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For Lord and Master Deb, who will never be able to read this book.
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PART ONE
The Garden


0
Colorado – April 1993


Landon checked his watch again. Six fifty-eight in the evening—almost time.
He forced his aching body out of the lawn chair, pressed his hands against his lower back, and leaned his pelvis forward until his spine popped. A satisfied groan rumbled through his chest.
“Need a better chair,” he muttered.
There wasn’t much of a chance that this would be the night that James Faulkner returned, after two months’ worth of nights, so Landon was eager to escape the musty old cave and return to his wife on the surface.
In the seven weeks that had elapsed since James stepped through the door, things had been pretty quiet among the coven. The esbats had been uneventful. The witches noticed that James was missing, but their worries were easy to dismiss.
Hannah was the only problem. Hardly a day passed without her calling to demand to speak to James, no matter how many times Landon told her that he was on a business trip and unreachable. It wasn’t even a lie, really, although it was a serious understatement of the gravity of the situation. Regardless, Hannah didn’t believe him. There were reasons that she had been kicked out of the coven, and her ham-handed attempts at “magic” were only part of it.
Clouds of dust billowed through the air when Landon moved the lawn chair to its usual resting place in the back corner. He dissolved into a coughing fit.
Maybe Holly was right—maybe it was time to give the chamber the thorough washing it had probably needed for two or three generations. But Landon rejected the thought as soon as he had it. Cleaning the cave would mean spending far more time around that blasted door, and a few minutes a night was far more than enough for his tastes.
The door was an ancient marble monstrosity with black lines carved into the frame. The silver handle emanated a distinct sense of unwelcome, so Landon avoided touching it. The cave was meant to be a ritual space, with the door acting as a source of power, but he had never used it for that purpose. Frankly, he wouldn’t have even if he could.
But he hovered a hand over the silver lever for a moment tonight, tempted to open the door and see what was taking James so long.
It wasn’t a very strong temptation.
He jammed his hands back into his pockets and backed away again.
His watch beeped. Seven o’clock.
As usual, silver-gray light appeared around the edge of the door. Landon put on a pair of aviators.
Through the sunglasses, he could see all of the ethereal lettering around the door illuminate. It sparkled as though stars were trapped within the frame, though Landon suspected that what waited on the other side was far less romantic than that.
Come on, he thought, glancing at his watch. As soon as sixty seconds passed, the light would fade, silence would fill the cavern, and he could go eat supper.
But a minute passed, and then two.
The light only grew brighter.
The door swung open, pouring gray light over Landon. A human figure stood silhouetted in the arch, and Landon took a step backwards before he remembered that he was meant to be the door’s steward, for better or for worse. He gathered what little courage he had and stood strong.
“It’s just the boy,” he muttered as the shape approached, growing larger with every step. “It’s just the boy.”
The silhouette resolved into a familiar figure. He was over six feet tall with the lean, muscular body of a dancer. Black hair shaded his eyes. There wasn’t a hint of beard growth on his jaw, even though he couldn’t have used a razor in a long time.
His shadow rippled as he entered the cave and the door slammed shut behind him. All of the light vanished.
James Faulkner had come home.
Landon’s face relaxed into a smile as he extended his arms. “Welcome back,” he said warmly. “We’ve missed you.”
James took two steps before collapsing. He spilled to the ground bonelessly, and the sound of his head connecting with the ground made Landon wince.
“Careful, there. You’ve been out of it for quite some time now.” Landon grabbed a blanket out of the corner, tossing it over the young witch’s shoulders. James’s flesh was soaked with sweat and softer than an infant’s. He steamed faintly in the cool air of the cave.
Shivers wracked his body. He curled his knees to his chest. “What…who…?” His teeth were chattering too hard for him to speak. James gripped his chest, and Landon pushed his hand gently aside to see a healing wound over one breast in the shape of a star. It looked like a brand—nothing that a couple of well-crafted poultices couldn’t help.
Landon rubbed his shoulders through the blanket. “Give yourself a few minutes. Deep breaths. You’re all right.”
James tried to get to his knees and fell again, this time face-first on the ground. Landon adjusted the blanket to keep him covered. He hesitated when he saw the boy’s back.
Deep red gashes marked the skin between his shoulder blades, like fresh orifices were forming there, glossy and red and struggling to heal. Bone peeked through the slices, but the wounds weren’t bleeding. It would take much more than poultices to fix that up.
“You’re all right,” Landon repeated, pulling the blanket to cover the swollen gashes.
“Where—where am I?”
“This is the basement under my house. You departed from here. Remember?”
His brow creased. “No, I don’t…” He shivered again, and he bowed his head to his knees to ride it out. Landon didn’t know what to do but keep rubbing James’s shoulders and wait until he was calm enough to go upstairs.
But James didn’t calm down. The shivers kept building until they were almost a seizure. His face was screwed up with pain.
Landon stepped to the mouth of the stairs, leaning through the door. “Holly! Get down here, and bring my satchel!”
“Landon,” James said.
He kneeled beside him again. “Yes, son?”
James reached up to grab Landon’s shirt, dragging his face down. “What the hell has happened to me?” James’s voice shook with the effort it took to speak. The words were as ragged as his changed back, as though he had never spoken before in his life.
But it wasn’t the gashes or the tremulous voice that gave Landon pause.
James Faulkner’s eyes were a very bright shade of blue.
“Ah,” Landon said. “So it’s done.”


PART TWO
The Haven


I
California - May 2010


Conan O’Brien cracked a bad joke on TV. The audience’s responding laughter was shrill, harpy-like, almost screaming. Hannah wanted to throw the remote through the screen. But late night programming was the only thing had kept her son quiet lately, and she couldn’t afford to replace the television, so she only dug her fingernails into her palms, gritted her teeth, and tolerated it.
Spring in Half Moon Bay smelled like saltwater and seaweed. The steely ocean rippled outside her window, unsettled by a coming storm, and the wind was just on the wrong side of cold. Hannah didn’t close the guesthouse’s window. She hadn’t been in Hell for months, but she still hungered for cool, moist air.
Another joke, more shrill laughter. Her nails dug into her hand.
“What do you want for dinner?” she asked.
Nathaniel didn’t respond.
She stepped into the kitchen. In the refrigerator, she had an open box of baking soda, half a liter of milk, a few slices of bread. The coven would have plenty of food if she wanted it—they were only a phone call away. But admitting that they had burned through Hannah’s paltry savings was more than she could handle.
Hannah braced her hands on the granite counter and let her head hang between her shoulders. She could see a sliver of the television screen through the doorway. Conan O’Brien was dancing. The audience roared, but Nathaniel’s expression never changed. He had spent all night, every night, sitting in that same position. The couch had all but molded around his body now.
Zoning out was still better than what he had been doing with his days.
The phone rang, startling Hannah.
“Phone, Mom,” Nathaniel said without looking up.
A corded handset was mounted next to the refrigerator. She pulled it into to the dining room. The table was covered in books, papers, stones, crystals, pens, candles—everything a growing witch needed to cast magic.
She pressed the phone to her ear. “Hello?”
“It’s me, Hannah,” replied a man, whose voice she recognized.
She let out a breath that she hadn’t realized she was holding. Hannah hadn’t heard from James Faulkner, her former fiancé and father of her son, since she had left him in the City of Dis last December. After so long without word, she had started to think he must have been dead.
There was a time when Hannah had fantasized about James getting killed—the times when she had been trapped at home with Nathaniel when he was a raging toddler, and James was off saving the world. But Nathaniel wasn’t a child anymore. He was an almost-teenaged witch who was drawing runes in his own blood. The idea of losing James—maybe the only witch powerful enough to control Nathaniel—had been haunting her for weeks.
“Where are you?” she asked in a low voice, gripping the receiver in both hands until the plastic creaked. “I thought you were going to contact us as soon as you got back.”
“You need to meet me at Pamela’s old house in one week. We’re going to go to the Haven.”
Hannah glanced at the wall calendar. Below the picture of an ocean sunrise, Nathaniel had been crossing off days. One week would be the end of the month.
Swallowing down the last vestiges of her shriveled pride, Hannah asked, “Could you meet us here instead?”
“I won’t be available for another week.”
“Why?”
“Because,” James said, “I’m about to be arrested by the Union.”
The phone slipped an inch before Hannah realized that her fingers had gone slack. She caught it, put it back up to her ear, and leaned around the doorway. Nathaniel was still transfixed. She whispered anyway. “Arrested? For what?”
“That’s not important. They won’t keep me for long. My parents have agreed to hide you, and they won’t tell Landon you’ve returned. Don’t worry about it.”
“I’m not worried about it for me. I’m worrying for Nathaniel.”
He sighed. “Yes. I am, too.”
The silence between them carried a lifetime of secrets. Hannah had a thousand questions, but nothing to say—not over the phone. She didn’t even know where to begin. Thoughts of archangels, conspiracies, and deicide vanished as quickly as they occurred to her. She shut her eyes. Pressed her forehead against the wall.
“Here’s the thing, James: I don’t have any money left. I can’t afford to go to Colorado.” It was physically painful to confess that aloud. “And don’t tell me to ask the coven here for help.”
“I wasn’t planning on it. It’s not necessary anyway—I’ve added you to my bank account. You’ll be able to withdraw whatever you need from the local branch. But move quickly; my transactions are likely to be monitored, and they’ll be looking for you.”
“Who?” she asked.
James gave a low, mirthless chuckle. “Everyone.”
“This week is going to be bad. Isn’t it?”
“Very bad. But after that, you’ll be safe. You and Nathaniel. You’ll never have to worry again—not about money, your safety, or any covens. I promise you that.”
“You’ve made promises before,” Hannah said. The laughter from the living room abruptly stopped as Nathaniel turned off the TV. She was out of time for questions. “I’ll see you in Colorado.”
She hung up the phone.


II
Fallon, NV


It was doomed to be a routine patrol from the start. After a few shootouts with stubborn old people, the last of the stragglers had finally allowed themselves to be ousted from Fallon’s ruins weeks earlier. There weren’t any demons left, either. The Union only sent patrols through town for appearances—just a friendly reminder that they were still in control of the region.
Boring as it was, Zane St. Vil found ways to enjoy the posting. He had fun walking between the empty buildings on the main road through Fallon, which was hardly big enough to be called a street, much less a main street. The evacuation had left behind a ghost town. The silence was kind of creepy. But it meant that nobody would know when Zane shot out a window or three.
He popped off a few rounds at the Long John Silver’s on the corner and was rewarded with the sound of shattering glass. “Blam, motherfucker,” he said. His boots ground against broken asphalt as he marched closer.
The neon sign over the door was still working—this was one of the few buildings that seemed to have power these days.
Zane took aim at the sign. Another bang, and half of the lights went dark.
He was already mentally drafting the explanation he would give for his emptied magazine back at the base. I saw a shadow move. I was trying to flush out nightmares. Didn’t matter how legit the excuse was. Nobody cared as long as it filled the forms on the paperwork.
“Suck it,” he said, finishing off the last of the fluorescents.
An SUV stopped at the corner. “What are you doing?” asked Spencer, hanging his head out the driver’s side door. He was way too fat to walk on his patrol. Lazy bastard.
“Shadows,” Zane said, not that he owed Spencer any explanations.
“Where’s your vehicle?”
He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “That way. Ajax and I split up so I could check downtown while he did the farms. You know how bad they were at the Lattin place.”
Spencer still looked suspicious, but what was the fat fuck going to do to him? Run him down? Zane would have paid more than the cost of a blowie on Fourth Street to watch Spencer try to kick that blubber into high gear.
“We’re moving to check the next sector in twenty,” Spencer finally said. “Don’t take long.”
“Right. I’m just going to look at the bar a block over.” Zane was pretty sure he hadn’t done any target shooting at that one yet, and he still had some testosterone to kill before going back to the boring hellhole that was the Union base.
“Don’t forget to turn your earpiece on.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
Zane followed one of the roads past the fast food joint until Spencer was out of sight. The bar was a big brick building on the corner. He had noticed the week before that it still had most of its windows intact—for now.
The moon was as bright as a spotlight that night, and it turned all of the buildings on the street into looming silhouettes. Zane hadn’t been lying about how dark the shadows were. The only reason that the darkness wasn’t infested with nightmares was that they knew to stay out of the Union’s way.
Another SUV rolled down the street. Zane waited for it to pass before facing the bar’s windows.
Zane tried to envision demons standing on the other side of the dark windows. He recalled the satisfaction of mowing down the demons in downtown Reno over Christmas. That mess with the mother of all demons—and the violence it had justified—had definitely been the highlight of his short career with the Union.
“Die, you ugly taint-lickers,” he said, finger tensing to fire.
A light turned on in one of the hotel rooms over the bar.
He jerked the barrel of the gun up at the last moment. Only a stroke of instinct kept him from shooting.
The light flickered like an oil lamp. It was a contained flame, not an electrical fire.
Someone was in the hotel.
Zane slapped a hand to his earpiece. He had turned it off so that he wouldn’t have to hear Spencer’s inane back-and-forth with the guys at the base, and now it beeped as it searched for the channel.
It couldn’t seem to connect, which meant that he was alone for the moment. Nobody to watch over his shoulder, nobody to ask why he was discharging his firearm so much.
Excitement thrilled through his gut.
Spencer kicked in the front door. The bar was empty inside. Fallon had only been evacuated for a few weeks, but it didn’t take long for the desert to start reclaiming a town; a good windstorm had blown through the week before, and there was a layer of dirt over the mirror. The tables were covered in a thick layer of dust, insulating the sound of his movements so that the creaks and scrapes fell flat on the air.
He touched the flashlight mounted at his shoulder, and brilliant blue light washed over the tables. As he moved through the room, deep shadows mirrored him, taking lefts as he took rights. His lamp looked like a shining star in the smudged mirror.
Zane stopped by the bar. There were handprints on it, like someone had braced themselves to jump over the back.
Fresh handprints.
He restarted his earpiece, but he still only got the beep, indicating that it couldn’t find a channel. Not that he needed a fatty like Spencer backing him up. The guy would be a liability anyway. But having support from the base on hand—that was sounding better and better.
Keeping an eye out for more signs of life, he moved deeper into the bar. Banks of electronic slot machines stood in rows two deep near the back wall. The blank screens looked like vacant eye sockets.
Only a glint of light on metal made Spencer realize that there were stairs hidden behind the slots.
The steps creaked as he mounted them. The yellow, peeling wallpaper on the second floor looked like it hadn’t been updated since about 1976, and was almost the same shade as the recycled casino carpet.
Zane stepped onto the second floor. His earpiece stopped beeping.
He plucked it out of his ear and pummeled the power button a few times. The light wasn’t even coming on now. Dead battery?
The flashlight mounted on his chest failed only seconds later. The shadows of the hallway consumed him.
When the mother of all demons had been attacking Reno, that kind of darkness had meant that someone was about to die an ugly death. That bitch was dead—but maybe some of her followers weren’t. And HQ had made it clear that demons were fair game.
“Gonna be some good shooting tonight,” Zane whispered, dropping the earpiece into his pocket.
He stepped down the hall, rolling along the carpet heel-to-toe so that his feet didn’t make a sound.
Which hotel room had the light been coming from? It had been one of the rooms facing the street, but he hadn’t thought to count windows to help him locate it once inside. The hotel room doors were cracked open. No sign of the flickering firelight remained.
Zane nudged open one door at a time. All of the tobacco-stained rooms were identical: double beds with hard mattresses, ancient televisions, dusty curtains.
Then he entered the room five doors down from the stairs, and his mouth dropped open.
The mattress had been propped against the window, but it had slipped a few inches, which was why Zane had glimpsed the light. All of the other furniture was piled in one corner to bare the floor. A brown, crusty fluid had been smeared on the walls, too. Zane couldn’t tell if it was blood or shit.
A circle had been burned into the carpet, and dozens of melted tapers were welded to the floor with cooling wax. Some of them still trailed wisps of smoke.
He kneeled next to the circle. A spiral notebook had been left next to one of the candles, and Zane nudged it open with a knuckle. Each page was covered by runes drawn in ballpoint pen. A single brown thumbprint had soaked through the last few pages.
A photo was tucked inside the back cover, which showed a smiling couple at a vineyard, glasses of wine in hand. The man had black hair, blue eyes, a strong jaw, glasses. The woman was a redhead with a great rack.
So which of them had left behind such a mess?
Zane slipped the photo into his back pocket as he continued flipping through the notebook. Many of the symbols that were painted on the wall were also drawn on the pages. He’d take it back to base—might be interesting to the witches there.
The door behind him creaked. Zane spun, raising the gun, and found a man standing in the doorway.
The witch had found him.
His finger twitched. A gunshot ripped through the air, and gray light flared.
Zane hit the floor, unconscious.
James Faulkner had been shot. He twisted his arm around to inspect the damage and found a stripe of brilliant red on his deltoid, where he had been grazed. The matching impact site left an inch-wide hole on the door behind him. The hotel room had taken the brunt of the damage, but damn did that wound sting.
When James had decided to lure a Union recruit to his room in Fallon, he hadn’t planned to end up on the wrong side of a gun. But he seemed to have accidentally picked a guy with a quick trigger finger and nerves of pudding. James was probably lucky that he had only been hit once before knocking him out.
Leaving the unconscious body on his floor, James stepped into the bathroom. It was the only part of the hotel room where he could have lights without risking discovery, so it had become his makeshift study. The bathtub had been converted into a cauldron; spells he had already performed waited for the right moon phase on the countertop.
Two of the other bullets that the kopis had fired were embedded in the plaster behind the showerhead. A third had shattered an empty glass on the counter.
He sat on the edge of the tub and fished a corked phial out of the water. It was filled with a gelatinous silver paste, which he smeared over the flesh wound on his arm. The paste worked quickly. By the time he had finished covering the wound, the redness was already fading.
James returned to the man unconscious on his floor. The healing wound barely ached as he pushed the kopis over to take the photo out of his back pocket.
He smoothed the picture over his knee. Cramming it into a pocket had bent the corner, leaving a line down Elise’s forehead that split her face in half. James crumpled the other side in his fist—the side that he was on.
The kopis stirred. James tucked the picture into his notebook again and drew a knife.
According to the badge on his chest, James’s new friend was named Zane St. Vil. There was a camera mounted on his shoulder rig. James cut it off and set it on top of the mattress. He checked the angle to make sure that it would take in the entire circle of power, then began arranging the items for his final ritual.
Five months of isolation. Five months of working on new magic that exploited gaps left behind by the failure of the Treaty of Dis.
He was ready.
St. Vil’s eyelids fluttered open. “Where…?”
“Quiet,” James said. “This won’t take long.”
“I’ll kill you,” St. Vil croaked.
James shoved his magic into the quartz crystal at the center of the circle, allowing electricity to return to the hotel room.
The battery-powered lantern on the dresser fizzed to life. Yellow light washed over the circle. And a tiny red LED illuminated on the side of the Union-issue camera.
He waited until the light began blinking. Then he cut St. Vil’s face. The blade was sharp; all it took was a flick of his wrist to make dark red blood well to the surface. St. Vil twisted away, but not before James had collected several drops in a shallow bowl.
James fixed his gaze on the Union camera, imagining the audience that would be watching: the commander that had taken over the Fallon base, some witches, security personnel. And, hopefully, Union HQ in Montana.
“Come and get me,” he said.
He removed his magic from the crystal, and the electricity died once more.
James mixed a phial of potion with St. Vil’s blood. It formed a brown, sludgy ink that hummed with power—and it was like the bullet he needed to fill the last chamber of a gun.
While St. Vil continued to groan on the floor, James inked a symbol on a bare patch of skin near his ankle. It wouldn’t be long before the Union arrived to arrest him—about five minutes, if his estimates were correct—but he didn’t dare rush the mark. Every millimeter of every line needed to be drawn precisely. There was no room for mistakes.
St. Vil finally managed to stagger to his feet. The spell should have knocked the man unconscious for sixteen hours or so; the fact that he was attempting to stand at all was incredible.
But he failed in his attempt nonetheless.
James stepped forward in time to catch the kopis before he hit the ground. “Relax,” James said as St. Vil struggled weakly. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
“You cut me!” he said, swinging his fists. It was a clumsy attempt at an attack, but the blow to James’s shoulder still hurt—he had hit the healing bullet wound.
James grunted and forced the man to the floor. “I’m conserving my energy,” he said, leaning his forearm into St. Vil’s throat. “That means I won’t knock you out with magic again, but if you keep trying to attack me, I will stab you. Do you understand?”
There was no understanding in St. Vil’s animal eyes. Only anger. But he nodded.
Slowly, James eased up, then stepped back to the ink made of St. Vil’s blood. He picked up the bowl.
Weight crashed into James’s back, shoving him against the mattress.
St. Vil had gotten up. Damn kopides and their fast healing.
He drove an elbow into St. Vil’s gut. The man had abs of iron; it was about as effective as elbowing a particularly stubborn rhino.
An arm snaked around his neck, forcing his chin back. St. Vil twisted James’s wrist behind his back.
“You’re making a mistake,” James said, trying to remain as calm as he possibly could while in a headlock. St. Vil only laughed. It was a low, desperate sound. “You have three seconds to release me. This is your last warning.”
St. Vil dragged him away from the wall, scooping his gun off the floor and jamming it into the small of James’s back.
“You fucking cut me,” St. Vil breathed into his ear. “Maybe I should just shoot you now.”
James touched his own wrist. He couldn’t remember which symbol he had drawn there, but he could only hope that it was powerful. And if it just so happened to be deadly…well, he had tried to warn St. Vil.
He spoke a word of power. Magic flamed at his wrist.
The entire wall of the hotel vanished.
Spencer Wallace’s earpiece beeped. It had lost signal.
He stopped the SUV to inspect his earpiece. No matter how many channels he switched, he couldn’t reach the base again.
“Strange,” he muttered, keeping one eye on the street as he toggled the power another seven or eight times. Nothing happened, so he tossed the earpiece onto the dashboard. “Hey, Dante, are you getting anything on the main channels?”
“I dunno,” said the witch in the back, who was playing with his cell phone. Personal electronics weren’t allowed on patrol—or anywhere on a Union base, for that matter—but contraband had a way of sneaking in anyway.
“Turn on your earpiece. See if you can find a signal.”
“You’re not the boss of me, bro,” Dante said.
Ah, the witticisms. The Union had only recruited the best when they picked up Dante Reyes, that was for certain.
“Dude, look at this.” Dante turned the phone around, flashing a photo of a girl squeezing her breasts together at Spencer. “Girlfriend just sent this to me from Tijuana. Look at those tan lines, am I right? Don’t you just want to stick your tongue between those titties?”
Spencer swatted Dante’s hands away. “Check your goddamn earpiece.”
The witch made an obscene gesture at him, but flicked the button on his headset anyway. “I’ve just got the error noise. We must have lost a tower.”
They were almost done sweeping Fallon, but there was no way Spencer would finish the rounds without a direct line to control. Violating line 16c in the recruit’s guidebook was like begging for toilet-scrubbing duty. Besides, he was sick of Dante jacking off in the backseat.
“I’m heading back,” Spencer said.
Dante grunted with disinterest. “What about Zane? Shouldn’t we pick him up?”
“Maybe,” Spencer said, mentally calculating the distance to base. How long would it take for them to realize that they had lost contact?
They could pick Zane up, as long as they were quick about it.
He turned on the hood-mounted spotlights as he crept toward the bar. It was a warehouse-sized brick box at the next intersection, monolithic in the darkness of the night. His lights fell on the dusty windows.
The screen of the GPS navigator fuzzed, and the earpiece’s beeping cut off.
Frowning, Spencer rapped a knuckle on the screen. “Hey, Dante,” he began.
The wall of the bar exploded onto the street.
The blast rocked the SUV, making the suspension squeal. Half of a brick smashed into the windshield. Glass sagged toward Spencer’s face.
Another explosion. The south half of the building collapsed with a roar of shattering brick, and Spencer thought he heard gunfire. Dust billowed over the road.
Dante was out of the SUV in an instant, his girlfriend’s tits forgotten.
“Take cover!” he shouted, crouched behind the wheel his shotgun. His curls were white with brick dust. Spencer shielded his head with his arms as he jumped out of the driver’s seat.
Wooden beams groaned and snapped. The north corner of the bar collapsed with a street-shaking concussion.
Dante peered over the hood of the car. “Oh, shit,” he said, hugging the shotgun to his chest and launching around the bumper.
Shotgun blasts rocked the air. A man screamed, interrupting Spencer’s fumbling attempts to load the handgun he had grabbed from under the driver’s seat.
Was that Dante’s voice? Or was it Zane’s?
Spencer craned over the hood to see what was happening in the bar. The entire street-facing wall was missing, baring the guts of electrical wiring, wooden studs, and plumbing. A waterfall fountained from an exploded pipe on the third floor. The haze of dust made it impossible to make anything out below that.
“Dante?” Spencer called, knuckles white on the gun.
The screaming stopped.
A gust swept over the street, and Spencer coughed into his arm as the debris whipped past him. But before he could shelter in the SUV, the wind stopped, leaving silence in its wake.
He straightened to peer over the car.
Spencer was ready to face anything that might emerge from the wreckage of the bar. After that kind of mess, he wouldn’t have been surprised to see the mother of all demons herself strutting onto the street.
But the man standing over Dante’s limp body wasn’t the mother of all demons, nor was he one of her offspring. He didn’t have the pale skin, dark eyes, and weird hair. But Spencer wasn’t so sure that meant he was human, either.
The man wore a pair of jeans with the fly unbuttoned so that they hung loose around his hips, and a shirt hanging open over his chest. Every inch of bare skin below the neck was covered in marks that looked like they might have been drawn by a graffiti artist.
Despite all of the shooting Spencer had heard, he didn’t look like he had a single injury on his body.
Spencer leveled the gun and braced his elbows on the hood. He licked his lips, trying to find moisture to make his tongue work. “You’re under arrest. This area’s been evacuated for weeks, and you’re trespassing.”
Judging by Dante’s limp body, trespassing was the least of this guy’s crimes, but better to start with the easy stuff.
“It will take a small army to remove me from this hotel,” the man said in a cultured voice, almost like a college professor.
“We can probably arrange that.”
“Good.”
Plaster sprinkled from the floor above. Both of them looked up at the same time.
Zane staggered out of a second floor bedroom. Blood coursed down his cheek. Even though he was barely standing, he managed to keep a solid grip on his gun. Zane immediately opened fire on the tattooed man.
Not a single bullet struck him.
Magic flared. The man pointed at Zane, who slipped and cartwheeled through the air.
Spencer didn’t get to see if he survived the landing.
The witch pointed at him, magic flared again, and Spencer blacked out.


III
It wasn’t a particular sound that woke up Gary Zettel, commander of the Union base in Fallon, but a sudden absence of noise.
The Union’s functions were a twenty-four by seven operation, so no matter when you were trying to sleep, someone was stomping around in combat boots. The backup generators were always running, too, so a constant hum shook the walls.
But all of that noise had stopped.
Zettel woke in darkness and took the gun from his bedside. It was already loaded with silver bullets, just in case.
Even with black-as-pitch hallways, it was less than two minutes from his bedroom door to the helicopter landing pad. “Sir,” said Devlin, the kopis on guard. He saluted as Zettel mounted the stairs.
“What’s killed the power?” he asked. “Why aren’t the lights and generators working?”
“We’ve lost all of the utilities, sir.”
“We have batteries,” Zettel said, opening the helicopter door. He flipped a few switches on the console to see if the computers would come on. Nothing happened. “And the helicopter’s electronics don’t run on utility power. Mobilize all units.”
“Sir,” Devlin said with another salute.
He passed Allyson Whatley on the stairs as he headed down. She was already fully dressed and carrying two travel mugs, one of which she handed to Zettel. She must have been brewing tea before they lost power.
Allyson was the only person at the base that wasn’t living on one of the three round-the-clock schedules. Ever since she had become the lead witch for the Union’s operations in North America, she was on all three schedules, all the time. She didn’t even look rumpled.
“What could cause a total drain of power?” Zettel asked, sipping the tea.
“Angels,” Allyson said. She was the only one who dared not to call him “sir.” It had nothing to do with being Zettel’s aspis. Allyson didn’t say “sir” to anyone anymore.
“Is that the only option? Angels?”
“It could also be extremely powerful magic, the likes of which would require human sacrifice. But most likely angels.”
“It’s too early in the morning for angels,” Zettel said. “How long until we’re due to leave for HQ?”
Allyson checked her watch and rolled her eyes. Guess that wasn’t working, either. “Last time I checked, the ETA on the transport was twelve hours.”
Twelve hours. Whatever was screwing with the power couldn’t have waited until Zettel had already left? “Let’s pin this angel down, and make it fast. Ward the helicopter so we can get going.”
She pulled a spool of ribbon out of her jacket and climbed into the cockpit.
As soon as she began working, Devlin returned with another kopis on his heels. The newcomer was a huge guy, well over six feet tall, and built like a heavy lifter. “Ajax Wright, sir,” Devlin said. “He has information.”
Zettel took in Wright’s size. “Fallon patrol?”
“Yes, sir,” he said, snapping a salute.
“What did you find?”
“We found nothing. It’s what we lost that’s the problem.” Wright’s upper lip glistened with sweat. It seemed to take all of his strength to keep his chin up and eyes fixed on the helicopter. “First, communications to the base dropped. Then Zane disappeared—”
“Who?”
Allyson finished placing the ribbons and pulled out her smartphone, which would only function within the wards. She showed it to Zettel.
The personnel record included a photo of a young skinhead, eyes rimmed with bruises. He had a tiny cross tattooed under his left eye. “Zane St. Vil from Louisiana,” she said. “Former pilot, one year out of basic. Low priority.”
Zettel didn’t recognize him, but considering how many kopides passed through the Fallon base, that didn’t mean much of anything.
“Go on,” he told Wright.
“That’s it. No communication within Fallon, and Zane is missing. When I lost contact, I came back immediately, per regulation sixteen—”
“So he’s probably dead by now.” Zettel waved to an approaching pilot, who jammed a helmet onto his head as he jogged over. Wright gaped wordlessly at him. “Get back to the SUVs, Wright. You’re on the ground team.”
He swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”
The entire base had woken up now. In the dim light, Zettel could see lines of men pouring out of the building as they mobilized. Only the faces were visible. Their black uniforms rendered them invisible in the night.
“The chopper’s secure for confrontation,” Allyson said. “An angel could jump in with his wings at full blast without dropping us.”
“What do we have to do to get the rest of the power back?” Zettel asked.
As if to respond, emergency lights flooded the platform with red light. The wail of sirens pierced the darkness.
“Passive wards in the perimeter,” she said with a small, satisfied smile. “They even work against angels. Our newest invention.”
“Well done,” Zettel said. A unit joined them on the tarmac: two kopides with guns and another witch. Enough power to take down most demon threats.
They all climbed into the helicopter. Zettel turned on his earpiece. The buzz of control’s voices immediately came to life.
Barely even midnight, and Zettel was ready to kill an angel. There were worse ways to start a day.
It was a short flight to Fallon. Zettel hung halfway out the door, watching the spotlights scan the desert underneath them. Coyotes darted away from their light. The white tails of jackrabbits flared and vanished.
“Control has a transmission for us,” Allyson said. She showed Zettel the screen of her cell phone. It was a blurry, pixelated feed from a uniform camera.
A circle of power on the floor, a body in the center of a pentagram, smears of blood—it was a ritual space unlike any he had ever seen before. The body on the ground wore Union black, but the detail was too poor to make out the features of the witch beside him.
Mono audio crackled through the speaker. “Come and get me,” said the witch.
A white flash, and the image was gone.
“That’s it?” Zettel asked.
She nodded as she tucked the phone into one of her leg pouches. “We’ve been invited to party.”
“Good thing we brought presents.”
Zettel signaled to one of the women, who handed him an MSG90. It was a great sniper rifle—strong, but light. He sat in the door of the helicopter with his feet braced against the skids as he loaded it.
The first signs of destruction appeared in the form of cracked roads, and the damage worsened as they approached Fallon. It looked like a shift in tectonic plates had split the highway from the main street; a few buildings were trembling, on the verge of collapse. Half of Walmart had already fallen.
Zettel kept a hand hooked in a strap as the helicopter banked hard, whipping wind through the open door.
“Check this out,” Allyson said, pointing over his shoulder.
The helicopter finished its ninety-degree rotation. They hovered over a circle of devastation: flattened buildings, a flipped Union SUV, a few black-clad bodies. The ground team that had been chasing the chopper took positions around the crater.
A dozen kopides and aspides jumped out of their vehicles, training their guns on the same point: a man standing beside three dusty bodies in the center of what used to be a bar, with a notebook in one hand and a brush in the other.
Zettel lifted the scope of the rifle to his eye to see who had caused so much destruction, focusing the crosshairs on his cheek. Zettel recognized that face. He had seen it in Hell, right before the Union had seized control of the Palace of Dis.
It was James fucking Faulkner: most powerful witch alive, aspis to Elise Kavanagh, and near the top of the Union’s most wanted list.
Faulkner was at a standstill with all of the other kopides watching him. Nobody moved. Nobody breathed.
Zettel’s gaze skimmed the street, taking in the destroyed antique shop, the crater in the pavement, the rubble. No wonder none of those morons were moving. They were probably too busy shitting themselves.
“If he moves, shoot him,” Zettel said, shoving the MSG90 into the hands of a witch.
“Don’t kill him,” Allyson said.
If anyone else had given that order, Zettel would have immediately put them in their place—probably violently. But this was Allyson.
“He’s taken out half of the town,” he said.
“I know, and I want him.”
Zettel sized up Allyson. She was a tough bitch, tougher than any other witch he had known, and he had seen her do things outside the Union rulebook and beyond the boundaries of most women’s nerves. But maybe too much confidence wasn’t a good thing where James Faulkner was concerned.
“He’s done too much damage,” Zettel said. “Ehrlick, get ready.”
Allyson gripped Zettel’s shoulder. “No, Gary. I want what he knows.”
Her hard stare spoke volumes. It had been breaking the rules that led Allyson to learn written magic; she wanted to break them again.
Ehrlick sat with his feet on the skids and attached a laser scope to the top of his rifle. The pilot circled slowly over Faulkner, keeping the spotlight trained on him as the sniper took aim.
Faulkner didn’t move. He only gazed at the helicopter, as though inviting them to attack.
Fear crawled down Zettel’s spine like a wet rat. It almost seemed like Faulkner was looking straight at him.
“Let me neutralize him,” Allyson said again.
Zettel lifted a hand, preparing to signal to Ehrlick.
And then Faulkner moved. The witch lifted a hand to point at the helicopter, his first finger out and thumb lifted in the shape of a gun.
Faulkner’s lips formed a word: Bang.
A gunshot rang out.
Zettel flinched, but there were no flashes of magic, no bright lights.
The helicopter began a controlled descent. Ehrlick breathed a sigh and prepared himself for a second shot.
Then Zettel saw the blood pouring from James’s chest. He had been hit.
James Faulkner finally fell.
The helicopter settled on a level patch of pavement as the Union soldiers that had been frozen moments before jumped to life. They circled James’s body, blocking it from Zettel’s view.
Allyson glowered at Zettel, shielding her eyes from the spotlight. He could see angry words forming on her mouth, even if he couldn’t hear her over the buzzing rotors. What the fuck, Gary?
“Ehrlick made the right move,” Zettel said.
With her hair pulled into a severe bun, Allyson’s expression was always a little pinched, but now she looked downright murderous.
“He might bleed to death!” she shouted.
He turned his shoulders so that the others wouldn’t see him arguing with his aspis. Zettel had only been back in command for a couple of months—he didn’t want his authority undermined again. “He’s dangerous. Better off dead.”
Allyson huffed into her cupped hands, breath fogging the chill night air. “But I need to know.”
“Need to know what? Who’s the better witch?”
She didn’t need to respond. He could see it in her eyes.
The wall of bodies shifted, allowing Zettel to watch as Faulkner was lifted onto a stretcher. There was a lot of blood.
It would be easy to let him die. If they stepped back and took no action, he would bleed out, and the thorn in Zettel’s side that was James Faulkner and Elise Kavanagh would be that much smaller.
“What if he’s the better witch?” Zettel asked.
Allyson’s eyes glowed with hunger. “I’m not the one who got shot today.”
But she also hadn’t destroyed half of Fallon.
“Don’t make me regret this,” Zettel muttered. He raised his voice to address the kopides. “Put the witch in the chopper!”
Zettel tried to put Allyson out of his mind and supervised the relocation of James Faulkner’s unconscious body, just to make sure that nothing funny happened. His wasn’t the only body recovered; there were three others, including St. Vil. Those were taken to the ambulance. All of them were reportedly alive.
Nobody had died that night.
“Guess you were wrong about the angels,” Zettel told Allyson when she returned to his side. She helped lift Faulkner into the helicopter and didn’t respond.
Zettel climbed in after him. He checked the casualty reports on his smartphone as they flew back. Allyson worked on Faulkner as they flew, loosing healing magic over the gunshot wound.
The Union had motion and heat sensors throughout the region that were currently running an inventory on staff and wildlife. Watching the numbers pile up was a nauseating experience.
“That was too easy, you know. He wanted us to get him,” Allyson said. She looked at him the way that a hunter looked at a big buck she had just shot in the forest, and Zettel almost pitied Faulkner for it.
Easy, she had said. Three buildings were completely leveled. The pavement had been ripped up in a one-mile radius, as though a giant earthworm had ripped open a tunnel underneath. And they had lost two SUVs to falling debris.
Zettel barked a laugh. “Too easy. You’re crazy.”
“Easy,” Allyson repeated, putting a possessive hand on James’s shoulder. “Trust me. If James Faulkner didn’t want to be caught, we wouldn’t have caught him.”


IV
The Union headquarters in Montana took three days to prepare for its newest prisoner. They kept James Faulkner sedated the entire time, and Zettel didn’t allow the medics to rouse the witch until he was already in a containment cell at HQ.
Zettel couldn’t help but feel disappointed at how uneventful the transfer had been. He had been hoping that Elise would try to save her aspis, so Zettel had prepared a room with very bright lights to receive her.
But Elise never showed.
“This is overkill,” Allyson said, pacing behind Zettel.
First she thought it was too easy. Now she thought he was making it too difficult.
They were observing the end of Faulkner’s transfer from the safety of an adjacent room on a gray-scale security monitor. Zettel touched the keyboard to switch the monitor to a rear view of the cell. The medic slid a needle into James’s arm.
“You know what he did in Hell?” Zettel asked. “He broke out of prison. He mutilated an honored apothecary. He broke into the House of Abraxas—the home of the judge himself! And then he escaped high trial.” Even saying it made chills roll down Zettel’s arms, but he didn’t dare show how much that unsettled him, even to his aspis. “Overkill? There is no overkill where James Faulkner is concerned.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Allyson said. “I already gave you my risk assessment for him. He’s a serious danger, but he’s only a man.”
“He’s ‘only a man’ that was indicted for violation of the Treaty of Dis.”
“That ruling was classified by HQ,” Allyson said.
He smiled grimly. “It’s not classified. There was no ruling. The entire Council died before they could come to an agreement.”
The door to the surveillance room opened, and Yasir stuck his head inside. He was a young commander, fresh out of the Marines, and still in officers’ training. He was a good guy. Very smart. And today, he looked like he was in a huge hurry.
“The meeting starts in fifteen minutes,” he said.
“I know.” Zettel put every ounce of “leave me alone” that he could muster into those two words. “I’ll be there. Thank you.”
Yasir slipped out again, closing the door behind him. Zettel returned his attention to the monitor.
The medic was gone. Now a kopis named Rooke was patting Faulkner down again. It was protocol to search prisoners when they were transferred to the holding cells at HQ, even if they had already been through multiple security measures at other bases.
Rooke pushed back Faulkner’s sleeves a few inches, revealing those strange brown tattoos on his arms.
“Did the researchers ever find an explanation for what those are?” Zettel asked.
Allyson opened the logs on her cell phone, reading aloud as she skimmed them. “Tattoos cover sixty percent of his body,” she said, pushing a lock of red hair behind her ear. “They cover his calves, thighs, hips, stomach, ribs, chest, and arms. Only his back, posterior, neck, and face are bare.”
“Those are observations, not explanations,” he said.
“But that’s all the information we have on them. We don’t know what they are.” Allyson passed her phone to him.
The images documented James Faulkner’s cavity search, and every inch of his naked body had been photographed in unflattering detail, from his hairy calves to his scarred abdomen. All covered in tattoos.
“His skin was unmarked five months ago,” Zettel said. They had encountered each other when the Union seized the Palace of Dis—shortly before Faulkner vanished without a trace. “What would motivate a man to tattoo his entire body within a matter of weeks?”
“I have a theory,” she said.
“Let me hear it.”
“I don’t think those are tattoos.” There was a sly smile on Allyson’s lips, the kind of expression she always got when she was on the verge of acquiring a new and dangerous weapon. She didn’t smile very often. It gave Zettel chills. “The marks look like henna.”
“So it’s temporary,” he said. “Dangerous?”
“Definitely.”
Rooke finished searching Faulkner and took a seat in the corner. It left the witch twitching his way toward consciousness on the cold floor of the cell.
“I think it’s an advancement,” she said, pointing to the symbols stitched into her armband. Since deconstructing written magic, she had spent every waking moment figuring out new spells. She carried them with her everywhere she went. “Let me talk to him. I can find out.”
“I don’t want you to fight with him.”
“I’m the only one who knows anything about written magic in the entire organization, Gary. Nobody else will have the right questions for him.”
Before Zettel could decide, the door opened again.
It was Yasir.
“Five minutes,” the young commander said. “They’re asking for you.”
“I’m coming,” Zettel said. This time, Yasir didn’t leave as quickly. He hung in the doorway with an expectant look. Zettel swore silently and faced Allyson again. “You want to deal with James Faulkner? Fine. Don’t kill him. I’ll be back in an hour—I have to meet with the Office of Preternatural Affairs.”
She smiled again. “Yes, sir.”
James woke up in the Union cell feeling groggy, numb, and dried out.
His eyes opened on a blank concrete ceiling. A light was embedded in the center, protected by a wire cage. It gave off a soft, whining buzz.
He sat up and rubbed his sore legs. They were covered in white linen, with a white shirt to match—an obvious contrast to what Union soldiers wore. They had been kind enough to give him long sleeves, but not so kind as to put him in a cell that was much warmer than freezing.
James’s chest ached like he had taken a sledgehammer to the sternum, and he dimly recalled being shot. Despite all of his planning, he had expected himself to be too valuable for the Union to actually shoot him—a serious mistake that he wouldn’t make again. Yet there was no wound. The Union’s finest healers must have paid him a visit.
He also wasn’t alone. A man sat in the corner with a gun in his lap. His nametag said “Rooke.”
“Hello,” James said.
Rooke didn’t reply. His silence gave off a feeling of tension, strength—a kopis, then. No surprises there.
James pushed himself to his feet. Rooke aimed the gun at his chest.
He paced the cell and counted the strides it took to move between walls. Twelve feet by twelve feet. Generous in comparison to Hell’s idea of a prison. Every wall had a camera on it. He wouldn’t be able to write any lengthy spells in this cell without being watched.
Placing a hand against the wall, he sent a curl of magic through the cracks in the wall. Concrete. Only six inches thick, but there was steel inside. Quite secure, for most humans.
“Sit down,” Rooke said.
James sat down in the middle of the floor, where every camera would be able to track him.
Let them watch. Let them wonder.


