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  About Torn by Fury


  Elise Kavanagh is marching on New Eden, the city angels have built from the bones of human victims. She's hellbent on making them atone for their sins--no matter the cost.


  Rylie Gresham has realized that werewolves are the key to defeating angels. They're apex predators, designed to bring powerful, immortal beings to heel. She has no choice but to follow Elise into war against Heaven…especially since it's the only way to protect her family from complete annihilation.


  The angels are prepared to defend themselves. Their magic will tear the universe apart. And if they have their way, there will soon be no Earth left to save…


  



  



  



  



  



  One


  



  THE ANGELS ARRIVED in a pair, one white-winged and the other gold, erupting from the first beam of morning sunlight. The reflection off of their feathers left dancing green shapes in Richard Travers’s vision. He shielded his eyes against them with a hand, but it did little to help. They were so bright that the glow warmed his skin.


  He glanced over his shoulder. What looked like a family was enjoying hamburgers at a picnic table outside Portola Frosty: A woman with sleek black hair and a baggy sweater, two teenage boys on her left, an older man sitting on the other side of the table. Another couple was ordering food, while three others stood in line.


  It was a busy weekend morning in Portola, California. Much busier than the small town had ever seen, even before the Breaking. Yet none of them seemed to notice the approach of the angels.


  “Lord help me,” Richard muttered, crossing himself discreetly.


  He felt the woman at the table watching him as he crossed the street. The angels alighted on the roof of an abandoned restaurant with a swirl of downy feathers. Their wingspans were impressive. Each wing was easily as long as the bearer was tall, with some feathers as long as Richard’s forearm.


  Aside from the wings, the pair of men on the roof could have passed for relatively normal. Not normal for Portola, but normal for somewhere in the world, surely. The white-winged one wore some kind of sarong with sandals. The other looked more local. His cargo shorts and muscle-baring tank top seemed mismatched with the saber on his belt.


  “Welcome,” Richard said. He couldn’t make himself speak any louder than a whisper. There just wasn’t any saliva in his mouth.


  The angel in the sarong, Raqib, dropped off of the roof to land silently in front of Richard. He folded his wings against his spine. “Have you brought anyone around to the cause? Will they come peacefully?”


  You have no idea. “I’ve explained what’s going on to a few people.” Richard kept his eyes fixed to the angel’s shoulder. It was easier to lie when he didn’t have to actually look into his eyes. “There shouldn’t be any struggle, especially if you present yourselves properly.”


  “You’ve done well, Richard Travers,” Raqib said.


  He moved to walk across the street, but Haniel stopped him. “Wait,” said the other angel. “Something is wrong.”


  Sweat broke out on Richard’s forehead. “What do you mean?”


  “They’re expecting us, you said?” Haniel’s eyes were narrowed in suspicion.


  “Right,” Richard said. “Yeah, that’s right. These people are.” He gestured at the groups milling around in front of Portola Frosty. They still looked casual, considering their new company—entirely too casual, in fact. Richard cursed them inwardly. “We’ll have to collect everyone else. Some of them are still at home.”


  Raqib bumped into Richard’s shoulder as he brushed past. Richard watched the angel approach Portola Frosty, pulse powerfully strong in the back of his throat. No way Raqib hadn’t felt that. He had to know something was wrong.


  A hand gripped his arm. He turned to see Haniel looming over him.


  “You are the vassal we expected, aren’t you?” Haniel pushed Richard’s sleeve up, then jerked aside his collar, lifted the hem of his shirt.


  Richard swatted his hands away. “Yes, yes, of course.” He lowered the hip of his jeans to reveal a tattoo of a bleeding apple. He’d had it retouched recently, when Levi had begun spreading the word about the paradise to come; he’d wanted to present himself well to the angels. The green in the leaves was so bright that it might as well have been emeralds. “See? I’m with the Apple.”


  “Angels can tell lies, you know,” Haniel said.


  Richard hadn’t really lied yet. He’d been omitting information, sure, but even though his mother had always said that lies of omission were just as bad, it still wasn’t quite a lie, per se.


  If it had been, then the angels would have already known that they’d landed in a deathtrap.


  He felt sick as the family at the picnic table stood up to speak to Raqib. The teenage boys were smiling, elbowing each other, laughing. The older man, who had identified himself as Azis, was speaking with the angel. Their voices were muffled by the rustling of pine trees around them.


  But the black-haired woman—she wasn’t watching the angel, or the boys. She was watching Richard.


  He angled himself so that she wouldn’t be able to see his lips.


  “The people here were already prepared to meet you,” Richard said as calmly as possible, trying to put all of the urgency into his eyes. “I didn’t have to prepare them.”


  Haniel’s eyebrows furrowed. His fist clenched on the hilt of his sword. “What do you mean?”


  It was still too early in the morning for the air to be hot, but Richard was drenched in sweat. He plucked at the neck of his sweater. Glanced up at the trees. The shadows in the forest surrounding Portola were dark. Still too dark. Still too shadowy. Dawn moved slowly.


  Richard had to risk warning Haniel anyway. It was his duty.


  “They haven’t been in Portola for long,” he said. Suspicion crossed Haniel’s features, and Richard quickly added, “Look normal. Don’t let her see that I’m telling you anything I shouldn’t be.”


  Haniel’s face smoothed. “I see.”


  “I wanted to go to paradise.” Richard tried to keep his posture loose, casual. He didn’t dare show any hint of tension. “I didn’t choose to disobey you. I didn’t have a choice. They threatened me, threatened my family—”


  “Worry not, friend,” Haniel said. “You’ve done the right thing by warning me.” He was even smiling a little bit now, looking for all the world like they were sharing jokes. Richard felt like he was about to piss himself. His knees were shaking. “How many? All of them?”


  “Yes. All of them. They evacuated the others.”


  “And we didn’t even notice. How cunning.”


  For a moment, the two of them watched Raqib in silence. He was speaking to the clustered group now. Probably trying to prepare them to leave for paradise, oblivious to the fact that he would be transporting a small army to New Eden, rather than worshipful members of the Apple.


  “Who is she?” Haniel asked.


  Richard tried to say her name. Her title, at least. But the words caught in his throat.


  The sun had touched the pavement, leaving a sliver of gold on the damaged asphalt. It was almost daytime. He had seen what she could do in the darkness, but she would be powerless once sunlight struck, for certain. He might be safe from her now.


  He swallowed hard, shut his eyes, steeled himself.


  “It’s okay,” Haniel said. “I’ll protect you.” The angel sounded so reassuring. That was a voice that Richard could trust.


  Richard’s eyes opened, and he drank in the sight of one of the angels he had worshiped for most of his life. He wished that they could have finally met under better circumstances.


  He said, “Her name is—”


  Richard cut off. Blood surged in his throat. Spilled over his tongue, splattered onto his chest.


  He looked down. A black blade jutted from his heart. Dark veins spread across his skin, gripping his collarbone, his wrists.


  Richard felt the instant his heart turned to stone and stopped beating.


  When he fell, the last thing he saw was her. The black-haired woman who had been sitting at the table. The demon that had appeared to Richard the night before and told him that he wasn’t going to ascend to paradise that day.


  She had killed him.


  “I’m the Father,” she said, kicking Richard off of her blade, “and one way or another, you’re taking me to New Eden, Haniel.”


  



  



  The plan was so simple that it had been hard to imagine how it could go wrong. Elise had trusted that it would go wrong, of course, because these things inevitably did. She just hadn’t been sure which part would be the failing point.


  Lincoln Marshall had given Elise a short list of towns whose residents were scheduled to be abducted to New Eden. The first of them—Two Rivers, Georgia—had already been emptied out by angels weeks earlier. They had missed out on saving the residents of Nissa Falls, Maine by mere days.


  Portola, however, had still been intact. And that should have made it easy to evacuate the residents, catch the angels in the act of abduction, and use them to transport Elise into the depths of New Eden.


  After that, she and her guards could locate a door from New Eden to Hell or Earth, open it wide, and march the rest of her demon legions inside to kill the fuckers.


  Easy.


  Well, maybe not easy, but as easy as any of Elise’s plans could be.


  The first part had gone well. After the Breaking, everyone was terrified of having their town razed by demons. All she needed to do was put on a little show of infernal power and Portola had practically evacuated itself. Everyone who wasn’t in the Apple had been gone within an hour. Probably some kind of record.


  Then she had picked off the cult itself—a quick fight, since they weren’t equipped to face a demon like her. Elise’s personal guards hadn’t had to get involved. She’d consumed a half a dozen men and left one behind to help her: Richard Travers.


  He’d seemed terrified enough to be obedient, too. Just like the evacuees.


  Now she had her blade hilt-deep in his back, so he obviously hadn’t been all that obedient.


  “Godslayer,” Haniel spat, eyes widening at the sight of her.


  Elise quickly sized up the situation. Raqib was bleeding on the ground in front of Portola Frosty, poisoned with ichor, and dying. Even a wounded angel was deadlier than the average demon so Azis, Endi, and Albrinck had him at gunpoint. They could probably prevent him from interfering with Elise.


  The rest of her guards were crossing the street to provide support against Haniel. They were armed with automatic weapons and enough bullets to rip the wings off of an angel’s back, but that wasn’t a desirable outcome. She still needed him to transport them to New Eden.


  Elise gestured to tell them to stand by.


  “Congratulations, Godslayer,” Haniel said. “You’ve prevented fifty humans from reaching paradise. Are you pleased with yourself? One more cruelty to add to everything else you’ve done?”


  Her lip curled. “Paradise? Is that what you call it?”


  She had seen “paradise.” The mortals living—if that’s what it could be called—in New Eden were in stasis, plugged into the city, feeding angels with their energy and unable to escape from eternal dreams. They were somewhat happy. They were also prisoners. Food. They would die without knowing another moment of consciousness if Elise didn’t save them.


  And those were the lucky ones.


  Thousands more had died to build that so-called paradise. It was definitely paradise for angels. For humans, it was a nightmare.


  “You have broken the Earth and made it a pit of misery.” Haniel circled Elise. She sidestepped to keep him in front of her, sword dripping Richard’s blood onto the parking lot. “A lifetime dreaming is a mercy. New Eden is an ark.”


  “You’ve taken people I care about. I want them back.”


  “Why? So you can damn them to live here?” Haniel jerked his saber out of his belt. “Or in Hell, with you, where they will be no more than meat?”


  Fighting for freedom was better than being suspended in illusion. Elise knew that personally. But she wasn’t going to argue. She didn’t want to change the angel’s mind. She didn’t care if he knew how fucked up his entire species had become.


  “Take me to New Eden,” Elise said.


  He jumped at her, swinging the sword.


  Their blades clashed. She shoved forward and their hilts locked. His biceps strained, the muscles in his neck bulged.


  “You’ll never see the city again!” Haniel’s saber ignited. Flames bathed Elise in heat, singeing the hair on her arms, making her cheeks ache.


  She twisted away from him, leaping back. “Open fire!”


  Elise’s guards began shooting, filling the air with the chattering of automatic gunfire. She didn’t phase away in time. Several of the bullets punched through her spine. Three exited from her stomach to smack into Haniel’s thigh with puffs of pink mist. Two more bullets rattled around inside her ribcage and finally settled in her stomach.


  She reformed behind the crescent of her guards.


  “Fuck,” Elise growled. “Azis!”


  He was standing with a foot planted in the back of Raqib. Judging by the mess of angel-brains on the pavement, Azis had gotten tired of watching Raqib die slowly.


  “You’ll be fine,” Azis said dismissively.


  Haniel’s body jerked under the impact of bullets. Bloody feathers splattered against the wall of the Canyon Grill.


  He roared as he rushed the guards, swinging the saber in a wide arc.


  Elise phased over to her men and pushed two of them to the ground. She was too late to save the third. The flaming blade cut into Ryan’s side, severing his spine. She watched his brain signals cut out.


  Haniel redirected, aiming for Elise with the second blow. She caught his wrist and slammed the flat of her own blade into his shin hard enough to shatter it.


  The angel doubled over with a cry.


  Elise snapped her knee into his lowered face. His grip on the saber loosened.


  She reached out to disarm him, but the flames on the sword were too bright. Her skin flickered. She jerked back with a hiss.


  One of her guards was brave enough to wrench the hilt out of Haniel’s grasp, but she immediately dropped it with a cry of shock. The saber hit the ground and went dark.


  Elise pinned Haniel to the ground underneath her. The muzzles of a dozen guns were aimed on his head at once.


  “Hold your fire,” she barked, pressing the falchion into his throat. Her knees dug into his shoulders.


  It was amazing how little pain his face showed, even with his bloody wings crumpled underneath him.


  “You’d heal within the light of Heaven,” Elise said, angling the cutting edge of the sword right under his jaw. All it would take was a little pressure and she could decapitate him. Her blade was very sharp. “Take me to New Eden, or I’ll let you die like this. Slowly. In misery.”


  “I would rather die,” Haniel said. “Any of us would.”


  “Are you sure of that?” Elise grabbed his chin. “Look into my eyes.”


  Haniel tried to twist out of her grasp. “No.” But he couldn’t seem to resist her command. He met her gaze and his face went slack. “No,” he said again, weaker this time. “It can’t be you. You’re gone. You’ve been gone for years.”


  “Who am I, Haniel?” Elise’s voice didn’t quite sound like her own.


  “No…”


  “Tell me.”


  He finally whispered, “Mother.” A single tear slid down his cheek.


  “I want you to take me to New Eden. I want to see what my children have made. Take me there.”


  She could tell that he considered obedience for the first time—transporting her across dimensions to New Eden, showing the most glorious creation of angels to the first angel herself. But his mind was overloading at the confusing mix of sensory input she was feeding him. His eyes saw Elise. The Godslayer. The woman who had killed Adam. But his heart wanted to see his mother—Eve.


  It wasn’t enough. The illusion slipped away. Anger took its place.


  “Never,” he hissed.


  Elise leaned on her blade and sliced through his neck.


  



  



  



  



  



  Two


  



  THE SOUND OF battle met Elise on the bridge into Dis. Her guards were in some kind of scuffle at the top of the tower, and the fear was palpable even at that distance.


  More traitors in the Palace?


  “Get ready to fight,” Elise said, but Azis had already pulled out his gun. The other guards had followed suit. She loosened the falchion in her scabbard.


  The men flanked her as she marched down the bridge.


  As she drew nearer, she saw that her guards were fighting people wearing the armor of her legion—demons, by the looks of their ruddy skin and cloven hooves. They were squat, muscular creatures, and they were trying to get through the door.


  Her guards, led today by Edwin, had gotten better at holding demons at bay. The smell of electricity lanced through the air as they discharged the Tasers again and again. It wasn’t enough to stop these demons.


  “Verdict?” Azis asked.


  Elise’s mouth curved into a frown. “Leave at least one of them alive.”


  “Go ahead,” he said to the others.


  The twin incubi, Endi and Albrinck, moved ahead first, streaking down the crystal bridge like lightning. Gunfire cracked through the air. Elise didn’t worry about friendly fire—they were the best shots she had on her side.


  One of the rebelling demons cried out and dropped his sword. The other wasn’t injured. He swung at Edwin’s back.


  Elise phased and reappeared between them.


  Her falchion slammed into the demon’s sword hard enough to chip the cutting edge.


  When he realized whom he had attacked, all of the color drained out of his leathery face. “Father!” He tossed his sword to the ground, dropped to his knees, and pressed his forehead to the ground. “Forgiveness. Please. I didn’t know. I never would have attacked if I’d realized. I’m a worm.”


  The second demon, the one that had been shot, struggled to roll into a similar position. He was bleeding too much from his thigh to move. Hardly a threat.


  Elise rolled her eyes and sheathed the falchion. “Yeah, fine. Whatever.” This didn’t look like much of a rebellion. “Edwin?”


  “These assholes came raging up here saying they wanted to go to Earth.” He was sweating, leaning against the wall. He tried to holster his Taser and missed. It clattered to the floor. “We didn’t let them through. Nobody got out.”


  She clapped him on the shoulder. “Well done.” They would need further training to guard the bridge. That much was obvious. But that would come later, under Gerard’s watch. She didn’t have time for it.


  “We weren’t trying to cause trouble,” the bowed demon said hurriedly without looking up. “We were trying to reach you, Father, and nobody would tell us where you went.”


  “That’s because it’s none of your business, you fucking pussy,” Endi said.


  “Who are you?” Elise asked the demon. “Give me your name.”


  The demon chanced a look up at her. His eyes were yellow with slitted pupils. “I’m Rex, Father. An unworthy peon from the House of Begoth.”


  No wonder he’d folded so quickly. The House of Begoth was populated with butchers, not fighters, but they’d still given half of their population to Elise as tribute. Evidently, that centurion hadn’t done well keeping the barely trained soldiers under his hoof.


  “Why the fuck were you looking for me, Rex?” she asked.


  “It’s Fenix,” Rex said.


  That was the centurion leading the seventeenth centuria. “What about Fenix?”


  It was the demon bleeding from a gunshot wound who said, “He’s been murdered.”


  



  



  The seventeenth centuria was preparing for transfer to Northgate. They had been positioned within the Palace’s battlements for the last three days, camping in the courtyard where the market usually stood. There was nowhere else to put them. Elise had filled the apartments with freed humans and her guard occupied the barracks. But the collection of red canvas tents left the courtyard a virtually unnavigable mess, forcing Elise to elbow her way toward the site of Fenix’s murder.


  The smell of blood hit her long before she opened the door to his tent. It hung over the camp like an invisible haze, drawing her to its source. It was fresh. Meaty. Delicious.


  Elise pushed into Fenix’s tent. Her foot slipped on a puddle. She caught her balance and flung out a hand to keep Azis from following her inside. “I want Gerard.”


  Azis nodded and left.


  She turned to study what little remained of Fenix.


  The lights in his tent had been extinguished, but it wasn’t hard to tell that he had been dismembered. One leg was on the ground a few inches from her right boot. That was the source of the blood that she had slipped in. The other leg was still shackled to one arm, as though he had been hog-tied. His head was resting on his cot’s pillow, staring vacantly up at the tent poles.


  Her eyes traveled over the fleshy lumps and bloody smears, looking for weapons. He had been doing all his planning on a plastic folding table. Weapons were arrayed across its surface, unmarked by blood. A cracked coffee mug left a brown stain on one of the pieces of parchment scattered between the sword and the rifle.


  She picked up the mug and sniffed its rim. A bitter, acidic scent flooded her nostrils.


  Her instinct was to throw the mug away from her, but she set it down very carefully and stepped back, wiping her hand off on the seat of her leather pants.


  “Poison,” she muttered.


  To be more precise, anathema powder.


  She peeled off her glove to expose fiery orange runes crawling over her fingers and wrist. They burned pleasantly, no warmer than if she had been holding her hand in front of a fireplace. The light was enough to illuminate Fenix’s body in horrifying detail. Cherry-red blood had been splashed everywhere—not just on the floor, but on the sheets of the cot, the chair, the sides of the tent.


  Most of the footprints smearing the demon’s blood weren’t hers. She stepped next to one to measure the difference. It was significantly larger and wider, a man’s foot. The tread on the boot was the same as hers. He was wearing at least part of her livery. Possibly one of the guard, rather than a soldier.


  The tent flap opened. Gerard only stepped in far enough to let it swing shut behind him. “You summoned me, ma’am?”


  “What do you know about this?” She gestured at the scene with her glowing hand, making the shadows of the body dance against the canvas.


  “All I know is, some of the guys from the seventeenth came crying to my guys about an hour ago, saying Fenix was missing or something. I sent someone down to look. I didn’t realize he was dead or I would have headed down myself.”


  He was bathed in nervousness. Unusual for Gerard. He was usually cool, confident, and more or less immune to Elise’s rage. She narrowed her eyes to study him for any hints of guilt, but found none. Only disappointment. He was mad at himself for missing this.


  “I’ve been through everyone in the Palace.” He glared at the main mass of Fenix’s body. “I’ve interviewed just about every living soul inside the battlements and kicked out anyone that looked shifty. This has got to be personal. It can’t be another traitor.”


  She pushed away the jitter of his emotions. “I take that to mean you don’t have any idea who might have done this.”


  “I’ll find out. I’m pretty sure we’ve removed all the folks who could have been with the Apple, but…maybe I missed someone. I’ve got to have missed someone.”


  This couldn’t have been some witch with the Adam-worshiping cult. None of them were strong enough—or smart enough—to take down Fenix. There was a reason Elise had planned to have him in Northgate, protecting Rylie. He had been one of her only demons that she thought was scarier than a werewolf.


  “See what you can find,” Elise said. Gerard gave a half-bow and started to back out of the tent, but then something caught her eye. “Wait.”


  She kicked one of the limbs away from the edge of the cot. There was something behind it. Something that hadn’t belonged to the dismembered demon.


  Elise pulled a black felt cowboy hat out from underneath the cot. It was splattered with blood.


  “Hey, doesn’t that belong to…?” Gerard asked, trailing off before he finished that thought. He shot her a sideways look. The knot in his throat bobbed when he swallowed hard. His brain was firing with trepidation, calculating whether or not saying the name he was thinking would piss Elise off.


  He didn’t have to say anything.


  “We need to find Lincoln Marshall,” Elise said.


  



  



  Azis and Gerard slammed into the Great Library first, throwing the doors wide open. The rest of Elise’s personal guard poured in behind them. Their guns were already drawn and aimed.


  Elise waited until they cleared the entrance to follow. If Lincoln had anathema powder, she wasn’t going to fuck around with him—not when inhaling a few particles had the potential to kill her.


  The guards spread out between the empty desks on the ground floor of the library. The tower seemed to be empty, with no sign of the resident librarian, nobles, or anyone else accessing the records. The only sign of life was at a desk in the center of the floor: a tall, white-haired man wearing glasses and surrounded by books.


  James got to his feet and ripped a glove off. The magic on his fist glowed a brilliant shade of blue that made her skull and flesh ache.


  He unspooled one of the runes in his fingers, letting electricity dance through the air. He was about to throw it. Attack her guards as they rushed toward him.


  “Hey,” Elise snapped. “Put that away.”


  He froze at the sound of her voice. His eyes fell on her through the crowd.


  The spell fizzled on his fingertips.


  “What’s going on?” James asked as she approached. He didn’t move, but his gaze tracked the guards spreading through the stacks, stomping up the stairs, shoving chairs aside to check under desks.


  “Where the fuck is Lincoln?” she asked.


  James reflexively looked at the chair on the opposite side of the desk, as if he hadn’t realized that Lincoln wasn’t sitting with him.


  That was answer enough for Elise. She paced away from him, counting to ten, trying to control her anger.


  It didn’t help.


  She whirled on him. It took all her strength to growl rather than yell. “You’re supposed to be watching him.”


  “I thought he was supposed to be watching me,” James said. “And I thought that you were leading a small squad into Heaven. What happened to that? Did you already get in and find a door?”


  “There was a change of plans.”


  One of the guards accidentally knocked over a shelf upstairs. The clatter echoed through the entire library. “Elise, what in the world is going on here? What did Lincoln do to warrant this?” James asked.


  “He’s not up here!” Gerard yelled from the top of one of the spiral staircases, leaning over the railing so Elise could see him. “No sign he’s been around at all!”


  “Keep looking,” Elise called back. “The library’s bigger than you think.”


  The tower echoed with shuffling, banging, slamming. Paper fluttered over one of the mezzanine levels and drifted toward her.


  James marked his page, closed the book, and took off his reading glasses. “Though I’m loath to defend him, I highly doubt Lincoln’s getting up to trouble. I only finished the spell to heal him an hour ago. In the meantime, his condition has been deteriorating. He’s weak and increasingly disoriented.”


  “Disoriented?” Elise asked.


  “The anathema powder seems to be eating away at his mind.” James sighed, trying to pinch the bridge of his nose. His hand was shaking too much with the power of ethereal magic. He gave up. “This morning, he thought he was in Northgate. I had to slip him a sedative spell to keep him from hurting himself attempting to escape. He asked me not to tell you when he became cogent again.”


  “How long has he been getting worse? He keeps telling me he’s fine.”


  James his glove back on. “He’s been lying to you.”


  Stupid, stupid men. “Do you think the disorientation is enough to make him violent?”


  “I wouldn’t think so. Lincoln’s naturally a reasonable man. Even when he’s confused, I wouldn’t expect him to lash out.” It seemed to pain him to speak favorably of the deputy. The men had never been on particularly good terms, and working on a cure together hadn’t helped the strain. “Why do you think he’s been violent? Did he hurt you?”


  “Not me.” Elise opened her mind to him, showing her memories of Fenix’s tent to James directly. She painted a vivid picture: the blood, the pieces of flesh, the mug that smelled of anathema powder. And, finally, the cowboy hat under the cot.


  James pushed the images away. “Ah. I see.” He coughed into a hand to conceal his grimace. “Well, I wouldn’t expect him to have…that is to say, why Fenix? I didn’t think Lincoln would be familiar with most of the centurions.”


  He hadn’t met them, as far as Elise knew. At least, not since he had returned to the Palace of Dis with her.


  The idea struck James an instant before it hit her, too.


  “When he was possessed, maybe,” he said.


  At the same time, she said, “Judy might have known Fenix.” Judy was the stupid name of the nightmare that had controlled Lincoln for months, served Aquiel, and helped rule the Palace. “He’s been sharing her memories well enough that he knew about Portola. So maybe—”


  “He’s regressing,” James said.


  Dammit, Elise should have known. James should have known. He’d been spending all day and night with Lincoln, testing out spells, making cautious movements toward curing him of both the anathema powder’s poisoning and his demon blood. He should have noticed if Lincoln was becoming dangerous.


  She wasn’t sure if those thoughts belonged to her or to her aspis. They rattled between them, amplified by her anger and his frustration. But the cacophony of their emotions swirled around a calm, thoughtful core. One that was trying to decide what old vendetta Lincoln was acting out, and where he would have gotten anathema powder in the first place.


  Gerard joined them by the desk, mopping the sweat off his forehead. “Pretty sure he’s not here, ma’am. We’ll search the rest of the Palace. We’ll search the whole city if we’ve got to. He can’t have gone far. Definitely not back to Earth. Edwin wouldn’t have let him through without telling us.”


  “No,” James said. “I expect he wouldn’t have tried to go to Earth anyway.”


  Elise was on the exact same train of thought. “Yeah. Okay, Gerard, search the Palace, but stay within the walls until you hear from me again. We’ll be back soon.” She caught James’s wrist and dragged him toward the exit.


  “Where are you going?” Gerard asked, following her to the door. “You need a guard? I can spare a few guys.”


  The idea of “a few guys” being more helpful than James was laughable. Between the two of them, they were more than deadly enough to handle one dying deputy, even if he did think he was a nightmare.


  And Elise didn’t plan on letting anyone else into the House of Abraxas.


  “Let me know what you find,” she said, phasing with James outside the battlements.


  



  



  Elise materialized close enough to the House of Abraxas that the warding magic shoved James a few steps back when he set down beside her.


  “Powerful,” he remarked, squinting at the gates. They were towering black iron—the only break in the solid black walls protecting the House, which had been built on the slopes of Mount Anathema. The buildings within seemed to shimmer through the warding spells protecting them.


  “The magic is mine,” Elise said. “I cast it when I was still using ethereal runes.” With no small hint of pride, she added, “I designed it myself.”


  He looked over the wards anew, rubbing his upper arms as if to smooth out goosebumps. “Impressive. It’s all very…mean.”


  “Intruders get flayed. I thought it was kind of creative.”


  “I didn’t leave any spells like that for you.”


  Elise tugged off one glove, shooting him a half-smile. “You’re not the only one who can bend the universe to his will, you know.”


  “I see that.” He sounded pleased, although he would never say it outright. He’d told her more than once that he tried not to encourage her violent tendencies. It was blatant hypocrisy. He’d always been fine with her violence when it suited his goals.


  She rearranged the warlock runes on her hand with a thought, baring space on the back of her wrist, and lifted her spread fingers toward the gate.


  James caught her elbow. “Wait. I can pull them down.”


  “Only if you want to be flayed.” She shook him loose and concentrated. “Come on,” she muttered, drawing the ethereal runes toward her.


  Elise hadn’t touched angel magic since James last tried—and failed—to heal her. It hurt more this time. The spells settled onto her bare skin, and she immediately began to blister. Pain stabbed straight to her heart. Her pulse leaped.


  “Now give them to me,” James said. “Quickly.”


  She wasn’t going to argue with him this time. She took his bared hand and pushed the magic onto him.


  For a moment, their runes tangled on the place that their fingers touched—infernal and ethereal. They clashed. A shiver raced down Elise’s spine, and she knew that James felt the same. But then he seized the ward runes, yanked them free, and the electric-blue marks slithered onto his thumb.


  He drew back, shaking out his hand. “Damn.”


  “I made them reusable so that I could reapply whenever I wanted.” Elise wiped her arm over her forehead. She was drenched in sweat. “The only problem is that I have to pull them off rather than dismantling them. It’s not convenient now that I’m allergic.”


  Elise lowered her sleeve. The leather was slick. She rubbed her thumb over it, and she was surprised to see that her sweat came off black on her pale skin.


  James hadn’t noticed. He was studying the new runes on his hand very closely. “It’s a bit clumsy, but more nuanced than I would have expected from someone who’s spent so little time casting magic.”


  “I’ll take a critique later,” Elise said.


  “It will be less of a critique and more like glowing praise.”


  She almost smiled.


  She had left the gates to the House unlocked when she last visited, so all it took to open them was a push. She sidled in. As soon as she set foot on the grounds within, the soul-linked wards filled her with welcoming warmth, greeting her silently. The House still thought it belonged to her.


  Inside, there was no sign that anyone had been flayed by the wards—at least, not recently. It looked like a harpy might have flown too low and ended up pancaked on the ground, but its splattered remains were dried, blasted halfway to nothingness by the wind. A few tattered feathers stuck to the bloody bones.


  But no Lincoln.


  Elise thought her wards would have probably let him in safely anyway. She’d given him universal amnesty to her spells, both within the Palace and without. She hadn’t wanted him to wander off and get killed. He was just a deputy, a man raised on Earth with a mundane mortal life. He wasn’t experienced enough to figure out where he could safely explore in Hell.


  At the time, it had seemed like a reasonable safety precaution. Now, it had given a confused, dangerous man access to everything that belonged to her.


  Including the House where a deadly poison had been mined.


  That was where Elise headed with James at her back—the mines at the back of the property. It was a long hike to reach them, but she didn’t want to phase in case they passed Lincoln on the way.


  “When we find him, what do you want to do?” James asked as they walked through the workshops positioned alongside the manor. The windows looked like hollow eye sockets watching them climb.


  “We’ll take him back to the Palace so you can heal him.”


  “After what he’s done?”


  “I’ve killed more demons than he has.”


  “True. It’s just a generous policy, coming from you.” He labored to follow her up the steep mountain, shuffling along the path. His feet caught the rocks and sent them skittering back down toward the gates. “I remember when we caught the angel Samael killing babies. I remember that you tried to save him once. Only once.” James caught her eye. “You’ve already saved Lincoln once.”


  “We’re not negotiating whether or not we’re killing Lincoln.”


  “That’s not what I’m suggesting,” he said. “I’m saying that—well, I think if we met Samael now, you might have found a way to spare his life.”


  Another crack of rock against rock. This time, it didn’t come from James’s clumsy steps. It came from higher on the mountain, a path that led toward an old temple.


  Elise’s eyes narrowed as she studied it from a distance, opening her senses. She thought that she detected life within the temple. It was faint. Maybe one of the last guards she had sent to patrol the property.


  She changed directions.


  “Lincoln’s in all this trouble because of me,” Elise said. “He was poisoned because he ate something cooked for me. He doesn’t deserve to die.”


  “The fact that he cares about you has nothing to do with it?”


  “I don’t consider it relevant.” Elise’s cheeks were hot. She dried her jaw with her thumb again, making the motion discreet. More black sweat. That was…new. “Stay down here. I’m going to investigate the temple on my own.”


  “No, I don’t think so,” James said.


  She shot him a look. He stared back at her, equally unwavering.


  Rolling her eyes, she headed into the temple.


  



  



  The faint life within the temple snuffed out before Elise managed to enter.


  She passed through the door with her Taser drawn. She had other, more lethal weapons—including boot daggers, the obsidian falchion, and Seth’s Beretta 9mm—but she wouldn’t use any of them on Lincoln.


  It didn’t seem to matter now, though. There was nothing alive within the temple.


  The nearer body belonged to Viola, one of the women that had come from the House of Abraxas at the same time as Gerard. She had requested the patrol. She had told Neuma that it was liberating to walk the halls of the place where she had once been chained, only as a conqueror. Elise had trusted her enough to watch the mines.


  Viola had been stabbed repeatedly in the chest, stomach, and throat. There were defensive wounds on her arms. The veils protecting her from Dis’s harsh air had been ripped away. But despite the blood, she looked peaceful sprawled at the feet of the statue beyond the altar, almost graceful in the way that her arms stretched over her head.


  Elise’s gaze tracked up the blood-spattered legs of the statue. It depicted three figures: angel, human, and demon. They had been worn down until their features were unidentifiable. She had seen one version of the statue intact, so she knew that it wasn’t Eve, Adam, and Lilith as she would have expected. It seemed important, somehow, that this woman had died at their feet.


  The other guard was sprawled near one of the open windows. Elise kneeled beside him and wiped as much of the blood off his face as she could. She didn’t feel any urge to consume his fluids or flesh. He had been dead too long, already cooled to room temperature.


  She couldn’t remember this guard’s name. She had been making an effort to memorize their faces and names—or, to be more precise, Neuma had been making an effort to coach Elise on these things—but this one just hadn’t stuck. He must have been new.


  He looked like any of a hundred other slaves that she had liberated from House ownership: brown skin, brown hair, brown irises that were rolled halfway into his skull when she peeled his eyelids back. He was emaciated and covered in rashes. He looked tough. He must have been tough to survive slavery and go on to agree to work for Elise.


  She didn’t know his name, but he had died for her here, at Lincoln’s hands. Trying to protect the House of Abraxas.


  “Elise,” James said gently.


  It was only then that she realized she had been stroking the cheek of the dead guard. She jerked her hand back. “They were patrolling the House for me. They probably didn’t realize Lincoln was dangerous.” Elise straightened, clenching her fists. “He was here not too long ago.”


  James’s hand smoothed down her spine, tracing the length of her hair. “This isn’t your fault.”


  “I’m in charge. Everything is my fault.”


  “It’s too much for any single person to control,” he said gently. “And too much for anyone to bear.”


  “You’re the one who wanted to become God to change the world.”


  “But you’re not omnipotent.”


  She thrust her chin toward the statue. “Recognize them?”


  “Yes. They’re all over Dis. You have one like it in the Palace.”


  “No, I don’t,” Elise said. “Those aren’t who you think they are. They’re a different triad.”


  He stepped carefully around the statue, avoiding the smears of blood on the floor. “But they’re arranged like Adam, Eve, and Lilith. They’re the right species. Wait.” He took his glasses out of his front pocket and slid them on. “The demon has the prominent placement here, doesn’t it? It’s meant to be viewed from this angle rather than the nave…” He took a step to the left. “Yes, the markings on the base seem to indicate…hmm. Interesting.”


  The sound of another heartbeat caught her attention. It was pounding hard—not hers, not James’s, and certainly not belonging to the dead.


  Someone was approaching the temple.


  Elise flitted on shadow to the rear door, leaning out onto the step.


  A human figure staggered up the mountain. He was coming from the direction of the mines.


  Lincoln Marshall was lugging a chest that sparked with magic that wasn’t witch, warlock, or mage in origin. It was that strange other-magic that Elise had seen in the weapons in the Dark Man’s home—and in the anathema powder.


  “James,” she said.


  He was beside her in a moment, and understood her worry in a moment more. “I’ll take care of it.”


  James stepped out to meet Lincoln on the path. The deputy’s reaction was delayed—he didn’t even look up to the temple until he was already within a hundred yards of it, and once he did, he struggled to focus on James.


  At this distance, Elise could see that Lincoln was doing worse. Much worse. He had shed the leather body armor that she had given him, and that had been his only protection from the brutal winds of the City of Dis. He had found jeans somewhere, but they were shredded. His skin was raw, chapped, bleeding. The smell of the blood wasn’t appealing. It was sickly blood.


  “Stop right there,” James said.


  Lincoln didn’t stop. Once he realized whom he was seeing, anger flashed over his face. “You people.”


  James loosed his magic into ribbons, burning lines of electric blue into Elise’s vision. He pulled together gentle spells—wind and disorientation and cushions of air.


  With a flick of his wrist, the runes activated.


  Lincoln staggered under the sudden push of wind. The chilly blast made Elise shiver behind James. At the same time, a second wind pushed the chest out of his hands, and Lincoln’s fingers released it easily.


  The chest clattered to the ground.


  Shock only made the deputy hesitate for an instant. Then he was charging, drawing the same blade that he had used to kill Viola and Fenix from behind his back. It was a wicked iron dagger almost as long as his forearm. He must have taken it from Elise’s rooms while she was gone.


  He dived at James, who stepped aside easily.


  Elise caught Lincoln’s second swing. Her forearm slammed into his, knocking it aside. The blade swiped across her sleeve. A gash opened, baring untouched skin.


  She drove the heel of her palm into his chest. He fell. Elise dropped to the ground with him.


  He struggled to sit up, but she pushed him back down easily. The enraged man who had killed three people on his path to the House of Abraxas was weakening. His eyes were bloodshot, his skin drenched in gray sweat.


  She straddled him and pushed his wrists to the ground on either side of his head.


  “Let me go, you dumb bitch,” he snapped in the nightmare’s voice.


  “Lincoln. Stop it.”


  “Your Lincoln isn’t here!”


  “My Lincoln is alone in his skull,” Elise said. “You’re just confused.”


  “Your Lincoln?”


  “My Lincoln. The one who thinks cherry pie and milkshakes are a well-rounded breakfast. The one who has Jesus crucified on the wall above his TV. That Lincoln.” She shook him gently. “Snap out of it so I don’t have to hurt you.”


  Confusion flicked over his face. “Jesus.”


  “Yeah. Skinny, creepy, crucified Jesus.”


  “He’s not creepy,” Lincoln said, and it wasn’t that biting, snide nightmare tone. “It’s a memorial to a great man. A man who died to save us all.”


  That was more like it. “You’ve killed three people, Deputy Lincoln Marshall.”


  It was the final nudge that he needed. His vision cleared, and then horror struck him. “I wouldn’t.”


  Elise released his hands, sitting back. She didn’t let him up yet. “You should have told me that you were getting worse, Linc. I could have protected you from yourself.”


  “God save me.” He slid his hands over his face. Then he lashed out again—no warning, just a sudden reach for Elise’s throat. “Bitch,” Lincoln said again.


  She dug her fingertips into his wrist. “For fuck’s sake.”


  “I’ll sedate him,” James said.


  If he did that, there was a good chance Lincoln wouldn’t wake up again. She shoved hard. Pinned Lincoln down again. He needed strength to help him last the next few hours, not magical sleep.


  “Feed,” she urged. “Take it from me.”


  “You need to be angry,” Lincoln said. She couldn’t tell if that was him or the nightmare speaking.


  “Trust me, I’m fucking pissed. Feed.”


  She shoved all of her frustrations at him—the fact that he had been getting sicker rapidly and had hidden it, and the fact that his deception had led to the murder of a centurion she needed to protect Rylie, as well as two innocent guards who had deserved better lives. Grief and annoyance burned hot as fury inside of her, a furnace that she never needed to stoke.


  But it wavered as Lincoln fed. His heartbeat quickened and his throat worked, reflexively swallowing.


  The redness in his skin faded around the edges. His eyes brightened.


  Energy drained out of Elise and fatigue crept in. A good sign. As she weakened, he strengthened, and she could lose a lot before it slowed her significantly.


  She barely felt a dent in her energy by the time Lincoln was done. He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly.


  “That’s better than I’d like it to be,” he said.


  Elise got up and hauled him to his feet. “I know what you mean.”


  James was focused on the chest, wrapping spell after spell around it until it glowed faintly with ethereal magic. He was locking it.


  She tried to pull Lincoln’s arm over her shoulder, but he dislodged himself, pushed her away gently. “I can stand. I’m fine.”


  “You’re not fine,” Elise said. “Why were you getting more anathema powder? That is what’s in the chest, isn’t it?”


  He looked embarrassed. “I thought I was her. I was taking care of unfinished business. Had to get a couple more vials because…” Lincoln rubbed his forehead. His mind churned with hard thinking. “There are a couple of demons in Dis that they wanted dead. Aquiel and Abraxas had a hit list and I never finished it. It was important. I needed to finish it.”


  “I’m going to take you back to the Palace for healing,” Elise said. “But before James does anything, I need you to write down everything new you’ve remembered.”


  “I don’t know that I remember anything. Now that I’m clear-headed, it’s all slipping away.” Lincoln frowned. “I know that thing is important, though. That’s really important.”


  She followed his gaze to the statues, only halfway visible through the door leading back into the temple. “Why? Who are they?”


  “The last three,” he said. “The pantheon of the previous genesis. Aquiel was trying to keep anyone from finding out about them.”


  “Genesis?” James cinched the magical locks on the chest. “That’s not the first time I’ve heard that word down here. What do you mean by it?”


  But Lincoln looked confused again. He was grasping hard for thoughts, but Elise could see them slipping away from him. “Draga would know. She’s the only one who knows now, and that’s where I was going next. That was who I was going to kill once I had more anathema powder. I needed the poison to kill her bodyguard—he’s too strong to defeat otherwise.”


  Elise and James exchanged looks.


  She should have been finding a replacement for Fenix. She should have been marching the seventeenth centuria to Earth. She should have been conferring with the witches trying to map out another route to New Eden.


  All of that suddenly seemed horribly insignificant. She wasn’t sure why, but nothing seemed as important as the identity of the statues.


  The sensation faded quickly and pragmatism set in. The war couldn’t wait for her to follow her curiosity.


  “I’ll have Draga brought into protective custody and questioned,” Elise said. “In the meantime, no more waiting, Lincoln. We need to get you back to the Palace.”


