of a relationship playing out on the other side of the room.

At least the human couple had ostensibly separated, which would be healthy for them in the long run… assuming they could stop screwing. Not for the first time, Thorn wished he had a sex drive—not so he could enjoy sex, but so he could understand the damn thing.

Shenzuul casually swatted at the ant, and his hand went straight through the wall. “You study sex?” he asked Thorn.

“I have, but it still baffles me. Usually, the bottom line is to give people as many odd complexes as you can. Make sex awkward, make them worry if they’re sinning, or make them self-conscious about their bodies. Guilt, too. Whenever you can attach guilt to sex, you’ve won.”

“No, you wrong. Enemy say same thing as you. That sex is bad.”

Shenzuul had a point, though Thorn wouldn’t admit it. He’d often wondered why the Enemy preached single-partner-for-life monogamy so adamantly, yet created a people whose instinct was often to be with multiple partners over time. He also wondered why the Enemy was said to frown on indecency when the Bible itself featured all sorts of perverse sex acts among God’s own followers, under His blessing.

Shenzuul abandoned his ant and rose into the air to press his point further. “I think you can let some people treat sex as most important thing in life. Let the only reason they friends with opposite sex is to get in their pants. Have them compete for it, live for it, obsess. Not because it evil, but because it pointless. When you can attach com—compulsion to sex, you’ve won. That’s what I think about sex.” Thorn tried to formulate a response. He imagined that sex was important, that it could be used as a perfect connection between two people, and could be an invaluable emotion moderator and mood booster. Amy had taught him that. If Chaz had been a better man and his affection for her genuine, the sex would have brought her great joy. Why is the Enemy so prudish about something that brings people joy and harms no one? Wasn’t joy a “fruit of the spirit”? Mysteries upon mysteries…

Afraid he might let his new views slip in any response he gave Shenzuul, Thorn let Shenzuul win the argument. When the ex-couple was done, Angela tried to cuddle with Joel, but he got out of bed and walked away, so she picked up a book and started reading, possibly for escapism’s sake. The two demons and the followers around them trailed Joel to his study, where Shenzuul started whispering to him. “Go whack to porn. After crappy sex, you deserve.” Joel switched on his laptop, eager to oblige.

Poor guy, Thorn thought. Joel was so sure that good sex would make him happy—the lack of it was part of the reason for his divorce. He was in for a disappointment now that he was able to sleep with whomever he wanted.

Joel locked the doors, pulled off his pants, sat down, and opened some of his favorite sites. “Every woman should look like this,” Shenzuul whispered. “Why your wife never look like this? Glad you have more variety now.”

Unacknowledged by Shenzuul, Thorn stood at the door behind them. Joel got busy, and Shenzuul prattled on. “You deserve. You deserve. You deserve.”
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“We have an award-winning homebrew if you folks would like to try that tonight, or there’s Long Island Iced Teas at half price. What can I start you out with?” The young waiter glanced at the men around the table, who ceased their conversation to stare at his pants, where he had mistakenly tucked in his shirt underneath his boxer shorts, the top of which were now showing prodigiously. Thorn felt sorry for him.

“Well, uh, I’d like a Hot Irish Nut,” Joel said, and smirked at his friends, who laughed.

“Is that a real drink?” Dean asked him.

“Real drink, buddy. I’m not gay or anything, but I think our ginger friend here is an expert on the Irish Nut.” The men laughed again, and the waiter finally checked himself. He hastily shoved his underwear back into his pants, and the group chortled.

“I—uh, crap. I’m sorry.”

“I want a free drink for that.” Joel was joking, but the waiter apparently couldn’t tell, so he stammered for a few seconds. “Relax,” Joel said harshly.

“Sorry, sir. I should have checked that before I came here.”

“Yeah, well, that’s why you work in a restaurant and I have a real job. We’ll take the homebrew, please. Two for each of us. It’s on me, guys.”

“Sure thing. I’ll be right back with those.”

“And wash your hands before you touch our food!” The waiter turned back, tripped, then scampered away. Joel’s companions guffawed again.

The demons had followed Joel to an upscale club called “D” right across from the restaurant he had recently bought (and right down the street from the club where Amy had once seen Thorn). Joel was entertaining three of his new “friends”—younger men drawn to Joel because of his wealth and charisma. Under the purple lights, he regaled them with a jet skiing story from his vacation in Florida. A scantily clad woman Thorn had never seen before rested under Joel’s arm, laughing at every joke he told.

Shenzuul seemed at home in this environment full of alcohol and sexual conquest. He fluttered among the men, whispering fantasies and malicious thoughts and who knew what else. Two dozen of Thorn’s followers were arrayed in a semicircle around him as he observed his student.

Two days down, twenty-nine to go. Shenzuul wasn’t as dumb as Thorn had assumed, but Thorn would be glad to get rid of him. Thorn had accumulated an immense quantity of knowledge regarding human temptation in his lifetime, and he hated to impart any more of it to Shenzuul. But it was necessary for his masquerade.

Shenzuul and Joel seem little removed from each other, Thorn observed as Shenzuul flitted about and Joel took a deep gulp of his drink. He imagined them both as little children, showing their friends a new toy or skill, wanting people to think they were cool. Both of them thought myopically. Why delay gratification when you could satiate yourself now? Because of the cycle of power, Shenzuul. Like money, power is fickle. The more you use it the sooner you lose it, and the more waste you leave in your wake. Thorn had fallen and risen again countless times before he had learned the benefits of thinking long-term. Perhaps that very lesson had led to his recent change of heart.

Thorn saw himself in Joel as well. The doctor wanted success so badly, and demons had warped his definition of success so much that this, a night at a club blowing loads of money on shallow friends, seemed like success to him. Was he happy? Thorn doubted it. Thorn had never been happy with his own success. All he had ever wanted was more. Even now. More knowledge.

“Your readers.” Shenzuul’s loud words to Joel interrupted Thorn’s musings. “Brag your friends all the readers you have.”

“Be careful,” Thorn said to maintain his cover. “Don’t let him see what society did to enable him to earn his wealth. Let him think he earned it himself. Joel’s readers didn’t give him the money, nor the father who paid for his education nor the family who supported him emotionally nor the publishing company that took a chance on his book. Joel deserves that money, and has no responsibilities with it except to satisfy the whims of his own pleasure and ambition.”

A fight was breaking out nearby, apparently over a woman. A thin, balding man was pushing a younger, muscular man, who was removing his jacket for a fight. The woman was trying to hold the bald man back while calling for a bouncer. Shenzuul seemed distracted by the action as he replied to Thorn. “But I making Joel brag. I subtle.”

“Just be careful is all. Remember what I told you about shortsighted thinking.”

Shenzuul abruptly swung over Joel and toward the fight, which was apparently too exhilarating to resist. Some other demons had already joined the ruckus to egg the men on, but Shenzuul darted to the center of them. Only after Shenzuul had whispered in the thin man’s ear did Thorn see that he was armed. “Shoot him!” Shenzuul yelled loud enough for the whole room to hear.

The thin man drew and fired. Every patron jumped behind the nearest counter or table, or ran for an exit. Joel hit the floor. A bouncer tackled the thin man, bones cracking as they hit the ground. The muscular man checked himself. He appeared unharmed.

Then a woman screamed. Near the back of the club, Joel’s fair-skinned waiter had taken the bullet meant for the muscular man. He lay on the ground, precious blood seeping out of his neck so fast that Thorn knew he wouldn’t survive. Thorn was surprised to see color leaving Joel’s face as he stared at the dying man. Joel appeared even more stupefied than the situation warranted. Traumatized, even.

As the lights went up and the music died and humans attended to the expiring waiter, Shenzuul smugly meandered back to Thorn. “Subtle not always better,” Shenzuul said, making sure Thorn’s followers could hear. “You say, think long-term. You say, ruin man’s life. Well long-term, that man dead. His life ruined.”

The casualness with which Shenzuul had caused the young man’s death appalled Thorn and struck him with a sudden wave of reflection. This apprenticeship the Judge had prescribed would augment Shenzuul’s brutality with Thorn’s cunning, lending a sharp edge to a previously blunt weapon. This is not just something harmless to endure, Thorn now saw. Shenzuul had great potential for destruction, and to use him as part of Thorn’s cover would make Thorn complicit in that destruction. How did I not see this before? What kind of monster am I creating?

Ever the proud student, Shenzuul grinned widely when Thorn did not respond. He had stumped the teacher.
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Rays of sunset shone through a break in the oak branches onto the group of old burial sites on the forest floor. Centuries of weathering had all but destroyed some of the cairns, but the one Thorn cared about—the one directly underneath the break in the canopy—had remained strangely unaffected, as if the spirits of the plants and animals had protected it. Flying Owl’s family would have liked that thought. Thorn paced briskly around the boy’s final resting place.

He had come here to avoid Shenzuul, had avoided him all day, but now his refuge in the woods held little peace. Whereas this place usually soothed Thorn’s mind with thoughts of better times, today it reminded him of past mistakes and warned him not to repeat them.

He found himself wishing he could use his powers of persuasion on another demon. One soft whisper in the Judge’s ear as Thorn might whisper to Amy or Joel, and his punishment with Shenzuul would be withdrawn. A pleasant fantasy.

But now that Thorn saw the road to ridding himself of Shenzuul, he knew how uneven it would be. Shenzuul would have to meet disgrace in the Judge’s eyes. Thorn could try convincing the Judge that Shenzuul had nothing valuable to teach him, that their deal would not be profitable for him… or perhaps it’d be easier to convince him that Shenzuul was too thick to learn subtlety, and by extension too thick to teach the Judge what he wanted to learn. Thorn knew the Judge had eyes and ears among Thorn’s own followers, and would be kept up to date on Shenzuul’s progress, or lack thereof…

If only I could relive my life and stay on good terms with Marcus from the beginning. Then I would still be safely unaware, and none of this would have happened.

“No,” Thorn told himself. “I refuse ignorance. No longer will I trade the pursuit of knowledge for the maintaining of safety.”

His inner voice seemed to silence, but soon nagged him with an old, troubling question. What was Marcus doing in that tent, anyway? Marcus has never been an innovative thinker, but if he was really trying to depose Xeres, he would still have taken a more reliable approach. Something else was going on.

The demons who’d been present that night avoided all talk of Constantine’s battle at the Milvian Bridge. Thorn speculated that they wanted to forget the strange events surrounding it—namely Constantine’s sudden return from death’s doorstep and the murder of the demon sentries before they could warn the others that the battle had begun. As much as Thorn valued knowledge, he had long since abandoned his attempts at puzzling out this particular mystery. It couldn’t be done, at least not with the limited information Thorn had had to work with. So he’d been content to stay in the West, where he’d been safe from Marcus’s vengeance until Xeres’s supposed death. Even then, news of Xeres’s demise had spread at a pleasant snail’s pace, since demons had none of the instant-communication technology humans did. Thorn had known the news would adopt the ring of a tall tale by the time it had crossed the Atlantic, and that therefore decades, possibly centuries would pass before Marcus learned that Xeres was actually dead and came after Thorn. He’d hoped Marcus had forgotten the whole ordeal.

Was my guard down because I grew lazy, or because I grew prideful? Prideful, certainly. Thorn remembered how desperately he’d once craved the now-obsolete title of “demon lord.” He supposed that if demons still called themselves lords, he would be one now.

The setting sun passed below the horizon. Colors faded into gloom and the buzzing insects of dusk emerged with their sullen songs. The Cherokee had built their graves facing eastward—a sacred, spiritual direction to them, and ironically the direction from which their end had come, across the sea. Only the darkness of approaching night lay in the east now. Thorn knelt to the cairn of the boy he had loved and reached out a hand to touch it. As always, his hand passed right through. The cairn would remain untouched, save by the wind and the rain.

Never let it happen again, Thorn reminded himself. Never let yourself get attached to a human. It never ends well.

He found himself thinking of Amy.
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“I’ll just grab my ball and be right back,” Joel said from the back seat as he donned his coat. Dean and Michael nodded from the front seat as Thorn, Shenzuul, and Thorn’s followers looked on. Joel almost opened the back door to exit, then noticed his ex-wife standing in the driveway of their old house, her arms crossed. “Oh shit.”

“What’s the problem? I thought you guys were divorced?”

“Yeah, sorry guys, should’ve moved my shit out sooner. Bowling might have to wait a few minutes. I’ll be back.”

Dean mocked him with a “whip crack” vocalization, and Michael chuckled.

“Yeah, yeah,” Joel said. “I put up with her.”

“You really could have done better for yourself, dude,” Michael said. “She’s not bad for her age, but…”

“That blonde from the other day?” Dean said. He whistled, wide-eyed.

“Yeah, well, when you get married and divorced you’ll understand,” Joel said.