His eyes fell closed, and he meditated.
He drifted among the beat of his heart and the magic that pulsed along with it. He avoided thoughts of what the Union would attempt to do if he remained in their custody. He didn’t think about what he would do in retaliation to that. He also didn’t think about the last several weeks, or what had become of Elise Kavanagh.
Those weren’t calm, meditative thoughts. They were black. Vengeful.
He sighed and tried to clear his mind again.
The drugs must not have completely left his system, because he felt himself begin to sink into sleep. A face rose to the surface of his mind—a freckled face with a crooked nose, broad lips, and angry eyes.
“How long?” Elise had asked him.
He should have told her the truth.
The sound of scraping against the outside of his cell door sent him crashing back to consciousness. He glimpsed a flash of red hair through the window. His heart jumped.
Unfortunately, it was a witch he didn’t recognize that stepped through, not Elise. She was stocky, broad-shouldered, and flat-faced. She addressed the kopis guarding James. “How’s his behavior?”
“He hasn’t done anything.”
And that didn’t seem to bother Rooke. James had pulled out his showiest magic to get arrested by the Union, yet the guard didn’t bat an eye at his sudden compliance.
“Leave,” she told Rooke, and he did.
She took a device out of her pocket. It was some kind of black plastic remote with white marks chalked on the back. She hit a button. The camera behind him buzzed, then clicked, like it was turning off. James had a feeling that the cameras that had been watching wouldn’t be watching anymore.
They were alone. Really alone.
The witch crouched in front of James. “My name is Allyson Whatley. I’m the Union’s lead witch.”
He lifted an eyebrow as he sized her up anew. Lead witch? James wouldn’t have pegged her as anything much more powerful than the witches he had fostered in the Reno coven. When he opened himself to her energy for a second look, he still didn’t find anything that impressed him.
“Pleasure to meet you, Allyson,” he said. “I’m James Faulkner.”
“I know. Tell me about your tattoos.”
“They’re decorative. It’s an expression of my personal emotional turmoil through the beauty of body art. My life’s story in abstract.” James managed to keep a straight face while saying it.
“They’re magic.”
“Oh, are they?”
“Don’t play with me, Faulkner. I could be your friend if you let me. You want me to be your friend.”
James gave a thin smile. “Why would I want a friend that can’t do more powerful magic than what my grandmother used to cast over Thanksgiving dinner?” He expected the jab to hurt. This was a woman with a lot of pride—someone who thought herself to be important.
But she didn’t react to it. Not even a twitch. “You had a half-healed bullet wound covered in paste when we found you. Those spells tattooed on you are powerful. Why didn’t you heal yourself with one?”
“I don’t have any healing spells on my body,” James said.
“But you admit that they are spells.”
“No.”
“Okay,” Allyson said. “Tell me about the demon posing as Elise Kavanagh.”
James’s jaw tightened. He forced himself to stare at the wall over Allyson’s shoulder, trying not to show that she had struck a nerve.
She went on. “We caught it at your house in December. It went to Hell through a Union portal and never came back. Where is it?” At his ongoing silence, she flexed her hands into fists, as though contemplating punching him. “You didn’t come back through our portal, either. How?”
Elise and James hadn’t passed through a Union portal on their way out of Hell because she didn’t need a portal. Elise had become an extremely powerful demon. Dimension jumping was only the beginning of what she would be able to do, if given the chance.
But she hadn’t been given any chance at all.
“Tell me, Faulkner. Where is she?” Allyson asked.
James said nothing.
After a moment, she straightened. “We’re waiting for instructions on what to do with you. You’ll either be executed or studied. They’ll dissect you, skin you, and figure out why your blood sends up every red flag our computer system has.”
“I won’t be harmed. You all want what I have too much to hurt me.”
“What do you have?” she asked.
He tapped a knuckle against his temple with a small smile.
Maybe she would have argued with him more, but she got a distant look in her eyes and put a hand to the earpiece. Someone was talking to her.
“I’ll be back,” she told him.
“I can hardly wait.”
Allyson stepped out, closing the door behind her.
James stood immediately. It wouldn’t be long until Rooke returned to babysit him, and he had no time to waste.
He placed his hand on the wall. Pain flared in the center of his back, and magic followed, seeping out of his bones to ripple through the concrete. The steel bars melted away at his touch. The lights ensconced in steel flickered, buzzed, turned off.
A hallway appeared on the other side, and James continued to funnel power into the wall until the hole was big enough to step through.
As soon as he released the magic, the lights came back on.
He glanced back at the door. Still closed. James straightened his collar, ran a hand through his hair, and tugged his sleeves down to make sure that his wrists were covered again. Then he walked briskly down the hallway, straight-backed and sure.
James made it around the corner before the alarms started blaring.


V
Two floors down and three halls over. James counted the cells as he passed. J Block. K Block. L Block. And then down another floor.
The fluorescent lights turned off, replaced by red emergency lighting on the baseboards. It cast the halls in eerie darkness and made the signs hard to read. He kept walking.
Chatter would be exploding on the Union’s communication channels. Kopides would deploy to search for him in seconds. But it was all too slow. By the time they located James, he would already be on his way out of the compound.
He stopped in front of cell L13 and peered through the window, hands cupped on either side of his face. The alarms had automatically turned off all of the cells’ interior lights. He couldn’t make anything out.
James put a hand on the lever, preparing to magic the lock.
The door whined open at a touch.
Before the Union had “found” James in Fallon, he had stolen one of their cell phones. It had been loaded with text messages about relocating Malcolm Gallagher to Montana HQ, block number and all. He should have been here—cell L13.
But the holding cell was empty.
Whatever happened to Malcolm must have been recent. The cot was rumpled, and a half-eaten dinner hadn’t been cleaned off of the side table yet.
Recent or not, James was too late.
He heard voices at the end of the hall. Pushing the door closed, he jogged in the opposite direction, swearing under his breath. Couldn’t Malcolm make anything easy?
Two floors up, three halls over. The alarms were louder at the higher levels. The glow of a green light led him to an emergency exit at the top of the stairwell. It opened into a cool Montana morning.
A line of kopides jogged along the perimeter a few yards away. James slipped around back before they could spot him. For the first time, he was grateful for the flimsy linen slacks and shirt, a shade of white paler than the eggshell walls of the building. Industrial camouflage.
The loading bay staff must have emptied out when they heard the alarms. Now it was only being watched by one nervous-looking witch who was chewing on her fingernails. She didn’t notice James slipping past the truck parked in the bay.
He climbed onto the platform behind her and eased through the door.
James found himself in a ground-level hallway near the barracks. There were arrows painted on the wall. Left for units six through nine, right for units ten through thirteen. He hesitated at the juncture.
He still needed to locate Malcolm, which meant that he needed an unsecured terminal—and fast.
A voice called out from behind him. “Hey!”
James didn’t look back. He headed right.
A few yards down the hall, he approached a door with a reinforced window. There weren’t any computers inside, but what he found was almost better: a locker room, replete with a couple of open lockers, unattended equipment, and the kind of mess he would have expected to find in a dorm room.
“Stop right there!”
He glanced over his shoulder. A kopis jogged toward him, still at the other end of the hall.
James slipped into the locker room door, snagged a spare uniform, and slid into a shower stall. He stripped and quickly wiggled into the uniform.
The door opened and closed. Rubber-soled boots squelched on cement as the kopis drew nearer. James’s fingers flew over the uniform’s buttons.
The curtain whipped opened while he was still tucking this shirt into his slacks.
“What are you doing?” The kopis’s nametag said “Yasir ibn Omari.” He was young, handsome, scarred.
“Changing, sir,” James said.
Yasir’s suspicious expression didn’t change. Even though James was wearing a kopis’s uniform, he looked every year of his four decades—the graying hair and rugged features made sure of that. Very few kopides lived that long.
The young commander reached for his Bluetooth earpiece.
James’s hand brushed against of the tattoos on his hip. He mouthed a word of power.
Yasir’s eyes went blank before he uttered a single word.
James caught him, lowering the young kopis to the floor. Then he stole the earpiece, his sidearm, and the key card clipped to his pocket. “Thanks,” James said, slipping the headset onto his ear. Union control’s chatter whispered through the earpiece.
He found a razor on the sink and pocketed it. Then he snagged a jacket hanging off an open locker door, threw it over his shoulders, and walked out. Less than ten minutes after he had entered the locker room, he was out again.
James flicked the edge of Yasir’s key card as he jogged upstairs to the commanders’ rooms. He passed a couple of men hustling in the opposite direction, and he gave each of them a small nod. Nobody stopped him.
There was no room number on the key card, but the doors were conveniently labeled with the inhabitants’ names, like in an office building. He circled the halls until he found the door labeled “ibn Omari” and slipped inside.
The commander’s room had the same miserable, Spartan furniture as every other Union room James had seen: a gun safe in one corner; a bookshelf with encyclopedias, manuals, and other required reading in the other corner; a hard, square sofa between them.
All that he cared about was the computer on the desk.
James sat down. Yasir ibn Omari had two pictures taped to his monitor: the first, a portrait of himself in Marine uniform, and the other of him seated with friends wearing Iranian army uniforms. The second photo gave off a strong sense of camaraderie, of a trusted team, men who would fight and die for one another.
He ripped the picture off so he wouldn’t have to look at it.
James searched through the database. This commander appeared to have limited security credentials; records pertinent to Malcolm’s arrest came up “locked.” He ran queries on other keywords, searching for anything that might tip him off to Malcolm’s location. Punching in the room number only yielded another locked record.
Yasir might not have had access to arrest records, but he did have access to the general Union news feed, which occupied the right sidebar. And an item on the feed caught James’s eye just when he was about to give up searching: “Former Commander Malcolm Gallagher Transferred to Italy Headquarters.”
He clicked through and skimmed the article. In two terse paragraphs, it explained that Malcolm had been tried for sedition and found guilty. Now he was being transferred to Italy to serve his sentence.
“Hell,” he muttered.
James couldn’t let the Union take Malcolm out of the country.
He was just logging off when a reminder flashed on the desktop. Yasir ibn Omari was meant to guard a hall in the southern building from sixteen hundred hours until midnight—a hallway labeled “the Vault.”
The chill of shock settled over him like the icy spray of a frozen waterfall.
James had listened in on Union men discussing the Vault while they patrolled in Fallon. He knew what it was, and what kind of treasures it held.
He typed a short query into the database, and her name came up. It wasn’t a locked record. There was no reason to protect the secrets of corpses.
But she was there. She was in deep freeze.
Which meant that her killer would be there, too.
A ruckus in the hallway snapped him out of his reverie. James noted the freezer number and pressed his back to the wall beside the door. He watched through a crack as a pair of women ran past. They were shouting about an unconscious man they had found in the locker room.
James slipped into the hall and headed downstairs. He glimpsed the young commander’s body sagging between the two women as they tried to carry him to the infirmary.
He turned in the opposite direction and walked calmly away.
Inside, his heart was pounding.
Once James knew what was waiting for him in the Vault, he felt drawn toward it by unseen hands. He drifted through the base, invisible in his uniform, oblivious to the chaos surrounding him.
Voices buzzed on Yasir ibn Omari’s earpiece. Control was panicking. All of the security cameras had gone dead—not just those in his cell, but those around the perimeter, too. They believed it to be his doing. Allyson Whatley’s name wasn’t mentioned even once.
He wondered how much they would panic if they knew that Allyson was the one messing with their security system.
The Vault was in the basement of the main building. The only way to access it was via an endless concrete tube, lit every few feet by bare light bulbs. It was a place of death, cold and hostile and empty.
With all of the manpower directed to the surface, there was nobody to stop him on the long walk.
But the endless hallway did eventually end.
James peered around the corner to see a Union kopis standing in front of a steel door. He was playing on his cell phone with the rifle slung over his shoulder—he’d be easy to drop. But James didn’t need to attack when he was dressed as a commander.
He strode around the corner, imagining himself with the air of intimidation that Elise carried like armor. “What are you doing?” James demanded.
Guilt struck the kopis’s features. He tried to hide the phone behind his back. “What? What are you talking about?” He chuckled nervously.
“Your shift is over. Report to Zettel.”
The laughter turned to a quick intake of breath. “But…”
“Now.”
The kopis rushed down the hall, leaving James alone with a very large steel door.
Pushing up his sleeve, James twisted his arm to look for a particular spell. There was a fireball waiting on the inside of his elbow, a great wind on his forearm, and instant death at his bicep. The unlocking charm was near his wrist.
James touched the spell. The ink burned like a brand pressed to his flesh.
The lock clicked.
He entered a cavern of stainless steel. Rows of refrigerators filled the room, labeled only by incident number—like a cold, gloomy library occupied by the dead. The Union had been busy lately; almost every slot was filled.
The ink had vanished from his wrist, leaving an angry red burn in its place. He hadn’t been able to figure out how to avoid those burns yet. He also hadn’t been able to figure out how to make the ink stay on his body so he could use the spells again. Hopefully, none of the refrigerators would be locked.
James pulled his sleeve over the burn and stepped through the aisles.
The air grew colder as he moved through the aisles deeper into the room. The only light came from the eerie glow of the status lights on each drawer, like fireflies that had died without putting their lights out.
When he reached the seventh row, he knew that he had found her. He could feel it.
James stood in front of a wall of drawers, trying to decide which one he wanted. Three of them were labeled with the same incident number, but their windows were iced over so that he couldn’t see inside.
He opened the first drawer. The light turned red, and a chill fog sighed out the sides of the door.
Pale feet emerged first, and then slender legs, narrow hips, and an impressively proportioned organ that made the body’s sex immediately obvious. James’s eyes widened a fraction despite himself.
Well, that must have been Yatam. His body had been severed into two parts at the waist, and the Union had piled his organs between the segments. It was a mess of freezer-burned meat caked with ichor.
He didn’t care about that body. He slid the drawer shut again.
Two to go.
He knew who was inside the second drawer the moment that he opened it. James recognized those feet. He had bandaged her blisters and massaged the muscles when she was sore. He continued to pull the door out, and he saw the familiar shape of her thighs, the bony spur of a hip.
Stop. Don’t look at her.


Yet he couldn’t resist the urge to continue extending the table.
Elise never looked at peace when she was sleeping, and she didn’t look peaceful now, either. Her head was slumped against her shoulder. Her face looked sunken; her skin was gray.
He didn’t pay attention to the mortal wounds marking her flesh. He only saw ice crusting her auburn curls, her frosted eyelashes, blue lips.
James sank to his knees beside her, folding his hands in front of his face.
One arm was placed next to her body, palm-up, glove off. There was no ethereal mark on her skin. She had taken that with her when she died. The other arm terminated at the elbow, and the bone jutted an inch beyond her ragged flesh.
His fingers trembled as he curled them around her remaining hand.
James remembered holding her hand as they ran together, fleeing enemies, pursuing others. He remembered her hand curled into a fist, striking at demons.
He remembered her hand snaking between their bodies, seeking out the warmth of bare flesh beneath his belt. The burn of her lips against his. The low groans she had made as she pulled him tight against her, so close that they might have been one entity.
But that was a different body. A different life.
James released her hand and straightened. Even dead, even frozen in perpetual anger, Elise was beautiful.
He pressed his lips against her forehead. Her skin still carried the faint musk of her sweat.
The thought of putting her back in was suffocating—he couldn’t close that door on her again. He stepped back, leaving the table extended.
Guilt remained lodged firmly in his throat as he turned to open the third and final drawer.
The woman inside looked very much like Yatam. Her sexual characteristics were just as pronounced as her brother’s. She had the kind of hips and breasts that would have been well suited to ancient fertility statues: a gently curved lower belly, huge breasts, a small waist.
Yatai also had an angel’s wing at her back, hanging lopsidedly from one shoulder. As he pulled the drawer out the rest of the way, it flopped off of the table, limp and lifeless. The feathers were tattered.
It wasn’t the only stolen appendage. One hand was a different color than the rest of her body. It had scarred knuckles, a bony wrist, and a black mark tattooed on the center of the palm. Elise had spent so long trying to hide those marks that it was strange to see one of them so casually exposed.
James took the razor out of his pocket, turning it over in his fingers as he contemplated that mark. The wicked edges glinted in the dim light of the Vault.
The anger he felt at seeing Yatai with Elise’s hand was as powerful as his guilt.
Yatai had killed Elise. That demon was the reason that James’s kopis no longer had red hair, peach skin, and freckles. Yatai had stolen her hand, bled the life from her body, and left her to rot.
James kneeled by the table. He lifted the human wrist and peeled back the fingers.
And then he began to cut.


VI
Zane St. Vil had been through worse weeks than this one, but not many.
He couldn’t keep up with the doctors when they rattled off a laundry list of his injuries: minor fractures, major fractures, lesions, concussion. None of those fancy words meant anything to him.
When he got back to base, they said that they were going to move him to HQ in Montana, where they had the best medical care. They also said he would get some kind of commendation for helping to arrest James Faulkner.
Whatever.
None of that bullshit changed the fact that Faulkner had fucked with him, and Zane wasn’t a guy that liked to be fucked with.
He thought a lot on the ride out to HQ. There wasn’t much else he could do while strapped to a backboard, of course, but all the thinking was a novel experience anyway. Mostly, Zane contemplated all the things he’d do to that bastard as soon as he got a chance.
Witchdoctors received him when the helicopter set down in Montana. Zane signed a flier, and they cast some kind of weird voodoo over him.
He slept a lot. He had nightmares—more than usual.
When he woke up again, the backboard and splints were gone, and he could stand up to take a piss. The witches said that blood in his urine was normal. He felt dizzy watching the red-tinged fluids swirl down the drain of the urinal.
By the time he got back to bed, there was a personalized letter from Gary Zettel thanking him for his service, folded nicely underneath a medal. A medal. Like a gold star for effort.
Zane tossed both of them in the trash.
There was only one prize he wanted in thanks for his “honorable service”: James Faulkner’s severed dick on a platter.
“Did they get him?” Zane asked Spencer, who had gotten a photocopy of the same letter that Zane did. Of course they had stuck him in a room with that fat bastard. The Union had a sick sense of humor.
“You mean the witch in Fallon?” Spencer asked. He was polishing his medal with the corner of a bed sheet.
“No, the fucking Easter Bunny.”
“I heard that he’s being detained here. The witch, Faulkner—no rabbits that I know about. If you ask me, I’d strongly suspect that they’ll try to recruit him. You saw what he does. We could use that.”
Zane was about as hot on the idea of recruiting Faulkner as he was on the idea of the “good job” medal. But Faulkner was on base. That made Zane’s job a lot easier.
He got out of bed, using his IV pole for support.
“What are you doing?” Spencer asked, glancing nervously around the room like he expected Zettel to appear and court-martial both of them on the spot.
“It’s rabbit season,” Zane said, staggering for the door.
That was when the alarms went off.
Every door in the hospital ward swung shut, and Zane was moving too slowly to get out in time. His fists battered uselessly against the door.
Spencer hauled his fat ass out of bed, too. “What’s going on?”
Zane’s mind whirled with possibilities. Only one of them seemed to be likely, and it didn’t involve any fluffy-tailed woodland creatures.
He watched out the window as units mobilized, pouring from the other buildings in the compound.
“We’ve gotta get out there,” Zane said, opening the cabinets in search of a uniform. He didn’t find anything but a blue bathrobe and slippers. The kind of flimsy crap that was meant to keep him warm in the bathroom, not outside on a wet spring day. Better than going outside with his ass hanging out, though.
“Think about it,” Spencer said. “You’re dragging an IV pole. What are you going to do, beat someone with it?”
Tempting thought. But he had a point.
So Zane waited, watching through the window and thinking murderous thoughts.
He managed to wait for a good half an hour.
Then he noticed one man walking separately from the others. He wasn’t in formation, and he also wasn’t rushing, even though he was dressed like a Union commander in a uniform that didn’t quite fit.
The last time Zane had seen that face, he had been trying to pump it full of bullets.
James Faulkner.
Zane ripped the IV needle out of his hand. Saline and blood spattered to the floor.
“They would want us to stay,” Spencer said.
“So stay,” Zane said.
He pushed the window open and climbed outside.
The hall outside the Vault was still empty when James left. He took the elevator to the surface and exited the facility through the front door. Nobody stopped him.
James had made plans to get arrested and rescue Malcolm, but it got somewhat hazy at this point. He had a glamor tattooed on one shoulder blade that would disguise him for an hour. If he could get on one of the SUVs heading out—or, better yet, one of the helicopters—he could overpower the driver and steal it. Then he could catch up with Malcolm before he got shipped to Italy.
It wasn’t much of a plan, but he didn’t have any other ideas.
James headed for the front gate, hands in his pockets, head down. He passed the R&D building, a garage, the medical ward.
There must have been a thousand cameras on the Union base, and if Allyson brought them back online, James was confident that someone would notice that the escaped prisoner was walking around in stolen clothing. But the cameras must have stayed offline, because nobody looked twice at him.
He slipped his hand into the neck of his shirt, searching for the glamor spell on his scapula.
The squelch of footsteps on damp grass behind him caught his attention. “It is you,” said a man. He was a young skinhead with bulging eyes. Zane St. Vil—the kopis that had shot James at the Fallon motel.
So much for the quiet escape.
He shoved St. Vil into the shadows behind the medical ward. “Be quiet!” James hissed.
St. Vil began to shout wordlessly, trying to attract attention. His eyes bulged dangerously from his skull.
James punched him across the face. St. Vil dropped. More importantly, he shut up.
But it was too late to avoid notice.
“You don’t disappoint, that’s for sure,” a woman said.
James turned. The space behind the medical building was empty. It looked like some kind of training field, which had become a mud pit after the recent rain. The guards that were swarming the front gates were nowhere in sight.
Allyson Whatley watched from the shadows behind the ward. Her arms were folded, and a spark of smug pleasure lit her face.
James extended his hands to show that they were empty. “You disabled the cameras so I could escape, didn’t you?”
“I can’t admit to that,” Allyson said.
She drew a pistol with a magical rune stamped on the side. It buzzed with power.
“Shoot him,” St. Vil said from the ground.
“Shut up,” she said. She returned her attention to James. “Empty your pockets.”
He tossed Yasir’s badge to the ground, along with the bloodied razor. He didn’t need either of those anymore. But he left Elise’s plastic-wrapped skin in his pocket—Allyson would have to kill him to get that.
“The Union has two lists: first priority and second priority,” Allyson said. “The latter, we want to arrest, detain, interview. The former, we are authorized to execute at the first sign of trouble. You’re on the first priority list, Faulkner.”
With his hands still raised, James touched a finger to his neck. “Then shoot me,” he said, feeling for the mark that he had drawn at the base of his skull.
“Lower your hands,” she said. “Slowly.”
Damn. James obeyed.
“While you were distracted with St. Vil, I activated wards on this patch of lawn,” she went on. “We’re invisible to the naked eye, as well as every camera on base. Nobody will see what’s happening in here from the outside. Nobody will hear anything. We’re alone.”
Which meant that the Union couldn’t intervene in a fight between them.
Allyson was weaker than James, both physically and magically. If she didn’t want the Union to interrupt their fight, then her arrogance was even worse than he expected. Or she knew something he didn’t.
She holstered the gun. “As soon as you’re back in Union custody, you’ll be on the next flight to Italy.”
James stepped to the side. Allyson mirrored him, as though they walked along opposite edges of a disc. St. Vil was still on the ground between them.
“What do you want from me?” James asked.
“Information. What makes you special? Why are you stronger than everyone else?” Her cheeks flushed, eyes wide with hunger. “And how do I take it from you?”
“You can’t have what makes me strong.”
Allyson glowered. “Because you think I can’t figure it out?”
“Because you don’t have the blood,” he said.
She came to a dead stop. “The blood,” Allyson whispered. “The blood. Of course.” As if those two words had answered her every question. “Do you really think I can’t take that from you?”
“Yes,” he said.
James gathered his magic, tapped a spell on his shoulder, and shoved.
It should have dropped Allyson instantly. That amount of magic could have disabled an entire unit of kopides. But she clapped a hand over the black band on her arm, and his magic washed away, dissipating into nothingness.
That had been one of his most powerful spells. It hadn’t even fazed her.
“Well,” James said, feeling uncertain of his odds for the first time.
“My turn,” she said.
Allyson flung her hand out and spoke a word of power.
Her voice rolled like thunder. The earth vibrated beneath James’s feet and rain showered off the eaves of the building behind him.
Then it struck him.
He hadn’t been braced for an attack like that. He stumbled. His skull pressed in on itself, like tempered glass on the verge of fracturing, and his eardrums ached.
James lifted his mental shields quickly enough to keep from blacking out—but just barely. A line of hot blood trickled from his nose and dripped off of his upper lip.
When the pressure vanished, he was left gasping, muscles fluid.
Allyson had spoken a word of power. And she had written magic sewn into her armband.
How?
Not only had Allyson somehow obtained magic—powerful magic, which James shared with no one—she had managed to prevent it from combusting, so that it was reusable. A feat that he had yet to manage himself.
“Well,” James said again.
That was definitely a grin now. Allyson placed a finger on another symbol and pointed at him.
He didn’t wait to see what she unleashed. James touched a mark on his left collarbone, a place that he had drawn a spell of protection.
Allyson’s next hit smashed into his mind like waves beating a cliff in a storm. The pain on his collarbone increased as it burned through the magic within the ink, the skin underneath, the bone.
She lost power before he did. The pain vanished.
James jerked his sleeve to his elbow, touched another mark, and whipped his hand at her.
Heat blossomed from his palm and took form inches from the skin. All of the moisture vanished from the mud beneath his feet. The rain evaporated.
A brilliant fireball, white-blue with heat, blazed from his palm.
Allyson shrieked and fell, rolling her burning arm against the ground.
James’s aim was poor—he had only gotten her left shoulder. But the cloth had been consumed, and so was the skin underneath. It smelled like hamburgers on the Fourth of July.
In her desperation, Allyson cast another spell.
It wasn’t as strong as the first two—hard to concentrate while one’s arm was on fire. But the earth bulged beneath his feet, lifting him like an earthmover had scooped the ground out from under him.
He raised two feet, and dropped.
James’s foot slipped on the rocky debris. He landed on his ass.
St. Vil took the opportunity to pounce. The kopis was on top of him instantly, smashing his fists into him over and over. James shielded his face with his arms.
“Move!” Allyson roared, shoving St. Vil aside. She was smoking faintly. Her arm was limp at her side.
She didn’t give James time to stand.
Allyson slapped a hand to the armband. He spread his fingers across several marks on his bicep.
They cast at the same time.
Their power rocked together. Equal pressure, equal strength.
James shoved with his power, and Allyson shoved right back. He ignited mark after mark. Lightning flashed, energy pulsed, the ground shook. None of them landed. Allyson’s shields were too good.
The nearest segment of fence blew outward, sending metal and concrete showering into the forest. James expected to hear alarms, but none came.
As their magic fought, so did their bodies. James grappled with Allyson, trying to shove her to the ground. He was stronger, bigger, more athletic, yet she was far hungrier for his blood.
Her thumbnail pressed against his eyelid, trying to dig into the socket. He bit her wrist. Allyson jerked back.
She rolled him and ended up straddling his hips. She was even heavier than she looked.
Allyson drove her unburned elbow into his solar plexus. It knocked the breath out of him.
James gasped for oxygen, and Allyson stood, letting him curl onto his side as his diaphragm seized.
She delivered a swift kick to his groin.
Her aim was perfect. It felt like all of his intestines had turned inside out, sucking his testicles into his chest. Heat flushed over him. Nausea filled him from the ends of his hair to the tips of his toes.
James’s finger twitched on a spell written on his bicep. Somehow, he managed to speak.
The magic plunged into Allyson. He felt it connect with the beat of her heart, the flow of blood, the intake of oxygen. The power of the spell built, powered by the fire of her life force.
And then his spell quenched it.
Her eyes went blank. She collapsed.
All of the magic surrounding them was gone instantly, leaving nothing but an empty, steaming field and immense silence.
James gathered his strength to crawl to Allyson’s side. She was still breathing—barely. Her eyelids fluttered rapidly.
His earlier fireball had done more than just burn her arm; it had melted the skin on the left side of her neck all the way up to her cheek. She would have been in for a very long healing period if she had survived. But dead women didn’t need to heal. He could see the life vanishing from her.
He still needed answers.
“Where did you learn to write magic like that?” he asked, grabbing a fistful of her charred shirt. It crumbled in his hands. “Tell me!”
Allyson’s lips cracked when she tried to speak. Her voice croaked in her throat.
Her eyes rolled back in her head.
She was dead.
St. Vil sat among the rubble of the earth, staring at James like he was Satan himself. One of the spells must have injured him—blood streamed from his temple.
“You killed her,” St. Vil said.
James wiped the back of his hand over his mouth. It was a cold night, but he was soaked with sweat.
He pulled the disruptor from her pocket. It hadn’t been burned. Very lucky. James put it in one of the pockets of his Union slacks and stood with a grimace.
The hole in the fence spared him from the problem of getting outside the base, but it also meant he didn’t have transport. Getting away on foot would be difficult. Especially since Gary Zettel was probably realizing that he was missing an aspis right at that moment.
A helicopter circled overhead, its spotlight focused on the forest. Now that the explosions of magic had silenced, he could hear rotors, distant shouts, the quiet chatter in his stolen earpiece.
James stood over St. Vil, whose left knee had a strange twist to it. Broken, most likely. It didn’t support his weight when he tried to get up to attack.
“What do you do for the Union when you’re not shooting out windows in Fallon?” James asked. “Can you work all of the equipment in one of those SUVs?”
“You think I’m a moron? Of course I can! I’m a pilot. I can drive anything they’ve got.”
“Good,” James said, pulling St. Vil’s arm over his shoulder. “You’re coming with me.”
He struggled to escape. “Not a fucking chance!”
“You can come with me, or you can explain to Zettel what happened to his aspis. Your choice.”
The kopis stared at Allyson. He actually looked scared now. James had been worrying that the man wasn’t smart enough to get scared.
“They’ll kill me,” St. Vil said.
“I can do that, too. And yes, that is a threat.”
James started walking without releasing St. Vil’s arm. The kopis didn’t respond. He also didn’t try to fight back.
They stepped through the hole in the fence and plunged into the dark forest.




VII
The trees parted, and a meadow emerged from the forest like something out of a nightmare.
Hannah Pritchard had spent the last twenty years of her life finding reasons not to step into that clearing, which the White Ash Coven used for initiations. But it was the only way to find Pamela’s house—all other routes were bewitched.
And now she was standing on the brink of the meadow, trying to convince herself to keep walking.
The sunlight didn’t seem as clear in this part of the forest, as though it shined through a gray filter. The blossoms were washed out and limp. It had been raining, but there was no mud within the circular trench bordering the meadow; the circle of power dried the rain immediately. It left the meadow trapped in perpetual summer, on the verge of catching fire.
It hadn’t always been that way. The high priestess used to be careful about regulating the containment spells. But it had been a long time since the coven had a high priestess, and even longer since the coven had cared about the earth it scorched in pursuit of victory.
“Don’t worry,” she told Nathaniel when he approached. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
His brown eyes flashed with anger as he walked down the trail. “I’m not afraid.”
Maybe that was the truth. If so, then it could only be because Nathaniel was still too young, too naïve, to know that he should be afraid.
She swallowed down her anxiety and gripped her cell phone tighter. “Don’t worry,” Hannah whispered, bracing herself.
She stepped over the line of the circle…and felt nothing.
Nathaniel tromped through the grass without any hint of hesitancy. Silent disdain filled his eyes. “Most of the circle’s protections have been disabled. I could tell as soon as we got out of the car.”
Hannah quickened her pace to catch up with him. Dried grass crunched under their feet.
“Disabled?”
“Someone’s tampered with it,” Nathaniel said matter-of-factly.
“How do you know?”
The condescending curve to Nathaniel’s mouth was identical to his father’s. “I just do.”
Hannah led him to a fallen log that marked the hidden path. “I hate showing up without warning someone,” she said, checking the cell phone again. No missed calls. James had said that he would get in touch with his parents and call her back days ago.
“You can’t warn an empty house.”
“But someone should be there. It’s not normal for the house to be unoccupied.”
“The whole coven’s probably skyclad and drunk and pretending to draw down the moon.” He rolled his eyes. “Stop worrying about it.”
“You’re too young to be so cynical,” Hannah said.
He responded with a heavy sigh.
Twelve years old and already a critic. Wasn’t that supposed to hit after puberty?
They left the meadow behind as they took the hidden path. Hannah remembered having to step carefully over slugs that used that trail as a highway when she was a girl. But there were neither slugs nor herbs now. Brambles snagged the sleeves of her pea coat as she passed.
A few twigs had become stuck in Nathaniel’s hood. She plucked them out and smoothed his black hair flat. He ducked under her touch.
“You know,” she said hesitantly, “if you want to talk about—”
He didn’t let her finish. “I know.”
It had been months since Hannah and Nathaniel returned from Hell, yet he hadn’t talked about it even once. She had been locked in a cage, watched Belphegor peel skin off of other prisoners, and heard the damned screaming from within the pits. None of that scared her as much as the idea of what Nathaniel must have seen while he had been running around with Elise.
Since he wouldn’t talk, Hannah could only imagine what was bothering him. Had he seen a slave auction? The human butcher shops? Witnessed the curing of slave-skin leather?
“Can I tell you what I saw?” Hannah asked.
“No.”
She was spared the unique hell that was trying to communicate with her preteen son when she spotted a signpost. The text burned into the wood was faded with time, but she found the name “Faulkner” with her fingertips.
They were almost there.
Hannah took the left-hand fork toward the old Faulkner house. The branches were too thick for sunlight to penetrate that part of the forest.
The Faulkner house had been kept in better condition than the ritual space in the meadow. The windows were new—Hannah had helped replace them last spring. The weeds had been pulled around the path, too.
But there was no light inside, and no cars outside. James’s parents definitely weren’t there.
Hannah stopped her son with a hand on his shoulder. “I think something is wrong.” He rolled his eyes, shoved open the door, and stepped through. “Nathaniel, stop!”
She followed him inside.
The couches were covered in plastic, and the antique rocking chair next to the fireplace looked like it had been recently polished. The clock on the mantel ticked too loudly in the silence of the unoccupied house. Someone must have been there to wind it. Hannah reached into the mechanisms to stop the clock.
Nathaniel dropped his backpack next to the door and slid his jacket off. He was wearing that harpy wool shirt he had picked up in Dis again. “So where are Grandma and Grandpa?”
“I don’t know,” Hannah said, flipping the light switch. Nothing happened.
The floorboards creaked when they stepped into the kitchen. Hannah checked the empty refrigerator. Even though it was plugged into the outlet, it wasn’t running, and the shelves were warm. The house didn’t have any power.
Nathaniel grabbed a box of Lucky Charms out of the pantry as Hannah continued to explore. She peered down the hall. All of the bedroom doors stood open, like eye sockets gaping out of a dried skull.
The electrical panel was hidden under a tapestry next to Pamela’s office door. All of the breakers were turned on. There just wasn’t any power.
“I’m not mad at you,” Nathaniel said from behind her. When she looked askance at him, he swallowed another mouthful of cereal and said, “I’m not being quiet because I’m mad, and it’s not because I’m scared or scarred or damaged. You just don’t want to know what I saw in Dis.”
He looked like such an adult, standing there in his jeans and hiking boots. More like a teenager than her baby.
“You can tell me anything,” Hannah said. “You know that.”
The house suddenly trembled.
An earthquake?
Hannah braced her hands on the wall, staring up at the lights as they swung from side to side. The floorboards trembled, the old walls groaned, and Pamela’s office door swung shut.
Once the shaking stopped, a deep silence followed.
A creeping sensation crawled through Hannah’s hairline, down the back of her neck, and slithered over her spine. She wasn’t sure why, but she was certain that
that hadn’t been an earthquake.
“Put your jacket back on,” she told Nathaniel.
“Why?” he asked, a marshmallow rainbow stuck to his bottom lip.
She snagged his backpack off the floor. “Just do what I say.” Hannah opened the front door to exit—but Landon stood on the porch.
“Oh, Hannah,” he said, as though pleasantly surprised to see her. The lines on his forehead looked like a road map. “You made it. Wonderful.” Landon stepped in, forcing her to back away to let him enter. He closed the door very deliberately. “And Nathaniel, too. All the better.”
“We were just on the way to see Leo and Marja,” Hannah said.
The smile grew fixed to Landon’s face. “They’re on their way. You should get comfortable while you wait.” He kept walking forward, invading Hannah’s space. The backs of her legs struck the couch. She sat down hard.
Nathaniel set down the box of cereal. “What’s going on, Landon?” He was much too confident for a boy his age, and much too unimpressed by Landon’s authority. Just another consequence of his father’s arrogant blood.
“Why don’t you sit down, too?” Landon asked.
Nathaniel dropped onto the couch beside Hannah. She wrapped one arm around him, and the fact that he tolerated it meant that he must have been much more scared than he let himself show.
We never should have come here. This was a mistake. Hannah clasped her trembling hands together, trying not to shiver in her rain-soaked clothing.
“Leo and Marja will be here soon,” Landon said again, almost like he was trying to convince himself. He kept glancing at the windows.
“He’s lying,” Nathaniel whispered to Hannah.
The high priest cast a sharp look at him. “I’ll be right back. Neither of you move.”
He stepped out the front door.
Hannah certainly believed that Landon was waiting for someone. But Nathaniel was right, too—he wasn’t waiting for her in-laws. He was still colluding with that angel, the one that had taken Ariane away when they were girls.
Whoever stepped through that door next would not be friendly.
Hannah squeezed her son tighter against her side, and she made a quick decision.
Landon was old. Hannah wasn’t a fighter—never had been, never would be—but she thought she could overpower him, especially if he didn’t expect it.
She had to move fast.
“Get ready to follow me. We have to run,” she said, pushing Nathaniel’s backpack into his arms. She grabbed a paperweight off of the side table. It felt hefty in her hand. Deadly.
He didn’t argue this time. He just nodded, cheeks pale and eyes wide, and zipped up his coat.
Hannah took a deep breath.
Forgive me, Mother Goddess.


She jumped onto the patio.
But Landon was already dead.
She didn’t need to check his pulse to confirm it. The butcher knife sticking out of his chest was evidence enough.
And Ariane Kavanagh stood over him with a look of shock on her face, bloody hands, and the curve of a pregnant belly under her shirt.


