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PART ONE
In the Beginning


0
SEPTEMBER 1, 5509 BCE
In the beginning, there was the earth, formless and empty. Darkness hung over the surface of the deep.
And then there was light.
It spilled over the waters, vast and powerful, and its creation severed the unity that had come before. This light was a separate entity from the darkness. Something novel and cruelly different.
The spirits called it “day.” Its opposite was called “night.” Between them was evening and morning—the First Day.
This division marked the end of peace in the universe.
Everything has been pretty much fucked up since then.


DECEMBER 1981
Ariane Kavanagh went into labor while her husband, Isaac, was still skinning the brands off of a dead succubus.
“Now? You’re giving birth now?” Isaac asked. The succubus’s legs were spread in front of him so that he could remove the brands lining her inner thighs. He was covered in blood from fingertip to wrist.
Ariane couldn’t respond. She gripped the chain link fence as she breathed through the contraction, trying to concentrate on everything that the witch midwives had told her to do. She was supposed to imagine herself as a vessel. She was supposed to find her serene inner core. She wasn’t supposed to feel like she was being ripped in half.
When the pain finally subsided, she gasped, “Elise is coming quickly.”
Isaac sighed with annoyance. “I’m almost done.”
He sawed a strip of skin off of the succubus’s thigh and slipped it into a bag for later identification.
Meanwhile, Ariane had dropped to her knees and was crying against the wall.
“Get up,” he said. He had wiped off most of the ichor, but a line of black was still caked around his fingernails. “I’ll get you to Pamela.”
“No!” she hissed. “I won’t go back there—they’ll take her from me!”
“You know the agreement,” Isaac said.
“I’m not going!”
It was an argument they had been repeating incessantly all month. Isaac had already struck her for talking back twice, and Ariane should have known better than to keep pushing at it. But she feared what the coven might do to her unborn daughter more than she feared Isaac’s fists.
“I’m not going to tell you again,” Isaac said. “I’m not taking you to a hospital. Get in the fucking truck or I’ll leave you to shit that thing out in the alley with the succubus.”
“A corpse has more sympathy than you do!”
Isaac shoved Ariane in the chest. She fell into the bloody snow beside the demon’s body. “You’re pathetic,” he said, and he spit on her.
He splashed through the slushy snowmelt to climb into his truck.
Ariane hadn’t believed that Isaac would actually leave her until his taillights retreated, leaving her alone in the alley. Something about the succubus’s raw, skinned thighs made Ariane’s heart twinge with sudden sympathy. Or perhaps it was just the beginning of another contraction.
“Wait,” she called weakly, “come back.”
He didn’t turn the truck around.
Ariane wasn’t familiar with Denver. She didn’t know where any hospitals were located, and in the early hours of Christmas morning, the streets were empty of locals that she might ask. She shuffled past windows sprayed with fake snow, whimpering.
The contractions were powerful enough that she had to stop walking when they hit, and each one was closer than the last.
“Please,” Ariane said to nobody, a snowflake stuck to her eyelash.
She stumbled over a gutter and landed in the street. Cold snow seeped through her skirt. Now she was soaking wet on top of humiliated and exhausted, as if being lost weren’t bad enough on its own.
Ariane struggled to stand. A man appeared in front of her, and he picked her up by the elbows. “Thank you,” she began to say, until she realized who was holding her.
He wore a snug white t-shirt and well-fitting jeans. Though he wore no jacket, he was unperturbed by the snow. Angels weren’t bothered by petty things like the elements.
She tried to pull away from Metaraon, but his hands were iron shackles. He lifted her from her feet and half-carried her onto the sidewalk as a car sluiced through the intersection where she had been sitting.
“How did you find me?” she asked. Ariane had been avoiding the coven, but Metaraon was even worse than those witches.
“I detected your distress and responded.” His narrowed eyes scanned the street. “Where is your kopis?”
The urge to bear down suddenly struck her hard. Ariane crumpled. Metaraon picked her up again. “No,” she said weakly, but he wasn’t listening.
“Hold on,” he said.
The world turned to gray. Her skin warmed.
When she could see again, she was beside a bed that looked like it was carved from marble. The floor was a mosaic of glimmering glass tile. Filmy white curtains fluttered over the window, stirred by a pleasant-smelling breeze. Is that chocolate chip cookies?
Metaraon placed her on the bed.
“Just a moment,” he said, disappearing from view.
Ariane hadn’t wanted him to stay with her until he was gone. In this beautiful, unfamiliar place, she felt even more alone than she had in the snowy streets of Denver.
The contractions felt endless. There was nothing but one wave of pain after another, and it was all Ariane could do to keep breathing through them. The pain was unlike any she had experienced before—she wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Elise was trying to cut free of her womb.
When Metaraon returned, he brought another angel with him. She was as tall as he was, with waves of soft brown hair and forgiving eyes.
The angel climbed into bed and kneeled in front of Ariane. “My name’s Leliel. You’ll be all right, dear heart. I’ve helped birth thousands of children.”
Ariane was too deep into labor to protest.
Leliel removed her skirt and underwear. Both of them were soaked, but it wasn’t all snow. Ariane’s water had broken. The angel cast the skirt aside and helped Ariane roll onto her side with gentle hands. “You’ll be more comfortable this way. It won’t be much longer.”
Metaraon stood by as Ariane panted, knees clenched tightly together, trying to spare Elise from the cold world that demanded her entry.
Her resistance was fruitless. The baby emerged from her in three hard pushes, falling into Leliel’s hands with a wash of blood and birthing fluids. Ariane screamed—not in pain, but in fury at what the birth meant. And then she sagged against the bed, wasted.
“Oh, well done. She’s so lovely,” Leliel said fondly, swiping fluid from the baby’s mouth with her pinky finger. The infant didn’t cry. “Would you like to see her?” She was asking Metaraon, not Ariane.
He lifted Elise into the moonlight with his hands under her arms. He turned her this way and that, inspecting the wrinkled body covered in vernix, and nodded. Ariane had no idea what Metaraon saw, but whatever it was satisfied him. She could only see a tiny baby—her tiny baby—and longed to hold her.
As Metaraon inspected Elise, Ariane birthed the placenta, which Leliel handled with the same casual air that she had done everything else. Then she placed fresh, dry sheets on the bed.
“There. Do you feel better?” Leliel asked, sliding a sheet over Ariane to conceal her nudity.
Ariane sobbed.
“This one will do fine,” Metaraon said, passing Elise back to Leliel one-handed, more like she was a new puppy than a human child. “Clean the filthy thing.”
Leliel left with the baby while Ariane still struggled to sit up. She was too weak. The labor had been fast but forceful, and every inch of her body ached.
“Let me have her,” Ariane said.
He sat beside her on the bed. “Soon.”
“But she’s taken Elise away!”
“You will leave here with your daughter.” Metaraon touched her arm comfortingly, and Ariane was surprised by the show of sympathy until he spoke again. “She will need a few years of training from Isaac before she’s prepared to face her fate.”
Whether now or in years to come, Elise would be taken.
It had never seemed as real as it did now that Ariane’s belly was deflating. Tears trickled down her cheeks.
“You may recover here with your daughter for a few days,” Metaraon went on, either uncaring or oblivious to Ariane’s crying. “Shamain is a safe place. You will be safe.”
Shamain. Metaraon had carried her to birth in the ethereal metropolis. At any other time, Ariane would have been excited by the prospect of exploring it. But once she began crying, she couldn’t stop.
Isaac would have scorned her, but Metaraon did not. He stroked his hand down her cheek, catching the tears on her fingertips. “Tell me, Ariane Garin,” he said, “what made you agree to conceive a child that you clearly wish to keep?”
She had to struggle to remember her reasoning. It seemed like so many years had passed since Metaraon had asked her to produce a child with Isaac. “Because I believe in the cause,” she said. “Because I hate Him, and what He has done to our world. And the sacrifice is worth it.”
This seemed to be the right answer. Metaraon’s eyes warmed to her. “For a human, you are exquisite.”
Ariane’s cheeks warmed. She was no longer crying. “What of Isaac?”
“I will kill him. Not today. Not until he’s done with his duties. But later, he will die.” His fingers lingered on her chin. “While you rest, I will inform him of your news. And I will make sure he doesn’t dare abandon you again.” The threat in his voice made Ariane’s heart skip a beat.
Leliel returned with Elise. She glided across the floor, absorbed with he bundle of blankets in her arms.
“Lovely little lady,” the angel cooed, tickling the baby’s stomach. “It has been so long since there was a baby in the capitol. A baby, Metaraon!” The look of adoration on Leliel’s face was intense—frighteningly so.
Ariane was afraid that the angel might not surrender Elise after all. She opened her arms. “Give her to me.”
Leliel hesitated.
“Now,” Metaraon snapped.
Elise settled against Ariane’s chest, warm and soft. Her eyes were open, revealing irises that were a warm shade of gray. It seemed appropriate, given the setting.
“I’m sorry,” Ariane whispered to her daughter. “I’m sorry for everything that is to come.”
“Don’t be,” Metaraon said.


KANSAS – JUNE 1989
Elise received her first mortal wound when she was eight years old. It happened during her second hunt without Mom, which should have been an easy fight; they had another local kopis backing them up, and chupacabras that migrated so far north were more of a livestock threat than a human one. But Dad had made a mistake. Since he had thought they were on the trail of a goat-eating monster, he didn’t have any silver weapons ready when the werewolf attacked.
“A werewolf in Kansas?” he muttered as he dragged Elise’s bleeding body out of the line of fire. He set her next to the back wall of the restaurant. Fidel, the territory’s local kopis, was still grappling with the beast. “There are no damn werewolves in Kansas!”
The six-inch gashes on her stomach begged to differ. Elise clutched her falchions to her chest, gasping for air. The leather-wrapped hilts and steel blades weren’t as soothing as usual.
Dad shoved her arms out of the way so that he could look at the injury. Her eyes were too blurry to make out his expression, but she could tell that the damage was bad by the way he clicked his tongue. If it had been anything less than fatal, he would have told her to walk it off.
“I’ll be back in a minute,” he said, closing her arms over her chest again. She hugged the falchions like teddy bears.
“Where are you going, Dad?” Elise asked, craning around to watch him stepping around the Dumpster. “Dad? Don’t leave me—it hurts!”
“Don’t whine,” he snapped.
He was right. She was whining.
Her mouth closed, fists clenched on the hilts of her swords, and she practiced the breathing exercises he had taught her to get through pain.
The fighting could have been miles away, as far as she could tell. The werewolf’s claws sounded like chisels digging into the pavement.
Men grunted. A beast growled.
Then she heard a gunshot—and everything went silent.
It was quiet for so long that Elise thought that her father must have been killed. She acknowledged that possibility with a calm sense of inevitability. He had warned her it was likely to happen sooner rather than later, and her instructions for that scenario were to stay calm and focus on escaping. She needed to make sure that Mom was safe.
Elise hurt too much to want to move, but Dad never accepted injury as an excuse for failure. She rolled onto her stomach and crawled out from behind the Dumpster, seeking confirmation of her father’s condition.
Dad wasn’t dead. He stood over the immobile body of the werewolf, Fidel’s gun in hand. A pool of blood spread underneath the furred beast.
She would always remember how he looked framed by the light of the full moon, the long muscles of his arm taut as he continued to aim. He was waiting to ensure the werewolf was dead. It didn’t move.
“Madre de Dios,” Fidel said. He sat beside the furred corpse with a hand pressed to his shoulder. “That was no chupacabra, Isaac. You were fucking lucky I had silver bullets with me, else I woulda gotten a lot more than bitten.”
“It bit you?”
“Yeah. Look at this.”
Dad bent to look at the other kopis’s wound. Fidel’s borrowed gun was a small cannon—a Desert Eagle. It glistened in the moonlight, as graceful and deadly as Elise’s swords. It was strange to see it in Dad’s hand. He said that guns were beneath them. Inelegant. He preferred to kill with his bare hands.
Elise’s vision blurred with pain. She grunted and pressed a hand to her stomach. So much blood.
When she looked up again, it was just in time to see Dad shoot Fidel in the head with his own gun.
Mom was waiting for them in the truck. It had been parked outside a 7-Eleven a safe distance away, where Dad’s quarry wouldn’t be able to hurt her. She cried when she saw Elise, drawing her into her lap like she was a much smaller child. “What happened to you?” she sobbed, pressing her lips to Elise’s cheek.
“Don’t coddle her,” Dad snapped. He was drenched in his daughter’s blood with Fidel’s gun at the small of his back. “Every kopis does this a few times. She’ll be fine if we’re fast enough. You know that, Ariane. I can’t believe I have to tell you again.”
He pushed Elise into the backseat, tossed a jacket over her, and gunned the engine.
Elise was embarrassed by her mother’s show of weakness, even as much as she longed to be in Mom’s arms. She tried not to make any noise.
“The hospital is that way,” Mom said.
“We can’t afford it. You know where we have to go.”
“Please, Isaac. We can’t take her there yet. She’s too young.”
If he replied, Elise didn’t hear it. She drifted in and out of consciousness, alone with the pain.
She replayed the fight against the werewolf in her dreams.
It had moved like lightning—a blur of fur that was impossible to focus on, much less attack. Elise had been shocked to stillness at the sight of it. None of her practice fights against Dad could have ever prepared her for a beast the size of a horse that moved with supernatural speed.
So she had failed. She tried to jump left too slowly; the werewolf’s claws had been waiting for her. Elise hadn’t gotten a single blow in before it knocked her down.
No wonder Dad was so disappointed.
It hurts so much.
“Ma fille,” Mom whispered, smoothing her hand over Elise’s forehead. She murmured words of comfort, separated from Elise by the seats of the truck and Dad’s will. None of Mom’s French made any sense to Elise in her dazed condition, but it was nice to be touched.
She slipped into unconsciousness again.
What if she had jumped right instead of left? What if she had brought up her falchion in time, the way that she had originally intended? The blades weren’t silver, but surely a werewolf couldn’t survive decapitation.
If only Elise had gone right, she wouldn’t be pouring blood all over Dad’s truck. He wouldn’t be so annoyed with her. Mom wouldn’t be crying.
“Je t’aime,” Mom said, her words punctuated by Isaac’s grunt of irritation.
Elise wished that Mom would stop babying her. Real kopides didn’t get babied by anyone.
Failure.
She drifted. She bled.
Elise woke up fully healed with the sour aftertaste of magic lingering on her tongue. “There,” said the witch, sitting back on her heels. She was an elegant older woman with gray-streaked hair sleeked into a bun, and she wore a silk bathrobe, like she had just stepped out of a spa.
“Thank God for you, Pamela,” Mom said.
Pamela grimaced. “Well, don’t do that. You never know who’s listening these days.”
Elise peered at her mother through bleary eyes. Mom’s cheeks were wet and her nose was running, but she still managed a grateful smile for the witch named Pamela. “I would have taken her to the hospital. I know we should have. But Isaac thought that—”
“You did the right thing. We’re far too invested in Elise to allow her care to fall to mundane doctors.”
“Will she become a werewolf?”
“No. Claws don’t transfer the curse. Many kopides are immune anyway.” Pamela finally noticed that Elise had opened her eyes. She wiped the blood off of Elise’s stomach with a damp cloth, and the skin underneath was undamaged. “How do you feel, Elise?”
“Fine,” she said, because Dad would have hated it if she had complained about her sore back and the strange taste in her mouth.
Elise pushed her mother away and sat up on her own. She was surprised to find, as her senses returned to her, that she was outside in a forest. The only light came from a bonfire that Elise glimpsed through the trees. Silhouettes of dancers flitted around the flames to the slow beating of drums.
“It’s Litha,” Pamela explained at Elise’s confused expression. “Midsummer. My coven is celebrating the sabbat tonight. Would you like to see?”
“But the hunt,” Elise protested. “The werewolf’s body—I have to get back.”
“Your father has returned to take care of the dead,” Mom said, smoothing her hand down Elise’s hair. “We have nothing else to do there.”
Elise hung her head.
Isaac had left them rather than wait for his daughter to be healed. He must have been even more disappointed than she feared.
She nodded, resisting the urge to wallow. Dad wouldn’t have wallowed.
“I’m going to join the circle,” Mom said. She stood and—to Elise’s surprise—began to strip.
She abandoned her skirt and blouse on a tree, like the branch was a hanger. She fluffed out her curls, smiled at her daughter, and stepped into the clearing.
Pamela washed Elise’s blood off of her hands with the remaining water.
“Many rituals are performed skyclad,” the witch explained. Pamela sounded like what Elise imagined a teacher would sound like, though Elise had never been to school. “It helps witches feel connected to the elements. Young and old alike participate. Strange as it seems to the uninitiated, it’s not sexual.”
The idea hadn’t even occurred to Elise, but having Pamela mention it brought heat to her cheeks.
“I’m not getting naked,” she said, folding her arms tightly across her chest. She didn’t have any of her mother’s physical features yet—and, hopefully, never would—but she wasn’t prepared to advertise their absence, either.
Pamela rubbed her back. “You’re not a witch. Nobody would expect you to join the ritual. But you can’t stay in the trees unsupervised, and I’m not babysitting you. Come, you can sit on this log over here.”
Elise would have preferred to face another werewolf than enter that clearing. But Pamela drew her onward, guiding her to a fallen tree at the edge of the meadow, and sat her down on the tree.
Mom had jumped in with the other witches as if she belonged there, and they greeted her with cheers of joy. The coven already knew her.
The shouts and cheers of the coven sounded a lot like the yipping of the werewolf as they had hunted it through the Kansas strip mall. The witches were more animal than human. Beasts of the earth and trees. Mom’s magic had never been like that before—it was a sedate, passive thing, best for making potions and poultices. Elise wondered if it was her mother who was strange, or the coven itself.
That was Elise’s first real impression of witchcraft: naked bodies dancing around the fire to the beat of primal drums, with the taste of blood and magic at the back of her throat.
But not everyone around the circle was a joyful participant in the bacchanalia. A man stood on the opposite side of the bonfire, occasionally visible through the licking flames. He wore a button-down shirt. His hair was charcoal black, like Pamela’s must have been when she was younger. And he was deep in argument with a naked old man whose skin was like leather.
“Who’s that?” Elise asked, tugging Pamela’s sleeve.
Pamela turned to see whom Elise was referring to. The younger man was shaking his fist in the face of the older man, silently threatening, even though Elise couldn’t hear the words over the drumming.
“That’s my nephew, James,” Pamela said. There was a strange expression on her face. Somewhere between wistful and worried. “I think you’d like him. Would you like to be introduced?”
How could Pamela possibly know what kind of people Elise would like? They had never even met before.
As frightening as the coven’s weird ritual was, the contrast between their joyous shrieks and James’s anger was stark. Among all of them, this was the man with the real power—the only one of them that didn’t succumb to the crowd’s energy, and was unafraid to stand apart. Of all the witches she faced that night, he was the one she would least want to fight.
“No,” Elise said. “I’m staying here.”
Pamela looked relieved. “Probably best, for now. Plenty of time for that later.” She let the robe fall from her shoulders, then joined the circle again.
Power drifted into the sky, gathered from motion, dance, and drums. Elise sat on the log and tried not to show her fear.
The next time she looked through the flames, James was gone.
Dad came back for Elise the next morning. The Desert Eagle was gone. The blood had been scrubbed out of the truck. And the first thing he said to Elise was, “What did you learn last night?”
“Never underestimate,” she replied promptly.
She didn’t just mean the werewolf that they had failed to anticipate. She couldn’t shake the image of her mother with those pagans, or her father calmly shooting Fidel in the face. She understood now that there were many things she didn’t know about her parents and the world at large—and many of those things were likely to be bad.
“Good,” Dad said. “Very good.”


JANUARY 1995
Pamela Faulkner was a woman of rules. Her house was full of them, and she made sure to lay them out clearly from day one. “Just so that there won’t be any confusion,” she had said, handing Elise a laminated card with bullet points printed on one side and emergency phone numbers on the other.
No swordplay inside.
No drills until after breakfast.
No interfering with Pamela’s spellwork.
No foul language.
No staying awake past nine o’clock.
Elise Kavanagh, daughter of a wandering demon hunter, had never had a place to call home, much less a home with rules.
She was not a fan of it.
Pamela called it “structure,” claiming that it was the kind of thing that a “wayward teenage girl” needed in her life, but Elise recognized it for what it was: a desperate desire to be in control. And only someone who feared the consequences of losing that control would be so obsessive about keeping it.
Ultimately, it did not make Pamela strong to have so many rules to exert over Elise; it made her weak, brittle, breakable. And it just wasn’t fair. Elise didn’t even like eating breakfast.
But when Mom and Dad left Elise in Pamela’s care, they told her that she was to follow the house rules, obey orders, and be polite. This was unusual advice, especially coming from Dad, for whom law breaking was an art form.
“How long?” Elise had asked her parents as they walked out Pamela’s front door. They didn’t stop to answer her, so she jumped down the stairs and grabbed her father’s elbow. “How long do I have to put up with this shit?”
“For as long as it takes,” Dad had said. “And don’t use that language.” He had never cared if Elise used swear words before. It felt like a betrayal to be admonished for it now, when they were leaving her.
Mom had sobbed, hugged Elise again, and waved goodbye.
Elise didn’t wave back.
“As long as it takes”
turned out to be several months.
Twenty-three weeks after her parents left—not that Elise was counting—she was still doing her best to follow Pamela Faulkner’s megalomaniacal rules. She didn’t unsheathe her falchions while she was inside, ate breakfast before practicing her fighting techniques, and retired to her bedroom at nine o’clock every night, even though it was stupid for a fourteen-year-old to have a bedtime.
A bedtime, for fuck’s sake.
Restrictions aside, the days weren’t too bad. Pamela wouldn’t let Elise go into town or meet any of the teenagers in the coven, but she had free reign of the surrounding forest. Swimming in the river, climbing trees, and lifting boulders were all great ways to remain conditioned. When Dad came back for Elise, she would be in the best shape of her life. Their next hunt together would be killer. Literally.
But weeks wore on with no sign of Elise’s parents, and Pamela started inviting her to go on walks together. Elise couldn’t exactly say no. She spent all day outside anyway.
A daily walk became routine, during which Pamela taught her about herbs and flowers. Elise tried to pretend that it was boring, since it didn’t involve punching anything.
About a month later, Pamela invited Elise to help with a spell. She asked Elise to read from the Book of Shadows as Pamela performed the ritual. The old witch even let her watch while magic and light swirled through the air. Elise tried to pretend that was boring, too, but it was hard. Pamela was so much better at magic than Mom had ever been, and the process was fascinating.
Then Pamela started asking Elise to join her in front of the fireplace for shared reading time after dinner. They didn’t talk during this particular activity. They just sat together on the couch and read until the stupid nine o’clock bedtime.
This was the quietest of all special activities, yet Elise thought it was fascinating. She had never really read books before. Nothing that wasn’t about history, demonology, or fighting techniques, anyway. Elise liked fiction. It was fun.
But more than that, Mom and Dad had never gone out of their way to spend time with Elise. It was weird having an adult treat her like she was a teenager, a family member, and not a weapon.
Sitting in front of the fireplace with Pamela was the best part of the day.
“Can I read in bed?” Elise asked one night. It was nine o’clock, but she only had two chapters left—she couldn’t put the book down now.
This question seemed to please Pamela. Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “No, I don’t think so,” she said, licking her thumb and turning a page. “It’s time to sleep. But you can finish reading it at breakfast.”
While Pamela’s laws required Elise to be in bed at nine, even the most stringent rules couldn’t force her to go to sleep. She pretended to put the book back on the shelf, then tucked it under her shirt and took it to bed instead. She finished the romance novel by moonlight, holding the book open with the weight of a dagger while her hands were occupied by sharpening the falchions. She was quiet about it. Pamela never knew.
Sneaking a book to bed and reading until midnight became the last special activity Elise had at Pamela’s house, but it was definitely her favorite.
Even when she was reading in bed, Elise kept her ears perked for hints of motion in the forest outside her open window. When hunting with Dad, one of them had always been awake at any given time. They had to be prepared for anything. For the first twenty-three weeks with Pamela, there were no attacks or danger at the house to watch for, but habits were hard to break.
On the twenty-fourth week, Elise broke the habit. She fell asleep early, at nine o’clock sharp, facedown in a book.
That was why she wasn’t awake to see Pamela’s killers coming.
Elise awoke to the sound of her bedroom door opening.
She sat up, shocked and confused, head foggy, mouth dry. The room was darker than usual. Pamela had always left a light on in the hallway in case Elise needed to navigate to the bathroom in the middle of the night. But that light was extinguished.
Elise could barely make out the shape of a figure stepping into her bedroom, broad-shouldered and tall. Her first wild thought was that her parents had finally come back for her. But this man was much too tall to be Dad.
Men didn’t visit Pamela’s house. Especially not men with wings.
Dad’s voice rolled through her mind as she leaped out of bed, allowing her muscles to activate on instinct.
You fell asleep, you useless piece of shit.
Elise’s weapon safe was locked with the falchions inside. She grabbed a knife off of the dresser.
You let your guard down.
The angel was within arm’s reach. She swung the knife for his heart, using every ounce of speed she could muster in her sleep-sluggish state.
He caught her wrist with a crushing grip, squeezing until he dropped the knife.
Your enemies never sleep.
He brought his other arm from behind his back, and Elise realized that he was holding a sword: a blade as long as his arm with a single edge, curved and wicked. It was larger than one of Elise’s falchions, more like some kind of saber. It would be slower to swing, and useless for thrusting. She needed to get in close.
Elise drove her knee between his legs. Stomped on his instep.
He didn’t even grunt.
If you get caught sleeping, you deserve what’s coming to you, Dad whispered.
Elise attempted to disarm the angel, to take the sword for herself. But when her fingers brushed the hilt, they flamed with pain. She cried out.
The winged man forced her to her knees and backhanded her. Her lips tasted like blood.
“Pamela!” Elise shouted.
You failed, kid.
But in her lessons with her father, there had been second chances. She had been able to recover from the fights and try again. Dad said that she should remember that real fights never had do-overs, and that if she failed in reality, it was a permanent failure.
It was one thing to be told she would have no second chances, and another to have a booted foot driven into her face.
A flickering light filled the room. The man’s sword had ignited with flame. Though he held it several feet above her head, it scorched the finest hairs on her face. A lock of auburn hair near her eye curled with the heat. Elise twisted under the boot to see the man’s face illuminated by the sword. It was impossible to make out any details, but she could see one thing: the angel’s eyes were a very pale shade of blue.
He slammed the pommel of the saber into her skull, and her head bounced off of the floor.
Dazed, she couldn’t move as he dragged her out the door by the ankle.
The office door was open. Elise could see Pamela’s feet on the other side of the desk, as if she were asleep on the floor beyond it. Pamela was dead. Her rules didn’t apply anymore.
Elise’s head cleared enough to realize that she was still being dragged.
Never let them take you, Dad had said once. If the enemy takes you off of the battlefield, you’re dead.
She was in the living room now. The front door was open. Darkness and death waited on the other side. Elise kicked and struggled, trying not to allow herself to be dragged any farther. She grabbed the couch as they passed, and her fingers slipped, tearing free. The man with the sword and the mighty wings was too strong to stop.
Dad would have been so annoyed with her.
You deserve whatever is coming, his voice whispered in the back of her mind.
The angel dragged Elise through the front door.
But it wasn’t darkness waiting on the other side. It was gray light, so impossibly bright, and there was someone waiting for her within it.
The door closed.


PART TWO
The Bride


I
JANUARY 2010
Elise Kavanagh was burning.
The flesh peeled from her body. Flaming fingers drove into her skull, plucked out her eyes, and pierced her brain. She arched her back and screamed until there was no breath remaining in her lungs.
It was gray. Everything was gray. She was going to die.
Why haven’t I died yet?
Hands hauled her through the light. She lashed out with booted feet, kicking and thrashing and trying to find some way to dig in before it was too late.
Her vision swam with green shapes in the wake of passing through the void, much too bright for her demon eyes to process. Even before she could see, she smelled burning leaves, heard the shifting of branches, felt the dead weight of the air.
The last thing that she remembered seeing was the reception area of Motion and Dance. The desk where she used to do the accounting had been dusty. The blue carpet and curtains had been bleached by sunlight. Outside, there had been snow on the ground, dead trees, the staring faces of empty buildings—hallmarks of a now-desolate Reno, Nevada.
She hadn’t cared about any of it. Elise had been heading upstairs to join James for breakfast, and even though her body was sore from recent fights, she was the happiest she had ever been.
Until she had stepped through the front door.
Elise’s eyes cleared, letting her watch as she was dragged underneath a stone arch into a different world.
She wasn’t in Reno anymore.
Elise was in the garden.
A pair of cherubim held her in an iron grip. Their eyes were empty holes, and silver blood tracked their cheeks. Swords hung from their belts.
The gate retreated as they carried her away. There were only a few yards of grass between the edge of the world and the garden wall. Vines gripped gray stone, punching through slivers in the brick, just like she remembered from the last time she had been trapped there.
Once she was on the other side of that wall, He would never let her out again.
James. Elise had to get back to James.
She craned her head around and bit. Teeth sank into angel flesh. Blood filled her mouth. It tasted like sweet pain, and part of her wanted to drink it deep, draw it into her belly, drown in the bitter flavor.
Elise was rewarded by a scream. The wounded hand flinched away.
She blindly elbowed the other cherub in the gut. She must have hit something good, because his hand dropped, too.
Freedom.
Reaching back, she felt around her shoulders for the spine sheath. It was gone, and so were the twin falchions.
She was unarmed.
Elise made a break for gate, sprinting across the field even as the gray light of Heaven seared her, peeling her flesh away with white fingers and burning her bones.
The gate approached slowly. Too slowly. Heaven rendered her sluggish.
A wind stirred her hair, and wings drummed behind her. The angels had taken flight.
Just a few more steps…
Elise stretched her fingers toward the light within the gate.
Almost there…
Pain flared at the back of her head.
Darkness.
A few minutes or a few hours later, Elise shocked back to consciousness. The eyeless faces of the cherubim were above her. One of them had long, braided hair that swung over his shoulders. When he adjusted his grip on Elise’s wrists, she noticed that his hand trickled blood from the circular imprint of tooth marks. The other had pale features, pale hair, and a determined grimace. He held her ankles now.
She being hauled over grass again, but now the gate was nowhere in sight and the garden wall loomed. She could barely make out the skeletal fingers of branches stabbing the sky, blackened by time and bare of leaves or fruit.
They were almost inside.
Elise screamed.
The noise must have surprised the cherubim, because the grip on her legs slipped—the barest of motions, but it was enough. She ripped one leg free and snapped a kick into the cherub’s face. His nose crunched satisfyingly under her heel. He dropped her.
The angel with the braids was not so easily thwarted a second time. He kept hold of her wrists.
All the better.
She used the momentum of falling to flip him over her shoulder, and his weight broke the grip.
As soon as he was flat on his back, she straddled his chest. Elise dug her fingers into his throat and squeezed.
She had ripped a cherub’s throat out before. She would be more than happy to do it again.
But her fingernails had barely begun to sink into his flesh when the second angel recovered. One warm hand grabbed her jaw. The other took the back of her head.
He whipped her chin to the side. Something popped inside her skull.
Elise had a disconcerting moment to realize her neck had snapped before darkness swallowed her again.
It didn’t last long.
Elise’s eyes snapped open. Her senses flooded back to life.
Gray light. Curling brown leaves. Burning flesh. And the sound of the cherubim’s footsteps on grass.
She was still alive.
Goddammit, I’m still alive!
The cherubim dragged her through the bushes on the inside of the garden wall. Brambles tore at her flesh, sharp and cruel, leaving red imprints on her pale skin. Her left hip scraped along dry soil. Pressure pinned her arms above her head. One of the cherubim had wrapped a vine around her wrists to keep her restrained.
Elise couldn’t go anywhere, so she had plenty of time to look at the garden surrounding her. It wasn’t like the garden that she had left so long ago, however vague the recollections were.
Hadn’t the flora inside the wall once been lush, blossoming, moist? Hadn’t there been flowers? Now it was a colorless place filled with fog like San Francisco summer, dense enough that she could barely see the cruel thorns scratching her, much less the shape of the Tree’s distant trunk. It was a faint specter among the gray.
Water splashed her legs as they carried Elise past the river Mnemosyne, which roared with an eon’s worth of fury. The spray over its banks was acid to her skin, but she resisted the urge to cry out.
Instead, she went completely limp.
Elise swayed between the cherubim’s hands, biting the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. Pretending to be asleep when her entire body burned wasn’t easy. She focused on the memory of tearing out a cherub’s throat in Hell to distract herself.
Angry fire smoldered in her gut.
Soon.
Endless minutes passed as she hung between the angels. Eventually, their grip loosened as they became convinced that she was unconscious.
Branches rustled. She dared to open her eyes to slits, watching the path they trod through her swinging hair. Paving stones began to dot the soil.
They were getting closer to the Tree.
Her heart raced as her adrenaline mounted. Elise struggled not to tremble.
They soon reached the stairs. Platforms spiraled around the trunk of the Tree to allow the garden’s inhabitants to walk into the upper branches. Because the circumference of the Tree was as great as a city, it would take long minutes to reach the place where He surely waited. But once Elise was there, the nightmare would really begin. Trapped for eternity. Sacrificed to madness.
Elise would never see James again.
The cherubim adjusted their grip in preparation for mounting the first of the stairs, and though the vines on her wrists did not loosen, she felt fingers shifting on her ankles. A moment where the hands holding her captive were weaker.
She flashed into motion.
Elise wrenched her legs free and kicked again. The cherubim with the braided hair tumbled off the side of the platform with a wordless shout. The ground was at least twenty feet below, but she didn’t wait to see where he landed.
She swung her restrained arms and slammed both fists into the skull of the other angel. He fell, stunned.
Hurtling across the platform, Elise took a single glance at the garden below—at least fifty feet down—and launched herself into open space. The power of her legs sent her flying.
Mnemosyne swelled beneath her. She had enough time to suck in a lungful of air before she crashed into it.
The pain was brilliant and red, and for a moment, Elise thought that she would go unconscious again. Waves battered her over the rocks, bruising her ribs, almost tearing her limbs from their sockets. The vines were ripped off of her wrists and whipped into darkness.
Not enough oxygen. Her vision sparked at the edges.
Elise’s arms pumped against the waves. Her feet kicked.
Air. I need air.
Something cold splashed over her face. Was she on the surface?
Her lungs were at their limit, and she couldn’t wait to orient herself.
Elise’s mouth opened in a wide yawn, gasping for breath—and foaming waters sucked into her chest.
Screams rattled in Elise’s skull as Mnemosyne consumed her. She was drowning in water, drowning in time. That was Mnemosyne’s nature: thoughts and dreams turned fluid.
The brightest stars in Elise’s memories winked.
How long? she had asked James.
Always, he had replied.
And sometime before that, so many years ago, she recalled staring him down in Oymyakon with a knife in her hand. His eyes were blue, much like those of the angels that had taken her, and she remembered his anger at the bacchanalia. Elise had feared James instantly. She had been terrified that he would take her back.
Elise could almost remember his face, the way his eyelids crinkled at the corners when he smiled, the streaks of gray at his temples.
The back of her head smashed into a rock, and she saw nothing else.
Elise regained consciousness once more on the shore of Mnemosyne. Its waters were quieter downstream, without any hint of the crimson spray she had glimpsed earlier. She had washed up on a pillow of grass.
She groaned and pushed herself onto all fours. The leather gear she had picked up in Dis was heavy with moisture, dribbling onto the shore. The black sheet of her hair was drenched. Her neck still ached from being snapped, and it felt like she had to fight against the weight of a car to lift her head.
Dim shapes soared around the Tree in search of her. But the cherubim were looking in the wrong place. Elise was near the wall—so close to escape.
Elise scrambled to her feet and tried to run.
She moved too slowly in the garden. She desperately longed for darkness, a hint of shadow, anything that would allow her to escape her skin and phase into nothingness.
The branches grabbed at her like the reaching hands of the dead. Elise beat them away. Kept running.
Cries in the fog.
The cherubim had spotted her, but too late—she was at the garden wall.
Throwing herself at the gray stones, Elise began to climb. She wedged her hand into a crack and formed a fist, then punched her other hand into a higher gap to repeat the process. She hauled herself up inches at a time.
The creepers were stronger near the top, thicker, more like vines. As soon as she could reach one, she grabbed it and began climbing faster.
The faster she climbed, the taller the garden wall looked. It stretched endlessly into a gray sky.
Somehow, at some point, she reached the top. She didn’t look at the approaching cherubim, though their wings beat a heavy rhythm that she couldn’t ignore.
Elise crouched at the top of the wall to consider the drop to the other side. It didn’t seem nearly as tall as the climb had been—even less distance than her jump into Mnemosyne.
Hands reached for her.
She leaped to the grass and hit shoulder-first. She rolled to her feet.
It seemed like the sparkling light of the gateway was millions of miles away.
Desperation dragged her down.
He can’t have me. Not again.
Elise’s boots pounded against the grass, and the cherub with the braided hair dropped in front of her. A black, endless universe swirled within the voids of his eye sockets. She grabbed the cherub by the back of the neck and slammed his face into her knee.
His nose cracked. Silver blood gushed over his upper lip.
She lunged for the gateway.
It had been so many years since her first escape from the garden, but the gate looked exactly the way she remembered it. The symbols etched into the stone swirled, as though the entire structure was breathing; the closer she grew, the harder it vibrated.
Elise flew. Each breath escaped her throat in a ragged gasp.
The angels were drawing closer. They were faster, but she had desperation on her side.
Almost there.
Her palms burned.
I can do this.
A hand swiped at her shoulder again, but she threw herself into a roll, and the cherub missed. She didn’t stop to fight. She immediately got back to her feet and continued running.
The door loomed, growing in her vision until there was nothing else. She crossed the bridge of ragged stone, chased by angry shouts. Elise’s back grew hot—a cherub’s flaming sword burned like a miniature sun—and she smelled singed hair.
Gray void built around her, thickening the air and slowing her legs. It was too bright. Her eyes were going to combust.
But the threshold was there.
Flinging her arms over her face, Elise launched into space and prayed to James that she would make it. Heat flashed as she crossed the threshold.
She had escaped. She was free.
Elise opened her eyes and gray sunlight seared her retinas.
She sat up with a gasp, hands flying to the back of her neck. She expected to find tender bone where her spine had snapped, but it was undamaged now, and she felt fine. Maybe even good—although she was hesitant to use such an optimistic word to describe her situation when she wasn’t even sure what had happened to her.
She lifted the blanket in her lap to examine her body. She wore a nightgown. Her muscular legs were bare under the covers.
Birds sang outside her window. Golden curtains fluttered in the breeze.
Elise knew this room. She recognized the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, the shoes neatly lined up along the side of the bed, the altar decorated by figures of the Horned God and Mother Goddess. If she stepped into the hallway, the bedroom that used to be hers would be on the left, and the bathroom on the right; at the end, she would find a living room and kitchen and a window-mounted air conditioning unit that had limped its way through at least twenty years of hot August nights.
She was in the apartment above Motion and Dance. It was quiet enough that she thought she could hear the stomping of the creative ballet class in the studio downstairs. Distant piano drifted on the summer breeze.
If anywhere was home, this was it.
Elise had escaped.
A man stepped into the room carrying a tray. He bumped the door shut. “Good morning, darling.”
Elise rubbed her hands over her face. Morning? How long had she been away?
“What time is it?” she asked.
“Seven o’clock, and it will be a beautiful day.”
He set the tray on the bed beside her. He had made one egg over easy, a piece of bacon, and half a slice of whole grain toast with strawberry freezer jam. She didn’t have to taste the coffee to know that it would be strong and black—her favorite.
She picked up the toast and held it without eating.
Hadn’t she just been in the garden?
“How did I get here?” Elise asked, setting the toast down again.
The man set the tray on the bed next to her. “I found you outside the wall.” He spoke gently, and there was a mixture of sympathy and condescension in the words, as if to say, Silly girl, can’t even remember being rescued. “You were asleep in the grass. You must have passed out during the escape.”
“I must have,” Elise said faintly, staring hard at the bedroom window. The midday sunlight made it impossible to see anything beyond the glass, even though she knew that there should have been an evergreen tree and a neighboring building on the opposite corner. “I just thought…” She shook her head. “I don’t know what I thought.”
“It doesn’t matter. You’re safe now. You’re home.”
“Home,” she echoed.
There was no hint of piano now. It was too early in the morning for a class anyway. The earliest lessons began at eight o’clock, so Candace wouldn’t be there for a half an hour.
Elise shaded her eyes with a hand as she tried to see through the sun shining in the window. Fingers twined with hers, tugged her hand down, and she looked up to see the man’s face so close to hers. He was breathtakingly beautiful, although she couldn’t seem to focus on that face. She could see the edge of a chiseled jaw, but not the nose, the eyes, the lips.
“I missed you.” He drew his hand through her hair. Auburn curls spilled over her shoulder like wine splashed on tan skin.
She hadn’t even realized that she was waiting for a sign of affection until she received one. Warmth spread through her chest, and she tightened her hand on His. “I missed you, too, Adam.”
He kissed her, and she hung onto His shoulders for support. His muscles were firm beneath her hand, but the kiss itself felt like nothing—no more than pressing her lips against air.
Elise let her hands draw a line down His ribs to his waist. She slipped fingers underneath the hem of his shirt, tracing the edge of His hip, but He grabbed her wrist.
“That hurts,” she said.
Adam didn’t relax His grip. “You left me.”
She frowned. Was that what had happened? She suddenly couldn’t recall. “I think I might have been taken. You just said that you found me outside, didn’t you?”
Elise knew that His eyes were searching her face, looking for signs that she was lying, because she could feel it like fingers on her skin. Yet she still couldn’t bring herself to meet His gaze—it was too searing, too accusatory, and guilt roiled deep in her gut. It was impossible to look directly at Him, just as it was impossible to look at the sun.
Adam kissed her again, harder this time, until she could almost feel His lips. His long, pale fingers dug into her skin, holding her in place even once she pulled back. She had forgotten how aggressive He could be.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“How can you ask that?” His eyes sparked with anger. “If you leave me again, Eve…”
A chill rolled through Elise.
Eve?
The feeling of something gone amiss touched at the back of her mind, and then disappeared just as quickly. “I’m not going anywhere,” she said firmly, pressing her forehead against His. “I just got here.”
The fingers on her wrist loosened. “Do you promise?”
“Yes,” Elise said. “Of course. I promise.”
The branches of the Tree accepted Elise Kavanagh’s body, wrapping around her limbs in tendrils as firm as steel. The Tree supported her as the cherubim stripped the leather gear away. First the boots, then the corset, and finally the leggings. There was no need for clothing in the garden. Elise remained limp in the grip of the bark, arms spread wide, ankles pinned together.
When they stepped back, the Tree drew Elise’s body tight against its trunk. It had been months since the cherubim had eyes to see, but they could feel the approval in the Tree—it was as though the entire garden breathed a sigh of relief. The bushes relaxed. A wind fluttered through dead branches. Even Mnemosyne settled its churning waters, and everything was silent.
Neither of the cherubim moved their mouths, but they understood one another’s thoughts perfectly.
“She’s not mortal anymore. I can’t believe Metaraon brought a demon here,” the first one told the other, putting his wounded hand into his mouth. The blood was still dribbling down his wrist to drip onto the grass at his feet. “It would have been better to kill her. Put her down like a rabid animal.”
The second tucked the slave leather clothing under his arm. They had no use for the accoutrements of Hell in the garden, so it would go into the lake for later regeneration. “We have our orders.”
“She’s not worth it,” said the first. “No mortal is worth it.”
“But this one’s not just any mortal. You heard what Metaraon said.”
The trunk of the Tree groaned with motion, and the angels fell silent to listen. The branches curled inwards, dragging the woman tight against its bark. Her muscles no longer sang with struggle. Her eyelids would be fluttering with the deep dreams that their Holy Father bestowed upon her.
The Tree seemed to give one last, low moan, and then went still. It was never truly motionless—the brittle black twigs were always twitching a little now, as though spasming with pain. But core of the Tree was calm. Restful.
Lifting his injured hand to his mouth again, the first cherubim asked, “Do you think it might get infected?”
“You’re pathetic.”
“I thought she was really going to escape again. She got halfway to the gate before we knocked her out.”
“Have faith, my brother. Nobody escapes the garden twice,” responded the other angel, opening his wings wide to take flight. “Nobody.”