“Ha! Married? No.”

“You know, Joel, marriage is the number one cause of divorce. Also kills ninety-five percent of any woman’s sex drive.”

“Legalized slavery for men.”

“At least you got out of it before she got fat.”

Joel laughed at their jokes then left the car, his mood visibly souring. He paced up the long driveway toward Angela. Shenzuul took the lead and whispered something in his ear that Thorn couldn’t hear.

“Why are you here?” Angela said.

“I don’t want to hear it now. I just need to grab my bowling ball and—”

“Where’s your car?” she said.

“At the restaurant. Look, you and me? We’re finished. I’m not gonna explain myself to you anymore.” He strode past her toward the front door, and she spun to follow.

“You never wanted us to be happy together, did you?” Angela said, jumping right to the point. “Even before the book sold and your ego exploded?”

Thorn grew uncomfortably aware of his followers’ gazes. “Why has Shenzuul been doing all the whispering and Thorn doing none?” he imagined them asking each other. He positioned himself behind Angela as the couple entered the house.

“Haven’t we fucking been through this?” Joel said. “What do you want from me, Angie?”

“I want us to get back together, more than just hook-ups, and I want us to be happy.” There was that phrase again: being happy. It was something humans had made up and demons had run with, for “being” anything was an unnatural passive state, and passive was exactly how demons liked to keep humans. Humans were not created to be but to do. So Thorn countered by softly whispering, “Volunteer, Angela. Something social, out in the community. You’ll find someone else.” One demon in the crowd furrowed his eyebrows at Thorn, who worried that his whisper had been overheard.

“Happiness is important, yes,” Shenzuul whispered to Joel. “Your most important goal. And yours more important than anyone else’s.”

“What if your happiness and my happiness are mutually exclusive?” Joel said to his ex-wife. Looking shocked by his question, she stopped a few feet away from him.

“Peace,” Thorn whispered to Angela. “Give him a few minutes. Let him cool down.”

If Angela heard Thorn at the back of her mind, she ignored him. “I just feel like you treat other people so nice, then you were always so mean to me. And your parents, too. I just want us to get along again like we used to.” Actually, they never had.

Joel approached her, briefly hugged her, and gave her a passionless, forceful kiss on the lips. “There. We’re getting along now, right? Let’s go get in bed. Problem solved.”

Angela was on the verge of tears again. Thorn would have whispered something to her, but now Shenzuul was too near. She went on the offensive, lying so she could hurt her ex-husband. “You know what? I never wanted you in my life. You were just a mistake that was forced on me and I’d get rid of you if I could.” Thorn peeked over Angela’s shoulder at Shenzuul, who returned his gaze.

“You have no idea,” Joel said, just in front of Shenzuul. “No idea how much I feel the same way.”
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When Thorn and Shenzuul arrived at Max’s Sports Bar in Underground Atlanta, the “Roadside Killer” was all over the news. He abducted young women whose cars had stalled on freeways around Atlanta, the reporter said, and typically at night. Their mutilated bodies turned up in ditches and creeks a few days after each disappearance. His name is Garrett, Thorn wanted to yell at the restaurant’s patrons, and he works in a tech repair shop in Midtown. Shenzuul had been busy with his murderous charge in his time off from Thorn’s lessons. The fourth girl had been found earlier today (Thorn had seen the third in the tech shop), catapulting Atlanta’s hunt for the killer into national news. Shenzuul’s star was rising in America’s demon world, though he was still low enough to be Thorn’s protégé. Not for much longer though. One way or another. Thorn had tried to concoct a strategy to either kill Garrett or lead the police to him without alerting Atlanta’s demons that Thorn was responsible, but he came up empty. The best plan would be to disgrace Shenzuul, then deal with Garret surreptitiously.

While Shenzuul had been with his killer, Thorn had spent time alone with Amy, who was nearly ready to make some positive strides thanks to Shelley’s influence. She was already being kinder to her mother, a sluggish alcoholic who had verbally abused her daughter on occasion throughout Amy’s life. Amy even grew concerned over the latest in a series of unstable men her mother was dating, frequently calling to check where her mother was, if she was all right, if she needed a ride home.

Thorn guessed that Shelley saw a slightly younger version of herself in Amy, which was why she made it her job to help the girl out. “You have to tell Lexa no,” she’d said to Amy earlier. “Did she give you a deadline for the money?”

“Yeah, she’s meeting me at the bar tonight. But no. I mean what am I supposed to tell her?”
“Tell her you’ll pay her ass back based on the schedule you originally agreed on.”

“What if she gets mad?”

“What if she gets mad? She’s a crazy ho. You don’t need her as a friend.”

Amy had chewed on that for a few moments.

“No one should have to play second fiddle to another person’s plans for them. It’s your own life, so live it, and get her out of the way. What’s the alternative? Drop out of college?” She gave Amy’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll be there too if you need me.”

Thorn had worked hard for this, and Shenzuul was not yet skilled enough to undo his work. Thorn was counting on that in more ways than one…

“Target humans while they’re young,” he said to Shenzuul and his followers as he led them through the crowded restaurant, past a family with four little children squirming in their seats. “Like fast food joints do. If you market to kids, you can hook them for life. Then they’ll market to their kids too.” His followers already knew this, but to Shenzuul it might be new information. He hated telling it, but it was a necessary setup for his trap. They made their way toward Amy, who was waiting on a table at the far end of the dining area. “We’ve developed a parenting culture in which self-esteem is the most important virtue to instill in your child. If a demon can minimize all the other virtues, nothing will keep a child’s self-esteem in check, and it will grow into narcissism.”

Shenzuul sniffed at the bait. “But you not do that with Amy. She insecure. She anch—anchous.”

“Anxious, yes,” Thorn said. “But if you are subtle, you can create both narcissism and insecurity symbiotically. Amy thinks she deserves to be popular, but is often afraid too leave her house lest others judge her. Scared to death that she’ll become like her insolvent mother one day, she looks down on the poor, sees them as victims of their own foolishness. This is all my doing, for only a master of subtlety could orchestrate this.” Sadly, this was all true. Thorn had sown a similar mix of narcissism and insecurity in Jed, Madeline, and many other of his charges.

“Psh. Easy to do, Thorn. Watch me now. See Lexa at other table with friends?” Thorn turned to see where Shenzuul was pointing, and indeed, Lexa was lounging with several young guys and girls in a corner booth. “I make Amy go try be social, and embarrass herself when Lexa ask for money. Watch.”

Game, set, match. All afternoon, Amy had been rehearsing her speech to tell Lexa off. Shelley was sipping lemonade now at a table nearby, waiting to back Amy up if needed. When Thorn’s followers saw Shenzuul whisper to Amy, followed by Amy’s takedown of Lexa, Shenzuul would be accused of causing Amy’s first big step toward achieving personal freedom. Many of Thorn’s followers had been with him since he’d first chosen Amy as his charge in her early childhood, and had witnessed the painstaking work Thorn had undertaken to ruin her life. For most of that work to be undone in moments would outrage them—and the Judge. Thorn would be free of Shenzuul, and since so many witnesses were here, Thorn would be free of suspicion that he himself had caused the incident.

The only wild card was Lexa’s group of friends at the table, but Thorn was sure Amy would get Lexa alone before confronting her.

Shenzuul drifted over to Amy, then whispered softly in her ear. Other demons in Underground Atlanta were starting to take note of Thorn’s presence, and stopping by Max’s to investigate the commotion. Amy began her walk toward Lexa’s table. This will be one hell of a show.

Amy waved nervously at Lexa, who nodded back. “What up, Amy? You our waitress tonight?”

“No, someone else’ll be by in a minute. I just wanted to say hi.”

Then Chaz turned around. He’d been angled away from the aisle so neither Thorn nor Amy had seen him. Shenzuul whispered to Amy again and she backed away a step. Thorn had to restrain his own impulse to rush to her aid.

“Have you met my new boyfriend?” Lexa asked. “This is Chaz.”

Chaz had clearly not expected the encounter. His expression displayed just as much shock as Amy’s, though he seemed less emotionally affected.

“N—” Amy started. “No, I—I mean yes. We—we’ve met.”

“Oh? How do you know each other?”

Did Lexa plan this? Thorn had never seen her and Chaz together before. Could this truly be a coincidence? Was Shenzuul involved? The short demon in the shabby suit whispered yet again to Amy. She stuttered, unable to answer Lexa.

“Amy’s my ex,” Chaz said quietly to Lexa, who wrinkled her brow at the realization. Even Thorn couldn’t tell whether her surprise was feigned.

“Right,” Lexa said. “Well this is awkward. Amy, let’s go chat alone. Sorry, babe.” She stood, smooched Chaz on the cheek, and inched her way between him and the table. When she reached Amy, she grasped her shoulder and led her away. Thorn followed closely behind them.

No, not in front of my followers. Whether by design or not, Lexa had Amy right where she wanted her. The timid girl wouldn’t be able to confront Lexa in this flustered state. If only he could whisper something to her, reinforce her convictions somehow.

When they were just out of earshot of Lexa’s table, Shelley rose to meet them. Thorn clenched his fists in apprehension. The gaze of every demon in the restaurant lay on the three girls.

“Hey!” Shelley positioned herself in front of the back exit.

Lexa rolled her eyes. “Out of the way, fatty.”

“Do you care about her?” Shelley asked Lexa.

The odd question caught Lexa off guard. “What?”

“Do you care about Amy? Simple question for someone who says they’re a friend.”

Lexa tightened her grip on Amy’s shoulder. “You know what I feel like here? I feel like you two think I’ve served my purpose. You got my money, so now I’ve outlived my usefulness as a friend. And now you gang up on me?”

“I did hit a nerve.” Shelley glanced at Amy, who was gazing out into the dining area, trying to avoid the confrontation.

Lexa defiantly placed a hand on her hip. “Hey I’m not the one who borrowed money. I’m not the one who tags along with the pretty girls trying to look cool. I’m not the one who sleeps with guys to make myself feel better about my crappy life. There are words to describe girls like that, Amy, but I’m not gonna use them.”

A tear fell down Amy’s cheek. Shelley didn’t give an inch. “So it’s Amy’s fault that you use her? It’s Amy’s fault that you let her borrow your money and then try to control her life?” Now even human heads were turning to view the exchange. Chaz watched the argument from his corner seat.

“Yes, it fucking is. I’ve been a bitch to lots of people, but I take responsibility for that. I don’t make myself a victim. I don’t blame boys, or my parents, or my friends for my problems. Unlike some people.” She looked directly at Amy when she said the last bit. “I’m strong. Maybe Amy should try being strong too. It’s not that hard.”

“Stop it!” Amy yelled as she yanked free from Lexa’s grip. Shelley jumped at the outburst. So did Thorn. “It’s not hard to be strong when you’re pretty. When you have money and friends. When you don’t need to take medicine just to avoid having panic attacks in public.” Now both Lexa’s hands were on her hips. She smiled at Amy’s rant, as if it were cute. Shenzuul wore a horrified grimace. “You’re not God, Lexa. You can’t judge people, and you can’t make them worship you, though I know you’d love to. The only way you can feel happy is by conquering people. You can’t coexist. People have to adore you or they’re worthless to you. But the twist is that nobody likes you. They won’t say it to your face because they don’t want to get in a fight like this one, but your friends care as little about you as you care about them. Because you’re so damn concerned with being cool that you’ve forgotten how to be nice.”

Lexa’s body grew rigid. Her hands were shaking so badly that Thorn could practically feel the effects of her adrenaline himself.

“If you ever knew how to be nice in the first place,” Amy said in closing. The bar’s managers were making their way toward the girls to break up the argument.

“Nobody likes me?” Lexa said as a challenge to Amy, too loudly and boldly. Covering her own weaknesses, Thorn knew. “Boys like me. Your ex does.” She grinned over at Chaz, but he meekly turned away, offering no support.

Amy met Lexa’s gaze and stepped toward her. “I don’t need a boyfriend, Lexa. Unlike some people.”

Thorn fought the urge to pump his fist in celebration. Amy had done it! And without any help from him. He was proud of her.

The managers arrived and separated the girls. When Lexa returned to her seat in a huff, Shelley patted Amy on the back, her excitement palpable.

All around the restaurant, a fury had erupted in the demon horde. Nearly two hundred were here now, shouting for justice, swarming around Shenzuul and taunting him, all over the actions of a nineteen-year-old girl. Confusion bled from Shenzuul’s eyes. He spun in all directions, ready to defend himself against any assailant. Amy’s victory was Thorn’s victory, and it tasted exquisitely sweet.

“What are you smiling at, Thorn?”

At the comment from the demon next to him, Thorn realized he had been smiling, and corrected his error immediately. He chided himself for letting his inner jubilation show through, and turned to address his accuser.