VIII
Malcolm couldn’t remember the last time that he had been happy. It wasn’t the Union’s fault, really, even though they had turned out to be kind of a bust. The fact that he had spent the last few months as their detainee, rather than as an honored commander, was pretty solid evidence of that.
But his misery easily predated them. In fact, he thought that the beginning of his slide from “happy drunk guy” into “irredeemable alcoholic” had begun the day that his life tangled with Elise Kavanagh’s.
Traveling with Elise had been terrifying. Having her disappear without so much as a goodbye sucked, too. But realizing that he had lost the Kerry territory to an overlord was the worst part of all.
After that, having a goat-fucking asshole like Gary Zettel steal his job was nothing. And getting convicted for treason? He couldn’t even work up a yawn for it. At least the food in the detention center had been good.
Now he was handcuffed in the back of an armored SUV on his way to Italy. They were either going to acquit him, or kill him.
After the trend of the last few years, Malcolm was not feeling optimistic.
“I’m sick of NPR,” Malcolm called to the front seat. “Put something good on.”
The driver ignored him.
“Come on. How’s about a little Wolfmother? The Black Angels? You’re supposed to be transporting a prisoner, not torturing him.”
“Deal with it. The airport’s only five minutes away,” Krista said. She was his guard for the trip, and she had no sense of humor.
Malcolm sighed and slumped in the chair. “Then you think you could uncuff me? Having my wrists behind my back for such a long drive isn’t very comfortable.”
Krista gave him a small smile. She had Scandinavian features, so her smiles were a lovely thing to behold. She could have been a supermodel if not for the palsy. The genetic lottery had played two cruel jokes on her—both the birth defect, and in making her a rare female kopis. It made the left side of her body weak, including the hand she currently had draped over a gun.
But she had some of the nicest eyes that Malcolm had seen, which matched her very nice tits and ass. If he got executed in Italy, he would leave the Earth with one major regret: that he had never managed to talk Krista into a little one-on-one grappling time to get acquainted with that ass.
“For the record, I think it’s a shame,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at the driver.
“What, the NPR? Right there with you, sister,” Malcolm said.
She lowered her voice. “The Union needs more guys like you and fewer like Zettel. I hope they give you a fair trial in Italy. I want to see you back on the ground soon.”
Malcolm grinned. The Union had confiscated his eye patch as contraband, so it probably wasn’t nearly as charming as her smile. “Why, Krista, I didn’t know you cared. It’s not too late for a quickie, you know.”
She returned his grin with a lopsided smile of her own. “Not happening. I’m still carting your ass off to the plane. But don’t take it personally.”
Ah, well. It had been worth a try.
“No worries. You’re just doing your job.”
Before his arrest, Krista had explained to Malcolm that she had enlisted with the Union for two reasons: because they paid for physical therapy, and because they had agreed to let her serve as a soldier despite the disability.
Malcolm could dream of all the quickies he wanted, but there was no way she was going to put her job at risk when she loved it so much. Not for him, not for anyone.
Total waste of a perfect ass.
The SUV came to a stop and waited for the gates to open. Krista kept her gun trained on him the entire time, like he might try to escape. Malcolm couldn’t help but laugh at that. He was a drunkard, not a moron.
They got clearance quickly enough, and moved inside. Malcolm leaned his forehead against the window to take in the sight of the last flight he would ever take.
It was a small airplane, which was painted black with white lettering on the side, just like everything else the Union owned. The door was already open and waiting for him. Maybe it was his imagination, but he thought the fuselage was shaped like a coffin.
When the SUV stopped, he was surprised to see Gary Zettel open the door.
Malcolm stepped onto the tarmac. Zettel was much shorter than him, and he had the personality of a disgruntled Chihuahua to go with the height. Malcolm briefly entertained the idea of dropkicking Zettel across the airstrip.
“Come to see me off?” Malcolm asked. “How sweet. You shouldn’t have. Really.”
Zettel ignored him.
“Change of plans, Krista. The witch escorts have been diverted to search the forest. You’re getting a free trip to Italy. Congratulations.” Then he addressed Malcolm. “What did you do?”
“What? I think a man has every right to complain about being forced to listen to NPR.”
Zettel closed a meaty fist on Malcolm’s shirt, jerking him down to eye-level. “James Faulkner is gone and your cell door was open. What the fuck did you do?”
“James Faulkner’s gone? Gone from where?”
“From the detention center. We arrested him in Fallon. You colluded with him to escape.”
Oh, lovely. The Union had tried to take James into custody. There was no way that could go poorly.
“Believe it or not, I haven’t seen him in ages,” Malcolm said. “And we’ve never been best mates. Jim has no interest in rescuing me. He’d probably throw a little party for my execution, in fact.”
Zettel glowered. “I’m going to find him. And when I do, and he confirms your involvement…”
“I’ll be arrested for treason and sent to Italy HQ? Oh, no. Please don’t do that.”
“Get him on the plane,” the commander said. Krista couldn’t salute with her good arm holding the gun, so she just nodded, then followed Malcolm closely as he mounted the stairs.
He maintained his very best devil-may-care smile until the moment he stepped into the jet.
Malcolm hadn’t allowed himself to fantasize about escaping, but if he had, he wouldn’t have imagined the rescue involving James Faulkner.
The airplane door shut with a heavy thud, and it sounded like a tomb sealing behind him.
“You should reconsider the quickie,” he told Krista. “I’m pretty sure I’m about to die, and it would be great for morale.” She rolled her eyes. “No last wish for a dying man?”
“You’re not dying.”
“You don’t know James Faulkner,” Malcolm muttered, too quietly for her to hear.
She sighed and set down her gun. “Come here.”
Krista unlocked his handcuffs. Being able to move his arms again felt sinfully good.
“You’re a peach. A delicious, sexy peach,” he said.
“Sit down.”
“All right, all right.”
Malcolm took a window seat and stretched his legs out in front of him. If nothing else, the leather chairs were comfortable. He was a prisoner in style.
The engines roared to life just seconds later. They must have been in a hurry to get rid of him.
He watched through the window as Zettel stormed around the airstrip, acting like the bossy little bitch that he was. Malcolm tried to find satisfaction in seeing him puff and holler, but his sense of humor seemed to have mysteriously vanished. It had been replaced with a feeling like falling down a long, dark hole with piranhas at the bottom.
Krista put a hand to her earpiece. “What do you mean, a helicopter got stolen?” she asked, eyes unfocused as she listened. “The medical copter? But it’s here at the airport. I saw it parked behind our jet.”
Malcolm sat up. “What did you just say?”
She thumbed the earpiece, turning off the speaker. “One of our helicopters got taken by Zane St. Vil—a kopis that was at HQ for medical care. But if St. Vil took the helicopter, and it’s at the airstrip now…”
The pilot’s compartment opened. When Malcolm saw who stepped through, he started laughing, and he couldn’t seem to stop.
James Faulkner was looking thoroughly old these days. He used to have the kind of perfect hair that a gentleman spy would have envied, but now it was going gray. He looked like he hadn’t shaved in days. He was also wearing a Union uniform.
The plane began to inch forward. Krista stood and aimed at him.
“Don’t shoot,” Malcolm said.
Wonder of wonders, she listened to him.
“James Faulkner,” Krista said, bracing the gun at her hip. “You’re under arrest.”
“No, actually, I’m leaving, and I’m taking Malcolm with me. You can get out of the plane right now, or I can knock you out for the duration of the trip. It’s your choice.”
“You destroyed half of Fallon getting arrested,” she said. “I saw the notice.”
“That’s right.”
That information seemed to be more than enough for Krista. She lowered her gun. “I’ll get off here.”
James opened the sliding door and ducked behind the wall. The airstrip was moving more quickly underneath them now as they accelerated.
There was no way to hear the shouting of the Union guards as the plane began to pick up speed. The engine was too loud. But Malcolm felt a pretty powerful surge of satisfaction at seeing them sprint after the plane with their hands waving over their heads. Especially when he saw the shock on Zettel’s ugly face.
How funny. Malcolm’s sense of humor seemed to have returned.
Bullets pinged into the side of the airplane.
“Make it quick,” James told Krista. “We’re taking off.”
She tossed the gun out the door first. “You owe me,” she told Malcolm, and then she leaped out the door, arm over her head and knees tucked to her chest.
James slammed the door shut again. The plane accelerated.
“Of all the people I thought might spring me, you weren’t one of them,” Malcolm said, helping James latch the door.
“Don’t thank me yet.” James peered out one of the windows. There were three SUVs on their tail, including one of the fancy ones with the hood-mounted machine gun. “I only freed you for a favor.”
“Naturally.”
The engines roared. The flaps on the wings adjusted, and the pavement dropped out from beneath them.
The plane bounced and shuddered, but it climbed. It climbed fast. Malcolm’s stomach lurched.
James threw open the cockpit door and stepped inside. The pilot was a Union man with a shaved head and the look of someone who wasn’t happy to be there. He was also wearing a bathrobe—an actual bathrobe.
But as they plunged into the gloomy gray clouds, leaving the Union behind them, Malcolm decided that he didn’t care if the pilot was a drunken horse with Alzheimer’s.
He was free.
The private jet flew into the silent night. Malcolm wanted to properly enjoy his liberation, but the mini-fridge in back wasn’t stocked with alcohol. He settled for distracting himself by annoying the pilot.
“Zane St. Vil, right?” Malcolm asked, flopping into the copilot’s chair.
St. Vil shot him a look. “The fuck are you?”
“Ah, the dulcet tones of a blossoming Union recruit. Makes my heart give a little pitter-pat.” Malcolm jammed the copilot’s headset over his ears. It was silent.
“They cut us off twenty minutes after we got off the ground,” James said from the cockpit doorway. “But not before I heard someone from Union control mentioning fighter jets.”
That meant that things were going to get ugly in short order. Malcolm didn’t want to be in a tin can piloted by a bald guy when that happened.
“Excellent,” Malcolm said. “Best rescue mission ever.”
“Who are you?” St. Vil asked.
“I’m hurt that you don’t recognize your traitorous former commander. Just hurt. Especially since I remember you—you were assigned to the Fernley base under my command. I think I’m the one who put you on Fallon patrol.”
“What’d you do to be a ‘former’ commander?” he asked.
“Pissed off Zettel.”
St. Vil didn’t look like he believed him, but that was all right. If the Union had fighter jets coming in, they’d all be dead soon enough anyway.
“Where am I going?” St. Vil asked James, shooting him a loathing glance.
“Forward, for the moment. Maintain the trajectory toward Colorado.” James gestured to Malcolm. “We need to talk.”
They propped the cockpit door open, presumably to keep an eye on St. Vil, and moved to the plush leather seats in back. The sky passing outside the windows was navy blue. Malcolm imagined that he heard the fighter jets approaching, even though he couldn’t see anything.
“What can I do for you, Jim?” Malcolm asked.
A muscle in James’s cheek twitched. He hated nicknames.
“Before you were arrested, you told me that you would send Hannah and Nathaniel to the Haven. I still want to send them there. You must know where it is.”
“Well, I hate to disappoint, but we can’t exactly walk into the Haven now that the Union doesn’t like me.”
“Don’t worry about that part. Where is it?”
Malcolm glanced around the plane. “Map?”
James ducked into the cockpit and returned with a map of the surrounding states. Malcolm spread it out over the table.
He hadn’t been to the Haven’s entrance, but he had seen the briefings on it, and had looked up the coordinates once. It was tricky to correspond a bunch of digits to a gas station map, though.
Malcolm found the closest town and dragged his finger along the highway. “It’s around here somewhere,” he said, pointing at an empty stretch of forest. “I’m not sure exactly where.”
“That will have to be good enough.” James circled the area, then tapped the nib of his pen on the nearest highway. “Do you think there would be a long enough stretch here for us to land the plane?”
“Sure,” Malcolm said.
“You have no idea, do you?”
“In all the long years of our warm, adoring brotherhood, have you ever seen me fly a plane? The highway looks good to me. That’s the best I’ve got for you.” Malcolm glanced around. “Does that mean you have your ex and kid hidden around here somewhere?”
“We’ll have to pick them up on the way.” James rubbed a hand over his stubble as he stared at the map. His eyes were rimmed with dark circles, like bruises. “I hope there’s enough fuel.”
Malcolm couldn’t remember James ever looking as terrible as he did now, even when their little party had been trudging through knee-deep grime in the demonic undercities.
He could only think of one thing that could make James look that miserable.
“There’s an Elise problem, isn’t there?” Malcolm asked.
James pinched the bridge of his nose. “You could say that.”
“Did you finally fuck?”
Pain exploded in the side of his head. Malcolm hit the floor of the plane.
There wasn’t much room to fall. He smacked his elbow on the seat on the way down, and his whole left arm went numb.
He didn’t bother trying to get up once he landed. He grinned up at James from the floor, watching as the witch shook out his fist. There was blood on his knuckles. Good hit.
It actually felt kind of spectacular to get punched like that—refreshing, in a way, after dealing with weeks of sobriety in a Union holding cell. His head was much too clear without alcohol in his system.
“I take that as a yes,” Malcolm said.
James folded the map, calm as you please. “I’m going to talk to St. Vil.”
“I think it’s great, you know. You two swell kids deserve each other.” Malcolm rubbed his temple. It was tender from connecting with James’s fist—almost as tender as the dozens of times that Elise had punched him in much the same way. “Really.”
“We’re not going to discuss that,” James said. He headed for the cockpit, and Malcolm followed.
“Don’t you want to compare notes? Talk about those funny hamster noises Elise makes when she comes? Ooh, unless you didn’t…ooh. Well, nothing to be ashamed of. You’re an older gentleman now. It happens to all of us once in a while, and it’s not easy to keep up with Elise. She’s a wildcat. Or a hamster. Pick an animal! Whatever offends you more.”
James stopped walking. Turned around. Malcolm braced himself for another punch that never came.
“You’re deliberately provoking me,” James said.
“Me? Never.”
“Are you hoping to die? Is that what’s going through your thick skull?”
“Actually, it’s mostly just ringing in my skull right now,” Malcolm said. “And a distinct desire to be unconscious, yes. Might as well get some sleep while I wait for the Union to shoot us out of the air. So where is the old girl, anyway?”
“She’s busy,” James said. “She’ll be back soon.”
“Dead again? How inconvenient.” Malcolm gave a sly smile. “Or does this have to do with the Gray thing?”
James’s eyes clouded with sudden fury. He loomed over Malcolm, shoulders squared. “What do you know about that?”
Before Malcolm could come up with an adequately obnoxious response, he caught a glimpse of St. Vil in the cockpit. He was hunched over, hand on the microphone, and muttering into the headset.
So the Union hadn’t cut them off after all.
James realized that Malcolm wasn’t looking at him. He turned around.
“Lovely,” Malcolm said.
Swearing under his breath, James strode into the cockpit and ripped the headset off of St. Vil’s head. “What are you doing?”
St. Vil punched a button on the console and stood. For a guy in a bathrobe, he managed to pull off intimidating pretty well. The crazy eyes, bloody face, and shiny bald head helped.
“You’re both dead, that’s what I’m doing.”
Malcolm laughed. It was the sound of insanity escaping his lips. “Oh, you called the Union. You called the Union! Just brilliant. Do you think that they’re going to let you get off before they kill Jim and me?”
“They wouldn’t shoot me down,” St. Vil said.
James looked like he couldn’t decide if he’d rather choke St. Vil or Malcolm. His face twisted with anger, the muscles on his neck stood rigid, and he opened his mouth as if to yell—but his face went slack when he looked out the window.
“What’s that?” James asked, slipping into the copilot’s seat. He stared out the front window.
There were lights approaching in the dark clouds. It was hard to get any sense of perspective up in the air—everything seemed so much smaller than it was on the ground. But the lights seemed to be moving in fast.
“I think they found us,” Malcolm said. “Thanks, Zane.”
St. Vil swung a fist. Malcolm ducked under it, driving a shoulder into his gut. The pilot fell into his chair.
Lights flashed in the clouds—a lot like the flare of a gun’s muzzle.
The plane gave a hard jerk.
Malcolm fell against the wall. St. Vil dived for him again. The plane pitched at the same time, making the clouds swirl dizzyingly outside the window, and St. Vil stumbled against the console instead.
A fighter plane roared over them, swooping low enough that it looked like they might collide. James launched himself out of the copilot’s chair just in time.
Gunfire rained through the cabin. A bullet punched through the window, and St. Vil took a shot in the face.
His skull bounced against the wall. Crimson splattered behind him.
James shoved Malcolm out of the cockpit. Another rain of bullets pounded into the chair that he had vacated.
The entire windshield shattered. Wind rushed through the plane like the angry fist of God, and Malcolm gripped the wall to keep from getting sucked out.
They dipped under the clouds quickly—much too quickly. Adrenaline raced through Malcolm and a grin spread over his face.
Some thrills were even better than getting drunk.
The nose of the plane pitched forward. Malcolm had to brace his hands against the seats to climb back to the door, and the tilt only got worse with every step. They were falling fast.
More gunfire. The plane shook harder.
Malcolm grabbed a sack off of the wall. There should have been enough for each person that the plane had the capacity to carry, but he was only able to locate one. Well, the Union had been undergoing budget cuts lately.
“Two guys, one parachute,” Malcolm shouted over the whipping wind. “Thumb war?”
James ripped the parachute out of his hands. “We’ll share.” He sounded remarkably calm, considering that the nearest window was now filled with a view of the trees hundreds of feet below. Malcolm hadn’t even noticed that the plane was rolling.
The witch donned the parachute, strapped the buckles, and grabbed the door.
“Hugs?” Malcolm asked, opening his arms.
James looked like he was briefly tempted to leave Malcolm behind, but then wrapped his arms around his midsection.
The plane pitched again as bullets ripped through the side, opening a jagged gash that looked like teeth. Malcolm’s feet slipped out from underneath him. His weight slammed into James, and the wind sucked them out the door.
Then they were in open air.
The plane rushed above them, and Malcolm had a perfect view of it as another barrage of bullets severed it in half.
The wind sucked all the moisture from his eyeballs and left him squinting into blurry darkness. There was no room for worries while plummeting toward the forest. There was nothing but the wind, the air, and the beating of his heart.
He dug his fingers into James’s back and thought, This wouldn’t be the worst way to die.
The parachute unfurled, catching the wind. The ropes snapped tight. Their downward momentum was instantly halted, and the powerful jerk almost tossed Malcolm free.
“Hang on,” James grunted, eyelids squeezed shut against the wind.
The black line of trees was still coming at them too quickly. They had jumped close to the ground, and the parachute didn’t have enough time to slow their descent.
Malcolm had two seconds to think about how pretty the forest looked before they hit.
The trees tore into him. His arms lost their grip around James, and they separated.
A branch drove into Malcolm’s midsection like a baseball bat to the ribs. Pine needles jabbed at his face, scraped his clothes, drove into his skin.
He hit another branch, and another. Then his back struck the ground.
Malcolm lay flat on the forest floor, stunned and dizzy. The flaming remains of their plane disappeared over the line of the trees. There was a distant thudding. A flare of fire.
The jets buzzed past without stopping.
Every time he tried to draw in breath, it felt like being stabbed in the ribs with a pencil. He panted, forcing oxygen into his lungs, and breathing became easier second by second.
He finally managed to draw in a lungful of air that didn’t feel like dying, and it was better than women, better than akvavit, better than orgasms.
Almost.
A body crashed through the branches nearby. James was tangled in his parachute cables. It took a few minutes of ungainly struggling to unhook his harness.
Once he freed himself, he joined Malcolm at the bottom of the hill.
“Are you alive?” James asked, bracing his hands on his knees.
“No,” Malcolm groaned.
“Great.”
James flopped onto the ground beside him, and neither of them moved for quite some time.
Getting hit by a forest was even better for a drunk-like buzz than getting punched by James. Several blissful minutes passed before Malcolm could order his thoughts again.
Though his body was one big bruise, his mind had gone into blessed shock. Instead of thinking about how much the Union wanted to kill them, all he thought about was the moment of blissful zero gravity that he had enjoyed as they fell.
James seemed to lack the same appreciation for the profound stillness that followed a near-death situation. He was the first to sit up, muddy and covered in pine needles. “Did you see where the plane crashed? Where’s the Union going to be searching for us?”
Malcolm pushed himself into a sitting position. His head was starting to clear again. Too bad. “I think they must be up that way,” he said, waving vaguely in the direction of the mountains.
“All right. If we don’t know where the plane is, then where are we?”
“Trees,” Malcolm said helpfully.
James didn’t acknowledge that he had spoken. “Let’s find out.” He pulled up the hem of his shirt, baring a patch of skin near his navel that was marked with brown ink. He pressed a finger to it.
“What’s that? You didn’t used to be inked.”
“It’s not a tattoo—it’s a spell. A beacon, to be precise.” James let his shirt drop again. “We shouldn’t be far from Boulder, so I sent a flare that my son should be able to see. Hopefully, Nathaniel will find us before a Union witch does.”
“Hopefully,” Malcolm said with a snort. “So you’re covered in spells. Where’s the spell that makes me feel like I didn’t get trampled by stampeding demons?”
“I can’t heal you. This magic is different from what I normally do, and I couldn’t figure out how to make a healing spell in this style that wouldn’t kill me.”
“How practical.”
James grunted in response.
The witch had managed to rescue the map from the airplane. He spread it out in the dirt and clicked his pen. “This is a locater spell,” he explained as he began drawing. “I’ll make a few anchor points, then animate the map so that we can find the Haven.”
“Don’t you need supplies for that kind of ritual? Like…herbs and voodoo dolls?”
“I used to need supplies,” James said. “Herbs, anyway. I’ve been finding workarounds. Good thing, too, because it seems the Union’s catching up with me.”
Malcolm gave a weak grin. “I was wondering if you’d notice that.”
“It would have been impossible to miss. How did the Union get written magic?”
“Some bitch named Allyson Whatley picked it up in the ethereal ruins over Reno. There were these ribbons, she deconstructed the symbols, started designing new magic. All of a sudden, we don’t need rituals to cast spells.”
“So she got it from Alain Daladier,” James said, scowling.
“Most of it’s useless, if that helps,” Malcolm said. “Allyson’s not much of a witch. She doesn’t have the first idea of what to do with that stuff. Not like you do.”
“Did you help them figure it out?”
“Nah. I wouldn’t have known what to tell them anyway. ‘I once saw a guy set paper on fire and kill demons with it’? It didn’t come up before my conviction. Oh, and did I tell you about that? Funny story! Apparently, I helped Elise escape custody—never mind that I was the one to arrest her in the first place.”
“Sounds like you made someone angry,” James said. “I find that so hard to believe.”
“Zettel set me up. He wanted his job back.” Malcolm sat back against the rock and waved a hand dismissively. “It’s all his. I don’t care. It’s easier to get liquor outside of the Union anyway.”
James continued to draw until the tiny symbols covered the map. Malcolm watched in silence for several minutes.
Maybe it was the fading adrenaline rush, maybe it was the calm of the forest, or maybe it was a twinkle of maturity that Malcolm preferred not to have, but he suddenly felt much more serious.
“What really happened to Elise?” he asked softly.
James stopped drawing. Drummed the pen on his knee. “You know about me, don’t you?”
“The whole Union knows about you. We found your blood on record in Dis. What we don’t know is how you could also be a witch when you practically bleed silver.”
“Perfect,” James said. “Just perfect.”
“What’s that got to do with Elise? Are you saying she doesn’t know?”
He rubbed a hand over his eyes. “No. She didn’t know.”
Malcolm heard a muffled thump. The trees shook, raining pine needles over the spell on the ground.
Wind gusted, and he threw up a hand to shield his eyes.
“The Union!” he yelled, struggling to his feet.
Before he managed to get upright, the wind had died again. Malcolm dropped his hand—and there was suddenly another person with them.
It wasn’t someone from the Union. A boy with shaggy black hair, square glasses, and muddy hiking boots stood in front of them. The air around him shimmered, as though with a mirage of heat.
Malcolm was surprised to recognize him. He had picked this boy up at the same time he arrested Elise and never realized that he was on the Union’s most wanted list.
“Nathaniel,” James said, abandoning his spell and standing up. “You noticed the beacon.”
“Me and, like, every other witch in the United States. Way to broadcast.” Nathaniel glanced around the forest. “What are you guys doing here? And where exactly is ‘here,’ anyway?”
“We’re on the run from certain death,” Malcolm said brightly.
James sighed. “I’m hoping that we’re in Colorado, somewhere close to Boulder. How did you get here? When did you learn to do that?”
The look that Nathaniel gave James couldn’t be mistaken for anything but disdainful preteen hostility. “You’re not the only one that writes his own spells.” He pulled out his cell phone and started tapping away. “I’ll find out where we are. I’ve got GPS.”
Malcolm glanced back at the locater spell that James had been drawing into the earth. It looked like it was still no more than half-complete. Ah, the wonders of modern technology.
Within a few seconds, Nathaniel said, “Oh. Only ten miles. Okay, that’s closer than I expected.” He turned around and started walking.
“Can’t you zap us?” Malcolm asked. “Ten miles might not be much for a springy little sprite like you, but I just fell out of an airplane.”
That question earned another disdainful look. “Sure, I can ‘zap’ you, if you want to wait a few hours for me to cast the spell. It’s a lot harder moving multiple people.”
“So that’s why Hannah didn’t come,” James said. “Because of the spell.”
“No,” Nathaniel said. “She actually didn’t come because she’s with Ariane.”
James’s eyes widened. “Ariane? Ariane Kavanagh? Is she okay?”
“You’ll see.”


IX
James’s parents’ house hadn’t changed since his childhood. The piano was still beside the bay window, with a couch that must have been reupholstered a dozen times on the opposite wall. They even had the same heavy gold drapes that James used to hang off of as a toddler.
The only difference was that the house lacked the smell of his mother’s baking, his dad’s belly laughter, the sound of a visiting friend banging on the piano. He stepped through the front door, and his mother didn’t appear to yell at him for wearing shoes on her wood floors. He took them off anyway.
A soft murmur of voices drifted from the kitchen.
“Hello?” James called, setting his shoes on the rack before stepping through the doorway.
Hannah and Ariane sat at the dining nook. Seeing the two of them together in his parents’ house was enough to send him rushing back to his childhood—the days when Elise had only existed as an idea in Metaraon’s mind.
“James,” Ariane said warmly, reaching out to him.
He took her hand. Her skin was as smooth as it had ever been. “I thought that the Union arrested you.”
“They did, but I committed no crime.” She was beautiful, fresh-faced, and young—almost glowing. “They weren’t interested in recruiting me once they recognized my medical condition.”
“What condition?”
Ariane used James’s hand to pull herself to her feet. It took effort; she was unbalanced by a stomach the size of a basketball.
The ground suddenly felt unstable beneath his feet. “Isaac?”
“No,” Ariane replied with a coy smile. “But it’s better that way.”
She glided into the living room, where Nathaniel and Malcolm were talking. James hadn’t even realized that they had stayed behind.
He looked askance at Hannah.
“Ariane won’t tell me who the father is, so don’t bother.” Her mug was only half-filled with tea, but it almost spilled when she lifted it with trembling hands. Hannah hadn’t even taken the teabag out before drinking. “Ariane and Landon, she…”
“What about Landon? Did he see you?” James asked sharply.
“He met us at Pamela’s house. He must have found out we were coming, because your parents aren’t even in Colorado right now. Landon told them that the Grand Rapids coven needed them.”
So James had accidentally sent Hannah and Nathaniel into a trap. “Where’s Landon now?”
“Dead,” Hannah said. “Ariane stabbed him. She told me that she wants to go into hiding with us.”
“My God,” James said.
He leaned around the refrigerator so he could see through the doorway. Malcolm was kissing Ariane’s hand, being as charming as he could with a scarred face and missing eye.
“She probably saved us—Landon was acting so strange when he found us.” Hannah set down the mug, folding her arms tightly across her chest. “I think Metaraon is looking for us.”
“Then we’ll have to move fast,” he said. “Are you ready?”
Hannah didn’t hesitate to say, “Yes.”
James told the others that he needed to get supplies for a spell, then slipped out of the house.
The White Ash Coven had lived in a neighborhood outside of Boulder for over a century. Landon’s house was just a short walk down the road from the place where James had grown up, and he arrived within minutes, finding it uninhabited.
There was a note on the front door. It said that Landon was out of town to visit family, and that the coven should call someone named Brianna if they needed help.
James wadded the note into a ball, chucked it into the bushes, and stepped inside.
The living room was devoid of furniture and smelled of cleaning chemicals. James peeked into the bathroom to find the water turned off and plastic wrapped around the toilet.
“Must be a long trip,” he muttered.
Landon seemed to have been planning to sell the house before Ariane killed him. But why run? The coven never left Boulder—especially its high priest—and these homes had belonged to the Faulkner family for generations. Though they were occasionally updated, rebuilt, or shuffled between members of the coven, they were never sold.
James found a screwdriver in the kitchen and used it to break the lock on Landon’s office door. The curtain that had blocked the stairs behind the desk was gone.
He took the stairs to the basement, igniting a spell for light so he could see. The room was empty aside from the door set into the wall. It should have lit up as soon as James approached, bathing the room in gray light—it had always responded to his presence, as though having a Faulkner nearby made it awaken. He dreaded that glow as much as he anticipated it.
But there was no light this time.
Cracks radiated from the center of the door, like a mirror shattered by a fist. James ran his free hand along the break. It was deep enough to bare a blank cave wall on the other side.
Someone had destroyed the door, and all of its ethereal magic.
James stepped back, cradling the light to his chest. Its warmth didn’t comfort him at all.
He had been hoping that he would be able to open that door for Elise—offering her a quick escape from her prison, once the deed was done. But there was no way to repair that crack. The door would be closed forevermore.
He moved to extinguish the light, but a pale shape on the floor caught his eye. James picked it up. It was a feather the length of his hand with a hard rib down the center. Flecks of gold shimmered when James spun it between his finger and thumb.
An angel’s feather.
The door must have been destroyed from this side after an angel passed through. And James recognized the color of that feather.
It belonged to Metaraon.
James’s mother would have been disappointed if she had learned that there were guests in her house and they weren’t being properly fed. So when James rejoined the others, instead of casting the spell to locate the Haven, he cooked dinner.
Most of the perishables were close to expiring, so James roasted all of the meat in the refrigerator and sautéed the vegetables that hadn’t molded. It was easier than thinking of broken doors—and Elise stranded in Heaven.
Hannah, Nathaniel, Ariane, and Malcolm formed a strange party sitting around the dining room table. It had taken mere seconds for Malcolm to discover the liquor cabinet, so he was well on his way to his natural state: utterly wasted. His booming laugh echoed off of the otherwise quiet walls of the Faulkner house.
When Ariane’s voice carried through the dining room to the kitchen, James could almost imagine that it was Elise sitting at the table.
But the door was broken. She had no way to escape.
Would he ever hear her laugh again?
The timer gave a cheerful ding. Dinner done.
He carried everything into the dining room. Malcolm had found sunglasses that hid his missing eye. Now he was sitting much too close to Ariane, who cradled a glass of red wine in her palm.
“You are lovely,” he said, slurring his sentence into a single word. “I’m sure I must know you from somewhere.”
“I don’t think so,” she replied with a giggle. Ariane seemed to find Malcolm’s drunken, cycloptic stupidity to be more charming than offensive.
Hannah caught James’s eye and gave him the Hannah Look. The kind of Look that said she was about to do something about Malcolm if he didn’t.
“We should get down to business,” James said, moving the remaining wine to his side of the table.
“We should get down to it, shouldn’t we?” Malcolm murmured to Ariane. She giggled again. Oh, for fuck’s sake.
“The Haven,” James said loudly. “We used a map earlier to locate the region we believe it to be in, but we’ll need more specific information. I can perform a spell to locate it.”
“And what about getting in?” Hannah asked. “It’s going to be guarded by the Union.”
Malcolm stood to scoop two steaks onto his plate. “Last I heard, the Union had abandoned its research on the Haven, so now it’s only watched by three or four guys. Should be easy to knock ‘em out,” Malcolm said.
Ariane swirled the wine in her glass. “What is this ‘Haven’? Is that what the hideout is called?”
James’s mouth was full, so Hannah responded. “You know how Heaven and Hell are basically in different dimensions? Havens are alternate Earth dimensions, made by angels for habitation by humans. They’re safe. Angels and demons won’t go there because the doors are one-way for them—they can’t escape.”
“And this particular Haven is just like our world, but without all the bad stuff. Paradise, really,” Malcolm said. “The Union tried to grab it for use as an outpost, but our computers and magic don’t work properly there. It’s useless to us.”
Nathaniel sat up. “Magic doesn’t work?”
“It should work,” James said. “But in a limited capacity.”
The boy rounded on Hannah, and her warning look did nothing to calm him. “I can’t go there, Mom. I’m just getting good.”
“It’s for our safety,” she said.
“But Mom!”
“Hannah is right,” James interrupted. “You’ll be out of Metaraon’s reach.”
“Would you give up magic for safety?” Nathaniel asked. “Would you be happy lighting candles and floating pieces of paper after you walked between worlds? Seriously?”
He didn’t give James a chance to answer, which was fortunate—James would have had to lie.
Nathaniel shoved his chair back. “I’m not going there. You can’t make me.” He stormed out of the room.
“He’ll come around,” Hannah said softly, her gaze fixed on Nathaniel’s plate. He hadn’t eaten anything.
James sat back with a sigh. He had cooked so much food, and it looked like nobody had the appetite for it but Malcolm. “My spell will take a few hours. You all should rest in the meantime.”
“That leaves us plenty of time to get acquainted,” Malcolm said, hooking his arm over the back of Ariane’s chair.
“Would you like to know why Ariane looks so familiar to you?” James asked. “Her last name is Kavanagh. Ariane Kavanagh.”
“Elise has a sister? Well, fancy that. I never knew.”
“You’re sweet,” Ariane said, patting his cheek. “I’m her mother.”
The light in Malcolm’s eyes vanished. He leaned back far enough to free him from her reach. “Oh, er—wow. You must have been…young.”
“Very,” she said.
James tried not to feel satisfied at Malcolm inching his chair away, but he couldn’t seem to help it. Apparently pregnant women were fair game, but mothers of exes were not. Even Malcolm had his boundaries.
James started on the spell at the kitchen table, keeping Ariane and Malcolm company until they finished dinner. Neither of them were keen on talking anymore. It should have been easy to focus in the silence.
But instead of drawing, he tapped the pen against the table and eyed the pale band of skin where he had used to wear a warding ring. He had thrown it aside at Motion and Dance, so it was probably still there—maybe in the dust under the piano. Elise’s ring would be nearby, too. It seemed fitting for the rings to have been lost together.
It hadn’t been all that long since James could close his eyes and find himself immediately transported to Elise’s mind. He missed watching her jog around Reno, drink tequila with breakfast, and even get in fights with her ex-boyfriend.
Or, to be more precise, he missed being so close to her. Even when they were miles apart. But their bond didn’t work between dimensions.
When he looked up again, Ariane was gone. Malcolm had finished eating. He was picking food out from between his teeth with a knife.
“I’m not going to take you to the Haven’s door,” Malcolm said, flicking a string of plaque off of the blade. “I need to get away from the Union. Far away.”
“I expected that would be the case,” James said, setting down his pen. “But I still need your help. Elise is in an ethereal plane right now, and I want you to get her.”
“She’s in Heaven? I’m not going to Heaven. Not a chance.”
“No, certainly not. I only want you to book a flight to Yakutsk, in Russia, and then drive to Oymyakon. When she returns to Earth, that’s where she’ll appear.”
“Russia,” Malcolm said with a disbelieving laugh.
“You want to get away from the Union, don’t you?” James asked.
He blew a breath out. “I suppose that’s ‘away,’ yeah. But why aren’t you going to get her? You haven’t abandoned her, have you?”
“No,” James said. It came out sharper than he intended. Sharp enough to make the other man lean back in his chair, tipping it onto its rear legs.
“Right,” Malcolm said slowly. “So…why aren’t you the one hopping a plane to Yakutsk?”
“I can’t,” he said.
Malcolm gave him a calculating look. “She was in love with you the whole time, you know. Back when we were dating. I mean, she certainly wasn’t thinking about me when we fucked.”
A headache throbbed in James’s temples, like every vessel in his skull was threatening to rupture. He pinched the bridge of his nose. It did nothing to relieve the tension.
“I know,” he said. “I felt much the same.”
Malcolm’s bushy eyebrows lifted. “Wait—you did?”
“Always.” James’s voice was hoarse. He cleared his throat before trying to speak again. “Just…go to Oymyakon. There’s a field where the farmers walk their cattle in the summers. She’ll come back there. It might take a few weeks. There’s a house you can stay in, if you—”
“Logistics are no problem, Jimmy. You know I’d pick go pick her up even if you hadn’t saved my arse—can’t leave a pretty girl lost in Russia. But I still think it should be you.”
“You’ll do it, though?” James pressed.
“I’ll do it.”
That tension in his skull alleviated. Just a little. “Thank you,” James said.
“You two are so fucked up.” He stood, taking his snifter of gin with him, and leaned into the living room. “Oi! Ladies! Nice to meet you! I’m out of here.”
If there was a response, James didn’t hear it.
Malcolm turned back, and the two men shook hands. The kopis had a firm grip and an unusually serious look in his eye.
“What do I tell her when she shows up?” Malcolm asked. “Should I have her meet you somewhere?”
James’s head throbbed again. “Just tell her…tell her I’m sorry.”
“Ah,” Malcolm said. “Gotcha.”
He gave a short nod, then headed out the back door into the black night.


