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      About The Second Coming

      Elise Kavanagh was once known as the Godslayer - a woman born to kill Adam, a man become God. But she defeated him and stepped into his role, taking her lifelong partner into the pantheon with her. Now she must navigate her mortal goals with her divine life, beginning with substantiating into an avatar to have James Faulkner’s baby, and ending with vengeance. Book 8 of the Ascension Series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        That it will never come again is what makes life so sweet.

        Emily Dickinson

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Readers…

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome back to the Ascension Series! Long time no see. This book is somewhat of an epilogue to Sins of Eden, and it forms a bridge to the Next Great Battle for Elise and company.

      This book won’t make any sense if you haven’t read the rest of the Ascension Series. It has spoilers for pretty much every single book that comes before that. If you decide you’d like to spend more time in this world, you can find reading lists on my website. For those of you who have already visited the Descentverse, welcome back!

      I’ll stop talking so you can get to the shenanigans. If you want more blather, you can always find me on Twitter or Instagram. For a much lower shenanigans-to-news ratio, I also offer new release email alerts.

      Happy reading!

      ~ Sara (SM Reine)

      http://smreine.com/
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The conversation started like this:

      “No,” she said. “Never.”

      And he said, “Okay.”

      The second time it came up, it was much the same, as well as the third time.

      When he brought that conversation up a few centuries later, she told him, “If you mention that one more time, I will never speak to you again.”

      And he said, “Okay.”

      He didn’t bring it up again. He loved her enough for that.

      The idea of it never left her, though. The conversation unfolded in her mind in the millennia to come. She looped around the subject, at first offended that he’d had the nerve to bring it up so often in the first place, and then angry that she couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      Eventually, her internal conversation changed. She stopped wondering why. Instead, she sometimes caught herself looking at him and wondering, “Why not?”

      After all, she loved him enough for that.

      “Okay,” she finally said after some indeterminate length of time. They were watching stars whirl around a black hole and idly kicking their feet in a puddle of tepid water. The void smelled like rotting apples. “We can do it.”

      “Are you certain?” he asked. If he’d had a face, he probably would have been smiling.

      “Yes. I’m sure.” She wasn’t, but he knew better than to push.

      That was how it ended. That was how everything ended, eventually.
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      The nyctimus assassin turned off the power to the hospital before slipping in through the back door. The backup generator kicked on, but it only addressed essential life support systems. Lights were not essential. The building fell dark in the depths of night. There was thunder and rain outside and a low-level panic inside. It would take a long time for the electricians to arrive on such a stormy night. The nurses muttered to each other about the last time the generator had been serviced and whether it could last long enough to keep their more delicate patients alive.

      None of them worried about the maternity ward in such a small, remote hospital. There was only one patient in labor that night. She was young and healthy, and she had been pushing for an hour. It wouldn’t be long before she was done. There was no reason to expect an obstetric emergency.

      They also wouldn’t have expected an assassin to beeline for the lone laboring mother-to-be.

      “What if it’s an angel?” muttered one nurse to another, unaware that an assassin was slipping past them in the shadows.

      “None of the equipment would work if it were an angel,” the other nurse replied. “Their aura doesn’t turn off power. They disable electronics just by standing nearby. I saw a piece about it on the Vince and Kelly show.”

      “What do Vince and Kelly know? Their bit on child beauty pageants was unresearched crap.”

      “They had an interview with an actual angel, Forfax. I think the angel knows how his stuff works.”

      “I think you need to watch fewer morning talk shows…”

      Their conversation faded as the nyctimus turned a corner, ducked into a staff room, grabbed scrubs sitting on the table. He removed his leather armor. There were weapons strapped to his shriveled limbs: a knife on each of his hips, one iron and one silver; an enchanted handgun at his ankle; a sword as long as his calf on the opposite leg.

      He crumpled the scrubs in his fist, shut his eyes, and absorbed their essence.

      When he opened his eyes, he was dressed. He looked like a surgeon. His name badge said that he was Dr. Driscoll. His weapons were hidden.

      The new Dr. Driscoll kicked his armor behind a trash can and returned to the hallway.

      Now he didn’t need to hide as he sought out his target. It was too dark for any nurses to realize they had never seen a doctor like him. The nyctimus was a short man-like creature with a stocky body and limbs like twigs. The scrubs concealed him well enough. At a glance, his magic would make his furred skin look human-smooth. As long as he kept walking, he wouldn’t attract enough attention for anyone to see through his infernal glamour.

      Leather straps creaked softly under his scrubs as he entered the maternity ward. The secured double doors didn’t function on generator power. A human male at the nurses’ station glanced at Dr. Driscoll, then returned to sorting files.

      A woman screamed elsewhere in the ward.

      He followed that sound as it rattled off of the linoleum, bounced off of the walls, slithered through his brain.

      She was here. She was really here.

      This was the end.

      The assassin checked the chart on her door. He was unsurprised to find that the patient was registered under a pseudonym: Danaë McCollum. She would never have used her real name. She was far too notorious, even in this time and place.

      Using her real name would have triggered flags in the government’s databases. It would have led to the deployment of agents from the Office of Preternatural Affairs, who were specially trained to handle inhuman threats. They wouldn’t have known what to do with her. They wouldn’t have been capable of doing anything but die. But it might have slowed Dr. Driscoll’s approach, and he was grateful to have his entrance unobstructed.

      Through the window in the door, he studied the laboring mother. Danaë crouched beside the bed, gripping the railing in both hands. Amniotic fluid puddled between her feet. Dr. Driscoll studied the severe lines of muscle in her straining back and thighs. Her jaw was clenched, shoulders taut as she shrieked her fury through a contraction. Auburn curls were plastered to her sweaty forehead. She had burst a vessel in her eye.

      She was naked. It was easy to pick out the woman’s shoulder blades, the ridges of her spine under her peach skin, and know where the heart would be waiting within the cage of her ribs.

      A hospital doula was trying to soothe her. “Back labor is terrible, but if you let me rub your sacrum—”

      “Don’t fucking touch me,” the mother said. “Don’t fucking touch a fucking thing!”

      “Deep breaths,” the doula said.

      The mother-to-be would never be more distracted than in this moment.

      Dr. Driscoll entered.

      He remained in the shadows near the wall, holding the chart to conceal his motions as he drew the iron knife. It was not merely iron, but stamped with runes for a quick death. The importance of a quick death had been impressed upon Dr. Driscoll. He wasn’t to enjoy Danaë’s suffering. He was to make sure that she was dead as quickly as possible. Only then he could murder the others in the hospital at his leisure. He could feed freely off of them.

      Soon, soon.

      “Thank the gods you’re here, doctor,” the doula said. She must have thought he was the obstetrician. “I was sure you wouldn’t be able to make it through the storm.”

      He didn’t reply. His growling voice would have betrayed his identity.

      Another contraction struck the mother. She reached between her legs with one hand, feeling her vagina, her bulging perineum, her swollen labia. Words spilled from her, angry and harsh, almost as guttural as the assassin’s voice would have been. “It’s coming,” she said, “it’s coming, get away from me, don’t touch me—”

      “What do I do? This baby is coming fast,” the doula said to Dr. Driscoll. Her name tag identified her as Rhonda Caraway. Today was going to be a bad day for Rhonda.

      The nyctimus lunged for the laboring mother.

      He only made it two steps before she twisted.

      Danaë’s eyes fell on him. “For fuck’s sake,” she said.

      His hand snapped forward, driving the knife toward her heart.

      The bitch dodged. He had no idea how it was possible—she was contracting, bleeding, forcing a baby through her cunt—but she dodged and seized his arm. Her grip was incredible. Even more incredible was how readily her teeth sank into his wrist, drawing blood that sizzled like magma and severing the tendons.

      He released the knife. He couldn’t help it. She had mangled his hand, just like that.

      The laboring mother hurled herself out of arm’s reach. The contraction made her slower. She struck the slick linoleum on her side, mouth wide in an endless scream. She clutched his knife in one fist. The other hand dropped between her legs to check the position of the bloody head emerging from her vagina.

      “Oh my God!” Rhonda was shrill. She would attract attention from the nurses.

      Dr. Driscoll flung his second knife. It sliced through the air and embedded into her throat, drowning her in bubbling blood, silencing those screams. “Rise,” he said, and she did. The doula got to her feet almost as quickly as she had fallen, eyes rolled into the back of her skull, head lolling on her neck.

      She was dead. She was animated.

      She attacked the mother.

      Rhonda’s body flung itself over Danaë, who lifted her knees in defense, kicking hard enough to send the doula flying into the wall. But Rhonda was dead and nothing hurt. She quickly righted herself, arm hanging from her shoulder at a strange angle, and seized an IV pole with her remaining hand.

      She brought the pole swinging down on Danaë, who kicked it away before it could land. Even now, she was fast. Every blow the zombie brought upon her was deflected. Her abs clenched, her spine arched, she screamed in pain, and she directed all that fury into seizing the doula by the head.

      The mother wrenched her to the floor. She climbed onto Rhonda, punched her in the face with the hilt of the iron knife. Blood sprayed.

      Dr. Driscoll fumbled for his gun.

      “Fuck,” the mother said, reaching down to turn the baby’s shoulders, allowing it to emerge fully.

      A wet slap. A cry.

      The fetus had emerged from Danaë’s vagina, slipping to the floor while tangled in its cord. It was a hideous thing: swollen and white, pale like death, smeared all over in jelly. Little more than larvae.

      For an instant, the mother was limp on the floor beside Rhonda, shivering. Her face was screwed with pain. Her vagina gaped. There was a tear on her perineum and Dr. Driscoll smelled fresh blood.

      Then she was on her knees.

      He lunged again, knowing it would be too late. Knowing that he wouldn’t be able to kill her now that she had warning.

      The mother scooped the infant into one arm, tucking it against her ribcage like a football. She shifted her grip on the knife. Brought it down on Dr. Driscoll’s arm when he tried to lift the gun, hacking through the joint cleanly.

      She was so strong. She knew just how to angle the cutting edge so that it would go between the bones and amputate him.

      And then the knife was under his chin, through his brain.

      He clawed at the hilt of the knife sticking out of his jaw, even as his vision faded and acid blood spilled across the floor.

      The naked mother stood over him, frowning in a way that made her look more annoyed than fearful. “Give me a name,” she said, breasts swaying as she panted, knife dangling loosely between forefinger and thumb. “Tell me who sent you.”

      He would have given it to her. Oblivion was coming, and he didn’t want to deal with her anger on the other side.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t live long enough to speak.
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      She probably shouldn’t have killed him so quickly.

      Oh well. Hindsight was twenty-twenty and she’d been distracted.

      The mother checked the doula for signs of life, but she, too, was dead, and unable to provide any form of assistance. “Fuck me,” the mother said.

      She looked down at the squirming infant draped over her arm, slicked with blood and amniotic fluid, connected by an umbilical cord that still led into her body. Another contraction rolled through her abdomen. The placenta would be delivered shortly.

      The baby coughed wetly, fists flailing.

      The woman tilted her head to look between the baby’s legs. Even in the darkness of the emergency lights, she could make out the shape of a vulva swollen by hormones, caked with that sticky white stuff that had come from the womb. “A girl,” she said aloud, because it seemed like the kind of thing she should do. “It’s a girl.”

      Her uterus contracted. She grunted.

      The placenta oozed from her vagina and splattered to the floor beside the assassin. She severed the umbilical cord with a knife. It was tougher than she expected, more like tendon than mere flesh, but it was no more difficult than killing someone.

      And just like that, the baby was forever separated from her body, no longer merely carried within her womb and easily forgotten. Now she had to do something with it.

      She shifted her grip. The baby nuzzled her breasts, making angry wheezing sounds. The mother’s upper lip curled in distaste. “What the hell am I going to do now?”
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      Her true name was Elise Kavanagh, and that was all she possessed: an iron knife taken from the demon who had made an unimpressive effort to assassinate her, a squirming newborn that couldn’t even lift her own head, and a name that seldom crossed the lips of the people who had once known her. The idea of her had been elevated to near-mythological status. She was rich in reputation and nothing else.

      She didn’t have clothes. She didn’t have money. She didn’t even have anywhere to take her baby after the hospital.

      She’d had worse days than that one, but not many.
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      There was no birth certificate, but if there had been, Elise would have put the name Victoria Elizabeth Faulkner on it. Elise wasn’t the type of person who felt it necessary to take a man’s name as hers, but she didn’t want to damn her daughter with the name of her father Isaac, forcing Victoria to bear the patronymic that had haunted Elise throughout her life.

      The history of the Faulkners was no less violent, but it was James’s surname, and Elise was fond of him enough to collaborate on a child. And Faulkner meant falconer, the person who controlled the bird of prey, the mind and intent and training behind death.

      Better to be falconer than falcon. Better Faulkner than Kavanagh.

      Anyway, Elise picked “Victoria” even though James had been pushing for “Rosalind,” so one concession to the man seemed fair enough.

      It wasn’t like he could complain about it.
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      An hour later, Elise staggered into a campsite ravaged by an unexpected storm, clutching a newborn to her shoulder, wrinkled feet draped over her bare breast. It was cold. She was wet and miserable. Victoria, however, was limp in sleep. Still wheezing against Elise’s neck.

      Branches whipped cabins, most of which were occupied. All of them were dark. None had power. Elise moved from window to window, squinting through the glass to determine which were currently in use and which were empty. There was one with a broken lock, its door held shut with a chain, and that was where Elise took her newborn.

      Wind shrieked through the cracks in the walls. Rain pattered against the roof. It was wet, moldy, and drafty—far less comfortable than the hospital had been, even without power. But if one assassin had found Elise and Victoria in the hospital, then more would come, and she was exhausted from labor. She needed somewhere safe to rest for a few hours. Even Elise, who could have once run ultra marathons without pause, needed to recuperate after the drain of childbirth.

      She set the baby on the floor. The bed was bare, but there were sheets in the closet that were stiff with starch and smelled like mothballs. Elise wiped between her legs with one of them, cleaned most of the fluid off of the baby with the second, then tossed the remaining sheet onto the hard mattress. The baby seemed fine on the floor. Elise left her there as she crawled into bed.

      Shivers overtook her. Hormones spiked and dropped. She bled, clutched the hem of the sheet, and tried to rest.

      This wasn’t how it had been meant to happen.

      Elise had envisioned pushing that baby out of her body, handing it to James, and going about her business. He was the one who had wanted the child in the first place. He’d wanted a chance to be there for their offspring, to enjoy fatherhood, to have the family experience that they couldn’t have enjoyed in the great immortal nothingness where they’d dwelled outside of time and space.

      But he wasn’t there.

      She was in bed, alone and cold and tired, and there was a baby on the floor, and Elise couldn’t pass Victoria off to James because he wasn’t there.

      Typical.

      Elise had cut strips of skin off of the assassin’s body before leaving the hospital. They were branded. Demons used to be branded by their masters all the time. The marks were distinct, like a fingerprint, indicating who controlled them and the demon’s characteristics. Elise used to know the common marks like her alphabet. She didn’t recognize these ones.

      That was a mystery that she would need to solve, just like the mystery of how she had been found so quickly, after only twenty-five years on the Earth. Hardly even a wink in the grand scheme of things.

      “Betrayal,” she said, lips forming the word silently in the raging storm.

      Someone knew, someone had betrayed her, and someone was going to have to die.

      That someone was probably the same person who had abducted James while Elise was nine months pregnant.

      At another time, it would have been an easy fix. Elise was the Godslayer. She had murdered Adam and Lilith to enter the Origin. She had gone from slayer to God. She had remade the world in her image. Omnipotence meant she could snuff lives with a thought. But that had been before this body, before her new life, before diving headlong into mortality so she could procreate.

      Another problem with being human was that humans had needs. Humans could get cold and hungry. They could become tired. They couldn’t simply imagine themselves in another part of the universe and appear there. They needed a way to reach the places they intended to go, and they required money to make these things happen.

      Her eyes drifted closed. She was lulled to sleep by the storm, drifting on thoughts of vengeance.

      Before she could fall asleep, Victoria coughed and began crying.

      Elise’s eyes popped open. “Fuck me,” she said.

      It was a very long night.
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      They had met in their current lives like this:

      James had been a young teacher’s assistant at Marut University. He had been twenty-one at the time, they’d decided. Elise had been an eighteen-year-old freshman. It felt more natural for him to be older than her, even a little bit.

      She called herself Danaë. He called himself Daniel.

      Both of them knew their real names, but they had been hiding. They never once uttered “Elise Kavanagh” or “James Faulkner.”

      So there they were, Danaë and Daniel, on the first day of the fall semester, in some lecture about archaeology. He was very handsome. She was probably best described as handsome, too. Her features were too square to be beautiful. But she was very striking, with that Aquiline nose and prominent lips, and he’d noticed her immediately among the other students.

      James’s smile had betrayed their history together. It hadn’t been the smile of a twenty-one-year-old teacher’s assistant noticing a particularly attractive student. It was the smile of a husband to a wife, the smile of partners who had shared a life together, a thousand lives, a million years.

      After class, Elise had pulled him aside to ask for more details about something boring the professor had said. James asked for her email so that he could send extra notes, which he did. And then she emailed him with questions that grew increasingly personal. They had smiled at each other in class, pretending to flirt, as though that were something they needed to do with one another. They had even kept their growing relationship a secret so that James wouldn’t get in trouble with the university. An added dose of taboo they’d found amusing.

      He asked her for coffee once the semester ended.

      Things progressed from there in as natural and boring a fashion as one could imagine.

      That was seven years earlier.

      These things may or may not have occurred in reality, but those were the vague memories that Elise had, and that was the version of events they had agreed upon.
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      Elise was caught stealing food from a neighboring campsite the next morning. The mundane humans in their RV with its generator and functioning toilet had heard Victoria squalling. The wrinkly little thing hadn’t shut up all night, so they caught Elise stealing some unattended breakfast rolls. The humans came out of their RV to find her juggling a screaming infant and a cinnamon bun.

      “Oh my,” the matriarch of the family said.

      Her husband pushed her back inside. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Elise had forgotten the iron knife in the cabin. She was prepared to kill him bare-handed if he attempted to hurt her. But the man was kind. “Are you okay?” he asked, stepping toward her slowly, hands extended, as though trying to soothe a bird of prey with a broken wing. “I haven’t seen you around here before.”

      She didn’t reply.

      He continued. “We have more food inside. You can take whatever you need.” Elise could barely hear him over Victoria.

      She tensed as he approached, but there was no need to defend against this person. Elise was as fluent in the language of aggression as in English, and there was nothing aggressive in the old man’s posture. He moved with a slight limp. Probably scoliosis. He wouldn’t have been a danger even if he did attack.

      He offered a loaf of bread off of the table. “Take it.”

      She snatched it from his hand. Victoria arched against Elise and complained loudly about the coldness of the air.

      “My wife had three children,” he said. “Two of them were mine. I raised all of them from tiny babies.” He came closer and stroked his finger down Victoria’s cheek, eyes filled with the remembered love of new fatherhood. She had no idea how he could look so adoring while that newborn was making such noise. “You’ll miss these moments.”

      Elise highly doubted that.

      “I don’t want to tell you how to do your job, but I think she’s hungry.” His tone was gentle, that of a man who thought she was stupid from trauma, or stupid from drugs, and needed to have things spelled out to her very carefully. “Have you put her on the breast yet?”

      Put her on the breast. The words made her lip curl.

      Her nipples were dripping something yellow, and the baby was slamming her face into the breast. Those uncoordinated motions looked like a baby who was enjoying a Black Death concert—or, likelier, a baby who wanted to eat.

      “I can get you formula from the general store,” he offered. “But it’s a few hours away and little ones need to eat a lot. Growing is a big job. You should feed her now, just in case.”

      “I don’t know how,” Elise said stiffly.

      “Here,” the man said, pulling a folding chair out of the cargo hold on his RV.

      Grudgingly, Elise sat. She supported the baby’s butt one-handed while he pushed Victoria’s shoulders toward her breast, guiding the baby with the patient hands of a man who had helped his wife a hundred times. Victoria did the rest; she closed her mouth around the nipple and began to suck.

      It hurt. Elise frowned.

      “Three babies,” the man said fondly, thumb stroking over the soft spots on the back of the baby’s skull. “You really will miss this.”

      She still doubted that.

      But at least Victoria had shut up.
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      Elise quickly realized that people were more trusting of a woman with a baby than a woman with a sword. She was no less deadly while carrying either. She could have killed them before they saw it coming. Yet they still invited her into their well-appointed RV, trusting that she presented no danger.

      She accepted the man’s offer for a ride into the next town.

      Victoria seemed satisfied by the few drops she had vacuumed out of Elise with her tiny, desperate mouth, and now her arms were loose at her sides, lips parted as she wheezed in sleep. The old woman—who said her name was Tina—held Victoria as she slept, occasionally cooing and petting the tufts of black hair on her forehead. Tina didn’t seem to mind that the baby’s bladder released tablespoons of urine every so often. Whenever Victoria pissed, Tina just laughed and shared another anecdote about her own babies.

      But Victoria was sleeping. That was all that mattered at the moment.

      The baby didn’t look much like her mother, although it was difficult to tell with those smashed features. Victoria was barely a day old. She was vaguely egg-shaped and wrinkled. Still, Elise could almost imagine that if James had been soaked in a vat of lye for nine months while jammed into a too-small sarcophagus, he might resemble the proto-human Tina held. There was something similar around the eyes.

      Elise hoped that the baby’s eyes wouldn’t turn out blue.

      While Tina held Victoria, Elise fitted her body into a borrowed outfit. She threaded her arms through three-quarters sleeves intended for a frail old woman rather than Elise’s well-developed biceps. She sucked in her loose stomach—which still looked three months pregnant—and tried to button khaki high waters over wide hips. The inseam strained at the musculature of her thighs.

      Once dressed, Elise did a few squats and stretches in the tiny RV bathroom, stretching the cloth enough to give her full mobility. Then she braided her curls over one shoulder, ensuring that her hair wouldn’t get in her eyes when she needed to fight again.

      Elise studied herself in the mirror. She looked younger than she should have. That was most likely some side-effect of substantiating into human shape. James had helped guide their bodies, so he might have thought it would be a kindness to give her smooth skin rather than the rough, scar-pocked freckles that she’d had as a human the first time around.

      But she basically looked like herself. A tired version of herself, with a weird figure from motherhood, but those were the same angry hazel eyes and hooked nose she used to have.

      Human. So very human.

      The baby started crying. The piercing shriek penetrated the thin walls of the RV.

      “Where are you, James?” Elise asked her reflection, which swayed as the old man steered the RV around a curve in the road. The shadows tracked across Elise’s angular features. “You’re supposed to be here.”

      Victoria was done crying by the time Elise emerged.

      “I’ve got her,” the old woman said cheerfully, bouncing the baby against her shoulder. “Babies like to be upright and close to our hearts. The sound is soothing. It reminds them of before they were born. What a big scary world to come into!”

      Elise’s lips pinched into a frown. The baby might have temporarily silenced, but Elise’s breasts indicated with a painful tingling that they were ready to breastfeed again. Victoria had only eaten three hours earlier. How much could one tiny human consume?

      “Where are we?” Elise asked. The view outside the RV was unfamiliar.

      “Port Angeles,” said the driver. The name didn’t ring a bell, nor did the rain-dampened trees resonate with her memories. Elise wasn’t sure she’d ever been there before. It wasn’t a big city, but it also wasn’t a particularly small town. There were stoplights. Hotels. It was populated.

      There would be assassins.

      “Keep driving,” she said.

      “We’ll stop to charge the RV and buy diapers,” he said. “Maybe a few little onesies for the baby!” He sounded gleeful at the idea.

      Elise was not. “Keep driving.”

      “Our batteries are almost empty. We can’t continue without charging,” the old woman said kindly. “I’m sorry.”

      There was little Elise could do to prevent them from halting at the Shell station. The man climbed out to plug a thick cable into a port near the bumper.

      Tina indicated to Elise that she should come nearer. “Let me show you something. You’ve seen those Baby Bjorn carriers, right? They’re so expensive, and they’re not necessary. You can use any cotton cloth to fashion a sling to keep her near to your heart.” The woman demonstrated using a sheet from the bed, wrapping it around her body and arms in a complicated, origami-like fashion. Then she nestled Victoria inside. “See how comfortable she looks?”

      The baby started crying.

      “Well, she’d be comfortable if she weren’t hungry,” Tina said. She handed Victoria to Elise, who held the baby awkwardly under the arms. The baby’s knees were curled to her chest, head slumped to the side, fists smashed against her mouth.

      Elise attempted to hold the baby to her heart. That didn’t stop the crying. It just made Victoria start slobbering on her shirt.

      Hungry. Time for more breastfeeding.

      “I’m sure the gas station has diapers,” the old woman said. “I’ll see about formula, too.”

      She stepped out, leaving Elise to take the passenger’s seat with the baby. It was difficult to pull her breasts out of the too-tight shirt, but she managed somehow, and with much clumsy maneuvering got the baby to eat. Letdown felt like shivers of lightning down Elise’s swollen bosom. It hurt almost as much as her chapped nipples getting sucked into a tiny mouth.

      That was probably why she didn’t see the demons coming.

      Elise’s senses had always been so good, heightened by years on the run, that it never occurred to her that she might miss an incoming attack. Whether it was fatigue or hormones, she was too distracted by grimacing at Victoria to notice that Tina was yanked behind the Shell station by disembodied hands, and Elise certainly didn’t hear the muffled scream.

      She did, however, notice the blood splatter on the windshield of the RV.

      Elise stood to look over the dashboard. The old man, Chris, was dead by the charging station. His death had been fast and messy. A demon stood among his entrails. Elise catalogued the features of the demon: its muscled limbs, ashen skin, and bald pate. Some kind of evolved fiend. It skittered away, sniffing at the ground. Searching for her.

      Other fiends ripped open nearby cars, wrenching the doors off the hinges and dragging people out.

      One by one, the bodies dropped.

      Elise located a hunting rifle in a cabinet near the oven. Chris had put his gun in there before departing camp that morning. She broke the lock, loaded the ammunition, and prepared to fight the fiends.

      She hesitated in the doorway.

      A gun would be very loud near a baby’s ears, and Victoria had just fallen asleep.

      Elise set the baby on the bottom bunk. Victoria didn’t appreciate being put down. She started fussing. “Wait here,” Elise said, as though there were any alternative.

      Taking a moment to set her baby aside meant that the demons met her at the door to the RV. She flew through the opening feet first, slamming Tina’s borrowed shoes into the jaw of a fiend.

      By the time Elise landed on its supine body, she had raised the rifle to shoot a demon behind it. She aimed. She fired.

      Guns had never been her preferred weapon, but she was still surprised when the first shot pulled high and to the left. She blew off a fiend’s cheek when she had intended to discharge it into the center mass. Elise had the knowledge of a fighter, but not the muscle memory. That would be a problem.

      A fiend attempted to climb into the RV. She seized it by the throat and hurled it into another pair of fiends, bowling them over.

      At least Elise had thought to give herself supernatural strength when making her human form.

      Her speed was not quite what she expected, though. Strength could only make up for so much when the demons moved so quickly.

      They pulled at her hair. Shredded the too-tight shirt with stubby nails. Bit at her hands.

      Elise shot until the rifle ran out of ammunition. Then she smashed the butt into the gut of an attacking fiend, collapsing several ribs. She whirled with it in both hands like a baseball bat and sent another fiend flying.

      Slow or not, Elise slaughtered them all. She left none to report her location back to their master. And there would be a master: fiends were mindless creatures who only executed the commands given to them.

      When she was done, she stood in a pile of slick blood, puddled gasoline, and intestines.

      She didn’t hear Victoria crying anymore.

      Elise’s heart thudded in her throat. She flung the RV door open, jumped up the steps, and prepared to kill whatever had killed her baby.

      But there were no demons in the RV. There was only Victoria resting on the bed in a haphazard bundle of blankets, snoring quietly.
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      Elise scooped the baby into her arms before searching for survivors of the fiend attack, whether human or demon.

      Tina had died by the trash cans. A fiend had taken several opportunistic bites out of her chest. Elise kneeled to thumb Tina’s eyes closed. The baby flopped when Elise stooped in such a fashion, unable to support her head, though Victoria was making efforts that were impressive for a newborn. She might be a strong baby eventually. Elise had no clue how long it would take Victoria to stop being dead weight. Carrying Victoria in arms was simply not going to be practical in the long term.

      She searched the Shell station for supplies to help. There were diapers, which Elise stole, but nothing else.

      Elise retrieved a blanket from the RV. It wasn’t easy to fashion a sling the way Tina had, but Elise managed through sheer stubbornness. She cinched it very tight and then slid the baby in.

      Victoria fussed at being held so snugly. “Stop that,” Elise said. The baby rested her cheek against Elise’s heart and fell silent. She gazed at nothing in particular as Elise dragged the bodies into a pile. Elise didn’t sort out human from demon. They would all end up ash in the end.

      Police sirens were whining by the time Elise poured accelerant onto the pyre and lit it. For good measure, Elise tossed the hunting rifle into the pile to burn away her fingerprints. She stood close enough for heat to singe her eyebrows.

      Victoria was asleep. She had somehow gotten a tiny smudge of blood on her temple, which Elise wiped away with her thumb.

      They were gone before the police arrived.
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      Roughly six and a half months before the massacre at the gas station, Elise—still known, at the time, as Danaë McCollum—had been on a lengthy trip with James. They were excavating a pre-Genesis archaeology site, or something like that. The details were difficult to summon. Elise didn’t remember things like graduating from college, the career path she had chosen, or the places she had visited.

      All that mattered to Elise were the moments with James. The long, quiet moments in bed, right before the sun rose, when she had woken up but he was still sleeping. The times that they read books together at sundown. When they slow-danced to staticky music played over a radio, alone in the wilderness except for the birds and a few dirty trowels.

      As a result, Elise didn’t remember most of the excavation. But she remembered the moment she realized that she hadn’t menstruated in months. She’d gotten accustomed to a body with a uterus, accepting it as an inevitable unpleasantry of reproduction. She detested but tolerated the clockwork arrival of menses, rich and bloody and always accompanied by cramps. Yet it had been more than two months since she’d last needed to buy pads.

      Additionally, the smell of eggs made her queasy, and she vomited as soon as she crawled out of the sleeping bag.

      James drove them into town the same morning. They bought three tests to be sure. Elise waited until they got back to the dig site before peeing on one, then sat on a bucket to watch the pink lines develop. “Pink,” she’d said. The word was almost drowned out by the rain drumming on the canvas roof of the tent. “Of all the infantilizing colors to subject an adult woman to.”

      “That’s because the adult woman is possibly having an infant,” James said.

      “I won’t be babied.”

      “I didn’t say anything about you.” He was smiling. Elise was best described as surly, but she’d lately been downright brittle. Both of them knew what her worsening mood implied.

      James was the one who picked up the home pregnancy test, unbothered by the drops of urine lingering on the tip. They had been neck-deep in mud, worms, and mildew for months, so his wife’s bodily fluids were nothing.

      He only glanced at it before putting the test down again.

      “What does it say?” Elise asked.

      He’d helped her stand from the bucket, held her very tightly, and kissed her. “Thank you,” James had said.

      “Yeah, right,” Elise agreed. “You better fucking be thankful for this.”

      And that was how they’d learned that they were to bring Victoria Faulkner into this universe.
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      Roughly six and a half months after the pregnancy test, Elise fled the gas station massacre and law enforcement. The RV accelerated well for a vehicle its size. It drove like a normal car, though she didn’t remember cars having battery indicators and charging ports. It was a strange machine, more computer than car.

      She didn’t stop driving again until the RV’s batteries ran dead west of Seattle. She searched the vehicle for money and found nothing. She must have burned Chris and Tina’s wallets with their bodies. Stupid mistake.

      She normally wouldn’t have made such an error, but it felt like someone had stuffed her skull with cobwebs. The exhaustion of new motherhood rendered Elise stupid. She’d have been lucky to walk a straight line without falling over at that point.

      Elise parked the vehicle off the road, deep in a ditch concealed by trees. Victoria still wouldn’t sleep without being held, so Elise crawled into bed with her. She kept the damn baby on her chest while she caught a few moments of fraught, restless sleep, jolted awake by every little sound outside the RV.

      Her thoughts drifted while her hand rested on Victoria’s back, rising and falling steadily as she snored.

      It wasn’t the first time that Elise had slept with a baby on her chest.

      She had frequently visited her mother, Ariane Garin, in the years after Marion’s birth. The baby had been Elise’s half-sister: the product of Ariane’s infidelity with the angel Metaraon. Elise had no responsibility for Marion. Yet she had cared for Marion when she had been as useless as Victoria was now, rocked her when she squalled, and even watched her sleep once or twice.

      Ariane’s mothering experience had been vastly different from Elise’s, though. She had bottle fed Marion, for one. Breastfeeding was simply not something Ariane was interested in doing. “It makes your breasts sag,” Ariane had announced while mixing baby formula out of goat’s milk and witch’s brew.

      Bottle feeding meant that it had been easy to prop breakfast in Marion’s hungry little mouth and walk away to do other things. Elise had no such luxury.

      Furthermore, Victoria was a much whinier baby than Marion. She wriggled and grunted loudly even when she was asleep. The amount of feces she could blast out of her wrinkled ass was enough to disgust even Elise. That was how Elise was finally roused from the RV’s uncomfortable bed before dawn: by a very noisy, very wet bomb dropped in Victoria’s diaper. Elise changed her, nose wrinkled at the mustardy slime coating Victoria’s vulva and butt.

      James had not mentioned that this would be a necessary part of parenthood.

      Elise wouldn’t have taken it as a deterrent if he had, though. She just would have assumed that he’d change the diapers.

      Dammit, he should have been changing the diapers.

      Once Victoria was clean, Elise ate what little food remained, abandoned the RV, and started walking to Seattle.