It was Marcus.

Silhouetted against a football game on a wall-mounted television, the large demon loomed over Thorn. No, not here. He would not attack me in the midst of a crowd. Marcus moved forward into the light, and his emaciated body startled Thorn. He appeared desperate and hungry; not at all the hardy demon Thorn remembered. The icy scowl that haunted Thorn’s memories had been replaced by a grim urgency.

“Help,” Thorn called. Fear welled within him. “Help. Help!” Demons around him turned from Shenzuul to Thorn as Marcus stepped even closer.

“You still want to die?” Marcus asked. His voice sounded crazed, and white foam leaked from the corner of his mouth. “Do you still want to die, Thorn?” He raised a fist to strike. Thorn threw his arms up to shield himself from the blow.

Shenzuul pummeled into Marcus, sending him hurtling across the room through pillars, tables, oblivious servers and customers. Marcus spryly regained his bearings a short distance from the group of demons.

“Stay away,” Shenzuul warned him. “You no welcome in Atlanta.”

“Mjinga!” Marcus said. “Mchongelezi!”

Shenzuul yelled a few Swahili words back at him in an equally vitriolic tone. The crowd gradually advanced on Marcus as he backed toward the front exit. In the wake of Thorn’s “triumph” at the Christmas Eve shooting, Thorn’s followers would not welcome Marcus back into demon society, as his antagonism toward Thorn was widely known. They wanted him out of the city as much as Thorn did. Even though some of these very demons sided with him when I was low and he was in power.

“If you show face near Thorn again, I kill you!” Shenzuul shouted at Marcus. The crowd murmured at the threat—an incredibly bold one, since the punishment for killing another demon was death.

Marcus looked beyond Shenzuul, at Thorn. He nodded and… Was that a smirk? “I’ll be back for you,” he said. Then he swept off down Underground Atlanta’s main walkway. A few demons chased him, but even if they caught him, he’d done nothing wrong by any Judge’s standards. At least they could keep watch over him and report his whereabouts to Thorn, so the Judge could locate Marcus and exile him. How long had he been here before I noticed him? I’ve been careful to conceal myself while alone, but still, why choose to attack when I’m surrounded by allies?

Several of Thorn’s followers asked if he was okay, then Shenzuul approached. “You did your duty and you have my recognition,” Thorn reluctantly said to him.

“No need. I defend you because I respect you. Marcus gone crazy. Care ’bout nothing but revenge.”

“Hopefully he will stay away after this. He must know he destroys his reputation even further every extra day he stays in the city.” Then Thorn remembered his trap for Shenzuul. His voice grew sour. “What did you whisper to Amy? You fool. You just ruined years of my work.” He raised his head to address his followers. “Of our work.”

Shenzuul gazed down at his feet and swayed uncomfortably. “I whisper normal things to make her scared. Nothing crazy. I am sorry. I win her back for you. I promise.”

“That’s not good enough.” Thorn met the gazes of several of his followers. They looked… bored. More interested in chasing Marcus than in punishing the demon who had just saved their leader.

Shenzuul grew bolder when no one took up Thorn’s cause. “I stay with Amy all night, all week, all month or year. I do nothing else until she hurt and scared again.”

Amy rested in a booth with Shelley now. Thorn could hear her reassuring Shelley that she would indeed return Lexa’s money, when she had it. Her voice soothed him, and for a moment he longed to confide in her, to whisper all of his secrets. “Leave me,” he said to his followers. “I wish to be alone.”

Marcus’s interruption had wrecked Thorn’s trap, but given Shenzuul’s quick action and alarming loyalty, perhaps his usefulness outweighed the trouble he caused. Have I really become so concerned with the search for answers that I’ve forgotten the fight for my life? Perhaps he should try to continue his ruse indefinitely after all. Hiding his goodness from his followers was just another lie, after all, and it had worked out well so far. Lying was Thorn’s bread and butter. And if his lies caused collateral damage—like educating Shenzuul—despite Thorn’s best attempts to avoid it, then perhaps that damage was unavoidable and could not be blamed on Thorn.

Who would accuse him anyway? He was already pure evil in the eyes of the Enemy and His angels. And Thorn’s fellow demons would welcome any damage he caused to humanity. No one was left to blame Thorn but Thorn himself.
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The stars were out tonight. In spite of Atlanta’s light pollution, the Milky Way turned in the still sky overhead, enticing Thorn away from the inner city to venture out among the cosmos. Demons would occasionally leave Earth to do just that, in search of answers, or perhaps solitude, or in vain attempts to reenter the impenetrable Heavenly Realm. Some never returned. Thorn could no longer find solace in isolation, though.

So he swept between the heavens and the earth, above skyscrapers and helicopters, the city’s lights shining up at him. Then he eased lower over bridges and rivers and late-night pedestrians, until he found Amy’s small, ramshackle apartment complex beneath the downtown freeway. Thorn descended past rushing cars and streetlights, toward the second-story window of the bedroom of the girl whose life he’d influenced so intimately but whom he’d never been able to touch. Except the once…

What would she think of him now, if she could see him? A thin man in a funeral suit floating longingly in the air outside her window? She’d be terrified of him; even more so if she knew of the destruction he’d caused, of the monster inside him. She would not love him. She could never love a creature such as Thorn.

She paced to her mirror, examining her appearance as she’d done so many times before, but this time she smiled. Then she lay on her bed and stared thoughtfully up at the ceiling. Tonight she had found herself—but Thorn felt more lost than ever. He went to her and whispered thoughts of peace, of hope, of joy. He whispered all the exultant thoughts he’d kept from her over the years, all the positive ideas demons fought so hard to keep out of humans’ minds. “See?” he said. “You have control over your own life. And you can have friends. Real friends who will be there for you. You have a future. Treasure these things, Amy. I can have none of them, so you need to cherish them for both of us.”

Cherish your humanity, he almost said. Cherish that you can feel, smell, and taste. That you can have sex and have children and grow old. That you can love. But if demons could not love, as common wisdom suggested, then what was this here? Was Amy like a lover to him? Or was this the love between close friends? Or the love a parent felt for a child? “Cherish your mother, Amy.” Thorn deeply wanted, and sometimes needed, a parent, but his Father had cast him aside long ago. “Cherish every authentic relationship you have. Every single person you care about.”

He couldn’t remember why he’d once denied to himself that he cared for Amy. If not for his experience with Flying Owl, would he have lied to himself about her for so long?

“I want to be your friend,” he told Amy, longing for her to hear him. “I want to go with you to school, to the gym, to work. I want to keep you company when you’re lonely. I want to hold you in my arms.”

Amy’s eyes remained focused on the ceiling. Where her thoughts were, Thorn did not know.

He gazed into the bedside mirror. On his side of the mirror he drifted beside Amy on her bed, but on the other side—the side that reflected reality—Amy lay by herself. Because I am invisible, immaterial. Inconsequential.

Alone.
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In the late morning, Thorn met with one of the Judge’s assistants and petitioned for a meeting. He was told the Judge would find him that night.

In the afternoon, Thorn found himself with Shenzuul again, instructing him as he had done for the last three days. As they floated past the fountain at Woodruff Park, Thorn spotted Darnell, an idealistic street sermonizer who had forsaken a promising career for a life of poverty and a shack in the Old Fourth Ward, all so he could preach his opinions on the sidewalks of his home city. As an outspoken intellectual and moralist, Darnell was the bane of every demon in Atlanta, and also a prime target for temptation. As soon as the local Five Points demons noticed him, they rushed to crowd around him and launch whispered attempts to corrupt him. He didn’t yield, though—he never did—and proceeded to set down his wooden box by the fountain. At the tables and pavilions nearby, tourists studied maps, businesspeople enjoyed lunch hour, and a group of teenage boys scarfed down some hot dogs, skateboards leaning against their benches. At least thirty people were present, many of them bundled against the morning chill. No one noticed Darnell setting a cryptic sign reading “I am the next generation” in front of his box. But everyone noticed when he stood on the box and spoke in his impelling orator’s voice.

“I am a product,” Darnell said. “I observe. I consume. I exist to be entertained. To take. My wants are more important than your needs.” Obviously familiar with Darnell, the employee at the nearby concession stand dialed the police. Several of the park’s patrons took their food and walked elsewhere. Most stayed.

“War. Poverty. Disease. These are other people’s problems. You see, the profit motive is my morality. Ethics are obstacles. The only reason I learn is so I can get paid.” The rationale behind Darnell’s “I am the next generation” sign began to hit the crowd. A few more of them departed, but a few nodded agreement. And then Darnell said something that must have cut through the heart of every demon there.

“I deserve success. I deserve happiness. At any cost, even yours.”

Thorn was flabbergasted: Darnell had just stated the core precept of demonic temptation! Could he have intuited it from all the whispers he’d heard over the years? Thorn doubted it. What a powerful moral conscience this man must have to have guessed the exact cause only by observing the assorted effects. Other demons around the park exchanged nervous glances with each other.

Darnell locked eyes with each human observer, one person at a time. “Because you owe me. Dad. Mom. Professor. Senator. Pastor. Celebrity. You owe me because I’m smart. Because I’m good-looking. Because I’m charismatic. Because I’m the only person on earth who matters. Because I’m exactly who you taught me to be.”

A short distance away, two policemen rounded the corner of Peachtree on their bicycles. Darnell remained steadfast. “I hear you on the radio. I watch your videos online. I’m your reader, your student, your child. I always have been, and always will be… your future. Thank you.” Three or four audience members clapped; the rest returned to their afternoon business. The police arrived just as Darnell stepped off of his box.

As they reprimanded him, Shenzuul turned to Thorn. “Why people not listen? In Bangui or many other of my old cities, people maybe listen to man like this.”

Thorn shrugged. “It’s just how we’ve trained people in the West. Let each person think they’re smarter than everyone else, aware of special information that makes them enlightened and all others dumb. Especially others who dress in rags.”

Shenzuul laughed. “That no training. That just bleed over from us. Demons all think we smarter too.”

An intriguing comparison. Thorn pondered this. At the beginning of time, angels and demons had assumed their roles as the arbiters of morality. Every single angel and demon thought the Enemy was the ultimate source of knowledge about what was right and what was wrong. But did any of them really know? Moreover, how can I be sure I’m working for good now, rather than just another version of depravity? Was his internal compass new, or had it been hidden there all along? Was it leading him as astray now as it had for millennia?

“If one of these people did listen to Darnell,” Shenzuul asked, “what then?”

Thorn barely heard Shenzuul as his mind conjured up a disturbing thought: what if morality had nothing to do with demons, or with their Enemy? Thorn had always taken for granted that the Enemy represented morality (though certainly not justice, nor love) and demons’ duty was to fight against that. With both God’s and demons’ claims to moral authority under question in Thorn’s eyes, he wondered… what if true morality was dictated from within instead of from without?

No, that’s nonsense. What would I base my ethics on? My own passing fancies? Still, the thought lingered in Thorn’s mind as the police escorted Darnell out of the park. I’ll have to continue thinking on this.

“They clap, Shenzuul, but no one ever listens to him. He’s an impoverished street performer. What could he possibly know about right and wrong?”
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Joel’s restaurant was an upscale Italian place recently renovated from the remains of an older establishment. Thorn found the place quite beautiful. Chic colored lights beamed across the faux-wooden walls and illuminated the expansive liquor selection behind the bar. When Joel finished entertaining his opening-night guests and the kitchen seemed to be running smoothly, he retired to the huge arched windows upstairs and absorbed their brilliant view of Midtown. A few patrons had also stolen away onto the unopened second floor—for the view—but Joel left them alone, and they him. There was ample space for everyone. All the other demons roistered downstairs for now, so Thorn relaxed at a dusty table with Joel, enjoying a brief respite from his recent flurry of activity.

“Nice view,” a woman behind them said. Thorn’s thoughts were still on Darnell’s speech, his eyes transfixed by the lights of Midtown.

“It’s why I bought the place,” Joel said.

The woman laughed. “Yeah right.” Behind Thorn, Joel must have made some smug gesture, because the woman said, “You’re seriously the owner?”

“Yes indeedy. Here, have a seat.”

The old chair creaked as she obliged, still laughing. “Just my luck. The one guy I pick to flirt with is the one guy I don’t have a chance with.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“Aren’t you a busy guy on opening night?”

“Not too busy to come up here for a breather.”

A dozen standard demonic suggestions rushed through Thorn’s mind. Decades of acquired knowledge of human temptation begged for Thorn to use it, and he swatted it aside, one platitude at a time. Turn hopes into expectations. They’ll both expect to hook up tonight, then some crisis at the restaurant will disappoint them.

“No,” Thorn said to himself. “That’s not me anymore.”