X
The scrying spell required more space than James’s parents’ house had indoors, even in his old study, so he took his supplies outside. The air was moist with the promise of spring rain. A chill breeze bit at his nose and chin.
James picked a spot on the lawn where the house would shelter him from the wind and began to prepare the circle.
The moon was high in the sky by the time he finished digging the first quadrant into the soil. More than once he caught himself drawing a line incorrectly, or putting the right rune in the wrong place.
He sat back on his heels, trying to make sense of the lines, but it wouldn’t come together. The fatigue was too strong.
Nathaniel appeared, standing outside the circle. He only needed to glance at it to say, “That’s wrong.” He pointed at the north corner.
He was right. James started over on that quadrant. “Would you like to help me?”
Nathaniel scuffed his shoe in the mud. “That’s why Mom sent me down. To help you.”
“Very well. Help yourself.”
Nathaniel grabbed a spade from the nearby tool shed and went to work. James didn’t have to tell him which parts of the circle were missing. He joined in with as much confidence as if the circle belonged to him, and James was only helping.
As Nathaniel worked, James searched his face for a hint of familiarity. A sign that this was his son, and not a young man that simply resembled him. Nathaniel met his gaze with defiant anger.
That anger—James understood that kind of anger well.
Maybe they were related after all.
“There,” Nathaniel said, wiping his hands off on his jeans. He left muddy handprints on his thighs.
“Let’s take a look at the entrance to the Haven,” James said, drawing the final lines.
He bent to grab one of the notebook pages off of the ground, but Nathaniel grabbed it first. He held it out of reach. “I’m not going,” Nathaniel said. “You know that, right? I can’t go somewhere that I’ll be a cripple.”
James held out his hand. “Give that to me.”
“No. Listen. I’m good at this stuff—I know I’m good at this, everyone in the coven says so. And I’ve been working on my interdimensional stuff. I think I’m about to come up with something amazing. Something better than anything that you’ve ever…”
Nathaniel didn’t have to finish the sentence for James to know what he had been about to say.
He stepped forward and took the paper out of Nathaniel’s hand. “Do you think this is a competition between us?”
The boy’s eyes glowed with barely-restrained anger. “I know it is.”
“There’s no need for us to be at odds.” James flicked the paper at the circle. It ignited. “In any case, you have about thirty years to catch up with me.”
The map snapped out flat in the circle, as if pulled between two dogs playing tug-of-war. A hazy blue ghost of the topography appeared above it. The trees were barely more than wisps of smoke, as if the hills themselves were on fire.
It was a new use of akashic magic, this model, and James expected that Nathaniel would have never seen it before. But the boy looked as unimpressed as ever.
“The highway,” Nathaniel said, pointing between two hills.
James traced the road into the hills and found a service road branching off the highway.
He gestured to enlarge the topographical image until he could see a tiny line that looked like a fence. It surrounded a cave set into a hill. An outbuilding was parked in front of it, as well as three tiny SUVs, each no larger than a toenail.
“Is this real?” Nathaniel asked, tilting his head as he studied the map.
“Yes. It’s somewhat like scrying. What you see here is a representation of reality.”
James made note of the outpost’s location on the map. The three SUVs probably carried two men each. Six guards, nine at the most. More than Malcolm’s estimate.
He watched his son’s face through the hazy blue forest. It distorted his features and almost made his eyes glow with blue light.
“There’s a cost to power, Nathaniel. I designed this spell—and thousands of others—but it was not free,” James said. “The foundation of knowledge upon which I craft my magic came at a high price.”
“Don’t lecture me.”
They both stood. Nathaniel was almost up to James’s chest now. It wouldn’t be long before he outgrew his father.
“People you love will die if you stay here,” James said.
Nathaniel lifted his chin in defiance. “I’m not afraid. I’ll protect myself. I’ll protect everyone.”
“There are worse things that can happen to you than dying.”
“That doesn’t mean I should run and hide in some other dimension. I’m not a coward like you are!” Nathaniel snapped.
James felt like a deflated balloon. Coward. That word stung.
Waving his hand, he dismissed the spell.
When James spoke again, his voice was softer than before. “Why are you angry at me, Nathaniel? I didn’t choose to be absent from your life.”
“I know.” Nathaniel seemed to chew over his next words, mouth twisting and brow furrowed. “I saw you kissing her.” His gaze fixed on a spot over James’s shoulder. “I saw you kissing Elise.”
James knew before he turned that he would see Hannah watching. “I told you to see if he needed help,” she said, approaching the circle with another mug of tea in her hands. “That doesn’t mean that you should bother him. Go inside and sleep.”
“But Mom—”
“Go,” she said.
“I hate both of you,” Nathaniel muttered.
He trudged through his grandmother’s bushes. The branches closed around him, but James could hear him crashing around for several more seconds before the front door opened and slammed closed again. The entire building shook.
James braced himself for Hannah’s vitriol. Even though they hadn’t been together in a long time, he felt, maybe irrationally, that he owed her some kind of explanation for his relationship with Elise—as if he could possibly put together a decade’s worth of feelings into a sentence.
“Hannah—” he began, but she cut him off.
“It’s fine. Nathaniel’s just at that age where he hates everything. And it’s not easy to find out that your heroes are human.”
James hadn’t been trying to start a conversation about Nathaniel. The change in subject threw him.
“Wait, hero?”
“The coven deifies you. I tried to shelter Nathaniel from it, but he studied with Landon, and…well, he heard things.” Hannah sipped her tea. The steam spiraled toward the stars. “He’s spent his entire life looking up to you. Be patient. Talk with him, not at him.”
Attempting to have another heart-to-heart with Nathaniel sounded about as pleasant as surrendering himself to Union custody again.
“If he refuses to go into the Haven…”
“I can talk him into it,” Hannah said. “Did the spell work?”
“Yes, but we need a car to get there. My parents must have left their truck at the airport.” He gestured toward the trees. “I’ll have to hike down to Thistle’s and ‘borrow’ her van.”
“I’ll get Nathaniel and Ariane ready,” she said. “Should we—”
A tree at the bottom of the hill rustled, and James cut Hannah off with a gesture.
James squinted into the darkness and saw nothing. But a sense of power rippled over him, making the skin on his shoulders rise in goosebumps.
His eyes skimmed the trees, searching for the source of that sensation. It tickled his crown as though his chakra had been jolted with electricity. The forest seemed to loom over them, darker and deeper than it had been a few minutes before.
They weren’t alone.
“What’s wrong?” Hannah asked.
“Just get the others,” James said. “We’re leaving.”
He stepped forward to search for the origin of those sensations as Hannah ducked into the house. A breeze rustled the branches around them. Clouds slid in front of the moon, then revealed it again in tantalizing peeks of pale gold.
“Who’s there?” he called.
He hadn’t expected anyone to reply, so he wasn’t surprised when only silence responded. There was no sign that the forest was anything but peaceful. A barn owl hooted.
Yet the energy at his crown was building, and with it came a sense of dread.
There must have been an angel nearby.
The door opened again. Ariane’s hair was frizzed and her skirt was twisted halfway around her hips, as though Hannah had dragged her out of bed. Nathaniel skulked behind them.
“Hurry,” James said, taking Ariane’s arm and leading her down the trail.
“Where are we going?” she asked. Her accent was thicker when she was sleepy.
“We’re visiting another coven member to borrow her van.”
“I thought you were going to get that on your own,” Hannah said. The unspoken question was obvious: What changed?
But James didn’t respond. He walked Ariane as quickly as he could down the hill, seeking out the trail that he had taken a thousand times as a boy. Thistle had a nephew his age named Grant, and they used to use that trail to meet up with one another at night.
Nathaniel pulled a spell out of his Book of Shadows. “Wait until we’re deeper in the forest,” James said.
“But—”
“Wait,” Hannah snapped.
Nathaniel huffed and shoved past them.
The feeling of power faded with every step they took away from James’s parents’ house. He glanced over his shoulder as they stepped carefully over the dark, rocky trail.
He wasn’t sure if it was just a trick of the light or not, but he thought he saw something flying over the roof of the house. Something too large to be a bird.
Then the trail turned, and he lost sight of the house.
It took almost an hour to hike to Thistle’s house. Ariane walked slowly, as if her legs were tied together at the knees, and James was half-tempted to throw her over his shoulder to get there faster.
He wasn’t the only impatient one. Despite Hannah’s warnings, Nathaniel kept disappearing from sight, running ahead on the trail only to return minutes later. Every second that he was gone felt like hours. James kept expecting to turn a corner and find Nathaniel dead.
But eventually the forest thinned, and James recognized Thistle’s backyard. She had replaced the siding on her house and moved the garden since his last visit.
“Wait here,” James said, and he left Ariane to sit on a tree stump while he jogged to the shed.
Of all the things that had changed, Thistle’s van was not among them. It was a giant brown box on wheels, a relic of the sixties, and a mobile made of colorful glass still dangled in one of the windows.
The driver’s side door was unlocked. James climbed ran his hands over the steering wheel cover, which was made of the same shag material as the carpet in back. The upholstery still smelled like sticky-sweet smoke. A pair of fuzzy dice dangled from the rearview mirror, and he ripped them down.
Thistle’s keys weren’t in the glove box like they used to be, but he didn’t let that deter him. He had watched Elise hotwire a car once. Though he wasn’t sure where she had picked up that particular skill, he was grateful for it now.
James pulled out the wires behind the steering column and sparked the engine to life.
The van grumbled like a dragon, and the radio crackled. He punched the button to silence it.
He jumped out of the van and waved to the others.
Ariane, Nathaniel, and Hannah filed through the yard. James opened the back for them, and Nathaniel balked at the door, nose wrinkling.
“Oh, this van,” Ariane whispered to Hannah with a girlish giggle. “Christine and I borrowed this van once, and we…” At Hannah’s look, she stopped talking.
There were two benches in the back, one against each side. Ariane and Nathaniel took position across from each other. Hannah slammed the door and joined James in the front seat.
He disengaged the emergency break and let the van roll out of the shed, steering it over the curb and onto the street. James didn’t breathe until they had turned the corner, leaving Thistle’s house far behind them.
He handed the map to Hannah. “I’ll need you to give me directions.”
She frowned at the paper, turning it over in her hands. “I see the entrance to the Haven, but where are we on this?”
“Give it to me,” Nathaniel said with a long-suffering sigh.
He took the map from her, messed with his cell phone, and then handed that to Hannah. The route to the turnoff was highlighted in blue on his GPS.
“You don’t always need magic if you’re not stupid,” he said.
James opened his mouth to snap at him, but Hannah’s cold stare caught his eye. So all he said was, “Thank you for helping.”
By the time that James got on the freeway heading northwest, he was starting to feel giddy—Nathaniel’s snark aside.
In the past few days, he had been arrested, escaped from detention, and jumped from a crashing airplane. Now there was nothing between them and safety but a couple hundred miles of road and a handful of Union guards. It could only get easier from here.
A shadow flashed across the moon, killing James’s sense of relief. The silhouette looked like an eagle, but eagles didn’t fly at night, and he had never seen a bird of prey that size.
James hadn’t escaped the angel just yet.
They were being hunted.
They stopped twice on
the way to the Haven—long enough to fill the van with gas, and for Ariane to empty her bladder. Then Hannah took a turn behind the wheel and drove like a woman possessed.
It was almost dawn when Nathaniel’s GPS chimed, announcing that they had reached the service road. The sky was still black, but the morning birds were beginning to chirp in the trees as the owls fell silent.
The instant that they stopped the car, Nathaniel jumped out of the van.
James moved to follow. Hannah stopped him.
“I’ll take care of it,” she said.
Hannah followed her son out of the van. She only managed to catch up with him when he had almost disappeared among the trees, well outside of earshot.
That left James sitting in the van with Ariane. He had avoided her all night, but there was no avoiding her now.
He felt like he should speak to her, reminisce about the past, or maybe make apologies—none of which sounded pleasant. Instead, he kept his gaze forward and pretended to watch for danger.
But Ariane didn’t seem to share James’s antisocial urges. “Sit with me,” she said, patting the bench beside her.
He didn’t move. “I should keep an eye out.”
A tiny, teasing smile spread over her lips. “Wouldn’t you like to learn some magic?”
“I’m extremely doubtful that you know anything I don’t.”
“Then I’m extremely thrilled to surprise you. Join me. Please.”
He climbed into the back of the van. It was strange for James to kneel at Ariane’s feet, the same way that he had when he was just a boy and she was a young woman. But her time in Hell had suspended Ariane in her twenties; now he was the one going gray, and she was hardly any older than Elise.
She gave a bright laugh at the sight of him on his knees. “Sit here,” Ariane said, patting the bench beside her again.
Hesitantly, James took a seat.
She turned to lean against him. Her soft hair brushed against his cheek, the aroma of her perfume wafting around him.
Her body molded against his, and James’s spine stiffened. “Ariane…”
She took his hand and placed his palm flat against her stomach. “Quiet,” she said, fingers tightening on his when he tried to pull away.
And then—a kick.
“Shh,” Ariane told her stomach. “Do you feel the way that the muscle tenses, James?”
He was doing his best not to feel anything at all. She smelled and felt too much like Elise. It was a cruel reminder of what he had done, the oaths he had kept, the promises he had broken.
But he did feel her stomach muscles tensing in a contraction.
“Birthing magic is among the most ancient.” Ariane’s voice was low and soothing. “The gods damned us with agony in labor, and so our human midwives found ways around that curse. You are no midwife, but you can ease my pain.”
“Are you in pain?”
“Yes,” she said simply. “It won’t be long before I give birth.”
Ariane plucked a small vial of potion out of the neck of her dress. She massaged the oil over the back of James’s hand. It warmed with the radiant heat of magic, tingling and pulsing in time with the flow of his blood.
“This ritual was written in one of Pamela’s books. You should look it up so that you can use it whenever you choose,” Ariane said.
“I don’t think I’ll have use for it.”
“No?” She set the vial aside. “Focus the magic into my womb. Imagine the baby calming inside.”
As awful as James found the task, he couldn’t help but fall under the sway of her words. His eyes slid shut. He could almost see the fetus curled in warm, perfect darkness and hear the beating of its heart.
He had missed doing such magic with Hannah. It filled him with sadness to feel Ariane’s baby and know that he had never held his own. Nathaniel wouldn’t even speak to him now.
Ariane whispered words of magic, and the energy flowed between their hands.
The contractions slowed.
She turned in his arms, smiling up at him with a faint, mischievous smile. Almost close enough to kiss. But despite the smile, there was anger in her eyes. “I told you to stay away from my first daughter,” she said.
“You did,” James said, his mouth dry.
“Tell me what you’ve done to her,” Ariane said.
James pushed her away. She didn’t fight back. She simply sat up, rubbing the remaining oil into her hands like lotion.
He took off his glasses. Pinched the bridge of his nose. “Many years ago, Landon sent me there. He sent me to…” It was impossible to say the name aloud, as though it was trapped inside the cage of his clenched teeth.
“Araboth,” Ariane filled in softly. “The garden.”
James let out a breath. “I went there. There was a woman, an ancient woman, who called herself Eve. She had been expecting me.”
Ariane’s eyes glimmered. “And you swore an oath.”
“I swore an oath,” he repeated, barely above a whisper. “I swore to carry on the White Ash Coven’s line. I swore that if something were to happen to Elise…”
“You would take her back.”
James rubbed a hand over his eyes. He couldn’t face Ariane. “I told Elise that we had to run because He would find us if we didn’t. I told her that I was on her side. I lied, Ariane.”
“But it took you more than ten years to send her there.”
“She wasn’t ready to go back.” He dropped his head into his hands. “I wasn’t ready.”
“You love her.” It wasn’t a question.
James peered up at Ariane through his fingers. The scar on his left shoulder was hurting again, and he rubbed it with two fingers. “I didn’t just swear oaths, Ariane. The garden changed me. Yes, I love her—but worse than that…I am fascinated with her.”
Rain drizzled outside, rapping softly on the roof of the van, filling it with the sound of gentle drumming. The windows were fogged from their breathing, and the light outside was beginning to lighten to a velvety gray. The air was too warm and close.
“Your eyes used to be brown,” Ariane said.
He considered denying it. But there was no point, not anymore.
“Yes,” James sighed. “My eyes used to be brown.”
The back door of the van opened. Hannah stood on the other side, and James was relieved to see Nathaniel at her back.
“Are you ready to find the outpost?” she asked.
James wiped his oily hands off on his slacks, then crawled to the door, jumping to the mud outside. “More than ready.”
“I’ll wait here,” Ariane said. She wasn’t smiling anymore.


XI
James half-expected Nathaniel to make a break for it as they hiked up the service road toward the Haven. He certainly looked like he was thinking about it. He hung back from his mother with his hood over his head and his hands jammed in his pockets, eyeing the tree line as if searching for an escape route.
But whatever urge he may have had to flee seemed to be overpowered by the urge to stay close to his mother. He hovered at Hannah’s shoulder like a very tall bulldog.
Whether Nathaniel was guarding her from the Union or from James, he wasn’t sure.
James could tell when they were entering Union territory because of the “No Trespassing” signs. Although the UKA logo wasn’t on them, they were painted black with bold white lettering—creative, as always.
Halfway up the hill, they came to an iron gate. The accompanying sign was much less innocuous than the others. It said, “Photography is Prohibited,” and “Use of Deadly Force Authorized.”
The gate was only intended to stop cars, not pedestrians, so James simply stepped around the posts.
Hannah didn’t follow.
“What’s wrong?” James asked.
“We’re being watched.” Her eyes flicked to the trees above them.
James looked up. He didn’t see the little black boxes until a red LED caught his eye. Once he spotted one, he could see them everywhere: cameras aimed at the trail and surrounding forest.
He took Allyson’s disruptor from his pocket and punched the button. Nothing obvious happened. Maybe the batteries were dead.
Frowning, he hit the button again, and again. The red glowing LEDs stayed on.
James slid the device back into his pocket. “If they’ve already seen us, it’s too late anyway. They’re probably expecting us by now.”
“Great,” Hannah said.
They continued to climb.
“Lethal force won’t be their first action,” James said. “We’ll have at least a few seconds to attack.”
“Oh, a few seconds,” she said. “I can’t believe that I was worried.”
Nathaniel didn’t seem happy with that evaluation of the situation. “I’m going to look ahead.”
Before either of them could stop him, he jogged up the trail and disappeared into the gray, drizzly morning.
“Should we stop him?” James asked.
Hannah gave a short laugh. “Go ahead and try.”
Neither of them got the opportunity. Almost as soon as he disappeared, Nathaniel returned at a run.
“There’s a car up there,” he said, pink-cheeked and breathless.
The Union must have been coming to investigate. “Good,” James said, trying to inject some confidence into his voice. “I’ll take a look.”
He left the others behind, heading up the hill to investigate the car.
It was a bulky black machine with a steel cowcatcher and machine gun mounted outside the passenger window. A man leaned through an open door into the driver’s seat. He wore black slacks, black hiking boots, and a black belt. Definitely Union.
He heard the kopis’s voice muffled by the SUV. “Lousy equipment… Patric? Hey, Patric, can you hear me?”
James stepped up behind the kopis. “Do you need help?”
The man straightened. His nametag said “Charles Wells”—nobody that James recognized, thankfully.
Charles reached for his sidearm. “This is a restricted area.”
James responded by punching him in the head.
He was still sore from his last few fistfights, but his aim was getting better. He managed to deliver an Elise-quality sucker punch.
Charles hit the ground, unconscious. The pistol flew from his hand.
James leaned into the SUV to check the dashboard. The engine was running, but the equipment had no signal. So Allyson’s disruptor had done its job after all.
He turned the SUV off, pocketed the keys, and waved to Hannah and Nathaniel.
It took them a minute to catch up, so James took the opportunity to search the trunk. They didn’t have ropes, but he found a box of zip ties behind the seat. He used them to restrain the kopis’s unconscious body.
With Nathaniel’s help, James tossed Charles in the trunk.
“Isn’t someone going to notice when he doesn’t report back?” Hannah asked.
“Yes,” James said. “But by the time they do, it will be too late.”
James led Hannah and Nathaniel off the road, climbing a nearby hill so that they could look down on the outpost without being spotted. By the time they reached the top, daylight had broken over the forest. The sun peeked through the clouds and vanished again.
There wasn’t much to look at from above. As James had seen on the map, there were only two more SUVs, an outbuilding, and a fence to protect them. It looked like the Union had all but forgotten the Haven’s entrance.
“So what’s the plan?” Hannah asked.
James considered the two men taking a smoke break between the SUVs. One of them had a beard, which was against the Union dress code, so they must have been guarding the door for at least a couple of weeks. And neither of them looked worried. They must not have realized that Charles had gone missing yet.
“I can disable their electronics from up here,” James said. “Then we’ll have to sneak down and—”
A voice barked out from behind them. “Hands in the air!”
James lifted his hands to shoulder-level and turned slowly.
A kopis stood behind them with a gun aimed straight at James’s chest. The guard seemed to have decided that James was the main threat—he didn’t even glance at the petite blond woman or the twelve-year-old boy.
“Identify yourself,” said the kopis. He had the eyes of a man who had killed before and wouldn’t be bothered to kill again.
“We were just hiking,” James said, inching one of his hands toward the back of his neck.
The kopis stepped forward. “Don’t move!”
James froze.
But Nathaniel didn’t.
He ripped a page out of his notebook and spoke a word of power.
Nathaniel’s magic spiked through the air. It electrified the hilltop, making James’s arm hair stand on end.
A finger of energy touched the kopis. The air rippled, and with a loud suctioning noise, he vanished.
His gun bounced off of the grass where he had been standing.
James whirled on his son. “What the hell did you just do?”
“I sent him away.” Nathaniel’s cheeks were red. He was breathing hard, like he had been running.
“Where?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “Away.”
Hannah clapped both of her hands over her mouth, staring at the spot that the man had vacated.
The spell had left a sparkling residue on the grass. With enough time, James could have trace that magic to find the man—but he didn’t have time.
The kopides below had heard. And they were climbing the hill.
James grabbed the gun. “We’ll talk about this later.”
“You can’t seriously be mad at me,” Nathaniel said. “He was going to shoot. I saved our lives.”
“But you don’t even know where you sent him. He could be dead!”
“James,” Hannah said warningly. “This isn’t the time.”
She was right. One of the men was already halfway up the rocks, and moving fast—just seconds away.
James’s mind whirled with adrenaline, seeking some way out of the confrontation that didn’t involve killing. But Nathaniel wasn’t thinking. He ripped another page out of his Book of Shadows and slid down the hill.
“Nathaniel, no!” Hannah cried. When her son didn’t listen, she turned to James. “Stop him!”
James ran after his son, but Nathaniel had a head start.
He threw one page, and then a second, pointing at the two nearby kopides.
The force of magic made the pressure change. James’s ears popped.
Heat waves shimmered in the air, and both guards vanished.
There was still a man remaining at the bottom of the hill. James grabbed one of the dropped guns.
This kopis didn’t ignore Nathaniel like the first one had. He had identified the real threat.
He swung his gun around to aim at Nathaniel.
James shot first.
All it took was a twitch of the finger. A rain of bullets tore through the air. James wasn’t prepared for the recoil—it nearly knocked him off of his feet. The gun pulled wide.
Bullets chewed the kopis in half and pinged against the wall of the outbuilding behind him.
James stopped shooting too late.
He stepped up beside the body. The kopis’s eyes were open, but vacant. Dead. James had killed him.
“I saw one go in there,” Nathaniel said, pointing at the outbuilding. His voice swam in and out of James’s ears.
“Stay back,” he replied. It felt like someone else was speaking.
He mounted the stairs and kicked open the door.
The outbuilding had two rows of bunks stacked three high. There was a shower stall in one corner and a tiny kitchenette on the other; the open cabinet held a box of Twinkies and three packets of Ramen noodles.
A trail of blood drew James’s eye to the lone terminal beside the kitchenette.
The last kopis had been trying to contact Union HQ when James’s misfire had taken off the top of his skull.
James tossed the gun to the floor, feeling nauseous.
“Did you get—” Nathaniel began as he stepped into the outbuilding behind James.
He saw the body at the desk and never finished his sentence.
James checked the terminal. Like the equipment in the SUVs, it had no signal, so it couldn’t have transmitted data. Nobody would know they had taken the outpost. James stared at the body, transfixed by the cherry-red fluid that spilled out of its cranial cavity. That was his work. He had killed this man, and hadn’t even intended to do it.
“And you yelled at me for tossing those other guys across the dimension,” Nathaniel snorted.
It was absolutely the least helpful thing he could have said in that moment.
“I never meant to kill these men,” James said.
“Isn’t that worse? Accidentally killing someone instead of purposely neutralizing them? You should have let me take care of them myself.”
“And you don’t care that you might have killed them, too?”
“Not when the bad guys are trying to kill us back!”
“These aren’t ‘bad guys,’ Nathaniel. These are men—just human men. Now every single one of them might be gone.”
“Not the one on the trail,” he said. “He’ll just be sore.”
“That’s not the point,” James said, frustration thick in his throat. “Five men may have died at our hands—”
“And we’re still alive,” Nathaniel interrupted. He peered out the door. “Mom’s coming this way.”
James took another glance around the outbuilding. The only weapon in sight was on the dead man. Although it sickened him to touch it, he took the handgun and popped the magazine. Fully loaded.
He pushed Nathaniel out of the building and shut the door behind them.
“Is that everyone?” Hannah asked, looking pale as she skirted the bisected body.
James turned to the cave, where the entrance to the Haven was hidden. It was nestled into the bottom of the hill, half-obscured by bushes.
He clenched the gun in both hands. “Let’s find out.”
Waiting with the van while everyone else risked their lives was both extremely boring and extremely refreshing. Ariane was no longer the wife of a kopis or expected to rush into battle, so she was happy to use her pregnancy as an excuse to stay behind. Boredom was infinitely better than terror.
But that meant that Ariane had nothing to occupy her attention aside from the contractions that had been progressing all morning. She paced circles around the van, lower back knotted and aching. Her hips felt like they were about to split in two.
Ariane hoped that the Haven would have good hospitals.
On what had to be her hundredth lap around the van, she heard a series of muffled pops, like the climax of fireworks on the Fourth of July. It echoed over the trees and faded away.
There were no fireworks on a rainy May morning.
It was gunfire.
Ariane leaned against the hood, taking deep breaths. There was no way to tell who had just been shot, and not knowing was almost worse than being in the battle herself. Even so, some small, angry part of her hoped that those gunshots meant that James Faulkner was dead.
A rush of wind interrupted her thoughts, and Ariane knew before she turned around that she wasn’t alone anymore.
Metaraon looked just as impressive in ordinary human clothing as he did in the robes of a Council member. With those massive wings folded at his back, he would make the most ordinary clothing look like the robes of a king.
“Hello, Metaraon,” Ariane said.
His eyes lingered on her swollen belly. Metaraon didn’t show much emotion—nothing but wrath and occasional lust—but she thought there was an element of surprise to his silence.
Ariane lifted her chin in defiance.
“Well? What do you want?” she asked when he failed to speak.
“I had come here for James Faulkner,” he said. “I didn’t expect to find you here as well.”
“I saw you hunting us last night. I’m sure you must have noticed my presence, since you’ve been following us for hours.”
“Days,” Metaraon corrected.
He stepped closer, and she realized that the hand he had been holding behind his back wasn’t empty. Ariane stepped back quickly and bumped into the van.
Metaraon was holding a knife. It was a wicked, slender triangle the length of his forearm, with glossy white bone as the cross-guard.
He planted a hand on the side of the van next to her head, blocking all escape. His eyes never left her pregnant stomach.
There was a time when his smoldering eyes would have filled Ariane with arousal. It was the look he got before their trysts in Hell, when she was staffing the Council of Dis and he was posing as judge. It used to mean that he was about to deliver all kinds of pain and pleasure to her body.
But Ariane knew that he didn’t have sex in mind. Not anymore.
Anger flitted through his gaze as he stared at her stomach. He lifted the knife between them, pressing the flat side to Ariane’s lips to silence her. The metal was so cold.
“It seems that you and I need to talk,” Metaraon said.
The tunnel into the cave was so steep that James couldn’t walk down it; he had to climb, and then offer Hannah a hand so that she could join him. Nathaniel jumped.
A heavy door blocked the end of the tunnel. James tried the handle.
Locked.
“I’ll look for a key,” Nathaniel said, clambering up the tunnel again.
Hannah glanced around the dark passage, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth. The only light came from the surface, and the cloud cover meant that there wasn’t much of that, either. But there were no cameras here. Nobody to watch them. It was as safe as it could be.
“Was this worth it?” she asked. After all of the close-range gunfire, it sounded like she was whispering. “Killing so many people to take the Haven?”
James closed his eyes so that he wouldn’t have to look at her. He thought that the sight of the dead kopides should have haunted him, but it was Elise’s face that flitted through his mind.
“Yes. It was.”
He almost sounded convincing.
“Maybe…maybe this will be good,” Hannah said. She tugged at the hem of her shirt and fidgeted with her sleeves. “I’ve been worried about Nathaniel. What he’s been doing with magic. At least this way he’ll be held back a little, and—and you can teach him how to handle whatever’s left.”
He rubbed a hand on the back of his neck. The skin was still sensitive from the spell that used to be there. “I’m not going with you.”
“What?”
“I can’t go with you into the Haven. There’s too much I have to do here.” James coughed into his hand. “Sorry. I assumed that you realized that.”
“You know what it means if Nathaniel and I go into the Haven without you,” Hannah said. “Didn’t you ever read Pamela’s papers on interdimensional temporal distortion?”
James used to use them as sleep aids. “I read them once or twice,” he said.
“Time runs at a different speed between Earth and the Haven. It only takes a minute here for an entire day to pass over there. Nathaniel and I will be dead within a month.” She paused, giving him an expectant look. He didn’t speak. “So…you’re saying that you’re okay with that?”
“You’ll live a full, happy life, safe from the perils of this world. Whatever amount of time lapses on this side is irrelevant.”
“Cut the bullshit, James.” Hannah jabbed a finger into his chest. “Irrelevant? What is that supposed to even mean? Your son will be dead. Dead. You won’t see him become an adult, or get married. You won’t see your own grandkids. It doesn’t matter if it takes fifty years for that to happen in the Haven—it will only be a few weeks over here.”
“My feelings in the matter aren’t nearly as important as your safety, Hannah. You can both have a good life in the Haven. That is what matters.”
Hannah made a disgusted noise, flinging her hands into the air. “I don’t know why I bother. You missed the first ten years. Why should you care about the rest of his life?”
“That’s not fair, and you know it,” James said. “If you had told me about him—”
Footsteps shuffled on the tunnel above them, and they both fell silent. Nathaniel jumped to the bottom again.
“Found it in the shed,” he said, handing the key to James.
Hannah gave him a thin smile. “Great.”
James turned the gun’s safety off and opened the door.
He was greeted by impenetrable darkness on the other side. James felt along the wall until he found a switch, and a bank of fluorescents buzzed to life.
He entered slowly, gun at the ready. The room looked like an office space that had been abandoned in a large, craggy cave. The banks of computers facing the back wall were strangely mundane—but the wall itself was not.
A sweeping arch of ancient petroglyphs marked the wall of the cave in the outline of a door. There were cavemen and animals, abstract swirls and loops. It was the physical representation of a very ancient form of magic, the kind of arcane power that had been lost to time. James had only seen such markings in books before.
He set the gun on the desk and ran his hands over the wall. The petroglyphs whispered with power.
They weren’t meant to look like a door. They were a door, just as surely as the gates that hovered over Reno were doors. But these weren’t of ethereal craftsmanship. It wasThe makers had been mortal—the work of the ancient mages that had preceded James and his forefathers.
Once he realized that the petroglyphs were a door, he could see other features of a temple. The wall looked like it had been flattened by hand tools. Faint circles on the floor had been rubbed away by time, but must have once signified ritual spaces.
“What is this?” Hannah asked in a hushed voice, as though she realized that they had entered holy ground.
“This is how we get into the Haven,” James said. When he ran his hands over the marks, they murmured promises of magic into his mind. “But I don’t think it’s meant to open from this side. The Union must brute force it with the computers.”
Nathaniel had sat down at one of the terminals. “They’ve run wires through the wall,” he said, typing on the keyboard. “They’ve got a program that opens the door. But…I don’t see how.”
“Be careful with that,” Hannah said.
Nathaniel smiled sheepishly.
The generator hummed to life, belching dust out of a vent near the floor. It didn’t just surge with electricity—James felt a surge of magic, too.
Gray light flared, temporarily blinding him. When it faded, the wall was simply gone, leaving a hole where the door had been. There was nothing on the other side but an empty cave.
James and Hannah stood shoulder-to-shoulder in front of the door, staring through the door.
“That’s it,” James said. “That’s the way into the Haven.” He found the strength to smile at Hannah. “Would you like to take a look?”
After a moment’s consideration, Hannah shook her head. “I’ll have plenty of time to look once I live there. I should go back for Ariane.” She glanced at Nathaniel, then lowered her voice to a whisper. “If you’ve made up your mind, then this will probably be your last chance to talk to him.”
Hannah kissed Nathaniel on the top of the head and left. He rolled his eyes.
The door didn’t stay open long. Five minutes passed before it shut again, silently and without warning. James prowled around the door, pretending to study the marks as though they were the most fascinating things in the world. And they sort of were—at any other time, he would have been utterly absorbed.
But being left alone with his estranged son was far too distracting. Especially when James had no clue what to say.
How was he meant to say goodbye to a total stranger?
Hannah rushed back to the van, heart heavy with apprehension. Seizing the entrance to the Haven was meant to be some kind of victory, but she felt no relief. Not after seeing Nathaniel perform that kind of magic. And definitely not after watching James gun down a kopis.
That life—one of fighting, pain, and fear—was nothing that she had ever wanted in her son’s life.
But they were about to escape that. Permanently.
Hannah was so absorbed in her thoughts that she almost stumbled into the open air of the highway before realizing that Ariane was outside the van.
And she wasn’t alone.
Hannah jumped behind a tree, pressing her back flat against its trunk.
She had only glimpsed the man standing with Ariane for a half second, but it was more than enough to recognize Metaraon—the angel that had haunted her nightmares since she was a girl. His face was branded into her brain.
Her first instinct was to run, but Hannah couldn’t leave Ariane alone with an angel. Not in her current physical state.
“Tell me why you came here, Ariane Garin,” Metaraon said. His voice was low, meant only for Ariane, but the morning was even quieter. Hannah had no problems making out the words.
“Why do you think I’ve come here?” Ariane asked. She sounded teasing—almost flirtatious. Hannah wanted to jump out and shake the airheaded bitch.
“I think that you’re trying to leave Earth.”
“I am.”
“And you didn’t think to ask me of my thoughts on it?”
“You’ve never been one to talk of your thoughts with me,” Ariane said. “I am not your property. I will go where I want.”
The quiet that followed her declaration was long enough that Hannah thought that they must have left. She pushed aside a few branches so that she could see them standing beside the van.
Metaraon looked like an ordinary man. His brown hair was longer than Hannah remembered, tied back into a ponytail. He shouldn’t have been particularly imposing. Even though he was tall, he wasn’t extremely muscular, and there was something honest about his face. But Hannah knew that to be deception. There was absolutely nothing honest about the Voice of God.
“You’re fortunate that you didn’t reach the Haven before I located you. Very fortunate,” he said.
“Why? Because you would have missed me?” Ariane’s arms looped around his neck.
“Because I would have been forced to take drastic measures to bring you back.”
“You’re sweet.”
Metaraon pushed Ariane against the truck, seized her chin, and kissed her.
Hannah clapped her hands over her mouth to muffle her gasp.
She shouldn’t have been shocked. She had been there the day that Metaraon had picked Ariane from the coven’s adepts, like they were all on sale. He didn’t have any problems using human women for his machinations. Why would he have a problem using their bodies, too?
But if they were kissing—and if Isaac was dead—then what did that say about the pregnancy?
Hannah took shallow breaths to calm herself. She had to get James. Angels were normal to him—what she considered worthy of mortal terror, James considered to be a regular Tuesday afternoon.
When Hannah’s eyes opened again, she caught a glint of metal under the moonlight.
Metaraon was holding a knife.
He released Ariane, and even in the darkness, even at that distance, Hannah could see that she was shaking. Ariane knew the knife was there. She wasn’t that stupid.
“Won’t you let me keep one of my babies?” Ariane asked, her voice painfully soft. She wasn’t flirting anymore.
“Neither of them were ever yours,” Metaraon said.
He pressed the knife against her belly.
Hannah moved without thinking.
She jumped around the tree, heart pounding. She wasn’t a fighter—she had never thrown a punch in her life. But she couldn’t just stand there. She couldn’t watch Ariane be victimized again.
Hannah scooped a heavy branch off the ground and wielded it like a bat.
Ariane’s eyes focused on her over Metaraon’s shoulder. “Hannah, no!”
The angel turned, and Hannah swung.
He caught the branch. Jerked it out of her hands. Flung it into the trees.
Then he stepped forward and plunged the blade into Hannah’s heart.


XII
A half hour passed in the cave, and then an hour. James started to get restless. He stood in the open doorway leading to the tunnel, listening for any signs of Hannah and Ariane’s approach. Aside from the steady drip-drip of rain, everything was silent.
“Where are they?” he muttered.
Nathaniel shrugged. “I dunno.” The Union hadn’t taken Minesweeper off of their interdimensional control terminals, and he had played at least a dozen games.
James’s worry grew the longer he stood in the doorway. “Ariane’s probably having problems getting up the hill,” he finally said. “I’ll run down and help. Stay here.”
Nathaniel rolled his eyes and turned back to the computer.
When James climbed out of the tunnel, he found everything just the way he had left it: the body leaking blood onto the dirt, the damaged outbuilding, and Nathaniel’s magic splattered everywhere. A soft rain was already washing Hannah’s footprints away.
But the further he got from the horrors of the outpost, the more peaceful the forest became. The soft rain had driven all of the animals into hiding, so it was quiet, almost idyllic.
He didn’t even feel the angel until the highway came into sight.
James stopped on the trail, staring at the scene in front of him.
Shock blanked his mind, so that the images came to him in confused fragments: Blood underneath Hannah’s body. Her hands wrapped around a knife—a knife that jutted from her chest. And behind her, a crouched man with wings.
The angel’s figure concealed what he was doing on the pavement, but James could just make out Ariane’s feet on the other side.
James couldn’t feel his extremities or his pounding heart.
No.


Metaraon straightened as if James had called to him. A gusting breeze sent a couple of golden feathers drifting into a trickle of runoff near his feet—water that ran red.
“What have you done?” James asked.
“I’m taking care of loose ends,” Metaraon said. “And you may be the loosest of them all.”
The angel swooped toward him, crossing the space in an instant. James didn’t even have time to react.
Metaraon reached for him.
His hand was huge—so much bigger than a hand had any right to be, as if the fingers stretched into endless eternity, and the palm grew to occupy the spaces between. Metaraon didn’t seem to grab James’s face as much as engulf it.
The highway, and the bodies, vanished. Darkness consumed him.
For an instant, James felt the rushing sensation of falling, tumbling, plummeting. The wind rushed in his ears. He couldn’t seem to draw breath into his lungs, because there was no air to breathe.
James had been severed from his body, leaving him floating in nothingness. But he wasn’t alone. Metaraon’s voice echoed from the void.
“We need to talk, Mr. Faulkner,” Metaraon said. “I have a problem.”
The garden appeared in the gray depths of the void, displayed behind James’s eyelids like a movie.
The Tree itself was a looming tombstone with twisted black branches, its roots wrapped around the world, and James realized with horror that it was dying. The moss on its bark had dried out. The river frothed over its banks, but it no longer bore water—it was as crimson as the mud underneath Metaraon’s feet.
And Elise was there.
She wasn’t the auburn-haired woman that most frequently occupied James’s memories. It was Elise as she was now: a demon, slender and fragile and pale-skinned. She was naked, entangled in the branches of the Tree. One branch had grown across her eyes, locked over her face like a blindfold.
She was trapped.
Metaraon’s voice murmured through James’s mind. “This is my problem. She’s miserable. Malfunctioning. The power is there, but the will is not. Tell me what I must do to spur her into motion.”
Miserable? Malfunctioning?