II
It was a beautiful morning, and Elise was enjoying it the way that beautiful days are meant to be appreciated: by jogging outside. She wore shorts, a tank top, and no shoes. Her ponytail bounced with every heel strike. An auburn curl had escaped to dangle over her nose, and she blew it out of her face.
The trail narrowed and the surrounding jungle thickened. The sweet scent of ripe apples filled the air, touched with a hint of cinnamon bark. A river bubbled somewhere nearby, gurgling and whispering beyond the trees. Even though she couldn’t see where it lay, the water left the edges of the trail muddy.
Motion and Dance emerged from the trees. She experienced a moment of confusion when she realized that the two-story brick building was being consumed by creepers. Weeds jutted through the foundation.
It should have been near Idlewild Park, the apartments, the Truckee River. Not surrounded by ancient trees and overgrown vines, as if transplanted to the jungle.
Elise blinked and rubbed her eyes.
No, that was definitely Motion and Dance. It was totally right for it to be in the trees like this. She had just been confused.
A man was waiting for her, sitting on the bottom of the stairs that led to the second floor apartment. He stood when she approached, and her heart jumped at the sight of Him. Her stride grew, devouring the remaining length of the trail in seconds.
“Hey,” she said, unhooking the white picket fence and stepping inside. The rosebushes seemed to lean toward her, scratching at her ankles. “You’re up earlier than usual.” She couldn’t bring herself to look Adam in the eye, but she could feel the anger in His silence.
Pale hands closed around hers. The grip was painfully tight, and she already knew that she would carry fingerprint bruises like tattoos around her wrists. “Where did you go this time?” Adam asked. “I’ve been worried about you.”
She opened her mouth to reply, but no response came to her lips.
Where had Elise gone? She tried to remember, and couldn’t.
Part of her felt like she had only just slipped out of His bed an hour ago, maybe two, so that she could enjoy the early morning air with a jog. She always jogged in the mornings, didn’t she? But another part of her—one that was dwindling quickly—felt like she had been away much longer than that.
She faintly recalled the domed roofs of Russian cathedrals, open tundra, cold lakes, high deserts with thin atmosphere, neon lights, sagebrush. Things that she never could have encountered while jogging through the garden.
Elise shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. “I was running.” She knew that much was true. She had been running for a very long time.
“Why?”
“I like to run,” she said.
“You scared me. I thought you had left again, just when you got back.”
“Again?” Elise echoed with a frown. Disjointed memories drifted together, clashing and crashing. They had just been eating breakfast together. Hadn’t they? Adam had brought her favorite meal to her: a piece of toast with strawberry jam, a piece of bacon, black coffee.
Then how had it become morning again? Why had she been running? Why would she want to leave His side in the first place, even if it were only to exercise?
A sense of unease crept over her.
Something is wrong.
His anger melted to sympathy.
“You’re so confused,” Adam murmured, stroking a hand down her cheek, as though she were a dog to be petted. “Look at you. You haven’t gotten over the shock of coming back to me at all, have you? Well, it will all begin to fall into place soon. It will all make sense. We will be happy.” The last sentence was said firmly, as if to convince Himself as much as her.
But Elise was already happy. She was home, at Motion and Dance, with the man that had saved her from… What?
She pressed her fingers to her temples. The thoughts slipped from her skull as soon as she had them.
“Everything will come together if you give it time,” He said soothingly.
Elise shook her head again. “I don’t need time. I’m fine,” she said. “I’m fine.”
“Yes, you are. Come. Let’s walk.”
He led her outside the gate. Elise thought about protesting—she had just been running; she didn’t need to go outside again—but when they stepped through the white picket fence, it wasn’t the same jungle that she had been jogging through. Where the dirt path had been moments before, there was a street paved with white cobblestone.
But the trail soon slipped from her memory, too, until she was certain that the cobblestone had always been there.
“Where are we going?” Elise asked, entwining her fingers with His.
“You will see,” He said.
They walked down the road together, hand in hand. The ground was warm beneath her bare feet.
The trees soon opened, revealing a city that she had somehow missed while jogging.
Elise thought that she had never seen anything quite so beautiful before. The city was a place of marble arches and white gazebos. The buildings looked ancient, yet new.
The jungle canopy was a shimmering ocean of green, heavy with ripe fruit; the perfume of citrus reached her on the breeze. Roofs peeked through the branches like river stones peeking from moss. There was a cliff to her right, and a waterfall misted over the side before being channeled through aqueducts around the Tree on the far end of the valley.
The Tree itself was big enough to house another city, but even though Elise could almost summon faint memories of windows set into the trunk, she couldn’t make out any detail at that distance.
The roads between Elise and the Tree were empty. There were no lights inside the gleaming temples, no sound of voices beyond the river’s whisper.
Nothing lived in this city.
Her jaw hung open as she stood on top of the hill to look down upon it. Her hands were locked tight on Adam’s arm.
“You look surprised,” He said. “Have you already forgotten what it’s like here? You weren’t gone that long.”
She glanced over her shoulder at the road that they had been traveling. Even though they had only seemed to walk for a few seconds, Motion and Dance was so far away. It looked so plain in comparison to the stone structures. It was just a brick box with rickety, wooden stairs on the side and a sign in front.
“I feel…strange,” Elise said.
Adam wasn’t listening. He walked down the road, and she felt empty the moment that his arm pulled away. He was the warmth and the sun.
She hurried to follow. He gave her an indulgent smile that she felt rather than saw. “Where is everyone?” she asked.
“Who?” Adam asked.
Elise frowned as she tried to think. “Everyone. The people that live here.”
“It’s just us,” He said. “Lilith has taken the others, so it’s finally peaceful. The way that we always wanted it to be.”
Once He reminded her of that, she knew it to be truth. Lilith had taken the other inhabitants. Elise and Adam were alone. It was good, it was right—not lonely. How could she have been so confused? Why did she keep getting the details wrong?
“That’s right. It’s perfect,” she agreed.
The trees grew close to the path as they headed down. Elise captured a leaf between her forefinger and thumb. The texture surprised her. Although it looked plump and green, it broke off in her hand as though it were dead.
Out of the corners of her eyes, she glimpsed the skeletons of bare trees and scorched earth.
But when she turned her head to look at it, she saw a much more exotic world: vines the diameter of her arm, dangling from mossy branches. Bushes heavy with blackberries, raspberries, and fruit. She saw cobblestone under her toes, not dried soil. She couldn’t get a clear view of the destroyed garden, no matter how hard she tried.
The dissonance of her senses washed over her with the hot sting of shock.
Elise pressed a hand to her temple. Her thoughts struggled to organize themselves.
She had been at Motion and Dance earlier, but not with Adam. She had dressed in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirrors of the dance hall and gathered her swords to join someone upstairs.
Who had been there? She couldn’t remember his face or name now, but she knew that he had been planning to cook breakfast. They were together, finally together, and then…she had stepped outside the wards.
Adam lifted her hand to kiss it. His lips tickled the knuckles of her hand. Her bare hand. After wearing gloves for so long, it felt like a violation. “Come, we’re meeting a visiting friend. Try to smile for him—he’ll be happy to see that we’re happy, and I want your passage through the door to be a happy occasion.”
He drew Elise onward, entering an open building. The roof was suspended above them by a ring of white pillars. The floor was a sprawling mosaic. There were benches around the edges, and a raised dais at the center—almost like a priest’s pulpit, or a stage.
There was a door on the opposite side of the temple. It was a rather ordinary door, like the kind leading into the bedroom at Motion and Dance. It was white, divided into four rectangular panels, and had a gold doorknob. But there was no wall to the right or left—just open air, through which she could see the rest of the gleaming white city.
Elise’s temples throbbed harder.
Why have a door when she could simply step around it? Where was this temple in relation to Motion and Dance? When had Reno become so beautiful?
The questions faded from memory before she could ask Adam.
It was only then that Elise realized that another man was waiting for them, facing the plain door with his hands folded behind his back. Elise could just make out the hazy outline of wings over his shoulders, but it must have been her imagination; as soon as she blinked, they were gone.
Happiness radiated from Adam at the sight of the person waiting for them. “My son! You made it!”
“Of course,” the other man replied without turning. He was studying the door as if it were the most interesting thing in the world. “I couldn’t miss this occasion. I’m eager to see your bride pass through.”
“As am I, my friend.” Adam urged Elise forward with a hand pressed to her lower back. “That door is waiting for you. Go through. It’s long past time.”
Dread churned in her stomach.
She stalled. Dug her heels in.
“Why can’t I just walk around it?” she asked.
Adam turned an imploring look to His other companion. “Help me explain it to her. She’s so confused.”
The angel finally turned. “Go through the door, Elise.”
As soon as Elise saw the “friend’s” face, the illusion came crashing down around her.
It was Metaraon.
Elise’s mind was flooded with a torrent of memories. The temple, the trees, the door, the smell of citrus—it all wavered around her, as if she was looking at a reflection in water, and a stone had been dropped into the image.
She was still in the garden, still trapped. She had somehow been sucked into His delusions, when she had thought that she escaped.
Elise reacted on instinct, shoving Adam away from her. Touching Him with her bare hands made them burn.
“No!”
A sense of shock radiated from Adam, as if He had never been touched in violence before. “What’s wrong, my beloved?”
Elise’s skin suddenly burned again. The hair falling around her shoulders was glossy and black, not the auburn curls that she used to have. Her skin was demon-pale. She wore slave leather, not shorts. And she definitely wasn’t home.
“I think I’ve upset your wife,” Metaraon said. The light humor in his voice filled Elise with rage. It was so condescending, so goddamn patronizing, as if she had just done something cute.
“Forget about him,” Adam said gently. “Just go through the door.”
The ordinary door that led to nowhere?
“Not a chance in Hell,” she said.
Elise spun, trying to see through the illusion to reality. It made her forehead ache.
The temple peeled away around her. The street wavered. The entire world stuttered between different visions: the ethereal city, a dense jungle, a dying garden, the master bedroom of Motion and Dance. The jumbled, swirling images made her nauseous.
Through it all, Elise glimpsed the gate that she had tried to escape through before. It loomed just outside the temple, crackling with white light.
She broke free of Adam and Metaraon, lunging toward the gate.
The instant that she took the first step, she could see the garden as it truly was. She could feel the cherubim wheeling through the air, still circling, still watching for her. And she could feel His fury building as she tried to run.
“Elise!” He shouted, and it pierced straight to her heart. He sounded so disappointed.
“I’ll get her,” Metaraon said. His voice boomed through Elise’s mind.
She crossed the road in three steps and flung herself into the gate again.
Elise emerged from the other side of the gate and hit the ground running.
Her boots connected with grass, and she threw herself into motion without waiting to see if the interdimensional shift would make her sick. She didn’t even stop to see where she had arrived—Metaraon and the cherubim wouldn’t be far behind her, which meant that He wouldn’t be far behind, either.
There was no time to do anything but run.
Arms pumping at her sides, she flew through the dark jungle. Branches scraped at her arms and face. Elise swatted them aside without stopping.
There was grass beneath her feet. It crunched lightly with each step, as if with the fullness of spring. It wasn’t the tundra outside Oymyakon, where Elise had expected to emerge. It was much too warm here, at least seventy degrees. She sweated inside the slave leather corset.
There were no stars, no sun, and no moon to reflect the sun’s light. She tried to let her flesh unravel and vanish into the sanctity of the darkness. It should have been easy. Indeed, it had been harder for her to hold her shape since being reborn in Yatam’s likeness. But even though the night was all but solid against her body, she couldn’t seem to let herself go.
She slowed, staring into the night with confusion. There was no sense of angels behind her anymore.
Elise stretched out her senses for any sign of her pursuers, and felt nothing.
She was alone.
If she hadn’t reappeared in Oymyakon, then where was she? And why couldn’t she unleash the darkness?
She spanned her fingers over the trunk of the nearest tree. It was a young, slender tree, barely twice her height.
Puckered buds dotted the branches. Elise plucked one free, shredding the leaves to find the petals underneath. They were white, with delicate red stamen: an apple blossom. It was indistinguishable from any kind of apple tree she might have found on the North American continent, so it didn’t tell her much about where the gate had dropped her off. She flicked the blossom to the ground.
Now that she was back on Earth, Elise should have been able to feel James, just like she should have showed up in Oymyakon. Neither of these had happened. What the hell had gone wrong?
The sound of rustling reached her ears.
Elise dropped to a crouch and slunk through the trees.
A light appeared, limning the leaves in front of her with a hazy green glow. It was warm on her skin, but not painful, so it wasn’t sunlight. It also wasn’t the gray void outside the garden.
As she got closer to the light, time seemed to slow. It took forever for her hand to reach forward, press down on the branch, and move it out of her way.
Piece by piece, a wide expanse of grass appeared. In the center of the clearing stood a tiny sapling. It was barely more than a waist-high sprout, with creepers climbing its pale white trunk. The sapling was the source of the light she had seen. It had its own internal glow, as if filled with swirling fireflies.
She was shocked to realize that it was growing as she watched, fresh leaves spreading in the night air and roots slithering deeper into dirt.
Even as Elise moved more slowly, the tree moved in accelerated time, as if fast-forwarded.
And there was a man standing beside it.
It made Elise’s eyes ache and her skin crawl to look upon him. He had wide shoulders, and the muscular lines of his back curved down to narrow hips, a round posterior, strong thighs.
The brush of hair covering his legs was tawny brown. His feet were as bare as the rest of him, and dirty, as though he had been walking through this lightless forest for weeks without clothing or shelter. His skin was a warm shade of brown, darker than hers, and made darker still by exposure to a sun that seemed to have gone missing. Dark brown hair fell over his shoulders, shielding the curve of his face from her.
But Elise didn’t need to see the man’s face. She had seen that back before, and she recognized the muscular slope of His shoulders. And she knew the hands best of all. They had reached out to her in a thousand dreams, stretching forward to take her hand, drawing her back into the nightmare that she had barely survived as a teenager.
Eve, a voice whispered. It was deep, masculine, seductive.
The man began to turn. His shoulders tilted, and the sliver of His profile appeared on the other side of His hair.
He moved as slowly as she did. She had plenty of time to feel the horror grow inside of her, as suffocating as a fist punched through her lungs.
I have missed you for so long…
Her skin was suddenly cold. Elise looked down and was shocked to find that the slave leather corset missing, without so much as an imprint of the boning on her ribs. The leggings, her bra, her boots—they had vanished, too, leaving her naked, as all humans must be within the garden.
Elise hadn’t escaped at all.
He turned to face her fully, one hand resting on a branch of the young Tree. It grew into His grip, leaves curling through His fingers.
Eve…
“No!”
She clapped her hands over her ears, backpedaling into the trees, but they had closed around her—she was locked into the meadow, with nothing between her and Him but a growing Tree.
There was a door behind Him. Not a fancy ethereal gateway of bone, but an ordinary, four-paneled door with a golden knob, and no walls on either side. The white rectangle of wood framed Him as He strode toward her with a long-legged gait.
The whispering voices grew, tangling around her, building into a torrent of voices that penetrated her skull. It’s time to go through the door, Eve…


Eve…Eve…
And then He reached out to embrace her, and everything was gray.
Terror forced Elise to wrench free of the dream, and she landed on a wooden platform face-first. The shock of the landing stunned her. For a moment, she didn’t move.
Her fingers pressed against the wood. Her pale fingers, as white as moonlight. It was demon skin. Elise was sitting on one of the landings locked into the trunk of the Tree. She could hear the rushing of water below, and leaves drifted around her like black snow.
Elise scrambled to her feet. Her muscles were liquid, her bones brittle, and she fell to her knees again immediately.
Far below the platform on which she sat, she could see dead bushes decorated by dead blossoms. The river Mnemosyne, roiling with crimson waters, twisted a path between the roots of the Tree, which were like tangled limbs on a graying corpse.
This was the garden as she had seen it while being carried by the cherubim: a withered, dying prison. But now she wasn’t sure if that had been real, either. Had He only been letting her imagine that she was fighting back so that she would be satisfied by the artificial escapes? What was reality, and what was a dream?
Elise had thought that she had escaped Adam twice already. Twice. Yet she kept finding herself back where she had started, each time equally convinced that she had broken free.
How could she escape when she couldn’t even trust her senses?
This garden certainly felt real. The gray light burned her delicate skin, just as it had before, and when she lifted her hands in front of her face she could see the bones through it, as though she were no more than paper.
But one thing had changed: her arms were slippery with the Tree’s amber blood. She twisted around to see where she had fallen from. There was a gaping wound in the trunk that bared tender black pulp and dribbled sap. It was about five and a half feet tall, and as broad as her shoulders: a hole in the outline of Elise’s body, like a vertical casket.
The Tree had been devouring her.
A shout drew her gaze to the burning gray sky, and squinted through the pain to see what was making that sound. There were dark shapes in the air, spiraling like vultures waiting for her carcass to split open under the sun and expose all her delicious, raw innards. The cherubim buzzed with raw power as they sought her out.
Whether or not she was dreaming, they were still a very real danger.
Yet Elise couldn’t make a break for the gate—not when her last attempts to jump through it had only led her back into captivity again. She needed to hide. Recuperate. Make a new plan for escape.
She sat on the edge of the platform. The branches of the Tree stretched over her. Beyond the branches of the Tree, the cherubim whirled, descending.
Elise jumped. She fell.
The first thing she hit was a root, which seemed to rise up to meet her body. She rolled down the bark, covering her face with her hands, and landed on the dry grass in the shadow of the Tree.
An angel swooped toward the platform that she had been sitting on moments earlier. She dug her fingers into the soil and dragged her body underneath the root to hide.
Wedged between earth and Tree, face pressed to the aromatic bark, she thought that she could feel the full weight of the monstrosity leaning on her chest. But it was almost shadowy underneath that root—the omnipresent gray light didn’t quite reach her, and her skin hurt fractionally less.
Wings churned the humming air. Feathers drifted to the grass nearby.
Another flurry of wind, and the angel that had been spiraling over her passed.
Elise and dragged herself out from under the root again.
The many hollows underneath the Tree formed caves and gulleys and valleys. Elise remembered walking over the paths between them the last time she had been there and being awed—and terrified—of the luminescent blossoms that blossomed on the shrubs at the base of the Tree.
Nothing glowed now. The garden did not sing and grow.
She limped deeper into the darkness underneath the cavernous roof of the Tree’s base.
The base of the trunk arched high above the ground in a yawning mouth, so tall that she couldn’t have reached the top if she stood on her own shoulders. A dark mouth gaped beyond. The path continued underneath the Tree, so steep that she couldn’t see where it led.
Elise climbed into the cavern under the Tree and stepped onto damp, cold rocks. As soon as she was sheltered by the trunk, the flapping of wings became distant, as though miles away.
She had made some small escape, but she felt no relief yet. They were still searching, and that they would realize where she had dropped soon enough. There were only so many places that she could run.
How long could she hide under the Tree? She straightened to assess her surroundings.
Elise stood on the edge of a massive cavern underneath the Tree. It was almost a perfect sphere, as far as she could see—which wasn’t far at all. It was filled with a clinging haze, moist and heavy, and she could barely see beyond a few hundred yards in any direction.
There were lights in the gloom at the bottom of the cavern. They lit her path on the way down, inviting her to explore.
Elise drew a breath, and it didn’t burn as much as it had outside. The atmosphere was moister here. After a few deep inhales, she almost felt strong enough to walk again, though not strong enough to face the angels.
Glancing at the gray sky over her shoulder, barely peeking through a hole in the roots above, she started down the path.
It only got darker as she descended, but she quickly began to realize that it wasn’t lanterns glowing but spherical rocks, each the size of a couch. They were scattered across soft, fertile soil, and all of them glowed with their own internal light.
Her senses itched powerfully among the rocks. There was something wrong about them. Something almost…organic.
If this was an illusion like the jungle, the town, and Motion and Dance, it was a weird fucking illusion.
She picked up a glowing rock the size of a softball that was planted near her path. She had to snap it free of the ground, as though it had roots of its own. The light died as soon as it was disconnected. She hefted the rock in her hand. It was heavier than it looked. Elise thought of bringing it down on Adam’s head, and wondered if he would bleed crimson or silver.
Elise had to walk for a few more minutes before finding another rock small enough to wield, and when she plucked it from the ground, it also stopped glowing. She tucked both under her arm.
She wove through the rocks in search of more ammunition as she continued down the path. There were occasional stone slabs interspersed among the rocks, low and flat. Most were empty.
She spotted one that was occupied, and she froze.
There was a body on it, hands folded over her chest and eyes closed. Wings were draped over either side of the slab. The angel didn’t move, so it must not have heard Elise—or even been alive.
As she drew closer, she could see condensation beading the angel’s eyelashes, hair, and feathers. Her skin was fresh and pink rather than the ash-gray of death. Were it not for her exposed breasts and the smooth skin between her legs, she would have looked as genderless as any other angel; she had almost boyish features and no waist.
Through the papery skin, Elise could see a heart beating in the angel’s chest, slow and sluggish. Every pulse sent blood flooding through the limbs with a red flush.
She backed away slowly, unwilling to find out if those eyes would open.
But that wasn’t the last body she passed. Others were obviously dead, with mortal wounds on their chests and bellies and faces, while others seemed uninjured. All of them were unresponsive.
“What the fuck is this place?” Elise whispered as she moved around another body, which had no head or wings. A nursery, or a graveyard?
She spotted another small rock, but she had run out of hands to carry it, and she was naked. Elise searched for a nearby body wearing clothes and found an old, wingless woman in a white dress, almost like a wedding gown. Elise ripped a strip off of the hem with her teeth. Tying the ends together made a serviceable sling.
A sling and stones—she could take an entire fucking army with a start like that.
Distant shouts echoed over the graveyard.
They were searching for her.
“Come and get me,” she hissed into the cavern.
The air continued to grow denser as she walked deeper, and every time she saw another small stone, she added it to her sling. By the time the rocks started to thin out in favor of ferns, each with fanning leaves the size of her head, she had a half dozen stones to throw.
She pushed through the ferns. The edges were sharp enough to slice.
On the other side, Elise found the shore.
She stood on the edge of a vast, glassy basin at the center of the cavern. It wasn’t filled with water. It was filled with amber sludge—sap from the Tree. The fluid rippled gently, channeled into the ground beneath the glowing rocks, almost like veins.
Elise stepped up to the edge, her heart pounding in her chest. She took one of the stones from her sling and shook it hard. Something rattled inside, muffled and small, like a dull bell.
They aren’t rocks, she realized, feeling sick.
“Search the nursery.”
The voice echoed through the cavern, bouncing off the stones and distorted by the fog. It could have come from one of the doorways into the tree, or from just feet away. There was no way to tell.
Elise clutched the sling to her chest and slipped into the ferns, ears perked for motion. She didn’t have enough room to whirl the sling, but the rocks—they aren’t rocks—would work well as a bludgeon, too, if something came too close.
She scrambled out of the ferns and belly-crawled through the glowing graveyard. The huge stone spheres had more than just their own source of light; they were warm, too, as warm as skin, but felt as hard and smooth as the scales of lizards.
“Take the right,” said the distant voice, “and you take the left.”
The flapping of wings stirred the fog.
Elise kept crawling and decided how she would kill the first angel to find her.
She would come up behind it and crack the rock against ts skull. She would need to cover its mouth so that it wouldn’t alert the others, which still left one hand free. The wings were a delicate point—strong, but sensitive to pain. She could wrench out fistfuls of feathers. Distract it with the pain. And then she could rip its throat out with her bare hands.
Elise was so absorbed in her own violent fantasies that she didn’t realize she had crawled beside another slab until a hand dangled in her face.
She jerked back, swallowing down a gasp of surprise.
The hand was gray, but not desiccated. She followed it up to the forearm, which was covered in a brush of dark brown hair, to a muscular bicep, and a shoulder. The head had rolled to the opposite side so that she couldn’t see the face, but as she rose up on her knees, she thought that she recognized the broad chest, the hair drawing a line from navel to the juncture of his thighs.
Elise reached out and tipped the face toward her.
James’s head flopped to the side.
His throat had been slit. It was an ugly, bloody mouth underneath his chin, though it looked like it had been a long time since he bled. The cut must have been performed with something very sharp, since the skin had torn very little. It would have taken quite a blade—like the sword of an angel.
She forgot that she was holding the sling. Rocks tumbled to the ground around her.
James was dead. He was dead.
Had he been caught trying to save her and thrown onto a slab to rot?
Which of them had done it? Had it been the cherubim, Metaraon…or Him?
There was a wound on his shoulder, too, as if someone had stabbed him in his left pectoral, near the shoulder. Her fingers shook as she touched it.
Of all the things that she would have expected to find in the garden, James had not been among them. She thought that he had to be back on Earth, maybe waiting for her in Oymyakon.
Finding his body left her feeling empty. Stupefied.
“There you are,” said the voice, no longer distant.
Elise couldn’t react with the shock she knew that she should have felt. She was numb as she looked over her shoulder and saw Metaraon watching her with annoyance.
“He’s dead,” she said. It sounded like someone else was speaking the words.
“Yes, he’s dead. He’s been dead for longer than you think.” Metaraon strolled around Elise, one hand hooked in his pocket, as if he were taking a casual walk in a park. “You can run all you like. You might even escape—you’ve done it once before.” He spoke without looking at her. He was watching the slabs, the lake, the mist. Everything but Elise. “But escape changes nothing. I’ll keep dragging you back here until you do what you’re intended for.”
Elise pressed James’s clammy hand to her lips. She heard Metaraon stop walking behind her, but she didn’t face him. She wasn’t afraid of him killing her. She was certain that he could do it—if anyone were capable of ending her miserable life, it would be him. The Voice of God. The highest of angels.
But death’s oblivion suddenly sounded welcome, and she knew that he would never be that merciful.
She lifted her eyes to Metaraon.
“Is this real?” Elise asked. She had to know.
He lifted an eyebrow. “What do you think?”
Yes, it was real. Of everything that she had been seeing in the garden, of all of the dreams and illusions, she knew that this one thing was genuine. It was too horrible to be anything less.
Metaraon continued pacing. “Your entire existence is due to me,” he went on. “A debt is owed. This isn’t over until you’ve paid it out.”
She set James’s hand on his chest, then stood to face Metaraon. “This is already over,” Elise said.
“Because of that?” he asked, gesturing toward James’s body. “The priest?” He smiled unkindly. “Doesn’t that hurt, when someone you love is taken from you so cruelly and needlessly? Doesn’t it make you angry? Would it make you want revenge if I told you that He was the one who had done it?”
She lifted her chin and stared him down.
Elise had killed angels before. She was the Godslayer, and meant to kill creatures more powerful than Metaraon. But she had no urge to kill him now—not Metaraon, and not God.
It didn’t matter. James was dead.
“It’s over,” she said, softer than before. A single hot tear rolled down her cheek, dangling from her chin.
Metaraon swept it off on his thumb. She clenched her jaw and stared at him as he lifted the tear to inspect it. The fluid stained his skin black. Elise was crying demon ichor instead of real tears.
His lips drew into a frown. “No. It’s not over until I have decided it’s over.”
He seized her by the throat, so swiftly that she couldn’t have reacted even if she had wanted to fight back. He strode toward the amber lake, dragging her at his side, and Elise’s feet scraped over rocks.
The angel slammed her to the shore. Elise strained against him, trying to remain sitting upright, but he bowed her spine back inch by inch. She could hear the sap slopping underneath her, a stinking primordial sludge that hungered to suck her under. It wet her hair and dragged her head back.
A familiar sense tickled at the back of her mind, and a voice whispered to her: Come find us…
“Forget the priest,” Metaraon said. “Find the door. Pass through.”
“Fuck you,” she said.
He shoved.
Elise’s skull cracked into the rocks. A wave of sap swept over her face, crawling over her forehead, sweeping into her eyes. It stung against her tear ducts. Then it surged up her nostrils, and she inhaled.
The blood of the Tree rolled down her throat to fill her lungs. Her muscles jerked. She tried to cough.
Metaraon shoved his arm into her cheek, forcing her head to remain under.
Elise could almost see him glaring at her through the amber haze, even as chest hitched, her vision faded, and the wave crested over her chest. It tasted foul. Like a mixture of blood and afterbirth and liquefied organ meat. It stuck to the roof of her mouth and the insides of her ribs.
She hoped that when she sank under the flow, she would die. And she hoped that she would see James waiting on the other side.
But she was not nearly so lucky.


III
Elise woke up in bed again. Her eyes opened on a bright gray morning. There was an altar under the window, decorated with figures of the Horned God and Mother Goddess, and the walls were covered in bookshelves. She knew that if she were to look over the side of the bed, she would see her shoes beside a pair of men’s loafers meant to look as if they belonged to James.
This was an illusion, just like everything else had been an illusion, but it was a convincing one. The air on her skin felt real. The sheets under her felt real, too. Almost as real as the sadness that rolled through her, thick as the blood of the Tree.
Dead.
Elise had lost James once before, when he had been possessed by the Hand of Death. Her only choice had been to kill him. She had raged against life and death, fought to bring him back, and won. When he had returned to life, they had shared one heartbeat, one soul, one mind. They were two halves of a whole.
Since then, Elise had suspected that James’s death would mean hers, too. A soul couldn’t survive being severed into pieces.
But he was gone, and she hadn’t died—maybe beTimecause she couldn’t die anymore. And instead, she was trapped in Heaven.
How dare he have left without her?
She heard the door open. Dishes clinked together as a man entered carrying a tray of breakfast. “Good morning,” Adam said. The words didn’t seem to come from His mouth. He spoke from everywhere and nowhere at once.
Elise couldn’t bring herself to reply. Her hands were limp in her lap.
He set the tray beside her and sat on the edge of the bed. “You look sad,” He said, pulling a lock of her hair between His fingers, rubbing the silken curls with His thumb. When she didn’t respond, Adam eventually dropped His hand. “I made you breakfast. It’s your favorite.”
Her favorite, dragged from her memories of the way that James used to cook breakfast for her—which he would never do again.
She tried to eat.
Adam watched her as if fascinated by the process. His eyes never left hers as she lifted the toast to her mouth, sank her teeth into the bread, and felt the all-too-real flavor of butter spreading over her tongue.
Elise stared at the near-perfect circle of tooth marks she left behind on the toast. When He had first brought breakfast in, she thought that it looked like there had been strawberry freezer jam on the toast, but she hadn’t tasted it when she’d taken a bite. It was gone now, as if it had never been there at all.
Subtle inconsistencies. The lie betraying itself.
“What’s bothering you, Elise?” He asked. “Isn’t it perfect?”
“Perfect,” she echoed, taking another bite.
It was toasted exactly the way that she liked it, missing freezer jam aside. She had no appetite for it.
Elise set the food aside and pushed the blankets off of her body. She was wearing a nightgown again. Naked, slave leather, a nightgown. Were any of them real? Did it matter?
Adam’s hand trailed down her shoulder, fingers slipping underneath the strap to brush bare skin, and chills pricked Elise’s skin. “Do you like it?” He asked. “I chose it for you.”
It looked nothing like the kind of clothing Elise would choose to wear. It had lace around the high neckline, a skirt of modest length. It felt like she had stepped into another woman’s wardrobe.
Did she “like”
it? What a stupid fucking question to ask.
He leaned in, and she knew that He was going to kiss her. She didn’t stop Him. Didn’t move.
His lips trailing down her shoulder felt like razor blades slicing through her skin, as if she should look down and see exposed muscle, bone, gushing flesh. Elise sucked in a gasp despite herself.
Over His shoulder, she saw Metaraon watching from the corner, arms folded, and an expectant look on his face. He was shadowed by the bookshelves, toying with one of the statuettes on the altar. Just seeing the angel in James’s bedroom made her stomach lurch with hate in a way that could only be matched by her hatred for Him.
The door, he mouthed silently, nodding behind Elise.
She turned. James’s door was white, with four panels and a gold doorknob.
Elise closed her eyes and wished that she could be somewhere, anywhere, but that bedroom. She never wanted to think of that ordinary life again. She didn’t want to remember how good life had once been, and how little time she had gotten to appreciate it.
If Elise were to be trapped in Heaven, then she didn’t want the illusion of peace. She wanted to suffer in truth.
Adam leaned back. “What is truth?” He whispered, as if He could hear her thoughts. “What is real?”
Bitter fury surged in Elise.
She shoved the tray off of the bed with a scream, upending the plates. The mug shattered against the bedside table. Coffee splashed over the carpet. Elise ripped the lamp off of the side table and hurled it at Adam. He didn’t move to dodge. He simply wasn’t sitting on the edge of the bed anymore, having reappeared across the room.
Jumping out of bed, Elise lunged at Metaraon, hands extended.
But Adam was there first. He stepped between them and backhanded Elise, hard enough to make her vision fuzz.
She hit the ground. The carpet smelled like damp soil and grass.
Elise pushed onto her hands and knees, but before she could get up, Adam pressed His foot between her shoulder blades and flattened her to the ground again.
“Is it so hard to walk through a door?” Adam asked. He wasn’t speaking to her now. He talked over her head to Metaraon, as if she had vanished. “Do I ask too much?”
“She’s stubborn. She just needs a little coercion.”
“I don’t want to have to hurt her,” He said. “I want her to love me as much as I love her.”
Elise tried to push onto her hands and knees again, but His foot was too heavy.
“She loves you, but she’ll have to be shown that,” Metaraon said.
“Fine,” Adam said. His voice had turned deep and booming. His foot seared Elise’s flesh, increasing in intensity until it felt like a hot poker held to her spine. The moisture in her eye sizzled, evaporated. The illusion of quiet domesticity had vanished so quickly. “If I must.”
Time slipped. The carpet disappeared from underneath Elise’s feet.
She blinked and found herself standing on the first floor of Motion and Dance, in the remodeled garage. Heavy red drapes concealed the door leading outside. Mirrors covered the other three walls, interrupted only by a single door: an ordinary white rectangle split by four panels.
The narrow windows didn’t show Reno on the other side. Branches pressed against the glass, as if hoping to punch through to her with brittle fingers. Gray light still somehow suffused the room, though the light fixtures were dim.
Elise looked down at herself. She wore black leggings, a sport’s bra, and fingerless gloves with padded knuckles. Training gear.
“Are you ready?” asked a masculine voice from behind her.
For an instant, Elise closed her eyes and imagined that it was James speaking. They had trained together a thousand times in that room. Sometimes, it was in the art of dance; sometimes, in the art of fighting. He would attack her, they would wrestle, someone would win the skirmish—usually Elise—and they would both laugh as they prepared to fight again.
They would be happy, Elise and James.
But the moment of lying to herself didn’t last long, and when she opened her eyes, it was Adam who circled around her. He was wearing a t-shirt, sweat pants, and the kind of low-soled shoes that dancers liked to use. Mimicking James.
“Ready for what?” Elise asked.
He swept a hand toward the door.
“Step through,” Adam said. “Give yourself to me.”
“No,” she said.
“I’ll have to retrain you if you keep refusing,” He said, shaking out His arms, rolling His shoulders, cracking His knuckles. “Don’t make me do it. I hate training.”
The way He said the word “training” made prickles crawl over her skin.
He didn’t mean fighting or dancing.
Elise backed away slowly, contemplating avenues of escape. There was nowhere to hide in the empty room. The windows were blocked. And when she brushed aside the red drapes that should have hidden the garage door, she only found brick wall.
The sole escape was through that white door.
“Come on,” He said, almost teasingly. “Just walk through the door.”
Adam almost managed to sound like James, too.
Her heart broke a little.
“Stop pretending,” Elise said. “I’m not going through the fucking door. I know what comes after that. So whatever you’re going to do, get to it.”
He spread his fingers, flexed His hands. He was so immensely tall. Unnaturally so. He seemed to become taller every time she looked at Him. “What comes after?” He asked.
“Rape,” Elise said bluntly. “Mind and body.”
“Surely you don’t think I would ever hurt you, Eve,” He said, voice painfully soft. “Not when it took you so long to come back to me. I will never hurt you with the intent of causing pain—I am no sadist. I am not your captor, or your enemy. I am your husband, and require you to be with me.” He pointed to the door again. “If you won’t do that, then it’s my duty—my pleasure—to remind you of our union by any means necessary.”
Elise pushed the drapes aside again. Still no garage door. Adam approached her, and she sidestepped quickly, sliding along the wall of mirrors. The barre bumped into her hip.
“Stop trying to look like him,” Elise said. Her reflection in the mirror was auburn-haired, hazel-eyed, but the tear that slid down her cheek was black.
“Like who?” Adam asked. He sounded so puzzled that she almost believed He didn’t know the answer. But there was no way that He didn’t realize what He was doing to her.
It was all a game. She was supposed to be some kind of fucking toy.
He took a quick step closer, and Elise jumped back. He was faster. He pinned her in the corner with a hand on the mirrors on either side of her head.
She reacted on instinct, bringing her knee between them. Elise drove the bony spike into His stomach. He didn’t react.
Elise grabbed His neck and tried to slam His face into the mirrors. Adam slipped from her grip, reappearing on the other side of the room.
With a war cry, she threw herself at Him.
The dance hall elongated. The distance between them grew immense. She could still see Him as if He were only a few feet away, but running didn’t close that gap.
“I can’t believe you want to hurt me,” He said. “Maybe it’s the setting that distresses you. Let’s try this somewhere else.”
When she blinked, the studio was gone again. Elise was still trying to run, so her toe caught on the grass. She lost her balance and sprawled onto the ground.
Elise pounded a fist onto the earth, frustrated.
She didn’t have to look around to know where Adam had moved her this time, but she did anyway. The wilderness was dark. Elise was on the grass next to a sapling that glowed with inner light. This was the jungle setting that she had first reached through the gateway in the ethereal city. The one that she had thought was Earth.
Wasn’t it Earth?
How had she gotten there this time? She didn’t remember leaving Motion and Dance, or finding her way back to the dark clearing.
“Because it’s not real,” she said aloud. The sound of her voice grounded her in a way that nothing else did.
It was all just another part of the illusion—the game that Adam was playing with her.
Elise wouldn’t forget again.
But she could feel the truth slipping away from her as she stared into the shimmering, glowing depths of the young Tree. Its bark was no more than a glowing membrane with entire universes held captive inside.
This was Earth, as He must have known it in the beginning: a wild, untouched jungle. It was a memory of her home, almost as good as the real thing.
She could stay there if only she would step through that door.
The thought popped into her mind unbidden.
No. She would never cross through.
Adam approached her from the other side of the Tree. The jungle seemed to part around Him, as if to carve a soft path for His feet to walk upon—or as if they were afraid of touching Him. He emerged into the clearing as radiant and naked as they day that He was made.
“This comes from my memory instead of yours,” He said. “Is it better?”
Elise clenched her fist in the grass, tearing a handful of blades out of the dirt. She could hear each one severed like the strings of a harp being plucked. The garden sighed softly, lamenting the pain.
Better? How could it be better?
She quivered with rage as she stared up at Him, her eyes fixed to His broad chest and unable to meet His gaze. Her muscles vibrated with tension. The urge to attack was strong, but she knew there was no point. He would never let her near Him—not until she succumbed to the garden.
“You seem calmer. Have you changed your mind about the door?” He asked.
“No,” Elise said.
She could feel how hurt He was by her refusal. It made her teeth ache. “It’s an honor to rule at my side,” He said, almost sounding kind. “You’ll realize this soon, and we can start over again.”
Elise remembered hearing this speech once before, when she had first arrived in the garden as a fourteen-year-old girl. But it hadn’t come from Adam. It had come from the bride that preceded Elise—a frail old woman who had introduced herself as Eve with so much confidence that there was no doubt in Elise’s mind that “Eve” believed the identity to be true.
It’s an honor to rule by His side. Once you come to terms with it, He’ll be able to start over again, Eve had said with a rapturous expression on her withered face, as if she couldn’t imagine anything more glorious than Adam’s new beginning.
Elise had asked, What do you mean, start over? but had never gotten an answer.
Through that door, Eve had said, and she had pointed at it. At the time, it hadn’t looked like James’s bedroom door. It had looked like the entrance to Pamela Faulkner’s house, with a brass pentagram set into the window.
Its appearance may have changed, but the door was the same, and the outcome would be, too.
There was nothing that could make Elise walk through that goddamn door.
“Are you ready?” He asked.
Elise lifted her eyes to His burning face as best she could. The door was beyond Him. Somehow, she knew that it would always be just beyond Him. Waiting.
“Try me,” she said.
Before the last syllable even passed her lips, the garden disappeared.
Elise unfolded.
White hands clawed at her face, clammy with the chill of death. Elise rolled on a bed of corpses that pawed at her body, begging forgiveness, begging for mercy—but only for an instant.
They were soon replaced by her father’s cold eyes. You let your guard down.
Serpents roiled in her belly, then poured over her tongue and out of her nostrils. They dripped from her orifices in scaly black strings, making her eyes water. Elise gagged on them so hard that she felt her stomach surging into her esophagus.
She could almost see Him through the tears—the hazy outline of His face, unimaginably handsome and as classic as ancient paintings—but she wasn’t sure if it was real or panicked imaginings.
Even if she wasn’t sure if she saw Him or not, she certainly felt His hands raking down her arms, stripping away the skin, baring the muscle underneath.
The gray air burned.
Blood splattered.
Elise allowed herself to scream, channeling the pain and fear and rage through her throat. But when she inhaled, everything tasted of blood and sap again, choking her.
You deserve this, said her father’s voice.
Cold fingers pawed at Elise’s face.
Her fingernails dislodged. She could only watch as blood spurted from her hands, pouring over the bodies, splashing her father’s eyes, filling the darkness with a wash of crimson.
Time inverted, flipped, restored Elise’s skin.
When her eyes cleared, she realized that she was lying on the grass beside the sapling again. She wasn’t sure when she had lost control of her body and fallen. The arm flopped in front of her face wasn’t skinned, though—it was whole, uninjured, intact. She had imagined that part.
Adam stood in front of her, with the door beyond him. The sight of its four panels and gold handle made her feel far sicker than any visions of her father. The trees swayed around it, stirred by a gentle breeze that Elise couldn’t feel.
“Well?” He prompted.
Elise tried to respond, but when she tried to draw in a breath, an obstruction in her throat stopped her. She gagged. Pushing herself onto her elbows, she vomited.
A black, shiny mass surged from her throat and splattered on the ground. When it erupted, effluence and ichor spilled over the grass.
A serpent wriggled out of the bile and slithered into the long grass.
She coughed, sitting back on her heels.
“Well?” He asked again, sweeping a hand toward the door.
Elise gave him a pinched smile. Her eyes were blurred from throwing up. “There is nothing left to take from me,” she said. “You can’t fucking hurt me. You can’t do anything.”
“We’ll see,” He said.
The Tree disappeared, and Elise unfolded again, and again, and again.


IV
NEVADA – MAY 2010
The sun dawned red over the desert, painting the mountains bloody violet, like raw meat. Anthony Morales had been jogging since the Milky Way was splashed across the sky. Now it was five-thirty in the morning, and it was already sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit; his bare chest was slicked with sweat.
He looped around a copse of Joshua trees, circling back toward the trailer. Dust clouds trailed his shuffling feet.
The McIntyre family’s trailer stood on the horizon—a white box guarded by a pickup truck—and the first hints of sunlight made the roof glow orange. By the time he reached the edge of the property, delineated from federal land by a row of rocks that Dana McIntyre had placed earlier that spring, the sun was high enough that it reflected off of the windows like fire.
Dana was already playing outside again. She drew a circle around herself in the dirt, using a stick broken off of the sagebrush. Her flannel pajama shorts were dusty. Her fine blond hair was still in the braids that her mother always gave her right before bed.
“Whatcha doin’?” she asked, drawing radiating lines off of the circle.
Anthony slowed to a stop at her side. “Running. What are you doing?”
“Making a circle of power,” Dana said. “I’m going to cast a spell.”
He planted his hands on his hips and tried to slow his breathing. He was too hot now that he had stopped moving. “Have you decided that you’re a witch today? I thought you were a kopis yesterday.”
Dana looked offended with all of her seven-year-old gravity. “I can be both.”
“Sorry,” Anthony said. “I forgot.”
The screen door squealed open.
“Your phone’s ringing, Anthony,” shouted Leticia McIntyre, apparently unworried about waking the year-old baby sleeping on her shoulder.
He held out his hands. She tossed the phone over the side of the stairs, and he caught it.
“Thanks,” Anthony said.
She went back inside, and he tilted the screen so that it was shaded enough to read.
Unknown number.