  



  



  



  



  



  Three


  



  TERAH WAITED BESIDE Elise as the seventeenth centuria mounted the stairs to the crystal bridge. She was prepared for battle in full body armor, which made her stand a full three inches over Elise, not counting the spikes on her helmet. She clutched a chain in one gauntlet that led back to the collar of her fell beast, currently slumbering against the wall. Smoke spiraled from its nostrils every time it snored.


  “Think they’ll be a problem for you?” Elise asked, eyeing the demons of the seventeenth centuria as they passed. They were a ragtag band—not the best of her legion. They didn’t know obedience like a centuria of fiends would.


  “A problem? For me?” Terah tossed her head back and laughed. She had a booming belly laugh, somehow a little too grating, like there were rocks in her throat. “I could handle the entire legion if you let me, Father. No. These won’t be a problem.”


  “Don’t overestimate your ability to command them. They admired Fenix.” Or so Neuma had told her.


  “Trust me. I would never overestimate my abilities.” She grinned. Her teeth were very square and white. “It’s not even possible.”


  Bodies rustled as they climbed the stairs, metal armor clanking and leather creaking. There were only a hundred demons altogether—more like ninety-seven, since Elise had reassigned the earlier troublemakers. When the last of them reached the floor above, she climbed after them. Terah jerked her fell beast to its feet and followed.


  The base of the crystal bridge was still five floors higher, but the army ascended rapidly. The tower had been designed well to move armies as quickly as possible. The steps were broad and shallow, fitting handfuls of demons abreast.


  “Even if you can control them in a battle, can you keep them from hurting non-demon allies?” Elise asked.


  “My pet smells traitors,” Terah said, jerking her thumb back at the fell beast. “If anyone thinks half a thought about betrayal, they’ll be dead before they can disobey.”


  Useful trick. “Then I’ll need you to keep yourself glued to Rylie Gresham, the werewolf Alpha. You and your…pet. Don’t let her out of your sight the entire time you’re in Northgate.”


  “Not a problem.”


  “I’m serious.” Elise stopped Terah at the top of the stairs. The wind was rough at such a high elevation. It blasted through the open windows and doorways, making the demons’ feet slip on the crystal. “Rylie is first priority.”


  Terah finally seemed to really listen. She nodded slowly. “I understand.”


  “Fenix failed me,” Elise said. “He got himself—” She cut off, realizing that Lincoln was hovering against the wall. He should have been waiting in her rooms for James. Instead, he was looking out a window, features rimmed by the dim red light of Dis, wearing a new pair of jeans and a t-shirt. Elise forced herself to refocus on Terah. “I expect you to do better than Fenix.”


  “Consider it done.”


  Lincoln approached them as the last few demons climbed onto the crystal bridge. The fell beast bucked at the sight of him. Its growl was a bass thrum that shook the mortar between the bricks.


  Terah eyed Lincoln. “My pet thinks we should kill him.” She didn’t bother keeping her voice down.


  Elise hadn’t told anyone what the deputy had done, so she kept her features composed. “I’ll take it under advisement. Follow the seventeenth. Watch Rylie.”


  Terah mounted smoothly, hooking her boots into the stirrups on her fell beast’s saddle. Its massive head swung toward Lincoln, but Terah jerked the chain hard enough to bend its neck in the other direction then heeled its flanks. Reluctantly, the fell beast climbed out onto the bridge and into the dust storm beyond.


  Though the seventeenth centuria was gone, a shuffling sound filled the lower levels of the tower. Elise was moving Endi, Albrinck, and their forces to Earth as well—not to be stationed in Northgate, but to search for ethereal gates that might lead to New Eden. Endi would be going to Reno, Nevada, where several gates still stood. Albrinck would be headed to Mexico.


  Elise glanced down the spiraling stairs to see that it was Albrinck on the approach before addressing Lincoln.


  “You’re supposed to be with James.”


  “He’s not done with the ritual space yet,” Lincoln said. “I got restless. I wanted to tell you I’m sorry.”


  Irritation prickled down the back of her neck. As if words meant anything. “Go back to the room.”


  “Jesus, Elise. You know this isn’t what I wanted to happen. I was trying to do better. Trying to redeem myself.” He gripped his leather belt so hard that it looked like he might rip it off his hips. It was meant to look like a casual stance, but he was failing. “I never would have done that if I was myself.”


  “I know.”


  “It’s not okay,” Lincoln said. “It’s not.” But he wanted her to tell him that it was.


  When had she gone from being the devil he feared to his salvation? She couldn’t absolve him of his sins, and she probably wouldn’t have if she could. Forgiveness didn’t change the past.


  Yet a part of Elise disagreed. Lincoln looked so distressed—he needed to be comforted. That was Eve’s sympathy creeping over her, softening her irritation around the edges.


  Elise gripped his shoulder. “You’re sick, Lincoln. You’re dying. You’re scared, and you think that you’re going to go to Heaven and have to answer for what’s happened. But let me tell you this: James works miracles. You will not die, not today. We can talk about what happened with Fenix and the guards at the House of Abraxas when you aren’t at death’s door.”


  He relaxed a fraction. Only a fraction.


  “You’re kinda sweet sometimes, considering you’re the Devil,” Lincoln said.


  She felt the corner of her mouth lift in what might have been a smile. “Dying and delusional.”


  “I heard what you told Terah about Rylie. About how she’s priority one. Why? What makes her all special?”


  A thousand things. Seth’s body in the mausoleum. Her entire werewolf pack in New Eden. Her future son-in-law, Nash, burned to a crisp by Elise’s magic. And Rylie’s shy smile, her hair backlit by sunlight so that it looked like a halo. “I just want to make sure that Rylie and Abel make it out of this alive.”


  “But they’re not mission critical.”


  His tone was strange. Cynical. Was he slipping again? “I’ll kill anyone who fucks with them anyway. Got it?”


  Lincoln shook his head as if to clear it. “You don’t have to threaten me.”


  “Maybe I do,” she said softly. She reached up and wiped a thumb over his forehead. His sweat was tinted gray, like hers.


  “Elise,” a man said from the stairs. She turned to see Azis ripping off his veils as he rushed past Albrinck, red-faced and out of breath. “Sorry. Ma’am. You said you wanted to know what was happening with the search for Draga.”


  “And?”


  “And we can’t find her. She’s not where Lincoln said she’d be. It looks like the whole place has been emptied out.”


  Elise was sick of her answers running away—whether it was the Palace librarians or targets of Aquiel’s administration. She rounded on Lincoln to ask him where else Draga might have been.


  But Lincoln wasn’t standing behind her anymore.


  Screams drew her attention from the empty patch of floor where Lincoln should have been standing. Reflexively, she drew her Beretta and ran to the base of the bridge, squinting through the dust storm.


  The seventeenth century was shouting and bumping into each other as they struggled to spread out. They dropped to their knees, drew their ranged weapons—guns, mostly, with some wicked longbows carried by a few of the craftsmen.


  Terah was still the nearest. Her fell beast’s stance was wide enough that it could grip either side of the bridge in its gnarled feet, stabilizing her as she yanked her bow from its holster, nocking an arrow longer than her arm. Its fletchings were harpy feathers. Its point was spiked iron. Elise watched the arrowhead’s path as she lifted it, aiming toward the same dusty nothingness as the others.


  Elise couldn’t see a thing from inside. She ducked her head and darted onto the bridge. The wind was immediately twice as strong, battering at her with mighty hands of grit.


  Terah twisted in her saddle as she tracked something moving through the sky.


  Searing white light appeared in the dust clouds. It flashed over the centuria and then vanished just as quickly, like a shooting star that had just hurtled past the bridge.


  A demon fell off of the crystal bridge with a scream. His body rapidly receded to a dark point. Elise could hear him screaming for seconds after she could no longer see him.


  It was a long way down.


  She phased, flashing through the darkness. She had to guess where he might have fallen because she couldn’t see through that much sand.


  Elise felt herself connect with a body. She wrapped herself around him. Phased again.


  They reappeared on the bridge. The demon sprawled in front of her, weaponless and still screaming. He rolled onto his back. There was no gratitude in his eyes—only blind panic.


  “Etheneoch!” he sobbed. “Etheneoch nati!”


  Elise grew very, very still. She understood vo-ani, the infernal language. Fluency had come to her along with all of her other demon powers. But she wanted to believe that she was misunderstanding him.


  She didn’t want to believe that he had been thrown from the bridge by an angel.


  Terah finally loosed her arrow. It whistled through the air. The searing brightness of the shooting stars made it seem like there should have been nothing to hit at the center, yet her arrowhead buried into something with a meaty sound.


  The light’s trajectory changed. It slammed into the bridge and dimmed.


  “Ma’am,” Azis said. She hadn’t realized he had come up behind her. He was offering his veils to her.


  Elise jerked the cloth around her face to protect her skin, gripped her gun in both hands, and squinted through the light. She could just make out the faint outline of crumpled wings. A tall, leggy man wearing normal street clothes. Shoulder-length hair. Silvery blood spreading from his breast.


  An angel in the City of Dis.


  Another hard gust cleared the dust for a half-second, and Elise realized that the angel wasn’t alone. There were more white lights plummeting through the violet gash of the fissure. Just looking at them made Elise’s skin hurt, as though her veils and body armor offered her no protection at all.


  They swooped gracefully toward the factories, the warehouses, the streets. None of them were trying to approach the Palace. They had to know that Elise’s soul-linked wards would repel anything—even ethereal invaders. But Dis’s citizens were out there. Relative innocents, if such a word could be used for demons.


  And where the angels flew, fire followed.


  Another angel buzzed low over the army on the bridge, plowing through the line of demons, impervious to their bullets. He made the second pass much closer. A half-dozen demons were flung from the bridge.


  Elise gave a low curse and phased again. She darted through the air—one soldier, two soldiers, three—but she couldn’t find them all, much less catch them. She deposited the three she had saved back on the bridge.


  She couldn’t protect her centuries like this. Not for long.


  “Get through the fissure!” she roared.


  Terah took up the call as she fired another arrow, and the others shouted it up the line. The demons began to run. The fell beast’s heavy footfalls shook the bridge.


  Elise didn’t follow. She pushed Azis back to the tower, past Albrinck and his waiting centuria.


  “Orders?” Albrinck asked.


  She couldn’t send them up the bridge. The seventeenth centuria had a head start; some of them might make it to Rylie. Albrinck and his forces wouldn’t stand a chance.


  In her moment of hesitation, she watched more angels punch through the fissure. The streets seethed as the army engaged them. Few of her demons could fly, but those who could phase took to the air to confront them. But the angelic light was too strong—it burned away half of them before they could cause any damage.


  “Contact the Houses to warn them what’s happening. And then…” What? Let the angels burn the city? There were so many demons that hadn’t earned death in Hell, and so many slaves outside her protection.


  And Lincoln was still nowhere to be seen.


  “Talk to Gerard,” she finished, breaking into a run. “Have him meet me at my rooms.”


  She took the stairs down the tower two at a time, shoving through the centuries that had been heading for the bridge. Her thoughts were spinning, her stomach twisting with nausea, sweat drenching the back of her neck. She hadn’t been ready for this. She had thought she would have more time to prepare to fight the angels—and she had thought she would be able to choose the battleground.


  Yet Lincoln was missing. And she knew that this, somehow, was much more urgent than the assault. The exact same way that she had understood that finding Draga was more urgent than the war at hand.


  She just didn’t understand why.


  



  



  Elise hit the ground floor and phased across the rest of the Palace to her rooms. The crowd was too large to run through. They were all panicking, scurrying to reach the defenses, trying to rally against the angels.


  She became shadow and the Palace halls flashed past her. A hundred doors and windows.


  Then she was outside her rooms. She shoved into the antechamber.


  Neither Lincoln nor James was inside, but she wasn’t quite alone. Ace’s body was at her feet, puppyish limbs in a tangle. His throat had been cut. One of his eyes had been stabbed. Numbness radiated through her as she took in the sight of him, her dog, her companion.


  Murdered.


  It hurt so much worse than finding Fenix, even worse than the human guards in the House of Abraxas. It felt like a knife driven between her ribs. It felt like…nothing at all. She couldn’t think, couldn’t feel.


  She needed to move.


  Elise shoved her bedroom door open, and there he was: Deputy Lincoln Marshall, dagger raised, prepared to stab it deep into the heart of the precognitive boy sleeping in Elise’s bed. Benjamin Flynn’s ability to see the future couldn’t save him while he was unconscious.


  She phased.


  Elise reappeared between Lincoln and the bed. She tried to catch his arm, but missed. Instead, the dagger embedded itself in her shoulder.


  A scream ripped from her—not from pain, but from rage. She swung her fist. Backhanded Lincoln.


  He went flying.


  Lincoln slammed into the wall so hard that the stone cracked. She ripped the dagger from her shoulder, took one glance at Benjamin Flynn—still undisturbed—and then flashed across the room, hauling Lincoln to his feet. His left arm was bleeding freely, all but degloved from elbow to wrist, with ragged tooth marks in the muscle. Ace hadn’t gone down without a fight.


  Elise snapped her fist across his face. “My goddamn dog, Lincoln!”


  His lip split. His eyes wouldn’t quite focus on her. He managed to say, “The mutt fucking deserved it.”


  She struck him again.


  It didn’t feel good. It didn’t change anything.


  And then Lincoln yanked at her belt. For a moment, Elise didn’t understand why—not until he rammed her own Taser under her veils, buried the points underneath her chin, and fired.


  The world whited out around her. There was nothing but electric pain.


  She was screaming, but she couldn’t really hear it.


  The amperage on her Taser was enough to hurt, but not kill—not Elise, even after she had fed Lincoln with her own energy. She still found herself flat on her back on the floor when her vision cleared. Lincoln’s shredded arm hung uselessly at his side. He fell on top of her.


  “Father, Father, Father,” he said in a slightly singsong voice. “You should have run.”


  “I’m getting really tempted to just kill you, Lincoln,” Elise said through gritted teeth.


  Doubt flashed over his features. “Elise?” He sounded like himself. Normal. A little wounded. “What’s going on? I’m not hurting you, am I? I would never hurt the woman I love.”


  Yeah, he was definitely fucking with her. He still thought he was that nightmare.


  She tried to rip the Taser out of his grip and earned a second, briefer jolt for it. Her skin flashed. Her bones went momentarily black.


  It should have been easy to deflect Lincoln. He was just a man, for fuck’s sake. But he was wild with delusion and too free with that goddamn Taser. She needed to put space between them.


  The instant she thought about phasing, he shocked her again, burning two ashen gray points into her wrist.


  “Don’t go so fast. Let’s finish what we started,” Lincoln said.


  It was just like in Northgate, when he had impaled her on an electrified spear. But he didn’t look possessed now—not a hint of bleeding eyes or crimson runes swirling over his skin. He was Lincoln. Just Lincoln. A sick, dying, delusional man who had murdered so many in pursuit of a vendetta that didn’t belong to him.


  He ripped open her jacket, shoved her shirt up, pushed the Taser against her bare skin again. She caught his arm in both hands. Tried to shove him back. She just needed a moment to phase, a moment without getting shocked—


  “Deputy Marshall!”


  Lincoln twisted in time for his face to meet a fist.


  James had a pretty good arm when he was pissed. He flattened Lincoln to the floor. The Taser skittered across the tile.


  That was the moment that Elise needed, and she didn’t hesitate. She phased herself back to the bed.


  “Where the fuck were you?” she asked, trying not to sound like she hurt all over and failing.


  “Finishing your spell,” James snapped. “Sorry if I was slightly too distracted crafting near-impossible magic to babysit!” Lincoln scrambled for the Taser. James kicked it out of his reach.


  “What about the guards I assigned to the two of you?”


  “He killed them,” James said. “I couldn’t hear what was happening in the hallway from inside the circle. Dammit, Elise, he killed both of them.”


  “And I’ll kill you, too,” Lincoln said.


  The second knife seemed to appear from nowhere. He slashed it across James’s leg. Blood spilled, flooding the air with its sweet, tangy scent, making Elise’s stomach lurch with hunger.


  James jerked back with a shout, but Lincoln was still too fucking fast for a dying man. He was on top of James instantly. Shoving him back against the desk. Thrusting the knife toward his stomach.


  Elise seized Lincoln’s good arm and twisted it behind him. She ripped the knife from his hand. James squirmed free and she slammed Lincoln facedown on the desk, giving his clothes a quick sweep with her hand. She found two more daggers. Both hers. Had he been raiding her weapons stash before or after the mental degradation? Did it matter?


  She fisted her hand in his hair and dragged him toward the door.


  It was time to heal Lincoln once and for all—and whether it meant curing him or killing him, she didn’t care anymore.


  



  



  James had prepared the ritual space in one of the empty meeting rooms near the former Judge’s chambers. It was a sprawling box of black stone with faceted walls, buttressed ceilings, and windows three times Elise’s height. From that vantage point, it was easy to see what the angels were doing to Dis.


  “Good Lord.” James stopped short in the doorway.


  Elise shouldered him out of the way, Lincoln thrashing in a headlock in her arms. “Didn’t you notice the fucking invading army when you were finishing the spell?”


  James had the decency to look embarrassed. “Well, no. I was distracted.”


  Distracted enough that he hadn’t noticed that his one goddamn responsibility had left the room, killed the guards in the hallway, and murdered Elise’s dog. Nothing would ever be as important to James as his magic. She already knew it, but the wrench of despair in her gut was harder than usual.


  The floor was painted with an oversized circle of power, enlarged so that James could paint the specific symbols he wanted without resorting to microscopic script. Some of the marks were infernal, some were ethereal. Others she didn’t recognize at all, but they glimmered with the same kind of magic as the anathema powder.


  “Holy shit,” Elise said. “How did you—?”


  Lincoln was so sweaty now that he slipped right out of her grip. She tried to quickly grab him again, but it wasn’t necessary.


  He collapsed on the floor at the edge of the circle. His spine arched, heels digging into the tile, veins bulging on his neck. His shirt had holes in it now. They were black around the edges. Not burned. He was sweating through his clothes as though his very bodily fluids had gone acidic.


  Elise had seen the body of one demon killed by anathema powder before. Davithon had spent his final days in her dungeons and left a mess on his way out. She’d only been able to imagine what it must have looked like when he died, but watching Lincoln go through it was much worse.


  “Help me get him in the center of the circle,” James said.


  She hesitated. More brilliant white lights were burning paths through the sky outside the windows, plummeting toward the streets of her city. There must have been a hundred angels within Dis by now. Her army wasn’t prepared for that. Nobody could be—angels were great warriors.


  But Elise had killed angels before. She could fight back. She should have been with the army.


  “Elise,” James said, more urgently than before. He was trying to get a grip on Lincoln’s bloody arms and failing.


  She gripped the deputy’s shirt at the shoulders and dragged him across the lines. James caught a leg, and together they dumped Lincoln at the place where the radiating lines joined at the center of the circle. There was a large, spherical crystal waiting at the center.


  James noticed Elise eyeing the crystal. “To collect the energy generated by Lincoln’s severance from the infernal power,” he explained. “There will be a bit of a—well, an explosion of power, and this will hopefully contain it without environmental damage.”


  “Hopefully?”


  “Probably,” he said.


  Comforting.


  The ritual space hadn’t been activated yet, but Elise already felt the burn of magic. It made her skin itch. She dropped Lincoln, scratched her fingernails over the back of her neck.


  “I don’t like it any more than you do,” James said. She only noticed then that he looked pale. “Whatever kind of magic this is—it’s dangerous to both angels and demons.”


  “Can you cast it safely?”


  “Probably.”


  Lincoln’s eyelids fluttered. “Have to get back in the game. I can’t stop because of my ankle. Let me back.”


  He had regressed beyond nightmare possession, at long last. He thought he was in college again. Sitting on the sidelines during one of his football games.


  “You should get out of the circle just in case,” James said, shuffling through the notebooks he’d set on the altar. All the pages were covered in more of his tiny, precise handwriting. “I don’t know what this magic will do to you.”


  “You mean do to us,” Elise said. “You said it affects you, too.”


  “One of us has to cast it.”


  Lincoln’s scream was loud enough that Elise wouldn’t have been surprised if it had shattered the windows. They were out of time to debate this, and they certainly didn’t have the time for Elise to learn how to cast the spell herself. Reluctantly, she backed out of the circle, standing beside the towering windows.


  James closed the circle by scattering salt over an open patch at the circumference.


  Magic snapped to life. It shoved against Elise, flattened her to the window, the crystal cold at her back. The air vibrated with the unfamiliar power of it.


  This strange magic didn’t hurt like magecraft did—but it didn’t feel right, either. It was foreign. Something completely new and completely hostile to her.


  James anointed Lincoln rapidly, spreading oil over his already-slick forehead and cheeks. Then James ripped open Lincoln’s shirt, and Elise sucked in a gasp. The sweat wasn’t just burning through the cloth. It was blistering Lincoln’s flesh. Making it peel away, baring the thin layer of fat underneath.


  He was disintegrating.


  She realized that James was chanting—a mix of the old ethereal tongue and vo-ani. Every syllable made the energy in the room tighten like a clamp getting screwed tighter on Elise’s skull, millimeter by millimeter. It felt like her bones were going to crack.


  A blaze of bright light from the other side of the window made her turn, shading her eyes with a hand. There was an angel only a couple hundred feet away.


  Azrael was as beautiful as the day that he had been birthed into her arms. He was making a strange gesture with his arm. It took her a moment to realize that he was slamming the hilt of his flaming saber against the Palace wards, testing their limits. She felt every beat as though he were tapping the back of her neck.


  The Palace wards were linked to her blood. Hers, Neuma’s, and Gerard’s. Any of them could activate the defenses.


  Elise pressed her hand against the window and shoved back at Azrael.


  The old magic pulsed hard. She felt no satisfaction watching him wheel through the air, tumbling head over feet, wings bent behind him.


  “No—damn it, no…”


  James’s voice drew her attention back to the spell. The strange energy in the room had faded, and now Elise saw why. Her aspis was crouched over Lincoln performing chest compressions, elbows locked, shoving the heels of his palms hard into the deputy’s breastbone.


  She could already tell it was useless, and she would have known even if the magic hadn’t been fading. She couldn’t hear his heart anymore. Worse, James was pushing against exposed bone. Lincoln’s skin had almost completely melted away and taken the anointing oil with it. Probably why the spell had died.


  Elise watched as the last of the brain signals within Lincoln’s skull faded, stuttered, and vanished.


  James kept trying anyway. He tried until the magic had drained completely from the air, until the room was totally silent except for a squishing sound, until exhaustion weakened his muscles.


  He tried. Elise appreciated it.


  The circle failed when Lincoln died. She stepped over the perimeter line and put a hand on James’s shoulder. He jerked, sat back on his heels.


  “Wait,” he said. “There might be a spell I can use to restart his heart.”


  “It wouldn’t matter if you could,” Elise said. The damage was much deeper than that. It wasn’t just Lincoln’s skin that had melted away. His innards had liquefied, too, just like Davithon’s had.


  James looked so disappointed. He didn’t have to say anything—Elise could hear his thoughts almost perfectly. Magic wasn’t fast enough… If I’d gotten here ten minutes sooner, or if he’d been a little stronger…failed me…failed her…


  A lot of things had failed her that day. She watched Dis burn under ethereal assault through the windows, numb to her fingertips. She would have to go out there soon. She would have to fight a battle she didn’t think that she would ever be able to win. Not against these kinds of numbers. Her legion just weren’t ready.


  She needed more time.


  “I’m sorry, Elise,” James said. “I’m so sorry.”


  She barely heard him. Her head was filled with a dull roar, punctuated by a whining note, almost like a violin’s string slowly stroked by a bow.


  That sound was coming from behind her. She turned.


  Benjamin Flynn stood in the doorway.


  He was naked, baring every inch of his lanky, not-quite-fully-developed muscles, the curly hair on his chest, the scars rimming his throat from where he had long been collared by the Union. His hands and feet were too big for him.


  And his eyes were blue. Bright, pale blue.


  The room seemed blurred where he stood, as though he warped the space around him.


  “This is wrong,” Benjamin said. “You have to heal Lincoln.”


  “What are you doing here? When did you wake up?” Her voice slid through the air, serpentine and sinuous, just as distorted as the wall behind the young man.


  He flickered, and suddenly, he was standing right in front of Elise. “James needs to heal him!”


  “He’s dead, Benjamin,” she said. “It’s too late.”


  “No. No, it can’t be too late. He has to live. James needs to be able to cast this spell. Don’t you get it? This is so incredibly important. Maybe the most important thing.” Benjamin pleaded with her with his whole body, his posture and eyes and the way his hands shook.


  “I’d think that the ethereal invasion and all the people in New Eden are slightly more important,” Elise said.


  “You’re wrong.”


  “What do you know? You’re unconscious. I’ve got to be hallucinating.” The whole room had taken on the strange texture of a dream—the slow-motion way that the light from the angels’ wings swirled outside the wards, the floor underneath her boots, the way that she couldn’t control her body. It was a dream.


  “James needs to cast the spell on Earth,” Benjamin said forcefully. “He needs help from Northgate. Hear me? If you remember anything afterward, Elise, remember this part. Get them to Earth. Do it in Northgate.”


  “Remember anything after what?” Elise asked.


  He gripped her head in both of his hands.


  The fact that he could actually touch her—that she could feel the roughness of his palms and the warmth of his body—almost shocked her out of her skin. Literally. She almost phased away from him.


  This wasn’t a dream. This was real.


  “This is important,” Benjamin said again.


  And then the room was gone, taking James and Lincoln’s body with it.


  Reality peeled open around Elise. She could see through the support structure of the Palace. She could see Ace’s body on the floor of her bedroom, all the way down to his capillaries and bones, and the way that his soul was diffusing into the universe.


  She could see the fibers of the old magic that formed the wards protecting the Palace. Beyond that, she could see hundreds of dead demons, all of their bodies and souls and matter twisted together like a thick rope that led into infinity.


  She tried to say, “Stop. Let me go!”


  There was no more Hell. Only an overgrown forest with trees taller than any skyscraper on Earth, the ruins of ancient buildings, and the fragile sapling of an apple tree jutting from moist soil.


  A boy was there, too. A boy with familiar tousled brown hair, bright blue eyes, and an expression much too old for his features. He had seen too much, been alone for too long.


  “Nathaniel,” Elise whispered.


  He smiled faintly when he saw her. He looked just like his father.


  “Soon,” he said.


  She reached for him, but he was a thousand miles away, a million, and the garden disappeared.


  Elise slammed back into her body.


  “Let me go, you dumb bitch,” Lincoln said. His expression didn’t belong to him. It was a look from the nightmare demon that had once possessed him.


  Elise was kneeling on top of Lincoln again, his wrists pinned to the hard rock of Mount Anathema on either side of his head. The blood of the guards he had killed still stained his hands. The fissure overhead was dark violet. The temple honoring the shattered triad stood just behind Elise, and she could smell the bodies inside.


  She had reappeared at the House of Abraxas.


  Her skin crawled. She released him instantly, throwing herself away from Lincoln. “What the fuck?”


  “Whoa!” James exclaimed. “Elise, what are you doing?”


  Lincoln tried to stand up as soon as he was free, but James was faster. He cast the spell so quickly that the deputy didn’t have time to react. A tendril of magic snaked toward him, slammed into his chest. Lincoln’s eyes went blank. He hit the ground once more, unconscious.


  Elise couldn’t seem to breathe. Her head thundered. She gripped her skull the same way that Benjamin had, trying to hold everything together as she spun, looking at the House of Abraxas.


  It was real. She was there again, just hours earlier.


  And Lincoln was alive.


  Her gaze shot to the fissure. No sign of ethereal invasion. The city wasn’t burning.


  If you remember anything afterward, Elise, remember this part. Get them to Earth. Do it in Northgate.


  “Good Lord, what’s wrong?” James asked, reaching out to touch her shoulder.


  She jerked away from him. “Don’t touch me. Don’t even fucking think about touching me!”


  He didn’t, but he watched her so closely that it was hardly like he was giving her any space. “What happened?”


  Elise stretched a hand out. Her fingers were trembling and she didn’t try to hide it. James didn’t move as she flattened her palm to his chest, feeling how solid and real he was, the strength of his heartbeat, the way it pounded in time with hers.


  This is so incredibly important. Maybe the most important thing.


  Her memory of Benjamin’s voice was already fading, and so were her memories of the fight on the crystal bridge, Ace’s crumpled body at her feet, and the sight of the angels burning the city. Her glimpse of Eden slipped away fastest of all. It was like a dream. A horrible dream. None of it had happened—yet.


  But she remembered what was most important.


  Elise swiped the back of her wrist over her forehead, trying to dry her skin. Her sweat was tinted gray.


  “The three of us need to get to Earth,” she said. “Now.”


  



  



  



  



  



  Four


  



  IT WAS A gray day, but then, there hadn’t been many other kinds of days since the Breaking. Even when it was cloudless out—like today—there was still no sign of blue sky. The air was flat and gray and close, as if someone had tossed a blanket over the forest.


  “He’ll be here,” Rylie said, noticing that her daughter was fidgeting.


  Summer had pulled off two of her acrylic French tips and was picking at the remaining glue underneath. She hid her hands behind her back. “I know. Of course he’ll be here. I’m not worried.”


  She was a terrible liar. Rylie took her hand and squeezed it.


  A moment later, Uriel appeared from the trees with his wings hidden, looking for all the world like a hiker that had decided to cross the Appalachians in Converse and skinny jeans. He brought the faint smell of buttered popcorn with him. Rylie had yet to meet an angel that didn’t smell like that to her.


  Summer gave a gusting sigh at the sight of him. “Oh thank goodness, Uriel. I wasn’t sure you’d—”


  “Careful,” he interrupted. His eyes darted around the dense forest. “Don’t say my name.”


  “There aren’t any other angels within at least ten or twenty miles,” Rylie said. “Nobody’s going to hear us.”


  “Names carry,” Uriel said.


  It was hard to tell the difference between another esoteric angel power that Rylie had never heard of before and run-of-the-mill paranoia. Either way, they didn’t need names. They just needed information.


  “He’s okay, right?” Summer asked.


  “He’s healing, but he was hurt badly. He needs more time.”


  “And then what?”


  “And then he’ll go on trial for betrayal to the angels.” He lifted a hand to keep Summer quiet. “We aren’t barbarians; we don’t kill our kind. The worst he faces is long-term incarceration.”


  Summer gripped Rylie’s hand hard. That was how Summer and Nash had met in the first place—he had remained loyal to Adam in the First War, and when the rebels had won, he had been labeled a traitor and exiled to a Haven. Time flowed at variable rates between dimensions. As far as Nash had been concerned, he had spent many hundreds of thousands of years alone, confined to a tiny world. Until Summer found him and they escaped together.


  Now Nash was bucking the laws his brethren set again. They wouldn’t be any more lenient with him now than they were the first time.


  Uriel said “long-term incarceration” like it wasn’t barbaric, like it wasn’t the worst possible punishment for Nash.


  “Take me to New Eden,” Summer said. “Let me break him out. Please. I know you’re friends with him. I know you don’t want him exiled again.”


  “Of course I don’t, but it’s not that simple.” Uriel rearranged the scarf around his shoulders. He was shivering. “If I’m caught helping him, they’ll make me share his punishment. I’ll be incarcerated too. But I’m not like Nash, I’m not—I’m just not as strong as he is.” It seemed difficult for him to say. “I don’t think I’d survive millennia in isolation.”


  “Then come with us,” Rylie said. “Help free Nash, and then stay on our side. We’ll protect you as much as we can.”


  He barked a mirthless laugh. “You? Protect me?”


  She lifted her chin, irked by his dismissal. “Werewolves can kill hybrids with a bite. What do you think we can do to angels?”


  Uriel stopped laughing.


  “I can’t listen to talk of sedition. Nash is a hero, kids. He was Adam’s best soldier. I’m not cut out for that,” he said.


  “Okay, fine.” Summer dropped Rylie’s hand to take a tentative step toward him. “Then don’t do anything. If you just take me there—”


  “Us,” Rylie interjected.


  Her daughter started over again. “If you take us there, we’ll find a way to free him without bothering you. We’ll get him back on our own. Nobody needs to know that you were ever involved.”


  “You don’t know anything.” Uriel shoved his thick-rimmed glasses to his forehead and rubbed his eyes. “You’re just so stupid, you mortals.”


  Rylie’s hackles lifted. “I’d rather be stupid than pure evil.”


  “What did you just call us?”


  “If you aren’t brave enough to save Nash yourself, fine,” Rylie said. “But you owe it to him to let us save him. We’re his family. We have to do something.”


  “It’s impossible. I couldn’t let you into New Eden undetected if I wanted to. There are exactly two routes into the city left, and they’re under constant surveillance. So how am I supposed to smuggle you, huh? Shove you under my shirt?” He plucked at his skinny graphic tee. It had a microbrewery logo on the chest.


  “If you were the one in trouble, Nash would try to save you,” Summer said.


  Uriel jammed his glasses back onto his face. “I know. I know. Like I said, though…he’s a hero. I’m not. I can’t do anything for you except tell you that he’s going to recover. I shouldn’t even do that much. If they find out I’m here…”


  Rylie nodded reluctantly. “Your hands are tied.”


  “Hands and…everything else.” He unfurled his wings with the rustling of feathers. His wingspan was impressive, as were all angels’. It took a lot to lift a man’s body mass into the air. “I can pass a message on to Nash once he wakes up. That’s as good as it gets.”


  “Tell him we’re still getting married in two weeks and I expect him to be there,” Summer said.


  Uriel snorted. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll tell him that.”


  He lifted off, stirring the cool spring air around them. It smelled like it was going to rain again. It had been raining a lot since the snow melted, and it always tasted faintly of ash.


  Rylie watched him climb toward the clouds, flying slowly under the force of his wings rather than using magic. He really was incognito, trying not to clue any of his fellow angels in to what he was doing, where he was going, whom he was visiting. Which meant that he wasn’t going to be able to travel quickly by supernatural means.


  “Abel?” Rylie said.


  A dark shape moved among the trees. Abel was in his hulking wolf form, as big as an elk, yet silent as he emerged from the trunks to stand on the trail. His tail swished lightly from side to side when he saw Rylie. It was a silly, almost puppy-like gesture, but she understood that he was trying to make her smile.


  And then Abel was gone, flying up the trail in the direction that Uriel had vanished.


  Werewolves were incredibly fast and had incredible stamina. He’d be able to keep up with Uriel.


  Abel would find how the angels were getting in and out of New Eden, and they would follow whether or not Uriel wanted them to.


  “Run, Abel,” Summer whispered. “Run.”


  



  



  The sound of fists beating against leather drew Rylie to Abram’s cottage. The fact that she could hear it so easily was distressing enough on its own—the sanctuary had been a peaceful place before the Breaking, but it had never been quiet. Not with forty rowdy werewolves in residence. Yet now she could hear the rattling of a chain and Abram’s huffing breaths from the street, and it made her heart ache.


  When she rapped her knuckle on the door, the punching noise stopped.


  “Come in,” Abram said.


  Rylie entered. All the doors in the little cottage stood open, letting her see the entire building at once. One bedroom was an art studio. The other was a gym. Rylie had no idea where Abram was sleeping, or if he had been sleeping at all. Summer would have known but she wasn’t talking. The twins had some kind of pact about that kind of thing. Summer didn’t talk about Abram’s business, and Abram didn’t talk about…well, anything. Even with his mother.


  Abram inhabited the gym at the moment. He’d hung a punching bag from the ceiling, and that was the current recipient of his attention.


  “What do you need?” he asked, grabbing the bag to stop it from swaying. His knuckles were wrapped with tape. His sweats were dusted with chalk. He sounded gruffer than usual.


  The question made Rylie stop in the doorway. What did she need? She didn’t need anything. She hadn’t been thinking when she’d headed into the sanctuary. Summer was still waiting on the trail, and all Rylie had known was that she couldn’t possibly wait breathlessly for her mate to return, hopefully unharmed.


  She wanted a distraction and Abram was all that remained. Aside from Stephanie, anyway, but they weren’t exactly on the best terms anymore.


  “I don’t know,” Rylie said.


  He nodded like he understood. “Make yourself at home.”


  Abram resumed punching the bag. Rylie’s eyes wandered over the cottage.


  Her son had once shared the cottage with Seth, and her ex-boyfriend’s scent still lingered. Some of his clothes and sparse belongings were still in the closet. Rylie had never gotten up the strength to go through them, and it would have seemed cowardly to let Summer do it, though she had offered.


  Rylie smoothed a hand over the stomach of her dress, flattening the wrinkles. Maybe it was time to go through Seth’s things. After all, she didn’t know how much longer they’d be in the sanctuary—or if there would be a sanctuary at all after this war.


  But her feet wouldn’t allow her to leave the miniature gym. She couldn’t approach Seth’s old bedroom.


  Instead, she stepped carefully over the free weights and slipped along the wall of the gym. There was a white leather jacket draped over the chair in the corner. Rylie traced a finger over it. She couldn’t imagine her son wearing anything that ostentatious, but what did she know? Abram was so quiet. Anything could have been going on inside of him and she would never know.


  Abram was attacking that punching bag like he was trying to make the seams explode, and it swung wildly under the blows. Rylie moved to hold it in place for him. He didn’t acknowledge that she had taken up position on the other side. He just hit harder, faster, making clouds of chalk with every blow.


  He finally hit it so hard that it bucked in Rylie’s hands, pushing her back a step. Surprise washed over her. Abram was strong, sure, but she was a werewolf. “Wow,” Rylie said. “What’d the bag do to you?”


  It was the kind of thing Summer might have said to lighten the mood. It didn’t work.


  “I went to Eve’s temple from Shamain,” Abram said.


  Rylie’s hands tightened on the bag, digging her fingernails into the leather. “Why?”


  His glare burned through her. He ripped the tape off of his hands. “You know why.”


  She didn’t. She really didn’t. But as she watched him fling the tape onto his desk, strip his tank top off over his head, and grab a fresh t-shirt, she thought it was easy to imagine. “The gate,” Rylie whispered. “Abram…”


  “Yeah. Not going to try to make excuses. But I’m going to tell you right now, because I don’t think I can tell anyone else. Because I think you’re the only one who I can trust. My blood worked.”


  He said it with only the faintest quiver of emotion—a strained tension that sounded like it must have hurt him. Rylie knew that it hurt her to hear it.


  Her knees wobbled. She hung on to the bag tighter.


  “But Summer,” she said, touching her stomach again. “And Abel.”


  “Yeah,” Abram said. “But Summer and Abel.”


  Neither of them had been able to unlock the gates to Eden with their blood. Only the descendants of Adam were capable. Seth had been able to do it, and James had used him to unlock two of them.


  Abel was Seth’s brother, but couldn’t open the locks. Neither could his daughter. Which meant that neither had Adam’s blood in them.


  Even though Abram did.


  “Yeah,” he said. He was watching Rylie closely, and he’d seen the moment that the thought crossed her mind. “Yeah, exactly.”


  “I think I need to sit down,” she said in a tiny voice.


  Abram moved the white leather jacket from the chair to his desk, then steered Rylie to the chair. She sat down. It didn’t help. She was still falling—tumbling through a black hole of thought down into a very dark place.


  Rylie started to say, “If Seth and Abel had different fathers…” And then she stopped.


  “Two fathers, same mother,” Abram said.


  He was trying to guide her to an idea. A horrible idea.


  “But you and Summer are twins,” Rylie said.


  “Yeah.”


  The air in the room was suddenly too close. Seth’s smell, faint just a few minutes earlier, was now overwhelming. She couldn’t breathe it in. It made her feel like he was there. Like he was asking her again to choose between him and Abel, like that question she’d answered so long ago was suddenly open again.


  Rylie’s jaw ached. She rubbed her gums through her lips.


  She was wolfing out.


  “I have to walk,” Rylie said. If she didn’t move—if she didn’t stop herself from falling—she was going to lose control.


  And she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to get it back again.


  



  



  It was raining again. It left gray circles on Rylie’s white dress as she hurried down the sanctuary’s single paved road. The dirty rain made everything feel grungy and sick and wrong, even the asphalt under her feet.


  Asphalt that had been laid by Seth.


  The grief from his death had never gone away, but she’d been able to go whole days without thinking about him. Now she couldn’t go a second. He had roofed Crystal’s cottage all on his own. He had helped pick out the siding on all the buildings. He had made all the decisions, really—the human Alpha of a werewolf pack. A pillar that Rylie could lean on.


  The man that she had almost married.


  But then his brother mated with her as a werewolf on the full moon. She had fallen pregnant with Abel’s twins, and she had picked him. Stephanie had performed the paternity test herself. There was no question about their parentage.


  But Abram’s blood had opened the gate, and Summer’s hadn’t.


  Rylie walked faster, until her heart was beating hard and she was sweating underneath the rain. The pavement turned to dirt under her feet and began to slope upward, cutting through the forest toward the pass.


  She was getting drenched by that filthy rain and she just didn’t care. She wasn’t there in that immediate moment. She was caught in memory, yanked back through time by the question of “what if?”


  How many times had she ridden up that road on the back of the motorcycle, arms wrapped around Seth so she wouldn’t fall off? How many times had they held each other on rainy days instead of going outside to work on the Gresham Ranch? How many times had they had sex without protection because Rylie was convinced that werewolves couldn’t get pregnant?


  Would she have picked Abel if she thought that one of her children might have belonged to Seth?


  “It’s over,” she said out loud, trying to give force to the words. “I made my choice.”


  She hadn’t felt this twisting sickness and self-loathing in so long that she didn’t know how to handle it anymore. She wasn’t that girl. She wasn’t someone who messed with guys because she couldn’t make up her mind.


  But the thing was, her mind had been made up. Her mind had chosen Seth. Easy.


  It was the wolf that had always needed Abel.


  “No,” Rylie said.


  Now she was so freaked out that her mind was creating revisionist history and she had no idea what was truth and what was her panic.


  It shouldn’t have mattered anyway. Seth was dead.


  She was already up and over the pass and flying down the road on the other side of the mountain. She didn’t remember getting so far. Northgate spread below her, no longer a picture-perfect Christmas-card town, but a collection of wreckage in a world claimed by Hell. The fissure seemed redder than usual today. It was definitely steamier, what with the rain and all.