The vision of Elise tangled in the Tree seemed to grow until it consumed him. Her slack face, limp fingers, a chest rising and falling with shallow breaths. James had kissed her cold corpse, and yet she hadn’t looked so dead to him in the Union’s freezer as she did in that Tree.
Every fantasy he had indulged in—imagining her burning a path through the garden, locked in battle with cherubim and God Himself, on the verge of bloody victory—was shattered.
He had no body to feel, but his fear took hold like the roots of the Tree. “Let me go to her,” James said. “Take me there.”
The angel’s laugh was merciless. “I’m no fool, James Faulkner.”
The vision of the Tree faded, taking Elise with it.
“You don’t mind if I take a look through your mind, do you?” Metaraon asked. “Show me what makes her happy.”
It was a demand, not a request, and James couldn’t help but respond. Memories surged to the surface of his mind.
Suddenly, he was back in Reno.
James sat at the dining room table in his old apartment above Motion and Dance. The red glow of late evening flooded the room. James looked down to see a fork and steak knife in his hands. He could feel the weight of eyes on his back, as though Metaraon stood behind him, but he had no control over his body.
And Elise sat opposite him, looking totally normal and unaware. She was wearing a white t-shirt branded for the studio with her hair in a ponytail.
James remembered this moment. Elise had just finished teaching one of the interpretive ballet classes, intended for children four to five years of age. It was just months after Motion and Dance had opened, and they were struggling for business—a very pleasant struggle, in comparison to what they had used to fight for.
He wanted to shout. To warn her.
He couldn’t move.
“I’m not a babysitter,” Elise said, cutting into her steak with the same viciousness that she used while skinning the bodies of demons. “I’m not even a dancer, for Christ’s sake, but I’m especially not a nanny, and if one more parent dumps their snot-faced kid off in class to spread norovirus to all of the other students—and without even having the right shoes!—I swear to you, I will cut her like a—”
“I’ll talk to Mrs. Ferguson,” James said, interrupting her tirade before it could gather steam. “I’ll make sure our policy is more explicit. No sick children in interpretive ballet.”
She glared at her steak as though it had Mrs. Ferguson’s face. “That bitch did this last year, too. The whole class will be barfing on Thursday. And then I’m going to be sick the day after.”
“You don’t have to teach the interpretive ballet class, Elise. I’ve told you that before. I’m happy to hire another instructor.”
“That’s not the point.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m trying to brood, James. Can I brood, please?”
“Sorry,” he said, hiding his smile behind his wine glass. It was a genuine smile. Elise was so young. He loved to see her fretting over stupid things, like irritating parents and ballet classes, rather than saving the world. “Go on.”
Elise opened her mouth, then closed it again. She gave a rueful smile. “I can’t remember what I was saying.”
“Something about snot-faced children?” James offered.
“I think I was about to threaten to kill one of your clients.”
“Oh, yes. I almost forgot.”
Despite the smiles, she still looked overwhelmed. Elise knew that she didn’t have to teach any of the dance classes, yet she did anyway, and James knew why.
She was doing it for him.
He had no words to express his gratitude. Not just for the way that Elise was willing to act outside of her comfort zone for his sake, but the fact that she was still there at all.
The university radio station switched from an operatic performance to smooth jazz. James set his glass on the table and stood, unable to control his body, but happy to lose himself in the memory. “Come on,” he said, extending a hand toward Elise.
“I’ve danced enough today, thanks,” Elise said. “If I have to think about doing another chassé, I will kill someone.”
“Please. You can brood just as easily while standing.”
She rolled her eyes again, but she curled her fingers around his hand, letting him pull her to her feet. She was wearing white lacy gloves with buttons at the wrists, since those seemed to disturb the clients somewhat less than the leather ones.
James wrapped his arm around her waist, and she set her hand on his shoulder. Years of practice allowed him to keep his face smooth. He never let her see that he found any excuse to hold her, even when it killed him inside to know that it would never be more than that.
“You’re just trying to distract me so that I don’t murder the people that pay your bills,” she said, poking an accusing finger in his chest.
He smiled down at her. “Is it working?”
“No,” Elise said, but they were swaying in time to the music, and he could see all of the tension draining from her shoulders.
They were close enough to kiss, as they had been a thousand times before, and a thousand times after.
The temptation was painful for James, but better than not being close to Elise at all.
James knew that it was only a memory—an illusion invoked by Metaraon. But he was holding Elise again. Her hair was curly, red, and halfway down her back. She was so…human.
That had been after they retired, and before Death’s Hand attacked again. The happiest time. The most peaceful.
He wished that Metaraon would abandon him to those memories.
“How sweet,” Metaraon said, and he somehow managed to make that sound like an insult. “But I will not use your memory to inspire her—not when He is such a jealous man. I need something else.”
James felt himself drawing away from the memory. Elise’s face dimmed.
“No,” he said, trying to grab her again. “Wait!”
And then his arms were empty. The jazz music faded.
He was falling again.
It was just as shocking to land in the second memory, so much more abrupt.
A ringing phone jangled in his skull.
He blinked. Elise was gone, but he was still in Motion and Dance. It was a bright, early morning, and James realized that Betty was calling him.
James was unable to resist picking up the phone.
“I’m here!” sang out a cheerful voice.
He remembered this morning now. It was a day when Betty had decided, for no apparent reason, that she needed to wash Anthony’s Jeep. It didn’t really matter if the Jeep was dirty or not—after plowing through so many zombies, there would have been no way to tell if it got totaled, much less muddy. Of course, once Betty got an idea in her head, it was impossible to get it out again.
“What?” he asked, just as he had the year before, as if he had no clue what she had planned.
“I’m going to use your parking lot to wash the Jeep,” Betty said. “We don’t have enough room at the duplex. That’s not a problem, right? I mean, you don’t have any more classes until ballroom at six anyway, so it’s not like anyone else will be using the parking lot. Okay?”
“Uh,” he said.
“Great! Bring a bucket when you come downstairs!”
She hung up, leaving James scurrying to dress.
He was still tugging the shirt over his head when he stepped outside the front door to greet Betty. It was the hottest day of the summer, just over a hundred degrees Fahrenheit, and James almost gagged on the heat.
Betty wasn’t alone, but then again, she never was. She didn’t have a driver’s license, vastly preferring to force any of her multitudinous friends to help transport her—most often her cousin, Anthony. So James was pleasantly surprised to see Elise climb out of the driver’s seat, but somewhat less pleasantly surprised to see her wince when she landed.
Elise’s right thigh was bandaged from knee to hip. She gave James a strained smile when he approached.
“What happened?” he asked, gesturing at her leg. Anthony climbed out of the backseat of the Jeep without so much as looking at James. Always the friendliest of visitors.
“I fell,” she said.
“Into what?” James asked, arching an eyebrow at the size of the bandages. “A river of piranhas?”
She lowered her sunglasses, giving him a hard look over the tops of the frames. Her eyes were rimmed with bruises. Twin black eyes—must have been a good fight. “Something like that.”
It always pained him to see Elise wounded, maybe as much as it pained her to actually have damage inflicted upon her, and James always wished that he could heal her wounds for her. But he was out of practice, didn’t have the paper spells for it anymore, and couldn’t cast a new ritual without ruining his ability to teach classes for the rest of the night.
Elise grabbed a bottle of soap out of the backseat. She winced when her midriff accidentally connected with the hot metal of the car door.
“Careful,” he said, reaching out to touch her.
“Don’t just stand there,” Betty said, hip-bumping James out of the way to take the soap bottle. She wore Daisy Dukes, cowboy boots, and a tube top that could barely be classified as a shirt. Betty had always been very proud of her curves. “Where’s the bucket, James? You’re not ready for us at all!”
“A little more warning would have helped,” he said. Anthony passed, and James turned to speak to him. “The bucket is under the stairs.”
“Get it yourself,” Anthony said. “I’m going to inside to enjoy the air conditioning.”
He slammed the front door behind him.
God, James hated Anthony. Loathed him, in fact, on some days—like whenever it was obvious that Elise had been dressing up for a date with him, or when they kissed, or when that ham-handed boy touched her. Anthony could be a sullen jackass, but James would have hated him even if he were effusively kind.
“He’s in a good mood,” James said lightly as Elise sauntered to his side on the lawn. To her credit, she only limped a little, and he found his gaze dropping to her legs.
Her shorts weren’t nearly as obscene as Betty’s, and she was actually wearing a loose tunic over it—more like a short dress than a shirt. It was modest, and the sleeves covered her biceps. James suspected it had less to do with protection from the sun and more to do with concealing bruises.
“Anthony,” she replied, like that was all the explanation anyone needed for her boyfriend’s behavior. She shrugged. “He was with me when I…fell. Betty says that he feels responsible. All I know is that he’s been grumpier than usual since then.”
He took her arm and pushed the sleeve up. There were claw marks on her shoulder. “Sticking to the falling story, then?” he asked. Elise shook him off. “What were you fighting?”
“Actually, my leg decided to chew on itself.”
Betty squirmed between them with a brilliant smile. The bridge of her nose was burned. “No arguing! Today is car washing day, not angry whispers day, and the Jeep’s not getting clean on its own! Sponge for you, Elise, and a very stern look for you, Mr. Faulkner. You started it. And where is my bucket?”
Elise rolled her eyes, but the tension between them was immediately broken. “We can talk later.”
He obediently grabbed a bucket, plugged the hose into the faucet, and dragged both over to the Jeep.
“What can I get you next, my lady?” he asked, dropping the bucket next to Betty.
Her eyebrows waggled suggestively. “I have some ideas.”
“Betty,” Elise said.
“What? I was just going to ask for lemonade.”
He laughed. “I’ll make lemonade.”
James watched Elise and Betty through the open window over the kitchen sink as he squeezed some fresh lemons. There was lemonade mix in the cabinet, but he didn’t dare serve it to Betty. She would beat him over the head with the bucket.
Even from a story above, he could hear their voices. “If you spray me with that hose, I’m morally obligated to kill you,” Elise said. “Pretty sure it’s a law somewhere.”
Betty planted her hands on her hips. “Oh yeah? Where’s that?”
Elise didn’t miss a beat. “Bolivia.”
“Bolivia?”
“I don’t know, probably,” Elise said with a shrug. “It’s not like you would know. When was the last time that you studied Bolivian law?”
“Last week,” Betty said. “Lucky thing, too, because I have diplomatic immunity there.”
She scooped the hose off of the ground and pressed her thumb over the nozzle, turning it into a power jet. She blasted it into Elise’s chest.
If anyone else had done that, they probably would have found a dagger in their stomach a few seconds later. But when Betty dropped the hose again, leaving Elise’s shirt sodden and a stream of water drizzling from her chin…the fabled Godslayer only laughed.
“Hope you’re ready for ten years in a Bolivian gulag,” Elise said, wringing out her shirt.
She flung a sponge at Betty, who threw it back. It wasn’t long before an all-out war ensued over the top of Anthony’s Jeep.
James forgot to keep squeezing lemons. Elise’s laugh, rare and lovely, had a way of distracting him from everything else.
After a moment, he became aware of someone standing at his shoulder. He turned, expecting Anthony.
It was Metaraon.
“That is quite the laugh, I agree,” the angel said.
James had forgotten that he was still in a memory. His heart fractured as he turned back to Elise and Betty. Their water fight was turning into a soap bubble fight. “She deserves that laughter, after everything you’ve done to her,” James said, and he didn’t bother trying to conceal his anger.
“Then it’s fortunate that I’m looking for ways to make her happy, isn’t it?” Metaraon glared out the window. Wavering light reflected off the metal sink straight into his eyes, but it didn’t seem to bother him. “This…Betty. Hmm. She will do.”
“She’s dead. You can’t do anything to her.”
The angel shrugged. “Death is inconsequential.”
“Take me to Elise,” James said, clasping his hands together—in prayer or begging, he wasn’t certain. “I don’t care what I have to do. I’ll kill Him myself. Just let her go.”
“Don’t insult my intelligence,” Metaraon said.
Motion and Dance faded again. It didn’t return this time.
James shocked back to reality.
Every sliver of contentment that Metaraon had dragged from James’s memory was gone in an instant. He was cold, damp, and kneeling beside Hannah’s motionless body. There was no hope left in the world.
The only thing that had kept James functioning was the idea that Elise would be back soon. All she had to do was kill God, and she could come home.
But she had failed. She hadn’t killed Him. Something had gone wrong, and she wasn’t coming back.
Metaraon picked Ariane up. After all of the blood that James had seen on the angel’s hands, he feared that something terrible had happened to Ariane, but she looked unwounded—although something must have rendered her unconscious. Her hands were clasped protectively over her stomach, even in sleep.
“Why Ariane?” James asked.
“She is mine to do with as I please,” Metaraon said. “I’m grateful for your assistance today. It appears that you continue to have some use, young Faulkner, and I’m sure I will find use for you again.”
He flapped his wings once. The buffeting air slapped James in the face, and he realized that Metaraon was leaving.
James leaped for him, arms outstretched, but his foot slipped in Hannah’s blood. He dropped to his knees again.
The light surrounding Metaraon grew impossibly bright, a gray burn that seared James’s retinas.
When the light faded again, Metaraon and Ariane were gone.
Through the space that Metaraon had vacated, James could see the trail again—and Nathaniel standing just a few feet away.
“Mom?” he gasped. He splashed through the mud and fell beside Hannah. “Oh my God, what happened? Mom!”
“Metaraon,” James said, rubbing a hand over his burning eyes. “It was Metaraon.”
Nathaniel didn’t seem to hear. He lifted her head into his lap gently, as though he were afraid of waking her up. “Mom,” he said again, touching her hand, her cheek, her neck.
Hannah gasped.
James almost jumped out of his skin. He had assumed that the blade in her chest meant that she was dead, but Hannah was still breathing, still bleeding—for the moment. Metaraon must have missed the heart and punctured a lung instead. But she was hemorrhaging quickly. Blood bubbled between the fingers clenching the dagger, and her eyes seemed barely able to focus.
He gently pushed Hannah’s hands away to look at the wound. Metaraon’s blade was serrated—they couldn’t remove it without causing more damage. James stripped his sweater off over his head and packed it around the knife.
“What did he mean?” James asked. “Why would Ariane be his to take?” When Hannah didn’t immediately respond, he swallowed down the foul taste of bile. “The father. Was it…?”
“Metaraon,” she whispered. Her eyelids fluttered closed and didn’t open again.
She needed medical care, and fast—but the nearest town was hundreds of miles away. She would bleed to death before James could reach civilization, much less a city with the kind of medical facilities she needed.
But the Haven was close.
James had no idea what was on the other side of that door in the cave. Wilderness? A village? A modern city with hospitals and surgeons?
It was a gamble, but it was their last option.
Nathaniel could have turned into a statue, and James wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference—he hadn’t moved an inch. His face was blank with shock. Tears streamed down his cheeks.
“We need to take your mother to the Haven,” James said. “It’s the only way.”
The boy sucked in a hard breath through the tears. Straightened his spine. Nodded once.
Together, they lifted Hannah into the van, and she cried out at the change in position. There was blood, so much blood—the slightest shift made it gush over her chest again. Nathaniel crouched over her, holding the jacket in place.
James threw the van into gear and slammed his foot down on the gas.
It chugged up the hill slowly. Every rock they bumped over made Hannah whimper and writhe. It took ten minutes to reach the gate that blocked the path, and there was no way to drive around it.
They would have to carry her the rest of the way.
Nathaniel scooped Hannah into his arms. The sweater he used to try to stem the bleeding had already started to soak through.
He staggered up the trail.
“Just hang on, Mom,” Nathaniel grunted. She didn’t respond.
They were running out of time.
“I’ll go ahead and open the door to the Haven again,” James said.
He sprinted up the trail to the cave. James lost his footing on the steep tunnel heading down, and he slid to the bottom.
He slammed the door open with his shoulder hard enough to make it bounce off the wall.
James rushed through the terminal’s menus, but he couldn’t seem to find the right commands. Nathaniel had made it look so easy the first time. Like it was just a few quick clicks away. But he could barely make sense of the menus, and through his panic, they may as well have been written in another language.
Somehow, he found the button that opened the door. James clicked it, gray light flashed, and the archway reappeared.
It must have taken several minutes to find the command, but Nathaniel still hadn’t brought Hannah down the tunnel.
A hard knot of dread gathered in James’s throat as he rushed to find them.
He didn’t have to go far. Nathaniel sat on the muddy ground just a few feet outside the cave. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he didn’t seem to notice that they were dripping off his chin onto Hannah’s face—and neither did she.
“Why are you just sitting there? The door’s open!” James said, dropping beside them.
Nathaniel stared at him blankly. His Book of Shadows was discarded in the mud beside his knee, soaking up rain and mud.
James pressed his fingers to Hannah’s neck, searching for a pulse, but there was none. Her heart was no longer beating. Her lungs didn’t draw breath.
“I tried to help her,” Nathaniel said. “I had a healing spell. I used it.”
What did that matter? Nathaniel was just a boy. He couldn’t be expected to harness enough power to heal someone.
James pushed up his sleeves and looked at the spells that remained on his skin. But even if he had the power to heal Hannah, he had no healing magic on him now—he had never figured out how to transfer it to his flesh.
But he still looked. And there was still nothing.
“It was the best magic I could do. I spent weeks making that spell,” Nathaniel went on in an empty voice. “I can’t fix her. I’m too weak. And now she’s…she’s already…”
He didn’t have to finish the sentence.
Hannah was dead.


XIII
Allyson Whatley was given a hero’s funeral. Everyone at the Union base lined up to watch the processional carrying her coffin into the cemetery, while cannons fired and music played over the base’s PA system.
Zettel delivered the eulogy in front of the cemetery gates. He said every nice thing about Allyson that he could think of, and made up a few others to pad the speech.
She was determined, he said, she was smart, and she advanced the Union’s understanding of magic by decades. But there was little to be said for her personality beyond a professional level, and he felt that it was better not to remark upon it at all.
Staring out into the sea of black uniforms, indistinguishable from any other Union gathering, Zettel wondered what his funeral would be like, and how many people would be there.
He hoped that there would be no burial. He wanted to die fighting and leave nothing behind but a legacy.
When he was done, he gave a flag to Allyson’s partner. He told her that he was sorry for her loss, but as he stared into her tear-streaked face, he felt no grief.
He had worked with Allyson for six years, and she had been the closest thing to a friend he had in the organization. Certainly, she was the only person he trusted.
But her death only left him angry.
The body was never put on display—the damage to her corpse was too severe for a mortician to conceal. The onlookers dispersed shortly after his speech. Once they were gone, Allyson was removed from the cemetery again, because she wasn’t being buried. She was being put into the Vault.
Zettel had sent a message to his superiors asking why. She wasn’t a demon—she wasn’t going to be resurrected. She was dead. Gone forever.
They never sent him an answer.
Zettel pushed her drawer closed himself. The lock clicked.
A young commander caught up with him when he tried to leave the Vault.
“Sir,” he said.
Zettel kept walking. “Not right now.”
“I apologize, sir, but it’s urgent. When the staff came in to prepare the drawer for Allyson Whatley, they found one of the other refrigerators open.”
He stopped.
“Which one?”
Together, they walked down the aisles until Zettel reached a row of refrigerators that he knew all too well. He had personally supervised the storage of the bodies there after the devastation in Reno.
One of the drawers had a red light over the door, indicating that it was unlocked. Zettel pulled out the table and stared into the dead face of Elise Kavanagh.
James Faulkner hadn’t just destroyed half of Fallon, hijacked an airplane, liberated a prisoner, and killed Allyson Whatley. He had also broken into the Vault to visit the body of his former kopis.
Why? What was Faulkner trying to accomplish?
Zettel had too many questions and not enough answers, but he knew one thing: he was going to make that bastard pay.
On a hunch, he opened the adjacent refrigerators. The father of all demons hadn’t been touched, but the mother’s hand had been skinned. Her palm was nothing but raw meat.
A seed of an idea planted in the depths of Zettel’s mind as he stared at that hand.
“Cancel the rest of my meetings with the OPA,” he told the other kopis. “And prepare a unit for transport. No—three units. Fully armed.”
“Yes, sir. Where will they be going?”
Zettel grimaced.
“We’re going to Reno.”
James and Nathaniel found shovels in the outbuilding and dug graves in silence. The kopides went into a single trench. They made no ceremony out of pushing the bodies into it.
Once they were covered, James began to dig another grave for Hannah under the trees. Nathaniel stopped him.
“Not here.” He pointed at the ridge. “Up there.”
They climbed to the hill, which was just tall enough to see over the entrance to the Haven and the forest stretching below. Nathaniel jammed the end of his shovel into the ground and began to dig. He was soon drenched in sweat and rain, pale with exhaustion, wavering on his feet.
“I can do it,” James said.
Nathaniel set his jaw and kept digging.
He dug until the sun began to set.
“Lower her down,” Nathaniel said, climbing into the grave and holding his hands up.
James handed Hannah’s body down to him. She was so light, still every inch the ballerina.
Nathaniel didn’t set her down immediately. He wiped his runny nose on the back of his hand and said, “Go away.”
James sat on a rock nearby, watching the stars inching across the sky and listening to his son’s quiet sobs drift over the trees.
The owls were hooting already. James spotted a few bats emerging for a twilight hunt.
It was an hour before Nathaniel climbed out again. A long, miserable hour.
“We can go now,” he said.
The van’s engine failed on the freeway about a hundred miles north of the Haven. James hadn’t been driving with any particular destination in mind, so having their progress stopped was not much of a hindrance—it barely even registered as an annoyance at this point.
James opened the hood to find the problem. He knew enough about cars to fix common problems, but it all looked unfamiliar to him now. He couldn’t make any sense of the pipes, the metal, the hissing steam.
It didn’t matter all that much anyway. He guessed that the engine block had cracked, and that wasn’t the kind of thing James could correct on the side of the road. Sixty years after Thistle bought that damn van, and it waited to die until they were hundreds of miles from any town.
James thought about kicking the bumper, but that seemed like too much effort.
He got back into the driver’s seat.
Nathaniel was sleeping on the bench that hadn’t been drenched by Hannah’s blood. He had passed out from exhaustion almost the instant that James took the van onto the road, and stopping hadn’t disturbed his sleep.
James wished he could do the same, but even though his body was willing, his mind was restless.
His plan had been to take Hannah and Nathaniel to the Haven, then wait by Landon’s door until Elise returned from the garden. Now that neither of those things were an option, he wasn’t sure what to do. Especially not with Nathaniel his sole responsibility. Damn it all, James had never planned on fatherhood—much less when it involved a twelve-year-old that hated him.
He sat in the driver’s door with his legs dangling over the side, watching the rain patter on the mud beneath his feet.
James wanted to feel angry. He should have felt angry after everything Metaraon had done. But all he felt was a growing sense of helplessness.
He covered his face with his hands, struggling to keep the despair from consuming him.
All of his failures rolled through him like one blow after another. He had surrendered Elise to Him. Metaraon had taken Ariane—and Lord only knew where he had taken her. Hannah was gone, leaving Nathaniel motherless.
James couldn’t have failed worse if he had been trying to do it on purpose.
“Where are we?”
Nathaniel had woken up. He took off his square glasses, rubbed his face, and then jammed them back onto his nose to squint out the window.
“We’re still on the highway. The van’s not working,” James said.
His son squeezed between the seats to join him up front. “Can we fix it?”
“No.” James’s head fell into his hands. “I can’t fix anything.”
Nathaniel stared at him hard. “So, what? You’re just giving up? Sitting here until the world ends?”
“If you have better ideas, I’m willing to hear them.”
“We find the guy who killed my mom, and we kill him,” Nathaniel said. “That’s what we need to do.”
“Do you have any clue who Metaraon is? He’s the greatest of angels, barely a step below God Himself. Even if we could reach him—which we most likely can’t—we can’t kill him. It’s impossible.”
“Let’s get Elise,” Nathaniel said. His voice broke, and a fresh tear slid down his cheek. “Elise can kill him.”
The suggestion was like a punch to James’s gut. “She’s not available. She’s already on a job, and we can’t bother her.”
“So you sent her to kill God—that’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”
Of all the responses he could have expected out of his son, that hadn’t been one of them. James’s jaw dropped open. “What do you know about that?”
“Enough,” Nathaniel said. “I can read, you know. And I’ve had access to all of Pamela’s journals for my entire life. I know that Landon gave Ariane to Metaraon so that she could make Elise, I know that Elise was made to kill God, and I know that you’re the one who’s supposed to make sure she does it.”
Despair bubbled up inside of James. He gave a mirthless laugh. “I did,” he said. “I gave Elise to God. Are you happy to hear me say it? It’s not as though I had a choice in the matter, Nathaniel. It’s what our coven has always done. We groom brides and send them to Him. It’s a service to the goddamn world!”
“But Elise isn’t just some bride,” Nathaniel said.
“No. She’s the Godslayer. She was designed to kill Him. She should have crossed over to the other side, slaughtered him, and been back by now. The fact that she hasn’t—the fact that Metaraon was here at all—means that she’s failed, and everything has gone so very, terribly wrong.” James’s voice rose in volume on every word until he was almost shouting. “And that means there is not a single thing we can do!”
Another tear slid down Nathaniel’s cheek, and then a third. But he looked angry, not sad. “There’s one thing we can do. We can save her.”
Save Elise? That would mean infuriating God and Metaraon, breaking James’s oaths, and undoing over a decade of work. Even if they could reach the garden, it would be suicide. But Nathaniel couldn’t possibly understand that. It didn’t matter how much he had read.
“You have no idea what you’re suggesting,” James said dully.
“I can open portals that go anywhere. Maybe I can even get to her in—into the garden, in Heaven. We can bring her back.”
But even though he didn’t want to consider what Nathaniel suggested, the idea had been firmly planted in his mind.
Go to the garden. Find Elise in the Tree. Bring her back.


“It’s a quarantined dimension,” James said slowly. “You wouldn’t be able to jump in there.”
Nathaniel frowned, considering. “Okay. What about a gate? There are hundreds of gateways on Earth that go to the other dimensions. There has to be one that goes to the garden. Right?”
“There are only two doors on Earth that go there. One of them was in Landon’s basement. It’s broken.”
“And the other?”
James shut his eyes, imagining the mirror city that floated over downtown Reno. It had nine gateways—nine doors that led into different ethereal planes, one of which happened to be the garden.
“It’s in Reno,” he said.
And with those three words, he knew where they had to go next.


XIV
Nathaniel said that he knew someone who could pick them up, and he made a phone call. “She’ll be here in eight hours,” he said when he hung up.
“Who?” James asked.
“Brianna,” Nathaniel said. “We can trust her.”
James wasn’t in any position to argue. He sank back into the driver’s seat to wait.
He had expected Nathaniel to fall asleep again immediately, but the same insomnia that had tortured James seemed to have struck his son, too. So they sat together, awake but silent, to watch the empty night.
James closed his eyes to mentally trace a route to the gates above downtown Reno. What would the city be like, so many months after the Union’s occupation? They would probably need to pass through Union checkpoints to get in. James’s glamor spell would protect him from prying eyes, and hopefully Nathaniel wouldn’t be recognizable.
His mind drifted through the imagined streets of Reno—not the ruins that it would be now, but a tired city hit hard by the economy, baked by the sun, and occupied by Elise Kavanagh.
“She’s here,” Nathaniel said.
James’s eyes opened instantly. “Elise?”
His son looked at him like he was crazy. “No. Brianna.”
Had it already been eight hours? He checked Nathaniel’s phone, which sat on the dashboard. Six hours had passed. James had fallen asleep after all.
He beat Nathaniel out of the van, prepared to confront the driver if she turned out to be unfriendly. A silver sedan sluiced into the mud and stopped a few feet away.
Nathaniel bumped James aside.
“Brianna!”
He rushed down the shoulder and flung himself into the arms of the young woman that emerged from the car. She squeezed him tightly. Even though she looked to be a teenager, she was easily shorter than Nathaniel—barely over five feet.
“Thank Hecate you’re okay,” she said, holding Nathaniel at arm’s length to look at him. “You are okay, right? We found Landon. The coven’s run for the hills.”
“I’m fine,” he said.
The girl named Brianna lifted her gaze to James, and he felt like a piece of meat being sized up at the market. Like she was trying to decide how valuable he could be. “Who’s this?”
“Oh,” Nathaniel said, jamming his hands into his pockets. “That’s James.”
“James…Faulkner?” Brianna’s jaw dropped open. She grabbed his hand and shook it. “Oh my God, it’s such an honor. I’ve heard so much about what you’ve done for the coven, for the witching community, for—”
He jerked his hand out of her grasp and resisted the urge to rub his hand on his slacks. “You’ve clearly heard of me. Who are you?”
“Oh. I’m Brianna Dimaria. I’m the high priestess of the coven.”
High priestess? She couldn’t have been older than eighteen, maybe nineteen years old. It took years to reach the level of magical fluency required for priesthood, and as far as the White Ash Coven was concerned, it also took a certain amount of ruthlessness.
“So you’ve been initiated,” he said skeptically. “And you’ve drawn down the moon.”
“Not yet, but it’s on the to-do list,” Brianna said. He realized that she was wearing a dozen different crystals on a woven necklace and a yellow shirt with uneven stitching, like she had sewn it by hand. The lack of concern for her appearance made him mentally bump her age into her twenties.
James tried not to let his skepticism show. “And how much did Landon tell you about the coven, exactly?”
“Not much,” she admitted. “But he was supposed to brief me on it soon. I guess that won’t be happening now.”
“Which family are you from?”
“No relation to any of you,” Brianna said.
Nathaniel was already throwing his backpack into her trunk. He spoke up from the back of the car. “Landon brought her in from outside. He said it was time for fresh blood.”
What in the seven hells had Landon been getting at? Putting his house on sale, bringing in a new person to run the coven…
Brianna’s presence was a puzzle that James wasn’t prepared to solve. Not that day, probably not that month, and maybe not for the rest of the year. Getting past the Union to reach the darkest gate was much more pressing than the successor to a senile high priest.
And Brianna, whether James liked it or not, could be useful. While the Union was going to be on the lookout for him, it seemed unlikely that they would know anything about a girl who thought it was fine to wear open-toed sandals in rainy weather.
“We need someone to take us into Reno, Nevada. It’s a city occupied by the Union. It will be dangerous,” James said. There was no reason to beat around the subject.
Fortunately, Brianna didn’t look like she cared all that much. “I’m scrappier than I look.” She gave him a small smile. “And I know things. I’m useful.”
He highly doubted that.
“Fine,” James said.
Brianna held the passenger door open for him. “I just have to say, I am so honored to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
James grabbed the door. “Get in the damn car and drive.”
Another pair of headlights approached in the distance. It was too dark to make out the shape of the vehicle, but judging by the height of the headlights, it was probably an SUV.
It wouldn’t have seemed strange if there was more traffic on the road.
“Pull into the trees,” he said, slipping into the passenger’s seat and slamming the door.
“I don’t think my Honda can do that,” Brianna said. “I don’t exactly have an ATV.”
“Just kill the lights and get us off the road.”
She shrugged and did as he asked. The rocks made dangerous banging noises on the undercarriage of her Accord, and Brianna flinched at every one.
By the time the approaching headlights slowed, she had pulled them behind a row of trees.
Through the bushes, James watched as a black SUV pulled alongside the van and stopped. This vehicle had no cowcatcher or hood-mounted machine guns. But it had long antennas, like a new van, and a man wearing all black sliding off of the front seat.
James recognized Yasir ibn Omari—the young commander whose uniform he had stolen back at HQ. Yasir paced around the abandoned van, opened the doors, and climbed inside.
“The blood,” Nathaniel whispered, as if they were at risk of being heard.
Another Union member stepped out of the van to join Yasir. She was dark-skinned, dark-haired, and not wearing a jacket, so James could see that she wore a shoulder rig with a handgun under each arm. She also held a large DSLR camera with the strap around her neck. She climbed into the back of the van with Yasir.
“Get us out of here,” James said. “Now.”
“But they’ll see us,” Brianna said.
“So drive quickly.”
She shrugged again. “Whatever you say, boss. Hang tight.”
Brianna floored it. James was thrown hard into the back of his seat as they bounced over the rough terrain and onto the shoulder. The tires squealed on pavement, seeking traction.
James craned around to watch the SUV as they peeled away. Yasir had jumped out of the van, and his mouth opened in a shout that James couldn’t hear.
“Faster,” he said.
The groan of the Honda’s struggling engine muffled Brianna’s heavy breathing. She watched the Union members in the rearview mirror until they disappeared into the night. Her cheeks were pale, and James half-expected her to throw them out of the car right at that moment.
But once the Union was out of sight, she grinned.
“I’ve got snacks under the driver’s seat if you guys are hungry,” she said, punching the power button for the CD player. “It’s a long drive to Reno. Help yourselves.”
Brianna was right. It was
a long drive back to Reno, and James’s reluctance to engage her in conversation only made the drive take longer. He watched the side mirror for the first three hours, expecting to see a black SUV behind them, but it never showed up. That didn’t comfort him. It only made him worry more.
If the Union wasn’t chasing them, then what were they doing?
The drive wore on, long and quiet.
Nathaniel talked to Brianna sometimes. It was never anything remarkable. Observing a landmark, suggesting a different route, asking for a bathroom break. James tensed when Brianna asked after Hannah, but Nathaniel ignored the question. And he showed no sign of the grief he must have felt beyond sullen silence.
The fact that James and Nathaniel weren’t interested in speaking to Brianna didn’t seem to dissuade her from random bursts of friendly chatting. And she never tired. A combination of caffeine pills and bottled cappuccinos kept her driving through the day and another night.
“I’m not just a witch, you know,” Brianna said when they reached Elko, as if someone had asked her. “Did you know that there are metahumans, too?”
James stared at the reflection of his gray stubble in the mirror.
She went on.
“There’s some other kind of metahumans running around, like precognitives and pyrokinetics. Not a lot—I think maybe like a dozen of us worldwide. Two dozen, max, if you count people that nobody has ever met in remote Mongolia or something. I think my rarity is why Landon elected me as the next high priestess.”
He propped his head up on his hand. His skull felt too heavy.
“Unfortunately, my power’s not as interesting as setting things on fire. It’s kind of a stupid pet trick, actually,” Brianna said in a low voice, as though confiding a dark secret to him. “But I can look at anyone and know what they are. Most of the time, the answer is human. Nothing remarkable about the average person. But if there’s a hint of demon blood, I can tell, and I can usually tell what flavor of demon, too.”
That finally caught James’s attention. “You can identify species at a glance?”
She tapped her nose. “More like at a smell. I can sniff them out.”
“Interesting.”
Brianna’s laugh was pleasant enough. It was just as light and fairy-like as the rest of her, almost like the jingling of sleigh bells. “Not really. I mean, how many Gray do you run into on a normal day?”
“Too many,” James said. The desert kept rolling past them, a monotonous sheet of yellow. He thought that the horizon might have been burned into his corneas.
“I don’t. For me, it’s like…” She jabbed her finger at the windshield, as if pointing out people in an invisible crowd. “Human. Human. Witch. Human. Witch. Witch. And then fifty more humans. You know? I did discover that one of the old biddies in my knitting circle has succubus blood, though, which was pretty funny. It definitely explains how she ended up with forty-three grandchildren.”
James wanted to ask her what she felt from him, but he didn’t. He wasn’t sure he even wanted to know.
Brianna prattled on, speaking to neither James nor Nathaniel. He tuned in long enough to know that she was sharing her life story. Something about gifted schools, a love of yarn, and a house filled with books. The story was as tedious as the long drive.
They passed through the outer fringes of Dayton—a sea of desert interrupted only by twenty-year-old housing developments—and entered the Minden area. It was comparatively green in the way that embers were comparatively cooler than live flames; spring made the artificial sod as lush as it would ever be, considering that they were surrounded by yucca, sagebrush, and sand flats.
That far south, there was no sign of the destruction that had struck Reno. Carson City, just fifty miles south of Reno, was in worse condition than Dayton. The sky was a steely gray, permanently dimmed by the fires burning underneath Reno. A haze clung to the northern hills. And all of the grass was dead.
The freeway had been closed, so Brianna was forced to drive them through the center of town. Protesters still lined the streets near the Capitol Building. They had been camped out almost six months now to demand Reno’s liberation. They wanted their city and jobs back. They didn’t seem to realize that there was no city left to regain.
James and Elise had wandered through the Capitol gardens in autumn many years back; she had smiled as she shuffled through the piles of leaves, quietly delighting in the colors.
And then Brianna’s car passed the Nugget, where James and Elise had enjoyed a cheap, greasy breakfast after a performance at the Brewery Arts Center. Elise had gotten coffee and eggs. He had eaten her toast and hash browns. The food was offensively stale, slapped together with all the consideration that a minimum wage cook could muster, and they had both been too tired to hold a real conversation. But being with Elise, fresh off of a perfect performance, was far better than any gourmet experience.
That had been during their five-year retirement—the peaceful period with no demons, no angels, and no looming threat of death. James had thought that life would never be better than that.
He hated being right.
When the casino strobes passed, he could no longer tolerate looking out the window. He flipped down the sunshade to shield his face and closed his eyes.
But shutting out the world surrounding him didn’t shut out Elise. Nothing could drive her out of his mind, not when she had spent so many years burrowing deep into his psyche. Eyes open or closed, whether they were in the same room or different worlds, Elise was all that James thought about in his idle moments. Especially now.
His mind drifted to a hike they had taken through a canyon northwest of Carson City. It was an easy trail, wide and flat, but they had gone too early in the year. The trail became muddy in the higher elevations. A few hundred feet higher, it was covered with two feet of snow.
Elise had been wearing shorts, but she insisted on continuing through the snow anyway. She had been too fascinated by the animal prints to stop.
“That’s a herd of deer. A stag, two does, and a couple fawns,” she had told James, nodding at a path off the main trail. “And I think a bear crossed through earlier.”
All James saw were shallow indentations in the snow. He squinted into the trees, searching for hints of fur and legs. “How can you tell?”
“I can’t. I’m just messing with you.”
James laughed. She laughed. The sun caught on her curls, highlighting them a coppery shade of red that made her cheeks seem to glow.
But then Elise cut off abruptly. She was staring at something in the trees.
James turned. A stag watched from the ridge above them. The points of its wicked horns and what must have been extremely long legs were half-concealed by shrubbery.
Once he made out the shape of one deer, he could pick out the others, too, though they were somewhat better concealed in the trees.
One buck. Two does. And two fawns.
James and Elise were only separated from the herd by fifteen feet of craggy cliff. If the buck decided that they were a threat, they would hardly have time before it charged. Yet Elise only stared at the buck, and it stared back.
The wind through the trees sounded like the rush of tires on smooth freeway. The sun was warm, snow and all, and James thought that he had finally seen where Elise belonged: among the earth and the forest, a primal force of nature.
James’s eyes opened, and he realized that the sound of the wind had really been Brianna’s car.
They were approaching South Reno, but it wasn’t the South Reno that he remembered. All of the familiar landmarks he expected to see—the shopping mall, the sweeping parks, and the geothermal station—had been torn down. Guard stations and towering iron fences stood in their places.
Brianna slowed to a stop behind a short line of cars waiting to enter. The Union only allowed one vehicle through at a time, after what seemed to be a lengthy inspection of the entire car.
James twisted to look at his son in the back seat. Nathaniel was asleep again. His shirt was still covered in Hannah’s blood.
“Get off the freeway. We need to find a way around the guard station,” James said, grabbing a blanket to toss it over Nathaniel’s sleeping form.
“Nah, it’s fine,” Brianna said. “I’ve got this.”
“What are you talking about?”
She waved a hand. “I told you, it’s fine.”
A witch was walking up the line of cars to speak to each driver. James triggered the glamor spell. Prickles washed over his skin, as if his entire body had fallen asleep at once. In the side mirror, the reflection of his gray-stubbled jaw had turned clean-shaven. He looked young, brown-haired, and Mexican—identical to Anthony, whose appearance he had “borrowed” for the spell.
Brianna stared at him. “Holy crap, that’s…”
“Not right now,” he said in his own voice.
Activating his magic immediately killed all of the electricity in the checkpoint. The red signal dimmed, darkened. James watched the guards inside the booths take out their earpieces and look at them in confusion.
The guard rapped on their window with her gun. Brianna rolled it down. “Hi,” she said. “We’re on our way to UNR for the study.”
What study? James tried not to stare at Brianna.
The guard bent over to look in the car. “He’s not old enough,” she said, jerking her chin at Nathaniel.
Brianna put her hand on James’s knee. His skin crawled. “We couldn’t leave our little guy behind.”
James glanced back at Nathaniel. His glasses had fallen off. With the blanket to his chin and uneven bangs, he did look like a little boy—though probably not little enough for Brianna and Anthony to have produced him.
“Get out,” the witch said. “I’m going to search your car.”
“I don’t want to disturb him,” Brianna said.
Her lie was already falling apart—the guard didn’t look remotely convinced. But when James reached for a spell to attack, Brianna’s hand tightened on his leg, digging her fingernails into his thigh.
Brianna held up her wallet. It bulged with money. “Can you just inspect this?”
After a beat, the witch took it from her. When Brianna took it back a moment later, the wallet looked much thinner.
The guard stepped back and waved them through.
“See?” Brianna said when they had cleared the checkpoint. “I told you that it was fine.”