      She didn’t walk the entire way. Only the first twenty miles or so. There had been a time that Elise would have been able to jog twenty miles without difficulty, but it was so much harder with blood sluicing from between her legs, and it only flowed harder the faster she walked.

      The seven-pound weight strapped to her chest didn’t help either, especially when that weight screamed to be fed every hour.

      Once she found a bus stop, it wasn’t difficult to convince a driver to give her a lift for free. Not once he saw how stained she was, the misery on her squalling baby’s face, the exhaustion creating bags under Elise’s eyes. “What do you need, OPA shelter or just a general woman’s type shelter?” the driver asked.

      Elise clung to the yellow pole set into the floor behind him, swaying with the motion of the bus. She’d have passed out if she sat down, even while Victoria was squirming and fussing. She couldn’t risk sleeping, especially on a populated bus. “What’s an OPA shelter?” Elise asked.

      The driver exchanged looks with another passenger.

      “OPA shelter,” the passenger said.

      Elise couldn’t argue. She could barely focus her eyes.
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      The shelter was in a remodeled hotel. Elise realized that “OPA” must have meant “Office of Preternatural Affairs” once she saw that the sign was white letters on a black background, but by then it was too late; the bus was pulling away, and rain was dumping on Victoria’s ruddy-cheeked face.

      Elise had encountered the Office of Preternatural Affairs in her first life, and it had never gone well. They were a governmental institution meant to control the preternatural. They hadn’t liked roaming demon hunters, like Elise, and gone out of their way to make her life miserable. In the process, they’d also shattered lives of shifters, torn apart families, and killed thousands. All to further the agenda of the United States government.

      Elise trudged inside the lobby.

      “Scan your thumbprint, please,” said the desk clerk without looking up.

      Elise’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “So that we can check your benefits.”

      She swiped her thumbprint. The system gave a sharp blat.

      “Doesn’t look like you’re registered,” said the clerk, pushing her glasses up her nose as she squinted at the screen.

      “Registered with what?”

      “Are you even preternatural?”

      Elise hated it when people answered questions with questions. “If I tell you no, are you going to make me leave?”

      The clerk finally looked at Elise. She noted Victoria and the blood stains on Elise’s legs. She saw the heavy bag slung over Elise’s shoulder with a busted zipper that revealed rain-sodden diapers.

      And she said, “Goodness, no. You’re not going anywhere. Come with me.” The desk clerk leaped to her feet and hustled Elise down a hallway.

      Elise was not so exhausted that she didn’t notice the cameras. The OPA was still irritatingly fond of surveillance. Black electronic eyes tracked Elise to a back room, where the clerk filled out paperwork and procured a room key, and then tracked them up to a higher floor. If Elise was going to be found, it would be there, at that shelter, where her every move was being recorded.

      That was good. The thing was, Elise did want to be found.

      But she wanted to be found by the right person.

      Right now, she didn’t know where James was. She trusted that he had good reason for missing the birth of his daughter. Good reason for leaving her to fend for herself when she felt weaker than she ever had before, even when she’d been gutted by the claws of her enemies.

      She knew he’d been abducted, but she assumed he would have escaped by now. In that case, he would be looking for her.

      Elise only needed to wait until James arrived.

      Unfortunately, making herself available to James meant that she was making herself available to the ones who wanted to kill her as well. More fights were coming. It likely wouldn’t take long. She needed to rest before they descended.

      The clerk, who identified herself as Ruby, led Elise to room number thirty-nine, down at the end of the hall on the third floor. She knocked. A woman answered it. “Yes?” asked the woman, a young but haggard Latina with thin lips and narrow shoulders.

      “You have a new roommate,” Ruby said. “Danaë, meet Crissy.”

      A roommate. No. This would not work. “I need my own room,” Elise said. “And a locked door.”

      “We don’t have space for everyone to get their own rooms. You can have a locked door. You just won’t be the only one behind it.” Ruby’s voice and eyes had become gentler. “Crissy can help you.”

      Elise studied Crissy with fresh eyes. She had disproportionately wide hips and a belly as loose as Elise’s. The shape of her abdomen underneath her rucked-up tank top indicated diastasis recti, a condition where the muscles separated during pregnancy. It was very likely that Crissy had an infant close in age to Victoria.

      Elise relented, stepping into the room. Victoria was beginning to thrash again, indicating a need to eat.

      “You know how to reach me if you need help,” Ruby said. That was mostly directed toward Crissy. She shut the door, leaving Elise with her new roommate.

      Crissy did have a baby Victoria’s age—a week older, Crissy explained with delight. She also had a three-year-old son and a five-year-old daughter. There was no father in sight. “We have so much in common,” Crissy said.

      Elise strongly doubted that.

      Crissy pushed the three-year-old’s toys off of one bed, leaving Elise to collapse on the twin mattress with Victoria. There were child-sized fingerprints on the fitted sheet which were the exact color of strawberry jelly. Crissy must have allowed her children to eat in that bed. Disgusting. But no more disgusting than Victoria.

      She slept while the rain poured.

      Children played in the next room.

      James didn’t appear that day, or the next.
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      Parenthood was something Elise had never desired, or thought she would obtain. She’d tended to others’ children and that was enough. Biological children had never been in her future anyway. In her first life, she had been born without a uterus. And that was fine with her.

      If she’d been designing a new body for reasons other than to procreate with James, she wouldn’t have given herself a uterus. Elise had hated a lot of things about her last life. Having an intersex condition wasn’t one of them. The lack of menstruation had been incredibly convenient, in retrospect.

      Now she had the reproductive organs most women had. Still, the urge to procreate was limited to humoring James, and her understanding of parenthood was limited to what she’d learned from her own parents. Her father had trained her from toddlerhood to kill. He’d only ever given her attention to punish or beat her into shape. And even though Ariane’s relationship with Elise had improved in their latter years, Ariane remained an idiot who opened her legs for every abusive jackass in the universe, with no regard for the needs of her eldest daughter.

      Falling pregnant had exposed her to others’ understanding of parenthood. It had been impossible to escape opinions once her belly grew visible. Random strangers had told Elise that she would instantly fall in love with her baby. That it would be exhausting, but worth it—whatever that meant. They’d said that she didn’t truly know love, and wouldn’t know it until she held her baby in her arms.

      Clearly, these random assholes didn’t know what Elise had gone through in order to be with James. And they had been wrong about everything else, too.

      She didn’t love Victoria.

      It would have been wrong to say she hated the infant. Elise resented having to shove her nipple into the baby’s mouth every time Victoria freaked out. She resented having to carry her, lest Victoria spend hours shrieking—a noise that Elise did hate. She resented being forced to eat enough food for her body to produce milk while healing from the violence of a draining labor.

      But how was Elise to love this thing? This burden, this chore?

      Parenthood was not what Elise had expected, and she had expected very little out of the experience.
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      This is how Elise’s week in the shelter unfolded:

      On Monday, Crissy showed Elise “the ropes.” Crissy was a tiger shifter, which meant that her understanding of such ropes largely involved wringing adequate protein out of the dining room. She showed Elise which parts of the OPA shelter to avoid because they were filled with vampires. And she showed Elise where to find the free diapers.

      On Tuesday, Victoria screamed every moment she was awake.

      On Wednesday, she slept so much that Elise thought she might have died, and she stared at the baby’s chest for six hours to make sure it continued to move. Elise was foolish enough to think she missed the screaming.

      The screaming came back on Thursday, and Elise wished Victoria’s corpselike state of the previous day would return.

      Friday was rent day.

      “Rent day?” Elise asked, frowning as she bounced Victoria vigorously in the crook of her arm. “This is a government funded shelter.”

      “Get down from the gods-damned counter, Gregorio!” Crissy snapped at her three-year-old. Gregorio ignored her, stretching onto his toes to reach for the box of teething crackers on top of the refrigerator. She hooked an arm around his waist and dropped him on the floor. “We don’t pay rent to the shelter itself. We pay rent to the Alpha.”

      Elise dredged a name out of the cobwebby depths of memory. “Rylie Gresham?” When she said the name, she recalled a cute blond girl with a big smile who turned into a man-eating werewolf.

      Crissy gave Elise a funny look. “Uh, no. Corina.”

      Corina, it turned out, was a panther shifter who claimed to own Yesler Terrace, the neighborhood that the shelter was located in. She sent thugs around to collect rent from other shifters who dared to live within those boundaries.

      This was what Elise learned when someone pounded on the door moments later.

      Crissy shoved her kids into the bedroom, handed the infant to the five-year-old, and then shut the door before answering it. Corina’s thug was a glowering man with no neck. “Take it, Floyd,” Crissy said, shoving an envelope at him. “It’s all there. Now get out of here.” Floyd hung out, opening the envelope and counting the money slowly. “You don’t trust me?”

      He stuffed the money back into the envelope. His eyes flicked to Elise, scanning her slowly, up and down, baby included. “You’re new.”

      Elise studied him as he had studied her. He easily weighed three hundred pounds, most of it muscle. He wasn’t quite six feet tall, but still taller than her. His lips were purple sausages. The scarring on his forehead suggested abuse from a silver weapon, though he’d clearly survived.

      She could take him.

      “What about it?” Elise asked.

      Floyd sauntered into the apartment. Crissy’s baby started whining on the other side of the wall. He smelled Elise with the same languor he’d counted the money, nose skimming inches from her shoulder. “What are you?”

      She just looked at him.

      “You better register with Corina,” he said.

      Elise continued to look at him. She wasn’t going to talk. Victoria had finally fallen asleep.

      “Are you stupid?” he asked.

      “Come on, Floyd,” Crissy said. “She’s new. And I don’t think she’s all there, if you know what I mean. Not a shifter, though.”

      “But preternatural,” Floyd said. “All preternaturals in Yesler Terrace gotta register with Corina. You learned that the hard way.”

      Crissy’s hand jerked to her brow. There was no visible scar, but the fear in her eyes showed a deeper wound.

      Floyd reached down to jab Victoria in the back with a knuckle. “What the fuck is this?”

      At least, that was what Elise assumed he’d planned on saying. She didn’t let him get the last word out.

      She pushed forward. Snapped her head toward his. Drove the bony ridge of her forehead into the bridge of his nose, which broke with the sound of celery cut by a butcher knife.

      Elise pivoted, keeping the baby behind her as she slammed her hand into Floyd’s mouth. She wrapped her fingers around his tongue and dug them in.

      With her fist blocking his throat, he couldn’t breathe. He gagged. His eyes watered as he sank to his knees. He tried to bite down on her forearm, but she pulled hard enough that the frenulum began to tear, and he reconsidered. Floyd wasn’t a very intimidating thug.

      “Crissy doesn’t pay rent anymore,” Elise said. “Take your money back, Crissy.”

      The other woman was shaking, panicking, immobile.

      “Give Crissy’s money back,” Elise said.

      Floyd tossed the envelope aside.

      Elise contemplated taking his tongue. She surveyed his teary eyes and considered the choking sounds in his chest. He was going red very quickly. Would a shifter recover from suffocation? “Go away,” Elise said.

      She released Floyd. He scrambled to the door, gagging for air. “You’re going to regret this,” he said, which was one of the least creative threats Elise had heard in a long time. He bolted, leaving the door open to the hallway.

      “Why?” Crissy asked tearfully. “Why did you do that?”

      “He’s nothing,” Elise said.

      “Floyd isn’t, but Corina is! You don’t defy her. She’ll make an example of you. She’ll come after my children!” The children who were now all crying in the bedroom because they wanted to come out. “We’ll have to run, and gods dammit, where will we go? How will we get there? Why, Danaë?”

      Victoria screeched. She’d woken up. Elise didn’t have to look down this time. She lifted the hem of her shirt and attached the baby to the breast, which silenced her instantly.

      A week in the shelter, stuck with Crissy and her litter of kittens. James still hadn’t made an appearance to change his baby’s diapers and let Elise get a few solid hours of sleep. Her patience had gone the way of Adam. Elise was ready to get attention. If she happened to fix a few minor problems while she got that attention—well, there were worse things.

      “I’ll take care of Corina,” Elise said. “Where in Yesler Terrace can I get silver knives?”

      And that was how Elise’s first and last week at the shelter ended.
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      It turned out that Elise couldn’t get silver knives in Yesler Terrace. She couldn’t get silver anything in Yesler Terrace. “Illegal?” Elise echoed dully. “Since when?”

      “Since Genesis,” said Crissy. She was obviously struggling to be patient with Elise, as though it could possibly be more difficult to put up with her roommate than with her hideous litter of children.

      “Genesis.”

      “Are you just repeating everything I say now?” asked Crissy.

      “Tell me what Genesis is,” Elise said.

      Crissy stared. “You know,” she said slowly, “when everyone in the entire world died? Because of the gods?”

      Elise stared back. I killed everyone?

      She must have had good reason for it.

      “Genesis got rid of silver?” Elise said.

      “The laws after Genesis did,” Crissy said.

      That was inconvenient. If silver was unavailable, Elise would have to inflict a wound that a shifter simply could not heal. She wished she hadn’t abandoned the assassin’s knife at the cabin.

      Elise jerked a knife from the block on the counter. It was cheap but sturdy, with a full tang; it would require only a little sharpening and a smidge of patience to become deadly. “Shifters can’t regrow heads, can they?”

      “Oh my gods,” Crissy said. “I’m going to call the cops.”

      “Yeah, do that,” Elise said, swiping the knife over a sharpening stone from the drawer. “Give me an hour and then call. Tell them I’ve murdered a thug screwing with one of Seattle’s neighborhoods, along with many of her friends.”

      “An hour? Why should I give you an hour?”

      “Because if I get arrested before Corina dies, she will come for your children.”

      Crissy hesitated. Two of her wild little kittens were growling from the next room while decapitating Barbies. “I’ll watch Victoria for you,” she said softly.

      That wouldn’t be necessary. It would be easier, of course, to murder without a baby attached to her body, but that would require trusting someone—anyone—to watch her daughter. And Elise felt strangely panicky about the idea. Much more panicky than she felt about the idea of slaughtering shifters.

      Victoria was presently lying on a blanket on the floor and staring at nothing in particular.

      Crissy gasped when Elise used the knife to cut a cotton bed sheet into a long strip, but she did help Elise situate the baby on her back. Instructions on the internet were helpful to get Victoria tied securely.

      Once Victoria was strapped down, resting high enough on Elise’s back that the baby’s ruddy cheek was pressed on mom’s shoulder blade, Elise jammed the knife into her belt.

      “So you’re going to kill Corina?” Crissy asked.

      “One hour,” Elise said. “Then call the cops. Tell them Elise Kavanagh is going to kill a lot of people.”

      She was halfway to the door before Crissy remembered how to speak.

      “But the baby!”

      Elise slammed out of the apartment.

      Victoria slept.
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      The last night that Elise and James had spent together had been north of Reno, Nevada.

      They’d bought a house there after concluding their archaeological dig. Danäe McCollum and Daniel Hawker (an uninspired choice of surname on his part) had purchased a tract of land in Palomino Valley containing a well with water rights, stables, and a house from the 1960’s stranded among the endless planes of sagebrush. They had gotten a mortgage and planned to spend the next thirty mortal years paying it off, allowing cash to trickle into their accounts in order to cover it. The money came from nowhere. It wasn’t like they’d planned to waste their new lives working jobs.

      The amounts of money concerned were so small that they’d hoped they would go unnoticed. Perhaps they hadn’t been subtle enough—after all, they’d navigated Marut University and the early years of their careers without being caught. At that point, it felt like nobody was looking for them.

      Elise had been sitting on the porch on that hot summer night hating her life. Her belly had been large. The breeze didn’t cool her, and James had been trying to fix the air conditioning unit, and the fact that he hadn’t done that yet had definitely been his fault. “Where the fuck is my cold air?” she’d shouted.

      He’d called back cheerfully from the other side of the house, “Think I might have figured it out this time!” His response had been punctuated by something heavy falling. Judging by the sound, it had broken.

      James was very bad at using his hands to accomplish things. The witch once known as a master of magic had avoided his powers once returned to Earth. Manually fixing the air conditioning was a challenge that James had risen to meet with enthusiasm. Elise’s enthusiasm had vanished around the same time as her ability to shave her vulva around the giant-ass basketball of her stomach.

      She’d pushed herself off of the bench on their stoop, waddled down the stairs, and glared at James.

      The fact that he’d been pleasingly sweaty while working shirtless hadn’t done a thing for Elise’s mood. The last trimester of pregnancy had sucked away her sex drive along with her sense of humor—or so Elise had been convinced at that particular instant. When she didn’t want sex, she was convinced she had never wanted it before, never in her life, and especially not with the man who had inseminated her.

      “Fix the fucking air conditioner,” Elise had ordered, biting out each word. “Fix it right this fucking second or I will fucking murder you.”

      “You look radiant,” he’d said.

      She loathed James. “Fix it. Whatever it takes, fix it.” She glowered at him with the impassioned might of a woman wronged. “I mean it. Whatever it takes.”

      And Elise had waddled back inside to abuse the punching bag.

      She’d maintained her workout routine throughout pregnancy. That had included jogging up until that week, when jogging had begun to make her ankles balloon to elephant-like proportions, and lifting heavy weights until the horrified obstetrician at St. Mary’s Hospital had begged her to stop.

      Nobody could take punching from her, though.

      Elise had been obsessed with knocking the stuffing out of the punching bag on that particular night, heat or not. It left her drenched in sweat, heart pounding, and fists aching.

      Why did her fists ache? In an earlier life, she’d punched thousands of demons hard enough to break their stupid ugly faces, resulting in fists tough as steel. But now she was pregnant, and everything hurt, all of the goddamn time.

      Eight months down. One more to go.

      “James!” she’d shouted through the cracked window. “I need cold air!”

      At that point, the air conditioning unit had finally clicked on. He came inside to stand below the vent. Or at least, he’d tried to stand below the vent, but Elise had elbowed him away because she wasn’t sharing.

      “Took you long enough,” she’d muttered. Belatedly, she added, “Thanks.”

      “I resorted to magic,” James had said.

      Elise should have taken that as a bad sign. It was probably the magic that had led their enemies to them.

      Later, she preferred to think that it had been the mortgage. The weird cashflow out of nowhere. Not the holy, blessed magic that had given an eight months pregnant demon hunter air conditioning on a ninety-degree desert evening.

      Elise had tipped her face back, eyes closed, to bask in the coolness. She fanned the neck of her shirt and sighed.

      A hand had rubbed the small of her back. “I meant it when I said you look radiant,” James had murmured into her ear. He’d swept her hair over her right shoulder to expose her sweaty neck to the air conditioning.

      “I meant it when I said I’d murder you,” Elise had replied.

      He’d kissed her shoulder. “I love you.”

      “Whatever.” But she’d tilted her face toward his and kissed him back. “I love you, too.” Those were words that neither of them had quite grown tired of saying or hearing. After all they’d suffered to reach that point, it had become holy ritual to verbalize that which shouldn’t have needed to be spoken—a reminder that it was all worth it.

      Once his hands had rested on her hips, Elise had suddenly remembered that she did, in fact, still have a sex drive. And she’d been able to think of nothing except yanking James’s belt off and shoving him to the floor next to the stuffing that she had knocked out of the punching bag.

      “Gentle,” he’d admonished, catching her on the way down.

      “I’m not glass.” She’d ripped his jeans open.

      “But this…” James had curved his hands over her belly. The fetus within had kicked his palms. Delight had spread over his face. “Sweet little love. Darling Mercutio.”

      She’d reared back, resting her full weight on his hips. “Mercutio? No. No fucking way.”

      “Rosalind if it’s a girl,” he’d said, like that was supposed to make her feel better.

      “Cut the Shakespeare bullshit. You’re not calling our baby anything that stupid.”

      James pulled her down to kiss her. “I like it when you call this thing ‘our’ baby.”

      The baby kicked again, even harder. It seemed to approve of the conversation. “Quiet, you,” Elise had ordered the baby. “You’re a mood killer.” Her tone was fractionally softer than it had been when addressing James. Only fractionally.

      It had turned out the baby wasn’t really a mood killer. Nothing was a mood killer once Elise had made up her mind.

      They’d made love that night under the blissful chill of the vent. She had slid herself onto him the way they had a thousand times. She had rolled her hips, stiff with pregnancy, and James had nuzzled her breasts with affection more than arousal. The curtains had been open to let them see the glassy evening sky, the wild horses roaming the hillside, the streaks of falling stars vanishing on the horizon.

      James hadn’t held Elise like she was glass. He knew her better than that.

      That had been the last of the idyllic moments.

      Elise wasn’t sure if she’d forgotten the moment James was abducted or if she’d deliberately purged it from memory. She wished that she could remember who had come into their house—their home, goddammit—so that she could more easily find her enemy and kill the shit out of them, but Elise didn’t need those particular details.

      She was going to find James. He was going to have that baby he’d so desperately wanted.

      They would have vengeance.
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      Elise had little trouble finding Corina. That mindless minion, Floyd, hadn’t gotten far; he’d joined with another minion to on the street outside the shelter whine about how much he hurt. Elise tracked their rust-pocked van through the streets of Seattle.

      Corina worked out of a print shop four blocks away. It was on the street level underneath ten floors of condemned condominiums. Floyd circled the building twice before taking the van into a below-ground parking garage, likely thinking that it would somehow prevent him from being tailed.

      Victoria drooled on Elise’s back as she climbed a fire escape to the roof.

      Elise crouched behind a greenhouse, peering around the corner to examine Corina’s guards. The stairs into the condo were protected by a lone, bored-looking shifter who didn’t even have a gun. Corina most likely believed the gold eyes would be deterrent enough. Against average humans, it would have been.

      She eased the knife out of her belt.

      Victoria chose that moment to squirm, produce a very wet fart, and begin to wail.

      The shifter guard was on Elise in moments.

      She had the presence of mind to twist herself so that he struck her left side, most distant from the baby, and allowed the momentum of the impact to carry her several yards. Her secondhand sneakers skidded to a halt on the cement. It put necessary space between herself and her assailant.

      She didn’t plan to let him get that close again.

      “Who are you?” he snarled. He wavered when his only response was Victoria’s screaming. Confusion flashed over his golden eyes.

      Elise hurled the knife at him.

      Even sharpened enough to penetrate bone, it was not silver. He didn’t die on impact. He was properly startled to find a knife jutting from his breastbone, though, and he fell to the rooftop.

      Shock held him still enough for Elise to jump on his stomach. She wrenched the knife free. The blood that gushed forth pulsed in time with his heart.

      Elise tested her theory that a decapitated shifter wouldn’t regenerate.

      She got halfway through his neck, all the way to the bone, on the first blow. It left the skin flapping. His breath bubbled. He veered for the stairs, probably hoping to hide until he healed. That was where Elise caught him again. She clung to his back, jammed the knife through his healing tissue, and carved it open again. She got the point between vertebrae. She severed it.

      A few violent minutes later she stood, panting and blood-soaked, and kicked the shifter’s head across the rooftop to ensure it wouldn’t heal. The eyes blinked at her for another minute. At least he couldn’t keep screaming like that. Victoria took care of the crying on his behalf, though.

      “Fuck me,” Elise muttered.

      She wiped most of the blood off of her hands.

      She carefully removed Victoria from the sling.

      Then she sat against the corner of the roof to nurse that damn baby.

      Again.
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      Sirens began wailing ten minutes later. Crissy hadn’t waited the full hour to call the police. She must have been worried on Victoria’s behalf. “I don’t know why,” Elise said to the pug-like squished face of her offspring, who had fallen asleep after one letdown and seemed happy to suckle for the rest of eternity. “You’re obviously fine.”

      The sirens grew closer.

      Again, Elise said, “Fuck me.”

      Time to kill Corina.

      It was much more difficult to get Victoria on her back a second time. The newborn didn’t appreciate having the nipple removed from her mouth and flung herself into a back-arched, red-faced fit. And Elise didn’t have Crissy’s assistance in mounting her where she belonged at the apex of the spine. The howling sirens motivated Elise to get Victoria secure before the first of the cops rounded the corner.

      Elise kicked open the door to the stairwell and leaped onto the top level of the condominiums.

      The penthouse suite, if it could be called such a thing, was empty of furniture, though the pile of blankets on the floor held enough spoons and empty OJ bottles to indicate a dozen heroin users had lived there for months. The mushroom-edged water stains and shattered drywall suggested nobody reputable had lived there since Genesis. Corina did little to care for her territory.

      She descended the stairs. Elise paused to glance through the window on the sixth floor. Cop cars were forming a crescent near the entrance to the print shop. There was at least one black SUV among them, suggesting that Crissy had tipped off the Office of Preternatural Affairs as well.

      The condominium’s hallways were equally wrecked but unoccupied. Elise found no signs of life until she reached the rooms directly above the print shop. Then she heard voices emanating from beyond the door labeled “2B.”

      “Fuck,” said a woman. “What the fuck are those assholes doing, fucking around in my shit?”

      “Did you pay your tithes?” asked a man, whose voice was muffled even though Elise pressed her ear to 2B’s door.

      “Of course I fucking paid the fucking tithes!” That was shrieked by the same woman who had spoken first. The whole building shook. Someone had busted through the door downstairs. “What the fuck?”

      During the clamor, Elise opened the door and whispered into the room.

      From behind, Corina didn’t look like much. She was short and wiry. Her hair was like yellow grass.

      But she was surrounded by big shifters wearing intake bracelets—the favored way of taking lethe, a powerful drug—and she was clearly the one who’d been administering the product. She had the drugs, the money, the power.

      Victoria had the sense to be silent up until the moment that Elise came up behind one of Corina’s guards and slit his throat.

      He cried, the baby cried, blood splashed on the ground.

      Elise’s muscles flexed as she severed his head. She did it faster the second time. She had a better sense of where to cut and how quickly. “Catch,” she said, kicking him to the ground. She lobbed the guard’s head at Corina when the shifter turned.

      The so-called Alpha stared. Horror rippled over her lips. “Who the fuck are you?” Corina asked.

      “I’m friends with Crissy,” Elise said, which was not strictly true, but it had the desired impact.

      Which was to say, none at all. Corina just looked confused. She was happy to take money from the local preternaturals, but she hadn’t a clue who any of them were.

      Boots pounded through the print shop downstairs.

      Elise swung into motion.

      Four surviving shifters guarded Corina, in addition to Corina herself. By the time she’d plunged the knife into the next man, Elise had already decided how each of them was going to die. It helped that Corina was carrying a silver hammer on her belt. That would make things much easier.

      Elise skewered a third guard, and he fell atop the second. Both of them shook with the healing fever. Shifters should have been able to recover from a non-silver wound near instantaneously, but lethe had weakened them. The seizures would keep them busy for a few minutes.

      Elise was moving toward the fourth when her hip crumpled.

      Corina had swung the hammer. Smashed it into Elise’s thigh. There was enough force that it felt like her pelvis might have broken.

      “You crazy bitch,” Corina spit. She swung again.

      Elise caught the shifter’s wrist, redirecting it so that the hammer smashed a hole into the floor instead of her baby’s head.

      Corina had aimed for the baby.

      The woman had tried to kill Victoria.

      Elise jerked the hammer out of her hand, and she swung it with less force than Corina had. She didn’t have shifter muscles, after all. But she had enough anger to make up for it. She swung and she kept swinging through the warm white buzz of rage. She shattered Corina’s skull. Elise was splattered. Things cracked. Bodies thudded.

      And when the Office of Preternatural Affairs finally kicked down the door of Corina’s condominium, they found Elise standing among a collection of bodies that looked like they’d been through a meat tenderizer, while she herself was drenched in blood. A lot of flashlights shined on her, blinding Elise.

      She dropped the hammer and lifted her hands.

      “Take me to the Alpha,” Elise said. “Tell her that Elise Kavanagh wants to see her.”
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      There were rumblings about taking the baby away from Elise after she was arrested. Nobody seemed serious about the threat because nobody attempted it. However, they did zip tie her hands together. And there were a lot of guns aimed at her as she was escorted onto a helicopter.

      Elise remained standing in the chopper as it cut through the rainy clouds. From above, Yesler Terrace looked as much a shithole as it had on the ground level, but it was a shithole sans one douchebag shifter who had been bullying the likes of Crissy, so it was better than when she’d come in.

      She’d forgotten how good it felt to fix things. To be a hero.

      “What’s that?” Elise asked, jerking her chin toward a bar of light that bisected the sky. It reminded her of the beam from the Luxor in Vegas, but it looked like it was hundred miles away, and bright enough to be seen above the clouds.

      “The Helios Tether,” said an agent. “Out of Phaethon Bay. It goes up to CYCNUS.”

      She would have understood him better if he’d been speaking Greek. There were a lot of things about this new life that made no sense. Battery-powered RVs, beams of light in cities Elise had never heard of, shelters run by the Office of Preternatural Affairs. What had become of the world she’d left behind?

      Victoria seemed to enjoy the sound of the helicopter’s engine and the gentle swaying motion. She only woke up when Elise was transferred to a private jet at an airstrip. A brave female agent removed Victoria from the sling so Elise could breastfeed.

      It was becoming natural to nurse the baby every time she made a noise, even if the act remained unpleasant. Elise did, however, enjoy the way that the agents looked afraid of the blood-drenched monster with a suckling whelp.

      The jet soared higher than she expected. The engines must have been powerful, though she could barely feel the motion. The Earth curved away underneath her. They took a near-vertical trajectory up, then straight back down. They cut across the country within an hour.

      When they landed, it was on a mountain looking down into a forested valley. Even in the night, Elise recognized the location from her last lifetime. Not the giant wolves who encircled the jet—she’d never gotten good at identifying werewolves in their animal forms—but the waterfall, the rocky slopes, the lights of civilization clustered around the lake below.

      Elise had very violent memories of the shapeshifter sanctuary outside of Northgate, and that was as close to fond memories as she could come.

      She was starting to get excited when the agents escorted her off of the plane. The Alpha, Rylie, had at least three children. Elise would be able to ditch the newborn with someone trustworthy—someone who could eat any and all attackers—and go about the business of finding James.

      But when she set foot on the airstrip, it was not Rylie Gresham who emerged from the mass of furred wolf bodies. Rylie was a petite blond woman with knobby knees. This was a black girl with curly hair and well-fitted leather trousers. She must have been about twelve years old. She wore spiked boots with silver buckles and so much attitude that the air shivered around her.

      “Where is the Alpha?” Elise asked. “I’m supposed to see the Alpha.”

      The black girl said, “My name is Deirdre Tombs. I am the Alpha. The question is, who are you, and why are you claiming to be God?”
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      Once the adrenaline of her battle and arrest wore off, it came to Elise’s attention that Carina had fractured her femur. The pain made her collapse after meeting Deirdre Tombs. She was informed of the pain’s origin by a healer in a cottage at the bottom of the hill, who made aghast noises as he looked over Elise’s body. “No postpartum care? And what about seeing a pediatrician?”

      “The newborn didn’t get hit with a shifter’s hammer,” Elise said.

      The healer set spells to work on Elise before looking over Victoria. He said that the baby’s hip joints were good. He felt no issues when palpating Victoria’s abdomen, though Victoria didn’t appreciate the cold fingers on her naked belly and yelled about it. He traced his fingers over the soft spots on her skull and announced those were fine, too.

      “Does the baby seem to be reacting to sight and sound normally, as far as you can tell?” he asked.

      “As normal as a potato that feeds on bodily fluids,” Elise muttered.

      “She’ll need to be scanned,” he said, shining a light into Victoria’s eyes.

      Elise had been instructed not to get off the table while the spell was repairing her thigh. It had more work to do than gluing a bone back together. She also had a wound where the placenta used to be attached to her uterus, which was, the healer scornfully informed her, the reason she was gushing blood every time she moved too much.

      Having a healer poking her crying baby and announce something was wrong made Elise want to stand very badly. “Give her to me,” Elise said.

      Victoria stopped crying once held by her mother.

      “Her eyes look a little strange,” he said. “They’re not reacting to stimulus. We’ll need to run tests.”

      “Is she human?” Elise asked.

      The healer looked startled. “Are you?”

      The door opened, preventing her from having to come up with a satisfactory answer. Deirdre Tombs reentered, flanked by more armed guards than were meant to fit into the little medical cottage.

      “Out,” she snapped.

      The healer scurried for the door. “Your femur needs five more minutes before it can handle weight!” he called before leaving.

      Deirdre glared at Elise.

      Elise glared back.

      “You do look kinda like the Godslayer,” Deirdre said grudgingly.

      “I don’t know you,” Elise said.

      “Looks don’t mean a lot.” Deirdre shrugged it off, as if deciding it didn’t matter who Elise was. “You killed a lot of people. Bad people, though. So I’ll let that slide. I’ve been working my way through ‘Alphas’ like Corina for months, and you knocked one off of my list.”

      “Where’s Rylie Gresham?”

      “Get in the wheelchair and I’ll show you,” Deirdre said. One of her guards brought it to the side of the table.

      Elise stood and limped for the door.

      Deirdre didn’t bother arguing. Rock and hard place had met and decided they didn’t give any fucks about one another’s attitudes. Elise was shamefully slow following Deirdre down the road, though.

      They didn’t have far to go.

      “Rylie Gresham,” Deirdre said, jerking her thumb.

      There was a statue at the crossroads. It depicted a woman in her fifties, perhaps her sixties, with long straight hair and a serene expression. There was a massive stone wolf coiled around her body. Elise remembered the sleek, almost feline wolf that Rylie had been capable of shapeshifting into. The statue was meant to represent Rylie in both of her forms.

      “She’s been dead for decades,” Deirdre said. “So we’ve got three options as I see it: you’re delirious, you’re telling the truth about who you are, or you’re lying. Which one of those sounds right to you?”

      Rylie Gresham was dead.

      The woman that Elise had been hoping to pass Victoria off to…gone.

      The years stamped on the placard at Rylie’s stone feet were significantly higher than Elise expected, too.

      When Elise shut her eyes and focused hard, she remembered a few dates from her previous life. She knew that she’d settled in Reno, Nevada with James the first time in…what had that been, 2005? And the world had undergone the Breaking—a terrible time when Hell had leaked onto Earth—in something like 2014.