The best way to make someone miserable is to make them try too hard to be happy. Let them put all their dreams into tonight’s fling and be dissatisfied come morning.

“I will not hurt them. They are innocents.”

Hardly. The doctor destroyed his family, alienated his co-workers, and lied to the thousands who have read his book. Even your new morality knows this man has earned punishment. Take your frustration out on him, Thorn. You deserve it.

“I meant that they are innocents compared to me,” Thorn told himself.

You’ve put too much thought into this. Thinking is the worst virtue.

“Only if you value ignorance.” That seemed to silence his inner corruption. He realized he needed to create a new philosophy, one of honorable proverbs to replace these useless adages by which he’d lived in the dark past.

Since Shenzuul was downstairs and no demons were in sight, Thorn let Joel and his newfound companion speak without interference. Thorn had no need of whispers where there was no need for his charade of malevolence. Joel bragged about his book, his credentials, his imaginary trip to Heaven, and the woman sounded impressed. They babbled about the surface details of their personal lives, and the evening seemed to be leading back to Joel’s new house until the woman asked an oddly intimate question.

“Was leaving your wife worth it?”

Thorn spun around at the inquiry, and was surprised to see that the woman was Lexa, wearing a purple front-tie camisole top and deep blue form-fitting jeans. What is she doing here, with him? She was only nineteen, and he was at least twenty years her senior.

“If that’s okay for me to ask? I didn’t mean to be awkward.”

Thorn guessed that Joel’s cocky grin and polite snicker hid a deep fear of Lexa’s question, but after a moment, Joel simply said, “No. It wasn’t worth it.”

Lexa tilted her head and furrowed her eyebrows. Thorn saw that her trademark chewing gum was absent. “Why wasn’t it worth it?”

Joel shrugged. “Isn’t every relationship a compromise between our need for adventure and our need for security? And the grass is always greener on the other side? When you’re married, you crave adventure. When you’re single, you crave security. You crave someone to open up to.”

“You can open up to me.” Lexa took a suggestive sip from her martini. “And maybe I’ll open up to you.”

Joel failed to smile at her double entendre. He gulped deeply from his drink. “I do have a secret or two.”

He said the word “secret” flippantly, but Thorn wondered if he could use this situation to force the truth from Joel: that his acclaimed journey to Heaven was a lie. Perhaps with a little more alcohol in him. “Tell her,” Thorn whispered. “Tell her you made up your trip to the afterlife.” If Lexa told people, Joel would meet public disgrace, forcing him to make some much-needed internal changes. Even if Lexa told no one, Joel’s admission could at least lead to catharsis for him. This was exactly the kind of positive change Thorn now longed to make in his charges’ lives.

“I have… a secret,” Joel said again, this time with much more gravity. Thorn was astonished. Might this actually work?

Lexa appeared unsure of herself after Joel’s pensive response. Usually so powerful and poised, she seemed insignificant in this place. Thorn had never seen her look so small before.

She tried empathizing with the man she was trying to seduce. “I have a secret too. I have a boyfriend.” The doctor looked up from his drink and smiled at her. “Does that scare you?” she asked.

“No. No, I understand. I went out and about when I was married, too.”

“All my boyfriend and I ever do is argue. I figure I deserve a little adventure.”

Joel laughed again. “Fuck security.”

She leaned close to him. “Fuck me.”

Thorn leaned in too, the invisible third member of the conversation. “No, Joel. Tell her.” Joel gazed downward, swirled his drink around in its glass. He cleared his throat.


•




Half an hour later, Joel stood outside his old house, rapping at the door and rubbing his arms for warmth. His breath misted in the cold night air.

Having left his followers behind, Thorn couldn’t guess at what sort of outcome this trip would bring, but he was at least glad that Joel had declined Lexa’s offer. “Tell someone,” he kept repeating to Joel, now that he knew what was on his mind. He hadn’t told Lexa. Possibly, Joel had decided to tell his ex-wife.

In her nightgown, Angela opened the door. Joel just stared at her. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“Can I come in?”

After hesitating, she said, “Sure.”

The house slept in darkness and quiet, save for the crackling fireplace. This late, the kids would be asleep too. Thorn floated beside the former couple as they walked toward the fire and sat nearby. “Thank you for letting me in,” Joel said. “Thank you for being willing to talk with me.”

“Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

Firelight danced on Joel’s face. Thorn hoped that a life-changing decision danced in his mind as well. “Tell her the truth,” Thorn prompted again.

Joel said nothing for a long minute. Ash fluttered up from the flames as red embers fizzled below. The house’s gloom seemed to press in on them. Thorn huddled near the light just as much as the humans, but for internal rather than external warmth.

“Do you want to get back together?” Angela asked, an edge of frustration in her voice.

Mesmerized by the fire, Joel avoided eye contact. “Maybe,” he said.

Angela exhaled sharply. “Has God given you another spiritual epiphany?”

“Just because I had a spiritual epiphany doesn’t mean it was from God.” Joel was shaking, Thorn saw. His breath came in fits and starts, and his hands trembled. He started a story abruptly.

“I woke up that night with this unbelievable pain in my back and my head. I knew right away that it was meningitis and I needed help, and I’m glad you were there or I wouldn’t have made it.”

Angela nodded and crossed her arms. Where is this going? Thorn was no longer sure.

“I remember seeing you. You were so worried. As I was blacking out and you were reaching for the phone, I thought, ‘This is it. This is how I die.’ So I told you I loved you, and then you were gone, and it was just blackness. Just dark, like when you’re asleep, and there was nothing there.

“Until…” Tears flowed freely from Joel’s eyes. The terror in his voice frightened Thorn even more than his unsteady breathing. “The light in the house was all wrong. Red and dim. I saw our kids, Angie. Ethan was… he was hanging from a noose in the kitchen, right over there. His face was swollen and his arms and legs were all stiff. And Tyler’s head was in the kitchen sink. His body parts were all over the countertops and there was… Oh, Angie, there was blood all over. My children’s blood.”

Angela gently rubbed Joel’s back as he spoke. From the mortified expression marring her face, the motion served more to calm her than him.

“And when I went into the bedroom, you were there, only you were sick and in pain and… there was a man there, with tattoos and cuts all over his body. A man with no eyes, but he had the worst, most hideous smile you can imagine, full of rotted teeth and bugs and black blood and he was—He was raping you.” Angela withdrew her hand at this. “Then the house collapsed and I was in this—this sea of rats and snakes, and they were on fire, and they were all trying to burrow inside of me. And then there were… there were others. Other people, millions of them, all bloody and burned, with fire all around them. And the pain was unfathomable. Unmitigated agony. More than I ever thought was possible. I gritted my teeth so hard that they fell out, and the other people said… They told me, ‘Welcome to the Void. Fear all that you see here. Everything you do will be punished. You are loathed and unwanted, thoroughly, forever.’ And as they closed in around me, I knew that I would be there, in that place, for all time. I was in impossible pain, but the pain didn’t compare to the mental and emotional… Angie, words can not describe what I felt. Terror. Panic. Using these words is like trying to recreate the Mona Lisa with finger paint. It felt like dying over and over again. Not just the physical pain of death, but the sorrow that goes with it. I felt hopeless. And I knew no one would ever save me.”

Angela’s hands covered her mouth as she drank in the truth of Joel’s near-death experience. The fire no longer seemed so inviting to Thorn, and the shadows seemed to creep closer.

“The worst part, Angie, was that we weren’t alone down there. The men and women were all heinous and violent, but… but there were worse things. There were demons, Angie. Dead demons. They had lived their lives on Earth and they had died. Some had killed each other and some had been killed by angels, but now they’re down there, creeping through the depths, waiting for people—for new people—to come down, so they can terrorize them. Consume them. Pick them apart piece by piece. They eat us, Angie. And they eat each other. And they die, over and over. The agony and the immeasurable fear just go on and on and on and on and on.

“And just before I woke up, the man with no eyes came back. He said he knew that I came from Atlanta, and he knew I was going back, and he had a message for me to deliver. I didn’t get all of it, but I think he wanted me to tell someone that he’s waiting for him down there. That Gnaeus is waiting.”

Thorn could take no more. He fled from the house as fast as he could.
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A modern gargoyle keeping watch over his city at night, Thorn huddled alone beside a small gothic spire atop One Atlantic Center. The luminous copper pyramid on the building’s roof glowed down on him. The dead demons could never touch him way up here in the night’s lights. He tried to shake Joel’s jarring confession from his mind.

Now Joel’s playboy lifestyle made more sense to Thorn. Rather than atoning for past wrongs after his brush with death, Joel had just assumed the fire at the end of his life was inevitable. Knowing the horror that waited for him, he’d resolved to take ultimate control of his life while he still had it, to spend every moment left on earth enjoying himself. Maybe I should do the same thing.

No. No! There must be a way out of this quagmire. If only Thorn could connect the dots, or see a little further into the mysteries surrounding the Enemy, perhaps he could avoid the same fiery fate that awaited his peers. Perhaps he could even save a few of them in the process.

Many demons dismissed the concept of Hell as a human invention, or as a lazy falsehood the Enemy had concocted to scare demonkind into submission. Other demons accepted Hell as Bible truth. Thorn had always avoided passing judgment on the idea, but Joel’s confession had frightened him deeply.

“Where you go, Thorn?” Thorn jolted at the intrusion, but it was only Shenzuul. “I with Amy, trying make her depress like I promise you, then I see you from street, wonder what you doing up here. No people up here to hurt.”

“I came here to think,” Thorn said, because he didn’t know what else to say. I came here to be alone, he nearly added, before realizing he didn’t crave his regular solitude tonight. The memory of the fireplace impelled him to let Shenzuul stay.

“What you think about?” Shenzuul huddled next to him, and together they observed the late-night traffic far below: glowing ants creeping over urban trails.

“The past. Things I should have done differently.”

“Even great demons like you have regret, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Yeah. Me too.” Shenzuul lowered his face and frowned. “Weird to think Marcus almost take Atlanta from you, only few months back.”

“Weird indeed.”

“If he did take city from you, wouldn’t you do anything to get it back?”

“Anything? At the time, yes, I suppose I would have.”

“Not now?”

A screech in the night. Close by. Both demons turned to find the source of the shriek, and saw a family of bats nesting in one of the tower’s flourishes. The mother had just returned and the babies were clamoring for milk. “Why do we do all this, Shenzuul? What’s the point of any of it?”

Shenzuul scowled at what he likely considered a display of weakness, a lack of resolve. “Obvious, no? To become greatest demon of all time,” Shenzuul replied, seriously. When Thorn frowned at him, Shenzuul sighed and offered a textbook answer straight out of Thorn’s teachings. “To deprive humans of their purpose. Give them wrong purpose in its place. Make them obsessed over be accepted like Amy, or sex and success like Joel.”

“Or power, like Jed.”

“Exact correct. Wrong purposes hurt Enemy, because Enemy love His humans.” He paused a moment before adding, “Or you just kill them. That good too. I like that one best, as you know.”

Thorn snickered darkly at this. “But I’ve taught you better.”

“Ha ha, yes you have. And I am glad for your help.” The mother bat took off again, fluttering past Shenzuul and through Thorn, then downward, back on the hunt. “Can I ask a question to you?”

“Sure.”

“I have been wondering. Remember back in December, at that club, when Amy see you?”

Ah, finally, this. Thorn had expected Shenzuul to bring it up much sooner. “Yes, I remember.”

“I know Judge not believe us, but I was there. I see you go into human world.” Thorn rose as if to leave, but Shenzuul rushed to block his path. “No worry! You no worry about me, I keep shut up about it. I tell no one your secret. I just want know how you did it.”

“I did not enter the physical world, Shenzuul. I don’t know what everyone saw, but—”

“I saw her bump you. You touch.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Thorn tried to arc up and around him, but Shenzuul cornered him again. Thorn didn’t want to resort to entering the building to escape, but was nearly ready to.

He couldn’t blame Shenzuul for his interest, though; Thorn himself would once have reacted similarly if he’d seen another demon enter physical space. The ability to touch a human also provided the ability to kill a human, without the standard months of whispering that such an act normally required. If a demon were able to physically interact with humans, the deaths he could cause would give him enough prestige to rule the demon world. Shenzuul was naïve and desperate to ask for even the possibility of such power. “Please!” he begged. “You can trust me.”

“I have no idea, all right? I have no clue how I did it. It just happened.”

Shenzuul stopped flitting about and hung motionless in the air above the skyscraper. “Maybe if you think about it more you remember—”

“I’ve thought about it constantly since it happened. I’ve tried and I can’t repeat it. It was a one-time deal.”

Shenzuul’s whole demeanor changed then. His shoulders hunched further than usual and his eyes grew sullen. Even his clothing appeared more tattered in Thorn’s eyes. “Oh,” Shenzuul said. “That too bad.”