XV
James didn’t allow his glamor to dissolve after they passed the checkpoint. He clutched it to his skin like armor.
“A study at UNR?” he asked Brianna, glancing over his shoulder at the retreating guard post.
“It’s been all over the blogosphere,” she said. “The Union’s experimenting on people in Reno now.”
“What kind of experiments?”
Brianna shrugged. “Who cares? It saved us.” She picked up speed as they hurtled down the highway, weaving between the empty lanes. “Where to now?”
James wasn’t sure what to tell her. Should he have her take them downtown, straight to the mirror city? Was he ready to pass through the gates? “Cross over to I-80 and get off on Keystone,” he decided after a moment.
Brianna did as he ordered, shooting him looks out of the corner of her eye, as if she couldn’t quite believe what her eyes were telling her. “You’re kind of sexy like that.”
Elise certainly seemed to think so. “I’ll choose to take that as a compliment.”
On the west end of Reno, the devastation wasn’t too bad. There were a lot of abandoned, ash-covered cars parked on the sides of the road, and a few blocks were cordoned off to block sinkholes that Yatai had created, but everything was otherwise normal. With the sun shining, it was hard to believe how much of a disaster had befallen Reno.
Despite the beautiful day and the wind smelling of blooming sage and sun-warmed earth, the streets were empty. Boarded-up windows concealed empty houses. Any cars that hadn’t been destroyed were missing, and the sidewalks were empty.
It was a dead city—as much a ghost town as any James might pass on the drive to southern Nevada.
Motion and Dance was just as dusty as the other buildings on the street, but everything else looked normal. The grass was even green—a condition that would end within the next two or three weeks, as soon as summer’s blistering heat struck.
Brianna pulled into the parking lot. She turned in her seat to face him.
“I want to know how to do…that,” Brianna said, waving at James’s face. “I want to know everything you know. Landon might be dead, but I can still lead the coven if you teach me. Let me be your apprentice.”
James massaged his fingers over his temple. He could feel a headache forming. “You will not be my apprentice. I don’t have apprentices.”
“Pamela had apprentices.”
“Thanks for the ride,” he said, getting out of the car. “I hope your trip back is safe.”
“Trip back? But I’ve driven hundreds of miles to help you!” Brianna said.
“And I’m grateful,” he said. “But this is where we separate.”
He opened the back door and gently shook Nathaniel’s knee. He jolted awake, staring wildly around the car as if they were under attack. James could see the instant that he remembered what had happened over the last few days—his face hardened into a mask, and he shoved his glasses onto his nose.
“We’re here?” Nathaniel asked, squinting at James’s magicked features. It wasn’t a look of confusion; he looked to be analyzing the magic, trying to understand the spell that had changed his father’s face.
“We’re here,” James confirmed.
Nathaniel pushed the blanket off and got out. Brianna rolled down the window and hung her arm over the side.
“I’m going back to Colorado to see what I can figure out,” she said. “Give me a call when you’re done with…whatever you’re doing. I could use your help salvaging the coven now that Landon’s gone.”
“I’ll consider it,” James said, which was his way of saying, “Not a chance in Hell.”
“You’ll want to be somewhere safe before it gets dark,” Brianna said. “There are demons underground. A lot of demons. I can feel them. And as soon as the sun goes down, I bet they’re all going to come crawling out looking for something to eat. You know?”
“Yes. Right. Thanks for the warning.”
Nathaniel stood on the sidewalk until Brianna’s car disappeared down the street. It looked like he wished he could go with her—maybe he was having second thoughts about their ridiculous rescue mission.
James had bigger things to worry about than second thoughts. He drank in the sight of the studio, his heart aching.
One of the front windows had been broken. The carpet in front of the reception desk was sprinkled with glass. He reached through the broken window to unlock the door, then stepped inside.
The memories that Metaraon had dragged to the surface seemed so recent, rather than years old. It was like prodding a fresh wound.
James could almost hear Betty laughing in the dance hall.
Nathaniel followed him through the dance hall, where the blue exercise mats still covered the floor. The boy tapped a key on the piano. It was desperately out of tune, and the note rang sour.
A glimmer of metal under the piano caught James’s eye—a pair of rings that had been tossed aside in a moment of passion.
James fished the rings out from under the piano and pocketed them.
“Who’s that?” Nathaniel asked, staring hard at James.
He touched his face. He could still feel his own nose and chin, but it was Anthony’s face in the mirrored walls.
“This is a man named Anthony Morales,” James said. “He’s a…friend.” He let the glamor fall away. His skin turned white again, gray stubble reappeared on his cheeks, and exhausted blue eyes stared back at him from the mirror.
“How did you do it? Not just that one. All of them.” Nathaniel waved at James’s body to indicate the marks. Even with the glamor concealing his skin, the magic contained within the spelled tattoos glimmered faintly.
“Like I told Brianna—”
“No crap. Just tell me,” Nathaniel insisted. He sounded exactly like Hannah when he talked like that.
James sighed, running a hand over the stinging welts on his arm. “It’s hard to explain. Human magic requires a source of power, preferably one that originates from plants. The strength of the spell correlates to the energy source, which is why sacrifices are sometimes—”
“I know,” Nathaniel interrupted.
Of course he did.
James stared helplessly at his son, wondering how the hell he was meant to bridge this gap between them. Nathaniel was already educated well beyond the point that any boy his age should have been. James couldn’t speak to him like Pamela spoke to her initiates.
He would have to approach it from a different angle.
“Arcane ethereal magic is self-powering,” James said. “The words themselves are the magic, augmentable with herbs and crystals, rather than using them as a source of power.”
He extended his arm toward Nathaniel. James had used all of the spells on that forearm, but the imprint of welts remained. Even with increasingly kopis-like attributes, he couldn’t heal the burn of magic quite so quickly. The red marks stung when he looked at them, as if they burned anew.
“See these marks? It’s a bastardization of written magic and arcane ethereal magic—what they used to call magecraft.”
Nathaniel rolled his eyes. “Magecraft hasn’t worked for hundreds of years.”
“Thousands,” James said.
“And only angels can perform it.”
He coughed into his fist. “That’s true. Mostly. It’s been strictly regulated by the Council of Dis, but the touchstones of the Treaty have all been killed.”
Nathaniel’s eyes widened. He sat on the piano bench.
“So there’s nothing to stop humans from using it safely.”
“‘Safe’ is not the word I would use,” James said. “But…desperate times.” He pushed his sleeve down again, then clenched his fist on the warding rings—the only reason that he had returned to Motion and Dance in the first place. Very desperate.
Nathaniel didn’t seem to hear him. He was rubbing his own arms, lost in thought, as if imagining what he could do with that kind of power.
James hoped that he would never find out.
They headed out immediately. James dug the bicycles out of the shed—a small red mountain bike for Elise, and a larger blue one for James. He pushed Elise’s bike toward Nathaniel. “Take this one.”
Nathaniel wrinkled his nose. “That’s a girl’s bike.”
“You’re welcome to walk,” James said, climbing onto his bicycle and starting to pedal.
He heard his son follow a few seconds later.
Orange twilight drenched the neighborhood, fading the shadows to blue. The shadows seemed to writhe. Darkness was approaching quickly, and James could feel a familiar tingling growing as the demons underground began to stir.
They climbed north, toward downtown Reno. James set a hard pace, but Nathaniel kept up without complaining.
Once they got on the freeway, they had to weave through the lanes to avoid crumbling concrete that would throw them off of their bikes. It meant James couldn’t stare at the ruination surrounding him, even though it was impossible to ignore. Several distinctive buildings were missing from the skyline.
As the sun grew dimmer, the shadows grew darker. It wasn’t simply an absence of light. The shadows had substance. James’s kopis senses itched.
Nightmares. Reno had been flooded by nightmares.
The ruins of the mirror city were still suspended above downtown Reno, encompassing the area from the Truckee River all the way to St. Mary’s Hospital. It had been deteriorating rapidly the last time that James had seen it, but now it was propped up by Union scaffolding. The honeycomb of metal looked like it hadn’t been maintained since it was originally erected. It was beginning to rust.
There were also multiple cameras on the scaffolds. If the Union hadn’t known that James was coming before, they certainly did now.
He punched the button on Allyson’s disruptor anyway, just in case.
“What is that?” Nathaniel asked, staring at the inverted city.
“It used to be an ethereal city in another dimension, but a demon pulled it into ours so that she could use the gates to destroy the world,” James said. “It didn’t work.”
“I get that.”
James took his feet off the pedals and glided through the shadow of Circus Circus’s remains. What used to be one of the tallest buildings in Reno had been sucked into the earth, leaving behind nothing but shattered walls and a lot of broken glass.
They crossed to Sierra Street, and James finally stopped beside the parking garage.
“Here it is,” he said, lifting his eyes to the city above. It was always dizzying to see streets and buildings hanging over his head. The darkest gate was positioned on top of the parking garage’s twin.
Nathaniel dropped his bike. “How do we get up there?”
“We climb,” James said grimly.
Night was creeping over downtown as they took the winding metal stairs to the top of the parking garage, and they had to climb three different ladders to reach the top of the scaffolds.
The darkest gate was a pair of towering columns that joined at their peak to form an arch. James remembered seeing it glow with energy, but it was quiet now. Nathaniel could only reach the left leg of the gateway.
“I only have one spell left that opens doors like these,” Nathaniel said, flipping through his notebook. “We’ll have to cast another one to get back out again.”
Which meant that they wouldn’t be able to escape quickly. Once they entered the garden, they couldn’t leave again until He was dead.
“Just open it,” James said.
Nathaniel glared. “Just give me a second!”
He made a triumphant noise when he reached a page in the center of his Book of Shadows.
Nathaniel ripped the page free and slapped it against the pillar of the gate.
Nothing happened.
“What’s wrong?” James asked.
Nathaniel frowned as he looked at the page in his hand. “I don’t know.” He flicked his wrist twice, as if trying to shake it awake, and then pressed it to the stone again. The effect was the same. “The gate’s broken. We can’t go that way.”
“Broken? What?”
James gave the towering gate a second look. It couldn’t be broken. He had seen it open before.
But Nathaniel was right. Cracks ran through the column, deep enough that he could fit a finger in them. Metaraon must have known they were coming and visited it first.
The sense of defeat nearly overwhelmed James. He sank to his knees on the scaffolding, scarred chest burning and a heavy feeling in his gut.
Both doors to the garden…destroyed.
He was so overwhelmed by anger and grief that he almost didn’t realize that the sense of energy in his gut was growing. That power didn’t belong to the ethereal ruins.
James was feeling something else—something infernal.
He looked down. Through the pocked metal under his knees, James could see the shadows of the street churning. The sun had completely vanished during their climb, leaving nothing but a smoky sky above and darkness below. But even at night, it shouldn’t have been quite that dark.
The demons were out.
“Could you convert one of the other gates to go to the garden instead?” James asked, glancing around for the nearest archway. It would be hard to reach any of them—the tangle of scaffolding was like a maze.
“Maybe,” Nathaniel said. “I don’t know.”
“We’ll have to find out.”
James pushed him toward the edge of the rooftop.
Before they could move to the next scaffold, a black wall erupted in front of them.
The column of smoke whirled through the air, so thick as to be tangible. The buildings beyond them vanished. James grabbed Nathaniel’s arm and dragged him back before he could fall off the edge.
They turned to run in the other direction. But a second wall of darkness formed at the other end of the scaffold, too. It soaked him with nauseating power.
The fear followed a few moments later—a sense of dread that crept from his marrow.
Voices whispered from the shadow.
It’s your fault. They’re all dead because of you.


Nathaniel is next.
It wasn’t a rational fear, and he knew those voices came from the demons surrounding them, yet James couldn’t help but listen.
Nathaniel froze where he stood. “Mom?” he whispered, staring into the swirling shadows.
“Whatever you hear, it isn’t real,” James said.
The gate is broken. Elise is lost.
He tugged on Nathaniel’s arm all too weakly.
The demons swirled in. The black walls grew until James couldn’t see any hint of Reno beyond the edge of the scaffold.
He pulled the bag of Elise’s charms out of his pocket. Opened the cord and fumbled.
The charms glimmered gold as they scattered across the scaffold and bounced into oblivion. Their golden light was immediately devoured by the nightmares.
Nathaniel dropped to his knees.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered.
James could barely hear him over the throbbing in his own skull.
He had to have something that would drive away the nightmares—some kind of light to burn them back. But he couldn’t remember where he had placed any of those spells on his body. All he could think of was Ariane limp in Metaraon’s arms, Nathaniel’s tears dripping on Hannah’s face, and Elise—oh God, Elise—
The walls closed in. James pressed a hand to a spell on his stomach and flung magic into the nightmares.
It was a wave of wind, guaranteed to blast through anything—even a brick wall. But the nightmares weren’t corporeal. The wind blew through them harmlessly.
It’s your fault…
Nathaniel was screaming.
When a voice shouted out in the night, James thought at first that it was another voice from the depths of his mind. But then it yelled again.
“Hey!”
A bolt of darkness lanced through the nightmares and splashing into the scaffold in front of James. It coalesced into a body with two legs, two arms, and skinny jeans. A woman.
She waved her arms at the nightmares, as if beating them out of the sky.
“You heard me! I said, go away!”
The shadows dissipated. James wasn’t sure if he imagined their reluctance.
As soon as the darkness faded around them, the terrifying sense of suffocation faded. The whispering voices vanished.
The woman waved her arms one more time, even though the air was clear. “Yeah, you run! Stupid little assholes.”
James was relieved to have the weight of fear lifted from him, but the relief was short-lived. Even once the shadows were gone, the sense of a nightmare nearby hadn’t vanished entirely. Once he got a good look at their rescuer, he saw why.
The woman that had saved them looked like she had been cut from a shard of glass. She had sharp elbows, knees, and shoulders. The eyes, hidden behind thick-rimmed glasses, were so black that the night must have been envious. She was a nightmare, but strong enough to maintain a corporeal form. She even wore high-tops and a studded belt.
“Thanks for the save,” Nathaniel said as he stood. His cheeks were wet with tears. “Guess we owe you.”
James shook his head subtly, trying to indicate to him that he should be silent.
But the damage was done. The nightmare smiled. The corners of her lips stretched from ear to ear, making her tallow skin wrinkle like wax paper.
“You owe me, huh? Cool.” She held out a bony hand. “I’m Jerica.”
Nathaniel moved to take it, but James pushed him aside. “We will have to negotiate that later,” he said, letting the depth of his power creep into his words. A mild threat. “For now, we have to leave.”
“Not without speaking to the Night Hag, you don’t,” Jerica said. “You’re in her territory now. She’s going to want to see you.”
James blinked. “The Night Hag is dead. There’s no overlord in the Reno territory.”
She gave an unpleasant grin. “Shows how much you know.”


XVI
Considering all of the places that had been destroyed in Yatai’s attacks, it seemed entirely unfair that a dive like Craven’s Casino should remain intact.
Craven’s was, as it had always been, an ugly little building crammed into an ugly little corner of Reno—the kind of pit that tourists would never find and most locals had the sense to avoid. The fact that half of the buildings around it had been pulverized didn’t make Craven’s less of a piece of shit. It was just the most intact piece of shit on the block.
The windows were boarded up, and the neon signs were dead. But one of Yatai’s tunnels through the street had exposed the basement bar, Eloquent Blood, and there were enough lights inside that James could see it from two blocks away.
Jerica led them down a narrow path that had been carved through the rubble. They had to slide down almost two stories of shattered pavement to reach Blood.
Business wasn’t exactly booming, but there was a stripper on the bar, the bass was booming, and the dance floor was filled with customers. James had never seen it with fewer than a hundred partiers lost to the frenzy of lethe, a powerful drug designed to intoxicate even the most powerful demon, and tonight was no exception.
Nathaniel gaped at the stripper. Lights flashed in time to the music, illuminating one side of his face, then the other. It turned his shock into pulsing masks of red and blue.
James didn’t bother trying to hide his disgust as a bartender passed. She was red-skinned and bald, with erect purple nipples. She held a tray of what looked like glowing blue sugar cubes.
Nathaniel turned to watch her swaying hips pass. He probably didn’t notice that she had cloven hooves, since his eyes didn’t seem to make it that far south.
“Female aatxegorri,” James warned, steering his son away from her. “They’re deadly.”
“Good for breaking up bar fights,” Jerica agreed. The loud music wasn’t quite as overwhelming with one of Blood’s walls missing.
James jerked his thumb toward the waitress. “That was lethe on the tray. You’re openly serving drugs now.”
“Yeah, so? Who’s going to stop us? RPD?”
“How many humans have died from overdosing on a drug they didn’t know that they couldn’t survive taking?”
“Does it matter? Look around, dude. This place is a fucking mess. We’re stuck together, humans and demons. Better to go out with smiles on our faces than deal with…” Jerica waved a hand toward the surface that they had left behind. “If you’ve got a problem with it, take it up with the Night Hag. It’s her city now.”
James’s stomach flipped. The Night Hag. She had been a demon spider the size of a small building, but she should have been dead—killed by Elise almost a year earlier. If the Night Hag really had come back somehow, James didn’t want to think about the turn his evening was going to take.
“Very well,” he said, his mouth suddenly dry. “Take me to her.”
“No need. She’s over there.” Jerica pointed at the dance floor.
James braced his hands on the railing and looked over the side.
He hadn’t looked closely at the bottom level when they came in, so he hadn’t noticed that the DJ booth had been replaced with some kind of throne—a massive chair built out of wreckage. The bumper and hood of a car were welded onto the back, and a bent I-beam formed the seat. Speakers were built into the arms. The thick cables plugged into the chair looked too heavy-duty for just the audio equipment—maybe it was to electrify the wicked metal cage that encased the seat.
The woman lying on the chair was not a demon spider. She had sheets of inky black hair and the kind of body that would have thrown Barbie into fits of jealousy. And James could tell that she had a perfect figure. Aside from a bra that looked like metal fingers clutching her breasts, she was completely naked.
As if she could feel him looking, she looked up from the dancers. Black eyes met his. Her lips were brilliant red, but he knew that it was her natural pigmentation, not lipstick.
That was no Night Hag. It was Neuma.
Nathaniel looked relieved when Jerica led them to the privacy of the storage room, where it was much quieter, and there were no topless demon bartenders.
James briefly considered trying to talk about what Nathaniel had seen, but he knew that his son wouldn’t take kindly to a paternalistic talk about drugs, strippers, alcohol, and the apocalypse from him. Not now, maybe not ever.
He turned his attention toward the one thing he could address.
“The Night Hag?” James asked flatly.
Jerica shrugged. “It’s good marketing.”
The door opened, and Neuma slipped in. Despite the six-inch heels that gave her legs the illusion of impossible length, she looked much less intimidating without the throne. She also managed to look much more naked, strips of steel and all.
“Is Elise here?” she asked immediately, eyes bright with excitement.
James suppressed his irritation. “No. And no, we’re not going to talk about it. What’s going on here, Neuma? You’re not the Night Hag. You’re not even a proper demon. You’re infernal Gray.”
Neuma seemed pleased by the accusation. “The first Gray overlord I’ve ever heard of. History in the making, right?”
“Gray?” Nathaniel asked in a tiny voice. He was sitting on a crate next to a shattered vanity mirror. “What’s Gray?”
Neuma seemed to notice him for the first time. Her face melted into a smile as she crouched in front of him, like she was talking to a kindergartner. “Well, hello there. I’m Neuma. And who are you, sugar?”
He gaped.
“Gray is what we call half-breeds,” James said when Nathaniel didn’t reply. “The offspring of mortals mating with demons and angels.”
“My mama’s human. My daddy, not so much.” Neuma’s eyes filled with heat as she shot a look at James over her shoulder. She straightened and swayed toward him, lips spread into a teasing smile. “Though I’ve got quite a few daddies these days.” Neuma walked her fingers up James’s abs, crawling from navel to chest, then chin.
The last time he had encountered her, she had been just as friendly. The fact that he immediately became aroused didn’t surprise him a second time, but it still unsettled him deeply. She was offensively trashy, from the penciled-in eyebrows to her exaggerated, pin-up proportions.
Neuma was Hell’s trailer park trash birthed straight onto the stripper pole. There was no class in her, no real seduction. Yet James couldn’t seem to banish thoughts of tearing the steel from her body.
She arched a slender eyebrow and smiled. “Only the first look is free,” she said, scraping a fingernail from the tip of his nose to his lips.
He shoved her hand away. “Don’t touch me.”
“You and Elise,” Neuma sighed. “The two of you are no fun.” She tilted her head. “So what’s this? He looks like you. Elise didn’t tell me you made any babies.”
“We didn’t,” James said coolly.
She slunk in a circle around Nathaniel. He shrank away from her. “A flower that ain’t bloomed.” She pinched his cheek, ruffled his hair. It was a weirdly nonsexual gesture coming from a creature in steel panties, almost sisterly. “Cute, though. He’ll be cute for sure.”
“I need you to call off the nightmares so we can get to a gate,” James said.
When she shrugged, it looked like her bra was perilously close to popping right off her body. “They aren’t mine. I can’t do nothing about them.”
“Some overlord.”
Neuma mimicked his tone. “‘Some overlord.’ Fuck you, asshole. You abandoned your city.” She wrapped her arm around Jerica’s waist. “At least we’re still here, picking up the pieces. You should be kissing my feet in thanks.”
“I can probably draw the nightmares off,” Jerica said.
“Not happening,” Neuma said, nuzzling her neck. “I don’t want you dead.”
“Nightmares don’t die. It’s no big.”
“Could you distract them for an hour? Long enough to do a ritual?” Nathaniel asked. His voice was tiny, barely loud enough to be heard over the bass seeping through the walls.
“An hour? That’s a tall order. I don’t think so.”
James sighed, rubbing his jaw. “Then we’ll wait until daylight.”
“Then you’ve got to deal with those Union jackoffs,” Neuma said. “What are you trying to do that requires witchy-dancing around the gates for an hour?”
“We’re trying to get to Araboth,” he said.
Neuma gave a low whistle. “You have juevos, I’ll give you that.” One of her hands snaked toward James. He stepped out of reach to prevent her from checking him for the aforementioned “juevos.”
“The problem is that there were only two doors to Araboth,” James said without missing a beat. “They’re both destroyed now. We’ll have to redirect one of the other gates if we want to get in. That will take time. Can you help us?”
“If you want a few safe hours in downtown Reno these days, no. We can’t help you. There’s gotta be another way in,” Neuma said.
“No, there doesn’t ‘gotta’ be anything. The garden is quarantined. All other doors were destroyed thousands of years ago. Only cherubim can get in now.”
“Actually, you just need to get into Limbo,” Jerica said.
All heads turned to look at her. The giant swell of bubblegum between her lips caught the light, showing the silhouette of her tongue poking through her thin lips. The bubble snapped, and she licked it back into her mouth.
“Limbo?” Nathaniel asked.
“It’s neutral ground. The only neutral ground.” She trapped her gum between her teeth, pulled a single strand out, and wrapped it around her finger. “It only has two entrances. One’s through Coccytus. The other entrance goes to Araboth.”
“How’d you know that?” Neuma asked.
Jerica’s sharp shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Malebolge is in the same dimension as Coccytus. That’s where most nightmares are born.”
“So we have to get to Coccytus,” Nathaniel muttered, opening his notebook, pushing a leather costume off of the vanity, and then using the space he cleared as a desk. “There’s no doors to Coccytus, so we’ll have to go in sideways.”
“What do you mean?” James asked.
“Skip dimensions,” Nathaniel said, writing “Coccytus” in a bubble at the bottom of the page and “home” at the top. “Go through fissures.”
“The fuck is a fissure?” Neuma asked, folding her arms underneath her ample breasts. She looked like she was going to smother on her own cleavage.
“The doors between worlds are only a convenience built by angels to make travel easier,” James said. “But all of the dimensions are interconnected. There are physical locations where they join together, like joints on a bone.”
“Not all dimensions are touching each other, though,” Nathaniel said, tongue sticking out between his lips as he continued drawing his map. “And Earth doesn’t have any fissures to Hell around here. We’ll have to take another gate and jump across a few dimensions to get to Coccytus.”
“Is that all?” Jerica asked dryly.
“Yup,” he said. “Give me a few minutes to look around. I’ll find a route into the garden.”
Gary Zettel stood on the deck of the dirigible, studying the ruined city spread beneath him.
James Faulkner was there somewhere. He had been seen in a silver Honda approaching the city, and even though he hadn’t been stopped at any of the guard posts, there wasn’t a single doubt in Zettel’s mind that the witch had made it through. The only question was what he was planning to do once he got there.
Zettel had taken out his earpiece so that there was nothing to disturb him as he stood alone on the platform in front of the bridge, hands gripping the railing, wind beating around him.
This high above the city, there was no noise. And with all of the spotlights illuminating the dirigible, there was no way that any of the millions of nightmare larvae could reach him.
If he hadn’t been preparing for war, it might have been peaceful.
The Union’s face recognition database was running full bore at the Fernley base. The instant Faulkner showed up on a camera, they would be on top of him—all three units that he had brought from Montana, and every unit stationed in Fernley. All of those units were preparing to deploy right now. Sierra Street and North Virginia were a parade of black vehicles bristling with spotlights, machine guns, and electrified metal cages that could each take down an elephant.
The sight of the pieces moving into place below filled Zettel with grim resolve. He was laying out his side of the board with everything that he could muster, and he still wasn’t sure if it would be enough.
Somehow, he doubted that James Faulkner would be taken unaware—or alone.
The door behind Zettel opened and closed. “We’ve found him, sir,” Dante said. He spoke with forced bravado, but there was no hiding the undercurrent of anxiety. He had taken over as right-hand witch for Zettel after Allyson’s death, but those were big shoes to fill, and Dante’s metaphorical feet were about as small as his brain.
“You’re certain?”
“Yes, sir. Our cameras spotted him entering a casino.”
Zettel felt no excitement at closing in on his prey. A sense of purpose settled over him, as serene as being battered by the wind on the deck of the dirigible. That determination filled the gaping hole in his chest that Allyson’s death had left behind. The night she had died, he hadn’t been sure he would survive—it felt like his heart and lungs had been ripped out simultaneously.
There was nothing quite like losing an aspis, and Zettel would make sure that Faulkner paid for that suffering. There would be no arrest this time. No chance for escape. Just a gunshot, an explosion of blood, and a death both swift and righteous.
“Which casino?” he asked, putting his earpiece back in as he followed Dante to the door.
“A place called Craven’s. It’s demon-owned.”
Zettel stopped inside the bridge, letting the door fall shut behind him. He was familiar with Craven’s Casino. It was the home of an infernal terrorist cell. From those hallowed halls, they distributed drugs, sacrificed human lives to the Night Hag, and organized uprisings. Zettel had allowed Craven’s to continue operating because it was too hard to attack without also dealing with the nightmare infestation.
If Faulkner was in Craven’s, then it must mean that he had aligned with them. Zettel may have had guns, witches, and tanks on his side, but Faulkner had a whole army of demons. “Clever bastard,” he swore under his breath.
“Sir?”
Zettel ripped open the cabinet on the wall. He donned a flak jacket and helmet. “Get ready. We’re going down.”
“Uh,” Dante said, glancing toward the door. Zettel could practically see him considering jumping off the dirigible. Like a swift death on the pavement would be better than diving into downtown Reno with six units at his back.
Allyson wouldn’t have even blinked.
What a fucking pussy.
Zettel didn’t even think before drawing his gun. He shoved it into Dante’s forehead. “Get dressed,” he said, voice cold.
“Yes, sir,” Dante said, reaching out a trembling hand to grab body armor.
Zettel holstered his gun and prepared to drop.
Faulkner was going to die.




XVII
Neuma led Nathaniel and James back to the manager’s office so they could make their final preparations in privacy. “Nobody’s been back here since Elise disappeared,” she said as she unlocked the door for them. “Bet she still has a few toys around, if you want to play with them.” Neuma winked at James. “Not the fun kind. Sorry.”
The office had always been gloomy and lightless, but the destruction had made it even gloomier. The windows looking down on the gaming floor were cracked like ocean ice. The back half of the office was covered in debris from a collapsed roof.
Nathaniel stood in the middle of it all. His puppy-brown eyes tracked over the giant slab of a desk, the executive chair, the bucket filled with half-smoked cigarettes.
As soon as Neuma was gone, James made a quick sweep of the desk for anything dangerous, but all of the drawers were locked and the surface was clean. “You can work here,” he said.
Nathaniel settled into the leather chair. Its massive silhouette dwarfed him.
“Can I get you anything?” James asked.
“Privacy,” Nathaniel said. “Mapping is hard. I have to zone out.”
James’s eyes fell on a closet in the corner. “Very well. I’ll stay out of the way.”
He tried to open the door, but electricity shocked through his palm when he touched the doorknob. He jerked back.
“Well, what have we here?” he murmured, narrowing his eyes to study the magic sparkling around the doorframe.
It was a locking charm. That kind of magic required enough sentience to be able to tell who should be allowed in or out, and too much intelligence was a terrible thing for an inanimate object. They tended to get ornery as they aged.
“Open,” James said, shaking the doorknob hard.
The charm ignored him.
He gathered the force of his magic within him, letting it fill his words with power.
“I told you to open.”
He could practically feel the door raspberrying him silently, as if to say, Yeah, right.
James pulled the plastic bag out of his back pocket. He was still carrying the skin that he had severed from Elise’s palm in the Vault, and he flashed it at the door.
“Recognize this?”
He thought for a moment that the door’s sullen silence meant that it was ignoring him. But it finally, grudgingly, swung open.
The room on the other side was looked more like a small storage room in a sadist’s house than a closet. Several spiked torture devices hung from the wall, and heavy iron shackles were bolted to the wall opposite the door. In comparison, the rollaway bed in the corner was totally unremarkable. Elise must have used David Nicholas’s closet as a bedroom when she had run out of money. That was morbid, even for her.
James closed the door halfway. Enough to give Nathaniel privacy without leaving him vulnerable. Then he lay down to rest on Elise’s bed. The pillow smelled like her shampoo; if he closed his eyes, he could almost imagine that she was beside him. But when he rolled over, he hit a hard lump.
He reached into the pillowcase and extracted a box of cigarettes.
A half-smile crossed his lips. He rolled a cigarette between his fingers.
James had been horrified when he’d discovered that Elise had picked up the habit, but he would have given anything to have her with him now—even if she were smoking those damn cigarettes and having tequila for breakfast. He might have even joined her for a drink or six.
Elise wouldn’t have cared that Hannah was dead. Not when danger was still on the horizon. A petty thing like death wasn’t enough to distract her from her mission, whatever it had been on any given week. She was a rock in the ocean, immovable, eternal. He could have used some of that himself.
James touched a mark on his knee and snapped his fingers. A flame hovered over his thumb.
He lit the cigarette and took a deep drag.
Several of the dancers in James’s old ballet company had picked up the habit to keep themselves skinny, and smoking had been an easy way to ingratiate himself with the “cool” people. Twenty-five years later, he was surprised to find that the smoke tasted even worse than he remembered—and was equally surprised when the third drag settled his nerves.
James watched the smoke spiraling from the tip. It curved and twisted like a woman dancing. Or fighting. He set it on a plate Elise had been using as an ashtray, still smoldering.
He was still holding the flap of skin from Elise’s palm. James contemplated the intricacies of the mark, wondering how hard it would be to transfer the tattoo onto himself. Merely drawing it wouldn’t be enough. The power wasn’t held in the shape of the symbol, but in the way it had been transferred to the skin by the cherubim. James couldn’t emulate that.
But there had to be a way for him to use the mark.
His eyes fell on a shelf near the door. There were a few pairs of gloves on the top of it.
He found an oversized pair of fingerless driving gloves that didn’t look like they had ever been worn. Elise always preferred them fingerless, just in case she needed to use her fingers to kill someone. That was the explanation she had given him, anyway. It wasn’t that she wanted to have an easier time eating, or brushing her teeth—she always wanted to be ready to kill.
James searched until he found a needle and thread, which surely must have been for the waitresses to repair their costumes. Elise wouldn’t have had any idea what to do with it.
Sitting back on the bed, he extracted Elise’s skin from the bag. It was drying around the edges.
“Forgive me,” he whispered.
James began to sew her skin onto his palm.
He flinched the first time that he drove the needle through the edge of her skin and into his. He flinched the next dozen times, too. But as he carefully stitched around the edge, his hand began to grow numb, and he quickly became inured to the pain. He only stopped long enough to finish smoking the cigarette.
It didn’t take long for him to feel the power of the mark connecting with him. It vibrated deep within his bones, making his head swim and his shoulder ache.
“What are you doing?”
He glanced up. Nathaniel stood in the doorway, watching him with a mixture of worry and disgust.
James considered hiding his hand. Instead, he turned the palm out so that his son could see the half-stitched skin. “It’s an ethereal mark. Do you know what a mark is?”
Nathaniel’s stunned silence was answer enough.
James returned his attention to stitching the edges of the skin in place, brow furrowed. “It takes two marks to open an ethereal door. Powerful angels have one mark. It means that only a pair of cooperating angels can open a door, and if an enemy manages to kill an angel for its mark, it still can’t get through the door.”
The boy sat down across from him on a cardboard box. “You mean that you killed an angel for that?”
“Elise used to have two marks. This is one of them.”
Horror dawned in his eyes. “You’re sewing her skin onto your body.”
“It’s the only way. She only has one mark now, so she alone is incapable of opening the gate to leave Araboth on her own.”
“How’d she get two in the first place?”
“They were given to her by willing angels and attached in much the same way that I am doing now. All angels adore her. They would do anything she asked.” James blew out a shuddering breath. “Anything.”
“You’re Gray, aren’t you?” Nathaniel asked. His wide eyes caught the dim light of the office. “Half-angel.”
James pulled the thread tight. “What makes you think that?”
“It takes two marks to escape Araboth. You’re only attaching one, so you must already have another. And Mom always said…”
He trailed off, train of thought derailed, and stared at his feet. When he spoke again, his voice was heated.
“The way she talked about you, I knew something was wrong.” He raked a hand through his hair, pushing his bangs out of his face. They immediately fell into his eyes again. He desperately needed a haircut. “If you’re Gray, that means that I am, too.”
“I suppose that would be true, if it were the case.” He wove the needle through his skin and jabbed a little too deep. A bead of dark blood trickled down his wrist.
Nathaniel continued to watch. “So what? Am I an angel?”
“You don’t have any of the physical symptoms. Don’t worry yourself.”
He watched James continue to sew for several minutes without speaking. It was impossible to tell if he was interested, or repulsed—Faulkners had done much worse in pursuit of power.
“Do you have scissors?” James asked. He was almost done sewing.
Nathaniel stood. “You’re sick,” he said, and he walked out of the room.
So that was a “no.”
James knotted the wire, then bit it off at the base. He had picked up a phial of healing solution at Motion and Dance before they left. He smeared it on the edges of the mark, sucking in a hard breath at the sting. But it quickly numbed the stitches. Now James only felt tightness, like it was impossible to fully extend his fingers. He was hesitant to attempt it before it healed.
He tilted his hand in the light to look at it. The cream was already being absorbed by Elise’s flesh, rehydrating it, bringing it back to life. He would reapply it in an hour or so, and again an hour after that. Blood vessels would connect. The tissues would knit together. It would be a part of his body permanently, this mark of God.
Hopefully, the mark would long outlive the entity it was meant to honor.
A hard thud shook the wall next to him. James leaped to his feet. “Nathaniel?” he called, pulling on the driving gloves.
Another crash, followed by the sound of shattering glass.
A dozen ugly images flooded his mind—demons attacking Nathaniel in the office, or worse, Metaraon bursting through the window.
James flung open his door. A lamp hurtled toward his head. He ducked, and its ceramic base shattered against the doorframe.
Nathaniel was alone. Fists balled, face red, eyes streaming. Silent rage shook his entire body.
He had spilled pages from his Book of Shadows all over the desk, and as James watched, Nathaniel shoved the rest of them to the floor. He tried to throw the chair, but it was too heavy, so he settled for kicking it. It fell out the broken window.
James saw Nathaniel’s punch coming, but he didn’t move to dodge it. He took the blow in his gut. James also took the second strike, and the third. His son’s aim improved on each one.
And then Nathaniel hit him in the face.
Stars sparked at the corners of James’s vision as he reeled. It was a lucky shot—almost hard enough to knock him off of his feet.
He touched his bottom lip. Blood glistened on the fingertips of his gloves.
James dropped his hands and stood before his son, unguarded, prepared to take whatever else he wanted to deliver.
Nathaniel lifted the phone over his head.
His arm wavered. His features crumpled, and the phone dropped to the floor, bouncing near his foot.
He sank to his knees.
Nathaniel gasped for air like his lungs had collapsed, gripping his chest in both hands as his spine bowed. His head tipped forward until his bangs brushed the floor and his tears left wet circles on the carpet.
James sat beside him. He leaned back against the desk and didn’t speak.
The rage ebbed from Nathaniel. He sank to his side on the floor, staring at the clawed feet of the desk.
Aside from the occasional hiccup, he fell silent.
James tried to imagine how Hannah would have comforted him, and then immediately banished the idea. He wasn’t Nathaniel’s mother. He was barely even his parent.
He began to speak, letting the words flow from him without thought.
“I met your mother when I was younger than you are now,” James said. “She terrified me on some level. She was beautiful and passionate—very smart, too. Stubborn. I enrolled in dance classes to be near her. We went professional together. Before her injury, she was the most graceful dancer in our company. The urge to dance left her, eventually, but the grace didn’t.”
Nathaniel remained still.
James didn’t know what he was trying to say, so he stopped. There wasn’t anything else that he wanted to share anyway.
How could he describe all of the years of love they had shared? The push and pull of a comfortable relationship—all of the compromises, the dreams, the sense of being settled in the last place he would ever want to be. That was all the stuff of being an adult. Nothing that a boy Nathaniel’s age could understand.
When Nathaniel eventually sat up, his face was splotchy and red. He took off his glasses and rubbed his face. “I’m going to kill him. That angel is going to die at my hands.” He shook his fists, and all that James could think was that his hands were so small. “Not just for my mom. For everyone. For Elise.”
“Elise is capable of handling her own retribution.”
Nathaniel glared at him. “I hope so,” he said, and it was obvious whom he thought deserved Elise’s revenge the most. He swiped his arm over the mucus on his upper lip. “We’ve both lost people. At least you’ve still got a chance to get Elise back.” His chin trembled. “You don’t deserve that.”
Those four words hurt so much more than every one of Nathaniel’s blows.
The door slammed open.
“Time to go,” Neuma said. She had replaced the metal bikini with a mesh shirt, cutoff shorts, and sneakers—not much of an improvement, considering she wasn’t wearing a bra.
James stood. “What? Already?”
“But I’m not ready!” Nathaniel scrambled to grab a fistful of the papers around him. “I haven’t mapped out the whole route.”
“Too bad,” Neuma said. “We’re about to get raided.”
“What?”
“Union’s moving in, and that means we need to be gone, like, yesterday. C’mon.”
James shoved Nathaniel ahead of him, and he dropped half the pages on the first flight of stairs. Neither of them dared to take the time to go back.
Neuma ran from floor to floor, butt hanging halfway out of her shorts. James tried not to watch the pleasant way she jiggled on every step, which, for once, wasn’t too hard—the growing panic helped a lot.
They weren’t the only ones panicking. When they reached Eloquent Blood again, they found the dance floor emptied. The staff was all getting ready for a fight. They had found weapons, too—barbed wire whips, the shattered ends of bottles, rebar.
It was a small army: more than three-dozen demons and Gray, by James’s quick count.
He turned his shocked stare on Neuma.
“These ones are all loyal to Elise,” she said, misinterpreting his expression. “They’ve got your back. You can trust ‘em.”
A beefy man with fangs punched his fist into his other palm. A low growl rumbled through his throat.
So this was what Elise had been doing when she hadn’t been speaking to James. Had she been deliberately pulling together an army? He couldn’t imagine that she had been making friends.
Neuma gestured, and a woman stepped out from among the demons. She looked too normal to be among the clubbers in Eloquent Blood. She had green eyes, brown hair with red streaks, and a black blouse—James wouldn’t have looked at her twice on the street.
“This is your new bodyguard, kid,” Neuma said. “Meet Tania. She’s going to keep you alive long enough to perform whatever magic you gotta do. ‘Kay?”
Nathaniel was too pale to respond.
Bodyguard? James couldn’t believe that someone as unassuming as this “Tania” could face down the might of the Union, much less the swarming nightmares.
But there was no time to argue. A serpent of darkness the size of James’s leg shot onto the floor of Eloquent Blood, coalescing into Jerica’s figure. She was still wearing the thick-framed hipster glasses, but now she also held a one-handed flail that looked like it had been made from a fistful of rusty nails and a bike chain.
“They’re here,” she said.
Her announcement was punctuated by the sound of gunfire on the street above, igniting instant chaos within Eloquent Blood.
Neuma faced her small army and pumped her fist in the air.
“Get those fuckers!”
They roared and charged up the rubble, shoving past Nathaniel and James. He grabbed his son to keep from being dragged along, but Nathaniel shook him off with a look of disgust.
Neuma, Jerica, and Tania the bodyguard stood back until the last of them were on the street.
“Get them to the gate,” Neuma said, grabbing Jerica by the back of her neck. “And don’t you even think about dying on me.”
They kissed swiftly, and then Neuma was gone, charging up the destroyed street.
“We’ll go around back,” Tania said with a thick Australian accent. She led them to a dark hallway that had used to be the human entrance to Eloquent Blood.
They emerged into an alleyway between casinos. Jerica took the lead, and Tania watched the rear.
When they emerged, James could see the Union marching on the other side of the chain link fence protecting the alley. A black tank rolled past them, treads crushing the rocks beneath it. The cannon swiveled to aim down the road, and James realized that someone had stamped magical runes on the side.
The entire damn tank was an enchanted weapon.
They rushed through the empty first floor of Craven’s to emerge on the opposite street, a block away from the fighting between the Union and the employees of Blood. At that distance, it was impossible to tell who was winning. The writhing mass of bodies was just as indistinguishable as the clubbers had been in Blood, but they danced in time to the pounding of bullets instead of a bass rhythm.
The enchanted cannon fired with a whomph.
Bodies went flying.
A leg landed near James, skittering across the pavement. Instead of a foot, the ankle terminated in a cloven hoof. The aatxegorri bartender, he realized, feeling sick.
“We have to keep moving,” Tania said. She hovered behind Nathaniel like his own personal shadow.
The fighting was so loud that James didn’t hear the roar of an engine until it was on top of them. He turned to see a fleet of black motorcycles bearing down Sierra Street. There were five of them in a line, blocking the entire road.
Jerica saw them coming, too. She launched into shadow and reappeared in front of the center motorcyclist. The flail slammed into his helmet.
James heard the crash, but he didn’t stop to watch the aftermath. Tania was half-pulling, half-carrying Nathaniel down the street, and it was all James could do to follow.
A broken helmet bounced past him.
They ran past the fight between the Union and demons. It was so chaotic that James’s brain processed the images out of order—flying bodies, staggering Gray bleeding from wounds, the flash of gunfire. The white UKA logo was everywhere, white letters on black, splattered with red.
Tania cut across an alley, blocking his view of the fight.
“Where are we going?” James panted, chasing after the others. His son didn’t reply. “Nathaniel! Which gate are we going to?”
The boy stared between the gates, eyes wide and cheeks pale.
“Uh—I don’t know, maybe—”
“Pick one!” James said.
“Okay, okay! That one!” Nathaniel pointed up at the train trench.
A kopis rounded the scaffolding at the end of the block. He dropped to one knee and braced his rifle against his shoulder. “Freeze!” he yelled.
Tania may have been a good bodyguard, but she wasn’t good at obeying orders. She launched down the street and barreled into the kopis. Her momentum carried them both to the ground.
Screams pierced the air as she ripped into the kopis with a wet crunch, like snapping celery.
“Oh my God,” Nathaniel said. “Oh my God, oh my God—”
James shoved him. “Don’t watch!”
They clambered up the nearest ladder, hand over hand, as quickly as they could move. Tania rejoined them before they reached the top, her chin and chest drenched with blood. She wiped her lips off with a dainty gesture.
The first level of scaffolding was only two stories off the ground, no more than a bridge between buildings. But it gave James a perfect view of the fight below.
The chaos stretched all the way up Sierra Street toward the university, where that dirigible was still floating. The fog of nightmares was gathering again. As black as the Union uniforms were, the nightmares were darker, sucking all light away from the surrounding world.
Neuma was in the middle of it all. She had climbed on top of the tank. As James watched, she reached down the hatch to pull a man out. He was limp in her arms, staring, helpless to the full force of her succubus charms.
He didn’t even fight back when she took his gun and shot him in the face.
“Keep climbing,” James said, more to remind himself than Nathaniel.
They had to scale fifteen stories’ worth of ladders to reach the bottom of the mirror city, and by the time they did, James’s sewn palm was burning, his legs were weak, and he was out of breath.
Jerica met them when they stopped. She had lost her flail, but appeared to be uninjured. “You guys okay?” she asked, giving Nathaniel a hand up.
“Sure thing,” Tania said brightly.
The nightmare grinned at her, as if she knew what Tania had done and totally approved. “Great. Let’s keep going.”
They ran across the scaffolds bridging the space over Virginia. A fog of nightmares swirled around them as they ran, tangling between their feet, but they couldn’t seem to amass with Jerica nearby—she cut through them like a plow.
Even though they dispersed as quickly as they appeared, James could hear voices whispering again.
You don’t deserve to get Elise back.