      “What year is it now?” Elise asked.

      Deirdre gave her a strange look and said, “It’s 2125.”
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      Time was such a strange thing as a god.

      Elise could have sworn that she and James had returned to Earth, substantiating into avatar forms, at a time shortly following their previous lives. She’d intended to see what had become of the world they had made. They should have appeared no later than 2016, maybe 2017.

      Instead, they were seeing a world that had lived a century with minimal interference from them. How was it that she’d lived something like twenty-five years in this body without realizing she’d lost a century?

      Everything felt so foggy.

      Time marched on for the pack, though.

      “The Elder Wolf will see you now,” Deirdre said, stopping in front of a pile of dirt at the top of the waterfall. They’d gotten back to walking once Elise’s femur finished healing.

      “Elder Wolf?” Elise asked. “The hell is an Elder Wolf?” There had been no such thing in her day and age, and the thought merely crossing her mind made her feel ancient.

      “Just get in there. He’s expecting you.” Deirdre folded her arms, stood aside, and waited.

      Elise shifted her grip on Victoria and ducked into the dirt mound.

      She’d expected to find something magical inside. Witches could cast glamours that cloaked the most extraordinary things in ordinary exteriors, and anywhere a supposed Elder Wolf lived must have been pretty extraordinary.

      Nope. Pile of dirt on the outside, pile of dirt on the inside.

      There were two mattresses piled with comfortable pillows against opposite walls. There was a stone slab in the middle. And a fire pit in front of that. The Elder Wolf was sitting by the fire pit.

      Elise laughed when she recognized him.  “You’re old.”

      “You’re not,” said Abel Wilder. This was Rylie’s mate. He was a grumpy man who liked killing demons as much as Elise did. They’d had some good battles together. He’d even fought in Hell with her, back when she’d been ruling from the Palace of Dis.

      The man was truly ancient, and he was sitting on a tree stump turned stool more like a frog than a wolf. There was strength in his muscles and smoothness in the way he stood, but he was diminished with age, at least an inch shorter from spine compression. He was dark-skinned and heavily scarred on one side of his body. What hair remained was white.

      “Shit,” he grunted. “They told me they found you, and I didn’t believe them. But there you are. I shouldn’t be surprised. Guess I’m getting older and stupider every day.”

      Elise was feeling uncommonly generous. “It’s not as though you could have known I’m a god now.”

      “Oh, I know,” Abel said. “Anyone who matters knows. You’re legendary. You’ve got a whole damn religion. Plus Marion, back when she was the Voice of God…” He trailed off. “She talked about you all the time. Guess you don’t remember it.”

      “There’s a lot I don’t remember.” If Elise had been interacting with this strange world as a deity, she’d left those memories behind. “Is Marion dead?”

      “She’s not the Voice of God anymore,” Abel said.

      Elise took that to mean yes. Rylie’s mate hadn’t been a tactful man in the past, but he also hadn’t been this aged. She felt a sad pang at the idea of her half-sister’s death. It would do no good to ask how it happened. If she’d returned to the Earth this long after she intended, then everyone she once loved was gone.

      Abel’s gaze dropped to the squirming bundle in Elise’s arms, and he laughed. “Ha! You made a baby.”

      “You made eight, apparently,” Elise said.

      “And twenty-four grandbabies, and forty great-grandbabies, and a few great-greats that I’ve lost count of. Whole baseball teams worth of them. Babies are great. Love the little shitheads. Rylie would have been thrilled to see how our family tree has turned into a forest.”

      Elise’s jaw clenched. “What happened?”

      “A fight,” Abel said. “She sacrificed herself to stop enemies who would have killed the whole pack, grandbabies included. What else would you expect from her? She was too young.”

      Dying in one’s sixties didn’t seem “too young” to Elise, but then, she wasn’t a werewolf man in his hundred thirties or forties. He’d lived a long time without his mate.

      “Is Deirdre one of those offspring of yours?” Elise asked. “She doesn’t look like either of you.”

      “She’s not ours. She’s a phoenix. Keeps on coming back at random ages whenever she dies—little bit like you, I guess, without the god parts. She’ll get to be Alpha a long time. As far as I know, she’ll get to be Alpha forever unless someone figures out how to scrub her off the planet. She’s welcome to do it. I’m too old to worry about this crap.”

      “I didn’t know werewolves could live this long,” Elise admitted.

      “Neither did we. Surprise, surprise. Did you do it to us?”

      That was another painful confession she had to make. “I don’t know.”

      “Fucking avatars,” Abel muttered.

      “You have experience with us?”

      He eyed her suspiciously. “I’m surprised you don’t already know how I’ve run across avatars before. But, I mean, you always come back all scrambled up in the brains like this. Gods aren’t supposed to go mortal.” He added that part very pointedly, with no attempt to hide his judgment.

      “I had plans,” Elise said. “James and I had plans, together.” Their main plan was starting to whine in the exact shrill pitch that made Elise want to drop the baby on the floor. “Someone’s taken James. I have to find him. If you’ve seen him, now’s the time to mention it.”

      “Naw, I haven’t,” Abel said. “I wouldn’t hide that from you. Got no interest in keeping people from their mates.” Standing seemed to be too exhausting for him suddenly. He sank onto the tree stump again, back leaning against the stone slab.

      It was a sarcophagus, Elise realized. The statue was the public memorial for Rylie Gresham, but Abel was living in a dirt mound with her body.

      “I’d hoped to die of a broken hip or some shit right after Rylie, but instead I’ve had to watch generations carry on without her. Lots of mornings without her. Lots of nights without too. Lots of years,” Abel said. “Fucked up stuff. That’s life, though. Mortal life.”

      Motion from one of the beds against the wall startled Elise. She hadn’t realized there was a body among all those pillows. Her senses truly were dulled. It was hard to hear, see, and feel anything except Victoria as she worked up a fuss. Elise swung the baby in her arms as she walked over to the mattress.

      The woman in bed had hair and skin similar to Abel’s. Elise hadn’t spent enough time with the pack to recognize who it was, especially with so many years etching canyons into features that surely had been beautiful in youth. She was asleep, curled into the fetal position. Probably older than Abel. Probably weaker. The woman practically reeked of death.

      “Who’s this?” Elise asked.

      “Like you care,” Abel said.

      An angel glided into the room. All the age that had twisted Abel’s once-strong body didn’t touch Nashriel Adamson. He was as strong as he had always been, with the lofty height, the effortless grace, and the flawless skin of the entire ethereal breed. Eternally ageless. Perhaps forty-five at the oldest, twenty-five at the youngest. Impossible to tell.

      In reality, Nash was thousands of years old. Millions by some calculations.

      He looked unsurprised to see Elise—unsurprised and unhappy. “Elise,” he said, drawing his voluminous black cloak around himself. He shimmered with magic. He was wearing a glamour.

      “Nash,” she replied.

      “I think we need to talk.”

      “Be my guest,” Abel said. “I’ve said all I’ve got.” He shuffled over to the mattress with the woman and sat beside her. There was something possessive about his hand on her shoulder. That possessiveness reminded Elise of the way she squeezed Victoria to her chest, even when she wanted the baby to go away.

      Elise followed Nash to the door, but didn’t go outside. She caught herself staring at the stone sarcophagus.

      Now that she was in the presence of Rylie’s remains, memory flickered. She remembered sitting beside Rylie in a shower as the girl tried to wash blood off of her body. She remembered exchanging kind words in Rylie’s home. She remembered riding a motorcycle through the forest while Rylie raced alongside her in the form of a wolf, free and wind-whipped and graceful.

      They had been friends once.

      She needed to say something, but she didn’t know what.

      “Rylie was good,” Elise said. It wasn’t enough, but it was the most genuine thing she could pull out of those memories.

      Abel looked a thousand years old all of a sudden. “I know,” he said. “I know.”
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      Memories cascaded within Elise as she followed Nash Adamson down the path.

      Rylie was good.

      That statement hadn’t been enough.

      As Alpha, Rylie Gresham had been a mess of contrasts: a girl with a shy smile who bit her bottom lip and stared at her feet a lot; a sleek golden werewolf who had attacked Aquiel, a demon the size of a mountain, without a moment’s hesitation.

      She had been at Elise’s side when shit hit the fan with James. They had faced the end of the world together.

      Good was far from adequate. Rylie had been fucking great.

      Now Elise stood side-by-side with Nashriel Adamson, waiting to feel the stir of familiarity within her. She’d carried the soul of his mother, Eve, for many years. Their encounters had always been tainted by her presence.

      He was staring at her as though waiting for it to arise again.

      “She’s gone,” Elise said. “There’s nothing here but me.”

      “And barely that,” Nash said, as though it were an insult. She’d have expected that to be a good thing. From what little she remembered of their history, flitting over the surface of her mind, there had been considerable conflict.

      A squeak drew Elise’s gaze to her feet. Something scraggly and skeletal was rubbing between her ankles. A cat? It turned its face up to her, revealing a skull with empty eye sockets and sharp teeth uncovered by lips or whiskers. A zombie cat.

      The feline should have been dead. She could count its ribs and the number of joints in its tail. Yet its spine arched as it stroked along her thighs, and the wisps of dusty fur on its flank were layered over chunks of tough, dry fat.

      “Sir Lumpy.” Nash stooped and picked the cat up. It sank its claws into his sleeve to climb onto his shoulders, coiling around his neck. Sir Lumpy was wearing a collar with a tiny skull dangling from it, like a bell. “He’ll outlive us all.”

      Elise never would have called the hideously flat-faced skeleton alive, even if it did look content nuzzling Nash’s jaw with its exposed cheekbones.

      Hatred flitted through Nash’s eyes as he surveyed Victoria. “You’ve been busy. Let me see it.” He extended his hands toward Elise.

      Elise didn’t want to surrender the baby to him. It seemed that something hormonal was teaming up with her natural hatred of angels, turning the muscles in her arms to iron.

      Nash continued to hold his hands out. He waited.

      Elise shoved aside the instincts that rode her like a parasite and delivered Victoria to him. It was awkward trying to pass an infant between people, even when one of them was a skilled demon hunter and the other was an angel with preternatural grace.

      Nash lifted her with long fingers curved around her soft skull and underneath her padded butt. Sir Lumpy leaned forward to sniff Victoria’s head. The cat didn’t seem to approve. He leaped off of Nash’s shoulders and vanished into the bushes again.

      “Humans and angels can breed,” Nash said.

      Elise folded her arms. She knew that.

      “Theoretically, werewolves and angels would be able to breed as well. Werewolves who had the curse bestowed upon them by a bite are still human—possessed by the spirit of the wolf. The children of werewolves are not possessed. Shapeshifters are a completely different species.”

      She waited for him to arrive at a point.

      “My wife, Summer Gresham, is a shapeshifter,” Nash said. That was the name of Rylie’s eldest daughter. Summer was a shapeshifter born of two Alpha werewolves: a woman as much wolf as she was human, not possessed, but a true preternatural.

      Nashriel was an ancient angel, older than time, once a loyal soldier of Adam.

      They were not close enough genetically to reproduce.

      “We’ve been married for a hundred years,” Nashriel said, “and I have never gotten the opportunity to hold a child who looks as much like myself and Summer as this child looks like you and James Faulkner.” Now his fingers were not so gentle on the back of Victoria’s skull. His knuckles tensed.

      “I’ll skin your wife and crush her beloved pet if you hurt the baby.” Elise was surprised by how strongly she meant that.

      “You are guilty of a thousand-thousand evils, yet you get to experience this bliss,” Nashriel said. “I’ve suffered for eons, and what do I get? I watch my wife die of age, as beautiful as the day we met, yet too frail for her heart to beat of its own volition.” His eyes fell shut as his nose dropped to Victoria’s soft hair. He inhaled. “Your daughter is beautiful, Elise, and one day, you too will watch her die.”

      “I’m mortal,” Elise said.

      “In this form. You’ll live on. She won’t.”

      “Give her back.”

      Nash did, much to Elise’s overwhelming relief. The baby slept through it all. No survival instincts at this age. “I’ve heard rumors of an angel who has seized Reno, Nevada, and is operating a crime ring out of its casinos. If you want to find James Faulkner, you should begin there.”

      Worms writhed unpleasantly within Elise’s gut. “Are you certain of that information?”

      “I’ve heard of no sightings of James there, but angels are few, even in these days, and none are that close to the Badlands. That’s the region of the North American Union that succumbed to the Infernal Secession. The OPA surrendered the land, and we angels have more important things to do than win it back.”

      His history lesson fell on disinterested ears.

      Elise stared at the wrinkled face resting on her chest, which so closely resembled James’s.

      In their new life as Danäe and Daniel, there had been minimal conflict between the two of them—only as much conflict as naturally occurred between, say, an overheated pregnant woman and the husband she considered responsible for fixing their air conditioning. But it hadn’t always been that way.

      This idea that James could be in the world, hiding somewhere, running a crime ring… Not only did it stir disgusting emotions, it sounded revoltingly plausible.

      “Give me details on this crime ring,” Elise said.

      “I haven’t had time to investigate deeply. I’ve been distracted with caretaking duties in years of late.” Nash cast his pale gaze upon the earthen mound. “What I know is this: there is money in pre-Genesis artifacts. The OPA buys as many as they can. Many remain on the black market because of their power.”

      “I don’t understand the implications.”

      “You brought back the possibility of mages and warlocks when you entered the Origin in 2015. You didn’t restore the knowledge. Ethereal mages have made significant progress rediscovering what we can do—infernal warlocks have not. Think of what they can learn from artifacts predating the Treaty.”

      It didn’t make sense. James wouldn’t benefit directly from demon magic. In his avatar form, he was a man; in his god form, he was an angel. Warlock magic was another thing entirely.

      But Elise had changed a lot of rules during Genesis.

      “I’ll need money,” Elise said. “Weapons. Transportation.”

      Nash’s eyes narrowed. “What will you do if you find James up to his old tricks in Reno?”

      Elise wasn’t sure. Kill him, maybe. It would be the fastest way to terminate his avatar and send him back to eternity as a god.

      She’d have to raise Victoria alone.

      “I’ll figure it out,” Elise said.

      Hatred flashed through Nash’s eyes again. “You’ll have all the support you need, Godslayer.”

      Her shoulders tightened at the sound of the old name. She managed to say, “Thank you,” but didn’t manage to make it sound authentic.

      Nash returned to the earthen mound.

      Before the door shut, she saw Nash lowering to his knees beside Abel and the woman in bed. He gazed at her with intensity that Elise recognized, since it was the same way that James looked at Elise, sometimes.

      That was Summer Gresham, the woman that Nash had loved for years, now on the brink of death. He looked at her as though she were still the vibrant young thing that he’d sacrificed everything to be with.

      The door closed, and Elise was alone with Victoria.
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      Elise spent the night in the sanctuary, her wounds knitting. Deirdre had informed Elise that the sanctuary’s private jet would take her to Reno in the morning. Abel demanded that Elise should be supplied with an income and any support she requested. What happened after that was up to Elise.

      For now, she had no job but to rest.

      The guest cottage she was given had changed little since the Breaking. The furniture had been updated but was clearly meant to harken to the styles that the werewolf pack had used in the early twenty-first century. She’d been given a crib for Victoria, and Elise looked forward to sleeping on her own without the baby on her chest. But the baby screeched when set down. Elise wanted rest more than she wanted space.

      Victoria slipped into unconsciousness when Elise curled around her.

      Elise couldn’t sleep.

      Part of the problem was that the zombie cat had followed her into the cottage. For reasons Elise couldn’t understand, Sir Lumpy seemed equally attracted to and repulsed by the presence of a baby. As soon as Elise put Victoria on the twin bed, the cat leaped onto the headboard to affix its eyeless gaze upon the newborn. Elise flicked her fingers at it to encourage it to go away. Her fingernails connected with Sir Lumpy’s breastbone, and he didn’t move.

      So there was a dead cat staring at them.

      That wasn’t restful.

      Even if Sir Lumpy hadn’t been glaring his fury at them, Elise doubted she’d have been able to sleep. The room was chilly. The sounds of life and movement outside of her cottage made her feel paranoid, even though it was still quieter than the OPA shelter where she’d stayed with Crissy. For hours, she remained lying on her side, gazing out the parted curtains through the window at the shape of dark mountains against the sky, and her mind raced.

      She’d been so certain that James would have only missed the birth if he’d been abducted.

      Now she felt certain of nothing.

      What will you do if you find James up to his old tricks in Reno?

      Victoria began whimpering in her sleep, which quickly escalated to whining, and then crying. Sir Lumpy finally jumped down and vanished underneath the bed. The exposed bones of his paws clicked against the floor.

      “Well, that’s one certainty,” Elise muttered. A baby at rest will only stay at rest until her mother tries to get some sleep.
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      Danäe and Daniel, as they were known in this life, had been married in a small courthouse ceremony. He had worn a white button-down over gray slacks and brown shoes. She had worn a black sundress slashed with red and ankle-high Doc Martens. The bored, exhausted judge hadn’t looked twice at the strange couple. She’d barely lifted her eyes from the paperwork.

      “Do you, Danäe McCollum, swear to love, honor, and cherish Daniel Hawker for as long as you both shall live?”

      “Sure,” she’d said. “And then some, even when he’s a jackass.”

      That had gotten a flicker of interest from the judge. Her faint smile spoke of nostalgic appreciation as she scanned Elise’s shoes, her dress, her messy hair. The judge had once been a wild girl who loved wildly too, and she was filled with new energy for the wedding ceremony. “Do you, Daniel Hawker, swear to love, honor, and cherish Danäe McCollum for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I already have,” he said, “and I always will.”

      The judge finished the ceremony by saying that they were bound to each other, but they didn’t need to hear that part.

      The man called Daniel had gripped the woman called Danäe by her narrow waist, clutching her to his chest while she tangled her fingers in his hair, and they’d kissed. Eternities opened between their lips: the swirling of stars and roaring of waterfalls and the beating of two human hearts in synchronicity, making legal the agreement that they’d lived with since their first mortal lives.

      As they kissed, Elise promised herself that they would have more moments like this: two people doing exactly what normal people did, spending forty dollars on the marriage license and twenty on a pair of cheap rubber rings that wouldn’t interfere with manual labor, married in the clothes they’d been wearing the day before.

      The trappings were insignificant. What mattered were the promises.

      Elise Kavanagh had promised to love, honor, and cherish James Faulkner for as long as they both lived…even when James was a jackass.

      Even if James had gotten into trouble again.

      Even if he was trading infernal artifacts in Reno.

      Even if he sought dark powers while Elise was breastfeeding their stupid baby around the clock.

      “You know,” the judge had said afterward, “saying the vows is easy. They’re not just words, though. For better or for worse only sounds nice. It’s hard stretched out across a lifetime of mistakes.”

      “We know,” James had said, taking the wedding license from the judge and kissing his new bride again.

      A lifetime of mistakes.

      It was time for Elise to test the strength of those vows.
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      When Elise stepped out of the sanctuary’s private jet into the blasting heat of Reno-Tahoe International Airport’s tarmac, she was unpleasantly surprised by the changes to Reno’s skyline. The last hundred years had been busy with construction, developing a downtown filled with tired casinos into something more similar to San Francisco, or Portland. Lots of high rise condominium towers, a few quirky tourist towers.

      The view of the Sierra Nevadas, jagged blue shapes tipped with white on the horizon, was the same as it had always been. The air still tasted of blooming sagebrush.

      Elise was home, even though it looked little like home.

      A sanctuary employee waited for her with a sleek luxury sedan. He was a tall, attractive man with black eyes, a pointed chin, and the kind of cheekbones people paid money to attain. It was strange to see someone with leading man good looks standing like a patient chauffeur.

      “How much does she weigh?” he asked Elise.

      It took her a moment to realize he was referring to Victoria. “I don’t know. Eight pounds by now, probably.”

      “Perfect.” He circled the sedan and returned with a car seat, which he installed while Elise watched in confusion. He took great care to ensure it was tight enough that it couldn’t wiggle. “I can buckle her in if you want.”

      “No.” Elise waited for him to step aside and then slid her baby’s jelly body into the car seat.

      Jelly turned into thrashing fury. Victoria didn’t appreciate her first introduction to a car seat. Trying to thread her limbs through the straps was like trying to capture an octopus hopped up on meth. Her face soon grew purple with screaming.

      “I can buckle her in,” said the waiting chauffeur again.

      “Yes.” Elise stepped back.

      It took him barely a moment to get the baby to hold still in her seat. He adjusted the five-point harness and clipped it into place.

      “Does it hurt her?” Elise asked.

      “She’s fine,” he said. “They just don’t like it.” Elise got into the front seat with the driver so that she wouldn’t have to see the baby’s sweaty, wrinkled face. The sounds were distressing enough. Her driver started the car and pulled away from the airport. “I’m Henry Lee.”

      “Elise Kavanagh,” she said.

      “Are you a friend of the Alpha’s?” Henry asked.

      He hadn’t been debriefed on who Elise was. “Not exactly. Who are you?”

      “I’m the sanctuary’s northern Nevada municipal liaison.”

      “A shifter.”

      “Mountain lion,” he said. “You’ll never see me shift. I’m more useful as a human.”

      “It’d be hard to install a car seat with paws.” Speaking of which, Victoria was still shrieking. “Thanks for the help.”

      “It’s my job. I’ve been asked to help you with anything you want while staying in Reno. Anything at all.”

      The city blocks outside the airport had been leveled and rebuilt in the last century. No more was the region populated by scattered, half-empty strip malls; it was now a coordinated neighborhood lined with climate-friendly pine trees and towers with apartments on top and fashionable restaurants on the bottom.

      Henry Lee noticed her staring. “Is this your first visit to Reno?”

      “Sure.” It might as well have been. “Tell me about the area.”

      “We’ve essentially been a suburb of the Bay Area ever since they built the hyperloop. If you know Sacramento and San Francisco, you know Reno.”

      She took it to mean that everything was gentrified and occupied by yuppies who thought that living adjacent to former meth dens was fashionable. “I was to be given an apartment,” Elise said.

      “That’s where we’re heading. Dat So La Lee Condominiums. They renovated it two years ago, so it’s not like it used to be,” Henry added hastily, as if worried she’d have heard its reputation. “You’re on the top floor. Easy zeppelin access.”

      “I have a zeppelin?”

      “The sanctuary has a few. It’ll make it easier if you need to borrow one,” Henry said.

      Good gods, the world had gone steampunk. That was surely James’s fault. He’d always been charmed by needless retrofuturistic flourishes. Elise wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he’d molded the universe to favor ballet as America’s national sport too.

      They passed a new bridge that arched over the Truckee River, which flowed stronger than Elise had ever seen it, to the point where it had no visible banks. The bridge was sleek glass glistening with magic on the edges.

      “Even though we’re surrounded by Badlands, Reno’s become popular among technowitches,” Henry said. “Between the lithium factory and the arsenic mining, it’s a one stop shop for those covens. Whenever a new coven incorporates here, they’re required to commit a project to the community, so we get lots of…that.” He took a hand off the wheel to wave at the magicked bridge.

      Victoria was still shrieking so loudly that Elise could barely hear Henry speak.

      He pulled into an underground parking garage. Elise barely waited for him to stop before getting out to retrieve Victoria.

      The baby showed no signs of stopping—until Elise removed her, at which point the baby collapsed against her chest, making pathetic quavering sounds.

      Henry unhooked the car seat from its base. “Can I carry anything of yours?”

      “No,” Elise said.

      She held Victoria in her arms all the way up the elevator.

      The sanctuary had splurged on renting a condo with windows all the way around the edges, giving her a perfect view of the overflowing Truckee, the snowy mountains, and the sprawling magical urban landscape.

      “It’s a pentagram,” she said, surprised. Everything from West 2nd all the way out to Sparks was laid out in large triangle patterns, which, when put together, formed a five-pointed star. The University of Nevada took up half the northern slope of the star. Dat So La Lee Condominium Tower was on the eastern side. The only roads Elise could see formed the lines between neighborhoods. Everywhere else, asphalt had been torn out and replaced with pine trees.

      “It’s the result of a sustainability cooperative between Bay Area developers and the covens,” Henry said. “All the rooftop parks are licensed spaces for spellwork.”

      “Where’s all the old stuff? The casinos, the pawn shops…?”

      The shifter set Victoria’s car seat by the front door. He pushed a button to open the remaining curtains, allowing daylight to pour over the apartment’s marble features. “Most of them are still around, even if you can’t see them between the trees. Historical preservation. There was this big uproar from local triadists when Reno started getting reshaped—they were upset that the gods’ design wasn’t being respected.”

      Elise gave Henry a blank look. “Triadists?”

      “The only triadist church I know of is up near Incline. Big population here,” Henry said. He’d misunderstood her question.

      “What are triadists?”

      “Oh.” He swept the sides of his jacket aside to plant his hands on his hips. “Well…you know, the triadists. Those people who think that there are three gods—hence ‘triad’—and that the gods are still around, and involved, and canonize every statement the Oracles give. The triadists around here aren’t radicals. We’ve got a close eye on radicalization because of that church, but it’s safe.”

      The corners of Elise’s mouth lifted in what might have been a smile. She didn’t exactly feel amused. “Why would they think the gods care about what’s happening on Earth?”

      “They’ve been like that since the Balefire Wars.” Henry rubbed a hand over his jaw, surveying Elise in confusion. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      “I’ve been busy,” she said, patting Victoria’s back. The infant had fallen asleep before the elevator had hit the top floor. Even though her eyes were closed, she was squirming, lifting her knees to her chest, and grunting.

      “You from LCI?”

      Elise could safely say, “No.”

      Henry looked like he wanted to ask more questions, but didn’t dare. Elise was there by order of the Alpha, this Deirdre Tombs, a girl-child who wielded enough power to get Elise a condo nearest a zeppelin bay. Henry Lee was smart enough to have been given stewardship of a region as important Reno, and he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut when it mattered.

      “I’m at your service for as long as you stay here,” Henry said. “Here’s your phone. My number is first in the contacts list.”

      Elise flipped the phone open with her thumb. Text slid over the glass screen, detailing the weather, the time, the local news. She tapped the map icon.

      “What are you looking for?” Henry asked.

      “Historical buildings. I want to know what’s still downtown that was there in 2005.”

      “I know the area as good as any app. I can help you.”

      She flipped the phone shut again. “Craven’s. Eloquent Blood.”

      He looked puzzled. “The demon club? It’s wreckage. Craven’s is a few crumbling walls with a placard. It couldn’t be torn down because its historical status was established by triadists but there’s nobody there.”

      An unpleasantly sour aroma rose from Victoria. Elise gave her a short sniff.

      Unlike Henry, Victoria did not smell like wolfsbane and manly haircare products, but like runny yellow feces peppered with mustard seed-like clumps of spoiled milk.

      “What interests you about Craven’s?” Henry asked. “Can I help you?”

      “Sure. Where are the weapons?”

      “Second bedroom.” He opened the door for her. Elise stepped inside to find an array of guns, swords, and knives mounted on the wall, lit by floodlights such as those that might be at an art gallery. A yellow sticky note had been affixed below a short sword with a single curved blade.

      “Hope this helps. -AW”

      Those initials meant Abel Wilder, the former Alpha’s mate. He was so thoughtful. He knew just what a woman wanted.

      Elise hefted the sword. It had excellent balance.

      “What are you doing?” Henry asked.

      “Whatever I want, and you’re helping me do it.” She slid Victoria into his arms. “That thing needs a diaper change.”

      His eyes went wide. Elise was assured to see that he cradled the baby as naturally as he’d installed the car seat. “I’m a decorated veteran with highly technical martial skills and you want me to…babysit?”

      Victoria realized she was no longer on her mother’s chest and started crying.

      “I’ll be back in a few hours,” Elise said.
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      There had been a time when Elise and James had been enemies—a time that had lasted years. In their time separated by hatred, Elise’s life had been fulfilling. She’d brought justice to the mortal worlds with her friends from the Hunting Club. She’d entertained boyfriends. Not many, since men were terrified of a demon from Hell who turned into shadow, but a few. She’d also entertained one girlfriend: her best friend and lover, Neuma. Elise had ruled the City of Dis with blood and blade with Neuma by her side, and it had been good.

      She would live if James had gone rogue again. It wasn’t the idea of losing James that nagged her out the lobby doors of Dat So La Lee Condominiums. It was the idea of Victoria’s crying on the top floor, high above the sidewalk, and what in the seven hells Elise was supposed to do about that without a partner. She couldn’t scrape those thoughts from the inner curve of her skull.

      Elise had never had “mother” as part of her identity.

      She didn’t even know what to do with “single mother” as a possibility.

      Her temporary condo was east of downtown, a grassy district with alpine swaths indistinguishable from those around Incline Village. She walked along the over-full Truckee and passed a dozen families, cousins, and groups of bored youths on her way toward the place that Craven’s used to be.

      As she walked the greenbelt, she recalled a trail that used to be near the parched, drought-stricken Truckee. Elise had jogged on it hundreds of times, cutting a path from James’s dance studio in midtown to accounting clients that worked downtown. It was washed over now. There was no sign of the homeless camps or the bare, jagged rocks the indigent once slept upon.

      It was impossible to imagine that this was the Reno Elise had fallen in love with. Tacky casinos had blossomed into brick-walled brownstones with antique-looking flourishes. A few shops called back to the glory days of the casinos with sixties-style geometric signs, but even those were too clean to be legitimate; everything was polished smooth and immaculate.

      The cultivated greenery terminated suddenly, leaving a pile of rubble with a broad radius. The lot had once housed the worst locals casino ever. There was no faux-aged brick or sixties-like adornments here. There was only pulverized pavement, cracked sidewalks, and the woman who had seen it collapse firsthand.

      Henry had promised a crater where Craven’s had been, and a crater it was.

      This was the Reno Elise remembered.

      She wavered on the edge of the pit, staring down into its depths hard enough to block out the more attractive downtown district. She made out hideous carpet covered in dust. Broken, rusted bar stools. Shattered glass.

      These triadists must have preserved it magically.

      Elise didn’t check to make sure she was unobserved before jumping into the hole.

      Eloquent Blood was the bar where Elise had met her late girlfriend, Neuma. The first time that they’d encountered one another, Elise had been pretending to be a normal human visiting a demon client—a nightmare named David Nicholas. Neuma had liked Elise immediately. She was one of the few who’d ever reacted to Elise that way.

      When Elise swiped dust off of the bar’s surface, she found crusted sulfur underneath where it had always been. Neuma used to strut along the crusty bar on six-inch heels, shaking her ass for tips and pouring drinks so strong they’d gotten even Elise drunk. And it had been hard to get Elise drunk.

      That was why Elise had liked Neuma, at first. Because of the strong drinks. Later, the drinks had little to do with it. It had been about Neuma’s relentless patience, her compassion, her ferocious loyalty. She’d been even more beautiful on the inside than the outside, and that was hard for a succubus.

      Elise followed the wreckage down to the dance floor, and to evidence of another reason she liked Neuma. There was throne built of twisted scrap metal where the DJ’s booth used to be. In order to sit upon it, one needed to know exactly where to position arms and posterior in order to avoid getting impaled on car parts. Neuma had reigned as the demon overlord for Reno for some time. Impressive, since she’d only been half-demon.

      To hold her position, Neuma had employed a team of demons and witches who, together, had been capable of holding together the pieces of a post-apocalyptic city. Not the polished green gem straddling the river, but a place where men only visited with the intent to die.

      “Where’s your magic, Neuma?” Elise asked, head tipped back to gaze at the elevated throne. When she thought hard enough, she could imagine her friend grinning down from that dangerous chair, oozing sex appeal and the scent of vodka from her pores.

      Neuma had died for Elise. She’d been ripped apart at the end of the world, never again capable of shaking her ass, strutting on six-inch heels, or serving drinks strong enough to kill most mortals. She was as dead as everyone else Elise cared about. Rylie. Marion.

      Elise turned from the throne.

      Something shifted in the upper bar. A stool fell over.

      Footsteps skittered.

      Elise drew the sword from her jacket. She turned the blade so that light shined among the darkness. The bottles caught it like starlight.

      Another skittering sound.

      There was something in Eloquent Blood.

      Elise scaled the stairs silently. She couldn’t sense anything in the darkness. Her avatar was strong, but incapable of the many feats she’d once performed as a kopis. There were no kopides anymore. That was a special warrior class of human with supernatural strength, reflexes, and senses that Elise had eliminated during Genesis.

      She still knew to look for the signs of demonic infestation. Fresh sulfur residue, inhuman footsteps, broken furniture. Mostly she found a lot of dust and graffiti.

      Metal rattled behind the bar. It sounded like a body passing through a curtain made of chains.

      Elise reached the hall moments later.

      Indeed, there was a chain curtain midway down, which would have acted as a shield for strippers to dress without being watched by probing eyes. It was still swaying. She slipped her blade between the strands and edged through sideways. They jingled softly behind her.

      The hallway was so dark. But there was a silver of light around the corner.

      A door opened an inch.

      Her heart pulsed in her temples, adrenaline burning bright in her veins. Elise stood beside the doorway and listened. There was no more movement.

      Whoever had passed through was gone.

      Or they were waiting for her.

      She threw her mind back to the distant past. She recalled the layout of Neuma’s dressing room. It had doubled as storage for excess liquor; there was an entire wall of shelving where they’d kept unopened cases. There was a deep closet where they had stored costumes and bondage equipment. And also a row of mirrored vanities.

      If an attacker were to hide, it would be in that closet. Or behind the door.

      Elise kicked the door open.

      She whirled around its side to look behind it—and found nobody.

      They couldn’t be in the closet either. The doors had been ripped off and it was empty.

      Most of the dressing room was empty, in fact, because it had been rearranged to prominently feature a table at the center. It was draped in a pristine white cloth. The ridges underneath suggested that the blanket covered a human body.

