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PART ONE
The Murder


 
September 2009
Michele Newcomb’s body was still dying, but her mind was long gone. She was convinced the desert hated her bright yellow SUV, and the oil it dribbled onto bare rock six miles away. It hated the fingers that ripped roots from the earth as she crawled through sparse foliage. It hated the trail of browning blood she left in her wake.
Michele believed that the harsh, hostile world hated everything about her, and it was glad that she was about to die alone.
Her throat was raw and dry. She tried to suck in air to soothe her burning lungs, but the motion made her chest jerk. Her abs ached from the force of it. Blood rose in her throat like bile, and it spattered over her lip.
Michele took another hard breath—coughed blood again—and squinted, trying to focus on the world above the sagebrush. The cruel sun bore upon her back like an iron pressed to her flesh. The world was white. Her eyes burned.
Something dark loomed at the edge of her vision. Silvery mirages danced with the promise of water.
Her bloody fingertips dug into the soil. She crawled forward two inches. Pain ripped through her as the injury tore wider.
The gunshot wound didn’t even hurt anymore. That had faded quickly, relatively speaking. The real pain was the knife wound—and the knowledge that the one who delivered it was walking free.
She had to tell Gary what happened. He had to know the truth, had to finish the job before it was too late.
Michele groaned and dragged herself forward another two inches.
She coughed up blood again, but not as much as before. She quickly began to miss the moisture of blood in her mouth. Her dry, swollen tongue hung uselessly over her cracked lip.
Another two inches. The shimmering mirage receded, but the shadow didn’t.
It was a building. A real building.
Still a hundred feet away.
Her hand sought something to grip. She found a rock and clenched it. Something scrambled over her fingers—probably something venomous. It didn’t bother biting her.
Two inches.
Michele pressed her face to the scalding earth, and if she had possessed any remaining moisture in her body, she would have wept. A gasping sob jerked out of her mouth.
She reached for a handhold and found nothing.
“Help,” she croaked out. Her voice was tiny.
Her other hand touched a bush.
Two more inches.
She tried to focus on the building instead of the pain. It had to be there, but she couldn’t see that far anymore. The bright desert was growing murky and dim. How could it still be so hot if it was becoming dark?
Michele couldn’t blink anymore. Her eyelids were sandpaper.
Two inches. And another. And another.
She ran out of strength for two inches, so it became one, and then a half inch, and then just millimeters.
But eventually, after an eternity, Michele’s fingers touched something cool.
A blurry line of shadow crossed the hot ground in front of her.
She looked up and saw a window. The rusted tin sign said that the gas station was closed. If there was a gas station—even one that wasn’t open—a road had to be on the other side. She didn’t see the wind-torn curtains, or the shattered posts that marked its anterior boundary. She didn’t see the broken pumps that had been dry of gasoline for fifty years. She also didn’t see that the road on the other side was empty—and had been for months.
All Michele saw was a building, and the “closed” sign that would say “open” if someone flipped it over, and decided her crawling was done.
With a final burst of strength, she flopped onto her back. The heat pounded into her bare wound. Dirt stung the open blisters.
“Thank you, God,” she whispered to a burning sky.
Gary was going to find her. It wasn’t too late after all. She could still tell him the truth.
But it was all so distant.
Michele just had to wait for the owner to open the store. Then she would get a soda—diet, of course. Maybe she could have a scoop of ice cream after she washed her face in the bathroom, which would be cool and air conditioned. The owner could loan her a quarter to call Grandma—but Grandma was dead—and then the team would pick her up.
Everything would be okay.
Sunshine. Grandma smelled like sunshine.
Michele’s hand rested in the cool shadow, and she managed to shut her eyes. Her lips bled as they spread into a small smile.
She died at peace with a belly full of flies.
For the first time since January, a car approached the gas station. It was a shiny black monster with nearly-opaque windows, and it had cost more to purchase than the land on which the gas station stood.
The car stopped beside the pumps. Three forms clad in black stepped out.
“Over here,” said one, leading the others to the side of the building. He was young and stringy, and his hair was densely curled in kinky ropes.
A man pushed past him. His hand rested on the gun at his belt as though it was another appendage. The butt was engraved with his name: ZETTEL.
He kneeled beside the body of Michele Newcomb. She was barely recognizable as a woman, or even a human. She resembled meatloaf. The swarming flies seemed to agree. Zettel rubbed a finger on her cheek and found the blood was fresh. “We were only a minute too late,” he growled.
The third person huffed. She was almost as muscular as Zettel, and equally undisturbed by the body. “Just fucking great. Should we bring her back?”
“No.” He scowled at the younger man. “This is your fault, Flynn. We’re not bringing her back. You got that?”
Flynn stared at his feet, trying not to blink so his tears wouldn’t fall.
A fourth man jumped out of the SUV with trash bags and a saw. “I’ve got the corpse! Who wants to be on scrubbing duty?” Boyd asked, far too cheerful for such a hot day.
“We’re not cleaning this one up. The coyotes can have her.” Zettel fisted the boy’s collar and jerked his face down. “Hear me, Flynn? She’s going to the animals. They’re going to eat her.”
“It would have been too late days ago,” he said, voice trembling.
The woman got in the driver’s seat again. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before the animals get us, too.”
Their SUV kicked up a trail of dust in their wake.
The coyotes didn’t settle in to eat Michele until nightfall.


PART TWO
Debts Owed


I
It was a miserable day. The temperature had reached one hundred degrees Fahrenheit, there was no wind, and Anthony Morales had been trying to sell his Jeep to random assholes from Craigslist all afternoon.
“What the hell have you done to this thing?” asked potential buyer number three, who claimed his name was “Buddy,” and was as thick in the waist as a baby elephant.
They stood in the shade of a high-rise apartment building, which funneled heat directly toward them over rippling asphalt. Anthony hoped that parking his Jeep in an alley stained with oil, covered in trash, and overlooked by barred windows might make his car look a little less offensive in comparison. Instead, the Jeep looked like it belonged in one of the big green dumpsters.
Anthony rubbed a hand down his face and left behind a greasy smear. “There were pictures in the ad.”
“Is that what I asked? No. I asked what you did to it.”
“I told you. I’m a mechanic. This was my hobby vehicle.”
Buddy snorted. “Is your hobby beating it with a goddamn crowbar?”
Anthony tried not to feel wounded. The Jeep was his first car, and it had been through a lot with him in the ensuing years. Sure, the bumper was missing, the upholstery was ripped, and the body was thoroughly dented. That was what happened when you drove through a cemetery full of zombies. But the engine was great and the tires were new. He had put a lot of love into it.
“Do you want it or not?” he asked in a dull voice.
The buyer walked around the Jeep again, his considerable girth swaying with every step. “I’ll give you three hundred for it.”
“I’ll only take twelve hundred.”
“You kidding? Three hundred is a good deal for this piece of shit.”
Anthony’s patience was gone. “Okay. Fine. Sorry to waste your time.”
He climbed into the Jeep, but Buddy leaned on the hood to prevent him from moving to a shadier spot. “Five hundred.”
“Now you’re wasting my time.”
“Come on. You can’t seriously think it’s worth twelve,” Buddy said.
Anthony’s girlfriend came around the end of the alley at that moment, sparing him from having to think of a response that didn’t use words like “insulted” and “asshole.” Elise’s curls were pulled out of her face in a thick braid, and she wore faded shorts, a tank top, and sneakers, yet still managed to look like a Greek Fury as she stalked down the alley.
She was followed by a teenage boy and his mother—potential buyer number four.
Elise glanced at Anthony. “Is he buying it?” she asked, jerking a thumb at the fat man, who smoothed a hand over his sweaty pate as he took a long look at Elise’s legs.
“He’s trying to get it for five hundred.”
“Get out of here,” she told Buddy. “We’re done with you.” He opened his mouth, and she didn’t seem interested in discovering if it was to argue or make a counter offer. She turned the full force of her stare on him and said again, “Get out.”
Buddy waddled his elephantine mass toward the street with a flip of the bird.
Why didn’t Anthony have that kind of gravitas? Someone was always screwing with him, whether it was over the sale of his Jeep, the cost of labor at the shop, or the grades he got on his college papers. Nobody screwed with Elise.
Of course, she also wasn’t much of a salesman.
“This is it,” she said to potential buyer number four, who was watching the alley like she expected muggers to jump out at any second.
Anthony jumped down to join them. The mother had contacted him by email that morning to see if he thought the Jeep would be good as her teenage son’s first car. “Hi,” he said, wiping his palms dry on his jeans and holding out a hand. “Thanks for coming all the way downtown. I’m—”
“Twelve hundred,” Elise interrupted. “Firm.”
The mother looked doubtful. “I don’t know…”
“What happened to that thing?” the boy asked. He had braces and a Grateful Dead t-shirt.
Anthony’s heart sank. That question again. He prepared to give his response about it being a project car, but Elise spoke first. “We drove it through a cemetery of zombies. There used to be a cowcatcher on front, but it crumpled after hitting the first dozen bodies.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes.”
The mother shot Elise a long-suffering look. “Does it run?” she asked, sounding exhausted.
“Perfectly. And insurance is cheap,” Anthony said.
“Great. I’m sold.”
She pulled out her wallet as her son pumped his fist in the air. He jumped in the driver’s seat and ran his fingers reverently over the wheel, like he had just gotten his first Porsche. Anthony resisted the wild impulse to push the boy away from his car. Twelve hundred dollars was more money than he and Elise had possessed for weeks.
“You can bring it to my shop if anything goes bad in the next month or two, but it shouldn’t be a problem,” he said, exchanging a business card for a small stack of twenties. “I just replaced the tires and transmission. Everything is in perfect condition.”
“I don’t really care,” said the mother. He spread the paperwork out on the hot metal of the hood, and they each signed it. “Anything to get him to leave the house for once. Maybe he’ll even get a few friends.”
“This sound system is totally sick!” her son enthused.
“We installed it for use in a mass exorcism,” Elise told him, leaning her elbows on the door. Anthony groaned. It was the truth, but nobody would ever believe her. The miniature zombie apocalypse in May had been treated like a natural disaster in the mainstream media. But Elise didn’t seem to care. She smiled a little as the kid swung the wheel around.
“What were you exorcising?” he asked.
“Demons. Really nasty ones.”
“That is so cool.”
“Don’t encourage him. He already plays too many video games,” the mother said. “And move over, Travis. I’m driving it home.”
“Mom!”
She climbed in, and Elise stepped back beside Anthony.
A few seconds later, the tail lights disappeared around the corner. His heart twisted painfully.
It only lasted for a second. He had lost everything in the last few months: his Millennium Scholarship (because fighting demons did zero favors for his grades), his cousin Betty, and now his beloved Jeep. It was getting to the point where the pain was a constant stabbing in his chest. He couldn’t work up additional grief over his car for longer than a few seconds.
“Let me see that,” Elise said, holding out a hand. He gave her the cash. She counted it out. “Great. This is rent for two months, at least.” She pocketed a few bills and returned the rest.
“Hey,” Anthony complained.
“Do you want groceries or not?”
He didn’t really care. The Jeep didn’t belong to Elise, and she had no right to the money. But what was the point in arguing? They had gotten an apartment together downtown—a furnished one bedroom for five hundred a month, which smelled like tobacco even though neither of them smoked—and all their money was getting poured into bills and debt and Top Ramen anyway.
“What now?” he asked dully.
“Now I’m going to run errands.” Elise stretched up to kiss his chin. “I’ll be home late. Don’t wait for me.”
She left before he could try to kiss her properly.
Anthony thought about going back to their apartment, which was just around the corner, but he found himself staring at the spot his Jeep had stood only minutes earlier.
That twinge was back.
He sank to a crouch, covered his face with his hands, and didn’t move for a long time.


II
Eloquent Blood was dark, and the sign on the alley door said CLOSED, but Elise walked in anyway. Its usual patrons weren’t bothered by heat, so they didn’t bother air conditioning the bar, but being positioned in the cavernous basement kept it temperate. The sweat on Elise’s skin cooled and made her shiver.
“Neuma?” she called, pausing by the railing to peer at the bottom several levels down. The DJ booth was empty. Three walls of a cage stood where the dance floor should have been, but it would be hours until the fights started. A demon with three eyes mopped the stage. “Hey! Is Neuma in yet?”
It nodded without looking up.
The fluorescent blue lights behind the bar were turned off. The stripper pole hadn’t been cleaned yet, so it was covered in fingerprints, sweat, and flecks of brimstone. But there was no sign of the bartender.
Elise hopped over the bar, snagging a bottle of tequila on the way. She was more than just a frequent patron of Eloquent Blood—she used to be the accountant, before getting in a fight with the owner. She had since killed David Nicholas and any chance of being gainfully employed with them again, but she still made frequent visits to enjoy Neuma’s generosity with the liquor.
She headed down the back hall. “Neuma, it’s me. Where are you?” Something bumped against the wall. Elise jiggled the handle to the dressing room. Locked. “Hey. Open up. I can hear you in there.”
“Go away,” Neuma said from the other side.
Elise’s senses sharpened. “Are you okay?”
“I’m peachy.”
“Bullshit. Open the door or I’ll kick it in.” She had done it once before, and she had no qualms about breaking the handle again.
“No, don’t do that,” Neuma said. “Hang on.”
A pause, and the lock clicked. Elise pushed inside.
The dressing room was even more of a mess than usual. Costumes were spread across the floor like a rug of latex and silver chains. One of the vanity mirrors was shattered, leaving shards of glass sprinkled over the strippers’ outfits, and half of the bottles on the shelves had been broken. It reeked of sulfur and booze.
Neuma was slumped in a chair by the door. Her skin and white bathrobe glowed in the black light, but her ink-dark hair was a shadow puddled on her shoulders. She had a hand over the left side of her face.
“What happened in here?” Elise asked.
“Nothing. Just haven’t cleaned in a long time.” Neuma’s voice was about an octave too high.
Elise sniffed the air. As if the wreckage wasn’t evidence enough, every sense told her that a powerful demon had been on the premises—from the uncomfortable pressure at the back of her skull, to the sour bite of brimstone in her nose. It was too strong to belong to Neuma, who was only a half-succubus Gray. She was mostly harmless. Her greatest threat was being a little too sexy.
The sight of the destruction was enough to trigger Elise’s protective instinct. Setting the tequila on the counter, she picked up a costume, shook out the glass, and threw it in the closet. “Your parties are getting too wild,” she said, working quickly to unclutter the floor and sweep the glass into a corner.
Neuma smiled weakly.
When Elise finished, she turned on the overhead lights without waiting for permission. The bartender flinched. She pulled her hand away from her face for an instant, but it was enough for Elise to see a massive gash running down the side of her face. Thin, watery blood poured into the collar of her robe.
“Jesus, Neuma.”
“I think I need a witch,” she whispered. Half-demons were fragile creatures. They couldn’t heal on their own—given a few hours, they could bleed to death from a paper cut. “Treeny, up in Craven’s—cocktail waitress for the sport’s bar—she can do a little hocus pocus.”
Elise pulled Neuma’s arm over her shoulder and supported her as they limped into the hallway. The facial injury wasn’t the worst of it. The robe gapped to show a missing chunk of flesh in her thigh.
They took the stairs to the manager’s office, slowly and carefully.
“Tell me who attacked you,” Elise said.
“Name’s Zohak. This thing, this demon—he took all our money, and I couldn’t do shit about it. He bit my leg and fucking laughed at me.”
“You couldn’t have fought?”
“I did,” Neuma said. “But half the bouncers left when David Nicholas died. There’s nobody left to help during the day anymore.”
They reached the office, and Elise helped her sit on the executive chair. The room was empty aside from a single filing cabinet and paperwork scattered on the desk. Neuma had been trying to keep up on bills and taxes, but she didn’t have the organizational skills.
“Wait here,” Elise said. “I’ll find Treeny.”
It wasn’t hard to locate the cocktail waitress. Most of the employees had worked for Craven’s when Elise and Death’s Hand destroyed half of the casino, and they were properly intimidated by her. She ordered the first demon she spotted to send Treeny to the office, and they scurried off to make it happen.
The waitress met them upstairs a few minutes later. She wore a tiny dress that barely covered her butt, hugged an empty drink tray to her chest, and trembled under Elise’s scrutiny.
“What’s up?” Treeny asked. To her credit, her voice didn’t shake nearly as much as her knees. A pentacle ring sparkled on her thumb. It danced with silver light in the corner of Elise’s vision, which meant it was enchanted.
“I’m told you can heal,” she said, wiping her hands off with a tissue. She had patched up the wound on Neuma’s thigh to slow the bleeding, but the bartender’s skin was ashen, and she could barely lift her head.
Treeny’s face lit up. “Oh. Yeah. A little, if I have time for a ritual. But I’ll need supplies.”
“You’ve got fifteen minutes to get them. Go fast.” The witch ran off, and Elise helped Neuma to the bathroom attached to the office, and the bartender washed the blood off her bruised face. “I don’t think you’re stripping tonight.”
“No kidding. That’s not sexy at all, huh?” Neuma tilted her head to study the damage in the mirror. “Forget it. I’ll have to call someone in, if I don’t die first.” She heaved a sigh. “Thanks for helping, doll. Is there a reason you came to see me? Are you covering my shift tonight?”
In the aftermath of the attack, Elise had completely forgotten that she visited Craven’s for a reason. “I got some cash, so I wanted to pay my bar tab. What am I up to this week—eighty bucks?”
“Nothing. It’s on the house.” Neuma tried to smile, and failed. Her skin had completely lost its usual glow. “It could be on the house forever if you would help me.”
Elise’s mouth twisted. Neuma had been trying to talk her into taking over Eloquent Blood and Craven’s casino—which continued to operate only by habit and the force of Neuma’s will since the overlord died—for the last several weeks. Every time she showed up for a drink, it was the same thing again. Help me, and, I need you.
It was getting on her nerves. Elise couldn’t help them—she couldn’t help anyone.
But the half-succubus’s eyes were wide and pathetic. It was getting harder to resist her pleas. “I just can’t handle this alone anymore,” Neuma whispered when Elise didn’t respond. “I thought it would be better if we could get rid of David Nicholas. I thought I could keep up on it myself. But I can’t, and everything’s falling apart. With the Night Hag gone…”
“How many times do I have to tell you no?”
“Please. You could protect us, at least. This isn’t the first time someone’s rolled in to screw with us. If we could stop getting attacked for a few weeks, maybe we could find someone good to take charge. Maybe—”
Elise slapped two fifty dollar bills on the desk. It only left twenty for groceries, but she had been living off dried beans and rice for weeks anyway. “That’s for my tab.”
“Don’t go! Zohak will be back—he said he would.”
“I have stuff to do. Try not to die. I’ll see you later.”
“Elise!”
She left the office without looking back, and bumped into Treeny on the stairs. Elise didn’t need to see Neuma—that pathetic stare was stamped permanently on the inside of her skull.
It was hard being asked for help. It was even harder to deny it.
The walk to her new apartment was short—just two blocks from Craven’s. But even that distance was miserable in the afternoon sun. It was the kind of heat that melted the rubber on shoes and turned metal into a searing brand. Elise bumped the crosswalk button with her hip.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she crossed the street. She ducked under an awning’s shade to check the screen.
When she saw the number, her heart stopped. It took her two tries to speak. “Hello?”
“Hey, Kavanagh,” responded a masculine voice. “It’s McIntyre.”
Elise knew immediately that he was calling for help—and this time, she wouldn’t be able to say no.