  St. Philomene’s Cathedral seemed to leap out at Rylie, and she knew where instinct was leading her.


  She didn’t get all the way to the church before running into Stephanie Whyte. The doctor was on her daily walk around town wearing a flower-patterned raincoat. She looked perfect and fashionable. Like the world hadn’t fallen apart around her. Like her husband wasn’t trapped in New Eden with the rest of the Apple and the werewolf pack. Rylie hated her for the composure. It burned in her gut.


  As if Stephanie knew what Rylie was thinking, she stopped dead in her tracks, giving the young werewolf a wary look.


  “What’s wrong?” Stephanie asked. The question came out as curt as everything else she ever said, but Rylie thought that she could almost hear a soft edge to it. Almost.


  Everything was wrong. Everything was so incredibly freaking wrong.


  “Werewolf biology,” Rylie said. “Well, wolf biology would work too, I guess. What do you know about it?” The fact that she managed to speak instead of bursting into tears was probably some kind of belated Christmas miracle.


  “I know everything that I’ve learned from the limited studies I’ve performed on you. Which is to say, I know virtually nothing.” She arched an eyebrow. “Why?”


  “Could a single—um—could one litter be fathered by different guys? Wolves, I mean.”


  Stephanie was very quiet. Too quiet. She had stopped spinning her umbrella and the rain pattered sharply against it, drizzling off the rear edge. “Why?” she finally asked.


  Rylie couldn’t explain without telling her why she thought that Abram and Summer might have different fathers. Abram hadn’t wanted anyone else to know. And neither did Rylie.


  Seth had died because of his blood. He had been forced to give everything up to James Faulkner, and then he had gone and died.


  What would happen to Abram if anyone found out?


  “Curiosity, I guess,” Rylie said, and she knew it sounded stupid even as she said it. “I don’t know much about werewolves although I’ve been Alpha since I was sixteen, and now the pack is gone… I’m just thinking about it a lot. That’s all.”


  The doctor was still giving her that weird look, and Rylie didn’t like it at all. God, she wished she were a better liar. She wished she knew about biology herself. She wished she’d gone to college. She wished—well, she wished for a lot of things, most of all that her son didn’t have blood that was likely to get him killed.


  “I can look into it,” Stephanie said. “Are you wondering if your pregnancy might be—”


  “Get the fuck away from her,” said a low, dangerous voice from behind them.


  Rylie knew who it would be when she turned, but she still had to look.


  It was Abel.


  Guilt lurched through her, making her heart skip a few beats. He always made her heart do that, though. The sight of him standing naked in the rain, freshly changed back from his wolf form, was absolutely breathtaking. It wasn’t that she was wondering if she loved him as much as she thought she did. That was stupid. She hadn’t done anything wrong.


  Crap, even her thoughts were rambling. How was she going to keep everyone from finding out about Abram when she couldn’t control her brain, much less her mouth?


  She reached out to touch his chest and then dropped her hands to her side.


  “It’s okay, I came to talk to Stephanie,” Rylie said. “She hasn’t done anything wrong.”


  But the doctor was already drawing back. Whatever almost-familial bond had once existed between Stephanie and the werewolves was gone now, scratched away at the end of the tattoo gun that had imprinted a bleeding apple on her flesh.


  “I’ll let you know what I find,” Stephanie said.


  She didn’t turn her back on them until she was already at the end of the block, and then she sidestepped into the trees, taking a shortcut toward the cathedral.


  Abel jerked Rylie against his chest. “Running to Northgate in the rain? Alone?” There was no real animosity in the words. He almost looked amused. “I bet you didn’t warn anyone about where you were going, neither. Why do you have to be such a pain in the ass?”


  God, she loved it when he picked on her. It was probably masochistic, but it was like he was reminding her how much he cared about her with every little jab.


  That was how he’d talked to Seth, too.


  She tried not to let her heartbeat accelerate again. He’d be able to smell the stress on her. He would know.


  “What did you find out about Uriel?” Rylie asked, smoothing her hands over his skin. It comforted her to see him unharmed. “He didn’t know you were following, did he?”


  “Secret agent werewolf? You kidding?” He caught her by the wrists, encircling the delicate bones in his large hands, and pushed her toward one of the houses. He forced her to stand under the awning where it was dry. “He went to Shamain. That big old slice in the sky—seems like it’s not totally closed. He went out about fifty miles into farmland and then straight up.”


  “So there’s a route to New Eden in Shamain.”


  “Seems like it.”


  That was a start. It was better than any other lead they’d had since the pack went missing.


  It might have been a chance to get their family back.


  She rested her cheek against Abel’s chest. He was slick and warm and familiar. It was horrible to think, but even though they had lost everyone else in the pack to New Eden, she still had the people who mattered most. She had her mate. She had her children. As long as she had them, she could survive anything.


  Including Abram’s deadly little problem.


  It was stupid to get caught up in the past and what could have been. She needed to focus on what was real. What was now.


  “I love you,” Rylie said, wrapping her arms around his waist.


  He rumbled with satisfaction. “Yeah, you do.”


  A wind slammed through Northgate, making screen doors flap all along the street. Abel held Rylie tighter as he turned, glaring out at the swaying trees.


  “What the hell?” he muttered.


  The wind died just as suddenly as it had hit, and a smell struck Rylie hard. The smell of brimstone, blood, and sickness.


  She dropped down the steps onto the lawn. She wasn’t surprised to see three people standing just up the street.


  Elise Kavanagh dropped her grip on a man she had been carrying slung over her shoulder. He hit the pavement and didn’t move. The other man fell to his knees of his own volition, gagging and heaving. Pretty typical reaction to being jerked across dimensions rather than taking the fissure.


  But why would Elise phase in such a hurry like that?


  The answer settled over Rylie’s shoulders with dreadful certainty: Something had gone wrong.


  Abel tried to grab her arm, but Rylie moved too fast. She jogged over to Elise. It was Deputy Lincoln Marshall at her feet. He was the one covered in blood, and his stench made her recoil. She didn’t want to be anywhere near him. He wasn’t just sick. He was…wrong.


  Elise was speaking to James, who had stopped vomiting. “Pick a house with enough space. Get the ritual going.”


  It shouldn’t have comforted Rylie to have a demon show up at her door in obvious distress. It could only mean bad things. Like, probably apocalypse bad, since Elise wasn’t with the army. But it seemed easier to handle an external threat than think about her feelings for even another second.


  “Tell me what I can do to help,” Rylie said, adrenaline racing through her veins.


  Elise finally looked at her. The demon’s eyes were shadowed, and she smelled almost as sickly as Lincoln did. “Help James find an empty building. We’re casting a spell, and we need to do it fast.”


  



  



  



  



  



  Five


  



  THE SKY DARKENED rapidly as they prepared a house for the ritual. Rylie had directed Elise to the bigger homes on the affluent west side of town—affluent in the sense that these people had lived in recent stick-built constructions rather than mobile homes—and she and Abel hauled all of the furniture out of the basement.


  “Watch the sky for me,” Elise told Rylie, using a Sharpie to draw symbols on the floor surrounding Lincoln’s body. Now that she had seen James cast the spell once, she was almost as quick to draw as her aspis was.


  “What am I watching for?” Rylie asked.


  The fading memory of white fire crashing into Dis flashed through Elise’s mind. Her Sharpie hesitated, leaving a circle of ink she hadn’t intended. “Angels,” Elise said, scrubbing the ink away before it could dry.


  Rylie nodded, rushing up the stairs.


  “Wait, wait, stop,” James said, grabbing Elise’s shoulder. “What are you doing?” He had been working on the outside edge of the circle and must have just noticed that she was helping.


  “You can’t draw the circle fast enough on your own.” She shook him off so she could keep drawing. She had only looked at James’s circle in Dis briefly before time flipped, but that part of her memory wasn’t blurring.


  James dropped to his knees beside her. “But you’re…” He compared the notebook cradled in his left hand to what Elise was drawing. “Did you get into my notebooks? How do you know what to draw?”


  Because I’ve already lived today once.


  “I’ll try to explain later,” she said. “We don’t have time to discuss this now.”


  “Lincoln’s stable for the moment,” James said.


  “He’s not. He’ll die in less than an hour, and it won’t be pretty.” It might be faster this time, since she hadn’t gotten an opportunity to feed him.


  James picked up his own Sharpie again. The ink made the air smell sour even though they’d opened all the basement windows to the rainy evening.


  “Something happened at the House of Abraxas, didn’t it?” James asked as he drew. “Something that I somehow missed, even though I was beside you the entire time.”


  “Not exactly,” Elise said.


  She encircled Lincoln in loops and spirals, kicking his ankles together so that she could draw where his leg had been resting.


  “Then what, exactly, happened?” James asked. “You didn’t have anything to do with my research in the Palace.”


  Elise opened her mouth to argue, but another woman spoke first.


  “Well, this is interesting.” Stephanie stood on the basement stairs, hands resting on her curved belly. She was wearing an empire-waisted shirt that displayed her pregnancy, rather than trying to hide it. James’s eyes widened in shock.


  “Get the fuck out of here,” Elise said.


  Stephanie arched an eyebrow. “When you’re doing gaean magic? I don’t think so. I can help you.”


  It took James a moment to tear his eyes from her stomach and catch up with the conversation. “What did you say? What kind of magic?”


  “Gaean magic,” Stephanie said patiently. “That’s what you’re trying to do here, I see. Terrible idea for an angel and a demon to attempt it, by the way. The way you’re doing it is more likely to kill you than accomplish anything constructive. At the very least, you’ll kill this man.”


  “Gaean,” James echoed.


  “You don’t know.” She rolled her eyes. “Get me a pen. I’ll fix your circle so you don’t blow yourselves up.”


  James glanced over his handiwork. Elise could feel how insulted he was by the implication that he was creating flawed magic, though he must have known there was a problem trying to mix disciplines. “Gaean magic doesn’t exist. I’ve never heard of it.”


  Stephanie took the pen from his hand. “There are a few people in the world who know things that you don’t.” She sniffed. “I know you’ve always considered yourself superior to the witches you pretended to have relationships with, and while I’m sure that’s wonderful food for your ego, it’s also terribly wrong.”


  Rage rippled over James. She bent to start drawing and he stepped in her way. “Don’t touch my damn circle.”


  Elise finished the mark she had been drawing. “Let Stephanie do it.”


  “What?”


  “Let her help,” she said again. Benjamin had said they needed help. He must have meant this.


  James moved back, allowing Stephanie to kneel awkwardly. She wasn’t graceful with a belly in her way. She had to take off her jacket and tuck it under her knees for padding before she could work.


  The look that James gave her was a combination of anger and disdain, as if he couldn’t believe Stephanie would have had the nerve to go and get pregnant. Elise wondered what they had thought about children when they were dating, sleeping together, buying a house together. She probably didn’t want to know.


  Elise tried to go back to drawing the next layer of the circle around Lincoln, like the rings of an onion, but James grabbed her. He took Elise to the corner, holding her shoulders, lowering his voice to a whisper. “This is a terrible idea. Stephanie’s with the Apple.”


  “And the Apple knows something we don’t,” Elise said, capping the marker. “This spell isn’t going to work, James. Not if we don’t do it differently this time. We need what Stephanie knows.”


  “It’s impossible for her to know anything helpful. I’ve researched all of this exhaustively.” Darkness flashed through his eyes, the corners of his mouth tipping down into a frown. “And I don’t consider myself superior to my girlfriends.”


  Elise’s head was aching now. “You do have a habit of hooking up with women who need you a hell of a lot more than you need them.”


  “You don’t need me more than I need you. I’m not sure you need me at all.”


  “We’re also not together.”


  “That’s your choice,” James said.


  “We’re not talking about this right now.” Why the hell couldn’t James focus on impending horrible death instead of jabbing at their shitty relationship? “Stephanie’s going to fix the spell for us, and then she can explain this…gaean magic thing, whatever it is.”


  “Every word out of her mouth is a goddamn lie.” She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen James this angry, quivering all over.


  “She’s right about a couple of things.” She shoved her pen into his hand. “The clock’s ticking, James, and second chances are fucking rare. Get the circle ready. Heal Lincoln.”


  What happened to you? The strain of his thoughts broke through the bond. You’re talking like we’ve done this before.


  Elise sighed. It’s about Benjamin Flynn. She thought the name forcefully enough that she knew he’d be able to hear it, too.


  He woke up? He spoke to you?


  Dim light spilled over the stairs of the basement and the sound of raining intensified.


  Rylie had flung the door wide open. There was a black wolf looming behind her. Abel had already shifted shapes—never a good sign. “There’s something in the sky,” she said. “They’re coming this way.”


  



  



  Elise stood on the edge of the fissure, watching as the past unfolded in front of her all over again. There were only three lights in the sky right now—three tiny lights that could have easily passed for airplanes, had there been any air traffic in United States airspace anymore. To detect them at such a distance, Rylie’s sense of smell must have been incredible.


  The clouds churned as the angels dropped, wings lighting up the night sky. Elise jerked the obsidian falchion out of her spine scabbard, swinging it in a figure eight to loosen her muscles. She was wound tightly and she needed to be limber for the fight to come.


  This time, she couldn’t let the angels reach the City of Dis.


  A large, warm body moved alongside hers. She could see black fur out of the corner of her eye. Abel was looking up at the sky, too. “They’re going to try to burn the city,” she said. “There are still innocents down there. Humans I haven’t liberated. Humans who enlisted in my army.”


  He huffed a breath out of his nose as if to tell her to shut up. Abel already knew what was at stake.


  “We only need to keep one alive for questioning,” Elise said. “With the rest—do whatever you have to do.”


  The werewolf Alpha trotted away from her, taking position higher up the fissure. Elise put its heat and light at her back so that it would be easier to see the descending angels.


  They were moving faster now. Picking up speed. And there were four—no, five of them.


  There would be more coming. A lot more.


  Elise peeked at the satellite phone in her pocket. It was an incredibly basic device. All it did was make phone calls to one number—the McIntyres’ phone in France—and tell the time. It was almost ten o’clock on Earth. What was the equivalent time in Hell? Would Terah have mobilized the seventeenth centuria yet? They had to be coming up the bridge soon.


  Not soon enough.


  The first angel shot ahead of the others as a ray of light. Elise phased and moved to intercept him in midair.


  Shadow connected with ethereal light, shocking her with pain. She had expected that. Planned on it. His glow punched through her, burned away the shadows, and forced her to turn corporeal.


  She was still hundreds of feet off the ground. She began to fall.


  But not before she hooked her left arm around the angel’s neck.


  He cried out in shock. “Release me!”


  It was Ezekiel. He was as beautiful as any of her children, with long, curly hair that he had tied into a knot. He only wore a sweater and jeans. Angelic arrogance. Who needed armor when you believed that there was no way any demon would ever be able to touch you?


  Yet here Elise was, locked around him as her flesh seared in his light. She bared her teeth at him as they fell faster under her weight.


  “Stay out of my city,” she hissed.


  She tried to plunge her falchion into his side. It was a short blade, much shorter than the angels’ sabers, and she should have moved fast enough to put it between his ribs. Yet he was faster still, even while tumbling. He deflected her arm. The point thrust into empty air.


  Elise twisted her wrist and cut upward as his wings flapped down. She felt it bite into flesh.


  Ezekiel’s scream made her sick. She couldn’t look at the damage she had caused, knowing that Lilith’s ichor would be spreading, poisoning the wing.


  Instead, she dug her fingernails into his shoulder, making sure he couldn’t drop her as she swung the sword again, grazing his other wing. Feathers fluttered into the air.


  His limb stiffened. His flapping grew clumsy.


  The ground became huge.


  They struck.


  Elise plowed into the earth, and she couldn’t phase to escape the full brunt of the blow. Ezekiel’s weight sledgehammered into her body. The dry grass and soil ripped open under them as they slid, flopping over each other. Elise finally lost her grip on his shoulder and tore free.


  She rolled over and over, the world flipping around her, and came to a stop at the feet of Bain Marshall.


  It had been a long time since she had fallen ten feet, much less a hundred. It hurt. She hadn’t been sure that her bones could break until that moment, but when she tried to stand, pain scythed down her spine and into her legs.


  Ezekiel had bounced a couple yards away. He was in even worse condition. He tried to push himself onto all fours, but couldn’t lift himself under the dead weight of his wings. And “dead” was the only accurate word for what had become of them—blackened, stiff, with shriveled feathers.


  As Elise struggled to her feet, a second angel slammed into the ground between her and Ezekiel with gold-feathered wings spread wide.


  “Godslayer,” he growled at the sight of her. It was Yemiel. Her traitorous heart skittered in her chest.


  Elise gripped the hilt of her obsidian falchion. She was standing, but she wasn’t confident in her ability to fight yet. Not when the angels glowed so damn brightly and her body was pulling together so slowly.


  “Come over here so I can kill you,” she said. “Or count to twenty and I’ll just come get you myself.”


  Yemiel pressed his sword to the side of her neck.


  But he didn’t cut.


  Confusion crimped his eyebrows together. “Godslayer,” he said again.


  “Mother,” Elise said to remind him. But that didn’t help her. Not this time. His confusion shifted to anger.


  “They warned me about that. I won’t fall for it. I won’t.” He swung his arm back, prepared to cut.


  A black shape hurtled out of the smoke to the right. Abel hit Yemiel in the side and sent him flying into one of the bridge’s pylons. Yemiel gave a shout of pain. His wings dimmed.


  Abel pinned the angel to the ground under his hefty paws, and he growled as he sank his teeth into the throat of his prey.


  Elise had been on the receiving end of a werewolf’s bite. Her neck throbbed in sympathetic pain.


  She wouldn’t need to worry about that angel again.


  Instead, Elise rounded on Ezekiel. His wings had gone entirely black and stone-shiny, though it hadn’t spread to his body. He glared up at her from underneath them. “Kill me,” Ezekiel said. “You might as well do it. I’d rather die than live life without my wings.”


  “Okay.” She hadn’t planned on giving him any alternatives anyway.


  Elise cut his head off.


  Eve only whimpered a little.


  A wet splattering sound told her when Abel was done with Yemiel. She stood over him as he gnawed the angel’s neck, crushing the vertebrae in his jaws. The angel’s pale eyes were empty. Lifeless.


  “Nicely done,” Elise said.


  Abel whirled on her, baring his fangs. She stepped back and lifted her hands defensively.


  Recognition settled over him and his lip fell. He licked his chops.


  “I don’t know who trained you Wilder boys or where you came from, but you’re damn good to have around,” Elise said.


  A sudden, brilliant light reminded her that there had been more than those two angels. The third didn’t bother attacking Elise—he hurtled straight into the fissure, distorting as he passed through the barrier between dimensions.


  “For fuck’s sake,” Elise hissed, spinning to look for the next angel.


  The fourth shot past her so fast that the blaze of light didn’t register as pain on her skin. She ran to the edge of the bridge, torn between staying to defend the outside and following them in.


  The night brightened as the fifth angel approached. Elise tried to gather her strength enough to phase to him like she had with Ezekiel, but his light had drained her. She was slow to react.


  Abel leaped first.


  A werewolf’s haunches were as powerful as his bite. He soared through the air, paws outstretched, and connected with the fifth angel before it could hit the fissure.


  Their momentum sent both of them flying into the buildings across the street. They crashed through the wall. Dust blasted out of the ruins of what had once been a lawyer’s office, and they disappeared.


  Elise’s moment of satisfaction was smothered when she realized that the night still wasn’t getting darker.


  Six more angels had emerged from the clouds, wings blazing.


  They were moving fast.


  Elise might have saved Lincoln—maybe—but the City of Dis was still screwed.


  Then the fissure shifted behind her. Feverish winds carried the smell of home to Elise: cooked flesh, churning factories, and endless wasteland. There were dark shapes at the top of the bridge, just on the other side of the barrier between universes.


  Terah was right on time.


  The seventeenth centuria poured through the fissure, bodies rippling as if they were emerging from a pool of water. Their armor was still so hot that they steamed when they hit the cool, damp air of Earth.


  The centurion herself erupted onto the lawn, leaping over the front ranks on her fell beast. It landed in front of Elise.


  “Funny meeting you here,” Terah said cheerfully. Shriveled wings unfolded from her mount’s flanks, stretching out wide.


  “Six angels overhead,” Elise said. “More incoming.”


  The fell beast shook its wings out as Terah studied the sky. Thin leather stretched between the bones, like a horrifyingly large bat. “Excellent.”


  Terah’s mount launched into the air to meet them. The army spread out.


  The angels hit a moment later.


  



  



  There was screaming outside the basement—none of it, James thought, coming from Elise. These were new voices. Possibly angels. Possibly something else. He thought that he sensed demons. It was likely that backup had arrived.


  Hopefully, the backup was for their side, not more angels.


  “James,” Stephanie snapped, drawing his attention back to Lincoln. Her fingers were pressed to his throat. “His heart rate is dropping.”


  He was tempted to abandon the spell and go outside to help Elise, but she wouldn’t be grateful for his intervention. Instead, he refocused on the magic at hand, dipping his fingers into the essential oil and anointing Lincoln’s face with it. The man’s skin was slimy with gray-tinted sweat. His cheeks were colorless.


  “How can I help?” Rylie asked, hovering nearby with her hands twisting together. “How can I make this go faster?”


  James shot her a look as he continued anointing Lincoln. As a werewolf, Rylie would have been most helpful upstairs, fighting alongside Elise and Abel. He didn’t think the girl was weak or a coward, exactly—he’d seen her running a ranch, seen her face the Union, and lead a werewolf pack. But here she was, hiding out in the basement, nestled within the relative safety of Stephanie’s hastily erected wards.


  “There’s an altar diagram on the first page of my notebook,” James said. “Make sure everything is arranged properly.”


  She hurried to obey, shuffling around the candles and bowls. She even moved the huge glass ball one-handed as if it weighed nothing.


  James began whispering a chant, trying to keep the words quiet enough that Stephanie wouldn’t be able to hear him. He wasn’t worried about her picking up any of the ancient vo-ani—that language was obscure, but hardly secret—but he didn’t want her to hear any of the ancient ethereal words. There was no way to be sure that she wouldn’t immediately take it back to the angels.


  Though he was quiet, the power built quickly. It was like weaving together a thick rope with his voice. The magic whipped through the air around him, pulling on the runes drawn around the circle.


  “Try Sumerian, too,” Stephanie said.


  Apparently, he hadn’t been whispering quietly enough. “What?”


  “Sumerian. I know you’re familiar with it. Try alternating verses in Sumerian. I think you’ll be pleased with the results.”


  James stared at the notebook where he’d written his chant in English. It was one thing to translate infernal and ethereal languages on the fly, but Sumerian occupied a dusty, seldom-visited corner of memory, one that had been implanted when he’d been little more than a boy.


  “Sumerian,” he echoed, grabbing a pen. He was going to have to write it out.


  He translated each third verse into Sumerian. It broke the pattern of the other languages, but Stephanie was right—it seemed to fit, in a way.


  Lincoln lurched into a sitting position with a roar, eyes flashing open. The whites were shot with blood.


  Stephanie leaped away from him. She caught herself in time to keep from breaking the inner line of the circle—just barely. But it left her within the reach of Lincoln’s arm. He seized her wrist, terror etched in every line of his face.


  “Hey!” Rylie shoved him back to the floor effortlessly, breaking his grip on the doctor. He swung at her. She knocked that aside, too. “I’ll hold him, but I didn’t place the last candle.”


  Stephanie slid the notebook toward her. “I’ll take care of it.” She only sounded faintly scared.


  “Let me go!” Lincoln cried, struggling against Rylie’s grip. He kicked out. His feet almost connected with the altar. “Get your fucking hands off of me!”


  The girl shifted so that she was sitting on his knees without releasing his shoulders. She was better than any shackles. “Hold still,” she growled. It sounded like a warning. Werewolves had a high prey drive. If he didn’t stop struggling, Lincoln might learn exactly how high.


  James scrawled off the last of his Sumerian notes. It was barely legible, and probably utterly butchered, but that was the best he could do given the time.


  A heavy thudding shook through the basement. The rafters groaned. Dust showered over the circle, deflected by an invisible dome of magic.


  He heard another distant, muffled shout. This time, he was fairly certain it was Elise.


  James lit the candles and began to chant again.


  Stephanie was right. Adding the third language felt incredibly right. The ropes of magic he’d been weaving with his words before had been mere cobwebs compared to the steel cables he created now.


  How had she known?


  He shot a questioning look at the doctor, but she was distracted by Rylie’s struggle with Lincoln.


  There was something familiar about all of this—not Stephanie and Rylie, but this circle of power, and Lincoln at the center, and the words that he was saying. James felt like he had cast this spell before. But that was impossible.


  Déjà vu swirled through him. Maybe it was the magic disorienting him. Maybe it wasn’t.


  But this was important. He could feel it.


  “Good God,” Stephanie whispered. Lincoln’s sweat was burning through the chest of his shirt.


  Rylie stared at it in horror. “What is that?”


  It would be Lincoln’s death within minutes if James didn’t stop it. Lincoln’s skin was blistering, peeling, burning from the acid heat of his own bodily fluids.


  James rested a hand on Lincoln’s forehead. He was hotter than the wind in Hell. It was incredible he hadn’t died yet. The deputy twisted around, trying to snap at him, but he couldn’t move enough underneath Rylie to reach.


  “Don’t let it touch you, Rylie,” Stephanie said.


  James barely heard her. His own voice filled his skull.


  As he continued to speak, the ropes of magic faded, becoming replaced by something different, something…else.


  The room peeled open around him.


  James could see through the concrete walls of the basement and the wooden beams overhead. He could see through the earth, and all of the smallest insects squirming through the roots. He could see bodies on the street above—demons, he assumed, although it was hard to identify them when all he could make out were bones and blood and the brightly colored threads of their souls.


  Everything was connected by those threads. The creatures ringing the house above were intertwined with each other, and their threads led back to the fissure, deep into Hell. The plants were all connected. Even the smallest fibers of the house were connected. The wood that had once been trees, the wool in the furniture that had grown from animals.


  James focused on Stephanie. She was a different color than the demons, a coppery green. It shocked him to realize that Rylie was the same.


  Lincoln was a mixture of Hell and Earth, copper and crimson. The crimson threads were tainted. His heart was slowing.


  James could see how easy it would be now. All he needed to do was snap his link to Hell, and Lincoln would be left human. It was so easy. James wasn’t sure how he could have missed something so trivial before.


  In fact, if he pulled on any of those threads, he thought he could change them, shift them, twist them to his will.


  So much magic flowed through James. So much life.


  He didn’t realize that the crashing noise he heard wasn’t a side effect of the magic until Stephanie screamed.


  His concentration broke. One of the narrow basement windows had shattered, the glass still skittering across the concrete floor in brilliant shards that reflected white light. A pair of bare feet stood on top of the glass, uncut. James’s gaze lifted from the feet to a pair of gray slacks, a white shirt, and a square, emotionless face.


  “Bahriel,” Stephanie said.


  The angel folded his wings behind him. James could still see the threads woven deep into the feathers, fueling the angel with magic, connecting him to Heaven even when he strayed far across the dimensions.


  That was why an angel could be so easily killed after severing the wings—they weren’t just an appendage. They were the angel’s connection to the ethereal.


  It felt like James was looking through time and space to all its secrets.


  Bahriel ruffled his feathers. “You’re with the Apple, aren’t you?” he asked Stephanie with no small hint of disdain. James wasn’t sure he’d ever heard an angel speak with any other tone.


  “Yes, I am,” Stephanie said, shoving her sleeve up her arm to expose the telltale tattoo. It was daintier than the marks that James had seen on the other cultists, but for the first time, he saw that it also glowed with a strange kind of magic. It bound Stephanie to the angel. It didn’t give her power—it gave them power. “We’ve spoken before. We were in contact prior to the Breaking.”


  He didn’t seem to recognize her. “Ah. I thought we’d taken all of your sect to paradise.”


  “Paradise?” She gave a dry laugh. “I know where you’ve taken them, Bahriel. I know what you’ve done to them. I thought we had an understanding.”


  The angel actually rolled his eyes. It was such a juvenile gesture coming from something that ancient.


  “Are you the Godslayer?” he asked Rylie, ignoring Stephanie.


  Her eyes widened. “What? No, I’m not—I’m not anything.”


  “Why do you want her?” James asked, standing. It was probably a ridiculous question. There was only one thing that the angels could want to do with Elise now, and it wasn’t inviting her over for drinks.


  Bahriel’s gaze fell on him—or, more precisely, on his ungloved hands. The bright, glowing ethereal runes reflected in the angel’s hungry eyes. “No, that can’t be what I think it is.” His gaze roved from James to the surrounding circle, and his obvious delight only grew. “You’ve done the impossible, brother.”


  “I’m no one’s brother. I’m not one of you,” James said, shoving his hands behind him.


  It was too late to keep Bahriel from seeing them, but not too late to keep the information from spreading.


  The angel needed to die.


  Bahriel pressed his fingers against the edge of the circle. The magic strained under the force of his will.


  Stephanie backed into the center as the magic snapped and crackled around them. The dome contracted.


  “James,” she said warningly. He could see her heart hammering in overdrive.


  “I know,” he said, “I know.” He needed to do something, but any offensive spell would have to be cast from outside the circle to cause harm. He had a dagger tucked in the back of his belt, but that was useless behind the barrier, too.


  Bahriel pressed harder, extending his wings until they brushed the walls to either side of him. His fingers began to slip through, and Rylie snarled. The hands holding Lincoln were suddenly clawed, her lips peeled back to expose fangs, her eyes burning in the darkness.


  And then another window shattered, and two more bodies leaped into the basement. They brought the scent of sulfur with them like a cloak. James had to blink hard to be able to see their skin, rather than straight through to the life force flowing through their veins.


  Both wore leather armor with red bolts at the hips and shoulders and carried spears in clawed hands—some kind of demon species related to brutes, James thought.


  He had never been so happy to see demons in his life.


  They hurtled around the edge of the circle to engage Bahriel, forcing the angel to withdraw his hand.


  Bahriel backhanded the first demon to reach him. He tossed it against the wall, cracking the concrete where its back connected.


  The second threw its spear at him. He caught it. Snapped the point off of the shaft. Buried the pointed end into the belly of the demon.


  Before the first two had fallen, several more demons scrambled into the room, one after the other. Stephanie recoiled at the sight of them, grabbing James’s shirt in both hands as she hid behind him. Her touch was strange and unsettling. It reminded him that he had flesh to touch.


  That wasn’t the only thing making the back of his neck itch, though. The room suddenly seemed quieter than it should have been, even under the cacophony. Something was missing. Like someone had just turned the bass off on a dance song.


  James stared at the circle, trying to see if it had broken, but there was nothing missing. The magic was complete. Yet it was still fading.


  His eyes fell on Lincoln.


  The deputy’s sickly threads were draining of color. His heart had stopped beating, and the magic was failing with him.


  The sickness crept over the fibers connecting him to the universe, and his skin peeled away underneath his shirt, boiling and bloody.


  “Damn it all!” James hissed, crouching beside Lincoln.


  He had come too far to let the man die now.


  James reached out, not quite sure what he was doing, and snapped the thread connecting Lincoln to Hell with all of his willpower.


  The world snapped, too.


  White-hot energy erupted from the point where Lincoln had been severed from Hell, blooming silently like a nuclear blast on the horizon. With his hands outstretched, gripping the cables of magic, James felt almost like he could ride that blast and control it—or direct it, at the very least.


  So he pushed it toward the glass orb, packing it into the vessel. The sphere bloomed with light.


  The demons shrieked. They burned.


  James pushed harder as his skin heated, fighting to ride it rather than let it ride him. There was so much more power than he could have ever dreamed of. It was more than a single angel carried in his wings. More than a dozen angels. If he pushed any more into the glass, he might shatter it and lose everything—and if he tried to take it within himself, he knew, with total certainty, that he would be incinerated.


  “No,” he groaned through gritted teeth, clenching his fists. “Just a little more…” There was no room for more. The vessel was at its maximum. Only a fraction of the power remained uncontrolled outside the sphere, but a fraction was still enough to set the entire world on fire.


  It slipped away from him.


  Bahriel had his hand clasped on a demon’s throat. He turned to watch the power breaking, his mouth opening in shock.


  It hit him first.


  He staggered, slammed into the wall, wings shriveling into husks on his back. He hit the floor face-first. The demons fell next, so suddenly that they didn’t have time to cry out.


  And still the power burned through them, melting their flesh into greasy puddles on the concrete.


  It exploded beyond the basement and into the soil. It struck the roots and the grass curled. James clutched his forehead, squeezing his eyes shut, trying not to watch as the power passed through the demons guarding the street outside the house and killed them, too. Their lives didn’t blink into nothingness. They were absorbed.


  He hit the floor on his knees, roaring through the pain of dozens of deaths until the power finally, finally dissipated into the night, fluttering away in smoky fragments.


  



  



  



  



  



  Six


  



  “WHAT DID YOU say to Mom?”


  Abram didn’t turn at the sound of his sister’s voice. He continued beating on the same punching bag he had been abusing for over an hour now, punishing it and punishing himself until the seams looked like they might burst.


  He’d tried to stop punching the bag twice now, but nothing else seemed like an appetizing way to pass the time. When he wasn’t punching, he was thinking, and Levi’s sleeping face in the cavern underneath New Eden filled his mind. Hell of a thing to have to see all the time, awake or asleep.


  It was better to just keep punching.


  “What did you say?” Summer repeated when he ignored her.


  “Not much,” he said, picking up the speed of his blows.


  She stepped into his line of sight. Her unruly curls were pulled back into a loose ponytail. She was wearing a sundress that was about three inches too short for her long legs—probably stolen from Rylie. “You told her about the lock, didn’t you?”


  “What was I supposed to do?”


  “I don’t know. How about not tell her about the fact that you weren’t fathered by her mate? Huh? That would have been a great option.”


  “Like you said.” He shrugged. “Crappy liar.”


  “There’s a difference between lying and just keeping stuff to yourself.”


  He grunted.


  It seemed to be about time to desist with the punching. There was no way Summer was going to let him off until she’d chewed him out anyway.


  “She deserved to know,” Abram said.


  “Do you hate her that much?”


  He frowned at Summer, wiping the back of his neck with a towel. “I don’t hate Rylie.”


  “You’ve got a funny way of showing it. How is she supposed to respond to that news, huh? The fact that she was pregnant by two guys at once? Brothers? That’s freaky. We’re werewolves, and that’s still freaky, and that says a lot.” She fisted her ponytail, like trying to yank it out of her scalp would be so helpful. “Ugh! Not to mention what it could do to her relationship with Abel.”


  Well, Abram definitely didn’t care about that part.


  He dropped the towel and grabbed his jacket. If he couldn’t pulverize the punching bag, he could always go for a jog—not that it would keep Summer away from him. She’d always been faster than him. Stupid shifter.


  Just as he’d expected, she followed him to the front door.


  “It doesn’t matter who fathered us anyway,” Summer said. “It doesn’t change who we are. It doesn’t change the fact that Rylie’s our mom, and it doesn’t change that Abel has been there for us since we came back.”


  Anger choked him, knotting in his throat. He didn’t look at her.


  That was something that she would never get. It mattered. It really fucking mattered. Abel hadn’t done jack shit for Abram—but Seth had. The guy who was dead and interned in a mausoleum above the waterfall.


  Rylie deserved to know because Abram wanted the whole world to know. He wasn’t the son of an asshole Alpha werewolf. He was the son of a hunter. A good man. Someone that Abram could be proud of.


  He flung the door open.


  “Don’t do stony silent with me,” Summer said, grabbing his arm. “You know I won’t—” She cut off.


  There was an angel standing in front of the cottage.


  Uriel was glancing uneasily at the sanctuary around them, wings pulled in tight to his shoulders. “Are you alone?”


  Summer faltered. “What are you doing here again?”


  “The ethereal army’s moving.” To punctuate his words, brilliant white lights flared in the sky, streaming down from the clouds like fireworks tumbling from their apex. They quickly vanished behind the peaks of the mountain.


  Abram could tell that they were going for Northgate.


  “Oh no,” Summer said, turning on her brother. “I saw Rylie going that way. We have to help them.”


  Uriel stepped in her path. “But Nash is awake.”


  “What?”


  “The army is moving, the door to New Eden won’t be restricted for the next hour, and Nash is awake,” Uriel said tightly. “If you want to get into the city, this is your only chance.”


  Abram exchanged looks with his sister. Summer was just as bad at lying as he was, and she sucked at poker. Her every emotion—hope and fear and excitement—played over her face.


  “Take me,” she said, holding out her hand.


  Abram caught her wrist before Uriel could grab her. She tensed under his touch, but Abram said, “Take us.”


  Summer looked so grateful that it almost hurt. The fact was, he didn’t care if Nash was awake. He cared that his sister was going to the city of angels.


  And he cared that Levi was still trapped there.


  “It’s probably better for both of you to come,” Uriel agreed. “I won’t be able to help you once we’re inside. You’ll be on your own. I can’t guarantee anything. Do you understand?”


  Summer shook off his warning. “Yeah, yeah. Fine. Whatever. Let me write a note to my mom real quick.” She scrawled a message on the whiteboard by the door (“gone to town for supplies”) and then seized his elbow. “Take us to New Eden.”


  Uriel spread his wings, and they flew.


  



  



  “Careful,” Uriel hissed. He slammed Abram against a white stone wall, hand over his mouth, and peered around the corner.


  Abram froze under the angel’s grip, the hair on the back of his neck standing on end at the contact. Uriel felt less like another man and more like grabbing a live electric wire. And that was with his wings hidden. Abram couldn’t tolerate it for longer than a few seconds, so he shoved the angel’s arm off of him.


  Freeing himself of the physical contact barely helped. Now that Abram was in an ethereal city, everything gave him that sickening feeling of being half-submerged in a pool of electricity.


  They stood on one of Shamain’s side streets. The city was an abandoned husk without the angels to maintain it, but, judging by the amount of light and shadow splashing on the road behind them, they had inhuman company now—angels wandering through the ruins of their dead city.


  Summer waited against the opposite wall. The light of flapping wings reflected in her wide eyes. She was excited, on an adrenaline high, but nowhere near as miserable as Abram.


  “Move,” Uriel said, grabbing Summer by the collar and dragging her onto the street. She was almost as tall as he was, but she still had to take two steps to match his.


  The street was empty now, leaving a clear path over the twisting bridges, past the canal, to a brilliantly glowing building beyond. It was twilight in Shamain, which didn’t provide enough illumination to keep Abram from tripping on uneven cobblestones as they hurried down the road.


  They weren’t far from where the temple district had been before it fell. The streets were a wreck here, albeit a gorgeous wreck. The columns looked graceful even when tipped against each other. The bare trees looked like they were waiting for spring, not dead.


  “Once we pass through the gate, I can’t help you,” the angel muttered, eyes flicking between the shadows as they rushed over a bridge. The canal underneath was dry. “I can show you the building but not the room where he’s being kept. If they catch me with you—”


  “I know,” Abram snapped. Uriel had already gone over this a dozen times.


  Summer touched the angel’s arm. “Thank you,” she said more gently.


  He rested his hand on hers for a brief moment. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. This is a huge help.”


  Uriel just shook his head and led them to the gate.


  It was an archway three times as tall as an angel and twice as broad as their wingspans. Black veins curved around the pillars. The symbols rimming the base glowed. Crates were scattered in the square surrounding the gate, guarded by three angels.


  It took Abram a moment to notice a fourth angel working behind the gate. It looked like he was erecting a second structure, though this one wasn’t in the shape of a door. It was some kind of machine, judging by the large stone cogs.


  Surprise jolted down his spine when he recognized the glow of crimson magical runes on the machinery. It wasn’t angel magic.


  “That was definitely not here when I visited Shamain before,” Summer said.


  Uriel pulled them behind a cluster of bushes, dropping to his knees. “Yes. It’s a recent addition, since they’ve shut down almost all the other entrances.”


  “What’s with the gears?” Abram asked, jerking his chin toward the fourth angel.


  “War machine,” Uriel said vaguely. He seemed too distracted watching the door. “We want to wait for a break.”


  “A break in what?” Summer asked.


  The light within the gateway flashed brightly. A pair of angels stepped through and the guards immediately began outfitting them with sabers and armor from the crates around the square.


  “It should be empty on the other side for a few minutes,” Uriel said. “There shouldn’t be anyone to notice that I’ve come back with unexpected guests.”


  It only took a few seconds for the angels to be outfitted, and then the newcomers took to the air, flying toward the gaping hole to Earth.


  Uriel stood. “You’re my prisoners, by the way.”


  “I’ve seen that movie,” Summer said, although she allowed Uriel to take her arm. “It never works.”


  “It will work.”


  Abram clenched his jaw when Uriel grabbed his arm, too. His vision blurred around the edges. His head ached.


  He didn’t think there was a chance in hell that the guards would be stupid enough to let them through, but they didn’t question Uriel. They nodded at him as he walked Abram and Summer to the door.


  “For the pool,” Uriel explained to the guard on the right. “They’re from the Apple.”


  The guard had already gone back to rearranging swords within the crate. “I understand. Safe travels.”


  Safe travels? “What does that mean?” Summer whispered as they approached the gate. The air grew thicker, humming with power. Abram felt like they were walking in slow motion.


  “It means that you need to hold on to me and not let go until we’re on the other side,” Uriel said. “No matter how miserable you feel, kopis.” That was addressing Abram specifically. Had he been so obvious about his weakness?


  He steeled his spine. “I won’t let go.”


  “Easier said than done.” Uriel swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. I really am.”


  They stepped through.


  



  



  For an eternity, there was nothing.


  Abram’s thoughts and breath were suspended, extending toward infinity without motion. He saw nothing. He felt nothing.


  And then he shocked back into his body standing at the edge of a roof, and it was only his quick reflexes that saved him from falling off the side. He gripped a pillar in both hands and looked down to realize that he couldn’t see the ground under the building. It was so far away that it disappeared into mist.


  “Wow,” Summer breathed, steadying herself on Abram’s arm. Her fingernails dug into his bicep.


  He had forgotten that she hadn’t seen New Eden. He tried to see it as she did—not as someone who had been kidnapped along with the pack, but someone who was coming on her own terms as a rescuer. It wasn’t quite as frightening to know that they were there by choice…but only barely.