      The rest of the room was lit by a ring of orange candles, allowing her to see the wreckage had been swept to the edges of the room. Whoever had done the cleaning had been immaculate, leaving not so much as a speck of dust on the cleared floor.

      Elise stepped around the candles, careful not to cross the line. It didn’t look complete enough to be a circle of power. She was hesitant to risk it. Her body had no protections against spells, as far as she knew.

      But there was something underneath that white sheet.

      She toed one of the candles, knocking it over. Wax pooled across the floor. Without the wick lit, the candle itself looked to be the red of fresh blood.

      Elise kicked the candle holder into the circle.

      Nothing happened.

      She stepped warily toward the table, sword lifted. Her reflection in the shattered vanity mirrors was fragmented. Elise could see a dozen subtly different angles of herself cautiously approaching the table, and none of them looked like her.

      With her free hand, she yanked the white sheet back.

      There was a male body underneath.

      Not James.

      But this was somehow worse.

      Magic shimmered over the preserved form of a man who had been dead for decades. He was the reason that Elise’s original form had been freckled, and the reason her hair was tinted red when she stood in sunlight. He was the reason for her beak-like nose and fierce, angry eyebrows.

      Not that Isaac Kavanagh still had a nose. His entire face had been bashed in. Most likely, that was how he’d died.

      Elise had never known the details of it. She recalled asking her mother, Ariane, about Isaac’s passing; Ariane had only said Metaraon killed him. Isaac had deserved it. That much was certain. For every blow that caved in the bones on Isaac’s mangled face, he had delivered a hundred other blows to Ariane over many years.

      He was dead. Still dead. But frozen in time, almost waxen from the magic.

      Elise took a few deep breaths to slow her pounding heart.

      Someone had found her father’s grave and exhumed him—presumably not long after his death, considering the state of his body. And they had arranged him in the depths of Craven’s for Elise to find.

      That wasn’t all they had done. The facial wounds had been the cause of death, but there were several postmortem wounds inflicted upon his chest. His heart had been dug out. There was no bruising or clotting of blood, so he must have been dead when it happened.

      Whoever had moved Isaac Kavanagh’s body had filled his chest with black silk flowers. A morbid bouquet.

      A parchment card rested between the petals, folded in half.

      Elise took the card out of the flowers. She flipped it open with a thumbnail. A short message had been written inside. All it said was, A little girl needs a father.
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      The magicked body would not burn. Elise tried several times.

      By the time she gave up trying to burn Isaac Kavanagh’s corpse—including a trip to the store for matches and accelerant—her breasts were painfully hard, like two rocks stuffed into her sports bra. It was long past time for her to return to Victoria. The body of Elise’s mortal father would need to remain where it was for now.

      She was leaking breastmilk through her shirt when she trudged back to the condominium, and she attracted multiple stares on her way to the topmost floor. Victoria’s screaming was audible as soon as she stepped out of the elevator.

      Elise entered the condo to find Henry Lee unbothered by the banshee shrieking on his chest. The man had somehow procured a baby carrier, and was currently attempting to rock the baby to sleep while he worked on cooking food. A cozy, domestic sight too similar to one Elise might have found if James had been in her life.

      Until that moment, Elise had not felt any anger or fear. She’d felt alert. Wary. But not angry.

      Now she was angry.

      “How’d it go?” Henry asked.

      She pointed her sword at him. “Give me the baby and Abel Wilder’s private phone number.”

      Henry didn’t stop rocking. But he did stop cooking. Now she realized he was not making anything from scratch, but simply reheating something he’d bought at the grocery store while walking Victoria around. He was not James. He was not Elise’s husband. He was not her little girl’s father.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Should I bother asking?”

      “Baby,” Elise said. “Number.”

      He took the infant out, and Elise sat with Victoria to attempt to nurse her. She had so much milk that the baby couldn’t even eat it. Milk sprayed like a firehose. Her nipples hurt at the faintest touch. Victoria just screamed louder, angry that Elise’s breasts were not as accommodating as usual. Elise briefly entertained the idea of throwing Victoria across the room like a football.

      Henry had the unfortunate luck of returning to her a moment later. “The number is in the contacts,” he said, offering a phone to her.

      Elise stood, shirtless, dusty from Craven’s, and feeling increasingly like she might be the one who would shapeshift into a mountain lion. She ripped the phone from his hand. “Get the fuck out of the condo.”

      “You know how to reach me.” He was rolling his eyes when he turned around. This was not the first time Henry had been assigned to work with someone unpleasant, it seemed, and the fact that he wasn’t even scared of Elise only made her angrier.

      She set the baby on the floor and hand-expressed milk while calling Abel. Anything to make her breasts stop hurting. Victoria did not appreciate being set down.

      The old werewolf Alpha picked up after two rings. “You killing your baby, or is she killing you?” Abel asked.

      “The Office of Preternatural Affairs has bombers,” Elise said. It wasn’t a question.

      “All right,” Abel said. “Coordinates?”

      She gave them to him. “Radius needs to be tight. Potential civilian casualties are high.”

      “Oh, this isn’t our first run like this. Sit tight and wait for fireworks,” he said, and he hung up. No questions asked.

      Elise finally managed to latch Victoria, and she nursed while standing by the windows, looking out over downtown Reno’s serene calm.

      It was only ten minutes before black vehicles rolled toward the coordinates—toward Craven’s—and witches emerged to cast wards. From that distance, Elise could not see the individual witches; only the perimeter that the OPA had established, the walls of golden wards, and the bustle of civilians emerging to see what had happened.

      Five minutes after the witches were done, the bombers swooped in.

      Victoria was sleeping when the fireworks started, as promised.

      Elise watched Craven’s light up under small blossoms of flame. They were not any type of bomb she was familiar with. The wards that the witches had cast contained the explosions, and all that escaped was some dust.

      Within the hour, Craven’s was no longer a historical site. It was a hole.

      Isaac Kavanagh would be gone, Elise was certain.

      It wasn’t necessary. But it was worth it. Even though it couldn’t blast Elise’s memory of the black bouquet and the card out of her mind.

      She stared blankly at Victoria in her arms, unseeing, as the words seemed to scream at her from within.

      A little girl needs a father.
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      Elise was shocked to have twelve hours of sleep that night.

      Twelve.

      She hadn’t slept twelve hours since Victoria was born.

      For that matter, Elise hadn’t slept twelve hours at a time before she was born, either, unless one counted times she’d been comatose or knocked unconscious.

      Elise had hoped to immediately resume searching for James after glassing Craven’s. Unfortunately, her living body had betrayed her with exhaustion. She’d called Henry back to the condo. Her fatigue had been severe enough that even Henry, irate from his abandonment with Victoria, noticed that Elise desperately needed sleep.

      At that point, Henry asked how Elise felt about formula. Elise had exactly zero feelings about what he used to feed the baby, as long as Victoria was fed.

      Formula it was.

      So Elise had locked the bedroom door and slept as though she were dead.

      The upside was that for the first time in a long time, she went to the bathroom without excreting bowling balls of blood clots from her womb. Many of her new bruises had faded as well. Twelve hours had set her form to healing.

      The downsides were much more numerous. Elise sat up with her limbs weighted by the desire to sleep longer, as though her body had realized that there was this thing called “resting” and now it was spoiled. She also woke up feeling sick, feverish, aching. Her breasts felt like they were being stabbed.

      Elise emerged from the bedroom to find Henry lying on the floor on a baby blanket, Victoria on his chest, dirty diapers kicked under the coffee table, and empty bottles strewn across every surface. Both of them were snoring.

      A little girl needs a father.

      Henry was not Victoria’s father. He was a convenient babysitter assigned by the sanctuary while James was off doing…something. Leaving her sick presents.

      Elise was shocked by the force of the anger. She’d never been a stranger to such emotions, but she’d been trying to leave room for doubt in regards to James. The sight of her father’s preserved body entombed within Craven’s seemed to have sucked away what little doubt remained.

      Now she felt three things: an aching body, despair at the idea of one more day parenting that shrieky little thing, and pure white-out rage.

      She opted for a hot shower rather than moving Henry to a more comfortable bed. The enormous hot water heaters in Dat So La Lee Condominiums allowed Elise to hand-express enough to stop leaking—a feat which produced disturbing amounts of milk.

      The baby was crying by the time she got out. Elise had to stand in the bedroom for a long time, gathering her composure. She kept her forehead pressed to the wall and her fingernails dug bloody half-moons into her palms and she tried to tell herself that Victoria wouldn’t always be like this. That eventually, she wouldn’t scream. She wouldn’t be a boneless limp thing that was never satisfied. Elise’s body would not always ache as it produced milk, and she would not always be a fucking cow.

      Henry was waiting on the other side of the door, eyes heavy lidded.

      “Want her?” he asked without preamble.

      The demand in his tone made fresh anger claw inside Elise’s chest.

      She took Victoria, and this time, the screaming stopped at her touch. This time. Instead, the gray-eyed baby gazed blankly at the roof past Elise’s head, looking so much like James that Elise wanted to spike her in the end zone of a football field.

      Elise did not throw the baby.

      “Where do the city’s most vulnerable populations live?” she asked.

      Henry gave her a blankly glossy gaze. “What?”

      “I bombed someone last night. That enemy will now know I have the capability, and he will be hiding somewhere I’m unwilling to bomb.” She sat down on the couch to attempt to nurse Victoria, who was arching her back too angrily to eat.

      “I don’t think those are supposed to look like that,” Henry said.

      Elise glanced down. Despite expressing all that milk, her breasts looked red and angry. There was a visible line shooting from one nipple toward her armpit. She did not know if her breasts were normal. She had never seen a woman who breastfed.

      “Where do the city’s most vulnerable populations live?” Elise asked, ignoring him. “I have to find someone. Now.”

      “You have to see a healer.” Henry was waking up now that he’d had a moment, and he prepared a pot of coffee. “I’ve already got an appointment for you at eleven. We’ll throw mastitis on the pile of things you and the little one need to have checked.”

      For all Elise cared, she could cut her breasts off with a sword now that she had formula. Raw open wounds on her chest would surely hurt less. “There are other matters much more urgent.”

      “You need treatment. Mastitis is an infection.”

      His warning gave her pause. Infections were dangerous—and also something she’d seldom worried about in her past life as a kopis. Elise seemed to have accelerated healing. Why didn’t she have a better immune system?

      Victoria still wasn’t eating. She was arching, grunting, staring at that same spot on the ceiling.

      Elise’s breasts were starting to leak again and she felt increasingly feverish.

      “Fine,” Elise said. “Doctor.”
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      They arrived at the medical center well before their appointment. “I received a report about Ria from the sanctuary’s lead healer. Something got flagged,” Henry said. He waited for Elise to open the door so that he could carry Victoria’s car seat and the diaper bag inside. “This appointment was made on the orders of the Elder Wolf.”

      “You call her Ria?”

      “I think she likes the name,” he said.

      “It’s a stupid name.”

      “You left me with your newborn for twelve hours,” Henry said. “Me, a tactical genius, forced to cater to a newborn’s whims for half a day. They trained me how to keep my head under torture and it was nothing like that. I’ll call her whatever stupid name I want.”

      The elevator chimed and took them upstairs.

      It only took a moment for Elise to be diagnosed with mastitis, which resulted in a prescription for extra-strength anti-inflammatories. It took much longer for the healer and the doctor to confer about Victoria’s eyes. “I’ll get the VISOR,” the doctor concluded after too long.

      At Henry’s worried expression, the healer gave them a reassuring smile. “It’s only a diagnostic device,” the healer said. She bent over Victoria, tickling her feet. The baby kicked.

      Ten minutes with VISOR led to more quiet talking between the medical team.

      And then a diagnosis.

      Sort of.

      “It looks like transient vision loss,” the doctor said. “VISOR didn’t show any sign of absence seizures, so it’s not clear what the cause might be. It’s possible that Victoria’s eyes are just developing slowly.” Possible, his tone said, but unlikely.

      Something was wrong with Victoria.

      “What does that mean for Ria?” Henry asked.

      “We’re not sure yet. We’ll refer to you a pediatric eye specialist.” The healer rested her hands on Elise’s and Henry’s. “Don’t worry. With great parents like you two, there’s no doubt in our minds that little Ria will conquer anything she’s faced with.”

      Elise picked the baby up. “Fuck all of you,” she said.

      And she left.

      She stood next to the sanctuary car to swallow a double dose of anti-inflammatories and glare at the baby in her arms. Elise couldn’t tell if Victoria was experiencing transient vision loss or if she was a normal level of blank for a baby. There was something wrong with her infant, and she didn’t know what.

      Elise’s breasts hurt too.

      “Eat,” she told Victoria, lifting her shirt again.

      The baby ate this time. Victoria’s eyelids closed, and Elise did not have to see the gray-eyed stare of her infant.

      Henry stormed into view, frustration painted on his face. He’d grabbed the car seat and diaper bag. “You are the rudest—”

      With Elise’s free hand, she grabbed his throat. She slammed him into the side of the car. He dropped everything and grabbed her arm back. Her fingers squeezed on his throat. His whole face reddened. His strained exhalations made it clear he was not actually suffocating; Elise knew what it sounded like when she suffocated someone.

      Henry could have done more to defend himself from that position, but his eyes kept flicking down to Victoria. He didn’t want to attack with the baby in the way.

      “Where do the city’s most vulnerable populations live, Henry Lee?” She released him so he could answer.

      “I don’t know, you crazy asshole!”

      “Then let’s find them,” Elise said.
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      Henry drove Elise through the neighborhoods of Reno that afternoon while Victoria cried in her car seat. The baby had hardly stopped wailing in the last sixteen hours. Elise had expected she’d be able to tune it out eventually, but it only got worse by the hour, drilling into her skull like steel screws into rotting cork.

      “Where are you going?” Henry had asked while settling Victoria in her seat, fitting the baby’s small, thrashing limbs into the harness.

      “I don’t know,” Elise had replied.

      She wished she knew. If she had, she could have kept the car seat out of the picture and ran there herself. Even now, Reno was not a particularly large city, and Elise was feeling better on medication. But she didn’t know where, exactly, she wanted to be. She only knew what she was watching for.

      Henry drove five under the speed limit and took every road without needing to be asked, looping around blocks multiple times, creeping down alleys, weaving in and out of casino parking lots.

      While he drove, he made a call on speakerphone. “I need to be reassigned,” he said. “I’m not the right person for this.”

      “Mr. Lee,” said the woman on the other end of the line, sounding alarmed. “This isn’t procedure.”

      “Screw procedure!”

      “It’s barely been hours.” Now she sounded admonishing.

      “Listen to me, you old bag—”

      “Henry.” The woman’s voice had been replaced by a gravelly male voice. “What do you think you’re doing?” It was Abel Wilder, the Elder Wolf.

      “I can’t do this,” Henry said. “She’s difficult. She’s cruel. She attacked me!”

      “Elise? You hearing me?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Is Henry meeting your needs?” Abel asked.

      Her instinct was to say no, that he was worse than useless. But Elise had gotten twelve hours of sleep. He had identified mastitis. He was fond of the baby and capable of defending her. Everything about him that grated could be ignored. “Yes.”

      “Henry, kid, you’ve got to hang in there,” Abel said. “She needs you. I need you.”

      Henry’s face went red again. “Abel—” But Abel had hung up.

      Elise said, “Keep driving.”

      And he did.

      Outside of downtown and midtown Reno, things were less polished. The impoverished population that had been pushed away from the Riverwalk District had migrated north. Some wreckage remained from the demon apocalypse of 2009 in these areas—and it was strangely disturbing for Elise to see untouched places where her friends had died.

      “The triadists preserved as much as they could,” Henry said.

      The triadists were wrong to believe that the gods would want these places preserved. There were too many wretched memories.

      Street corners where Elise had vomited blood still had signs from the early 2000s. Areas that her enemies had burned to the ground were ashy black, peppered with weeds that triadist volunteers were pulling even now.

      “Go north,” Elise said. “Through the west side of the university.”

      Henry obeyed. Elise looked. She didn’t see what she wanted. She was looking for signs of more than poverty—there was always plenty of that, no matter the time period. She was looking for the people who exploited that. The organized crime, especially the kind that came from demons. An effective hiding place for an enemy that knew Elise well enough to display her father.

      But she only saw people.

      “Where are they?” Elise muttered.

      Henry took a left turn down some tiny side street. “Who?”

      “Demons.”

      He looked startled. “On this side of the Badlands? In Reno? Demons?”

      The two words used to be synonymous. Times had indeed changed.

      Elise had him stop the car north of the university. “Here. We’re getting out here.” He eased through the gates of Our Mother of Sorrows Cemetery and parked. “Not you,” Elise said when he started to open his door.

      Henry threw his hands in the air. “I’m going back to the condo to nap.”

      She opened the back door and removed Victoria. At this point, the infant was so worked up that even being held didn’t appease her.

      Elise didn’t watch to make sure Henry left. She carried Victoria into the cemetery with the baby tucked under her arm facing the ground, and the weird perspective seemed confusing enough to pause the cries. It was quiet enough that Elise heard when Henry finally restarted the engine and pulled away.

      Our Mother of Sorrows was not the largest graveyard in Reno, but it was the one with which Elise was most familiar. It was a patch of grass tucked against a sagebrush-strewn hill, overlooked by townhouses and overlooking Mackay Stadium. There were statues of angels in the cemetery, but far more flat placards memorializing infants stillborn, adults who had been loving wives and friends, and some recent installations for old unmarked graves.

      The cemetery had been restored after Elise had driven through it with a Jeep. There were no tire tracks in the grass after a hundred years, and even the tombstones she’d run over had been replaced. The gashes that zombie fingernails had gouged into the side of the church had been plastered over.

      She was back, after all this time. She was back.

      It felt as though she’d never left.

      Aside from the obnoxious baby under her arm.

      Elise was drawn by instinct to the end of the cemetery. There was a path to another gate, and then a road; it swept down the hill and ducked underneath the freeway.

      That was where she was going.

      She wasn’t sure why, but it was.

      Elise stood in the darkness underneath six lanes of roaring cars. She absorbed the flow of the city’s blood over her head. She closed her eyes to savor it all. Somewhere in this city, there was an angel dealing warlock artifacts. Somewhere in this city, James was waiting.

      “Have faith in him.”

      Elise opened her eyes and turned to see the Traveler. It was a witch that didn’t consider itself to have a gender. It had no breasts, full lips, and a white mohawk. At the moment it wore hole-riddled leggings with visible fishnets underneath and a loose white cardigan.

      She wasn’t surprised to see it, nor did she have trouble recognizing it, even though a century had passed since she’d last worked with the Traveler. They had collaborated to close a fissure to Hell in the Grand Canyon. Not a happy memory, but a victorious one. It took danger of that level to summon the Traveler. Its presence wasn’t a good sign, yet she felt comforted.

      “It’s bad if you’re here,” Elise said.

      The Traveler looked at Victoria without touching, and Victoria looked back. Empty gray eyes met the Traveler’s gaze. Victoria didn’t even make eye contact with Elise like that. “It’s bad,” the Traveler agreed, “but not as bad as you think.”

      “What are you doing?” Elise asked.

      “I’m telling you to have faith in him.” The Traveler passed its hands over Elise’s eyes without touching her face. The breeze from it fluttered Elise’s hair.

      The anger drained from her for just a moment. The frustration, the fear. “You mean James,” Elise said.

      “You’re right to look for areas of poverty, but not for the reasons you think. You should know the region’s OPA shelter is in Sun Valley.” The Traveler turned to walk away. “I’ll see you soon.” Its hips swayed as it walked, even though it had little hips to speak of. From that angle, Elise could see white tattoos running from the nape of its neck down into the neck of its shirt.

      It disappeared without turning the corner.

      Once the Traveler was gone, Victoria’s strange gray eyes settled on Elise’s face.

      Elise met her infant’s gaze with a shock of surprise.

      “Hello,” Elise said.

      Victoria just looked at her, and the solemn line of her mouth was more similar to Elise’s than to James’s. There was a familiar angry slant to her faint baby eyebrows too.

      When Elise spoke again, her voice was softer, unfamiliar. “Hello there.” She smoothed a finger over Victoria’s eyes, much like the Traveler had done to Elise. She stroked the bridge of Victoria’s nose. Her eyelids drooped. She was at peace.

      The surprise of connecting with her demanding spawn distracted her enough that she almost forgot why the Traveler had been there in the first place.

      The city’s most vulnerable population was in Sun Valley, Nevada. An OPA shelter filled with shifters like Crissy. A place that Elise would be unwilling to carpet bomb.

      James was in Sun Valley.
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      Henry had not gone home to nap. He was waiting in the parking lot of Our Mother of Sorrows Cemetery, leaning against the trunk, when Elise returned. He was white-knuckling his cell phone. Probably had enjoyed another call with Abel.

      Elise didn’t ask why his itinerary had changed. She said, “Take me to Sun Valley Boulevard,” and then she put Victoria in the car seat.

      Henry got behind the wheel. He drove.

      It was not far from the cemetery to Reno’s northern neighbor, but traffic made it slow. The space between cities had been developed with towering apartments. The roads were under construction—hopefully to relieve future congestion—but it forced them to inch through a single lane with a lot of impatient drivers trying to get home.

      Elise watched the unfamiliar cityscape outside the window. Victoria hadn’t made a peep since running into the Traveler, and for the moment, in the peace that came before picking a deadly fight, Elise felt calm.

      Magic hummed in the air north of Reno. Sizzling heat grew moist and the light grew gray when they crossed Clear Acre Boulevard—a horizontal line demarcating Reno from Sun Valley. Mist clung to the street. “Is this a normal weather pattern for Nevada now?” She only remembered the occasional hard rain, and never with so much humidity.

      “Weather witches,” Henry muttered. “They’ve been granted permits to modify the conditions in Sun Valley. It’s not safe, and it means the residents here are under perpetual storms, but they’ve got the permits. There’s no stopping them.”

      She rubbed her arms when the hair stood on end, and it occurred to Elise how strange this was—this reaction to magic. She had not bonded as tightly to James in this life as the last, so she shouldn’t have been sensitive to the presence of magic at all.

      So it wasn’t magic.

      She slid to the right in her chair, looking through the side mirror. There was a jagged line of headlights behind them that reflected against the drizzling rain in white slashes. Elise didn’t see anything that shouldn’t have been there. She rubbed her arms again.

      They crossed onto Sun Valley Boulevard. Where once there had been pits of trailer homes enclosed in chain link, there now stood ramshackle hotel towers that looked decades old. Signs advertised magic-proof plumbing and access to HBO. Numerous car washes stood beyond that, jammed within multi-tiered parking garages, and then mechanics on the other side of those. A wasteland of space for cars.

      “The nearest OPA shelter,” she said.

      Henry said, “Okay.” He pointed around at the garages. “Those are owned by the ride-share companies Ultra and Zyp. All their autonomous cars sleep there to avoid Reno city taxes.”

      “Magical cars that move on their own?”

      He gave her a strange look. “If software and cameras are magic.”

      “Are they all electric?” Elise asked.

      “Heavily warded so they can drive through magic-heavy zones,” he said, though that wasn’t what she’d been asking. She hadn’t seen a single gas station with fuel pumps. Much had changed in the last century, and she felt oblivious to all of it. Surely Danäe McCollum would have been transported by autonomous electric cars if they were so common. But as Elise grew closer to herself—her true spirit—she lost more connections to her avatar.

      What she lost in current memory was gained in the senses of a hunter.

      She was on a safari through the futurescape of Sun Valley, bracketed on either side by ads for by-the-week motels, strip clubs, and loan centers. As the car slipped between the creepers, Elise grew nearer her quarry. But she wasn’t the only hunter in the jungle.

      Elise twisted in her chair to look behind them.

      “You’re twitching,” Henry said.

      “That white van,” Elise said. “Do you recognize it?”

      His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. Then back to the road. “It’s been following us since we left Dat So La Lee Condominiums. I can lose them.”

      “No.” Elise wanted to be found. She wanted another swarm of fiends, another shapeshifting demon assailant, another body placed in her path. She wanted to build an image of what was happening.

      She wanted James.

      The nearest OPA shelter was a big one. It was seated in an old public school that resembled a prison in aesthetic, and Henry informed Elise that each converted classroom could hold three families. “There’s also the biggest safe house in Northern Nevada in the basement,” he said.

      “Safe house?” Elise asked.

      Henry itched the back of his neck. “For the full and new moons.”

      “So shifters use them when they change.” Was that why he looked uncomfortable?

      “Most do,” he said. “If you submit to the Alpha’s control, she can stop you from changing on the moons. But Deirdre and I…” He trailed off. “I use magical means to prevent shifting on the moons.” Henry showed her a moonstone charm. “I won’t have to shift tonight. Don’t worry.”

      “Stop the car here,” Elise said.

      “We’re still being followed.”

      “I know.”

      “Suit yourself,” he said.

      She looked at him again. The way he was dressed, the way he held himself. Henry hadn’t stopped with combat training. If she wasn’t wrong, he’d been given social training from such an early age that, even now, he held himself in a way that made him look attentive, smart, inviting. Political training. “Who are you?” Elise asked.

      “Henry Lee,” he said automatically, as if programmed. “I am a sanctuary representative and mountain lion shifter assigned to northwestern Nevada.”

      “But who are you?”

      Henry didn’t seem to understand the question.

      “You speak to Abel like you’re friends. You fight and know what to do with babies,” Elise said. “Who are you?”

      “Abel raised me,” he said. “I grew up at the sanctuary, went to the Academy, interned with the Alpha before he became the Elder Wolf.”

      “How much of that internship involved care for shifter children?”

      “A lot,” Henry said. “There are always too many children, particularly around the Wilders.” He was one of Rylie’s extended adopted family tree. Not a random assignation. Abel had pushed Elise and Victoria at him because he was exactly the kind of person to fill in the gaps in Elise’s knowledge, while still providing security.

      In a way, Henry was a gift from Rylie.

      Elise set her jaw, swallowed down her anger. “I’m sorry.”

      Henry had come from a shifter pack where love and contrition were the culture, so a few words didn’t make him calm down. “I’m only putting up with your attitude at this point because I can’t imagine anyone leaving a baby with you.”

      Any beginnings of contrition Elise had been attempting to stir vanished. “I am her mother.”

      It was the first time she’d said that, wasn’t it?

      But it was true.

      This was a baby she’d produced for James, but Victoria was also hers.

      “You can’t take Ria looking for a fight,” Henry said.

      “Watch me,” Elise said. She got out of the car. Now she didn’t need help to get the baby on her back; within a matter of days, Victoria’s neck strength had advanced to the point that it was easy to slide her over Elise’s shoulder and tie the two of them together.

      Henry opened the trunk. There were guns and body armor inside. He had gone back to the condo, but only to arm himself. Elise lifted the body armor to look at it. She had vague memories of wearing ballistic vests a couple of times in her last life. It would not fit over both Elise and Victoria, so she put it back. Henry didn’t speak as she looked through the guns, lifting them to examine the unfamiliar names of manufacturers, checking the magazines for ammunition.

      It was beginning to rain. Victoria was sleeping.

      “I want swords,” Elise said.

      “I didn’t bring swords,” he said.

      But Henry had brought an assault rifle with a bayonet. Elise unscrewed it and stepped back. “Get rid of the jacket,” she told Henry.

      “What? Why…?”

      She had no patience for explanations. Elise yanked his jacket off, and then his suit shirt; Henry seemed too busy gaping to complain. She shook a hand through his hair and stomped on his feet to scuff them with mud.

      Henry reached in to grab a gun.

      Elise shut the trunk first. Even in his human form, a shifter was more useful without firearms, and she wouldn’t risk friendly fire. “Follow me,” she said, sliding the bayonet into her sleeve.

      The lobby of this shelter was identical to the one in Seattle. All signs were black with bold white lettering, the seating was sterile with thin cushions, and the floor was laminate. A pair of unamused men sat behind the check-in desk. “Have you been here before?” asked the one on the left. He was looking at Elise, not Henry, who had been rumpled enough to look like he might have wandered in from the street.

      “I’ve been at another shelter,” Elise said.

      “All three of you?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m Elise Kavanagh. This baby is two weeks old and this is my husband.” She didn’t hesitate to falsely identify Henry, even though saying the h-word made her feel angry and sick and in a punching type mood.

      “Thumbprint,” said the man on the right.

      Henry was giving Elise sideways looks, his jaw clenched. He didn’t like this.

      Elise scanned her thumbprint.

      The phone rang. A clerk answered, listened, and hung up without speaking. He poked at his computer screen. “We’ll get your room ready,” he said. “We’ve got an empty one right now. Wait here.”

      “Wait here,” repeated the clerk’s companion, even more forcefully.

      “I’m going nowhere.” Elise let the full weight of her eyes bore into them. “I will be waiting.”

      The door swung shut behind the men when they left—practically at a run—and then it beeped as it locked.

      “This shelter is always full,” Henry said. “They shouldn’t have an empty room.”

      Elise circled, looking through the windows at communal areas on the locked side of things. They were near the cafeteria. A tired looking family sat nearest to her, and a happy laughing family occupied a table against the opposite wall. The happy ones had yellow eyes. Shifters.

      They waited several minutes, alone in the room. Elise noted that nobody came in from the dining room and that nobody passed through the entrance. All doors remained locked.

      “What’s taking so long?” Henry asked.

      “We’re expected,” she said. “They’ve been hoping we’d come here. They’re getting ready.”

      “You deliberately walked into a trap? With a baby?”

      A woman entered from the other side of the room. She looked unmistakably nervous: sweating, eyes darting, face flushed. Had Elise possessed supernatural hearing she was confident that she’d have heard the woman’s heart pounding too. “Thanks for your patience, and welcome to the Sun Valley shelter,” she said. “I’ll show you to your room.”

      She walked behind Elise and Henry, which Elise would not have permitted from someone more intimidating. But this woman was neither quiet nor subtle, which made her easy to track without vision. She walked noisily on shoes with squeaking soles and her jangling necklaces sounded like keys.

      “I’m Melinda,” she said, “and I’m the director of the shelter.”

      “Does the director often check in new residents?” Henry asked.

      “Sometimes, when I’m available.” And when she was checking a Godslayer reborn into her sanctuary.

      Elise glanced over her shoulder, taking a mental photograph of Melinda’s face before returning her attention to the narrow hallway ahead. Elise’s eyes remained fixed on the white cinderblock walls as she processed what she’d seen.

      Melinda was an older woman with faint stress lines at the corners of her eyes—too faint for a woman of her presented age. The white streaks in her hair were dyed to make her look older. Elise could tell this because of the millimeter of darker hair at the roots. And she was wearing contact lenses that made her look brown eyed. This woman was an angel, or a descendant of one.

      “This is your room,” Melinda said, taking them to the end of the hall.

      Despite Henry’s claim that the rooms were occupied by multiple families, they were alone in the repurposed classroom. Everything appeared to be of the same make as the Seattle shelter even though it had been crammed into a single space. There were twelve cots, two sets of dressers, one bathroom, and a kitchenette.

      “There’s a public canteen in the west hall,” Melinda said.

      Henry followed Elise to the other side of the room, pretending to look interested in their accommodations. “How long are we keeping this up?” he asked under his breath.

      Elise let her fingers trail across the appliances in the kitchenette. There were no knives. “Not much longer,” she said. “The assassins Melinda notified will get here soon.” They could have met the assassins in the lobby, but this was a much preferable point for defense, as it had a single easy entrance at the end of a narrow hallway.

      Henry’s mouth dropped open. “Assassins?”

      Elise yanked the toaster out of the wall and hurled it.

      Half-angel or not, Melinda wasn’t prepared. She took the metal box to the face and fell. Silver blood dripped from her temple.

      Elise was on her moments later, and the suddenness of her movement woke Victoria where nothing else had not. She drove her fists repeatedly into Melinda’s face while her infant grunted complaints.

      Melinda tried to fight back, but Henry caught up moments later. He pinned the woman’s hands down. “Gods,” he breathed.

      “Someone’s selling infernal artifacts in Reno,” Elise said, fisting Melinda’s collar. “I want the source. Is he here? Where is he hiding?”

      Melinda cried.

      Elise punched her again, but that made the crying worse. Angels were usually tougher than this. She had misjudged Melinda and now all she had was a sobbing wreck of a woman. “Fuck me,” Elise grumbled, standing up. She rocked side to side to attempt to quiet Victoria.

      Henry didn’t move, looking confused. “We should call the sanctuary.”

      “Don’t bother.” She peered through the reinforced windows. She could see the parking lot and the van that had followed them there. No motion inside. “Infernal artifacts,” Elise said again.

      “You’re looking for him,” Melinda whispered.

      She lifted a trembling hand.

      On instinct, Elise knelt so that Melinda could touch her temple. “Wait,” Henry warned too late.

      Fingertips brushed against skin. Elise’s mind opened. Melinda spilled into Elise, filling her thoughts as blood filled a slaughterhouse trough. The angel showed her a room so hot and damp that Elise couldn’t fill her lungs with oxygen. Something shuffled in the depths of the room. It was Melinda’s hand that flicked a lighter to puncture the seamy darkness with faint flame. But it was Elise who cried out when she saw what was lit.

      There was white bone against that wall—a structure like a doorway.

      James Faulkner stood in the darkness on the other side of the doorway. It was truly him. Not his human avatar, the Daniel Hawker that she’d married, but the god. The angel. The white-haired, white-eyed, smooth-faced creature who looked to be cut from pure marble.

      He held a piece of obsidian in one hand. There was diamond in the other.

      “I found it,” he said, and that was him. That was his voice. “The last piece. Now all I need to take control is her.”

      And then Elise was shoved out of Melinda’s mind. She fell back into her mortal form against the wall of the classroom. It took only a heartbeat to realize she’d bumped Victoria against a bookshelf, since the baby began crying.

      “What just happened?” Henry asked.

      Elise was frozen in a moment of total shock.

      James. Melinda had seen him.

      The memory had been too vivid to be artificial, wasn’t it? She’d smelled his scent on the heavy air—the faintly burned odor of ancient libraries tumbling under invasion, the sweat in his hair. She’d been able to see the very texture of his shirt and could see how he’d rolled the sleeves to his elbows.