He refused the call and pocketed it.
Lucas would be up for drills soon, so Anthony took the opportunity to duck inside for a drink of water. Leticia cooked breakfast, Debora still fast asleep on her shoulder as she banged around the kitchen in search of a clean skillet.
“Grab the milk, Tony,” she said. “How was your run this morning?”
He pulled the carton out of the refrigerator. “It was good.”
“You know, if I didn’t have to feed the kids, I wouldn’t willingly wake up at three in the morning to go frolicking around the desert.” Leticia filled a bottle with milk, balancing the baby on her hip so that she could use both hands. A spot of drool was spreading over her chest. “I’d be sleeping.”
“Guess I’m stupid,” Anthony said.
“I’m just saying, if you want to be up that early, maybe you could try watching Dana’s pre-dawn episode of Caillou with her sometimes so I can actually sleep.” She shrugged. “Just a thought.”
Anthony grimaced. “I’ll take it under advisement.”
He grabbed a donut out of the box on the counter and went outside again before she could suggest more babysitting. Anthony had been living with the McIntyres for three months now. He did his fair share of watching Dana, whether or not he wanted to, and even played with Debora sometimes. But when Lucas approached him to ask if Anthony wanted to be his new trainee, he hadn’t mentioned midnight wakings as part of the arrangement.
Still, he kept an eye on Dana while he ate his cruller, brushing crumbs off of his lap.
His phone rang again in his pocket. The same unknown number that had been calling him earlier was giving it a second try. He hung up again.
“What do you got?” Dana asked.
“It’s a donut.”
“Give me some,” she said.
Anthony grudgingly ripped off a piece and she took it with dirt-caked fingers, jamming the entire thing in her face at once.
Lucas stepped outside and sat next to Anthony, already wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt. “You’re not eating a donut for breakfast, are you, pumpkin?” he asked, setting a pair of sneakers on the step below him.
Dana grinned. There was frosting between her teeth.
“It’s a glycogen refuel,” Anthony said. He handed her another piece.
“Oh, well, that’s different.” Lucas pulled his daughter toward him and planted a kiss on her head. “You’re not wearing sunblock. Get inside.”
She rolled her eyes, but obeyed. Anthony sneaked the last bite of his cruller to her before she left.
“It looks like there’s been activity near the mines northeast of here,” Anthony said, wiping his hands on his sweats. “I saw tracks while I was out jogging. I’m not sure what kind—maybe more spider-demons?”
Lucas glanced over his shoulder, as if to make sure his daughter was out of earshot. Satisfied, he said, “Fuck that.”
“Well, maybe they were big coyotes.”
“Eight-legged coyotes?”
Anthony shrugged. “I’ll take a closer look tonight.”
Lucas’s response was interrupted by Anthony’s phone ringing again. Maybe it was his imagination, but Anthony thought that it sounded more insistent this time.
He checked the number. It had changed. The area code was 775—northern Nevada.
“Hang on,” Anthony said, walking around the end of the trailer so that he could answer it in privacy. “Hello?”
The other end of the line crackled. The voice that came through was distant, echoing. “Hey, Anthony. It’s Benjamin. How are you?”
“Fine,” he said cautiously, trying to think of which Benjamin might have been calling him from the Reno area. He had known a couple of Benjamins before he’d dropped out of UNR, but they had all evacuated in the demon apocalypse, and none of them would have had his new number anyway.
This Benjamin apparently knew that Anthony was confused. He said, “Benjamin Flynn. Remember?”
Anthony suddenly forgot how to stand. His shoulder thudded into the sun-warmed wall of the trailer, and a cat shot out from under the floor to dart away.
He did remember Benjamin Flynn. He remembered far too well. Benjamin was a teenager formerly in the employ of the Union of Kopides and Aspides as a precognitive. Creepy as hell. Anthony hadn’t heard from him since a single text message that had led him to find his ex-girlfriend’s body floating in the middle of Lake Tahoe.
Anthony considered hanging up.
“Wait, don’t disconnect,” Benjamin said. “Lucas McIntyre’s about to get a phone call, and we need to talk about it.”
“How do you know?” Anthony asked, leaning around the side of the trailer. Lucas was still lacing up his shoes.
“You know how.”
“I guess the better question is why? Don’t you only see big stuff?”
“Oh,” Benjamin said, “this is big.”
Lucas startled, extracting a cell phone from the pocket of his sweat pants. Anthony felt dizzy. It shouldn’t have surprised him—of all the things that Benjamin had prophesied, phone calls seemed minor.
As Anthony watched, Lucas answered the phone.
Benjamin kept talking. “That’s a guy named Malcolm Gallagher calling. He hooked up with Lucas a long time ago during this fight in the Grand Canyon. That was a big deal, too. But this is bigger.” The line crackled loudly and then cleared again, as if Benjamin were walking through an area with poor reception. “He’s asking Lucas to send him a new passport, some American dollars, and rubles—that’s Russian currency. Lucas is going to agree. He’s nice like that.”
“What are you getting at here?”
“Malcolm’s being evasive about why he wants to go to Russia. He won’t answer any of Lucas’s questions. But you guys need to go to Russia, too,” Benjamin said. “You want to fly into a city called Yakutsk, rent a car, and meet Malcolm in Oymyakon. And you need to do it as soon as possible.”
Anthony felt cold all over. “Wait, Russia?”
“Yeah. Russia. It’ll be cooler there than Las Vegas.”
He could almost hear the smile in Benjamin’s voice.
Lucas looked like he was really focused on his phone call—it must have been pretty intense. He paced by the front door of the trailer, scuffing Dana’s makeshift circle of power, tugging on his ear piercings like he always did when something was upsetting him. If Anthony had any ear piercings, he would have probably been pulling on them, too.
“I’m not in the mood for a vacation,” Anthony said. “We’ve got stuff happening here, too, you know. Demon-spiders and a new casino and stuff.”
“Yeah, I know. Trust me, though, this is more important. In about four days, some big stuff is going to go down in Oymyakon. The Union’s sending an entire army there to handle it. If you guys don’t intervene, a lot of people will die—and a lot of them will be innocent people, in case that’s not clear.”
“I have to be honest, Benjamin,” Anthony said. “Union army? You’re not convincing me to go.”
“Just do it. The odds of your survival are really good. I can see you partying in Hong Kong two weeks from now. You’ll hook up with a hot chick and everything.”
Anthony wasn’t quite sure how he felt about some teenage prophet using psychic powers to watch his hookups. He also wasn’t sure how he felt about his “odds” of survival—he kind of preferred a guarantee. “If it’s that good, maybe I’ll skip Russia and go right to Hong Kong.”
“Talk it over with Lucas. Okay? I have to go,” Benjamin said. “Remember: Oymyakon. Four days.”
Anthony searched for an argument, trying to think of a compelling reason that he couldn’t go. But aside from the fact that he really had no urge to go running off to Russia, and he really had no urge to end up in the path of a Union army, there was nothing holding him back. The demon-spiders could probably wait. He had no job, no girlfriend, no more school.
Benjamin didn’t give him time to think up an argument.
“See you around,” he said, with the air of giving a final prophecy.
Then the line went dead.
Lucas hung up at the same time. He ambled toward Anthony while punching out a text message on his cell phone. “Drills are going to have to wait, Tony,” he said without looking up. “I’ve got to run into Vegas and overnight a passport to someone.”
Anthony’s stomach lurched. “Who?”
“Malcolm Gallagher,” Lucas said. “Kopis. Nice guy. He can really hold his drink.”
He winced. “And…uh…how do you know this guy?”
Lucas shrugged, pocketing his phone. “I met him at the Grand Canyon a while back. We were helping Elise kill shit. It was cool. Very messy, but cool.”
Elise.
All of the pieces clicked into place, and his shoulders sagged. Lucas noticed.
“What’s wrong, man?”
Anthony scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “How do you feel about a trip to Russia?”
Malcolm Gallagher flinched every time he saw a black car.
It didn’t even have to be an SUV to get him worrying, which was ridiculous. He had served as a commander with the Union for months. Of all people, he should have known best that the organization only allowed ridiculous, muscular machines in their vehicle fleets, like SUVs or actual fucking tanks.
There was no reason for his adrenaline to shoot through the roof whenever he saw a black Pinto, or a Geo Metro. The Union would never lower itself to anything but the best and newest technology.
But it wasn’t a rational reaction. From the moment he started on his journey to locate Elise Kavanagh, he was followed by the constant fear that the Union was going to find him again, arrest him, and drag his ass to Italy for execution.
He probably should have been worrying about what he would find when he reached Elise. Knowing her, it would be something far worse than a bunch of bureaucratic kopides in a dick-measuring contest.
Yet his arrival in Russia was about the furthest thing from his mind, and he still flinched every time he saw a black car.
It only took one night for Lucas McIntyre to ship a passport and fake identification to him. By the time he picked the package up at the post office, Malcolm was sick of being so damn jumpy. His nerves were as brittle as chips of paint flaking in Colorado’s summer sunshine.
“This is just fucking ridiculous,” he told the clerk behind the counter as he counted out cash. That lovely blond bird, Hannah Pritchard, had reluctantly dumped a few thousand dollars on him before he left the Faulkner house, and he needed something to fortify his nerves before taking his one-way suicide trip.
“Ridiculous? I guess. But you can’t blame me for alcohol tax,” the clerk said, lifting one shoulder in a shrug. “I voted against the hike.”
Actually, Malcolm hadn’t even looked at how much the bottle of gin would cost before taking it to the register. He frowned. “How much?”
The clerk named a price. Malcolm laughed.
“You’ve clearly never tried to get drunk in a Scandinavian country if you think that’s a lot of tax,” he said, slapping down a couple of twenties.
A car passing the store window wiped the smile right off of his face. Malcolm stuffed the rest of the money into his jacket and watched a Prius slide past the window.
It was dark gray, not black. It wasn’t like they were watching him buy alcohol right at that moment. Nobody was about gun him down where he stood and end his ill-fated trip before it began. The Union wasn’t all that concerned about fuel efficiency anyway.
Still, better to go out with a smile on his face. As soon as the clerk handed him a receipt, Malcolm twisted the top off the bottle and took a swig.
“You can’t drink that in here,” she said.
The gin was total shit. Absolutely foul. It suited Malcolm’s mood. “Even if I share?” he asked, waving the bottle at her. “Come on, gorgeous. Drink with me.”
The clerk’s glare was stonier than a sculpture.
He knew where he wasn’t appreciated. Probably best to head out and face imminent doom, then.
“Where’s the nearest airport?” Malcolm asked, double-checking that the passport was in his back pocket before limping toward the door.
“You can’t drink your gin at the airport, either.”
He winked. Since he was wearing a bandana over his missing eye, it probably looked like he was blinking, but he hoped the sentiment got across. “I’ll finish it by the time I get there. Trust me. Airport?”
The clerk made a map appear. She put two fingers on it. “We’re here,” she said, tapping the right finger. “Airport’s over there. I’ll let you take this. You look like you need it a lot more than I do.”
“You’re a peach,” he said. It used to be that he could make any woman smile with a few compliments like that, but it didn’t seem to work quite as well now that his face had been chewed on by a chisav. “Where can I rent a car?”
The clerk raised her eyebrows at the bottle he was holding. “Actually, I’ll call you a cab,” she said. “I don’t know what part of Europe you come outta, but America’s civilized. We have open container laws.”
“Civility! All these laws!” Malcolm faked a swoon. “It’s too much for me. I can hardly cope with the restrictions.”
“Here’s another friendly tip,” she said. “Talk as little as possible to the TSA agents.”
He had to laugh. As if airport security could be any worse than the Union.
“Thanks for the tip, gorgeous.”
She rolled her eyes as she picked up the phone.
Malcolm stood in the shade of one of the strip mall’s tacky stucco pillars while waiting for the cab to arrive, guzzling as much of the gin as he could manage. He tried to be sneaky about it. Even though the liquor store’s windows were tinted so that he couldn’t see inside, he had a feeling that commandant clerk in there was watching.
He hadn’t bought a particularly large bottle, but he knew his limits. He stopped when he got halfway through. It was just the right amount of buzz—enough that he didn’t worry that the yellow cab might be driven by a Union kopis, but not quite so much that he missed the trash can when he threw out the rest of the bottle.
“My trusty steed!” he declared, jumping into the taxi. “Take me to the airport!”
The driver must have been warned about Malcolm’s condition by the clerk, because he only shook his head and turned on the meter.
Driving through Colorado was probably very scenic. It was certainly a sprawling, open land, and the skies were so much bigger than what he was used to back home. But even though he was drunk enough not to worry about his cab driver being an undercover Union agent (highly doubtful, considering that the Union didn’t employ ancient Iranians with scraggly neckbeards), he still wasn’t quite drunk enough to stop being completely jumpy. Malcolm spent most of the drive twisted around in his seat, watching traffic behind them.
If there were any black SUVs following them, none of them materialized on the way to the Denver airport. Malcolm paid his sullen, tolerant driver, and got into line at the ticket counter.
He watched the crowd around him while he waited for his turn.
Of the crowd passing by, many wore all black: black jeans, black skirts, black tank tops, or, worst of all, black polo shirts. Malcolm suddenly couldn’t remember if it was normal for Americans to wear so many dark colors. He knew the French were like that, staid fuckers, but Americans were a brash people. Everything about them was in your face, and their clothes were no exception.
It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility for the Union to anticipate Malcolm’s move to the airport and get there first. He had crash-landed in the Colorado forest. There weren’t many other places for him to go.
A woman glanced at him as she passed. Malcolm tensed, prepared for a gun to emerge from that slinky little black skirt.
“How can I help you, sir?”
It was his turn at the counter. Malcolm almost fell over from the shock of being addressed.
Grabbing the counter to keep himself upright, he said, “One way to Yakutsk, Russia.”
He picked the soonest flight, gave the rest of his money to the nice woman with the wing pin on her (very nice) breasts, and headed for the security checkpoint. For the first time in his life, he was happy to see the long security lines, the metal detectors, and bored-looking employees in ill-fitting uniforms. It meant that no weapons were getting past that line—no knives, no guns, and certainly no Union kopides driving huge fucking tanks.
One quick waltz through security, and he would be safe.
Amazingly, of all the things that flagged an “enhanced screening,” being drunk and twitchy was not one of them. Malcolm watched as a young couple was taken aside to have their diaper bag inspected—the formula most likely containing materials for an IED, naturally—while he managed to skirt through the scanners without even a second glance from his friends at the TSA.
He emerged from the other side unmolested, with his fake passport, and twenty minutes until boarding.
“Excellent,” he said as he threaded his belt through the loops again. A blue-haired old lady shot him a sideways look, hugged her shoes under her arm, and hurried to find somewhere else to get dressed. Malcolm glared at her until she was gone. She didn’t look like a likely Union plant, but one could never be too careful.
He hadn’t been able to avail himself of the showering facilities at the Faulkner house before leaving, and it had been weeks since the Union had allowed him to visit the showers (“For your safety,” they had said). Twenty minutes to boarding wasn’t much, but he felt giddy and confident from reaching the airport safely, so he ducked into the bathroom to freshen up.
The sinks were crowded with travelers trying to shave and brush their teeth, so he elbowed his way through.
“Sorry, mates!” he said cheerfully, choosing to ignore the grumbles of protest. Nobody tried to fight him on it. People were all too happy to get out of the way of a man who reeked of weeks-old body odor.
Malcolm grabbed fistfuls of paper towels, wetted them down in the sink, and stepped into the disabled stall for a quick sponge bath.
Humming a tune under his breath, he stripped off his shirt. It took him a minute to realize what he was humming. It was a song from an eighties teen movie, that one with the kids in detention, and he had to laugh at it. Not because it was funny. But because he was safe. There wasn’t much that would make him look forward to seeing Elise Kavanagh, and all the trouble that came with her. Eluding the Union was probably about it.
He hummed louder and wiped down his sweaty chest, his armpits, his crotch. He even took off the bandana and wiped down his eyehole. It felt heavenly.
Malcolm only broke off when he forgot the tune. But the silence that came between verses was a little too heavy.
The bathroom, which had been crowded when he stepped into the stall, had gone quiet.
Probably just a lull, he thought.
He pulled his shirt back on anyway, and then held his breath to listen.
Rubber squelched rhythmically against the floors. It sounded like slow, deliberate footsteps. And it was a sound that he recognized all too well, since Union boots all sounded the same when walking across linoleum.
Shit.
He dropped to a crouch, head spinning with booze and adrenaline, and watched a pair of legs cross the bathroom.
Black slacks. Black shoes.
Malcolm wasn’t drunk enough for this bullshit.
He stepped back against the wall, scanning the stall for a weapon. Everything was bolted down, of course—the toilet, the assistance bar, the toilet paper holder. He grabbed the metal container with the seat covers and jiggled it gently. That was bolted, too.
The footsteps squelched closer.
“Fuck this,” he said.
Malcolm flung the stall door open.
The surprised face of a very young kopis—a kid named Gregory, if he remembered correctly—met him on the other side. “Malcolm?” Gregory asked, blinking. “What are you doing here?”
Malcolm had been braced for a fight, so didn’t have any clue how to respond to friendliness. “Uh…”
“Did you get the special assignment?”
Gregory must not have realized that Malcolm had been removed from command and now topped the Union’s most-wanted list.
Malcolm felt the ridiculous urge to laugh, but suppressed it.
“Yes,” he said. “Special assignment. Top secret.”
Gregory bobbed his head. “Me, too. I’ve been assigned to the tactical team from Italian HQ because of my test scores, which I guess is kind of an honor? They want me there for the Event.” He said “event” with special emphasis, like it should be capitalized.
His use of the word “event” rang a bell somewhere in Malcolm’s alcohol-addled brain. It brought to mind volumes of prophecies sitting on a bookshelf in his apartment, back when he still had command of the Reno territory. As commander, he had been meant to read those prophecies, but he never really got around to it.
But he did remember that Events were incidents of great significance—sometimes apocalyptically so.
What were the odds that this Event might have something to do with Elise Kavanagh?
Malcolm wasn’t in a betting mood.
“So,” he said, picking his words carefully, “you’ve got clearance for this Event, too. That means we can talk business. Right?”
“Probably,” Gregory said. “But this isn’t exactly a secure area.”
“I’m just wondering if they told you anything about the, ah, woman. The…the Godslayer.”
He shrugged. “All they told me about was the hybrids. I don’t know anything about any women. We’ll get fully briefed once we arrive, though.”
Better and better.
“Yeah,” Malcolm said. “Can’t wait to see hear that briefing. What fun. Hybrids.” He paused, and then asked, “What’s a hybrid?”
A look of suspicion crossed Gregory’s face. “Wait. Didn’t I see an article about you getting arrested or something?”
Malcolm blinked. “Uh, yes?” No, wait, that was a terrible answer. He backtracked. “I mean, no, I didn’t get arrested. Well, I did! But it was a mistake, and they released me. I’m innocent. Free as a bird and assigned to special ops, just like you.”
Ah, shit, he was way too drunk for this.
Apparently, he slurred his words a little too much. Gregory leaned forward and sniffed. “Have you been imbibing on duty?”
“Nope, not me,” Malcolm said.
“But you’re obviously drunk.” Gregory touched his ear, where he was wearing the usual Bluetooth earpiece. Most Union members never took theirs off. The fact that Malcolm’s was missing was probably the most damning of the evidence, aside from his borrowed clothing and drunken sweat. And Gregory noticed.
“Great,” Malcolm said.
He dragged Gregory into the stall and slammed his face into the wall.
Tile shattered. Dust rained onto the floor.
Gregory fought to drag him to the floor, and succeeded. They punched at each other ineffectually. Malcolm somehow ended up on top and hauled Gregory to his feet.
“Sorry,” he said, and then he slammed the young kopis’s head into the toilet—hard enough that Gregory didn’t get up again. There was blood. Maybe dead. Malcolm preferred not to know.
He took Gregory’s earpiece and jogged out of the bathroom, leaving the body in the stall.
Five minutes to boarding.
Malcolm had been considering putting on the earpiece to see if he could get any further intel on this so-called “Event.” A niggling, heroic urge told him that if the Union was dealing with apocalypse, he should probably be there—but that was the kopis instinct talking. Kopides loved plunging headfirst into suicidal fights.
Not Malcolm. He was going to go to Russia, pick up Elise, and pretend that he had never heard a damn thing about an Event. Whatever the Union was up to, it was no longer his business.
A voice over the PA system announced that his flight was boarding early. He dropped Gregory’s earpiece in the trash and got on the plane.
Malcolm couldn’t find a kiosk for car rentals at the Yakutsk airport, but he quickly located someone happy to sell him a vehicle. “Like new,” the seller said. He barely spoke English, and the fragments sounded like they had been pulled straight from commercials. “Great condition.”
“How much?” Malcolm asked.
The price was good. Too good, maybe. But Malcolm didn’t have a lot of room to be picky.
Fortunately, Lucas had been thoughtful enough to send some rubles along with the fake passport, and he could afford to buy the car. The seller happily produced a key, and vanished shortly after they entered the long-term parking area.
Once he saw what he had paid for, Malcolm contemplated walking the hundreds of miles through Russian nothingness.
Anything was better than a sickly yellow Yugo.
“Like new,” he muttered as he climbed in. “Great condition.”
The engine started. The tank was full, but the heater didn’t seem to work. The blanket helpfully folded in the back seat was probably meant to make up for that.
Malcolm hoped that Elise appeared in Oymyakon with a Lamborghini.
He couldn’t pick up any radio stations in the Yugo, so he had nothing to distract him on the way to Oymyakon. The countryside was entering summer and was probably as warm as it would ever become all year. The wind still slapped him with cool hands when he stopped to piss by the side of the road after a couple of hours.
Empty and boring as it may have been, Malcolm had to give one thing to Russia’s long, mostly-empty highway: there were no black SUVs. Nothing but a lot of pavement and his Yugo.
Which was why he was a little bit worried when he saw the first airplane.
It made the first pass well above Russian air space—high enough that it looked only like a glimmering pinprick of metal.
It could have been anything. An ambitious helicopter, a military plane, a UFO.
But the second pass was lower, and so was the third.
Malcolm kept an eye on it out the window. On the fourth pass, his heart beat wildly in his throat. It didn’t look like it was the shape of one of the Union’s airplanes that he had seen during his time as commander, but it was impossible to tell at that distance. He thought that it might have been black.
“Lots of airplanes are black,” he muttered aloud to comfort himself.
It didn’t work.
He refilled the Yugo with gas cans from the backseat and drove through the night. He had slept on the plane and his internal clock was still on Colorado time, so it wasn’t too hard. The abject panic helped, too.
This time of year, and this far north, night was brief—barely four hours long. But he made the most of the darkness to speed down the highway.
In the darkness of night, there were no airplanes that he could see. But that didn’t settle his nerves. Instead, he imagined a sky filled with silent black airplanes flying low overhead.
The headlights appeared about an hour before dawn.
Malcolm watched the rearview mirror much more closely than he should have, given how twisty and narrow the road was becoming. The headlights remained a fixed point behind him: two white pinpricks that never came close enough for him to see the vehicle itself, yet they never disappeared, either.
What were the chances that someone else was driving the desolate road out to Oymyakon at the exact same time he was, going the same speed, and driving through the night?
“No reason to think it’s the Union,” he muttered as he pulled off the side of the road. The Yugo couldn’t get far enough among the rocks to hide. “Gregory hadn’t even been looking for me. He’s probably dead, too. They don’t know I’m coming.”
But Gregory had spotted him, and if he woke up, he would have reported the sighting. Surely the Union would be too distracted to be looking for him, though.
Malcolm popped the trunk, grabbed a tire iron, and jumped into a ditch on the opposite side of the road.
Just in case.
He waited for the headlights to get nearer, fist tight on the iron bar, knuckles white. It was too cold to be belly-down in the dirt, but fear kept him warm.
The car pulled up alongside him. It was a black SUV with an iron cowcatcher on the front, hood-mounted machine guns, and spotlights. The white “UKA” logo with an arrow slashing a circle marked the door.
“Balls,” he whispered.
The people that stepped out wore the much finer uniforms of the Italian HQ’s operations.
One of them went to investigate the Yugo with his AK-47 aimed, and the other made a beeline right for the ditch that Malcolm was hiding in.
These weren’t the half-trained kopides that had been strong-armed into enlisting. These were mercenaries.
And all Malcolm had was a tire iron.
He wedged himself between a couple of rocks, which would hide him from the kopis for just a few more steps—enough time to prepare. As he listened to the crunching of feet on gravel, his fear ebbed away, replaced by the roaring calm of a kopis’s focus.
They’re going to have to die, Malcolm decided.
It wasn’t a pretty decision. He never liked it when things reached a fatal point. Given the choice, Malcolm would always choose a happy ending, with everyone going to the bar afterward to get properly drunk, sing songs, and shout at football matches.
But if he had made certain to kill Gregory in the first place, then maybe he wouldn’t have been facing this unit now. Maybe the deaths would have ended there.
He wasn’t going to make the mistake of leaving witnesses again.
The man that had been checking the Yugo spoke in Russian. “The car is empty.”
“Check the trees,” said the second man. He was almost within arm’s reach of Malcolm now.
Malcolm peered over the side of the ditch. The nearest man—a witch, not a kopis, judging by the logo on the breast of his jacket—was a few feet to the left, turned just a few degrees away, so that he wouldn’t see Malcolm coming. The other had his back turned.
They were coldly efficient Union mercenaries. None of them had ever served under Malcolm. As soon as they saw him, they would try to kill him, or worse—haul him back to HQ to be tortured and then killed.
It was survival of the fittest. He could kill them. He liked being alive too much not to.
Before Malcolm could talk himself out of it, he leaped out of the ditch and brought the tire iron down on the witch’s head.
It cracked satisfyingly into his skull, like smashing a coconut into a rock. The witch dropped.
The kopis behind him reacted instantly, spinning and opening fire. Malcolm rolled under the spray, grabbing the witch’s dropped firearm.
He didn’t hesitate to shoot—and his aim was much better.
The kopis’s chest exploded in a bloody mist.
There was movement inside the vehicle. A third person from the Union was still in the backseat. Malcolm realized it only an instant before they fired on him, too.
Bullets punched through the rear hatch of the SUV, just inches from Malcolm’s head.
He shouted and threw himself between its huge tires, underneath the bumper. He had to drop the gun to get under cover.
“Fuck me,” he muttered, elbow-crawling farther underneath the vehicle.
A door on the side of the SUV opened and feet dropped out. Malcolm squirmed out on the opposite side of the vehicle and sprinted for the other kopis’s gun.
The third Union soldier fired before he reached it.
It felt like a tiny animal with razor fangs bit into his calf, ripping the muscle free. He stumbled and fell.
Can’t stop.
He crawled forward as quickly as he could, grabbed the remaining AK-47, and fired as he turned.
Bullets chewed through his attacker before Malcolm realized that it was a woman—another witch, petite and cute.
She was short. He shot higher than he intended and took her face off.
Malcolm stared at the place where she had been standing, chest heaving with panicked breaths. His eyes were wide. He saw everything without really registering it.
His determined calm faded, and the panic returned.
Gin. He desperately needed gin.
Malcolm limped over to the body of the third person he had killed and stood over her, wiping sweat off of his forehead. “Ah, shit,” he said. Malcolm didn’t like killing anyone, especially not women.
There would be time for regrets later—plenty of time, unfortunately.
Hopefully, Oymyakon was well stocked with alcohol.
Malcolm hadn’t exactly been dawdling on his way to Oymyakon—wandering through Russia wasn’t on top of his list of “fun ways to waste a few days”—but he floored it now, tearing down dirt roads that were little more than parallel ruts split by long grass.
He didn’t stop to enjoy the rolling hills, snow-peaked mountains, or summer breezes. In fact, he didn’t stop at all until he reached the dot on the map indicating Oymyakon, and he kept his eyes on the rearview mirror the entire time.
Nobody followed him.
The Yugo stopped working a few kilometers away from his destination. The gas gauge had been getting dangerously close to the empty line, so Malcolm assumed he had just run out prematurely; he jumped out to refill the tank with the canisters in the back, and found that they had all been punctured in the firefight. He had been trailing gasoline for an hour.
He swore and kicked the tire. His calf, which had been grazed by a bullet and was now caked with blood, cramped in protest.
Malcolm limped the rest of the way to Oymyakon, chased by the ghosts of the Union team members that he had killed. At any moment, he expected an SUV to come bearing down upon him.
But he managed to arrive in the village at midday without any other incidents. Small mercy.
It was a tiny town with only one real street, and a lot of aging buildings that looked like they hadn’t been updated since the Soviet era. He might have driven right past it if he had still been in the Yugo, slow as it was.
“This is Oymyakon?” he muttered under his breath.
A farmer stood at the end of the road, watching him uneasily; a pair of black-haired women whispered to each other near the house. They were all dark-skinned, kind of Turkic-looking.
“Hello!” Malcolm called to them in Russian. It had been years since he’d hung out with his friend, Piotr, who had taught him the language over the course of many months of heavy drinking, but it still came to his lips as easily as though only days had passed. “I’m looking for somewhere to stay, and I was told there’s an old grandmother who might be expecting me.”
The farmer backed away, disappearing into a house, and the women only continued to whisper.
“Small town hospitality at its finest,” Malcolm said.
God, he could use some gin.
Considering that there were no hotels for hundreds of miles, he was not looking forward to having to sleep in his car until Elise materialized. But the women were still whispering, the town was otherwise empty, and he somehow doubted the farmer would be keen on letting him visit for a sleepover. At least it was warm out. He wouldn’t freeze overnight.
He opened the door to the Yugo again.
Before he could climb in, one of the women stepped forward. “What are you looking for?” she asked. Her accent was different than what Malcolm was used to. He wasn’t sure he understood her properly.
“I’m looking for a ‘who,’” he said, carefully enunciating the words to make sure that he was communicating properly. “Grandmother. That’s the only name I have.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“I told you, I’m not looking for a ‘what,’ but now that you ask…” Malcolm grinned. “I’ll start with a room warm enough that my testicles don’t try to climb into my stomach at night, and then we can go from there, if you’re feeling a little friendlier.”
Unsurprisingly, that seemed to be the wrong answer.
The women turned to leave.
“Wait,” he said. “I’m just waiting to pick up a friend. I need somewhere to stay. Is there someone called ‘Grandmother’ here?”
Her pinched expression told him that she was thinking of saying no, but when her mouth opened again, she said, “I’ll take you to her.”


V
Elise wasn’t sure when she came back to herself after the training with Adam. She thought that she might have gone unconscious at some point, only to have Him follow her into her dreams; the nightmares He exacted on her sleeping mind were just as awful and impossible to distinguish.
But she eventually woke up to find Adam gone and her body a ruin. He had skinned her. Now she was alone, bleeding onto the dry soil of the garden.
She didn’t bother trying to move. She remained immobile on the banks of Mnemosyne, listening to the water slosh, staring at the jagged black branches high above her in the fog.
Everything hurt.
A black tear burned a path down her battered cheek.
“There’s an easy way out of this,” Metaraon said, strolling to her side. “Surrender to Him. Walk through the door and allow yourself to become Eve. Then finish Him.”
Elise rolled onto her back. The dirt pricked at her exposed muscle.
She wanted to say, Just kill me. Please. But she wouldn’t beg—not even for that. So she said, “Go fuck yourself.”
He shrugged and stepped away. “In that case, He has asked me to tell you to consider yourself at home. He doesn’t want you to feel like a prisoner, and so you have free reign of the garden until His next visit.” With a sardonic smirk, he added, “Enjoy.”
Metaraon left her alone with the pain.
Mnemosyne splashed her legs. The bushes rustled around her.
Elise drifted.
She imagined herself in the apartment above Motion and Dance. It was easy to put together the memory of it after spending so much time in Adam’s perverse domestic fantasy; she clearly recalled the Ansel Adams prints, the tidy furniture, the rug underneath James’s coffee table.
The harder that she imagined it, the more clearly that she could see everything, as if she were really in the studio again. She searched around for happy memories in which she could shelter—something, anything, that had nothing to do with pain.
Elise remembered a rainy day when she had walked through the front door, hung up her jacket, and put her wrist sheaths in the pockets. The memory was vivid. She could actually smell the golden potatoes simmering on the stove.
Dinner was cooking.
“James?” she had called, and her lips formed the consonants in reality, huddled in a bloody mess in the garden.
The memory continued to become clearer: the radio quietly playing the news, a roast in the oven, a bottle of wine already picked out. Elise had worried at the time that James wasn’t in the kitchen; there was no way that he would leave dinner unattended. If he was gone, then he must have been attacked or kidnapped.
Or, as she had realized moments later, in hiding.
When Elise stepped past the laundry room, the doors had flung open and James had jumped her.
It was a game that they played hundreds of times. Even during their retirement, he had wanted to keep her senses sharp, ensuring that she would be on edge in the event of another attack. And, she thought now, maybe he had wanted an excuse to touch her.
In the memory she fought with James, exchanging blows. And the more she focused on the way the rain of fists had felt against her arms and shoulders, the less she felt the pain of being skinned, toothless, broken.
Elise had pinned him to the wall, hand in his throat, and she did the same in the memory.
It wasn’t James under her hand—not really. But the illusion was convincing. Elise could remember how it felt to have his pulse beating under her fingers. She remembered the thrill of adrenaline, the sweat on the back of her neck, the ache of being beaten. James never held back, and neither did she.
Within moments, the immense power of the garden had fully realized her memory, pulling the ghost of James into her false reality. Elise stared up at him, and he stared back at her with pale blue eyes, like those of a Husky. His hair hadn’t been quite as gray at the time, and he had his first sunburn of the spring tinting the bridge of his nose a shade of rosy pink.
Elise wondered what he would have done if she’d tried to kiss him.
“James,” she said, and he didn’t respond, because he wasn’t any more real than a photograph.
She drank in the sight of him, healthy and alive.
“What’s the point now?” Elise asked him. “Why should I even try to kill Him? Metaraon won’t let me escape if I succeed. And I can’t die. This is never going to end.”
He remained silent, smiling.
Elise imagined bowing her head to his chest. She felt his heart pounding under his shirt, as if he wasn’t on a stone slab underneath the Tree, cold and dead. When she wished that he would wrap his arms around her, he did, and they hugged for a long, peaceful moment.
“What are you doing?”
Adam’s presence bristled behind her.
Elise turned to see Him looming in the kitchen, desperately out of place in her memories of James. She realized with a cold wash of shock that forcing herself to remember the studio must have taken her there, and truly formed an image of James. Her memories had come alive, just as Adam’s did, at His will. The garden was malleable.
And He had just caught her fantasizing about James.
Elise tried to shield James with her body, even though she knew that there was no point. Adam had already seen. And there was no point in protecting a ghost that couldn’t even speak with her.
“You can’t take this from me,” she said.
Adam didn’t seem to agree.
He grew in His anger, swelling to fill the apartment with crackling fury and gray light. It burned away Elise’s illusion of her intact body, baring her skinned flesh again.
“I don’t know why you want to hurt me like this,” He said. “You don’t need anyone else.” His voice was calm, even as He continued to build in size.
He consumed her vision. The apartment faded around Him. James’s warm, ghostly presence vanished, and she slipped to her knees. Ichor dribbled out of her mouth, splattered on the floor.
Adam slammed His fist into her face.
She didn’t move out of the way in time—she was slow without her skin, distracted by pain. Elise spilled to the floor. She tried to crawl away.
He chased her, wrapping His fist in the hair at the back of her head, jerking her upright. His cheek burned beside hers. “I hate it when you make me treat you like this,” He said, soft as ever.
Adam shoved. Elise crashed to the table by the couch.
She grabbed wildly, wrapping her fingers around the first thing that her hands touched—the lamp from the table. Elise lifted it and swung. It glanced harmlessly off of Adam.
He struck her again. What few teeth had remained in her head splintered onto her tongue.
His weight bore down on her, pinning her to the floor. He burned against her raw flesh, agonizingly hot, and it was all she could do to keep breathing as He kneeled on her back with one hand forcing her head to the floor.
“Is the priest why you won’t go through the door?” He asked, lowering His lips to her ear.
Elise closed her eyes.
“Just kill me,” she said.
“What happened here?” asked Metaraon from somewhere behind her.
The heat of Adam’s attention faded a fraction as He turned it on the angel.
“Did she fall in love with someone else while she was on Earth?” Adam asked, accusation dripping from every word. He wasn’t as soft-spoken with Metaraon as He was with Elise. She wished that it had been the other way around. She preferred the honesty.
Metaraon’s response was prompt. “I believe so. Your bishop, in fact. The one meant to guide her back.”
Your bishop? The words swam through Elise’s mind, but she couldn’t make sense of them.
“Betrayal all around,” Adam said. “Is he dead?”
Metaraon took so long to reply that Elise decided to fill the silence. “Yes,” she said. “It doesn’t change anything.”
Adam shoved harder, mashing her cheekbone into the floor. The apartment was fraying as His thoughts wandered. She could see cobblestone out of the corner of her eye—a hint of the ethereal city.
“When you look at me, do you see him?” Adam whispered.
“Stop messing with me,” she said.
He shook her hair. “What do you see when you look at me?”
He doesn’t know, Elise realized with a dull jolt of shock. He had no idea that He appeared like James to her. That wasn’t part of the way He was trying to break her. It was a torture dredged up by her own mind.
Despair swelled in Elise, choking back a response.
“Look at how sad she is,” Adam said. His hand in her hair relaxed. He stroked her neck, her back, like she was a dog. “Why is she so sad?”
“Perhaps she’s broken,” Metaraon said.
Elise wanted to strangle him.
“How do I fix her?” Adam asked.
Metaraon paced in front of her, dragging his wings back and forth before her eyes. “Well,” he said, “I may have some ideas. I believe she can be repaired.”
“I’m not broken,” Elise said.
Adam just kept petting her, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Whatever it takes, my son,” He said. “Whatever it takes.”
Elise healed. Adam returned. The cycle repeated.
There were times that He took breaks from torturing Elise, and she was left unattended in the garden. He would vanish for hours on occasion, maybe even days. But Elise’s sense of time quickly grew too distorted to tell.
The moments that she escaped Adam’s attention were little more than blurry images. Sometimes she was in bed at James’s old apartment with breakfast at her side. At other times, she lost herself in a dark, overgrown wilderness, only to find herself in the gleaming emptiness of Araboth heartbeats later.
None of it really mattered, because she always ended up back there…with Him.
Eons passed.
Metaraon visited her one day while she was still shivering on the ground, skinless and bloodless and sucking in air that felt like razors. “You’re still not doing anything,” he said, exasperated.
Elise’s few remaining teeth chattered together. The rest were fragments of bone, which Adam had left in a pile as if to make a point. Her dry, cracked tongue hung heavy over her bottom lip.
“You’re better than this,” Metaraon said.
She wished that He would appear and force Metaraon to leave. Adam may have been insane, but He didn’t taunt her like that. She would take the pain over the indignity any day.
Her lack of response seemed to frustrate Metaraon.
“You were made for this place. Kill Him and be done with it!”
Elise pushed one hand away from her chest. It took immense physical effort, but she curled three of her fingers against her palm, leaving the middle finger exposed.
Metaraon kicked her.
It didn’t hurt any worse than the other things Adam had done, but that wasn’t saying much. White-hot agony flared in her midsection. Elise had been seriously injured enough times to know that she had probably broken most of her ribs, punctured her lungs, and was bleeding internally; none of these injuries were significant enough that she wouldn’t heal them eventually, if Adam didn’t repair them first.
“Pathetic,” Metaraon said. “This will be rectified shortly.”
Her vision was suddenly filled with swirling white feathers. His feet lifted from the ground in front of her. A shadow crossed over Elise, then disappeared, and she knew that Metaraon was gone.
Elise closed her eyes to focus on healing again. That way, she wouldn’t have to watch that door.
Whether she was in Motion and Dance, the gleaming city of Araboth, or the wild jungle, it was always waiting for her now.
So she focused on healing.
But then the world around her shifted, and the garden became Motion and Dance.
Adam was coming.
When the studio settled around her again, with parquet flooring under her broken body, she began to tremble.
Voices spoke from the other side of the wall.
“I have brought a visitor for your wife,” Metaraon said. It sounded like there was no concrete, no mirrors, no material between them at all. His voice was perfectly clear. “This will remedy what ails her and make the training far more effective.”
Even through the wall, without being able to see Him, Elise could tell that this news troubled Adam. “A visitor? What nature of visitor?”
“A friend.”
“She doesn’t need friends,” He said. “She has me.”
Metaraon lowered his voice. Elise suspected that she wasn’t meant to hear what they said. “You want her to be happy, don’t you?”
“There is nothing I would like more than that,” Adam said.
“Trust me. This will fix her.”
Reluctantly, He said, “Very well.”
The air shifted, and Adam appeared in the room.
She couldn’t help it. A low groan escaped her throat. It wasn’t a sound of protest, but one of resignation—like a death rattle escaping shriveled lungs.
“Hello to you, too,” He said. He almost sounded like James now, too. He spoke in a quiet, cultured voice, carefully articulated and immeasurably patient. It was so much worse, knowing that He wasn’t even doing it on purpose. “How do you feel this morning?”
Elise didn’t bother answering. She remained curled on her side, knees to her chest.
Adam sat beside her. He was wearing gray sweat pants, a black t-shirt, athletic shoes. She could feel Him watching her, even though she kept her eyes fixed on the mirrors behind Him. He still hadn’t thought to complete the illusion by allowing Himself to be reflected in them.
It gave Elise an unobstructed view of herself: auburn hair spilled over the parquet, freckled skin, exercise gear, perfectly healthy body. When she looked down, she saw that she had been healed.
Adam reached toward her. Elise flinched.
“Oh, come now,” He said.
“Get started so we can be done with it again.”
“Started with what?”
“Just do it,” she whispered. “I’m not going through your door.”
Gentle puzzlement radiated from Him. “I didn’t come to discuss the door again. I came to tell you that you have a visitor.”
“I don’t care.”
Adam laughed. It was a wonderful, delicious sound that made heat pool deep within her core. The laugh meant that pain wasn’t coming. He never thought that training her was funny; He took it with the gravity of a holy rite, as if sacrificing her to Himself each time. Elise ached for that laugh.
“Get up,” He said, taking her hands.
It didn’t occur to her to fight back. His skin was smooth, and His hands were strong; Adam supported her until she was on her feet.
This was a trick. It had to be.
Adam gestured toward the door, and it opened, baring gray light on the other side. Elise shielded her eyes.
There was a silhouette moving within the light—a clearly human shape, with wide hips and a long neck. It gained definition as it grew nearer. Finally, a woman entered the room, peering cautiously around the door. She had blond hair bobbed at the chin, a plump face, brown eyes.
Elise’s breath caught in her throat.
No.
It was an illusion. It had to be.
But when the woman’s eyes fell on Elise, and her whole face brightened, it didn’t look like an illusion. Her gasp, her squeal of delight, the way she rushed to wrap Elise up in a bear hug—it didn’t feel like an illusion. She even smelled like peach body wash and lip gloss.
“Betty,” Elise said faintly.


PART THREE
Love Story


EDEN – 4009 BCE
From nothingness, came light.
The man opened his eyes to find a wall in front of him. The new light that he had discovered was on the other side of this semi-translucent surface, traced with a lacework of red veins.
He scrabbled at it with his nails, fighting to break through. A crack formed. He pushed harder.
His fist punched through.
The air on the other side was cool. A dry hand grasped his wrist hard, almost painfully so, as if afraid he might slip.
“I have you,” said a voice, muffled by the wall between them.
Those three words were the first voice that the man had ever heard, aside from the gentle whoosh of fluids racing through his body. The voice made his heart race. He wanted to know who was speaking to him.
He continued to push and punch and claw. A thumping from the other side told him that his new companion was doing the same, occasionally touching his hands as if to remind him that he wasn’t alone.
Finally the wall broke away, and he breathed for the first time.
The woman who had taken his hand continued to rip at the wall, allowing him to see her piece by piece. She had blue eyes, olive skin, and red-brown hair that tumbled over her shoulders in waves. Her cheeks glowed.
She was so beautiful.
“Hello,” she said, wiping fluid from his ears. “My name is Eve.”
“Eve,” he echoed.
What a beautiful name. The way it fell from his mouth was perfection—his lip catching on his teeth for the consonant, the musical note of the vowel. He loved even more the way that speaking it made her face brighten. Her eyebrows lifted, eyes widened, and cheeks dimpled.
“Eve,” she said again, delighted. “That’s right. That’s my name.”
She helped him to his feet. He stood among the ruins of a porous stone sphere, damp with amber fluid. Her skin was slick, and though he knew it was because she had broken him free of the egg, he thought it was almost like she had birthed him from her womb.
The fact that he recognized these things—that animals produced other animals from a uterus, that the things on his arms were called hands, that the language he spoke was divine in origin—was as marvelous to him as the delicate scent of apples drifting from Eve’s skin.
With every breath, he knew more and more. He knew that the egg that had birthed him had been sculpted from clay and hardened with the blood of the Tree. He knew that Eve had begged her husband for another companion, and his existence was due to His acquiescence. He also understood that he was loved—so very, very loved.
Even if he hadn’t known that final fact, he would have felt it in the way that Eve embraced him, resting her cheek against his chest. Her wings enfolded both of them. It was only then that he realized he had wings, too, and that he could stretch them out to brush the tips with hers.
“Your heart,” she said. “It beats in time with mine.”
He buried his nose in her hair and inhaled her sweet scents. Her thoughts flowed through him. She fed knowledge to him, filling him with facts, and their shared energy was a white light that joined their hearts.
But one thing was missing.
“What is my name?” he asked.
She cupped his cheeks in her hands, tilted her head. There was a universe in her pale eyes. He was only minutes old, but he already knew that he would be happy to dwell there for eternity.
“Metaraon,” Eve decided, brushing her thumb over his bottom lip.
He had a name.
The wonder of it all, being born, being in her arms—it brought him to his knees. Still, she held onto him, as if she never planned to let him go.
Eve brushed her lips over his cheek.
“Metaraon,” she said again, her voice filled with joy. “I have waited so long for you.”
They recovered together, alone in each other’s arms, for many hours. And they were happy. Eve poured all of her knowledge and spirit into Metaraon, and he was complete.
The trouble didn’t begin until they left the nest.
Eve led Metaraon into the garden, wondrous and wild. “He’ll be so happy to meet you,” she said, cheeks flushed with excitement. “Just wait until He sees what we’ve produced. He’ll adore you.”
“Who?” Metaraon asked.
“Your father. Adam.”
He rolled the name over in his mind, contemplating its syllables, and the implications. Adam. That name evoked strong emotions within Metaraon’s newborn heart.
Adam meant love. Adam meant awe. Strangest and most powerful of all—Adam meant fear.
The trees parted, exposing a clearing beside the river. A trio of thrones were nearby, each one equally grand: one built of wood, another built of stone, and another forged of clay. All of them were empty. A growing Tree stood on the opposite bank, thrice the height of the man standing underneath its branches; a few ripe apples had dropped to the grass and began to soften in the sun, giving off a too-sweet perfume.
“He’s here,” Eve called to the man on the other bank. “Adam, it worked!”
Adam didn’t even look at Metaraon. He was too absorbed in the sight of His hands and the patterns that sunlight through the branches of the Tree created on His skin. Metaraon realized that He had no shadow of His own.
“Eve!” Adam cried, splashing into the river to cross to the other bank. “Eve, something is wrong!”
She caught his wrists. “Be still. Let me see.”
Metaraon stood back as Eve traced her hands over Adam’s hands, arms, and shoulders, as if searching for information with her fingertips. Sadness darkened her eyes, and Metaraon felt it as acutely as if the sadness were his own.
“What has happened to me?” Adam asked, lifting His semi-transparent hands.
“It’s the Origin, my love,” Eve said. She reached up to touch His cheeks, but her fingers seemed to slip through the cheekbone, and she drew back. “Your spirit is still in the process of merging with it. That’s why you’re becoming more powerful over time, while your body is…”
“Gone,” He said, the word flat with shock.
“Yes. Regardless of what’s happened to your changing spirit, your body is not immortal. There’s nothing I can do to preserve it.”
“Lilith could sculpt me a new one,” He said.
Eve’s brow knitted. Even though Metaraon was new to the world and had only known Eve for hours, he could tell that she was somehow hurt by what Adam said. “Perhaps she could,” Eve said cautiously, “and perhaps that would help for a short time, but I fear that you’re quickly becoming too powerful for any form to contain permanently. These…changes…will only continue.”
Adam sat on the throne of wood. It looked like it had been grown from the surrounding trees, and its high back haloed Him with leafy branches.
“Am I dying?” He asked.
“On the contrary,” Eve said. “Your mortality is merely stripping away as you ascend. Whatever remains will be eternal.”
“But I won’t be the same man.”
She fell to her knees in front of Him, clasping His hands in hers. “Our love will endure.”
“I only sank into the Origin to stay with you,” Adam said.
“I know, my dearest,” she whispered. “I know. And look.” She gestured toward Metaraon, acknowledging him for the first time since they had entered the clearing. “Do you see what I’ve made for us? He’s the beginning of our family, just as you always hoped.”
He finally looked at Metaraon. Adam was ancient and withered, His face twisted by deep furrows. And Adam’s body was fading—Metaraon could see the chair behind Him.
Yet when Adam smiled at Metaraon, it filled him with glorious warmth.
“A son,” He said.
Eve nodded encouragingly. “Yes, Adam.”
“I am Metaraon,” he said, bowing low to show his respect. It seemed the right thing to do, and he knew that his guess was correct when he felt Eve’s pleasure.
But Adam rose from the throne to embrace Metaraon. “I am not your superior, and you should never bow to me,” He said. “We will be as family, the three of us—for all of eternity.”


3504 BCE
Eve wasn’t with Metaraon the morning that he tended the eggs in the nursery, but she would be there soon—of that he had no doubt. Eve hadn’t missed a single birth since the day when she had lifted Metaraon from the amniotic fluid, and because she hadn’t missed any, Metaraon hadn’t, either. He almost never left her side.
He walked among the eggs to reassure them that they were not alone. The song of life hummed through the nursery. The blood of the Tree created his angelic brethren, nurtured them, and gave spirit to the lifeless; it sounded like the entire chorus of Eden distilled to its basest parts.
A soft crack told him that one of the eggs was breaking elsewhere in the cavern, and it was soon echoed twice. Three of the eggs were opening.
Where was Eve?
When Metaraon heard the beating of wings against air he thought that Eve had arrived at long last. He turned to greet her with his arms wide and a smile on his face.
But it was not Eve.
Adam strode down the path underneath the Tree, flanked on either side by a pair of His most loyal angels: Nashriel and Leliel. They were at their full glory that morning, radiating with ethereal light that only grew stronger in His presence, and both of them bore swords.
Something about Adam had changed, and it wasn’t only that He had taken on a new, younger body again—clearly the work of Lilith. There was less humanity in His eyes than ever before.
Metaraon moved to intercept them. “What is the meaning of this? There are to be no weapons in the nursery.”
Adam ignored him. “Destroy them all.”
Nashriel plunged the blade of his sword into the nearest egg.
The heavenly chorus that filled the cavern under the Tree turned sour. Silver fluid gushed out of the wound, pulsing in time with the dying heart inside.
Metaraon lunged at Nashriel. “No!”
Adam caught him by the shoulders. Metaraon was strong, but not stronger than God, and he was helpless in His grip. Metaraon had never feared Adam before—He was his father, Eve’s husband, a figure of awe—but he feared Him now.
“This is my will,” He said. “So shall it be done.”
Nashriel went from egg to egg, shattering each of them in turn. Metaraon’s heart broke as he watched them all die. So many of them had been on the verge of birthing—hundreds of lives on the brink of emergence. And now his brothers and sisters were being crushed within their eggs.
Leliel didn’t follow Nashriel. Her eyes widened with horror. “What are you doing?” she asked, spinning on Him. “Those are my brothers!”
“And I told you to destroy them. Do you defy me?”
She gaped. “No, my Lord, but…this is her life’s work,” Leliel said.
Adam’s glare was becoming dangerous. A storm was gathering behind Him, formed of crackling energy, and He seemed to grow in size as Metaraon watched.
Nashriel continued to move among the eggs, destroying each of them in turn.
Leliel threw down her sword. “I will not do it,” she said, taking flight. “This is wrong, and Eve would not stand for this!”
She flew from the cavern at full speed, leaving Metaraon alone. Nashriel was moving quickly. It would be only moments before centuries of Eve’s hard work was gone completely.
Metaraon couldn’t wait for Leliel to retrieve Eve—he had to do something about it now.
He seized Leliel’s sword and swung it at Him.
As soon as he made it within arm’s reach of Him, Adam closed a hand on his throat, crushing his esophagus instantly.
Metaraon gurgled. He sank to his knees before Adam.
“And you,” He said, glowering with the full force of His jealousy. It rippled over Metaraon, as palpable as magma, and just as wounding. “I have tolerated her divided attentions long enough, but no more. No more.”
Adam ripped the sword from Metaraon’s grasp. The angel saw death in his Holy Father’s eyes—oblivion. A place without Eve.
Hands clapped onto Metaraon’s shoulders and yanked him away.
Eve pushed Metaraon to safety and leaped in front of Adam, arms flung wide. Her wings shielded Metaraon from His view.
“What are you doing?” she demanded, her voice rising in pitch to the point of hysterics. “You said that you were going to terminate the developing angels, not murder the ones I have already birthed!”
“He is obsessed with you,” He said.
“He is our son, Adam,” Eve said, seizing one of Metaraon’s hands, and gripping it so hard that his hollow bones creaked. “I made him so that we could love him, the both of us, and he is as loyal to you as he is to me. Would you slaughter your own Voice?”
Adam hesitated, as if considering this. Nashriel destroyed another egg. A muffled cry shook the cavern.
Eve stepped into His arms, resting her cheek to His heart.
“Please, Adam,” she said. “I am yours. You know this.”
Another egg shattered.
“Very well,” He said. “Your living children may stay.”
“Our children,” she said softly.
He didn’t seem to hear. “Leave us, Metaraon.”
Metaraon got to his feet, rubbing his healing throat, and considered slaughtering Nashriel where he stood. There were still two eggs remaining, untouched, and two were better than nothing. But Eve’s eyes pleaded with Metaraon. “It’s okay,” she said softly. “Leave.”
As always, Metaraon obeyed. But a seed of hatred had been planted deep within him, and it was only the beginning.
Eve and Metaraon often rested together among the roses once night fell upon Eden; it was the ideal place to watch the stars beyond the branches of the Tree. The vastness of the universe didn’t seem so immense when he rested on the grass with his shoulder against hers.
The night after Adam destroyed the nursery, that was where Metaraon found Eve. She was crying.
“What happened?” he asked. He took her hands, lacing their fingers together.
He wanted an explanation of what had occurred in the nursery, but Eve didn’t seem to hear him. “It’s her again,” she said instead. “Lilith. He’s with her tonight. He’s been with her many nights, it seems.”
“He’s a fool,” Metaraon said.
Normally if someone spoke ill of Adam, Eve would stop them. She didn’t make any attempts tonight.
She bowed her head to his shoulder. He could feel her tears on his neck. “She has sculpted an entire race in His image, at His desire,” Eve said. “He treasures their children and destroys mine. Why must I be satisfied with moments of His attention, alone, while He can produce all of humanity with another woman?”
It wasn’t the first time that Eve and Metaraon had had that conversation, but it was the first time that she had overtly complained about Adam. Even as Metaraon shared her sadness, he couldn’t help but feel satisfaction at knowing that she saw how terrible a husband Adam was—finally, after so long. And all it had taken was the death of a few dozen angels.
He stroked her hair, which fell between her wings in a glossy crimson wave. “He’s a fool,” Metaraon repeated, more firmly than before. “An egotistical madman. This new race, these humans, will amount to nothing. Lilith’s creations are primitive in comparison to yours. We will start over. We will make more. And we will dominate with them.”
“I don’t understand why they can’t all live together,” Eve said. “My angels, His humans, her demons.” Fresh tears tracked down her cheeks. “He told me that my children were a waste, Metaraon!”
And Adam surely included Metaraon among that number. Anger burned in his throat.
Eve lifted her eyes to his, cupping his cheeks in her hands. Her pale blue eyes shimmered with tears.
“You are proof that my angels are perfection,” she whispered with fierce confidence, tracing his eyebrows, the line of his cheeks, his jaw, the indentation below his lips. “You are sublime, Metaraon. Nothing He says will ever convince me otherwise.”
Should all the air vanish from Eden, the apples shrivel on the branches of the Tree, and Mnemosyne dry in its banks, Metaraon thought that he could survive on nothing but that kind of love.
“Everything you touch is perfect,” Metaraon said. He kissed the salt from her cheeks.
Then, on impulse, he kissed her lips.
It was only the briefest of touches, but it was enough. Eve jerked back from him, wide-eyed with shock. Her fingers flew to her mouth. “Oh, Metaraon,” she said. “You can’t do that. Please don’t.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, hoping to wipe the fear from her eyes, but it was a lie. He wasn’t sorry. He had contemplated doing that for hundreds of years, and he would gladly do it again. “I had only thought, after what He’s done…”
“I love Him.”
“You say that because you must,” Metaraon said. “You fear Him and His listening ears. But it’s not the truth. If He had never dipped into the Origin—”
She silenced him with a hand on his mouth. “You are His knight, His right hand, His Voice. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that means that He will not kill you if He feels betrayed.”
“How is it a betrayal? I am made for you, and you don’t love—”
Eve pressed her hand harder against him, shaking her head.
She glanced around the rose bushes as if afraid He could be watching. Metaraon was confident that He was not. That wasn’t to say that He couldn’t be watching; that accursed omnipresence meant that He was certainly capable. But He was often too distracted by Lilith during His evenings now, and if He had seen Metaraon kiss Eve, He would have been there within heartbeats.
When she settled back, the fear in her eyes had only grown.
“I won’t let Him kill you, Metaraon,” she said. “But please, don’t make it more difficult for me to protect you.”
Eve embraced him, wrapping her arms and wings around his body. Metaraon took deep breaths of her hair, the sweet apple scent, and was intoxicated.
“I love you, Eve,” he said.
She released him. “And I you,” Eve said. She looked so worried.
Drying her eyes, she took flight, receding quickly to a dark point among the stars.


3242 BCE
Metaraon alighted on the edge of Eden, and at first, it didn’t even occur to him that the garden was burning. In the war on Earth, the cities were on fire more often than not; anywhere that infernal forces touched left the land smoldering. The smell of burning flesh was so common now that it never seemed to leave his nose.
But this was not an ordinary battleground on Earth, nor was it Zebul or Shamain under demonic assault. This was Eden, the garden—the place where Eve should have been safe.
Metaraon’s heart dropped into his stomach as he took in the sight of the Tree’s glorious branches, shimmering with flame instead of sparkling leaves. A dry riverbed wound through the smoking orchard. He smelled no apples, no moist soil—only death.
Had Lilith returned to conquer?
When Adam had ordered her to destroy her many demons, much the way that He had destroyed Eve’s children, Lilith had refused. And she hadn’t taken the order kindly.
That soulless cunt had no mercy. Her war seemed as if it would never end. She killed humans and angels alike and laughed as she bathed in their blood.
If Lilith slaughtered Eve, it would cut Adam deeper than any number of human deaths.
Metaraon’s fear mounted.
“Eve!” he shouted, whipping his wings wide to soar over the garden.
He found a cherub dead underneath a grapevine—its throat a ragged gash, heart torn from its chest. Blood drenched the surrounding earth. Its flaming sword was missing.
Metaraon didn’t care for one dead angel. But when he found the second farther along the path, worry hardened in his core.
This one still held her sword gripped to her chest. She had obviously killed by another blade, and the burns on her stomach made Metaraon think that the deadly wounds must have been delivered by the missing sword.
He pried her weapon from her stiff fingers and ignited it.
Two of Eden’s guards, gone.
“Eve!” he cried again, more desperately than before. He pumped his wings, flying over the black corpses of the other cherubim. Almost a dozen of them were scattered over the grounds. But there were no demons, nor imprints of cloven hoofs to show where they had trodden.
Between two roots, where Mnemosyne should have flowed, the ground was barren.
That was where he found her.
“Eve!”
Metaraon fell to his knees beside Eve. He dropped the flaming sword before pulling her into his arms. Her head hung over his arm, muscles limp. Those beautiful eyes were closed. Her right wing was bent. The feathers were loosed from their moorings, forming a blanket around them.
Eve’s gown was ripped down the neck, baring her skin to the navel. Her heart had been cut from her chest, much like the other dead angels in the garden.
This was not Lilith’s work at all.
His hand hovered over her lips, seeking breath that wasn’t there. When he didn’t find it, Metaraon pressed his mouth to hers, his eyes squeezed shut, and imagined breathing life back into her. He prayed to a higher god that didn’t exist.
Her absent heart did not beat, and neither did his. He could feel it shriveling within his chest.
“Eve,” he moaned to the burning Tree.
It groaned in sympathy, roots shaking deep within the earth.
Angels were eternal. Metaraon and Eve should have been together until the universe blinked out of existence, and beyond. He had been making plans for everything they could do together after Lilith’s war ended.
Without Eve, those plans meant nothing. It felt like Metaraon had died, too.
He was so lost in his grief that he didn’t feel Adam’s approach.
A hand settled on his shoulders, impossibly heavy, and hotter than the sun at noon. “My son,” He said in a gentle, benevolent voice. “I felt your misery from deep within the Tree. Why do you grieve?”
Metaraon lifted his eyes to Adam. The man was completely unrecognizable now as the humble, newly immortal man that Metaraon had met after his birth; godhood had turned Him into a blur of radiance. His latest physical form was again a decaying shell that could barely contain His light.
Eve had been working on a solution. A way to heal Adam, and restore Him to His former grace.
That future, too, was dead.
“You killed her,” Metaraon said, voice ragged.
Adam frowned, and the garden frowned with Him, sky darkening and branches bowing. “Who?”
He didn’t even look at the body that Metaraon cradled in his arms. It was as though Eve’s corpse didn’t exist.
Metaraon considered plunging the flaming sword into Adam’s heart, but there was no point—destroying His fragile body would do nothing about the immortal soul or the insane mind.
“Are you all right, my son?” Adam asked.
Metaraon kissed Eve’s cooling corpse again, then gently placed her back on the earth before facing Adam.
“Yes,” he said, barely able to speak through the tears. “I’m fine, Father.”