  They stood high over the city, on one of the tallest buildings in view. New Eden spread below them, carpeting the hills in shiny skyscrapers, solariums, greenhouses, and canals. He expected that this was how Shamain would have looked if it had been built several centuries later. The sleek lines were ultra-modern. No Romanesque columns here.


  His kopis senses were screaming at being surrounded by so many angels. He easily picked out a dozen swooping from skyscraper to skyscraper in a glance—about a dozen more angels that he’d ever wanted confront at once.


  “Horrible, huh?” Abram asked.


  “I guess,” Summer said. Her eyes shone with the light reflecting from the sky. It was eternal dawn, faintly pink and gold rimmed with midnight blue. “I mean, the way they made it is horrible, but this is…”


  “Horrible,” he said again.


  The fact that they had made something this gorgeous out of something so awful made it worse, not better.


  Abram wondered if the pillar under his fingers had been grown out of anyone that he knew.


  Uriel stepped up beside them, seemingly unbothered by their distance from the ground. The breeze rustling through his wings was an echo of the wind in the trees. A feather was plucked free and spiraled into the sky.


  “That’s the hospital,” he said, pointing at a tower nestled against a cliff, mirrored on either side by waterfalls. “Nash is still healing in there.”


  “But awake,” Summer said.


  “Yes. Awake.” Uriel glanced over his shoulder at the doorway behind them. It was glowing bright again, like someone was about to come through. The angel extended his arms. “Hold on to me. I’ll take you to the land above the tower.”


  Reluctantly, Abram took one wrist, and Summer grabbed his opposite shoulder, careful not to obstruct the motion of his wings.


  Uriel stepped off the building.


  Abram gritted his teeth as they swept through the air, squinting his eyes against the wind. The city rushed past them. Uriel kept low, almost low enough for their feet to brush some of the taller buildings, but he hurtled so quickly that it was all nothing more than an indistinguishable blur.


  With a few flaps of his wings, they were across the city.


  Solid earth met Abram’s boots. He jerked away from Uriel, rubbing the pins and needles out of his hands from where they had been in contact.


  “Wow,” Summer said again.


  Uriel had meant it when he said that he’d take them above the tower. They were on the cliff between rivers, looking down at the geometric roof of the hospital. It was a long damn climb to get down there. At least five hundred feet. And without gear.


  “Uriel—” Abram began, turning to face the angel.


  He was gone.


  Summer smoothed her hair down. It had gone frizzy from their brief, rapid flight. “We better go quickly. We’re too conspicuous up here.”


  She was right. There were angels not too far away—less than a mile. And standing up on the cliff, they were bathed in some of the brightest light available. It wouldn’t be long before someone realized that there were visitors in town that didn’t have wings.


  Abram squared his shoulders and swallowed hard as he looked down at the hospital again.


  Long damn climb.


  He wasn’t afraid of heights. He wasn’t. He’d climbed the waterfall at the sanctuary before. But hell, that had been over the lake—if he’d fallen, he’d have just ended up wet. If he fell now, he’d have a long time to think about how much he fucking hated angels before he hit the trees at the bottom, and he doubted they were nearly as fluffy as they looked from up here.


  Summer dropped to her belly on the edge of the cliff. She kicked off her shoes. “Last one down has to kiss Nash as soon as we find him.”


  Abram’s left eye twitched. “No.”


  “Well, you’d better be faster than me, then.”


  She vanished over the side.


  Thinking all of his favorite swear words, Abram swung his legs over the side. Considering that she turned into a wolf, Summer climbed a lot like a monkey, slipping down the craggy, mossy rocks as though she had been born with suction cups for hands. She was already a dozen feet below him.


  He flipped onto his stomach and slid down.


  Abram didn’t look at the building underneath him. He focused on finding the next handhold, primarily using his arms to lower himself. Rocks scraped against his shirt.


  He could hear Summer humming a merry tune just to his left and a few feet below. Humming. She was enjoying this.


  Abram climbed faster.


  Summer might have had shapeshifter strength on her side, but he wasn’t a kopis for nothing, and he soon drew level with her. He risked a look down below. The hospital roof was growing. It was semi-transparent crystal and carpeted by creepers—maybe enough to soften the landing, definitely enough to make footing slippery if he wasn’t careful walking across it.


  They drew within a hundred feet. Seventy feet. Summer was beating him.


  Abram released his handhold and fell.


  He hit on all fours, landing on a springy mass of vines. They were crushed underneath his weight. Silvery sap oozed from them.


  “Cheater,” Summer said, dropping beside him.


  “Sore loser.”


  “Werewolf lover.”


  Abram gave her a hard look. They hadn’t talked about his relationship with Levi, but it was no shock that Summer knew. She knew everything. “Angel lover.”


  “Guilty,” she said, beaming. “Now let’s find my horrible boyfriend so we can find your horrible boyfriend, huh?”


  



  



  



  



  



  Seven


  



  JAMES LURCHED TOWARD consciousness. Once he managed to open his eyes again, he saw that Stephanie was crouched over Lincoln, attempting to resuscitate the deputy. Rylie hung back, gnawing on a thumbnail that was definitely a thumbnail rather than a claw. Her eyes glistened with tears.


  She noticed James straightening and gasped.


  “Are you okay?” Rylie asked.


  He felt like he’d just been squeezed through a sieve molecule by molecule. “Fantastic,” he croaked, holding out a hand. “Some assistance?”


  The girl hefted him to his feet and brushed off his shirt. His entire body seemed to creak as he straightened. It had been a long time since he had felt quite so sore, so…human. And somehow, James had gotten something that looked like ash on him—ash, or soil.


  He glanced around, looking for a source. He was startled to see that the circle of power was gone, leaving no hint of the ink that he had spent almost an hour drawing. The only sign that there had been a circle at all was that the floor was clean.


  And beyond the perimeter, the basement was…blooming.


  Fresh green grass carpeted the cement, dotted with tiny white wildflowers. The floor had been flat underneath, but there were small hills in this grass, each one holding a cluster of denser flowers.


  “The bodies,” Rylie said by way of explanation.


  He felt like he was going to be sick. “How long did that take to grow?”


  “Just a few seconds,” she said. “You weren’t out long at all.”


  “Help, please,” Stephanie said tightly. “Rylie, can you perform CPR? Just the chest compressions.”


  “Yeah, sure. I spent a summer as a lifeguard.” Her cheeks burned bright pink. She looked embarrassed to have not thought to help herself. To be fair, if James had just watched a dozen bodies sprout into an indoor field of wildflowers, he probably wouldn’t have been thinking of chest compressions either.


  A quiet humming drew his attention to the glass sphere on the altar.


  There was bright white smoke inside. James hefted the orb in both hands. It wasn’t burning, but pleasantly warm. It was hard to imagine that something glowing so pleasantly could cause so much destruction.


  His head filled with a high, whining buzz when he touched it. Use me, the sphere whispered to him. Let me work miracles.


  He had to be imagining that voice. It seemed to come from everywhere.


  “So much power,” he murmured.


  More power than he had ever dreamed of having before.


  Enough to tear a hole straight to Eden and save Nathaniel?


  The orb went silent when he held it against his chest. Without its hum, he realized that the entire world had gone quiet. There were no more battle sounds outside the shattered basement windows—just the soft pattering of rain.


  “Elise,” he said, both aloud and with his mind. Elise.


  She didn’t respond to him.


  James climbed the basement stairs, long grass brushing his ankles. He stepped over a mound to reach the door. “Where—are—you—going?” Rylie asked in time with her chest compressions.


  He didn’t respond. He shoved through the door, ran out of the living room—also carpeted in grass—and stepped onto the street.


  There was no more fighting here. The wildflowers were brighter and more colorful on the surface, growing in clusters of pink and violet from the largest hills, as if the color of the meat in which they had taken root. James swallowed down bile, clutched the sphere harder, and ran for the fissure.


  As he drew closer, he heard screaming again—a shockingly comforting sound. The sphere seemed to warm at the sound of it.


  Use me. Let me work miracles.


  The grass ended two blocks from the fissure. His vision shifted again as he passed its edge, letting him glimpse the cables of power all over again.


  The fissure was a blight on the face of the Earth, even more so when he could see how it fit into the grander universe. It was a festering wound carved between the dimensions that would never heal on its own. The black pylons gripping the earth looked like the jagged teeth of a huge, overgrown parasite.


  Earth and Hell weren’t meant to be smashed together like that.


  And Earth also wasn’t meant to be a battleground like this—angel sparring with demon, six brutes piling on one enemy at a time, yet incapable of inflicting significant harm. None of the demons were strong enough to hurt the angels. Not with their spears, not with their guns, and not when the light from the angels’ wings prevented the demons from phasing.


  The battle was a horrible clash of energy. It made the whole universe sick, just like the poison had sickened Lincoln’s life force.


  It was wrong. It was all wrong.


  The only thing that looked right was Abel. Everywhere he stepped, the world healed just a fraction, restoring the natural vibrancy of Earth. It shocked James to see the threads blossom under Abel’s massive paws. When he bit an angel’s wing at the base, ripping it free of the shoulder blade, the universe sighed in relief. The angels didn’t belong there. Their power was wrong. Abel was making it right.


  It was a beautiful thing to see, yet even Abel’s glory was dim in comparison to who was behind him.


  Elise.


  Her aura was a hundred times bigger than her physical form. In much the same way that Volac’s body had been merely a puppet concealing a vast creature, Elise’s form was only a fraction of her power. She was as big as the energy in the orb. She stretched beyond time, seeming to straddle Earth and Heaven and Hell for one endless heartbeat.


  James had never seen her looking so alien. He had never seen her so beautiful, either.


  Then he blinked, and she looked normal again. Just a woman flushed with battle. Seemingly unable to phase as she sparred with two angels, her falchion meeting their flaming sabers in a deadly dance.


  Another angel broke away, running down the bridge into Hell. His shape distorted as he passed through the fissure.


  “Abel!” Elise shouted.


  The wolf leaped onto the bridge without hesitation, following the angel down.


  It probably wouldn’t matter. There were already many other angels in Hell, and if they could break through the Palace’s protections, then all of the City of Dis would fall.


  Elise! James called.


  She glanced at him as she parried another blow. There was exhaustion in her black eyes. Get out of here, she replied. We’re outgunned. I can’t stop them.


  But James could. Or, to be more exact, the sphere in his arms could.


  It warmed, brightened, stirred. Use me. Let me work miracles.


  “How?” he whispered.


  Fingers of energy extended from the sphere, caressing the bridge with surprising gentleness, considering how it had brutalized the demons outside the circle of power. It took James a moment to realize that it wasn’t actually caressing the bridge, but the fissure.


  His heart skipped a beat as he realized what he could do. How he could keep the angels out of Hell. How he could stop this entire battle in a single stroke, and heal more than just Northgate.


  “Okay,” James said. “What do I have to do?”


  You’ve already done it.


  He lifted his gaze from the sphere—suddenly empty—to the battle on the top of the bridge. With a gasp, the glass ball slipped from his fingers and shattered on the ground.


  There was no longer a bridge.


  Or a fissure, for that matter.


  



  



  One minute, Elise was standing at the top of the bridge, locked in battle with two of her children: Sarospa, a woman with fiery red hair; and Makael, a man who Eve had once forgiven for murder. Both were incredible at swordplay. The only thing keeping Elise from impalement was that her body had taken over for her mind. Muscle memory and sheer instinct kept the obsidian falchion meeting their sabers, driving away killing blows.


  The next minute, there was no bridge.


  Her blade locked with Makael’s, hilt to hilt, and his weight forced her to take a step backward. Instead of sliding onto crystal, her foot connected with flat, dead grass. Warm wind whipped around her and then died.


  She risked a glance over her shoulder.


  No pylons. No bridge. No Palace far below.


  She had just sent Abel down there to chase an angel, and the path for him to return was just gone. “What the fuck?”


  Fire lanced up her ribs and her words turned to a scream. Elise looked down to see a saber sunken into her armor, amber blood spilling onto the grass. Sarospa had taken Elise’s moment of distraction to cut her.


  The female angel’s eyes brightened at the sight of the blood. “This is the one,” she whispered. She gripped her companion’s arm. “Makael—it’s the Godslayer.”


  “Godslayer,” he echoed.


  Elise pushed his sword away from hers and fell to her knees where the fissure should have been. All she found was baked soil. Her eyes tracked up the scar in the ground to the street, where the pavement had been chewed to dust, leaving sinkholes into the sewers. Northgate was so dark without Hell’s red glow. And it was rapidly growing far colder than she was comfortable with.


  “How?” Elise asked.


  She reached out to James with her mind, searching for him out on the street. It was too crowded and dark to see him now. He was definitely there—she could feel him as surely as she could feel the cut in her side—but he seemed to have gone numb with shock.


  He wasn’t the only one. The battle was stilling as the demons and angels realized that the fissure was missing. The entire seventeenth centuria stared at her like she had done something.


  Pair by pair, luminous blue eyes focused on her, too. There were still three—no, five angels who hadn’t made it into Hell. Demon bodies were scattered at their feet. Their wings were glowing with new strength now that they didn’t have to struggle against the energy pouring from Dis.


  They were all murmuring Sarospa’s message. It’s her. Godslayer.


  Elise recognized all of them as they advanced on her, lifting their swords. She could remember the moment she had reached into their eggs, hauled them into life, breathed souls into barely animate bodies, and whispered names into their ears.


  Shamsiel. Zephon. Omar.


  But they weren’t close enough to realize that she was carrying Eve’s soul. All they saw was a demon like any other, maybe an attractive nightmare or an ugly succubus, with the blood of the Tree running through her veins.


  Someone that, apparently, they had been warned about.


  Makael was the first to say it.


  “They want her dead. Kill her.”


  



  



  Abel plummeted through the fissure, squeezed by the change in atmosphere until it felt like the fist around his chest would never let him breathe again.


  His paws hit the crystal bridge. He slipped, tumbled, and rolled.


  When he regained his footing, he was already a good quarter of the way to the Palace, surrounded by eddies of smoke from the factories. It stung his eyes, dried out his mouth. His tongue lolled over his fangs as he panted, trying to release the heat building inside of his dense fur.


  He focused on his quarry. The angel was running for the open door at the bottom of the bridge, guarded by only a handful of humans with Tasers—more than capable of stopping most demons, but useless against angels.


  Damn.


  Abel forced the discomforts from his mind, put on a burst of speed, and hurtled down the bridge. The angel heard him coming. She looked over her shoulder and her eyes widened.


  He leaped into her back, digging his claws into the soft flesh just above her wings.


  She twisted and hacked with her sword, but it was a clumsy weapon; she couldn’t reach Abel on her back.


  Abel sank his teeth into the base of her left wing.


  “Let—me—go!” she cried, driving an elbow into his underbelly. Her wings beat on either side of him.


  He ripped a mouthful of feathers free and went back for another bite.


  The angel took three steps toward the edge of the bridge. Abel had only an instant to realize what she was doing, and then she jumped, and they were in open air.


  Smoke beat around them. The wind pushed them away from the bridge, away from the Palace, and Abel made out the streets growing underneath them through streaming eyes. In a distant, detached, sort of horrified way, Abel realized that the Dis looked like a huge chunk of black glass that had been shattered at the center where the Palace stood. The streets were just a lacework of cracks.


  Cracks that they were approaching very rapidly.


  The angel couldn’t flare out her wings with Abel gripping them, though she tried hard to fly. Abel had always assumed an angel’s flight was more magical than physical—he had seen Nash float around without flapping his stupid wings—but she wasn’t glowing now, and she definitely wasn’t floating.


  They plummeted together. She twisted under him, trying to flip him off of her back. He dug in harder.


  If we’re going to hit, we’re hitting together, bitch.


  The roofs swelled around them. Suddenly, Abel was alongside the smokestacks of the factories, and then they were there.


  The angel hit first, on her face, underneath Abel’s claws.


  He struck a fraction of a second later.


  Abel must have blacked out, because he blinked and found himself against a stucco building that had been graffitied with a huge black X. There was a crater in the street with the angel at the center. Her feathers clung to the dirt in a smear of blood.


  Oh, man. Abel hurt. Every single goddamn inch of him was on fire. That was good—the healing fever would have him on his feet in minutes—but he could feel that just about every bone in his body had pulverized, including his spine.


  He’d be fine before long, but for the moment there was nothing but pain, the struggle to breathe Dis’s harsh air, and trying to focus on the angel as she stirred at the point of impact.


  She was going to get up first. She had her sword. She was bleeding from her wings, but not enough—they were still attached.


  Abel tried to twitch a paw and couldn’t.


  Paralyzed. Fuck.


  His hide rippled. If he was bleeding he couldn’t tell. His eyes rolled, and he realized that he couldn’t even see the bridge from the street, much less the towers of the Palace. God only knew where he’d ended up. He was in an unfamiliar demon city, alone with an angel, separated from his mate and helpless to move for at least another two minutes.


  Abel had definitely had better days.


  The angel slammed the point of her saber into the street and used it to push herself onto her knees. Her jacket hung loosely around her body, sticky with silver blood. Her slacks were ripped. One of her wings was doubled over on itself. The left side of her face had collapsed. That’s where she must have hit. Abel let himself feel a little bit smug about that.


  He could finally twitch his tail. That was good.


  Now it was just a race to see who could heal faster.


  Unfortunately, it looked like the angel. She got to her feet, braced her legs in a wide stance, and reached back to yank on the end of her wing. The bone popped as she snapped it back into place.


  She jerked the sword out of the street and held it in both hands, as though it were too heavy for her to wield.


  Abel managed to get one leg under him, but only one. He flopped onto his side again.


  Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


  The angel staggered toward him, twisting her hands on the sword’s hilt. The blade wasn’t igniting. Small mercy.


  Good. At least I’ll only get stabbed to death instead of stabbed and burned to death.


  Heat rippled over Abel, and when the shivers subsided, his vision was a little clearer and his hind legs were working. Maybe he wouldn’t get stabbed today after all.


  She crossed the street, dragging her left foot. Abel didn’t move. He let his eyes slide halfway shut and waited.


  Come on…


  The angel lifted her sword. “Die, you mangy mutt,” she said thickly. Fresh blood rolled down her jaw.


  She swung.


  Abel rolled out of the way, and in a flash, he clamped his jaws on her calf.


  With a hard jerk of his head, he yanked her off of her feet. The angel hit the ground hard—though not quite as hard as the last time.


  She stabbed and he wasn’t quite fast enough getting out of the way. The saber opened a cut along his flank. The air filled with the scent of his blood.


  Abel snapped his teeth shut on her wing. With all of his remaining strength, he yanked.


  It tore free of her back.


  She was definitely screaming now.


  And her screams had attracted attention—or maybe it had been all the spilled blood. Shadows moved in the streets. The scent of demons swept over Abel. He couldn’t tell if they were allies or not. Shit, he wasn’t actually sure he had allies in Hell. Elise seemed like she barely resisted the urge to kill him half the time, and she was about as friendly as it got.


  He needed to finish this fast.


  Abel went for her other wing, but the angel scrabbled away from him on all fours. She was surprisingly fast, given all the damage she’d taken.


  He leaped on her.


  She drove the sword up, between her arm and her body, and the point thrust into his belly. He howled with pain.


  “There’s one over here!”


  Through the red haze of pain, Abel saw demons in some stupid Renaissance Faire-type armor come loping around the corner. They were carrying spears. Spears. Hadn’t these assholes ever heard of a fucking gun?


  But there were more than just demons with them—there were a handful of humans, too. They were wearing that red and black leather armor that marked them as part of Elise’s team.


  They also had fully automatic weapons.


  Abel flung himself away from the angel just as they opened fire. Bullets chewed through her remaining wing, blasting it off of her body.


  Then they blasted her skull off, too.


  She didn’t scream for long.


  The instant she stopped moving, the army turned on him. Abel bared his teeth in a warning growl. But one of the men lifted his gloved fist to stop the others.


  “Wait. It’s a werewolf. They’re on our side.”


  Abel let his lip drop, but he didn’t smooth his hackles until the guns were lowered. Then he sat back on his haunches. He couldn’t exactly make himself look friendly—he was way too big for that—but he could at least look like less of a threat.


  The man in front stepped up to him, fingers spread in a gesture of peace. He wasn’t a particularly tall man. His eyes barely came up to Abel’s.


  “My name is Azis. I’m from the Palace. I saw you fall—we can get you to safety.”


  Fuck safety. Abel had tasted angel blood, and now he wanted more of it.


  It looked like Azis was about to say something else, but he was interrupted by a noise like a hammer the size of the Empire State Building slamming into a city-sized anvil. It shook the street, the buildings. The whole world shivered.


  Abel leaped to his feet, jumping away from the building so that he could see the sky.


  It was whole and unbroken.


  The fissure was gone.


  



  



  James felt something warm trickle between his toes and looked down. The glass from the shattered orb had cut his feet through his shoes in at least three places. It didn’t hurt, though. He couldn’t feel the cuts. He couldn’t feel anything but mindless shock.


  The fissure was gone as far as he could see, no longer clogging the night with smoke. The sprinkling rain rapidly washed away what little remained.


  Pain lanced through his side. He doubled over with a shout, pressing a hand to his ribs.


  He had no injury there. That was Elise’s pain.


  James?


  She was trying to talk to him, but he couldn’t bring himself to reply. He didn’t have any explanations.


  He shook the glass off his feet and slipped past the stunned demons staring at the place the fissure no longer sprawled. The only sign of the months it had existed were the burned ground and Bain Marshall’s ash-caked legs.


  The angels closed in around Elise, wings brightening with each step that they took. She stood to face them. She looked fearless, but the bond betrayed her—she was uncertain, worried, confused.


  A handful of brave demons tried to attack. The angels didn’t even look at them. Flaming sabers flashed, and bodies fell.


  James felt a tugging deep in his belly as Elise tried to phase and failed. It was too bright around the angels. There weren’t enough shadows for her to escape.


  She backed away, but there was another angel behind her. She jerked away from his reaching hand.


  No—Elise, get out of there!


  She stared blindly at the angels, obviously searching for James, but unable to see beyond the glow. She focused vaguely in his direction. The corner of her mouth lifted in a half-smile.


  Then she jerked her jacket off. It was a leather duster with long sleeves that fell to mid-thigh, and when she pulled it over her head, it covered her chest, her hands, her face. She dropped to her knees and disappeared from James’s line of sight.


  “Elise!”


  He leaped onto the base of Bain Marshall’s statue, straining to see over the shoulders of the angels. He glimpsed Elise curled on the ground, a lump underneath her jacket.


  One of the angels got brave. He drove his sword into Elise.


  James ripped a glove off with his teeth and gathered his most powerful ethereal magic, the kind that he had adapted from his son’s notes, the ones that would move Earth underneath Heaven. Just pulling it into his palm made his muscles ache. He had already been the vessel for magic beyond his comprehension today. His body protested the idea of casting more.


  But the angels were all jumping on Elise now. She was helpless under the light of their wings.


  If anything could kill her, it would be them.


  “Hey! Over here!” he shouted.


  Only one angel glanced at him, looking wholly unimpressed. Then she did a double take as she realized that James’s arm was completely engulfed in brilliant magic, just as blue as their eyes, far more brilliant than their wings.


  Her mouth opened in warning.


  James didn’t give her the chance to speak. He pointed at them. Magic arced from his fingers and engulfed the angels.


  He jerked. Hard.


  The night went dark.


  The angels vanished from the dimension to some indeterminate other-place. He thought it might have been a Haven, but it could have just as easily been one of the Hell dimensions, or no dimension at all. Nathaniel was so much better at manipulating that kind of magic than James was. He could have put the angels exactly where he wanted them. For James, it was a much less precise art.


  But they were gone.


  “Impressive,” Terah said, descending on her fell beast. She had to shout to be heard over the beating of its leathery wings. She carried a spear that was slicked with silver-tinted blood. “I spent almost twenty minutes dogfighting a single one of those bastards and barely injured him. How did you kill them all at once?”


  “I didn’t,” James said.


  He leaped off of the Bain Marshall statue, trying not to slip on the bodies below him. The smell of blood was overwhelmingly strong. Someone was crying—several someones.


  A hand gripped his ankle. He jerked away. He’d been grabbed by one of those brute-like demons, breath rattling in its chest. Once James saw that demon, he noticed the others. Dozens of demons writhing in puddles of blood. Many of them had already stopped moving, but not all of them. Not nearly enough. They were suffering.


  This hadn’t been a fight. It had been a massacre. Only Elise and Abel had been capable of fighting the handful of angels that had confronted them, and only barely. A hundred demons hadn’t made any noteworthy difference. James doubted that a thousand would be any better.


  How in all of the worlds were they going to be able to save everyone in New Eden if it took an entire centuria to fight a couple of angels?


  James stood over Elise’s jacket. There was no longer a shape underneath—even though Elise shouldn’t have been able to phase away in all that light. His stomach churned. He had seen how little her physical body meant in comparison to her soul. If she died, he doubted that she would leave anything behind.


  He took a deep breath before ripping her jacket off the ground, expecting to see something horrible underneath.


  Instead, he found a hole barely a few inches across, as though Elise had punched straight down through the soil.


  “Where’s Abel?”


  He turned, leather jacket hanging from his fist. Rylie stood behind him. The wolf girl was covered in the same brownish dust that James had been.


  “Abel?” James asked stupidly.


  “Yeah, you remember my mate, Abel,” she said. “And…where’s the fissure?”


  Abel. The fissure. James suddenly remembered.


  “I closed it,” he said. “Healing Lincoln created more power than I expected, and I—well, I’m not sure, but it let me shut the fissure down. But before it closed, Abel went down the bridge to chase an angel. He’s probably fine. I’m sure he’s fine.”


  “What? What do you mean, he’s probably fine? How in the heck did you just shut the fissure down? It’s not like a light switch you could flip!”


  James glanced down the hole again. “I don’t understand yet,” he admitted, “and it’ll be some time before I can figure it out. We’ll bring Abel back. I promise. But there’s something else I have to take care of first.”


  



  



  Though the moon was just past full, it was lightless in the sewers underneath Northgate. James let a rune hover over his head as he climbed down a ladder to the bottom. Even that pathetic amount of magic made him feel exhausted.


  His foot landed on one of the rungs and metal snapped underneath him. He fell the rest of the way to the bottom of the sewer, landing on hard concrete with a thud that echoed up the tunnel.


  “Damn it all,” he muttered, rubbing his sore knee.


  Rylie leaned over the side of the manhole above, blond hair dangling over her shoulders. “Are you okay?”


  She kept asking him that. The answer hadn’t changed since the last time. “Still fantastic.”


  “What’s down there?” She almost sounded hopeful, like she thought that James might have simply hidden the fissure somewhere underground rather than shutting it entirely.


  “I’m not sure yet,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”


  He followed his instincts down the southern tunnel, stepping along the edge so that he didn’t have to walk through the stream created by lengthy spring rains. Water drizzled through the cracks in the road. The pattering echoed, muffling his footsteps. His magical light cast deep shadows around the turns in the tunnels, turning rubble into monsters and angelic figures with spread wings.


  James tried to keep a mental image of the town above in mind as he explored. He had to be past St. Philomene’s by now—he had been forced to enter the sewers a block beyond the church in order to enter safely, and he’d already been walking for several minutes. But considering Northgate’s size, the sewer system was complex, and James lost track of where he was going within a few turns. More than one tunnel had caved in, too. He had to backtrack twice.


  When he finally felt like he had gotten himself completely turned around, he felt a tickle at the back of his neck.


  Elise.


  She didn’t respond to his prodding, but he knew it was her.


  James followed the gentle nudge of her presence down the tunnel. The broken concrete shifted as he stepped carefully from fragment to fragment, and he knew that he had to be underneath the place that the fissure had been. The earth above sagged. He reached up to touch it as he passed and soil streamed down.


  The sewer was moments from collapsing. He needed to get out while he still could.


  But then he spotted a shape sitting against a pile of rubble in the back of the tunnel, back where it had already collapsed. He prodded his spell. It brightened.


  Elise was reclining against the wall, head tipped back, eyes closed. Her hair was little more than a foggy mist hanging around her shoulders. One of her boots was unlaced, the tongue hanging limply over her ankle.


  The sight of her whole and alive filled him with relief, though she looked terrible. Her escape had definitely been a retreat—not victory. Better than death, but not much less disheartening.


  She flinched when his light touched her. James dimmed it again. “Sorry.”


  The concrete groaned around him. He froze, gaze fixed on the ceiling. It was shifting. Water leaked through the cracks and pooled underneath his feet. “We have to get out of here,” he said softly. It felt like the tunnel might give if he spoke too loudly. “Take my hand.”


  She didn’t even open her eyes. “I can’t fight angels head on. One, sure. Two, maybe. But more than that…or an entire city of them…”


  “We just need a different strategy, which is something we can formulate once we’re no longer in a sewer on the brink of collapse.”


  “The fissure is closed. I can’t even get my army out of Hell.”


  “Again, a matter of strategy,” James said, mostly because he just wanted Elise to move, not because he actually had any clue how they could possibly get an entire legion from one dimension to the other. He inched toward her. “Come on. Let’s go.”


  “How aren’t you dead?” Elise asked, finally lifting her eyes to his. Her black irises had swelled to consume the entire eye.


  “I threw them out of the dimension. I used one of Nathaniel’s modified spells.”


  “You used ethereal magic.”


  James had to force himself to say, “Yes.”


  “So they’ll know what you can do now. They’ll know someone has rediscovered it.”


  “If they can get back to New Eden. I don’t know where I sent them.”


  “Great. Just great.” Elise heaved a sigh, shutting her eyes again, letting her head roll back onto the wall. “I need a smoke.”


  James lost his grip on the rune floating over his head. The magic flickered and went out, bathing them in darkness.


  A hand touched his wrist, curving around the skin bared by the gap between glove and sleeve. James almost jumped back before he realized that it was Elise. Her hands climbed his arm to grip his bicep. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s get out of here. Let’s strategize. And, more importantly, let’s feed.”


  “Feed? What do you mean ‘let’s’ feed?”


  “Your magic failed, James,” Elise said. “I’m not the only one of us who needs to recharge.”


  He didn’t like the way she said that, like he was little more than some creature driven by feeding urges, no better than a demon. There was a big difference between drinking blood and needing to sleep for twelve hours.


  James didn’t feel like arguing while they stumbled. Or at least, while he stumbled—Elise was steady on her feet beside him. She only limped because she was wounded and weak. Not because she couldn’t see.


  “So did it work?” she asked.


  “What?”


  “Lincoln’s healing. Did it work?”


  It seemed laughably ridiculous that Lincoln should be her primary concern, rather than what had happened to the fissure. “I don’t know. The spell definitely worked, but his heart had stopped. Stephanie was attempting to resuscitate him when I left.”


  Elise was silent as she guided him through the darkness back to the manhole.


  Rylie was still at the top. She leaned over and smiled down at them.


  “Elise,” she said. “Thank God.”


  To James’s surprise, Elise didn’t flinch at His name. She just smiled back.


  He’d expected her to phase them to the surface when they reached the manhole, but instead, she climbed onto the third rung and extended her arm above her head. Rylie clasped her hand and hauled her out. Elise grunted at the strain along her side—James could feel that she wasn’t quite healed yet.


  Then it was his turn. He jumped up, caught Rylie’s hand, and the girl pulled him onto the street.


  It was quiet this far from the statue of Bain Marshall, where the army was still congregating. Their voices were nothing more than a distant murmur that could have just as easily been rainfall.


  “Abel’s in Hell,” Rylie said without preamble.


  “Okay. I’ll get him back,” Elise said.


  “What are we going to do?” Rylie bit her bottom lip. “There are still so many slaves in Hell, and now that James closed the—” She cut off, looking over Elise’s shoulder. “Oh. Oh my gosh.”


  James turned to follow her gaze. Stephanie was approaching at a slow gait, her usual umbrella on her shoulder. But she wasn’t alone. There was a man at her side who walked with confidence and no hint of his earlier weakness.


  Lincoln had survived the ritual.


  He was alive, healed…and human.


  



  



  



  



  



  Eight


  



  BEEF JERKY HAD never tasted so good before.


  Rylie gnawed on a piece the size of her hand, which was tough and leathery and incredibly delicious. It was a far cry from the raw meat that werewolves preferred to eat, but considering that she hadn’t eaten anything since before her meeting with Uriel, her inner wolf seemed happy to compromise.


  She swallowed a mouthful and sank back against the arm of her couch with a contented sigh.


  “Agreed,” James said. He was all but shoveling a can of green beans into his mouth. He sat on the edge of Rylie’s chair and leaned over the coffee table, as though worried about getting vegetable juice on her furniture.


  “Could use a little salt.” Lincoln jabbed a fork listlessly into his own can.


  “You just died,” Elise said. “Almost. You should be happy you’re eating at all.”


  He shrugged. “I’m not hungry. I feel fine.”


  “You smell fine,” Rylie said. “You don’t smell sickly and weird at all anymore.” He didn’t smell like a demon, either, but she wasn’t sure that he ever had.


  Stephanie took his arm, set his fork down, and pressed her fingers to his pulse point. Her eyes went unfocused as she counted. “It seems normal.” She seemed about as certain as anyone else in the room that Lincoln was cured. With a little more confidence, she added, “His hands aren’t glowing anymore.”


  “My hands didn’t glow before I got possessed, either,” Lincoln said.


  “There’s an easy way to figure this out.” Elise jerked a knife out of her boot. “Deputy?”


  He hesitated for a moment before giving her his hand. She jabbed the point into the meat of his palm. He flinched.


  She licked the blood that welled forth.


  “Human,” she said, dropping his wrist.


  Rylie glanced around. It was hard to tell if everyone’s shocked expressions were because of Elise’s blood-drinking proclivities or because James had cured Lincoln.


  James looked unhappiest of all. “Excellent. So you’ll survive.”


  “Try to sound less enthusiastic,” Elise said dryly. She snagged a piece of jerky out of Rylie’s bag and popped it into her mouth. She chewed as she continued to speak. “We need another plan to deal with the angels. This attack on Dis won’t be the end. They’ll be back.”


  “The angels must be pretty desperate,” Rylie said.


  “They’re being distracting,” James said. “If they really wanted to destroy Dis, we’d be helpless against them.”


  “Who says they don’t still have that up their sleeves?” Lincoln muttered, finally shoving the green beans away from him.


  Rylie’s appetite was suddenly gone. “We can make the next move. I think I know how they’re getting back into New Eden. Abel tracked one of them to the Shamain fissure. There must be a door or something up there. That’s how it works, right?”


  Elise lifted an eyebrow. “Sometimes. It’s worth investigating, but not without backup. If I go into Shamain alone, and it’s a trap…” She didn’t smell afraid, exactly, but there was a healthy dose of stress in her sweat. Rylie had never seen her look so uncertain before.


  “You don’t have to be able to fly to reach Shamain.” Stephanie stood behind the couch Lincoln sat on, leaning her hands on the back. “There’s an old archway leading to the city that enabled the Apple to contact Heaven. It’s in Florida—not a convenient trip, I realize, but slightly more convenient than attempting to build another ridiculous bridge to the sky. You could march an army through it.”


  “Why are you telling us that?” James asked, setting his fork down.


  “Their motives clearly aren’t what I—and the entire Apple—believed them to be,” Stephanie said. “Our Lord God wouldn’t have wanted this. He would, however, want to punish the children that disobeyed Him.”


  Elise still held the dagger she had used to cut Lincoln’s hand, toying with the point. “You don’t know that.”


  “And you think you know better than I do?”


  “I do. You’re wrong to think that He gave a single fuck about humans.” She sheathed her knife. “By the end, He didn’t care about anything. None of this would have mattered to Him. Not you, not what happened to your husband, not if the angels killed every single fucking human on the face of the Earth.”


  Lincoln stood and abandoned his paltry dinner on the table. He didn’t say anything. He just left the room.


  “I’ve given you valuable information,” Stephanie said tightly. “There’s no need to be rude.”


  Elise crossed her arms. “Florida. Where in Florida?”


  “Jacksonville. I can mark it on a map.”


  “Fine.”


  Rylie couldn’t deal with the tension anymore. She stood to pick up Lincoln’s green beans, the half-empty bag of jerky, a few napkins. There was too much for her to carry it all at once.


  To her surprise, Elise helped her pick everything else up. “We’ll leave in a half an hour.”


  “Leave for where?” James asked. “Jacksonville?”


  “The Palace. A door in Jacksonville’s better than a bridge, but now I don’t have a bridge to Earth. I’ll have to figure out a way to get my army to Florida.”


  “What about the angels that passed through the fissure?” Rylie asked. She was trying not to ask, Are you sure Abel is safe down there? Elise had already told her that he would be fine twice, and that seemed to be the limit of her patience.


  “They’ll be dead before they can penetrate my wards. The Palace will be safe. Safer than anywhere on Earth.” Elise glanced between Stephanie, James, and Rylie. “If you want to help in Shamain, or if you want somewhere safe to hide out, you need to get ready to leave now.”


  “Or?” Stephanie prompted.


  “Or I don’t give a fuck. Do whatever you want.”


  Elise slammed into the kitchen. Rylie hurried to follow.


  They were conserving fuel, so the generator was silent outside and the lights were turned off. The cracked window let in the sound of rain. It wouldn’t be enough to protect their conversation from prying ears, but Rylie couldn’t keep herself from talking anyway. “Stephanie means well.”


  “No. She doesn’t,” Elise said.


  “She didn’t have to tell us how to get to Shamain.”


  “She wants me to save her husband. She’s just chasing her own goals, like every other fucking person in the universe.”


  “Can you blame her for wanting to save Yasir?” Rylie asked. “She shouldn’t have to raise that baby alone.”


  Elise snorted. “She shouldn’t have been stupid enough to get pregnant after the apocalypse anyway. She deserves whatever she gets.”


  “Oh.” Rylie winced. “Yeah. Um.” She didn’t have a good reply to that.


  She took the dishes from the counter and set them in the sink. There was a bucket of collected rainwater on the floor. She plugged the drain before pouring the water into the sink and grabbing a sponge.


  Just the act of doing the dishes made her miss Abel. He always helped her with them. Not because he liked doing the dishes, but because he liked to be with her.


  Elise leaned on the counter beside Rylie, facing her. “I get why Stephanie knew how to reach Shamain. The question is, how did you know that we need to get there in the first place?” Rylie opened her mouth to lie, but Elise said, “Tell me the truth. I’ll know if you don’t.”


  Her cheeks heated. “We’ve been in contact with someone from New Eden. A friend of Nash’s.”


  “I take it he’s healing fine.” Elise made it sound like an accusation. She plucked a clean dish out of Rylie’s hand and began drying it.


  “Don’t blame him. He probably doesn’t have a choice but to feed and heal,” Rylie said. “They’re always feeding passively. Angels, I mean. They have to be around pretty much a constant flow of creativity and knowledge or they get weak. I guess it’s kind of addicting.”


  Elise set the plate down. Hard. “Addicting? How do you know?”


  “Nash told us. He’s pretty forgiving when we ask a million questions.” Well, sometimes. His moods were pretty mercurial around everyone except Summer.


  “Could an angel feed himself?” Elise asked. “You know, by studying a lot, or performing experiments, or…?”


  “I don’t know. I wouldn’t think so. I mean, they didn’t abduct all those people to New Eden for fun. Why do you ask?”


  “James never stops studying. He’s always put magic first. I just thought…” She stared out the window. A flash of lighting reflected in her black eyes, and she let out a sigh. “I don’t know if it would be better or worse if he’s addicted.”


  She sounded so weirdly vulnerable. Rylie thought they’d gotten pretty comfortable around each other, but they weren’t exactly in “guy talk” territory, either.


  Rylie bit her bottom lip. “I don’t know. Have you tried asking him?” The look Elise gave her immediately made her regret asking, but it was too late to take it back. She pushed on. “That’s the fastest way to get through anything with Abel. Talking. And I don’t just mean our relationship stuff. I mean that we really can get through anything, so long as we lean on each other.”


  Even as she said it, the truth settled over her.


  She had to tell Abel about Abram.


  Elise took another plate. “I don’t think James would tell me the truth. He’s a good goddamn liar.”


  Rylie knew exactly how convincing James was. He was the one that had talked Seth into a situation that led to his death, after all.


  She hadn’t thought about Seth since Elise showed up at sunset—the ritual to save Lincoln had been distracting. But now her heart twisted again, like she’d just rediscovered his death for the first time. She rubbed her stomach through the dress.


  Rylie had to tell Abel the truth about Abram. But what about Elise? Would she help Rylie protect him, or would she kill him herself?


  Elise started banging through cabinets, oblivious to Rylie’s protracted silence. “I can’t overstate how much I desperately need a drink right now. Do we have any wine left over from the last bender?”


  “Wine?” Rylie’s hands stilled on the dishes. She didn’t drink wine.


  “Yeah. A red, preferably. It feels like a red night. I know we finished that one case, but we’ve got to have at least a half a bottle around somewhere.” She smirked at Rylie, and the expression was just as weirdly friendly as Elise bringing up James in the first place. Maybe weirder. “What about that bottle Mark gave you? Don’t tell me you already finished it off.”


  Mark? There were two guys named Mark in the pack—well, one Mark and one Marcus—and neither of them had ever given Rylie a bottle of wine. “Mark who?”


  Elise rolled her eyes. “Asshole Mark. Tall, dark, and douchey Mark that you met at the lab. The guy you’ve spent two weeks avoiding since you refused to return his texts.”


  “I never have wine. I don’t drink it.” She hadn’t been old enough before the Breaking, and liquor stores had been some of the first places sacked during the riots. “Not to mention that I have never called anyone ‘Asshole Mark’ in my entire life.”


  The other woman shut a cabinet slowly. She looked at Rylie as though seeing her for the first time—looking over her hair, her dress, her bare feet.


  “Oh,” Elise said.


  Rylie frowned. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m going to see if Lincoln wants to go to Hell with us,” Elise said abruptly. “Be ready to leave as soon as I get back.”


  She phased out of the kitchen.


  Rylie stared at the place she had been standing, still clutching a wet plate and feeling like she had missed something important. That had possibly been the weirdest conversation of her life—weirder than the first time that Seth had tried to explain werewolves to her, and that had set the bar pretty high.