III
Lucas McIntyre wasn’t a patient man. He didn’t have to be. He lived life on his own schedule, and he liked to be in constant motion—jogging in the desert behind his mobile home, or lifting weights, or doing whatever chores his wife assigned that day. It was how he lived since he gave up on high school at the ripe age of fifteen and moved to his grandma’s trailer outside Las Vegas.
He wasn’t the most educated man, either, but he took care of his family. Always working, always surviving. Waiting was foreign to him.
Yet he found himself in the parking garage outside McCarran International Airport at eleven fifty-five at night, sitting on the hood of his 1983 Ranger, and trying not to go crazy while he waited for help to arrive.
McIntyre dug under his fingernails with a flip knife. The blade was damaged—etched by the ichor spilled by spider-demons the size of his truck.
They had wandered out of the north and tried to kill him. All the bad stuff came from the north.
He flicked dirt, dried blood, and dead skin onto the pavement and checked his watch again. The scratched face said only a minute had passed. He flipped the knife shut, then open again. He put it in his pocket. Took it out. Checked the time.
Still eleven fifty-six.
Finally, he caught a glance of the person he was waiting for on the other side of the walkway. He raised an arm to catch her attention. She strode over with some guy he didn’t recognize.
Elise Kavanagh had aged and softened since the last time McIntyre saw her. She used to be a hard motherfucker—all hard lines and scars and barely-bridled fury. Years later, she looked like any other woman. Lots of brownish hair. A few more scars that she tried to cover with a long-sleeved blouse, fingerless gloves, and knee-length shorts.
She didn’t look anything like the person who helped him take down a centuria of demons in the Grand Canyon eight years back.
They gripped each other’s wrists in greeting. There was something hard under her sleeve—knife sheaths. So she hadn’t changed that much after all.
“Security fucked up on that,” he said by way of hello.
“Checked baggage. I put them on after I got off the plane.” Her speech was more precise than it used to be. Elise had gotten educated.
He jerked his chin at the man behind her. “The hell is this? Where’s James?”
Elise swayed on her feet and put a hand to her forehead. She took a deep breath. After a beat, she straightened again, and gave no sign of her momentary weakness. “Lucas McIntyre, meet Anthony Morales. He hunts with me.”
Anthony set his suitcase on the ground and shook hands with McIntyre. “I’m her boyfriend, actually.” His skin was creamy brown, and a cowlick made his hair stick up in front. There wasn’t a visible scar on his body.
McIntyre chewed on the corner of his mouth as he studied both of them. By the way Elise stood two feet away and barely acknowledged Anthony’s existence, they looked about as intimate as a lion and the gazelle she would have for dinner. Leticia was going to have a field day with them. “All right,” he finally said. “Put everything in back.”
He opened the camper shell. They had only brought a suitcase and a backpack. Anthony threw the first one in, but Elise hung onto the second as they climbed into his truck.
“How’s Leticia?” she asked. He could tell she was just trying to be polite. That was new for her, too.
“She’s in a good mood,” McIntyre said. He threw the truck into gear.
Elise arched an eyebrow. “At least that’s one of you.”
He hadn’t been in a good mood since the doctor told him that fluid levels were low in his wife’s womb—whatever the hell that meant—and that her cervix was opening. Those two things were bad, apparently. She’d been on bed rest for weeks, and they had an induction scheduled if she didn’t “stabilize,” even though she wasn’t due for another month.
She hadn’t stabilized. Her induction was in five hours.
It was silence in the truck as they got on the highway. Elise’s supposed boyfriend was staring out the window with puffy red eyes. She hugged the backpack to her chest and picked at her thumbnail.
The road out of Vegas was long, and they had to go through a lot of suburbs to get there, but traffic was pretty much dead. It wasn’t long before the downtown lights receded.
“Thanks for coming,” McIntyre said after a few dozen miles of listening to static-filled country on the radio.
Elise gave a slight shake, like she was clearing her head. “You called in a really big favor to drag me down here. I had to borrow three hundred bucks off James to even make the flight. So let’s get to it—what do you need?”
“I emailed all the info I have to you.”
“Anthony and I got on the plane an hour after you called. I didn’t have time to read your six attachments,” she said. “Give a recap and save me a few minutes.”
McIntyre blew a breath out of his lips. “Okay. The summit runs tomorrow through Sunday afternoon. You sign in at—”
“What summit?” Anthony interrupted. He sounded more annoyed than interested.
“It’s this thing they hold every fifty years,” Elise said. “Angels and demons hash out their issues while kopides make sure nobody dies. It’s between the Reno and Vegas territories this year, but I wasn’t invited. I didn’t plan on going.”
“That’s because everyone thinks you’re dead,” McIntyre said. “Anyway, they only invite the best of the demon hunters.” He shrugged one shoulder. “I’m think I was invited because I know most of the kopides alive right now. But Tish is going into the hospital in the morning.”
Out of the corner of his vision, he saw Elise watching him. Her skin glowed in the street lights as they soared past. “So what? You want me to go to the hospital and hold your wife’s hand?”
“I want you to go to the summit and pretend to be me.”
She laughed. He didn’t think he’d ever heard her laugh before, and it turned out that it wasn’t a particularly nice or happy sound. “Are you serious?”
“You’ve got to do it. There’s these guys at the summit called The Union of Kopides and Aspides—’The Union’ for short. They’ve taken over the whole thing.”
“Great. If the Union’s got things covered, you don’t need to attend.”
“These guys are trying to become a big player. They got half of the European territories under control in the last couple of years, and now they’re taking over of all of goddamn North America. They’re turning kopides into soldiers. You surrender your territory, get enlisted, get trained, and get reassigned to somewhere new. And they’re matching every kopis who doesn’t have an aspis to a witch.”
She frowned. “That’s impossible. I would have heard about that happening.”
McIntyre took the exit off the freeway. The road noises grew softer as he slowed, and it filled the car with ominous quiet. “You’ve been out of it too long. They’ve got Mexico. French Canada, too. The US is a big nut to crack, so they’re starting with this summit. If I can’t make a good show and get them to back off, they’ll take Vegas.”
“Can they make you enlist?” Elise asked.
“I hear they’re pretty convincing.” McIntyre stopped at a four way intersection. It was completely dead, but he didn’t go through. He took his hands off the wheel. “They could take everything I’ve got. You’re the only one who can help me.”
“They’ll know I’m not you.”
“Sure, they would. But this guy can pretend to be me, and he’s nobody. He won’t be recognized,” he said, waving at Elise’s boyfriend. “I get around with the local demons, but I’ve never met the Union; as far as I know, they don’t have any pictures on file. So your boyfriend is me, and then you say you’re Leticia.”
Elise’s mouth twisted like she tasted something sour. “It’s a bad idea.”
“It’s all I’ve got.”
Anthony didn’t seem concerned about Elise’s decision. He went back to staring out the window, even though there was nothing to see—they were beyond the last of the manicured suburbs, and there were trailers on one side and empty desert on the other.
The Elise he used to know would have refused. She wasn’t one for sympathy. He could only hope that saving her ass a half dozen times would be enough to coerce her.
But she didn’t need to be coerced. “Fine,” she said. “I’m already here anyway.”
He didn’t thank her. He knew she wouldn’t like that. But he nodded, and she nodded back, and that was more than enough. McIntyre stepped on the gas and everyone in the truck went back to ignoring each other.
McIntyre’s plot of land was in the hills at the end of a long, narrow dirt road flanked by the silhouettes of Joshua trees. When they pulled up in his truck, a cat darted out of the space under the stairs and disappeared beyond the pool of light from the spotlight over the door. Even at night, Elise could tell that their mobile home had been through a lot of battles since her last visit. The side panels had been replaced and patched several times. The lattice skirting was broken in a few places. One of the windows had plastic over it.
Leticia waited for them on the front steps. She had to grip the rail to haul herself to her feet. Her hair was a faded shade of pink that had grown out to show natural dirty blond at the roots, and her belly was so big that it stuck out of the bottom of her tank top.
“Hey!” She waddled over to hug Elise, but faltered mid-step when she saw Anthony. “That’s not James.”
The very mention of his name made Elise’s forehead ache, and for a confusing moment, she was no longer in the Nevada desert. Instead, she saw the vaulted ceiling of a moonlit condo in California, and a pair of hands much larger than hers cupping the leather spine of a book as gently as an infant. James was on vacation to meet his girlfriend’s family, and he wasn’t sleeping.
She had gotten used to the disorientation of having her mind split by her aspis’s consciousness. She recovered faster every time. “James is busy,” Elise said with a small shake to clear her vision. “This is Anthony. Anthony, this is Leticia McIntyre.”
He grunted as he grabbed the suitcase out of the truck.
“Nice guy,” Leticia said dryly. She stretched up on her toes to peck McIntyre’s cheek. “Dana’s sleeping in our bed. We can put them up in her room.”
Sleep in a child’s room? It sounded about as much fun as trying to have a decent conversation with Anthony. “I don’t need to sleep,” Elise said.
Leticia rolled her eyes. “Don’t pull that kopis ‘constant vigilance’ bullshit on me. I don’t think it’s as cool as you do. Come on, get inside. Walk quiet. If we wake Dana, she’ll be up all night.”
Although the mobile home was small and old, Leticia kept the inside tidy. Their sixty-inch flat screen took up one entire wall and played a superhero movie on mute. It smelled like new paint inside the trailer, and the paneling was a cheerful shade of gold.
Leticia leaned her massive girth against the arm of a white leather couch backed by ram horns. It looked recent, too—there were imprints in the carpet where an older, smaller couch used to sit.
“You’re doing well,” Elise said.
McIntyre almost looked embarrassed. “We get pretty good tithes.”
“You’re tithing from the local demons now?”
He shrugged by way of response. “Put your stuff in there. That’s where you’re sleeping,” he said, pointing at a door as Anthony entered.
Anthony took the suitcase into waiting bedroom, shut the door, and didn’t come out again.
Both of the McIntyres looked at Elise. She didn’t feel like trying to excuse him—he had been like that for weeks—and remained silent.
She moved to sit on the couch, but changed her mind when she noticed there wasn’t any room. Leticia had taken over half of it with a nest of pillows and boxes of leftover Mexican food.
“How much are the tithes?” Elise pressed.
McIntyre just shrugged again and got two beers out of the fridge. He opened both of them with his pocketknife.
“Two and a half percent,” Leticia said. “Those demons were always harping on us for mediation. I figured we might as well get paid for it, so we set up a contract. Now when we broker a deal with a demon that wants to build a new casino or something, we get paid, too—and then some off the top of their profits. Protection money sounds mercenary, but we earn it.”
Elise took one of McIntyre’s beers and cupped it between her gloved hands. “That’s a good idea.”
“Good idea? James talked shit about kopides that tithe last time you were down,” McIntyre said, flopping into one of the kitchen chairs. “‘Unethical,’ James said. Something about organized crime, too.”
Elise could see that James had set down his book, and was no longer pretending to ignore them. He stared at the moon through the window as he listened to their conversation.
“James and I don’t agree on a lot of things,” she said, knowing he would hear it.
Leticia chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth. So where is your witch? He never lets you out of his sight. I can’t believe he wouldn’t have come along.”
“He’s alive, if that’s what you’re asking.”
The McIntyres exchanged glances. After a moment, Leticia sniffed. “Then you tell him he’s in trouble for avoiding us.”
“Yeah. Sure. I’ll do that.”
In California, James picked up his book again.
Leticia glanced at the clock and turned off the TV. It took her two tries to lower her bulk enough to set the remote on the coffee table. “I guess I better sleep if I’m having a baby today.”
Elise helped her stand upright again and hovered as she shuffled into the bedroom. The witch’s waddling motions and giant belly were worrying.
The blond head of a five year old girl poked out of all the sheets in the McIntyre’s bed. “Night,” Leticia whispered, careful not to make a noise when she shut the door again.
With nobody left to entertain, Elise joined McIntyre at the table. “Aren’t you going to sleep?” he asked, and she shook her head. “Of course. I remember that.” He waved his knife at Dana’s bedroom. “What’s up with your boyfriend?”
She ran a finger around the moisture on the rim of the bottle. “His cousin died recently.”
“Was his cousin a friend of yours?” he asked. She nodded stiffly. “Sorry.”
“Yeah.” She threw back a long swig of beer and banged the empty bottle on the table. “Is there more?”
He leaned back on two chair legs, grabbed another beer out of the fridge, and opened it with his knife. McIntyre slid the bottle across to Elise. She caught it and drained the bottle in three long swallows.
“Did the demonic overlord kill her?”
“So you heard about that,” Elise said. Her head was getting warm.
“Everybody heard about it.”
She snorted out a short, mirthless laugh. “Great. No, it wasn’t the overlord who killed her.” She didn’t want to talk about Betty anymore. Preferably not ever again. She changed subjects. “What are the issues at the summit this year?”
“There was all this stuff when they sent out the first papers—territory disputes in New Zealand, something about undercities getting eaten by sentient shadows, accusations of demons trying to break into the lowest level of Heaven. You remember how that goes. But they wiped that off the schedule a few weeks ago. There’s only one item now.”
She arched an eyebrow. “More important than an attempted assault on Heaven?”
“Check this out.”
He grabbed a packet of information and pulled out the agenda, which was marked with a Union logo at the top. There were only two lines on the page.
 
Priority Item: Violation of Quarantined Dimension
Access to quarantined supra-ethereal dimension violated via gate rifts. Coordinated intervention requested. Negotiation supervised by Union kopides in all slots.
 
Elise realized she was about to tear the paper in half and forced her hand to relax. “Violation? When did this happen?”
“A few weeks ago, I guess.”
“Which dimension?”
“I don’t know. They’ll talk about it at the summit,” McIntyre said with a shrug. He noticed her expression and set his beer on the table. “What’s wrong?”
She stared at the words on the page. Quarantined supra-ethereal dimension. There were a few quarantined levels of Hell—mostly because the atmosphere was deadly to non-natives—but she only knew of one quarantined level of Heaven. It was supposed to be completely blocked to all traffic.
Elise had been there before. It was quarantined for a reason.
Her response took too long, so McIntyre asked again, “What’s wrong, Kavanagh?”
“Nothing,” she said, trying to blank her mind before her stress drew James’s attention again. Elise also wasn’t going to discuss the quarantine with McIntyre. Not with anyone. She changed subjects. “So you still talk to half the kopides in the hemisphere, right? What does everyone know about me? Do they know I’m back?”
“The word is that some new kopis has taken over in Reno, but nobody knows who it is. Nobody except me. So it’s not like anybody’s going to expect to see you at the summit.”
“What if someone does recognize me?” she asked.
“Then we’re fucked, and we deal with it.” McIntyre finished his beer and sighed. “I should curl up with the wife for a couple hours. She gets pissy if I stay up long. I’ve got all the stuff I emailed stuck in this binder, if you want to catch up.”
“I’ll read it.”
“Summit check-in starts at eight, and it’s three hours out of here, so you guys should probably be out of here by five. You can take Tish’s car. Keys are on the hook.” He stood and stretched. “Good to have you back, Kavanagh.”
McIntyre disappeared into the bedroom.
Instead of reading the binder, she checked his refrigerator. They were short on food, but there was another six pack of beer on the shelf. She grabbed a bottle and sat on the front step with the agenda clutched in one hand.
She kept reading the first line over and over. Each time she did, she felt queasier.
But she wasn’t sure if it was nerves, or something else. The mobile home buzzed around her with the residue of powerful magic. That was no surprise—Leticia was a witch, after all, and her pregnancy had probably limited her to casting all her spells at home. Elise wasn’t used to being able to feel that much magic.
In the silent darkness, Elise had nothing to distract her from James’s thoughts, so she tentatively prodded him. He would have been able to interpret the magic she was feeling. But he had somehow managed to fall asleep, and was dreaming of cabins in Colorado. She was alone.
She got through the entire six pack before sunrise.