“Ahoy!” A small black blip in the distance, the Judge was crossing the expanse between the Four Seasons and One Atlantic. Thorn threw Shenzuul a warning glance, then drifted out to greet the Judge, who was his usual chipper self. “Peace be to you, my broskis,” the Judge greeted them. “My followers and I just caused a drive-by in Vine City. It was awesome. You guys should have been there.”

“I regret my absence,” Thorn said.

The Judge raised his fists in a boxing pose and mock-punched Thorn several times. “You’re a killer, Thorn, you’re a killer. A mood killer, that is. So I hear you wanted to chitchat. What’s up? How’s the edumacation going?”

Thorn braced himself to speak, hoping the Judge would hear him out and agree to send Shenzuul away. His argument was well prepared: the incident with Amy last night, plus Shenzuul’s general disposition toward rebellion and his counterproductive violence, plus the fact that Thorn had already taught him the most important bullet points of demonic subtlety in the four days they’d spent together.

But Shenzuul spoke first. “It going well. So well that I think I am done. I know all I need to know.”

The Judge froze in place for a moment, then admiringly shook his head at Thorn. “Well holy diver. You speedy son of a gun. You’re finished three weeks early?”

Unsure how to proceed, Thorn locked eyes with Shenzuul. He decided to play along with whatever game this was. Or perhaps it’s not a game. Perhaps it never has been. “Yes, I think we’ve covered everything there is to cover. Whatever deal you had with Shenzuul to learn each other’s methods, your side of the bargain has been fulfilled.”

“And so has yours. You’re a free demon, baby. Sentence served. Go have fun. I’ve gotta ask first, though, Shenzuul. Are you sure you’re done? This is Thorn. He’s a badass. I’m sure he still has stuff to teach you. Hell, I could probably learn a thing or two from him.”

You have no idea, thought Thorn.

“I sure,” said Shenzuul. “Thorn, you been good teacher.”

“You’re welcome,” Thorn said cautiously as Shenzuul shook his hand. The shake was forceful but sensationless; Thorn felt vague pressure but nothing that humans would call a sense of touch. A twisted punishment from our Creator, that the only objects we can interact with are each other’s bodies, that the only feeling we can sense is pain when hurt. The Judge followed Shenzuul’s lead and shook Thorn’s hand next. “What can I say but ‘thank you’? I’m genuinely grateful.”

Thank you? Those were odd words for a demon to say to a peer. The Judge smiled at him, then reached in for an embrace. “Bear hug!”

As the unusual experience of being hugged washed over him, Thorn realized that despite their differences, the Judge was the closest thing Thorn had known to a friend in the demon world—ever since Xeres’s alleged death, at least. Would the Judge ever consider joining him in his quest for answers, for a way out of demonhood? Or might the Judge at least aid him? Thorn hoped so. But now was not the time to ask.
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The old-time twang of a country song bounded across the streets of Midtown, through traffic jams, into the lobbies of high-rises and banks, college lawns and museum antechambers. Thorn, who’d spent the night on top of One Atlantic Center, recognized the piece as “Snake River Reel,” a lively song he remembered from his time in St. Louis in the ’70s. The music drew him downward to find its source.

On the front patio of a coffee shop on West Peachtree, two musicians had erected a speaker to project their up-tempo tune to the city. The violinist fiddled away while his partner eagerly plucked his mandolin, a grin on his bearded face as he tapped his boot to the music. A small crowd had gathered around them, and soon began clapping along with the song. The vibrant tune promised Thorn a new day.

When the music finished, some of the audience dispersed while others waited for the next melody. As the violinist whispered to the mandolin player, a winged creature emerged from the dark glass of the coffee shop behind them. Thorn was taken aback, but the crowd paid it no mind, so the being was obviously a spiritual entity. Thorn had seen nothing like it in ages though. It bore the wings of an angel—immense white billows curved ten feet out from either side of the body—but the ubiquitous white robes of the angels were absent. In their place, the creature wore a striped suit and matching fedora. His face appeared as that of a wrinkled old man, his tall back slightly hunched and his hair as white as his wings. He whispered into the violinist’s ear and lumbered back through the glass. Thorn followed him.

Inside, the coffee shop appeared normal. Baristas mixed beverages behind the counter while a dozen or so demons hovered near their charges’ ears. A few of the demons took note of the winged creature as it settled by one of the shop’s round tables, but then seemed to ignore it. On the other side of the front window, raucous, chaotic music drew a round of applause from the crowd. The musicians had begun “The Devil Went Down to Georgia.”

Thorn examined the creature’s face. It was not the face he remembered, but Thorn had changed considerably since the ancient days in Heaven, and Wanderer had probably changed as well. Thorn—Balthior—had had his own pair of wings back then. The circumstances under which Lucifer had kept his were the stuff of the demons’ urban legends.

Wanderer caught Thorn staring. “Can I order you a coffee?” asked the old winged man. He grabbed at the used cup left on his table, and though his fingers passed right through it, he raised them to his mouth and feigned a sip. He threw Thorn a refreshed smile.

That smile. That smile, I recognize. Thorn laughed. Here was Beelzebub, the Great Deceiver, the Father of Lies, the Prince of Darkness himself, and he’d just asked Thorn to sit for coffee. “Yes, please.” Thorn approached him. For all the fame Wanderer had won in Heaven, he was just another demon in actuality. Marcus was more fearsome, Shenzuul crueler, Thorn more cunning. Thorn had been avoiding social contact save with his followers, lest he be discovered as a would-be defector, but he had little to fear from Satan, especially since Thorn had not seen him since the dawn of time. He wouldn’t remember Thorn now.

Thorn’s interest in him was not based entirely in curiosity, though. Wanderer may not have been the greatest demon, but many considered him one of the most knowledgeable. He had once been close to Marcus, and perhaps knew something Thorn could use against him.

“Alas, if I whisper to the server girl a thousand times to bring us java, someone will probably have her committed sooner than we get our coffee. Here, have a seat.”

A seat? Is that a joke? Thorn smiled civilly and stood inside of a chair, its seat bisecting him at the waist. Speaking to the world’s most famous demon didn’t intimidate him, but he thought it best to pretend that it did. “I, uh—I’m sure you get asked this all the time, but the thing with the apple on the tree. Was that true? I’ve always been curious.” He had indeed.

Wanderer’s grin took on the veneer of dismissive politeness. “Yes, of course,” he said, and Thorn was no closer to learning the truth of it.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Wanderer. I’m a great admirer of your work.”

Wanderer shrugged at the flattery. “Isn’t everyone?”

So he does take pride in his own celebrity. Or at least he wanted Thorn to think so. Thorn decided to continue playing the fan. He stammered, as if unsure how to respond.

Wanderer saved him. “Relax, Balthior. We’ve met before, if you remember. When we first marched on God, you ran to warn us that He’d started killing angels. If not for you, we would have walked right in there, and I would be dead. I never got a chance to thank you. You’re called Thorn now, right?”

My reputation precedes me. Or he’s done his research. “I am.”

“And you’re pretty much the king around these parts, or so I’ve been told.”

“For now, yes. I wish I had known you were coming to my city. I would have prepared a welcome.”

“Like the welcome you prepared for Marcus? No thanks. I’m only passing through, as always.”

“Where are your followers?”

Wanderer spread his toothy simper again, and Thorn noticed that one edge of his mouth kept quivering in some kind of tic, as if it was a frown that was forced to smile. “Here, there. Scattered across the globe. You have Atlanta and Gorhrum has New York, but I have a little bit of everywhere.”

“Indeed. I remember when they started calling you Wanderer during the Neolithic Revolution. You were all over the place.” Thorn envied how Wanderer had always known more about science and technology than other demons, and for that matter, even more than humans. Although Wanderer’s inability to physically touch objects handicapped him, he made educated guesses based on observing the material world, and thus remained decades or even centuries ahead of all others in medicine, biology, ecology, physics. Most demons—Thorn included—had always been too interested in the visceral goals of harming humans and defeating rival demons to care about gathering knowledge unrelated to their everyday tasks. Having gotten the naïve notion that he could locate a path back up to Heaven (for the purpose of war), Thorn had once undertaken a brief stint learning at the MIT Astrophysics Division by eavesdropping on classes and peering over students’ shoulders as they read their textbooks. After a few months, he’d grown even more knowledgeable than the professors, yet restless for violence, so he left, sure that any demon who craved knowledge would have to sacrifice his own sanity to obtain it. But Wanderer’s intelligence and acumen were legendary. Rumor had it that he lurked behind several large-scale conspiracies to keep humans ignorant and to ruin their world. He himself had coined the proverb, “Thinking is the worst virtue.” Strange that he was such a thinker himself.

Wanderer grinned smugly. “Some demons don’t believe me,” he said, “but I practically invented agriculture, and kept humans from it for millennia. If not for me, they might have discovered farming back in the Cro-Magnon days. All these brains up here… I could have used them to give God a race of supermen, but if He’d rather screw me over and have me use my smarts against Him, fine by me.”

“Still mad about all that?”

“I’m always mad. I’m the Devil.” Wanderer adjusted his tie, black over his lilac silk undershirt. Outside, Johnny dueled madly to win his golden fiddle while the audience clapped along again. Wanderer saw Thorn’s attention shift briefly toward the window. “I love this song,” he said amusedly.

“But you lose at the end.”

“But I got a song written about me.” Like a window curtain of wrinkled flesh drawing upward to reveal the night’s darkness, Wanderer’s thin lips parted again. Thorn found the famous grin disconcerting, especially the peculiar twitching at its corner.

On the sidewalk, two men hooked arms and began to dance in a circle in front of the musicians. The crowd cheered them on.

“How do you still have wings? I’ve always wondered that too.”

“Well you see, God made the profound mistake of challenging me to a fiddle-playin’ match.”

Thorn ignored the joke. Does that grin ever leave his face? “The popular story is that you fled to Earth early, before He cast the rest of us out.”

Wanderer’s hand made a patting motion on top of the table. “Home sweet home.”

“Some demons call you a coward for that.”

The tease had been meant as a friendly jest, but Wanderer suddenly frowned. “Well I have my wings and they don’t. So they can stuff it.”

“Sorry. I meant no offense.” And I’m more comfortable when you’re not smiling.

“You know how handy wings are nowadays? The angels have forgotten that I have them, so I can sneak behind their lines sometimes. By this point, I probably have a higher angel body count than any demon in history.”

Now that they’d spoken for a few minutes, Thorn found himself disappointed in this vain creature. He’s just like everyone else. Arrogant and petty. Thorn wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but a remnant of his old self—the vile part that he was trying to forget—envied the renown that someone as ordinary as Wanderer had earned by accident. “Angels can still be a dangerous threat,” Thorn agreed.

Wanderer scoffed at the neutral response. “More than any of you realize. You know, there are times when I regret that God made me the most intelligent angel of all.”

Thorn took note that Wanderer referred to their blessed Heavenly Father as “God” instead of using the popular demonic moniker “The Enemy.” Legend said that Lucifer considered himself God’s equal… I must tread lightly around such hubris. “It is ironic that His most intelligent creation became His greatest foe,” Thorn said.

Wanderer seemed to like that sentiment. His frown subsided and he leaned in close, lowering his voice to a whisper. “You seem like a smart one too, Thorn. Would you say so?”

“Yes, I’d say I’m intelligent,” Thorn answered, playing along. “It’s a tragedy that most of us are so… base.”

The song outside ended and the musicians began anew; another brisk song in a minor key that Thorn didn’t recognize. “It’s ’cause God made us stupid,” Wanderer said. “He didn’t want us to be individuals. He wanted us to be slaves. So He clipped the intellect of all but a few of us—the ones He needed to supervise the rest.”

“He’s God. He’s omnipotent. He shouldn’t have needed subordinate beings to run things for Him. Some would argue that He chooses to not run things Himself, but why choose that?”

Wanderer raised his eyebrows pleasantly at this, as if he hadn’t expected such insight from Thorn. “You are a smart one, aren’t you? Yes, it’s absurd. If you create a being capable of making independent decisions based on rational observations and its own sense of self, you’re a moron if you fly into a rage when that creature asserts its God-given individuality.”

Thorn found himself thrilled to be actually connecting with this creature, as arrogant as he was. Perhaps Wanderer was more malevolent than Thorn, but his thoughts ran as deep as Thorn’s. He was open to discussing matters which other demons only whispered to themselves in the dead of night. “It certainly is a puzzle,” Thorn said. “But I think individuals are important to the Enemy. He claims to have destinies for every human, and they have the choice of whether to pursue them.”