  She set the plate down. Dried her hands off on the towel. Went into the living room.


  James was sitting alone, the door hanging open where Stephanie must have exited. He didn’t look surprised to see that Elise wasn’t with her. “Is she gone, then?”


  Maybe gone off the deep end. “Yeah. She left.”


  “Do you know where she went?”


  “She said she was going to find Lincoln.” Rylie hesitated. “Who’s Asshole Mark?”


  James’s eyebrows climbed his forehead. “Why in the world would she tell you about him?”


  “We were just…talking. She mentioned him. It’s not important or anything. It just seemed like a weird name for Elise to use, since she’s not really a nickname person.” She was stuttering. Not suspicious at all, as long as James had been recently lobotomized.


  Unfortunately, his brain seemed firmly intact, and he looked suspicious. “Ah. I suppose she could only mean Mark Hanson, a doctorate student that Betty briefly dated in…well, that would have had to be the year she graduated college.”


  “Who’s Betty?”


  “Elise’s former roommate and best friend. She died a long time ago.”


  Then why did Elise seem to have become briefly convinced that Rylie was Betty?


  



  



  Lincoln was petting a black cat on the edge of the forest when Elise found him. Sir Lumpy cut a rather distinctive figure, even in the dark; his flat face, bugged-out eyes, and low-hanging belly were impossible to mistake for any other feline.


  “This is an ugly damn cat,” he said, grinning up at Elise.


  She stood back with her arms folded, studying his mental signals from a distance. He was easier to read than ever before. He might as well have written “my soul has been saved” across his forehead in permanent ink. “Don’t say that where the Gresham women can hear you,” Elise said after a beat. “They love that…thing.”


  Sir Lumpy looped around Lincoln’s ankle then detoured to Elise, arching his spine as he rubbed his flank along her boot. The corner of her mouth twitched. She had to admire a cat that didn’t care what species of evil his pets were coming from.


  Lincoln wiped the fur off of his hands onto his knees and then straightened. He already looked stronger and more muscular, as though severing him from his connection to Hell had done more than just spare him from the anathema powder. Elise watched his muscles flex under his t-shirt as he stretched, eyes trailing down to his snug jeans.


  Her gaze snapped back up to his eyes. It was hard to look at his face and see anything but the man who had murdered her dog.


  “Are you coming with me to Hell?” Elise asked.


  Lincoln pushed his hat back with a knuckle. “I don’t know. Am I?”


  “I won’t be able to guarantee your safety anywhere else. The Palace should hold strong no matter what happens.”


  “That’s not what I’m asking.” He sauntered toward her until there were only inches between them. It was easier to look at his chest than his face. The sight of the Northgate Sheriff’s Department Football Team logo didn’t remind her of murder as much as his eyes did. “Should I come with you?”


  He traced a finger over the edge of her jeans. Her torn tank top had slipped up an inch, and he brushed bare skin.


  Her body reacted with a flush of goosebumps and heat. It had been too long since she’d had sex, and Lincoln was still an incredibly attractive man. There was a reason Elise had all but cornered him, pounced on him, and devoured him on her first trip to Northgate.


  “Elise,” he said. “Look at me.”


  Reluctantly, she did. This was the face of a man who had tortured her in more ways than one, though never of his own volition. Yet she couldn’t separate what he had done from who he really was.


  “I know I said I didn’t want anything to do with Dis, last time you asked me to help. But that was different. That was back when I thought I could still get out.” His voice was husky, a little deeper than usual. “I’d rather be wherever I’m wanted.”


  “Not worried about your soul anymore?” Elise asked.


  That hand creeping up her ribs had ripped Ace’s throat open. “You’re not the Devil I expected.” His arm snaked around her waist. She let him pull her against him, splaying her fingers over his chest.


  “I’m exactly the Devil you expected,” Elise said. “Lincoln, I don’t think—”


  He kissed her, his lips soft and his chin harsh with stubble. She had always enjoyed kissing an unshaven man. Not this time. She couldn’t bring herself to kiss him back.


  Lincoln wasn’t stupid. He released her within moments.


  “Is it because of what I did when I was possessed, or because I’m human now?” Lincoln asked without a hint of animosity.


  It was because he’d killed her dog. Elise could have eventually gotten over the fact that he tortured her, especially if it meant having someone on hand to feed her, but what he had done to Ace was never going to be okay.


  It didn’t matter if time had been somehow rewritten by Benjamin Flynn and Ace was still alive. Lincoln had been capable of doing it once and that was too much.


  He wouldn’t have understood what the problem was even if she’d told him. “I thought you were human when we fucked,” she said instead.


  “Did you?” He scrutinized her face closely. She had no idea what he saw, but resolve settled over him. “Guess you can’t have some human guy hanging around while you’re fighting angels.”


  That was a perfectly good reason. “It would be dangerous. Yes.”


  “In that case, I think I’m going to see what good I can do on Earth. Now the fissure’s gone, people might come back. Civilization might actually stand a chance if the world lasts long enough. Bet I could help people.”


  She waited for a pang of regret that never came. She nodded slowly. “That’s a good idea.”


  He released her. His smile was boyish, all down-home charm. “No hard feelings, right? Maybe if there wasn’t a war. Or maybe after the war.”


  “Maybe.” Sometimes, people needed to hear the little lies to help them sleep at night.


  “Look me up if you need help,” Lincoln said.


  She handed him a cell phone she’d been carrying since her last visit to the McIntyres. “And use this to call my colleagues at The Hunting Club if you remember anything else from Judy that could be useful. It only calls Lucas. You remember Lucas.”


  He obviously did, judging by his grimace. But he tucked the phone in his jacket pocket. “Think I could take one of the pickups? It’d sure beat all that walking.”


  “I’m sure it’s fine.”


  “All right.” He hung around for a minute, as though waiting for something else to happen, but Elise had nothing left to say. He nodded. “All right. See you around.”


  



  



  



  



  



  Nine


  



  ABEL WASN’T WAITING for Rylie when Elise phased them into the Palace of Dis.


  “He’s alive,” Neuma said as Elise stalked away with James drifting behind her. The half-succubus reached out to stroke her long fingers through Rylie’s hair, as though unable to resist the silky blond locks. Rylie stepped away from her. “I’m sure he’d have been here if we’d known you were coming, but…” She glanced up at the crystal bridge.


  The sky above the infernal city hadn’t just healed. The fissure had snapped shut on the bridge, shattering the path into jagged teeth.


  “Where can I find him?” Rylie asked, picking at the hem of her skirt. She didn’t feel safe in the Palace without Elise.


  “The army’s encampment.” Neuma grinned. “I could take you down there.”


  He was with the army? What was Abel doing with the army? Rylie bit her bottom lip and stepped up to the edge of the tower, gazing down at the courtyard. It was filled with tents and milling soldiers, who looked tiny from so high above. Then the wind blew a fist of smoke past the open window and blotted out her view of the ground.


  “I can find my way alone.” Rylie was an Alpha werewolf. She didn’t need an escort in supposedly friendly territory.


  Neuma twisted a lock of Rylie’s hair around her finger again, just for a moment before letting it drop. “Suit yourself. Seems like there’s gonna be a meeting in Elise’s rooms, just so you know where to find us.”


  The demon stalked away, heels sharply rapping against the tiled floor. Her boots climbed so high on her legs that Rylie couldn’t tell where shoe ended and leather pants began.


  Rylie didn’t feel any better without Neuma pawing at her. The humans guarding the shattered bridge were staring at her. She was so horribly out of place in her white baby doll and cowboy boots—in fact, she couldn’t have been more out of place unless she had dropped into Hell wearing a ruffled pink skirt.


  She jogged down the stairs alone.


  About halfway down the tower, she picked up Abel’s familiar scent, musky and reassuring. It made the wolf stir inside of her. This was her mate, the man who made anywhere home as long as he was there.


  Her moment of comfort was short-lived. The thought of him led her to the thought of Seth just as quickly, and it filled her with a strange queasy feeling. It was incredible how quickly dormant feelings of guilt could come back—and how raw that wound remained.


  It would be better if she could just touch him.


  Rylie picked up her pace.


  Near the ground floor, she realized that she was being followed. She stopped and turned. A pair of human guards stood on the landing above her. They smelled of gunpowder, so there must have been firearms concealed on their bodies, but all she could see were Tasers at their hips.


  She took an experimental step down two more stairs. The guards followed.


  “What are you doing?” Rylie asked.


  “Elise’s orders,” the female guard said with a shrug. “We’re not supposed to let you out of our sight. My name’s Chantal. This gentleman is Hank. Nice to meet you.”


  Rylie didn’t think it was all that nice. “Why is Elise assigning guards to me?”


  “Who cares?” asked Hank. “Do you want to be alone in Hell?”


  He had a point. She managed a tremulous smile. “You don’t have to stand that far back. I usually don’t bite between moons.” She punctuated that with a nervous laugh, hoping that they would see it as a joke.


  Chantal smirked, but Hank remained stony-faced. Either way, they joined her on the bottom step.


  The smells coming from the tents overwhelmed her. She hadn’t been around all that many demons before and she didn’t recognize what the odors meant. Some were acrid, some were almost sweet, but all of them brought to mind images of leering red devils with pitchforks.


  Having a pair of Elise’s guards flanking her meant that the army gave them a wide berth, stepping aside to let them pass through the narrow space between tents.


  She found Abel inside one of the largest tents. The flaps were pinned open, and she hesitated at the entrance.


  Abel stood beside a table covered in maps, the corners of the parchment weighed down by stone daggers. He wore a borrowed pair of leather pants and nothing else. Scars twisted down one side of his chest, rippled over his abs, and vanished underneath the waistband of the trousers. Her gaze followed them down and her cheeks heated.


  “Hey, you’ve got company,” said the man on the other side of the table. It was Gerard, one of Elise’s human…generals? There was a fancy word for him, but Rylie wasn’t sure what it was.


  Abel didn’t say anything. He just pulled her into the tent, lifted her off of her feet, and kissed her. He tasted like sweat and adrenaline.


  Some of the guys in the tent laughed. Rylie dropped to her feet and pushed him away, cheeks burning. “Hey. I mean, hi. What are you doing down here?”


  To her surprise, Abel was grinning. “Killing angels. I’ve dropped two of them.” He picked a feather out from between his teeth and flicked it to the floor. “It’s great.”


  This was much more like the Abel that she had first met—bloodthirsty, playful, and kind of at the scary end of the spectrum. Rylie wasn’t sure she liked that version of Abel all that much, considering he had spent most of their early relationship threatening to kill her. Still, it was better than seeing him grieving and miserable by about a million degrees.


  “I was worried about you,” Rylie muttered. It was hard to talk with people she didn’t know listening.


  Gerard grabbed one of the daggers off the table. “Meeting in the Father’s rooms,” he announced. “You’re all coming to guard the doors with me. Hustle up.” He pushed the other men out of the tent, until only Chantal and Hank remained.


  Rylie circled the table slowly. It looked like the map was a detailed depiction of the City of Dis rather than Heaven, as she’d expected, and there were skulls the size of her thumb marking several positions.


  “Last sighted locations of angels,” Abel explained. “Lots of them got into the city before the fissure closed. Know what’s up with that?”


  “James,” Rylie said. She didn’t need to say anything else.


  He grunted. “Fucking scary guy.” That was probably meant to be a compliment, coming from him.


  “I came down to bring you back, but I guess it looks like you’re fine,” Rylie said.


  “You kidding? I haven’t had this much fun since Seth and me killed that pack in Indiana.” He was definitely on an adrenaline high if he could talk about hunting werewolves with his brother like that had been a good time in their lives rather than incredibly horrible.


  Elise had been right. Rylie had been stressing herself sick over Abel getting trapped in Hell, but there was nothing for her to worry about after all.


  “Do you think you’ll keep hunting down here?” she asked.


  Abel looked startled by the question. Like he hadn’t considered there might be an alternative. “Northgate’s empty. I’m not doing a lot of good as Alpha up there.”


  “But it’s not empty,” Rylie said. “Abram and Summer…and me…”


  He pushed her back until she bumped into the table, and then he lifted her, sitting her on the edge. He had to stoop to be able to trace his nose behind her ear. He inhaled her scent, and she shivered.


  “Our bite fucks up these angels, big time,” Abel said. If she just listened to his growling tone, she could almost convince herself that he was saying something sexy. “I can hunt them like this whole army can’t.”


  Rylie knew that was true. She had seen the effects her bites had on the angel-demon hybrids back in Las Vegas. But she hadn’t fought willingly, and definitely not enthusiastically, and the fact that he didn’t give much consideration to the dangers was scarier than the idea of the angels themselves. “But all you’re protecting is Hell, Abel.”


  “There are good folks in Hell. You’ve seen ‘em. It’s worth it.”


  “I thought you didn’t care about those people.”


  “I care,” Abel said. “It’s easier not to, but I care.”


  She spanned her fingers over his bare chest, gazing up at him. “There’s no way to get these people out of Hell now that the fissure’s closed. The logistics of getting the army to Earth alone is pretty much impossible. Everyone’s trapped for now.”


  “That just makes it more important to keep the city from getting screwed.”


  “I guess you’re right.” She sighed, resting her forehead against his clavicle, eyes closed. “I just don’t want you down here.”


  His hands rubbed down her back. “I’ll leave if you want me to. I’ll do anything you want. I’d kill for you.”


  “You just like killing,” Rylie said.


  Abel suddenly looked serious. “I’d die for you, too.” His smile looked like it was only meant to comfort her, not that he actually felt it. “Compared to that, going back to Northgate’s nothing.”


  But it would be selfish to ask him to do it. Wasn’t she entitled to be selfish, though? She’d already given up Seth to this stupid war.


  “I’m not going to tell you to leave,” she began, choosing her words carefully.


  She didn’t get a chance to finish.


  “Good,” Abel said. He cupped the back of her head, holding her in place as he kissed her hard. “We’re heading out to take a factory back that’s been taken by three of these assholes. Want to come?”


  She should tell him what she meant to tell him. She couldn’t let him just keep running headfirst into danger. “No. I don’t.”


  “Suit yourself.”


  He gave her a hand off the table, and she was still too numb to argue with him. But then they were walking toward the exit to the tent, and if she didn’t say something now, he was going to be gone—he was going to go fight. Yeah, they were strong against angels, but not invulnerable. Especially not in Hell. She needed him so much more than this army did.


  Rylie bit her bottom lip. “Abel…”


  Gerard stuck his head into the tent. “Ready to go, or do you need another minute?”


  “I’m ready,” Abel said.


  He kissed Rylie again, just as hard as before, but slower, like he was memorizing her taste. For a moment, everything was okay—there was no room in her mind or heart for Seth.


  Then Abel left with Gerard, and Rylie was left hollow.


  



  



  The water in the bath was clear enough that Elise could see her reflection wavering in the surface, kneeling on the edge. Loose hair framed a pale face. Her nose looked a little too straight, her eyes too sultry, her features too symmetrical.


  Some large part of Elise expected to see a crooked-nosed woman with thick eyebrows and curly auburn hair in that reflection, even though she hadn’t been that woman for years.


  It was Benjamin Flynn’s fault. He had done something strange to her, and now she was going crazy.


  Another face moved to join hers in the reflection, this one entirely inhuman. Ace jammed his wet nose in her ear and snuffled loudly. He was confused by Elise sitting on the floor. She usually only got down like that when she was brushing the dust out of his fur, and now she wasn’t paying him adequate attention.


  “Sorry,” she said.


  He responded by licking a long line up the side of her cheek. His breath smelled like fiend meat.


  She shut her eyes and rested her forehead against Ace’s, looping her fingers in his spiked collar. They had come a long way together, Elise and this pit bull. He didn’t flinch when she reached for him anymore. He hadn’t attempted to bite her in over a month. And she was happier to see him alive than she had any right to be.


  “I got rid of Lincoln for you,” she said. “I think I made a good choice.”


  Ace’s tail swung back and forth so hard that it made the air whistle.


  The door opened. Elise sat back on her heels as Ace’s head swiveled around, hackles lifting.


  “Whoa there, boy,” Neuma said as she swayed in on six-inch heels. She wasn’t the reason Ace was growling deep in his throat. It was the woman who entered behind her, gaunt and greasy. “You better give it to him, baby.”


  Neuma’s nightmare girlfriend, Jerica, offered him a sliver of meat still attached to a juicy bone. Ace snapped it out of her fingers and took it to the corner for a good chewing.


  “We’ve got a treat for you too, doll,” Neuma said with a suggestive waggle of her eyebrows. She wiggled a coffee mug in her hand. Whatever was inside sloshed.


  Elise got up to take the cup. It wasn’t coffee. It was thick, dark blood, rapidly cooling to room temperature. Her lip curled in disgust. “It smells bad.”


  “It just came out of the volunteer two minutes ago. Literally. It’s good.”


  “Volunteer? Who?”


  “Doesn’t matter. There are lots of friendly humans in the Palace who are happy to donate.” Neuma crossed her heart. “No mortals were killed in the making of this delicious lunch.”


  Delicious was subjective. Elise took a sniff of the mug’s rim and her stomach flipped. Blood was great straight from the vein. This was little better than drinking from a cadaver. Maybe even worse.


  “Benjamin?” Elise asked.


  “No sign of him in the Palace. We can head out into the city to keep searching.”


  He hadn’t been in Elise’s bed when she returned from Earth. He had been unconscious for days and showed no sign of waking up, yet had still gone from comatose to missing person in a matter of hours.


  It was getting harder to remember speaking to him. She couldn’t visualize his face anymore, nor could she quite recall where or when she had spoken to him, though she knew it must have been before Lincoln’s healing.


  “Don’t bother looking for him.” Elise was already certain that they wouldn’t find him anywhere.


  “All right. It’d be tough to find anyone in the city right about now anyway, what with all the partying,” Neuma said.


  “Partying?”


  “The fissure. It’s gone. You finally did it.”


  She hadn’t done a damn thing. It was just another worrying demonstration of James’s still-growing power. But she said, “Yes. I did.” Better to take credit for it than point fingers at James. Her staff already feared him enough.


  “The celebrations are totally nuts. Everyone who’s been hiding since the sky broke open has come out into the streets for the first time in months. Dis is like one big party!”


  Fearful demons were much easier to control than happy demons. Now there was nothing to keep them out of her army’s path. “Great,” Elise said. “Wonderful.” She lifted the mug of blood to her lips, trying not to smell it. She failed. She lowered it without managing to take a sip.


  Jerica looked pitying. “I know what you’re thinking. It’s horrible, but it should hold you over for at least a few hours.”


  A few hours was better than nothing. Elise took a sip. Her gut lurched. She spluttered, gripped the mug in both hands, and forced herself to keep swallowing. One horrible mouthful at a time, the cold blood slid down her throat to settle in her stomach.


  Elise almost dropped the mug when it was empty, but Neuma was fast enough to catch it before it shattered on the tile.


  “There you go,” the half-succubus cooed, rubbing circles on Elise’s back.


  She gagged, hand clasped over her mouth. Elise shut her watering eyes. Swallowed hard.


  Somehow, it stayed down.


  “Feeding off of substandard sources gets easier with time,” Jerica said. “But it never gets fun. Here. Take this.” She offered a piece of bubblegum to Elise. “It’ll help with the flavor.”


  Elise took it but didn’t chew. “Thanks.” She took a long look at the nightmare that she had dragged from the pit of Malebolge. She hadn’t seen Jerica in days, and those few days had made a huge difference. Jerica still looked terrible, but nightmares usually did. Her skin was totally opaque. Her hair had grown back. She had even inserted new facial piercings. “How do you feel, Jerica?”


  “I feel good,” she said.


  “Good enough to phase between dimensions?”


  “Maybe not that good.”


  “Then I need you to find every nightmare in Dis—and any other demon that can phase to Earth—and bring them to the Palace. I want them to help me phase as much of the army as possible to Florida.”


  Jerica grimaced. “That won’t be easy. Nightmares don’t like you very much.”


  “The Aquiel thing,” Neuma said, as if Elise could have possibly forgotten killing the Prince of Nightmares.


  “Everyone you can get,” Elise said firmly. “I want to move three-quarters of the legion to Earth, and we’ll need to make the move simultaneous if we hope to keep the angels from catching on.”


  “You’re crazy. You know that, right?” Jerica asked. She turned to her girlfriend. “She’s crazy.”


  “Will you do it?” Elise asked.


  Jerica blew a breath out of her lips. “Yeah. I mean, of course I’ll do it for you. That doesn’t mean it isn’t crazy.”


  “Crazy is the only option we have remaining.” She popped the gum into her mouth and left the room.


  James was in the antechamber with Isaiah, now the second most powerful witch in Dis since “Orpheus” was in residence. They turned at the sound of the door opening.


  “Elise,” Isaiah said, sounding relieved. Then he glanced at James and revised it to, “Ma’am. I know this is going to be the last thing you want to hear right now, but we’ve got a problem.”


  He was right. She gave him a wary look. “Does it need my immediate attention?”


  “Not necessarily. Orpheus has said that he will take care of it.”


  Elise felt her eyebrows climb. She glanced at James’s hand. He wasn’t wearing his warding ring, so she twisted hers off and thought, You’ll take care of it, will you?


  You don’t need this distraction, he said.


  I’ll make that decision myself. Thanks.


  Isaiah was still speaking. “Aniruddha and I haven’t made any progress on the dimensional mapping. I don’t know if we lack the resources or the ability, but we just can’t seem to figure out where Earth intersects with all of the Heavens and Hells. So we can’t find another route to New Eden. But—and this is an incredibly questionable ‘but’—we think we’ve found someone who can do it.”


  Not me, James added silently. Although given as many days as these clumsy morons have been given, I probably could do far better than any of these so-called witches you have in your—


  Elise cut him off, throwing up her walls so she wouldn’t have to listen to him.


  “While we were trying to trace routes, and failing, we butted up against other witches trying to do the same thing,” Isaiah said. “One of the magical trackers we sent out had a collision. Instead of tracking through the dimensions on its own, it followed this other spell back to the caster.” He handed Elise a notebook with the notes Aniruddha had been taking. “There are other witches trying to find a way to New Eden.”


  She skimmed the paper. It documented several failed attempts to find a route to New Eden, and then a final spell tracking back to a location on Earth. To be more precise, a place in Ireland.


  “This is where the witches are?” Elise asked. Isaiah nodded. “Who in Ireland would be attempting to find New Eden?”


  There’s a coven near Dublin that I used to work with, James began silently, sliding through her walls.


  “Use your voice,” she interrupted.


  Isaiah blinked. “What?”


  “There’s a coven near Dublin,” James said without missing a beat. “It’s possibly the same people, but the last time we met, they had been facing the threat of dissolution by the Union.”


  “So you think it could be the Union,” Elise said. Great. They hadn’t had to deal with the Union in months—not since the Breaking. She didn’t want to have to worry about them now.


  James was thinking the same thing. Maybe it had been his thought in the first place. “It’s a possibility. If there are other witches searching for New Eden, though, I’m most qualified to address it.”


  Her lips pressed into a thin line. “Isaiah, thanks for telling me about this. Some privacy?”


  “No problem. Let me know if I can do anything to help.” He was eyeballing James with obvious suspicion. Isaiah wasn’t one of Elise’s more loyal staff members, but he was a strong enough witch to recognize someone dangerous in the Palace.


  He left, and Elise grabbed James’s arm.


  “Let’s walk,” she said. Neuma and Jerica were still in the bathroom and much too nosy for their own good.


  She led him out into the halls, down a few floors, and onto one of the open-air bridges between towers. It was the only place aside from the throne room where she was confident they wouldn’t be overheard.


  The city was burning around them, making the air smokier than usual. Without water, there wasn’t much to be done about the angel-ignited fires other than wait for the fuel to run out. James coughed into his arm, squinting against the harsh wind.


  “You know what’s going on in Ireland,” Elise said.


  “I have suspicions and nothing more.” He grimaced. “Is this really the only place we can talk?”


  “Yes. James, you can’t go back to Earth. You can’t even leave the Palace. The angels will be looking for you now.”


  “If the angels I banished returned to New Eden, then you’re right—they’ll find me wherever I am, and that includes the Palace.” He gazed at the burning city. “How many made it into Dis before I closed the fissure? How many do you think it will take to eventually shatter the Palace’s wards with a concerted effort?”


  Even one might be enough. Infernal power had never been able to stand up against ethereal power. “It’s still the safest place for you.”


  “The safest place is on the move,” James said. “They can’t capture me if they can’t find me. I’ll go to Ireland long enough to see if the other witches have traced a route to New Eden, and then we’ll reconvene.”


  “We don’t need another route. We know about Shamain.”


  “A route given to us by Stephanie,” he said. “Do you trust it?”


  “No, but that’s why Rylie and I are going to scout it out before we move the army through the Jacksonville gate.”


  “You and Rylie?” He turned from the wind, hunching over, hands braced against the bridge’s railing. “She’s someone who should stay in the Palace.”


  “Rylie’s one of the only people I trust. She won’t want to hide, and I’m not going to force it on her.”


  His pale eyes seemed strangely bright in the darkness of Hell. “I do find it incredibly interesting that you’ve come to trust the girl enough to discuss Betty with her.”


  She frowned. Elise hadn’t talked with Rylie about Betty. In fact, she hadn’t discussed Betty with anyone in years—not even Anthony. The subject of her former roommate was far too sensitive, the memories too painful. “What are you talking about?”


  “She’s barely legal to drink, yet you’re treating her like a replacement best friend. Why? Because she’s a werewolf? All the more reason to keep her at a distance.”


  “Unlike you, James, I don’t feel the urge to push away everyone I care about,” Elise said. “Not anymore. That’s a habit I learned from you, and I’ve gotten much smarter since.” She leaned on the railing beside him. “You might be happy being alone in this world, but I’m not.”


  His hand was only an inch from hers on the railing. He brushed his thumb over the back of her hand. “I’m not trying to drive everyone away. I don’t want to drive you away.” She pulled back from him, and his back stiffened. “Leave Rylie in the Palace—for her safety. I can investigate Shamain with you after I track down these witches.”


  “I’m not going to wait for you. You’re not my only backup anymore.”


  “I’m still your most powerful ally,” James said.


  “If that’s the word you want to use for our relationship, fine. But when it comes to confronting angels, I’d much rather have an Alpha werewolf than a guy the angels are going to be actively searching for.” Elise sighed, pushing her hair out of her face. The wind immediately whipped it back into place. “You’re right about one thing: you’re best suited to deal with the witches in Ireland. I still want you to take a centuria with you.”


  “For my protection, or my supervision?”


  “Does it matter?” Elise asked.


  “Not really. You don’t have the resources to move a hundred demons for something like this.”


  He was right, damn it. “Don’t let the angels catch you. Got it? They can’t know what you know.” She fixed him with a hard look. “It’s not just ethereal magic anymore. You healed Lincoln and closed the fissure. That kind of magic could be weaponized against us, and we wouldn’t stand a single fucking chance at survival.”


  “I understand,” James said, taking a couple steps back too. There was only two feet of space between them, but it might as well have been a chasm. “I’ll prepare the spell to take me to Ireland.”


  Before he could leave, she caught his wrist. “Be careful.”


  A millimeter smile crept over his lips. It didn’t quite touch his eyes. “That’s my plan.” The wind shifted direction, blowing straight into his face, but he still didn’t pull away. “You mentioned Benjamin Flynn in the basement. What happened?”


  Had she mentioned Benjamin? Elise tried to push her mind back to earlier in the day, but her usually crystal-clear memory seemed to have fogged. She remembered panicking and dragging James and Lincoln to Earth, but she wasn’t exactly sure why now.


  “I’ll see you when you get back from Ireland,” Elise said.


  



  



  



  



  



  Ten


  



  SHAMAIN DIDN’T FEEL dead when Rylie arrived on its empty, shattered streets. It felt like it was humming. And it smelled like a movie theater filled with stale buttered popcorn, which could only mean one thing.


  There were angels in the area. Lots of them.


  “At least it’s not glowing anymore,” Elise muttered, yanking off the veils that she had been wearing to protect her face. It was eerily gloomy in Shamain. Without lights to illuminate their branches, the shapes of the trees looked a lot like the iron ones in Dis.


  “What are we looking for, exactly?” Rylie asked. Elise had phased them near the center of the city—right across from the bridal statue of Adam and Eve—and there was no visual indication of the ethereal occupation that she smelled.


  “Some kind of doorway. This statue is positioned above the original transit routes, so we’ll start here.” Elise tucked the veils into her belt. “But this is just a scouting trip. Understand? We can’t go into New Eden alone. We have to wait for the army.”


  “You were planning to go into New Eden alone earlier,” Rylie protested. “Between the two of us—”


  “I was planning to go in with a squad of my best men to open a door to Earth. Now that we have another route, we don’t need to do anything that risky.” Elise gave her a hard look. “We’re just scouting.”


  Rylie bit her bottom lip and nodded.


  They slipped silently through the streets together. Rylie considered herself to be fairly quiet—spending the last six years as a werewolf had given her a few physical advantages—but she felt clumsy alongside Elise, whose feet didn’t seem to touch the ground.


  She eyed the blade in Elise’s hand. It was the obsidian falchion that had killed Seth. “I haven’t seen you carrying that in a while,” Rylie said.


  Elise looked down at the blade, as though she’d forgotten she was carrying it. She reached back and sheathed it under her jacket. “I haven’t been.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s dangerous. I don’t trust myself with it.” She shrugged stiffly. “But it’s the only weapon I have that can kill an angel before the angel kills me. This sword, and you.”


  Rylie startled. “Me?”


  “I know what Abel has been doing in Hell. I’ve seen you against hybrids. You’re the greatest natural weapons against the ethereal.”


  She didn’t feel like much of a weapon. She felt terrified. She missed Seth. “We’ll help any way we can,” Rylie said, focusing on her feet.


  “Now do you want to tell me why you haven’t been shapeshifting?”


  “Not really.”


  Anyone else would have pressed, but Elise left it at that. She’d probably assume it was because Rylie didn’t want to be a werewolf in the first place—which was true. And that was a safer assumption than knowing the truth. At least for now.


  But if Elise was in a chatty mood again, then Rylie had questions of her own.


  “Are you okay?” It was a much less loaded question than “Why did you think I was your dead best friend for five minutes?”


  Elise didn’t look at her. “Keep your nose open and your ears perked. I want to know if someone’s nearby before we see them.”


  The werewolf sniffed the air. “There are angels over there.” She pointed toward what had been the temple district, but now was nothing but an empty spot in the skyline. “They’re at least a quarter of a mile away.”


  “Good.”


  The opportunity to talk had slipped away. Rylie could feel it.


  Elise headed down the stairs. Though the canals were no longer draining into the space underneath the statue, the water was still puddled on the steps, and her sloshing footsteps echoed. Rylie winced at how loud it seemed.


  “Is that as covert as you get?” she whispered, following Elise down. The demon shot a look at her, and once Rylie reached the first step, she realized why. She was even louder, and she was trying to be careful. This was exactly as covert as they could be.


  Blushing furiously, she kept following Elise down into darkness.


  The demon stopped at the bottom of the steps, gazing around at the cavern. It was just as collapsed and broken as it had been when Rylie had last been there; there was even a stain of blood on two columns where Nash had been crushed trying to protect Summer. The angels hadn’t made any efforts toward recovery here.


  “Damn,” Elise said, stepping down into the water, submerging herself to the knees. “This isn’t it.” But she started feeling around in the water anyway.


  “Looking for something?”


  “I left a fragment of the Tree here. Just wondering if it’s still around. Could be useful.”


  Rylie hung back, unwilling to get her boots wet. They were treated leather. Stupid to be so hung up on something like her shoes after the apocalypse, but she had so few luxuries left—if she didn’t need to wreck one of the few nice things that still belonged to her, then she wasn’t going to.


  Elise only searched for a few minutes before emerging again, wiping her hands dry on her shirt. “Guess the door’s going to be wherever the angels are,” she said with a grunt. “Couldn’t be easy, could it?”


  “Never,” Rylie said.


  Elise flitted to the surface and waited at the top. As soon as Rylie’s feet hit the ground, the wind shifted. The sour smell of sulfur swept over her. A stench that didn’t belong in Heaven.


  The glowing temple district was tinted crimson.


  “Is that the army?” Rylie asked.


  Elise’s grim expression was answer enough. There hadn’t been enough time for the army to join them yet, and Elise should have been the only demon within Shamain. Whatever that light was, it had to be ethereal—or something worse.


  She grabbed Rylie’s arm. “Sorry.”


  The street blinked out around them. Pressure crowded Rylie’s lungs.


  Phasing only took an instant—much less time than it had taken to get to Shamain in the first place. But she still felt like she was suffocating by the time Elise set her down again.


  They reappeared on top of a tall building overlooking a square with a large, arching doorway at the center. The street was rimmed with dead trees. The cobblestone was carpeted with apple blossoms.


  This was where Rylie had smelled the angels. There were four of them—not a huge number where humans or demons were concerned, but practically a small army for angels. They were conferring on the other side of the gate, oblivious to their visitors.


  The doorway itself was glowing a pale, wavering blue. Rylie had become way too familiar with ethereal stuff lately, so she thought she could tell that it was dormant.


  The other glow—the much brighter, redder one—came from a machine.


  It was the size of a car and built from ethereal stone, motionless cogs locked together. Most of it looked like it was made from the same substance as the rest of Shamain. But a few pieces didn’t match. Black, glossy cables connecting the body of the machine to the doorway, like the tentacles of an octopus trying to consume the stone arch. Crimson marks drifted a few inches over the surface, as though the magic couldn’t quite contact the material.


  Whatever that machine was meant to do, it could only be bad.


  Elise crouched at the end of the roof, glaring at the machine. “They’re working on it, too.”


  “What?”


  “Melding ethereal and infernal technology. Looking for a way to get at this other magic, this…gaean magic that Stephanie told us about. We’re ahead of them. We can cast new ethereal magic; they can’t. But they have ancient ethereal artifacts with magic already cast on them, and somehow, they seem to have found a warlock.”


  “Wait, let me catch up. Gaean magic is like earth stuff, right?”


  “How do you know?” Elise asked sharply.


  “Latin roots.” Rylie smiled. “I went to a private middle school.”


  Elise rolled her eyes. “Yes. It’s ‘earth stuff.’ James thinks that all three of them together can be used to manipulate the universe—the whole universe, on a macro level, like a puppeteer pulling strings. We don’t understand it yet, but it’s what cured Lincoln and closed the fissure.”


  “So if the angels are trying to figure it out, then…this is bad,” Rylie said.


  “Incredibly.”


  “We have to do something about it.”


  She expected Elise to argue. After all, this was meant to be a scouting mission. But Elise nodded slowly, rubbing a hand over her chin. “You’re right. I can’t leave that thing down there.” She straightened, jacket flapping around her knees in the breeze from the archway. “I want a closer look at that machine.”


  “Wait!”


  Rylie reached for Elise, but she had already slipped through the shadows to drop to the square a dozen stories below.


  The angels didn’t notice that there was a demon in their midst. For all of Elise’s power, she was pretty good at pulling it in, just like the way that an angel could pull in his wings and pass for human. She slithered through the darkness with the ordinary gait of a mortal, a woman trained to fight demons, not the Godslayer.


  “Crap,” Rylie whispered, searching for a way to follow her down. She probably wasn’t meant to follow, but all it would take was a couple good blasts of light from those angels to ruin Elise’s day. Maybe her whole life.


  Rylie spotted dead vines wrapped around the outside of the building that she stood on. She gripped a couple of the thicker parts, swung her leg over the side, and began climbing down. She tried not to rustle the leaves. They still whispered at her motion.


  She swallowed her pounding heart and kept moving.


  Elise was already beside the machine by the time Rylie’s cowboy boots connected with the ground. The sky seemed dimmed in the presence of the warlock magic, the navy hue washed out to gray.


  “Can you pry any of these loose?” Elise muttered to Rylie, wiggling her fingers under one of the cogs. It was as wide as her head. This close, Rylie could see all the detail that had been carved into it in swirling, looping lines, making the stone seem to shimmer like metal.


  Rylie wiped her palms on her shirt and then seized a second cog. She didn’t use all her strength on the first tug—she so seldom needed that much muscle—but it didn’t budge.


  It did, however, groan at the strain of being pulled. She froze. Elise crouched down lower behind the machine.


  “Did you hear something?” That was one of the angels on the other side of the gate.


  Rylie set her jaw and pulled again, harder this time. Her biceps strained. She dug her shoes into the ground.


  The cog popped out—just an inch.


  And then it turned.


  Rylie released it, clasping her hands over her mouth to muffle her gasp.


  “Sounds like the war machine,” another angel said.


  Elise tried to shove the cog back into place, but it only kept turning under its own impetus. Its edge was caught on two other cogs. They twisted and forced the others to rotate, until the entire exterior of the stone machine was a mass of sliding pieces like a puzzle ball.


  The warlock magic brightened. It wasn’t quite right—no longer crimson or orange, but a sickly violet.


  “Next time I come up with a spur-of-the-moment revision to our original plan, let’s not do it,” Elise muttered, jerking the falchion out of her sheath.


  “What are we going to do? What is this thing going to do?”


  “No idea. Hopefully, not destroy the world.”


  That did not fill Rylie with very much confidence.


  She clamped her fists on either side of the cog that jutted out furthest, gritting her teeth as she pushed all her weight into holding it in place. The machine jerked to a halt. Stone grumbled in protest. Her shoulders ached, fingers rubbed raw by the friction.


  Magic crept over the backs of Rylie’s hands. It was hot and cold all at once. Kind of…slimy.


  “I can’t hold it for long,” she whispered.


  And the footsteps were coming faster now. She could hear feathers rustling. They only had seconds before they were caught.


  “Don’t move an inch,” Elise said. “Unless you want to lose a hand, in which case, move all you want.” Then she plunged the falchion into the machine, driving it between two cogs, right beside Rylie’s fingers.


  Rylie jerked back with a gasp. The machine didn’t move when she released it. The sword shivered, but didn’t break.


  But the doorway was shuddering all over. The top vibrated so hard that it seemed to blur in the air. The bright marks ringing its base had turned violet too, just like the ones on the machine itself.


  An angel rounded the doorway. His eyes fell on them.


  “We have company!” he shouted over his shoulder.


  Elise leaped on top of the machine, bracing her feet against the rigid cogs. Her hands were empty now that she didn’t have the sword.


  “Elise!” Rylie hissed. “What about the original plan? The one where we escape before they kill us?”


  “What is this? Which one of you made it?” Elise asked, thrusting a finger toward the machine. Her voice sounded strange. Not quite Elise. It was deeper, throatier, kind of…well, kind of pretty, although that was a word that Rylie wouldn’t have usually associated with her.


  The angels stopped dead at the sight of her. Near-identical confusion flashed over their faces.


  Rylie bit down on her knuckle, suppressing the urge to shift and fight. They were right there. Four of those things that had taken her pack, controlling the door that led right into New Eden where she could save them.


  They could probably kill Elise. They would, if she didn’t intervene.


  Elise had to know that, but she wasn’t backing down. “Answer me. Which one of you made this? Was it you, Maniel?” She faced the angel furthest to the right. “Is this another of your designs? Or was this something you put together with Belphegor, Tamriel?” she asked, turning to the female angel on the left.


  “Don’t listen,” said another angel, shaking Maniel. “That’s not her. You know what they said.”


  The sword and the cogs groaned. Something was going to give.


  “Elise,” Rylie whispered.


  Speaking was a bad choice. Her voice drew Maniel’s attention to her. His skin had bluish undertones, tinged with violet from standing beside the machine, and there was nothing particularly intimidating about his willowy build and hooked nose. Yet alarm washed over Rylie at the weight of his gaze.


  He snapped out of Elise’s thrall, leaping around the machine to seize Rylie’s arm.


  The wolf surged inside of her. It left no room inside of her for fear or uncertainty.


  Her fingertips burned, and when she slashed at Maniel’s face, it was with two-inch claws. Four parallel gashes opened on his face. Silver blood gushed down his cheek.


  It splattered on the machine.


  The cogs groaned louder, and Elise’s sword started shivering at the same frequency as the gate. It was going to snap.


  “One of these days, pulling the Eve thing on them is going to fucking work,” Elise said.


  She ripped her sword out of the machine.


  Rylie slashed her claws down Maniel’s hand, breaking his grip on her arm. Another of the angels lunged at her. He flared his wings wide, flashing so brightly that she was instantly blinded. She felt rather than saw the blast of wind on her face, hard enough to knock her onto her butt.


  Whatever attack he had coming at her next didn’t land. Something wet spattered on her cheek.


  She wiped her face dry and blinked the green shapes out of her vision to see silver blood on her fingertips. Her eyes flicked up to the angel still reared over her. A blade jutted through his ribs on the left—a shallow wound that was rapidly turning to ichor. Elise jerked the blade free. Kicked him to the ground beside Rylie’s feet.


  The earth began shaking. The machine’s cogs opened, expanding to show the inner workings, more magical than mechanical. Electricity arced between the gears. There was total darkness at the depths.


  Elise whirled, slashing the falchion at another angel. He parried her blow and swept his wing out. It slammed into her gut.


  Rylie jumped in front of Elise, giving her the relative safety of her tiny shadow.


  Pure adrenaline rolled through Rylie as instinct took over. The angel swung his saber. She dropped low to the ground and shoved off, leaping so quickly that the whole world blurred around her.


  She hadn’t transformed, but her jaws ached, and she knew she had fangs even before she buried them into the angel’s bicep.


  The taste of blood flooded her mouth.


  He flared his wings at her, but what was death to Elise only blinded Rylie. She didn’t need to be able to see to rip the muscle from his arm. She could bury her claws into his throat in the sun as easily as she could in the darkness.


  “Get through before it changes!” barked Tamriel, ripping the injured angel away from Rylie.


  The world distorted around them. It shimmered.


  Within the gateway, everything began growing dark.


  “Too late,” Maniel said, gripping his bleeding side. “It’s gone.”


  “What’s gone?” Elise shouted over the buzz of the cogs. Her blade was locked with the other angel’s, sweating black fluid from her hairline, bones flickering through her skin. “What the fuck did you do?”