IV
Morning came too soon. Elise loaded Leticia’s car before Anthony woke up, and they left with the sunrise. He read the notes on the summit as they headed north toward Silver Wells. They couldn’t pick up any radio stations in the middle of the state, and the tape deck didn’t work, so there was nothing else to do on the long drive.
After a couple hours of driving, the sun rose, the inside of the car grew hot, and the air conditioner started to give up. Anthony’s forehead shone with sweat when he finally set down the binder. “This isn’t going to work. I’m not a kopis. You’re not a witch.”
“Nobody needs to know that,” Elise said. Her head ached from too much beer and not enough breakfast.
“What if they want you to cast a spell?”
“Most witches don’t have James’s ability to do magic in a heartbeat—Leticia can’t cast spells without crystals and chanting and hours of preparation. If I need to do a spell, I’ll wave my hands and speak Latin. It’ll be fine.”
Anthony shook the page with the schedule on it. “I have to go to meetings. I have to mediate.”
“It’s easy,” Elise said. “You’re just there to break up fights.”
“Fights between the most powerful angels and demons on Earth? Yeah, no way that’s going to go wrong.”
Her response was interrupted by the car’s sputtering as they mounted a hill.
The dashboard lights turned off. The engine died.
Elise swore as she steered the gliding car onto the side of the road. Gravel pinged off the windshield.
Once they stopped, she popped the hood, and Anthony got out to check the engine.
“Nice of the McIntyre’s to send us with a lemon,” she said, leaning against the bumper beside him. The heat radiated through her jeans.
After a moment, Anthony straightened, wiping oil onto his jeans. “I don’t know what’s wrong with it.”
“Is it the heat?”
“No. I mean, I don’t know. Maybe. But they take care of their car; everything is in good condition. I don’t see any problems.”
Elise tried to turn on her cell phone, but the screen stayed black. The battery was dead.
“Your phone working?” she asked. He checked and shook his head. “Then it’s not a car problem.” She opened the trunk and put on her backpack.
“What is it?”
“Angels,” Elise said. Electronics didn’t work right around strong ethereal presences.
“What are we going to do?” he asked.
“We’re walking.”
“In this heat? Are you serious?”
“What else would we do? Do you have a horse in your suitcase?”
Elise threw the backpack over her shoulder and got moving. Anthony kicked the bumper of the car before following.
Silver Wells was just over the hill—which, as far as the desert was concerned, was impossibly distant. It was just like every other ghost town they had blown through at forty-five miles per hour. There was no indication of what was going to happen there aside from a collection of RVs and modular buildings to the north, which resembled a small military installation.
There was no heat like Nevada heat. Standing on the pavement felt like being in a broiler. The world was made of rippling lines and silver mirages, and Elise could feel her neck and nose burning.
Two miles was a long walk in that heat.
The first buildings they came across were empty tin shacks, which were worn by wind and pocked by rust. An ugly, abandoned bar with peeling yellow paint came next, and then a trailer park without any trees or grass. A dog tethered to a fence post growled at them.
There was no other sign of life in Silver Wells, but McIntyre’s report said the town had a population of two hundred. All of them seemed to have gone into hiding at the sight of visitors. Given the quality of the visitors incoming, it was probably a smart move.
A convoy of black SUVs passed them. Elise and Anthony had to get off the road to keep from getting hit.
“The Union?” he asked the bumpers receded into the distance.
“Probably.”
He glared. “Good drivers.”
The SUVs stopped outside a small elementary school. Someone had mounted a sign that said REGISTRATION in the dirt pit that was supposed to be a parking lot, and the doors to the gymnasium were propped open by a sputtering box fan caked in gray dust.
Elise and Anthony went inside. It was no cooler than outside, but a break from the sun was a relief. The faint breeze from the fan was almost chilly on her sweaty back.
Warped boards formed the floor of the basketball court, bordered on one side by metal stands. A pair of folding tables had been set up at the end of the room, and a handful of men, none older than thirty, were lined up in front of them. They were unmistakably kopides: they refused to stand with anybody at their backs. A few women sat on the benches—probably aspides. Magic glimmered on their necklaces and hair clips.
The line in front of the table dissipated shortly. The men peeled off one by one, taking their witches with them.
“Go sign in, McIntyre,” Elise said.
Anthony approached the table.
“Name?” asked a cocoa-skinned woman with hair cropped short to her scalp. Her shirt was stamped with “Unit B26” over the breast.
“McIntyre,” Elise said from behind Anthony’s shoulder. “Lucas and Leticia.”
The woman looked up at them. She had a hard face, like she was constantly seconds away from a stern reproach. “McIntyre?”
“Yeah,” Anthony said. He had grown still with tension.
“We’ve been waiting for you.” She shuffled through folders in a plastic bin and came up with one tagged by a red sticker. She handed it to them. “Keep your ID on you all weekend. Checking in at the motel is your responsibility.”
He stepped back. “Thanks.”
Everyone in a black Union polo watched as they headed back out into the summer heat. A sense of unease crept over her.
“Let’s get out of here,” she said.
Inside a motel room labeled by a tin zero hanging from one nail, the Union of Kopides and Aspides was preparing to move.
The motel was enduring renovations, and the wall between rooms zero and eleven had been knocked down to make it one large chamber. Unit B13 used the four beds to house their computers, guns, and other equipment; the actual team members slept on the softest spot on the floor they could find. Nobody complained about it. The other two units on-site had to endure the heat in the camp outside town.
But Unit B13 hadn’t been given the best lodgings because they were unusually skilled, or because they were special. It was because they had Benjamin Flynn, and he was the most powerful precognitive alive.
Benjamin stared at himself in the mirror of the shared bathroom. He had been in there for over an hour, but nobody dared to interrupt. They were all afraid of him.
He couldn’t blame them. He didn’t like himself, either.
He touched the collar on his neck. To anyone outside his unit, it probably looked like he was just some punk kid with an edgy style, but it was connected to Boyd’s computers, and it somehow recorded his visions. The quartz on the left side was Allyson’s work, and meant to suppress the small premonitions that peppered his day; the uncut, pebble-sized diamond on the other side was supposed to dampen the big hits. Both of them worked… more or less. He hadn’t gone comatose from a big vision in a few months, anyway.
Benjamin thought a bunch of white guys sticking the Black kid in a collar was fucked up, and he told them that. They asked if he would prefer a straitjacket. He said he would rather be treated like a human, and they laughed like he was joking.
Carefully, he wiggled a shard of glass from the broken mirror into the lock. He wanted to fry the Union’s electronics. They had built up an archive with thousands of hours of murky video of his prophecies, and written a ton of volumes interpreting them, and he was sick of it. He deserved privacy. The people he saw in his visions deserved privacy. And the collar was stupid.
A spark of electricity flared on the wiring. It leaped to his hand and zapped him.
“Ouch!”
He dropped the glass into the sink.
A fist pounded on the door. When Allyson spoke, it sounded like she had her face pressed against the other side. “What are you doing in there? Did you have a vision? I’m coming in.”
“I’m taking a dump,” Benjamin replied. “Bad burrito.”
“Unlock the door, Flynn.”
“Five more minutes.”
“You have ten seconds, and then I break the bathroom lock.”
She meant it. The Union had done it before. He wasn’t really a team member—he was like their pet or something. The dog everyone liked to kick.
Benjamin groaned and swept the shard of glass into the drain of the sink. He flushed the toilet with his foot, ran the faucet for a couple of seconds, and unlocked the door just as Allyson was preparing to shoot it open with her handgun.
She glanced around the bathroom like she expected to find someone inside with him.
“Are you okay?” Her hair was red and shoulder-length, which offset a round face that seemed pudgy even though her body fat was close to zero. She ate and trained with the Union hunters, despite being a witch; she was bulky with muscle and twice as thick as he was.
“My rectum’s not okay,” Benjamin said.
He was rewarded with a sound of disgust. “Get out of there.”
The unit bustled around rooms zero and eleven, discussing summit guests as they registered in the high school gymnasium. The thirty kopides that the Union invited had been trickling in all day. They watched on wireless security cameras that they had set up around town.
“The demons are getting almost as bad as the angels,” Boyd said, pointing to one of the monitors. “You see that? Almost all of them are staying in the Warrens. Jesus Christ, the paranoia is contagious.”
“Angels,” Allyson scoffed as she took position by the surveillance station again. “Rigid bastards with sticks up their asses. We haven’t had a single angel check in yet. Probably don’t want to lower themselves to talking with mere mortals.”
Zettel noticed Benjamin, and stopped filling a magazine with bullets. “What are you doing?” Whenever they spoke, the commander made it pretty clear that he thought Benjamin was a waste of Union resources, not to mention oxygen. And it only got worse since Michele died.
“Nothing.”
“Then find something to do,” Zettel said.
“Like what?”
“I don’t care.” He returned his attention to the ammunition. “Make it happen somewhere other than here. You’re getting in the way.”
Benjamin hadn’t been allowed outside on his own in weeks, but he still hesitated by the door. It was dangerous going out. If he had any visions, he could be flattened in public.
But the outcome of that scenario would probably be better than what Zettel did to him if he stuck around.
He put on dark sunglasses and left the room.
Moving through Silver Wells with the glasses on gave everything a dull, gray-brown cast. It only served to make the surrounding buildings look more desolate, as if the desert had sucked the color and life from everything.
The streets were empty. Benjamin was alone as he walked to the convenience store.
Standing on the street corner, by a station with peeling paint and ancient gas pumps, Benjamin contemplated trying to run away again. A year with the Union was a year too long. They had promised to help him; instead, they dragged him around with a bejeweled collar and forced him to rehash his visions in exhausting detail.
But where would he have gone? The Union paid his parents a lot of money to keep him. They would never take him back. And Zettel threatened to break his legs if he tried to leave again. He didn’t need his legs to act as a precog. He could have been a floating brain for all the Union cared.
Despair swept over him. He kicked the mailbox on the corner. It didn’t do anything—not to the hot metal, and not to his mood.
It was cooler inside the convenience store by about two degrees. He was glad to see the shop was empty, aside from a clerk reading a book by the cash register. No way could an empty convenience store trigger a vision.
Benjamin walked through the aisles of candy and junk food trying to scratch an itch under his collar, and failing. It was too tight to get his fingers around it.
He loaded up with candy and dumped it on the counter. The cashier glanced at him. “That’s going to be about fifty bucks. You know that, right?”
“Charge it to the Union.”
The cashier paled. “Just take it.”
Benjamin snagged a bag from the corner of the counter and filled it. He was grabbing another handful of candy bars when something inside of him shifted—like his brain had just prepared to jump off a cliff.
He grew alert, scanning the shop around him. It was still empty. There was a sign by the bathroom that said it was for use by paying customers only. The TV in the corner was turned off—none of that stuff worked around angels, except the Union’s equipment, which was thoroughly buffered with warding magic.
But there was that shift. A premonition was coming.
Leaving the rest of the candy on the counter, Benjamin hurried for the exit. The bell over the door jingled. He bumped into someone walking in.
His mind couldn’t process the visual information. There wasn’t enough time.
His eyes rested on her, and then he was gone.
Benjamin woke up on the floor without his sunglasses some minutes later.
A woman was bending over him. Her auburn hair was a veil of curls hanging at the side of her face. “You okay?” she asked, and Benjamin saw the scar on her eyebrow, the nick on her chin, and the smattering of freckles across her cheekbones.
He already knew Elise Kavanagh’s face better than his own. He had seen it in thousands of visions, for years and years, and almost believed she wasn’t real—until that moment. He had to stare.
She was so… alive.
He realized she was waiting for a response.
“I’m fine,” Benjamin stuttered.
His head throbbed with a pain unlike any other he had experienced. It was like his skull was packed with shattered glass from the motel mirror, and each shard was new information—things he knew, and wished he didn’t. He rolled over and cradled his head.
Elise sat back on her heels. “Here,” she said, offering a hand to Benjamin. He stared at it.
Where was her aspis? She shouldn’t have been alone.
A pair of legs moved behind her, and he felt an instant of relief before realizing it wasn’t James Faulkner at her back. It was some guy with brown hair, a tribal tattoo on his shoulder, and a sullen expression. Benjamin didn’t recognize him.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Benjamin asked Elise.
“I’m giving you a hand,” she said. “Sorry for knocking you over. Come on, get up.”
He let her pull him to his feet. She was strong, solid, and very real. He hung onto her for longer than necessary. “You’re so young,” he blurted out, unable to resist.
“I’m a little older than you are.” Elise gave him a thin smile that was more unpracticed than unfriendly. She handed the sunglasses to him. One of the lenses had popped out. “Are you here with somebody? Can I make a phone call for you?”
He shook his head silently. He knew he was still staring at her, but he couldn’t stop. Her hair was red—red! And she was so tan. “I must have hit my head,” he said faintly.
Her lips pursed. “What are you, epileptic?”
“I don’t need a doctor. I’m okay.”
“All right.” She glanced over his shoulder at the coffee machine. Elise loved her coffee so much. “Try to take it easy, kid.”
Benjamin went outside, but he didn’t leave. He watched Elise through the window. She grabbed a cup of joe while the other guy—who was he?—went to the counter to ask for directions to the motel. Benjamin stared at their backs. He suddenly wasn’t craving candy anymore.
It wasn’t every day that Benjamin Flynn met the person who would destroy the world.


V
The motel in Silver Wells looked like a horror movie waiting to happen: decrepit, wind-battered, and on a lonely edge of town. The welcome sign depicted a cartoon coyote with a broken tooth. Scaling the stairs to the second floor was harrowing—some steps wobbled upon having weight placed upon them, and one near the top was missing entirely. There were no rails on either side.
It was easy to tell which rooms were already occupied by kopides. The motel staff had left the curtains open in the empty rooms, and as soon as someone checked in, the new occupant closed them. If there was one constant between all kopides, it was paranoia.
The curtains for room twenty-nine were parted. Anthony opened the door with their key.
There was no television. The linens on the bed had to be at least thirty years old, and the air smelled like dust. He stepped in to search for the light switch, but Elise reached out to him.
Something was wrong. Her instincts screamed out for him to stop.
“Wait,” she said.
Footsteps pounded up the stairways on both sides. Before Elise could turn, hands shoved her into the room and slammed her body into Anthony’s.
“On the ground! Now!”
The door banged shut behind them as lights blazed to life. Hands grabbed Elise’s arms, forced them behind her back, and shoved her to the floor.
Her cheek was mashed into the carpet. Shiny black shoes passed through her vision.
“I’m Gary Zettel, commander of Union Unit B13. You’re under arrest.” He turned to address the person holding Anthony. “Take them to the trailers, then separate, strip, and search. Remember protocol. We’ll need to defend our actions in court.” Zettel immediately left, as though too busy to be concerned about whether or not his orders were followed.
Elise met Anthony’s panicked gaze. Then a black hood jerked over his head and cinched at the neck.
Cloth touched her hair, and she threw herself away from her captor with a hard twist of her body. She had an instant to analyze the situation—Gary Zettel, one woman, and three men, all armed—and then she snapped both of her feet into the air. Her heels cracked into the face of the man bent over her. He shouted and fell.
The butt of a rifle smacked into her solar plexus before she could get up. The air rushed out of her lungs.
A blond man’s hands clamped on her upper arms and pressed them against her side. Anthony began shouting: “Let me go! I have rights!”
Elise ripped free of the man’s grasp and launched herself at the door. She drew her knife with a flash of metal, throwing all her weight into a blow across the face of the man holding her boyfriend.
The instant of freedom was fleeting.
Something struck the back of Elise’s knees. She collapsed as they dragged Anthony out of sight.
The hood flipped over Elise’s head. The cord tightened around her neck.
Darkness.
Metal bit into her wrists and ankles. She thrashed, but three sets of hands seized her, and she was carried from the room. Unlike Anthony, they didn’t even let her feet contact the earth.
The blackness within the hood was absolute. The only way she could tell she had left the room was by the sudden heat of sunlight.
Elise was shoved inside something shaded, and what sounded like the door on a van shut. The vehicle growled to life and began to move. She opened her mouth to call for Anthony, but stopped an instant before giving herself away. “Lucas,” she said instead, “are you there?”
No response.
In a void of visual stimulus, James’s presence filled her mind. He was walking hand-in-hand with Stephanie along a garden lush with flowers. Elise could smell pollen, hear the buzzing of bees, and feel his girlfriend’s long, manicured nails digging into the back of his hand. Stephanie smiled for him, and the red-blond hairs that had escaped her bun drifted around her face in the breeze.
James thought about how beautiful she looked—and then realized he wasn’t alone. His attention drew inward.
Elise?
She didn’t want him to know what was happening. She shut him out with the practiced efficiency of having to block him several times a day, every day, for weeks.
The garden was gone. She was back in the darkness, and someone whispered beside her.
“Think we’ll get to execute them?” It was a man’s voice. He had a New England accent, and Elise memorized the sound of it. When she got a chance to fight back, he was going to be the first to go.
“You heard Gary. They’re going to court. Eyes forward.”
Nobody else spoke as they drove on. Elise wasn’t sure how long they traveled. She could hear the mechanisms of guns being moved—removing clips and checking them, sliding them back into the gun, cleaning parts. Nobody else talked.
Time passed.
The van stopped. The door slid open.
Elise was lifted again. Her captors were not gentle. They hauled her by the cuffs at her wrists and ankles and flung her unceremoniously to the ground.
The hood came off, and Elise found herself inside a tent. The floor of the tent was dirt, and blissfully cool in comparison to the heat blowing in from underneath the tarp.
The broad-shouldered woman from the hotel room loomed over her. Elise saw a spark of silver around her fingers that meant she was a witch, and a fairly powerful one. “I’m going to strip-search you. This will go a lot faster if you don’t struggle.”
Elise responded by slipping her other knife out of her wrist sheath behind her back.
The woman began unbuttoning Elise’s shirt. A couple of buttons popped off. The witch reached around to undo the handcuffs and remove the shirt, which freed Elise’s left hand.
She swung the knife.
Her arms had numbed from being forced behind her back, and she was fractionally slower than normal. A fraction, nothing more, but it was enough.
The witch dodged the blow and ripped the knife from Elise’s hand, taking the glove with her.
“Nice tattoo.”
“Do you recognize it? Do you know what it means?” Elise spat.
“No.”
“It means you shouldn’t fuck with me.”
The other woman snorted. She stripped off the wrist sheath, then went for the second glove, but Elise clenched her hand into a fist and put it behind her back.
“Open your other hand. You heard me—open your hand!” the witch ordered. Elise threw her body forward, cracking the top of her head into her captor’s face. She reeled as blood splattered on her shirt. “I need support!”
A man rushed through the tent flap, took an instant to size up the situation, and swung his rifle.
The room exploded around Elise. She hit the ground a moment later, and the woman pounced on her. She was strong for a human. Her hands patted along Elise’s body brusquely, stripped off the other sheaths, and then started to pry her fingers open again.
She couldn’t open her hand. She couldn’t have both palms bared.
There were far, far worse things than her attackers.
The man slammed his knee down on Elise’s arm. “I think she’s holding something!”
A badge clipped to the witch’s belt momentarily dangled in front of Elise’s face, and she had an instant to read it: Allyson Whatley, Union of Kopides and Aspides.
Elise wasn’t given the time to wonder why the Union had attacked them. Allyson Whatley’s hand squeezed around Elise’s just above the knuckles.
For an instant, her hand was hot with the strain of it, and then her bones croaked and groaned and snapped.
She screamed a wordless scream.