COLORADO – MAY 1933
Metaraon arrived at the White Ash Coven’s enclave with no fanfare. He never made a show of arriving, nor did he ever warn the high priest and priestess that he planned to visit; he simply arrived one day, expecting everyone to be prepared, and God help the coven if they were not.
Hermann Faulkner had been expecting this day since he had first met Metaraon fifteen years before. His mother had introduced him to the angel.
Even though polio had long since stolen Dorothy Faulkner’s ability to walk, she had insisted on being carried outside to greet their visitor. “Never let him inside the house if you can help it,” Dorothy had told Hermann after Metaraon left again. “And pray that you never meet him again.”
Hermann had a lot of respect for his mother, who had run the coven with a tight grip for forty years. If she told him not to let the angel into the house, then by God, he wouldn’t let the angel into the house.
“Metaraon, my friend,” Hermann greeted with all the gentility he could muster, stepping carefully over a pair of children racing through the long grass. He offered his hand for a shake. “It’s been too long.”
Though his plus fours and white shirt were as casual as possible without stripping naked, Metaraon still managed to seem uptight beside the coven. The angel stood aloof from them, obvious disdain shadowing his pale blue eyes.
Everyone was outside to prepare for the night’s esbat. The women’s tanned calves flashed under loose skirts as they chased their children, pin curls falling loose around their shoulders, smiles on their faces. Golden pentagrams gleamed on rings. Magic sparkled through the air when they laughed.
“This is probably somewhat different than you’re used to, uh, up there,” Hermann went on, dropping his hand when Metaraon failed to take it. “I like to let the children have fun on full moons.” He had to jump aside to allow a leggy toddler rush past, giggling at top volume. “You should see us at harvest. It’s all work.”
“Yes, I imagine so,” Metaraon said.
That was probably when Hermann should have stopped talking, but the raw energy vibrating from the angel’s skin was unsettling. He saw Erna pass with a baby and snagged the child from her arms.
“Go start tonight’s brew,” he said. “And, uh, get us some drinks. What do you want, Metaraon?”
Metaraon’s eyes narrowed at Erna. “Nothing. Thank you.”
She hurried away. The angel turned to watch her leave.
“This is my nephew, Landon,” said Hermann loudly, to distract Metaraon. “Erna can’t have children of her own, so unless we can bring Margot over, this fine young man will succeed me as high priest.” He lifted the infant in front of Metaraon. Landon was a plump baby with wrinkled thighs and a roll of chin fat that vanished his neck. “Cute as a bug’s ear, isn’t he? Look at those peepers!”
“Yes, very well,” Metaraon said. His tone made it sound like merely being in the presence of a baby offended him. “Show me the girl.”
Hermann hesitated. “About the girl…”
“Is there a problem?”
“No, not exactly.”
He passed Landon off to one of the older children, then led Metaraon away from the sunlight to the shadows behind his house. The herb garden was in full bloom; the air smelled of sage and oregano.
With his mother’s warning in the back of his mind, Hermann didn’t dare dismantle the wards to allow Metaraon inside. Instead, he rapped a knuckle on the window. Erna leaned out of the kitchen.
“Send Josephine out,” Hermann said.
Erna glanced at Metaraon. He could see the question hovering on her lips unasked. Hermann had told her about the coven’s duties, if not the exact details, and she knew what was coming.
She ducked back inside without speaking. Smart dame.
Josephine emerged a few minutes later. She was a woman at the peak of young adulthood—beautiful, by any definition of the word. The black Faulkner hair hung over her shoulders, straight and even. One of the children had braided white flowers into a lock by her ear. The apples of her cheeks were pink and her lips had a perfect bow curve. She was the best that the White Ash Coven had to offer.
“We’ve never let her work the fields,” Hermann said. “She’s got a strong back, smooth hands, great legs.”
Her eyes widened with alarm at this assessment. But she only looked more alarmed when Metaraon pushed his face into hers with a frown.
“This one’s too old,” he said.
“She wasn’t old when we started grooming her. But she’s good. We even got her teeth fixed up, like it said in the instructions.”
“Hermann—” Josephine began.
“Silence, girl,” Metaraon said, and her mouth snapped shut.
He grabbed her chin and tilted it left, then right. He thumbed back her lips to look at her teeth. He checked underneath her hair, the texture of her palms. Metaraon handled her casually, impassively, as if she were no more than a cow at auction.
“Are you fertile?” he asked her.
Josephine’s eyes widened. “I don’t know.”
“Sir,” Hermann prompted. “Show some respect.” He gave the angel an apologetic look.
“I don’t know…sir,” she amended, plucking a flower out of her hair and plucking petals off in her fingers. Her tone was still anything but respectful.
Metaraon didn’t seem to care. “Do you menstruate, girl?”
“Yes, but—”
“No,” Metaraon said, turning back to Hermann. “She is too old, and she will not suffice. Send her away. Summon your wife, Erna.”
Josephine didn’t need to be sent away by anyone. She left immediately, shooting a mistrustful look at Hermann, and vanished among the children playing in the fields.
Hermann laughed nervously. “What do you want with Erna?”
“Summon her,” Metaraon said.
He glanced into the kitchen. His wife was working over the cauldron, sweat gluing her hair to her neck. And what a long, beautiful neck it was, swooping into delicate shoulders, a tiny waist, and pleasantly wide hips that would never bear a child.
There was no reason for Metaraon to want to speak with Hermann’s wife, who was not high priestess, and did not possess an ounce of magic beyond what she could squeeze from herbs and crystals.
“Metaraon,” Hermann began, turning back to the angel. He stopped speaking when he realized that Metaraon’s form had changed.
His wings had appeared as pale, glossy lines at his back. His skin looked unnaturally smooth and as hard as marble.
And his clothes were drenched in blood.
It was black and drying, with handprints smeared down the thighs, the socks. Hermann imagined someone with bloody hands grabbing at Metaraon, begging him for mercy, and receiving none. There was no mercy in the glass shards of his eyes, the frown of his inhumanly pale lips.
Hermann stepped away from the kitchen window. The instant he moved from the wall, the blood and wings vanished.
The angel looked like no more than a man again. Casual, unassuming, normal.
When Hermann had walked up to the window, he must have entered the house’s wards, allowing him to see Metaraon’s true appearance. He was never meant to see the blood staining Metaraon’s shirt and slacks.
His mother’s warnings not to allow the angel into the house echoed through Hermann’s mind. What would Dorothy Faulkner have said if the angel demanded to see her husband? Her daughter?
“Why do you want Erna?” Hermann asked. “You don’t want to…to take her, do you?”
“That is of no consequence to you.”
“I’d sure say it’s of consequence to me—she’s my wife!”
Metaraon loomed over Hermann, suddenly impossibly tall. He seemed to fill the sky. “You would give Him a daughter of your coven, but not your bride? Don’t defy me, Faulkner, or I will kill every single one of your women, Erna included.”
Hermann believed every word. The angel would surely kill more than half of the coven if the whim struck, and it would bother him no more than poisoning a nest of ants.
“But why?” Hermann asked. “Why Erna?”
“He prefers red-haired women,” the angel said with a hint of a smile.
Was he…joking?
Before Hermann could make a decision, Erna emerged from the back door carrying a tray of drinks. She had brought several glasses and was smiling with relief. She must have seen Josephine leave. She had no idea what was coming.
Metaraon took the tray from her hands and set it on the grass.
“Look at me,” he instructed Erna, taking hold of her chin. His wife stared into Metaraon’s face, as if she could see the true form behind the illusion. And, again, Metaraon tilted her chin from side to side. He looked underneath her hair and felt the skin on her hands. “You are infertile, yes?”
Erna began to tremble. “I should work on tonight’s brew.”
“No, that won’t be necessary.” Metaraon caught her wrist when she moved to step away. “I’ll take this one.”
Hermann gaped, heart pounding, knees weak. “But she’s already married,” he whispered.
“Inconsequential.”
“Too old.”
“Her merits outweigh her age. She’ll be replaced soon enough—she only needs to last a few decades.” Metaraon lifted an eyebrow. “Will you comply?” The question that followed was implicit: Or will you let the coven die?
The laughter of children drifted on the breeze. It drove straight into Hermann’s heart like spikes of ice.
“My love, please,” Erna said, leading with her eyes.
But Hermann didn’t know what to say or do that could save her. He could only gaze at his wife a final time—his beautiful wife, with her cascades of red hair in pin curls, her thick eyelashes, the lips that he had kissed after promising to be with her until death do they part.
Metaraon put his arm around her shoulders. “Your compliance won’t be forgotten, Hermann.”
The angel vanished, taking Erna with him.
She never came home.


COLORADO – JANUARY 1995
Many years later, Metaraon returned to Earth to check on Erna’s replacement at the Faulkner house. He immediately determined that there must have been a mistake.
This ugly little bitch looked nothing like Eve.
Metaraon walked around the girl as she did drills in a meadow, studying her from every angle.
She was certainly the product of Isaac Kavanagh and Ariane Garin’s union. She shared their physical features and bore the type of scars he would expect to find on a kopis trained by Isaac. But aside from her hair color, she didn’t resemble Eve in the slightest—in either form or function.
Instead, Elise Kavanagh fought with the fury of a demon. Her movements were whiplike in speed and as deadly as a gunshot. She ripped apart invisible enemies in her drills, and Metaraon could easily imagine her tearing through entire armies with that fury.
Eve had not been a killer. She had been a giver of life. That dissimilarity was a deliberate part of Metaraon’s design—the Godslayer was meant to be lethal, after all.
Yet there was a subtle draw to Elise. Metaraon couldn’t take his eyes off of her, as much as she appalled him. The Godslayer was meant to be endlessly fascinating to ethereal creatures. They would all need to love her, because that meant that He would also be compelled to love her, even though she was, otherwise, nothing at all like Eve.
She would have to be good enough.
“You can’t have her,” Pamela said when Metaraon came to retrieve Elise that night.
Metaraon was surprised by the witch’s recalcitrance. He had expected resistance from the girl herself, but not her handlers—not after the coven’s centuries of obedience.
He did not bother arguing with the witch for long.
Pamela Faulkner died quickly.
Metaraon seized the girl, dragged her to the garden, and surrendered her to the cherubim. She struggled against him, of course, but he had taken her in the night, when she was unprepared for the assault. He could only hope that she would be better at assassination than self-defense.
“Pathetic,” he muttered, tossing the girl to the grass in front of the gateway. Moving between universes was difficult for mortals. She was unconscious.
“Is that her?” asked one of the cherubim who had arrived to greet them. “Is that…Eve?”
“No,” Metaraon said sharply.
The cherub blinked and rubbed his eyes. “I see that now. My mistake,” he said. But he still stared at Elise as though she were Eve, returned to them so long after her death, and Metaraon wasn’t sure if he was proud of himself for having crafted a convincing replacement, or if he was disgusted by it.
Metaraon didn’t wait around to see how the Godslayer would be received by Him. Adam would probably take some weeks to realize that a new bride had arrived anyway. The old one hadn’t had the courtesy to die yet.
“Guard her and guide her,” Metaraon told the cherubim. “She is more important than any of you know.”
Destiny was set into motion. Adam’s death was sealed—or so Metaraon hoped.
It was the least he could do for Eve.


PART FOUR
Bishops


VI
Betty looked like she belonged in the garden. She still had the apple-cheeked beauty of a fairytale princess, even a year after she had been shot and killed. “If you keep staring at me like that, I’m going to start thinking you want my hot body,” Betty said, venturing a smile at Elise.
They were alone in the apartment above Motion and Dance. Elise could have believed it was a normal, quiet afternoon in James’s living room with her friend if the last time she had seen Betty hadn’t been when she was a rigid corpse.
Now Betty wore practical tan slacks and a blouse with a loose neckline that framed the mounds of her breasts, of which she had always been extremely proud. There was even a black clip over one ear to hold back her bangs. Elise had given her that clip for Christmas. Betty looked like she was ready to go to her job at the university.
Elise ripped one of the bottles of wine off the rack, uncorked it, and sniffed the mouth. It didn’t have any smell. One more detail missed by Adam when He was constructing the illusion.
She turned the bottle so that she could look at the shape of her reflection in the side without a label. Elise’s hair was curly, just below her shoulders, probably red. She was in her human form.
This was still a dream. Betty wasn’t real.
She couldn’t be.
“Why aren’t you talking to me?” Betty asked. “This is awfully quiet, even for you. Did something go wrong when we were fighting the Night Hag? You can tell me if something went wrong, you know. I won’t take it badly.”
“This is a sick fucking joke,” Elise said.
Betty’s eyes widened. “Okay. What happened?”
Elise tore open the curtains. The grassy lawn faded into the gray haze of fog. Metaraon stood at the edge, watching her.
“Did we kill the Night Hag?” Betty asked.
“Yeah,” Elise said without turning around. “We killed the Night Hag.”
Betty gave a shaky laugh. “I must have been unconscious for a while. Did I get knocked out or something?”
You got shot in the face.
Elise couldn’t bring herself to say the words out loud. She started pacing the kitchen again.
This illusion sat just like Betty, with her legs curled underneath her and her chin propped on the back of the couch. She was adorable. Curvaceous. She looked puzzled, but not hostile.
For fuck’s sake, she hadn’t aged a day.
“So how did I get back here?” Betty asked, twirling a finger at James’s apartment. “Tell me that James heroically carried me here after I passed out. Please? But, you know, go ahead and say that he carried me around heroically even if it’s not true. Let me swoon.”
This, this was insanity—far beyond anything else Elise had been subjected to in the garden.
“You want to know how you got here?” Elise asked. “Fine. Look at where you are.”
She threw the front open and marched down the stairs. Betty followed her without needing to be asked. That used to be her trademark—the kind of blind loyalty that meant she would go anywhere Elise went.
That was what had gotten her killed, after all.
Elise’s feet drummed down the stairs, and she stepped into the cobblestone street, pointing at the city at the end of the path. The distance had distorted itself again; it was only at the bottom of the hill.
Betty stopped beside Elise. Her jaw dropped at the sight of the gleaming city. “Holy flesh of Christ as a cracker,” she said. “What the fuck?”
Elise seized her by the shoulders. “I didn’t bring you here, Betty. This isn’t even the ‘here’
you think it is. What happened?”
Her mouth opened and closed repeatedly before she found the words to respond. Betty’s stare was fixed over Elise’s shoulder. “I don’t know. The last thing I remember, we were on our way down to get the Night Hag. There was a ramp down into that big cave with the stone arch, and spiders, and then…” She shook her head slowly. “Well, I don’t know. Then I woke up here, with you.”
Maybe Metaraon had brought Betty back to life.
But why?
“So, uh,” Betty said, “where are we, if this isn’t Reno?”
“Heaven.”
“Does that mean we’re dead?”
That was a loaded question if Elise had ever heard one. “Not necessarily.”
Betty drifted down the road, spellbound by the sight of the gleaming white temples. She appeared to be legitimately stunned. It was a consistent reaction in a world of inconsistencies.
Elise pressed the heel of one hand to her temple.
She couldn’t start thinking like that. She had to keep reminding herself that Betty was a new form of torture.
But as Betty wandered through the streets, touching the leaves and stroking her hands on the smooth white stone, all Elise could think was that James had come back from the dead once before, too.
“This place is amazing,” Betty said, gazing at the waterfall foaming down the cliff behind one temple. “When you say that we’re in Heaven, do you mean, like…” She pointed toward the sky. “Heaven, Heaven? And that tree is…”
“The Tree of Life.”
“You’re telling me that we’re in the Garden of Eden.”
“No. Eden was on Earth. This is an ethereal dimension called Araboth—it’s where they transplanted the Tree after the original garden burned.”
Elise shuddered. She could imagine Eden burning as clearly as though she had been there.
Those weren’t her memories. The garden was leaking into her mind.
“Is God here?” Betty asked.
Elise dug her fingers into Betty’s arm. “Don’t say His name,” she said. “And yes, He is.”
“I take it that’s a…bad thing?”
“You have no idea,” Elise said.
Betty turned to take in the sight of Araboth around them, but some of the wonder had faded from her eyes. Her cheeks were pale. “This is what you told me about, isn’t it? The thing you were running from all that time? The reason you went into hiding?”
Anger burned in Elise’s cheeks.
Betty was so fucking convincing.
All she could manage was another stiff nod. It took all of her self-control to keep her face blank.
But Betty knew Elise too well to believe that the expressionlessness meant that she was okay. “It’s going to be okay,” she said. “Anthony and James will get over their man hate and work together to save us. Right?”
“I dumped Anthony,” Elise said. “And James is probably dead.”
Betty’s jaw dropped. “What?”
“You heard me. Nobody is coming to save us.”
“Then…what are we supposed to do?” Betty asked. Her chin trembled. Her eyes welled up with tears. “If James is dead…”
The urge to comfort Betty was overpowering, even if she was fake. “I’ll get you out of here,” Elise said before she could stop herself. “Just like I always do.”
“But James.”
“Yeah,” she said. Her heart felt like it was made of lead. “James.” A laugh bubbled out of her chest, almost like a half-sob. “Have I got a story about James for you. And…and so much more.”
“How long have I been gone?” Betty asked. Her forced smile was slipping.
“A long time, Betty,” Elise said. “A long time.”
Her best friend’s gaze focused over her shoulder, as if something had caught her attention.
Elise turned to glimpse the figure of a dark-haired woman disappearing among the trees.
Shock numbed her to her fingertips.
All of Elise’s moments in Araboth had been hauntingly lonely. Adam had told her that the city was empty because Lilith had taken everyone away. Yet Elise had definitely seen someone, and Betty had, too—it wasn’t her imagination.
Could it have somehow been Lilith?
“Wait here,” Elise said, touching Betty’s shoulder. “If someone tries to take you elsewhere, don’t go with them. I’ll be right back.”
Betty nodded mutely as tears streamed down her cheeks. She sat down on a stone bench.
Elise pushed into the jungle, parting the bushes with her hands. The roaring of the waterfall grew as she delved deeper into the foliage. The river was so close—she could see a misty spray over the tops of the trees.
A woman ducked between the trees in front of her.
“Hey!” Elise yelled.
The trees slid around her…then disappeared.
She stumbled into an open, grassy clearing next to the cliff, where the waterfall fed into the aqueducts.
There was no sign of the woman that Elise had seen. But Metaraon stood on the bank, wings unfurled, as if preparing to fly.
All thoughts of Lilith fled from Elise’s mind.
“Don’t you even fucking think of leaving,” Elise said, striding toward him.
He dropped his wings. “Eve,” Metaraon said silkily, like it was an insult. He pressed a fist to his chest in a salute.
“What did you do?” she asked, jabbing her finger back toward Araboth, where she had left Betty. “She is dead.”
“Was,” Metaraon corrected.
The clearing seemed to spin around her. Elise took a steadying breath. “You’re telling me,” she said, carefully selecting her words, “that you brought my friend back from the dead?”
“Do you know what happens to human souls when they die?” the angel asked.
“Eventually they get absorbed into the energy of the universe, or…something like that,” Elise said. Her mom had told her a couple of times, but it had all sounded like witch bullshit. Elise was much more concerned with people who were still alive than those who had already died. “It doesn’t take long for a soul to vanish. Betty’s been gone for over a year.”
“I have lived almost as long as the universe, girl. Such things are hardly beyond my ken.”
“But why?”
Metaraon’s eyebrows lifted. “You said that you have nothing left to lose—now, that has changed.”
Grief and anger and confusion were a fist in her throat, squeezing her breath tight. “Is that what this is? Leverage? You’re so annoyed that I haven’t gotten around to killing Adam yet that you decided to ramp up the torture a little fucking more?”
“Is it working?” He gave her a hard look. “Are you angry?”
Elise slammed her fist into his jaw. Metaraon’s head snapped to the side, but his body remained immobile, as though she had punched one of the stone pillars of the temple.
“What do you think, asshole?” she asked.
He rubbed his jaw, and she could see the murder in his eyes. “Good,” he said, sweeping his wings wide. “Now do your job. Don’t disappoint me.”
Elise watched him soar away. Anger dulled to a muted roar inside of her, indistinguishable from the rushing of the waterfall.
It didn’t matter if Metaraon used Betty as leverage. Elise was becoming increasingly convinced that there was no way to kill Adam. Even if she did, Metaraon would surely deliver death to Elise next—which meant that Betty would be vulnerable, too.
Betty changed everything, and yet, she also somehow changed nothing.
Elise would have to kill Him to save Betty—but first, she needed to kill Metaraon.
Which meant that she needed her swords.
Elise returned to find that Betty was still sitting on the bench. Betty gawked at the outline of the Tree in the fog, and didn’t notice Elise until she grabbed her arm.
“Come on,” Elise said, dragging her away from the temple. A wind was rising in Araboth, carrying the scent of apples over the air. The city was restless.
He was coming.
“Where are we going?” Betty asked, hurrying to keep up with Elise. She had kicked off her shoes and now walked barefoot.
“We need to find my swords,” she said. “But first, we need to get out of this city.”
She had managed to summon the apartment above Motion and Dance by force of will. If Elise could change her surroundings, then she must be able to break out, too.
Elise gripped Betty’s hands tightly.
What if Elise’s first impression had been right and Betty wasn’t real? If Elise woke up, would Betty vanish?
Elise gazed at her friend’s pink cheeks, the blond hair falling over her forehead, the way she gnawed at her bottom lip. Wind plastered the tan slacks to Betty’s hips and ruffled the collar of her shirt.
She still looked—and felt—so real.
Elise didn’t want to know if she wasn’t.
“Don’t let go of me,” Elise said. “Okay?”
Betty only nodded.
Shutting her eyes, Elise tried to form an image of the garden in her mind—the garden as it had been when she was first dragged through the gate, not the city in which she now stood. She imagined Mnemosyne frothing with blood. The Tree with its dying branches. The blackened foliage, oozing with ichor, as the garden was poisoned from the inside out by His insanity.
And then Elise stepped into it.
“Holy shit!”
Betty’s exclamation made her eyes fly open.
They stood in a grassy clearing encircled by dead bushes. The fog was thicker than ever before. But Elise could hear Mnemosyne’s rushing and see the dim outline of the garden wall covered in green creepers.
She was in the garden, and Betty was still with her.
Alive.
A laugh escaped Elise. “You’re real!”
But Betty looked horrified. “What the heck is wrong with your hair?”
Elise picked up a fistful of silken hair that fell over her shoulder. It was a long, shiny black sheet—not the auburn curls that she used to have. Betty had died before Elise was given a new form by Yatam and Nügua, so she had never seen it before.
“We’ve got to get to the Tree,” Elise said.
“But…”
“It’s me,” Elise said firmly, grabbing her hand again. Betty’s palms were slick with sweat. “Okay? This is just…it’s some garden thing. We have bigger problems.”
“Like your boobs,” Betty said.
Elise looked down. All of the brides were kept naked, and the shift in location meant a shift in costume, too.
She tried to remember what her body had looked like before her rebirth as a demon, and could barely summon the memory. There had been more muscles. That much she knew.
“Are they bigger?” Elise asked.
“Uh, yeah,” Betty said. She clapped a hand over her mouth and giggled. “Just a little bit.”
Elise rolled her eyes. “Of course that’s the first thing that you notice.”
“No, it’s good. Really impressive. You don’t look like a preteen boy anymore.”
“Get moving, Betty.”
All of the plants in the garden seemed to whisper at Elise’s passage, as if quietly heralding a visiting queen. It made her ears hurt. She tried to ignore them.
Elise didn’t release Betty’s wrist as they stepped through the desiccated ruins of an orchard. A full half of the trees were black, as if they hadn’t had water in months; the plants that survived oozed ichor onto the soil.
“Some garden,” Betty whispered.
Elise had to drop her hand to squeeze around a cluster of mossy rocks. “It didn’t used to be like this. It used to be beautiful.”
“What happened?”
“I left Him,” Elise said softly, leaping over a fallen tree. She waited on the other side to give Betty a hand. “He’s always been crazy, as far as I know, but having women sacrificed to Him kept Him from realizing that He’s imprisoned here. They didn’t have anyone to replace me when I left, so He’s gotten more…destructive.”
“When you say ‘Him’…”
Elise glanced around the garden. The vines hung with shriveled brown fruit the size of her fist; they had rotten on the outside to expose glistening pits, which almost looked like eyes. She didn’t dare say “God.” Not in this place.
“Adam,” Elise said. “The first man.”
Betty opened her mouth, most likely to ask more questions, but Elise shook her head. It wasn’t the right time for that. Talking to Betty was like enduring the Inquisition, but a misspoken word could have deadly consequences when He was watching.
They continued to move.
“I need to find somewhere to hide you,” Elise said, glancing over her shoulder to make sure that her friend was sticking close. Betty was right at her back, near enough that one misstep would probably make both of them trip.
“Hide me? Where?”
Elise didn’t really have any ideas. Where could she hide someone in hostile territory? The garden itself was a mess of twisting, maze-like paths among the roots of the Tree, but He was everywhere within it.
“Underneath the Tree,” Elise decided. It didn’t seem to be part of the cherubim’s normal search pattern. At least Betty would be hidden from casual glances.
Betty swallowed hard as she looked up at the towering branches of the Tree. Its tangled boughs looked like ribs of iron.
“That sounds bad,” she said.
James’s dead body flashed to Elise’s mind. “It’s fine,” she lied. “It’s as safe as it gets.”
But Betty had stopped following her.
“What are those?” she asked, pointing up at the sky.
Elise followed Betty’s finger with her gaze. A pair of figures wheeled through the mist above the Tree.
She pulled Betty under a bush, which scraped at her face and hair until she slapped away the branches. They made a sulky retreat.
With her belly flattened to the earth, Elise parted the brittle leaves enough to see the cherubim.
“They’re looking for me,” she whispered.
Betty paled. “Why?”
Elise wasn’t certain. Had Adam noticed her absence and sent them to retrieve her for another round of “training”? Or were they acting on Metaraon’s orders?
Either way, she didn’t want to be found until Betty was safe and she had her swords again.
“When we move, it will have to be quickly,” Elise whispered.
The leaves rustled, and the bushes parted.
A man stood on the other side, handsome and tall and as naked as Elise. Betty gave a strangled cry.
Where He walked, the garden seemed to come to life. There was vibrant green grass beneath the balls of His feet. Irises tickled His calves. The vines drooped to His shoulders, wrapping around His arms, greeting Him with kisses of their fruit. But the life didn’t extend far beyond Him—it was another illusion. He had no idea that He stood in a dead garden.
His gaze bored into Elise.
“What are you hiding from?” He asked. Even though He sounded amused, there was a dangerous edge to it.
Elise stood, putting herself between Him and Betty, even though she knew it was too late. Her stomach knotted. “Is it time again already?” she asked harshly. “Aren’t you bored of hurting me yet?”
He used her hand to pull her against His body. When their skin met, her sight changed. She saw the entire garden the way He did: thriving, lush, and colorful.
A sense of warmth filled her—a feeling of rightness. She was meant to be in that lush, beautiful garden, with His hand wrapped around hers.
Elise pulled her hand out of His. The dead orchard returned.
“Don’t look so afraid,” Adam said to Betty. He managed to sound simultaneously dangerous and charming as He helped Betty step out of the bushes.
Elise wanted to stop Him, but she felt rooted to the ground as surely as the Tree.
He addressed Betty directly. “My name is Adam. What’s yours?”
She swallowed hard. “My name is, um…Elizabeth Beatty. But everyone calls me—”
“Elizabeth,” He said, rolling the name over His tongue like an incantation. “It’s a pleasure to have you visit my garden, Elizabeth. What do you think of it?”
She glanced nervously at Elise before saying, “It’s pretty.”
He chuckled.
“We so seldom have guests,” He said, pulling Betty’s hand into the crook of His arm, as if He were a gentleman escorting a lady to a formal event. It must not have burned Betty the way that it did Elise, because she didn’t even flinch. In fact, she looked confused—and maybe a little entranced. “I’ll see to it that you have only the best accommodations during your stay.”
He moved to lead Betty away. Elise stepped in front of Him.
“Don’t,” she said sharply.
A pair of cherubim landed on the grass beyond the bushes, broad-shouldered and intimidating.
“Be polite, Eve,” Adam said warningly. “She’s our guest.” His tone warmed when He spoke to Betty again. “Go with them. They’ll care for you.”
“Elise—” Betty began.
He interrupted her. “And as for you,” He said, seizing Elise’s elbow in a crushing grip. “Don’t hide from me again. Not when we have business to attend to.”
The bottom of her stomach dropped out.
“More training?” Elise asked, barely above a whisper.
Adam wrapped an arm around Elise’s waist, and He whispered into her ear. “It’s time for you to serve at my side, beloved.”
Time skipped.
Elise sat in a juncture of the Tree’s roots. The ground in front of her pooled with a couple inches of rainwater, rippled with light rain and dotted by lily pads. The Tree creaked as it continued to grow and curl around her body.
She felt like she was on a throne that had been grown specifically for her. It was where she was meant to rule.
Where Eve is meant to rule, she mentally corrected herself, rubbing her forehead.
Betty and the cherubim were gone, while Adam stood beside Elise on a raised pulpit. He didn’t sit—He never sat, not when He could stand above all others. “There have been intruders,” He told Elise. “Invaders attempting to enter our enclave.”
The news surprised her enough that she forgot to worry about Betty.
“Who’s invading?”
“You will help me find that out,” He said.
A pair of cherubim crossed a cobblestone path cutting through the shallow pool, the male dragging the female toward Elise’s throne.
The captive cherub fell at Adam and Elise’s feet. When she saw Elise, a look of surprise dawned on her features. But not wonder. Not love. All angels loved Elise—and a sense of wrongness knotted in her belly.
“Tell me what this is,” Adam said to Elise, gesturing at the cherub.
“It’s an angel,” Elise said.
“No. Look closer.”
Elise rose from the wooden throne and circled the cherub. This creature had pale blue eyes, long legs, the confidence that came with immortality. Its familiar features made Elise feel confusingly warm. Almost…maternal.
“Where did you find her?” Elise asked the guarding cherub.
“It was outside the walls attempting to force its way into the garden,” said the guard.
He didn’t need to point out that cherubim should have been capable of stepping into the garden from anywhere, at any time.
If what looked to be a cherub was behaving entirely unlike a cherub—unable to enter the quarantined garden of its own volition, and looking at Elise with shock rather than adoration—then the obvious conclusion was that it wasn’t what it appeared to be. But that left so many other questions unanswered.
Adam’s gaze pressed on Elise as she stepped behind the cherub to look at its wings. They sprouted from its back with no obvious surgical marks to suggest that they had been modified.
“What are you?” Elise asked the intruder.
It stared at her in silence.
The maternal feelings just kept building. This was her child under scrutiny—a creature of her making. It pained Elise to see it kneeling in rainwater.
She pressed her hand to the cherub’s cheek.
The illusion fell away.
A creature with ruddy crimson flesh, sleek black hair, and the feathered wings of an angel appeared where the cherub had been sitting. It stared at her with eyes that were glossy black—not blue.
Shocked, she dropped her hand. All warmth fled from her.
“Hybrid,” Elise said. “This is…some kind of hybrid.”
Its lips peeled back over its teeth.
Adam stepped off of the pulpit. “Of course,” He said without an ounce of surprise. “She’s been making an army of them on the battlefront. This one must have been deployed as an assassin.”
Elise frowned. What battlefront was he talking about? There hadn’t been any wars involving hybrids for millennia.
“She?” Elise asked.
“Lilith,” Adam said. “Remember?”
And suddenly, she did. Elise remembered the smell of burning cities, the sight of angels wielding flaming swords. The mental image was as clear as though she had seen it earlier that morning.
“Okay,” she said slowly, massaging her temple. “Lilith is trying to assassinate you. Let me kill this…this thing. I just need my swords. I came into the garden with two of them—have Metaraon bring me one, and I’ll take care of it right now.”
Adam radiated displeasure. “You don’t have the stomach for killing. You never have.”
“I’m not Eve,” Elise said. “You know I’m not Eve, just like you know that Lilith’s been gone for a long time.”
Adam cupped her cheek in His hand. “Look inside your heart,” He said. “You know that’s not true. You don’t kill.”
The words slid through her: You don’t kill. It sounded like a command.
Her vision blurred.
What swords had she been talking about? Elise reached back to touch her shoulder, expecting to find the strap of a spine sheath, and found nothing.
He was right—she didn’t kill. She had never worn a weapon in her life.
“There,” Adam said. “Do you see?”
The guarding cherub suddenly snapped to attention, lifting its sword in a salute.
Metaraon strode across the cobblestone path. Elise’s stomach churned when she realized that he was dragging Betty behind him, his hand clamped around her wrist. At the sight of her friend, Elise realized that her thoughts were getting muddy again.
She stepped away from Adam. Her mind instantly cleared.
“What is the meaning of this?” Metaraon demanded, gaze locked onto Elise’s. “What do you think you’re doing, woman?”
“We’re attending to business,” Adam said. He swept a hand toward the hybrid. “We found this thing attempting to enter the garden. One of Lilith’s assassins, I’m sure.”
Metaraon used his grip on Betty to fling her to the ground. She splashed into the shallow water. “You’re ‘attending to business’ without alerting me?” he asked. “I am your right hand, your Voice. This is my responsibility.”
“There was no need for you,” He said.
Metaraon’s lips quivered with barely-withheld rage.
“Master,” rasped the hybrid, startling Elise. Its spoke as though its throat had been rubbed raw with sandpaper. It stared at Metaraon when it spoke.
Elise understood instantly that the hybrid didn’t belong to Lilith.
Fury ignited in Metaraon’s pale eyes. He stepped behind the hybrid, placed a hand on its jaw, and jerked.
Its head wrenched off of its spine with a slick pop.
The body collapsed, wings crumpling.
“There,” Metaraon said, lobbing the head at Elise. It rolled to a stop at her feet. Blood dribbled from its stump, clouding the shallow water. “Business has been attended to.”
If Metaraon’s anger was a grain of sand, then Adam’s was the beach. Hot rage rippled over Elise’s skin.
“You dare presume to sentence my captives?” His voice boomed through the roots of the tree, making the bark crackle and water slosh over the path. Betty gave a small gasp, clapping damp hands over her ears. “Who is Lord?”
It took visible effort, but Metaraon bowed his head.
“You are,” he said. “My apologies, Father. I reacted in fear for your safety.”
Adam didn’t calm down at that, but He didn’t get angrier, either. He gestured to Betty. “Why have you brought her here? I instructed the cherubim to make her comfortable.”
“I expected you would want your bride to enter the door as soon as possible,” Metaraon said through his teeth, “and she is our incentive. Let us stop waiting and get this done.”
Betty gasped again, turning wide eyes on Elise.
Adam laughed. “She doesn’t matter that much. Eve will enter the door for me. Some mortal you’ve dredged from a memory doesn’t influence her decision.”
“Are you certain?” Metaraon asked.
Adam had grown still, motionless but tense, and there was death in His quietude. Elise realized that the conversation had suddenly taken a turn for the worse—much worse, in fact, but she wasn’t exactly sure why.
“Elise?” Betty whispered.
She shook her head imperceptibly, trying to tell her friend to be quiet, but it was too late.
Metaraon seized her by the throat and lifted her from the water. Betty clawed at his forearm, bare feet kicking, cheeks reddening as she struggled for breath.
“Look at how the presence of ‘some mortal’ has reinvigorated your bride,” Metaraon said. “You wanted her awake? She is awake. She thirsts in a way that she did not until I brought her.” He shook Betty. “Your ‘Eve’ will go through the door to spare this woman pain.”
Betty’s eyes bulged. A tear trickled down her cheek.
“You’re lying,” Adam said.
“Test her.”
Metaraon tossed Betty as easily as if she were a kitten. She cried out when she struck the cobblestone path, rolling to Adam’s feet.
Elise jerked, almost stepping forward—but she stopped herself.
No. If she showed how much that bothered her, that would only trigger His wrath.
She schooled her features and didn’t move.
He kneeled beside Betty, stroking a hand down her cheek. “Be calm, my child,” He said gently.
Betty bit her lip hard enough to draw blood. But she was still watching Elise, and Betty was smart enough to follow her cues. She didn’t make a sound.
Metaraon was watching Elise, too. He circled around her, wings partially unfurled. Feathers swirled on the water’s surface.
“Is Metaraon speaking the truth, my beloved?” Adam asked. “Do you love her above me?”
Such an innocuous question, asked so calmly. Adam stroked Betty’s forehead, like a worrying father. She trembled.
And still, Elise kept her expression blank.
“No,” Elise said.
Adam broke Betty’s pinky. The crack of the joint bent the wrong direction was like a gunshot in the silence of the garden.
Betty screamed and arching away reflexively, but His grip was too strong to escape.
Elise wanted to kill Him. She imagined plunging her sword into His heart, twisting the blade, gutting Him like a slaughtered pig. She imagined the heat of His blood gushing over her arm.
And then she wiped her mind as clean as her face. She forced herself to think of something neutral—like jogging through the empty streets of Reno.
Adam broke Betty’s thumb. Her scream drove into Elise’s heart.
Adam asked again, “You don’t care about this mortal, do you?”
Elise fixed her eyes on Metaraon.
“No, I don’t care,” she said, and she managed to make it sound like she wasn’t dying inside.
Adam wrenched Betty’s broken fingers back, bending them until the tips nearly brushed her wrist. She kept screaming, and screaming, and screaming, but Elise’s mind was far away, with her sneakered feet beating a rhythm against pavement in the cool morning air.
“Cold,” Metaraon whispered over her shoulder. “Very cold.”
Elise shrugged.
Adam grew bored. He dropped Betty’s hand and straightened, seeming to forget about her instantly.
He looked surprised to see that Elise was there.
“You’re looking lovely today, Eve,” He said, running His fingers through her hair, like knives tickling her scalp. He smelled like blood and pain, and Elise didn’t allow herself to think about killing Him again.
She smiled, tilted her cheek into His hand, and stared over His shoulder at Metaraon. The anger seeped into her eyes—she couldn’t help it.
Metaraon glared back. Stalemate.
Adam brushed a kiss over her cheek and He drifted away, murmuring to the vines, the leaves, and the wind in the Tree.


VII
After all of the screaming, the garden seemed even quieter than usual. Adam and Metaraon were gone. Betty sat on the wooden throne and Elise kneeled at her feet, preparing to fix the damage she had done.
She scissored at the seams of Betty’s slacks with her fingernails, trying to tear the cloth free to create a bandage. It was easier to pay attention to that than think of how much pain had been inflicted upon Betty for Elise’s sake.
She unraveled the seam and ripped, turning Betty’s slacks into shorts. They weren’t even.
Betty’s broken fingers were purple, swollen, bent the wrong way. “This will hurt,” Elise said, taking the tip of Betty’s thumb in her hand. “Get ready.”
She didn’t wait for Betty to acknowledge her before twisting the thumb into place. Betty smothered her cry with her undamaged hand, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Elise splinted the thumb to keep it in position and wrapped the bandages around it.
“I didn’t think it could be this bad,” Betty said.
“There are a lot of delicate bones in the hand. It’s a bad place to be injured.”
“That’s not what I meant.” All hints of Betty’s earlier cheer were gone. “When you didn’t tell me about everything that happened to you when you were younger, I thought…well, I knew it had to be bad, but this—”
Elise pulled the pinky finger back into place.
She had to pin Betty’s shaking hand under her arm to finish dressing the wound. As soon as Elise released her, Betty pulled it against her chest, giving her a mistrustful look.
“I’m sorry,” Elise said.
“Why didn’t you stop them?” Betty asked, voice thick with tears.
Elise climbed onto the throne next to her. The seat was wide enough that they could both fit in it, hip-to-hip. They used to sit in the oversized chairs at the student union like that while studying for finals.
“It’s complicated,” Elise said. “I did what I had to in order to save your life. I couldn’t stand to lose you again.”
Betty hugged her hand to her chest. “Again?”
Elise chewed on the inside of her mouth. Betty deserved to know the truth, no matter how unpleasant.
“You said the last thing you remember is going into the Night Hag’s cave, right?”
Betty nodded.
“You don’t remember anything after that because…” Elise swallowed hard. “You died there. Alain Daladier shot you.”
Betty’s cheeks were so bloodless that it looked like she was on the verge of dying again. She swayed dangerously at Elise’s side. “Oh my God,” she whispered.
Uttering that name made the Tree throb with a deep groan.
Betty clapped a hand over her mouth.
Elise waited for a minute to see if Adam would descend on them again, but He must have been preoccupied—the garden soon settled down again. She went on. “After you died, Anthony and I couldn’t keep it together. It’s kind of why we broke up. That, and…”
“You’re such a bitch,” Betty said.
She frowned. “A lot has happened after you died. It’s been hard.” Her voice broke. “I’ve missed you so much.”
Betty’s face softened. “What have I missed? Tell me about it.”
Where to begin? With the part where Betty’s parents had begged Elise to spread Betty’s ashes somewhere nice? The memorial service at the university, where everyone talked over Betty’s photo? All of the fights that Elise and Anthony had over Betty’s belongings?
Elise didn’t want to remember any of that.
Betty wouldn’t want to know how much darker the world had become without her. She’d want to know about the ass kicking, the fights, the victories.
“After we killed the Night Hag, Anthony got possessed by a demon,” Elise said. At Betty’s alarmed expression, she quickly added, “He’s fine now. But he was under the influence of the mother of all demons for a few days, and her brother—do you remember Thom?”
A faint smile twitched on Betty’s lips. “Insanely hot guy in leather pants.”
“Yeah, that guy. He was actually a demon, not a witch. His name was Yatam. He and I…”
Elise trailed off as she thought back to having sex with Yatam while the city was destroyed and the statue of the goddess Nügua looked on. There had been a knife and a lot of blood. Elise would have told Betty about any other tryst, but not that one—there was just no way that Betty could understand.
Realizing that she had lost the thread of conversation, Elise shook her head to clear it.
“We exchanged blood,” she said simply. “The swap ultimately killed Yatam, and made me into a demon when I died.” She grabbed a fistful of hair. “As you can see.”
“You died, too?” Betty asked dully.
“For a little while,” Elise said. She managed a weak smile. “Anthony came to get my body and helped me figure shit out.”
“After you broke his heart.”
Elise grimaced. “We both had problems, Betty. It wasn’t just me.”
“But mostly you,” Betty said. “You’re so cold.”
Elise dropped to her feet in the shallow water, pacing the cobblestone path.
She could have explained that she wasn’t cold—that she had always burned hot, too hot, but not for Anthony. That he satisfied a physical need, as well as the need for uncomplicated companionship, and that she appreciated how quickly he adjusted to killing demons. But all of it would have sounded like an excuse. Maybe it was.
“I loved James,” Elise said. “Always.”
Betty’s brow creased. She picked at the edge of the makeshift bandage. “I probably knew that. I just wish you’d told Anthony. Even if you didn’t love him, you liked him, didn’t you? Wasn’t he your friend? He deserved better.”
It was like a slap to the face.
“I guess he did,” Elise said, swallowing hard around the lump in her throat.
“When we get out of here, you need to apologize. Promise me you’ll apologize.”
“I don’t know if we’re getting out of here.”
Fierce optimism burned in Betty’s face, even now. “Just promise.”
“Okay,” Elise said. “I promise.”
Elise watched over Betty as she slept through the pain. It didn’t matter whether or not Elise remained vigilant, but she feared falling asleep too much to relax. When she dreamed in the garden, she was never quite sure that she would wake up again.
They had climbed into the lower branches to escape the dampness of the tepid pool, and the Tree grumbled in deep, wordless voices as Elise settled in. Betty was using a pillow of moss to rest her head with her knees curled to her chest; one foot stretched out to touch Elise’s, toe-to-toe, as if she needed that reassurance.
As Elise waited, keeping one eye on Betty, her mind wandered. And she found herself thinking of Adam.
When she had first entered the garden, His touch had been agony. But it was getting easier all the time. She wasn’t sure if something about Him had changed…or if it was Elise doing the changing.
She almost wanted to touch Him again to find out.
It wasn’t His fault that His touch was sensory overload. It had been bad ever since He had entered the Origin and became omnipotent. Trying to concentrate that much power into a physical form was bound to have side effects.
If Elise concentrated, she could almost see the contrition in His eyes when He realized how much He had been hurting her when they kissed. She could hear the way He had whispered, I’m so sorry, Eve. And she remembered her heart breaking into thousands of pieces.
Wait.
The Origin? What was the Origin?
Elise couldn’t possibly know when Adam had become God. It predated her first visit to the garden—hell, it predated all of humanity.
Which meant she had been having Eve’s thoughts.
Stomach churning, she climbed to the edge of the branch and looked down. The white door was waiting for her, as always. It was flat to the ground, facing up, so that she could have jumped and landed on it.
Elise hadn’t gone through the door yet, so why was she losing herself to Eve?
“Metaraon,” she whispered into the quiet of the garden.
He stepped from the bushes below to stand beside the door.
Betty stirred, rolling onto her back, bandaged hand cradled against her chest. Elise cast a glance toward her before climbing down the Tree.
She stood opposite Metaraon, the door between them.
“What do you want?” he asked.
“I’ve decided that I’m going to kill Him,” Elise said. “But I need my swords.”
“Out of the question.”
“Do you think I can kill Him with my bare hands?”
“If need be,” Metaraon said. “I’m sure that you can accomplish wondrous things, given the…proper motivation.” His eyes flicked to the branches above.
Elise’s shoulders tensed. “If either of you touches her again, I’m going to—”
“Stand idly by and watch us kill her?” Metaraon laughed bitterly. “You prefer to allow your friend to be tortured than walk through a door. I’ve never seen such cruelty in a human before.”
Elise circled around the door to face Metaraon. “Give my swords back to me.”
Metaraon swept a hand toward the Tree.
“I’ll show you where they are.”
He led her down a dark path between the roots. The cavern underneath the Tree was as misty as it had been on her last visit. Metaraon led her down another path to the other side of the lake, far from James’s body.
When they reached the bottom, he pointed at the amber lake.
“This lake is a mixture of sap from the Tree, the waters of Mnemosyne, and ethereal blood,” Metaraon said. “It feeds the entire garden, including newborn angels, as you can see. Whenever possible, we retrieve the bodies of our fallen and return them here so that their matter can be recycled. We also dispose of our waste here. The clothing you wore into the garden was thrown into this lake—as well as your swords.”
Elise stared into the murky depths of the fluid. Her reflection on the surface was inky-haired and pale-skinned, as if Yatam were staring back at her.
“You threw my falchions into a lake of tree sap,” she said.
“Metals are slow to be consumed. If you’re lucky, they’re still somewhere at the bottom. Of course, inhaling too much of this fluid is likely to plunge you deep into insanity.”
The memory of having her head shoved under the surf sent chills rippling over her exposed skin.
Her swords were gone, devoured by the Tree.
But that had been her only plan for saving Betty.
“How will I kill him without my falchions?” Elise murmured. She didn’t mean Adam.
Metaraon slipped past her, the tips of his wings whispering on the stones as he walked. He bent to whisper into her ear. “Get creative.”
Elise turned to watch him glide up the path toward the surface.
Get creative.
A spark of inspiration bloomed in her mind.
If she didn’t have the weapons she needed to kill Metaraon, then she would just have to get help.
“Thanks,” Elise said.
Metaraon had already left.
But she wasn’t the only person staring into the amber lake.
A female figure stood on the far shore. She seemed to glow faintly in the mist.
There should have been no other women in the garden—it was in quarantine, Adam’s prison, and all previous brides were dead.
The woman turned, gliding up the path between the eggs.
Elise bolted around the shore of the lake, cutting through the razor-edged ferns. She was fast—very fast, even without darkness to carry her—but the lake was much larger than it appeared.
By the time she reached the other side, the woman was already walking out into the garden again.
Elise chased.
She stepped out of the cavern to find the woman sitting just a few feet away, skirts pooled over a stone bench. Elise slowed to a stop.
She had been prepared to find Lilith lurking in the garden—maybe even prepared to fight her, if she had to. But she hadn’t been prepared at all for the woman she found waiting.
It was her mother, Ariane.
“It’s you,” Elise said.
After running into her mother in the City of Dis, Elise could no longer be surprised at the places that Ariane would show up. Neither she nor Isaac had ever been too concerned about rules, quarantines, or silly things like mortal peril.
Ariane telegraphed her emotions with every line of her body, from the hesitant tilt of her chin to the curve of her bottom lip, and the way she drew her shoulders toward her ears. Elise could tell that Ariane was worried, maybe even fearful, but not surprised. She had already known that Elise was in the garden.
“What are you doing here?” Elise asked.
“I am only a dream,” Ariane said, speaking her native French, just as she usually did with Elise.
“Bullshit.”
“How can you be sure? Sometimes we are in a garden, sometimes in a city, and sometimes on Earth. It’s possible you are imagining me now, too.”
“I’m sure,” Elise said. “If I was going to dream about anyone, it would never be you.”
Ariane flinched, hands clutched to her heart. “I see.”
“Don’t tell me this is a rescue attempt.”
“It’s not. I’m sorry. Metaraon brought me here so that he can keep an eye on us.”
She frowned, trying to understand the connection between her mother and the archangel. “Why would he need to keep an eye on you? What were you trying to do?”
“Escape him.” Ariane’s shoulders were tense, extruding muscular lines on either side of her neck. “Permanently.”
There was a lifetime of history in those three words—the implication that Ariane would need to run from Metaraon, as if he could have some kind of interest in her, but Elise couldn’t imagine why. Metaraon didn’t think much of mortals. He had made that more than clear.
“So the fact that you’re here has nothing to do with me.”
“No…I wouldn’t say that.” Ariane squared her shoulders, as if steeling herself to deliver unpleasant news. “While I was serving in the City of Dis with your father, we received many transmissions from the Union. One update warned us of a prophesied convergence—a point on which destiny hinged. Or, rather, a location.”
Elise lifted her eyebrows. “And that location was the garden?”
“No, a village called Oymyakon. The prophecy said that you would be there soon. Very soon. You’re only one part of the convergence, however; we are all drawn toward it. Even me—and I had done my best to escape. That is why I am here. You and I, Elise, we are being drawn toward destiny.”
“But if I’m supposed to be in Oymyakon, then that means…”
“You’re going to escape,” Ariane said simply.
Elise glanced around the garden, afraid that He was watching. The Tree swayed above them. Adam didn’t appear.
“How?” she whispered.
“The solution is simple, if not easy,” Ariane said, reaching out to take her daughter’s hand. “Walk through the door.”
Elise shook off her mother’s grip. “Did Metaraon tell you to say that?”
“No. But you must do it. Walk through the door, let Him start over, and when He is luxuriating in His new life…” Ariane sighed. “I never wanted this for you.”
“How do you know about the door? You can’t know, unless you’re colluding with them.”
“Colluding is a harsh word, my daughter,” Ariane said. “But Metaraon tells me many things now. We are…very familiar.”
She stood, and her dress fell around a huge stomach.
Elise’s eyes widened.
She had said that Metaraon wanted to keep an eye on “us”—not Ariane and Elise, but Ariane and her new offspring.
It wasn’t hard to put the pieces together.
Elise was surprised at how angry the sight of her mother’s pregnancy made her. Her parents had abandoned her when she was fourteen years old, like she was too much of a burden for them to bear, yet went on to conceive another? And with an angel?
“This is fucking bullshit,” Elise said.
“I can explain.”
“What? That you fucked up with your first kid and thought you could try again?”
“This isn’t meant to be a replacement,” Ariane said.
“Then what is it? A mistake?” Elise asked. The words lashed at Ariane, making her flinch.
“You were planned, Elise,” Ariane said softly. “But not by Isaac and me. Metaraon asked us to make you, so we did.”
“You knew that I would be the Godslayer.”
“Yes, but I didn’t know how much I would love you.” Ariane reached out for Elise, but she jerked away from her mother’s touch, angry heat pooling in her stomach.
“You didn’t think you would love me? Your own daughter?”
“I was sixteen, Elise,” Ariane said. “Sixteen is a stupid age. My concept of marriage and parenthood was little more sophisticated than a child toying with her dolls. I made oaths I had no ability to understand. And when it came time to surrender you…I did what I had to.”
Elise had been about to walk back under the Tree again, but that phrase stopped her.
I did what I had to.
That was the same thing that she had told Betty.
Ariane wasn’t done speaking. She fidgeted with the skirt of her dress, seeming to choose her words carefully. “Consider this, my daughter,” she said. “Your life has been orchestrated by greater powers. All of it. There was never any doubt in Metaraon’s mind that you would come to this point, in this garden, at this destined convergence point. He has invested everything in you.”
“But I escaped. I was gone for a long time.”
Ariane shook her head. “No, Elise. You weren’t.”
“For ten years—”
“No, Elise,” she said, more forcefully than before. “Metaraon knew where you were the entire time.”
Elise frowned, trying to understand what her mother was telling her. “James and I…” She let the beginning of the sentence hang in the air between them, but didn’t finish it. As soon as she said James’s name, a spark had lit in Ariane’s eyes. “What are you saying?”
“I wouldn’t dare suggest anything,” Ariane said. “But you and I have much in common.” She suddenly looked old, so old, and so very tired. She sat on the bench again. “We have been used, Elise.”
“James didn’t use me,” Elise said.
Ariane cupped her cheek. She didn’t say anything else, but the warmth in her eyes spoke volumes.
Having her mom touch her like that sent her back to the time when she had still found comfort in her mother’s company. After so long in the garden, after so much of Adam’s torture, she desperately needed that comfort again.
Elise rested her hand on her mother’s stomach. The baby stirred at her touch. It felt strange for the skin to bump and jitter underneath her fingers and know that there was something alive in there, like the eggs underneath the Tree.
“I did make a mistake with you, Elise,” Ariane said softly. “I made a thousand mistakes. But what’s done is done, and I cannot fix the past. You’re an adult now. Your destiny is in your control.” She rested her hand on top of Elise’s. “This one—this one, I want to keep.”
Elise didn’t feel angry anymore. She was too numb.
“It’s not fair,” she said.
“I agree.”
“I’ll get both of you out of here. You and…” Elise trailed off, rubbing her mom’s stomach. Ariane, Betty, a baby—she had entered the garden thinking she had nothing left to lose, but it only got worse by the moment. “Nobody’s going to use you anymore, Mother. I promise.”
“Walk through the door,” Ariane said gently. “It’s the only way.”
“How do you know?”
“Because,” she said, “Lilith told me.”