  All light vanished. Not just the light within the gate, but the light from the angels’ wings, too. It swirled into the depths of the gate.


  Rylie slammed her still-human foot into one of the cogs hard enough to shatter it. Her body had shifted enough that she didn’t need to think about unleashing her strength—it just exploded from her.


  She dropped to the ground, clapping her hands over her head as cogs snapped free, whizzing around the square like discuses.


  They struck the columns of the buildings around them and punched through. They decapitated trees. One caught Maniel’s wing and snapped it back with the wet crunch of bone.


  And still it grew darker, beyond shadow—a void.


  Rylie lifted her head enough to watch the fragments of the buildings get sucked back into the doorway, swirling through the vortex to be crunched into pinpricks at the center.


  “Oh my God,” she whispered, lisping around her fangs.


  A hand seized her by the scruff of her neck, dragging her to her feet. Tamriel had Rylie in her grip. “I thought we’d gotten all of you,” the angel growled, beautiful eyes narrowed to slits. “None of you were supposed to be left outside.”


  Rylie dug her fingertips into Tamriel’s arm, trying to rake the angel’s flesh open underneath her claws. But she had lost grip of her wolf. The shock of seeing the doorway to New Eden turned into a black hole had forced her to revert to human.


  Tamriel curled her other hand around Rylie’s jaw. Perfect position to rip her head off.


  “Not that one,” Maniel groaned. “Leliel’s rules.”


  Annoyance creased Tamriel’s brow. “But it’s a werewolf.”


  “Tell that to Leliel.”


  The hand on Rylie’s throat unclenched. She hit the ground in front of the angel’s bare feet. She momentarily envisioned how easy it would be to change and sink her teeth into those calves, letting herself surrender to the joy of bloodlust that Abel had been experiencing.


  But in a flash, Elise was on top of Rylie, consuming her in shadow. The world contracted around them.


  Heaven—and the hole punched between dimensions—vanished.


  



  



  Elise took Rylie to the safest place she knew: straight into the depths of the Palace, just outside the wards protecting the throne room.


  She didn’t let the werewolf regain her footing before dragging her inside.


  Rylie hit the floor on hands and knees, hands clapped to her mouth, fighting not to get sick from the transition between dimensions. Elise stood over her with her arms folded. “You’re pregnant.”


  Those words seemed to shock Rylie enough that she forgot she felt ill. She lowered her hands slowly, eyes round. “What?”


  “The angels didn’t spare you to be nice. They’ve been sparing pregnant women because of Leliel’s command—makes sense, considering she’s the archangel of labor. She always shared my soft spot for children.” Elise realized her error immediately and, without missing a beat, said, “She’s basically Eve’s clone, and maternal as fuck toward all babies. Even werewolf pups.”


  Rylie began trembling. She grabbed the nearest banner to pull herself to her feet. “Don’t tell Abel.”


  “Why? Is he the father?”


  “Yes! Of course he is. Who else?”


  “Don’t know, don’t care.” The fucking werewolf Alphas were breeding in the middle of a war against Heaven.


  She stalked away from Rylie, trying to rein her temper in before she completely lost it. She’d been planning to rely on the girl. She’d assumed Rylie’s reluctance to shift was merely moral protest. Elise could talk her out of something like that, given enough patience.


  But she couldn’t change without losing her goddamn fetus.


  Why did females do that? It was as stupid as the way that her mother had allowed herself to become impregnated by Metaraon. Or the way that Stephanie and Yasir had decided to make a family after joining a cult. Why, when there were so many battles to fight, did these fucking morons decide to add vulnerable lives to a dying world?


  She rounded on Rylie, fists clenched so hard that her fingernails dug into the palms. “How long before it’s out?”


  “The—the baby?”


  “Yes. The baby. When can you shapeshift again?”


  Rylie lifted the hem of her shirt. She barely had any stomach yet. It only looked like she had eaten too much for lunch. Werewolves had excellent abs—the muscle held everything in, so even that much of a bump looked bizarre on her. “Stephanie’s been keeping an eye on me, and she thinks—”


  “Stephanie.”


  “She handled the twins, too,” she said, cheeks bright red.


  “She’s in a cult.”


  “I had to trust someone with this,” Rylie said. “Obviously you’re not Miss Sunshine about family business, I didn’t want to worry Summer, and Abel…” She bit her bottom lip. “Look, this wasn’t exactly planned. I wanted to wait to tell him until things calmed down again. I wanted us to be able to enjoy it this time.”


  “How long?” Elise asked as patiently as she could manage.


  “Five more months. It’s just one baby this time. It should last to the end. The first time, I ended up going into labor—”


  “I don’t care.”


  Rylie’s mouth snapped shut.


  Five months. The war wasn’t going to wait five months. The world probably wouldn’t fucking exist in five months at this rate.


  “Do you know what we saw up there?” Elise asked, pointing at the sky. “That machine, infernal and ethereal, some kind of universe manipulation—you saw what it did to the doorway. It destroyed the route to New Eden.”


  The werewolf looked blank. She obviously didn’t understand.


  “Metaraon quarantined Araboth, the garden that imprisoned Adam, so that there was only one way in. That one route was for Metaraon’s convenience. But I don’t see why you couldn’t cut off every pathway to prevent your enemies from reaching the dimension.”


  The girl was shaking again, hands clasped over her heart. “So if that was the only door left, we wouldn’t be able to get the pack back.”


  Or Marion. “Hopefully that’s the worst consequence,” Elise said grimly. “I’ve got no idea what happens when you start ripping apart the fabric of the universe like that. I need to talk to James.” She turned to leave, but Rylie caught her elbow.


  “Is it okay?” she asked. “I mean, can you tell if the baby is fine? I had to partially change to fight the angels, and I’m afraid I might have gone too far.”


  The fact she had the gall to ask Elise rankled. “This is a war, Rylie, and you’re one of the only werewolves left. If you think you can survive this without needing to shapeshift anyway—”


  “Please. Just check, if you can.”


  Elise rolled her eyes. She could probably check. Fetuses had heartbeats and brain signals, just like all other humans. She usually blocked that sense out so that she didn’t have a constant feed on the mortals in her vicinity, but there was no reason that she couldn’t check on Rylie’s pregnancy.


  The idea of it appealed to Eve. Looking in on an unborn baby.


  You’re part of the problem, Elise snarled at Eve, knowing that the first angel couldn’t really hear her. Bet you were popping out babies during wars, too.


  Rylie looked so damn hopeful.


  Elise gritted her teeth and spread her fingers over the curve of Rylie’s stomach, opening her senses beyond the point that she usually allowed. She could hear Rylie’s blood rushing through her body. Her heart was beating too fast. Her mind writhed with anxiety, so much more than she even showed in her aching eyes.


  And there was a second, tiny heart beating inside her. A primitive mind stirred, little more than reflexes and muted urges. Looked like a normal, useless baby, as far as she knew. “It’s not dead,” Elise said.


  Rylie sagged. “Thank God.”


  “God isn’t the one who phased you out of Shamain before you got sucked into a black hole.”


  “Then…thank Elise?” It was probably meant to be a joke. Elise didn’t smile. Rylie bit her thumbnail. “I know you have lost all respect for me over this, but I’m doing what I have to do. This is the only choice I could make.”


  Elise let out a slow breath. She hadn’t lost respect, exactly. Just her patience. “Damn it, Rylie, this is a hell of a time to go on maternity leave. This is why you lost the pack. If you’d just fought Levi…”


  “I know.” Rylie nudged the edge of the rug with her toe. “Trust me, I’ve thought about it constantly. But I made my choice.” Rylie lifted her luminous gold eyes to Elise’s. Her irises looked less like moons and more like the fires roiling outside the throne room’s windows. “This doesn’t mean I can’t help. I’m still Alpha, and I’m still more than a match for the angels. I don’t need to be sheltered. I’m going to help you with this war.” A small smile. “Which is why you really can’t tell Abel yet. He’ll wrap me up in a straitjacket and stick me in a safe corner if he finds out.”


  Elise ran a hand through her hair to work out the tangles, sighing. She was half-tempted to lock the kid up in a safe room somewhere herself. “It’s not my business. I don’t care what you do.”


  “Good. I can be a mother and a fighter. Just because I’m doing woman-type things doesn’t mean I’m broken.”


  “Let’s not go that far.” She couldn’t help it. She ruffled Rylie’s hair. “Congratulations, or something.”


  Rylie had the nerve to beam at her.


  



  



  



  



  



  Eleven


  



  RUNES BURNED INTO the air just a few inches above the road. The world distorted as though by waves of heat as the street lamps flickered and turned off. Then it all vanished, leaving nothing to show for the brief hit of magic except a man pulling leather gloves onto his hands again.


  James donned a borrowed jacket as he strode up the street, lifting the lapels so that they sheltered his jaw from the damp island breeze. He had always been more of a cold weather man than someone who enjoyed the desert, but transitioning from Dis’s burning heat to Ireland’s soggy chill would have been a shock for anyone.


  He had cast Nathaniel’s spell so that it zeroed in on the tracking spells being cast in Ireland, and he recognized the broken walls and mossy cottages where he had arrived. It was as he’d expected—he had arrived just outside the Talamh Coven’s village.


  Nobody from the coven emerged to greet him as he stepped up to the gate, and there was no warning buzz of magic when he unlatched it. Their wards were gone.


  It began raining again as he quietly slipped up the road, hesitating only to look through the windows of one of the communal cottages. The tables were empty. The kitchen was clean. There was no sign of a struggle, no bodies, and no protective magic. The Talamh Coven was much too smart to leave themselves vulnerable in such a way. It could only mean that none of them were there.


  Yet he did feel another kind of magic tickling at the edge of his senses. There were witches nearby. They were casting spells.


  But they weren’t from his allied coven.


  Elise might have been onto something when she’d suggested sending a centuria with him to investigate.


  He pushed the thought away and went to one of the private cottages. It looked to have been very deliberately emptied—there was no furniture at all.


  The sense of active magic grew.


  James followed it back to the high priestess’s home. Its windows were as dark as the others, but energy hummed in the air, reaching out to him with gentle fingers. This wasn’t a powerful witch casting, but he or she didn’t need to be—dimensional mapping was more a matter of cleverness than sheer strength.


  He pushed the front door open. It creaked softly as he entered, escaping the cold drizzle.


  This cottage had been emptied, too. The only furniture remaining was a wingback chair by the fireplace. He recognized it as having belonged to the high priestess, but the figure sitting inside of it was not the woman that he’d expected to see. She was too short, too thin.


  James ungloved one hand. The runes lit the space with faint blue light.


  The girl was sitting with her feet propped up on the arm of the chair, her head resting on one of the wings. Her hair was brown, chin-length, and ratty; it was obvious she hadn’t had a professional haircut in too long. She had gained a little weight. She looked sickly.


  And she was not happy to see James.


  “Brianna?” The initial shock quickly turned to relief. “You’re awake. You’re alive.”


  “Yep,” Brianna croaked. “Thanks for noticing.”


  As terrible as she looked, it was still far better than the way she had looked when he had dropped her off with the Talamh Coven. She had been newly bound to Seth as his aspis when he died during the Breaking, and the shock of it had rendered her comatose. It would have been hard to look worse than that.


  Even so, she wasn’t the bright, sparkling girl who had eagerly volunteered to be bound to Seth Wilder. She’d never had that glimmer of hatred in her eyes before.


  He floundered for words. He felt like he probably should have made an apology to begin with, but he had a feeling that he knew how well she would take that, and he was sick of having his apologies ignored. He wanted to ask her how she felt, too, but the answer was obvious.


  “Are you the witch doing the dimensional mapping?” James finally asked.


  “Nope,” Brianna said. Which meant she wasn’t alone.


  The floorboards creaked behind James.


  He turned, unspooling magic into his fingertips too slowly, too late.


  Something hard connected with the back of his skull. He hit the ground and everything went black.


  



  



  James stirred at the sound of arguing.


  “You can’t kill him yet.”


  “Do you have any idea what he can do? Seriously, do you have the faintest clue? Because if you knew—”


  “I know perfectly well, thank you. I’ve known him since he was a boy. He has spent the majority of his life haunting my daughter. I know what he’s capable of far better than you do.”


  My daughter…


  That voice. That accent.


  He tried to lift his head, but his body was impossibly heavy. It took all his willpower just to peel his eyelids open. He was in a dark bedroom. It was still nighttime and still raining. He couldn’t have been unconscious for long.


  “Then let me kill him before he wakes up,” said a man.


  “Are you a coward?”


  “I’m just practical enough to know that none of us can match him once he’s awake. That’s all.”


  Gathering his strength, James lifted his head to look down at his body. Someone had tied cloth tightly around his fists and duct-taped them to his wrists, like makeshift mittens. It wasn’t the first time that he’d encountered someone smart enough to restrict use of his hands, but the only person to do that to him before was…


  Anthony Morales.


  The door had swung open and the young man stood on the other side, arms folded, a hatred nearly identical to Brianna’s twisting his face into an ugly mask. At least he’d given up on grooming that pencil mustache. He had a full beard and shaggy hair. But all the attention he had neglected to give his hair seemed to have been turned instead to his body, as his arms were twice as thick around as the last time James had seen him, exposed by a shirt with the sleeves torn off.


  For the first time, Anthony actually looked intimidating. Even so, it was the woman at his side that made James’s mouth go dry.


  She wore a full-length dress belted at her tiny waist. She was short, barely above Anthony’s elbow, and nearly overwhelmed by her brunette curls, which gave her heart-shaped face the look of a doll’s. Her full lips and cheekbones were incredibly familiar. James had spent many, many hours looking at a woman with features very much like hers.


  It was Ariane Kavanagh, Elise’s mother.


  “Fuck me,” Anthony said when he realized that James’s eyes were already open.


  Ariane slapped his chest lightly. “Watch your language.” She hefted a black purse on her shoulder and slipped into the room. “Hello, James.” She almost made it sound friendly, but her hard eyes told the truth.


  James was definitely not in friendly territory.


  Ariane sat on the bed beside him. The mattress barely sank under her weight. This close, he could see that she had aged significantly over the last few years, finally beginning to catch up with James. She should have been older than him, but spending years as a Palace hostess in the City of Dis had suspended her in time, leaving her the same age as the daughter who now ruled. Her eyes were finally imprinted with the faint hint of crow’s feet. Her roots were graying.


  “Have you nothing to say to me?” Ariane asked lightly. James couldn’t seem to gather the strength to respond, and she smiled. “That would be the potion. You are drugged, mon ami.”


  “Not drugged enough,” Anthony muttered.


  She shot a look at him. “You can leave us alone now. He won’t hurt me.”


  “Fucking stupid.”


  “Language,” she said again.


  Anthony rolled his eyes and disappeared down the hall, leaving the door open.


  James managed a small groan. Ariane opened her purse, picking through its contents. “I’m sure you’re feeling terrible. I understand. This potion I’ve given you is not a particularly gentle one; you will feel terrible for hours after its effects begin to wear off.” She plucked a bottle from her purse. “This one will deepen your paralysis.”


  He tried to clench his jaw, tried to turn his head. It took no effort for Ariane to pull his chin down and pour the contents of the bottle into his mouth.


  It was either swallow or suffocate, and James’s instincts made the choice for him. The potion burned sickly in his stomach.


  He had always thought that Elise had gotten her hardness and cruelty specifically from Isaac Kavanagh, her father and the former Inquisitor for the Palace. But now he thought that Ariane wasn’t without hard edges of her own. At that moment, in fact, she looked frighteningly like her daughter, only much more petite.


  “I’ll take care of the talking for the both of us,” Ariane said. “I don’t hold any particular grudge against you, but young Monsieur Morales has a point about how dangerous you are, and I may yet allow him to have his way with you.”


  A way that probably involved a bullet in the skull.


  “Fortunately, for your sake, I need you,” she went on. “I’ve found a path to New Eden but don’t possess the ability to reach it, especially now that the fissure has closed. Do you know anything about the fissure closing, James?” She didn’t bother waiting for him to attempt speaking. “You can help me reach New Eden.”


  How could she know about New Eden? It was frustrating to have so many questions and no ability to ask them. He twisted his fingers inside the sweaty confines of the duct-taped mittens, trying to find a hem to pick at.


  “I’ll make it as simple a task as possible,” Ariane said. “You only need to get me inside and leave a way out. I believe that Anthony, Brianna, and I will be able to take care of the rest.” She pulled another potion out. Its contents were sludgy and red. “This will restore your ability to speak.”


  The moment it touched his lips, he regained feeling in his tongue. He worked his jaw around.


  “Why?” James asked. The word hurt coming out of his chest.


  “You aren’t allowed to know.”


  He searched his thoughts for a reason that Ariane Kavanagh might want to get into New Eden. She had spent time sheltered in Araboth with Adam—perhaps she’d made a friend that she needed to contact? It seemed unlikely. Her lover, Metaraon, had been viciously controlling. He also seemed to be an unlikely reason to want to enter the city, considering that Adam had ripped his head off.


  Unless…


  James’s gaze dropped to her flat stomach again. When they had been in Araboth together, Ariane had been pregnant with Metaraon’s child, on the verge of giving birth. That had been years ago now. Her second child would have been…what, four years old now?


  The name dawned over him.


  “Marion,” James said.


  Ariane turned pale. “You can’t know.”


  He hadn’t given the name enough thought. He had wondered frequently whom Elise might go to war over, but not the name itself, or the fact that it sounded French. To be fair, he’d assumed that Ariane was dead after her time in Araboth—but he should have thought it through. He should have known.


  “Metaraon’s daughter is in New Eden,” James said.


  “My daughter is in New Eden,” Ariane said.


  No wonder they hadn’t wanted James to know about her. Marion would be like Nathaniel and James: part-human, part-angel, a rare ethereal Gray with a witch’s heritage. If she couldn’t cast mage magic yet, she would most likely be able to learn.


  They thought he would use her.


  Worse, Elise thought that he would use her, since she hadn’t told him.


  He tried to swallow down the bitterness, but it would have been difficult even if he hadn’t been under the effects of Ariane’s potions. “Elise is looking for her, too. She’s going to war to bring Marion back.”


  A smile spread over Ariane’s lips. “Yes, she would, wouldn’t she?” She sighed. “Oh, Elise.”


  “It doesn’t seem quite so inevitable to me,” James said. Speaking was becoming easier, even as the rest of his body’s rigidity became more frustrating. “This war is doomed to fail. I find it hard to believe that Elise would sacrifice the lives of her friends and legions for you.”


  “Not for me,” Ariane said softly. “For Marion.”


  This time, it wasn’t a potion she pulled out of her purse, but a tiny leather-bound photo album. She opened it to the first picture and tilted it so that it caught what little light came from outside.


  The picture was Elise holding a sleeping baby. She looked miserable and stiff. Typical Elise.


  To have held Marion so soon after she was born, Elise must have sought Ariane out immediately after escaping Araboth—after she had left James behind. That wasn’t the behavior of a woman who loathed her mother.


  “Elise has helped me protect my daughter.” Ariane flipped to the next picture. Elise held an older baby on her hip, looking slightly less stiff, but no less miserable. “She visits often—any time she has a free weekend, but always the entirety of the month of December. We have been a family these last four years.” And James hadn’t had a clue.


  In the third and final picture, Elise was holding a toddler, perhaps two or three years old, with a head of wild brown curls and luminous blue eyes. Eyes just like Metaraon’s. Eyes just like James’s.


  It wasn’t nearly as shocking as the fact that Elise was actually smiling down at the girl in her arms.


  Ariane snapped the small album shut. “If you believe that Elise wouldn’t go to war for her sister, then you don’t know her at all.”


  Apparently, he didn’t. The idea that this blood-drinking sadomasochistic demon that resembled his kopis could do such a thing—take care of her mother and sister for so long, for no reward, in total secrecy—just didn’t fit.


  “Let me go,” James said. “Elise will get into New Eden. You don’t need me.”


  She stood, pulling her purse over her shoulder again. “I didn’t realize Elise was going to war. She cut our last December together short, and she…” Darkness flashed through Ariane’s eyes. “It would explain why she wasn’t there to protect Marion from abduction.”


  “You can’t blame her for that.”


  “I don’t,” Ariane said. “I blame the angels. I blame Metaraon.” She strode to the door, tossing a look at James over her shoulder. “If we don’t need you to reach New Eden—and if you know about Marion—then I’m afraid that Anthony is right.”


  She slipped out of the room silently, leaving the unspoken words hanging in the air over James.


  You deserve to die.


  



  



  



  



  



  Twelve


  



  FROM THE OUTSIDE, New Eden’s healing tower had looked like it was made of opaque glass. From within, it was transparent, collecting the light of dawn and scattering it throughout the corkscrew staircase. It was so bright that Abram’s eyes ached.


  “Angels,” he grumbled. Even that quiet word echoed strangely throughout the tower, multiplying into a chorus of hushed whispers.


  Summer put a finger to her lips and shook her head. She pointed down.


  Abram followed the direction of her finger with his gaze. There was movement underneath them, distorted by the see-through stairs. People were moving several stories below. With that much echo in the tower, it wouldn’t take much noise to be detected.


  He took care to lift his feet as he walked, trying to muffle the squeaks of his rubber soles against the floor. Summer had been smart to abandon her shoes.


  His sister padded slowly down the stairs, nose lifted to the air. He wondered if she could really smell anything distinct. She sure looked like she knew where she was going. Abram’s senses were still going haywire—being in an ethereal city was as good as being deaf. His kopis senses were useless.


  Voices echoed up the tower.


  “Tamriel is back. She says that it’s been closed.” It was a male voice with an English accent, clipped and professional.


  “Finally,” responded a woman.


  Was Abram imagining things, or were those voices coming closer?


  Summer grabbed his arm and pulled him into an archway. It was hard to hide when all the walls were semi-transparent—he had to settle for hunkering down near the corner, where the thickness of the glass would obscure their figures the most.


  The rustling of feathers sighed around them as the pair of angels scaled the stairs. They stopped on the floor below.


  “She also wanted to know if you’ve decided how to handle our other problem. Have you given more consideration to my proposal?” asked the male angel.


  Summer leaned in close to Abram, whispering under her breath. “Nash isn’t far. I can smell him. We should sneak around these guys.”


  Abram fell silent, gesturing for Summer to do the same. He wanted to hear what the angels had to say.


  “I’ve thought of little else,” the woman said. “It’s a terrible suggestion. It’s haunting me.”


  “You have to waive your policy if you hope to neutralize her as a threat.”


  “No, Makael. We’ve already discussed this.” That voice sounded familiar.


  The male angel continued. “She could kill us all if you allow her to survive. It only takes one to breed thousands. You remember what happened when Hermokrates attacked Eleutherna—you remember how many lives we lost before we were forced to draw back.”


  “It will be just as easy to kill her after she gives birth.”


  “How many werewolves could the Alpha produce in the months between then and now?” Makael pushed.


  The Alpha? Abram sat back against the wall, rubbing a hand over his cheek. He hadn’t shaved. His chin was rough with stubble, and the slight bite of coarse hair against his palm helped clear his mind.


  “You have my answer. Kill her mate, but leave her untouched. She’s less of a threat if she won’t shapeshift. Once we’ve severed New Eden, she won’t be able to reach us anyway.”


  “She’s allied with the Godslayer, whose aspis is capable of magecraft. Magecraft and dimensional manipulation. Do you truly believe she won’t find a way to reach us? Even a single werewolf running free within our walls could shatter everything we’ve struggled to build.” Bodies shifted on the other side of the wall. Abram wanted to see what they were doing, but didn’t dare move. “Allow me to deploy assassins before we close the last door.”


  The long silence that followed left Abram’s heart beating a little too fast.


  “Are they talking about killing Mom?” Summer whispered.


  Rylie wasn’t pregnant. Was she? Abram shook his head. “They can’t be.” He could easily believe that their mother might withhold that information from him, but not from Summer.


  “Eve would never forgive me,” said the female angel. She sounded so painfully sad that it hit Abram deep in his heart, making his throat burn. “Of all the necessary sins, this is the one I can’t commit.”


  “Eve is long gone, beloved one.”


  “She lives on within us all.”


  “She won’t live on within us if we’re slaughtered by a plague of wolves. Deploy the assassins. Please. For Eve. For all of us.”


  If the female angel answered, then Abram didn’t hear it. The angels had started walking again, and their movements muffled their words. At the same time, Summer pulled him deeper into the hall toward the center of the tower, away from the angels. He almost didn’t allow her to move him.


  He had his gun, he had a knife. He might be able to take those angels down before the woman could give the go-ahead on the slaughter.


  But common sense won out over his anger. He stopped fighting Summer and followed her deeper into the tower. Through the glass walls, he watched the rippling figures of angels soar past outside, oblivious to the mortals in their midst.


  The halls within the center of the tower were wide, with arching roofs that made the tower feel like it was completely hollow. Abram glanced inside a few of the rooms as they descended further and further. They all looked very much like extremely luxurious hospital rooms, each with a single bed and single patient.


  And then Summer stopped in front of the entrance to one room—a high archway draped in gauzy veils, which looked surprisingly heavy when she pushed them aside.


  Abram glanced over his shoulder at the empty hall before entering.


  It was even brighter inside the healing room. The shape of the tower directed all that radiant blue glow down through the ceiling and into a narrow beam that fell over the bed, sort of like a magnifying glass angled in a sunbeam.


  That beam bathed the angel lying in bed in a silver glow, highlighting his brown hair, his straight nose, the hands folded over his chest. His wings were draped over either side of the bed, trailing along the floor. Gauzy white material swaddled him like a beautiful, pristine mummy.


  “Nash?” Summer whispered.


  The name was amplified and echoed a dozen times over. Nash… Nash…


  He didn’t react. His eyes were still closed.


  She moved to his bedside, resting her hand on top of his. Abram hovered behind her. Nash looked bad. Really bad. He was almost as scarred as Abel, though his wounds were still fresh and red. His chest and neck had been bandaged. The hair was beginning to grow back on the right side of his scalp.


  Uriel had lied. Nash wasn’t awake.


  “Oh no,” Summer said.


  Abram took two steps toward the door before an angel stepped through.


  Her hair fell in soft, foamy waves down her back, and a voluminous peach dress hung from her shoulders, somehow emphasizing her curves instead of hiding them. Her wings were more slender than Nash’s. She looked like a peregrine falcon—fast, graceful, and deadly.


  Leliel.


  “I thought you were dead,” Summer said.


  “Despite Nashriel’s best efforts, no. Thank Adam for the ingenuity of our architects. I recuperated in this very room.” She swept a hand toward the bed.


  Abram wasn’t in the mood for bantering. The sight of Leliel was all he needed to know.


  Uriel had betrayed them, the angels had wanted them inside New Eden, and they were fucked if he didn’t get them out now.


  He jerked the gun out of his holster and fired.


  Leliel was suddenly a few inches to the left, dodging the gunshot without effort. And then she was in front of him, seizing his wrist, twisting his arm behind his back until his elbow felt like it was going to pop.


  He sank to one knee with a grunt.


  Summer shifted, shredding her sundress with her hulking wolf form. The speed with which she could change was still completely breathtaking. She went from a cute girl to a wolf the size of a pony in the same amount of time it took Abram to rotate out of Leliel’s grip. He lunged for his gun.


  Summer leaped over him, paws outstretched.


  Leliel twisted. Her wing slammed into Summer’s side, knocking her aside before the wolf could hit. Claws scrabbled against glass. Summer slipped as she struggled to regain her footing.


  Abram’s hands closed on his gun. He flipped over to shoot at Leliel.


  She kicked it out of his hands and stood on his chest.


  Angels shouldn’t have been heavy, hollow-boned bastards that they were, but it felt like the whole tower had been dropped on Abram. He flattened against the floor. Punching against her lower legs did nothing. Leliel might as well have been stone.


  “Stop or I’ll kill him now, Summer,” Leliel said.


  The wolf froze, paws braced wide against the floor.


  Uriel slipped into the room. He had exchanged his usual skinny jeans and scarf for something a little more species-appropriate: floaty white robes, just like those of the angels that Levi had shown Abram in an old leather-bound Bible. He didn’t meet Abram’s eyes as he entered. “I’ve assembled the people you requested, beloved one.”


  “Thank you, dear,” Leliel said, her eyes glowing with warmth. Her weight shifted fractionally. Abram felt his ribs creak. “Please take the dog to the pool. Process her like the rest of her pack.”


  Abram could only assume that this “pool” was the place he had seen under the city. Summer growled. “What about me?” he forced out, hands still locked on Leliel’s ankles.


  “You have Our Father’s blood,” Leliel said. “We saw what you did in the ruins of Shamain’s temple district. You’ll be a more than adequate replacement for the prophet at the crux of our feeding system.”


  “You didn’t tell me about that.” Uriel shifted on his feet, eyes still lowered.


  Her tone sharpened. “Would it have mattered?”


  “No,” he said. “I just didn’t know about Abram. I’m surprised. Adam’s great-great-grandkid. It’s an honor. Can we really stick him at the crux?”


  “He’s the product of Adam’s dalliances with human women. It’s no honor to meet him—he’s an insult to Eve’s memory.”


  “I see what you mean,” Uriel said, although he didn’t sound convinced.


  They were so fucking nice to each other. Respectful, polite, considerate. Abram wished he had his gun.


  Summer caught Abram’s eye. Even though she was a wolf, he thought that he could tell what she was thinking. She wanted to attack Leliel. She didn’t want either of them to get stuck in this pool thing.


  He shook his head. “Wait,” he mouthed. He had a better idea. Abram had been planning to get down to the pool anyway. It sucked that they didn’t have Nash, but he’d never really needed him anyway.


  He remained relaxed as three more angels entered. One of them was carrying a loop of rope—a leash. Another carried manacles. “Be gentle with them,” Leliel said serenely. “They’re our guests as much as the others.”


  Abram forced a smile at her as they picked him up. She looked startled by the expression.


  Just wait until I burn your city to the ground.


  



  



  An angel named Azrael escorted them out of the tower. Leliel walked with them to the exit, but didn’t follow them beyond that, and Abram was disappointed—he’d hoped that he would have a chance to be alone with her.


  Later. He’d just have to come back later.


  Azrael didn’t keep a close eye on Abram, but he didn’t have to. He’d affixed a silver choke collar to Summer. If she strayed an inch from his side, he snapped the lead, pulling the chain tight under her chin. The density of her fur wasn’t protection against silver. The spikes pushed through her flesh and made her whine.


  The sight of his sister collared made Abram’s vision go white with rage.


  Just give me a chance. Just give me one damn chance and I will end you, angel.


  But Azrael didn’t give him a chance, and in the meantime, they were being marched to a hill at the center of the city.


  Abram played at complacency, dragging his feet, leaving his arms slack in the shackles behind his back. He was pretty sure he could escape them. He lived in the most boring werewolf sanctuary in the world, which meant he had plenty of time to practice the kopis skills Seth had taught him—including picking locks.


  Nobody had thought to pat him down. He still had pins tucked under his leather belt.


  It wasn’t far to reach the hill, but the walk felt incredibly long, watching Azrael jerk at Summer’s chain.


  Just give me one chance…


  He fell back a step, sliding his finger underneath his belt to search for a pin. He found one and loosened it.


  It almost fell, but he caught it in his palm.


  Azrael yanked on Summer again. “Keep up,” he snapped at Abram.


  “Yes, sir,” he muttered, grabbing a second pin.


  They mounted the hill to the cemetery. It was obvious that nobody ever walked through that part of the city; the grass grew too densely to have been trod upon by feet—angel, animal, or otherwise. That, and the reverent silence, was almost as disturbing as the graves that rose out of the misty half-light of eternal morning.


  One grave stood taller than the others. It was a large cross with steps leading to its base. Dry vines hung from each arm, swaying gently in the wind.


  “Get up there,” Azrael said.


  Abram didn’t move except to roll the lock pick in his fingers. That tombstone must have been the crux. If he got up there, chances were good that he wasn’t going to come back down again.


  But Azrael’s chokehold on Summer was still too tight. Abram could see the pain in her eyes.


  Thinking fast, he mounted the steps to the cross, turning so that his back was flat against the stone. Azrael would have to drop Summer’s leash to tie him down or something—right?


  But Azrael stood back and watched.


  Something tickled Abram’s ankle. He looked down to see a gray vine touching his ankle, very much like the ones that he had been entombed in when he first woke up in the pool below. It slithered through his bootlaces, wrapped around his calf, and crawled toward his knee.


  A self-restraining cross. Perfect. He jammed the pins in the lock, hoping Azrael wouldn’t be able to tell what he was doing before it was too late.


  Vines began sliding over his other leg faster than the first ones. They numbed everywhere they touched. His skin buzzed like a beehive. Given a few more seconds, he’d start to pass out—that was what had happened when they’d stuck him on one of those slabs in the pool, anyway.


  He couldn’t let it get that far.


  Instead, Abram freaked out.


  He screamed and jumped away as much as he could while remaining on the pedestal. “Get it off! Get it the fuck off of me!” He kicked wildly at the vine. It didn’t release him, but it loosened. The vines that had been approaching his waist shied back.


  Azrael jerked on Summer’s chain hard enough that she yelped. “Stop moving.”


  He pretended not to hear. The tumblers on his shackles fell into place, and the lock came smoothly undone. “No! Save me!” he shouted, still trying to fake panic, making his eyes as wide as possible. He kept his arms behind his back and held on to the shackles. Didn’t want to drop them yet.


  Abram twisted, squirmed, and did his very best impression of Crystal’s shrieks when Trevin dunked her underwater at the sanctuary. He felt stupid. Really stupid. All he wanted to do was attack Azrael, still jerking on Summer’s chain, and instead he was fucking whining.


  But the vines weren’t wrapping around him anymore, and when Azrael’s punishment didn’t make Abram hold still, he finally gave up.


  The angel tightened the choke chain, looped the opposite end of Summer’s leash around a grave, and climbed onto the base of the cross with Abram. “Hold still, mortal!” Azrael said, exasperated.


  Abram dropped the shackles and wrapped one arm around Azrael’s throat.


  “Fine,” he growled.


  He kicked one of his feet against the cross, propelling both of them to the ground. The vines ripped free. They hit the grass with Abram on top and he slammed his fists into Azrael’s face. It was about as effective as trying to bite through rock. The angel barely flinched.


  Azrael shoved him off. Abram hit a gravestone hard—a gravestone right next to Summer.


  She was gasping for breath, pawing at her face, unable to reach the chain that dug into her flesh. Abram yanked hard on the collar.


  The angel struck him, driving him to the ground face-first.


  “I’ll just have to apologize to Leliel for killing you,” Azrael said, closing his hands around Abram’s neck from behind.


  Abram’s vision blurred.


  And then the pressure was gone.


  Azrael kicked wildly as he was dragged through the grass. Summer pulled so hard that it looked like she was about to wrench the arm from his socket. She growled as she jerked at him like a chew toy.


  The silver chain was puddled on the ground a few feet away. Abram had loosened the collar enough that Summer had pawed it open.


  He scooped it off the ground.


  Summer gave a yelp, and it took Abram an instant to realize that it wasn’t a pain sound. It was a warning.


  He turned to see another angel dropping toward them.


  Damn it.


  Abram wrapped the chain around his fist and prepared to face this new enemy.


  The new angel slammed into the ground a few feet away, sending clods of dirt flying into the air. He straightened with his wings stretched to either side.


  Abram swung at him. The angel caught his wrist, deflecting the blow, and Abram swung again. His knuckles connected with the angel’s face. He was shocked when that actually staggered his assailant—the new angel was so much weaker than Azrael.


  That shock was the only thing that kept Abram from hitting him again.


  “Stop!” the angel snapped.


  Though Abram hadn’t recognized the face, he definitely recognized the voice. Nash ripped Azrael off of Summer, slamming him into a gravestone.


  “Nashriel!” Azrael groaned. He was drenched in blood.


  “Forgive me if I don’t have the patience to deal with you right now,” Nash said, and he slammed Azrael’s head into the cross hard enough to knock him out. The angel’s glow instantly dimmed when his face went blank. He slumped.


  “Hang on,” Abram said. “Hold him up.”


  Nash pinned Azrael in place long enough for Abram to lock him to the cross with the silver chain. He momentarily contemplated putting it around his neck, letting it dig into the bite wounds that Summer had given him, but he wasn’t that cruel. He wrapped it around Azrael’s chest instead. The silver spikes dug into his ribs.


  Summer shifted back into her human form with a gasp of shock. “Nash!”


  He smiled when he turned to see her, but he only made it two steps before collapsing, too. His burned wings bowed behind him.


  Summer lifted him up with an arm looped around his waist. Shifting between shapes hadn’t done anything for the silver wounds around her throat, leaving pinpricks under her chin and a burning red stripe. She was still in better shape than Nash.


  “Oh, you big, stupid man,” she said. “I’m going to kill you.” She kissed him on the lips. “You are so dead when I get a second.” Another kiss. “There will be pain and torture and—”


  “Later,” Abram interrupted.


  “He’s right,” Nash said. “We’ll need to get to the door as soon as possible. I can’t fly us there.”


  “The pack is under here in this pool thing. We need them first,” Abram said.


  Summer hesitated, nuzzling Nash’s cheek with hers almost absentmindedly. “You heard what Leliel said about Rylie. If they’re out to get her, we need to—”


  “Rylie’s fine. She’s protected by Abel. This is our only chance to get Levi.” At Summer’s look, Abram amended it to, “We have to get the pack while we’re here.”


  “Whatever we’re doing, we need to make it fast,” Nash said. “Leliel saw me leaving. She’ll be here at any moment. I’m surprised she isn’t already.” His eyes focused on the sky, and grim resignation crossed his blistered features. “Ah. And that would be why.”


  Abram looked up, too. Almost a dozen angels were soaring toward them.


  Leliel had collected an army before hunting down Nash.


  Pretty amazing how his wings found sudden strength at the sight of so many angels on their way to kill them.


  They soared down the spiral stairs into the pool below the cemetery. Nash’s hands were locked on Abram and Summer’s arms as he carried them down into the darkness. For a few breathless moments, Abram looked down on the cavern where he had been temporarily incarcerated.


  It was vast and curved, like being inside a shallow sphere, and the bottom was filled with stone slabs that almost looked like a city in miniature. A heavy fog clung to the floor, leaving everything glistening with moisture. It was difficult to breathe.


  Ten feet above the misty ground, Nash’s grip slipped on Abram.


  Abram slammed into stone.


  He pushed himself onto all fours immediately, wheezing from the impact. Naturally, Nash set Summer down lightly—as lightly as he could. He only dropped her a few inches above the floor.


  “Give me a moment,” the angel gasped. “I can carry us the rest of the way to the chamber.”


  “No time. I’ve got you,” Summer said. She pulled his arm over her shoulders and started walking. It took her a moment to realize she didn’t know where she was going. She stopped and turned to Abram. “Bro?”


  “This way,” he said.


  Their movements stirred the mist in the cavern as they rushed through, exposing the slabs in brief flashes. Abram didn’t look at the people sprawled over the stones again. Seeing them once before had been far too much.


  It was Summer’s first time down there, though. He glanced at her. She was staring openly, mouth dropped open, tears shimmering in her eyes. But she was tough. Way tougher than anyone had any right to be. She didn’t stop moving.


  Light flared behind them, casting long shadows over their path.


  Abram didn’t look back. “Faster. We’ve got company.”


  “Sorry, honey,” Summer said, and she lifted Nash off the ground. He’d put his wings away, and she was tall, but it was still ridiculous seeing her haul a man her height through the somber cavern underneath New Eden. Almost comical.


  A female voice shouted at them. “Stop!”


  Leliel had joined them after all.


  Abram wasn’t going to bet on their odds against her with a dozen angels at her back. He didn’t turn to fight.


  They sprinted the rest of the way to the tunnel.


  It felt like he had just been there hours earlier, though it had been days since James and Elise had freed him from New Eden. His chest clenched tighter as they raced toward the room where the pack was incarcerated.


  The blaze of light at their backs was the only sign that the angels had reached the mouth of the tunnel. Abram shoved Summer and Nash into the room ahead of him. It was dark and narrow, almost claustrophobic in comparison to the cavern outside.


  “Break the capstone on the arch!” Nash ordered.


  Abram looked up at the doorway. It was as elaborate as all of the angels’ other constructions, and it looked like all of the stones in the arch had been placed by hand. “How?”


  “Do it!”


  “I’ve got this,” Summer said.


  Leliel ran up the hallway on foot. It was too narrow to fly, even with their graceful, slender wings. “Nashriel!”


  Summer jumped up and seized the capstone, ripping it from the arch with all of her werewolf strength.


  The door collapsed.


  Abram jerked her away from the crashing rubble, shielding his sister with his back as rocks pelted him. He got a single, satisfying glimpse of Leliel’s angry expression before the whole wall came down, sealing off the room…and locking them inside.


  



  



  When the dust settled, the room underneath New Eden was silent except for a faint sound like a heartbeat. It rolled through the floor and made Abram’s body pulse in time with it.


  Summer backed away from Abram and the rubble.


  “That was…drastic,” she said, tossing the capstone to the ground.


  “These rooms were designed to be severed from the others,” Nash said. “It’s a safety mechanism in case of invasion.”


  “Except that we’re locked in instead of getting locked out?” Summer was very pale. “There’s a way out, right?”


  Abram could tell from Nash’s expression that there wasn’t.


  “We’ll die in here,” Abram said.


  “We would have died at Leliel’s hands. This gives us at least a few hours to figure out an alternative,” Nash said.


  “Like starving to death instead of getting killed quickly.”


  “We’ll dehydrate first,” Summer said lightly, as if she were joking. Even she couldn’t bring any levity to the situation. She stared around the room, hands clutching her heart. “What is that noise?” she whispered, as if afraid the angels would hear them.


  There was shifting on the other side of the collapsed wall. It was impossible to tell if they were trying to break in or just free themselves from the destruction.


  “The shifting?” Abram asked.


  “The thumping.” She turned to one of the crystal chambers set into the wall, wiping condensation away with her hand.


  “Don’t,” he said. He remembered how much it had hurt to see the pack in there. How much it had shocked and sickened him. Summer was so much more sensitive.