      White hair, white eyes. Not Daniel, but James. He couldn’t have said anything more frightening. Pursuit of power was James’s drug of choice. Obsidian…a diamond… She didn’t know what he could be doing with those in combination, but she knew it would be terrible.

      “Where was that?” Elise asked, towering over Melinda. Victoria squalled. “Where did you see him?”

      Which was when the gunfire started.

      It punched into the classroom’s windows. They were reinforced, so the bullets didn’t immediately penetrate; there were entire seconds for Elise to dive behind a couch with Victoria. Henry took position behind another couch.

      Glass shattered and bullet holes opened in the opposite wall.

      Melinda scrambled onto her hands, crawling through the door as she dripped blood.

      “No!” Elise roared.

      She would have followed if Henry hadn’t hissed, “Stay down!”

      Elise could probably take a few bullets without dying, even in this form, but Victoria likely could not. She punched the back of the couch so hard that she cracked a board. “Fuck!”

      “And you didn’t let me bring a gun,” Henry said.

      “I don’t need you to shoot,” Elise said, mind spinning. “Get on the clerk’s computer and download lists of who’s checked in here in the last month.”

      “The computer,” he echoed. It was all the way in the lobby. There were probably forces entering that way too, and Henry would need protection.

      “Yes,” Elise said.

      She moved to give Henry cover.

      Elise was slower than she used to be, but still fast enough to knock a table over and get behind it while the shooter changed magazines. Her arm was strong and precise enough to hurl the bayonet through the window. And her aim was good enough for the bayonet’s point to embed in the shooter’s throat, though she was guessing his position based on sound alone.

      No, wait—it was not a he, but a she. A female demon staggered on the other side of the window and dropped her gun so that she could clutch at her bleeding throat.

      It was a short wiry demon who wore human clothes. Its skin was shriveled, its hair stringy. It was the same species that had attacked Elise in the hospital. A nyctimus, if she recalled correctly. A bayonet in the throat wouldn’t take her down.

      Henry took the chance to run. Elise was tempted not to follow him. She wanted to skin the nyctimus. See if its marks matched the first one. But Victoria was still screaming—a desperate, endless scream that said her underdeveloped ears weren’t enjoying gunfire—and Elise needed to move.

      She could hear the nyctimus climbing through the window by the time she hit the hallway; she heard screaming from the direction of the kitchen by the time she reached the lobby. Henry had dragged the computer behind the workstation for cover from fiends that were entering through the front door. They’d ripped it off its hinges.

      There were too many. Elise had thrown the bayonet and no longer had that weapon. She couldn’t go back. The nyctimus was on her tail, gun reloaded, lifting it to fire.

      She leaped, angling her body so that her back would be furthest from the line of fire, just in case she misjudged the distance. It was a good thing she did. The demon fired and a bullet burned a scorching line across her pectorals.

      It didn’t get a chance to fire again.

      Elise closed a gloved hand around the hot barrel and pried the gun from the nyctimus’s grip. She was lightning bringing it to bear on the demon. Elise opened up, finger squeezing, mouth open in a roar she couldn’t hear.

      The nyctimus bled as a demon should. It scorched the linoleum.

      But her distraction left her open to attack from the fiends.

      Elise was taken down. Slipped in nyctimus blood. She managed to hit her knees—not her back, not again—and scrambled as well as she could.

      She’d have been mauled if not for the intervention.

      An intervention which didn’t come from Henry.

      Orange streaked across her vision and the weight against her vanished. One moment Elise was trying to mentally calculate how to mitigate the damage she was about to absorb; the next she was sprawled beside a beast that could enclose a fiend’s entire head in its jaws.

      The happy, laughing family within the dining room had turned to animals and joined the fray. They were tigers like Crissy. The fiends didn’t stand a chance.

      Through the flashing bodies, the leathery skin, the splatters of blood, Elise saw the nyctimus writhing. Still alive. Of course it was—they were perfect assassins, and it would survive until she destroyed the brain.

      Was Victoria still crying? Elise couldn’t hear her.

      “I’ve got it!” Henry waved a hand over the desk, pointing at the computer. He’d gotten the records.

      She swept low to dodge a fiend’s strike, blasting it with a chest full of lead. She skidded on the linoleum to grab Henry by the collar. She hauled him out the emergency exit as tigers growled, alarms screamed, and fiends choked on blood.

      Elise didn’t stop running until they reached the car parked back on the road. She ripped Victoria out of the sling, jumped into the passenger seat.

      Henry took off. The momentum slammed her door shut.

      “Victoria?” Elise asked.

      The baby was awake and silent, staring with blank gray eyes at absolutely nothing.
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      “Melinda isn’t an OPA employee.” Henry hung up the phone and paced back to Elise, where she sat in the condo’s living room. He had already healed the bruises of the battle. The shadows under his eyes were exhaustion. “There’s no trackers for her.”

      “The OPA has trackers on its employees?” Elise asked.

      “Magical ones,” he said.

      With the sanctuary’s complicity, the OPA could track its people and bomb any city it wanted. What had become of Rylie’s pack? How had she grown such power, and left it to people like this Deirdre Tombs—a woman that Elise did not know? How would the Alpha use this power when Abel died? What would the next Alpha do?

      And why the hell had Elise let it get like this? Because she’d wanted to ignore reality while floating in eternity with James?

      Victoria was lying on Elise’s lap, her spine resting along the line of Elise’s thighs. She was still staring at nothing. Her quiet alertness should have been a welcome change from the shrieking. But the staring…the blindness…

      Henry sat beside them with bandages. “Take your shirt off the rest of the way. I’ll patch your bullet wound.”

      Elise was sitting with her shirt lifted above her breasts for convenient nursing. She had no modesty to protect, and she couldn’t imagine Henry was interested in the bulging, leaking boulders that still looked infected. She took her shirt off. The nyctimus had only given her a flesh wound.

      He smoothed cream over the skin. “Does it hurt?”

      “Not as much as mastitis,” she said.

      “You’re really something, do you know that?”

      “I’m much more ‘something’ than you know.” She hissed at the cool sting of the balm on her chest. It brought Henry close enough that she could smell his hair and see his unsettlingly bright irises.

      “Did you find what you wanted in the files?” Henry asked.

      “No,” she said.

      In the records stolen from the Sun Valley shelter, Elise had found that a man named Jacques Offenbach had spent the last twenty-four hours in its short-term housing. He had checked in shortly after the bombing of Craven’s.

      It was a pseudonym, she was certain. Offenbach was well-known for composing “Orpheus and the Underworld,” and was not a homeless witch passing through Reno.

      James used to call himself Orpheus. He had been in the shelter.

      And the Traveler had wanted Elise to have faith in him.

      So yes, Elise had found what she expected in the records Henry retrieved. But she hadn’t found what she wanted.

      Elise plucked another set of foam earplugs off of the coffee table. She had spent the last several minutes attempting to whittle them into custom shapes. “I have to locate Melinda again. She’ll be the easiest way to get what I need.”

      “What did she show you?” Henry asked.

      She attempted to insert the plugs into Victoria’s ears. They were too big. “I need Melinda,” Elise said.

      Henry raked a hand through his hair. “All right. Let’s try surveillance footage from around the city. Just have to hope she hasn’t left yet.” City surveillance was no surprise after the revelation of trackers and bombers, but Elise felt it like fingers of venom in her gut.

      Elise cut the foam down again, rolled it between her fingers, and inserted it into Victoria’s ear canals. The plugs were now too small to stay in place. Elise needed to try again.

      “What are you doing?” Henry asked, layering a bandage over Elise’s pectoral.

      She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. Victoria had responded poorly to gunfire, suggesting her hearing was human, or close to it. Once damaged, the hairs within the ears would never recover. The thing was already potentially going blind. She didn’t need to go deaf too.

      “Ear protection,” Henry finally realized. “You’re worried about ear protection now? After all that close quarters gunfire? You’re not taking this baby into more firefights.”

      “Not if I can avoid it,” she agreed. The second attempt at baby-sized earplugs fit. She put them into place carefully. Victoria stuck a fist in her mouth and grunted. Satisfied, Elise handed Victoria to Henry. The infant had grown more hair in recent days when Elise hadn’t been paying attention. It was a black brush over her forehead, contrasting sharply with gray baby eyes.

      “What are you doing in Reno?” Henry asked, blunt as he’d ever been.

      “I will stop the trading of infernal artifacts,” Elise said. Which was true. It would be a side effect of her actions.

      “There are no infernal artifacts in Reno,” Henry said.

      “Your authorization must be too low for the information.”

      “No, there can’t be,” he said. “This place is built on ethereal ruins. They can’t coexist. It’s literally impossible. There are other cities with infernal foundations, but this area’s been ethereal since before Genesis.”

      That stirred old memories in Elise. Ancient gateways, a blond girl with a bullet wound in her forehead, angels in an upside-down city. Infernal and ethereal foundations couldn’t coexist. Yet James was here dealing in infernal artifacts somehow. Nash had told her so, and Melinda’s memory had confirmed it.

      “Find Melinda,” Elise said again.

      “I told you that I tried. There’s another thing we can attempt, but…” He shifted the baby to free a hand and typed on the laptop. “I’ve put in details of her appearance. She’ll be matched against all potential faces that the city’s cameras have seen in the last twenty-four hours and we’ll get a list of candidates. We could end up with thousands.”

      Elise’s eyes narrowed. “Who controls that surveillance?”

      “The OPA,” he said.

      “Who controls the OPA?”

      Henry rubbed a hand down his face. “I mean, there’s a secretary, but it’s Deirdre. Deirdre Tombs. The sanctuary’s Alpha has always been a level above.” He seemed to come to some silent conclusion. “If I have to put up with you, I need to know what’s happening. I need to know what your mission is and I need to know what the hell you are.”

      “I’m human,” Elise said. “This time. This isn’t my only life.”

      “You’re not a phoenix,” he said.

      “No. I’m an avatar.”

      “An ava…” He trailed off before finishing the last word. His face went ashen. “Like in the Balefire Wars?”

      “Guess so. I’m looking for another avatar. He may no longer be in his avatar form. He is purported to be dealing in warlock artifacts, he is the deadliest man I have ever known, and I am the only person who can stop him.”

      “So you’re a god looking for a fight with another god,” he said. “But once he’s gone, you will be too.”

      “Yes.”

      He glanced down at the laptop. “We’ve got a few hits.” She looked over his shoulder as he scrolled through them. They all resembled Melinda to some degree, but there were hundreds. It would take time to look through them. “Is it true what they say? About the divines, and how they snap if they get lonely?”

      In isolation, Adam had turned from an ordinary monster into a world-destroying abomination. “Probably. I know it’s true of angels.”

      “Yeah, because of the Fascination.”

      Nash had said that angels were still rare in this age. “How did you learn about that?”

      “They teach it at the shifter academy,” Henry said. “Some Gray deal with Fascination and its side-effects, so people who attend the academy—people likely to end up in positions of influence—are trained to identify it.”

      It was a sound idea. Occasionally, angels had fallen in Fascination with humans during the First War, and it had always ended in disaster; humans didn’t live as long as the ethereal. Just as Adam had gone crazy when Eve died, angels had a habit of snapping when they lost their objects of Fascination.

      Henry kept paging through the faces. He didn’t look away from the laptop screen when he said, “Is that why you made a baby? Because you were lonely?”

      The question unsettled her, though she wasn’t sure why. A face caught her attention on the screen. “Stop,” she said.

      He lifted his finger from the keyboard. They had found Melinda. The city’s cameras picked her up when she entered Reno—not over Clear Acre Boulevard, but from Pyramid Highway. She must have been attempting to avoid obvious routes to make herself harder to find.

      From there, her path was unbroken to downtown Reno, and the river, Idlewild Park, and…

      “It’s a museum,” Elise said aloud, surprised.

      Motion and Dance had once been a studio that James and Elise co-owned. It was an unexciting brick building with large mirrored rooms on the first floor and an even more unexciting apartment on the second floor. It shouldn’t have existed anymore. But it did, and it was a museum. Elise’s first life had been laminated, bubble wrapped, and committed for historical preservation.

      She entered the armory, looking at the guns and swords, trying to decide how this death would happen.

      Henry followed her to the other room, cradling Victoria.

      “If you’re a divine, then you should call on the Oracles,” he said. “You’ll need them for business this big. I don’t know why Abel dropped me into this. Even my training isn’t cut out for that kind of fight.”

      “You’re not fighting. You’re staying with Victoria.” She chose a simple collection of weapons: a few daggers that would be easy to hide with blades of varying materials that would allow her to kill most preternatural creatures; and a single firearm that would serve as a ranged weapon if necessary.

      “I should call the Oracles,” he said.

      “No,” she said.

      And Henry didn’t argue. He folded his arms tightly across his chest. “I didn’t sleep at all last night.”

      “Sleep with the baby,” Elise said. “I trust you to protect my child.”

      Something about the way she said it—the look in her eyes, her tone of voice—made quiet sink over Henry Lee. He nodded slowly. He didn’t even flinch when Victoria started fussing again.

      Elise would feed her before she left.

      Fully armed, with daggers at her wrists and a gun in her belt, Elise lifted the baby from his arms. Victoria silenced as soon as she was picked up. Elise sat to feed her, but no mouth closed upon her nipple. The baby didn’t seem interested in nursing.

      Not only was Victoria no longer staring into space, she was looking directly at Elise. Victoria opened her mouth. Her eyes crinkled.

      Elise blinked. “Victoria.” The baby’s mouth opened wider so that Elise could see the toothless rims of her gums, her milk-yellowed tongue. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She’s smiling,” Henry said. “That’s how new babies smile.”

      Elise let her finger slip against the baby’s palm, and small fingers closed around it. She couldn’t bring herself to smile back. Victoria’s face looked so much like her father’s. But she traced her thumb over her daughter’s smooth knuckles while the baby gazed directly at her, seeing her mother. And the sight made Victoria smile.
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      Elise walked to Motion and Dance from the condominium. It wasn’t far away; she used to run twice that distance in the mornings before her first pot of coffee, and then again when she got bored of ledgers, credits, and debits around eight-thirty in the morning. She took the distance more slowly that day. Half because she wasn’t actually certain she wanted to find James at Motion and Dance, and half because she was thinking about Victoria.

      Not just Victoria. She was also thinking about another little girl—a newborn, a preemie—who had been born so small that Elise had held her connected to a dozen tubes and wires. Her name had been…what, Dana?

      No, Debora. Debora McIntyre.

      That infant had been the offspring of one of Elise’s early demon hunting partners. Debora had been the first baby that Elise ever held. She had helped raise Debora through the the toddler years. Debora’s clumsy fat hands had knotted Elise’s demon hair into ugly braids that Elise had worn to crime scenes unblinkingly. The girl had fought with her sister over the right to do Elise’s makeup in shrieking toddler pidgin and brought Elise ragged dandelions in the spring.

      As Elise walked, borne on a wave of Nevada warmth, and she allowed herself to imagine another fat-fingered toddler yanking on her hair. One with eyes like James’s and a wide-mouthed smile missing several teeth.

      Debora had died at four years old.

      Just as Elise had been there for the child’s birth, she had been there for the child’s death. She had seen the fat hands go limp. She remembered the puddle of blood as clearly as she remembered the desperate, aching feeling that had followed the death of Debora and her parents. Elise’s friends. Her family, in all honesty. She recalled their deaths so much more clearly than their lives.

      Nothing good in this world remained. The Nevada sunlight was still too hot on the top of her head, Debora McIntyre’s body had long since rotted into nothing, and Motion and Dance had been turned into a museum. A monument to the worst parts of her life.

      Victoria, for the moment, had much ahead of her. Much of it would be terrible. In the short term that meant a lot of diapers and sleepless nights. In the long term, surely worse. But she also had a future of clumsily braiding Elise’s hair, maybe, and toothless smiles, hopefully.

      Had Elise ever smiled at Debora McIntyre?

      A brick building emerged from the trees. Time had slid away from Elise while she was trapped in thought and now she faced a familiar sight: a brick building with a sign outside declaring it to be a monument maintained by triadists. It did not look to be well maintained. Dried ivy clung to its sides, digging cracks into the crumbling mortar, and the yard was more dirt than grass. According to the hours posted, it was open, but there were no cars outside.

      Not only had Elise’s young adulthood been reduced to a historical footnote, it was one largely ignored by a disinterested public.

      Her chest was hurting as she looked at the glass front door, too dusty to see through. The wooden stairs leading up to James’s old apartment had too many missing pieces to climb. The roof was missing tiles.

      Melinda was in there.

      And worse, James was in there. If not in present, then in the past. In the way his smell would cling to warped wooden floors and the ivory keys of a piano he’d played for hours on end. Elise drew the gun from underneath her shirt. It was an unpleasant weight in her hand—a weapon she’d never enjoyed wielding. “Home sweet home,” Elise said.

      She entered the studio.
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      Motion and Dance looked like it had gotten more care on the inside, but only just. The receptionist’s table, where Elise had once done the accounting, had a guest book and an empty donation box on it. James’s knickknacks had been moved from the shelves to glass cases, which must not have been dusted in months; Elise had to swipe a hand over them to see familiar photos underneath.

      These were photos of Elise and James as they had been, not as they were now. Pictures of them on vacation during their short-lived retirement. Holding wine glasses, performing at a competition to promote the studio, teaching ballet to a class of preschoolers. It was strange to see Elise’s original mortal form. Even now, she was not beautiful, but she used to be ugly by comparison. Too much like Isaac Kavanagh.

      James had never been ugly. Only some of that was attributable to his angel blood, the rest good breeding. His parents hadn’t been paired to produce a weapon, as Elise’s parents had, but had been prestigious witches of an ancient coven. James was the equivalent of a purebred dog, whereas Elise was a fighting mutt.

      The only light came from the buildings bordering this one. The bright-blue LED glow of streetlights began and ended a full block away so that the artifacts collected from Elise’s old life were painted in faint shades of orange and gray. Her old knives looked rusty on display. Someone had seen fit to display her sheaths too. After decades without oiling, the leather was cracking.

      Elise came across another set of photographs. In all of them, Elise and James stood shoulder-to-shoulder, barely an inch between them. They had taken such care not to touch, back in those days. She’d thought James found her unappealing. In reality, he’d been concealing what he felt for her.

      But there was one photo where they were embracing. James had been so proud at Elise’s graduation, and an old friend had gotten a picture of him kissing her forehead. Elise was almost smiling in that one.

      There was a piece of paper sticking out from under the photo. Elise snapped the lock off of the case in her hand and opened the glass cover. Dust puffed into the air.

      The note was new. Not dusty, not worn.

      A little girl needs a mother.

      It was the same handwriting as the message she’d found with Isaac’s body.

      Yet this message was more confusing than menacing. Elise had fewer negative associations with motherhood than fatherhood. Like her mother or not, Ariane hadn’t been an aggressor, but a victim. And Elise was with her infant. James was the missing one.

      She didn’t understand.

      That was its own kind of menacing.

      Footsteps echoed on the other side of the wall, out in the main dance hall.

      Someone was here.

      She drew a knife and eased the door open.

      The big dance hall waited on the other side, wooden floors dull and mirrors cracked. There was still so much ash from the demon apocalypse of 2009. Nobody had cleaned. The triadists had preserved everything about the room in honor of gods who didn’t care for their efforts.

      A shadowy figure was trying to open the closet behind the piano. Elise knew it wasn’t James the instant she saw the graceless yanking on the doorknob, and her tension eased even as she sank into a crouch, prepared to spring.

      Melinda turned and gave a start. “You found me,” she said, back plastered against the door. “He said it was supposed to take longer than that.”

      Elise eased around the edge of the room, knife held to her side. “He?”

      Melinda shut her mouth, as if realizing she’d spoken too much.

      “Jacques Offenbach,” Elise said quietly.

      The half-angel backed away. She had to be half-blooded, at the most; angels were simply not born in forms so unimpressive. They all looked like living statues. Melinda looked like a woman, a bureaucrat—and one filled with fear at that. She didn’t have any weapons, but Elise stayed back.

      “Offenbach,” Elise said again.

      “I don’t know who that is,” Melinda said.

      “He checked into your shelter after the bombing of Craven’s. He’s hiding from me. He’s in your memories, and I know that you know who I’m talking about.”

      “But I don’t have anything to do with people who stay at the shelter,” Melinda said. “I only saw you because I was told to make you stay there.”

      Elise felt the anger rising. It was a slow boil, crawling from her belly up her throat. “By who?”

      Still, Melinda didn’t speak. She backed herself into the corner by the piano. “I just follow orders the angels send. I don’t have a choice. The choirs kill anyone who disobeys.”

      If there was a concerted attempt at governance from angels, then that too was a change Elise hadn’t experienced. If the governance was performed by James… “Where was that memory?” Elise asked. “The dark room. The doorway.”

      Melinda licked her lips. Her eyes flicked to the door leading to the other dance hall.

      There was a piece of paper nailed to the door between rooms. At that distance, Elise couldn’t read the message.

      She took two steps that way.

      Melinda lifted her arms and light shimmered at her back. It resolved into the shape of arching wings. The neighborhood lights darkened, flickered. “You can’t go in there yet. It’s ahead of schedule.”

      The shimmering wing-shaped light refined into the form of enormous feathers and strong-boned arches sturdy enough to carry a human into flight. They became real. Not just an image, but wings, actual wings.

      Down fluttered to the ground at Melinda’s feet. The neighboring houses lost power completely, and the light beyond the windows vanished.

      “But you’re Gray,” Elise said. Melinda must have been Gray. Elise knew all the full-blooded angels, since she’d carried Eve’s soul alongside hers for years. She had memorized their faces and the delicate lines of their bones and the way that all of them had smiled at their mother. This Melinda, with her tacky dyed hair and contacts, was not among Eve’s daughters.

      But she had wings.

      Even half-angel Gray shouldn’t have had wings, and there was never a person more than half-angel. Angels didn’t interbreed deliberately. Full blood didn’t reproduce with half-blood. Purity was key.

      And yet.

      Melinda flung a hand toward Elise. Energy shocked between them. “You can’t go in there,” she said, and Elise felt hooks digging into her gray matter.

      Memories surged.

      Elise didn’t return to the dark room, or anywhere else in Melinda’s memories. She tumbled into her own past. The life that had come before.

      Debora McIntyre sat in Elise’s lap. They were in a trailer, seated upon a couch broken by age and stained by cat piss, and the toddler leaned the full weight of her warm little body against Elise’s chest.

      “Ba,” Debora said. She shoved a toy so close to Elise’s face that it was blurry.

      At that distance, Elise couldn’t make out Debora’s face. She felt only the warmth. She felt the softness of her body, and the toes digging into her thighs. She smelled the baby shampoo that failed to tame Debora’s jam-caked curls.

      In the memory—back in that day, almost a century ago—Elise had plucked the toy out of her hand so that she could see it. It had been a gun’s magazine. Lucas McIntyre had not sheltered his children from guns. Debora had already been encouraged to handle the parts.

      Yet that magazine, in the hand of a toddler, had been something other than a weapon. A ship on the ocean, an airplane. It had been an innocent dream.

      The memory flipped.

      Debora was dead at a train station in France. Her body was limp within a puddle of rapidly cooling blood. Elise wasn’t sure if she was gripping her head in both hands in this day, in reality, or if she was imagining it. She knew for a fact that she said, “No.”

      Elise didn’t want to see Debora’s little broken body again. She’d left that era behind and reshaped the world during Genesis.

      Except in her memory.

      “No!”

      Elise tried to push Melinda away. She’d never been a witch, but Elise had cast some warlock and ethereal magic during her time as a demon, and she remembered how it felt to weigh her mind against the powers of others.

      Melinda staggered backward, falling into the mirror. Her wings crumpled.

      But then she pushed again. Harder.

      Elise’s vision fuzzed as memory took over once more.

      Betty.

      There was a blond woman, both tall and overweight because she was so good, so shining, so gregarious that she simply could not be contained within a smaller body. Betty had loved to drink. She had loved to eat. She had loved to love, and to seduce, and to make friends.

      Betty had been a classmate of Elise’s. She had started college as an older student—like Elise—and singled Elise out for her friendship after a project together. Betty was the first real friend she had ever made. A woman who had wanted nothing from Elise except her companionship.

      And Betty had shown Elise so much. She’d shown her the good bars around town, the night life, the value of a life lived without killing. In exchange, she had asked Elise for a ride to an abortion clinic when her ex-husband impregnated her, and she had asked for a shoulder to cry upon after the procedure was done. Betty had been many things, but maternal wasn’t among them. Her tears had nothing to do with the abortion and everything to do with her ex.

      Betty loved wildly. Her passion had infused everything.

      The love Elise and Betty had shared was nothing like the love Elise and James shared. Betty only ever made Elise feel better. Unburdened. She had accepted Elise’s weirdness and allowed her to feel as though she belonged.

      For a moment, Melinda allowed Elise to bask in those memories, so long forgotten.

      Washing cars with Betty with a garden hose in the summer heat.

      Going to The Cheese Plate for sandwiches at midday.

      Renting a house together.

      But Melinda yanked that away too, as she had yanked away memories of Debora. She forced Elise to remember what Betty had looked like dead. The hole in her forehead, the streak of blood down her temple, the vacant stare.

      Betty had given Elise everything in exchange for nothing. In return, she’d been murdered.

      Nothing good stays.

      Elise had fallen to her knees in the studio—now, in the present—and she couldn’t escape Melinda. She couldn’t do anything as the part-angel walked toward her with wings spread and hands extended and mental powers on the attack.

      She couldn’t reject the memories of everyone she had lost. The friends she no longer saw, like her half-sister Marion, and her ex-boyfriends Anthony and Lincoln, and…

      Everyone.

      Elise was alone.

      So alone.

      Henry had asked if Elise made a baby so she wouldn’t be lonely. Had she felt compelled to answer, she would have said no. She made the baby for James. Her husband had wanted a family, and Elise had given it to him because she was a benevolent god. But in the depths of her mind, and in her heart, where she had lost so many people…

      Elise hurt. Everything hurt.

      She yanked the gun out of her belt. She couldn’t see what she was doing, so she operated on touch alone, which couldn’t be entirely stripped away by the angel’s assault on her senses. When she lifted the gun, she felt as though she were aiming at Betty’s face, and at Debora McIntyre’s face, and…

      She squeezed the trigger.

      The walls of Elise’s mind slammed shut.

      Melinda’s hands flew to cover her breast. At first, she only looked surprised, with eyes widened and lips parted and shoulders limp. Then blood spurted from between her fingers.

      Elise clawed to her feet. Even though Melinda was out of her mind’s depths, she still felt grief. Pain. Debora’s dead body was as vividly detailed in Elise’s soul as if she’d died all over again.

      Melinda said, “Please don’t.” Or something like that.

      This time, Elise shot her in the face, just as Betty had been shot in the face.

      She shot again and again and again.

      The gun clicked empty.

      Elise’s vision cleared and she found herself standing over Melinda’s body, gone limp on the parquet. Silver blood spread underneath her. The right wing was broken, snapped underneath the weight of her body, and the left arched gracelessly over her head.

      The left wing twitched. Stomping her heel on Melinda’s throat, Elise kneeled and sawed her head off with the knife.

      Only then, when the dulled mirrors were splattered and the body was bisected, did she allow herself to back away on wavering legs.

      “Fuck me,” Elise said through gritted teeth.

      When she glanced at the piano again, she saw only Betty’s vacant eyes in the dim reflection of its black wooden flank. No. No, no, no.

      She staggered to the door where the note had been affixed with a thumb tack. A thumbprint made with silver blood smeared across its flat surface. The paper tore down the middle when she yanked it off the door.

      A dead girl needs nothing.

      Elise shoved the door open.

      The smaller of the dance halls was on the other side. It used to be a garage, so it was draftier than the rest of the studio. Gooseflesh rippled over her arms when she entered its unlit depths. Even though it was dark, she could see that there was something—someone—at the far end of the room.

      The shattered mirrors reflected Elise’s avatar in a million broken ways. Her swinging braid looked like a serpent the color of hawk feathers.

      On the far wall, bolts had been driven into wall behind the glass. Heavy chains draped over the dusty wood floors, which had streaks where someone had been kicking his heels—surely in an attempt to break free. Drops of crimson blood led in a path up the center of the room. Bars of moonlight spilled over bare toes and ragged pants, leaving the man’s upper body in shadow.

      Judging by his smell—and how shrunken his muscles appeared—this man had been chained in captivity for weeks, underfed, occasionally beaten, left to rot. He didn’t even have the strength to lift his head, though he attempted it. Greasy, dusty hair was pasted to his forehead. A beard grew thick on his jaw. Blood caked one eye shut. The other eye was blue.

      It was James.
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      Elise entered the dance hall slowly, sliding along the edge of the room, careful not to let the door out of her sight. James’s avatar looked bad, but that meant nothing. The appearance of an avatar was unreflective of the god’s condition. James kept trying to lift his head to see her. His dry lips moved, but the only sound that came out was a croak that echoed through the silence of Motion and Dance.

      She lowered to his side, blade in hand.

      “James,” Elise said quietly.

      He couldn’t look at her, so she put a hand under his chin, lifting his face. Daniel Hawker looked very much like James Faulkner. He was too vain to think of ways to improve upon himself. His face was unlined underneath the grime. His skin was firm. The limbal ring around his irises was dark.  “Elise,” he croaked.

      “You’re still an avatar.”

      He didn’t reply. He couldn’t.

      She rubbed her fingers through his hair to see if the black coloring was dyed or magicked, but it looked real. In Melinda’s memories, James had been white-haired and -eyed, in a godlier form. This body was barely alive.

      Elise left him long enough to fill a cup of water in the downstairs bathroom. She had to tip his head back in her hand, cradling it as she cradled Victoria’s, and spill the water over his mouth. He didn’t react much at first, but then his lips began moving, and his tongue. His collar was soaked by the time he became coordinated enough to drink.

      “Is it you?” James managed to ask.

      She leaned him against the mirror again, stuck a knife in the first of his chains, and used it as a wedge to shatter the lock. He groaned when his arm came down.

      “It’s you,” he said when she broke the second lock in the same way.

      Elise rubbed circulation into his arms. “Yes.” He cupped her face in his trembling hands, and she picked away some of the blood that prevented his other eye from opening. The eye itself was not damaged; there was a deep cut in his eyebrow that hadn’t been cleaned. “Where are the warlock artifacts?”

      James’s hands fell to her shoulders. It was not an affectionate grip, but a steadying one. He would have fallen over if he weren’t putting his weight on her. “What artifacts?”

      “The ones you’re selling.”

      “I’ve been here the entire time.” His hands moved down her arms, to her elbows, and then to her hips. And her belly. It was still softer than it had ever been before the baby, but she no longer looked pregnant. “Rosalind?” he asked with a note of worry.

      Elise frowned. “Victoria.”

      Hope bloomed in his eyes. “But we discussed names,” James said. “We picked Rosalind.”

      “You picked Rosalind,” she said.

      Until that moment—rehashing that familiar argument—Elise hadn’t been convinced that it was really James. It didn’t matter how real he felt, or how real he looked. There were monsters in this world that could look like anyone, and other monsters who could have convinced Elise she was seeing anything.

      But it was really him.

      He bowed against her. His head pressed to her chest, his arms encircling her midsection. James was shaking. She was too. “You missed everything,” she said. “The birth. The assassination attempts. The running.”

      “How long?” James asked.

      “A few weeks.”

      “Thank God,” he mumbled against her stomach. “I was afraid…it felt so long. Like Limbo. I thought I wouldn’t get to see my child until she was already halfway to adulthood. Again.”

      “It was long enough.” She glanced at her face broken into a thousand pieces over his shoulder. When she saw herself now, she saw the resemblance between herself and Victoria. “Too long.”

      Elise peeled James’s arms off of her. It wasn’t a time for hugging. Melinda could be tracked by facial recognition, so she could too; it wouldn’t be long before the nyctimus and friends were on her tail again. And James was even more useless than Henry at the moment. “Stand up.”

      “I can’t,” he said after a moment’s consideration.

      She trickled more water into his mouth, which he drank with pained grunting sounds. And then she pulled his arm over her shoulders. Unfortunately, they had chosen a height disparity identical to the one from their previous lives, meaning that he was nearly a foot taller, so Elise couldn’t lift him off of his feet. They had to settle for leaning on each other.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I was taken, Elise,” James said. “You have to believe me.”

      “Why should I?”

      He didn’t have an answer for that. A deep cough rose from his chest, and Elise dug her heels in to brace him against the wall until the hacking subsided. In a way, it was nice to have his face buried against her shoulder, his weight bowing her spine backward. She felt the jutting ribs under his soiled shirt and they were his ribs.

      When he spoke again, his voice was so raspy it was hard to make out. “It was an ambush. Someone had left a note outside our house—and a photo of Nathaniel.” Nathaniel was James’s first son, from his last life. “You were sleeping when I found it, and I thought… They overwhelmed me when I left our house. They were waiting for me.”

      Cold sank through Elise’s body. “That note you found with the photo. Did it say something like ‘a son needs a father’?”

      His eyes met hers in an instant of electric shock. “Yes,” James said. “That’s what it said. How did you—”

      “Fuck.”

      A dead girl needs nothing.

      “We have to get to Victoria,” Elise said.
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      There were still no lights outside Motion and Dance. Power to the grid seemed to have shut down. Elise had initially attributed this to Melinda’s presence, but Melinda was now dead. Either there was another angel, or someone with a lot of authority had deliberately shut down the power in the area.

      Dread was growing in her gut as she hauled James’s dead weight out to the parking lot, where there was only a single unoccupied vehicle. Elise shattered the window with a sharp-tipped rock, unlocked it, and poured James into the back seat. “What’s happening?” he asked with a groan.