VI
Gary Zettel watched on a security monitor as Boyd dropped the McIntyres into the interview room, which was a trailer at the center of the Union camp. It was a sparse box with a single overhead light. The windows had been covered with trash bags and duct tape.
The woman on the left was rigid. She wore a plain gray sports bra and matching underwear, which revealed well-cut abs and arms. Her thighs were thick with muscle. The man at her side wore red plaid boxers, and was likewise well-defined, although he didn’t look nearly as fit in comparison to his supposed aspis.
The voices that came through the tinny speakers were whispers. Gary turned the volume all the way up.
“Are you okay? What’s going on?” A masculine voice. The man turned his head in the bag, obviously trying to move toward the woman.
“Don’t move,” she said, and it was quiet enough that he could barely make it out. “Don’t speak.”
Zettel was still studying them with a hand on his chin when Allyson returned. “What weapons did you find on them?” he asked.
His aspis dropped the captives’ belongings on the table. There were wrist sheaths, two knives, and no guns in sight. “All on the woman,” Allyson said. “The woman got violent when we removed her gloves to inspect them. It took both Boyd and I to restrain her. We were forced to break one of her hands.”
“What was she hiding?”
“Nothing.” Allyson seemed insulted by the nerve of it. “She put her hands back into fists after we broke her fingers—she wouldn’t even let the medic treat her. She’s an animal.”
He grunted. “If that’s the aspis, how did the kopis react?”
“He allowed us to search him, and we found no weapons on his person. He insisted on his innocence at least six or seven times.” She showed Zettel her phone. “I took pictures of them.”
He took the device. The picture of the woman’s face showed obvious anger, frenzied hair, red cheeks. The man had a square jaw and strong shoulders, but a young face. Not exactly the kind of thousand-yard stare Zettel had come to expect from a kopis.
Motion on the camera distracted him. The woman had shifted from her knees to her lay on her side, and she squirmed to maneuver her still-clenched fists under her legs. She didn’t show any signs of being in pain. She was absolutely silent.
“This isn’t right,” Zettel muttered. “There’s no way she’s an aspis. What’s our intel say?”
Allyson swiped through a couple pages on her mobile device. “We don’t have any. All we know is what Michele put in her travel request, and that’s the name: Lucas McIntyre. There’s no identification on these people besides their badges for the summit. I couldn’t even find social security numbers for the McIntyres.”
“How would Michele have known who they were and how to find them if they’re ghosts?” Zettel mused aloud. “Too bad she’s not here to ask.”
“She’s the problem.” Allyson jabbed at the woman on the monitor with a finger. “She’s not an aspis, and she makes him look like a goddamn fairy.”
He glanced down at the photos Allyson had taken. There were pictures of the undersides of their forearms, and the woman had a silvery, near-invisible scar tracing from wrist to the inside of her elbow. The man didn’t. It was a telltale sign of having performed a binding ritual, and it almost certainly meant they were not bound—not to each other.
“If they’re both kopides, where are the witches?”
Allyson looked a little too eager to find the answer to that. “I don’t know. Let me interview them.”
“We’ll go in together.”
Zettel opened the door for Allyson, and she went outside. Surveillance was set up in a trailer beside the interview room, and Boyd leaned against the exterior wall in the shade. A wad of bloody tissues was pressed to his face.
“Bitch broke my nose,” he grumbled.
Allyson laughed.
They left Boyd to himself and entered the other trailer. The woman already had her hood off and was crouched beside the man. It looked like they had interrupted her in the middle of trying to free the man.
She froze. Her hazel eyes flashed.
Zettel stalked around the edge of the room, glancing over to make sure Allyson had the door secured, and stood over the woman. “Identify yourself.”
“Could I have my hood removed?” the man asked, voice muffled.
“You can, if your partner will behave herself.”
She glanced at the hooded man, and Zettel could see the calculations running through her mind. After a moment, she sat back and rested her hands on her knees. Her left hand was bruised, purpling and swelling, and still she had it in a fist.
Allyson jerked the hood off the man’s head. He winced and blinked at the bright light.
“Identify yourselves,” Zettel repeated.
The man cleared his throat. “I’m Lucas McIntyre. Could I have a drink of water, please?”
“You’re Lucas McIntyre? And what is your partner?”
“Leticia McIntyre. My wife.”
“I said, what is your wife?”
Lucas glanced at Leticia. “She’s my aspis. Please—I’m really thirsty.”
Zettel nodded, and Allyson left to find a bottle of water. “You swear that you are a kopis and she is your aspis?” When Lucas nodded, he said, “And you swear that you are Lucas McIntyre?”
“What’s going on? We haven’t done anything.”
“You’re the last person to see Michele Newcomb alive,” Zettel said, “and that makes you a person of great interest to the Union. I’m going to ask you to move away from your aspis, Mr. McIntyre. Get over there. On the wall.”
He didn’t hesitate to obey. Very nervous, like Allyson said. “Who is Michele Newcomb?” asked Lucas.
“She was our recruiter and a witch,” Zettel said as Allyson reentered the room with a bottle of water. She gave it to Lucas, who slurped half of it down with a sigh. “She put in a travel request to a private home at an unspecified Clark County address—your address. Michele Newcomb was found dead a few miles away. You’re the last person she saw.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said again. “We haven’t done anything wrong. Can you let us go?” He was so polite, and he clasped his hands together. “At least return Leticia’s gloves. She needs them.”
Allyson gestured. “Gary.” Zettel went outside to talk with his aspis. “I think she might be a witch after all. There’s something there. They’re also lying. I don’t buy that they’re married.”
“Let’s give them a few minutes,” he said. “I want to see what’s in their bags.”
Anthony and Elise sat in silence. The camera in the corner was a clear message—they didn’t dare speak where they would be observed. It didn’t take long for Allyson to reenter the trailer alone. She threw a pair of gloves at Elise. “This is your territory, isn’t it?” the witch asked.
Anthony glanced at Elise, who gave a tiny nod as she gloved her unbroken hand. “Yes,” he said.
“The Union apologizes for the rough handling. We’d like to offer medical treatment, Mrs. McIntyre, and we would also like to return your belongings. I hope you understand that the Union must be cautious—for the safety of our staff.”
They stood as best as they could with their hands bound, and Allyson removed the plastic ties from their wrists.
When they stepped outside, Anthony was only half-surprised to find himself in the middle of the Union’s temporary camp. He caught glimpses of fence topped by barbed wire and passing people who wore all black, like they were commandos. The trip was too short to see much else, for which he was grateful. He didn’t want to be paraded around in his boxers.
Allyson led them to a tent with a single table in the center and a very conspicuous camera wired to the corner. Their clothes were laid out on the table, but their possessions—including Elise’s daggers—were nowhere in sight.
“I’ll be back for you in five minutes,” the witch said, and she let the flaps of the tent fall shut behind her. The semblance of privacy it provided was a joke. There was no privacy in the room, not with the cameras watching and people waiting outside.
Anthony pulled on his jeans and t-shirt as Elise dressed in silence. By the time he finished and turned back around, she was struggling to button her shirt. Pain furrowed her brow.
A man clutching a medical kit to his chest entered the tent unannounced. He was a young Latino man, probably younger than Elise, and so thin that a good desert wind could have blown him away. “Afternoon! I’m Francisco—Frank—jack-of-all-trades around the Union camp here. I hear someone’s got a broken hand?”
Elise just glared, so Anthony said, “Her right hand.”
He tried to spread her fingers. “Ooh, that’s a bad one. You must have fought well to earn Allyson’s tender loving care! Let’s see if we can set these bones.”
She didn’t speak as the man worked. Frank was surprisingly gentle as he wrapped bandages from forearm to knuckles.
“How’s that feel?” he asked, still too cheerfully. Elise didn’t respond, and he went on as though he had expected as much. “Fantastic! That should do well enough. Might want to heal yourself up first chance you get, though. Are you a healing witch? Well, find one who is.” Frank gave Elise a friendly punch on the shoulder, and she scowled.
The tent flap opened again. Zettel carried a pair of folding chairs under his arm, which he set up in the middle of the tent. “Sit, Mr. McIntyre.” Anthony obeyed, but Elise made no move. Zettel folded his arms across his chest. It was a difficult pose; his muscles were so thick that they couldn’t have rested flat at his sides, either. “Has your partner’s hand been satisfactorily addressed?”
“Yeah. I think so.”
“Frank, take Mrs. McIntyre outside. Allyson’s waiting to interview her.” As soon as Elise and the self-proclaimed everyman had left, Zettel straddled the other chair. “Are you familiar with the Union of Kopides and Aspides?”
“I kind of think I am now, yeah.”
The commander ignored his response. “We’re an international corporation that trains, organizes, and funds partnerships such as yours. Thanks to private investors, we’re in the process of building a worldwide army that stands on the front lines of the war against Heaven and Hell. Are you familiar with the dangers both pose against humans?”
Anthony tried to decide if that was a trick question. He took a little too long to say, “Sure.”
“Things are sorely out of balance for the humans. One of the Union’s primary missions is to stop in-fighting amongst humans—kopides, aspides, and anyone else with special talents. We have to unite to focus our energies. Take up the sword and shield to defend ourselves.” He focused fully on Anthony. “Did you have an old rivalry with Michele Newcomb?”
“Uh, no.”
“Then why did you kill her?”
“I’ve never even met her.”
Zettel frowned. “You’re lying.”
“Yeah. Right. I am lying to a man who could shoot me dead on the spot.” Anthony rolled his eyes. “That’s a smart idea.”
“Why don’t you have any identification in your luggage?”
“You got in my luggage?”
“How long have you been married?” Zettel asked instead of responding.
Anthony’s pulse accelerated. Oh, hell. Allyson was probably asking Elise the same thing. When had they started dating? May? “Just about four months.”
“Newlyweds. Congrats. What year were you born?”
“Why the hell do you care?”
Zettel unfolded his arms, cracked his knuckles. Even though he had a schooled, east-coast accent, he still gave the physical impression of being a very smart gorilla with a crew cut. “Belligerence didn’t treat your wife very well. There are dozens of Union operatives arrayed throughout this base, and all of them are armed.”
“I’ve never even heard of Michele Newcomb. You can ask all the questions you want and that won’t change.”
“This can take all day if it needs to,” Zettel said. “All week.”
“Are you listening to a single thing I say?”
Judging by the commander’s expression, Anthony was ninety-nine percent sure that Zettel didn’t believe a thing he was saying. “She’s aggressive for an aspis,” he went on.
Anthony had to laugh at that. “She would be aggressive for a coked-out cage fighter.”
“You claim you don’t know Michele Newcomb. Would it be possible, then, for you to make any guesses as to why she might have had your name on her travel request?”
“You said she was a recruiter, right? Maybe she wanted to recruit us. How the hell am I supposed to guess at a stranger’s motivations?”
Zettel stared at him. Anthony responded in kind.
After a lengthy two minutes, which felt more like two hours, Zettel spoke into his phone. “You done yet? Bring her back in here.” Allyson escorted Elise back into the tent. She didn’t look like any new bones were broken, but she didn’t look happy, either.
“How long have they been married?” Allyson asked.
Zettel smirked. “Four months.” They both laughed.
So was that it? Had Elise given the wrong answer? Were they about to get shot and left to bleed out in the desert? Anthony couldn’t even find it in himself to panic beyond a slight hiccup of worry. Fear wasn’t nearly as heavy as the misery he had been carrying for weeks. It was actually a refreshing change.
But nobody drew a gun. Zettel stood.
“You both understand, this is an important summit. More important than any before. Not only are we dealing with a critical issue, this is the Union’s first move to provide some desperately needed organization to the United States. We can’t risk this going FUBAR. You got me?”
Elise glowered.
The commander strode to the flap and lifted it open.
“The first meeting is in an hour. I’ll expect to see you both there,” Zettel said. “We’ll be in contact.”
“You’re letting us go?” Anthony asked, but Elise was already grabbing his arm to haul him outside. The top of his head immediately stung from the sunlight.
“See you around,” Allyson said.
Elise shot the Union members a cold look. “Yes. You will.”


VII
The Union dropped Elise and Anthony off at the edge of town. He waited until the black SUV headed back to camp before speaking.
“Seriously, screw those guys,” Anthony said. Elise slowly, carefully, tried to flex the fingers on her broken hand, but it was too painful. Her weekend was not off to a good start. “You know this is a trap, right? They know we’re lying. They’ve only let us go so they can mess with us later.”
“Exactly. That’s why I’m going back to Las Vegas.”
Anthony blinked in surprise. “You can’t be running away.”
“I’m not. I need answers, and the only person who might have them is McIntyre. And I’m not going to wait to see what the Union will do to us next.”
“He’s going to be busy with his wife, don’t you think?” Anthony asked, frowning.
“They broke my hand,” she growled, shaking her bandaged fist at him. “I’m going to break the other one on his face if he knew that we were going to deal with murder charges.”
He pushed her wrist down—gently. “Okay, fine. Let’s go.”
“You’re not coming. You have to attend the meetings and do your duty as kopis.”
“But I’m not—”
“Shh.” She put her unbroken hand over his mouth and glanced around. They were on an empty street corner. The only person she could see was another hot, exhausted kopis dragging himself toward the high school gym. But just because nobody was watching didn’t mean they weren’t listening.
He whispered into her ear. “I don’t know anything about… anything.”
“You know something about this. Trust me. There’s only one issue on the agenda—a violated quarantine on an ethereal dimension,” Elise said. Anthony stared at her blankly. “Because someone opened a gate.”
Realization dawned. “Oh. Oh. That’s bad.”
“At the meeting today, they will discuss who needs to be responsible for guarding the gates. The Union will make a case for it being their job and insist on stationing a unit or six in Reno. I don’t want those assholes anywhere near the gate. You need to insist that the local overlord guard the gate instead.”
“But you killed her.” He lowered his voice. “The Night Hag is dead.”
“That doesn’t matter.”
“It kind of matters a lot,” Anthony said. “I can’t face down some crazy organization on my own. Especially not with angels and demons and God only knows—”
She cut him off with a hand on his chest. “Just do it. This is important.”
“Then you do it!”
“I’m not going to argue with you. I’m taking care of McIntyre. You take care of the gate. Got it?”
She walked away.
“Elise,” he said. When she didn’t turn around, he repeated louder, “Elise!”
“Leticia,” she shot back over her shoulder.
Elise ducked into the gas station before heading out. She soaked her button-up shirt in the sink and wrapped it around her hair. Then she walked out of town, past the trailers, beyond the “Welcome to Silver Wells, Land of Plenty!” sign, and hiked up the hill to the abandoned the car. Her shirt was soaked with sweat by the time she reached it.
Elise opened the car, grimaced at the blast of hot air, and used the open door to push it onto the road. Only one of her arms was any good, so she leaned her shoulder against the metal. It burned through her shirt.
She pushed it about a quarter mile before getting behind the wheel. Elise turned the key. The engine groaned as the dashboard flickered to life.
The drive to Las Vegas left her plenty of time to stew in anger. After all those years of teaming up with McIntyre—after they had taken down a whole legion together—and he had walked her straight into a trap. Elise didn’t trust many people, but she had trusted McIntyre. It was a mistake she wouldn’t make again.
Are you okay?


James’s voice was tentative in the back of her skull. She tightened her good hand on the steering wheel and tried to focus on the long, flat road in front of her. “I’m fine,” she told the horizon.
You’re in pain.


“We’ll talk about it later.”
His presence faded again. Very well.


She almost wished he wouldn’t go. It was a long drive from Silver Wells to the hospital, and the company would have been nice. But James hadn’t been good company lately—they had barely spoken since Betty died.
The sun was high in the sky when she parked in the hospital parking garage. Elise found McIntyre in the third floor hallway. He had taken a chair in the corner and stretched out with his eyes shut. He appeared to be asleep, but she knew he wasn’t—kopides weren’t wired to sleep in public areas.
“What do you want?” he asked when she approached, voice gravelly with fatigue. He had been unkempt the day before, but after the stress of his morning, he looked downright indigent.
“Who is Michele Newcomb?” she asked. He paled, ducked his head, and scrubbed a hand over his jaw without responding. “As soon as I arrived in Silver Wells, I got arrested by the Union for murder. Apparently, Lucas McIntyre was the last person to see her alive.”
“I don’t know what you—”
She dropped her voice to a growl. “Give me one good reason to keep up this idiotic charade. One reason. I’ve dropped everything to help you keep your territory, and I find myself accused of murder?”
McIntyre waited for a nurse to shuffle past with a cart before responding. “We can’t talk about it here. Listen—they’re going to do a c-section tomorrow if this induction doesn’t work, and—”
“I don’t care if your wife is getting lobotomized tomorrow. Did you kill Michele Newcomb?” Elise leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. She held a hidden blade against her arm, and his gaze dropped to the glint of silver.
McIntyre swallowed hard. “Let’s walk. Cafeteria’s downstairs. Hungry?”
“No.”
“I am.”
She tailed him to the cafeteria without putting the knife away. Walking beside another kopis was always a weird dance—two paranoid people trying to keep the other in their sights.
The cafeteria was a gray, unpleasant place built of linoleum and concrete. McIntyre piled a plate high with stale pizza and joined Elise at one of the tables. He dropped a cup of coffee in front of her. She didn’t touch it.
“You recognized her name,” she said. “You reacted when I said it.”
“Michele Newcomb’s some Union recruiter. She was the one sending enlistment materials before the summit.” McIntyre dug into his food.
“They found her car a few miles away from your trailer.”
He slowly chewed his pizza. Elise wished that James were there—he would have been able to read that strange expression on McIntyre’s face and know what it meant. Other peoples’ body language meant little to her; it was a foreign language she didn’t speak. He could have been admitting guilt with that frown, and she would never have been able to tell.
“There are a lot of demons around for the summit,” he finally said. “Anyone could have killed her. What happened to your hand?”
Elise held it up. Just acknowledging the break was enough to make it start hurting again. “The arrest wasn’t gentle.”
He swallowed like the pizza was a rock and grimaced. “I figured the Union would be a pain in the ass. They always are. I didn’t think they’d break your hand.”
She emptied her coffee in one gulp. “If I find out you knew more than you’re letting on, I’m going to come visit you again. And it won’t be a little talk over lunch.” Elise dropped the cup on the table. “If I find out that you killed Michele Newcomb, I will give you to the Union.”
McIntyre wiped his mouth on a napkin. His lips drew into a frown. “Would you? Really?”
Elise really, really wished she could read his facial expression.
She dropped her eyes to the empty cup. “Come on, Lucas. Cut me a break. You are telling me the truth, right?”
His nod was slow. He didn’t look at her when he did it.
She shoved her chair back and left the hospital.