  But when she saw the creature within—a sleeping basandere—she only looked sad. “They’re all full?” she asked, looking up the room. The fog made it impossible to see more than a few feet down.


  “Pretty much.”


  Nash had slumped against the wall, but now he struggled to his feet. “These are all mortal creatures of Earth. They’ve been isolated from the humans for a reason. This isn’t just a place to feed us. This is a place to drain our enemies.”


  “What a horrible thing to do to people,” Summer said, wiping the condensation off of the next chamber. Her chin trembled. “Just evil.”


  Nash settled his hands on her shoulders. “Angels are not inherently evil. We are, however, incredibly driven to innovate. What’s more innovative than automating our feeding processes so we can focus on more creative pursuits?”


  “That’s evil innovation.”


  “I won’t argue with that.” He glared at the chambers. “Eve never would have approved of this. That said, angels are far too smart to seal anything away permanently. It would be a waste of resources to leave the food in the chambers once they’ve perished. There must be a way to open them.”


  Abram rounded on him. “Perished?”


  “These are for temporary storage only. The humans out there—they will essentially live forever, as long as they remain connected to the system. These people will not. The angels want them to die. They just want to expend them first. That’s practicality.”


  “That’s fucking evil,” Abram said.


  He expected his sister to call him out on it, but she looked pretty pissed, too.


  “Why? To torture them?” Summer asked.


  “I don’t know. I wasn’t invited to any of the evil innovation planning meetings.” Nash sounded impatient. “I still think I can open them.”


  He beat the fog away with a hand as he moved to the rear of the room, as far from the collapse as possible. It was quieter near the back. There was also a panel of mechanical switches against the wall, all unlabeled, and dotted with a few gemstones.


  “Well, that looks easy,” Summer said, reaching for the switches.


  Nash stopped her. “We’ll have to be careful. One wrong move and we could activate a kill switch instead. Angels may be too smart to seal anything away for eternity, but we’re also too smart to allow intruders to rescue their friends.”


  Summer licked her lips as she studied the complicated mechanism on the wall. Abram sure as hell hoped it made some kind of sense to her, because it definitely didn’t make any sense to him. He knew cars pretty well. He also knew computers. It would be hard not to, living with Summer his whole life. But this? This was nothing like that.


  “But all we have to do is flip the right switch,” she said, like that was such a minor thing to do. There were dozens of them.


  “The right sequence of switches,” Nash agreed.


  A sequence. Even better.


  “Screw this,” Summer said. “I’m just going to punch through this crap.”


  She drew back her fist, but Abram grabbed her arm. “No!”


  His volume seemed to surprise her. She actually stopped. “What, why?”


  “If the angels have rigged kill switches, don’t you think they’d tie them to breaking through the chambers too?” Abram asked. “You could kill Levi like this. You could kill the whole pack.”


  “They’ll die if we don’t get them out. We’ll all die down here.”


  “No,” Abram said again, more firmly. He jerked a dagger out of his boot and offered it hilt-first to his sister. “The floor is dirt.”


  She understood immediately, but she didn’t look happy. “I don’t know, Abram…”


  “Figure it out.”


  She took the knife and kneeled, starting to dig the knife in the ground to draw lines mimicking the wall. “Okay. We’ll figure it out. It’s like any other machine—just have to break this down. Can you help, Nash?”


  He gave the dirty ground a dubious look, but did sit down with her. “I’d like to remind you that I ran the entire world in Haven,” Nash said with imperious confidence. “That status wasn’t handed to me. I am a genius.”


  “And humble, too,” Summer said, kissing his chin.


  His face warmed a fraction when he smiled at her. “It will take time, though.”


  Abram eyed the collapsed wall. It didn’t sound like the angels were trying to shift the rubble on the other side. Maybe they thought that there was no need to reach them after all. Why bother? They’d as good as interned themselves in a tomb.


  “Seems like we’ve got all the time in the world,” Abram said.


  



  



  



  



  



  Thirteen


  



  THE STREETS OF Dis were filled with celebration. Something resembling music whined through the air—though it sounded kind of more like a herd of cats getting shoved through a meat grinder. Demons danced and cheered as though they had just won a victory.


  Abel was on the less-than-excited end of the spectrum. He’d liked seeing Earth’s sky watching him while he was in Hell. He’d liked knowing that there was a way to escape.


  But that wasn’t so important at the moment. Not when he was on the hunt.


  Demons gave cries of surprise and leaped out of his way as he pounded up the streets, paws slamming into the dirt, kicking up clouds of dust in his wake. Elise’s men raced to keep up with him. No way to tell if the demons were leaping back because of the sight of a werewolf in Hell, or because of Elise’s livery—either way, Abel had no problem cutting a path toward the scent of bonfire a few blocks away, where white-blue light glowed from behind a building.


  The light had faded by the time Abel rounded the factory. The angel he’d been chasing had managed to vanish.


  “Shit,” said one of the men, who’d introduced himself to Abel as Hank. He was a big guy with white scars from being whipped on the backs of his forearms. Just as visibly fucked up as Abel was, in human form. He liked Hank. “Where’d it go?”


  Abel snuffled around, running his nose along the edge of the building. Mostly, he smelled ash and blood, byproducts of the factory. But that bonfire smell was still there, too. That was the smell that always followed angels.


  He tracked it to a set of stairs concealed between the factory and its neighboring building, some kind of storage unit. The stairs were steep and dark.


  The angel was down there.


  He glanced back at Hank, Azis, and the other men to make sure they were watching then leaped down into the darkness.


  It was a longer fall than he’d expected. His stomach jumped into his throat.


  Then he hit on all fours, absorbing the shock. Ash kicked up around him. He sneezed twice.


  The bottom of the stairs led to a short hallway terminating in a door. The angel’s smell was stronger in that hall.


  There was also another smell—a much worse smell, far more frightening and unlike anything that had reached his werewolf nose before. Abel didn’t even know what to compare it to. It reminded him of dark, cold places like cemeteries, although he’d never been afraid of cemeteries and he was definitely afraid of this.


  The angel wasn’t alone.


  Azis landed next to him. “This is where the angel is hiding?”


  Abel nodded. He waited until the others joined him, too, and then Abel slammed his shoulder into the door, throwing it open.


  The room blazed bright with angelfire on the other side.


  Men entered from behind him, fanning out to the left and right, taking flanking positions against either wall. Abel darted in after them. He only made it four steps inside before stopping short.


  They’d just stumbled on a fight. And the angel had already lost.


  “Allahuma thabetna,” someone whispered.


  The angel was pinned underneath a massive demon—at least twice as tall as a man, and wearing black armor that made his body the approximate shape of a brick. A brick that was carrying two spiked swords. One of which had the angel skewered through the chest.


  Abel wasn’t exactly small, but he felt tiny standing in front of this thing.


  “Kill it,” the angel croaked. Silver blood dribbled over his chin. “Kill her.”


  Then the demon slammed him into the ground again, lifted the second sword, and brought it swinging down to bisect him.


  After a moment of shock, Azis yelled, “Fire!”


  Guns exploded, too loud in the tiny underground room. Abel’s ears rang. The bullets pinged off the demon’s armor without denting it.


  Abel let the wolf’s instincts take over. He didn’t know how to fight demons, but his beast did, and the bloodlust made him cross the room in a flash, digging his claws into the gaps between armor. He mounted it, swinging onto its back.


  There was no sign of flesh in the space between helmet and breastplate. Nothing to bite at all.


  One huge gauntlet clasped him by the scruff of the neck and tossed him to the floor. Abel slammed into the pieces of the angel’s body. The breath rushed out of his lungs, and he struggled to focus on the demon as it lifted its sword again. His whole body was hot with the healing fever—he’d be moving again in moments.


  He wasn’t sure he had moments.


  Hank jumped in behind the demon, driving a spear between the gaps in the armor. The demon swiveled its helmet to look at him. No sign that it was in pain at all.


  The demon grabbed the spear and ripped it from Hank’s hand, lifting one sword again.


  “Halt, Behemoth.”


  That small voice broke through the fighting. The demon immediately stopped moving, setting down his swords and turning to face the door behind him, empty-handed.


  “Stop, stop!” Azis yelled. “Stop shooting!”


  A frail old woman stood in the doorway, leaning against the wall for support. Abel didn’t think he’d ever seen a woman as old as her. Rylie’s aunt was pretty old, but not so old that her eyes had been sucked into her skull, leaving dark pits. Her skin was so shriveled that she looked like a walking raisin.


  She didn’t smell like a demon. She was human—or something like a human for sure.


  “You’re from the Palace,” she said, turning from one guard to the next. She was hugging a statuette to her chest. “You’re with the Godslayer. Aren’t you?”


  Azis stepped forward. “Yeah, and who the fuck are you?”


  “My name is Draga. I’m someone that the Godslayer is going to want to meet.” She wavered then caught herself on the wall again. “She is going to want to meet me very, very much.”


  



  



  Rylie was waiting in Elise’s antechamber when Abel finally returned. He banged through the door, undeterred by the guards, and stood on the threshold with a giant grin.


  “You can relax now, ladies. I’m home. And I’ve got presents.” He tossed a stack of bloody wings to the ground, their stumps torn ragged by werewolf teeth.


  Elise lifted her eyebrow at Rylie. “Not a flowers guy?”


  “Not really,” she said, blushing. She would have been lying if she said that she wasn’t a little bit pleased about Abel making them look good in front of Elise, though. Even if it was in the creepiest way possible.


  The demon stooped beside the wings, making a quick count. “Six. Were these the angels remaining in the city?”


  “Near as we can tell,” Abel said. “Excuse me for a sec.”


  He hooked his arm around Rylie’s waist, jerking her off of her feet and giving her the kind of kiss that made her feel temporarily lobotomized. She couldn’t breathe. She wouldn’t have wanted to anyway. Rylie hadn’t realized how much the tension was creeping up on her until she finally touched him again, like she had been under water for too long, on the verge of suffocation, and he was the first gasp of oxygen.


  You used to think that about Seth.


  The thought came out of nowhere. Her stomach twisted.


  When Abel set her back on her feet, the room was spinning.


  Elise wasn’t watching them, but there was a small smile on one corner of her mouth as she picked up the wings. It was impossible to tell if that was because she thought Abel and Rylie were funny or because severed body parts genuinely pleased her.


  Rylie hung her head, unable to look at Abel. “So you’re done hunting now.”


  “Yeah. For the moment,” he said. “I’m all yours until the next birdbrains show their ugly faces.”


  “You should know that Rylie kicked a couple asses of her own while we were in Shamain,” Elise said. “She pretty much ripped an angel’s arm off.”


  Abel squeezed her. “Did she?”


  “I was impressed.”


  “Guys,” Rylie muttered. Her cheeks were so hot that she really thought she was going to catch fire now. But even if her wolf had liked the fight, and Abel’s wolf had definitely been enjoying the hunt, she didn’t want to be proud of her capacity for violence. Yeah, she’d do whatever she had to do to save the pack. That didn’t mean she had to like it.


  “Anyway, this isn’t all I’ve got for you,” Abel said as Elise dragged the wings to her bureau, arranging the feathers across the surface almost artfully. “Last angel we caught was down in these tunnels under the city, trying to get at someone in particular. Someone named Draga?”


  Elise brightened. “You found her.”


  “Who’s Draga?” Rylie asked.


  “Lincoln was looking for her.” She frowned, smoothing a hand over the feathers of a severed wing absently. “Actually, the nightmare that possessed Lincoln had been looking for her, presumably to assassinate her.”


  “Nightmare and angels after the same target?” Abel asked. “Funny. Wanna find out why?” He pushed the door open. “Hey! Azis!”


  The human guard came striding up the hall. Rylie’s heart dropped when she saw the shadows moving behind him. It wasn’t a shadow like Elise could become a shadow, but simply something so huge that he blocked out all the light from the end of the hallway—a hulking creature covered in spiked armor. He was hunched over as he followed Azis, but the jagged metal on his shoulders still scraped at the ceiling.


  Elise pushed Rylie behind her. The demon was already holding her falchion. “What the fuck is that?”


  “Godslayer,” Abel said with a lopsided grin, “meet Behemoth.”


  Azis stepped aside to allow Behemoth into the room. It was only then that Rylie realized that this massive demon, with smoke pouring out of his face guard and a red glow between the gaps of his plate mail, was cradling a very small figure in his arms like an infant. It was an old woman. Her skin was coppery brown. Her hair was thin, showing the scalp underneath, and her eyes were sunken.


  “Draga, I presume,” Elise said.


  Behemoth didn’t respond, but the woman said, “It’s a joy to meet you.”


  “Joy.” Elise’s mouth twisted. “That’s a new one.”


  The demon sank to one knee beside Elise’s couch, settling Draga’s fragile body on the cushions. She looked more breakable without her guardian holding her.


  Rylie had visited her great-grandfather a couple of times when he was in hospice care, and he had looked almost exactly like this. More skeletal than human. She smelled like looming death, and if she lasted another day, Rylie would have been shocked. It was pathetic enough that the wolf didn’t hunger at the scent of her weakness.


  The wolf did, however, draw Rylie to the woman’s side. She wanted to touch her desperately. She took Draga’s hand.


  “Wolf,” Draga said, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “Oh, dear wolf. I haven’t seen one of you in a long time. An Alpha. So strong. So beautiful.” She reached up to cup Rylie’s cheek in her scaly hand. Her fingernails were hardened and claw-like.


  “What are you?” Rylie asked softly, turning her face into Draga’s hand.


  “I’m very much like you. What you might call a shapeshifter.”


  “A werewolf?” That was weird. She didn’t smell at all like pack. All werewolves smelled like Gray Mountain, the place that Rylie had been bitten—a place of cold alpine peaks and torrential rivers. This woman smelled more like the caves underneath the mountain. Like minerals and fire.


  The question seemed to amuse Draga. She laughed, and it came out more like a cough. “No. Not lupine. Not me.” Her eyes fluttered. She sank back against the pillow, sighing.


  Behemoth’s armor creaked as he shifted beside her. It was amazing how delicately his hands could move, considering their sheer size. He very carefully adjusted the pillow under her head, shifting her to a more comfortable position, and pulled a blanket off the back of the couch to settle it over her frail legs.


  “A sidhe, then?” Elise asked, crouching beside Rylie, putting them all at eye-level. “You are something…gaean.”


  “The Earth once held more wonders than werewolves and sidhe spirits,” Draga said without opening her eyes. “This was before your ancestors walked the lands. Before the ones that made you even lived. Earth used to be a place wild with magic as great as that of the angels. Greater still.”


  Rylie could imagine a different world, listening to those words—an Earth where Gray Mountain wasn’t the only place that werewolves roamed. But she couldn’t imagine other creatures. “Where did they go?”


  “The Treaty of Dis eliminated them.” She sounded relieved by it, as though she had been carrying these words inside of her for centuries.


  “The Treaty of Dis protected humans,” Elise said. “It’s what created the kopis class and made witches capable of becoming aspides. It’s the only reason humans survived the war between demons and angels.”


  “Is that the history they tell now?”


  “It’s a fact. I was in the Palace when the Council of Dis was assassinated. I saw the products of the Treaty. Everything in the library corroborates that.”


  “They’re all lies,” Draga said.


  “Big claim coming from a woman who won’t tell me what the fuck she is.”


  “I witnessed the Treaty. I lived in the world that came before and I fled the world that came after to escape extermination. That’s what matters most.” She touched Behemoth’s wrist. He opened his gauntlet to reveal a tricolored pebble in the center of his palm. When Draga picked it up, Rylie realized that it was actually the size of her fist.


  Draga dropped the stone in Rylie’s hand. “A balanced world. Infernal, ethereal, gaean.” Her fingertip tapped each color in turn—red, blue, and green. “In the beginning, Lilith decided that all three would be interdependent on one another. When one grew in strength, another waned. A stable balance is the only way to maintain integrity through the fiber of the universe; she believed this would encourage the factions to support each other.” A faint smile. “She was not very realistic.”


  “Wait,” Elise said. “Lilith set up magic?”


  “Don’t talk,” Draga said. “Just listen. The factions are interdependent. A waxing moon means waning shadow. To grow stronger, angels and demons needed to find more power. They needed to weaken the creatures of Earth—the werewolves, the sidhe, the dragons, the basandere. They constructed a Treaty to cripple the gaean faction and strengthen themselves. Angels and demons were never at war.”


  Rylie leaned over to Elise. “That part’s not true. Nash told me about the war. He was there.”


  She hadn’t spoken quietly enough. “Angels fought Lilith,” Draga interrupted. “Not demons. Lilith. She was infuriated by the perversion of her balanced world.”


  “That’s not what my son-in-law said,” Rylie said.


  “It was a powerful Treaty. Its lies warped the universe. Don’t you think it’s strange that angels, immortal and with flawless memory, can no longer remember how to perform magecraft?” Draga asked. She gave Elise and Rylie expectant looks. “You must have given it consideration.”


  Elise didn’t respond, but Rylie could see in her eyes that she was mulling this information over, and that she didn’t like it. “Why would angels deliberately surrender magic?”


  “It was part of the deal. Yatam insisted upon it for his cooperation.”


  “So,” Elise said. “Two factions against one. The Earth creatures got slaughtered.”


  “Changed. All turned into kopides or witches. Weakened, impotent.” Draga’s eyelids fluttered. “A few escaped—the werewolves were too numerous to all be exterminated. But the others were driven to the brink of extinction or beyond.”


  Rylie clenched her hand around the tricolored stone. “Why? Why go after the werewolves and stuff? Haven’t angels and demons always hated each other?”


  “Not nearly as much as they hated us,” Draga said. “They fed on humans, while we protected humans.”


  Rylie flashed back to the sight of Abel grinning in the tents, prepared to go to battle. She thought of her wolf’s satisfaction as it shredded the angel’s arm. “We’re their natural predators,” Rylie said.


  “That’s why all the gaean stuff is so harmful to me,” Elise said. “I was nearly killed with a gaean flamberge—and the anathema powder must somehow be gaean, too.”


  “Indeed,” Draga said. “We are more powerful than your kind. You people had to change the laws of the universe to defeat us. You were too weak to face us, or live with us, so we were slaughtered.”


  Elise sat back on her heels, fingers steepled in front of her face. She stared into nothingness. “The Treaty’s already shattered. Nothing came back.”


  “Lines have blurred,” Draga said. She looked exhausted again. Behemoth rested his hand on her stomach, and she hooked her fingers between his, letting her eyes drop closed. “The universe has been unbalanced too long because of the sins of angels and demons. We are coming to the end.”


  “The end?” Abel had been pacing behind them, but he stopped at that. “You mean the end of the world? The world’s already ended once or twice and we’re still here.”


  “So young,” Draga murmured without opening her eyes. “So very, very young.”


  “Because being older than dirt means you’re so much smarter than me,” Abel said.


  The old woman didn’t try to argue. She didn’t move at all.


  Fear spiked through Rylie’s heart. She touched Draga’s shoulder, brushing a few strands of brittle hair away from her neck. She was so hot. “Are you sick? There are healers in the Palace.”


  “They can’t heal being older than dirt,” Draga said.


  The corner of Elise’s mouth quirked. “You’ve been hiding in Hell all this time. Why not go back to Earth? There are still werewolves there, and basandere, and…”


  “I am the only one of my kind. The only one old enough to pass this on. The only one to tell the next pantheon ahead of the genesis we should all pray comes.”


  Pantheon? Genesis? Rylie looked to Elise, but Elise wasn’t paying attention. Her gaze was laser-focused on Draga. The old woman was patting down her tattered robes, as though searching for something. Her fingers brushed over a bulge near her hip.


  Elise took Draga’s hand, moved it aside, grabbed a small statuette from the pocket. It depicted three figures standing back-to-back. “Ellil,” Draga whispered, touching the winged one. “Anu.” She touched the one with the serpent’s tail. And then the one with a wolf’s head. “Ninkha.”


  “There are always three,” Elise said softly.


  “Always,” Draga said. “Or there will be nothing at all. This life has no guarantees, after all. No guarantees but…death.”


  Her other hand slipped from Behemoth’s. He stood gracefully, arms loose at his sides, in a neutral position. He didn’t look at Draga now.


  The old woman sighed out her last breath, deflating just like that. Alive one moment and dead the next.


  Even if Rylie’s sense of smell hadn’t been so acute, she would have been able to tell that all of the life was gone from her just by the way her skin became strangely dull, her face sank in on itself, and the strange silence that followed her motionlessness.


  Rylie felt an unexpected sense of loss. She felt like she had been sitting with someone really important for a minute, but Draga was gone before she could even understand why.


  She swallowed hard, trying not to cry.


  “Always three,” Elise muttered. If she was bothered by Draga’s death, she didn’t show it. Her eyes flicked up to Behemoth. “You going to do something about her, or should I?”


  How could she be so casual about it? Why didn’t she care?


  The massive demon reacted about as much as the statue would have if Elise had addressed it.


  “Too bad,” she said.


  She pocketed the statuette and then moved as if to pick Draga up, scooping her hands underneath the frail body. But when she lifted, the only thing that came off the couch was the robes. Her skin fragmented, shattered, fell to the floor in a million tiny shards the color of sapphires.


  Rylie jerked away as the jewels showered over her, hurriedly brushing her shirt off. No, those weren’t jewels—they were scales. Like, lizard scales.


  “What the fuck?” Abel asked.


  Elise looked like she had stepped in something gross. She nudged a few scales away from her with the toe of her boot. “Fantastic. Azis?”


  “I’ll get a cleaning crew,” he said. Rylie hadn’t even realized that the guard had still been lingering by the door. He was gone in seconds.


  Elise stepped into her bedroom, and Rylie followed, watching the swaying statuette jutting from her pocket. It was turned so that the wolf head faced her. “Do you know who those are supposed to be?” Rylie asked. Her voice was thick, throat knotted. “Anu, Ellil…whatever the third one was… Who are they?”


  “Get in,” Elise said, holding her door open.


  Rylie and Abel stepped inside. Elise glanced at the antechamber and Behemoth, still unmoving beside the empty couch, and then shut them inside the bedroom.


  Elise paced, slapping the statuette lightly against her palm. Framed by the burning red sky of Dis, she looked every inch the general thinking hard about war, her eyebrows creased and eyes dark.


  “Adam, Eve, Lilith,” she muttered. “First Man, First Angel, First Demon.” Her fingers tapped the creatures on the statuette. “Werewolf. Angel. Demon.”


  “I’m missing something,” Abel said.


  But Rylie thought she understood. She was still holding that stone that Draga had handed her. It was so simple, but it suddenly felt like it weighed a million pounds. “I think she’s saying that those are gods. The people on the statue. Right, Elise?”


  “I’m thinking…maybe Adam, Eve, and Lilith weren’t the first after all.” She shook her head. “That conversation definitely explained why Lincoln would have wanted her dead. Leliel and Belphegor must both know about the Treaty, and what it actually did. That means that they know the greatest threat to their plans—whatever those are—are the two of you.”


  Rylie didn’t like the way that Elise was looking at Abel and her. She sidled under his arm. Even Abel’s protective embrace couldn’t save her from what was coming, but it felt more secure. She needed any comfort that she could get.


  “Don’t think it matters much,” Abel said. “Everything’s already all fucked up. We can’t do much about the whole universe.” He grinned darkly, baring very white teeth. “We can still remind the angels who the apex predators are, though.”


  “We can do something about the universe. We have to.” Rylie gazed up at him, trying to find comfort in his familiar profile, and just feeling more scared. “When we were in Shamain, we saw the angels with this machine thing. They ripped that world away from New Eden. If everything is already all fragile from this unbalance Draga was talking about, what’s going to happen when they break the last door to New Eden? What if the angels don’t stop there? What if they pull the whole universe apart?”


  “I’d prefer not to find out,” Elise said.


  Azis knocked lightly before reentering. “Ma’am?”


  She straightened her spine, turning to face him. All doubt was wiped from her face. There was no sign that she had just been thinking about the end of the universe. “Yes?”


  “James Faulkner hasn’t returned from his scouting mission to Ireland.”


  Elise’s expression still didn’t change, but there was no concealing the wash of adrenaline that rolled off her skin. “He hasn’t been in contact?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “Thanks,” she said.


  Azis gave a half-bow and slipped out again.


  Elise rubbed a hand over her forehead then looked at her palm. She was sweating black. She smelled awful. “Abel, have you ever been to Ireland?”


  “Ain’t never been over the ocean before,” he said. “Why?”


  “Today’s your lucky day. You’re coming on a trip with me. Rylie, take Ace for a walk.”


  Rylie’s heart dropped. Elise had promised she would let her help, even if she was pregnant. “But…”


  “Please,” Elise said.


  After a moment, Rylie nodded.


  



  



  



  



  



  Fourteen


  



  ELISE AND ABEL materialized twice: the first time, on the southern coast of Ireland to get her bearings, remove her ring, and feel for James’s presence; and then the second time outside a small collection of cottages.


  Abel took the shift between dimensions well enough, but the shift across Ireland was harder. Elise studied the place that they had appeared while he got sick in the bushes.


  The stone wall encircling the cottages still glowed with the memory of magic, though the spells seemed to have been dismantled weeks earlier. The salty air and heavy rains had washed all of the physical markers of wards away. What little she saw of the remaining spells looked like ordinary human magic. Nothing more, and nothing less.


  The complexity of the magic suggested a stationary coven, and a fairly powerful one—though not as powerful as James. But a coven that was gone.


  Elise extended her mind toward him and came up against a blank wall. He was there. He was close. She just couldn’t speak to him.


  She didn’t like being cut off like that.


  Abel got up, shaking himself out. It was almost a canine gesture. “Smell anything good?” she asked, opening the gate. The hinges whined.


  “Canned food,” he said. “Bottled water. Stinky, unshowered people.” Confusion crossed his eyes. He sniffed again. “And flowers? Really wet flowers, mixed with dirt and stuff.”


  Flowers and dirt. Kind of sounded like potions.


  “I wish I had your nose,” Elise said, drawing Seth’s Beretta as they slipped between cottages. If James had been nailed by witches, she wasn’t going to need her falchion.


  Abel grinned. “I could bite you, see if you change.”


  Elise still remembered Rylie’s bite all too well. She shot a look at him. “Do we have a problem?”


  “What, can’t you take some shit? Been on top too long?” He punched her in the shoulder. Not a gentle blow—she went numb to the wrist. “You need to get knocked down a few rungs.”


  If this was his idea of camaraderie, Elise thought she might prefer going back to the time that Abel hated her. “Focus,” she said.


  He grunted, rolling out his shoulders. “All right, all right.” Another sniff and he took off at a lope, breezing through the long grass toward a cottage in the back.


  Elise gave him a second before following. His mental signals were uncomplicated, once she tuned out the wolf inside of him. Abel was happy to be there. He was enjoying himself. The odds that he was slightly crazy seemed to be increasing. Still, she could see why Rylie liked him. He was exactly the levity the kid needed in her life. And dangerous enough to protect her.


  Abel crouched against the wall of one building. She dropped beside him. “I smell James in there. He is always fucking drenched in aftershave. Easy to find him.”


  “Alive?” She couldn’t tell. She couldn’t pick up his heartbeat.


  “Probably,” Abel said, sniffing again. “Don’t smell anyone dead around here.”


  “How many alive?”


  “Three,” he said. “No, four. Two witches I don’t recognize, Douchebag Gandalf, and then someone who smells like gunpowder.”


  “Gunpowder? A kopis?”


  Elise heard the bolt on a rifle being pulled back.


  “Good guess,” said a gruff, masculine voice.


  Elise whirled to find that someone was watching them from the roof of the opposite building. He was belly-down on the roof, propped up on his elbows, a rifle obscuring half of his face.


  Anthony Morales was watching her through the scope of a hunting rifle.


  She let herself break apart, reforming on top of the roof. He was unsurprised by her leap in space—he sat back calmly on his heels and said, “I figured that James would have friends trying to save him, but I hadn’t thought it would be you. Gotta say, I’m a little disappointed, Kavanagh.”


  “Disappointed?” She jerked him to his feet by the lapels of his jacket. “You’re the one who kidnapped James? Why? And where the fuck have you been? I thought you’d been taken by the angels to New Eden.”


  “Here,” Anthony said. “The whole goddamn time, I’ve been here.”


  “With this coven?”


  “Yeah. With the coven. You want to know what I’m doing here? You ask James. The man you came to save sold me to a fucking coven.” He shoved his sleeve up, baring his forearm. A white scar marked the inside of his wrist from the heel of his palm to the inside joint of his elbow.


  Elise’s fingers reflexively went to the matching scar she had on her left wrist. The scar remained from her binding ritual to James, making them kopis and aspis, sword and shield, stuck with each other for all of their lives—whether they liked it or not.


  “You have an aspis?” she asked.


  “They tied me down and performed the ritual,” Anthony said. His eyes smoldered with hate. “I didn’t get a choice. Neither did Brianna.”


  It took her a minute to recall that name. “James’s assistant?” Elise dimly recalled meeting her in Las Vegas before the Breaking. She had forgotten the girl quickly. She hadn’t seemed all that important.


  “He fucked both of us over, Elise,” Anthony said. “And you came here to save him? Yeah. Yeah, I’m just a little bit disappointed.”


  Elise stared at him in the dark, misty night without really seeing his face. She had gotten used to James being on her side again so quickly—old habits, she guessed. It was easy to forget that he had been manipulating people with abandon until he lost the ability to reach Eden.


  No, not easy to forget. Just really fucking convenient.


  A hard lump lodged in her throat. She forced herself to focus on Anthony, her best friend, standing safely in front of her. She had been starting to think he was dead.


  But James had known where Anthony was this entire time, and he hadn’t told Elise.


  So much for no more lies.


  “Where is James?” Elise asked.


  



  



  Elise shoved the bedroom door open, Anthony at her back. The bed was empty. “Is this some kind of joke?” she asked. The sheets were rumpled, but there was no sign that anyone had been restrained in the room.


  Anthony pushed past her. “What the fuck?”


  A tall figure lunged from the dark corner.


  It was moving for Anthony.


  Elise reacted on pure instinct. She stepped between them, stuck out her leg, and flipped the assailant over her hip.


  James hit the floor on his back. Hard.


  He didn’t recover anywhere near as quickly as usual. He remained on the floor, looking dazed, eyes only partially focused. Elise tried to reach into his mind and came up against the wall of his warding ring again.


  “Is he drugged?” Elise asked Anthony.


  “Something like that.” He didn’t look remotely guilty.


  James tried to get to his feet, motions slow and clumsy. “I have to get out of here,” he said, still not quite aware that Elise had been the one that had stopped him. One of his hands was bare, but the other was encased in a mitten of cloth and duct tape. He attempted to release a few ethereal runes, but the magic flickered and faded without his usual focus.


  He lurched toward Anthony again.


  Elise shoved James against the wall, pinning him with an elbow in his throat and a hand on his wrist. The glow of the ethereal runes burned through her gloves.


  He finally focused on her, blinking rapidly. He relaxed a fraction. “Elise. Thank—”


  She pushed harder on his throat, strangling the words before he could get them out. “You sold Anthony?”


  She watched the truth dawn in his eyes. James had definitely done it. There was no guilt in his expression—only resignation at having been caught. “It’s more complicated than that,” he said.


  “How?” she asked. “How could it be more complicated than the fact that you let me spend the last few months thinking he’d been killed?”


  His eyes were imploring. James wasn’t struggling against her at all, limp in her grip. “You never asked. Besides, he tried to murder me.”


  That wasn’t the excuse she’d expected. “Murder? What?” She twisted to look at Anthony over her shoulder. “Did you try to murder James?”


  He raked a hand through his hair, rubbed the back of his neck, didn’t meet her eyes. “Murder’s a strong word.”


  “‘Assassinate’ would likely be just as appropriate,” James suggested. Elise released him. He stepped away from the wall, tearing roughly at the duct tape on his hand. “I was transporting Brianna to the Talamh Coven for healing. Their specialty is dealing with aspides who have lost their kopides. I was only trying to help her.”


  “After you pretty much killed Seth and ruined her life,” Anthony said.


  Elise cut him off with a gesture. “And?” she asked James.


  “And Anthony got on the same ship that I was on and attempted to shoot me in the head,” James said. “Failing that, he tossed me off the side of the damn ship. I almost drowned. Forgive me if I didn’t feel forgiving after that.”


  Anthony advanced on him, anger clouding his eyes. “You broke the entire world trying to become God!”


  “I was trying to save it!”


  Elise planted a hand on Anthony’s chest, holding him back. James had finally gotten his other fist free and removed the warding ring, and his mind felt like it was filled with steel wool. He wasn’t up for a fight. Not yet.


  Although both seemed like they deserved the shit beat out of them.


  “This is petty bullshit,” Elise said. “I can’t believe I have to deal with infighting among my allies when—”


  “He is not your ally,” Anthony said in a low voice. “You can’t say that after everything he’s done.”


  “You don’t know anything.”


  “I know you’ve always had a big fucking blind spot for James. I know you can’t be trusted to make sound decisions where he’s concerned.”


  “He’s working with me for now,” Elise said.


  “Maybe for the moment, yeah. But what happens the instant he sees an opportunity to do something that will help him achieve his goals, huh? Next time he sees a way into Eden, or the next time he—”


  “There’s no other way into Eden,” Elise said. “Adam’s bloodline has been wiped out.”


  Anthony glared at James over her shoulder. For his part, James was leaning against the wall for support, still trying to shake whatever drugs they’d used to be able to hold “Douchebag Gandalf” captive. He didn’t look threatening. But Anthony’s words screwed right into her chest and wouldn’t let go. There was too much truth in them.


  “Can we talk alone?” Anthony asked.


  “No,” James said.


  Elise pushed him gently. He sat down hard. Kittens were more threatening than James Faulkner at that moment. “I probably don’t have to say this, but don’t go anywhere.”


  “Elise—”


  She stepped into the hall with Anthony and shut the door.


  The cottage was eerily quiet aside from the drumming of rain on the roof. If Brianna was anywhere within, then she must have been incredibly good at playing quiet. “Where’s your aspis?” Elise asked.


  “Another cottage,” Anthony said. “She’s…getting help. It doesn’t matter.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I knew you wouldn’t let me handle James if I asked, so I didn’t ask. You’re pissed at me. I get it. I still think the smartest course of action would be to kill him before he’s back to full strength.”


  “You’re right. I am pissed.”


  “You can’t trust him.”


  “It seems like I can’t trust you, either.”


  Anthony looked wounded. “Come on, Elise.”


  “Do you know what killing my aspis would have done to me?” she asked. “If I’d been in the middle of a fight when you did it, I could have been killed, too.”


  “And that’s the whole reason you don’t want him dead, despite the fact that he’s the cause of most of the pain in your life? Come on, Elise, he’s the reason that you ended up in the garden! He lied to you, and instead of trying to fix it, he went ahead and did everything he could to make it worse.” Anthony lifted his eyebrows at her. “So you don’t want him dead because it would weaken you, and not because you’re blinded by your feelings.”


  Elise snorted. “I don’t have feelings.”


  “Oh, bullshit.”


  She reached up to stroke the line of his lip. When had he grown a beard? She liked this rugged look on Anthony. “Fine. I have some feelings.”


  “Some,” he muttered.


  For a moment, she felt disoriented. Her eyes saw a mature Anthony, bearded and rough. Her mind wanted to see the young Anthony that she had first met, still more of a boy than a man.


  She felt hot. She wiped at her forehead and found that she was sweating black again. “I’ve told you before that there’s nothing between me and James,” Elise said, wiping her hand off on her pants. “I won’t keep discussing it.”


  Confusion flashed over Anthony’s eyes. “Nothing? Since when? But you told me yourself that you guys have—”


  “We’re not having this discussion again. Period.”


  “Are you okay?” He took her wrist, looking down at the sweat on her fingertips. “You don’t look good.”


  Elise pulled free. “You said that Brianna’s being taken care of. I didn’t see the Talamh Coven here. This place looks pretty abandoned.”


  “Oh. Yeah. There’s something else you need to know. The reason that Brianna and I are still here, even though the rest of the coven left.” He glanced at the door, lowered his voice. “Your mother found us.”


  Her eyes widened. “My mother?”


  “She came to the coven for help at about the same time that they were going into hiding. The high priestess wouldn’t help her, but Brianna insisted on staying with Ariane.” Anthony rubbed a hand over his beard, smiling ruefully. “So…we’ve been helping your mom try to map a route to New Eden, and your mom’s helping Brianna with her recovery.”


  “Then do you know why she wants into New Eden, too?” Elise asked.


  “No clue. But she’s told us all about the angels. She told us what they’re doing. However you’re combating it, I want to help.”


  The sudden tension that had come over her eased. Anthony and Brianna didn’t know about Marion. Her sister’s secret was still safe. “I don’t know if you can help me, Anthony. I don’t know how to get into New Eden now. The door’s gone. They ripped it apart.”


  “The door in Araboth?”


  “The door in Shamain,” she said.


  A grin grew over his face. “It seems that Ariane and Brianna mapped a route that you don’t know, then.”


  For a fleeting moment, Elise felt relieved.


  There was another door into New Eden. They could still reach the city.


  But then the location of the door sank into her, and all she could feel was dread.


  “Araboth,” Elise said. “Fuck.”


  “I didn’t think you’d like that. But I hadn’t thought I’d be going in with you. I’d thought I would just take Ariane.” He shrugged. “On the bright side, they’d never expect you to attack from that direction.”


  That’s because she would never willingly return to Araboth. She couldn’t.


  But for Marion… Maybe she had to.


  “I forgive you, Anthony,” Elise said, feeling light-headed. Her muscles felt like they were turning to liquid.


  “What, for trying to kill your boyfriend?” He said it mockingly, in the most irritating voice possible. The one he knew would drive her up the fucking wall.


  She silenced him with a kiss, just like she always did.


  Anthony froze. He didn’t move as her hands slid up his chest, looped around his neck, and locked him into place. He didn’t react when she leaned into him, either.


  He must have been angrier with her than usual. There was virtually no fight she couldn’t make him forget with a little angry sex. But his lips were rigid under hers, and he wasn’t reacting with any hint of arousal.


  He reached back to grab her wrists, dislodging her. “What the fuck?” Anthony shoved her away when she didn’t immediately step back. It wasn’t an overture to rough sex. He really was trying to pry her off.


  Elise didn’t fight it. She frowned at him. “What?”


  “You kissed me.”


  “Uh, yeah,” she said. “Since when is that a problem?”


  “Since we haven’t dated in…fuck, what, five years? Since you were still human?”


  Her head was throbbing. Anthony looked so strange. So old.


  What’s going on?


  Elise turned, expecting to find herself in the apartment she shared with Betty. They stood in a narrow hallway—that was all right. There were three doors. Elise’s bedroom was at the end, Betty’s right next to it, bathroom on the other wall.


  But when she drifted to the end of the hall, she didn’t find herself in a living room decorated with Betty’s half-assed paintings and the plants Elise had potted in her empty tubs of creatine powder. The furniture was too rustic, too cramped. The windows were drenched. It never rained that much in Reno.


  “Elise?”


  Anthony’s voice sounded like it was coming from a million miles away—or a million years away.


  She felt anger when she looked at him. That was nothing new. Elise was sick of putting up with Anthony’s insecure crap. He was clingy. He was too jealous of James. He wanted too much from her. He talked marriage and families like it was something that Elise would want to do, even if she could, and she was going to dump him if he didn’t shut up.


  If she hadn’t been so fucking lonely, she would have gotten rid of him by now.


  “Don’t talk to me,” she said, turning to work on the dishes.


  Except that the kitchen wasn’t in the right place, and those weren’t her dishes. Betty never would have had that many mismatched plates.


  Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.


  “You’re shivering,” Anthony said, lifting the hem of her shirt. She looked down at her abs to see that they were slicked with sweat, just like her forehead, and that her sweat was burning holes in the cloth. Little holes. Tiny pinpricks, like stars in the sky. “I think you’re sick. Can demons get sick?”


  “Demons?” Elise asked. He gaped at her.


  Something reflective caught her eye—a mirror on the wall. She lifted it off the nail and angled it so that she could see her face.


  There was a demon on the other side. Pale skin. Black eyes. Black hair. Beautifully symmetrical.


  Reality slammed into her.


  Elise wasn’t dating Anthony. They were in Ireland, not Nevada. She was a demon.


  And Betty was still dead.


  The grief hit her anew. She had to set the mirror down before she dropped it. Elise braced her hands against the counter, shutting her eyes against the surge of emotion—the realization that she would never see her best friend smiling again, never hear that stupid snort-laugh of hers, never talk shit about their boyfriends over a bottle of wine or three.


  The fact that Reno had been completely destroyed, and that most of America had followed suit just a few years later, didn’t seem nearly as terrible as the fact that Elise was living in a world without Betty.


  And the fact that she kept getting confused about it could only mean one thing.


  



  



  Elise knocked once before entering the bedroom. She had already known that there were two witches inside by reading their mental signals through the wall, but she was still a little surprised to see Brianna confined to bed. She remembered the girl as bright, energetic, and enthusiastic. Now she was frail and filled with hate.


  Brianna’s annoyance at seeing Elise was so palpable that it all but discolored the air around her. Elise wasn’t a stranger to people who hated the sight of her. She ran the least popular administration Hell had seen in centuries, after all. But the intensity of the emotion, coming from such a weak young woman—that was pretty impressive.


  “Nice to see you too,” Elise said, turning her attention from Brianna to the woman at her bedside.


  Ariane Kavanagh stood, smoothing her skirt over her hips. Her eyes were puffy. “Ma fille.”


  Elise didn’t hesitate. She opened her arms, and her mother stepped in to hug her tightly. Ariane was a few inches shorter than her and much skinnier. She sagged in Elise’s arms, clutching at her jacket.


  “How did they find you?” Elise asked.


  Ariane responded in French. She always had trouble remembering how to speak English when she was upset. “I don’t know. We had recently moved and nobody knew where we were, so I had sent Marion outside to play. Then the sky ripped open. I went outside to look for her, and she was…” She clapped a hand over her mouth, shaking her head.


  “Did you see anyone?”


  “I’d seen one young man hiking earlier. I don’t think it could have been him. He looked human. He couldn’t have gotten Marion out of the dimension so quickly, and I know she was removed from Earth because none of my tracking spells could find her.”