Nathaniel is going to die.
“We have company!” Jerica shouted, louder than the other voices.
An entire unit of Union men had climbed to the scaffolding across the street. They were wearing full riot gear and carrying guns. The man leading them was the only one without a helmet, and James recognized Gary Zettel—the commander that he knew to be responsible for his arrest.
And he looked furious.
Zettel lifted his gun to aim.
Jerica flashed across the scaffolding and reappeared in front of him. She slammed the heel of her palm into his nose.
One of the kopides opened fire. Bullets swooshed through Jerica’s body and pinged into the metal around James. Tania grabbed Nathaniel, hugging him tightly to her chest, and turned so that she was between him and the men.
She took three bullets in the back.
Tania fell without so much as a scream. She fell into Nathaniel, knocking him to the scaffold.
The gunfire stopped as abruptly as it had started. Jerica flashed between the men, ripping away guns, lashing out with fists and sneakers. She wasn’t much of a fighter, but she didn’t have to be when she was impossible to catch.
James shoved Tania’s body off of his son. The bodyguard was dead. “Oh my God,” Nathaniel said again. There was blood all over him, but none of it looked to be his.
“We’re almost there,” James said.
They jumped across a gap and climbed the next ladder toward the gate in the inverted train trench.
He made it halfway up before he heard Jerica cry out. It wasn’t normal for nightmares to get injured. James had to stop so he could see what had happened.
Zettel had rammed a Taser down her throat.
The shock made her shake wildly as she flickered in and out of existence, normal one moment and transparent the next. A few seconds later, she vanished in a puff of smoke. She didn’t come back.
It wasn’t enough to kill her, but there was no chance she’d be corporeal again in time to escort them to the gate.
James and Nathaniel were alone.
They climbed faster.
Even though the mirror city didn’t have power, some of the lights still occasionally illuminated. The signal on the side of the tracks was flashing through each of the colors: red, yellow, green, over and over again, signaling for a train that would never come.
The gate stirred as they approached, throbbing faintly with energy. The legs were planted on either side of the train tracks, and it hung over them in a U shape. It was two feet above their heads, barely within arm’s reach—they would have to climb through.
“Where does it go?” James asked.
Nathaniel reached up to brush his fingers against the apex. “Heaven, for sure,” he said, eyes going distant. “Uh…there are temples…and trees, and…”
“Never mind,” James said. Zettel was scrambling onto the scaffolding at the end of the train trench, and he still had at least four men with him. “Open it. Quickly.”
“But I need to do a ritual—”
“There’s no time!”
Nathaniel flung his hands into the air. “I can do magic, I can’t do miracles!”
James swore and ripped off his glove. With only a few minutes to heal, Elise’s skin was still angry, swollen, and red. The redness was good. It meant that there was blood flow. He could only hope that it would mean the gate would recognize both of his marks, too.
He held his breath as he pressed the stitched palm to the pillar. The symbols ringing the base illuminated, and the stone sang out. Gray light flooded the space between the pillars.
The gate was open.
“Stop!” Zettel shouted. He didn’t have a gun now that Jerica had attacked him, but James had no doubt that a man that angry could kill with his bare fists.
James lifted Nathaniel high enough to grab the stone. The boy pulled himself inside and vanished with a flash.
The Union was just feet away—only seconds behind him.
James climbed into Heaven and left Earth behind.


PART THREE
The Secret


 
Oymyakon, Russia – February 1998


James realized he was in love with Elise Kavanagh less than a week after he dragged her body to Oymyakon.
It was no ordinary infatuation. She had spent the entire time unconscious, so they hadn’t held a single conversation. It also wasn’t lust. She was a skeleton on the verge of death, and her features were strong, masculine, almost ugly. Far too much like her father. Yet she had a way of appearing in his every idle thought, swelling to the surface of his brain like bodies in the ocean after a shipwreck—the shape of her lips, ice crystals frozen to her eyelashes, the beak of her nose, her hands swaddled in bandages.
He paced outside the room while Babushka changed Elise’s sheets. She was still sleeping in the tiny closet that had been converted to a bedroom, and James was determined to remain close until she woke up.
Who knew what she might do if she opened her eyes to find a stranger standing over her? She had been raised and trained by Isaac, and James suspected her first instinct would be one of violence.
James’s nearness was for Babushka’s safety. Not because he couldn’t stop thinking about seeing Elise’s eyes open and look at him for the first time.
For the love of all that was holy, he had just left behind his fiancée in Colorado. The last time he had seen Hannah, he had been about to go into the dance studio for lessons and she had tried to stop him so that they could talk about something. James had still been too angry at her to listen, though he couldn’t recall now why they had been fighting. All of the arguments blurred together after a few years. So he had silenced her with his lips, made love to her against the front door, and then left when he was done without saying goodbye.
Elise was sixteen years old, barely more than a child, and James suddenly couldn’t remember what Hannah’s body had felt like under his hands.
Pacing past the door for a fourth time, he glimpsed the hands folded over Elise’s chest. The girl must have been bleeding from the marks on her palms again, because Babushka was replacing the bandages. A shift to the right, and he could see Elise’s throat, her jaw, her smooth cheek.
Trying to remember gripping Hannah’s hips in his hands gave way to other thoughts. Instead, James remembered lifting Elise from the frozen ground, pushing the hair out of her face, wrapping her body in his parka.
Hannah, think of Hannah.


James had stopped walking without realizing it, transfixed by his glimpse of Elise.
He eased the door open another inch. He was entranced with Elise’s shape, even shrouded by a fresh blanket. Babushka began to brush out the girl’s tangled curls, a shade of dark red like blood on the mattress, and James couldn’t seem to look away from the way her hair gleamed in the cold winter light.
When would she wake? Would she ever? He wondered what it looked like when she smiled.
Babushka looked up, her hands stilling in mid-brush. She said something in Russian, something that James probably should have understood, but his head was filled with the girl.
Why couldn’t he remember Hannah?
He backed up two steps, shut the door, and fled to the bathroom.
It was a little easier to think with three walls and two doors between James and Elise. But making it easier to think only gave him room to hate himself.
James gripped the sink so hard that he thought it might shatter under his fingers. He pressed his forehead to the glass and stared at the blurry shape of pale blue irises, far too bright and clear to match his dark hair and olive skin.
Was he sick? Had he gone insane? How could he love a girl he had never even spoken to?
Someone knocked on the bathroom door. James opened it. A woman stood on the other side, one of Babushka’s nieces—who was still twice as old as James—and she held a steaming bowl of soup cupped in her hands.
“She’s stirring,” said the woman.
It was a thousand-mile trudge through fear to get back to Elise’s room, and he wasn’t the first to arrive. Some of the other village women had beaten him there, and they all bore soup, blankets, utensils. It looked like offerings meant to appease Elise, as if she were some kind of angry god. If they had known how close that was to truth, they would have surely brought guns and knives instead of food.
Babushka guarded the door. She pressed tobacco into her pipe with a gnarled thumb and bit the stem. When James attempted to enter, she caught his arm. “Wait. The girl’s still lost in the dreams, but she will be back soon.”
He looked over the heads and backs of the women placing the food on the table beside Elise’s sleeping form. Her eyelids fluttered.
A chill washed over him. “I don’t understand,” James said. It was easier to pretend that his Russian was too poor to discuss the subject than acknowledge that they both knew that Elise’s mind was slower to return to this world than her body.
Excitement stirred through the women in the bedroom.
“She’s awake,” one of them said.
Their backs and shoulders were pressed together, obscuring James’s view of the bed. His heart thundered in his chest. He needed to see her.
The women shifted, and he leaned on the doorframe to peer around them.
Elise’s eyes opened.
Good God, she’s beautiful.


Babushka gave him a knowing look and lit her pipe. “Shame on you,” she said, blowing a cloud of smoke into his face. “Shame on all of you.”
Elise escaped James in
Yakutsk while he was reserving a hotel room. She had been awake for a week and hadn’t spoken to him once during their trip, so he didn’t realize at first that she had gone missing.
One moment she had been standing beside him, sullen and silent, and the next she was gone, and cold air was blowing through the front door as it drifted shut again.
James ripped his credit card out of the clerk’s hand and plunged into the street. The girl’s scarf whipped behind her as she vanished around the corner. He jerked his jacket around the bottom of his face.
“Goddamn it all,” he muttered.
When he made it to the other side of the building, she was gone.
A pair of young women walked past a shop on the other side of the street, but there were no other people in sight. It was cold beyond imagining, and he could feel his fingers numbing through his gloves. Most people had the common sense to stay inside.
A flash of motion. James looked up in time to see booted feet kicking over the ledge of the two-story building.
She had climbed the damn hotel.
The street-facing wall was too smooth for James’s clumsy gloves to get traction. He rushed into the nearby alley, searching for something that he could scale, and found nothing.
Elise jumped from one building to the next, soaring over his head.
He broke into a run, struggling to keep up with her on street level as she launched from one roof to the next. Elise seemed to soar, unaffected by petty things like gravity. But she would run out of roofs at the corner—he could catch her there.
James reached the street before she did, and he kept his eyes to the roofs.
No sign of her.
A shout from behind him.
He turned to see that the pair of girls that had been shopping had fallen to the sidewalk. Elise’s form retreated in the opposite direction, flying down the other street like a tornado. “Are you all right?” James asked the girls, who had been unlucky enough to be standing in Elise’s path.
It sounded like they responded in the affirmative, but he didn’t wait long enough to make sure.
He chased, but it was even harder trying to pace Elise when she was on the street. Two blocks away, she lost him completely.
Anger surged in his chest as he stood, alone, on an empty street corner with no clue where he could go next.
But with the anger came relief.
Elise was gone. That was his chance. He could go back to Colorado, tell them that he had lost her, and that it wasn’t his fault. He could go back to his life and forget everything. Hug Hannah, kiss her, apologize for the fight, remind himself of what it was like to love her.
But even if his oaths had permitted him to give up and return—and the burning of the scar on his left pectoral was a reminder that they did not—he knew that he wouldn’t have been able to let Elise go. Not anymore.
He had been lost the first time she had laid eyes on him. He couldn’t stand the thought of never seeing those eyes again.
James Faulkner hated Elise Kavanagh just as much as he was in love with her, and he couldn’t wait to send her back to the garden from whence she came.
James located Elise again three days later in Harbin, south of the border. The city looked like the bastard child of Paris and Moscow, though China had long since claimed it from Russia.
It was hard to find someone who spoke a language James understood who would also admit to having encountered Elise. He thought that the bakery owner must have run into her, judging by the suspicion in his eyes when James showed her photo to him, but he only spoke Mandarin. He shoved James out of his shop, yelling incoherently and waving his hands.
Tracking spells eventually led him to a hostel, and one of the staff onsite spoke Russian—wonder of wonders. They had caught her in the closet. She had probably sneaked in before the door was locked the night before , but she had been cooperative about leaving once caught. It was only in the morning that they had realized that she’d had stolen a lot of yuan.
They wouldn’t let James leave without paying for what Elise had taken. He stuffed a fistful of rubles into the hands of his informant and left before they could ask for more.
James didn’t need another tracking spell to tell him that she was doing her best to escape as quickly as possible. Her persistent southward journey on the M56 Kolyma highway had made her intentions clear enough, and the hostel wasn’t far from the Jingha railway station.
It was easy to find her among the crowd milling on the train platform. Her paranoia gave her away. She refused to stand with anyone at her back, so all James had to do was watch for the girl who had backed herself into the most hidden corner possible.
Elise was a bundle of jackets and scarf wedged between two benches. Her gloved hands were buried under her arms, and he suspected that she had armed herself again.
Her eyes darted over the crowd. Was she watching for James or some other enemy?
There were too many possible escape routes from the Jingha station, which was outdoors. James didn’t dare approach her yet.
He grabbed a newspaper, melted into the crowd, and pretended to read. The hànzì was illegible to him. He could pick up a relevant word here and there, the kinds of things he needed to get around—references to food, for instance, and transportation. He might have been able to pick up more if he hadn’t been watching Elise out of the corner of his eye, too.
A train pulled into the station. The crowd shifted as the car emptied and others took the passengers’ place.
Elise didn’t move from between the counters. James sat on a bench, ducked his head, and continued pretending to read.
The next few trains didn’t make her move, either. His legs and back grew stiff from sitting too long, but he didn’t dare try to walk to loosen his muscles. He wasn’t going to let her out of his sight.
His eyelids grew heavy. His head drooped.
When was the last time that he had slept? He had been trying to stay awake since Elise escaped, and chasing her across what felt like half of Russia had stolen what little energy he had left.
His brain filled with the warm, buzzing fog of voices among the crowd, the announcer on the stereo, and the hiss of train wheels on rails.
James jolted awake when the back of his head bumped against the bench. His eyes shot open.
Elise was no longer between the booths.
He bolted upright, heart pounding, blood roaring through his skull like the wind blowing over empty tundra.
There was a train in the station, and the doors were sliding closed.
James flung the newspaper aside and launched himself toward the train, but stumbled over his feet. He crossed the yellow line in time to bang his fists on the closed doors.
He swore in every language he knew as the train pulled away.
On the other side of the platform, where another train was just pulling into the station, stood a slender young woman in a white shirt, jeans, and a yellow scarf covering her hair. She wasn’t wearing a jacket. Probably an attempt to disguise herself. James wouldn’t have even recognized Elise if not for her bony figure, the way she jerked at every odd sound, the warm feeling that built in his chest the instant he saw her.
He hadn’t missed Elise after all—but he was only moments away from losing her.
James jumped into the train trench and scrambled onto the other side. Guards shouted at him. Someone in a uniform was striding toward him. He ignored them.
Elise slipped through the doors, and James was just moments behind her.
He leaped onto the car as it closed.
James scanned the seats, but there was no sign of Elise now.
The floor lurched under his feet, and he had to grab onto the wall to keep from falling over.
He pushed through the people standing near the windows, making his way toward the back of train. He walked from car to car, watching for Elise as the train built momentum and the station disappeared from view. They chugged through town, steady and sure, and James made his way all the way to the back of the locomotive.
He peered through the window before entering. The last car was almost empty aside from a Chinese couple sitting at the back door and one girl across from them.
Elise had lost the yellow scarf. She must have been freezing in nothing but a t-shirt, but she showed no sign of discomfort. She was slumped in her seat, legs extended in front of her, almost lazy-looking. But James recognized the position for what it meant: she was ready to leap. To attack. And the young couple across from her had no idea.
There was nowhere left for Elise to go. James straightened his jacket. Pushed the door open.
Her eyes lifted to his.
He had an instant to register the knife in Elise’s hand before she lunged.
James threw himself backward. The knife swished millimeters from his shirt.
Elise slashed again and again as the Chinese girl shrieked. The man wrapped his arms around his girlfriend and steered her out of the car. James barely noticed. He was too busy ducking, jumping, knocking Elise’s arms aside with his own.
It was luck that disarmed her, rather than James’s efforts. The train turned a corner. The car jittered and bumped. She lost her footing, fell into a seat, and dropped the dagger.
When she reached for it, James kicked it to the end of the car. Elise leaped for it. He grabbed the back of her shirt.
Big mistake.
She whirled, and a fist connected with his jaw. The car exploded with lights.
They exchanged blows. James should have had the advantage—he was a full head and shoulders taller than her, easily fifty pounds heavier, and much older. Yet he couldn’t even begin to keep up with her speed mentally, much less physically. Whenever he swung, she had a way of vanishing and reappearing behind him again.
He didn’t know what was hitting him. Elbows, fists, feet. It was all punishingly painful. The fact that it was a sixteen-year-old girl that he was losing to—well, that definitely didn’t make him feel any better.
But her fighting style was inelegant, and James realized that she telegraphed her moves with her eyes. She always looked where she was attacking.
When she looked to the knife, he knew his moment had come.
She dropped beneath the swing of his fist and rolled to the back of the car. He could tell in advance that when she swung again, it would be aimed at his neck.
James caught her arm in his fist.
She twisted free. The knife flashed toward James’s chest. He barely seized her wrist in time. Her other fist swung at him, and it was all he could do to catch that one, too. Both of her arms were trapped. Unfortunately, so were his.
This time, he didn’t let her escape. They were braced between the seats of the swaying car, locked in each other’s grip, and James’s teeth ground together with the effort it took to hold her.
“I’m not trying to hurt you,” James said.
“I won’t go back,” Elise said, her voice still raw, as though she had been screaming. Though her eyes were fierce and the point of her dagger was only an inch from his heart, there was something vulnerable in those words. Genuine fear.
James’s arm muscles trembled with the exertion of having to hold her back. He wasn’t going to be able to hold her off much longer. “I came to help you.”
The pressure against his arms lightened. Just a little. Elise had eased up—barely.
But even though the shift in her posture was slight, the change in her expression was far more drastic. She had dropped her guard, and it was the first time that he felt like he could see her—really see her. There was raw fear on her face. Wide eyes, pale cheeks, a tremble in her jaw. She wasn’t a weapon that Metaraon had developed to kill God.
She was a girl—just a teenage girl, barely older than a child, so fragile and small and filled with terror.
“I can’t go back,” Elise said. “I would rather die.”
The lie slipped out of him before he could stop himself.
“I’ll protect you. Nobody can make you go back,” he said.
She didn’t move, but there was a tremble in her arms, and her chin gave the faintest of quivers.
He wanted the lies to be true—that she really could be safe with him. And when he spoke again, it was with total sincerity. “I swear I will protect you,” James said softly.
She relaxed, just a fraction more.
There was still mistrust in her eyes when she stepped back, but she didn’t try to attack him again. His biceps trembled from the effort it had taken to hold her off. The weight advantage didn’t seem to matter when he was battling a girl with a temperament like a wild animal.
The door slid open behind him, and a conductor stormed into the car.
James understood just enough Mandarin to realize that the conductor was asking if they had a problem. There would be railway police not far behind, and James weighed his chances—if Elise protested, would the police believe James, the adult man, or the teenage girl? With neither of them fluent in the local language, they would both probably be in trouble.
Elise responded to the conductor. James was stunned to hear her speaking Mandarin. In their week together, he hadn’t even heard her speak that much English.
They exchanged a few words. The conductor looked offended, rounding on James, and he braced himself to be ejected from the train—or worse.
“Ticket,” the conductor said in Russian.
James gaped for a minute before his brain managed to translate the request. He patted down his jacket, trying to remember if he had thought to buy a ticket at the platform. He had. It was tucked in his breast pocket.
He held the ticket out, the conductor punched it, and then Elise and James were alone in the car again.
They stared each other down, several feet apart.
He wasn’t sure if he should relax or worry even more now that Elise had somehow talked them out of trouble. Maybe she just wanted to kill him in private.
“Does this mean that you’re coming with me?” James asked.
Elise responded by sitting down exactly where she had been before. She propped her arm against the window and stared out at the tundra.
She didn’t react when James sat down across from her, so that had to be as good as a yes.
They rode the train for some time. When James got off at the first airport, Elise got off with him, and she didn’t try to escape again.
James stretched out as much as he could in his airplane seat with a flimsy blanket covering his lap and Elise stiff in the chair beside him.
Their flight had two layovers between Changchun Longjia International Airport and Denver. In eighteen hours, they would arrive in Colorado. James would surrender her to Landon. And he would never think about Elise Kavanagh again.


 
Colorado – March 1998


After two uneventful layovers and one long drive, James and Elise arrived at Pamela’s house.
He was home. It was over. It was all over.
He climbed onto Pamela’s porch the same way that he had a thousand times before. The key to her door felt heavier than usual now that the house belonged to him. But even though James held the key in his hand—the key to the end of his journey—he didn’t insert it into the lock.
All he needed to do was walk inside, and all of his problems would be solved.
Landon would be waiting. He would make some excuse, take Elise back to his house, and lead her to the doorway in his basement. He would push her back into the garden. She would never be James’s problem again.
He glanced over his shoulder at her. Elise was scanning the forest surrounding the house, tense and alert. Watching for enemies real or imagined.
She wouldn’t anticipate the real attack yet to come.
He inserted the key. Opened the lock. The hinges whined as the door swung inward.
Someone must have cleaned Pamela’s house since the last time that James had visited; there was no dust on her shelves, the couches had been rearranged, and the air smelled like lemon. He pulled open the curtains to let light in from outside. The windows had been scrubbed, too. Everything was so immaculate that he almost expected to see his aunt come storming out of her office, annoyed that James had let himself in without calling ahead.
But Pamela didn’t come—and neither did Landon.
Elise walked through Pamela’s living room, and James hung back to watch her wander. Her motions always looked so careful, like she had choreographed them in advance. He could practically see her contemplating escape routes, possible makeshift weapons, hiding places. There was no sign of the vulnerable girl he had glimpsed on the train.
James made sure that he was in her line of sight before calling out. No need to startle the insane teenager.
“Hello?” he shouted. “Landon?”
He wasn’t surprised at the lack of response, but he was annoyed. The high priest had promised to meet him there. He was supposed to take Elise away immediately. And James was itching to escape before those warm, confusing feelings started creeping up on him again.
“Wait here,” James said. “I’ll look around.”
He stepped down the hall, peering into the bedrooms. All of the beds were turned down and the pillows were fluffed.
Pamela’s office was similarly tidy. He rounded the desk to find no bloodstains on the floor, no hint that this was the place where his aunt had been killed by Metaraon. All of the books were ordered on the shelves. A lifetime of information left intact by the coven.
James crouched in front of her desk and unlocked the bottom drawer. He slid it open. Pamela’s personal Book of Shadows was inside—the one with the most secret of spells.
Tucking it into his back pocket, he returned to the living room. Elise twitched at his approach, nostrils flaring, jaw tightening. Like a skittish animal.
He wasn’t the only one who had been exploring the house. She had found a pair of fingerless motorcycle gloves and a pair of swords, each of them the length of her forearm, with curved, wicked blades that shimmered in the sunlight. She lifted both of them when he approached.
Unarmed or otherwise, she always looked like she was on the verge of murder—but slightly more so with twin swords in hand.
James held out his hands in what he hoped would come across as a soothing gesture. “I think the house is empty. We must have beaten Landon here. Are those, um…are those your swords?”
“Falchions,” Elise said. “Yes.”
The idea of waiting with her sounded less appealing by the moment, and it hadn’t sounded like a good idea in the first place.
“I’m going into the kitchen. I’m not leaving. I’ll just be around the corner,” James said.
A tiny nod.
He stepped through the doorway, keeping Elise in the corner of his vision. The counters were washed, the cabinets were empty, the table had a fresh vase on it.
And Landon was leaning against the far wall, invisible from the living room.
James sucked in a gasp. “Why didn’t you answer when I called for you?” he whispered, ducking behind the wall with the high priest.
“Didn’t want the kid to see me,” Landon said. “Sorry, James. Change of plans. She’s not going back yet.”
“What do you mean, she’s not going back?” James hissed.
Landon took him by the shoulders. “Calm down, son. She’ll go back, but this isn’t the time. Metaraon says that she’s not ready.”
“She was ready the first time she went in!”
“If she’d been ready, she would have done what she was supposed to do.” Landon shrugged. “Don’t ask me. Metaraon’s not exactly…chatty. All he said was that she’s not ready, and you need to keep an eye on her until she is.”
Through the kitchen doorway, he could see Elise lingering over a photo of Pamela. Though her features were as cold and hard as always, he thought that it almost looked like Elise was sad.
And there were those warm feelings again. That overpowering sense of love.
Adoration.
“What am I supposed to tell Hannah?” James asked. “I was supposed to go back to her.”
“You won’t tell her anything. This is coven business. She’s not in the coven.”
James shut his eyes and tried to summon the memory of his fiancée’s face. He couldn’t. It was like being in the same house as Elise instantly wiped every other woman from his mind. It was foul, horrifying, perverse—and he was supposed to be escaping her.
Desperation built within him to near-panic levels.
“Elise won’t stay with me. She already escaped. I can’t hold her captive, I can’t just—this wasn’t part of the oath, Landon!”
The old man put a comforting hand on James’s shoulder. “It was part of the oath if He says it was, and this is the message that Metaraon has passed to us. You’ll die if you break your promises. I’m surprised that I have to remind you of that.”
Maybe death would be better than this insanity.
“I can’t stay with her,” James said hoarsely.
“You’ll find a way. Pamela made the girl trust her somehow, and Elise never tried to escape this house. You’re a clever man, James. Give it some thought.” Landon patted him on the back. “Just a few more months. Metaraon will come around.”
Months. Months.
He felt dizzy.
But the star-shaped scar on the left side of his chest was aching, reminding him of the oaths he had made and the consequences he would face if he tried to betray them. James had sold his soul for power, and there was no giving that back. Not anymore.
His life was over. It belonged to Metaraon, to God, and—worst of all—to Elise.
“I don’t have any choice,” James whispered.
Landon gave him a sympathetic look and another pat on the shoulder. It was probably meant to be paternal, but it came across as condescending. “Tell me where you want to go and I’ll buy the tickets.”
Elise swung one of her falchions through the air, battling an invisible enemy. James wanted to stop and stare at her grace, and he hated himself for it.
Just a few months.


 
Reno, Nevada - January 2010


Twelve years later, Elise and James were still together—twelve years without returning to the garden. But the Treaty of Dis had fallen. Their idyll was about to come an end.
Now, all God had to do was reach out and pluck Elise from the Earth.
And that meant that the carefully constructed distance between James and Elise was crumbling. The line dividing their bodies and hearts was gone. There was nothing between them now—nothing but the secrets that James had been carrying for years.
It was Elise who said that they should pull the exercise mats out of the closet after they had sex for the first time. The apartment above the studio would have beds in it, but she didn’t seem to want to leave the dance hall, and James was all too happy to oblige her whims—anything to keep her from setting foot outside the warded line of the front door.
He opened the storage closet, coughing on the dust that spilled out, and moved the punching bag and cleaning equipment out of the way. Elise helped him spread the mats over the parquet flooring. Either one of them would have been strong enough to move the equipment on their own, but it was the cooperation that was the fun part.
James kicked aside the pile of their clothing by the piano so that they could set up in a bright patch of moonlight. Once they had converted the floor of the dance hall into a very large, very firm bed, he sat down on the mats. He was surprised when Elise climbed into his lap as easily as though it was something they had done a thousand times before.
James opened himself to her thoughts, but for once, her mind was an uncomplicated haze. It was as if the afterglow had wiped away everything except a pleasant buzz.
He was envious of the simplicity. James couldn’t seem to stop thinking about how much he hated himself.
She didn’t notice that, either. His thoughts were locked down tight, stuck in the darkest corner of his mind, sheltered from scrutiny.
“Should we talk about this?” Elise asked as she settled her thighs on either side of his, running her fingers through James’s hair with a half-smile playing on her lips. She weighed nothing in his lap. She stroked the streaks of gray at his temple, tucked hairs behind his ear, stroked the fuzz on the back of his neck. The casual contact sent ripples of warmth through his body. It wasn’t even a sexual thing.
Smiles aside, she had posed a sobering question.
Elise wasn’t asking to talk about the sex that they had just enjoyed—which James definitely had, in the sort of mind-melting way that made him doubt that he could ever enjoy sex with another human being ever again—she was asking the why of it all. What had changed. Why he had stopped denying her. What everything meant.
He knew that he should tell her the truth. She deserved to know about the oaths that he had made. She had deserved to know the truth for years.
But if he told her, then this would be over instantly—the smiles, the gentle fingers in his hair, Elise looking like her skin glowed in the moonlight. He ran his hands up her thighs, her hips, circled her waist, pulled her hips harder against his to simulate the weight she no longer had as a demon.
It pained him to try to summon the words for an explanation.
I have always adored you, and I have sworn to abandon you to your very greatest fears so that you can kill God.


Trying to explain that away would do him no favors. How could he explain that he hadn’t known Elise when he had sworn those oaths, and that he had never expected to care so much about her? I thought I would be surrendering a random sixteen-year-old girl to her death, not a woman that I love.
Even if Elise accepted that information—even if she wasn’t disgusted by the rationalization—it didn’t change the ten years he had spent lying to her. It didn’t change that he had told her that they needed to run away together for her safety, when he was really grooming her to become the bride of God, the Eve to His Adam, and a killing machine—a weapon made to Metaraon’s order. What did it matter that he had loved her the entire time and searched relentlessly for an alternative to losing her?
And then this. The final insult of all: making love to her when he knew that it meant that both of them would be killed.
She would hate him for it.
He would deserve it.
He wrapped an arm around her waist, flipping them so that she was lying underneath him on the floor. She was pliant in his hands. As trusting as she had always been.
James braced his elbows on either side of her head and gazed at her face framed between his forearms. He had always thought that Elise was beautiful, but she had never been more breathtaking than she was now, resting beneath him with an impish tilt to her lips and heavy-lidded eyes.
And so James made the selfish decision.
“No,” he said, tracing the curve of her bottom lip with his thumb. “I don’t want to talk.”
Elise turned her head and sucked his thumb into her mouth without looking away from him. Her lips were as warm and encompassing as other, equally favorable body parts, and a shade of crimson like the skin of a ripe apple. The message was unmistakable. It was an invitation.
She was the Godslayer, the benefactor of infernal powers, perhaps the most powerful being walking the Earth. And she sucked gently on his finger, her burning eyes locked to his as she offered herself to him in every way.
James almost wished that he had died in Hell. It certainly felt like he was dying now.
He slid his saliva-slick thumb from her mouth. Elise licked her lips.
James wasn’t young anymore. He should have been so exhausted that he needed to sleep for a few days before being capable of sleeping with Elise again. But his body was very awake, and he couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away from her glistening bottom lip.
“Do you have any idea what you do to me?” he murmured, lowering his mouth to hers.
“No,” she said. Her lips tickled against his as she spoke. “Tell me about it.”
Her hand slipped between them. Her fingers encircled him, and James closed his eyes as the shudder rippled down his spine. Elise stroked him in a slow rhythm. It was like she already knew his body like a lover that he had been with for years, not just the last hour.
How could this feel so comfortable, so right, when James had never been honest with Elise about himself?
He crushed his mouth against hers, wishing that there was some way he could force their bodies into a single unit in the same way that their souls and minds had been joined. She kissed the same way that she fought, graceful but aggressive. Every motion he made, she countered, as if trying to force him to surrender control.
She slid a leg up his side, teasing her toes along the back of his calf. “Tell me,” she said again, stretching up to kiss the underside of his jaw and down his throat. Her teeth nipped the skin of his shoulder. The same place that he had once bitten her while possessed by a demon.
“I seem to have lost all my words,” he said hoarsely.
Elise whispered into his throat. “That’s fine. Don’t use words.” Her breath raised goosebumps on his shoulders.
Without the warding rings, he could feel everything that Elise felt. He felt her chills when he slid down her body to run his hands along her upper thighs and the scrape of his stubble on her inner thigh. He felt her suck in her breath at the same time that it registered in his ears.
And James knew that she would taste herself on his tongue. She was inhumanly sweet. Whether that was Elise or her demon body didn’t matter.
He came with her again without needing to be touched. His tongue between her legs was far more than enough for that.
Elise remained aroused, and so did he. She pulled him to her again. He sank into her, savoring every inch.
It was such sublime relief that he thought he must have been trapped in a dream, though the roiling guilt within him was more of a waking nightmare.
Elise’s pelvis rocked. The sounds that escaped her throat were more animal than human.
Again and again, James spent himself inside her. The gray haze of climax was almost like the void in Heaven: outside of thought, outside of time, beyond regret.
In the light, he and Elise were one.
James wished that they could have remained like that for eternity: unified, and alone, in ecstasy.
But everything must come to an end someday.
Despite the fact that the exercise mats were hard foam only four inches thick, when James finally flopped on them beside Elise, they felt like the most luxurious bed he had ever experienced. Silk sheets and down comforters couldn’t have been better than those mats.
He sighed deeply, eyelids heavy. Elise wrapped her arm around his waist, rested her head on his chest, and kissed his neck. “Did you survive?” she asked.
James struggled against exhaustion to keep his eyes open. “No.”
Her chuckle was immensely satisfying. The way she snuggled under his chin was even more so.
James’s eyes fell closed.
God, I don’t deserve you. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.
He knew she would hear that thought, but Elise didn’t remark on it. She trailed her hand down his side, nails tickling his skin. “You can sleep,” she said, twining her fingers with his. “I’ll keep watch.”
But if he closed his eyes and fell asleep, then it would be over. She would be gone as soon as he opened them again.
There was no fighting against biology.
Whatever had become of Elise, whatever powers James may have had, he was still only a man—and he was exhausted. Even magical sex couldn’t keep him awake forever.
He had to tell her. It couldn’t wait anymore.
“Elise,” he said.
She shushed him. “Don’t even think about talking right now.”
His eyes fell on Elise’s face and he thought, She doesn’t want to know. It’s better this way. Even half-asleep, he knew that he was lying to himself.
He slept.
The next morning, she was taken.