      Elise started pushing buttons on the dashboard. She didn’t understand how modern cars worked—there were no keys, no wires to cross, not even a parking brake. Henry had been driving her everywhere. He’d seemed to operate a car normally. But the sticker on this windshield said that the vehicle was owned by Zyp, and it didn’t seem intended to accommodate an actual driver.

      She needed to move. She didn’t have time to learn this bullshit.

      “How the fuck does this work?” Elise growled, slamming her palm into the dash. The lights came on. The car chimed cheerfully at her as it booted, sort of like a computer. There was no rumble of engine. Only a prompt on the dashboard screen which greeted her by name—Elise Kavanagh—and asked if she wanted to charge the ride share to her account. “Yes?”

      The car asked for a destination.

      “Dat So La Lee Condominiums,” she said.

      It took off so quickly, so silently, that it felt like she wasn’t moving at all.

      Elise took another magazine out of her pocket and reloaded the gun as they blasted up the road. The trees and river blurred around them into a streak of green-brown.

      “What’s happening?” James asked again, levering himself into a seated position. His eyes were clearer now. He was coming back into himself, starting to look sharper, more conscious.

      “I left Victoria with a babysitter,” Elise said. “I think that’s what they wanted.”

      “What who wanted?”

      The car came to an abrupt stop on the bridge over the Truckee—quickly enough to throw her into the dashboard. A red light was blinking next to the map.

      A calm female voice spoke through the car’s speakers. “Local authorities have taken control of the car’s navigation. Please put your hands on the dashboard and wait to be intercepted.”

      “Fuck,” Elise said again, with even more gusto. She whipped around to glare at James. “Who took you? A nyctimus? Fiends?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “And an angel,” she said.

      For the first time since birthing Victoria in that godforsaken hospital, Elise felt clear-headed. She could think her way through the fog of sleep deprivation, through the haze of an avatar disconnected from time, reality, and godhood. She saw what she had failed to see before.

      Elise had made no enemies in her time as Danäe McCollum. Yet someone was out to get her with a very personal grudge—someone who was at least a hundred years old. Someone with power.

      Police cars screamed toward them. They blocked either side of the bridge to form a sloppy barricade.

      “I need you to be strong now,” she told James. It felt like telling a skeleton that he needed to grow flesh.

      His nod was unconvincing, but his hand was solid in hers when she seized it. He tightened his fingers. “Let’s go.”

      She kicked open the door to the car.

      Police were still emerging from their vehicles, positioning themselves so that they could use them as shields from gunfire. They’d clearly been warned that Elise was dangerous. That she would fight them.

      They hadn’t been told she would run.

      Elise shoved James over the side of the bridge.

      He tumbled, a bag of bones, and vanished into the Truckee. The maneuver never would have worked a hundred years earlier. It had never been so full. But now he went under, sinking below the shimmering waters.

      She leaped next.

      Gunshots rang out, whip cracking through the air.

      Elise’s heart swelled into her throat.

      She struck water.

      Only when she saw the crimson clouds billowing around her head did she realize she’d been struck. One lucky officer had hit her on the way down.

      Elise pushed her hands forward, cutting her body through the river like a blade slicing through muscle tendons, and she felt the bite in her bicep. Her arm. They’d shot her dominant arm. She was clumsy, unbalanced. Her body flipped and spun and banged into rocks and she couldn’t see James. But she also couldn’t see police. The cameras couldn’t see her face, either.

      Her head broke through the surface. She gasped once to fill her lungs then let it drag her under again.

      Darkness swept over her—a bridge—and then there was light again, city lights. She’d gotten out of the zone that had lost power.

      She kicked against the bottom to right herself. Her mind processed the map of Reno from above, as seen at the top of the condominium, and she tried to calculate how far she would have been carried.

      A hand plunged into the water. It gripped her injured arm.

      Elise gave a cry as she was hauled out, sodden and dripping. She yanked out a knife. She lifted it to stab.

      But when she came up for air, it was James’s face over hers. James holding her halfway out of the water, sheltered under two feet of clearance under a downtown bridge, his alert eyes focused outward and upward.

      She had forgotten what it was like to be with someone she could rely upon.

      Her fingers loosened and the knife fell into the water. She rested her head against James’s shoulder, and for an instant—just one instant—she shut her eyes. When she breathed in deeply, she could smell his sweat like a wood-burning stove. “They haven’t found us,” James said.

      Her eyes tracked the path up the rocky banks. The tower wasn’t far. “We have to run.”
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      Elise and James would not win any medals for the time it took them to close the distance between river and condo, but they arrived before the police. She suspected it was because the police weren’t worried about beating them there.

      The Dat So La Lee tower was burning. Smoke billowed from its upper floors. Whatever terrible thing had happened in the condominium was already over.

      “The street lights,” James said.

      It was a detail that seemed so insignificant that Elise never would have noticed if he hadn’t pointed it out. The street lights were all off. The stoplights too. Even the bulbs that should have been flashing outside the nearby casino were dark. There was no power on the block surrounding the condo.

      She had to bodily shove the doors open—no power assist—and leap up the stairs that spiraled toward the top.

      Elise didn’t wait to see if James could keep up.

      Even with a hand clutching her wounded arm, she spilled blood on the steps, leaving a trail of droplets that looked black in the unlit stairwell. She was leaving a thread behind her on the way to the center of the labyrinth. James would follow it, but so too would others.

      She reached the top floor and kicked the door in with a single savage blow.

      Smoke billowed out of the condo where she had been staying. There were bodies on the ground. Fiends, mostly. She stepped over them, on top of them, crouched low to get what little air she could. It felt like breathing in charcoal.

      It was so dark that she tripped over a furry mass. Not a demon, but a large feline. A mountain lion.

      Henry Lee.

      He was an impressive beast in his animal form. Time and selective breeding had clearly done favors for the shifter population; he was bigger still than the wolves Elise remembered from Rylie’s pack, well-muscled, and with each paw so big that Elise couldn’t lift one in her exhaustion.

      Henry wasn’t moving.

      “Help me roll him over,” Elise said. James had come in behind her, gasping and tired, but he still crawled over to offer what little strength he could provide. They both shook trying to get one leg out from under Henry.

      That was where Elise found Henry’s moonstone charm, which he’d said he used to control his shapeshifting. She pressed her fingers into the stone to activate it. Henry’s fur shivered, and he slowly began changing back.

      “Who is this?” James asked.

      “The babysitter,” Elise said.

      James lurched to his feet, striding through the smoke-blackened condominium.

      As Henry shifted back to his human form, his bones giving muffled pops and his fur spilling over the floor, Elise began thinking of new ways to kill people. Humans, angels, demons—it wouldn’t matter. She’d never savored pain. She would savor it now because she knew what James was going to find when he combed through the smoky condo.

      Elise staggered to her feet. James was hunched over an empty bassinet on the other side of the room. “She’s not here,” he said hollowly.

      She believed him, but she still had to look into every room herself to be sure. Some of the rooms were too smoky to see much. But there was no crying inside, no sounds of protest from a fussy infant.

      Elise felt nothing.

      She was empty.

      She was going to murder.

      “Elise?” Henry had managed to awaken. He was still losing the last vestiges of his fur, but his body was smaller. She dragged him closer to the windows, where the smoke was thinner, so that he could breathe well enough to regain his strength.

      James was sitting on the couch, staring at the bassinet.

      The floor underneath them was thumping. Helicopters circled outside, shining lights on their windows. They were going to have company soon.

      Elise helped Henry sit up. He was already healing the wounds that the fiends had inflicted upon him. “Did they kill her?” Elise asked.

      Henry shook his head. “No, but…Elise…”

      “What?” she asked, biting the word off with her teeth.

      He turned wide, horrified eyes on her. “Nash Adamson took Ria.”
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      Normally Elise would never have allowed herself to be surrounded by enemies. As a human fighting preternaturals higher in power than she was, she’d quickly learned from her father Isaac that positioning was the key to surviving every battle. You never let the enemy get your back. You never let them flank you. And you never let them surround you unless you were prepared to die.

      She’d propped Henry Lee against the window to help him sit up, and now she saw an airship on the other side of the glass, marked with OPA insignia and with armed guards on the balcony at its underbelly. They had machine guns aimed through the window.

      Meanwhile a nyctimus had just kicked open the door to the hallway, and had brought in fiends with it.

      Judging by the thudding on the rooftop, there were already enemies up at the dock too.

      Surrounded.

      Elise’s eyes flicked to James. He was lost in thought—or perhaps so dehydrated, so starved, that his avatar’s brain no longer functioned. “James,” she said, “we need to remember.”

      His eyes met hers. Everything else that had made his form impressive had been stripped away by captivity—held by Nashriel, one of Eve’s favorite sons—but the sharpness in his eyes couldn’t be taken by anyone. Those eyes belonged to the god. “Remember what?”

      She lifted her hand to face him palm-first as a reminder. There was no mark on it now, but there used to be. “Everything.”

      James’s brow crimped as fiends flooded the room behind him, circling the couch, the empty bassinet, the man holding a baby blanket limp in one hand. “I don’t have time for ritual. I don’t have a pen.”

      “Don’t need one,” Elise said. “Remember.”

      She stood, hauling Henry with her. Nash would not spare his life if he was left behind; if the angel had done what Henry claimed, then Nash was so far beyond caring about human life that he’d have flattened Reno to get to Elise.

      Nashriel may have been one of Eve’s favorite sons, but he’d also been Adam’s best soldier. He had stood by God long after He lost himself to madness and executed the most horrible commands.

      Elise remembered how Nash had held Victoria.

      She should have known.

      The nyctimus shouldered to the front of the fiends. It was the female one again, small and twisted and ugly. Its eyes glowed a strange kind of blue. It was under ethereal control.

      “Nashriel?” Elise asked.

      “No,” said the nyctimus. Its voice was female too. It had absorbed a woman and partially shapeshifted into her form. Had she donned a bulky enough jacket, she might have resembled Melinda. “But I speak for him.”

      “What does he want?” James asked, rising slowly to his feet. “What will it take to get her back?”

      “There’s nothing that you can do.” The nyctimus’s cruel, sharp-toothed smile was one hundred percent demon, without a hint of the Gray it had shapeshifted into.

      James’s fists clenched. “What are you going to do to her?”

      “You’ll find out when you return to godhood,” said the nyctimus. “You’ll get to experience every wretched moment of what happens to Victoria Faulkner, omnipotent yet incapable of changing anything—or even caring about it. Your daughter will seem trivial. Your own blood.”

      Elise’s hand went tight on the knife. She shook—not with anger, not with fear, but just with…she wasn’t certain. She was shaking. She was about to explode into motion. She was going to destroy everything.

      Everything.

      It was true, what the nyctimus said. When Elise became a god again, this would all become a distant dream. Life was a fascination of the living. Gods operated on a higher level, witnessing all of time simultaneously. It gave hideous perspective to what seemed to be even the biggest tragedies.

      Nash could skin Victoria with a paring knife and Elise would see it as a god…and she likely would not care. Nor would she be able to form a new avatar to return and prevent it from happening. She could only exist so many times in the same moment without risking the entire fabric of the universe.

      The fiends were pressing close enough that Henry was making a little strangled sound beside Elise, disgusted and fearful, and his hand was groping for the moonstone charm at the opposite wrist.

      Yes. He could shapeshift into a mountain lion again, broad-skulled and long-toothed and absolutely savage them.

      Elise could kill them all too.

      Except now there were OPA agents behind the fiends and the nyctimus. Humans. They wore body armor, they carried guns, they stank of fear underneath their anonymizing helmets.

      For anyone else, this much power would have been overkill.

      But Nash intended to see Elise and James’s avatars dead.

      “Why?” James asked.

      “Because I want you to live with the images of what happens to Victoria for eternity,” the nyctimus said, “just as I have to live an eternity without Summer.” This wasn’t just a demon passing along a message from Nash now. This was Nash’s voice, Nash’s words, Nash’s perspective.

      “Tell Nash that Summer’s life is forfeit,” Elise said.

      Henry said, “What? No. Not Summer.”

      “Not my daughter,” James said.

      He spoke a word of power.

      Magic thudded through the room. It erupted as a wave with James at its epicenter, shoving through the demons, sending the fiends bowling into the OPA agents, knocking them all back. He had remembered. This blessed, cursed avatar of the god Elise so desperately loved had remembered.

      James flung a hand toward the window.

      The glass rippled like water.

      It shattered.

      Shards exploded outwards with a gust of sticky black smoke from the condominium fire. Glass rained upon the pentagram-oriented streets like cutting rain.

      Elise kept an arm locked around Henry and jumped.

      James was inches behind.

      They soared toward the airship, buoyed on a blast of magical wind. The distance should have been just far enough to keep Elise from reaching it. But the railing rushed closer, she extended her feet, and she connected with the nearest of the guards heels-first. He fell and she landed.

      She was on the deck of the airship.

      Elise shoved Henry toward the bulkhead and didn’t wait to see if he took cover. An OPA agent turned his gun upon her and she spin-kicked it out of his hands, sending it over the railing.

      Her fists closed on the collars of two more agents. She slammed their heads into each other hard enough that their faces would have collapsed, had they not been wearing helmets.

      Gunfire rang out. The OPA agents in the condo had gotten up, and they were standing on the edge of the shattered windows, firing directly into the airship. Trying to puncture the envelope, it seemed.

      James pointed at them. His mouth opened.

      The entire tower swayed and dust gushed out of the plaster between floors. Shining metal creaked. Glass splintered on every floor.

      Elise dispatched the men on the deck. There had only been a handful. They were a backup, not the main assault force. More would be coming. Elise kneeled in front of Henry. “Fly the airship to the sanctuary.”

      “But—I can’t—”

      “Now!”

      He scrambled to his feet. Henry opened the door, shot inside.

      She turned to James. “Get rid of our passengers.”

      “They’re human,” James said.

      “They’re on his side!”

      “Employees,” he said.

      Elise didn’t care. She sheathed a knife, grabbed James by the arm, glared up at him. She let every horrible thing she felt fill her eyes so that he would know, so that he would feel it. “Get rid of them,” she said.

      James didn’t look as angry. Fearful, maybe. Remorseful. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

      He bent and he kissed her. His lips were dry, cracked. He tasted like the sticky dryness that came from dehydration. He was real and solid and, for the moment, alive in this avatar form. The same form that Elise had held between her thighs on long quiet nights while Victoria filled the belly between them.

      While he kissed her, he lifted a hand, and he pushed with a wave of magic.

      She didn’t look to see where James tossed the OPA agents. They screamed but the sounds were soon carried away on the wind.

      Elise dug her fingertips into the back of his head and kissed him harder, biting at his mouth until his cracked lips bled. “I’m going to get my baby back,” she snarled.

      “We will,” James agreed, tucking a stray hair behind her ear.
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      Henry may not have known how to pilot an airship, but he was sure as hell giving his best effort. They had turned east and reached maximum speed for such a sluggish ship within moments. When Elise slammed through the door to the cockpit he jumped and whirled, hands lifted, the moonstone charm glimmering.

      She put the point of the knife under his chin and he stopped moving.

      “Did you let him take her?” Elise asked.

      Henry was calmer now that he’d had time to recover from the shock. He swallowed—his Adam’s apple was nicked by the blade, but immediately healed—and he said, “No. I didn’t.”

      She believed him.

      Elise lowered the knife.

      James went to the controls of the airship, flipping switches, checking trajectories. Whatever he saw must have satisfied him because he made no adjustments. “What happened?” he asked.

      “Nash Adamson showed up at the door,” Henry said. “He ordered me to let him see the baby, and I told him no. Ria was sleeping. It had taken an hour to get her down so I wasn’t going to mess with her.”

      Strange emotion traveled over James’s face. “Does she sleep well?”

      “No,” Elise said curtly. “And then Nash took her?”

      “I didn’t realize what he was doing for a minute. I mean, it’s Nash.” Henry said that like it should have been an excuse all its own. “But I was talking to him like I always do—like the way I used to talk to Summer. Joking around. He wasn’t joking. When I got between Victoria and Nash, he pushed me into a fucking wall. He pulled out a flaming sword. Demons came in.”

      “At what point did you realize that this armed, angry, demon-accompanied angel might have been serious?” James asked.

      Henry looked at Elise. “Who’s this asshole? Your god-husband?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Figures.” He gave James a short nod. “I’m Henry Lee.”

      “James Faulkner,” James said. “It’s a pleasure.”

      “What next?” Elise asked.

      “I thought of Nash as family until he came inside. If he’d asked me to get revenge against you some other way, maybe, I don’t know,” Henry said. “But I wasn’t going to let him get revenge using a baby. I shapeshifted.” His throat worked as he swallowed, harder than before. “Fuck. I shapeshifted and it didn’t do anything. Couldn’t even get close to Nash. He’s fast. Never seen him move that fast.”

      “We have a problem,” James said.

      They had a lot of problems.

      For instance, if Nash had gone absolutely psychotic, leaving tableaus of dead bodies for Elise to find…what did that mean about the condition at the sanctuary? Was Abel complicit? Did Nash have full control of the OPA?

      And if he was that psychotic, what was he going to do to Victoria?

      Yes. They definitely had problems.

      “Oh shit,” Henry said. He’d moved beside James to look at the control panel. He started punching buttons. “I can’t fix it. I can’t change it.”

      Elise pushed both of them aside. “What?”

      The cause of the airship’s shuddering quickly became obvious. The screen on the control panel was flashing. A message indicated that OPA command had taken control remotely.

      Abel may or may not have been complicit, but Nash certainly had control of the OPA.

      They could control cars. Airships. They had surveillance across all of Reno, and likely every other American city. They could track anyone by those cameras. And they could bomb anything that they wanted with a moment’s notice, as Elise had seen.

      “Fuck me,” Elise muttered. She yanked a machine gun off of the wall, checked the magazine, and then took aim at the panel.

      “What are you doing?” Henry asked, alarmed.

      She opened fire.

      The machine gun chattered, metal sparked against metal, and her ears rang.

      Elise kept shooting until there was nothing left to shoot and the lights on the control panel had gone blank. The airship drifted, its engines killed.

      She tossed the gun aside and grabbed another from the rack.

      “Are you insane?” Henry asked, chasing her out onto the deck.

      There were jets closing in. Elise could hear the faint roar of engines, see the contrails. The fighters were going to intercept them within minutes. “She’s not insane,” James said. He was following behind them with much less urgency. Color had finally returned to his cheeks and lips, along with grim determination in his eyes. “She is, however, unstoppable. You might want to find clothing, Henry. We’re about to reenter society.”

      Henry was still naked from shapeshifting. He glanced around the deck of the dirigible, and his eyes fell on the one dead OPA agent who remained after James had cleaned house. He dressed hurriedly. “How are we getting out of this, exactly?”

      Elise lifted the gun to aim at the envelope of the airship. “We’re landing.”

      She opened fire again.

      A hole tore open in the airship.

      And they plummeted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Elise had not been in so much pain since she substantiated into a mortal avatar form, and that said a lot, considering that she had used this avatar to push a melon-sized human being out of her cunt and broke her leg fighting Corina. Crash-landing an airship into the Sierra Nevadas was a whole new kind of pain, though. Especially because, in the blinding moment of adrenaline that had come immediately before the crash, she had chosen to shelter James’s fragile body with her own.

      As a result, the avatar representing her husband survived intact. No small feat considering that he had just been found, starved and dehydrated, in Motion and Dance. And also because the cabin of the airship had crumpled around them like a can of beer stomped underneath the heel of a drunkard on recycling day.

      Another result of this was excruciating, hideous pain.

      Elise couldn’t move one of her arms. Every inhale hurt. There was a piece of the metal deck pressing against her temple, and had it gone a centimeter further, she suspected that it would have penetrated skull.

      She restrained herself to giving a low groan as James eased his way out of the wreckage, loosening his limbs from where they’d been wedged, and coughing as he inhaled smoke.

      “Next time,” James said, gently pulling Elise’s broken form from the airship, “let’s just try jumping into a haystack.”

      “Pain,” she said articulately to inform him of her condition.

      Even that one syllable was laughably unnecessary. This many internal parts of a mortal form were not meant to be exposed to open air, slick and crimson-black and bone so glossy white.

      James did not look concerned. “It’s all right.” He rested her upon the ground and stroked the hair from her face.

      “Liar,” Elise whispered. James had always been a liar.

      His fingers smoothed over her forehead again, and his lips parted to allow a word of power to slide over his tongue, breeze between his teeth. He bathed her in the cool apple-scented breeze of ethereal magic. James’s eyes flared a brighter shade of blue.

      Her body began to knit.

      She hadn’t realized her jaw had been loose on one side until she spoke again and found it much less painful. “Henry?”

      “I’ll look,” he said.

      Elise continued to heal as James moved out of her immediate range of view into the blurry distance. Beyond him, blurrier still, lay the crumpled shell of the airship. The envelope sagged between the pointed tops of trees. The cabin was a lot of jagged lines fogged by black smoke. The exhaust traced a ladder toward a swimming gray sky.

      Distant voices. Two of them, both male. One was James. The other must have been Henry.

      One of her ribs popped into place. She felt its crack deep within her core.

      She took a deep breath that didn’t hurt.

      Magic rippled through her again and again, and when James and Henry returned to her, she was capable of sitting upright. “We have to move,” Elise said, pressing a hand to her gut. The gash was knitting shut.

      Elise waved their help aside and stood on her own. Her legs were shaking. She felt weak—so weak, so terrible. James’s healing was working its magic on broken bones and the infection but not on the overflow of milk that swelled her breasts.

      Victoria.

      “Where are we?” Elise straightened, rubbed her eyes, turned around to look.

      They were in the mountains, as she’d suspected. Reno stretched throughout the valley below them like a circuit board designed by occultists—brilliant flashing lights, pentagram streets, an elaborate lacework of buildings. Helicopters circled with search lights aimed at the ground. They weren’t close yet, but they’d soon realize that the wreckage of the airship wasn’t in Reno, and they would expand their search.

      “This is west of Reno,” James said.

      That wasn’t good. They needed to go east.

      “What’s the fastest way to the sanctuary?” Elise asked Henry.

      “There’s a hyperloop connecting west and east coasts,” Henry said. “Much faster than airships, much more heavily monitored. We’d never survive a trip on the hyperloop.”

      “Hyper…what?” James asked.

      Henry gave James the same confused, disbelieving look that had become so familiar to Elise. “Hyperloop. Kind of like a train in a vacuum tunnel?”

      “It’s the twenty-second century,” Elise said by way of explanation. Sun Valley was filled with parking garages for autonomous vehicles, Reno had been rebuilt into a rainy pentagram controlled by triadist witches, and people crossed the country in some bizarre train-thing.

      James’s brow knitted. “The twenty-second century. Good Lord. That’s not when we were aiming.”

      “Yeah, well.” She sheathed her knife. The choppers broke formation, and it wouldn’t be long before they made their way in this direction. “Where’s the hyperloop’s nearest station?”

      “Carson City,” Henry said. “The state capital.”

      Elise knew that much. She’d been there several times in her previous life. “Then we better start walking.”
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      They didn’t have to walk long. Elise got them to the highway and then hijacked the first car that crossed their paths. She tossed the driver onto the shoulder, then used James’s palm to activate the automated driving program. He had not logged into multiple OPA shelters, so hopefully his fingerprints were not in the database.

      The car rushed to over two hundred kilometers per hour.

      “This isn’t going to last long,” Henry said. “Car cameras have facial recognition too. If they’re not monitoring it then we’ll have a few minutes, but…”

      “We’ll worry about it when it happens,” Elise said.

      The car blinked and began slowing before they’d even gotten into the Carson Valley. It wasn’t as far as Elise would have liked to travel. But it was far enough that James finished healing her body.

      She kicked the door open, and the three of them rolled out when it decelerated to take a curve.

      From there, they had to run down the slope into King’s Canyon. Luckily the hyperloop station had been placed near C Hill—a monument overlooking Carson City featuring an oversized North American Union flag, with a crescent moon among the star field.

      “Wait,” Henry said, grabbing Elise’s shoulder when she tried to run to the station. “Cameras.”

      She swore under her breath. “James, we need glamours.”

      James had already lifted his hands to begin casting when Henry spoke again.

      “The cameras see through glamours,” Henry said.

      “Fuck,” Elise said. “What can’t the OPA see?”

      Henry shrugged. “I haven’t found anything that the government can’t monitor. I don’t think anything exists. It helps that we don’t have cell phones on us, but…all public spaces are coated in enough tech and magic to track everyone’s motions from San Francisco to Brooklyn.”

      “The American people have allowed this totalitarian intrusion into their privacy?” James asked.

      “It’s not usually abused,” Henry said.

      Usually it wasn’t an insane angel with a grudge controlling the entire goddamn country.

      “We have to make our faces harder to see,” Elise said.

      The hyperloop station was a log-sided building. Inside, there was glass and metal and platforms where people could wait for their train to arrive. There were also a great many lockers that, charmingly enough, were held shut by padlocks.

      Elise kept her head down while she broke padlock after padlock, getting into the lockers to search. She found hats, hooded sweaters, bulky jackets. It only took a few minutes to outfit their crew in fashion that would make their faces harder to see.

      “The locks have alarm wards that will notify security,” Henry said.

      “Of course they do,” James said.

      But Elise was already yanking the men toward the platform. She was running under the assumption that there were people on her heels—almost literally—and that everything she did would be observed, analyzed. It didn’t matter if some minimum wage asshole in a security guard’s uniform saw her breaking into the lockers. Chances were good that bombers would flatten the whole fucking station if they didn’t move fast enough.

      Everybody who was getting onto the hyperloop scanned their hands to open the doors. James didn’t need to be told to slap his palm against the sensor this time.

      They leaped onto the hyperloop moments before it left the station.

      Elise watched through the windows, expecting to see OPA agents flooding Carson Station. Or to see the station collapse under the weight of bombs similar to those dropped on Craven’s.

      If anything so apocalyptic happened, then Elise didn’t have time to witness it. The hyperloop accelerated smoothly enough that she barely felt the pressure, but it did accelerate, and at breathtaking speeds.

      Her eyes traveled over the cabin. It was small, intended to be private for families, she assumed. There were comfortable leather seats and touch screens. “What are the odds that Nashriel already knows we’re in this cabin?” Elise asked.

      “Very good,” Henry said.

      “James,” she said.

      But he was already pressing both of his hands against the walls, his eyes unfocusing as his lips moved.

      Magic swelled within Elise.

      “I’m disabling cameras and sensors on trains across the nation,” he said, staring into endless nothing. “Hopefully they’ll be less eager to bomb or otherwise annihilate us if they’re not certain which cabin we’re in.”

      “Pod,” Henry said. “They’re called hyperloop pods.”

      The lights flickered and turned off. It was pitch black aside from the dim blue safety lights gleaming along the floor.

      “Done,” James said.

      There was a door connecting their pod to the one ahead of them; Elise brute-forced it open with a hard flex of muscle. She scattered the fearful passengers to reach the next door, and the next. She didn’t stop moving until they found another empty cabin. Then Elise shoved one of the leather-cushioned chairs in front of the door—an act which required snapping several bolts—and she said, “We’ll stay here as long as possible.”

      “It takes three and a half hours to cross the country,” Henry said. “We don’t need long.”

      Three and a half hours.

      Elise tried to see the tunnel rushing outside of the pod’s windows, but it was too dark. She had too little sense of motion. No idea of how fast they were traveling, or where they were going.

      One thing was certain: there was no way to escape if Nash attacked them at this location.

      Strangely, Elise found that to be a relief. She had moved them from their original pod to another. There was a slight chance that Nash had yet to realize they were even on the hyperloop. And the vehicle was moving, even if she couldn’t tell how fast. She had done everything she could.

      They were on their way to Victoria, one way or another.

      Victoria.

      Elise would reach her. She would save her.

      But for now, there was nothing for her to do except wait.
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      Without lights or sensation of movement, time became an indistinct, meaningless thing. Elise sat against the wall of the pod with her elbows propped on her knees and shut her eyes so that she could rest.

      Even with James’s healing, she ached. It was nothing to do with the crash or her earlier fights. This was an ache that came from deep within, reaching white-hot points of agony where her breasts were confined by two layers of sports bras, and originating from the pit of her stomach.

      Elise was not one to worry. Even when she’d been on the run from Adam, a god who had believed Elise to be his bride, she hadn’t wasted time dwelling on it. And Adam had been omnipotent. As frightening as Nashriel’s access to OPA resources seemed, it was still a few degrees short of omnipotence.

      Now she was worrying.

      When she shut her eyes, she could see Victoria’s squashed face right after birth. She could easily evoke the memory of how it had felt to have a warm slippery human cradled in her arm as blood gushed from between Elise’s legs. Strange how she could feel nostalgic for such unpleasant sensations.

      Her eyes popped open again when someone sat beside her.

      It was James.

      Elise didn’t relax against him, though her body wanted to. “Nash told me that you had become Orpheus again. That you were plotting to take over somehow. One of his angel servants even showed me a vision of you preparing to do some horrible ritual.”

      “Ah,” he said. “Do you believe them?”

      “I did at first. It sounds like you.”

      James’s shoulders were rigid against her. “It does.”

      “The Traveler told me to have faith,” Elise said. “My instincts told me to have faith. I didn’t.”

      “I can’t blame you,” he said.

      No, but that wasn’t necessary. Elise could blame herself enough for both of them. She had taken so long to realize what was happening. If she had been smarter, more trusting, then she could have spared Victoria.

      “I don’t think he’ll kill her,” James said under his breath. Henry was sitting in one of the leather chairs on the far end of the pod, which was not far—barely further than a driver was from a passenger in the back seat of a car. It felt close to privacy, though. “The Gresham daughter—Summer—if she is alive, Nashriel won’t kill Victoria. Summer won’t allow it. Nor would she permit him to inflict torture upon the infant.”

      Elise had witnessed Summer’s condition firsthand. Assuming Nash would obey his wife’s will—which was a big enough assumption to make—then there was still no guarantee that Summer was alive.

      “If he’s not going to torture and kill Victoria, then why do you think he took her?” Elise asked.

      “She doesn’t have to die to make us miserable,” James said. “How would you feel witnessing Victoria’s life isolated in an orphanage, unloved? How would you feel seeing her thrown into poverty, sold into human trafficking, prostituted? How would you feel seeing her die alone as an old woman who has never loved?”

      Those words were painful words, worse than serrated knives wedged into the soft tissue of Elise’s palate. “Stop.”

      “She’s leverage against us,” James said. “He knows what we are. He knows what we can do.”

      “What can we do?” Elise asked.

      “Die,” he said.

      Because once they died, they would no longer focus their attentions upon their avatars. They would be gods again, capable of godly deeds.

      “The Fascination, Elise—it drives angels to madness,” James said. “He will want us to give Summer a new life. If we become gods and offer him such succor, it would be our only currency to offer in exchange for Victoria’s life.”

      “We can’t give Summer another life.” It was against the laws of the universe. Those weren’t even the rules that Elise had established; they had been created by Lilith in the genesis that came before, and Elise had trusted in Lilith’s vision to that degree.

      Once dead, people entered a cauldron—the Pit of Souls—and all life became a slurry of rebirth. Summer’s soul as Nashriel knew it would be tiny fragments within millions of others reborn.

      “It’s unfair, isn’t it?” James asked. “Here we are, having our second lives as avatars, getting to fix our mistakes, and—”

      Elise gripped his collar, jerking his face closer. “And he took my goddamn baby.”

      James looked at her as though he’d never seen her before. Whatever he saw, he didn’t seem to disapprove. His fingers sought her waist and pulled her close. “We will get her back safely. But maybe we should consider his demands.”

      He didn’t know their child. He didn’t know how tiny and fragile she was. Would they feed her while she was in captivity? Would she be kept warm, her diaper clean? Even if she survived, would she be whole?

      “I’m going to kill him,” she said.

      “I know.” He lifted his arm and she sank against his side. Her head rested against his collarbone. His chin pressed against the top of her skull.

      When Elise shut her eyes, wrapped up in James like this, she felt the ache so much more acutely.

      Longing. That was what she felt.

      Her body longed to be wrapped around Victoria’s.

      “It’s my fault,” James said. “I should have been there.”

      Henry spoke up. “It’s my fault. I didn’t protect her.”

      Irritation rippled down the back of Elise’s neck. “This is Nash’s fault. His and nobody else’s. Now shut up. I need to get ready for what comes next.”

      “What comes next?” Henry asked.

      James said, “It will surely involve screaming and running, so you should rest too.”

      “We just have to find Abel,” Henry said. “He’d never stand for this. Any of this. We’re going to get to Northgate, and we’ll have to make a break for the sanctuary but… Once we get to Abel, we’ll be safe. He’ll protect us. He’ll stop Nash.”

      “Shut up,” Elise said again.

      The blind optimism in Henry’s tone was more than she could tolerate.
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      Perhaps an hour after the pod moved, James spoke again.

      “What’s she like?”

      The words jolted Elise from a half-unconscious fugue state. She had been drifting on the turbulent tides of eternity, witnessing souls and stars alike rushing past her, and feeling nothing.

      Even when she became alert again, Elise did not reply for a long time.

      When she did, it was to say, “She cries a lot.”

      “And?” James asked. He sounded desperate in a way that Elise had never heard from him before. He sounded more like his son Nathaniel. A boy. Someone small and confused and worried.

      Elise closed her eyes. She envisioned Victoria again, with her balled-up body, the unpleasant odors, and the fine hairs that grew on her forehead and cheeks. “She looks like you,” Elise said. “She might be blind. Doctors aren’t sure.”

      “Blind?”

      “Oh.” Was that disappointment? Was he disappointed in the child they’d produced?

      “It doesn’t matter if she can’t see. She’s mine,” Elise said sharply. She felt those words with absolute certainty. That baby belonged to her, in the same way that her body had always belonged to her, no matter how many angels and elder gods tried to lay claim to it.

      “I was very much looking forward to seeing this from you,” James said. “This wasn’t how I’d wanted it to happen.”

      “Seeing this? What?”

      “You’re maternal. I thought you would be.”