VIII
RUSSIA – MAY 2010
Babushka’s house stunk of thick, cloying pipe smoke. It made the air in the tiny living room suffocating, which was stuffed with a broken couch, bookshelves, and a TV, despite its size.
A pair of teenage boys struggled over a GameCube controller. Malcolm’s new friend—who had introduced herself, extremely reluctantly, as Alsu—shoved past the boys, blocking their view of the TV. They flung their arms in the air and shouted protests.
A single look from Alsu silenced their complaints.
“Who’s this?” asked the first boy, who had just lost his game.
“Pizza delivery,” Malcolm said brightly.
Alsu looked pained. “Stop being lazy and go outside, children.”
She pulled Malcolm into the kitchen.
From the outside, the entire building had looked hardly bigger than a garden shed, so Malcolm was amazed to see a half a dozen centenarian women jammed in the kitchen to prepare dinner. Their voices rolled over each other as they chatted, building to cacophonous white noise. There wasn’t even a pause when Alsu shoved Malcolm into the one empty chair at the table.
“Now this is more like it,” Malcolm said as one of the women set a plate in front of him.
“I’ll be right back,” Alsu said before stepping into the back hall.
Dozens of eyes watched Malcolm as he dug in, inhaling the pasta as fast as he could manage. It made his stomach cramp to eat so quickly, but it was too delicious to pace himself.
“Did you want some?” he asked his watchers, cheeks bulging with food.
The women whispered among themselves.
He finished the pasta alone and started on the next plate of food that they gave him. Malcolm didn’t get far before Alsu returned to the kitchen. “She’ll see you now,” she said.
Malcolm shoved a potato into his mouth. “Right now?”
“Right now.”
He followed Alsu out of the room.
It had to be some kind of temporal rift that allowed four bedrooms to be situated behind the kitchen. At least one of them seemed to have been converted from a broom closet, and it was probably the most attractive of all the rooms; it was the only one without stained, forty-year-old wallpaper.
Alsu took him to the rearmost bedroom door. “She’s very old,” she said. “Speak up and show respect.”
He swallowed his last mouthful of food and winked. “I know how to handle the ladies, trust me.” Potato flecked from his lips as he spoke.
She sighed and pushed the door open.
Until the moment that Malcolm stepped inside Babushka’s room, if someone had asked him to describe the smell of death, he would have said that it had no smell at all. The piss and shit a body purged while dying certainly had a smell, and so did perforated intestines, and blood spilled in large quantities. But death itself had no particular odor.
Yet the instant he walked through that door, he could smell that Babushka was about to die. It was a stale, grim odor, like the air inside a mausoleum that hadn’t been opened in centuries.
Babushka herself was probably old enough to have found the invention of horse-drawn carriages frightening. The trenches on her face were stained black with smoke. The slivers of her lips were pursed into a permanent, wrinkled pucker, probably thanks to the pipe that she was currently filling with fresh tobacco.
“I don’t like any of this,” Babushka said as soon as he entered.
“I’m sorry, Aunt,” Alsu said, grabbing Malcolm’s arm. “I didn’t realize—”
“That’s not what I mean. Leave us alone,” Babushka said.
Malcolm almost backed out of the room before he realized that she wanted her niece to leave, not him. Alsu shut the door on her way out, leaving him trapped.
There was nowhere to sit between the footboard and dresser, so Malcolm stood awkwardly by the door, eyeballing the contents of Babushka’s dresser. It was cluttered with brushes, combs, crystals, throwing knives, and a statuette with a woman’s face and a snake’s body.
He wrenched his gaze away from the serpent-woman.
“James Faulkner sent me,” Malcolm said.
She hocked and spat black saliva on the floor. It splattered at his feet. “Fuck him.”
Malcolm exploded with laughter, more from surprise than mirth. The sound didn’t suit the mournful air of the room. He quickly stopped and coughed into his hand. “Not that I disagree, but what did he do to make you mad?”
“He’s killing her,” Babushka said simply.
The last hints of Malcolm’s laughter cut off.
“Uh,” he said.
Babushka scraped her thumb on a matchstick. It flamed red, lighting the shiny peaks of her ancient face. “If you’re here to help James Faulkner, I’ll have my nieces slit your throat,” she said matter-of-factly.
“Whoa, hang on there,” Malcolm said, momentarily forgetting his Russian. “Don’t be hasty.”
She didn’t seem to have any problems understanding the English. Her eyes narrowed to slits. “It was a mistake letting him take her the first time. If she gets back again, she’s free. She’s earned it.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Sit down, Malcolm,” Babushka said, dipping the match into her pipe to light it.
His knees gave out on him. He sank to his knees beside her bed. “How do you…?”
She bit the stem of her pipe. “Thousands of years ago, a terrible mistake happened.” Smoke sputtered out of the side of her mouth as she spoke. “Things were fragmented that never should have been separated. Countless lives have been lost for it. Some people have sought to correct that error since, but nobody has succeeded. Do you understand?”
“Not even a little bit,” he said.
“James Faulkner was supposed to save her,” Babushka said, looking exasperated. “He told me that was why he came. Instead, he took her back.”
“To where? Who? I don’t—”
“The Godslayer,” she said in perfect English, with no accent, before reverting to Russian. “Do you know of her?”
Elise had told him once before that some demons called her “Godslayer.” She had confessed to it with no small amount of embarrassment, like it was a burden she was forced to carry, rather than the most badass nickname he had ever heard.
Did he “know of” her? Malcolm recalled getting drunk with Elise, fucking her senseless, and killing by her side. All equally delightful pastimes, as far as he was concerned. Weird to think that she was legendary in some crappy Russian village.
“I know her, but I don’t follow you on everything else. Are you saying that James…?”
“She should be able to correct the fragmentation,” Babushka said. “But he has only made it worse. If you are going to take her back to him, this James Faulkner, then I will have you killed.”
It was suddenly too hot and cramped in the room. Malcolm would bet on himself against a hundred old Russian ladies in scarves—he was a kopis, after all. But he wasn’t exactly eager to test his odds.
He moved to get up. “I sure could use a drink.”
Babushka caught his chin in her pincer grip. “Promise you won’t surrender her to James Faulkner.”
“You might be confused,” he said slowly. “The two of them, they love each other. She’ll probably run into his arms the second she sees him, and there will be fireworks, and sparkles, and—shit, I don’t know, it’s not like I could ‘surrender’ her anyway. She’s not an object.”
“Promise that you will save her.”
Did it matter what he said? Elise was going to do whatever the hell she wanted when she came back—if she ever came back. He had no control over that.
But he thought of all those old ladies in the kitchen with cooking knives—very long, very sharp cooking knives—and he said, “I promise. All right?”
She released him. “When she returns, it will be in the field to the north. My great-grandnephews can take you there,” Babushka said.
“Sounds like fun.”
“Tell my nieces to prepare a bed for you,” she said, tapping the pipe on the side of the bed. “And tell them that you’ll be here for just two more days.”
“Two days?” he asked.
But Babushka seemed to be done with the conversation. She jammed the pipe between her teeth and gazed out the window, humming under her breath.
Before Malcolm left, he couldn’t help but notice that her eyes were a very pale shade of blue.
“Do you have any guns, perchance?” Malcolm asked.
Alsu was with the other nieces in the kitchen, peeling potatoes with a knife. She narrowed her eyes as she dried the blade on her apron. “Why do you ask?”
“I’d like to borrow one. I’m going for a walk.” And hopefully, that walk would strangely, magically lead him to Elise, so they could make a prompt exit before Babushka killed him.
“What will you be shooting on this walk?” Alsu asked. “There’s nothing out there but cows and villagers enjoying the spring sunshine.”
He stepped back, just out of reach of her blade. She looked like she knew what she was doing with that thing, and Malcolm didn’t want to get peeled next.
His attempts at dodging didn’t go unnoticed. The other women in the kitchen shared belly laughs at his expense. Better laughter than throat slitting.
“Maybe I’ll shoot a villager for dinner,” he suggested with a broad grin that was meant to be charming. All of the laughing cut off. He quickly said, “I’m joking! For Christ’s sake, ask the old lady. She knows why I’d want a gun. It’s benevolent.”
Alsu still looked skeptical, but she stepped into the living room anyway, knife in one hand. The other fingers dipped into the pocket of her apron and emerged with a brass key.
She unlocked a cabinet. When Malcolm saw the shotguns and rifles inside—eight of them, at a quick count—his eyes widened. It was enough firepower to arm every little old lady cooking in the cramped kitchen.
Selecting one, she handed the gun to him with a box of shells. Almost as an afterthought, she also gave him the kitchen knife. It was heavier than it looked, and well balanced—hardly an ordinary cleaver.
“Bring it back when you’re done,” Alsu said.
“Right,” he agreed, sticking the blade in his belt.
Spring or not, Oymyakon was still too cold for Malcolm’s tastes. It was a bright, clear day, and couldn’t have been any warmer than ten degrees Celsius; the two teenage boys he had previously seen playing GameCube were kicking a ball around in short sleeves, like it was the middle of summer. Malcolm shivered.
“What are you doing with that?” asked one of the boys, spotting the gun.
“Not shooting villagers,” Malcolm said. “Just in case Alsu asks.”
“Are you hunting?” asked the other boy.
“Something like that.”
“Can we come?”
“No, I don’t think so,” Malcolm said. “I’d rather be alone.”
They kept following him anyway.
The boys kicked the ball back and forth, rolling it over the road in front of Malcolm. Some of the shots were so close that they almost tripped him up, but their aim was good; they mostly kept it out of the way as they jumped and danced around him, bouncing on the balls of their feet.
“I’m Timer. Hey, your accent is strange,” Timer said without missing a beat. “Where are you from?”
“Ireland,” Malcolm said. “Sometimes.”
“Sometimes? What’s that mean?”
“I lived there longest, but I haven’t been back in a few years. I get around a lot.”
Timer kicked the ball up with his toes and caught it in his arms. “What happened to your face?”
“I tripped and fell on a tiger,” Malcolm said.
“Cool,” Timer said.
Malcolm finally stopped walking and turned to face them. “Look, if you’re going to come along, you can help me find a field—a place where cattle graze, somewhere north of here. It might seem kind of strange in some way. There might be a door, or some bright lights, or…”
The boys took a step back.
“You’re not going there, are you?” the second teenager asked, suddenly worried.
“Yes, I am. I’m told that you two know where it is.”
“That’s because we’re forbidden to go there. It’s a place of evil.”
Malcolm tried not to let his exasperation show. He had met more than his fair share of superstitious rural primitives while traveling, but it never got less irritating. “Tell you what. Show me where this field is, and I’ll shoot anything that attacks you. All right?”
The boy with the football tossed it to Timer. “Have fun.”
“Govnosos!” shouted Timer as his friend jogged back in the direction of the farms. “I’m not scared. I’ll show you the field.”
Timer led Malcolm off of the road, heading northeast through the grass. What started out as too cool of a day quickly became too hot. Malcolm shucked his jacket, dropping it on a rock.
“A new farmer moved out here last year,” Timer said. He spun the football on one finger. It wobbled, and he caught it. “He bought the land that the field is on and said that he was going to plant crops. Grandmother told him that it was a bad idea, but he didn’t listen.”
“So is it private property, then?”
“No. He died in the field.”
“Peachy,” Malcolm said. “Do you talk to your grandmother much? What’s her deal?”
“She’s the guardian,” Timer said, tossing the football in the air.
“Eh?”
“The guardian of the gate.” He said it like it was a formal title. At Malcolm’s look of confusion, he said, “Our town guards the gates of Heaven. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”
Having a teenager talking so nonchalantly about Heaven and gateways and guardians threw Malcolm for a loop. “I’m just…looking for a friend,” he said.
“A friend,” Timer echoed, giving Malcolm’s gun a sideways look.
Malcolm felt weirdly defensive in response to this boy’s scrutiny. He shrugged. “Yeah. A friend.”
“The field’s through that part of the forest,” Timer said, pointing at a line of trees winding along a stream. “It’s a straight line if you keep going north. There’s probably still farming equipment there. Nobody wanted to move it after the owner died.”
“Are you going to show me the way?”
“No,” Timer said. He dropkicked the football in the direction that they had come from.
“I thought you weren’t afraid,” Malcolm said.
“I’m not afraid, but I’m also not stupid.”
Timer followed his football into the long grasses farther down the hill. Malcolm watched him retreating until he was no more than a dark spot weaving toward the distant buildings.
The hair on his arms was standing on end, as if he had been shocked with static. He rubbed it down.
“Superstition,” he muttered to himself, checking the knife on his belt again.
The clearing couldn’t be an evil place. Places weren’t good or bad. It might have had a gateway, but those were all over the world, and most people didn’t even know they existed—nothing to be afraid of, really.
He stopped on the edge of the tree line. It seemed so dark underneath the branches.
How terrible could the creatures coming through the gates of Heaven be, anyway?
Right. Nothing to fear, he reminded himself.
Malcolm shouldered the shotgun and stepped into the trees.
The grass grew thinner as he headed into the forest. Malcolm held the shotgun at the ready with his ears perked for any sounds of movement. His skin crawled, as if the trees in this part of the forest were electrified, and he wasn’t sure if his urge to go back was due to his usual urges of self-preservation or something more sinister.
There were no birds singing in the trees. He didn’t see a single rabbit, mouse, or bumblebee.
And then Malcolm tripped on a corpse.
“Jesus!” he cried, leaping away from it. His back hit the trunk of a tree. His heart thundered in his throat.
It was a large body, with exposed ribs and four legs that were covered in gray fur. He couldn’t see a head—there was no head anymore—but he thought that the heavy paws looked like they belonged to a wolf. Whatever had killed it had removed all of its internal organs. There was no blood, no heart, no intestines. Just hollow ribs, four legs, and a neck stump.
Malcolm felt ants crawling up his spine into his hair now, but when he slapped at the back of his neck, he didn’t find anything. There were no ants.
It was energy, not quite ethereal or infernal.
James hadn’t mentioned that there would be any wolf-eating creatures in that clearing. Just cows.
A cow definitely did not eat that wolf.
He loaded shells into the shotgun, watching the forest. His fingers shook so hard that he dropped the first two rounds. The others went in smoothly.
Malcolm almost wished that he only had to worry about the Union.
“No,” he said, staring at the gun in his hands. “No. I’m not doing this. I’m really, really not doing this. Fuck James, fuck Elise, fuck all of this.”
He turned to head out of the forest again…and walked straight into the clearing.
The line of trees was so tidy that someone must have deliberately cut back the forest. The meadow itself was large, perhaps a kilometer in radius, and framed by mountains beyond the trees. The low grass was dotted with blossoms that struggled to bloom in the fleeting warmth of spring.
It was lovely to look at, but Malcolm was certain that he had just been walking back the way he came.
Somehow, the clearing had found him.
Like Timer had said, a yellow harvester waited at the opposite end of the field, as if standing watch. It looked much more than a year old—the paint was peeling and the windshield was cracked. The harsh Siberian winter was surely responsible. But it reminded Malcolm of the wolf’s body in the forest, with its exposed ribs and neck stump, and he got the wild urge to run.
He backed slowly into the trees again, aiming the shotgun at everything and nothing. Malcolm swung the muzzle wide, from left to right. His finger was tense on the trigger.
A twig cracked behind him.
He turned.
Something ruddy-skinned and towering stood behind him. It was twice his height, with wings like an angel’s. Its strong features were reminiscent of ancient statues. It made his kopis senses scream.
What was it that Gregory had said about hybrids at this apocalyptic Event? He couldn’t have possibly meant hybrids with both demon and angel blood, could he?
Yeah. He could have.


“Shit,” Malcolm muttered.
The creature rushed. He fired.
The pellets seemed to vanish in midair, and the hybrid didn’t even stumble.
It bowled him over, sending both of them rolling into the field. His entire body throbbed the second he hit. It wasn’t even that he had landed hard—the ground was infused with ethereal energy, and it made his teeth want to leap out of his head and take cover.
He fired blindly, but the hybrid was still unimpressed. It took flight again.
Tossing the gun aside, Malcolm bolted.
It swooped over the trees, spiraling wide to come in for another attack. There was no way that Malcolm could get into the cover of trees fast enough to escape—and, judging by the wolf in the forest, that wouldn’t have done him much good anyway.
He clambered onto one of the harvester’s massive tires. The door was unlocked.
Malcolm jumped inside. The hybrid slammed into the other side just as he hit the lock on the door, beating its fist against the window, as if frustrated to have missed him. There was clear intelligence in those black eyes. This thing wasn’t just Frankenstein’s angel. It was smart.
It punched a fist through the glass.
With a shout, Malcolm threw himself back on the seat, kicking at the groping hand. His boot connected with its wrist. It withdrew and reached for the inner lock.
Hard metal pressing against his hip reminded him of the knife that Alsu had given him. He wrenched it out of his belt and stabbed. Blood gushed out of the back of the hybrid’s hand.
Its mouth opened in a cry, and Malcolm saw human-like teeth that had been filed to points. Its slimy, black tongue lashed like a snake’s.
Malcolm stabbed again, forcing the creature to pull out of the window.
It circled around the harvester, as if considering a better way to attack. He felt like a mouse in a trap being toyed with by a cat.
There was no fucking way for him to get out of there without getting eaten.
The hybrid ducked below the windshield.
Malcolm braced his hands on the dashboard and pressed his forehead to the glass, craning around to see where it had gone. He didn’t see so much as a hint of a black feather.
Then the harvester tilted.
“Oh, fuck!” Malcolm swore, grabbing the controls as the seat tipped underneath him. The hybrid was lifting the harvester with superhuman strength.
His hand accidentally slammed into a lever.
An engine groaned, and the blades at the front of the harvester whirred to life. Each one of them was as tall as Malcolm. They accelerated until they were nothing but metallic blurs in front of the machine.
The creature dropped him. The harvester slammed to the ground again, and the windshield was pulverized by the impact.
It leaped. Malcolm raised the knife.
But the hybrid never reached him. It jerked to a halt inches away, eyes widened with shock.
Something yanked it off of the hood of the harvester. Malcolm could only watch in horror as its wing was pulled into the workings of the machine.
Its scream made his eardrums shake.
With a crack, the blades jammed. The harvester creaked and groaned, struggling to continue spinning.
Malcolm kicked his door open and jumped out.
The creature was thrashing, bleeding, trying to free itself. Malcolm ducked under its swiping arms, getting a better grip on Alsu’s kitchen knife. He kissed the hilt. “Please don’t break,” he said.
Malcolm drove the knife underneath the hybrid’s jaw.
One of its kicking legs connected with his gut, but Malcolm’s hold on the knife was too tight to let that force him back. Instead, he dragged the blade down its throat. Blood gushed over his hand, soaking his sleeve, splashing on his shirt.
He pulled the knife out, and cut again.
Another crack—and the harvester’s blades began to spin once more, with a belch of smoke that smelled like burning gasoline.
The hybrid wrenched free, missing half of one wing, and stumbled toward Malcolm with its hands clapped to its throat. It stumbled. Malcolm brought the knife hacking down on the back of its neck, and blade bit into bone.
The neck severed.
Even decapitated, the body continued to flail, swiping leathery hands through the grass—either searching for him, or for its own head. Malcolm kicked the head into the bushes.
Eventually, its legs stopped kicking. The harvester continued to whir.
Malcolm didn’t even realize that the hybrid had injured him until he was staggering back to Oymyakon. The side of his face was cold with blood—his blood. Malcolm gently probed his face for a wound and found a gash near his missing eye. One of its claws must have caught him when it punched an arm through the windshield.
He lifted the head, which he carried under one arm. “You asshole,” he told its vacant stare.
The boys were playing football again when he returned to the village. Malcolm gave a half-hearted wave to Timer before stepping into the kitchen.
Alsu was the only one of the nieces left, reading a book at the table. The oven filled the room with the smell of roasting meat.
Malcolm dropped the head on the table. “I brought you a present, you foxy thing,” he said.
Shock whitened her lips. “What is wrong with you?” Alsu snapped, tossing the book aside. She whipped her apron off and concealed the head with it.
“Thought your aunt might be interested in what I picked up in her backyard,” Malcolm said. “Now I’m going to fall down. Blood loss, you know.”
Alsu shoved the head, apron and all, into the chest freezer. “You can rest in the back bedroom. I’ve made it up for you.”
“The room Grandmother’s in?”
“She died,” Alsu said curtly. “My sisters are burying her now.”
“What? I was gone for an hour!” Malcolm stared around the house, expecting that someone would leap out and reveal the hidden cameras, but it didn’t happen, and Alsu wasn’t laughing.
Babushka couldn’t be dead. The boys were playing, dinner was cooking, so little time had passed.
“It was right on schedule,” Alsu said. “We’ve been preparing for her funeral all month. Now her room is empty, and it’s yours.”
“You people are fucking insane,” he said.
She shoved a hand towel against his bleeding eye socket. “I don’t have to let you rest here at all. And I wouldn’t if Grandmother hadn’t left instructions. Take the bed or the living room floor—it’s your choice.”
Malcolm briefly entertained the idea of finding a Union convoy and surrendering himself to their mercies again. They might have been assholes, but they were sane assholes. They didn’t schedule deaths and keep heads in their freezers.
His knees wobbled.
“I think I’ll rest right here,” he said, sitting down hard in one of the kitchen chairs.
Malcolm’s blood had soaked through the rag. Alsu gave him another, this one damp, and he wiped up his eye as best he could.
“Are we going to be attacked?” she asked. There wasn’t as much confidence in her voice as there had been earlier. Even if Babushka’s death had been scheduled, it seemed to have shaken Alsu—and thank fucking God for that, because Malcolm wouldn’t have known what to think if it hadn’t bothered her at least a little bit.
Malcolm tied the handkerchief around his head in lieu of an eye patch. “Do you have a phone?” he asked, instead of answering her question.
Alsu tossed a cell phone at him.
“I need to talk to my sisters,” she said. “Keep an eye on the oven.”
She left.
Malcolm had tucked the piece of paper with the phone number for the Faulkner house in his pocket before leaving Colorado. It took him a few tries to remember how to dial internationally, and several long moments of silence passed while he waited to be connected.
The phone finally rang. An answering machine picked up. “You’ve reached Leo Faulkner…”
He disconnected.
Although it was possible that nobody was in the house to hear the call, Malcolm was certain that James wasn’t in Colorado at all anymore. He had been taking Ariane and Hannah to the Haven. Maybe James had followed them in.
If James was out of reach, then there had to be someone else he could talk to. Hybrids were a big fucking deal—Malcolm had to tell someone what he had just killed.
Another phone number came to mind instantly. He dialed again.
It took just as long to connect, but it only rang twice before someone answered. “Leticia here,” responded a woman. She sounded stressed. A baby wailed in the background.
“Tish, hello! This is Malcolm Gallagher. How are the kids?”
“They’re good,” Leticia said cautiously. She probably didn’t remember him. Her husband had a lot of kopis friends, and Malcolm hadn’t visited the McIntyres in years.
There wasn’t time to explain at the moment. He barely let her finish before pushing on. “Right, I need to chat with Lucas. Pass me over?”
Leticia paused for so long that he almost thought that she had put him down to pick up the screaming baby. But the wails didn’t stop, and she finally said, “Who is this?”
“Malcolm Gallagher. I’m a—”
“I know what you are,” she said. “You can’t talk to Lucas.”
“It’s about Elise,” he said.
“Elise? Oh,” Leticia said. Her voice brightened a little. “What about her?”
“Just give me Lucas.”
“That’s the thing…” She trailed off. “Look, why don’t I take a message?”
A hand rapped on Malcolm’s arm. He turned, phone pressed to his shoulder, to find Alsu holding a shotgun beside him.
Babushka’s warning suddenly came to mind again. I will have my nieces slit your throat. The sight of her hands wrapped around the shotgun made his testicles shrivel.
Alsu shoved the gun into his hands.
“Intruders,” she said, pulling another knife from the belt of her dress. “Follow me.”
Malcolm scrambled to hang up. “I’ll take care of the intruders. You can stay inside,” he said, but Alsu ignored him.
Everyone was gathered outside the house, including Timer, his friend, and all of the withered old nieces. Each was armed with knives, makeshift bludgeons, and shotguns of their own. If they had been coming after Malcolm, he certainly would have been intimidated, but they didn’t stand a chance against more hybrids. Not a single fucking chance.
Two figures approached them on the road.
He stepped in front of the family. “Go inside,” he said, but they ignored him.
Malcolm braced the shotgun at his shoulder, taking aim. He watched down the barrel as the shapes grew closer and closer. They weren’t hybrids—they were too short, and there were no wings in sight.
As they grew closer, he realized that he recognized one of them.
Lowering the gun, he held out an arm to keep the others from shooting. “Wait, stop,” Malcolm said.
“Do you know these men?” Alsu asked, knuckles white on the handle of the butcher knife. Malcolm didn’t consider women of her age to be his type, but she seemed determined to kill, and it was a fetching look on her.
“Aye, I know them,” Malcolm said. He gave the shotgun to her. “Please, uh, don’t shoot me.”
He jogged out to meet the men.
Lucas McIntyre was getting fat in his old age. He must have been in his mid-twenties now—which was well beyond middle-aged for a kopis—and the extra weight layered over his muscles made him roughly the size and shape of a bear. His hair was buzzed to a bright blue mohawk. When he smiled, it stretched the holes of his lip piercings.
“Malcolm,” he greeted, clapping his hand on Malcolm’s forearm. Lucas’s grip was much like a bear’s, too. “You are ugly as fuck.”
“You too,” Malcolm said. He pushed the new scarf off of his face to bare the seeping eye socket. “Like it?”
“Looks great,” Lucas said.
“Bet that was fun getting through airport security.” Malcolm gestured at the piercings. “Speaking of which, you’ve got good timing. I was just trying to call you in as backup. How’d you know about the hybrids?”
“What? What hybrids are you talking about?” Lucas asked.
“You didn’t come here because of the angel-demon things?”
“Actually, we’re here because of a prophecy. Apparently the Union’s converging somewhere here.” Lucas waved vaguely at the hills.
Malcolm felt dizzy. The Event is here, he realized, much too late. The Event is fucking hybrids.
And he had walked right into it.
Lucas kept talking. “This is my trainee, Anthony Morales.”
Anthony was a dark-skinned guy in his early twenties with messy brown hair. The stock of a shotgun sheathed at his spine jutted over one shoulder. Aside from that, he carried one shoulder bag, too—that was all of the luggage between the two of them. He offered a hand to shake. Malcolm just stared at him.
“You all right?” Lucas asked. “Has it been bad here?”
With the crazy family still milling behind him on the road, a Union army on the way, and a hybrid’s head stuffed in the freezer, “bad” didn’t seem like a nearly adequate description of the situation.
“You could say that,” Malcolm said. “Let’s go inside and talk.”
The hybrid’s head steamed in the cool evening air, sitting out on the table behind Alsu’s house. A half hour packed in ice between steaks and ice cream hadn’t chilled it even one degree. It stared up at the sky with vacant eyes and a gaping mouth. If not for the fact that it had lacked a body for hours, Malcolm thought it might have looked like it was still fresh. Alive, even.
“Why are we out here?” Anthony asked. His eyes scanned the fields behind the house, as if wary of attack. “Can’t we look at this thing inside?”
“The women of the house told me ‘no more severed heads in the kitchen.’ If you want to argue with them, be my guest. Otherwise…” Malcolm poked the hybrid in the eye again, just to make sure that it was deader than it looked. It didn’t react, thankfully.
Lucas circled the table, tugging on the plug stretching his left earlobe. “What is it?”
“I think it’s a hybrid. A mix of angel and demon.”
“That’s not possible,” Lucas said. “The Treaty of Dis forbids it.”
“Yeah, the Treaty is kind of shattered,” Malcolm said. “Cool, right? So this is just the start of the party. And what were you saying about the Union?”
Anthony shrugged. “They’re coming here with an army. Benjamin Flynn said we had to be here, too. That’s all I know.”
Ah, shit. Malcolm really should have read those prophecies while he was still commander.
“What a coincidence. Elise is due to show up here at some point, too,” Malcolm said, tapping the nonexistent watch on his wrist. “James asked me to pick her up out in some harmless field filled with prancing, adorable cows. That’s where I ran into this guy.”
Lucas and Anthony exchanged looks.
“Hybrids, Elise, and the Union,” Anthony said.
Malcolm clapped his hands together. “Right! So, now we’re all up to speed. You handsome gentlemen have this covered, eh? Tell Elise I said hi. I’m going to find a bunker where I can ride out the apocalypse.”
“No,” Lucas said. “We’ll need you here.”
“No? No?”
“No,” he repeated, more firmly this time. “We’ve got maybe two days until everything falls apart. There’s not enough time to call in backup. And if there are more of those around, we can’t let them leave here alive.”
“I’m not worried about hybrids,” Malcolm said. “I’m worried about the Union.”
Lucas snorted. “Can you really leave when something is about to go down?”
The ridiculous, heroic kopis instincts inside of Malcolm said no. But out loud, he said, “Hell yes I can.”
Anthony rolled his eyes and walked away.
“Why are you even here, Malcolm?” Lucas asked, lowering his voice. “If you’re so eager to get away, why come in the first place?”
“Because I’m an idiot,” Malcolm said. “I owe James Faulkner a favor. He asked me to get Elise. I thought, how bad can it be? Turns out, very bad. And here we are.” He dropped his hand on top of the hybrid’s head, ruffling its blood-caked hair.
It started screaming.
He jerked his hand back and jumped away.
“Jesus fucking Christ!”
Malcolm’s exclamation was still quieter than the shrieks of the hybrid. Somehow, without lungs, it was as loud as an air raid siren.
Lucas clapped his hands over his ears. “Shut that thing up!”
Malcolm ripped the bandana off of his eye and stuffed it into the hybrid’s mouth. It kept screaming anyway, long and loud and wordless.
Anthony came sprinting back, shotgun in his arms and panic in his eyes. “How many days did you say we had until shit got bad?” he yelled, trying to be heard over the hybrid. “Two? Maybe three?”
Dark figures rose from the forest far beyond him. There was no mistaking them for birds.
Malcolm knew, with nauseating certainty, that those creatures were rising from the meadow.
“Shit,” he said, picking Alsu’s shotgun up again. “We’ve got to get the villagers to safety.”
Anthony nodded sharply. “On it.”
He ran off again, and Lucas drew a pair of pistols from his hip holsters, which were set for a cross-draw. “I need to load,” he said. “Cover me.”
The hybrids hurtled toward the air, making a beeline for Oymyakon. A hysterical laugh bubbled out of Malcolm’s throat. Cover him? Against three—no, wait, four hybrids?
“Sure, I’ll do that,” he said, tracking the flight of the hybrids across the bright sky with the shotgun’s sight.
They were moving fast. Just seconds away.
“So I get that you only came here because James asked you to,” Lucas said, slipping a few rounds into a magazine. He sounded pretty chill, considering that the head was still screaming. “Cool. Great. But that still leaves us with a pretty big question.”
“What’s that?”
Lucas slammed the magazine into his pistol. “Where the hell is James now?”


IX
Limbo was a nothing-place.
The ground and air were indistinguishable from one another—vast gray plains with a single dividing line that implied a horizon. The landscape had no remarkable features. It was flatter than the plains of the Midwest, without any bumps worth tripping over.
The only hint of life within was a lone man, stumbling toward gray nothingness, emerging from gray nothingness. James Faulkner had been walking through it for a long time. If there were anything to find in Limbo, after an eternity of searching, he would have found it.
Yet he had seen everything that there was to be found, which was to say, nothing at all. There were no sounds to reach his ears, no flavors on his tongue, not even scents in his nose. He should have been able to pick up the odor of rot, if nothing else, since he was still smeared with Malebolge’s effluence. He had no water with which to wash himself.
Without any senses, James felt like he had become as much of a nothing as the timeless world around him.
But there must have been some kind of time passing, even if it didn’t touch his clothing. The magical burns had healed neatly, leaving behind smooth skin. Out of boredom, he had ignited a few more of the spells, and those had healed, too. The magic itself did nothing in Limbo beyond stinging his skin for a fleeting second. He was powerless.
He had no clue how long he had stumbled through the vast wasteland of Limbo.
But eventually, he couldn’t handle it anymore. The running. The boredom. The constant, gnawing hunger.
All he wanted to do was die. But that wasn’t an option—no more than finding water to slake his terrible thirst. James couldn’t even remember what water tasted like.
He collapsed. It wasn’t the first time. Dear God, it wouldn’t be the last time.
James was never going to escape.
But this time, as he lay suspended in the gray nothing of Limbo, he could find no desire to get up again.
A pair of boots crossed in front of him. James’s eyes tracked up a pair of legs to a very familiar face.
Elise stood over him, arms folded, hip jutted, judgment in her eyes. Her hair hung over one shoulder in a thick braid. A smattering of freckles covered her cheekbones. A white tank top hugged her torso, with a gap between its hem and the studded belt of her jeans that bared the vee of muscle slanting over her hips. Her combat boots were as muddy as if she, too, had been slogging through Hell.
It wasn’t Elise as a demon, or even the woman that he had eventually come to love. It was Elise as a sixteen-year-old girl, full of hard edges and attitude. She was untouched by the washed-out light of Limbo. Young and vibrant, but not alive.
She was a ghost.
“What are you doing down there?” she asked, her voice flat.
“Elise,” he croaked. His lips cracked with the motion. It didn’t hurt, but he tasted salt and iron on his tongue. “It’s you.”
She lifted her eyebrows. They were naturally slanted so that she looked perpetually angry, although he understood this particular shade of anger to be one tinged with exasperation. “Are you just going to lie there forever?”
“Maybe, now that you’re dead,” he said.
“Nice to see you’ve written me off. Stop being so pathetic and get the fuck up.”
He didn’t make the decision to move, yet he found himself standing anyway.
Hallucination or not, James took the time to drink in the sight of Elise. He didn’t understand why he would have summoned her from such a distant memory—maybe she was frozen, timeless, in his mind from the moment that he had realized he loved her.
“You’re supposed to be rescuing me,” Elise said.
He was the reason that she was gone in the first place.
“I’m so sorry,” he whispered.
She touched his shoulder. He saw her fingers rest against his shirt, watched the cloth move at the contact, and felt nothing on his skin. But long-forgotten feelings blossomed in his chest. It was a warmth that nothing in Limbo could provide.
He leaned into her touch, eyes dropping closed, and tried to savor the ghostly sensation of their contact.
Then she hauled off and punched him across the face.
He sprawled to the ground. It was as featureless and unremarkable as everything else in Limbo. Maybe dirt, maybe sand, maybe neither. But it felt harder than it ever had before. He felt like he really hit something for the first time.
Elise straddled his chest. She had no weight.
“Let’s count the bodies,” she said, ticking off her fingers one by one. “My dad? Dead. My mom? Probably dead. Hannah? Definitely dead. And the longer you pretend that Metaraon hasn’t run off with Nathaniel, the likelier it becomes that he’s dead, too. Are you just going to give up on us?”
“I haven’t given up,” he protested weakly. “There just isn’t anything I can do from Limbo. I’m trapped.”
Elise rolled her eyes. “All I’m hearing are excuses.”
James would have gotten angry if he could have mustered the strength for it. “If being trapped in a world with no exit is an excuse, then why don’t you rescue me?”
The corner of her mouth lifted in a half-smile. “What do you think I’m doing?”
“But it’s not you. I’ve gone insane.” Although he felt no less sane than he had stumbling through eternal nothingness.
She rested a gloved hand over his heart. “I’m in here. You have half of me, and I have half of you. We need to get the parts back together.”
He held her hand. He couldn’t feel her skin, the cloth of the glove, but he remembered what it felt like.
“I don’t think I can do it,” he said.
Elise stood and shrugged. “Fine. Lie here until the world ends. Maybe I’m dead, maybe I’m not—you’ll never know now.” Elise’s body faded. He could see the faint line of the horizon through her waist.
“Wait,” he said. He didn’t think his body had any moisture left in it, but a single tear rolled down his cheek, as cold as the ice in the Coccytus. “Elise!”
She bent, lowering her face to his. Her eyes seemed to glow with an inner light, even as she drifted away.
“Do something about this,” she said. “I need you.”
And then she was gone.
But the glow wasn’t.
Beyond the place that Elise had vanished—far beyond—a flickering, colorless light hung in the gray plane that he thought of as the sky. It was impossible to tell distances in Limbo, but he thought that it must have been far away.
It had been so long since he saw anything but emptiness that he was slow to realize what the presence of light must have meant.
That light looked just like the fissure that James had used to enter Limbo.
Excitement thrilled through him, making his heart pound and his blood race. He hadn’t been excited in so long that being able to feel his own pulse almost shocked him as much as the fissure did.
He picked himself off, wiping imaginary dust off of his jeans—an old, reflexive gesture that had suddenly returned to him.
And then he began to run.
Adam’s return was heralded by a too-familiar surge of energy. The Tree blurred around Elise. When her vision cleared once more, she was in bed at Motion and Dance with the sheets pulled to her waist. Gray sunlight streamed through the curtains. Betty was also in bed, curled on her side in the fetal position—the shift in setting hadn’t made her vanish, nor had it awakened her.
Adam promptly entered the room through a white, four-paneled door. He carried breakfast on a tray: one piece of toast with strawberry freezer jam, an egg, a piece of bacon, a coffee mug. Elise couldn’t smell any of it. The only scent she detected was that of apples.
“Hello, darling,” He said, sitting beside her. “You slept in terribly late.”
Elise glanced at the clock on the wall. There were no hands. “I thought we were done with these lies,” she said. “This apartment, this building, this…illusion.”
“What do you mean?” He sounded genuinely confused. “I’ve only come to see if you’re ready to go through the door.”
Elise stared at the door over His shoulder. If she walked through it, she wouldn’t be tortured again. She wouldn’t have to ever watch her skin stripped from her body, feel the teeth shatter in her skull, have Adam parade all of her failures in front of her.
But she would lose herself.
Everyone wanted her to go through that door—not just Adam and Metaraon, but her mother, and even Lilith herself, who Elise had assumed must have been long dead. It was like the entire universe was pushing for her to enter.
Despair choked her. She caught herself shaking her head in a silent denial of what was coming, and forced herself to stop.
“Just train me,” Elise said. The tremor in her voice was almost imperceptible.
He didn’t even bother arguing with her about it. Not anymore.
“Very well,” He said.
He reached into her mind and pulled it open.
Every nerve in Elise’s body sang with pain, like a violin played with a bow made of razors. She might have screamed—she usually did—but she couldn’t hear anything other than the pounding in her head.
Her father’s disapproving gaze loomed.
It’s your fault.
Memories swirled through her: Ariane’s pregnant belly, the neat circle of a bullet entry wound in Betty’s forehead, seeing Pamela Faulkner’s feet behind her desk and knowing that it meant she was dead on the other side. The gaping slash on James’s throat was a huge, a bloody chasm, and she thought that she was going to fall inside.
Adam devoured Elise. His glow burned away the memories of James as Mnemosyne roiled in her veins.
Her abs clenched. Serpents twisted in her gut.
Just walk through the door.
Elise’s back arched and she slid off the bed, hitting the ground. Her body was no more than a bag of fluid. She gushed everywhere, pouring blood and ichor and tears.
Through the pain, she saw the Tree as a sapling at the beginning of the world.
Adam strode toward her. He was in the cavern tangled in the roots of an adolescent Tree, walking among the growing eggs, and His angels were destroying all of her children. Their silent cries pierced her soul.
You will love nobody but me, He had said.
I do love you, she had replied, but I want children, Adam.
You already have hundreds of children. They are enough.
She had agreed to let Him destroy them. The knowledge of that was more horrifying than any number of bullet wounds, slashed throats, or skinned bodies. She had let Him kill her unborn children, for the safety of the ones that she already had.
Elise’s teeth strained inside her skull, on the verge of fracturing.
The door was beside Adam. It was always there now, waiting for her to cross through.
But there had been a time before doors, before God, when Adam had been only a man. He had been her only companion in the world before there was a world.
The image of Him before He was immortal crested over the tender ruins of her mind.
He had been aging. Humans were mortal, and Eve was not. Angels never died, so she knew that a time would come when she would have to watch the rise and set of the sun without Adam at her side, and it broke her heart.
Eve couldn’t imagine a world without Adam.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
The pain suddenly vanished.
She didn’t move at first, expecting that the pain would return momentarily. But it didn’t. She lay on the parquet floor beside the bed in Adam’s bedroom, looking up at a blank ceiling bordered by bookshelves.
Adam kneeled beside her, and she grasped His hands for comfort. “Adam,” she said. “What happened? Did I get hurt?”
Wonder filled His eyes, like He was seeing something that He had never expected to find again. “Eve?” He asked, touching her cheek. It didn’t hurt. Nothing hurt. “Is it you?”
Eve laughed. “Of course it’s me. Are you all right?”
He responded by crushing His lips to hers in a kiss. He tasted the way that the first breezes of spring smelled. She pressed herself to His chest and enjoyed the sensation of being consumed by the tides of His energy.
It felt like she had been without Him for so long, but she couldn’t remember why.
When she pulled away, she realized that Metaraon stood behind Him. The angel’s blue eyes, identical to Eve’s, were cold with shock—and hatred.
Hatred?
“Metaraon,” Eve said, extending an inviting hand toward him.
His lips twisted with revulsion. He didn’t move to touch her.
“There was another intruder, Father,” Metaraon said, voice tight with emotion. “It waits for you in the throne room. You said that you wanted to know.”
Adam kissed Eve again, catching her face in His hands. “Yes,” He said when He pulled away. “I’ll take care of it.” She could feel His eyes burning over her face as He drank in the sight of her. “Don’t stray, Eve. I’ll return.”
“Where would I stray?” she asked.
His delight rippled over her skin. “Soon,” Adam said. “Soon.”
He left the room, and Eve stood. Breakfast was still on the tray in front of her pillow. There was a piece of bread, a fried egg. They looked unappetizing.
“What intruder is Adam addressing?” she asked.
“There is no intruder. I lied so that He would leave.”
Eve blinked in confusion. “Why?”
Metaraon slapped her across the face.
The sensation wasn’t nearly as painful as the fact that he had struck her at all. Eve’s hand flew to her burning cheek. “Elise,” he said, “snap out of it.”
Hearing that name filled her with confusion. She looked down at herself again. Two arms, two legs, auburn hair—everything was intact. Everything except her wings.
Her eyes filled with tears. “Why did you hit me?”
Metaraon grabbed her arms. “Don’t talk like that,” he said harshly. “Don’t talk like you’re her. Remember who you are, Elise—you’re a killer, and you’re here for a reason. Elise. Not Eve.”
She stared up at him with mingling fear and shock. Metaraon would never have hit her. He adored her—in fact, he may have even been in love with her, if their kiss among the rose bushes was any indicator.
“You’re scaring me,” Eve said.
He seized her shoulders, turning her to face the bed. “Look at her. Remember who she is, and who you are.”
Another person was lying in the bed. Metaraon shoved her forward, and Eve the face of the blond-haired woman. The name came to her in a rush of crystal-clear realization.
Betty.