VIII
The first meeting was held below an abandoned silver mill outside town. It stood on the side of a hill with shattered windows and exposed beams where the cement had crumbled away.
The Union bused kopides from Silver Wells to the site, and it took three large vans to do it. Anthony was assigned to a twelve-seater next to a man with red-brown skin and a big grin. “This is very exciting,” said the kopis with a thick accent that Anthony didn’t recognize. “All this open space. Isn’t it marvelous?”
There was yellow emptiness outside the window as far as Anthony could see. The van’s air conditioning wasn’t powerful enough to reach the back seats, so he was drenched in sweat. “Marvelous. Yeah.”
The other man stuck out a hand. “I’m Ramelan. What’s your name?”
They shook hands. “Lucas McIntyre,” Anthony said with only a slight stutter. “Where are you from?”
“A village called Gobang in Indonesia. It’s nothing like this.” Ramelan’s teeth were very white against his dark skin. “Our villages are full of rice farms and fishing, and not nearly so vast. I have never seen anything like it.”
“Guess you don’t get around a lot.”
“Oh, I’ve been many places,” he said. “But not on Earth.”
Where could a kopis go that wasn’t on Earth? The only options that came to mind were Heaven and Hell, and that was subject matter he preferred to avoid. It was a weird enough pronouncement that Anthony decided not to ask about it.
Ramelan turned to another kopis—a young man with brown hair and a big nose—and they talked for the rest of the ride to the silver mill.
The Union lined everyone up outside the building before letting them enter the elevator in groups. Ramelan was in the same group as Anthony. He was extremely bright and outgoing, and Anthony wished he would go away. Elise must have been rubbing off on him.
A Union witch closed the elevator’s cage and pressed a button. They descended into the mines.
The mill looked abandoned, but the elevator was well-oiled and smooth. They dropped beyond several shafts that had been encased in solid concrete and kept dropping. Anthony lost count of how many levels they passed around eight or nine. Somewhere beyond that—where the air began to grow hot again, and they had to pump cold air in to keep it breathable—they reached a shaft like every other, and the elevator stopped.
Another Union witch opened the door. The men piled out.
In Reno, the demons inhabited gold mines that had been abandoned in centuries past, so they were filled with exposed wood and crumbling rock. The silver mine was much more recent. The towering machinery was plated with steel, and the offices they passed even had beige computers from the nineties.
There was less cement so deep underground. The walls were raw stone supported with steel I-beams. The kopides were led to a dark, cavernous room with a rock tumbler, where three separate seating areas had been arranged among the machines. Their footsteps echoed off the walls as they moved to take chairs.
Anthony hung back to let the other men select their seats. The front row was marked by “reserved” signs, but he wanted to snag a spot there. If he was going to have to speak up during the meeting—a wholly petrifying idea—then he wanted to be somewhere prominent.
Fortunately, Ramelan saved him from having to pick a spot. “Nervous?” the kopis asked cheerfully. “You can sit with me!” And he took a seat in one of the reserved chairs. It left Anthony next to the Union’s desk, which was elevated on a platform. A huge pump whirred behind it, sending water sloshing through overhead pipes.
He leaned around to see who was up there, and a chill rolled down his spine. Zettel and his aspis, Allyson, were already positioned above everybody else. There were a few other people there, too—the red-haired man named Boyd, a petite woman with silver rings on every finger, and a Black boy who couldn’t have been older than sixteen.
“I’ve been excited about this summit for months,” Ramelan confessed, drawing his attention away from the Union. “I expect to meet so many interesting people. Demons, I see demons all the time—in fact, I just had lunch with Aquiel last week—but I seldom meet other kopides.”
Anthony was too nervous to respond. His hands shook.
After all of the kopides occupied the seats around him, the demons started to file in. They came from the opposite direction as the humans, as though they approached from deeper within the mines. A few passed for human, superficially, but Anthony would never mistake them for anything but demonic. He had run into enough nightmares and incubi to recognize that luminous skin and black hair.
Only a half dozen of them emerged and sat in the front row of their section. Considering the most powerful demons were supposed to be invited to the summit, they looked pretty innocuous. None of them even gave Anthony a headache.
“This is a bad sign,” Ramelan murmured.
“Why?”
“The infernal delegation is thirty strong. These are only the servants—not the overlords or masters. And I see no angels yet.”
Anthony glanced around. Ramelan was right. The third section was empty.
They weren’t the only ones who had noticed the absence. Zettel and his team on the platform were getting antsy.
He checked the clock on the wall. The meeting was supposed to have started five minutes ago. “What’s going on?” Anthony wondered aloud. Ramelan didn’t have an answer, but he didn’t really expect him to.
Another fifteen minutes passed quietly. And then fifteen more.
The angels never arrived.
Elise reached Silver Wells at the same time that the Union returned from the meeting. She lurked across the street from the school to watch as they unloaded the vans—each of which blazed with so much red magic that they were hard to look at.
She squinted into the magical glow. Her ability to see magic was so new that she still had no idea what any of it meant, but James—who was talking to a silver-haired man over a lunch of caprese salad and doing his very best to ignore her—would have known the spells at a glance, if he hadn’t been busy. Considering that Leticia’s car had died on the approach to town again, she could only assume the magic was to counteract the interference of ethereal energy.
Anthony was completely oblivious to anything strange about his transportation. She waved when he emerged, and he jogged over to join her. “That ended fast,” Elise said.
“It never started. The angels didn’t show, and the demons only sent their servants.”
Her eyebrow quirked. “Really.”
“Yeah. What does it mean?”
The Union closed the vans. Most of them headed back to their private compound, while Zettel and his team stuck around to argue in low voices. That strange boy with the dog collar was with them, although he stood a few feet away without joining their conversation. She wouldn’t have pegged him for a Union member. He didn’t look anything like a kopis.
Zettel was obviously distressed. His face was purple, and spit flung from his mouth as he spoke. Allyson wasn’t any happier. They talked over each other like a very old—and very angry—married couple.
A smirk played on Elise’s lips. “It means we aren’t the only ones pissed that the Union’s taken over the summit.”
“Good,” Anthony said forcefully. He leaned against the rotten boards of the wall beside her, kicked off a shoe, and shook pebbles out. “Did you find McIntyre?” She nodded. He stuffed his foot back into the sneaker. “And?”
“Something is going on. I still don’t know what.”
Another black SUV approached. It didn’t come from the north, where the Union had their compound. It came from Las Vegas instead.
The kid in the collar turned to watch the SUV pass. He looked so worried that Elise had to watch it, too. The windows were tinted black. She couldn’t see inside, but she suddenly had a bad feeling.
Why would the Union have been in Vegas?
“What’s wrong?” Anthony asked when he saw her expression.
Her gaze fell on the boy across the street, and she realized with a jolt that he was already staring at her. “Hang on,” she said.
She met him halfway across the road.
“They have McIntyre,” the boy said without preamble. “They’ve arrested him.”
The shock of it was so powerful that, for a moment, she stared at him with her mouth agape.
A hundred questions cascaded through her at once—how he could know that Anthony wasn’t McIntyre, how he knew about the arrest, what he was doing with the Union—but she finally settled on, “Who are you?”
“I’m Ben,” he said. “Um, Benjamin, actually. Flynn. That doesn’t matter right now. The team followed you to Vegas, waited until you left the hospital, and arrested McIntyre. He was in that car.”
“What the hell?” Elise asked.
“My thoughts exactly,” Allyson interrupted.
Zettel and his aspis had noticed the conversation and joined them in the street. The commander snapped his fingers at Benjamin. “You. Get in the car. Now.”
Elise instinctively stepped between them. There was no reason to feel protective of a total stranger like Benjamin—he was with the Union, after all—but she couldn’t resist the compulsion.
Allyson reached around Elise and grabbed Benjamin’s arm. “You heard Gary. Get in the car.” She ushered him to one of the SUVs, and he gave Elise one last desperate look before the door shut on him and the witch.
“What are you going to do with McIntyre?” Elise asked.
“We’ll interview him,” Zettel said with an unpleasant twist to his lips, which meant that McIntyre was going to get the same strip search they had. “And as soon as we’re done with the summit, we’ll take him back to Union HQ for prosecution.”
“Prosecution? Seriously? What is your problem?”
Zettel gave a cold laugh. “My problem? What’s my problem? My problem is that you concealed a killer, lied to me about your identity—”
“You can’t arrest McIntyre,” she said. “His wife is in the hospital.”
“He killed one of my people. The only place he’s going is to a Union trial. You should just thank your lucky stars that I’m not dragging you in for interfering with our investigation—whoever the hell you even are. There’s no way you’re a witch. You’re not even married to that guy.” He jabbed his thumb at Anthony.
Elise shoved her face into Zettel, gathering all of her five and a half feet to make herself as intimidating as possible. It worked on most people. In fact, it worked on everyone. But Zettel didn’t budge. “My name is Elise Kavanagh. I’m a kopis, and I’ve known McIntyre for years—he’s a hell of a man to have at your back. He would never kill someone who didn’t deserve it.”
The commander stepped forward to crowd her space. His chest bumped against hers. He smelled like aftershave and gun oil. “You saying that Michele deserved to get shot and stabbed and left to bleed out in the desert? You think she deserved to suffer?”
“I’m saying that if he killed her, she earned it. But if you think she didn’t earn it, then it wasn’t McIntyre. Simple as that.” He tried to argue, but she didn’t let him. “Let McIntyre go—send men to follow him, use spy drones, I don’t care, but let him get back to his family until you know more. I’ll find out who killed your recruiter.”
“And why is that supposed to impress me?”
“Because,” Elise said, “I used to be the greatest kopis.”
Zettel laughed again. It was a condescending sound. “Bullshit. That’s impossible. The greatest kopis is here in Silver Wells.”
That gave her pause. She had realized that going into hiding would mean someone else would inherit the title, but she had only considered it in the most abstract way. She hadn’t really given consideration to what it would mean to have another greatest kopis, much less being in the same place as him.
After a beat, she said, “I was the one who came before him. I retired.”
“Kopides don’t retire. They die.”
She opened her mouth to argue, but didn’t get a chance. Someone shouted.
Allyson Whatley burst out of the SUV. Elise tensed, but the witch didn’t attack. “Flynn’s having a seizure!”
“What are the conditions?” Zettel asked.
She shoved a printout in his face. It was gibberish to Elise, but it must have meant something to him. He scanned them, and then stepped back, shielded his eyes, and scanned the sky.
A shadow crossed over the sun, and a lone silver feather drifted in front of Elise’s face.
It was followed by another feather, and another. But she didn’t wait to see if there would be more. Elise shoved Anthony behind the bar, and Zettel was too busy shouting indistinct orders to his team to notice that they had disappeared.
An angel dropped out of the sky and alighted in the center of the road. His bare feet came to rest on the searing asphalt.
A voice echoed through the air.
“I have come.”
It was a powerful noise, booming and resonant, even though the voice itself was barely more than a whisper. Elise still would have heard it if she was miles away, or utterly deaf. It drove through her mind like a spike.
She watched from around the side of the building as the angel stretched his wings to their full capacity, which forced Zettel to step back. Each wing was as long as he was tall, and he scattered downy feathers across the desert like hot snow. He blazed with inner light. She couldn’t see his face around the commander’s back.
Elise wished that she had brought her falchions.
“If you want to talk to me directly, you’re supposed to arrange a meeting,” said Zettel, sounding more irritated than fearful. Elise hadn’t pegged him for a complete idiot, but she was quickly changing her mind. “You can’t just wander around town like this. There are civilians, you know.”
The quiet voice roared. “I bear a message.”
“So bear it to the meetings. The ethereal delegation missed the first one.”
“We will not be attending any of your meetings.”
Zettel faltered, stunned to silence. Allyson spoke instead. “The agreement—”
“We made no agreement.”
She grew bolder. “So the last three thousand years of summits were… what, a whim?”
“We’ve fulfilled our promises to the Council of Dis. But the semi-centennial summit has been taken by your human faction, and we have no agreements with you. We won’t submit to your rules.”
Zettel found his voice again. “It’s the same damn summit it’s always been!”
The commander’s slight movement allowed Elise to glimpse the angel’s face. He was a young man with coppery hair that brushed his shoulders, and she was stunned to realize that she recognized him. “We obey the laws of no man,” said the angel. He didn’t rise to meet Zettel’s anger, but there was a flash of annoyance in his pale eyes.
Elise stepped out from behind the tent. “Nukha’il?”
The angel’s spotted her over Zettel’s shoulder. “Elise?” He completely dropped the Holy Messenger act and sounded normal.
Zettel whirled to gape at her. He composed his features quickly, but Elise ignored him as she strode forward.
It had been weeks since she saw Nukha’il. She assumed that he had taken his friend, Itra’il—who had been enslaved and driven to madness—back to the heavenly planes to restore her sanity. Elise hadn’t expected to run into him again. Not two months later, nor twenty years later.
“Where’s Itra’il?” Elise asked.
“She rests,” Nukha’il said, folding his massive wings behind him. He was no longer gaunt from being fed a constant stream of drugs, and his skin shimmered with a milky white glow. “That is all she does now. I have forced her into hibernation, because when she wakes… Well. It’s better if she doesn’t wake.” He appraised her. “You shouldn’t be here.”
“You’re telling me.”
“No. You shouldn’t be here.” His pale hands swept toward the expanse of desert. Elise wasn’t sure if he meant that she shouldn’t still be in Nevada, where the ethereal city and its dark gates were hidden, or if she shouldn’t be on Earth. She never knew, where angels were concerned.
“We have to resolve the issue of the quarantine,” Elise said.
Nukha’il’s face registered surprise. “There is no issue. They’re ethereal, and in our jurisdiction.”
“I’m not letting anyone else approach those gates.”
“This is why we’re having meetings,” Zettel interrupted. “It’s not an issue for anyone here to decide alone. The Union—”
She rounded on him. “The Union has nothing to do with my territory.”
“Your territory? Northern Nevada is owned by demons.”
Nukha’il inclined his head. “Her territory. Even so—no mortal is capable of maintaining quarantine.”
Elise held up the hand that wasn’t broken. She didn’t have to bare her palm to make the message clear. “I’m not just any mortal.”
They shared a long, understanding silence. He knew, as all angels knew, that Elise was different. He had seen it firsthand in the angelic city.
He was the first to speak.
“Very well,” Nukha’il said. “The ethereal party will send a representative to negotiate after all. But only if Elise Kavanagh mediates.” Zettel opened his mouth, but the angel’s glare silenced him. “Those are my terms.”
She didn’t want to negotiate. She just wanted everyone to leave her, and her city, completely alone. But it was better than nothing. Elise nodded. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow.”
The angel kneeled and reached his hands toward her.
She hesitated. Elise knew what he wanted, but her palms burned being so close to him. It was a gesture of supplication. He wanted to signify his obedience to her.
A dangerous gesture. She didn’t want to have anything to do with it.
But the Union was watching.
After a moment, she rested her good hand in both of his, and he bowed his head to her knuckles. Pain scythed from her palm to her elbow. “She who is above us all,” he murmured in that resonant voice, and her skin crawled.
He unfurled his wings and leaped into the air. There was no breeze, but they snapped wide and lifted him as though blown away on a hurricane. For an instant, his body was silhouetted against the sun.
Elise shielded her eyes to search for him, but he was already gone.
Something trickled down her wrist, and her hand suddenly felt like it was being sliced open. With a ragged shout, she ripped a glove off with her teeth and flung it to the dirt.
A gash had opened over her sigil. Her fingers spasmed.
Allyson stared at her as though she had grown horns, and so did Anthony. It was the reaction she had hoped for. But Zettel was no more impressed by the angel’s supplication than he was by anything else, and he strode over to shake a fist at her.
“This is our operation! We have control!”
“You have nothing,” she spat. “Nothing except my friend.”
“A murderer.”
“It’s a mistake. Take me to the Union compound—I’ll talk to him.”
Zettel’s jaw clenched. A vein bulged on his forehead. “Fine. Get in the SUV.”


IX
Riding out to the Union compound was a different experience without a black bag over Elise’s head, but they were still escorted by men with guns. Zettel took them directly to the trailer they had been confined in before, giving them no opportunity to explore their surroundings. “Five minutes,” he said. “Boyd, stay at the door.”
The Union locked them inside.
McIntyre was in his underwear—which were boxers covered in the Bat Signal—with his wrists zip-tied and a black bag over his head. Sweat covered his chest. “Let me go,” he said when they came in.
“I’m working on it,” Elise said.
Surprise registered in his muffled voice. “Kavanagh?” She cut him free and removed the hood. McIntyre had a hell of a shiner and a fat lip, but he looked otherwise unharmed. He must not have fought as hard as Elise had. “What the hell is going on?”
“The Union followed me to the hospital and found you.”
“You let them follow you? They arrested me outside the maternity ward!”
“I didn’t let—”
Anthony coughed. “Elise…” He nodded toward the camera in the corner. “They said five minutes. We should make this fast.”
“Make what fast?” McIntyre asked.
“I get to interview you before the Union does,” she said. “If you want to try being honest, this would be a great time for it.”
“I already told you everything I know!”
“Then everything you know isn’t good enough. You’re about to get dragged across the country and prosecuted for the murder of a recruiter by a Union court. So if you have information that will prove you’re innocent before that happens, I would love to hear it.”
McIntyre rubbed his wrists. “How am I supposed to prove I didn’t do something?”
“Do you have an alibi?”
“Not exactly. I was alone at home. Tish and Dana spent the week with her parents.”
Elise and Anthony exchanged glances. She raised a questioning eyebrow, and her boyfriend mouthed: He’s hiding something.
“You met with Michele, didn’t you?” Elise asked.
McIntyre’s jaw clenched. He lowered his voice and angled himself so that the camera would see nothing but his back. “Okay. I did meet Michele Newcomb. She claimed she wanted to talk about the summit, but when she showed up, all she wanted to talk about was recruitment.”
“So you thought you would kill her?”
“She left my place alive. But she was pushy. Michele said the Union would train me, like being in charge of my city since I was sixteen fucking years old wasn’t good enough training.” He dropped his tone even lower. Elise had to lean in to hear him. “And she said they would give me an aspis.”
“You have an aspis,” Elise said.
He shook his head. “Look… Tish isn’t a witch. Not like James is. She knows what to do with her herbs, but when we tried to do that ritual…” He ran a finger along his underarm. “She’s as good as mundane.”
She took a closer look at his skin. There was no hint of the telltale scar that resulted from the ritual binding a witch to a kopis. Hers had faded slightly over the years, but she still had a long silver line from wrist to elbow that matched one on James’s arm. “So they were going to separate you from your family.”
“At first, for training,” McIntyre said. “Michele said my family could live with me when I was assigned a team, a new territory… and an aspis.”
“That doesn’t sound too bad. You could use an actual aspis,” Anthony said. He had kneeled beside them so he could listen to their whispered conversation.
McIntyre shot a glare at him, and the room filled with deadly, silent tension.
“Anthony—shut up,” Elise said.
“What? It’s not like Leticia can protect him like an aspis should.”
McIntyre got to his feet. He wasn’t usually intimidating, but he was a big guy, and he was mad. Anthony scrambled to his feet. “I’ll cut you a break, man. You’re new at this. You don’t know shit. But a kopis and an aspis is a big deal. There’s this saying we have about it: ‘More permanent than marriage, more fatal than family, closer than the oldest friends.’ It’s not like you pick one up on a street corner like a cheap fuck. It’s more than that. Tish is… she’s everything.”
“And that’s your problem,” Elise said. “Nobody should be everything. Not in this business.”
McIntyre laughed. “That’s really rich, coming from you.”
She swung, but he was ready for it. He shielded his face and took the hit on his forearm, then struck back. They exchanged a flurry of blows. She shoved him into a wall with her shoulder, and he kicked her in the gut, hard enough to make her stumble.
“Hey,” Anthony said, like he was going to try to stop them.
Elise hooked a leg around his middle, gripped his shirt, and flung them both to the ground. They slammed into the floor of the trailer. The metal walls shook.
She rolled on top of him, and he tried to seize her head, but she twisted from his grip and slammed her good fist into his face. Blood spattered from his nose.
He wrestled her flat and drove his elbow into her ribs twice, hard.
She had to use her broken hand to put him in a headlock. Dull shock rolled up her arm, and he elbowed her again. It was a good, familiar kind of pain, like explosions of white-hot fire in her side. She grunted and flipped him over with her knees.
“Hey, hey! The Union’s watching, guys!”
Anthony’s reminder of the cameras was enough to stop them—almost. Elise reared over McIntyre, gripping his hair with a fist raised, and hesitated.
He squinted through a trickle of blood from his brow. “You know what, Kavanagh?” he whispered. “I feel sorry for your boyfriend.”
She slammed his head into the ground. He groaned.
Elise stood. “Me too,” she said, offering her left hand to him. McIntyre took it.
“You’re still kicking my ass with a broken hand. I can’t believe it.”
She jabbed him in the stomach, not too gently. “That’s because you’re getting soft, and I’m still going to the gym three times a week.”
Anthony shook his head. “Come on, guys. Seriously.”
“Why did you lie to me? Why not admit that you saw Michele?” Elise asked. She didn’t bother hiding that revelation from the camera. The Union was going to find out sooner or later.
“Because I didn’t kill her.” McIntyre clenched and unclenched his fists. “I don’t want to deal with this shit. My wife is probably having a baby right now.”
The door opened. The red-haired kopis was silhouetted by the fading evening sun, and he had a submachine gun in his hands. “Five minutes are up,” Boyd said, and she recognized that New England accent. He was the one who threatened to kill her when they had been arrested. “Get out.”
“I’ll be back,” she promised McIntyre.
Boyd moved into the trailer and shut the door behind him.
Elise hesitated on the steps outside, staring at the plastic-covered windows behind them. McIntyre had lied to her. It was an unsettling thought. She didn’t trust many people, but he was on the shortlist, and she wasn’t sure how to proceed if that was no longer a safe bet.
“That’s it,” Anthony said. “I’m done with this summit.”
“What?”
“He lied. He’s completely guilty. We should just let him deal with this and get home. I can’t believe I’m missing work for this.”
She glared at Anthony. “McIntyre is my friend. Maybe the only friend I have left.”
“You tried to kick the shit out of him,” he said.
“Yeah, but I didn’t.”
Zettel came around the corner of the path and interrupted their conversation. He was far too cool and composed for the oppressive heat of the desert, which meant he would have been somewhere air conditioned while they talked. Elise would have bet all her money—which was only about fifty bucks, as of late—that he had been watching their conversation.
“Did the ‘greatest kopis’ learn anything useful?” he asked.
Elise gave him a level look. “You tell me.”
Zettel’s lips thinned. A vein in his forehead bulged. “You need to get back to the motel.”
“Why? So you can watch us sleep on your cameras?”
“So you can rest before the meeting tomorrow. We’ll be at the mines bright and early,” Zettel said. “If the angels want you to mediate, fine—but you’ll do it under Union control. Come on. Move it.”