      Anger surged inside of her. “I can’t be maternal if I don’t love her. I don’t know how.”

      “Did you change her diapers? Feed her?”

      “Obviously,” Elise said. “I’m not the kind of monster that wouldn’t.”

      “What do you think love is?” he asked.

      At this distance, with such poor illumination, James looked like a painting. An artist’s interpretation of a ragged-haired man worn down by time. Not the handsome witch that Elise had once fallen in love with, but a man with a foot over the doorstep into death.

      Elise knew that she loved James. It was something that had endured through years of hiding together and many, many eons of godhood. She did not like being without him. She was willing to tolerate more from him than anyone else.

      That was love, wasn’t it?

      James said, very quietly, “You fed her, you cared for her, you will now go to any lengths to save her.”

      “I save a lot of people.”

      “It’s different,” he said.

      Then why didn’t Elise feel love? Weren’t mothers supposed to love their children?

      Elise didn’t remember either of her parents saying that they loved her.

      “I’m done talking,” she said.

      He pressed his lips into her hair and said, “Okay.”
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      The hyperloop stopped after three hours.

      And then the doors did not open.

      “It makes sense,” James said, trying to wiggle his fingers between the sliding doors to pry them loose. “Nashriel must have realized where we were going and wanted to meet us here. I guarantee you that his forces are on an intercept course as we speak.”

      Elise could taste her thundering pulse. “Out of my way.”

      She took James’s position. She had no trouble fitting her smaller hands into the cracks, and she gritted her teeth as she forced the doors open. She had to wedge her feet between them to keep the doors from shutting as she opened the second set of doors, which protected the vacuum seal on the tunnel.

      Gears snapped, the vacuum broke. Air rushed through Elise’s hair. Light from the platform flooded the pod.

      “This is Northgate Station,” Henry said breathlessly. He leaped through, taking Elise and James with him.

      James yanked the hood low over his head and put an arm around Elise. He’d been touching her on the entire ride, quiet but present, as though he hoped to be her safety blanket. Or the other way around.

      Henry had lost all shreds of caution now that they were in the area he’d grown up. The trees outside of the station windows were not like those in Nevada, nor was the texture of the air, or even the design of the platform. The rustic cabin-like accents had been supplanted by Victorian flourishes. The town was quaint and small.

      Elise felt a stirring of hunger when they emerged from the station beside a familiar diner. Poppy’s diner. “Best cherry pie in the world,” she murmured.

      “Hell yes,” Henry said. He wasn’t being careful now. He’d let his hood fall back as they raced across the busy street. “You know Poppy’s, but not what a hyperloop is?”

      His back bumped into someone on the sidewalk. He stumbled.

      Before Henry could fall, a girl’s hand shot out to grab his elbow.

      Deirdre Tombs dragged him back to his feet.

      It was the Alpha. The phoenix shifter.

      She had found them, and she was surrounded by a dozen uniformed agents from the shifter sanctuary.

      “Well, well,” she said. “Look at what we have here. Two of America’s most wanted, and a hyperloop-hijacking wizard. I have been dying to talk to you three.”
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      Deirdre Tombs was intimidating for such a small girl, and James didn’t think words like “intimidation” lightly. He’d married the scariest entity he’d ever known—which was a sincere compliment—yet something about the way that Deirdre stalked around the three of them spoke of a power that went beyond death.

      A phoenix, Elise had said. She was not a little girl but a being who was simply in the early stages of her current life cycle. Deirdre could not die without being reborn. She rose above the powers of gods in some ways.

      Now they were being held captive in this Alpha shifter’s office in Northgate. Her personal office was a hot, dry room, its climate carefully controlled, the decorations barren and desert-like. Deirdre Tombs would have liked Nevada, James thought.

      Strangely, she seemed focused on the cougar shifter, who sat in his chair with a stiffness that said this wasn’t his first confrontation with the Alpha. “Who do you think you are, Henry?” Deirdre asked.

      “I know that I’ve gone against the OPA’s current directives,” he said. “If I could just—”

      “Gone against? You mean completely hijacked.” Deirdre leaned on the arms of his chair, shoving her face into his. “Abel was asking for trouble when he gave you unlimited authorization to fuck around with OPA powers. Bombing Reno, though? And then everything with the extrajudicial force tracking down that car, and the amount of lives we lost at the condominium…”

      “I didn’t order that,” Henry said.

      “I’m not stupid, Henry.” She yanked a tablet off her desk, lifted it up so they all could see. It was the OPA’s system, James assumed, though the user interface was so futuristic and convoluted that he couldn’t make sense of it.

      English text remained English text, luckily enough, so he could see that orders had been indeed issued under Henry Lee’s authorization. Henry’s authorization was equal to Abel’s.

      “I ordered the bombing,” Elise said. “Nashriel ordered everything else. He’s using Henry’s credentials.”

      Deirdre set the tablet down and turned slowly on Elise, surveying her with unimpressed eyes. “Godslayer.”

      “Alpha,” Elise said.

      “Where’s the baby?” Deirdre asked.

      “Nash. He took her.”

      “Now I know you’re lying. I’ve spent the last hundred years dealing with Nash. I know him.”

      “So do I,” Elise said. “I’ve known him since the day he hatched.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Eve knew him,” she admitted, “and I had Eve’s soul for a long time. I know Nashriel. I know what he’s capable of doing. I know that he would murder every single person in this country if that’s what he thought it would take to kill myself and James.”

      “James?” Deirdre’s golden gaze turned onto him, and it felt like being placed underneath a heat lamp intended for snakes. There was no doubt in James’s mind that if his avatar was pitted against Deirdre, he would lose. “What makes the two of you so special that you could turn a lovelorn angel into a murder machine?” She swiped on the tablet and lifted it again to show another order issued under Henry’s credentials. “If I hadn’t intervened, Henry’s order would have shut down the entire hyperloop system and gassed one corridor.”

      “Nash’s order,” James corrected.

      Elise took the tablet. “Nash tried to gas us,” she said, her fingers moving over the tablet. “And he tried to bomb the Carson City station.”

      Henry’s hands were clenched in his lap. “I didn’t issue those orders!”

      James peered over Elise’s shoulder at the tablet. It took him a moment to sort through the information. “If you truly believe Henry attempted to cause this much devastation, then it will be trivial to ask Nashriel what he’s been doing for the last twenty-four hours. Won’t it?”

      Deirdre jerked the device out of Elise’s hands. “He’s not here,” she said. “He took his wife and left yesterday.”

      “Convenient.”

      “Come on, Deirdre, you know me too,” Henry said. “You know I’d never do anything like this.”

      “I didn’t think you’d go rogue on my ass the instant you hit adulthood, either,” Deirdre said. “You’ve got surprises up your sleeves.”

      “Go rogue? Go rogue?” Henry was getting more worked up.

      Elise touched his shoulder, so much gentler than when she’d shoved a knife under his chin. “We don’t have time.”

      He took a step back and let out a breath through his clenched teeth. James wasn’t sure how he felt about the familiarity between Elise and Henry. He had turned his back on his wife for a few weeks and she’d found another man to meet her needs. She always did.

      “Victoria,” Henry said.

      “That’s the baby?” Deirdre asked. “So you’re saying that Nash, one of the pillars of our entire fucking civilized society, kidnapped a baby and is abusing your credentials to try to pulverize half of the North American Union.”

      James kept seeing things about this NAU. The idea that the United States had taken an aggressive turn to its imperialist ways after Genesis disturbed him, and learning that Nash was considered a pillar of this assimilation only made it worse.

      “You don’t have to believe us,” James said. “A conversation with Abel—is it the same Abel Wilder?” It was hard to believe that the man could still be alive after all this time. He’d been in his twenties when Genesis struck, and a century had passed since then. But Elise nodded at his question. “Abel Wilder will vouch for all of us, I’m sure.”

      “Abel’s not vouching for anyone,” Deirdre said. “He’s been comatose in the hospital for a day.”

      The color drained from Henry’s face. “Comatose?”

      “Yeah. And the doctors say he’s not going to wake up.” Deirdre sighed. “Sorry, Henry.”

      “I have to see him,” Henry said.
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      Northgate’s hospital was of disproportionate size relative to the town’s population. Henry told James that this was because Northgate was a hub for the eastern half of the NAU. The town was kept artificially small so that it would look historically appropriate, but it was the heart of a metropolis spanning the entire coast.

      Abel Wilder was on the topmost floor of the hospital, protected by heavily-armed guards that made James uneasy. They were wearing OPA branding. They were surely under Nash’s command. Yet they obeyed Deirdre when she ordered them aside, and nobody fired at Elise or James.

      “Another order,” Deirdre said, lifting the tablet she’d brought along. “Guess you weren’t lying about this, Henry. Someone else is using your credentials.”

      “Nashriel,” Elise said.

      “There’s no proof of that.”

      James skimmed the new order that had appeared on the screen. It was an order that, had it gone through, would have had the guards in the hospital shoot Elise and James on sight. Nash would now understand he’d been disempowered on this front. He would be regrouping, looking for new ways to destroy their avatars.

      And in the meantime, he still had Victoria.

      “This is his room,” Deirdre said, taking them to a spacious, glass-walled part of the hospital. It was even quieter here. The medical equipment was concealed by oak cabinets and it had a wide view of the Appalachians.

      On the other side of the door, Abel was not in any condition to appreciate the view. He was a weak, unconscious old man in a bed ringed with warding magic.

      It startled James to see Abel Wilder in such a condition.

      Even more startling was James’s condition in his reflection. The dim lines of his visage stared back at him: shaggy-haired, skinny, and filthy. Abel was not the only one that time had struck down.

      Elise appeared in the reflection behind James. She was as beautiful as ever. The angular planes of her face would have been suitable on an old coin, her profile a warrior queen’s. Fewer scars didn’t make her look less battle-hardened. Her history was expressed in the downturn of her full lips, the shadow in her chiseled glass eyes. She moved with the deliberateness of a dancer with none of the ego.

      “Fuck me,” she muttered. She turned on Deirdre. “Abel wanted me to have access to all the OPA resources available. Can I still have them?”

      Deirdre considered this, mouth twisted. “I guess.”

      “Help me use the trackers. I need to find where Nash is hiding.”

      “All right. Let’s use a secure terminal.” The Alpha led Godslayer away, and James was alone with his worn out reflection, beyond which lay a worn out werewolf.

      Henry leaned his forehead against the window, gazing in at Abel’s passive form.

      “You’ve got a history with Deirdre Tombs,” James said, rather than asking about Abel directly.

      When Henry sighed, his breath fogged a small circle on the glass. “I’m an orphan. I was raised at the sanctuary.”

      James closed his eyes to remember the sanctuary as he had left it behind. “You were raised by Rylie?”

      “Rylie Gresham was already dead when I came around. I was raised by the whole pack. It wasn’t bad. We took care of each other,” Henry said. “Kids looking after kids, a lot of the time. I know she looks young, but Deirdre wasn’t one of the kids—she was one of the adults, a teacher. Right hand to the Alpha at the time.”

      “Abel,” James said.

      Henry nodded. “Abel.” He pressed his knuckles against the windowsill, leaning hard, like he couldn’t stand without the support. “It’s stupid to see a guy who raised hundreds of children like a father.”

      “But you do. He is your father.”

      “I used to have nightmares,” Henry said. “People used to tell us stories about Genesis to scare us. And boy did it work. This black void eating everything… I’d wake up crying. You know who always showed up when I started crying?”

      “Abel,” James said again, quietly.

      “He’d go through the room, sweep up the kids having a hard time, take them out into the forest,” Henry said. “Run us until we were tired. And then when we got all the energy out, we’d collapse in a pile under the trees and the stars, and Abel would stand over us until we were asleep. We’d wake up when the sun hit his flank. His fur was black, too hot to touch.”

      Some tiny part of James’s soul was being held at arm’s length, told not to cry. “Interesting.”

      “I had a lot of issues when I was a kid so I spent a lot of time with Abel. He never treated me like I was one of a hundred other kittens bothering him.”

      Henry pushed away from the window. His cheeks were damp.

      “Deirdre stole the Alpha role from him,” he said. “Abel started to get a little too old, a little too tired, to manage shifters across the whole country. He just needed help. But Deirdre took over completely—violently. I woke up one night after a new moon and the world I knew was gone. Abel was the Elder Wolf, Deirdre was Alpha, and I refused to swear fealty to her pack.”

      “You went rogue.”

      “I stayed loyal and wouldn’t work with someone who wasn’t,” Henry said. “Can you blame me?”

      James’s mouth was so dry. It felt like rubbing against sandpaper when he swallowed. “No.”
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      James made use of one of the hospital bathrooms to tidy himself. There were showers to clean the sweat from his skin, scissors to trim his beard. He took a doctor’s street clothes out of a locker and dressed himself in jeans, sneakers that were a half size too small, and a button-down shirt. He felt more human once he had cleaned himself, but that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

      More human meant more memories. More of a connection to the James-that-was. A man with angel-blood raised by a coven to lead them into some cruel future at the expense of innocent lives. The only benefit to that life was how it had introduced him to Elise. He didn’t want the rest of it. Not anymore.

      When he returned to Abel’s hospital room, he stood well back among the potted plants, watching Henry talk with Elise. The chemistry between them was oppositional but not unfriendly. Elise always had a way of finding trustworthy colleagues, even though she’d have described herself as an asocial misanthrope. She had plucked Henry out of the fabric of this current time just as she had picked former teammates—the McIntyre family, Anthony Morales, even Malcolm Gallagher.

      That was who Elise was, regardless of which life she was occupying. She was a leader.

      And now a mother.

      She thought that she didn’t know how to love. Yet here she was speaking calmly to Henry, listening to him as he related some obviously emotional story to Elise. She was present. She did not tell him to stop crying, she did not send him back to bed alone the way James’s father used to.

      Elise was there.

      It was so much more than James could say for his own parenting experiences.

      When Henry made a louder sound of surprise, James stepped forward. He met them when they were opening the door to Abel’s room.

      Elise saw James coming and didn’t appear surprised. She always knew where he was. “Abel’s waking up,” she explained.

      The Elder Wolf’s eyes peeled open when they approached his bed. Henry hung back, so the first person that Abel focused upon was James.

      Abel groaned. “Not you.”

      “You seem to be normal.” James plucked the medical chart off the foot of the bed and flipped through it. He used to date a doctor and had some familiarity with medical codes—not that he’d needed to learn them; James just loved acquiring any knowledge available in his periphery—but medical technology had changed drastically in the last century too. It made no sense to him.

      “We don’t have time for niceties.” Elise leaned over Abel, her braid swaying over one shoulder. “Nash kidnapped the baby and I’m going to kill him. I need whatever information you’ve got.”

      “Nash.” The word came out as a growl. Abel’s eyes went dark. “He reopened the Haven a few years ago. Bet you anything that’s where he took her.”

      “What would he do with a baby in the Haven?” Henry wondered aloud.

      “Not the baby,” Abel said. “Summer. Yesterday he took her—grabbed her right out of bed, even though the doctors said she shouldn’t be moved. And when I tried to stop him…” One of his gnarled, shaking hands pressed against his brow. “I’m not strong enough anymore.”

      “The Haven,” James echoed.

      Elise lifted an eyebrow at him. “The Haven, huh? I didn’t remake the Haven.”

      James had a history with the Haven. It was a pocket dimension—a smaller alternate Earth. Time was accelerated within the dimension so that entire generations were born and died within a span of years on Earth Prime. He had targeted the Haven as a way to protect his family in his last life, but he had failed to get them there in time. James had buried his ex-fiancée just outside the Haven.

      When Genesis allowed them to remake the universe, it had seemed wrong to destroy Hannah’s grave. Of course James had brought it back.

      Deirdre Tombs had come to stand in the doorway while they were talking to Abel. She leaned against the frame with her arms folded under her breasts. “You’ll never get to the Haven without getting killed, Godslayer.”

      “Want to bet?” Elise asked.

      “Look, I’ve got control of the OPA back from Nash. I rescinded authorizations just in case. But his wife used to be a hacker, so he can still control any car in the nation. And gods only know how much trouble he’s grown in the Haven. Probably an army. Once you set foot out of Northgate, he’ll kill you.”

      Abel coughed. It took James a moment to realize he was laughing. “Deirdre. Such a fucking optimist.”

      “I’m not paid to see the brighter side of things,” she said.

      “You’re not paid at all, bitch.”

      “Fuck you, you ugly old prick.”

      Henry’s hackles lifted and a growl rumbled in his chest. He didn’t seem to see what James saw: distinct but grudging admiration between Alphas past and present. Abel had always been like that, insulting the people he liked. No matter how violently Deirdre had taken her role, it hadn’t been kept with violence. Abel allowed it. He thought she was worthy.

      “She’s right, though,” Abel said. “These modern cars are shit. You’re fucked if you get in one of those.” He waved weakly at the bedside table. “In there.”

      James looked into the drawer. There was a small leather bag of keepsakes inside—the kind of thing an old man might have put together so that he could have his favorite knickknacks with him even if he was abruptly taken to the hospital, as he had been now.

      There was a phone charger in there, a very old flash drive, a necklace with a werewolf’s fang hanging from the end.

      And a key to a Chevy.

      “Take my car,” Abel said. “Be good to her.”

      James’s eyebrows lifted. “Your 1960s Chevelle still works?”

      “Better than any shitty car on the road now,” he said. “And Elise?” He was getting quiet enough that she had to bend over him to listen to what he said. Abel’s lips moved. He said something that made Elise nod.

      “Thanks,” Elise said. She grabbed James by the arm. “Let’s go. Henry?”

      “He should stay,” James said.

      The cougar shifter was sitting on the edge of Abel’s bed. “I can help,” he said.

      “No, you can’t,” Elise said. “You’re useless to me now. A liability.” The words were so harsh, but the sentiment was not. Her fingers were tight on James’s.

      She saw the same thing that he did.

      A son who needed to be with his father.

      “Make sure she’s okay,” Abel said, and James wasn’t certain if he was asking after Summer or Victoria.

      “We will,” Elise said. “And you know what happens if she isn’t.”

      Abel nodded.

      Elise nodded back.

      That was the closest thing to a goodbye they ever said to each other.
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      The Chevelle was parked in a position of honor at the sanctuary, easily found and in perfect condition. Its glittering blue paint seemed to have been touched up recently. Its tires were new, but era-appropriate. And the hood was propped open to display its original mechanical parts with pride.

      Elise walked right past it and jogged up the trail to the waterfall.

      “Where are you going?” James asked, speeding to follow her. “What did Abel say to you?”

      “He told me where to look,” she said.

      Elise was tireless heading up the near-vertical trail. James felt a strange fracture in time racing a few feet behind her, watching her braid swinging rhythmically at her back. The forest surrounding them was familiar, and this situation was all the more familiar still.

      How many times had they moved through the wilderness together like this? How often had James slogged up mountains following that braid of hers, always just behind Elise, hoping to catch her even when she was more rage-filled elemental spirit than human?

      And when Elise broke through into sunlight, bathed in a golden glow that bronzed skin stretched tight over her muscles, he felt as though he were truly human again.

      She walked over to the place that the river crested over the cliff’s edge. She kicked off her shoes and waded into turbulent waters. Elise thrust an arm between the rocks, eyes turned to the sky as her fingers fumbled for something she could not see.

      “Elise?” he asked again.

      Her shoulders went taut. She had found something.

      She straightened, water dripping from her arm, plastering her pants to her legs, the bottom of her braid dipped in the waters. Mist rose from where the water smashed against rocks. She stood in the swirling calm of the river trapped between rocks and dredged a sword from the depths.

      It was a black blade—glossy obsidian carved into a sword with a single sharpened edge. The hilt had once been wrapped in leather, but now she clutched bare, textured stone in her fist as comfortably as though it were an extension of her body.

      Abel had saved one of Elise’s swords for her.

      The Infernal Blade.

      “He intends for you to kill Nash, doesn’t he?” James asked.

      “Among others,” Elise said.

      And James realized then, in that moment, that this would likely be his avatar’s final day on Earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive to the Haven was not long from the sanctuary. The longer that Elise spent in the front seat of the Chevelle, the more she felt her mind returning to the super-sharp clarity of her first life. It was a product of being in an old car, with all the mechanical parts and the physical buttons and the wheel that James needed to steer. The smell of its leather seats was straight out of her old life.

      Elise sat with her feet up on the dashboard—which would have pissed off Abel, but it wasn’t like he was going to get her from his hospital bed—and she had James at the corner of her eye and it was…right. It was her life again. She was herself.

      Except that her breasts hurt. She wouldn’t stop leaking.

      She took another antibiotic and more ibuprofen and tipped back a handle of whiskey to wash them down.

      James glanced at the sloshing bottle but didn’t remark on it.

      They didn’t speak on that too-long, too-short drive. The relentless trees rushed past them and clouds drifted overhead and there was no hint of demons or drifting angel feathers. Nash must have known they were coming. He must have decided to kill them himself.

      The spot where James pulled off at the side of the road looked like any other spot. “Hannah died here,” he said.

      “I know,” Elise said.

      She got out and took the sword with her.

      A narrow trail disappeared into the forest. It had once been a road maintained by the Union, but now it was barely more than a tunnel through the trees, worn down by the footfalls of hikers. She stood at the mouth of it, gazing down its shaded throat, her fingers curled so tightly around the sword that her knuckles hurt.

      She walked without waiting to see if James would follow. She set a fast pace with long strides, feeling her heart speed, her blood flow. She felt the life in her body and hoped that it would be enough.

      It only needed to last a little bit longer.

      Elise willed her old kopis strength into her body. She summoned the power of gaeans—shifters and basandere and sidhe and everything else that sprouted from the earth like the forest—and she plunged into the belly of the forest.

      The Haven was inside of a cave, exactly where it had been left before Genesis. The cave itself was empty. The rear wall was covered in runes that had been worn down by time and obscured by mildew.

      She stopped there. She could not go on without help.

      James’s scuffing footsteps stopped behind her.

      “Does the Haven still run fast?” Elise asked.

      “No,” he said. “It shouldn’t.” He was panting.

      “Open it.”

      “Elise…” He raked a hand through his hair, pushing the bangs off of his face and letting them fall into his eyes again. “What is the endgame here?”

      “Nash. Dead.”

      “But what about us? What about Victoria?”

      Elise’s heart was hurting. “Do you think she’s still alive?”

      “If she is, then we need to survive too,” James said. “She needs us. She needs Danäe and Daniel. Her parents. She needs a life, and a house, and—”

      “Any damage we do to these bodies short of death can be repaired,” Elise said. “If Victoria’s alive. Open the door.”

      There were unspoken words traveling over James’s face. Unspoken pain. He pressed a hand to the wall of the cave. Magic raced from his fingertips, crawling up the stone in a lacework like glowing spiderwebs. His power set fire to the runes.

      Elise saw beyond the magic to the atoms forming the fabric of the universe. Life, death, time. The three most primal powers. They fragmented into a million pieces—into fire and air, earth and water, gaean and infernal and ethereal.

      It felt as though an eye at the center of her forehead was opening for the first time, exposing the truth at her core to the raw Infinite.

      A doorway appeared among the runes.

      “We don’t know what’s going to be on the other side,” James said. “It could be a trap.” The words didn’t seem to be formed from his mouth, though it was moving.

      “It’s definitely a trap,” Elise said.

      There was that sad smile again. “As long as you’re ready.”

      She rolled her grip on the hilt of the Infernal Blade. “Yes.”

      The door blazed white, and then faded.

      All that remained on the other side was a cave mirroring the one they stood inside. James let his hand drop and the door stayed open. “Elise,” he said, and when she turned to look at him, he captured her face in his hands. “What happens now…”

      “Time spent talking is time wasted,” she said.

      Grief knitted his eyebrows. “I love you. I wish that we had more time. That’s all.”

      More time. What was time to a god?

      He bent to kiss her, and where their lips met, the universe began and ended. She had missed him so much.

      Without breaking apart from each other, they pitched laterally into the doorway, the world splintered, and Earth was gone.
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      Elise knew before they emerged from the cave on the other side what the Haven would look like. Her omnipotence was trickling back in now that she’d connected to her old self, forming the bridge between Elise Kavanagh and Danäe McCollum.

      She fully expected the forest that sprawled outside of the cave, and the idyllic valley of trees heavy with spring blossoms. She was ready for the glistening sapphire lake—Lake Ast, it was called—and even the sprawling manor on its shore, where she knew that Nashriel Adamson had spent some blinks of his immortal life.

      Nothing had changed. Not the artificial sky with the starlight formed of suspended flame, or the surreal pinwheel twist to the moon hanging at its center.

      Except now the Haven was filled with demons.

      There were so many fiends seething among the trees that they formed a leathery ocean between Elise and Nashriel’s home. Enormous wings gave away Nash’s position standing outside his mansion, even though he was much too distant for Elise to make out any of his features.

      She couldn’t tell if he was holding a baby, either.

      “What do we do?” James asked.

      Elise considered. Nashriel obviously wanted them to chase him into his mansion, where he would have surely set up another tableau like Isaac Kavanagh, like James in the dance studio. Something sadistic. It would surely be effective; angels were master manipulators. Elise didn’t have to play his game. She didn’t have to see what surprises he had in store.

      There were two sides to the valley—the hill with the cave at its center, with everything sloping away from that high point. It was gloomy and misty and miserable everywhere in the Haven except for a lone spot on the other side of the forest, where there were no clouds or demons.

      “How do we do this?” James asked.

      “I want you to go kill Nash,” she said. “I’m going to get leverage.”

      She leaped. She plunged.

      For a moment, she was weightless, falling down the side of a sheer drop-off. Her braid whipped behind her. Her knees were drawn to her chest, her arms outspread for balance. She was the hawk soaring at a field mouse, talons extended, about to strike.

      She landed in the midst of the fiends.

      Her feet hit ground and she used the momentum to carry her forward, blade clearing the path. It cut through bone like butter. The demons were momentarily shocked into stillness by it, unable to process the stimulus, the pain, the sudden absence of limbs.

      When they began to move, there was no defending against them.

      Claws gashed down Elise’s arms, her face, her legs. Teeth sank into the meat of her bicep, and when she ripped free of them, she lost muscle. There was blood. It sprayed. But it tore into her avatar, and she’d already begun to leave the avatar behind.

      Each and every pain made her mind clearer.

      Her Eye opened wider.

      This avatar was not as trained as it should have been, and it lacked the conditioning to fight using the total instinct that Elise could now easily retrieve. It took enough damage that she was worried it would fail. But she got into the rhythm of it soon enough—the cutting, the pushing, the running.

      She made progress through the trees.

      Elise climbed, getting up high above the fiends, leaping between branches. She chased that patch of unremarkable forest.

      A fiend grabbed her shoe, tried to yank her down. It pulled hard enough that she heard her ankle pop.

      She swung the sword without looking, and the attacker vanished.

      When Elise glanced over her shoulder, it was easy to see where she had been. The Infernal Blade was no ordinary blade. Anywhere that it had cut a fiend, ichor spread. Skin turned to stone. Bones turned brittle, crumbling. She had left a thousand statues in her wake. Even the trees were turning to obsidian.

      Elise opened gashes on a half dozen fiends when she dropped from the canopy again, and she heard their screams squeezing off as their lungs hardened.

      And then there were no more demons.

      The forest was silent.

      She swung around, looking for more attackers. There were plenty. But they weren’t crossing the nearest of the trees—wouldn’t follow Elise into this part of the forest. Even the ones that were dropping dead still struggled to make sure they died on the other side of some invisible line.

      This place was forbidden to them.

      Which meant it was exactly where Elise wanted to be.

      Light blazed elsewhere in the forest. Elise knew the flare of James’s magic, and she hoped it meant that somewhere, right at that moment, Nashriel Adamson was dying a very painful death. She turned to move deeper into the forest and fell to her knees. And then she fell onto her face.

      Damn.

      The fiends had ripped her hamstrings.

      It was not a miracle that she’d gotten that far, but a stroke of godhood.

      “Just a little longer,” Elise growled at her body, her avatar, the tool she was using to remain in this world for just a little longer.

      Mechanically, her body was no longer sound. Too many tendons torn. Too much blood lost. James could fix her avatar later—he could patch her back together, turn her into a mother with functioning breasts and legs and a heart again—but for now, she needed to make sure that there was reason for the avatar to endure.

      “Fucking move!”

      Willpower dragged her to her feet. A wounded marionette.

      She couldn’t stop.

      Not now.

      Not until she had killed Summer Gresham.
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      On the other side of the Haven, James decided to skip the fight.

      “No, I don’t think I’ll be doing that,” he said, watching Elise cut a bloody path through the demons. That was one of the things that Nashriel wanted them to do. He wanted them to fight so that their avatars would be destroyed, returning them to godhood.

      For Elise, that seemed to be fine. She surely had some kind of plan. She knew what she was doing, and her progress was impressive.

      James would not make it very far doing something similar.

      He spread his hands out in front of him. He pulled magic from the surrounding world, gathering it into himself as though it were sunlight and he were the prism.

      Havens had been originally designed by mages, so there was ethereal power in every molecule of the world. But this avatar was not a half-angel Gray as James Faulkner had been. He was human. Humans could use witchcraft, but not its purer, breathtakingly limitless sister known as magecraft. It would destroy his avatar.

      That seemed to be part of Elise’s plan too.

      So he pulled the magic into himself and began to fray.

      He spread the power out into a platform over the tops of the fiends’ heads, and James stepped out onto invisible magic. He walked over them, just above the reach of their swiping claws, stepping around the tops of trees en route to the mansion.

      When James stepped off onto the balcony of the mansion, there were more demons waiting for him. A couple of those tall ones. Elise had told him that they were called…what, nyctimus?

      “I’m not surprised to see fiends in the employ of angels,” James said, adjusting the cuffs on his shirt, smoothing out his collar. He’d been rumpled by the Haven’s wind. “They are the cattle of the preternatural world. The very grumpy, very sharp-toothed cattle. You, on the other hand, are a higher breed capable of complex thought.”

      The pair of nyctimuses stepped forward. A male and a female.

      Both were holding knives.

      “What has Nashriel offered you for your service?” James asked.

      “Stop talking,” hissed the male.

      “Are you aware that Elise has already killed some of your sistren? I can’t imagine that anything Nashriel offers is worth the price of death.”

      “The Godslayer isn’t here,” said the female.

      “No,” James said. “But I will have to do.”

      They stepped near enough that they came out from under the roof’s overhang. He pointed to the sky.

      Lightning blasted the nyctimuses where they stood.

      That was witch magic, thankfully. It didn’t tear into him the way that the invisible platform had. And it left nothing but charred ankle-stubs where the demons had been standing, as well as a pattern of black ash on his shins.

      James wiped his slacks off. The skin underneath was spongy, delicate. He felt like he might tear if he pressed too hard on himself.

      “No more ethereal magic,” he promised nobody in particular. “Nothing to bring me closer to godhood.” Nothing to keep him from surviving for his daughter.

      He expected to step into Nash Adamson’s office to find more assailants, but it was just an office. Not all that different from the sorts of offices that James had kept over the years, in truth. All angels liked to have stacks of books around and Nash was no exception.

      Everything here was dusty and unloved, though. It all looked old. Not a hundred years old, but thousands of years old. Spiderwebs clung to every corner. The pages were crumbling. The heavy wooden desk was warped with age, and the plastic components to his desktop computer had degraded while the metal components had rusted.

      James stepped toward the door. It opened before he could get there.

      He was startled to see Nashriel standing on the other side, wings hanging loosely at his back, his eyes rimmed with bruises.

      Nash took one look at James and said, “I didn’t mean for it to happen like that.” His shirt hung open, unbuttoned. James realized with an unpleasant lurch that Nash didn’t have a bare chest underneath. There were…feathers. Feathers and scales all mixed together where there should have been flesh indistinguishable from human. And there was a tail swinging under his coat.

      “What happened to you?” James asked.

      The angel’s eyes searched the room, flicking wildly from corner to corner.

      When he didn’t see Elise, realization dawned.

      “No,” Nash said.

      James flung out a hand. His mouth opened, and a word of power fell from his lips.

      The mansion shook like a bell hit by a sledgehammer. Nash leaped out of the way, and lightning blazed a path up the ground where he had been standing, scorching the floor tiles in fractal patterns.

      The angel slammed into James, knocking him over.

      James lifted his hands to cast another spell. But Nash was already leaping past him, onto the balcony, over the balustrade, and swinging into the air to save his wife.

      For a moment, James stared after him, mouth hanging open.

      He considered following.

      Elise didn’t need help. She didn’t need to be saved.

      If Victoria was in the house…

      James struggled to his feet, clutching his aching chest. He slammed through the doors to the hallway.

      There was another door at the end of the hall. Dust motes drifted on the beams of sunlight, and there were footprints where Nash had obviously been walking recently.

      It was so quiet.

      James created a new line of footprints between the doors, and he went into the next room to find…a crib. A mobile. A little changing table.

      A nursery.

      An utterly silent nursery.

      His heart twisted, his stomach flipped inside out, and it took all his willpower to walk toward that crib and look inside.

      “Victoria?”
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      The cabin looked like it belonged in a fairytale. It was an ivy-drenched, rose-pocked fantasy surrounded by so many wildflowers that every one of Elise’s steps kicked up buckets of pollen. The design of the cabin was not dissimilar from those at the werewolf sanctuary. There were pentacles over the windows, trimmed in white, and the roof had similar shingles.

      The door was unlocked. There was no need for locks in the Haven.

      Elise kicked the door in anyway.

      On the other side, she found a small living room that opened directly into a kitchen. Paintings hung on the walls. They depicted familiar faces—young members of the Wilder family. A teenage girl with wild brown hair and a stern-faced brother who had no hair at all. The paintings had faded with age and sun exposure. The kitchen hadn’t been used in decades.

      There were three bedrooms and one bathroom in this home. Four doors. Three of them were already open, the rooms beyond empty.

      She opened the fourth.