“Shit,” she said, pressing the hell of her palm to her temples. He was right—she wasn’t Eve, she was Elise. They were separate entities with a single mind. Her skull bulged with memories that didn’t belong.
Elise struggled to untangle her thoughts.
Elise.
Memories of kissing Metaraon gave way to memories of kissing James, which were not nearly so horrifying. Elise wished that she had steel wool to scrub Eve’s memories from er brain. She didn’t need to see her mother’s newest lover like that.
“I almost lost myself,” Elise said. “I remembered everything. I think…I think I almost became her.”
Revulsion curled Metaraon’s lip. “You are no Eve,” he hissed. “She was a woman of grace, compassion, and magnanimity, the likes of which have been unseen since her death. You could never be her.” It was obvious from the way that he said it that he intended it to be the harshest of insults.
“You’re the one that shoved me into this hellhole and brought back my dead friend,” Elise said. “If I completely snap, it’s your fault.”
Metaraon waved to dismiss the vision of James’s bedroom, returning Elise and Betty to the juncture of branches in the Tree.
“I will attend to Adam,” he said.
Then he spread his wings and flew away, vanishing into the fog.
Elise’s head wouldn’t stop aching.
She paced over one of the platforms set into the Tree, massaging her forehead, although she knew that nothing could relieve the pressure. It wasn’t a physical pain.
Eve’s memories were still swirling through her mind, giving her brief glimpses of the much brighter garden that had been on Earth in days past. She saw Adam, too, young and human and filled with laughter.
Eve had loved Him so much. Enough to forgive Him for anything, even hundreds of years after He had stopped loving her back.
In fact, all of Eve’s memories were tinged with the rosy glow of love. She had loved everything—life, her children, the world. Metaraon was right about one thing: Elise could never have Eve’s grace and compassion.
But how the hell could Elise possibly know that?
“Elise?”
Betty had woken up. She leaned over the branch to look down at Elise pacing on the platform.
Elise climbed to her friend’s side again. “How’s your hand?” she asked.
“It doesn’t hurt at all anymore.”
Tugging at the bandages, Elise quickly unwrapped Betty’s hand. All of the swelling was gone. There was no sign of broken fingers. “You were only asleep for a few hours,” Elise said, gently bending Betty’s thumb. Betty didn’t even flinch. “How is this possible?”
“Magic?” Betty suggested.
Elise had healed all of the damage that Adam inflicted on her quickly, too. Maybe it was some kind of magic intrinsic to the garden. They had bigger worries.
“I’m going crazy,” Elise said. She blurted it right out, unable to control herself.
“I’ve known that for years.”
“No, I mean I’m actually going crazy now. I thought I had become Eve while you were sleeping.” She decided not to mention that Adam had been around—Betty didn’t need to know how vulnerable she had been. “I thought that would only happen if I went through the door.”
Betty blinked. “What door?”
“That one.” Elise nodded toward the platform below. The door was on the edge, waiting for her in the way that it always did. Betty leaned over to search for it.
“I don’t see any doors.”
“It’s right there,” Elise said. “I’m looking at it right now.”
“Okay,” Betty said slowly, “so you are going crazy.”
Elise was missing something—some piece of the puzzle that she couldn’t see. Why wouldn’t Betty be able to see the door? Why was she getting Eve’s memories? None of it made any sense.
“You okay?” Betty asked. “Sorry. I know that’s a stupid question. Obviously, the answer is ‘no,’ but…I guess what I’m asking is, are you worse than usual?”
Normally, Betty’s verbal diarrhea would have made Elise laugh, but she could find no mirth anymore. Not with the horrifying mental image of kissing Metaraon lingering in the back of her mind.
“Metaraon loved Eve,” Elise said. “That’s why he’s been trying to kill Adam this whole time.”
Betty’s eyes widened. “Wow. Really?”
Elise barely heard her. She was thinking aloud, and an idea had dawned on her. “Eve loved Metaraon, too. But that doesn’t make any sense. Adam never would keep someone in the garden that challenged His affections. He’s too jealous.”
The same idea seemed to have struck Betty, too. Her eyes brightened. “Adam must not have known,” she whispered. “He would kill Metaraon.”
It was a dangerous idea—dangerous, and brilliant.
Elise climbed down the Tree and set off in search of God.


X
It was easy for Elise to figure out where Adam was lurking; the entire garden seemed to bend in His direction, as if He were a black hole toward which all matter spiraled. She and Betty had to cross a bridge over Mnemosyne to reach Him.
The setting shifted around them as they walked, sliding between the empty ethereal city, the garden at its glorious peak, and the dried-out husk it had since become. Betty clung to Elise’s arm the entire time, staring wide-eyed at the changing world.
By the time they reached Mnemosyne, it was a wide, white, torrential river that slopped over the cobblestone bridge. They crossed together. The water stung Elise’s feet when it splashed her.
“I’m going to talk to Him alone,” Elise said, gently dislodging Betty’s hand on the other side. “Watch out for yourself. If you see anyone—or anything—coming, then you need to hide.”
“You should leave me with one of your swords, just in case,” Betty said. “Or, um, a bazooka.”
“No swords or bazookas. Sorry.”
“What are you going to do?” Betty asked.
“I’m going to tell Adam the truth,” Elise said.
She managed to give Betty an encouraging smile before following the path down into the roots.
The smile disappeared the instant she turned her back. She would have given anything to get her swords back. The thought of them being eaten away in the pool of amber underneath the Tree caused her physical pain.
But just because Elise didn’t have any weapons didn’t mean that she was unarmed.
The path dipped below one of the roots, and faint light glimmered in the darkness below. Sparkling stars drifted through the air like flotsam on the surface of Mnemosyne.
She could see things in the darkness—screaming faces barely lit by the luminescent blossoms. It took Elise a few moments to realize that they weren’t a hallucination. There were oversized skulls beneath the roots, stripped bare of flesh and blood, with eternal grins. They were too big to be human. More likely dead gibborim, or even nephilim, from the time before the Treaty of Dis.
The pinpoint stars whirled around her legs as she continued to walk. Between two stones, she glimpsed the door waiting for her again—that ordinary, four-paneled, gold-handled door to James’s bedroom. Even under the Tree, it was waiting for her.
Elise didn’t look at it. She pushed on.
A woman appeared at the end of the tunnel. She rushed toward Elise, skirts gathered in her hands, her face pale. Even hurrying, she moved very slowly—the weight of her full-term belly was too much to run.
Ariane grabbed her daughter’s hands. “Elise!”
“What are you doing here? It’s not safe. You should be hiding.”
“But I need your help.” Tears clung to her eyelashes, and the whites of her eyes were red. Her palms were clammy. It wasn’t sweat on her hands—it was blood.
Elise’s alarm grew. “Are you going into labor?”
“No, it’s—Metaraon, he did something, and then he brought Nathaniel here, and I don’t know what happened—”
“Wait, stop,” she said. “Did you say Nathaniel?”
Ariane nodded. “He’s in the garden, and he’s dying.”
Ariane had been staying in an apartment within the trunk of the Tree. Windows had been carved into the trunk to allow her to see out onto the orchard below, and gray light streamed through filmy white curtains, casting the room in a perpetual early morning glow.
Ariane stepped aside to let Elise and Betty approach the side of the bed. Metaraon was already there, and he didn’t look happy to see them. “Are you insane, Ariane?” he asked.
“I had to do something,” she said.
Elise shoved Metaraon aside to see who was in the bed. Even though Ariane had already told her, she didn’t want to believe that it could be him—that he could have ended up in this gray hell with her.
It was Nathaniel Pritchard. James’s son.
The white bed sheets under him were stained with his blood. Elise pushed his jacket aside to find a bullet wound. It must have entered through the back and exited the chest, because it was almost big enough to fit her fist next to his heart.
Seeing the damage made it feel like she was the one who had been fatally wounded.
“What happened?” Elise asked.
“He was shot,” Metaraon said.
“No shit.”
Elise smoothed her hand over Nathaniel’s clammy brow. With his eyes closed, he looked like a much younger child. Elise found herself remembering a little girl that she had once exorcised—a five year old named Lucinde Ramirez.
She had failed to save that child, too.
“Mom, do you have any of your potions?” Elise asked. “We need to heal him.”
Ariane picked up a pair of glass phials from her dresser, and Betty took a sniff of one. “Yes, but I don’t have anything that could repair this kind of damage,” she said, fumbling to uncork them. “Cuts and scrapes, minor bruising—”
“The boy is too far gone to be healed. I have a more elegant solution,” Metaraon said.
The angel drew a long, silver knife from behind his back. The blade was almost as long as his forearm.
Betty had been about to take one of the phials to Nathaniel, but she stopped with a gasp when she saw the dagger.
Elise stood, blocking Metaraon’s access to the bed.
“Move aside, woman,” he said. “I’m going to spare his life.”
“With a dagger?”
“He is moments from death anyway. If I kill him with this weapon here, in the Tree, then Nathaniel’s soul will be transferred to a new body in the nursery below,” Metaraon said.
“But he will come back as an ethereal creature,” Ariane protested, setting down the phials. “And he will be bound to this place—and to the God you plan on killing!”
“Would you prefer that he die entirely? He still has utility.”
“There is another option,” Ariane said.
Both of them turned to Elise at the same time.
“What?” Betty asked. “What did I miss?”
Ariane took her daughter’s hand, clinging to it with wide eyes. “Your blood is special, ma fille, after everything that has happened to you. Perhaps if you fill him with your blood, he will heal.”
Elise shook her head slowly, stepping away from her mother.
Her blood did have unusual properties—but they were deathly, not healing. She had filled a god-like demon with her blood once. It had rendered him mortal and allowed him to be killed. “It doesn’t work like that,” Elise said.
But Metaraon nodded, tapping the point of the knife on his chin. “The boy is human. It may have a different effect.” He turned the dagger, offering her the handle. “You have moments to make your decision, Godslayer.”
Elise stared down at Nathaniel’s slack face.
Could she save him with her blood?
It would be no mercy to save him if it meant being captive in the garden. Elise had suffered the plans of angels for too long, and she couldn’t subject Nathaniel to that same fate.
Elise’s fist wrapped tight around the hilt of Metaraon’s dagger. The gleaming silver blade caught the light. Her mind was spinning.
She firmed her jaw as she thought back on their time in Hell together. She thought of Nathaniel’s determination, his refusal to be shoved aside, the way that he would do anything to protect his mother. He was a great kid. If he had been given enough time, he would have become a great man, too. Elise could imagine him in another world, at another time, becoming the kind of hero that would have made James proud.
Death was the least that Elise could do for him.
She attacked.
Metaraon didn’t see it coming, so he didn’t react in time. She whirled and sank the dagger into his chest.
It entered him with a solid thunk, like driving an axe into a wooden stump. Ariane screamed as Elise twisted the knife. Metal grated against bone.
Metaraon shoved her away. Elise landed on the bed beside Nathaniel. The angel wrenched the blade free of his chest and struck her across the face with the hilt. A bolt of pain erupted in her cheekbone.
Before she could get up, Metaraon pressed his weight into her throat. His nails dug into her neck, the heels of his palms weighed heavily against her esophagus, and one of his knees dug into her stomach. “You dare to turn on me?” he whispered. On the last word, he shook his arms, squeezing her throat shut. His blood dripped on her, silvery and hot, like molten mercury.
Metaraon lifted the knife, keeping the full weight of his body on Elise. Her vision was fading.
And then he drew the knife across Nathaniel’s throat.
A wide, gaping gash opened beneath Nathaniel’s jaw. He didn’t wake up, even as the blood poured from him, spurting in time with each pulse of his heart.
Elise couldn’t move. All she could do was watch as he brought the blade down one more time, driving the point into Nathaniel’s left pectoral.
Metaraon struck Elise across the face with the knife again, and she saw nothing else.
Cool water dripped over Elise’s forehead. Feminine voices talked in soft whispers. She picked up words here and there, through the haze of twilight sleep, but they didn’t make any sense to her. “James has a son? I didn’t know that,” said one voice. Another replied, “He didn’t know, either…”
When she managed to open her eyes again, she found herself in bed. But it wasn’t the illusion of James’s bedroom again. She was still in the apartment at the core of the Tree. Ariane sat beside her, wiping Elise’s forehead with a cool washcloth. Elise pushed her away and sat up.
“Elise!” Betty exclaimed. “You’re okay!”
She touched her neck to find the sensitive imprint of Metaraon’s fingers lingering. “Forget about me,” she said. The bedspread was sticky with Nathaniel’s blood, but he was gone—and so was Metaraon. “Where did they go?”
“Metaraon carried Nathaniel’s body under the Tree,” Ariane said.
Elise jumped out of bed. “Stay here,” she said. “Both of you.”
She didn’t wait to see if they would obey. Elise rushed through the doors to the outside of the Tree and spiraled down the platforms to the roots. Mnemosyne roared louder than ever, churning so quickly that it looked like nothing more than a red froth. The garden felt agitated—something was happening.
Elise dropped onto the path and headed under the Tree.
The surface of the amber lake roiled. One of the spheres near the bottom was glowing so brightly that it pierced through the fog like a beacon. Elise’s feet slapped against the rocks as she ran toward it.
Nathaniel’s body had been placed on a slab near the glowing stone in much the same way that James’s body had. He had been stripped of his harpy wool shirt and pants, exposing the gaping throat wound to the moist air of the cavern underneath the Tree.
Elise pressed a hand to his cold cheek. His skin was yellow in the glow from the sphere beside him. The gaping wound at his throat looked black in the darkness.
So Nathaniel had died, after all.
A pang of sadness struck her, looking at his innocent face—but it was quickly overwhelmed by relief. “At least it’s over for you,” Elise said softly.
There was something too familiar about the way that Nathaniel looked on that slab. In fact, Elise had seen those identical injuries before. Somewhere else in the cavern, James’s body also had a slit throat and stab wound on his left pectoral.
What had Metaraon and Ariane said—that the dagger would bind Nathaniel to the garden, and that he would be reborn in a new body?
But what did that mean about James?
A thumping noise caught Elise’s attention. It was coming from the glowing sphere beside Nathaniel’s slab.
Tentatively, Elise pressed a palm to it. It was warm, and pulsed with an inner rhythm like a heartbeat.
Thud.
Something had struck against her hand from the inside of the rock.
She stepped back, alarmed. But the thudding continued, one beat after another.
The stone cracked, forming a line in the shape of a lightning bolt. The sight filled her with anticipation—a feeling that didn’t belong to Elise at all.
Another thud, and the crack spread.
She knew what to do, because Eve knew what to do. Elise wedged her fingers into it, ripping a chunk of stone free that was the size of her palm. Amber-colored fluid oozed from the hole it made.
Slick fingers wiggled through the cracks from the other side. Elise touched them. “I’ve got you,” she said.
Elise broke away more pieces of the stone. Sticky sap drew long lines down the outside of the egg, coating Elise to her elbows as she reached in to grab a pair of arms.
A body spilled from the depths of the egg. Elise barely caught him before it hit the ground.
She pulled him across her lap…and gazed down into Nathaniel’s face.
Shocked, she looked up at the slab again. His body was still there. But this was unmistakably the same person in her arms. His throat was undamaged, but there was a bleeding wound on the left side of his chest—just where Metaraon had stabbed him.
Elise wiped the amber fluid off of his eyelids. His shaggy black hair was drenched, sticking to his cheeks and forehead, and she pushed that away too. His skin was flushed. When she wiped strings of sap out of his nose, breath rasped through his sinuses.
When Nathaniel’s eyes finally opened, they were blue.
James ran for a lifetime.
The fissure must have been miles away, if such measurements could have any meaning in a place outside time and space. But he didn’t grow tired in Limbo, and running felt no different than walking, so he pushed on without stopping.
Gradually, he approached the fissure. When the light was close enough to hear the energy radiating from the juncture between universes, like a morose tune muffled by blankets, James realized that there was something between him and the fissure.
He slowed to a stop, shielding his eyes with a hand. A faint silhouette sat on the ground in front of the writhing ball of light. Even seated, it was almost as tall as he was, and there were wings behind each shoulder.
James edged closer, watching to see if it would move. He got close enough to make out ruddy skin, silken black hair, and clawed hands the size of Christmas hams. Its face was humanlike, not quite angel or demon.
A hybrid.
It was unmoving, like a statue. Maybe hibernating. It must have been waiting for James for a long time, waiting to see if he would actually find his way through, and prevent his escape. Metaraon’s hidden outpost in the wastelands of Malebolge had been riddled with them. The fact that it was here now could be no coincidence.
Metaraon was taking no chances that James would show up in Araboth and break Elise free. A single hybrid was far more than enough, since James had no weapons.
If the hybrid woke up and attacked, he was dead.
He kept the hybrid in the corner of his vision as he gave it a wide berth. The fissure was close enough now that he could feel its warmth on his skin—actual warmth, like the sun on the Earth. It hummed deep in his bones.
The sensation was so novel that he had to pause to savor it. He only stopped for an instant. It was an instant too long.
The hybrid’s black eyes flashed open and focused on James.
He bolted.
James thought that he had been running as quickly as he could earlier, but now he all but flew, arms pumping and chest heaving and feet flashing underneath him. The image of Elise hung in the back of his mind—braid hanging over one shoulder, arms folded, a skeptical look in her eyes.
So close. I’m almost there.
Wings flapped, making the warm air lash around him. James jabbed an elbow behind him without looking. It connected with something hard—the hybrid’s face.
A clawed hand raked hot fire down his back. James stumbled. The hybrid descended upon him.
He reacted without thinking.
Slapping one of the spells tattooed on his thigh, he pointed at the hybrid and cast.
His leg erupted with fire. The energy was sapped directly from within, making his intestines knot, his blood boil.
His magic billowed through the air like an electrical fog, diffusing in the energy of the fissure.
The creature flared its wings wide to slow its descent toward James, but it didn’t react quickly enough. It plunged into the haze of magic. The fog clung to its arms and wings. When it opened its mouth to scream, electricity arced between its teeth.
James scrambled to his feet and ran again.
The fissure grew. Energy whipped around him in cold ropes as the light became brighter and brighter. When the hybrid shrieked, the shrill noise warped, extended, throbbed through his ears. He couldn’t tell if it was right behind him or farther away—he wasn’t going to stop to look again.
James reached his arms toward the light as if to embrace it, but the fissure embraced him first.
The light burned his eyes. The taste of apples flooded his tongue.
Limbo disappeared.


XI
The village was mobilized before Anthony got a chance to warn them. People poured out of the houses to fill the street, as much as it could be filled in such a small town—a handful of families had emerged to stand on one corner, as if prepared for just such an occasion. And they were all carrying guns.
Anthony jogged to them. “Hey!” he shouted, waving his arms over his head. “Get inside! You’re going to be—”
He didn’t get to finish the sentence.
A huge projectile struck the street beside the cluster of families, knocking Anthony to the ground. Fragments of pavement peppered his arms.
A hybrid reared inside the crater, throwing its head back to roar. It was towering, ruddy-skinned, and long-haired. It had a chest like a barrel and serrated claws. It wore only a strip of leather hanging around its waist, and feet like giant eagle talons gripped the earth. Its landing had created a crater the size of a car.
Anthony was gaping at it for so long that he forgot to fire until it wrapped its meaty fingers around a woman’s waist, easily lifting her into the air.
One of her arms was pinned to her side, but the other was still free to lift her rifle. She fired a shot straight into its face. It threw its head back and roared.
Then it ripped her in half.
Anthony fired at its back with a shout. The hybrid flung aside the pieces of the woman as it turned, black wings flaring to catch the wind. “Over here!” Anthony shouted. “Chase me!”
But he wasn’t the only one shooting. The other families had opened fire, and Anthony was invisible to the hybrid.
It reached into the crowd and twisted off a teenage boy’s head.
A sense of calm built within Anthony, growing to a numbing roar. He saw everything with crystal clarity—the hybrid’s attack, the anger in the eyes of the families, the spray of blood on the wall of a nearby trailer.
Another woman appeared on the sidewalk. What had Malcolm said her name was—Alsu? She shouted at the others. Anthony didn’t understand Russian, but he assumed that she was telling them to run.
Everyone scattered. The hybrid seized another woman before she could escape, dragging her by the hair.
There was no room inside Anthony for fear. His vision had narrowed down to the length of the hybrid’s arm, the muscles rippling underneath its skin, the place where it tapered at the elbow.
He fired.
The pellets ripped through the hybrid’s inner arm, shredding the skin.
It dropped the woman, and she fled. But now there was nobody to distract the hybrid but Anthony. He fired again and watched tiny holes appear in the hybrid’s chest, splattering blood, and immediately heal. He might as well have been flinging paper airplanes at it.
Anthony bolted. The street shook as the hybrid chased him, feet pounding on the pavement.
Its legs were long, but the feet were too awkward for moving on the ground—he managed to reach the houses first, and jumped behind a parked truck.
He fired over the hood of the truck. The hybrid took flight with a powerful sweep of its wings, and Anthony’s shot zoomed harmlessly underneath it.
It soared over him, disappearing behind the roof of the house.
Anthony swore under his breath and gave chase.
He found the hybrid standing in Alsu’s back yard. It had picked up the severed head of its brother, holding it between both hands and staring into its dead gaze. Maybe it was Anthony’s imagination, but the hybrid almost looked sad.
Anthony raised the shotgun again.
Something thudded on the roof of the house behind him.
He spun to see that a second hybrid had landed. It was even uglier than the first. It had cloven hooves instead of talons, massive horns hanging over its shoulders, and no nose—almost like its face had been ripped off to bare the skull underneath.
While he was distracted, the first hybrid attacked. Claws raked down Anthony’s back, leaving fire in their wake.
Anthony’s shoulder slammed into the ground. The birdlike hybrid was on top of him in an instant. Its foot grew in his vision, huge enough to blot out the sun, and he kicked with both feet to knock it away.
More gunfire exploded through the air—not Anthony’s this time.
The hybrid whirled into the air.
Malcolm and Alsu stood on the edge of the yard, shooting simultaneously. At another time, it might have been funny to see an old woman with a headscarf plugging away at a half-demon, half-angel monster, but now, Anthony was just relieved.
Lucas stepped around the side of the house, firing both of his handguns at the one on the roof. Three humans against two hybrids—not great odds.
But it was enough of a distraction to allow Anthony to get to his feet. His back was as cold and numb as if he had jumped into ice water. His arms were stiff when he lifted them. That was a bad sign. The damage must have been deep. But he’d have to worry about bleeding to death later.
“Is it just the two of them?” Lucas asked, helping him stand.
Anthony scoffed. “Just two?”
“I thought I saw a third,” Malcolm said helpfully.
Another thud—the hoofed hybrid had landed again. It was shorter than the first one, but still towered over them.
Its hooves ripped into the grass as it charged.
Lucas dragged Anthony to the ground just in time.
Muffled gunshots rang out from the neighboring house. One of the families had lined up by the fence to shoot. Two men, a woman, and a child—all with shotguns.
Alsu shouted first in Russian, then repeated herself in heavily accented English: “Aim for the wings!”
Bullets ripped into the back of the hybrid. Its roar made Anthony’s eardrums feel like they might explode.
The wings ripped into tatters in seconds. The feathers were pulverized. It took eight people to shoot off the wings, and blood gushed over its back as if fire hoses had been opened.
Anthony kept firing at the stumps until he was out of bullets.
“Behind you!” Lucas said.
He spun. Two more hybrids were approaching.
The family on the other side of the fence jumped into the house, and Anthony couldn’t blame them. One hybrid had been more than enough. They couldn’t handle two—not without more backup.
Alsu pointed like a general leading her army. “To the street!”
They ran around the narrow yard on the side of the house and emerged onto a dirt road.
Anthony skidded to a stop.
A third hybrid waited for them, blocking their approach. It was the biggest of them all—like the hoofed one on steroids. The other two stepped up behind the group, blocking their retreat. There was nowhere to run.
Alsu pumped her shotgun. “The wings,” she said again, her eyes glimmering.
She fired.
A massive concussion split the air.
The biggest of the hybrids exploded in a red mist. Anthony didn’t jump back quickly enough—blood sprayed over him, coating his legs from the knees down.
That hadn’t been Alsu’s gun.
“Oh, fuck me,” Malcolm said with gusto.
A black tank was rolling up the street followed by blocky assault vehicles, which Anthony recognized as BearCats. Bold white letters were stamped on the sides of the tank: UKA.
The Union had arrived.
The remaining hybrids fled, and Anthony shook his fist at the air. “Yeah, you run!” he shouted. It wasn’t much of a victory, but it was a victory—he would take it.
Anthony changed his mind about the victory about half an hour after hybrids took flight. The Union had quickly seized the village, and now armed guards were sorting the survivors into lines. Anthony and Lucas had been put into their own tiny group, since the two Americans apparently stuck out.
“Where did Malcolm go?” he asked. There was no sign of the third kopis.
Lucas jerked his chin toward the trees. “Long gone.”
“What an asshole.”
“I would have done the same if I’d been thinking fast enough,” Lucas said with a sheepish grin.
Anthony watched with some amusement as a group of Union kopides attempted to push Alsu into a line with the other women of Oymyakon. She was shouting at them, waving her hands, red-faced with anger. Apparently, she wasn’t happy at being ousted.
Along with the tanks and BearCats, they Union also brought a fleet of SUVs, a few RVs, and a couple of semi trucks in their convoy. All of them were painted black. Subtlety didn’t seem to be in the vocabulary of this branch of the Union.
Now they were flooding the village like rats, establishing a perimeter and erecting tents on the streets. As soon as the bodies had been cleared, the Union started loading the women and children into a black bus. They even managed to get Alsu onto a bus, although it required two burly men.
One Union member broke away from the others. When she got close enough, Anthony could see that she had close-cropped blond hair, hard brown eyes, and a scar splitting her bottom lip.
She spoke to them in Russian.
“Sorry,” Lucas said. “We’re Americans. I have no idea what you’re saying.”
She waved over another soldier, whose features were indistinguishable under the helmet. He had a deep voice and a Southern accent when he spoke. “My name’s Roger,” he said. “I’ll be translating for Commander Haldis.”
“What the hell is going on?” Anthony asked. “What are you doing with the people who live here?”
Roger ignored the quest. “What are you doing here? This isn’t exactly a tourist destination.”
Anthony opened his mouth to tell them the truth—that they had come to save the world—but Lucas spoke first. “We’re taking a motorcycle trip across Russia, but our bikes broke down while we were passing through.”
When Roger translated what Lucas said, she looked annoyed. “Give me your passports,” Roger said.
“I lost mine,” Anthony said. In truth, he had left his passport at Alsu’s house with his backpack, but he didn’t see how complying with the Union’s requests would turn out well.
Roger quickly frisked Anthony and Lucas, whose passport was in his back pocket. “Lucas McIntyre,” Haldis read aloud. She tossed the passport to another guard and spoke. He saluted, taking the passport away.
“We’ll check your identities,” Roger said. “If you don’t raise any flags, we’ll send you to Yakutsk with everyone else. This is a secure area now.”
“Yeah, fine,” Anthony said, although it probably wasn’t fine. Considering that the Union’s only record of Lucas McIntyre was likely to be in relation to a murder case, they would be lucky if Roger didn’t try to shoot them both where they stood.
The line of male survivors was loaded onto a second bus. Anthony watched, torn between growing anger and the desire to go with them—far, far away from the hybrids.
“You were armed when we arrived. Where did the guns come from?” Roger asked.
Lucas was red-faced, obviously growing angry, but he said, “The locals loaned them to us.”
Haldis touched her earpiece, turning away as she spoke into it, and Anthony’s stomach dropped. Whatever she was hearing on the other end wasn’t going to be good—he could already tell by her posture.
He sighed when Haldis nodded, and one of the guards grabbed Anthony roughly.
“You’re under arrest,” Roger said.
“Of course we are,” Anthony muttered.
Malcolm watched the Union deploy their makeshift city from a nearby hill. They operated quickly. According to his watch, it took exactly fifty-eight minutes to get a complete fence around Oymyakon; by the time another half an hour passed, they had set up guard stations and inspection points. It was a fully functioning—albeit temporary—base of operations in less than two hours.
The European arm of the Union was a lot more efficient than the American one, he had to give them that. He would have killed for units that operated so smoothly when he had been commander.
But now he was more likely the one to get killed, if the Union realized he was nearby. It wouldn’t be hard to connect Gregory’s sighting of him with the death of the unit out on the highway. There was no chance they’d incarcerate him now. They would plant a bullet in his brain and leave him in the forest to rot.
“Elise will be fine without me,” he said aloud. “She could eat the Union and hybrids for breakfast.”
Right. Yes. He definitely wasn’t needed there.
Malcolm studied the highway. He’d have to wait until dark—brief as that period would be—and walk to the nearest village before picking up a vehicle. He wouldn’t be able to steal one from the Union. It was too easily tracked. But even in a four-hour night he could cover a lot of distance. Hopefully, they would be too distracted by hybrids to keep an eye out for people wandering along the road.
As he headed farther away from Oymyakon, deeper into the fields, he contemplated where he would go next. The South Asian countries didn’t have much of a Union presence yet. Malcolm hadn’t been to Sri Lanka in a long time.
The thumping of a generator kicking to life drew his attention back to Oymyakon.
Some soldiers had set up equipment outside the perimeter. His stomach dropped when he saw the lights that they set out in a ring, surrounded by electrified wires. That wasn’t a typical part of a Union temporary base.
It was a cage. A very specialized cage, intended to contain demons that could turn incorporeal.
They knew that Elise was coming, and they were ready to capture her.
He really should have read those damn prophecies.
“She’ll be fine,” he said again, trying to convince himself.
It wasn’t helping.
Malcolm found himself walking around the other side of Oymyakon, hanging back on the edge of the trees to watch the soldiers work. The evacuees were gone, leaving only an army of men in black uniform—and two people wearing nothing at all.
He almost laughed when he realized that the Union was strip-searching Lucas McIntyre and Anthony Morales in the middle of the street. They were down to their boxers while people wearing blue latex gloves probed their naked bodies.
“Better them than me,” Malcolm said. But it was with even less conviction than before.
Another bus departed. He watched it go with longing.
In the distance, over the mountain ridge, a dark shape spiraled—a hybrid waiting to attack again. That irritating, heroic kopis feeling returned. A fire grew in his belly, tuning out his much more rational urges of self-preservation.
“Fuck me,” he said. “I am a suicidal moron.”
Malcolm found a shadowed place between trees and sat down to wait for nightfall.
After the earlier attack from the hybrids, the silence that fell over Oymyakon that night was almost eerie. Anthony knew that those creatures were still out there, ready to attack, and that there were enough of them to pose a threat to any number of Union tanks—he could feel them humming at the back of his mind with distant power.
But they didn’t attack again. As daylight faded into a long twilight, the temporary Union outpost quietly bustled with activity, preparing for an apocalyptic event. Anthony watched through a gap in the boards blocking the window of their trailer. From what he could see, the Union was occupying all of the houses on the block, and they were emptying food and toiletries from the homes for their use. Fucking vultures.
He and Lucas had been stripped to their boxers, given cavity searches, and detained without further questioning. Their only visit had been from a doctor, who had stitched up Anthony’s back and given him a handful of Percocet before vanishing again.
It wasn’t the first time that Anthony had been subjected to the Union’s tender mercies. It was less frightening the second time, and a hell of a lot more irritating.
At least it distracted him from the sheer terror of whatever was possibly going to kill him the next night.
“I almost wish they would just kill us,” Anthony muttered. “The anticipation is worse.”
Lucas was sitting in the corner picking at the dirt under his fingernails with his teeth. “I never should have come here,” he said, spitting some debris onto the floor.
Anthony hadn’t even thought about how Leticia and the kids would react to Lucas’s extended absence. He grimaced. “Sorry, man.”
Lucas shrugged. “That’s life.”
Anthony paced back and forth across the trailer for a few hours, keeping his muscles warmed. He toyed with the idea of attacking the first person to walk through the door, but the logistics of getting out of the compound after that were somewhat hazy.
The evening wore on long. Nights were short in the late spring, so the sun didn’t set until what had to be eleven at night, although Anthony had no way of telling time.
Lucas stopped picking at his fingernails around the time that the sun dropped to the horizon. His head slumped against his shoulder. He snored deeply.
Anthony kept pacing. He kept worrying. And he kept his ears perked for any signs of attack. That would be his best chance to escape, he decided—if he waited for hybrids to tear through the Union outpost, everyone would be too busy running for their lives to care about a couple of escaped prisoners.
Complete darkness fell. Through the gap, he saw stars emerge.
Then the doorknob jiggled.
Anthony moved to wake Lucas, but his eyes were already open. He was instantly wide awake and alert, faint light reflecting off of the whites of his eyes. Lucas crouched behind the door. Anthony took the wall on the opposite side.
“Get ready,” Lucas whispered.
The door swung open.
Anthony grabbed the man who stepped in by the shirt and body-slammed him to the floor.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” the man protested.
Anthony pulled back his fist without punching, and realized that he had just pinned Malcolm. The scars and missing eye were harder to see when it was so dark.
“Did you come to save us?” Lucas asked. “You?”
“Save the incredulity for later.” Malcolm dusted himself off. “Nice boxers, by the way,” he added, winking at Anthony. At least, Anthony thought it was supposed to be a wink.
Lucas peered through the door at the street beyond. “How did you get in?”
“Shift change,” Malcolm said. “And there might be at least one dead guard involved. Don’t worry your pretty heads about it. Let’s get out of here.”
Anthony could almost see what Elise must have seen in him once.
Almost.
The men scaled the fence without being seen. It was easy with a former Union commander guiding them. Malcolm knew all of the patterns that the guards walked around the perimeter, so they just had to sneak between them when their backs were turned.
“And now we run,” Malcolm said as soon as they reached the other side of the fence.
Anthony felt stupid sprinting through the fields wearing his boxers. Stupid, but grateful.
They didn’t stop until they reached the edge of the forest and the lights of the Union outpost were reduced to pinpoints. Even then, they only paused long enough to catch their breaths.
The outpost stirred. Shouts drifted through the night.
Their absence had been noticed.
“Let’s keep going,” Lucas urged, so they did.
They sheltered in the foothills until dawn hit, and then kept climbing. It was a warm spring day; by the time they climbed to a vantage point that allowed them to look down on Oymyakon, Anthony was soaked with sweat and breathing hard.
“The Union’s preparing to grab Elise,” Malcolm said when they finally stopped climbing. He stretched out on the ground with his arms behind his head. “I saw the cage in the village. Thought you blokes might find that interesting, in the terrifying kind of way.”
“It doesn’t really matter, does it? They can’t contain her,” Anthony said.
“Actually, they can. All it takes is some electricity and a lot of light. Run a few volts through a demon, and it’s like dropping them in acid.” He plucked a long piece of grass free and picked his teeth with it. “Then you take away her shadows so she can’t go all incorporeal-like…”
Lucas grimaced. “If they’re prepared to contain her, we have to expect that they’re prepared to capture her, too.”
“They’ll have to surprise her,” Malcolm said. “They’ll snag her the instant she’s back in the dimension, throw her in the middle of some lights, and haul her back to HQ for God knows whatever they have planned.”
Anthony nodded. “Which means we have to get to her first so she can’t be surprised. How the hell are we going to do that?”
The other men didn’t answer.
Anthony squinted, watching a glimmering line of vehicles drive out of Oymyakon toward the forest where Malcolm had said that the meadow was located. Whatever they had planned, they were already preparing for it. “When’s this thing going to happen?” he asked.
Malcolm shrugged. “Dunno. You’re the one getting phone calls from a prophet.”
Anthony continued pacing, tapping his fingers against his chin as he considered. “We’ll have to wait until nightfall. Once it’s dark, we can get down to the meadow and see what the Union’s got set up for Elise. We can’t plan until we know more.”
“Great, have fun,” Malcolm said.
“Actually, you’re the one who knows Union equipment. You should probably be the one checking out the meadow,” Anthony said.
“Uh, no? I’m also the one they’re most likely to shoot on sight.”
“Anthony has a point,” Lucas said. “While you’re doing that, we’ll sneak back into Oymyakon and steal weapons. Sound good?”
Malcolm stared between the two kopides, annoyance twisting his mouth. “You know we’re all likely to die doing this shit.”
“Any day now,” Anthony said.
He sighed. “Right. Okay.”
With that decided, there was nothing left to do but wait for the end.


XII
Something was tickling James’s cheek. He opened his eyes to see green spikes in front of his face, and pushed himself onto all fours with a gasp. The sound was strangely crisp, unmuffled by Limbo, and his ears ached at the clarity of the sound.
He was on his hands and knees on something green. James flexed his fingers.
Grass.
It had been so long since he had seen such a thing that he almost didn’t recognize the green slivers between his fingers. He let his fingertips sink into the soil. It pushed underneath the white tips of his fingernails, turning them black.
The earth was wet. How long had it been since James felt anything moist, or dry, or anywhere in between other than that gray nothingness?
He pressed his face to the grass, and the blades tickled his cheeks. It felt so marvelously novel that he never wanted to lift his head again. But he had to. He couldn’t lie there for eternity. If he had found grass, then that could only mean one thing.
James had finally reached the garden.
His knees were soaked with dew, his fingers were clammy, and when he stood, all of his muscles trembled. A vine hung in his face. He plucked a leaf free and pressed it to his nose, inhaling deeply. It smelled of wild places that humans had never known before. It smelled damp and dirty and incredible.
James was standing beside a stone wall rotten with age. It was at least four times his height, much too high to climb, and it extended as far as he could see in either direction.
James couldn’t see any hint of the fissure or any gates, but he knew he had to be on the outermost edge of the garden. The grass that he stood on only extended a few hundred feet before terminating in gray void.
A change in pressure made his eardrums pop, and the hybrid appeared.
It stood on the grass just a few yards away, briefly disoriented by the transition between universes.
James swore and ducked into a hole in the stones of the wall, letting the vines fall over him like a veil. Hard edges scraped at his shoulders, jabbed into his spine. He pulled his long legs to his chest and hugged them.
He could see the hybrid lifting its nose to the air through the fall of vines. Its eyes fell closed as it sniffed.
Then it looked straight at James’s hiding place.
His pulse sped. James grabbed a rock the size of his hand, and then dropped it—that wouldn’t do anything against a hybrid. What spells did he have left? Which of them might work in an ethereal dimension? He hadn’t forgotten what happened when he tried to cast a spell in Zebul, the holy temples of Heaven—it had felt like his entire thigh muscle was ripping off.
The hybrid strode toward him. But before James could decide what to do, another winged figure appeared.
A cherub dropped from the sky. Its eye sockets were empty, with silver blood staining its cheeks. Its sword flamed. It must have sensed something passing through the fissure—it didn’t look surprised to see an intruder outside the walls of the garden.
The hybrid whirled on the cherub, lips peeled back in a hiss.
It attacked, and the two of them grappled. They fought at super-speed, too quickly for James to see anything but the occasional flash of blade, the splatter of blood, the flare of wings. But he could tell that the cherub was only guarding against the attacks. It wasn’t fighting back—it was delaying.
A second cherub landed behind the hybrid.
James swallowed down a gasp as the pair of cherubim ripped into the hybrid, dismembering it with ruthless, brutal efficiency. The hybrid didn’t even get a chance to scream again.
The cherubim hacked at the hybrid until the body was in pieces and the grass was bathed in blood.
James didn’t dare breathe in his hiding place, lest they turn on him next.
But the cherubim didn’t even search for him. They grabbed the dismembered limbs and took off again, leaving James alone with a few fragments of torso.
Something about the sight of a pair of angels killing a hybrid had scoured the fatigue from his muscles. He climbed out of his hiding space and stepped back to study the impossibly high wall. It could be scaled—Elise had to have done it once before.
He leaped to grab a sturdy vine and began hauling his weight up the wall.
After the eternity that he spent in Limbo, the hours it took to reach the top of the garden’s wall was nothing. James let himself rest on top of it, taking in the sight of the garden spread before him.
The grass on the opposite side was dead. The nearest bushes oozed with ichor, poisoned from the inside, leaving thorns where there had once been blossoms. The river sliced through the dead parts of the garden, winding toward the massive Tree at the center, which was even bigger than James remembered.
He didn’t stop to study it for long. He was too vulnerable atop the wall.
James slid to the dry grass and walked through the garden.
Considering that he was only twelve years old, Nathaniel took dying fairly well.
“The eyes are cool,” he said, bending over to stare at his reflection in the amber lake. From behind, Elise could see that there were two long slices along his back, like new orifices between his shoulder blades. They didn’t seem to be bleeding. “I think I look good with blue.”
It had taken a while for Nathaniel to wake up after emerging from the egg, but after an initial panic, he had been calm. Even seeing his own corpse only seemed to inspire puzzlement, rather than fear. Hell, he was taking the garden a lot better than Elise had.
She shouldn’t have been glad to see Nathaniel in Araboth, but she was. He was a very special kind of witch that could open portals and manipulate dimensions—a skill that was so rare it might have been unique. If he had retained his magic through the rebirth, he might be the ticket to saving Betty and Ariane.
“How are you feeling now?” Elise asked. Nathaniel had struggled to breathe for a few minutes in the beginning, too, but he didn’t seem to be laboring anymore.
“I feel weird,” Nathaniel said. He rubbed the wound on his chest. “But okay, I guess. It doesn’t hurt as much as getting shot did.”
Elise forced herself to stop staring at the injury that so perfectly matched James’s.
“Who did it?”
“Some Union guy,” he said, lifting one shoulder in a shrug. “He wasn’t aiming for me. It was an accident. How I ended up here after that, I don’t know.”
“Metaraon brought you. He’s also the one that brought you back like this.”
The instant Nathaniel heard that name, his eyes shadowed. “Is he still alive?”
Elise hadn’t seen Metaraon since stabbing him in the chest, but she somehow doubted that it had taken him down. It could never be that easy. “If he isn’t dead yet, I’ll change that soon.”
“Good,” he said forcefully.
Elise considered asking him when he had gotten such a taste for murder, but it didn’t seem important in comparison to the more urgent tasks at hand. Namely, accomplishing the murders themselves.
“I need you to help me.” She flashed her palms at him. “I only have one mark, so I can’t escape through the gates. Is your magic intact? Can you open a path out of the dimension?”
“I think so,” Nathaniel said. “I’ll have to see what I can do. But Metaraon—”
“He dies first.”
He stood up straight and tall, at eye-level with Elise. He had done a lot of growing since they had traveled through Hell together. “I’ll see what I can do. What about James?”
Elise frowned. “What about him?”
The cavern shuddered.
Her vision blurred, darkening at the edges.
Nathaniel’s eyes widened. He reached for her hand, but his fingers only slid through her skin, as though she weren’t actually there.
“Elise?” he asked, and his voice sounded distorted, muffled.
He vanished, along with the cavern.
At first, she thought that Adam was dragging her away, forcing her into a new vision. She expected to reappear beside his throne, or in the dance studio, or by a much younger Tree, at any moment.
She didn’t expect to open her eyes and see James.
James reached the platforms ringing the Tree without being seen. There had been apples the first time that he had unwittingly entered the garden, but the branches were dead now. There was no indication that the Tree was alive at all anymore, aside from the occasional groan from deep within its trunk.
He found Elise captured against the trunk of the Tree, tightly secured to its base with wooden fingers. A branch had locked over her eyes. Others pinned her ankles.
He stepped up and touched her lips. Warm breath gusted over his fingers.
“I’ll get you out of here, Elise,” he said.
James was exhausted from his time in Limbo—too tired to stand for long, much less try to run again—but he found new strength when he locked both hands around the branch growing over Elise’s eyes. He snapped the wood with a dry crack, showering splinters over his feet.
He tore at the branch until her entire face was exposed. Elise’s eyes were dancing beneath her eyelids, as if dreaming. Her head drooped without the support.
“Almost there,” he whispered, glancing over his shoulder before continuing to tear at the tree creeping over her arms, hips, and knees.
Once her upper body was free, she sagged against him. The contact brought the bond to vivid clarity again for the first time in what felt like thousands of years. James caught glimpses of a strange cavern, a glassy lake, and Nathaniel—Nathaniel, of all people.
But something had changed. James couldn’t quite tell what. It was as though the tenor of her thoughts had changed, warmed at the edges with a magnanimous kind of love that was entirely uncharacteristic of Elise. The garden had changed her mind. He could only hope that it wasn’t permanent.
He finished extricating her legs, and she fell from the Tree. The branches shuddered at her departure. The Tree oozed out of the crevice that Elise left behind.
James lowered both of them to the platform. Where he touched her back, warm sap stuck to his fingers, gluing his body to hers. “Elise,” he said. “Elise, wake up.” He could feel her swimming through the haze, struggling for the surface, as if desperate for oxygen.
Her brow creased. Her eyelids fluttered.
Then her eyes opened.
She struggled to focus on him, and when she did, what little color remained in her cheeks drained to a ghostly pallor. “James?”
Relief swept through him. “Yes,” he said, “it’s me.”
Anger swelled within her, powerful enough that it coated his tongue with the bitter flavor of copper.
Elise pushed him. She was still weak from being contained within the Tree, so it was ineffectual. “Not this. Don’t you fucking dare,” she said.
James caught her wrists. “Stop fighting, it’s okay, you’re free—”
He tried to hang on, but even a weakened Elise was too strong for him in his current condition. She scrambled away from him on all fours, getting to her feet with the support of the Tree, and glared at him as if he had tried to stab her.
James stood slowly, hands extended in a soothing gesture.
“Whatever you’ve seen in there, it isn’t real,” he said. “Whatever you may think I’ve done, whatever you’ve experienced—it’s been an illusion. But I’m real, Elise. I’ve come to get you out of here.”
“Come near me, and I’ll kill you.” There was no real force behind the words. Her voice quavered, and she pressed one hand to her temple. “No. I’m not…” Elise shook her head. “Yes, I’ll definitely kill you.”
What battle was being waged in her mind? James reached out with their bond, trying to see inside of her thoughts, but she had locked down tightly. It was like tracing his hands over a blank stone wall. “We’re still bonded. You can look into my mind and know that it’s me.”
“I won’t go through that fucking door!”
He didn’t bother asking what door she was talking about. As far as James could see, there were no doors anywhere in the garden.
James kept his tone soothing. “That’s fine. No doors.”
She faltered.
“Everyone wants me to go through the door,” Elise said.
“But not me.”
Her hair shimmered and skin flickered, momentarily exposing the bone underneath. Her demon form wasn’t designed to survive in the ethereal lights of Heaven. It must have been agonizing. James couldn’t tell—she was still blocked to him, and it was painfully frustrating. “Relax,” he said. “Let me show you what’s happened.”
The walls surrounding her mind eased open a fraction. James took the moment of weakness to take her hand and open his mind.
He forced himself to remember everything that she had missed: spending months developing new magic in Fallon, his momentary incarceration with the Union, Hannah’s death, the journey through Heaven and Hell. He flitted through the memories in a heartbeat, like paging through a book.
By the time Elise jerked back and shut her mind again, he knew that she had already seen enough. It was probably too much to make sense to her. James could only hope that the imprint of his mind would be familiar enough to convince her.
Elise’s lips drew into a frown. Her black eyes searched his face.
“Wait,” she said, “let me see again.”
Hesitantly, she twined her fingers with his, pressing their palms together.
Elise guided herself through his memories. She focused on Malebolge and Coccytus, then jumped further back—all the way back to their brief time in Dis together. She lingered in the memories of the fires as if basking. Then she pushed back through his memories, much further back, and settled on his memory of finding her in Oymyakon so many long years ago.
Sadness touched her at the sight of the dead angels. That emotion didn’t belong to Elise or James. It was like a third person was looking in on the memory, lamenting the loss of life.
James pushed her away gently.
“It is you,” she said, sagging against him. James couldn’t hold her weight, slight as it was. He was too exhausted. They sank to the floor together, and Elise buried her face in his chest.
James pressed his lips to the top of her head. He wanted to tell her that it would be okay, but he couldn’t make the words come out.
It wasn’t okay. Nothing was “okay” in this gray, miserable place.
Yet holding Elise filled him with a sense of rightness, of being completed. The idea that a jealous God might find them at any moment seemed small in comparison.
Well, maybe not that small.
“We should leave while we can,” James said.
Elise gazed up at him, and James saw himself through her eyes. She thought that he looked younger. It was like the lines in his face had filled out, while his cheeks hollowed, and the rings around his pale irises grew darker. But his hair, to their mutual surprise, was completely white. She had to run her fingers through it to convince herself that it was real, like the rest of him.
For some reason, looking at James filled Elise with despair. She was imagining him dead. The garden must have warped her mind even more than he had feared.
“It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll get out of here.”
James dipped his head and kissed her. Immediate shock jolted through Elise, followed quickly by fear of what would happen if Adam saw them. God filled her mind and heart, leaving no room for her to enjoy the kiss. But her hands clutched at the back of his neck anyway, in a gesture of desperation. James pulled her against him hard.
He wouldn’t have let go, given the choice—the thought of Elise was all that had carried him through Limbo, and he wasn’t about to allow fear of a jealous, tyrannical deity prevent him from enjoying their reunion. But Elise broke away quickly.
She stood on wobbling legs. “We have to go,” she agreed, letting their kiss pass without remark. “But first, we have to find Nathaniel, Ariane, and Betty.”
Ariane was no real surprise. But the other names…
“Nathaniel? Betty?” James asked, eyes widening.
She smiled weakly. “Yeah. It seems like we have a lot of catching up to do.”
They walked around the Tree in search of the others, but the doors that Elise had used to get in and out of Ariane’s apartment was gone. That had been an illusion. Everything with Ariane had been an illusion.
But Elise’s mother was there. She was still certain that her subconscious would never summon Ariane from memory.
She was increasingly less certain of everything else.
They kept climbing, and Elise couldn’t tear her eyes from James as they searched for any sign of Ariane. If James was alive, and his body was under the Tree, then that meant he really was like Nathaniel. He had been sacrificed and bound to the garden.
Which meant that he had been there before she ever had.
Their kiss had left her lips feeling bruised, and Elise traced her fingers over her mouth, remembering the contact.
It was wrong. It was all wrong.
Oblivious to the direction her thoughts had taken, James said, “How did Betty get here?”
“Metaraon said that he brought her back to life to motivate me,” Elise said, and the words felt like a lie. That may have been Metaraon’s story, but there was no way that it could be true. She had just seen the ritual Metaraon used to bring people back to life. That definitely wasn’t what had happened to Betty.
“I encountered him on Earth before coming here,” James said. “He searched through my memories for a way to motivate you. He must have decided that Betty was ideal. I’m sorry.”


Sorry for what? she wondered silently.
Elise searched his pale eyes—why hadn’t she recognized that color before?—for any hint of the truth. Did he realize what he had been through? Was James a victim, or had he deliberately deceived her?
“If Metaraon brought Ariane and Betty, then how did you get in?” Elise asked. Her fingers had been wandering toward James’s shock of white hair, but she stopped herself.
“Fissures. Junctures between universes. And…a lot of walking.” He smiled weakly. It barely lasted a heartbeat before slipping off of his face again. “Elise, I’ve searched for you for so long.”
His mind was blank of any kind of explanation for his eyes, his scar, the ritual she knew he must have undergone. How could he be in the garden again and not think of it?
The omission was as much a lie as if he had told her that it hadn’t happened at all.
“We should keep looking,” Elise said when he looked like he might kiss her again.
She walked on.
James had always been the one perfect thing in her life. He was her partner, her hero.