X
There were no meetings that evening, which left Silver Wells occupied by two dozen bored, overheated kopides with nothing to kill but time. The one place in town that was open and air conditioned was the bar—which Elise was surprised to discover was not abandoned after all—and the kopides flocked to it.
The Pump Lounge was one room with a sticky floor and exposed concrete walls. An elevated step in the corner was meant to be a stage, judging by the dusty speaker and microphone, and the tables looked like they had been in use since the days of cowboys and horses. But the Lounge had liquor, and it was all she needed.
She found an empty spot at the bar, tuned out the raucous laughter of the men surrounding her, and had the bartender bring a shot of tequila. She knocked it back immediately.
Anthony had stayed at their motel room, as he did on most nights since Betty died, and it left Elise alone with her thoughts and the burn of alcohol.
She couldn’t stop thinking about McIntyre’s lies. It nagged at her worse than the throb of pain in her hand. If he had deceived her about seeing the recruiter, then what else would he lie about? Would he lie about being a murderer, too?
McIntyre, a killer. It was impossible.
And yet…
“Another one,” Elise told the bartender, sliding her shot glass across the bar.
“And for me,” said a man in a red silk shirt as he slid onto the stool beside her. She squinted at him out of one eye. Definitely a kopis. He had the muscle, and there was no other reason that a man with his foreign features would be in a pit like Silver Wells.
“What do you want?” she asked.
“A drink. I’ll have whatever you’ve ordered.”
She rolled the words around in her mind for a moment, considering his accent. “You’re from Java.”
He brightened. “Have you been there?”
“Once,” Elise said. An old man had been possessed by a demon, and she ended up burning a village down. Six humans died. It wasn’t one of her favorite memories.
The newcomer stuck his hand out. “My name is Ramelan.”
She ignored it and took one of the shot glasses the bartender dropped in front of them. Elise lifted it with a slight bow of her head, then drank it.
He followed suit, emptying his glass.
“Another,” she said. Ramelan echoed her. The bartender refilled the shots before moving on, but she didn’t immediately drink. She dipped her pinkie finger in the liquor. “Now that you’ve had that, what do you want?”
“I heard you’re a kopis. I’m curious.”
Great, someone who wanted to gawk at the sight of a female kopis. Just what she needed. “I’m not in the mood to talk. I just want a few minutes to myself.”
“Your father is Isaac. Right?”
Her hand froze halfway to her mouth with the tequila. She set it back on the bar, and turned on her stool to give him her full attention. Ramelan was a handsome man. His dark hair was long enough to cover his ears, and he had broad shoulders and a thin mustache. It was hard to trust someone so handsome with such an easy smile.
“How do you know him?” Elise asked. She didn’t bother trying to suppress her suspicious tone.
“He’s on the Council of Dis. He’s a capstone of one of its statutes.”
“Yeah,” she said, “but how do you know that I’m his daughter?”
Ramelan took an envelope out of his pocket and removed a picture. “I know because he sent me to Earth with this photograph.”
It was a photo of Elise from when she was fourteen years old—just before her parents abandoned her to live with her mother’s coven. She was scrawnier then, and less scarred, and her ungloved hands held twin falchions whose blades hadn’t been engraved yet. She stared right into the camera like it was a challenge.
Elise drank the shot.
“Why would he have given you that?” she asked, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. Her eyes burned from the alcohol.
He showed her a second picture. In the photo, Ramelan clasped hands with Isaac—a broad man with the body of a rugby player and Elise’s hooked nose—and her mother stood in the background, seemingly unaware she was being photographed. The walls around them were blurred, as if the camera had difficulty capturing the glow of the red clay bricks.
It had been over ten years, but her parents had barely aged since she last saw them.
“Ariane tutored me in English and French,” Ramelan said, giving the picture a fond smile. “Isaac and I enjoy sparring.”
Her hand tightened on the shot glass. “Oh.”
“I’ve spent five years in Dis,” he went on. “That is to say, five years of Earth’s time. As you know, it was barely a year in Hell.” He returned the photo to the envelope. “Ariane and Isaac told me marvelous stories. They’ve accomplished very much, but Isaac says his greatest pride is their kopis daughter—one woman out of thousands, and she became the greatest.” He heaved a deep sigh. “But news arrived some months back that their daughter died. When we heard rumors that you be alive, they hoped I would meet you at the summit.”
She clenched her teeth. Tension radiated through her shoulders, down her spine. “And what did they tell you to do if you found me?”
He looked surprised. “They only want to know how you’re doing.”
They wanted to know how she was doing. More than a decade since they left her alone “for just a little while,” and they wanted to know how she was doing. That was nice. Really nice.
Elise turned her shot glass upside-down, contemplating the amber lights over the bar through the glass’s distortion.
“What were you doing in Dis for five years?”
“I went there to study after I became named the greatest kopis,” Ramelan said.
Dull shock rolled through her. So he was her successor—this smiling man who called her parents by their first names, like they were close friends.
“What did you do?” she asked.
His smile faded a fraction. Every kopis who became greatest had to do something great to earn the title—something big enough to earn the attention of the Council. It was inevitably something unpleasant. Being the greatest of demon hunters meant blood and pain. “It’s a beautiful night,” Ramelan said. “I’m enjoying this bar, this alcohol, and your company, and I don’t want to talk about such things.”
A haggard woman crossed the Pump Lounge and stepped between their barstools. “There you are,” she said to Ramelan. “Finally. You can’t just walk off like that! I’m supposed to be protecting you.” Elise watched her waving hands for a hint of magic’s glimmer, but there was no sign of it.
“Your aspis?” Elise asked Ramelan.
His smile was gone. “My handler.”
“Your bodyguard,” she corrected. She faced Elise. “Sorry. I’m Veronika. And you are…?”
Instead of responding, Elise studied the “bodyguard” silently. She had already drunk enough tequila shots that it was hard to focus, but it wasn’t hard to read Veronika’s signals. Her skin was luminous and she was clad from head to toe in latex. She wasn’t beautiful—she was a little too stringy and severe—and there was something subtly disturbing about the unnaturally long lashes that framed her black eyes.
“Nightmare,” Elise said. “You have a nightmare bodyguard.”
He shrugged. “They sent her to Earth with me. She has no authority outside of Dis.” The second part was pointed directly to Veronika.
She huffed. “Zettel wants to see you.”
“I’m talking. I’ll follow you in a minute.”
Veronika took a barstool a few seats away. As soon as the nightmare sat, Ramelan’s smile returned. “There are never two greatest kopides at a time. When one dies, the title passes onto the next in line. But you did not die, daughter of Isaac, and that leaves us with a question.” He spread his hands wide. “Of the greatest kopides, who is greater?”
She drew a line in the moisture on the bar. “You can be greater. I never wanted the title. It’s a pissing contest.”
He didn’t seem to understand the idiom, but he understood the sentiment. “You competed for the title.”
“I was in town. It sounded like fun.”
“You didn’t think you would win?”
“No, I knew I would win,” Elise said. And she knew that meant her parents would hear about it in Hell. It seemed to be the fastest way to tell them she was doing well without them, even if they didn’t care. “I just didn’t think the Council of Dis would let me be ‘greatest.’”
He studied her for a long moment, drumming his fingers on the bar. His eyes were filled with the heat of someone who had come to face their greatest passion—like a painter given a canvas. “Who is greater?” Ramelan mused. “Would you be interested to know?”
Some part of her—a large part of her—wanted to refuse on principle. But curiosity itched. Elise had been wondering the same thing. “I’ll fight you,” she offered.
Ramelan burst into laughter. “You would, wouldn’t you? And what would the outcome of that fight be?”
“I would win.”
“You’re confident, for a dead girl.” He clapped his hand on her back. “We’ll fight. We’ll definitely fight. But not right now! This isn’t the time or the place for it.”
“No,” she agreed. “It’s not.”
Ramelan finished his drink, set it down, and stood. “Your parents have shown me kindness, so you are a sister to me, sword-woman, for as long as I live and serve the Treaty of Dis. I will be happy to learn if I’m your match. Now, I’m afraid I must deal with my handler… and the Union.”
He left the bar without stopping to talk to his bodyguard. Veronika’s mouth twisted with annoyance as she followed.
Elise hadn’t planned on getting trashed that night. She wanted to investigate the Union’s claims, find out what else McIntyre was lying about, and put an end to it all that night. She needed a clear head for it. But she couldn’t shake the memory of Ramelan’s photos. It unsettled her and left an uncomfortable sickness in the pit of her stomach.
The investigation could wait until morning. She waved down the bartender.
“Another.”


XI
Elise arrived at the mine bright and early. It wasn’t her choice. Zettel had arrived with a van before sunrise to take her there. She waited for hours in a mine that was silent aside from the thudding of air pumps, but the ethereal delegation didn’t show up again. Neither did the demons. In fact, half of the kopides hadn’t bothered to show up, either—and those who had were getting antsy.
Her head rang with a hangover, and she had to drape herself over a chair with a hand over her eyes to keep her brain from rupturing. She sat on the Union platform as men bustled around her, arguing and swearing in low voices. It felt like they were rattling a crowbar in the empty trash can of her skull.
“They’re screwing with us,” Allyson whispered to Zettel at the back of the platform. “First they want that woman to mediate—and she’s not even sober!—and then they don’t bother to show. They never planned on coming.”
Did they have to talk so loudly? Elise massaged her hands over her temples.
Anthony sat below, with a handful of kopides. He caught her attention through the railing and raised his eyebrows. She shrugged weakly.
The Union gave up waiting after a few hours.
“Do you know anything about this?” Zettel asked as he closed the door to the mine’s elevator. He had let the other kopides exit first, and then ascended with Elise.
Her head throbbed in time with the squealing of gears. She really needed a drink. “I don’t know a goddamn thing,” Elise said.
That answer didn’t seem to satisfy him. He stood right in front of her, trying to get her to actually look at him. “You know something you’re not telling us. Don’t you? All this trouble, the murderer, the angels—you’re right in the middle of it.”
She squinted at him through one eye. “I wasn’t even supposed to be here this weekend. I don’t want to have anything to do with angels. Trust me.”
“That’s not what McIntyre told us,” he said, and she finally focused on him. The elevator’s light felt like a spike directly into her forehead. “He said that angels are your specialty.”
She grimaced. “Are we done?”
The elevator rattled to a stop. Anthony and Allyson waited for them on the other side, but Zettel stopped her from opening the door. “Did you find anything about Michele Newcomb’s murder yet?”
“I haven’t been looking,” she said dully. “It’s on my to-do list.”
“You should know she didn’t have her earpiece when we found the body—a Bluetooth device with UKA branding. We need it back. You can borrow one of our cars.” He handed keys to her, opened the door, and let Elise get out. “Next meeting is at four. See you in a few hours.”
She saluted ironically. “Yes, sir.”
By the time Anthony and Elise stepped outside, the last Union vehicle was nothing but a trail of dust vanishing on the horizon. They had left behind a black sedan with an antenna on the hood that was longer than she was tall.
She jingled the keys as she considered the antenna. Taking that car would make them too easy to track. “Okay. You’re driving.”
Anthony took them out of town at her direction. It was dark and comfortable inside the Union car, which was like a mobile base—the dashboard had three inset monitors, the plush leather seats had buttons on the arm rests, and something beeped every thirty seconds. Elise sank low in the chair and shut her eyes.
“This is so cool,” he said, poking the touch screens as he drove.
“Pay attention to the road.”
“How could they afford something like this? The car was not cheap, and they have a whole fleet of them.”
“They beat up the new kopides and steal their lunch money,” she said. “I told you to watch the road.”
Anthony left the equipment alone for the drive out of town, though it obviously pained him. Once they reached the hill south of Silver Wells, Elise directed him to stop by Leticia’s car, which was still dusty and inoperative on the side of the road.
“We’re switching? Are you kidding?” he asked. “The air conditioning doesn’t even work.”
She ignored him and got into Leticia’s car. Anthony reluctantly followed.
The McIntyre’s trailer stood empty on their property. The harsh daytime sun revealed all its ugly flaws: the holes chewed by mice, the trash bags piled by the back door, the window that had been replaced by plastic. But the ugliest thing of all wasn’t visible to Elise’s eyes. It was the residue of powerful magic performed on the premises, with the knowledge that it couldn’t have been Leticia who cast it.
Elise closed her eyes and let the sensations wash over her. It was like hearing a foreign language for the first time. She knew the patterns meant something, but she couldn’t understand a single word. The magic left a sour taste of iron on the back of her tongue.
Her boyfriend didn’t sense any of it. He groaned and wiped sweat from the back of his neck. “It’s hot,” Anthony said. “I’m going in.”
The door wasn’t locked. There was no point, that far away from civilization. The marmalade cat that belonged to McIntyre’s daughter darted out the door when he opened it.
Leticia had closed all the windows before leaving, and the air inside their tin can of a trailer was utterly unbreathable. Anthony opened the windows and turned on the ceiling fan.
Elise stood just inside the living room and scanned the McIntyre’s home, trying to see it anew. Freshly-painted walls. Glass coffee table. Big TV. New couch. The mobile home wasn’t very large. If there was evidence, there weren’t many places to hide it.
“New furniture,” Anthony said.
“What?”
“The couches are new. And they’ve been moved around recently, judging by the carpet.” Without waiting for her input, he dragged the white leather couch away from the wall.
The furniture might have been new, but the carpet wasn’t. Moving the couch revealed a burned patch in the floor—too big to be a cigarette burn. Elise crouched and ran her fingers over the paint. Had they been concealing a fire?
Her hand dropped to the carpet. There weren’t just burn marks. Something had dried in brown spots underneath the couch, too.
Blood.
She sat back on her heels and tried to ignore the suspicion that crept over her. Kopides bled all the time. Finding a few spots under the furniture was normal—she would have been more surprised to find nothing at all.
But the pattern of burned carpet next to blood bothered her. It bothered her a lot.
“I’m going to search their bedroom,” Elise said.
It was even hotter in the McIntyre’s room. She took a quick glance around—family portraits on the walls, crib waiting in the corner, sonogram on the dresser—and then tore into their drawers. She wasn’t nice or subtle about it. She threw their clothes on the floor as she searched, and found nothing.
The only interesting thing in the closet was a gun safe. It was unlocked and empty.
“Elise,” Anthony called.
She found him in Dana’s bedroom. Everything was painted a warm, inviting shade of green. Anthony had been riffling through her toy box. “Did you find any demons in the kid’s room?”
“No. But I don’t think this is a toy.” Anthony held up something small and black. “Dana must have found it and thought it was something fun to play with.”
Elise took it from him. It was a Bluetooth headset with white letters stamped on the side: UKA.
Her stomach lurched. “Shit.”
“UKA—that’s the Union logo, right? What does this mean?”
Her fist tightened on the earpiece. “It means McIntyre is a murderer.”
That damn earpiece.
Elise rolled it over and over in her hands, trying to wish away the UKA logo, which was a circle crossed by an arrow. It was meant to symbolize the sword and shield of a kopis and his aspis. The Union wasn’t the first to use the imagery, but it was the first time that seeing it filled her with dread.
She sat on the step outside McIntyre’s trailer until her nose blistered under the sun and her hair was too hot to touch. Anthony stayed inside to enjoy sports on the massive TV. He didn’t seem bothered by sitting in a room where a Union recruiter had probably been killed, but then again, not much had been bothering him lately.
Elise knew what she needed to do. She needed to get back in the car, drive to Silver Wells, and give Zettel the earpiece.
It was the right thing. It would be justice.
But she kept turning it over and thinking of the times she fought with McIntyre at her back. She thought of what the Union would do to him when they had proof of their suspicions. And she thought of Dana’s little blond head sticking out of the sheets of her parent’s bed.
The sounds of a cheering audience and announcers cut off, and Anthony joined her on the step. “Jesus, it’s hot out here.” He sat at her side. His skin was chilly from sitting next to the swamp cooler. He took the earpiece and ran a finger over the logo. “What are you going to do?”
“I don’t know.”
“It’s weird being here,” he said. “At first, I thought that you and this guy were like evil twins. You know, both of you are big, bad demon hunters, but he actually succeeded at having a normal life. He’s got a wife, two kids…”
“That doesn’t mean he’s normal,” she said.
“But if some murderer can do it, anyone can do it. Have a family, I mean.” Anthony dropped the earpiece on the step and grabbed her hand. “Forget about McIntyre, forget about the Union—let’s get married. Right now.”
Elise shook his hand off. “Are you kidding?”
“No, I’m completely serious. There are a million chapels in Vegas. We can grab our marriage license in the morning, and…”
She crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “That’s how you want to do it? You want to buy rings at a pawnshop, stand in front of some guy dressed like Elvis, and swear that we’ll be together until we die? You think that’s a good alternative to turning my friend over to the Union?”
He wasn’t listening. “Betty would have thought it was romantic. She always wished that she had eloped with her ex-husband at a casino instead of spending so much money on an outdoor wedding with three hundred guests.”
“Yeah. But Betty is dead.”
Anger clouded his face. “What is wrong with you?”
“I’ve told you that I don’t believe in making that kind of commitment, and I won’t keep repeating myself.”
“Oh yeah? Well, what about you and James?”
Her eyes narrowed. “What about James?”
“I caught what McIntyre said about kopides and aspides. ‘More fatal than family, more permanent than marriage.’ Those were the words, right?”
“It’s just some witch thing,” Elise said.
“But that’s what it is.” The volume of his voice increased with every word. His cheeks were red. “It’s permanent. Getting an aspis is the biggest commitment you can make as a kopis. So why is it you don’t want to talk about getting married? Is it because you’re not ready for it, or because you’re not into polygamy?”
“This conversation is moronic. I just found out that my friend murdered someone, lied to me, and let me take the blame with the Union,” she said in a measured tone. “At some point, I’m going to have to go tell them what he did. You think this is the time to talk about marriage?”
His mouth worked soundlessly. He stepped off the stairs onto the dirt, fists clenched tight.
“It will always be something. It will always be zombies, or giant spiders, or a murder, or the end of the goddamn world. It will never be a good time to talk about marriage. You want to put it off for now? Fine. But you owe me some kind of answer.”
“Anthony,” Elise said, “I don’t owe you anything. Not one goddamn thing.”
He stalked off, got in Leticia’s car, and slammed the door. It occurred to her, distantly, that it was her only way back to Silver Wells, and that she should probably stop him. But she didn’t move except to pick up the UKA earpiece.
The car kicked up dirt on its way out, trailed by a cloud of dust rising over the sagebrush. A hot wind blew it into her face.
But then it was gone, and she was alone.
Elise went inside and searched the kitchen. She had drunk all of McIntyre’s beer, but there was a hidden stash of tequila kept on a high shelf where Dana wouldn’t be able to reach. She threw the cap in the trash, took the bottle outside, and sat down to get wasted as the sunlight faded.
Anything was better than facing the Union again.
She reclined against the railing and started drinking.
As the sun dropped, the sky turned orange and pink, and then violet. By the time violet faded to navy blue, the tequila was half-empty, and Elise was dozing on the stairs. The security light over the porch turned on. The cat slunk past the stairs, shooting a dirty look at her as it ducked under the trailer.
She hauled herself to a standing position with the help of the railing. Elise was unsteady on her feet, but it was a long walk to the road. She had plenty of time to sober up.
She had just climbed onto the steps when the light bulb over the porch flickered, and then died.
Pain lanced through her hand, and she hissed, jerking it away from the railing.
Blood oozed through her glove, but it wasn’t from a splinter driving through her hand. The air buzzed as though swarmed with flies.
She turned around, and came face to face with Nukha’il.
It took her a moment to realize that the tequila and heat hadn’t turned her delusional. He was composed, untouched by the heat, but utterly tangible. He wore a black suit with a red vest and black tie, which would have been appropriate for a wedding—or a funeral. His irises were a shade of pale blue that was almost white.
His wings were hidden. He looked like an ordinary man, aside from the way the heat didn’t touch him. But she could almost make out the haze of a gray halo behind his head, and it made her queasy.
She didn’t realize she was backing up until her back hit the trailer. It took all her willpower not to claw at her palms with her fingernails.
“What do you want?” Elise asked, and she was pleased that her words barely slurred.
“I’m here for the mediation.”
“You’re in the wrong place. The summit is in Silver Wells.”
“The Union is in Silver Wells,” he corrected. “The summit is wherever the ethereal and infernal delegations meet with kopis mediation. We’re only waiting for the infernal delegation now. And look—here he comes.” Nukha’il nodded beyond the trailer.
Elise glanced around the corner and saw nothing but night.
Pressure built in her skull. It was the weight of a thousand eyes on her back, like an entire stadium of men watching her. A sudden wind hissed through the sagebrush and sent rocks skittering across the dry ground. Her braid whipped behind her. She squinted, shielding her face from the dust.
Something heavy thumped against the other side of the mobile home, making the walls rattle. A cat yowled.
As quickly as it started, everything went silent again.
The McIntyres’ cat slunk out from under the trailer, sat between Elise and the angel, and curled its tail around its paws. It focused on her. The pupils had devoured the entire eye, making its stare hauntingly black. A halo of dark energy surrounded the cat’s head.
Dana’s cat had been possessed by a demon. Leticia would be pissed.
The infernal delegate is present.


The words slithered up Elise’s spine, and a thousand voices whispered in echo of the first. The cat had been taken by one demon, but the entire infernal delegation was in the night surrounding them, giving weight to the shadows.
“And so am I,” said the angel. “I am Nukha’il, the ethereal delegate. Elise?”
They were both waiting for her to complete the triad. There were formalities to that kind of thing—a ritual. She had read about previous summits in James’s books, but she never expected to be involved.
Adrenaline cleared her head of the alcohol’s haze. “The human delegate is here,” she said. “We can start.”
With that simple statement, the quality of the air changed. The breeze died. The night became silent, almost reverent.
The infernal delegation put forth a dozen issues for consideration at the summit, said the cat. Its voice was silky and masculine. It struck a chord in Elise, like she should have recognized the speaker. We have so much to discuss.
Nukha’il turned his cool blue gaze on the cat. “There is only one item worth discussing.”
Is that so?


“Don’t waste my time. Angels have no interest in the matters of Hell. You want to discuss territory rights? Expansion?” Nukha’il shook his head. “Tell your children to expand as they like. None of it will matter soon. Not if the quarantine has been broken.”
If discussions are such a waste of your time, then perhaps I will encourage my children to expand into Heaven. Would that be worthy of your lofty attentions?


“Please. The Council of Dis would crush them by its own rules.”
“We don’t need to discuss the gates,” Elise said. “It’s under control. They’re in my territory, and I’m going to protect them.”
You are human. You are weak.