      On the other side, she found a young woman’s bedroom with a single twin bed. She had a computer desk, travel posters pinned to the walls, and French doors leading out into the forest. Elise could see fiends seething among the trees, unable to approach.

      Elise understood that the old woman in the bed was the same as the fresh-faced, springy-haired girl in the paintings elsewhere in the cabin. But there was no obvious resemblance. She was crumpled in on herself, a raisin. She rested in bed with her head on a pillow and her hands folded over her chest and her eyes shut.

      For an instant, Elise didn’t move, watching Summer’s chest.

      It rose very slowly.

      Alive.

      For the moment.

      Elise shifted her grip on the sword as she crossed the room. Her shins bumped against the side of the bed. “Your husband took my daughter,” Elise said to Summer’s unresponsive, withered face. “Your father is worried about you. I promised that I would take care of you.”

      And if taking care of Summer meant destroying Nash in the process…

      Elise gripped the hilt of the sword in both hands and lifted it so that the point hung over Summer’s breast.

      And she plunged it toward the shifter woman’s heart.

      “No!”

      Hands clamped so tightly on Elise’s wrists that she thought they probably broke instantly. Not that it mattered. She didn’t need bones at this point.

      She turned to glare at Nashriel Adamson. He’d managed to stop Elise’s blade a centimeter from Summer’s chest.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      “I told you I’d kill her if you hurt my baby,” Elise said.

      “You’ll get nothing out of hurting Summer,” Nash said, and for the first time, Elise saw it in him. The wildness in his eyes. The strange slouch to his back. His perfect immortal form breaking down into one more like a monster’s. He was fallen. “It’s too late, Godslayer. Your baby is already dead.”
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      Of all the motivations that Elise had expected, Nashriel as a fallen angel hadn’t been among them. In retrospect, it should have been obvious. But she had been so prepared to think of Nash as a warrior for Adam rather than one of Eve’s beloved sons.

      Yet here he was, standing in a living nightmare with cloven hoofs, a feathered chest, and the tail of a lion—the exact kind of chimera Elise had seen before in previous angels.

      She had never seen it end well.

      Elise stopped trying to stab Summer and stepped back.

      “Dead?” Elise asked. It had taken a moment for the angel’s words to sink in. “Victoria is…dead?”

      Nash nodded, and all Elise could think about was how the motion was a little jerky, a little bird-like. Because he wasn’t in his right mind. He wasn’t okay. He wasn’t aware of the world around him if he was fallen. As he sank into a more animal state, his thoughts and behaviors would be erratic.

      He wouldn’t know if Victoria was dead.

      He wouldn’t be able to tell.

      Elise’s head was pounding, and only so much of it was due to her avatar’s loss of blood. Physical pain was something that she could push away. She could dominate it, ride it like a wild horse. But this…

      “How?” Elise asked, and the word hurt. Acknowledging that there was a chance Nash could be right hurt.

      Nash was trying to remain himself. She could see the battle in his eyes, and in his posture. “There was something wrong with your baby.”

      Elise remembered the words “transient blindness” and the way that the infant had looked directly at the Traveler.

      Something is wrong with your baby.

      And now she started to believe Nash.

      “How?” Elise asked again.

      “You made so many mistakes when you remade the world,” Nash said. “You can’t begin to realize exactly how many mistakes you made. The Fascination—it’s driven me mad. I’m doing the kinds of things that torment me the most, and it’s your fault!”

      “Lilith made the Fascination when she made the last world,” Elise said. Technically, it was Lilith’s fault. Another of her curses. Not too different from the ichor that overtook the fiends when cut by the Infernal Blade.

      “But you perpetuated it after Genesis. You didn’t fix anything. Not one God-damned thing!”

      Elise was beginning to believe that was true. She had seen what had become of preternaturals firsthand. She’d seen how her new, beautiful world had become so quickly stratified so that people were crushed and left behind. And she hadn’t fixed the Fascination. She hadn’t. She’d left a route for fallen angels to be created.

      “So it was an accident,” Nash said. “I never intended…I never would have…” His throat worked. “Summer spent her youth here, in the Haven.” He swept his hands around the cabin where the Wilder woman had grown up. “She didn’t reunite with her parents until she was an adult, and I saw how much it hurt them to be divided during those critical mortal years. My intent was to simply withhold Victoria from you. I would force you to return to the Infinite, keep Victoria Faulkner on Earth, and make sure that you never got to walk the mortal planes alongside her again.”

      He was right. That would have been torture enough…assuming Elise had cared once she got to the Infinite.

      “But?” she prompted.

      “She died when I crossed worlds,” Nash said. “I don’t know if it was a flare of my power, or the shift in dimensions, or…” He looked down at his hands. They shimmered with a failing glamour that hadn’t been intended to function off of Earth. He had claws, black claws, sort of like a big cat’s. “Her heart stopped beating.”

      Elise was falling too. She was tumbling down into nothingness.

      Her sword slipped from her hand and she didn’t even care.

      Nash took the chance to lunge forward, seizing Elise. His arm locked around her throat. She didn’t struggle against him.

      When she looked at Nash, she felt a lot like she did looking at Victoria. It had been over a century since Elise had borne Eve’s soul inside of her, but she remembered being mother to Nash, and she remembered how that felt.

      Such fondness coexisted seamlessly with the anger. Elise’s emotional landscape had become dizzyingly complex, an endless jangle of sensation that she couldn’t pick through. Only one thought rose above all the others. One thing that she could focus on through everything else.

      I have to find Victoria.

      “Where is she?” Elise asked, her fingers creeping up to seize Nash’s arm. Her nails dug into his forearm. It felt both too bony and too strong.

      “I left her in the house,” he said.

      He’d left her alone.

      Elise shut her eyes and allowed herself to drift back. Not far, just a few days. She thought of lying in bed beside her infant and trying desperately to sleep in between Victoria’s periods of crying. She thought of how quickly the baby quieted when pulled from her car seat, and the dampness of her hot, tear-streaked cheek against Elise’s chest.

      She was alone.

      “Parenthood,” Nash snarled into Elise’s hair. He had been carried on the memories alongside her, witnessing the idle moments of having a new baby. The smells, the sounds, the exhaustion, and the instants of giddy bliss. “We adopted many children, and Summer loved them all like they’d come from her body.”

      “Then what’s your fucking problem?” Elise asked.

      “I needed it,” he whispered. “Summer’s blood mingled with mine. To face eternity without her…” His mind rippled over Elise’s. The ethereal energy had curdled and begun to reek like a bowl of milk on a hot day.

      There was no way that Nash could have resisted an innate biological mechanism. He couldn’t stop from falling.

      “You didn’t have to take my child,” Elise said.

      “Would you have helped me if I hadn’t?”

      “I’m not going to help you now. There are rules, Nashriel. A thousand-million rules. The integrity of the universe rests on these rules, and if I start pulling on threads, the whole thing’s gonna fall apart.”

      “But you can fix this,” he said. “You can die and return to the Infinite and fix it. Give Summer back her youth. Take away my Fascination. Restore me.”

      “Why the fuck should I give anything to you?”

      “Because it’s your fault! Everything is your fault!” Simmering madness snapped into rage. Nash’s breath blasted against the back of her neck, stinking of sulfur. “I’m going to kill you, and you’re going to go to the Infinite and fix everything.”

      Elise’s spine was aching. The cervical vertebrae at the base of her skull were on the brink of snapping.

      No amount of godly willpower would keep her avatar animated after that.

      And if Nash was confused—if he was wrong about Victoria’s condition—Elise would drop dead instantly, and she would indeed return to the Infinite.

      That would be the end of her current life.

      No more Danäe and Daniel.

      No more naps stolen alongside a sweaty, stinking baby.

      No first laughter, words, or footsteps.

      Elise tried to say, “No.” But Nash was pressing harder. Twisting harder. He was leaning all his weight on her, and she knew with total certainty that she was about to die.

      And then a woman spoke.

      “Stop it.”

      Her voice was small and quavering. Elise was so shocked to hear it that it took her a moment to realize there was also a blade sliding between her back and Nash’s concave stomach.

      Summer Gresham had awakened, and she was holding the Infernal Blade on them.
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      The change that came over Nash was immediate. His broken mind was dragged back through the years the instant he saw his wife, and he looked upon her as though she were still the fresh-faced girl in the living room paintings.

      “Summer,” he said. His arms went limp. Elise yanked away from him.

      The Infernal Blade didn’t follow her.

      Summer kept the sword pushed against Nash’s belly.

      It didn’t seem to be the first time she’d handled a sword. She had its point underneath his breastbone, angled upward toward his heart. Elise could tell that the trajectory would be perfect for killing Nash, assuming that Summer’s thin arms could apply the right amount of force.

      She probably could. Even now, lost inside the wrinkles and white hair, Summer was a shapeshifter. She was a preternatural of strength only slightly lesser than her Alpha father’s.

      Nash looked down at the sword. He looked up at Summer.

      “Oh,” he said. “You heard everything.”

      “Everything,” Summer said. “You didn’t tell me you were falling.”

      “I didn’t realize it was happening until you were already…” His throat worked. His chest hitched. “Gone. But you woke up.”

      “Wish I hadn’t,” she said. Pearlescent tears glimmered on her cheeks.

      Nash looked crestfallen. “It was all for you.” And then he thought about it and said, “No. Not for you. It was her fault—she did everything to us.” He pointed at Elise, who had suddenly become completely superfluous to this scene.

      “I promised,” Summer said, her voice hoarse, her hands shaking. “I wouldn’t let you turn into Him.”

      Nash cradled her face in his hands, gazing at her as though she were as beautiful as the day they’d met. She wasn’t a shriveled centenarian. She wasn’t on the brink of organ failure, incapable of taking on her wolf form. In his eyes, she reflected back with unwrinkled skin and fluffy hair and strong arms. “I know,” he said. “I love you, Summer. I will always love you.”

      The Infernal Blade glinted. “Help,” she said.

      Nashriel’s knuckles stroked down her shoulder, traveled to her wrist. He closed his fingers around the delicate bones encased in paper-thin skin. “I love you.”

      Nash jerked.

      His mouth opened in a gasp.

      Summer’s hand was still closed around the hilt of the sword. It was hilt-deep in his body.

      The weight of his sinking body dragged the blade up to his heart. It must have cut it in half. He died quickly—before the ichor had even begun to spread over his skin, turning his feathers into black shards of obsidian.

      But the obsidian did take him.

      Elise was left standing over Nash and Summer, the woman’s body folded over the man’s, her very bones shaking. Elise could see the weight of this action taking its toll physically and mentally. She knew that it would kill Summer.

      Elise bent, holding her hand out, and Summer’s dull golden eyes lifted to hers. “Here,” Summer rasped. She handed the Infernal Blade to Elise. “You should go.”

      “You’re dying,” Elise said.

      “Yeah,” Summer said.

      She abandoned Summer like that, carried on the buzzing white noise in her skull, trying to convince herself that a fallen angel could never know what had really happened around him.

      The cruel twist of falling was that angels had to live out their worst nightmares. Elise had known one fallen angel to devour newborns, leaving behind nothing but husks. She’d heard of other fallen angels too, including one that had murdered men who looked like her late husband.

      If Nash thought he’d killed the baby, then perhaps he feared it enough for his mind to make it true.

      Perhaps Victoria was alive.

      There was not much life in the Haven. The demons that Nashriel had rallied were dropping around her as she limped on wrecked legs through the forest.

      She wasn’t sure she’d make it.

      She needed to make it.

      When she got to the edge of Nashriel’s mansion, she saw someone waiting for her there. A calm, genderless entity with full lips and empty eyes and hands folded in front of it.

      Elise didn’t greet the Traveler. She’d already known that it would be there.

      “You’re running short on time,” the Traveler said.

      “That’s your wheelhouse,” Elise said.

      “Yes,” the Traveler said, “it is. I’m here to make sure that you arrive just on time. As you requested.”

      Elise had requested the Traveler’s help? She had no recollection of it.

      But if the Traveler was here, it could only mean that drastic measures were necessary.

      Hope and grief warred.

      “You can save her,” Elise said.

      The Traveler shook its head. “No, but I’ve held onto something for you. Something you will find valuable.” It held its hand out. “Let’s go inside.”

      Elise didn’t want to go inside. She didn’t want to see what she now knew she would find.

      She took the Traveler’s hand.

      They walked together into the foyer, up the stairs, and down a crimson hallway runner past artifacts collected from an artificial world without history.

      The Traveler stood back when they reached the open door.

      Elise had to go in alone.

      She found James sitting on a rocking chair.

      “Victoria,” James said. “My victory. My triumph. My child.” He was looking upon her for the first and last time, cradling her soft head in one hand, stroking his other hand along her body. He felt the shape of her limbs, the curve of her belly. He counted her toes. All ten of them.

      She wasn’t breathing.

      James’s head bowed over his infant daughter, and his shoulders shook.

      Elise did not cry.

      She felt clearer than she’d ever felt before.

      I made mistakes.

      Right now, one of those mistakes meant that Nash and probably Summer were hurtling toward permanent death. Souls outlasted bodies by minutes. Time to fix these errors was short.

      The time to save Victoria had already passed.

      The baby was dead.

      Elise struggled not to lose herself in the thoughts of things that would never happen: never letting those little fingers curl around one of hers, never changing a sticky diaper, never getting to relieve the weight of her milk-heavy breasts, never getting the precarious satisfaction of stopping her cries.

      Damn it, Elise didn’t even like motherhood. She’d hated every last goddamn moment of it.

      Even when she looked at you? And when she smiled?

      Judging by the color of the baby’s body, she had been dead for quite some time. Too long for Elise to resurrect the body using traditional methods of necromancy, had they even been accessible to her.

      There was no time.

      But there was still Time.

      She turned to see that the Traveler was gliding into the room now, having permitted them the moment of private grief. James gazed at the Traveler with hopeless pale eyes. “You’re too late,” he said. “Even you can’t change this.” His voice was thick with tears. Even if it pained Elise to think of the moments she wouldn’t get to repeat, James didn’t even have memories of those moments. This would be his only memory of their daughter.

      Unless I fix my mistakes.

      The Traveler touched a hand to Victoria’s forehead. Then it said, “Be quick. I’ve only given you a few moments.”

      “Thank you,” Elise said.

      The baby didn’t come back to life. The Traveler was not a necromancer.

      She lifted the Infernal Blade that Summer had just used to kill Nash. It was still slick with silver blood.

      “You or me first?” Elise asked James.

      Realization dawned over him. Fresh tears welled over, spilling down his cheeks, and he held the baby to his chest. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Both of us,” he said, “please.” His voice was thick with tears.

      James leaned forward, as though the weight of his grief was dragging him down.

      Elise rested a hand upon his spine, feeling the beat of his heart on the other side. This heart had provided half of Victoria—an infant Elise had neither wanted nor believed herself to love. Now her own heart felt as though it were collapsing. There was no air left in the room. “We need to make changes,” Elise said.

      James seemed to have gone to a place beyond words. He lifted his head to look at her, his pale eyes empty.

      “We forbade second chances for a reason,” she said, bringing her fingers to his bicep. “We forbade afterlives for a reason too. Everything is for a reason.”

      His hand convulsed over hers. He nodded.

      “I’m going to make changes anyway,” she said, her voice dead, her soul dead, her heart unbeating. “I’m going to pull on the threads and see what happens.”

      Elise didn’t wait for James to nod, or shake his head, or remember how to speak. She didn’t want to leave this choice to him. Whether he assented or dissented, Elise had already decided that some things were worth risking the universe over.

      She killed him.

      It was swift. She thought it would likely be painless, but Elise had never specialized in deaths that didn’t hurt. That was neither her interest nor her forte. She could guarantee nothing to James except that he would die.

      A blow to the head to render him momentarily unconscious.

      A blade to the heart through the slats of his ribcage.

      A slice across his jugular.

      His blood poured over the baby, and his body collapsed over hers, and Elise watched until there was no more motion. She watched until James’s skin was stone.

      She tasted the blood on the Infernal Blade, savoring the flavors of James’s fading life. There were memories in that brief taste—not just memories of their time as Danäe and Daniel, young lovers building an ordinary life together, but memories of their first life too. Accepting a ribbon from their first dance competition. James embracing Elise when she graduated with an accounting degree. Curled against each other in a hospital bed, recovering from injuries.

      Some of Nash and Summer’s memories lingered in that blood too. Elise did not know love; she knew need, urgency, dependence. She knew that James was her lungs and she was his spine and neither could survive without the other. But Nash and Summer…

      They’d never needed each other. They’d wanted each other.

      Chosen each other.

      From the moment Nash had first seen Summer in an angel-built artificial paradise, he had chosen that this woman would be his. Summer had chosen him too. She had chosen a wretched, sinful soldier of God to be in her life—a life of joy and laughter—and they had been together out of love. Real love.

      Nash’s anger had been as flawed as his love. But everything he’d done to Elise had been well-earned. She had left him vulnerable to Fascination and to falling, as she did many other angels. And there were numerous other sins that she had permitted to exist.

      James had done terrible things to keep Elise. Would Elise not do the same for James?

      “I would do more,” she told James’s body, now nestled with the body of his daughter, where they would forever rest in the Haven alongside hers.

      Elise used the blade to unzip her mortal form. She drew lines to expose her skull in flaming lines of pain, and she savored it. She sawed open her own body. A y-incision never meant to be performed upon a living body.

      In the intensity of the pain, her mind stopped thinking. She stopped remembering.

      There was godhood in the pain. There was transcendence—ascension to a higher state.

      Elise suspected that she died of shock and blood loss before the ichor reached her heart, but her fingers still guided the blade to the center of it all, just in case.

      And she rose.
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      Elise returned at the edge of the Pit.

      She was not alone.

      James stood beside her in his godly form, radiating the blinding white light of ethereal power at its purest. The third god of their triad was also there: the man once known as Seth Wilder, now a wan shadow draped in grief, suffering through his eons as Death. Elise was the entire spectrum of colors between and beyond Life and Death.

      She was Time.

      And as Time, she saw that Nash and Summer’s souls were in the Pit, just moments away from being recycled. Elise reached out to stop time. She halted processing within the Cauldron.

      “What have you done?” Seth asked. His arms cradled white light. A soul.

      Victoria’s soul.

      When the Traveler had touched Victoria, it had turned back time just enough to preserve Victoria’s soul for this moment. For a goodbye, maybe.

      Elise didn’t plan on saying goodbye.

      “I did what I had to do,” Elise said.

      Seth gazed at the soul in his arms with an expression of such horror, such grief, such anger. “I’m sorry, Elise. I’m so sorry that this happened to you.” He folded Victoria against the heart at his dark core as if he could protect her. “You never should have done this in the first place.”

      “I was owed a selfish decision after all this time. Now I’m making another one.” Elise extended her hands. “Give my daughter to me.”

      “You know the rules. People die, they get mixed back up in the Cauldron, they get spit out again. It’s terrible, Elise, but that’s how it works.” His voice cracked. “I wish it didn’t, but that’s how it has to be.”

      “Not for my daughter.”

      “Even your daughter,” Seth said.

      James loomed over Seth, endless light pressing against endless darkness. But even at full power, the ethereal god was nothing against the infernal god. Light was the exception to darkness; life was the exception to death. No matter how big James became, Seth was still everything beyond him.

      “The rules are changing,” James said.

      “You’ve always said it’s not possible.”

      “Anything is possible if you let me,” Elise said. But Seth still wasn’t moving. She hadn’t known that she could feel desperate as a god until it welled up inside of Elise. “I need to hold her.”

      Seth finally spilled the light into her arms, and it was not a baby, but an idea. There was no soft, fragrant skin to inhale, no lungs to expand, no belly to fill with milk.

      Victoria was as dead here as she had been in the Haven.

      Elise imagined that she was burying her nose in the brush of Victoria’s black hair to smell her. She remembered the weight of the body draped over her arm that first time in the hospital. The strange odor of the white slickness on her skin. All the blood.

      She remembered the tugging at her nipple as the baby fed, and the almost frightening bonelessness of a newborn loosely swaddled. Mortal sensations.

      “I’m going into the Origin again,” Elise said matter-of-factly.

      “I can’t let you,” Seth said. “That’s how Adam snapped.”

      James grew. He loomed. “Try to stop her.”

      Elise took Victoria to a place of swirling light. The same place that Elise had told James that they could substantiate into avatars, that they could make a baby.

      This baby.

      A blind baby, a smiling baby, a baby who looked like James.

      With a thought, Elise upended the universe to expose the place she had hidden the Origin underneath.

      She held Victoria to her breast, plunged inside, and made some changes.
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      The date of March 23rd, 2034 happened twice. Not that anyone noticed. It was an unremarkable day that bore no resemblance to the drama of Genesis. There was no preceding Breaking, nor were there any fissures to Hell, and nobody was consumed by an enormous black void.

      On March 23rd, people went to sleep and then woke up the next morning on March 23rd. Calendars and watches progressed as though a day had elapsed. It was the fabric of Time itself that had experienced a hiccup. Subsequently, calendars and watches would be quietly wrong by one day for the future.

      The date of March 23rd, 2034 would not go into mortal history books.

      Even the Librarians missed it until the Traveler nudged them, at which point they wrote it down, pretending as though they had already done so and it was very annoying that the Traveler was bothering them.

      When Onoskelis—the current Head Librarian—wrote it down, she wrote it down like this.

      March 23rd, 2034: The Second Genesis of the New Gods.

      Really, it should have read like Genesis Part Two, because the shift wasn’t that big. It was a thread tugged just a little bit out of place.

      The gap it left behind was so small that nobody should have noticed.
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      The Second March 23rd, 2034

      Summer Gresham saw the second line appear, and she immediately unwrapped a third test to pee on that one too. There was very little urine left in her bladder at this point, but she was a lupine shifter. She was capable of summoning dribbles for marking her territory at all times. There was no reason she couldn’t dribble on one more pregnancy test.

      These dribbles barely stained the end of the stick. It would have to be enough. She set it on the bathroom counter and then finally pulled up her underwear, wiggled her butt into shorts, and flushed the toilet.

      “Are you okay?”

      That was her mother’s voice on the other side of the door.

      “Fine! You can go back to your meeting with Deirdre!” Summer called back.

      She thought she’d done a pretty good job sounding normal, but Rylie still said, “Oh my God, open this door right now.”

      Summer did.

      The woman on the other side was the same age as Summer by a weird stroke of fate, but Rylie Gresham was the Alpha with all of the accompanying power, and that meant that she still looked about thirty while Summer looked like she was approaching forty—which she was.

      Forty wasn’t very old. It was a little bit older than most mundane women had children, but…not too old.

      She suddenly felt very old.

      In fact, for an instant, Summer felt like she was over a hundred years old. She glanced at herself in the mirror and saw a woman whose skin had bagged into wrinkles with dark spots on her face and patchy curls that exposed her scalp, and she felt ancient.

      Tears leaped to her eyes.

      Oh. Oh no.

      It was like something terrible had just happened, and she’d just lost someone so important. Like she was raging against circumstance with the last of the fire in a fading body and…

      No. It was gone.

      The instant where Summer felt old passed. The feeling of melancholy lingered.

      “Oh. My. God.” Rylie hadn’t noticed Summer’s weird moment. She had pushed into the Academy’s bathroom to stare at the three sticks on the sink. “Oh my God! Nash?”

      Summer couldn’t help but laugh and roll her eyes, tired as she suddenly felt. “Yes, Nash.” There had never been anyone else for Summer.

      I’m going to have Nash’s baby.

      It finally started to sink in.

      “Oh my gods,” Summer said, and it was in almost the exact way that Rylie had said it, with the same cadence, though she added an extra heaping serving of disbelief. “I thought we couldn’t. I mean—shifter, angel—”

      They had been trying for years and had adopted half of the orphans in the pack in the meantime. In fact, they’d just adopted an infant a few weeks earlier—little Bree Adamson, who had a terrible case of colic and slept about two minutes a night and was cute as a gods-damned button. Bree’s preference for not-sleeping was the reason that Summer had taken so long to realize she was fatigued and gaining weight and that it wasn’t normal.

      And Summer loved her. She loved Bree just as much as she loved Michael, and Flora, and Donna, and…

      And now there was going to be another one.

      Rylie’s eyes were brimming with tears. “I’m going to be a grandma again.”

      “Really Mom?” Summer said. “You’re already grandma to like a thousand—oof.”

      “I love you,” Rylie said, squeezing Summer so tightly that it hurt, but in kind of a good way. “I love you so much.”

      Summer clung to her, feeling that weird sadness again. The melancholy hadn’t gone away.

      But there was a new feeling too.

      Gratitude.

      This all felt impossible somehow, like it never should have happened. And yet the dribbles on the third stick had already produced a second line. There was no denying it. Summer Gresham was pregnant.

      “I can’t wait to tell Nash,” she said.
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      Elsewhere and elsewhen.

      The Traveler stepped into the Infinite and was met on the other side by a frowning, annoyed face. “Just because you can come over here doesn’t mean you should,” said the gaean god, also known as Time, and also known as Elise Kavanagh.

      “I’m the Traveler,” it said simply. Traveling was what it did, unconstrained by most rules of time and dimension. “I wanted to check in on her.”

      “I don’t owe you that. I don’t owe you anything.”

      “I didn’t say you did.”

      “Fuck it, fine,” Elise said.

      She started walking, and the Traveler followed.

      Elise didn’t slow down to make sure the Traveler could keep up, even though the fabric of the Infinite was infinitely complex, and there were an infinite number of places to get lost within its hundred-thousand-billion folds. Elise beelined directly for the newest addition to the Infinite.

      “That’s pretty cool,” the Traveler said when they stepped through to the next plane.

      It was a place very much like the rest of the Infinite. There were no smells to describe. No sights, no sounds, no textures. It wasn’t a sensory place. It was a concept that surely made sense to entities like the gods, who existed on several dimensions that even the Traveler did not.

      Were the Traveler to attempt to summon an image of the place, it would have thought that it was a sunny field where the sky was a little bit too close and the blackberry bushes grew very thick.

      “James says we should call it Heaven,” Elise said, “but I told him to shove it up his ass.”

      “Then what will you call it?” asked the Traveler.

      “My vote’s for Valhalla,” she said. “But since I named our kid, James is fighting me to the end on this one.”

      The Traveler considered this. “What is the end?”

      “It hasn’t come yet,” she said. “I’m sure you’ll notice when it does.”

      “You should call it Afterlife,” the Traveler said.

      “You don’t get an opinion,” Elise said.

      Just as there was no world to describe in Afterlife—which the Traveler did have an opinion about—there was really no describing the residents of Afterlife. It was a quiet place filled with quiet people. A waiting room, for the most part. Souls drifting through swaying grass and standing underneath shady trees and soaking their feet in a crystalline river that didn’t really exist.

      The gods had made several changes in the Second Genesis, and this had been the biggest of them. No more did people die and get recycled into new souls. Instead, they waited.

      “How long will you keep them here before letting Death have them?” the Traveler asked, following Elise down a narrow path that smelled of honey and nothing at all.

      “Depends on the person,” she said.

      “Will you let Death recycle them normally when they leave here?”

      “Maybe.” The terseness of Elise’s response was answer enough. She hadn’t decided what to do with everyone, because she hadn’t made Afterlife for everyone.

      At the moment, in the warmest corner of the Infinite, one particular soul was waiting around.

      She was a brighter spirit than the rest. Small, but fiery. This was a pure spirit, an innocent one without words. She was tangled with an entity who shined with as much force as Elise.

      Victoria and James were enjoying the day in the Infinite.

      “What’s it doing here?” James asked, and the Traveler got the impression of the ethereal god pulling Victoria into his arms protectively.

      “I just wanted to see her,” the Traveler said.

      As it saw Victoria, the daughter to the gods saw the Traveler too.

      They connected on the same level that they had connected in the cemetery that one day in the future, which would never happen now that Elise had rebooted the universe. Again. Both of them remembered that connection. The Traveler and Victoria shared consciousness. They traveled through each other’s minds, and through the threads of life that they’d left behind.

      Just as the Traveler could ascribe arbitrary qualities to Afterlife, there were arbitrary qualities that would have suited Victoria’s reaction to its presence, too. For instance, the Traveler was certain it felt pleasure coming from the daughter of the gods. It thought it may have even heard her giggling.

      “You won’t take her,” Elise said. “I won’t let you.”

      “As I told you, I only want to see,” the Traveler said.

      “You’re not the only one who’s been curious about her,” James said. “We are keeping things quiet. Private. You understand.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’ll find you if you tell anyone,” Elise said.

      And the Traveler said, “Of course.” It wouldn’t be necessary. The world would not fail to notice the thread that had been tugged out of place known as Victoria Faulkner, no matter how hard Elise and James attempted to hide her. Eventually, things would unravel.

      For now, there was a bright, pure spirit in the Afterlife, hanging out with all these other mortal souls, and also two gods.

      In truth, it was the gods that the Traveler had wanted to see, because it had suspicions.

      Suspicions which had now been verified.

      Despite the fact that gods were omniscient and omnipresent, they were still constrained in some ways. The more places they existed simultaneously, the thinner they were stretched. And right now Elise and James were stretched thin. Much of their attention was still not on godhood or Afterlife.

      “I won’t help again,” the Traveler said, and it meant that statement to be as ominous as it sounded.

      “We won’t need it again,” Elise said.

      She pushed the Traveler back to the mortal worlds.

      That was that. The end of the visit.

      The Traveler tried not to wonder if it had made the right decision to help in the first place. Regrets were useless, even for someone who perceived time as an additional dimension. But it couldn’t help but think on it in the years to come and speculate on what would have happened if Victoria Faulkner had remained dead.
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      Somewhere—March 24th, 2034

      “Excellent, Elise. You’re doing wonderfully. Just keep breathing.”

      “You fucking keep breathing,” she said.

      And then the next contraction struck her, and she knew that this was it. This was the last one. This was the time.

      Elise bore down, back arching, toes digging into the wooden floor of her kitchen, fingers gripping the edge of the counter. The contraction squeezed her from crown to abdominal muscles to thighs to ankles.

      The baby emerged from her vagina in a final gush of blood and placental fluid.

      This time, the infant did not hit the floor. She tumbled into a waiting pair of hands, and was immediately drawn gently, carefully against a bare chest, because James had removed his shirt when Elise’s water had broken on him in bed overnight.

      “There she is,” James said.

      Elise leaned back against the corner of the cabinets, panting. She gazed with bleary eyes up at her husband, who was gazing at their baby.

      Their living offspring.

      Reborn.

      “A girl,” he said. “It’s a girl.”

      Elise was too exhausted to point out how unnecessary that declaration was.

      “She’s not crying,” James said.

      “Clear her mouth out, stupid,” Elise said.

      “Right. Yes, of course.” His pinky finger inserted gently into his daughter’s mouth, and he scooped out some gunk. Then he grabbed the nasal aspirator and cleaned her throat. And then the baby began screaming in a gasping, halting wail, which was a miserable goat sound that Elise thought she’d missed. It turned out she didn’t miss that sound. It was still awful.

      James sat on the slick floor beside Elise, as if he were as drained by the birth too. The umbilical cord was still between Elise’s legs. She wasn’t done yet, and wouldn’t be done until the placenta came out. So for the moment, while James held the baby and Elise’s uterus held the remaining organ, the three of them were connected. Bound together.

      Two godly avatars and a mortal soul reincarnated.

      Hidden somewhere on Earth again.

      “Rosalind is still a perfectly good name,” James said.

      “Give me Victoria,” Elise said. She took the baby from him, and the newborn’s cries subsided to miserable little grunts, which didn’t cease when Elise jabbed her nipple into the baby’s mouth.

      Victoria obediently ate.

      Elise let her head fall onto James’s shoulder.

      “I should have made you carry her this time,” Elise grumbled. “Made you come back with a uterus. I’d have fucked a baby into you.”

      “I offered.”

      “You didn’t mean it.”

      “You didn’t want me to carry her anyway,” James said.

      He was probably right about that. He had to be right occasionally.

      They sat in silence for a few minutes while the breastfeeding induced more contractions, and once the placenta was produced, Elise felt ready to take a very long nap. Which she could do this time, because there was no assassin. Nobody had managed to find them.

      Not yet, anyway.

      “You’re beautiful,” James said, kissing Elise.

      “You’re a liar,” she said against his mouth. But she liked the lie. She would never have words to describe her gratitude for the mere fact that James was present this time, and she suspected he felt the same.

      James grabbed Elise’s knife to cut the umbilical cord. “How long do you think this’ll last?”

      “Too long,” she said. “Not long enough.”

      “Do you think there will be consequences?”

      “Yes,” Elise said. “Obviously. But whatever happens, we can handle it.”

      James sawed at the tissue. Then placenta was disconnected from baby, and Victoria was on her own in the world, human and alive and independent. The baby’s eyes were open as she ate. She gazed blankly at the ceiling, seeing nothing and everything.
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      A single thread tugged out of place.

      A few small changes.

      Summer and Nash made a new life that shared their blood, and that was another thread tugged out of place. Their child was a happy one, laughing and running and playing with the wolves. Every motion tugged another thread. Every decision tugged yet another.

      Elsewhere, Victoria grew when her fragile little body should have died, and that tugged things too.

      Eventually the shifting started to ripple into bigger changes.

      And somewhere very far away, much further than anyone had ever ventured in spaces that nobody knew existed, someone noticed the fabric had gotten the smallest tear. That someone began to wake up.

      Victoria Faulkner looked through the tear.

      And the eye of a stranger more enormous than the world looked back.
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        Track the rise of the divines in Lonesome Paladin. Elise and James return, gods get into trouble, and Lincoln Marshall forms the triadists.
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      If you enjoyed this book, I hope you’ll leave a review on the site where you bought it. <3

      If you occasionally think “Hey! I wish I could see a million pictures of some random author’s dogs and children!” then you should follow me on Instagram. I also flap my mouth on Twitter a lot. The best way to find out when I have new books is to join my list for new release email alerts, though. Allons-y!
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