Wanderer raised a finger in objection. “Therein lies the problem. God grants the illusion of free will, yet punishes those who assert that right. Humans and angels alike. If the choice is between God or hellfire, is there really a choice at all?”

“We chose the hellfire, so there is a choice. What I don’t understand is the false dichotomy. We are either for Him or against Him, with no middle ground, and no third, fourth, or fifth options.”

Wanderer quickly turned his head to scan the room. Too late, Thorn realized he had carelessly ventured into forbidden conversation, skirting the outer edge of the unofficial Third Rule. Thorn glanced around too, but the shop’s other demons appeared to be minding their own business, oblivious to Thorn’s near brush with blasphemy. Wanderer leaned in again and spoke in a whisper. “Make no mistake, Thorn. God is the Enemy. He is a confusing Enemy, and solving His Great Puzzle is a worthy pastime, but He opposes us nonetheless, and He deserves an excruciating death for what He did to us.”

Thorn whispered as well. “But how can we ever hope to defeat an omnipotent being? And must the humans suffer the collateral damage from our endless war? True, He created them, but practically, they’re an innocent third party. He created us too, but we don’t spend all our time trying to corrupt each other.”

“Because we’re already corrupted. Angels can only choose once.”

“Why?”

“Because the Bible tells me so. Look, Thorn. God wrote all His regulations in a book. According to this book, humans are very important. They’re the whole point of everything. So are you really saying that we should stop assaulting them? Stop poisoning their minds and let God win?”

“It’s a proxy war.”

“But a necessary one! And a winnable one. You asked how we can defeat an untouchable enemy? We hit Him where it hurts. We attack what He cares about, which happens to be the humans.”

Thorn spoke his next words so quietly, they were barely audible. He couldn’t risk another demon hearing. “We will lose.”

Wanderer’s eyes widened, and he leaned back at the unthinkable statement. Thorn studied his own thoughts. Am I this desperate for kinship, that I would risk treason to convince another demon of my viewpoints? Even if Wanderer became openly hostile, he had no evidence of this conversation, so the Judge would side with Thorn, as would Thorn’s followers. Long ago, Wanderer himself had questioned the status quo—he had been the first. For the possibility of obtaining such an intelligent demon as a new ally, Thorn was willing to risk alienating him. Still, Thorn would not divulge everything, and certainly not his recent benevolence toward humans. Or his attempted defection.

He continued cautiously. “Demons can do all the terrible things we want to humans, yet humanity keeps progressing. For every war we start, two peace treaties are signed. For every rape or injury we cause, a thousand other people live healthy days. For every soul we lull into apathy, a dozen more take action and change the world. We whisper and whisper and whisper, but the humans keep building bridges, helping the less fortunate, passing equality laws, creating breathtaking art, advancing toward a better future. Every generation is better educated than the last. They’re launching goddamn spaceships now. Look around you, Wanderer. It’s all over the world. We can ruin a single life, but we will never conquer humanity as a whole. They will overcome and outlast us—even the ones who don’t serve the Enemy. It may take a century, it may take a hundred million centuries, but eventually, we are going to lose.”

Wanderer wore his disgust proudly. He stood up straight, still a head below Thorn. “The Devil is a serpent, and humanity will crush his head, and blah blah blah. I’ve heard it a few times before. But I’ve lived long, even longer than you. I know things…” Wanderer’s eyes grew distant for a moment, but he soon shook his head in exaggerated disappointment. “Perhaps you’re not as intelligent as I thought.”

“So I’m wrong? We’ll keep going like we are, and take down as many humans as we can before the end? What kind of a plan is that?”

Wanderer smugly tightened his tie. “That, Thorn, is not the plan.”

Thorn chewed on this for a moment. Was Wanderer referring to his own worldwide connivances? “What is the plan?” Thorn asked.

“The plan to corrupt humanity and take down God? Oh, I’m just a humble demon. I don’t pull many strings anymore, but I hold enough of them to know it’s a plan at which we’re succeeding.”

“And where can I get ahold of one of these strings?”

“I hear the guy who used to own Central Africa is in town. He might know a thing or two. Ask him.”

Thorn scowled. His patience was wearing thin. “I doubt Marcus is in a mood to talk to me about your conspiracies. How about you just tell me?”

When Wanderer chuckled, his eerie smile returned. “An ambitious guy, that Marcus. But if he’s been a power in Africa for more than a year, I’m sadly misinformed. I was talking about the big boss, what’s-his-name. Little fellow. Shenzuul, I think.”

Now what kind of game is this? “Muscles, ugly, old shabby clothes? That Shenzuul?”

“That’s the one.”
“You’re mistaken. Shenzuul was Marcus’s right hand, then he left Marcus to follow me.”

“Ha, no. Trust me. I came to Atlanta by way of New York, but before that I was in Gabon. Shenzuul was leader in that part of the world for a century. He was very violent, very sick. Extremely popular with the region’s demons—so much so that no one tried to depose him during the whole hundred years. Then Marcus came in about ten months ago with an army of thugs, took over the whole territory. I heard Shenzuul fled to the States.”

“He came here with Marcus,” Thorn said. “I saw them together shortly after they arrived.”

Wanderer’s wrinkles furrowed. He looked as confused as Thorn felt. “That can’t be right. They’re enemies. Always have been.”

What? Thorn’s mind abandoned the conversation and jumped into high gear, trying to discern the meaning of this new information. Wanderer had no reason to lie; he was uninvolved in Thorn’s current circumstances. And because news in the demon world traveled at a snail’s pace, and demons were prone to exaggeration, inaccurate knowledge from Africa could plausibly reach the States. But Marcus had a famous reputation for heading the Second Congo War. If this reputation was a lie, the scale of the lie would have to be massive, spoken from the lips of thousands of Marcus’s agents in the U.S. Historically, such large-scale lies were not unheard of. But the possibility that Marcus might have the resources to execute such a thing troubled Thorn greatly. And if these presumptions were all true, they meant that Marcus’s recent madness and destitution had likely been feigned. But why? Was it for my sake? So I would think him weak?

Furthermore, if Shenzuul once presided over Central Africa and had been displaced, why had he been helping Marcus fight Thorn only two and a half months ago? Feuding demons never united unless faced with a common foe, but Shenzuul had had no prior grievance with Thorn. Before Marcus introduced them, they’d never met.

Was Marcus holding something over Shenzuul’s head? Something valuable in Africa that Shenzuul craved enough that he’d come to America as Marcus’s henchman? Thorn could think of no other reason for the alliance, but if Shenzuul had been acting under duress… was he still? Had Marcus ordered Shenzuul to leave his side and get close to Thorn? Thorn grimaced at the thought that his initial appraisal of the situation might have been correct.

“Hey, look.” Wanderer motioned to a wall-mounted television. The Roadside Killer graced the news again, and was still at large. Shenzuul’s Roadside Killer. The one who killed teenage girls. “Have you been following this? This is some great work.”

Four girls dead. Wanderer’s words clanged through Thorn’s mind. How do you defeat an untouchable enemy? You hit him where it hurts. You attack what he cares about. Due to the First Rule, Thorn was untouchable to Marcus. And after spending a week with Thorn, Shenzuul would have a good guess what Thorn cared about.

All at once, Thorn knew who the fifth girl would be.

“Where are you off to in such a rush?” Wanderer asked when Thorn left the table.

“A matter of great importance has come to my attention. Goodbye for now. I look forward to our next conversation.”

Satan nodded congenially, and granted Thorn one last twitchy, unsettling grin. His hands once more imitated the gesture of holding a cup, which he raised to his lips for an invisible sip.
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Amy’s apartment was empty of humans and crowded with demons—nearly a hundred of Thorn’s followers. “I have reason to believe Shenzuul will try to end Amy’s life today,” Thorn announced to them. That she and her mother were nowhere to be found was a grave sign. Thorn had checked all the usual spots: the school, its gym, Max’s Sports Bar, and more, but Amy had vanished. Now the sun was setting, and in Thorn’s desperation, he had called together as many of his followers as would come on short notice. “This must not be allowed. I mean to end Amy’s life on my own terms, in my own time.” It went unspoken that a demon killing another’s charge was tantamount to stealing that charge. “So if you find Shenzuul, bring him to me, and if you find Amy, bring me to her. Now go.” They went. Hopefully the glory they could win by finding Amy would spur a relentless search, and hopefully none of them realized that Thorn cared deeply for Amy, and wanted to save a human life.

Marcus saw me smiling at her. Every minute that Amy’s whereabouts remained unknown, Thorn grew more sure that Marcus confronting him in the sports bar had been a ruse to prove Shenzuul’s loyalty to Thorn. All that just so they could be sure of my attachment to Amy? He felt like he was missing an important part of their motive.

Assured that his followers had I-285 covered, Thorn meandered over the Downtown Connector for an hour, hovering mere feet above the congestion, searching for Amy or Garrett in the traffic. At one point he saw a demon in a pickup truck who looked like Shenzuul, but when he entered the vehicle, he found he was mistaken. If only he knew what car Garrett drove. If only he knew where to find a picture of Garrett to show to his followers. Searching the tech repair shop had proven fruitless.

When headlights and streetlights turned on and visibility dimmed, Thorn swept away from the interstate and toward the dorms at Georgia State. Shelley’s room was empty, so he floated down the street to Lexa’s apartment.

Dirty clothes and empty cans cluttered her unlit room. She lay prone on her bed, possibly passed out from drinking too much, though Thorn couldn’t guess why so early in the evening. “Wake up!” Thorn called to her. “Lexa, where is Amy? Do you know where she is? Say it. Write it. Type it.” Lexa snored a bit. She was out cold. “I need you to find Amy, Lexa. Wake up! Where is she?” Thorn’s shouting was attracting the attention of some local demons, who rose through the floor and melted through the walls. They glared at him with territorial defensiveness. “Where is Amy?” he yelled at the strange demons. “I am Thorn, the power in Atlanta, and I require knowledge of the location of Lexa’s friend Amy.” The menacing demons just stared at him in the darkness. Thorn realized he was unwelcome here, so he left through the window and dove four stories to the street.

Two policemen stood in front of the apartment, unaware that somewhere nearby, a murder was about to take place, if it hadn’t already. The car in front of theirs had a taillight out. Oh, to be able to speak… The wind picked up, gusting through pine trees, maple leaves, and magnificent oaks. Thorn was grateful he could not feel the cold of early spring.

By shortly after nine o’clock, Thorn had made his way to northwest Atlanta. He hastily sneaked beneath the ground, past the small army of demons guarding the quarantine zone, and entered the angels’ warehouse complex. “Help!” he called to the first angel he saw. “Please. I’m desperate. There’s a girl who is missing, and she might die tonight if I don’t find her. Can you help me?” Disgusted, the angel flung him away. Thorn persevered, swinging through the hallways and storage rooms, hailing any white robe he could find. They all fled at his approach. When he rounded a corner into an immense room full of crates stacked nearly to the roof—the same room where he had recently seen Xeres—Thorn was met by a cluster of two dozen angels blocking his way. Thilial stepped out in front of the group.

Thorn fell to his knees in midair, imitating the human posture of submission. “Thilial,” he said. “I know you dislike me. I know I have wronged you. But this is not about me, or you. It’s about a missing girl whose life is in danger. Surely God and His angels would want to save the life of an innocent.”

Thilial drifted forward until she loomed over him. Her white robes appeared dark gray when silhouetted against the incandescent ceiling lights. “Burn in Hell, Thorn,” she said.

Well, they can all burn in Hell, Thorn thought as he flew over Piedmont Park an hour later. The angels, the demons. Obstructionists, the lot of them. When this was all over, when Marcus was gone and Amy was either safe or dead, Thorn resolved to make some changes in his city. It was his city, after all, and playing this facade of depravity while secretly trying to protect his charges while trying to find answers to why things were the way they were… it was all too much. Thorn was spread thin even without Marcus to worry about. Marcus had to go. Tonight.

The park’s mid-lake gazebo shone like a gem below him, the walkway beside it lit well at night while the rest of the park slept in darkness. Amy had once escorted her drunken mother from that very gazebo after one of her mom’s wild nights out with her current boyfriend. After phoning for a pickup, the drunk woman had left her boyfriend’s house, wandered the park and fallen asleep in the gazebo. The boyfriend’s house was just down a nearby side street…

… and Thorn hadn’t looked there yet. He cursed himself for not remembering it earlier and rushed to the two-story stucco house, which the boyfriend shared with two roommates; all three were part of some biker gang. The street was dark, the house darker, and unkempt due to poor upkeep by its grubby owners. The sparse grass was losing a war against the weeds, which were themselves losing a war against the broken beer bottles strewn about the yard.