“I’m not just any human.”
“She is the one who is above us all,” Nukha’il agreed.
Elise paced. Every step made the fog lift from her mind a little more as her fast metabolism burned away the liquor. “So let me do it.”
“The gates are too dangerous—even for you.” He gave a deferential nod. “We must watch them. Metaraon has mentioned patrolling them personally.”
Metaraon. He was the second most powerful ethereal being in existence. Elise wanted him around about as much as she wanted to break her other hand.
She didn’t have to argue. The cat scoffed. I would be forced to take his presence on Earth as a statement of war. Not that I fear him, of course, but my children are much more sensitive. You understand.
“Then what do you propose?” Nukha’il asked.
The Reno territory, and all that is above and below, has belonged to demons since humans founded settlements there. Let us attend to the city.


Elise cut them off with a slice of her hand. “Yeah, Reno has been under infernal control for years, but without any supervision. The Night Hag slept on it for decades. Anyone could have opened the angelic city. Demons had their chance—they messed it up.”
And you would do better?


“Yes,” she said. “Because I’m the person who most wants to keep the gates closed.”
Nukha’il rolled his shoulders, like his invisible wings were bothering him. “There’s truth to that. What of a compromise?”
Compromising is for the weak-minded, said the demon.
It was barely an insult, as far as Elise was concerned, but Nukha’il went rigid with fury. He strode forward and seized the cat from the ground. “Your choice of forms is a mistake, demon. I could break you.” His voice was calm, but his entire body shivered with fury.
The cat hissed and struggled in his grip, lashing its body wildly. It sank its teeth into his wrist and rabbit kicked against his arm. It was a pure feline reaction, but the demon’s response was equally poor. The night turned black around Elise. Her skin burned, like magma poured down the neck of her shirt.
She shoved through the thickened air to grab Nukha’il’s arm. Laying her hand on him burned through the glove, but she dug her fingers in and didn’t let go. “You know the rules of negotiation,” she said. “You can’t assault him. It’s immediate relinquishment of rights.”
His muscles quivered. “You heard what he said.”
The cat continued to thrash, but a chuckle like melted butter rolled over them. To be honest, I find this entire subject puerile. Regardless of what decision you two attempt to negotiate, I will supervise the gates. I cannot abide such a thing on Earth without watching them.
“And neither can we,” Nukha’il said.
“I can’t stop either of you,” she said in a level voice. “But if you’re going to be in my territory, I will be the one in charge.”
The angel and the demon remained locked in deadly anger for a moment before the tension dropped a fraction. Nukha’il’s hand opened. The cat landed, walked a few feet away, and began licking its fur vigorously as though it had never been touched.
Nukha’il smoothed his jacket down. “You suggest cooperation.”
No. There was no way in hell she would cooperate with anyone over the gates—not angels, not demons, not her own goddamn mother. But if there was one thing Elise had learned from her time dealing with the otherworld, it was that they didn’t give two shits what she wanted. Negotiation was a matter of who lied the best. The real issues would be worked out at the end of a blade.
“I know the demons in Reno,” Elise said. “They can help me with the gates.”
A kopis? Cooperate with demons? It sounded like the idea amused the cat. What would James think of that?
She stiffened, but quelled her paranoid urge to reach out to her aspis. Everyone knew they were a team. Mentioning him wasn’t necessarily a threat.
But, knowing demons, it probably was.
“So you will lead the infernal forces in Reno. We can send an angelic delegate to supervise.” Nukha’il bobbed his head. “They won’t like it, but it could do.”
The cat washed its face with a paw. Do what you will. It turned those black eyes on Elise, and there was far too much intelligence in them to look properly feline. When the summits began long ago, we met out of a desperate need—a need to stop the war between Heaven and Hell, a need to protect humanity from our battles. I sat with Metaraon and Teleklos, king of Sparta, and had the first civil discussion between factions. Much like today, it was brief, but it brought peace to a torn Earth. The full weight of shadow settled on her shoulders, curling around her throat like the cat’s tail, and she couldn’t breathe. This will be the last summit, sword-woman. It’s fitting that it should be between us.
Her skin crawled. “Who are you?”
I am the empty space between the stars in the night sky.


“Lucifer?” she guessed.
His laugh curled around her like cool fingers. No… I am no angel.
And then he was gone, although there was no way to tell by looking at the cat. It wasn’t impressed by its brief possession, or the voluntary exorcism. It looped around Elise’s ankles, rubbing its cheek along her calf.
Nukha’il shed his jacket and unfurled his wings. A few downy feathers drifted to the earth. “I hate that guy,” he said, throwing the coat over his shoulder hooked on one finger.
“Who was it?”
“He was a man, once. But the centuries do strange things to mortal minds in immortal bodies. I never know if he’s going to feel playful or murderous. We’re lucky to catch him on a good day.” He glanced around the trailer. “I don’t see a car. Did you run out here?”
“Something like that,” Elise said.
“I’ll take you back. Here.”
Nukha’il stretched out a pale hand. She stepped back. “I would rather walk.”
“A hundred miles?”
Reluctantly, she placed her fingers in his. Nukha’il’s wings brightened.
They vanished from the desert.


XII
Benjamin had a vision that afternoon. It was the barest of glimpses, for once: he saw Elise and an angel on a long, empty highway with the swollen moon just over the horizon. The image was so brief that didn’t even trip the Union sensors. His collar remained silent.
He waited until he was certain Allyson was asleep, and then waited for Elise on the edge of town at midnight.
She was there exactly when he expected, and she didn’t seem surprised to see Benjamin sitting on the side of the road. “It’s over,” Elise said. She pulled a feather out of her hair and grimaced. “If that’s what you’re wondering.”
He wasn’t. He had already seen how the summit would unfold. “Can I talk to you?”
She sighed, pulled her braid over her shoulder, and worked her unbroken fingers through the curls to loosen it. She came up with two more feathers. “Sure. Let’s go to the motel room.”
The shower was running when they reached room twenty-nine. Benjamin swept through the room and removed all the monitoring devices, which were easy for him to find. The Union tried to be sneaky, but their all-encompassing regulations made their practices predictable. He peeled wires off of the bottom of a lamp, crushed a black box he found on top of the dresser, and popped the battery out of a device under the sink.
Elise watched his actions in the mirror as she peeled the glove off her left hand and washed it in the sink. The water swirled pink down the drain. “You’re not with the Union willingly. Are you?” He shook his head and dumped the devices in the trash. “Are you a prisoner?”
“Yeah,” he said, and then, “but not really. My parents sold me.”
She didn’t react to that news. She tugged the glove back on. “And you’re, what, sixteen?”
“Seventeen.”
“Do you want me to break you out?”
The question startled him, but in a good way. Warmth spread through him to the tips of his fingers. It was short-lived—an itch on his neck reminded him of his chains, and he tugged on the collar. “You can’t. They always know where I am.”
“What if we got that off of you?”
“Then you’d have done something I haven’t been able to. I’ve tried for months,” Benjamin said.
Her lips pursed. “I’ll give it a shot.”
Elise gestured to the floor, and Benjamin sat in front of the bed. He felt the mattress sink behind him as she took position at his back. Her left knee rested against his shoulder.
She tipped his head first to one side, and then the other, with a hand that was firm but gentle. Then she drew a slender-bladed dagger that had the mark of St. Benedict stamped near the handle. “Hold still,” she said. He barely breathed as she picked at the lock awkwardly with her left hand. “How did you know my name?”
“I know everything about you.”
Elise’s eyes flicked to his in the mirror. There was an edge to her that said maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t safe sitting between her knees. Her hand stilled for a moment. “Enlighten me.”
He gave a shuddering laugh. “Where should I start? Uh… God, I don’t know. Elise Kavanagh. You attended the University of Nevada. You worked for an accounting firm for a little while, until that argument with your boss. They still send you angry letters sometimes. You’ve got a tattoo on your hip—it’s this black thing you picked out of the artist’s flash because you felt like getting something done, and didn’t care what. I think it’s supposed to be a thorny flower or something. I never saw it too closely.”
She didn’t move. It was like she had become frozen.
“I don’t like to look at the private stuff,” he added, like that would help. “But I can’t always help it.”
It took her two tries to speak. “Mind witch?”
“Precognitive. Sometimes I have retrocognition, too, and it’s hard to tell which is which. The Union says it’s like the fourth dimension’s all rolled up and stuffed in my head.” Benjamin picked at the hole in the knee of his jeans. “I’ve been seeing you for years.”
Metal on metal gave a soft tink as she went back to picking the lock. “What else have you seen?”
“I know about Malcolm. I know about Anthony now—I’ve been seeing him all day. I also know about James.”
“And?”
She was pushing for a specific answer. Some people wanted to know their future when they found out what Benjamin could do, even though the Union forbade him from doing what they considered “petty fortune-telling.”
But he didn’t think that was what Elise wanted to know.
Benjamin reached up to touch her hand, hoping that it would soften the blow a little. “I know about the garden.”
The blade slipped. It nicked his neck.
He jumped to his feet and clapped a hand to the injury. Elise was frozen on the foot of the bed, and she seemed to have forgotten the knife in her hand.
The shower was the only sound that broke the silence for a long minute. When Elise found her voice, it was hoarse. “Nobody knows that.”
“I wish I didn’t,” Benjamin said. “I wish I didn’t know so much. Like, how Isaac gave you the swords for your seventh birthday. Falchions aren’t meant to be dual-wielded, but he didn’t want you to use a shield, so you got two of them. But that’s not what he meant, did he? He never wanted you to have an aspis—never wanted you to have James—and he’ll be angry when he finds out what’s happened to you. He will blame James.” Benjamin could already see it, as he had seen it a dozen times before. Red sky, red earth, her father so tall.
Elise seemed horrified. That was how they always looked.
He pushed on. “You really liked James’s aunt. When they killed her, you felt bad that you never told her that. But not for long. You didn’t feel anything for so long. The garden broke you and reformed you, like a cracked china doll. You don’t think you’ve been put together right. James agrees. He would never tell you that, but he agrees, and he fears for you—but sometimes he’s afraid of you, too. Anthony… well, he doesn’t know enough to fear.”
She got to her feet slowly. So slowly.
“That’s not true,” she said.
“Which part?”
“James isn’t afraid of me.”
He shouldn’t have said that. He changed the subject. “I know everything, so I know you want to know what happened to Michele Newcomb.”
“McIntyre did it.” Elise’s hand tightened on the dagger. “I found the evidence.”
“But that’s not the whole story. The thing is, Michele… I loved Michele.” His voice cracked. Benjamin didn’t bother trying to hide it. “She wanted to know the future, so I gave it to her. I told her what’s coming.”
“What’s coming?”
“No,” he said. “I can’t tell you that. I shouldn’t have told her, either. What’s coming is bad, it’s really bad, and Michele was really good. She wanted to stop it, and… it’s hard to explain why, but she thought that killing Lucas would prevent everything.” His gaze went distant as he recalled the vision. He had seen it as it happened. “She met him at his home. Dana was playing out back, and Leticia was in the kitchen. As soon as Lucas let her in, she…”
Benjamin shuddered. What details did Elise need? Did she need to know that Michele was a pyrokinetic witch, and that she tried to burn Lucas’s house down? Did she need to know that Lucas was so scared for his family that he pissed himself? Did she need to know the way he was pushed through a window, and how certain he was that he would die?
“Michele tried to kill him,” he finally said. “She almost did it.”
“So he killed her instead,” Elise said.
“Leticia shot,” Benjamin said, holding out a finger. The wife had come out of the kitchen with Lucas’s gun raised, her feet planted, her baby kicking a foot into her ribs. “Bang. Michele’s face went…” He sucked in a hard breath at the memory. “Michele didn’t die—so Lucas drew the knife. He couldn’t let her tell the Union what his wife tried to do.”
The shower shut off. Anthony would be out soon, so Benjamin hurried to finish.
“You have to understand, Elise—everything you think about your friend is true. Lucas is good. He’s so good, and the world needs him. But I made a mistake. I told Michele things she didn’t need to know, and it made good people have to kill another good person.” His hands were shaking. Tears burned hot down his cheeks. “If they took Lucas away, he would die. They would investigate and find the truth of the story, so Leticia would die, too. And their children would have no parents.”
Elise’s face had gone stony. “Why haven’t you told the Union this?”
“Because then they will want to know what I told Michele,” Benjamin said. “But I can’t tell them. They get pieces of it through this fucking collar, but not the whole story, and they can’t have it. Nobody can.” He could see the question in her eyes, so he said, “Not even you. And definitely not James.”
They stared at each other for a long, long time.
Benjamin wasn’t psychic, so he couldn’t tell what Elise was thinking. But he knew her well enough to guess. He had seen so much of her life, from the times her mother carried her as a fragile infant into Isaac’s battles, to the first time she held a knife, all the way through to the time she would die—not so far from where they stood in time. He had witnessed her first kiss and first heartbreak and first job out of college. He had seen her in the garden and watched her spill blood on the earth again and again and again.
He loved Elise, just as he had loved Michele. She had no secrets from him.
And he saw her considering the story. Trying to decide if he might lie. Hoping it was true, so that she could trust McIntyre again.
The bathroom door opened. Anthony emerged naked, with a towel wrapped low around his hips. When he realized he wasn’t alone, he went rigid. “What’s going on?”
“You,” Benjamin said. His eyelids drooped half-closed, and he took a deep breath in. Anthony had been flitting in and out of his mind for hours.
Anthony set a hand on the lamp, like he was thinking about attacking Benjamin. “Who is this?”
“A precog,” Elise said. “He sees the future.”
“You do?” A light sparked in Anthony’s gaze. “Really?”
“The Cubs will never win the World Series. But I don’t need to read the future to know that,” Benjamin said solemnly. It was his standard, half-joke response to someone announcing his special abilities.
“If you know that, then… what do you see for me?”
Benjamin almost felt bad for him. Almost. “You’re not in her future.”
Anthony looked like he’d been slapped.
“I’ll save McIntyre,” Elise told Benjamin, ignoring her boyfriend.
Of course she would. “The night guards switch at four in the morning,” Benjamin said. “I shouldn’t help you. Gary’s already going to be mad at me.”
She nodded slowly. “I understand.” Elise waved the knife at his collar. “I can’t open the lock. But you knew that.”
He smiled weakly. “Even when I know the truth, I still have hope.” He took a step toward Elise—he wanted to hug her and apologize for everything, especially the things she didn’t know yet—but she took a step away from him, shielded Anthony with her body, and raised the knife.
So much for hope.
“Thanks for telling me,” she said. Her voice was cold.
Benjamin opened the front door and gave her a small smile that wasn’t happy. “I’ll see you around, Elise.”


PART THREE
Hero


XIII
Elise waited outside the Union compound and watched the guards patrol the perimeter. Like Flynn promised, they changed shift at four o’clock. When the nearest kopis stopped to speak with his replacement, she used the opportunity to sneak inside.
She stayed low and beelined for the center of the compound. She avoided illuminated tents, ducked around shadows, and found McIntyre’s trailer guarded by the kopis named Boyd. He had a gun nestled under one arm, but his hands were occupied with a cup of coffee while he read a magazine. He clearly wasn’t expecting trouble. Not so deep in the compound, and not from the outside.
Elise crawled behind him and stood silently.
He hummed to himself, turned the page, and rocked gently back on his heels.
She slammed her fist into the back of his head.
It didn’t take much force to bounce the brain against the skull, and it dropped him in an instant. She snatched the gun out of the air before he hit the ground. His cup bounced with a hollow thunk and spilled coffee across the dirt.
Boyd didn’t get up.
A quick search of his pockets yielded zip ties, and she bound his wrists before dragging him into the shadow underneath the trailer.
Then she slipped inside.
McIntyre hadn’t been black-bagged again, but he was still naked and bound, and he slept upright against the wall. He stirred when she opened the door and light fell on his face.
He flinched. His eyes opened. They were puffy, swollen, and bloodshot. Two days of beard growth shadowed his face, and his lips were cracked. “Took you long enough,” he said.
Elise cut him free and helped him to his feet. “Let’s go. We don’t have long.”
“Is the Union letting me go?”
“No.” She peered around the door. Another kopis was passing, so she held out a hand to keep McIntyre from proceeding. She held her breath until he was gone.
“But you believe me,” he said.
Her lips tightened. “I found the Union earpiece in your house.” Before he could respond, she moved outside. Boyd groaned and shifted beneath them. “Okay—come on, let’s hurry.”
McIntyre hurried to keep up with her as she jogged down the path between trailers. His motions were stiff and sluggish. “I wasn’t—”
“No more lies,” Elise said, keeping her voice low. She crouched behind the corner of a tent. McIntyre followed suit. The kopis who had passed earlier wandered turned the bend, and as soon as his back disappeared, they followed. “It’s insulting. I know what you and Leticia did. Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”
“What, and let you give my pregnant wife over to the Union? I love her, Kavanagh. I would do anything for her.”
Elise swore under her breath. “You can’t think that I would turn your aspis over to the Union.”
“You’ve made it clear that you don’t think much of me, my wife, or our family. And you’ve got a sick sense of justice. You would give James to the Union if you thought he had done something worth it.”
Anger burned hot in her gut, but a light turned on in the tent beside them before she could argue. Voices murmured inside. Dawn was approaching, and the Union was starting to awaken.
One by one, lights turned on in the trailers and tents around them, and the distant noises of activity drifted over the compound. But their path was clear. She hurried away from the tent, and McIntyre followed closely.
She rounded the corner and came face-to-face with a line of kopides.
Each of them was armed with rifles, and each of them was aimed at Elise. Zettel stood in the back with his arms folded and a smug smile.
Elise scanned the guns, and she calculated.
She was fast, but not faster than a bullet. Certainly not faster than six bullets.
Slowly, she lifted her hands over her head.
“Tell me why the Warrens are empty this morning,” Zettel said.
Elise had just broken her friend out of custody, and he wanted to know where the demons were hiding? Interesting priorities. “Because the summit is over.”
“We’ve got another sixteen hours. There hasn’t been a single goddamn meeting.”
“Not that you’ve attended.”
Zettel’s eyes turned to slits. One of the armed kopides shifted uncomfortably, but he grew still at the commander’s hand on his shoulder. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Everything’s worked out, and it’s none of your business,” Elise said. “I’m taking McIntyre, and I’m leaving.”
“Hard to leave when you’ve got more holes in your chest than Swiss cheese.”
“Then shoot us,” McIntyre said.
Nobody moved.
“See, I don’t think you can,” he went on. “That’s not in the Union’s directive. We’re assets that HQ wants to control. I’ve got contact information for more than half of the current active kopides—that’s at least triple what you have.”
“Don’t flatter yourself. We don’t have authority to shoot most humans,” Zettel said. “But a murder suspect? His accomplice? We could shoot them. And you can see why trying to escape might make you look very guilty.”
Elise’s pulse hammered as scenarios whirled through her mind. The commander was closest—she could probably take him down before anyone fired, as long as she moved fast. But if she twitched, bullets would fly. Even if she didn’t get shot, McIntyre would drop.
A voice broke through the cool morning air.
“What are you doing?” Ramelan ambled over to study the situation. He was shadowed closely by Veronika, who looked about as interested in the armed men as she was in the dirt beneath her feet. She studied her fingernails. “This doesn’t look good.”
“We have it under control,” Zettel said stiffly.
“Oh?”
“We’re about to arrest both of them. Or shoot them. I haven’t decided.”
“Come now,” Ramelan said. “You know who she is. You know what she is. You can’t kill her. Have them drop their guns.” When Zettel didn’t speak, he lowered his voice, like he was soothing a rabid dog. “You have no evidence either of them killed the recruiter. There is no justice in this.”
“She did something,” Zettel said. “She drove off the infernal and ethereal delegations. I know she did it.”
Ramelan’s eyes met hers. There was understanding in them. “She did exactly what a greatest kopis is supposed to do.”
His words resonated through the encampment. One of the guns dropped, and then another, and another. Zettel didn’t try to stop them. Instead, he waved at the others, and they stood down.
“Are we finished?” Veronika asked with a sigh. “I have things to accomplish today.”
Ramelan shrugged. “That’s up to Gary.”
“HQ has given you ultimate authority,” Zettel said, like he was admitting something painful and unpleasant. “It’s your decision.”
“Excellent. Then we’ll be going. Elise?”
Ramelan walked them out of camp, and Zettel took one of the other kopis’s guns before following them. “You don’t need to do that,” Ramelan said.
“I’m not letting them out of my sight. Who knows who will show up dead next?” Zettel asked.
McIntyre teeth groaned as he gritted them. He wasn’t an angry guy—that was Elise’s job—but the Union had obviously earned his animosity. His entire body vibrated with angry tension. But he was too smart, too controlled, to lash out against Zettel.
They were just a few short feet from the perimeter. So close to freedom.
Elise barely breathed until they passed through the fencing, which hummed with electricity. Her shoulders relaxed as soon as they were on the other side.
She faced Zettel. He wasn’t following them.
“Let’s get out of here,” McIntyre said, but she didn’t immediately move.
“Wait—that kid. Benjamin Flynn.” Elise swallowed, and her throat felt like sandpaper. She didn’t ask favors well. “Let him go, Zettel.”
He waved the gun. “You’re done making demands. Get out of my sight.”
“This isn’t a demand. Consider it a… strong suggestion,” she said. Zettel didn’t waver. “Is the Union keeping slaves?”
“He’s here by parental consent.”
“He’s miserable.”
“Miserable? Miserable? Do you want to know what misery is?” Zettel pointed at his own throat. “Before we collared him, his parents were desperate. Their son was going crazy. He averaged four microseizures an hour, and two grand mal a day. No treatment worked—nothing but Union technology and the best magic our witches have. If he wasn’t with us, he might be brain dead by now. Is that misery?”
“So you’re keeping him against his will as a humanitarian gesture.”
“No,” Zettel said. “We’re keeping him because we need his prophecies. Nobody else approaches his precision. The things he knows… your selfish, petty mind can’t comprehend it. But what’s good for us is good for him.” He raised the gun again to aim it straight for her. “And like I said. You’re not in any place to make demands.”
McIntyre stepped in front of the gun. He didn’t have to say a word.
Zettel’s finger slipped over the trigger.
Ramelan put a hand on Zettel’s arm, but he addressed Elise directly. “He’s right. The world needs to know what Flynn knows.”
What did he know? The question nagged at her. What truth had Michele Newcomb thought to be worth killing a stranger? What would drive good people to murder?
“Let’s go,” she told McIntyre.
Zettel didn’t drop the gun until they were out of sight. Ramelan stayed with them well into the desert. “Thanks,” McIntyre said once they were clear of the perimeter.
Ramelan inclined his head. “You’re welcome. I was only a few minutes from staging a release, myself.”
“You know each other?” Elise asked.
McIntyre shrugged. “I know everyone.”
“Is it true, Elise?” Ramelan asked. “Is the summit over?” She nodded. “What’s the conclusion?”
“I’ve got everything under control.”
“Good.”
Ramelan stopped walking. Elise and McIntyre returned to Silver Wells together.
They reached town before the sun got too high, but she was still drenched in sweat by the end of their walk. He followed her to the motel.
She stopped him in the stairwell.
“I’m only going to say this once,” Elise said. “I believe what you and Leticia did was necessary. I would have stood with you against anything in defense of that. But you fucked me over. You fucked my boyfriend over. Next time you need help with something? Call a different number in your black book.”
She pounded up the stairs, leaving McIntyre alone at the bottom.