He’s tainted, whispered a feminine voice in the back of her mind. He’s been lying to you for so very long.
Elise was so distracted by the confusing tangle of thoughts that she almost walked past her mother on the highest platform.
Ariane was trapped against the trunk of the Tree, soaked in sap and utterly naked, just as Elise had been. The bark had all but crept over her face. Only the sphere of her pregnant belly protruded.
She touched her mother’s stomach. The baby stirred inside.
“She was on the verge of labor when I saw her,” James said. “I’m not sure how much time has passed, but it must have been…weeks, at least, if not years. Mnemosyne’s waters are holding her in time.”


Just like you? Elise wondered. How did you walk through Limbo for so long without dying?
She couldn’t bring herself to respond to him.
Freeing Ariane didn’t take long. Elise and James had only ripped away a few handfuls of bark when the Tree seemed to release her willingly. Ariane tumbled into Elise’s arms, eyes flying open.
A ragged gasp tore through her throat. “Elise!” Ariane said, face slack with shock. Then she looked over her shoulder and spotted James. The surprise turned to anger. Ariane’s expression was like a punch to Elise’s ribs, sucking all of the breath out of her lungs. If she hadn’t been certain before, she was certain now—there was something that James wasn’t telling her, and Ariane knew the truth, too.
“Where’s Nathaniel?” Elise asked. It wasn’t the question she wanted to ask, but she would have to be satisfied with it for now.
“I don’t know,” Ariane said. “We were just in my apartment a moment ago.”
But Ariane’s apartment didn’t exist, so Nathaniel and Betty had to be somewhere else in the garden. Didn’t they?
What had been real? What had been illusion?
“Can you walk?” Elise asked.
Ariane took a few wobbling steps. She almost fell, but James pulled her arm over his shoulder.
“I’ve got you,” he said.
Ariane’s smile looked forced. “Merci.”
Elise picked up her pace as they headed down the Tree, mind whirling.
Angels didn’t have domain over life and death. They were meant to have escaped such petty mortal things as soon as Eve and Adam discovered how to pass immortality to their children. Bringing Nathaniel back from the brink of death by putting his soul into a duplicate body—that was the best that Metaraon could do.
Elise knew deep within that there was no way Betty could have been resurrected.


She’s a trick, the feminine voice whispered.
As if summoned by her thoughts, Betty appeared around the curve of the Tree, standing on the next platform.
She still wore her tan slacks and the cleavage-emphasizing blouse. There wasn’t so much as a smear of sap on her cheek. Betty hadn’t been trapped in the Tree with Elise and Ariane at all.
“James!” Betty shrieked. “Oh my gosh!”
He looked stunned when Betty slammed into him, wrapping her arms around his chest in a tight embrace. “I’m happy to see you, too,” James said, although he sounded wary. Elise wasn’t the only one that had noticed the disparities.
Betty and James continued to talk. Elise thought that they were discussing escape. Mouths moved, but the words made no sense to her.
There were thousands of questions tumbling through Elise’s skull, crashing together and forcing out all other sound and thought, including James’s emotions through the bond. Only one thing pierced the confused disaster that her mind was quickly becoming: a soft, feminine voice that Elise thought belonged to Eve.


They’ve all been lying to you.
“Let’s find Nathaniel and go,” James said, drawing Elise’s attention back to him. He was addressing her directly.
Elise’s throat closed. She swallowed hard. “It’s not that simple. Adam—”
“Forget about killing Him,” he interrupted. “It was a suicide mission from the beginning. Let’s just leave.”


Why doesn’t he want you to kill Him? wondered the voice.
“I don’t have enough marks to get through the gates on my own anymore,” Elise said, speaking over the voice in her head. The lack of marks didn’t matter now that Nathaniel was in the garden—if he was really there—but she wanted to see how James would react to that. If he were partially an ethereal creature, then he would probably already have one mark.
Elise was surprised when he peeled off a glove and showed his palm to her.
There was a mark on his hand, just as there was on one of her hands. Elise had to look down at her own palms to remind herself. One hand was blank. The other was tattooed with a black mark identical to the one on James’s palm.
“How?” she asked.
“I took it from the mother of all demons,” James said.
Which meant that it was her mark. One more piece of Elise permanently welded to James.
She tamped down her anger before he could feel it through their bond.
They couldn’t leave yet. Whatever James said—Whose side is he on?—Elise wasn’t done with her job. Adam still needed to die, and more than that, she needed answers. She needed to know why James had been lying to her.


You can have everything you want, whispered that feminine voice again.
Elise had been fighting to ignore the pieces of Eve creeping into her soul, but this time, she didn’t want to.
It was time for the truth to come out—both for her and for Adam.
“Okay,” Elise said, feeling dead inside. “I know where we should go to find Nathaniel.”
Elise led them through the garden, navigating its cobblestone paths with familiarity. She looked calm, but occasional stabs of pain flared through the bond—James could tell that being in the garden was hurting her.
But that was all he could tell. She had closed her mind to him, sealing away every thought. It had to be deliberate. Without the warding rings, it was difficult to block one another out.
James passed Ariane’s weight to Betty, then stepped to Elise’s side.
“What’s wrong?” he murmured, catching her hand.
Whether deliberately or simply because she was walking too far away, her hand slipped out of his immediately.
“Just a little farther,” Elise said. “Nathaniel’s up this way.”
She took them to a path that dipped below the roots of the Tree. A distant dripping sound echoed over the cobblestone. The only sources of light were luminescent blossoms, which splashed patterns of blue on the skulls set into the roots. It was too hard to see the path—James kept stumbling over rocks.
“Elise,” Ariane said. “Wait.”
Her daughter didn’t look back.
Ariane stopped walking, forcing Betty to stop, too. “I don’t think this is the right way,” she said.
James paused. “Elise?”
“This is right,” Elise said, continuing to walk. “Nathaniel’s just up here.”
“Come on,” Betty said, and she dragged Ariane on.
Elise led them to the end of the path under the roots, which was blocked by bushes. James could hear Mnemosyne rushing somewhere beyond. She hesitated with a hand on the branches, gazing up at James with wide black eyes. Elise’s mind was blocked to his, but he could see the question in them.
“What is it?” he asked softly.
Elise shook her head. “Nothing.”
They pushed through the bushes to find the river Mnemosyne just on the other side.
Two other people were already there. James glimpsed a man crumbled beside the river, gushing silver blood from his chest—Metaraon. Another man, tall and brown-skinned, stood over him. James could only look upon Him for a half-second before blazing gray light blinded him.
James’s head filled with the roaring of chimes. He fell to his knees, muscles instantly liquefied and head throbbing.
“It’s Him!” Ariane cried. Her voice was distorted. She collapsed beside James, unable to stand in the presence of God.
James reached for Elise, thinking that they should run, escape before He took them in His grip—but Elise wasn’t looking at him.
“Adam,” she said, as if happy to see Him.
Then Elise stepped into the circle of His arms, and James passed out.


XIII
Elise’s entire body hurt to be in Adam’s embrace, but she didn’t pull away or cry out. She even managed to smile.
Adam wasn’t smiling back.
“What is the meaning of this?” He asked, indicating the people that Elise had brought with her. James and Ariane writhed on the ground, hands clapped over their ears. Her heart ached at the sight of their pain. But she kept smiling as much as she could.
“I’ve come to make amends,” Elise said.
“For nearly killing my son?”
Metaraon was curled on the ground behind Adam, still bleeding out of that chest wound. It would have killed anyone else already, but angels were hardier than that. Not only was he conscious and breathing, he looked furious to see Elise there.
“I did that to save you,” she said, forcing herself to take His hand. She didn’t look at James. She didn’t want to see the betrayal on his face when she could already feel it so clearly through their bond. “It’s time that you know the truth, Adam.”
“Silence,” Metaraon groaned. “Don’t listen to her.”
She raised the volume of her voice to talk over him. “Metaraon was in love with Eve, and he’s been trying to kill you ever since.”
“Lies!” Metaraon dragged himself toward Adam. His arms shook with the effort.
Adam gripped her hand hard, ignoring the angel at His feet. “How could you say that? He is my most loyal son.”
“He’s misled you for centuries, and I can prove it.”
“She’s trying to confuse you! Look at what she’s done—she’s brought that woman with her again, that woman that she loves better than you!” Metaraon jabbed an accusing finger toward Betty.
It wasn’t love that surged in Elise’s belly when she looked at the blond woman now. She wasn’t affected by the presence of God like Ariane and James were. Adam’s presence should have been unbearable to most mortals. Betty looked lost standing behind Ariane and James, and the expression seemed so genuine.
It was a lie.
Elise stooped to pick up a river rock, hefting it in one hand.
“That’s the woman that you brought into the garden, Metaraon,” Elise said, biting out every word as she approached her so-called friend.
“Elise?” Betty asked.
It wasn’t really Betty. She was an illusion. Just one more way for Metaraon to fuck with Elise.
She slammed the stone into the back of Betty’s skull.
The blood that poured out of her head looked real enough. Her scream sounded genuine. When Elise crouched over her, grabbing her throat in both hands, the fists that beat against Elise’s shoulders caused real pain.
Elise pressed her weight into Betty’s throat and held it.
People were shouting at her—James, Metaraon, Ariane—but Elise couldn’t hear the words over the roaring of blood in her ears.
The expression on Betty’s face faded. Her eyes rolled into the back of her skull, and she died at Elise’s hands.
Elise straightened. Her entire body was trembling.
By the time she returned to Adam’s side, Betty had vanished. She didn’t even leave behind a bloodstain.
A ghost.
“See?” Elise asked, and it was all but a miracle that she could keep her voice stable when inside, she was screaming. “Metaraon’s been manipulating us, Adam. ‘That woman’ was fake. Every woman he has brought here to be your bride has been a human with her mind twisted to believe that she was Eve.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “And he brought me here to kill you.”
Nobody was shouting anymore. Everyone stared at her.
When Adam spoke, it was with a soft, dangerous voice. “You said that you have proof?”
“No,” Metaraon said.
Elise swept a hand toward James and Ariane. “This is my proof. The two of them have the whole story. Open their minds and look.”
“Don’t trust her!”
Adam wasn’t listening to Metaraon anymore. He studied the two mortals, unaffected by Ariane’s sobs. “This one looks familiar,” He said, pointing at James.
Elise’s heart skipped a beat. “Yeah. I thought he might.”
Adam clapped His hands.
James and Ariane’s bodies stilled, frozen in time, as their minds opened to the garden.
The images crashed over Elise and Adam all at once, playing out in flashes and flickers among the trees. It was as though the memories were projected onto the surrounding world like home movies. Elise saw herself in several of them—as a small child with unruly red curls, as an older child with a sword in each hand and glaring eyes, as a woman drenched in blood.
Adam walked among the visions, dismissing some with a wave of His hand and lingering over others.
Elise turned to watch everything swirling through the fog, searching for the individual memories she expected to find. She wanted to see what James remembered of the garden. But she didn’t see anything—only his recent arrival.
“The man has wiped his own mind,” Adam said, flipping through a few images dragged from James’s mind with a twitch of His fingers. “He’s missing many memories. Those that remain are muddy.” He sneered with disapproval. “Witchcraft. I will break through his spells in a moment.”
Elise gazed at James’s rigid features, heart sinking lower and lower.
He had wiped his own mind of the garden. Why? So she wouldn’t see those thoughts through their bond?
“There,” Adam said. “I have cleared much of the fog.”
He played James’s memories in rapid succession. Elise watched everything unfold with growing dread: James’s early lessons with his aunt, Pamela Faulkner, and the moment that he walked through the door in Landon’s basement. She watched Metaraon order him to hunt her down and drag her back to the garden. And she saw the moment that he had realized that God had taken her, and the relief he had felt at knowing their running was over.
None of the memories were detailed. His magic had effectively burned the worst of it from his mind. But it was more than enough for Elise to know she had been betrayed.
“I only see Metaraon guiding you to my doorstep,” Adam said. “That’s hardly a conspiracy.”
It took Elise a minute to find the strength to reply. “Look at Ariane’s memories.”
Adam seized upon a memory, snagging it from the air like a firefly.
“This one,” He said, and they stepped into it together.
“I need you to bear a child,” Metaraon said.
Ariane was shocked by the proposal, thrown so boldly in her face without a hint of humility. “I’m only fourteen,” she said, rubbing her arms to warm them against the bite of the cold winter wind. It was too cold to be talking outside Pamela’s cabin, but Metaraon was unbothered. “I don’t even have a boyfriend.”
Metaraon looked impatient. “That won’t be a problem. I have a match for you. He is a kopis, and you will bind as his aspis.”
Ariane tugged on her hair, twirled the curls around her fingers, licked her chilly lips to warm them. She fidgeted to delay her response.
Landon and Pamela were waiting for Ariane by the front door of the Faulkner cabin. She was tempted to run to them, begging for escape. Yet she didn’t move.
Having a child so young—it was ridiculous. Ariane wasn’t sure she ever wanted to have babies. But this handsome, powerful man was offering to give her a kopis—a real kopis—and the only cost was a child.
“People have babies all the time,” Ariane said. “You could take any of them.”
“This one will be specially made to be a weapon. She will be a kopis, like her father, and the greatest hero ever known. She will live to conquer the most terrible villain. You will all be a part of history.”
Power. A place in history. Her future secured.
“Why do you want so badly to make this…weapon?” Ariane asked. Easier to think of the child she might have as a gun, or a bomb, than a baby. “What did this great villain do to deserve such a special death?”
His composure slipped. Tension corded Metaraon’s neck. “He killed the woman I love.”
Somewhere, underneath all of that anger, was a shattered heart. And Ariane’s heart broke for him, too.
Metaraon went on to tell her more. With words, he painted a picture of ancient wars, creatures slaughtered, cities devastated, helpless infants falling under his command. “And if we don’t kill Him soon, then He may very well break free and hurt many people again,” he said. “This is the only way. I have long searched for alternatives. Will you deliver the world from this madness?”


Ariane had little concept of wars and such great suffering, but she understood heartache. She saw it in every line of Metaraon’s body.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll help you.”
Elise backed out of the memory to realize that Adam was watching with her. He stood at her side, white with shock, one hand extended as if on the verge of dismissing the memory.
Her stomach was knotted with sympathy for her mother, a foreign emotion. It couldn’t have belonged to Elise. It must have been one of Eve’s creeping urges.
“Did you see?” she asked, swallowing down those uncomfortable feelings.
Adam waved. The memory vanished.
“Metaraon was lying to her. I clearly didn’t kill you, Eve,” He said slowly. “How could I have? You’re with me right now.”
Elise grabbed His hand again. “Am I Eve? Check my mind.”
Adam hesitated.
“Don’t you want to know the truth?” she pressed.
In response, He peeled open her mind and stepped inside.
Elise’s life unfolded in front of them piece by piece, in jittering fragments and long breaths. She watched herself birthed from her mother’s body into the hands of an angel, then, a few days later, the first time her father held her. Isaac had said, “She’s awfully small.” He had been disappointed in her from the very beginning.
Adam led her to the memories of her early training. On her seventh birthday, she had received a pair of twin falchions and promptly killed a demon with them. “Good,” Isaac had said at that. “Very good.” It was a rare moment of approval, and utterly meaningless to Adam. He moved on.
He skipped through much of her adolescence, but paused to watch the first time that she had been dragged into the garden. He watched in bemusement as Elise spoke with the last Eve that had lived there, and coerced the cherubim into helping her escape.
The rest of it He skimmed through, as if He couldn’t bear to see it.
When her memories faded, He said, “You really aren’t her.” He sounded so heartbroken that she almost pitied Him. “But I saw pieces of her within you.”
“That’s the garden,” Elise said. “This entire place is a prison designed to contain you. We’re in Araboth. Not Eden—Araboth. And the only way you can be freed from it is to kill Metaraon.”
Adam didn’t acknowledge her counsel. He packed together James and Ariane’s memories and shoved them away.
Time resumed its normal pace.
He kneeled at Metaraon’s side. The angel was still bleeding profusely, and didn’t seem to realize that time had been interrupted at all. “Don’t listen to her,” Metaraon said, hands clutched to his wound. Silvery blood slicked his fingers.
“How could you bear to serve me for so long with so much hatred in your soul?” Adam asked, stroking Metaraon’s forehead. “All I have ever done is love you.”
“What?”
Clenching His hand on the back of Metaraon’s head, Adam ripped the angel’s head off.
Ariane screamed.
Adam calmly turned to Elise, offering her the head as Ariane dissolved into sobs. Elise took it from Him like it was a bouquet of flowers on a first date. Her mother’s cries slid off of her like rain sliding down glass. “It’s done,” He said. “Just as you asked of me.”
“Thanks,” she said.
Gazing into Metaraon’s slack face, grief stirred inside of Elise.
Though all of the memories had been shoved away, she could see herself kissing Metaraon among the roses as clearly as though she was living the moment for the first time. She remembered cracking open the eggs of her children with his help, and the time that he had first emerged into her arms, a newborn angel.
Even though Metaraon had been the one to doom Elise to such a wretched life, she still shared in Eve and Ariane’s grief.
But only for a moment.
Adam rounded on James and Ariane. In the presence of His power, they were helpless to run—and it was only worse as His anger built. He was almost too powerful for even Elise to approach.
He seized Ariane by the chin, and Elise realized that He was about to kill her, too.
“Stop!” she shouted, dropping Metaraon’s head. “What are you doing?”
“I will kill both of them for this conspiracy,” Adam said, shaking Ariane. “This one first. She’s carrying the fruit of a union between herself and Metaraon.”
“Let her go,” she said.
“Why? Why should I let their traitorous offspring survive?”
“Because if you do,” Elise said, steeling herself, “I’ll go through the door with you.”
“No,” James said softly.
Adam didn’t seem to have heard. “You will?” There was such hope in His voice.
Elise forced herself to nod. “All you’ve got to do is send Ariane and her baby safely back to Earth.”
“And him?” Adam nodded to James.
Her upper lip curled as she mulled the idea.
James had been complicit the entire time. There was a vengeful side to Elise’s soul that thought he deserved the same fate as Metaraon. He certainly didn’t deserve to leave the garden unharmed, as Ariane would.
Adam would do anything Elise asked.
“I don’t care,” Elise said. “Forget about him.”
Through the bond, she could tell that James felt like she had just driven a knife into his gut.
Adam dropped Ariane, and she collapsed at His feet.
Elise kneeled by her mother. Ariane’s eyes streamed with tears as she gazed up at her daughter. “It’s the right thing to do,” Ariane said.
“It’s not for you,” Elise said. “But you said you wanted a chance to do it right this time, so…make sure to do it right. Don’t fuck this up.” She pressed a hand to her mom’s stomach. “Take good care of her.”
A reply hung on Ariane’s lips. Elise never heard it.
Adam waved a hand and Ariane vanished instantly. The grass was flat where she had been lying.
Elise’s breath caught in her throat. “Did you—?”
“She’s safely on Earth,” Adam said.
He held a hand out to her.
“Elise,” James said, “whatever you do—”
She silenced him by curling her fingers around Adam’s.
A door appeared on the edge of Mnemosyne, white with four panels and a gold handle. It was so ordinary. The sight of it made Elise’s heart pound in her throat.
The garden filled with light as she approached the door with Adam at her side. Elise could feel how the radiance burned James’s skin, his eyes. “Come, beloved,” He said. His voice made James’s ears throb.
The door swung open, revealing gray light on the other side.
Elise took a final look at James.
He had been the one to surrender her to God. He had been in on it the entire time, and had never once given her a hint of a warning. He had even allowed her to be taken. It shouldn’t have felt like her heart was breaking to leave him.
Her toes brushed the threshold. Adam waited for her to move.
“Don’t,” James said. She could see him form the word, even if she couldn’t hear him through the pulse of energy radiating from the door.
She took the final step.
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Elise fragmented.
Once she became whole again, she found herself standing on a grassy plane. There was ocean on the horizon, firmament above, and earth below. There was so much open air that she felt like she might tumble into the sky and lose herself among the starry shards. Her feet seemed to barely connect with the ground below her.
Elise had walked through the door with Adam, and the world had reset.
She was in the beginning.
Even though there was nobody with her in the emptiness of a new world, Elise knew that she wasn’t alone. There was another person nearby—inside of her, in fact. It was another woman, and Elise knew her mind, body, and soul better than Betty’s, better than her mother’s, better even than James’s.
It was Eve.
She was no longer a wisp of a personality teasing at the darkest corners of Elise’s mind. Eve had become a fully formed consciousness, just as strong as hers, and just as demanding of attention.
That wasn’t the only thing that had changed. Elise inspected her body. It was lean and strong, but not as muscular as it used to be. Eve’s body.
Memories slithered over her. Eve’s mind was like a cool ocean spray, a sweet spring breeze, blooming flowers.
When Elise saw shoots stirring among the grass, she wasn’t certain if plants were really sprouting from the ground as she watched, or if it was just Eve’s memory. Either way, the flowers grew, and vines followed; the first saplings appeared shortly thereafter.
As the world dawned anew, so did her memories.
Elise’s vision blurred, and she saw through Eve’s eyes.
The stars blinked, and a woman appeared.
Her body was unlike any of the beasts within the garden. She walked upright with a back straight and strong, rather than galloping on four hooves. Her forelegs had hands with opposable digits. Instead of two columns of mammaries, she had a pair of large breasts. Her waist was small, her hips were wide, and her legs were long. The fur that should have been on her entire body instead flowed from her crown in crimson curls, just a few shades darker than her bare, olive flesh.
Her wings were much like those of the birds soaring above, but they didn’t have her arms, and the feathers covered the entirety of their small bodies; whatever she was, it was neither hawk nor sparrow. Without hooves, she couldn’t have been a horse, either. Considering her long limbs, she was also not a serpent.
No, she was something new. Something wonderful and unique.
She decided to call herself Eve.
Eve wiggled her toes in the grass. It felt good—the first of many wonderful sensations to come.
Her feet found traction, and it was easy to step forward, moving the earth underneath her with every step.


She quickened her pace. A step became a skip, the skip became a sprint, and then she was flying, arms wide and face tilted into the breeze. Her wings folded to let the wind slide past her body.
Then she swept her wings wide, and the wind carried her high, drifting among the stars.
Elise blinked. Her vision cleared of Eve’s memory, and she came back to herself standing far below the starry sky.
She twisted to look at her back.
Wings. Elise had wings.
Reflexively, she stretched them out, spanning the feathers like fingers. They were dove-white, accented by silver, and glowed with an inner light. Elise traced a hand down the spur of bone at the top of the wing, which was as thick as her upper arm.
With Eve’s growing presence in her heart, and her wings on Elise’s back, it would be easy to forget that she was actually a demon.
She folded her wings back and turned to face the first sliver of dawn appearing on the horizon.
Eve’s spirit wasn’t the only thing keeping her company in this place. Elise could feel something else familiar tugging at her, like a hook at her navel trying to draw her onward. She wasn’t sure where to go in an empty world, but something wanted to be found.
Go find them, whispered a voice. They’re here.
“What’s here?” Elise asked.
Her vision blurred again before the voice could reply.
The first dawn.
Eve soared toward the sun, arms spread, and tried to catch the light. But it wasn’t possible. Like the stars, the sun was much too distant to reach.


It was a wonder to fly in this daylight—the warmth on her skin felt like a miracle.
She may have never left the sky if she hadn’t spotted another life below. It was a pinprick interrupting the otherwise smooth grass.
Eve dropped beside it.
This was not an animal. It had no hooves, and no feathers.
It was a tree—the First Tree, in fact.
She fell to her knees so that her eyes were level with its uppermost branches, and she let out a coo of pleasure at the fragile branches stretching toward the cerulean sky. They grew as she watched. Its bark was little more than a papery membrane, barely containing swirls of light.


She cupped its trunk in one hand. It was smooth. The brush of her skin against the fine bark made a cinnamon perfume fill the air.
Eve felt a jolt of energy at touching the Tree—a sense of familiarity, like she had seen it a hundred times before.
This was why she was here. She was sure of it.
Elise jerked her hand back from the Tree. She didn’t remember kneeling next to the sapling, or cradling it in her hands, but Eve’s memories had been steering her.
She backed away, brushing her hands off on her hips.
The garden continued to grow around her at super-speed. A vine crept across the ground, tickling her toes and wrapping around her ankle. As she watched, its leaves unfurled to accept the warmth of the dawning sun.
The sense of something tugging at her grew stronger.
Find them.
The voice spoke clearly, as if from directly behind her, but nothing was there when Elise turned.
They’re here.
Elise’s vision began to blur again with the approach of a new memory. She clenched her fists tightly.
“I didn’t walk through that door for a history lesson,” she whispered, hoping that Eve would hear her.
A low, feminine chuckle rolled through Elise.
You need to see.
“No,” Elise said.
But Eve wasn’t interested in Elise’s plans.
The plants were good company. They sang to Eve when the sun rose in the morning, flooding the sky with golden light, and she lifted her voice to join theirs. On the nights that she didn’t let herself fall asleep drifting on a breeze, the leaves and vines cradled her body so that she could sleep.
She was never short of conversation in this wild world. The roses were gossips; when the stars were out of earshot during daylight, the flowers whispered sordid stories of their activities to Eve. The deer would tell her of the shifting seasons as they nibbled the grass emerging between her toes. And Eve never grew tired of entertaining the First Tree with song. It quickly grew under her care, becoming tall and strong.
Eventually, though, Eve realized she was lonely.
Were there others like her?
She asked the dandelion seeds to search before blowing them into the wind. Vines crept over the earth in search of tracks. The birds wheeled and cried and told her that they had found nothing.
Yet there was another. He found her one morning while she sang to the Tree.
The man approached from the west. He had broad shoulders, refined abdominal muscles, less body fat, and a beard. He also didn’t have any wings.
Eve’s heart raced at the sight.
They needed a way to communicate, and so they did. These were the first words ever spoken: “I’m not alone.” The man seemed to be delighted and relieved by this revelation. Eve was, too.
“Who are you?” she asked.


“I call myself Adam,” said the man.
With those four words, Eve had loved Him instantly—and so did Elise.
While she was still absorbed in Eve’s memories, the world around her had continued to grow. The grassy plane had become a wild tangle of flora as the sprawling jungle began to consume the entire plane. She glimpsed fawns darting between the branches, the white tips of hare tails, a flitting sparrow.
The garden was coming to life all over again.
She realized that she was standing next to the young Tree again, just as she sometimes had in Adam’s memories. The sight of it filled her heart with fear, but the emotion quickly faded. Eve’s feelings easily overpowered hers.
Can you sing? whispered the feminine voice to Elise.
She couldn’t remember.
“Yes,” she said, “I think I can.”
The surrounding jungle parted, and a man approached.
Adam came upon her tentatively in the same way that He had approached Eve for the first time.
This wasn’t the young man from Eve’s memories. This was a centuries-old god, barely contained by flesh that looked human. Fear washed over her anew at the sight of Him.
He gave her the same look of wonder that He had given Eve, at first, as if making a marvelous discovery.
“I’m not alone,” He said. The words were spoken with such delight.
He didn’t remember anything—not the first time that He had met Eve, the wars that had followed, or all of the women that He had been with in the years since. He wouldn’t even remember that He had been imprisoned and had killed Metaraon for it.
Adam was an innocent again.
More than that, He believed Himself to be mortal.
Elise realized that she was supposed to speak. The words fell from her lips. “Who are you?” she asked.
“I call myself Adam,” He said.
“And I’m Eve,” she said.
I’m Eve. It resonated through her mind, echoing like the lingering chimes of prophecy.
They walked together for a long time. Showing Adam everything that Eve had already experienced was a joy, because she got to rediscover everything as if she had never done it before. He enjoyed the company of beasts and plants. He sang in harmony with her. They fit together in a way that Eve had fit with nothing else.
She was no longer lonely.
But it didn’t escape her notice that she and Adam were very unlike in one distinctive way, which had nothing to do with the absent wings.


For all those many years she had dwelt in the wilderness, Eve hadn’t changed in any significant way. Her hair grew longer, only for her to cut it short again. Her feathers fell out and were replaced. But her skin was as pure as the first day that she had awakened near the stars.
Adam aged.
It was a subtle thing. From day to day, there was no noteworthy difference. But a year passed, and when Eve considered the way Adam used to look, it was obvious that changes were occurring on a deeper level.
She could hear Adam’s heart beating toward an end.
Soon, she would be alone again.
“Never leave me,” she said.
“Never,” Adam agreed, the tenor of His voice drawing her from her memories.
She laced her fingers with His. There was such relief in His touch, as much as the aging frightened her.
Side-by-side, they traveled through the gloom of the jungle. She could hear a distant river. He had promised that they would swim together. She had long been tempted by the water, but feared getting her wings wet.
That tugging sensation was growing stronger.
You’re getting close. Find them.


She ignored the voice.
She pushed branches out of her path, and a thorn stung her finger.
The pain cleared her mind. For a moment, she had almost forgotten she wasn’t Eve again.
Elise reflexively put her finger in her mouth and sucked on it. She was shocked when her mouth didn’t flood with the iron taste of blood. It was warm, sticky, and a little sweet.
She pulled her hand out to look at it. The wound was still oozing, but what she had expected to be blood was the glossy orange-gold of amber. Confused, she tried to wipe the sap off on leaves. It stung to rub the cut, and more amber fluid oozed from her.
Elise was bleeding sap.
When she had stepped through Adam’s door, she must have allowed the trunk to finally devour her body, sucking her in deep where Adam’s mortal form rested. She had finally integrated into the garden fully, as Metaraon had always wanted her to do. The blood of the Tree was flowing through her veins.
If the Tree was bleeding into her, then did that mean Elise was bleeding into the Tree, too?
Her mind swam with the possibilities. Her blood was meant to render gods mortal.
What would that do to the Tree?
Find them, said the feminine voice again.
Adam realized that she wasn’t following. He stopped. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” Elise asked, dropping her hand to her side. The sap was already beginning to harden over the wound.
Adam plunged into the water first. He moved through the waves like Eve moved through the air. “Join me,” Adam said.
Eve slipped into the water with him, much more hesitantly.
Her initial struggles were pathetic. Wings were not made for swimming, and her six limbs felt ungainly, unorganized.


Adam didn’t allow her to drown. His arms wrapped around her, legs tangling, and Adam propelled both of them downstream. Eve would remember that moment forever—it was the first time that she had become aroused, thinking of the many ways that their bodies could function as a unit.
He kissed her there for the first time, too.
Lips brushed over hers.
It shot electricity through Elise’s belly, mingling with the surprise of waking from the memory to find herself in the river.
Mnemosyne was not so violent back then. She wasn’t in danger of drowning.
But the distance between Eve and Elise was shrinking, and it wasn’t Elise who kissed Adam back, but His wife.
His hands cupped her back. His fingers found her spine and drew feather-light patterns between her shoulder blades, sending chills rippling down her body. Adam pressed her against the rocks, standing between her legs. Her wings bent uncomfortably behind her. She didn’t care.
Eve remembered the taste of Adam’s mortality on her tongue. He didn’t taste mortal anymore, and kissing Him was as intoxicating as pouring wine down her throat.
Find them, said the voice.
Eve pulled away from Him.
Rocks framed the opposite bank of the river. Metal glimmered beyond.
You’re not the only thing trapped here.
He caught her chin and kissed her again. It was more insistent this time, like He was trying to force her to pay attention to Him, jealous that anything else could catch her attention.
Eve was tempted to linger.
Elise was not.
She freed herself of Him and climbed onto the banks. Her sodden wings were heavy. She struggled to stand, shaking the feathers dry.
That wasn’t what had happened in reality, and disturbing the status quo disturbed the entire garden. The jungle shuddered. Birds erupted from the trees, soaring into the night sky. A metallic tang lingered on her tongue.
Adam climbed out of the river behind her.
“Where are you going?” He asked.
Elise walked through the jungle. In three steps, she found herself standing at the place that Mnemosyne flowed between the roots of the Tree. It was not the First Tree as a sapling when Eve had first discovered it—this was an adult Tree, watching over the glorious city of Eden.
The world was burning. The jungle that she had just been walking in smoldered, scorching her skin. Ash drifted through the air.
They’re here, said the voice. Find them.
Elise pressed her hands to her temples.
This was where Eve had died so many years ago—this place where river met Tree within Eden.
Elise remembered it perfectly. She could easily form the mental image of Adam striding toward her, weighed down with a flaming sword in each hand. There had been murderous jealousy in His eyes. When Elise looked down at her navel, she half-expected to see a blade driven hilt-deep into her gut.
How dare you,
Adam had said, as if Eve had forced His hand.
He would do it again.
“What is this place?” Adam asked, joining her in the dry riverbed. “What are all of these structures?” He was still innocent, still mortal, confused by the changing garden.
Metal caught Elise’s eye.
She turned to find a pair of swords jutting out of the root of the Tree.
One of them had a hilt wrapped in leather, and a blade of steel. The metal was marked with delicate carvings: pentagrams, crosses, ankhs, a Star of David, and many other religious symbols. The second sword was almost its twin, but it was obsidian from tip to tip, and it oozed ichor into the place that touched the Tree. The blades, two feet long each, were driven halfway into the root.
Metaraon had said that those falchions had been thrown into the lake underneath the Tree, where everything was recycled into new life.
But her swords hadn’t been destroyed. They had only been drawn into the Tree to wait.
“Let’s go back,” Adam said. “I don’t think I like it here.”
Elise settled her hand around the hilt of the obsidian sword first, and then its match. They felt right underneath her fingers. As if she had been born to wield such things.
She pulled them free.
Adam seemed so confused by the sight of Eve holding weapons that He didn’t react when she walked toward Him, almost mechanically.
Do it, whispered the voice. He’s killed so many.
“But He doesn’t know that,” she said. It was Eve speaking, not Elise. “He’s innocent.”
“Eve?” Adam asked.
She kissed Him again, and this time, it was of her own free will. She savored the immortality on His breath. She tasted the blood of billions of lives that had been destroyed at His orders—not just the angels growing in Eve’s nursery, but the humans He had drowned, burned, and violated. She tasted all of Lilith’s demons that He had slaughtered.
Without Metaraon, and without the Treaty of Dis, the garden wouldn’t be able to hold Him anymore. He could kill again, just as He had killed Eve.
The entire world would suffer at His feet.
Do it, urged the voice. Eve and Elise steeled their grip.
Adam smiled against her lips. “I love—”
Elise plunged a falchion into His heart.
Adam caught her wrist, breath caught in His throat. “I’m sorry,” Eve said, eyes welling up with tears. “There was no other way.”
His power drained away.
The Tree behind her groaned, and the mighty sound throbbed through the ground beneath her feet. Its roots peeled away from the earth.
The trunk began to topple, as if shoved by a giant hand. It tumbled through the smoke. Burning buildings collapsed into dust. The forest faded.
Stars swirled above them, and Mnemosyne withdrew.
Adam fell.
Elise released the swords. Her hands were covered with sap, making the fingers stick together. Amber blood caked hair to the side of Adam’s face. His eyes were blank by the time He landed at her feet.
“Oh, God,” she whispered, tracing her trembling fingers over the bridge of His nose, His lips, His chin.
How could she have done this?
The city, Eden, and the growing garden were gone within moments, leaving nothing but patchy jungle and a tiny sapling where the Tree had stood moments above. Elise stood in the center of a grassy plane with a blank sky above, ringed by trees and vines that shriveled as she watched.
It was the beginning again—a beginning without Adam.
All light faded.
Elise heard a rustling in the trees. She tensed, hands clenched on the falchions.
A woman’s hand pushed through the branches, parting them in front of her. She had strong, muscled fingers with a pronounced thumb pad and knuckles, as if she had spent her entire life working hard. The hand was followed by a strong wrist, muscled forearm, elegant shoulder, and a naked torso.
The face that was revealed at last took Elise’s breath away. It wasn’t that the woman was beautiful—although she was, without a doubt, one of the most beautiful creatures that Elise had ever seen—but rather that the woman looked very, very much like Elise. She had been remade in Yatam’s likeness, but Yatam had been remade in the likeness of a god that had once loved him: Nügua, who sculpted humanity from clay with her hands.
This woman had a heart-shaped face, full lips the color of blood, and heavy-lidded eyes that turned up at the corners. An eternal smile lingered on her lips.
Nügua was the serpent in the garden, the feminine voice that had been chasing Elise.
Lilith.


XV
Inside the Tree, at the beginning of everything, the garden was still.
“It’s you,” Elise said.
Nügua smiled. “Thank you.” Her lips didn’t move when she spoke. Instead, the words whispered through Elise’s mind in a familiar voice—a voice that she had been hearing ever since she entered the garden.
“For what?”
“You have done honor to Eve’s memory, liberated my most cherished children from the curse of immortality, and saved Adam from Himself,” Nügua said. “Thanks mean nothing in comparison to all you’ve done, but I’ve nothing left to give. I have already bequeathed the best of myself upon you.”
Elise stood, pulling the swords free of Adam’s chest. In front of this god-demon that had created her, she felt oddly self-conscious about her hair, her skin, her eyes. “You were inside the statue.”
“And, fortunately for us all, you freed me,” Nügua said. “I had hidden from the world long enough. Now I must ask you for one more favor.”
She slithered to Elise’s side, tail whispering through the grass. The stars were frozen in the sky. Nügua’s scales sparkled with the light of galaxies.
Nügua slipped around Elise’s back, rubbing her silken, scaly flesh against hers. “End it,” she whispered, lips tickling Elise’s ears. “All of it. Kill me so that I might be with Eve and Adam, and let this era pass. It’s time for a new dawn—a new world that can heal all of our mistakes.”
Grief flooded Elise. Her hands trembled on the swords.
“But…I can’t…”
Nügua wrapped around Elise’s lower body. The muscles of her tail constricted around Elise’s calves, hugging her tightly. She pressed her upper body to Elise’s.
“It’s much to ask,” Nügua said, tongue flicking from between her lips to tickle Elise’s throat. “I know. You have already been through so much pain. Much more than any mortal should be expected to bear.”
“What will happen once all three of you are gone?” Elise asked.
Nügua’s smile spread.
“Catharsis,” she said in her silent way.
She kissed Elise, lips to lips. Her breath tasted like heavy rain, distant sands, the churning metals deep within the fires of Hell. Nügua’s kiss was eternity.
Elise gazed over her shoulder to Adam’s body. Eve had been jealous that He had seemed to prefer Lilith—Nügua—but Eve had never hated her for it. She would want both Adam and Nügua to be happy, whatever that meant.
And Nügua had been alive for so long—even longer than Yatam had been when he had begun to go insane.
Catharsis. It would be a relief for her to die.
Elise took a deep, shuddering breath, then nodded.
Nügua’s eyes softened with relief. “Thank you.”
Then Elise swung the swords, removing Nügua’s head in a single, swift stroke.
Eternity shattered.
James staggered between the roots of the Tree as the garden dissolved around him. The bushes that had been tainted with ichor were turning to ash. Mnemosyne’s roar rocked through his skull, bouncing off of his eardrums, making his teeth ache.
Elise was embedded in the garden. Her blood flowed through the Tree, which meant that the most dire blood of a Godslayer turned demon was flooding the entire garden.
He had no idea what was going to happen, but he was certain it couldn’t be good.
Even as he stumbled through the cavern underneath the Tree, he couldn’t shake the image of the last look that Elise had given him before stepping through that door. Her glare had been so cold. There was so much hate in the way she looked at him.
It must have been Eve.
The ferns along the shore of the lake shook and swayed as if blasted by a wind that James couldn’t feel. He pushed through them to stand on the brink of the amber lake. Its dark depths bubbled below, churning in a vortex.
Plunging inside would lead James directly to the heart of the Tree.
It would be a kind of death, but what other option did he have? Elise had stepped through the door, quite possibly insane from her time in the garden, and he had no other way of saving her.
“You don’t have to do that.”
Nathaniel stood behind him, untouched by the chaos that wracked the garden. Naked except for the sap marking his body, he was a leggy, gawky child whose pale eyes spiked straight through James’s mind.
His eyes should have been brown.
“Dear Lord,” James said. “Are you all right?”
It was a foolish question. Nathaniel wasn’t all right. The presence of this new body, soft-skinned and blue-eyed, could only mean that he had died. Metaraon had saved Nathaniel by sacrificing him, just as James had. Now Nathaniel was bound to the garden, his fate entwined permanently with that damn Tree.
“It wouldn’t make a difference if you jumped in anyway,” Nathaniel said. “She knows.” He touched two fingers to the healing wound on his left pectoral, near the shoulder. “She saw my sacrifice, and she found your old body. It’s not hard to connect the dots. So even if you jumped in to save her, all you’d end up doing is killing yourself—Elise isn’t going to forgive you for what you did to her.”
The shock of it was so powerful that James didn’t feel anything at first. His fingertips were numb. His head swam with half-formed thoughts that quickly dissolved before he could actually process them. The guilt, the self-hatred, the fear—that would all come later.
“I searched so long for her,” he whispered.
There wasn’t even a hint of sympathy in Nathaniel’s face. “You should leave. This Tree is too dangerous. I have to hide it.”
The Tree shuddered dangerously above them. Dirt showered from the roots at the top of the cavern, and James lifted an arm to shield his head.
If Elise was gone, then what was the point? Everything he had done since he became an adult had been in service to his coven, their God, and later, to hide Elise from them. Without Elise, without Hannah, he didn’t have a future.
But he did have his son.
“Fine. Let’s get going,” he said.
“I’m not going back to Earth,” Nathaniel said. “To hide the Tree I’ll have to move the whole dimension, just like I did with the Haven. I have to be inside to do it.”
“You can’t stay here,” James said. “Everything is going to fall apart.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
“Do you see that?” He pointed at the lake. “That’s Elise’s blood. She’s turning this place mortal. The orchards, the river, the Tree—and there’s no way of knowing what the repercussions will be. We need to escape.”
“I’m not going to run,” Nathaniel said.
Frustration built within James until he couldn’t hold it back anymore. “I can’t leave you here. I have to do something.”
Nathaniel gave a half-smile. “You can save yourself. That’s what you can do.” He turned away from James. There were two gaping wounds on his back, like vertical slits that bared bone underneath, and James’s shoulder blades ached in memory of similar wounds. “Everything’s changing. The world’s going to need you to get back to the beginning.”
Wings unfurled from Nathaniel’s back. They were brilliant white, glowing with their own internal light, so much brighter than anything else in the cavern. James could only watch, stunned, as his flapped once and lifted himself into the air.
He carried himself above the lake of amber and spread his arms wide.
It was with a sigh, more than an explosion, that the Tree split own the center.
The cavern above the amber lake broke in half. Rock showered over James, crushing the ferns and splashing into the pool of sap. James dived, covering his head with his arms as debris pelted him.
The sigh grew into a groan. The air thickened, throbbed, pulsed like a heart struggling to beat.
The Tree severed.
A path tunneled straight through it, splitting the branches into two separate pieces that tumbled away. The fog poured down into the hole that was left behind, and gray beams of light pierced through, highlighting Nathaniel’s hair and the tips of his wings.
But light and dirt weren’t the only things tumbling through the hole.
James saw the body falling as a pinpoint of darkness against the gray sky first. It grew and grew until he could make out arms, legs, streaming hair.
Elise plummeted toward the lake face-first, a sword in each hand. He couldn’t tell if she was conscious or not. She wasn’t fighting against the fall.
Her momentum accelerated as she entered the cavern. She looked like an eagle in flight, diving for its prey.
She struck the center of the lake. It consumed her with a gulp.
James crawled through the ferns, struggling to reach the shore, even as chunks of soil continued raining down upon the surrounding earth. Nathaniel moved faster. He folded his wings back and dived after her.
A pale fist erupted from the surface of the sap, still clutching an obsidian sword.
Nathaniel caught her wrist. He flapped hard, pulling her from the depths of the amber.
Elise was soaked, black hair plastered to her back, naked body drenched with strings of gooey sap. But when she looked up to see who had seized her arm, she grinned. It was a victorious smile. Not the smile of Eve, or a woman gone mad, or someone stepping away from the battlefield as a victor. It was just Elise, and she was happy to see Nathaniel alive. He smiled back.
Nathaniel dropped Elise on the shore.
James moved to touch her. Elise’s warning look made him stop in mid-step. That glare was as good as a punch to his gut.
Elise tried to speak and only managed a wet cough. Sap splattered over her feet.
“You need to run,” Nathaniel said, wiping a strand of sap off of her shoulder and flicking it to the ground. “I’m holding onto the gate for you, but it’s not going to last much longer. Nothing will.”
Elise wiped her mouth on the back of her arm. “What are you going?”
“I’m taking Araboth away,” he said.
“No,” James protested.
“You know you’ll be trapped,” Elise said to Nathaniel, as if James didn’t even exist. She sidestepped a piece of debris that smashed into the ground beside her without having to look at it.
The boy nodded. “Yeah. I know.”
She shared a long, understanding look with Nathaniel, as if they were the ones that could communicate telepathically. They didn’t have much time, but Elise and Nathaniel looked like they had eternity to say goodbye.
“Good luck,” she said.
Nathaniel threw his arms around Elise’s neck. Nobody gave Elise surprise hugs and survived, but she didn’t look surprised, or even angry. She embraced him tightly. The warmth in her eyes—that was new. That didn’t belong. Yet somehow, it suited her face.
“He can’t stay,” James said when they released each other and stepped back.
But Nathaniel was already rising again with a sweep of his wings.
“He knows what he’s doing,” Elise said.
“He’s a child!”
“He’s the first mage since God was trapped in the garden. I trust him.”
James would have kept arguing, but Elise didn’t wait for him. She took off running, a sword in each hand, and was halfway up the path to the surface in a flash.
His son was heading up the center of the Tree, glowing with the gray light that beamed down. James could feel his magic building. It all but crackled around him as he gathered strength for a final, powerful spell—one that could move an entire dimension.
Nathaniel was already far beyond James’s reach. Maybe he always had been.
His eyes burned as he turned to follow Elise up the path.
When James reached the surface of the garden, he immediately turned to look at the Tree above him. The damage was even worse from this perspective—the severed halves had fallen to either side, and they were long enough to reach the walls on either side, creating long, jagged bridges. Sap spurted out of the Tree’s exposed innards like arterial wounds.
Everything that remained was on fire. The bushes had ignited. The grass had already burned away, leaving nothing but dirt. Mnemosyne had dried out, baring the charred rocks that formed the riverbed. The only things he could see that weren’t destroyed were the feathers drifting around him like downy snow.
Elise had climbed onto one of the severed halves of the Tree. She ran toward the wall without looking back at James.
He grabbed a branch and hauled himself onto the Tree behind her. It was uneven under his feet. Looking closely, James could see that the Tree had probably been rotting for a long time—the same black infection that had seized the rest of the garden had been growing there, too. Its carcass formed a bridge out of the garden, but it was a path of thorns and blood.
“Elise!” he yelled. She didn’t look back.
James staggered after her. The fatigue was catching up with him now. He stepped around clusters of sticky thorns that jutted from the Tree’s innards, edged along the side of what must have once been large chambers inside, like rooms, and struggled to catch up with Elise.
She was so far away—a pale figure darting across the dark expanse of the Tree. Even weighed down by a pair of swords, Elise didn’t seem to slow.
Whoosh.
James looked up to see a fireball plunging toward him.
He leaped away. It smashed into the Tree where he had been standing, leaving smoldering pulp and a crater the size of his chest.
Another fireball rushed through the air, and James stumbled forward. The hot debris pelted his shoulders like a dozen tiny bee stings. He focused on keeping one foot in front of the other, finding something solid to stand on.
He was concentrating so hard that he was surprised when he almost ran into someone.
Elise.
His moment of optimism vanished as soon as she saw that she hadn’t stopped for him. Elise stood over a crater in the Tree, knuckles white on the hilts of her falchions as she looked inside.
James peered over her shoulder.
Half of a human skeleton had been exposed by the Tree’s destruction. Its jaw was open in an eternal grin. The eye socket was empty. The charred, gray bones of one hand stretched across the pulp, almost as if it were reaching for Elise’s toes.
It was Adam’s mortal body. The first one.
The whizzing of another projectile made James look back. The destruction was only getting worse—the fireballs were coming faster.
“We have to go,” James said.
He was shocked when Elise grabbed his arm. She didn’t speak as she dragged him down the Tree, across the wall, and jumped into the desolate wasteland beyond.