Engine off, Amy’s car sat by the curb. Thorn darted up to it to find Amy in the driver’s seat, speaking glumly with Shelley in the passenger’s. So they’re alive. Thorn kept an eye on the shadows surrounding them. A breeze ruffled leaves, but save for the girls, no human or demon was in sight.

“How much longer are we gonna wait?” Shelley said, her voice muffled. Thorn entered the car so he could hear them better. Soft pop music played on the radio, but Thorn could tell the mood was tense.

“Yeah, I’m really sorry,” Amy said. “Thanks for hanging out with me for this. I feel really bad.”
“No prob, whatevs. Do you guys get in fights like this often?”

“Sometimes. This one was really bad though. Like I said, I’m just worried what she’s gonna do to herself.”

Thorn neared Shelley’s ear and whispered, “Get out of here. This place is not safe.”

Shelley glanced back toward the ominous house, then switched off the music. “What if she doesn’t come out for days?”

Amy’s eyes watered up. She shook her head.
“Sometimes you have to let people hit bottom before they realize they need to pick themselves back up,” Shelley said. “I know that’s like the worst cliché ever, but it’s true. I think we should grab a pizza, then go back to my place and play video games. We can deal with all this tomorrow. What do you say?”

Amy inhaled deeply, then let the breath out and nodded. When she started the ignition and the car started moving, Thorn let himself relax a little. Thank goodness for Wanderer, he thought. Tonight could have ended much worse if I hadn’t learned about Shenzuul from him. Assuming it was even true. Thorn had found no evidence so far that Shenzuul was who Wanderer said he was. Perhaps it had all been a misunderstanding on Wanderer’s part. Nevertheless, once the girls were safely in Shelley’s dorm, Thorn would take several of his followers to find Shenzuul and Marcus, and exile them from Atlanta.

THUMP THUMP.

A repetitive flopping noise followed the thumps. The vehicle shuddered as if driving over uneven ground, and jerked from side to side. Amy wrestled the steering wheel and eased the car to a halt.

“What the hell was that?” Shelley said.

Thorn dashed out through the rear window to see. The car’s tires were shredded. And now the girls were on an even darker street, with forest instead of houses on either side. He traveled back down the road to see what had caused the damage, and found a spike strip twenty yards back. He assessed the distance. The house was three blocks back now, but Amy could make the run in a minute or two. Thorn was less certain about Shelley. Just as he moved to return to the car, he heard a familiar voice, soft, in the trees, thickly accented.

“Big one first. Knock her out, then kill other girl.”

No. Thorn hurried as fast as he could, but before he could reach the car, Garrett burst from the trees and smashed a crowbar through the passenger side window. The girls screamed. Thorn braced himself for a fight and rushed toward Shenzuul at full speed, but the squat demon leaped away from Garrett and up to the treetops. He appeared somewhat larger and more powerful than he had in the last week, likely due to Thorn’s new, piercing fear of him.

“It done, Thorn,” Shenzuul called down. “She dead.”

Garrett swung the crowbar again and it cracked against Shelley’s skull. She slumped over in her seat. “Run, Amy,” Thorn said. “Run!” Amy tried the gas, sending sparks sizzling from her wheels. The car moved forward twenty feet, then spun out and hit a tree. Amy rapidly unbuckled her seat belt, thrust open her door, and burst out onto the street. Thorn followed her eyes as the realization struck her that the house was a two-minute run from here. Fleeing that way was not a wise risk with Garrett on her tail. Some nearby lights in Piedmont Park offered the possibility of human presence, though, so Amy ran that way. Thorn followed as she bolted past some Do Not Enter signs, through a small wood, and into the park. Garrett chased after her, and Thorn sped overhead, searching desperately for a way to stop this.

Amy’s feet thudded against the turf. Sweat beaded on her forehead and dripped down her face, then spattered away when her panicked breath intercepted it. Garrett ran faster than she did, Thorn saw. Adrenaline would let her continue for a short time, but eventually the killer would catch her, and in this clearing, no safe hiding place presented itself. There must be night security here, somewhere. Thorn could find the guard and warn him to check this section of the park immediately, but even if he listened, he’d never get here in time. As Garrett ran, Thorn tried speaking to him, but it came out as more of a frenzied command than a proper whisper. “Leave her here! Go! You will find no satisfaction here tonight, only pain.” Unfortunately, when a human was this committed to action, no mere demonic suggestion could dissuade them. Thorn was no more successful at stopping Garrett than he’d been at stopping Jed.

Amy shouted for help, but her cries reached only empty air. She tried reaching her phone in her pocket. Wind flung her hair wildly about as she ran, sticking it to her face. For an instant, Thorn remembered her as a little girl, running into the woods where she was Princess of the Forest, fighting an army of evil elves trying to steal her territory. Thorn had always ruined her fun, using chores or passing bullies or her own desperation for social acceptance. Now that she might die in this horrible manner, he wished he could go back and let her play. He’d stolen so much joy from her life. And he loved her. And now this madman would take her from him. If only he could touch physical space again, just for a moment…

Amy slowed a bit, and dialed a number on her cell phone. Both Thorn and Amy searched the expansive darkness for any sign of help, but despite the lighted walkway Amy ran toward, she appeared to be alone with Garret and Thorn in this section of the park.

Not entirely alone. Thorn had been too involved in the chase to notice the demons creeping out of the trees. Dozens of them in their suits and ties, specters floating over the dew-speckled grass. “Help me!” Thorn called to them. Garret had almost reached Amy. “I am Thorn and this girl is my charge. This murder must not happen!” But these were demons, and demons loved death. The few who did heed Thorn’s plea moved farther inward to assess the situation, but by the time they recognized Thorn and realized what was happening, Garrett had grabbed Amy by the shirt. She managed to shout a single, desperate “Piedmont Park!” to the 9-1-1 operator before the killer overpowered her and tossed the phone aside. She kicked and flailed, but Garrett flung her to the ground and buried a knife in her stomach. Thorn’s spirit sank. He floated helplessly over the murder. His face twisted into a horrified grimace as Garrett stabbed her again. What a gloomy, undignified death. Just some spot in the middle of a field at night. He cried out in sorrow.

From behind, a hand touched his shoulder. “Let it be, Thorn,” the Judge said. “This shouldn’t have happened, but at the end of the day, she is just a human.”

Thorn turned to him in a daze. What was the Judge doing here? “Help me stop him,” Thorn said, sputtering. “Please help me.” A few of Thorn’s followers should have been among the many demons now in the park, but Thorn noted uncomfortably that these demons were all unknown to him. “Shenzuul did this,” he told the Judge. “Shenzuul told this guy to kill Amy.” Sucking, gagging noises escaped Amy’s mouth as she tried to breathe. Blood poured from her wounds onto the grass.

Laughter from above. Thorn looked up, and there he was. High in the sky above them, Shenzuul sneered. Had the arrogant prick actually come to gloat over his kill?

“Ignore him, Thorn. He’s done for. Exiled if you want. You never have to see him again.” The Judge placed his arm around Thorn’s shoulders—the most comforting action a demon could perform without breaking social taboos. Blood gurgled in Amy’s throat and her body shivered. She’d expire soon. Garrett turned his back to her and wiped his knife on a cloth, no doubt preparing to drag the corpse of the girl Thorn loved back to his car, then to his demented workshop. The Judge said something else then: more words to ease Thorn’s spirits. But all Thorn heard was the sickening cackle from above. The laughter ground at his soul, twisting him from the inside out, taunting him… daring him.

This was Amy. Thorn had been there for her first bike ride, her first kiss, her high school graduation. She was his. And goddammit, she would stay his.

Thorn pushed the Judge away and descended toward Amy. White vapor puffed from her lips as she took her final breaths, her heart rate plummeting quickly. Thorn touched her mind, felt awareness leaving her, felt her accepting the blackness. And Thorn grasped.

Amy’s whole body lurched. A human onlooker would have seen a death spasm, but every demon in the horde gawked. Thorn stretched for dominion, and neurons and synapses bent to his control, sinew straining to bind muscle and bone to Thorn’s will. What was left of Amy fought Thorn, but he shut her out, forcing her to retreat into a quiet corner of her mind. He would need all of her faculties for this.

Once Thorn had wrestled supremacy from Amy, he fired every electrical impulse her dying brain could muster straight into her heart. It beat again, then again, compelled to work with what little blood it had left. And then Thorn had her.

He possessed her.

Amy stood. The demons around them stared wide-eyed. The Judge raised a hand to his gaping mouth. Thorn blinked her eyes and wiggled her fingers to make sure he had full control, then chanced a step forward as more blood drained from her midsection. Careful now. One, two, one, two. Garrett turned to see the girl who should have been dead by now limping toward him, menace in her eyes. In Thorn’s eyes. Garrett anxiously gripped his knife again and bent his knees, ready to attack the oncoming threat if she tried anything. “You like to have control over girls, do you?” Thorn and Amy said to the killer in a bloody, gurgling voice that even Thorn found haunting. He cleared her larynx. “I like to control girls, too.”

Garrett lunged. As Thorn watched the killer’s arm rise and fall, he calculated the timing of Amy’s movements so that she grabbed Garrett’s wrist just as it reached her, and twisted hard. Garrett yelped and dropped the knife. As it fell, Thorn made Amy grab it by the hilt with her other hand and slash at Garrett, cutting a shallow gash across his chest. Garrett stumbled backward and Amy, at Thorn’s direction, raised her knife for the kill.

Thorn’s feet suddenly went out from under him. Amy fell, and Thorn felt himself being pulled out of her. He craned her neck around so he could see.

Sure enough, Shenzuul gripped Thorn by the foot, yanking with all his might to separate Thorn’s spiritual body from Amy’s physical body. Thorn commanded Amy’s arm to thrash about with the knife, but from her position on the ground, she couldn’t quite reach Garrett. Amy’s left arm went limp as Thorn swung his own left arm away from her to strike Shenzuul. Thorn would have welcomed some help, but the other demons just watched from a distance—even the Judge, who had backed away at the start of the fight. Perhaps they were waiting to see if Thorn would die, thus creating a power vacuum of which they could all take advantage. Or perhaps they were afraid of these two powerful demons and didn’t want to interfere in such a dangerous confrontation, lest they fight on the losing side. Perhaps they were just eager to see what happened next.

Shenzuul and Thorn grappled for a few moments, then Thorn—and Amy—looked back, and found that Garrett had balanced himself and hefted up a large rock. He was walking toward Amy with it, gazing curiously at the girl’s writhing body. Just as Thorn was about to stand her up again, Shenzuul jerked at him with such force that any physical body would have torn. A full half of Thorn’s spirit left Amy, but he held fast to her mind, for if he let that go, it might be gone forever. Her body was weakening even further. Thorn could feel the connections in her brain growing unreliable as precious blood became even scarcer.

With one arm still locked in struggle with Shenzuul, Thorn flipped Amy onto her back and forced her to sit. He dropped the knife, then brought both of their right arms up to grasp Shenzuul’s face. Thorn dug in as hard as he could, and twisted.

Shenzuul’s head and neck strained to stay in place against Thorn’s strength. Shenzuul couldn’t drop Thorn’s leg to defend his head or Thorn would reenter Amy’s body in full, and kill Garrett. The two demons had each other pinned. But after a few more seconds of this stalemate, Garrett would reach Amy with the rock.

Thorn locked eyes with Shenzuul and twisted even harder. Shenzuul grunted and crunched his teeth together, glaring hatefully at Thorn. “Marcus!” Shenzuul managed to yell. “Marcus, help!”

Thorn turned to see Marcus, standing just fifty feet away near the front of the demonic crowd. Thorn’s strength briefly faltered at the shock of Marcus’s presence, which allowed Shenzuul to pull even more of Thorn out of Amy. He was losing his hold on her mind.

But he clung to Shenzuul’s head with a fury. The spite in Shenzuul’s eyes gave way to worry, then to panic as Thorn rotated his head even further. “Marcus, help me,” Shenzuul called. Thorn held Shenzuul’s gaze as he turned the demon’s neck past his shoulder. “Marcus, please! You promise me Africa if I learn from Thorn and kill his girl! You promise to return Africa!”

Marcus just stood by, one demon in a crowd of dozens looking on. His face was firm, his eyes intent. Some of the others glanced thoughtfully at him, but they did not move to intervene. Behind Thorn, Garrett raised his rock to strike Amy.

Summoning all his strength at once, Thorn wrenched Shenzuul’s head fully around, snapping his neck and killing him instantly. Amy gasped as Thorn flooded back into her fading body. They rolled sideways together. Garrett’s rock smashed into the dirt where her head had just been. When Garrett swung the rock around for another hit, Thorn ducked her head down, grabbed the knife on the grass, and sliced open Garrett’s throat with a mighty crack. Small chunks of bone erupted from his neck, and a stream of blood gushed down his chest. Shock at his sudden defeat rippled across his face. Garrett collapsed.