XIV
Elise watched from a nearby ridge as the Union prepared to leave. They did it slowly, one or two vehicles at a time—a large convoy would have been too conspicuous, especially passing through a city like Las Vegas. She absorbed as much information about their movements and possessions as she could. A lot of equipment was exposed as they tore down their tents, and even though she didn’t know what any of it was used for, she tried to memorize the shapes for later research.
It wouldn’t be the last time she saw them. She was certain of it. But next time they showed up, she would be ready.
They were gone before the sun broke over the horizon, leaving nothing behind but flattened dirt. She got up from the hill, dusted off her pants, and realized that she wasn’t alone.
Elise turned around slowly. There was a dark form silhouetted against the flaming orange sunrise. His feet were spread wide to distribute his weight, his hands were in a neutral position, and his center of balance was dropped low. Like he was about to explode into a flurry of motion.
Ramelan nodded with a look of admiration. It wasn’t sexual—it was purely professional. He had asked who was greatest. She promised they would fight. He was asking her to let him find out.
She nodded as she lifted her fists. Her hand was still broken, but it would have to be good enough.
They approached each other. He moved like a wildcat, with smooth motions that made every one of his well-cut muscles ripple. Ramelan was in his prime, and Elise could see the potential energy in every little movement.
She threw a punch, and he blocked it.
Both of them froze.
Did she let him block it, or was he faster than her? Would she have really hit him like that?
He kicked. She stepped out of the way.
Another strike, another dodge.
Gradually, they increased the pace of their blows. Dust kicked up beneath their feet. He swung, she ducked; he blocked her kick.
As they sped, the rhythm of flesh on flesh increased. They danced across the dry earth. Ramelan was fast—much faster than she was. And he had the advantage of weight, too. But she was smaller, and harder to reach, and she made sure to never stand where his blows landed.
He had obviously studied martial arts. Elise recognized the language of the forms. Some of those attacks were ones her father had used. He was probably a better fighter than she was.
But she had avoided dojos and black belts. Her skills were earned from years of killing—and Elise fought dirty.
She scuffed dirt in his face. He cried out.
By the time his vision cleared, she had darted around him and mounted his back.
Elise hooked her arm around his throat. He tried to duck his chin to keep her off of him, but it was too late. She tightened her muscles and held firm as he struggled to breathe.
He tried to unbalance her. Shake her off. It didn’t work; her hold was too good.
She rode him to the dirt without letting go. Ramelan choked and sputtered, weakening rapidly as she applied pressure to the major veins in his neck.
It took a long time, but he finally tapped her arm.
Elise released him.
She stood back as he gasped for air. Her clothes were covered in dust, her hand was aching, and she thought he might have cracked a rib. Ramelan had hit her much more than she had hit him. But she was the one standing, and he was the one on the ground.
Ramelan gave a choking laugh. “You did that to the last one, too. I read the book. I should have been ready for it.”
“My fight against the last greatest kopis is in a book?”
“In detail. It’s a matter of public record—anyone in Dis can read about it.” He sat up and dusted off his slacks. He seemed perfectly comfortable on the ground.
“What else do they say about me?”
“Very little.” He grinned. There was no anger or jealousy in him. “So you are the greatest. Still. After all these years.”
Of course she was. Elise didn’t think there was a kopis on the planet who could beat her. But it wasn’t a fair fight—she was Godslayer, she was legend, and the other kopides were only men. “Don’t tell anyone.”
“Why?”
“I don’t want the title back. I have enough titles.” He laughed and reached up a hand. She helped him to his feet. “You’re good, Ramelan. You deserve to be the greatest, and everything that comes with that.”
“You’re very kind, Elise.”
“And you’re the only one who thinks that.”
They walked back to Silver Wells together, enjoying the cool air of early morning in companionable silence. Elise realized about halfway back that they weren’t alone—they were shadowed by a figure on a distant hill, so far away that she was nothing but a black speck against brown. Ramelan would never truly be alone. Not with his nightmare bodyguard.
“Veronika will take me back to Dis after this,” he said, noticing the same thing Elise did. “The greatest kopis has responsibilities, and I’m beginning to think you were smart for avoiding them. I doubt we’ll see each other again.”
She chewed questions over in her mind, and settled on asking, “How are my parents? What have they been doing?”
“A lot. Isaac is a prominent and well-regarded figure throughout the city. Your mother handles humans in the great palace, and ensures visitors are comfortable and safe. It’s no small feat in Hell. You should be proud of them. They do God’s work in a godless land.”
“What will you tell them about me?”
He paused mid-step. Folded his arms. Considered the question.
“Nothing,” Ramelan said. “I didn’t see you here. Did I?”
She held out her left hand, and they shook.
“Thank you.”
They parted ways with no goodbyes.


XV
Anthony waited in the hotel room for Elise to return. When someone knocked at the door not long after sunrise, he was surprised to see McIntyre on the other side—mostly naked. “Can I borrow clothes?” the kopis asked. He had the decency to look embarrassed.
“What are you doing here? Elise said she got rid of you.”
“I don’t have any way to get home.”
Reluctantly, Anthony let him inside. “Let me grab my spare jeans. I just finished packing.”
He was thinner than McIntyre, so the clothes didn’t fit well, but it was better than letting him wander around in his boxers. Anthony let him use his electric razor, too. After a short shower, he almost looked human again.
“I want you guys to come to the hospital with me,” McIntyre said, helping Anthony repack his toiletries.
“Why?”
“Leticia will want to see you.”
“Yeah, but do you think Elise is going to want to see her?” Anthony asked.
“Not a fucking chance. She’ll be pissed I’m even here with you right now. But she’ll get over it.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Well, I hope she’ll get over it. Otherwise, I won’t have a ride back to Vegas.”
Anthony frowned. “You’ve known Elise for a while. Right?”
“A few years, yeah.”
“What’s her problem?”
McIntyre snorted. “You want that alphabetized?”
Before Anthony could respond, the door opened. Elise’s clothes were dusty and scuffed. She scowled at McIntyre, but didn’t seem surprised to see him with Anthony. “Let’s go,” she said. “I’m sick of this town.”
It was a quiet, uncomfortable drive back to Vegas.
Leticia was no longer in labor and delivery when they arrived at the hospital. It took Anthony almost fifteen minutes to talk Elise into going inside.
The nurse at the front desk checked McIntyre’s identification when he asked where his wife had gone, and then smiled. “They’re in the recovery room.”
McIntyre’s fists clenched on top of the counter. “Is she okay?”
“She’s just fine. They both are.”
The nurse gave them the room number, and they went upstairs to find Leticia.
Anthony had only been in hospitals for something bad before. His last visit had been to say goodbye to Betty’s body, and even though North Vista Hospital was nothing like St. Mary’s in Reno, going up the elevator brought a new swell of grief crashing over him.
He drew in a shuddering breath. Elise shot a look at him. Her expression was blank, as always, but he was certain she was judging him.
The elevator chimed. The doors opened.
Leticia was in the room at the end of the hall. McIntyre made sure they all sanitized their hands before going inside.
The curtains were closed to block out the brutal Las Vegas sun. Leticia’s face was puffy and red in the fluorescent lights. Her faded pink hair stuck to her greasy forehead. Dark bags shadowed her eyes. She didn’t look like a killer—she looked like she was half-dead. But she smiled to see McIntyre, and when he sank to the bed at her side, his look said that he thought she was beautiful. His attention was fleeting—once he saw the bundle of blankets in his wife’s arms, he only had eyes for the baby.
It was a private moment, and Anthony didn’t know them nearly well enough to be there. Of course, Elise did know them well enough, and she still had the frightened appearance of an animal who wanted to flee. She hadn’t even stepped through the doorway.
“Took you long enough to get here,” Leticia said, kissing McIntyre.
“Sorry. I got held up.” When his wife gave him a Look, he just shook his head. He couldn’t stop grinning at the baby. “I’ll tell you later.”
“We should get going,” Anthony said.
Leticia turned her exhausted stare on them. “Don’t you dare. Come meet the new family member.” Elise edged toward the door, but the witch wasn’t having any of it. “Now, ma’am. Move it.”
Anthony had a lot of cousins, and just as many nieces and nephews. Babies were nothing new to him. He thought that they were all the same at birth—like tiny, angry old men. The McIntyre baby was no different. It was much smaller than his cousins had been, and attached to an oxygen machine by a nasal cannula. The fist that stuck out of the blankets could have belonged to a doll. An ugly, wrinkly doll.
“Beautiful,” he said, because he learned that his actual opinion wasn’t welcome after Aunt Graciela gave birth to a creature resembling President Roosevelt. “What’s with the nose thing? Is she okay?”
“Just fine,” Leticia said. “A little early, but they said she can breathe on her own soon.”
“Where’s Dana?” Elise asked from six feet back.
“She’s been with grandma and grandpa all week. Come on, Debora’s not going to bite. Not you, anyway.”
Elise shuffled a little closer, just near enough that she could peer at the newborn over Anthony’s shoulder.
He waited for a reaction. She had never shown any indication of maternal instinct before—in fact, she referred to students of James’s preschool dance classes with flattering names like “snot face”—but women always melted over babies. It was a girl thing. There was no way she could resist.
Her brow pinched. “Nice,” she said emotionlessly.
Leticia gave McIntyre an exasperated glance, and he laughed. He sounded a little giddy. “Don’t look at me, Tish. I don’t know what you expected.”
“Here, Elise. Hold her,” Leticia said. “I need to use the bathroom.”
The shock on Elise’s face made the entire trip to Las Vegas and Silver Wells worth it. “No way. I’m not going to—”
But Leticia had already shoved the bundle of blankets into the kopis’s arms and struggled to her feet with her husband’s help. She hung onto her IV pole as she hobbled toward the bathroom with a groan. “Remind me why I did this?” she muttered.
“Masochism and a broken condom,” McIntyre said.
“Yeah, right. That.”
They both went in the bathroom and shut the door behind them. Elise held Debora away from her body, as though the baby was a grenade with the pin removed. The cannula wasn’t the only thing attached to the tiny infant. A feeding tube led into her mouth, too. It forced Elise to stand awkwardly beside the incubator.
“Take it,” Elise said. “Put it in the plastic cage thing.”
Anthony grinned. “Why? Scared of a preemie?”
“It feels like a marshmallow. I’m going to break it.”
“Aunt Graciela says babies are rubber, not glass,” he said. “Trust me, you can’t break her. Not even a preemie. I’ve dropped all of my cousins at least once and they’re still running around.” He angled himself behind her back so he could shift her arms into a more comfortable position. “Head in your elbow, arm under the butt—”
Elise grimaced at him. “She smells.”
“You can handle it. I have faith in you.” He circled his arms around her and made adjustments until it almost looked like she was comfortable holding the baby. It was like positioning a mannequin—she was completely rigid. He hugged Elise’s shoulders in one arm as he stroked a finger over the baby’s wrinkled fist. Debora’s face scrunched tighter in sleep. Her lips smacked.
He expected Elise to soften once they were cozy, but she remained stiff. How could she feel nothing toward such a helpless little creature? Why couldn’t she do anything normally?
“Okay. I held it. I’m done,” she said.
“Enjoy the moment.” Anthony’s voice had a slight edge. “You did a good thing. McIntyre is only here to see his daughter because of you. Don’t you feel proud?”
“The baby had nothing to do with it.”
“They seriously owe you for this. I know that if you were having a baby and I was arrested—”
“Anthony.”
“—it would mean a lot—”
“Anthony.” She stepped away from him and turned around. Even with the baby settled against her chest, she didn’t look like the kind of person who should be allowed to hold an infant. Her expression was pained. “I’m never going to have children. I can’t.”
It took a moment for her words to sink in.
I’m never going to have children.


Elise had told him that before, but he assumed it was just stubbornness talking. She had never said it was because she couldn’t.
“You… can’t?”
The bathroom door opened. McIntyre helped Leticia into bed again, and then took his baby from a grateful Elise. “Hey, beautiful,” he murmured at the wrinkled newborn.
Anthony felt numb.
“We need to get to the airport,” Elise said, composed once more.
“Thank you. For everything. We’ll come visit you and James once I’m back on my feet,” Leticia said. “Save some couch space for us. A lot of couch space, actually. Our family’s growing.”
Elise grimaced. “Yeah. Okay. We’ll do that.”
She shook hands with McIntyre somewhat stiffly. Leticia insisted on kissing Anthony’s cheek.
They left the hospital and didn’t talk all the way back to Reno.
There were three messages waiting on Elise’s answering service when they returned to Reno. The first was a rather optimistic update from James, who was letting her know that his flight would be late—not that she was planning on seeing him when he returned—and the second message was six seconds of silence, followed by a click.
The third message had been left just a few minutes earlier. Elise couldn’t understand the first thing the caller whispered, but what she did make out was chilling: “He’s back.” Neuma’s voice was muffled. Judging by the sound of rubbing cloth, the phone must have been in her pocket. “Please, Elise—he’s back. He’s got the club.”
And then it cut off.
Elise considered the phone in her hand. Neuma had known it was coming. She had asked for help, and Elise had refused. Her choice had left the casino and the gate beneath it exposed to attack.
Guilt wasn’t productive. She took a deep breath and went into the bedroom. Anthony dumped the contents of their backpack on the floor before tossing the empty bag in the closet. It was his idea of organization.
“Feel like beating up some demons?” Elise asked as she donned her spine sheath and twin falchions.
“You have no idea.” His words smoldered with unvoiced anger.
Since their new apartment was so close to Craven’s, Elise didn’t even bother concealing her weapons before going out. They jogged through an alley, took the back entrance to the casino, and sneaked downstairs.
Eloquent Blood was full for a Sunday night, but not because of partiers. There wasn’t a single human on the premises. The floor was packed with demons—every single one an employee of Craven’s, which was dark and empty upstairs. They cowered in a cluster on the dance floor.
Elise studied the situation from the spotlight scaffolding. There was an ugly demon on the stage, leather-skinned and clawed, and he wore a crown of iron spikes. It had to be Zohak.
Neuma stood beside him, eyes lowered, legs bloodied, and a tray of drinks in her hands. He had been snacking on her again.
“If I jumped to the next scaffold, I’d be in range for a clear shot,” Anthony whispered, pulling the shotgun from his scabbard.
It was tempting. But shooting the leader would leave the employees at the mercy of his minions, who were positioned around the room with blunt swords. Zohak’s legion was populated by hunch-backed creatures that would never pass for human. Elise recognized them as a breed of lesser fiend—not quite as strong or sturdy as the ones she had fought in the spring, but a little smarter, which made them a dozen times deadlier.
One of his fiends climbed on stage. It spoke in the demon tongue.
Zohak grabbed Neuma’s wrist. “They tell me there is no sign of the Night Hag in the Warrens,” he growled in a guttural, thickly-accented voice. He obviously hadn’t been on Earth for long.
“I told you, she’s out for the week,” Neuma said, her voice high and panicked. “She’s visiting the San Francisco territory.”
“But she has left behind no army. Not a single daimarachnid. I think you are lying to me, succubus.” He used her arm to jerk her down to his level. His rubbery lips were already stained with blood. “Lies make me hungry.”
Elise hurried across the scaffolds and silently dropped backstage, concealed behind heavy black drapes. Anthony followed.
A fiend was positioned to protect Zohak’s back, but it faced the wrong direction. She slipped behind it, slit its throat with a dagger, and dropped it off the back of the stage before anyone could hear the gurgles.
It left nothing between her and Zohak—nothing but the curtain and six feet of stage.
Elise drew one sword with her good hand, and glanced over her shoulder to make sure Anthony was in position. He jacked a round into the shotgun’s chamber.
Sometimes, it was important to make an impression.
She stepped from behind the curtains.
“Elise!” Neuma squealed, and the demon-king turned.
Before Zohak had a chance to react, Elise jumped. She knocked him to the stage and kneeled on his throat.
Someone in the crowd screamed with surprise. The fiends lifted their swords and stepped forward, but she pressed the point of one falchion to the demon-king’s chest. “Stop,” she said, and they froze. “Get out. All of you.”
“Or what?” Zohak asked.
She leaned more of her weight on his throat, and he gagged. “Or I will kill you and every one of your followers.” His eyes flashed with anger. She pressed harder, and the anger turned into a hint of panic.
He couldn’t speak to give orders, but he nodded and wiggled a finger. The fiends scattered.
Zohak kept gesturing. “I think he wants to talk,” Anthony said, standing at the edge of the stage with his shotgun aimed at the nearest fiend.
She lifted her weight. Not much—not enough for him to break free—but to the point where he could gasp a breath of air. “Who in the seven hells are you?” Zohak squeezed out.
“I’m Elise,” she said. “And this is my city.”
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