PART FOUR
The Maw


XVIII
As James moved between universes, he felt like he floated in a motionless pool of warm water. Nathaniel’s form was a shadow far ahead of him. With no sign of the Union, it might have been serene—except that there was something in the void.
James could feel eyes watching him. The sense of presence was vast, immense, omnipresent.
White hands reached for him through the haze.
I see you, Priest.
Pain struck James’s palm, lancing to his shoulder. It spread through his bones, gripped the base of his skull, and made his stomach flip. The individual segments of his spine felt as though they pulled away from each other, straining against the tendons, stretching the nerves like rubber bands.
If he could have screamed, he would have.
The void vanished.
He slammed onto a stone floor. His bones snapped together all at once, and his lungs ached when he sucked in air.
Nathaniel was already there. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” James said. Transitioning between universes was always hard. He staggered to his feet, eyes watering, and pressed a fist to his gut. If he had eaten anything in the last day, he probably would have been vomiting.
Eventually, his vision began to clear. Nathaniel was the first thing he could see clearly. He looked unruffled by the transition. Moving between universes was of no consequence to a witch of his powers—no more difficult than stepping into another room.
James’s surroundings came into focus next. He stood inside of a glistening temple in front of a silent gate, much smaller than the one on Earth. The arched ceiling was hewn from white stone, glossy as marble and radiant as the moon. A lush rainforest spread beyond the steps of the temple. Dense branches formed the foundation for a carpet of plump green leaves.
Bridges led to other buildings, each of which topped stone spires. Most were empty. At one of the farthest, he could see dark figures moving between the pillars—the resident angels at work, even in the peace of night.
They were in a Heavenly temple. The ethereal energy filled James with gentle, welcoming warmth.
“We must be in Zebul,” he said, dipping his fingers into a shallow bowl of water nearby. It sparkled with its own contained light, crystalline and cold as spring water. “This place is holy.”
“Uh, yeah,” Nathaniel said, staring at the starry mosaic on the ceiling.
“Even more so than the other ethereal planes. This is a place of craftsmanship—the origin of all ethereal artifacts, and every angel-hewn Haven. There’s nothing angels honor more than artistry, beauty, and invention.”
“And lies,” Nathaniel muttered.
James dried his hand on his slacks, resisting the urge to respond.
Energy hummed in the gate behind them. Electricity shocked between pillars, spreading into a disc of gray light. Nathaniel hadn’t had time to close the gate on the other side—which meant that the Union was climbing through.
They were about to have company.
“We’d better run,” James said. “Lead the way.”
Panic filled Nathaniel’s eyes anew. He nodded.
Their feet rang out with sharp pings on the tiled floors like the sound of chisels being driven into stone. Nathaniel traced a hand along the wall as they ran, eyes distant. “I feel a lot of gateways,” he said.
James ran through an archway leading to an adjoining temple, but Nathaniel didn’t follow. James stepped back and grabbed his son’s sleeve, dragging him along. “Do any of the gates go to Hell?”
“No,” he said. “But I think I see where we can go.”
Shouts echoed throughout the temple behind them—the angry voice of a man barking orders.
Zettel had crossed over.
James could see open air through an archway across the room. He shoved Nathaniel through the door and didn’t release his sleeve as they jumped onto a bridge.
It was steady beneath his feet, but the base itself was made of something clear—some kind of crystal. If not for the faint reflection of starlight, it would have looked like there was nothing between the bottoms of James’s feet and the canopy far below.
A wind whirled around them. A pair of angels erupted from the trees, snowing downy white feathers as their wings pushed through the air.
They crossed over the bridge, forcing James to duck. He pulled Nathaniel down with him.
The angels didn’t stop to confront the intruders. They also weren’t the last to appear from the trees below. As the first two soared into the glimmering night sky, others began to appear, as if alerted by a silent alarm. Hundreds of pairs of wings flapped as the angels climbed into the sky.
James doubted the angels would leave Zebul unguarded. If they were evacuating, then something was about to happen—something that would not favor the intruders.
Echoing footsteps rang out from the temple behind them.
Gary Zettel burst onto the other side of the bridge, red-faced and breathless. He didn’t seem to have taken the time to recover a gun before jumping through, but the two people at his back both had rifles.
James spread his stance on the bridge, both for stability and to conceal Nathaniel.
“Turn back,” he yelled into the windy night, which was filled with the sound of churning wings.
Zettel shouted to his men.
James slapped a mark on his thigh. Pain ripped over his skin, like the muscle was tearing off of the bone. It hurt so much more than the other spells had—he wasn’t ready for it. He almost didn’t remember to point at Zettel.
Electricity arced through the air. It missed the commander and struck one of the people behind him with a smell like burning hair and barbecue.
The soldier flew off of her feet, vanishing into the darkness behind her.
Another kopis fired, hitting the crystal in front of James. Cracks spiderwebbed through the bridge with the sound of severing glaciers. James jumped onto solid ground with Nathaniel just as the bridge shattered behind him. Crystalline shards fell onto the trees like drops of water, vanishing into the leaves.
On the other side of the broken bridge, Zettel yelled at the gunman. James didn’t stop to watch for long. Bridge or not, the Union would follow them—James had no doubt of that.
He limped into the temple with Nathaniel.
The second temple was very much like the first, but instead of housing a gate, it held towering looms and huge baskets of glimmering threads. Nathaniel stood behind it. “Are you okay?” James asked, staggering to his side. His thigh still burned and twitched from the spell.
The boy’s hand was pressed to the wall of the temple, eyes blank. He was searching for gates.
James shook him. “We have to go.”
Nathaniel blinked, and his eyes cleared. “This way,” he said without missing a beat.
They crossed two more bridges and two more temples. James saw movement when he looked across the forest—Zettel was leading a unit through the temples opposite them, looking for a way across. There were six people behind him now. More had crossed through the gate.
It wouldn’t take long for them to reach James and Nathaniel. The next bridge was only two spires up.
“Almost there,” Nathaniel said. “There’s a door straight to Shamain through that arch.”
The sound of gunfire whip-cracked over the trees and echoed through the temple. Most of the bullets missed, but one of them hit the pillar beside James’s head, making the marble splinter.
A thud rocked the temple—a much more powerful vibration than could have come from any bullet.
The floor pitched beneath their feet, almost throwing James to his knees. Nathaniel’s hiking boots lost traction on the smooth, tilted floor. He gave a shout as he slid toward the opposite door, tumbling toward the wavering bridge.
James released his grip on the pillar and slipped to his son’s side.
“What’s happening?” Nathaniel asked, clinging to the doorframe.
“Security measures,” James said. “The angels evacuated when they realized that their holy ground had been infiltrated. I believe it’s—well, it seems to be self-destructing.”
As if to punctuate his theory, another thud shook the temple.
“But we need to get to that gate!” Nathaniel said, struggling to climb the tilting floor. His feet found no traction.
James and Nathaniel fell onto the bridge. It was connected to a separate pillar, so it hadn’t begun to shatter—yet.
They could only watch as the temple they had left behind collapsed. The entire left side sank into itself, stone grinding against stone, and then slipped off the top of the pillar.
It tumbled into space silently and vanished into the trees.
“I think we’ll need another route,” James said.
Nathaniel swallowed hard and nodded. Their bridge led to another temple, which hadn’t been touched yet. He pointed at it. “There’s another gate there.”
The stress of the tremors made the edge of their bridge begin to crack.
James broke into a run, and the slivers in the crystal chased his feet as they bisected the bridge. The sound of breaking glass followed. Nathaniel jumped into the next temple, and James felt the floor breaking beneath his feet. He lunged to follow his son.
He braced himself against the door, chest heaving, and looked back to see that the bridge had disappeared entirely.
“They’re coming,” Nathaniel said.
James peered through the opposite doorway. The Union rushed up the other bridge, and they were already halfway across.
The building they stood in was very much like the first. All it held was a gateway.
“Where does this one go?” James asked.
“Does it matter?”
Probably not. James pulled off the glove again to find his palm bleeding. But it wasn’t bleeding from the stitched edges where he had attached it; it bled directly from the center of the mark, irritated by the presence of the gateway. The instant he saw the injury, pain swept through him afresh.
Gritting his teeth, James pressed his hand against the gate.
The symbols illuminated. Gray light flooded the temple.
But before they could jump in, Zettel appeared in the doorway. He had left the rest of the unit behind. He aimed a handgun at them.
“Step back!” Zettel shouted.
Before James could decide what to do, Nathaniel moved.
He whipped a spell out of his notebook, threw it at Zettel, and spoke a word of power. Magic washed over them. The air over Zettel rippled.
Water gushed out of the portal that Nathaniel had created, slamming into the commander. James jumped back as the water sloshed over his feet. It was icy-cold, like snowmelt.
Zettel struggled to stand under the tide, but a rock slipped through the portal and crashed into his head. He slipped and fell again.
“Jump,” Nathaniel said, tucking the notebook into his pocket. He followed his own advice and launched through the gate. When he disappeared, the water did, too.
Zettel scrambled for the gun, bleeding from a cut in his forehead. “Stop!” he shouted.
James followed Nathaniel through the gate.
When James reappeared, there was no ground beneath his feet—only blue sky. The gateway that Nathaniel had opened was gone, and James was falling.
The glove that he had used to protect his marked hand flew from his fingers, and he could only watch as it whipped away on the wind.
His stomach rose into his throat as he plummeted. He couldn’t breathe well enough to scream.
I’m going to die.
An instant after he had the thought, he landed on a boulder the size of a car.
James wrapped his arms around it, hanging on tightly as he fell through the air. Except they weren’t falling—the boulder was moving laterally, soaring through a cloudy mist as if propelled by rockets.
That was impossible. It defied physics, and he couldn’t feel a hint of magic from the rock beneath him.
Where was he?
“Nathaniel!” he yelled into the wind.
His son’s voice echoed back. “Over here!”
James looked up.
There were more rocks above his head, though some of them were large enough to be considered islands rather than boulders. They floated in the pale blue sky like an asteroid field. James was so dumbfounded by the sight that he didn’t see Nathaniel at first.
The boy waved his arms over his head. He was sitting on the edge of one of the biggest pieces of rock.
How was James supposed to get up there?
He carefully got onto his knees and was surprised to find the boulder steady enough to stand on. James extended his arms to either side to keep his balance.
Another boulder whizzed past. He jumped onto it.
“What is this place?” James called up to Nathaniel, who was swinging his feet over the side of the rocks, and looking pretty happy about it.
“It’s a Haven,” he said. “I think the angels were building it. It’s brand new.”
James stared around at the way the rocks slid together. They were moving toward a central point, compelled by some kind of gravity—trying to form into a new world. It was equal parts incredible and terrifying.
He leaped onto another boulder, and then another, and finally managed to get a handhold on Nathaniel’s island. The rock slipped away from beneath his feet. He dug his fingers tightly into a crevice and hung in empty space for a few breathless moments.
Using the strength of his arms, he hauled himself up a few feet at a time. His marked shoulder ached. His bare palm burned. He left bloody handprints everywhere he touched, and flexing his fingers made the new skin feel like it was going to tear free. James kept climbing.
James looked up and continued to climb.
Nathaniel grabbed his arm when he reached the top, helping him roll onto the level ground. There was grass beneath him. Actual grass.
“This is so awesome,” Nathaniel said. He was grinning for the first time in days—maybe weeks. James couldn’t actually remember seeing him smile at all, even before his mother’s death.
“Where did you get the water you dropped in Zebul?” James asked. “It was…impressive.”
Nathaniel’s chest puffed up at the compliment. “I tagged the brook when we were hiking to Thistle’s house. I thought it would be useful.”
His son had pulled an entire creek from Earth to Heaven. Incredible. Maybe it wouldn’t take thirty years for Nathaniel to catch up with him after all.
“Well done,” James said. He switched his remaining glove to the other hand to protect the bleeding mark. It felt strange having it turned backwards, but it was better than leaving handprints on everything.
He got up to look around. The gateway stood on the far end of the grassy island between a pair of trees. The gateway was still vibrating with energy, so the Union would probably be right behind them. Time flowed much more quickly in a Haven, though—they had at least a few minutes’ head start.
“Where are we going?” James asked.
Nathaniel pointed. “We need to get to the middle. I can feel Shamain that way.”
“Shamain? The ethereal metropolis?” James couldn’t see “the middle” from where they stood—there were too many floating islands in the way, drifting through the air like a puzzle designed by Escher.
Nathaniel cracked his knuckles. “We have to climb.”
The vibration of the gate increased in intensity.
A smaller island drifted past them, moving toward the center of the developing Haven. Nathaniel took a running leap onto it without warning James. He landed easily.
Muttering under his breath, James jumped after him.
The second island was moving faster than it appeared. He slipped and almost missed, barely catching himself on the edge. By the time he got on top of it, Nathaniel was already jumping onto another rock, and another.
The distant sounds of yelling caught James’s attention. He looked back to see three men clustered on the island with the gate, and two more falling through the air who had been unlucky enough to have popped in on the wrong side, like James had, but without any boulders to catch them.
It was going to be a long fall into the eternal sky.
James refocused on following Nathaniel, who was climbing the underbelly of another island. James was much faster with the glove protecting his marked hand. He reached it just moments after his son.
The wind beat at them harder as they grew closer to the center of the Haven, roaring through James’s ears and whipping his shirt around his body. “Where’s this other door?” he shouted, turning to search the nearby islands. “I don’t see one!”
“We aren’t looking for another door!” Nathaniel yelled back.
“Then what—”
James looked up and answered his own question.
The rocks parted, baring a brilliant gold light hovering at the center of the field of islands. It was almost as bright as the sun, but no star had ever sung out like this did. It called to him in a soft chorus of voices and rippled with energy. Everything around it vibrated.
A fissure.
The juncture between universes was a glorious thing to behold, but it drove a spike of fear into James’s heart.
The Havens were meant to prevent angels and demons from interfering with the mortal inhabitants. If Nathaniel’s guess had been correct—if James were indeed ethereal Gray—would the fissure treat him like an angel? Would he be capable of passing through to Shamain?
There was only one way to find out.
A witch wearing Union black scrambled onto the rock behind them.
“Keep going,” James told Nathaniel, and then he turned to face the attack.
The witch swung at him. James dodged it, then grabbed her arm and drove his elbow into the joint. It was a move that he had seen Elise execute, but he had never been fast enough to perform it himself.
The bone snapped. She cried out and dropped to her knees.
Zettel jumped onto the island, followed shortly by the rest of his unit. They spread out into a circle around James. There were only four of them now, including the one with the broken arm—fewer than had entered Zebul, but more than enough to take James down, if need be.
He looked up to see Nathaniel continuing to climb, a dark spot against the bright fissure. He was almost to safety. But if he went through the fissure alone, then James might never escape.
“This is the end of the line for you, Faulkner,” Zettel said, ripping a handgun out of one of the other kopis’s shoulder rigs.
James edged away from them. “This is ridiculous. You don’t need to arrest me now. I won’t be returning to Earth to cause trouble for a very long time.”
A vein bulged dangerously on Zettel’s forehead. “This isn’t about arrest.”
James saw his finger tense an instant before he fired.
He dropped to his belly, and the bullet passed harmlessly over his head. The boom of the gunshot shattered his eardrums.
One of the kopides jumped for James, reaching out with both hands, and he rolled just out of reach.
Zettel lowered the gun to fire again.
James felt a surge of magic, and the fissure flared. Fingers of white flame licked over the floating islands, hotter than the hottest day in the desert. The grass curled around him.
A shockwave followed instants later. It slammed into the rock. James had already been too close to the edge, and the shudders threw him off the edge of the island.
He was airborne for a half-second before hitting another boulder. It was moving in the wrong direction—away from the fissure.
Shouts echoed from the island he’d left behind. Zettel’s voice was loudest of them, and the angriest. The voice of a man who wanted blood.
He didn’t give them a chance to catch up.
James ignited a tattoo on his hip and pointed at the island.
A blast of air unleashed from his palm—a mighty vortex that could have flattened a building on Earth. In the floating world, it was far more devastating. The island flipped, crashing into another with a sound like a mountain cracking in half.
James didn’t watch the kopides fall.
He had to backtrack to find an island heading toward Nathaniel, and then jumped on a boulder that was rushing toward the heart of the fissure. Every leap made his heart miss a beat. Every time, he thought he was going to fall.
But he finally landed at his son’s side.
They were only a few hundred feet from the beaming golden fissure. The fragments of earth seemed to move in slow motion around it.
Nathaniel shoved his Book of Shadows into his back pocket. “Took you long enough.”
“My apologies,” James said. “Next time, I’ll let the Union kill us both.”
He rolled his eyes. “Anyway, while you were gone, I fixed the fissure.”
“Fixed it?”
“Redirected it,” he amended. “I moved this universe next to Hell so we can walk right into Malebolge.”
James wasn’t sure which was more shocking: that they were about to enter an infernal dimension, or that Nathaniel had shifted an entire universe to accomplish it. A small universe, granted, but still an entire universe.
Nathaniel rolled his eyes again at James’s expression like he had just admonished him. “Whatever. Are you ready?”
No. There was no way for him to be ready for another visit to Hell. Especially not a level so much deeper, so much darker, than any human was intended to visit.
The City of Dis was populated by thousands of humans, and some of them weren’t even slaves; the Council had put a lot of work into making sure that the Palace was seen as a safe zone. It was as secure for mortals as anywhere in Hell possibly could be. They welcomed tourists there.
But living humans didn’t enter Malebolge. Not willingly. And the ones that did never came back out.
“I should have warned you,” James said. “These deeper levels of Hell—they’re going to be much worse than anything you’ve seen before.”
“I’ve been to Dis,” Nathaniel said. “I’m not afraid.”
“This is worse than that. So much worse.”
Nathaniel’s determined expression didn’t change. “I’m going. If you’re too scared, fine. Stay here.”
He jumped into the fissure.
For an instant, he was frozen in midair—suspended in space by the energy. The light grew until it blinded James.
Then he blinked, and Nathaniel was gone.
James ripped off his scarf, took a final deep breath of the Haven’s clean air, and retied the cloth tightly around his face.
If the fissure treated James like an angel and denied his passage, he was in for a very long fall. And if he didn’t fall, then he was going to plunge into the darkest depths of Hell. James wasn’t sure which was worse.
Elise. This is the only way to save Elise.


He took a few steps back, and then launched himself into the air.


XIX
James opened his eyes on total darkness. He tried to stand, and a cool hand touched his arm. “Don’t fall over,” Nathaniel said.
It sounded like his son was speaking from beside him, but he couldn’t see anything. James pulled the scarf off of his face. It hadn’t been covering his eyes, so his vision remained unchanged.
“Why is it so dark?” James asked, reaching out for anything solid to orient himself. His bare fingers brushed something hard and hot—like volcanic rock. He jerked back.
“It’s not all that dark. You just need a second to get used to the lighting after the fissure.”
The fissure. James had been consumed by its light and heat for so long that he thought he would never know darkness again. He only could have been falling for a few seconds, but time felt endless near the juncture between universes.
He blinked rapidly, trying to clear his eyes. The air was hot, dry, and smelled like rusted pennies. “Did we make it to Malebolge?”
“Um,” Nathaniel said. “Yeah. Looks like it.”
James waited until his vision returned. It took several minutes for him to make out Nathaniel’s shape, followed by the black stone wall behind him. There was no fissure on this side.
“Why isn’t there a light here, too?” James asked.
“The landing point’s usually nowhere near the actual fissure,” Nathaniel said. He had his back pressed to the rock, even though it must have been uncomfortably warm. “It’s safer that way.”
James stood again. They were in a shallow cave of igneous rock. Beyond the exit, Malebolge was dark and eerily quiet. He couldn’t see any hints of civilization. “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” he asked.
Nathaniel jerked his chin toward the mouth of the cave. “See for yourself.”
James leaned out to search for sky and found none.
Malebolge stretched below them, at the bottom of a vast cavern. The roof stretched high above him. The stones glowed with dim, internal fire.
The city itself was unlike any city on Earth. Dis had been, in some ways, a perverse homage to mortal cities—parts of it resembled human landmarks, like Dubai, Chicago, São Paolo. This looked more like a hive built of bone and iron, meant to accommodate creatures that walked on six legs instead of two.
And as James’s eyes continued to adjust to the darkness, he realized that he was seeing bone. Giant black ribs jutted from the yellow wasteland. The streets were built around a spine broader than the freeways in Los Angeles, its base half-buried in the desert. The pelvis was disproportionately huge, almost three times larger than it should have been to match the ribs, and the center of the city was nestled inside its cavity.
Puffs of smoke danced between each of the ribs. They were young nightmares, fresh from the fires.
James’s first impression had been wrong. This wasn’t a hive. This was the rotting body of a giant, filled with festering holes, dark places, and screams. This was where nightmares were born.
The acrid air stung his lungs. “How do we get to Coccytus?” James asked, tying the scarf around his face again.
Nathaniel pointed at the other side of the chasm. The structure that looked like a spine was twisted in a curve, and the skull was embedded deep in the earth. “It’s down there, with the head,” he said.
James forced himself to stop staring at all of the crawling, writhing, squirming shapes among the city, and searched for the path down. A narrow winding staircase had been built into the cliff below him, although it was extremely generous to call the steps “stairs.” They were shallow ledges barely a foot wide, with no railing. They looked like they had been chiseled by hand.
“Can you get us down?” he asked.
“I could get myself down.” Nathaniel licked his lips, trying to wet them. But the saliva seemed to evaporate instantly from his skin. “I can’t take you.”
What would be more dangerous: forcing Nathaniel to climb down the stairs with him, or allowing him to wait at the bottom, alone and unprotected? James’s eyes tracked over the writhing corpse of a city.
“We’ll climb, then,” James said.
“Okay. See you at the bottom.”
Nathaniel pulled a page out of his Book of Shadows and vanished.
Damn. James was alone at the top of the stairs.
He leaned out over them, tracking the length with his eyes to the place where it terminated near the corpse’s knee. He had never considered himself to be afraid of heights, but he was prepared to amend that opinion.
James couldn’t leave Nathaniel alone at the bottom. He had to get down there.
Sliding onto the ledge, James kept his back flat to the wall, palms sliding beside him. The stone was almost too hot to touch, like pressing himself against dried-out sauna rocks. He kept his eyes lifted to the smoky ceiling of the cavern as he edged along the wall.
The stairs were steeper than he had first thought, each step almost two feet high. He underestimated the drop and nearly slipped on the first step. James shut his eyes, chest heaving.
James kept inching along, not daring to look, and he lost himself in the rhythm of sliding, stepping, sliding.
Ribs slid into his view as he reached the uppermost levels of the body. Newborn nightmares slithered around his legs, tickled his flesh, and dispersed again. There were faces in that smoke, leering and inhuman.
As he descended, he began to hear voices speaking in vo-ani, the language of Hell. The shuffle of bodies moving along streets of bone. Shouts, screams, whispers.
James spoke some vo-ani, but he couldn’t make out the meaning of the words, and he didn’t want to.
He just kept sliding.
Then his foot didn’t find another ledge. He opened his eyes again.
He had reached the bottom of the stairs and stood on a street of burned dirt. Iron bushes surrounded him, thorny and black, and the lane twisted at the end to disappear behind Malebolge’s oversized tibia. The smoky air stung his eyes, obscuring his view of the city beyond.
“Nathaniel?” James whispered, stepping into the center of the street.
His son emerged from behind a dry fountain. “I was looking around,” Nathaniel said. “I think we can avoid the city and cut across the wasteland between the hip and the neck if we can get across this…well, let me show you.”
Nathaniel led James down a narrow path through the bushes. The city wall lay beyond. It was only waist-high, and obviously not intended to keep anything in or out—the deep trench on the other side did a better job of that.
James peered down into the chasm beyond the wall. It was as wide as a river, and he couldn’t see the bottom.
“So all we have to do is get over that,” Nathaniel said. “And then…smooth sailing?”
Smooth sailing across a wasteland in Hell.
“There must be a way across. We just need to find it,” James said, and he thought it was fairly miraculous that he didn’t sound as terrified as he felt.
They continued to walk, keeping the wall to their left and the long bones of the corpse’s leg to their right. The knee was lifted, creating a hollow space underneath. It smelled like centuries of rot below Malebolge, and despite James’s scarf, it quickly grew overwhelming. He sucked in shallow breaths through his mouth.
The ground turned from stone to mud. No, not mud—James lifted a foot out of the mire to look at his shoe, and realized that it was a mixture of effluence and rotting food. The demons must have simply thrown their waste underneath the body. James and Nathaniel were walking in it.
He tightened the scarf around his face and stopped looking down.
But as they skirted the city, no obvious route across the trench appeared. They were trapped under the pelvis now. The only ways out were to go back…or enter the city.
James had been trying not to look at the city cradled within the pelvis over their heads, but now he had no choice. The buildings looked more like a mixture of mold and calcified flesh, and the demons within were maggots—maggots that would kill two wandering humans without a second thought.
“All we have to do is get into Malebolge,” James muttered, pacing beside the wall. His feet slurped in and out of the waste. “Then we can walk down into Coccytus, across Limbo, and save the fucking princess. So simple. What a great idea.”
“What did you say?” Nathaniel asked.
“Nothing.” He heaved a sigh, and then regretted it when the moist stench of rot rolled into his lungs.
James still had another glamor tattooed on his body, but it wasn’t the same as the spell that had made him look like Anthony. This one made the wearer impossible to look at. Not invisible, strictly speaking, but utterly unnoticeable. The spell was priceless, too good for him to use against the Union, but he could think of no situation better for it than now. It could allow one of them safe passage through Malebolge.
He activated the spell and directed the flare of power at Nathaniel. James could tell when it took effect by the fact that he suddenly didn’t see his son. He could focus on the wall behind him, the mire beneath their feet, or the pelvic bone dripping ichor on them—but he couldn’t focus on his son’s face.
“What did you do?” Nathaniel asked. Even when he was talking, James couldn’t quite see him. He barely glimpsed Nathaniel’s motion out of the corner of his eye.
“You’re invisible,” James said.
“Yeah? How many fingers am I holding up?”
He shook his head and sighed. “Invisible, Nathaniel. That means I can’t see you.”
“Three,” Nathaniel said. “The answer is three.” He sounded far too delighted, considering that they were both knee-deep in effluence.
That was the end of the spells James could use to disguise an individual, but he couldn’t walk into Hell looking like he did now. He pulled his shirt off. The tattoos and burns seemed inhuman enough; he might be able to pass for a vrykolakas if nobody looked closely enough to realize that the marks were ethereal.
He scooped some of the effluence off of the ground and covered his jeans with it, striping his arms with what remained on his hands afterward.
“That is disgusting,” Nathaniel said.
“But I won’t smell human. As long as neither of us speak, perhaps we won’t get recognized.” Or eaten, he added silently.
It was unsettling to search for a path up to the city streets, unable to be certain that his son was following him. He could feel the faint pulse of magic and hear footsteps echoing his own. Aside from that, Nathaniel was no more than a ghost.
He found stairs that led into the pelvic cavity. They climbed.
James and Nathaniel entered urban Malebolge near the market. It was nothing like the market in Dis. The shops were more like open pits, with tables covered in severed limbs, bones, and shredded flesh. Others sold leather, some sold stone tools.
The streets were crowded with spirits. Shadows flashed past James, some of them no more than wisps of smoke, but some were beginning to take human form. Masses of black flesh oozed ichor onto the tables as they shopped.
There were so many demons that James had never heard of in a single glimpse of the street—and he didn’t look directly at a single one of them. But they didn’t need to catch his eye to have his complete attention. Fear built within James no matter how hard he tried to suppress it. Surrounded by nightmares, he had no other choice.
He walked briskly down the street, trusting that Nathaniel would follow, and tried not to look like his heart was about to pound out of his chest.
When James passed a butcher shop, he realized that he wasn’t being followed anymore. He could no longer feel the invisibility spell. “Nathaniel?” he whispered, turning back.
The butcher shop was an open fire pit next to a metal rack. Several humans hung from the hooks in preparation of processing; most of them were even dead. One of them was being transferred to a hook over the butcher’s block as James watched. Underneath all of the blood, he had sharp features, narrow shoulders, and red-blond hair—a salt-of-the-earth man that wouldn’t have been out of place singing hymns at church.
But he was dead, dripping blood from his fingertips, and sliced open from pubis to chin. The butcher peeled the edge of his skin back to saw at the connective tissue underneath.
James glimpsed his son staring out of the corner of his eye. “Don’t watch,” he whispered. Nathaniel didn’t reply.
The demon set down his knife and got a good grip on the edges of the skin.
In a single, smooth gesture, the butcher ripped the skin off of the man’s ribs.
Nathaniel threw up. James could only tell because he saw the bile slap onto the street. He found his son’s arm and hauled him to his feet. “I told you not to look,” he muttered.
The butcher glanced at James. With its missing jaw and neckless body, it was obviously a brute—a type of demon native to Dis. “Do you want some?” it asked in vo-ani, picking up the bloody cleaver.
James rushed on without responding.


The streets spiraled around spikes of bone, leading to higher levels. James headed straight for the top of the pelvis without stopping or releasing Nathaniel.
His son slipped from his grasp when they reached the apex.
“Nathaniel?” James asked in a low voice.
He was shocked to hear the response right in front of him. “I’m here. Do you see the bridge?”
James turned, searching for a path across the chasm. Malebolge’s arm was draped over the wall, forming a bridge of bone. They only had to get across the chest to reach it.
“Perfect,” James said.
He moved to step down the pelvis, but Nathaniel stopped him.
“Wait. Is that who I think it is? Down in the markets.”
James had been trying not to look into the markets again, but he dropped his gaze. It was easy to make out what Nathaniel had seen, even hundreds of feet below—there was only one human loose on the street.
Commander Gary Zettel had somehow survived the Haven.
He was slinking behind the booths in the market, staying in the shadows. From the street level, he would be invisible in his black clothes, but from above, the pale skin of his face was like a beacon in Hell.
“Damn it all,” James muttered. He just didn’t give up, did he?
Considering the other dangers surrounding them, James wasn’t worried about what one human could do to them. But if Zettel got caught and told someone that he was chasing other humans through the city…
“Should we save him?” Nathaniel asked.
There was a time that James would have said “yes.” It was the job of a kopis to protect humans, and being an aspis meant that it was his job, too. They had to protect all humans—even the ones they didn’t like. Even the ones that might want to kill them.
But as James watched Zettel slipping behind the booths unseen, he felt no sympathy.
“No,” James said. “We should hurry.”
He climbed down the spine. A platform had been built over the vertebrae so that they could be used as a path between the pelvis and ribcage, and James didn’t look down as he walked briskly along it. Shadows writhed around the spine in the corners of his vision.
The ribcage was filled with what looked like homes, if rotten pits inside of stone slabs could be considered homes. James avoided them and climbed down to the arm stretching over the chasm. A dusty wind whistled around their legs as they hurried down the humerus.
James jumped off of the wrist bones and heard Nathaniel hit the dirt next to him.
“Smooth sailing, right?” Nathaniel said. “Can you get this spell off? It’s weird how you won’t look at me.”
“It will fade on its own soon,” James said, shielding his eyes from the dust as he searched for the sunken head that would lead into Coccytus. There was a dark shape on the far end of the desert. “I think it’s over there.”
They walked across the wasteland. After the claustrophobic brambles growing among the bones of the city, it felt unsettlingly empty, much like the desert outside the City of Dis.
The distances were longer than he expected, and it felt even longer after all of the running he had done in the last few hours. Their escape in Reno, being chased through Zebul, the flight through Haven, climbing over Malebolge’s bones—even walking across a flat plane of empty land made James feel as though his feet weighed a thousand pounds.
“Could you summon more water?” he asked, his tongue thick and heavy in his mouth.
“I didn’t tag anything else,” Nathaniel said from behind him. His voice was ragged. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” James said. “Not much farther.”
That was probably a lie, but he needed to say it.
As they approached the dark shape in the desert, James realized that it wasn’t Malebolge’s skull. It was another half-wall surrounding a small settlement.
“Is that a village?” Nathaniel asked.
James crouched behind the wall. The clay buildings inside were much more ordinary than those in Malebolge. Creatures walked the streets between them. Even though they had physical forms, unlike the demons within Malebolge, it was too dark to see them well. He could only tell that they were humanoid.
“What is this?” James breathed, squinting into the smoke.
A light appeared in the settlement.
An angel walked among the squat structures, so much brighter than his surroundings. His wings were exposed. He vibrated with cool energy that was totally foreign to Hell.
It was Metaraon.
James held his breath, waiting for the angel to see them. But Metaraon stepped around a building again, oblivious to their presence.
“Are those angels?” Nathaniel asked.
His son wasn’t looking at the place that Metaraon had disappeared. He was staring at a line of the other creatures as they passed nearby.
Up close, what James had assumed to be demons looked much more like angels, but with a few wrong details. They had red skin, black hair, black eyes, and massive wings. And they were carrying swords. Why would Metaraon be visiting a hidden outpost in Hell occupied by these strange creatures?
Almost as soon as James thought the question, he knew the answer with absolute certainty: this was not a settlement, but a base. Metaraon was building an army.
James flashed back to the Palace of Dis, when the Council had been slaughtered at high trial. Metaraon had brought cherubim to seize Elise, but there had been one other creature there—a monstrous breed of angel that James had never seen before. It had been brutal and deadly. These creatures looked just like that monster.
They were hybrids, but not Gray. Instead, these were a crossbreed of angel…with demon.
The implications of it were dizzying.
In order to have adult hybrids, Metaraon must have begun dismantling the Treaty of Dis years before James suspected anything was happening—maybe even decades. And if there had been nothing to prevent angels and demons from interbreeding, then what other laws had been long since shattered? How much damage could Metaraon have done?
And what was he going to do with such an army?
They had to warn someone.
“No,” James said slowly. “They’re not angels.”
“What are those?” Nathaniel asked.
“I don’t think there’s a word for them anymore. There haven’t been hybrids like these for—for over two thousand years.”
“Hybrids?”
“Hybrids,” he confirmed. “Could you take yourself back to Earth from here?”
“Yeah, but I’m not—”
“Shut up and listen to me.” He reached out to seize his son’s shoulders and found them more by luck than design. “This is bigger than us. Bigger than Elise. Someone needs to know that there’s an army of crossbreeds before it’s too late.”
“Who?” Nathaniel asked.
James’s mind raced. Who could he trust to take action on such a thing?
“Lucas McIntyre,” he decided. “You’ll have to start with him. He’s the kopis in Las Vegas, and he knows most kopides in active service. Tell him what you’ve seen. If Elise and I don’t come back, he’ll figure out what to do.”
“I’m not going to leave,” Nathaniel said.
“The Treaty of Dis was formed explicitly to prevent creatures like those.” He jabbed a finger toward the wall, and the army beyond. “Without the treaty, they could scour the face of the Earth. They could kill every single human. They could—”
As soon as James realized what he had been about to say, he stopped speaking.
“What?” Nathaniel asked.
They could kill God.
Was that the purpose of the army? Did Metaraon plan to march on Araboth and use them to assassinate Him if Elise failed? Or had she already failed? Was she even alive anymore?
“We need to warn someone,” James said. There was no hiding the desperation in his voice. “I know you’re angry, Nathaniel, and I know you hate me, but I need you to do this. Please.”
The long silence that responded worried James. But eventually, Nathaniel spoke.
“I don’t hate you,” he said.
“Will you do it?”
“Okay. But I’m going to get you into the garden first. You won’t find the fissure out of Limbo without me. Deal?”
“Deal,” James said.




XX
James and Nathaniel skirted around the settlement without being seen. The pit leading into Coccytus lay just beyond. Cold air hissed out of it. All of the moisture evaporated the instant it touched the dry air of Malebolge.
The shoulders were so far in the distance that James could barely see them, and the disproportionately long neck bowed into the earth. There was no path on this portion of the spine. James and Nathaniel had to climb down the vertebrae, each as large as a house.
Coccytus was a second cavern, smaller than the one above it, and James immediately regretted leaving his shirt behind. He shivered as they descended toward the cold blue flames at the bottom of the pit.
The skull itself, half-submerged in a frozen lake, was grotesquely huge. Light smoldered inside the ice like fires in the deep, and James could make out the hazy silhouettes of fangs. The skull had three faces—and two of them were frozen. “Ba’al,” he said softly.
Nathaniel flickered in the edges of James’s vision. The spell was beginning to wear off. “What?”
“This body must have belonged to Ba’al,” James said. “He was one of the earliest demons, and he had three faces. He was known for his hatred of traitors.” In fact, he had devoured several of his legion that had betrayed him in ancient wars. Some of those shattered bodies may have even still been frozen in the two mouths on either side.
“Traitors like you,” Nathaniel said, putting voice to what James had been trying not to think.
James jumped to the next vertebra. “So where’s the fissure to Limbo?” he asked, clenching his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering.
Nathaniel spoke from ahead of him. It was still hard to focus on him, but James could see his hazy outline against the glow that came from Ba’al’s skull. “I think it’s inside the mouth.”
The idea of jumping into a mouth that had once devoured traitorous legions was not appealing, but there was nowhere left to go but forward.
They clambered onto the skull’s chin. It was warmer closer to the fissure. Flames licked the edges of the fangs, leaving them glossy after centuries of being baked. James peered carefully over the edge. This fissure looked less like sunlight and more like the surface of the sun itself.
“So there it is. All we’ve got to do is jump,” Nathaniel said. As if it were simple, inconsequential, to willingly plunge into the deepest fires of Hell.
“And then what?”
“Then we walk to the other fissure. Don’t worry. I’ll jump back to Earth before you go through.” Nathaniel sounded so reassuring, like he was the adult and James was the one who needed guidance.
Yes, all they had to do was jump, and take a walk across a wasteland outside of time. But then they would be in Araboth. What had seemed like a distant “maybe” that James could worry about later had become an impending, ominous “soon.”
He would walk in the shade of the Tree again. He would tear Elise free.
And they would have to kill God—together.
“Ready?” Nathaniel asked. James could barely hear him over the song that poured from Ba’al’s maw, chillingly beautiful and strange.
The answer was no, of course. James could never be ready to return to the garden, especially not when it meant trying to murder the most powerful entity in existence.
He opened his mouth to reply.
A gunshot rang out behind them.
Nathaniel jerked with a gasp, clutched his chest, and the fading glamor vanished in an instant. He was suddenly visible.
And bleeding.
His feet slipped on the edge of the fang. James snagged him out of the air and dragged him to safer ground. But Nathaniel was heavy, and it was all he could do to keep from dropping him.
James slid to his knees with his son in his lap. Nathaniel’s hands fell away, and he saw the bullet’s exit wound—a perfect circle that had punctured a lung at best, and punched through his heart at worst.
Gary Zettel stood on Ba’al’s horned chin, both hands still grasping the gun. His face was smeared with blood, dirt, ash. If not for the flak jacket with a UKA logo, James might have thought him to be any one of a million tortured souls that had wandered from Malebolge.
The gun slipped from his hands. Clattered against the bone.
“My God,” Zettel said.
Zettel must have meant to shoot James, but Nathaniel had been standing behind him while he looked over the edge. And he had still been half-invisible from the glamor. Zettel wouldn’t have had any idea that he was there.
It was an accident. A cruel accident.
And yet it wasn’t James’s blood puddling over Ba’al’s chin. It wasn’t James gasping for breath, drowning in the fluid that filled his lungs. It wasn’t James with a fearful stare and shuddering body.
Nathaniel was dying in James’s lap.
“What have you done?” James asked, lifting his eyes to the commander.
Zettel floundered. “I didn’t—you weren’t—” He lifted his hands, which shook wildly. He had finally caught his quarry and had missed his one shot. Whether the tremors were due to physical weakness or nerves blown by a trip through Hell didn’t really matter.
Nathaniel stared up at James, incapable of speaking. He looked so afraid.
“Help me!” James called to Zettel. “He’s dying!”
It was a stupid request. There was nothing the kopis could do—there was nothing that anyone could do. James hadn’t been able to tattoo any healing spells on his body, Nathaniel had emptied his Book of Shadows , and there were no healers or hospitals in Coccytus.
But James was the most powerful witch on Earth, for fuck’s sake, and he had already lost Hannah, he had lost Elise, and now he was going to lose his son, too. It wasn’t fair.
Zettel bent to pick up his gun, then seemed to think better of it.
“I can’t,” the kopis said. He shook his head. Scrubbed a hand down his face. “I can’t.”
“Don’t you dare run, you—you goddamn coward.”
But Zettel was already backing away, scrambling for the horn that he had climbed to reach them.
One more time, he said, “I can’t.”
Then he vanished down the ridge, headed back up the spine to Malebolge.
Nathaniel tried to speak again. Blood bubbled over his lips, staining the spaces between his teeth.
Maybe if the wound hadn’t been so dire, James could have found a way to heal him. As long as Nathaniel’s heart beat and his blood flowed, he could be healed. But James would need to find ingredients, cast a circle, perform a ritual. All of that took time. More time than Nathaniel had.
James couldn’t use magic. They needed a miracle.
He ripped the leather glove off with his teeth. Elise’s mark was healing well on his palm, despite the abuse it had taken on their flight through the dimensions. The seam was fading along his thumb already. It was far from completely merged with his body, but it was good enough—it would have to be.
He pressed the mark to the star-shaped scar on his shoulder without letting go of his son. And for the first time in many, many years…James prayed.
The air around him thrummed with power. A chorus of bells shattered over them as a thick fog gathered around James and Nathaniel. Combined with the song drifting from the maw, a mixture of sharps and flats, it formed a foul discord that was like razors raking down James’s spine.
Metaraon stepped from the radiance as calmly as he might step through a kitchen door.
“I didn’t expect you to summon me anytime soon,” the angel said coolly. He glanced around Coccytus with an amused tilt to his mouth. “Especially not down here.”
James lifted Nathaniel’s body a fraction of an inch. “He’s going to die,” he said.
“Why do you think this is any of my concern?”
“Because he’s my son, goddammit!”
The change in demeanor was immediate. “Your son, is he?” Metaraon asked, gazing down at Nathaniel with an impenetrable expression. “Interesting.”
“Save him,” James said. He was begging. He knew he was begging, and he knew that it wouldn’t impress Metaraon, yet he couldn’t stop himself. “He’s just a child.”
“Hardly,” the angel said. “A grandchild of mine is not ‘just’ anything.” He sank to his knees in front of James, holding his hands over the wound. Metaraon considered him for a moment. Then he nodded. “Very well. I will rectify this.”
Metaraon scooped his arms underneath Nathaniel’s knees and neck, lifting him effortlessly. James battled with the wild urge to stop him, to rip Nathaniel from his grip. Metaraon was responsible for Hannah’s death. More than that, he was responsible for the deaths of thousands of humans—and there would only be more to come. Surrendering Nathaniel to him hurt, as if James had been the one shot in the chest.
Metaraon turned to walk back to Malebolge.
“Wait,” James said. “What’s going to happen to him?”
Metaraon barely spared a glance for James. “He will live. He’s too valuable to die.”
The angel strolled away, and James stared at his bloody, trembling hands.
Losing Nathaniel meant that he wouldn’t be able to find his way back through the dimensions, much less open the doors, yet he couldn’t bring himself to care. Not now. Being trapped in Coccytus seemed like such an insignificant thing in comparison to what he had just done to save his son’s life.
Maybe it was just the light in Hell—a strange trick of the fires that boiled beneath him—but James almost thought that Nathaniel’s blood was tinged with silver.
Metaraon only took a few steps down the skull before stopping. As if a thought had struck him, he turned back again. Nathaniel looked pale in his arms, shrunken, like a much younger child.
“I was skeptical when Landon told me of you,” Metaraon said, “and more so when you vanished with the Godslayer. Yet you delivered a finely honed weapon to us, as promised. You gave me the knowledge I needed to motivate her. Now I hold the first natural born mage that has been birthed since the formation of the Treaty. I am grateful to you, my son. You seem to have served your purpose.”
Metaraon approached him, and James drank in the sight of Nathaniel’s face: the pale lips that were shaped very much like Hannah’s, the dimpled chin, the round cheeks.
Then the angel planted a hand in the center of James’s chest…and shoved.
His feet slipped on the edge of the fang. For an instant, his arms spun through the air, seeking balance. He failed.
And James fell.
The flames at the bottom of Ba’al’s maw couldn’t have been farther than a hundred feet below, yet James felt as though the fall was endless. The air was hot—so impossibly hot for such a cold place—and the last thing that he was able to see with mortal eyes was Metaraon with Nathaniel limp in his arms.
James loathed the righteous satisfaction in the ice shards of Metaraon’s eyes.
I shouldn’t have given him my son.
But after everything else, what was one more life surrendered to God?
James fell so slowly. Memories slipped through his skull, like wisps of smoke from the fires below.
Time reversed.
Nathaniel took the bullet in the chest again. The jerk, the tiny gasp, the wide eyes—it was just as terrible to behold a second time.
But then he was whole again, and they climbed through the new Haven together. The rocks scraped James’s palms and knees as he climbed after Nathaniel. The Union soldiers’ distant shouts were only susurrus on the breeze.
His memories blurred, skipping backward faster as he approached the flames.
He walked through an empty, dusty Motion and Dance, thinking of Elise. He found the warding rings under the piano.
He held Hannah’s dead body in the Union outpost.
He held Elise against him, naked and panting, her fingers locked in his hair and shared saliva glistening on her lips.
The heat grew around him, and time moved slower, slower, slower.
He gazed upon Nathaniel’s face for the first time again. He marveled at their resemblance with a strange mixture of pride and fear.
James was in the prison in the Palace of Dis for an eternity, and grieving Elise’s death even longer. He wished again that he had died with her. But that faded, too, as all things must, and he stood on a parking garage roof drenched in starlight, reading prophecies about his life, and wondering if he might have had a son.
The most peaceful moments seemed to disappear too quickly, while the misery dragged endlessly. Finding Betty’s corpse with a gunshot wound in her forehead lasted so much longer than dancing in the darkness with Elise, his arms around her waist and a smile on her lips. The memory of fighting Death’s Hand in Guatemala could have been a lifetime.
Time flitted past.
Helping Elise slaughter a fallen angel again.
Their first kiss on the frozen beach of Copenhagen.
Burning Mr. Black’s mansion, and finding Elise in Oymyakon.
Everything before that seemed so dull in comparison. The fear, the adrenaline, the constant sense of death—those were things that filled his memories with color. Hannah, as beautiful as she had ever been, was nothing more than a woman that he fought with and fucked and loved with some tiny corner of his heart.
Yet when he reached his early, idle years with the coven, his life paraded on before his eyes. The short years of childhood dragged into eons.
His first crush. His first spells. The first time he told his mother he was too big to sit in her lap.
James glimpsed himself born from his mother’s womb. He didn’t scream when he entered the cold world. He also wasn’t set in his father’s arms upon delivery. Instead, he was offered to a man wearing a plain white t-shirt, tailored jeans, and a frown.
“He will do,” Metaraon had said. As with everything he said, he sounded as though this were more of an insult than approval.
With those three words, the course of James’s life was set. Destiny determined.
And somewhere else, so many years later, Elise’s lips brushed against his.
“How long?” she had asked.
“Always,” James replied.
He had plenty of time to wish that he could take it all back. He wanted to fix the mistakes and lies. He wanted to take away those words from Metaraon that meant he would never know a life free of fate’s heavy hand. He wanted a life where he could have loved Elise for who she was, instead of what she was.
At the nadir of the flames, deep in the throat of Ba’al’s maw, all time was one. James’s life, condensed to a pinpoint, was suspended in front of him.
Then it vanished.
Everything was gray.
James didn’t realize he had opened his eyes at first. He thought that he had to be seeing faint light through his closed eyelids. But when he lifted a hand to feel his face, he could see his fingers, as flat and colorless as the indistinct landscape beyond them.
He was in Limbo.
The fissure was above him, well beyond reach. Its light was only a fraction paler than what must have been the sky—a gray plane above him that was almost indistinguishable from the gray plane below.
He looked down at himself. All of the color had leeched from his jeans, his shoes. Even Nathaniel’s blood looked like ink on his hands. It was the magic that was lacking—James couldn’t see or feel even the faintest hint of magic, within himself or in the surrounding world. Limbo was barely more than a void. Just a detour outside of time, light, and space.
James would never find the fissure to Araboth without Nathaniel. He was trapped in that miserable gray place. And Elise would be lost forever.
He threw back his head and tried to scream his failure into the emptiness. But he didn’t have the satisfaction of the sound. The ragged sobs never reached his ears, consumed by Limbo as surely as all color and magic had been.
Maybe he fell, after that, but collapsing to his side felt no different than standing without gravity to orient him.
James wasn’t sure how long he wallowed in all of his failures. It didn’t seem to matter. Not anymore. Not when he had failed every single person that had relied on him.
He stared at the pale, flickering light of the fissure. It lit a final spark of hope within him.
Whether or not he had Nathaniel, there would be one other juncture just like this one somewhere in the wasteland of Limbo. If he found it, he could reach Elise. And once he had her, the other problems would be insignificant.
They could still rescue Nathaniel together, kill God, kill Metaraon, and escape the garden forever. The fissure had to be somewhere. Separation from Nathaniel only meant that James would have to find it alone.
“I’m coming, Elise,” he tried to say, but the sounds never reached his ears.
Then he picked a direction and started to walk.
He walked for a very, very long time.


A
NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
This story isn’t over yet! But we’re getting close. Paradise Damned, book seven of The Descent Series, is the final chapter in James and Elise’s fight against Him. It’s slated for a June 2013 release. If you would like to know when it‘s available, sign up for my mailing list: smarturl.it/armyofevil.
In the meantime, you can help me write faster by hanging out on my Facebook. ;) facebook.com/authorsmreine
Now go ahead and…
Share it! All of my books are DRM-free, so feel free to pass them among your friends!
Review it! Help other readers find the good stuff. Leave your thoughts in a review!
Sign up! Visit smarturl.it/armyofevil to get a new release notification email.
Happy reading!
Sara (SM Reine)
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