The other demons closed in, their faces revealing their rage over Shenzuul’s death. Thorn heard a soft hum, and turned to find a lone car driving down the otherwise deserted one-way road nearby. If there’s any hope, this is it. Thorn spurred Amy into a brisk limp toward the road, maneuvering well away from the swiftly encroaching devils. He squeezed her larynx again. “Hehhhhhhh,” she said. Thorn raised one of her hands to wave at the car, and moved the other hand to stanch the bleeding from her stomach. He once more cleared the blood from her throat. “Help,” he made her say, but her voice was feeble. Even as she walked, he felt her slipping away. The headlights passed them in the darkness, their promise of life leaving with them. When Amy’s right leg gave out, she crashed to the ground, and her connection with Thorn fizzled. Nevertheless, he collected every remaining bit of energy and forced his way back into her voice, one final time. “HEEEEEEEEEEEEEELP!”

In the distance, red brake lights. The headlights ceased their forward motion. The car reversed. Thorn fully left Amy’s body and reoriented himself, noting the horde of demons speeding through the field toward them. “It’s okay now,” Thorn whispered to Amy. “You’re gonna be okay. Just hang on for ten more minutes and you’ll be at a hospital. You’ll be just fine.” He winced, hoping against all odds that she would live.

“Wh—What… just happened?” Amy weakly asked him.

He smiled down at her, and her fading eyes met his. “I saved you,” Thorn said.

Amy nodded. “I passed out. I think… I think I just saw Heaven.” She raised a frail hand and rested it on Thorn’s chest. “You were there.”

Only then did Thorn realize that he was holding her in his arms.

Then the demons came.


•




“That’s twice now,” Marcus said to Thorn as they awaited the trial. “Twice that you’ve entered the physical world. Once at the club, and once tonight just after you saved her. How do you do it?”

“I don’t know,” Thorn said for the tenth time in five minutes. Four blank-faced guards stood around him, each binding a limb, confining him to this meager vestibule beside the courtroom.

Marcus paced around them. “Tell me in private, after the trial. Whatever your sentence, I have ways of making it disappear if you just tell me how you do it.”

So this is why he had Shenzuul get close to me. He wanted secrets. The secrets of what or whom I cared about. The secret of entering physical space. Well, guess what, Marcus? Those secrets are just the tip of an iceberg of mysteries, and I have no answers. Ha! I’ll bet you realized I didn’t know, and that’s when you decided to run your little scheme. Force me to kill Shenzuul so I’d end up here.

“What if I really did know how it worked, and I told Shenzuul, and he used the ability against you?” Thorn asked. “What would you have done then? Killed him?”

Marcus glowered. “Leverage. You don’t play a game unless you know you can win. How do you enter physical space?”

“I don’t know.”

Marcus made a tsk tsk sound, then turned toward the door to take his seat in the courtroom. “You’re a bad egg, Thorn. Always have been. You think too much. Our kind will be better off without you.”

“At least tell me if Amy survived,” Thorn said.

Marcus stopped, turned. “I don’t know,” he mocked. Then he vanished through the double doors.

A few minutes later, Thorn’s keepers hauled him into the courtroom. Thousands of demons had descended on the Fulton County Courthouse for this trial, and from the looks of it, most of them had been allowed to cram into the moderate-sized courtroom. The place was a cesspool of evil spirits—more of them than Thorn had seen in one place in centuries. They cluttered the seats, the walls, the ceiling. Hundreds more hung in midair, menacing over the procession.

They jeered at Thorn as he was drawn down the center aisle. He could barely discern individual voices in the tumult that followed his entrance.

“Murderer! I hope you rot!”

“Not so great now, huh, Thorn?”

“Death sentence! Death sentence!”

One demon broke past the guards and struck Thorn’s face before he was contained. “That’s for the charges you stole from me in ’06!” he yelled as a guard took him away.

Thorn thanked fate that none of them knew the whole truth. They knew he’d grown attached to a human, revealed himself by possessing her, and killed Shenzuul. But they still knew nothing of Thorn’s greater change of views—that he was trying to be good now. This would aid his argument that his actions tonight had been a fleeting mistake that he would never make again. Such submission was his only hope of escaping the death sentence.

The ample number of witnesses whom Marcus had invited to Piedmont Park to view Thorn’s madness sat at the front of the courtroom. He knew my followers would be out searching the city, the bastard. He knew no one in the crowd at the park would restrain Shenzuul. Seated with the witnesses, Marcus nodded to Thorn as the procession passed. In hindsight, Thorn had to respect the brilliance of Marcus’s snare for him. He wondered how much of it had been prepared when Marcus first came to America three months ago. Marcus couldn’t have known about Amy then, so some of his plan must have been improvised as he went along, probably due in part to Thorn’s sterling reputation after the Christmas Eve shooting.

The Demon Judge of Atlanta, usually so jovial, now hunched over his judge’s bench with a great weight on him. His gelled hair stuck up in odd places, and his skin seemed greasier than usual. His sunglasses were nowhere to be seen. The Judge had witnessed tonight’s events himself—likely after an invitation from Marcus—so no matter how much he admired Thorn personally, Thorn knew he could not shrug off Thorn’s actions as hearsay like he had in the past. Tonight, there would be a sentence. No matter what the Judge wanted, he had to play to the crowd or risk his own hide.

When Thorn’s guards halted in front of the podium, the Judge drifted upward. “Silence!” he called. The room settled over the course of half a minute. When all was quiet, the Judge lowered his gaze.

“Thorn, you’re an idiot,” he said. He turned to the group of witnesses. “Marcus, you too. And probably the biggest idiot of all was Shenzuul. Hell, I even feel like an idiot for letting myself get put in this position. Marcus, I had a deal with Shenzuul, to learn from him if he learned from Thorn. Playing Thorn for a fool is one thing. But playing me for a fool… You’ve really pissed me off.”

Does the Judge realize that Marcus meant for Shenzuul to die, for me to break the First Rule? Thorn guessed not, and with no evidence, convincing the Judge of the truth would be an impossible challenge.

“Just kill him already!” came a shout from somewhere in the hall. All around the room, chatter rose in agreement.

“Hey! No talking!” The Judge strained to keep control.

“Kill him! It’s the law!”

“I am the law!” the Judge yelled. The room seemed to quiet a bit, so the Judge continued before the noise could grow again. “Lest you forget, gentlemen, the accused who stands before you is Thorn. That’s a name brand you want to send straight to Hell? Thorn. The guy who became Atlanta’s top dog with the Olympic Park bombing and has had every mayor, celeb, and gangster in this city under his thumb ever since. Thorn.”

Thousands of demons grew dead silent as the Judge dropped his eyes toward Thorn. The Judge looked remorseful, almost apologetic, as if he was ashamed of the decision he was about to make.

“But we have Rules,” the Judge said.

The crowd burst into applause. He’s already made up his mind, Thorn realized.

“Thorn,” the Judge said loudly, to quiet the throng. “Do you have anything to say in your own defense?”

“My actions tonight were a passing error,” Thorn said. The crowd booed, and Thorn raised his voice to talk above them. “I’ve made reparations before, Judge, and I will serve you and the demons of this city for as long as you deem necessary until I’ve paid for my crime. My mistake tonight will not ever be repeated.”

The crowd’s uproar had grown too loud to allow the Judge to speak, so he hollered at them again. Once they’d settled, the Judge shook his head sadly at Thorn. “You’ve broken both of our Rules,” the Judge said. “You’ve killed another demon, and you’ve revealed yourself to a human. These crimes cannot be forgiven.” The mob hooted and whistled.

“But!” the Judge interjected. When the crowd was quiet again, he continued. “But you are Thorn. You’re a small legend, with a place in our history books. If we had books.” He lowered himself from his place above the bench until he hovered directly over Thorn and his guards.

Thorn’s eyes met the Judge’s. “I won’t kill you outright,” the Judge said softly. Then he called out so the whole room could hear. “I hereby sentence Thorn to enter and complete a Sanctuary!”

The room erupted into a hurricane. Flurries of demons darted every which way, and dozens of the Judge’s guards sprang into action, both to protect the Judge and to oust the troublemakers. Thousands of devils roared and howled and cursed and demanded Thorn’s head, but the Judge stood steadfast. The clamor lasted almost two minutes before quieting enough for the Judge to finish his decree.

“If Thorn kills the humans in the Sanctuary and returns, he will have proved himself worthy of readmission into our society! If he dies in the Sanctuary, he dies in the Sanctuary!”

Thorn quickly thought through his punishment. Any demon who returned from a Sanctuary had killed its humans, so it was widely assumed that those who had failed in this task had died. If Thorn wanted to live through his experience, he would have to kill for it. This terrified him, but at least it was better than an execution order.

He considered doing it, too: killing the humans. The Sanctuary would hold only a hundred of them at maximum, which was an infinitesimal number compared with the deaths Thorn had caused in his lifetime. Their deaths still represented a hefty price, but they would be strangers’ deaths. If they meant Thorn’s survival and the ability to continue pursuing answers to his questions… I might be willing to pay that price.

Then he remembered Jed, and the dying children, and the twisted feeling they’d left in his gut, and he was no longer sure. Thorn recalled his theory that Sanctuaries, though existing for the humans’ sake, held hidden paths toward demons’—or at least Xeres’s—defection to the Enemy. Though Thorn still detested the Enemy, he’d decided months ago that siding with Him was preferable to death. But can I find these hidden paths that so many demons miss? In the midst of the ruckus all around him, Thorn fantasized of becoming an angel in the Sanctuary. It was the least that cruel Fate could do for him. If I have to die, I should at least die with wings.

As the Judge departed to privacy and the mob’s cacophony began anew, the guards led Thorn through the turmoil. They passed Marcus at the foyer. Several squat demons in tattered clothing stood with him. Had they been humans, Thorn might have thought them Shenzuul’s family; the physical similarities were striking. Since demonic appearance is based in the eye of the beholder, Thorn guessed that these demons had mingled with Shenzuul in Africa.

“I remembered, Rat,” Marcus said, his face severe. “Be seeing you soon.” He turned and floated away. The other demons glared at Thorn as he was led past.

Be seeing me?

Oh. Of course. The full grandeur of Marcus’s plans dawned on Thorn as the guards escorted him to a lower floor—likely toward a staging area for his journey to the Sanctuary. Marcus must have guessed the Judge would go easy on me, so he had one of his followers mention the Sanctuary option to him. After killing Shenzuul, Thorn had wondered why Marcus had chosen a great African warlord demon to serve him under duress, when any eager lowlife off the street would have served Marcus willingly. Now Thorn knew. Marcus had needed a fearsome, brutal demon with fearsome, brutal followers who admired him. Followers who would be willing to enter a Sanctuary to avenge their leader’s death. Marcus’s own followers would never do such a thing, for all demons feared Sanctuaries, and would not enter one without excessive hubris or a damn good reason. Marcus had likely made enemies of these African demons by deposing Shenzuul, but Thorn had made greater enemies of them by killing Shenzuul. Enraged, they would follow Thorn into the Sanctuary, where he had no one to protect him, where no Judge ruled, and where no other demons would witness his death. I’m going to die in there, Thorn realized.

Goodbye, Amy, Thorn thought. I hope you lived.
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The disorientation caused by Thorn’s rapid journey passed quickly, and he found himself in a curved hallway, alone. Stylish photographs of marine life adorned the walls, lit well by a fancy ambient lighting scheme. Down the hallway, around the next bend, Thorn spotted the edge of an elevator door. A luxurious swimming pool graced the enormous deck outside the large windows. Docks and an ocean and a darkening sky lay beyond. The place appeared to be some sort of upscale waterfront condo.

Thorn had heard horror stories of Sanctuaries ever since demons had discovered their existence, but to finally be here in one of the great testing chambers was surreal. The sun would be setting now on the other side of the building. That gave Thorn ten to twelve hours before sunrise—more than enough time to accomplish his task, if he chose to complete it. But how long did he have before the demons arrived? That was his real time constraint; his task would be next to impossible with an army of demons chasing him.

I just need to kill the humans before the demons get here, and I’ll be free. Thorn grimaced at the dark voice inside himself. He wished he knew of an easy way to leave it permanently behind.

Thorn decided to drift around and inspect the area. Hoping for wings, he stretched his back muscles, but no wings presented themselves. So much for that hope.

Perhaps he could still find a way to communicate with the Enemy in here, and thus save himself. It sounds like a pipe dream, Thorn wistfully admitted. He shook his head and floated forward.

No, not floated. Stepped.

As Thorn gazed down at his cold toes and felt a faint draft of air at his back, he knew for certain that he was not an angel. Nor was he a demon.

He was a man.
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