XVI
OYMYAKON, RUSSIA
The Union worked through the night and the following day. Malcolm watched their trail of destruction grow as they built a road leading straight from Oymyakon to the meadow, tearing trees out by their roots and leaving them piled on either side of the new path.
They finished by erecting temporary guard stations on that road. Malcolm counted two people watching each one—probably a bonded kopis and aspis. With their powers combined, they would be able to defend the road against at least one hybrid at a time.
The Union was obviously ready for a fight, but the hybrids hadn’t shown their faces since the first attack on Oymyakon. He didn’t think that they were afraid of confronting the Union, exactly. The tanks were too slow without the element of surprise on their side, and hybrids could move freakishly fast.
If they weren’t afraid, though, then it meant that there was some other reason that the hybrids were hanging back. And that unknown reason worried Malcolm even more.
As he watched from the foothills, he imagined the hybrids somewhere else in the mountains doing the same thing: studying the Union’s movements, evaluating the situation, and preparing themselves for this Event—the moment that Elise Kavanagh, demon-god-hunter-thing, would return to Earth to fuck shit up.
Or get fucked up.
“They keep the guns near the center of the compound,” Malcolm said as Anthony and Lucas prepared to head into Oymyakon again. They hadn’t been able to scavenge clothing yet and looked fantastically stupid in their boxers. Malcolm had given his shirt to Anthony, the poor baby, but Lucas seemed proud to be naked in all of his hairy glory. “You won’t be able to get in that far without being caught. Pick off a couple of guards for their weapons. And trousers, hopefully.”
“Right,” Anthony said. “Thanks.”
“Be careful,” Lucas added.
Malcolm waved a vague salute at them.
They had to travel a greater distance, so they set off when evening began to dim the sky. Malcolm remained on the hill.
He hadn’t been to a church for innocent reasons in a long time, and he couldn’t remember the last time that he had prayed. It seemed silly to try to pray when he knew that Elise was off in Heaven. For all he knew, she was probably fucking shit up there, too.
Regardless, Malcolm crossed himself, then briefly clasped his hands.
“Don’t let me lose my other eye,” he told the orange sky. “I like this one.” After a moment of hesitation, he added, “Look out for Anthony and Lucas, too. They’re all right.”
The sun touched the horizon.
Malcolm set off and slipped into the forest, which was already filled with a night-like gloom. He didn’t have a great sense of direction—north or south, he wasn’t sure which way he was going. But he didn’t think it mattered. That meadow had found him last time, and he trusted that it would find him this time, too.
He forged his own path through the trees, trying to walk as silently as possible in case the Union had already found the time to place cameras in the canopy. He didn’t see any red LEDs, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.
The first signs of the Union appeared in the form of cabling, rather than actual equipment. Exposed wire carpeted the grass in the shape of a web. Malcolm stepped carefully over it. He wasn’t sure if they had it charged at the moment, but it was clearly meant to be electrified at some point, and he didn’t want to test their security with his feet.
Not far beyond the wire, the trees started to thin. He spotted a splash of bright yellow that meant he had found the harvester that he had used to kill the hybrid.
The meadow itself looked to be empty of personnel at the moment, but the Union had already positioned a few assault vehicles around the perimeter, all focusing inward to a central point that was marked with yellow tape. Those must have been the coordinates for Elise’s arrival that had been in Benjamin Flynn’s prophecies.
There were probably motion sensors. As soon as she blinked into existence, they would fire.
“How the hell am I going to warn you?” Malcolm muttered.
“Don’t move,” someone said behind him.
Something hard prodded his lower back, and he slowly turned to see a Union kopis holding an AK-47.
“Well, that’s just not fair,” Malcolm said.
He was rewarded with a hard kick to the back of his knees. He hit the ground.
More kopides emerged from the trees, seeming to melt out of the night. There were almost a dozen of them. Every single one had a gun pointed at him.
A blond woman stepped forward.
“Malcolm Gallagher,” she said in Russian. “We never would have dreamed that you would be stupid enough to come here, especially after you were spotted at the airport in Colorado. And then killed one of my units. And a guard.”
“Ah, Haldis. I haven’t missed you at all, either,” Malcolm said. They had hooked up once during officers’ training. Fine piece of woman. Terrifying, but sexy.
She gestured, and Malcolm’s heart sank to see Anthony and Lucas being dragged toward him. The men had found trousers, but no guns. They must have been caught attacking guards back at Oymyakon. “Are these Americans with you?” Haldis asked.
“No?” Malcolm ventured.
Lucas and Anthony were tossed to their knees beside him.
“Kill all of them,” Haldis said. “We’re too close to the Event to risk it.”
Malcolm attempted his most charming grin. It was a real challenge, considering how many guns were pointing at his cranium right at that moment. “Babe, can’t we talk about this?”
A shriek tore through the air.
It was loud enough to make the entire forest shiver. Everyone looked up at once, except Malcolm—it was terribly difficult to tear his gaze away from the guns that were still aimed at him. All it would take was a single twitching finger to make him have a really terrible night.
The cry was like a signal to the Union. They all moved at once.
“Get ready!” Haldis shouted as her team scattered, leaping into their vehicles arrayed around the meadow. They were armed with enough weapons and ammunition to kill an entire army of humans.
But they weren’t prepared for the two-dozen hybrids that soared into the clearing.
ARABOTH
When James had first entered the garden, the distance between the wall and the gateway to Earth hadn’t seemed that distant. But the falling of the Tree seemed to have rearranged things. A wasteland stood between them and the exit now—a stretch of dead earth at least a mile wide.
The idea of having to walk that far made James despair. But then another fireball thumped into the ground behind them, and he somehow found the strength to match Elise’s brisk stride.
Plumes of smoke rose from the garden, circled by cherubim. Flakes of ash drifted through the air.
He watched her profile, framed by the gray mist beyond her.
Nathaniel had said that she knew everything. “Elise,” James began.
“Don’t talk to me.”
“I can explain,” he said.
Elise’s mouth worked, as if she was chewing on a response, but she didn’t say it out loud. She picked up her pace toward the gate.
Actual snow began falling by the time they left the walls of the garden behind. It collected rapidly, forming drifts around their ankles, and then their knees.
The slog through the snow was long and exhausting, but they soon neared the edge of the bridge leading to the gate.
James couldn’t go through that gateway without one last plea. “It’s not too late to get Nathaniel back.”
Elise stopped walking abruptly. She rounded on him.
“He’s not just some child,” she said.
“But he’s only twelve. He can’t make these kinds of choices.”
“Yes, he can,” she said. Her black eyes smoldered like coals. “I made life and death decisions when I was his age.”
“Isaac is hardly a shining example of fatherhood,” James said.
“He raised me, and he understood me. You didn’t raise Nathaniel. You don’t even know him.”
“And you do?”
Elise lifted her chin. “I don’t have to know him to trust him.” Her fists trembled. The points of the falchions wavered. “Trust, James. It’s what you do with people you respect. And especially the people you love.”
He blew out a sigh. “Look, Elise, I know you must be—”
“You don’t know anything,” she said, cutting him off. “Frankly, I don’t think I know you, either. You told me that you were an enemy of God. That we had to run and hide together. You never told me that you’d been in the garden before, or that you were some kind of…” Elise glared at the injury on his chest.
“I don’t really know what I am,” he said.
“I know what you are,” Elise’s voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. “I think I know you better than ever before. And I don’t think I like you very much.”
James felt like his heart was shattering in his chest. “I came to save you.”
Elise started walking again. “I didn’t need you to save me. You, or anyone else.” Her lips twisted. There was such anger in her eyes—almost loathing. “You should have stayed on Earth.”
“Elise—”
She spun on him, fists balled at her sides, black eyes flaming. “You lied to me, James. You lied for a long goddamn time. And when the time came, when I really needed you, you helped Him find me, and you walked away without even bothering to warn me. Why? Because you were afraid of what I would think of you?” Elise’s voice was cold, so much colder than the snow. “I could have come to terms with your past if you had been honest with me. But I can’t come to terms with the fact that you are such a coward.”
It was everything that he had feared she would say. He let the anger wash over him, trying to keep his features composed, but he couldn’t do it.
“I ruined everything,” he said. “Didn’t I?”
“That’s the understatement of the fucking millennium.”
She looked like she had more to say, but the words died on her lips when something behind James caught her eye.
Elise lifted the swords. James turned.
The cherubim that he had seen spiraling around the garden had followed them out into the wastelands. They landed one by one, ringing Elise and James.
James backed up until his shoulder bumped Elise’s. Back-to-back, they waited for the cherubim to attack.
A female cherub stepped forward. She was missing her eyes, just like every other cherub, but James felt her hollow stare deep within his chest. “My name is Aliel,” she said. “I am the commander of the cherubim.”
“I just killed God,” Elise said. “If you’ve come to stop me, I think you should reconsider.”
Aliel tilted her head to the side, as if studying Elise without eyes. “There are abominations through that gateway. On Earth waits the army Metaraon and Lilith forged together. The abominations were meant to seize the garden upon His death, but Metaraon is no longer there to lead them.”
“Hybrids,” James whispered. He had seen them in Hell.
“I’ll get rid of them,” Elise said, addressing all of the cherubim. “I won’t let a single one walk away, if you let me through.”
“There will be more elsewhere,” another said. “Metaraon scattered them across the world. He was preparing for war.”
“Then I’ll kill them, too.” Elise stepped forward, shoulders squared, and she spoke with such confidence that it would be impossible not to believe her. “How many did he make? Dozens? Hundreds? I’ll find them all, and I will tear through them. I will kill until there is nothing left to be killed, and then I will heal the wounds that allowed them to be made.” Every time she said “I,” James flinched. Even though she was facing away from him, it felt like she flicked each at him like throwing knives straight to the chest.
It was “I,” not “we,” and Elise knew exactly what she was saying.
“There is much to do,” Aliel said.
Elise turned back to her, hair blowing in her face, skin illuminated by the gray light pouring through the door. “I’ll take care of it,” she said. “I’ll restore balance.”
The first angel dropped to her knees, clapping her fist to her chest and bowing her head. The others followed one by one, bowing to Elise, accepting her control.
And then they vanished.
Alone, James and Elise crossed the bridge to stand in front of the gateway. It vibrated in recognition of their marks. It would take both of them to open the door.
She tucked both swords under one arm. He took her hand. The contact was enough to bring the bond to full strength.
He saw through her eyes—saw her contemplating the ethereal marks ringing the door, thinking about the way that she had been dragged through the arch unwillingly, but now prepared to cross through again of her own volition.
When James stepped in front of her, he saw himself as she did: handsome, familiar, and yet a total stranger. The surges of love and hatred were equally strong.
Above all else, she felt betrayed.
He didn’t have to say it out loud, but he did. “I’m sorry.”
Elise grasped his hand tighter. Their fingers were laced together, as tightly entwined as their destinies and souls.
She leaned toward him, and James’s eyes closed in anticipation of the kiss. But she only brushed her lips over his cheek. “If you love me, you’ll never speak to me again,” she whispered into his ear.
A fireball struck the ground beside them.
Elise reached out to push the door open without releasing his hand. Their combined marks opened the door easily, exposing gray light on the other side.
Together, they stepped through.
The shift between dimensions felt like it could have taken hours. Elise held James’s hand tightly, pinning him to her side, and didn’t let go.
Emptiness yawned between Araboth and Earth.
For an instant, Elise could see herself suspended between the two points of light that marked each dimension. The garden was pale, flickering, and dwindling rapidly. As she watched, its light guttered for the last time.
Then it was gone.
Nathaniel had moved Araboth.
Elise knew the instant that she had arrived on Earth again, before she even had her eyesight and hearing back. The constant scorching that had tortured her in the garden lifted from her flesh. The shadows of night soothed like aloe on a burn.
When she could see again, it was not through her eyes. She sensed a forest, the plane of the world below her, the vast sky above.
She was everywhere. She was everything.
Elise opened her eyes to face the hybrids.
Bullets ripped through the air over Malcolm’s head, and not a single one of them did a damn bit of good against the hybrids. They tore through the Union, and blood flowed like rivers over the earth.
In the chaos, Anthony and Lucas managed to escape. But Malcolm wasn’t about to run into the trees unarmed. He remembered the dead wolf that he had found—he wouldn’t be any safer under cover than he was in the meadow.
“Gun!” Malcolm yelled to the men guarding him. “Someone give me a fucking gun!”
But another cloven-hoofed hybrid swept over them. A single swing of its massive hand knocked the head right off the shoulders of his nearest guard.
Okay. Forget the guns.
Malcolm bolted for the trees as the hybrid turned for a second attack, hunched over to keep his head below the line of fire—and the line of sweeping hybrid claws.
Running felt just as futile as fighting would have been. Two-dozen hybrids was about twenty too many for even the collective force of the Union to kill.
They were so fucked. So goddamn fucked.


Malcolm caught a glimpse of Anthony and Lucas breaking away from their guards, too, but he completely lost sight of them when a BearCat rolled through his line of sight. A hybrid landed on the vehicle, crumpling it in the center.
I’m going to die, Malcolm realized.
He couldn’t help but laugh at that, just a little.
His laughter was echoed by a clap of thunder that made his skull feel like it had split. Lighting struck the earth just meters away from Malcolm.
He threw himself behind a tree, protecting his head with his arms. The concussion shook him to the bone. His eardrums popped. Every hair on his body stood on end, and he smelled something burning.
The silence that followed was so deep that he thought he had gone deaf.
But someone gasped.
Malcolm looked over to see Anthony sheltering behind a nearby tree, with Lucas nowhere in sight. He stared around the side of his shelter, cheeks pale. He had dropped a stolen AK-47 to the ground, as though his fingers had simply stopped working.
“Elise,” he whispered. The silence was so thick that the name, uttered underneath his breath, reached Malcolm’s ears as clearly as a shout.
He crawled around the tree on hands and knees.
Where the lightning had struck, the earth was cratered and black. Feathers drifted toward the ground. And a woman stood in the center of it all—but no woman that Malcolm recognized.
Her skin was pale radiance, the color of snow, with a slash of blood across her face that must have been lips. Hair drifted around her shoulders as it might in tepid water. And her eyes—her eyes—were smoldering coals that shot fear straight to Malcolm’s gut with a single glance. The entire effect made her look like the event horizon of a black hole. She devoured all light, distilling it to the pinpoint of her flesh.
She was inhuman. More god than woman.
One hand was extended, as though frozen in the middle of opening an invisible door. But the other was wrapped around the hand of a man at her side. Until Malcolm’s eyes traveled to her companion, he had assumed that she must have been twenty feet tall, when in truth she barely came to the man’s shoulders—no taller than five and a half feet, with an aura that suited a Valkyrie.
The companion looked normal, relatively speaking, although he had a shock of white hair and blood smeared down his bare chest.
It’s James Faulkner, Malcolm realized with a jolt.
He rubbed his eyes. If that was James, then Anthony was right. The woman had to be Elise.
Everything had frozen around her arrival. The hybrids, arrayed around the meadow, had stopped to stare at her.
“Holy fuck,” Malcolm said.
Elise dropped James’s hand and stepped away. His eyes rolled into the back of his head. He collapsed at her feet, and Elise didn’t even look down at him.
“Get down,” Anthony said, running at Malcolm.
“What?” he asked. Anthony grabbed him, dragging him behind another tree, farther away from the clearing. Malcolm struggled. “What are you doing? Where are you going? This is what we were waiting for!”
“And we don’t want to be here for it,” Anthony said. “Something’s wrong. Trust me.”
But no matter how hard he pushed, Anthony couldn’t uproot Malcolm. Elise was walking now—gliding, really—toward the line of hybrids, and Malcolm had to see what she was doing.
Muzzles flashed among the line of tanks. A mortar round launched straight at her.
It vanished inside of Elise.
Anthony was letting off a steady stream of curses now. He gave up trying to drag Malcolm away and bolted.
Elise frayed at the edges. She grew and grew, hands outstretched, to consume every hint of remaining light. The black Union uniforms and vehicles looked ashen gray next to what she left behind—an absolute darkness that wiped out the tundra, the distant towns, the stars in the sky.
Her mouth opened and peeled away at the corners.
In an instant, she was gone. All that remained was tangible, absolute shadow.
The hybrids attacked her as one, but there was nothing left to confront. Muffled gunshots popped through the air. The muzzle flashes distorted, extending into long lines of yellow light, which were sucked into the darkness as surely as everything else.
Somehow, the screaming wasn’t as muffled as the gunfire was. Malcolm could hear everything—dozens of hybrid voices shouting, wailing, cracking with shock. And he kept listening as each and every one of them cut off.
His feet stung. Malcolm looked down to see the oozing blackness creeping toward him like fog, curled around his ankles.
“Hey!”
He kicked it loose, and was surprised to find that there was something to kick. It had substance. Like long, smoky fingers.
Maybe Anthony had had the right idea.
But Malcolm still couldn’t move, and it was no longer his choice. The harder he fought against the shadow, the tighter it gripped him. It coiled around his chest.
Through the shadow, he could hear the sounds of the hybrid’s voices—still screaming, but rapidly fading.
He was being sucked in with them.
“Oh, come on, Elise,” Malcolm cursed, kicking at the shadow.
Lights slammed on around the clearing.
The coil of shadow around his body vanished instantly. A high, piercing scream ripped through Malcolm’s skull—a scream that didn’t belong to the hybrids.
A spotlight had been mounted on every tree and vehicle in the meadow. And now they were aimed at Elise. The Union hadn’t just brought a portable cage for her. They had rigged the entire damn meadow to contain her.
Malcolm was human, and the light was still bright enough to burn his retinas and leave green shapes dancing in his vision. He cupped his hands around his face, squinting through the glare.
Elise had reformed into the shape of a woman without a hint of shadow. The lights burned everything away to a sheet of white. Her back arched as she screamed, clawing at her own skin, like she wanted to rip it free of her muscles.
The generator roared on the opposite side of the clearing. Dark forms circled around it, preparing to move in and take her.
“Shit,” Malcolm said.
The hybrids were gone. Elise was contained. Malcolm could leave, heroic kopis urges satisfied, and nobody would ever blame him.
But he couldn’t let the Union win.
He slipped through the trees toward the generator.
A half-dozen men with guns ringed around Elise, barking orders into Bluetooth headsets, and Malcolm picked up his pace as he sliced through the bushes.
A witch was guarding the generator. He grabbed her when her back was turned, slamming her head into a tree hard enough to knock her out. Nobody noticed. They were too busy closing in on Elise, guns aimed, victory on a hundred human faces.
Elise thrashed, still screaming, skin flickering. Her skull was visible through her cheeks.
Malcolm found the lever that would turn the generator off.
“Get closer,” he whispered, watching as the commander followed the surviving members of her unit into the meadow.
Now there were a dozen people within a few feet of Elise. Malcolm could see motion on the opposite side of the clearing—soldiers moving the BearCats in to transport her. He wasn’t going to wait long enough for that.
He flipped the switch. The generator died with a pathetic whir. The lights turned off.
Elise stopped screaming.
A hand clapped onto Malcolm’s arm. “Duck,” Lucas said, dragging him behind the shelter of the generator.
Oh God, the screaming.


Malcolm squeezed his eyes shut and didn’t look, but he didn’t need to in order to imagine what was making those splattering noises, all of that squelching, the shrieks. He knew the sound of Union soldiers getting devoured by demonic shadow, just as the hybrids had been. It was a very colorful noise.
Lucas trembled beside him. “Shit,” he whispered under the cacophony of screams. “Holy fucking shit.”
Silence settled over the clearing.
Malcolm and Lucas stared at each other. The only sound left was their breathing—both of them were panting as if they had just collapsed after a marathon. The quiet was eerie.
Was it safe?
Malcolm peered around the side of the generator.
There was no sign of Elise’s shadow now. She simply stood in the middle of an empty field, on the edge of the crater that James had passed out in, picking at her teeth with a fingernail.
Not all of the Union soldiers were dead yet—she hadn’t killed the ones in the BearCats, the tanks, the SUVs, and they were still moving on the other edge of the meadow—but Malcolm was slightly less worried about them attacking when Elise looked so calm and composed.
Malcolm emerged.
“Hey,” he said, hands extended in front of him, as if that could possibly keep her from eating his face. “It’s me.”
Elise gave him a half-hearted grin. “You turned off the lights. Thanks.”
“My pleasure,” Malcolm said. “Any time you want to kill the Union. Speaking of which…”
He turned to watch the retreat of the remaining units.
But they weren’t retreating.
The vehicles advanced, and Malcolm realized that the flare of orange light was a muzzle flash—the kind of light that came from a tank firing at night.
He didn’t see the shells flying at them.
And Malcolm didn’t feel anything when he died.
Elise felt the instant that the life was snuffed from Malcolm Gallagher. She hadn’t stepped in front of him in time—she had consumed the mortar rounds, but not the bullets, and Malcolm took at least six shots to the chest.
She stared at his blank face as the Union continued to fire, pelting Elise’s gut with bullets and tearing the earth apart with mortar rounds.
Among kopides, surviving until one’s thirties was considered a victory rather than a tragedy. Malcolm had been one of the older hunters remaining, and he bore more than enough scars to show what he had lived through.
But he would still be alive if he hadn’t come back to save Elise.
She dropped to his side and touched his bloody lips with her fingertips.
“I’ll have a drink for you,” Elise said, only distantly aware of the fact that she was still being attacked. It stung, vaguely. Her anger built. “I hope they’ve set the good vodka out for you in Valhalla, mate.”
Elise rubbed his slick blood between her fingertips and thumb as she faced the Union.
They were struggling to bring the generator back online so that they could contain her again. She could hear the panic in the thudding of their hearts.
She killed them all.
It only took a thought, a wink, a twist of her wrist. She faded into the night, and then drew into her body again.
Mere moments passed.
When Elise stood in the clearing again, only two lives remained: Anthony Morales and Lucas McIntyre, neither of whom she would have ever expected to find coming to her rescue. They were among the trees, beyond her line of sight, but she recognized the individual pattern of their beating hearts.
“It’s okay,” she said, clutching Malcolm’s unmoving hand. “I won’t hurt you guys.” She wouldn’t have hurt the Union, either, but they had asked for it.
Wait—two lives?
With a chill, Elise turned to search for James.
He was no longer in the meadow. The crater where they had arrived was empty.
She stretched out her senses to search for him.
James was alive, and in the forest somewhere. She could feel through the bond that he was running. He must have left shortly after reaching Earth to have gotten that far. But hadn’t she seen him pass out?
A sense of wrongness filled her. It wasn’t just the fact that he shouldn’t have been running, not after everything he had been through in the garden—it was the sense of power that haloed him. The air in the forest broiled. The horizon rippled. The burned-hair smell of ethereal power filled her sinuses, mingled with the blood on her tongue.
James was powerful, but not that powerful. He wasn’t a god.
Anthony and McIntyre emerged.
“Elise?” Anthony asked.
“Stay here,” she said, and she followed James.
Elise struggled to hold on to her skin as she ran. The tundra pitched around her, more like the deck of a ship in a storm than solid earth. Her stomach roiled. Her ears buzzed.
A thousand screams rattled in her skull—the memory of all the lives she had destroyed in a few swift minutes.
But, above it all, she thought a single name: James.
His figure darted between the trees ahead of her. James’s back disappeared and reappeared in fleeting glimpses.
Elise burst from the trees to find herself standing on a ridge. White mountain peaks marked the horizon. A river twisted below.
James stood on the edge.
But it wasn’t James, not really. Shirtless, battered, and white-haired, he stood like a king looking over his domain.
He had been possessed, and there was only one entity that could have done it.
Adam’s smile curved over James’s lips.
“Hello, darling,” He said. And at the same time, a quiet voice whispered around her: You thought you were rid of me. Adam’s voice rippled underneath James’s, like an echo of His thoughts.
“How?” Elise asked. “How did you escape?”
“What do you mean? We walked through the gate together.” I watched you trying to leave with him.
Her stomach lurched again. “I killed you.”
“I attached myself to one of your swords while you were distracted with Lilith.” He extended a hand toward her, as if He was going to touch her cheek, but He stumbled when He tried to step forward. Adam groaned and fell.
Elise stepped back, just out of reach.
“Let him go,” she said.
“My bishop betrayed me. He’s earned his death.” Blood stained James’s teeth, though Elise hadn’t seen him getting injured. Being possessed by Adam was tearing his body apart from the inside out. “But if you allow me to stay, James will heal, and I’ll remain within.”
I could keep this body for a few years.
The idea revolted her—letting God walk the Earth in James’s skin.
He coughed. Blood stained his bottom lip. “He betrayed you as thoroughly as he did me. You owe nothing to this man. Let me stay. Let me heal.”
Elise raised her sword. It would be so easy to plunge her sword into James’s heart again, just as she had the last time that he had been possessed.
As if Adam could read her thoughts, He said, “You can’t kill me without killing him.”
You’ll lose both of us.
She had contemplated, once or twice, what she would do about Death’s Hand if she had been standing over James’s possessed body again. Would she have killed him to exorcise the demon? If she did, would she have used that dark power to bring him back to life, irrevocably binding their souls together?
The answer had always been, “Yes, a thousand times over,” but that had been before she knew what he had done to her.
It was so tempting to walk away. It would only be fair.
Elise kneeled in front of him on the cold ground. “James,” she said, touching his cheek.
His face darkened. “Eve…”
Adam was still in control, on the surface. But maybe James could hear her. “I’m tempted to let you die,” she said softly, rubbing the pad of her thumb over his chin, scraping her fingernail down the white hair in front of his ear. “Both of you.”
“But I love you,” he said.
I love you.
Elise could see how it would end so clearly. She wouldn’t even have to dirty her hands by ripping out his heart or throat. She could simply release the darkness. Fade into the early morning gloom. Wrap her body around James’s and swallow them hole.
They would deserve it, after everything they had done to her.
Her whole life had built to this—even the parts that she thought had belonged to her had only been a foundation for this death. Elise had been created by Metaraon, abandoned by Isaac, meant for Him, and used by James.
And now it was the end.
Her grip on her body slipped, making her skin fray. The hand on James’s cheek faded so that she could see his skin through hers.
“You deserve to die,” Elise said.
You can’t do it.
“Do it,” James said, and there was new gravity in his voice. It wasn’t Adam speaking. For a moment of clarity, it was him—just James.
She opened herself to the sky. Elise felt the stars, the sun, the moon. She felt the place where darkness and light met.
Elise looked into James’s eyes, and she wasn’t sure if she saw him or Adam on the other side.
An alien warmth filled her, tinged with love and compassion. Some part of her didn’t want James or Adam to die. It was the same part that thought of all angels as her children, couldn’t bear the thought of killing, and still believed that she could find a happy ending to a brutal, bloody life.
Elise thought that she had left Eve behind in the garden, but it seemed that James wasn’t the only one carrying a piece of Heaven with him.
“Don’t think that this means forgiveness,” she said. “You got me?”
Lifting her wrist to her mouth, Elise ripped into the skin with her teeth.
Fluid flooded her mouth. It was sweet, with a woodsy aftertaste, and only the barest hint of copper—barely even recognizable as blood. She was still bleeding sap from the Tree.
Adam jerked, trying to sit up despite His weakness, but Elise’s hand tightened on James’s jaw to hold him in place.
She shoved her wrist against his lips. He struggled against her. Blood smeared over his face. “Swallow,” she said, squeezing her fist to make the blood flow faster.
He shook his head. She pinched his nose.
Blood spilled over the sides of his lips, trickling down his jaw. His eyes widened with panic.
Then he swallowed her blood.
Elise released James and stood.
He curled onto his side, gripping his stomach, and began to heave. His shoulders shook. Black tears squeezed from the corners of his eyes.
James’s grunts would have once broken her heart. Now she felt nothing—nothing but the touch of dawn’s warmth on her skin, and the weight of knowing that she was done. She had turned Adam and James over to the hands of fate, and Eve was satisfied.
Elise didn’t stay to watch. “If you survive, James…come find me.”
She walked into the dawn, sap trickling from her wrist.


XVII
In the light of day, underneath a pale blue sky, the meadow seemed surprisingly peaceful. There were no bodies left, no blood, and none of the Union’s BearCats, either. There also weren’t many trees—they had been snapped off at the bases, leaving behind wooden shards that jutted toward the sky in jagged spikes. Lines covered the earth in the shape of the lightning that had struck, radiating out of craters left by mortar rounds.
Anthony had to step carefully over the rocks to keep his footing, and he still almost slipped into one of the craters. “Jesus,” he muttered, catching himself on the edge of the hole. It was deep, at least five feet. Deep enough to be a grave.
That had been Lucas and Anthony’s first order of business at sunrise—burying Malcolm Gallagher. It hadn’t taken long. They had jammed a knife into his burial mound and tied a bandana around it as a temporary grave marker, said a few prayers, and went their separate ways. Lucas was exploring the forest now while Anthony searched for any other survivors.
There were none.
It chilled Anthony to recall the way that Elise had destroyed the meadow with bolts of energy. The memory of everyone screaming as she shattered into darkness and devoured them were even worse.
He had used to sleep with her, for fuck’s sake. Now that he had watched her kill hundreds of people, it was hard not to think back on all the nights that he had slept in her bed while she remained awake in the corner, sharpening her swords, watching his unconscious body. She’d been human at the time, of course, but that didn’t make it any less unsettling. He was never going to be okay with what she had become.
A shout from the trees made his gaze snap to it instantly. The voice had come from a part of the forest that hadn’t been destroyed by Elise, and he couldn’t see further than the first row or two of trees.
It sounded like Lucas.
Anthony clambered around the edge of the crater and headed into the trees.
The closer that Anthony drew to the other kopis, the more energy pulsed over his skin. It felt like a crackling, electrical waterfall pouring from his crown, covering his flesh in invisible stinging ants, and it filled Anthony with the desire to run.
Once he saw what the other man was crouched over in the forest, he forgot to flee.
James Faulkner, white-haired and tattooed, was stretched out with his hands folded on his chest, like he was about to be buried. His eyes were closed. He wore a glove on one hand. Blood stained his face, although Anthony didn’t see any injuries that could have caused that much of a mess.
Was he dead or asleep?
“What do you think happened here?” Lucas asked.
Anthony held a hand over James’s body, feeling the surrounding air. The sensations reminded him of the way that Ann Friedman’s attic had felt after the fight against Death’s Hand. “That tingling feels like the residue that sticks around after a demon gets exorcised from a body,” he said. “But it’s not right. It itches too much.”
“Maybe he wasn’t possessed by a demon,” Lucas said. He hesitated, then pressed his fingers to James’s throat.
Anthony folded his arms, jaw tensed, shoulders so tight that his muscles ached.
“Well?” he asked when Lucas was silent for too long.
Without responding, Lucas grabbed James’s arm, crouched, and pulled him over his shoulders. He stood with James’s limp body draped over him like a hunter bringing home a deer.
“Is he alive?” Anthony repeated, hurrying to follow him.
Lucas staggered through the trees. “He’s alive,” he said.
Anthony wasn’t sure if he was relieved or not.
He escorted Lucas back to the village, keeping an eye out for any straggling hybrids or Union soldiers.
Elise was waiting near Alsu’s house, silent and unmoving. If Anthony hadn’t seen the black hair drifting at her back, he might have thought that she was a statue rather than a living being. She looked as normal now as she ever did. She wore typical human clothing, the swords were nowhere in sight, and her expression was neutral.
Lucas paused, shifting his grip on James.
They were probably thinking the same thing: Was it safe to go back with Elise waiting at the house?
They didn’t have to decide. Elise erupted into fragments of shadow. She vanished within seconds, leaving behind no hint that she had ever been there.
Anthony and Lucas exchanged looks.
“Let’s get James inside,” Lucas said.
Lucas took care of James while Anthony went off to look for a car. He had his choice of vehicles—the Union and the evacuees were gone, leaving a lot of SUVs with keys in the ignition.
Oymyakon was an eerie ghost town. Anthony walked through it for hours, looking through windows and seeing the lives that had been abandoned. Strange as it was, it was easier than dwelling on what he had seen the night before.
He was pretty sure that he would be having nightmares about that for the rest of the life.
Anthony picked a vehicle, parked it behind Alsu’s house, and went inside. He had to step over Lucas’s sleeping body to cross through the living room. Guess they weren’t leaving just yet. That was fine with Anthony—he felt like he could sleep for a few days, himself.
He went looking for an empty bed, but stopped short in the hallway.
Elise haunted the doorway of one of the bedrooms, a slip of feminine curves and drifting hair.
Anthony almost couldn’t breathe at the sight of her. She was as frightening as she was beautiful—an inhuman wraith with a hand on the doorway, legs fading into nothingness, as if caught between worlds.
Seeing his semi-transparent ex-girlfriend was not quite as shocking as the raw emotion in her eyes. Her entire face was crumpled, as if she were on the verge of tears. Anthony couldn’t remember ever seeing her look like that before. Normally she was hard as rock, and as empathetic. But something had changed for her in the garden.
It was hard to imagine that she had been the one to kill all of those people the night before when she looked that crushed.
When she saw Anthony approaching, the spell was broken. Her forehead smoothed. Elise became solid again, almost passably human-looking. She wore an oversized sweater borrowed that looked like it had belonged to one of the village boys. It was long enough to be a dress.
He looked into the room over her shoulder. James was stretched out in bed, too long for the tiny room; his body was twisted so that his feet dangled off of the side of the mattress. He was only covered in a blanket from the waist down.
“Waiting for him to wake up?” Anthony asked.
“No,” Elise said. “I’m seeing if there’s any hint of God left in him. James was possessed by Adam. That’s why I chased him last night, Anthony—because he was possessed.” Did she actually sound defensive? It was hard to tell.
“That doesn’t explain everything else you did,” Anthony said.
“No,” she said. “It doesn’t.”
“So is there any God left in James?”
She shook her head. “No. Adam is dead. And I think James is going to survive.”
Elise grabbed the doorknob as if to shut James in the room, but she hesitated for a long moment. It was fascinating to watch the emotions slide across her features, which were normally so impassive. It was like the battle in Oymyakon had opened some wound in her, and now everything inside her heart was bleeding out where he could see.
That didn’t mean he understood her any better, though. Anthony didn’t get why she looked so angry when she shut the door, and he wasn’t prepared to ask.
“Let’s talk in the kitchen,” she said.
It was the first time that Anthony had seen the kitchen empty. The clock on the wall said that it was already eight o’clock in the evening. Anthony had spent longer than he thought wandering aimlessly through Oymyakon. It wasn’t even dark yet.
He sat at the table while Elise helped herself to a mug from the cabinet and started to boil water. Such a weirdly mundane task for someone who had just eaten an army.
“Want a drink?” she asked. Anthony shook his head mutely. “I talked to McIntyre while you were out. He said that you’re a kopis.” She snagged an unlabeled bottle of alcohol out of the pantry. “I never got that from you.”
He propped his chin on his hands. “Yeah.”
“Explains a lot.”
“Yeah,” he said again.
He had thought about talking about Lucas’s discovery with Elise for weeks. Fantasized, really. He had planned on yelling at her. It was her fault that she didn’t recognize the signs and never trained him to use his instincts; he had only been left vulnerable to demons because she had never cared about Anthony enough to train him. But the idea of yelling at her felt ridiculous now that they were in the same room. Especially since Elise looked so ragged.
She opened the bottle of alcohol and sniffed it.
“Vodka,” she said. She poured two shots of it into cups and handed one to Anthony. “In memory of Malcolm.”
He tossed it back. It burned pleasantly down his throat.
“He was pretty cool,” Anthony said.
Elise sighed. “Yeah. He was.”
The water boiled quickly. Elise brewed a mug of coffee, added another shot of vodka to it, and sat down. “I’m sorry,” she said.
Anthony blinked. “For what?”
“You’ve always been good to me,” Elise said. “You’re honest. I was never honest with you, and I didn’t appreciate how well you always treated me. I’m sorry for that. Actually…I’m sorry for everything.”
She rested her hand on his wrist, and he stared at the place where her fingers curled over the back of his hand, so long and pale. She had perfect fingernails, tipped with white half-moons.
Elise pulled away again after a breath, gripping the coffee mug tightly. “So I’m sorry. That’s all.”
Their eyes met, and Anthony didn’t see the black irises containing vast, swirling worlds of darkness, or the blood-red lips, or Yatai’s demon features. It was Elise. Not a demon, not a god, not a killer. Just Elise.
The apology meant a lot to him. Much more than he expected. Anthony felt light. “It’s okay,” he said. “I forgive you.”
Elise smiled and drank her coffee.
The moment of peace didn’t last long. Her gaze fixed on something behind Anthony, and the smile slipped from Elise’s lips. She set the coffee mug down hard.
James stood in the doorway, sheet wrapped around his waist, a hand on the wall to support himself. He looked frail, almost deflated. Even though his skin was unwrinkled, the whiteness of his hair and the pallor of his skin made him seem as ghostly as Elise had in the hallway. It was his eyes that had aged the most, though. Something about his stare seemed ancient. Tired.
“Elise,” he said hoarsely.
She straightened her spine, blurring at the edges, like a photograph submerged in water.
Anthony suddenly had no urge to be in the kitchen. When it came to all things James and Elise, he knew that he was a total nonissue. He might as well have not existed. It had always been like that, even when he was dating Elise, and nothing would have changed in the interim.
Silently, he pushed his chair back, heading for the living room.
“Wait,” Elise said, catching Anthony’s arm again. She was looking at him, actually looking at him. “Don’t leave until we talk again.”
The fact that she spoke Anthony at all wasn’t nearly as surprising as how readily he agreed. “All right,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.” He gave James a thin smile. If Elise could manage the feat of willpower it required to be nice, then so could Anthony. “Good to see you.”
James inclined his head in response. “And you.”
Elise squeezed Anthony’s arm once, and then he left.
In Anthony’s absence, the kitchen was very quiet. Elise stood against the opposite wall, rippling with power, her flesh fraying, as if she were about to vanish. James could see the wallpaper through her knees.
After walking so long to find her, and fearing that he had lost her in the garden, it was hard to see her fading away.
“Please,” he said. “Don’t go.” He hated how much it sounded like begging, but the idea of losing her again was too much for him to handle while exhaustion still weighed so heavily on him. At least when he had been in Limbo, he had known that she was waiting on the other side.
Her hair wavered. The pale brilliance of her skin flickered. “Give me one good reason to stay.”
“Because you asked me to find you if I survived,” James said.
Elise solidified, fragment by fragment, until she was no longer transparent.
It was little comfort. She was still walled off, preventing him from penetrating her mind through the bond. “So you remember what happened out there,” Elise said.
Yes, he did. James remembered being possessed perfectly. He remembered how strange Elise’s blood had tasted, and the pain that had followed. And he had experienced every excruciating moment that Adam had burned in his veins—including the instant when He had died. It had felt like James was dying with Him.
But he was awake now, and Babushka’s house in Oymyakon was hardly any kind of afterlife, so he knew that he had to be alive.
“It seems that I owe you my life again,” James said.
Elise pushed off the wall. “Let’s talk somewhere else.”
He led her toward the room where he had woken up. It was the same tiny closet that Elise had rested in after her first return from the garden.
They stepped inside and closed the door.
James’s old clothing had been ruined by the trip through Hell, so he was pleasantly surprised to find jeans, a shirt, and a jacket all folded on the chair beside the bed. The pants were too big around the waist. The shirt was too long. Probably McIntyre’s borrowed clothing—the man was girthy.
Underneath the folded clothes, he found a pair of rings. They had been in the pocket of his old jeans.
James contemplated the plain bands in the dim light of the bedside lamp. They were the warding rings that he had designed to put a wall between him and Elise—both for the safety of his secrets and their shared sanity. But there were no secrets left. He was worried that the sanity may as well have been lost, too.
Elise had followed him into the room, so he hesitated to drop the blanket long enough to dress. She stood in the corner, but the closet was too small for any kind of casual conversation, much less privacy.
He could feel Elise’s reluctance to be near him. She barely even looked at him, keeping her eyes on the sliver of floor between them.
“What was it like?” she asked without looking up.
“Which part?”
“His death.”
James studied her features. The grief in her tone was unexpected, as if she were genuinely sad for Adam to be dead, even after everything He had done to her. What did she want to hear?
After a moment of vacillating, he settled on the truth.
“It was slow and painful,” James said. “But there wasn’t much left of Him in the first place, to be honest.”
Elise nodded.
It was hard to be so close to her after spending so long thinking of her, dreaming of her, wishing to be at her side. “You saved me,” James said, reaching out to trace his fingers along her jaw. He was shocked to feel how angry that made her—even though she didn’t pull away, hatred raged through the bond.
Saving him hadn’t been a gesture of love, as he had hoped. Elise was disgusted by his touch.
He stepped back.
“I see,” James said.
Elise put up her walls again, but it was too late to hide her reaction. And the anger was splashed across her face, brutally raw. “What did you expect?” she asked. “Did you think we could just go back to normal, like I’d just forget that you spent twelve years lying to me?”
“I had hoped…” James trailed off. “No. I suppose not.”
“And that’s not it. In the garden, you were everywhere,” Elise said. “Adam looked like you. He tortured me in our dance studio. I even found your body. When I look at you now, it’s like…” Her eyes searched his face, eyebrows joined, lips tight. She pressed a fist over her chest. “It hurts, James.”
“But that wasn’t me.”
“It doesn’t matter. I can’t even begin to try to forgive you for what you did when I can’t even look at you without wishing I could die,” Elise said. “And frankly, I don’t even know why you’re worth forgiving. Why didn’t you ever tell me?”
“You never would have trusted me. You didn’t even like me, in the beginning; you were constantly on the verge of running. And if you hadn’t trusted me enough to stay within reach, I would have had no choice but to give you to Metaraon, lest you escape completely.” Admitting it felt like trying to rip his own heart out with his fingernails.
“You don’t think that you could have told me later?” she asked. “By the time we bonded as kopis and aspis…I already loved you.”
“I know,” James said, swallowing hard around the lump in his throat. “And I knew you would hate me if I told you the truth. I couldn’t bear having you think of me like that. So I buried it. I tried to forget. I think I convinced myself, eventually, that what I had told you was true. That we were both in hiding from the same enemy. To an extent, we were—I wasn’t ready to give you up.”
“But you promised that you would.”
He searched around for words to explain. He couldn’t tell her that it was what the Faulkners had always done. He couldn’t tell her how long he had fought against that destiny, because he had eventually succumbed, and it would be admitting weakness. And he especially couldn’t pretend that the way he felt about her was any excuse. Not when his ethereal blood meant that he might only be fascinated with her like every other angel.
There was nothing he could say to make it better.
“I made the oath,” James said. It was the closest thing to a confession that he could offer.
Her hands balled into fists at her side. “So this is goodbye,” Elise said. “There are things to do now that I’m back. More hybrids.”
“What about Nathaniel?”
“He made his choice,” she said. “I already told you—I trust him.” Elise chewed on the inside of her mouth, eyes distant. She was thinking of their last moments with Nathaniel again. James was, too. “How much does Hannah know?”
He grimaced. “Metaraon,” James said, by way of explanation.
Guilt, sadness, and hate warred within Elise. Not for Hannah, but for Nathaniel. His face was branded into her mind. “He’s a hero,” Elise said. “Being a hero isn’t ever easy.”
“Help me bring Nathaniel back to Earth.”
No. I don’t want you near me.
She didn’t say it aloud, but it hurt just as badly as if she had.
James was done hearing her hateful thoughts. He lifted the warding rings between them, and Elise nodded.
He slipped the ring over her finger.
Elise’s mind shuttered to him. The silence was blissful. But he didn’t need to see into her mind to notice the way that she didn’t pull away from him, and the way that she stared at the place where their hands connected.
Her fingers crept to the hand that still held the blanket at his waist.
“I’m leaving this morning,” she said. “I never want to see your face again.”
James let the sting of it wash over him, jaw rigid, shoulders tight. “You know that I’m going to find my son whether or not you help me. It would be faster if we worked together.”
“But you lied to me,” Elise said. “You surrendered me to Him. You forced me to trust you, and love you, and then you betrayed me. I don’t want your help.” She pulled his hand from the blanket at his waist, and it pooled around his feet. “I hate you.”
He didn’t need the bond to know that she meant it, but her body seemed to disagree with her mind. Her hands traced the lines of tattoos and scars on his ribs, down his hips, to his thighs.
James wanted to tell her, But I love you. He didn’t. He had caused her enough pain. She deserved her hatred, her anger, and he deserved to take all of it.
He didn’t try to apologize.
Dipping his head, he kissed her gently, cupping her jaw in his hand. Elise’s lips were sealed tight, even as her nails raked lightly against his hips. But after a moment, she softened. She leaned into him. Her body was as soft as he remembered, and the contact made his heart speed up. She smelled like the garden now—the aroma of bark and rotting leaves, the sweet tang of apples, the cold rush of spring water.
It would be all too easy to let himself suffocate on Elise, but instinct made James pull away, breathing hard.
She stared at him, anger fierce in her black eyes. Ichor streaked her cheeks.
“I won’t ever forgive you for this,” Elise said, pushing him until the backs of his knees hit the bed and he sat down.
She stood between his knees and lifted the hem of the shirt over her head, baring the swell of her hips, a narrow waist, the line of abdominal muscle leading from her navel to her heart, the pale peaks of her nipples. She was wearing nothing underneath the borrowed clothing. Elise dropped it to the floor, then climbed into his lap, pushing him back onto the bed.
James couldn’t tell her how much he had missed her, how sorry he was for his mistakes, or how much he loved her. So he showed her with his touch. He ran his hands up her thighs and held her waist, lowering her body onto his.
Elise’s eyes closed when he penetrated her, as if it hurt.
“Elise,” he whispered.
She pressed a hand over his mouth and shook her head.
Her hips began to move, slowly at first, and then in longer strokes. The air in the makeshift bedroom was heavy with silence. He was afraid to make a noise, as if distracting Elise would make her vanish.
But he couldn’t control himself for long. She was somehow simultaneously hot and tight and soft and yielding at the same time. Even exhausted, he was on the brink immediately, and Elise didn’t seem interested in slowing his climax.
His spine bowed. His hands tightened on her hips.
They came together faster, messier. Elise put her hand between them to bring herself close, and when James tried to slip in a hand to help, she pushed it away. He put it up to her face instead, not touching, but taking in the warmth of her skin.
And that was enough. He thrust up one more time, holding her tight against him, and tipped over the edge. Elise’s face went slack when she followed a heartbeat later.
It seemed to last an eternity, and when she was done, she folded herself on top of him. Her face pressed against his neck. He tangled his hands in her hair, breathing hard, and unwilling to release his kopis.
Although she smelled like the Tree more than anything else, the scent of her sweat hadn’t changed. Infernal or ethereal, she was still Elise. And he was home.


EPILOGUE
Anthony woke up shortly before dawn the next day. It was still dark outside, but the horizon was beginning to glow deep orange. Lucas was already moving, cleaning his guns, packing their belongings, preparing to leave. Anthony joined them on the back step.
“I thought you were never going to wake up,” Lucas said.
Maybe it would have been better if Anthony hadn’t woken up. He had a hell of a hangover, and he didn’t think it was from the one shot of vodka Elise had given him. “What’s the plan, sensei?” he asked.
Lucas peered down the barrel of his gun, then tucked it in his bag. “There are still hybrids out there. We’re going to find them.”
“I grabbed an SUV yesterday. It’s parked out back.”
“Yeah, I saw that. But I have a better idea,” Lucas said.
They slipped out of the house, fully packed and ready to go, just a few minutes later. Lucas had grabbed one of the Union’s BearCats, and the black box of armored death made the SUV look like a toy car. Slightly more subtle than a tank, but only slightly.
Anthony had to laugh. “Well, that’s discreet.”
“I couldn’t resist,” Lucas said, tossing his bag into the passenger seat.
Anthony moved to follow, but a red light flared, briefly illuminating the dim light of early morning. A cigarette tip glowed as the smoker inhaled. He recognized the shape of the shadows holding that cigarette. Elise stood beyond the BearCat, alone.
“Give me a sec,” he said.
Anthony followed that point of light to find Elise on the edge of Oymyakon. The cigarette was cradled between two of her fingers, sending smoke spiraling into the sky. She offered the cigarette to him silently. He accepted it, keeping an eye on her as he took a drag.
It looked like all of the confidence had been beaten out of her. She only looked indrawn, exhausted, weak. Her black eyes didn’t seem to focus on anything, as if she hadn’t quite woken up yet.
He handed the cigarette back to her.
“We’re leaving,” Anthony said. “Going off to hunt hybrids in an armored truck. Could be fun.”
“Sounds like it.” Elise flicked the edge of the cigarette with her thumb, dropping ash on the dirt. “Can I come?”
“But what about James?” Anthony asked.
The corner of her mouth twitched. “James has other plans.” She sucked hard on the cigarette, making the tip flare again. It painted her skin red for a moment. Then she flung it to the ground and grinded it into the dirt with the ball of her foot. She wasn’t wearing a shoe, but it didn’t seem to hurt her.
There was a silent plea in the curve of Elise’s eyebrows, the tilt of her mouth.
He shrugged. “When it comes to hunting hybrids…the more the merrier. Do you want me to grab anything out of the house for you?”
“I have everything I need,” Elise said, patting her shoulder. She was wearing a spine sheath with a single hilt jutting over her back.
They sauntered toward the BearCat. Lucas already had it running.
Anthony cleared his throat. “You and James are done?”
“You could say that,” Elise said.
“Not going to forgive him for whatever he did?”
“It’s not in the plan.” She stopped next to the passenger door without getting inside. “It feels like I’ve woken up, Anthony. I’m seeing clearly for the first time.”
“Cool,” Anthony said. “Cool.”
He opened the door. She climbed in front and Anthony got in back. Lucas didn’t seem surprised to see her. “All aboard,” he said, releasing the brake.
Anthony flashed Elise a smile in the rearview mirror. She smiled back.
“Let’s go hunting,” she said.
James woke up alone in a bed that was much too small for him. He sat up with a quick intake of breath—and nearly smacked his face into the hilt of a sword.
Elise’s falchion was jammed into the wall, with a folded note draped over the blade.
He knew without having to read the paper what the presence of the sword meant, and the sight of it filled him with grief.
She was gone.
James wrenched the sword free without removing the note. It was harder than he expected, because she had driven the blade several inches into a wooden stud. It was the falchion that hadn’t been damaged by a demon’s ichor. The symbols carved into the blade shimmered when he tilted it in the light.
Even though he knew he had to be too late, he dressed and stepped outside. Elise wasn’t the only one that was gone. There was no sign of Lucas or Anthony, either.
“Hell,” James muttered.
Tucking the sword into his belt, he unfolded the note to read it. Elise’s handwriting was terrible.
I’ll find you when I’m ready.
James crumpled the note in his fist, struggling not to let the swell of anger consume him. There was no point in trying to run after her. If Elise found a good shadow, she could probably spirit herself across the world in heartbeats, as many greater demons could. She was beyond his reach. But not forever.
If she wanted to go, then she could go. He had walked through Limbo for what must have been thousands of years to find Elise, and he had found her. For better or for worse, that was over now. It was time to find his son, repair what family remained, and find forgiveness within himself.
But he knew that he would see Elise again. They were bound until death, kopis and aspis, with their destinies permanently intertwined.
He would find her. Sooner or later, he would find her.
James closed his eyes, tilted his face toward the sun, and took a deep breath.
The wind smelled like apples.
~~~


 
Dear readers…
The Descent Series was the story of Elise against Adam and the people that controlled her life. Now that she’s won that final battle, this series is over—but Elise and James still have a story to tell. Will Elise ever seek James out again? What happened to Nathaniel and the hybrids? There’s still a lot of story to tell. Elise isn’t ready to retire again.
Elise and James return in Alliance (Book One of The Ascension Series) to start the new chapter of their lives. Even better, it’s going to cross over with characters from my other series (The Cain Chronicles), so it’s a real blast. I hope you’ll join us for what comes next.
Sign up! Visit smarturl.it/armyofevil to get a new release notification email when my new books are available (including Alliance).
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Review it! Help other readers find the good stuff! Review this book on the site where you grabbed it.
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