  Elise frowned. “Describe him.”


  “Ah…” Ariane lifted her hand above her head, above Elise’s head. “This tall, twenty years old, sort of thin. A black man with curly hair. He had a backpack. He was just a hiker.”


  Her heart sank. It could have been a coincidence, but that sounded too much like Benjamin Flynn—and Elise didn’t believe in coincidences.


  But why would he take Marion? Had he given her to the angels?


  Now Ariane looked alarmed. “Do you think he took her? Do you know him?”


  “I can’t be sure,” Elise said.


  Anthony and Abel slipped into the room, distracting Elise. Brianna’s angry flush in the bed shifted in a dazzling display of color when she saw who had entered, turning to happiness, anxiety, desire.


  No wonder Anthony had freaked out when Elise tried to kiss him.


  James was a few feet behind Abel. Five people in the small bedroom was far too many, and it tightened the tension in the air until Elise almost couldn’t breathe.


  Everyone hated the sight of James. Most of them wanted him dead. James hated the sight of Ariane, and he wasn’t thrilled to see Brianna either.


  The only person who didn’t hate was Abel—he could probably smell the hormones crashing through the room, and he seemed to find it funny. He sat on the edge of the desk, grinning.


  “Why do I get all this company?” Brianna asked.


  “It’s not about you,” Elise said. “Mother, Anthony said that you know how to get to New Eden.”


  Ariane nodded, but she hesitated before speaking. “He knows,” she said, still in French. “He knows everything.” Elise’s eyes flicked to James. He was watching her intently.


  He knew that Elise had an ethereal Gray for a sister. He knew that Marion had the capacity to become a mage, just like him. And he knew that she was from Metaraon’s bloodline—also just like him.


  There was no way James couldn’t be wondering how to use her.


  Yet his mind was blank to her. He had put on his warding ring and filled up the cracks so that she couldn’t get the faintest read on his emotions. The fact that he blocked her out couldn’t mean anything good.


  Elise responded to her mother in French as well. She’d never quite been fluent, but she had practiced in order to speak to Marion, and now it was a convenient way to keep the others from understanding them. “I’ll take care of it.”


  “Anthony believes we should kill him.”


  “I know,” Elise said.


  Ariane tilted her head to study her. “You won’t allow that, will you?”


  “We’ll see.”


  “Hey,” Abel said, snapping his fingers between their faces. “Talk English. Don’t be assholes.”


  Elise briefly contemplated breaking his hand, but he would have healed too quickly for that to have the impression she wanted. She switched languages smoothly. “Is Araboth the only door you found into New Eden, Mother?” Elise asked.


  “Yes. With Brianna’s assistance, I’ve searched thousands of other pathways, but that’s the only one remaining,” Ariane said in English. She was still upset, and her accent was probably too thick for anyone else to understand her, but she was making an effort. “There was one more in Shamain, but it’s been closed.”


  “Not closed. Ripped apart.” Elise paced, arms folded tightly over her chest. There wasn’t much room to move. Two steps in each direction before she came up against the others. “I think the angels are trying to sever New Eden from the fabric of the universe so that they can be isolated. It won’t be long before they destroy the Araboth door, too. We’ll have to move fast.”


  “Could we try a shortcut?” Anthony asked, sitting on the bed next to Brianna, scooting back so that he was shoulder to shoulder with her against the wall. The closer that they sat together, the murkier their mental signals became, turning to white noise. One of the major benefits of having an aspis. “Araboth had a door that opened in Oymyakon. Russia’s easier to get to than going the other way around.”


  “That was a one-way door,” James said. “The only way into Araboth is to go through Coccytus, into Limbo, and find the fissure to the garden.”


  “Can you find the fissure?” Elise asked.


  James’s eyes darkened. “Possibly, given enough time. But there’s no way we’ll be able to get an entire army through Limbo. The distance is incredible and the environment is hostile to demons. They would be half-dead before the battle began.”


  She shut her eyes, massaging her temples. Her head was throbbing. It wasn’t a hunger headache. It felt like her brain had become writhing worms inside of her skull, trying to escape through her eye sockets.


  James had a point. Elise remembered how much Heaven had hurt her, and she was one of the more powerful demons. She’d be leading her legion to the slaughter if she tried to get them through Limbo and Araboth before reaching New Eden.


  “Okay. So we don’t take the legion,” Elise said. “We’ll go alone.”


  Anthony scoffed. “Not to be a pessimist, but even you two aren’t a big enough deal to take a city on your own.”


  “But I am,” Abel said.


  Everyone turned to look at him except Elise. She had already been thinking the same thing. “Not just James and me. James, me…and Abel.”


  “What? Why him?” Brianna asked, shooting a scowl at Abel. She didn’t look at him for long. The scars seemed to make her too nervous. “Because he’s a werewolf?”


  Elise turned a startled look on James.


  “She can tell the species of everything she meets at a glance,” he explained.


  “More like a smell,” Anthony said.


  Abel leered, and his teeth looked a little sharper than a human’s should have. “I’m not just any werewolf. I’m the big bad wolf.”


  “And werewolves are meant to kill angels,” Elise said, filing that information about Brianna away for later. “Abel chewed through them in Dis without breaking a sweat. With his help, we stand a good chance of getting in to free the pack. Once we have other werewolves, we’ll be far better off than if I managed to get the entire legion into Heaven. We’ll be unstoppable.”


  James folded his arms. “Yes. All we have to do is get three people through Limbo and Araboth into the ethereal city, and then survive long enough to save everyone. Brilliant idea.”


  “This coming from the guy who thought he’d save the world by turning himself into God,” Abel said with a snort. “Anyway, I can do better than that. Let’s take an army. Let’s take a werewolf army.”


  Elise arched an eyebrow. “Do you have one hidden in your pocket?”


  “No, but you do. You’ve got cool guys working for you in Hell. Some of those guys got bigger balls than mine, and that’s saying a lot. Let me bite them. I’ll make them shift into werewolves, and we can go into New Eden with a whole new pack.” Abel smiled darkly, and this time, Elise really was sure that his teeth had shifted to fangs. He was thirsty for blood. “Let’s make the angels really regret what they’ve done.”


  



  



  James helped Ariane load one of the Talamh Coven’s remaining cargo trucks with supplies in awkward silence. Her bag jingled with glass bottles as he lifted it into the truck bed. James’s hands stilled on the leather strap.


  “Don’t touch my potions,” Ariane snapped, pushing the bag away from him.


  “I’m helping you. I’m not—”


  “I know you, James. I know you can’t resist picking apart other witches’ magic. I don’t want you interfering with mine.”


  He lifted his hands and stepped back. “Very well. Far be it from me to interfere with your damn potions.”


  He had healed the fissure between Earth and Dis on his own, cured a man of his half-demon blood, and reinvented forms of magic that nobody alive had ever seen, yet surely she was depriving him of some magical holy grail by withholding access to her almighty potions.


  James shoved a few more boxes into place. Anthony, Brianna, and Ariane were taking the last of the Talamh Coven’s canned food with them. It wouldn’t be enough to last them all the way to Russia, but most of Europe was still intact—they would be able to buy or steal supplies somewhere.


  He jerked a tarp over the boxes once they were all situated. He was about to step away when Ariane grabbed his wrist, fixing him with an intent look.


  “I know what you must be thinking,” she whispered, desperation in the press of her fingertips. “But Marion is just a child. She’s nothing like Metaraon.”


  He shook her off. “You have no clue what I’m thinking.”


  “You’re wondering if she’s a mage and why the angels would want her. It doesn’t matter. She’s just a little girl. She’s never known this terrible world you live in.”


  “None of us can escape reality, Ariane,” James said. “It catches up with all of us eventually. It’s already caught up with her.”


  The truth was that if Marion could perform magecraft, she would need a mentor. It was too dangerous a power to allow her to develop under the sole tutelage of a weak witch like Ariane. But he knew if he said that aloud, it would only validate every terrible thing that Ariane thought—everything that Elise thought, too.


  That didn’t mean that he wanted to use her. He wanted to help her.


  Of course, he’d only ever wanted to help people.


  The door to the cottage swung open and Elise emerged. She was talking with Anthony and Abel—leading them with her gestures, holding their attention with her words. He couldn’t hear her at this distance, but James could tell she was talking about the mechanics of converting a large number of werewolves simultaneously. She bared her teeth, pointed at Abel, pointed at Anthony.


  “You should have left her alone,” Ariane said softly from behind him. “She deserves better.”


  James pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to stave off the ache that surged in his chest. “You told me to stay away from her a long time ago. Before she was even alive. Did you know what was going to happen? What the White Ash Coven would do to us?”


  Ariane fiddled with the tarp, although it didn’t need to be adjusted again. “I knew what Metaraon intended you to do, but I hoped that you would rise above it. Both of your lives would have been better if you’d never become entangled.”


  “I don’t believe that,” James said.


  “It’s never too late to rectify our mistakes, James. History will attempt to repeat itself when we fail to learn necessary lessons, but we can always break the cycle.” Her hand slipped up to his shirt pocket. She tucked something in it then stepped back to climb into the truck.


  James didn’t move for several seconds, gazing into the bed of the pickup. He could hear Anthony planning a route to Oymyakon with Elise now. He didn’t listen.


  Break the cycle.


  The words felt like they had lodged themselves into his skull.


  He barely felt his fingers as he removed Ariane’s gift from his pocket. It was a piece of paper wrapped around the photo of Elise holding Marion. Queen of Hell, Godslayer, father of all demons, proud sister.


  James unfolded the paper. It was a list of names. “Earth. Dis. Malebolge. Coccytus. Limbo. Araboth. New Eden.” She had drawn an arrow between Coccytus and Araboth alongside a single rune.


  An ethereal rune.


  He leaned into the truck and shoved the paper toward Ariane. “Where did you find this symbol?”


  “I dreamed it,” she said, lifting her chin with a look of fierce stubbornness that could have just as easily come from Elise. She was already holding the steering wheel of the pickup like she wanted to drive away right at that moment. “I attempted to cast it myself after I mapped the route to New Eden, but found it impossible. I thought you might be able to make better use of it.”


  “You dreamed it?”


  “Yes. A boy showed me. I know it sounds absurd, but I spent time in Araboth. I know the power of dreams. That boy was no fabrication.”


  Nathaniel?


  James looked at the rune again. It could have been his son’s handiwork. It was complex enough that he had no idea what it was meant to do. “Why the arrows?”


  “Because I don’t think you’ll need to take the long way through Limbo if you can cast that rune,” Ariane said.


  Anthony shuffled over carrying a suitcase, which he loaded in back with the canned goods. James stepped away from Ariane, slipping the paper and photograph back into his pocket before Anthony could see them.


  The freshly healed pink scar on the inside of Anthony’s forearm seemed to catch the sunlight and glow.


  “How’s Brianna?” James asked.


  Anthony leaned one elbow against the side of the truck bed. “She has nightmares every night. She hallucinates sometimes. She still can’t control her magic. The Talamh Coven left in part because she was draining them.” His smile didn’t touch his eyes. “She’s great.”


  “Brianna’s a good witch. She’ll be a fantastic aspis once she heals.”


  “I know,” Anthony said.


  James slipped the photo back into his shirt. He couldn’t return to Hell soon enough. Funny—he’d never thought that he would actually look forward to going back to that black pit, but everything really was so much simpler down there. Life and death. Demons and humans. Pain and war.


  “I’ll see you in Oymyakon, I hope,” James said.


  Anthony rubbed his chin, glanced at Elise. He seemed to debate with himself for a moment. “We need to talk before I leave.”


  James stared at him blankly. Whatever the boy had to say, he wasn’t sure that he had the energy to hear it. He’d had enough hate thrown at him to burn in the pit of his belly for a lifetime. But he let Anthony pull him aside.


  They moved behind the bushes against the side of a cottage. The wall had been sheltering them from the wind, but now it struck them fully, blowing through the cables of James’s knitted sweater.


  The young kopis glanced around again to make sure nobody was listening before speaking in a low whisper. “It’s Elise.”


  “Isn’t it always?” James asked.


  “Shut the fuck up and listen to me,” Anthony said. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but—Jesus, I don’t know what else to do. She tried to kiss me.”


  James waited for the jealousy to hit. It didn’t. There was only a slow-roiling sense of self-hatred that he’d become too familiar with over the years. “Is that a problem?”


  “She thought that we were still dating. That’s not normal. I don’t know what’s normal for her anymore, but I know that can’t be normal.” He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, glaring at his feet. “Something’s gone wrong. I think she’s sick.”


  Anthony wasn’t trying to tell James that they were involved. He was saying something much, much worse.


  James’s heart sank as the reality of it hit him.


  “Just like Lincoln,” he murmured.


  He leaned around the corner to watch Elise deep in conversation with Abel. She was still standing outside the open door to the cottage, a box nestled in her arms. She was smiling. It wasn’t the same smile she had for Marion, but a colder smile. That was the look of a woman contemplating violence. Abel shared the expression. They might never like each other, but they had found kinship in the shared desire to murder the angels.


  She leaned into Abel as he patted her shoulder instead of leaning away, accepting the gesture with uncharacteristic grace. James had no idea when she had learned to make friends, but she had—many friends, many people who would follow her to Hell, or to more frightening places beyond.


  There was no sign that she might also be dying.


  When Brianna came out of the cottage, swaying on her feet, Elise didn’t offer to help her. She just shifted the box to one hip and followed the witch to the pickup. She remained within arm’s reach, waiting to help her.


  Dying.


  “Thank you for telling me,” James said faintly.


  Anthony didn’t say anything else. He hurried over to the pickup and lifted Brianna through the door to sit beside Ariane. His aspis smiled gratefully at him. She didn’t even look at James, and neither did Ariane. Nobody was interested in saying goodbye to him.


  Before following his new aspis into the truck, Elise tapped Anthony’s shoulder. James watched as they embraced. Anthony whispered something to her.


  All he heard was the thudding of his heart. He felt sick.


  If Elise hadn’t told James that she was suffering from the anathema powder, then that meant she had already made her decision.


  She didn’t want to be healed. She was preparing to die.


  



  



  



  



  



  Fifteen


  



  “SEVEN,” ELISE SAID, massaging her temples. The gesture didn’t help alleviate her headache.


  Jerica looked guilty. “Seven.”


  Seven demons had responded to Jerica’s call for help. Four were nightmares—friends of Jerica’s, not fans of Elise’s—and the other three were other kinds of demons that could phase between dimensions.


  All seven of them milled around the cafe in the Palace of Dis. Someone had located the last of the coffee store and was brewing a pot. The smell wafted over the tables as a reminder of fashions come and gone in Hell, administrations long since passed. Neuma was already serving appetizers to their guests, all smiles and giggles. Elise wasn’t sure where Neuma had found organ meat kebabs, but the demons seemed happy to take them.


  “It won’t be enough,” Elise said. “It’s not nearly enough.”


  “It’s all we have,” Jerica said.


  Each one of those demons would be able to take no more than two people on a single trip across dimensions. A few might be able to make a second trip with a single passenger after that. Elise would be too busy carrying Rylie, Abel, and James to take any others.


  That meant that they might be able to get a dozen people from Dis to Coccytus, circumventing the rebellion in Malebolge.


  A dozen werewolves, plus Abel.


  Not much of an army.


  “You’ve only got to reach the pack and you’ll have tons of werewolves,” Jerica pointed out. “This’ll be enough to get you there. It’s a solid plan. It’s going to work.”


  Elise gave her a sideways look. “Do you really think that?”


  “I’ll get the coffee,” Jerica said tactfully.


  She entered the kitchen. She was only staggering slightly now, and her flesh filled out her clothes enough that she didn’t seem to be in danger of melting out of them. She was almost indistinguishable from the nightmare she had been before sacrificing her life to Elise’s war.


  The smell of meat suddenly overwhelmed Elise. She looked down to see Neuma offering the last kebab on the tray to her.


  “Eat,” Neuma said.


  Elise had to admit that the lightly cooked pieces of liver, kidney, and heart smelled good, but she didn’t immediately take it. “Who’d this come from?”


  “It’s out of the flesh farms. Cruelty-free meat, just the way you like it.”


  Cruelty-free wasn’t the best descriptor of the flesh farms, but it was more or less victim-free, and Elise was hungrier than she’d realized. She took the kebab. “Thank you.”


  “That’s not all I have for you. Eat up. I’ll grab something to wash it down.”


  “Coffee sounds great,” Elise said.


  “No such luck, doll. Coffee’s going to our grumpy guests that still kind of hate you for killing the Prince of Nightmares. You get something special.” Neuma stepped away and returned from the kitchens in moments, carrying a mug that smelled of hot sick. “Salut, hot stuff.”


  Blood. Dead, reheated blood.


  Elise held the mug away from her as she ate the kebab, trying not to allow the stench to put her off of the more edible part of her meal. “I have a favor to ask.”


  “Hmm?” Neuma asked.


  “Will you keep an eye on Ace for me? Make sure he gets walked and fed and watered.”


  “I always watch him while you’re out on missions,” she said.


  Elise bit off another piece of liver. “I know. Just watch him for as long as I’m gone. It could be a while this time.”


  She must have sounded more serious than she intended. Neuma gave her a worried look.


  “You’ll be back, right?” Neuma asked.


  Elise shrugged. “No guarantees.”


  “I’ll watch him as long as you need me to. I’ll make Gerard walk him and everything.”


  A knot of tension in Elise’s shoulders eased. “Thanks. Now, go tell the demons Jerica gathered that we’re congregating at the top of the new tower in a half an hour. And that they’ll need to carry at least two people.” Hopefully, if there were enough volunteers.


  “Will do, boss,” Neuma said.


  “Thanks.” She set the empty skewer on Neuma’s tray and carried the mug of blood out onto the walkway.


  The café was only two floors above the courtyard. Elise could see Rylie and Abel below, moving through the tents with Gerard. The three of them looked to be alone. Disappointment sank into her, itching along her scalp. No volunteers at all?


  Elise scratched at the nape of her neck. The top layer of her flesh stripped away, peeling free as easily as though she had been trying to skin an apple. She spread her fingers in front of her. Black ichor and amber blood caked underneath the nails.


  “Damn,” she whispered. Lincoln hadn’t worn away this quickly, had he? Or had he just been hiding it?


  Movement in the courtyard drew Elise’s attention. Rylie had a hand over her head, waving up at the walkway.


  Elise waved back.


  They were too far apart to speak, but Rylie’s smile translated fine across the distance. Humans were emerging from the tents to stand beside her, many of whom Elise recognized—Azis, Hank, Edwin, Chantal, among many others. Elise had extracted them from Houses around Dis personally.


  Now they were standing with Abel and Rylie. More than fifty prepared to become werewolves.


  Elise felt a strange mix of satisfaction and sadness. She had saved them, earned their loyalty, and now she was going to turn them into werewolves. It wasn’t right. That wasn’t the freedom she had planned for the slaves.


  She couldn’t look at them for long. She stepped back into the café’s kitchen.


  They had the people they needed to attack New Eden. They had the demons to carry them to the frigid pit of Coccytus.


  Now there was nothing to do but go to war.


  Elise lifted the mug to her mouth, prepared to drink, but she stopped. Just the scent of it made her feel like she was going to vomit.


  What did it matter if she tried to feed herself now? Her chances of returning from New Eden grew slimmer with every beat of her demon heart, forcing the anathema powder deeper into her tissue, poisoning her to her core. Her sweat had burned all the way through the back of her shirt.


  It wouldn’t be long before Elise couldn’t remember who she was, and then shortly after that, every fiber of her body would liquefy.


  Any meal could be her last, but it wasn’t going to be this one.


  She poured the blood down the sink.


  



  



  Rylie was the first to arrive at the tower rendezvous point. She stood at the bottom of the shattered bridge to watch the smoke blow over the crystal shards, wondering if her home still waited beyond or if the strange distortions of time and space had already pushed Dis away.


  A breeze stirred her hair, and Elise suddenly stood at her side. “You probably shouldn’t breathe too much of Dis’s air right now. Can’t imagine the pollution’s good for puppies.”


  Rylie’s hand reflexively went to her stomach. “It’s not a puppy.”


  “Sure it’s not. I’m thinking…golden retriever.”


  “I know you think you’re being funny, but that idea seriously freaks me out. My mom bred goldens. I have nightmares about giving birth in the back of her closet.”


  The corner of Elise’s mouth twitched. “Your nightmares are cute.”


  “To you, maybe, but you’re not dreaming about having litters.”


  “In any case, your odds of producing offspring that looks human will be better if you stay away from the windows.” Elise elbowed her gently. “Magic makes the air in here cleaner for the mortal residents. Take advantage of it.”


  Rylie stepped back. “Thanks.”


  Elise nodded. She hadn’t moved away from the archway. She had changed clothes for the journey through Limbo to Araboth. She wore leather pants, a long-sleeved shirt open over a tank top, and enough guns and knives to make her look like a pissed-off Ninja Turtle. She’d tucked veils in her belt, dangling off of one hip.


  Seth’s Beretta was on the opposite hip. Rylie suddenly itched to touch it, but she stuffed her hands under her arms. Touching the gun wouldn’t bring her closer to Seth, and it wouldn’t give her any answers about Abram.


  “Elise…”


  The demon turned, lifting a questioning eyebrow.


  As soon as Rylie had Elise’s attention, her mouth went dry. She wasn’t even sure what she’d been about to say. She couldn’t tell Elise about Abram. That was at the very top of the “worst ideas ever” list.


  Then she remembered why she’d come to the tower early, without Abel.


  “You have got some really good guys working for you,” Rylie said. “Super nice. Really dedicated. Abel loves them.” She drew in a breath, steeling herself for the next thing she’d planned to say. “So you can’t make them werewolves.”


  Elise went still. She might as well have been a painting of herself for all that she showed signs of life.


  Chills rolled down Rylie’s spine. God, but Elise could be creepy sometimes.


  “I just have a better plan,” Rylie said weakly. “That’s all.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “Abel will bite them. That’s okay. That’s not a problem.” And that was a lie. The idea of deliberately biting someone, much less several someones, made Rylie feel more nauseous than she had since the morning sickness faded.


  She had been fighting the urge to attack people since she had first become a werewolf at fifteen years old. She had promised several times that she would never let werewolves reproduce. Now she was going back on all of that, and she did not feel good about it.


  “But?” Elise prompted, still emotionless.


  “These guys are most loyal to you. It’s not much thanks to turn them into monsters and leave them that way. Let us change them and then exorcise the wolves.”


  Surprise flickered through Elise’s eyes. “Like Katja.”


  Oh thank God. A sign of life. “Yes, like Katja. Her wolf was sick when you exorcised her, but I think it was just because she was poisoned. I believe you could pull the wolf spirits out and I could probably lead them just like a normal werewolf pack.”


  “That’s a hell of a guess you’re making.”


  “You saw Draga,” Rylie said, a little more confident now. “She said she was a shapeshifter, but she dissolved when she died. She wasn’t a human carrying some kind of animal spirit. She was that spirit. I think werewolves could be like that too.” Elise seemed to give it consideration. Rylie pushed on. “I can’t force brand new werewolves through a complete transformation anyway. They’ll be part-wolves, part-men. That’s not going to be enough to fight the angels, is it? But I bet if we pulled the wolf spirits out immediately, they’d be complete.”


  Elise shook her head. “It’s a nice thought, but that’s all it is—a thought. We have no reason to believe that.”


  “Come on, it’s worth attempting, isn’t it? You can have your werewolf army, and maybe you can do it without subjecting really good guys to this curse.”


  “It was never meant to be a curse,” Elise said.


  Rylie blinked. “What?”


  “You’re useful. Powerful. I wouldn’t call you cursed.”


  “Being a werewolf sucks,” she said. “Trust me. Couldn’t we try it, at least?”


  Elise massaged her temples, grimacing in pain. “I don’t know if we have time. We can’t take risks. We can’t mess around. There are lives at stake.”


  Footsteps shuffled up the stairs. Abel appeared, leading the men he had picked out of the volunteers into the room. Rylie edged closer to Elise and lowered her voice. “There are lives at stake. Good ones.” She gave a pointed look at the approaching humans.


  “I’ll think about it,” Elise said in a way that made it incredibly clear she didn’t plan on thinking about it at all. Disappointment wormed through Rylie’s heart.


  “Please,” Rylie whispered.


  They didn’t get a chance to continue the debate. James jogged up the stairs and pushed past Abel, looking breathless. He shoved a notebook at Elise. She took it from him, frowning.


  “What is this?” Elise asked.


  “We don’t need to go through Limbo,” he said, pointing at the paper. “I can open a portal directly to the garden from Coccytus.”


  Elise’s eyebrows lifted. She looked at the notebook again, but recognition failed to register in her expression. “How? Araboth’s been quarantined for centuries.” Rylie peered over her shoulder. One of James’s runes was drawn on the page with notes all down the margin, words in languages Rylie didn’t recognized written and rewritten and then slashed out.


  “When I first went to Araboth with Nathaniel, he used a spell to move a Haven dimension so that it was closer to Malebolge,” James said. “That was incredible, but it was nothing compared to this.” He tapped the rune. “I initially thought this symbol was ethereal, but it’s not. It’s like the spell I designed to heal Lincoln—it’s ethereal, infernal, and gaean, and I can use this to tunnel straight to Araboth, bypassing Limbo and the quarantine.”


  “But you can’t reach New Eden directly?” Elise asked.


  “This is magic unlike any we’ve seen before. The fact it can get us that close is amazing.”


  “Big deal. We skip a whole dimension. We’ve still got to get all the way down to the place they make snowballs in Hell before you can even cast that spell,” Abel said.


  “You don’t realize how undesirable passage through Limbo is,” James said grimly. “I need a few things. Stephanie, for one. I’ll also require a few supplies that I left behind in Northgate as well.”


  “Fine. I’ll take you.” Elise turned to Abel and Rylie. “Got the biting under control?”


  Abel grinned. His teeth gleamed brightly in the dim tower. “I think I can manage.”


  Elise grabbed James’s arm. Rylie wanted to ask her again to think about exorcising the werewolves, but before she could speak, Elise and her aspis vanished.


  



  



  



  



  



  Sixteen


  



  THE WORLD DISTORTED around James. The black tower vanished and was instantly replaced by a grassy field ringed by pine trees. The cloudy sky above was tinted blue—a pleasant, healthy Earth color. All the ash from the fissure was rapidly being washed away by spring storms. The world was healing and everything was beautiful.


  Almost everything.


  He sank to the ground, riding the nausea from switching dimensions. For once, he didn’t start throwing up. The overwhelming sickness wasn’t nearly as overwhelming as everything else he felt.


  Elise stood beside him, stretching out her limbs as though preparing for a fight. She was unfazed as ever by the change in dimensions. He watched her, looking for signs of the sickness she was hiding. She looked fine at the moment. A little tired, but war would do that to anyone.


  He had gotten adjusted to the idea of an immortal Elise rather quickly. Considering that he had spent the previous fifteen years afraid she would die any time she walked out the door, it was sort of a refreshing change. She walked among the greatest gods and demons myth had ever known, and he felt comforted knowing that she had become one of them. Relatively safe. Incapable of death.


  Now he had to try to wrap his mind around the fact that she could die again.


  Not simply that she could die—but the fact that she was dying.


  Elise turned to face him. Still alive, for the moment. Still obviously uninterested in telling James the truth. “You good?” Elise asked.


  “Yes,” James said. “Fine.”


  She started walking, leading him down the hill. They’d materialized in the forest behind St. Philomene’s Cathedral. He could see the church in the valley below.


  Elise walked ahead of him, and he stared at her back hard enough that he noticed that the neck of her shirt was fraying. She was wearing her hair down to try to hide the black smudges on the cloth and the wounds her own sweat was leaving.


  Frustration took control of his senses, shoving every last hint of patience into the darkest recesses of his mind.


  Dammit, he could fix this.


  He couldn’t keep silent anymore.


  James grabbed her arm and dragged her off the path, away from the trail and the church, where Stephanie wouldn’t be able to see them if she stepped outside. He pushed Elise behind an outcropping of rocks. A stream trickled down the mossy slope in a weak imitation of the waterfall by the werewolf sanctuary.


  She shook his hand off. “What’s your problem this time?” Elise didn’t sound angry. Just tired.


  “Are you just giving up?”


  Elise studied him with her hands on her hips, her mind brushing against his, probing him for some idea of what he might be talking about.


  He didn’t hold back. He showed her the gray-tinted sweat he could see on her forehead now, the holes in her shirt, and Anthony’s confession in Ireland.


  She shuttered her thoughts to his. “Have you thought about what happens after this? After I’ve saved Marion and the pack. After the angels are no longer a threat. After I’ve pulled every last human out of Hell and leave the demons to the fires.”


  James hadn’t let himself give any thought to what might happen if they achieved their every goal. It seemed like such an unlikely eventuality that it wasn’t worth contemplating.


  She wiped her forehead dry, letting her eyes fall closed. “There’s no fucking way that I get to retire again. I’m not going to be an accountant. I’m not going back to college for a second degree. I’m not running a dance studio, or…I don’t know. Something else will happen. There will always be battles to fight.”


  “Elise.”


  “If it’s not the angels, it’ll be someone else. Belphegor’s still out there and he’s not the only asshole with a grudge. It’ll always be something. The Union. Other kopides. Some demon in some corner of Hell I’ve never even heard of.”


  “Possibly, but—”


  “This only ends for me when I die,” Elise said. “And we’ve always known that I wasn’t going to die an old woman.”


  “Those threats will exist whether or not you succumb to poison. The difference is that you won’t be here to fight them.” Helpless anger burned in the pit of his chest, crawled up the back of his throat. “Are you suicidal?”


  “I don’t have to want to kill myself to know when something’s inevitable. My time’s up. I’ve got enough life in me to finish this shit with New Eden. After that, it’s someone else’s problem.”


  “I can heal you.”


  Elise smirked mirthlessly. She’d obviously been waiting for him to get to that point. The suggestion had been waiting between them, lurking like a land mine with a hair trigger. “At long last, you’ve got a plausible excuse and a method to suck the demon out of me. Dreams do come true.”


  “Don’t be such a damn child, Elise. You’re sick and there’s a way to fix it.” He took her hand, gripping it tightly. It almost felt like she was going to vanish if he didn’t anchor her in the forest, feet on the ground and skin against skin. “You never asked to be a demon. Yatam forced it upon you. You can’t tell me that restoring your humanity isn’t something you’ve contemplated more than once.”


  “It’s not,” Elise said.


  “But—”


  “I don’t want to be human again.” She didn’t have any trouble meeting his eyes. There was no hint of lie in the words.


  How could she care so little about something that James contemplated constantly? “I’d just assumed…”


  “Yeah. Well. Maybe you should have asked me instead of getting your heart set on the idea that I’ve been waiting for someone to make me human again.”


  “How could you want to be like…this?” He gestured at her. The leather and hair and eyes.


  “I almost died from a parasitic infection once, when I was human. It used to take weeks to heal a broken bone. I don’t have bones to break anymore. Other demons can’t kill me. I can swallow hybrids whole. I never would have been able to survive against them as a human.”


  “You neglect to mention that you’re vulnerable to light and electricity, neither of which are exactly in scarce supply in the modern world.”


  “Two things, James. Two things instead of a thousand.” Her fingers tightened. “I can phase between worlds. I’m part of the shadows. Give me a little darkness, I can kill just about anything by consuming them. This is power, James, real power.”


  “And it isn’t free,” James said.


  “It comes at a cost, but it’s a cost I don’t mind paying.” Her thumb brushed over the back of his hand, tracing the line of his knuckles. “I don’t want to be human. Weak. Helpless to save the people who need it. I need this.”


  “You’re not responsible for the whole world,” he said. “Wars were fought and won before you were ever born.”


  “I couldn’t watch everything continue and know that I’m helpless to affect it,” Elise said. “Listen to me. I don’t want to be healed. I don’t want you to make me a human again. I’m going to die strong instead of living weak, and I won’t debate it with you.”


  But couldn’t she see what good she could do for people without needing to harness the power of evil?


  It wasn’t being a demon that had crafted such tight bonds with her friends, like Rylie and Lincoln. The humans she liberated from Hell hadn’t volunteered to become werewolves at her request because she was a demon. And it definitely wasn’t the demon in her that had made her form a family with her mother and Marion.


  It was Elise. Just Elise.


  He couldn’t let her sacrifice that.


  “Think about it,” James said. “Please, give it some consideration before choosing to throw your life away.”


  “I’ll think about it all right. I’ll think about it every last moment I have my sanity.” She started to step away, over the stream, but he caught her wrist.


  “We’re not done discussing this.”


  Elise just shook her head. “Let’s get Stephanie.” When she tried to move away again, his hands dropped to her hips. James pulled her toward him. She took two steps before stopping, digging her heels in. “If you think that I’m—”


  He pulled the steel falchion out of his spine scabbard. Elise’s eyes widened a fraction. He had been carrying it for months—ever since they escaped the garden—though he seldom had cause to draw it.


  James contemplated the weapon. Her reflection in the engraved blade looked semi-transparent, as though she were already drifting away. “You won’t make it through Araboth like this. You’re already weakening far too much.”


  “Are you attempting to threaten me?”


  He responded by pulling the neck of his shirt aside. He held his breath as he sliced the sharp edge of the falchion over his skin. He hadn’t been aiming for the scar on his left pectoral, but he bisected it.


  The blade was sharp enough that it didn’t hurt immediately. He felt the pressure first, and the sweep of adrenaline followed, making his skin rise with goosebumps. The sting was the last sensation.


  Thick blood welled from the wound and dripped down his chest.


  Elise’s gaze had gone sharp. She fixated on the blood, her body incredibly still. She wasn’t even breathing.


  When she finally managed to speak, she sounded choked. “James. What are you doing?”


  “I’m offering blood to you. Just blood.”


  She was still for so long that James’s accelerated healing slowed the flow. He lifted the sword to cut again. She grabbed the hilt to stop him.


  “Is this your way of trying to manipulate me into doing what you want?” Her accusing words were more painful than the bite of the sword. “Healing me would generate a hell of a lot more power than healing Lincoln did. You could do anything with that. You could get into Eden and the Origin.”


  He wanted to be hurt that she thought he could have any ulterior motive more important than saving her life, but she was right. He could do anything with the power he made healing her.


  “This is not an attempt at manipulating you. It’s just an offer to help,” James said. He kept his mind open so she could tell he wasn’t lying. It didn’t change anything.


  She released him and backed away. Elise was fading from him. He had to say something. Anything.


  “If I had thought about what happens after we finish this battle, I would have imagined that we would be together for it,” James said. “The time I spent in Limbo—the time I’ve spent since then, trying to find my son, trying to find myself—it’s showed me that there isn’t a life for me without you. Forget the world’s needs. Forget demons and angels and gods. I need you to survive this. If that means that I need to feed you—”


  “No,” Elise interrupted, a little too forcefully. She turned away. Her back was hunched, as though she was trying to shield herself from an attack that wasn’t coming. “Even if I fed now, that’s not going to save me. Only one thing’s going to do that and I’m not going to allow you to do it.”


  He reached out to touch her shoulder. “Please believe me, Elise, I’m not—”


  “No,” she said again, jerking away from his hand. “Can you seriously tell me that you wouldn’t use the power generated by my healing to get into Eden if you could?”


  His mouth opened and closed wordlessly. “I’m not—that isn’t the reason, Elise, and it’s not—”


  “Exactly,” Elise said.


  He jammed the falchion back into his scabbard. The blood cooled as it dripped down his chest and the ridge of his ribcage. “What do I have to do to make you believe me?”


  “There’s nothing you can do, James. I’m not falling for your bullshit. Never again.” She hugged her arms around herself as she backed away from him, black eyes smoldering. “If you think you need me in your life, then you’d better prepare to be really fucking lonely.”


  



  



  Rylie hadn’t expected any of the guards to be brave enough to approach Abel’s hulking black wolf, much less offer up an arm to be bitten. The fact that Aniruddha broke away from the others without a heartbeat of hesitation impressed Rylie. A lot.


  “Is the arm the best place?” she asked Abel, one arm hooked over his neck. He was warm and reassuring against her side. “You’ve got awfully big jaws. It’d be way too easy to just…um…”


  She didn’t want to say “rip his arm off” where Aniruddha could hear it.


  “Shoulder?” the man suggested, dropping to one knee to give Abel easy access.


  The werewolf nosed his arm. He wanted to bite the bicep. Okay.


  “He has to break the skin,” Rylie began to say, trying to prepare Aniruddha.


  Before she could finish, Abel clamped his mouth down on the man’s upper arm. The smell of blood flooded the air.


  With a cry, the man tried to jerk back. Rylie caught his shoulder before he could move more than an inch. “Careful!” she warned. “You’ll make the damage worse.”


  Aniruddha was sweating, but he nodded. Abel carefully released his jaws.


  The remaining wound was a ring of tooth marks, just deep enough that it bled. It was far from the worst that a werewolf could do. Still pretty bad, considering that Abel was an Alpha and that bite wouldn’t heal with super-speed like a normal injury.


  Aniruddha muttered something in a language Rylie didn’t recognize. She was pretty sure they were curse words. Some things were universal.


  “I’ve got bandages,” Neuma said, hanging back with the other demons by the stairs. Rylie had forgotten that they were there. Some of those demons were watching with way too much interest.


  Rylie shook her head. “I don’t think we’ll need that.” She touched Aniruddha’s arm just above the bite wound. He felt feverish. “Are you ready for me to change you?”


  “How much is it going to hurt?” he asked.


  “It shouldn’t hurt at all with my help, but it won’t feel good, either. It’ll be like getting your teeth pulled after a hit of Novocaine. Except, you know, all over your body.”


  “But then I’ll be like him,” Aniruddha said, gazing at Abel.


  “Not exactly. The change is mostly mental the first couple times. You’ll be stronger and have a hard time thinking like a person. Other than that, there won’t be a huge shift. The full wolf thing comes in about three months.”


  Sharing that information with him sent her back to her memories of her first three months. Seth had helped her through it. He wasn’t an Alpha werewolf, so he hadn’t been able to keep it from hurting. He’d only been able to keep her from hurting others by chaining her.


  These wouldn’t be the first new werewolves Rylie had helped through the change since then, but they were the first she’d allowed to be made.


  Aniruddha nodded. “Do it.” He looked almost bored by the idea, but she could smell his terror. It was incredible how well he hid his emotions.


  Rylie pressed her hand to his heart and summoned the strength of the Alpha. The wolf rose easily at her call. It had been suppressed too long, and it hated being forced to the background. The wolf didn’t understand that Rylie couldn’t change without killing her baby. Werewolves had never been meant to reproduce like that in the first place.


  She could feel it asking to be let out.


  Not yet, Rylie thought. Later.


  Her wolf recognized something faint within Aniruddha—a tiny spark. She had never tried to change a new wolf like this. She was surprised that spark existed a few seconds after the bite. But there it was, flickering away, just waiting to be fanned to life.


  She seized it and pulled.


  He dropped to his knees with a groan. His spine twisted, jaw muscles straining. “No,” he grunted.


  “Don’t fight it. Just let it take you.”


  He kept shaking his head with jerking motions. His hands gripped the floor, veins cording the backs of his hands and forearms. His shoulders twisted as fresh blood flowed from the bite wound.


  Her wolf called to his. Come.


  The scents in the tower changed from brimstone and smoke to something more familiar—pine, frozen rivers, and moist soil. Rylie smelled Gray Mountain. She smelled pack.


  Aniruddha’s head snapped back. His lips peeled away from his teeth to bare bloody gums. His teeth were loosening in his jaw, and one by one, they fell from his skull to skitter across the floor.


  The waiting men backed away, like those teeth were grenades.


  “It’s okay,” Rylie said, extending her hands toward them as though trying to calm frightened animals, which they would literally become very soon. “This is normal.”


  Aniruddha’s scream drowned out her last word.


  “Normal?” asked Hank. “This is normal?”


  It was actually a lot better than normal. Aniruddha howled, but she could tell he wasn’t in as much pain as Rylie had been, in the beginning. He wasn’t bleeding as much. He didn’t react to the muffled popping of bones in his face.


  So yeah. Normal.


  And it only took a few minutes, too. Aniruddha finally grew calm and rose to his feet.


  He was more of a wolf than she’d expected at this stage. Shaggy fur covered his shoulders. Claws jutted from his fingertips, and his jaw had extended to make room for the fangs. His eyes were already gold.


  And unlike Rylie in the early days, he was calm. He panted from the exertion of the change, but he didn’t fight or try to attack.


  She held her hand out and he nuzzled it, acknowledging her as Alpha.


  Her heart sped. “It worked,” she whispered as Aniruddha dropped beside Abel, making his head and shoulders lower than the Alpha’s, instinctively submissive. Rylie turned from him to smile at the others. “Who wants to go next?”


  



  “Coccytus,” Stephanie said. “No. I don’t think so.”


  James glanced toward the doorway of the cathedral. Elise had refused to enter, electing to collect James’s ritual supplies from the basement where he’d left them, and it didn’t look like she’d returned yet.


  He didn’t feel like arguing with Stephanie over this. His patience had vanished in the forest with Elise.


  “Someone will take you back as soon as the ritual is finished,” James said as calmly as he could manage. “You don’t need to enter the garden with us.”


  Stephanie’s strawberry-blond hair was loose around her shoulders for once. It made her look younger, almost soft. Of course, she managed to ruin that image every time she opened her mouth. “Allow me to think of a more colorful way to say no. Hell no? That seems appropriate, given the fact that you want to drag me to one of Hell’s darkest pits.”


  “The fire in Ba’al’s mouth is quite bright, actually.”


  “Then how does ‘not a snowball’s chance in the steaming wastelands of Dis’ work for you?”


  “You realize we need to do this spell to bring Yasir and the Apple back as well, don’t you?” James asked.


  “But you don’t need me for that. Just because you’re too lazy to go through Limbo—”


  “Lazy? We could spend hundreds of years lost and wandering if we go through there.” He knew this for a fact because he’d spent far, far more than a few centuries wandering through the nothingness of Limbo in search of Elise. He wasn’t about to repeat the experience. “This is the only way I can guarantee Yasir’s return.”


  Stephanie folded her arms under her breasts, but above her rapidly growing stomach. She was gaining a lot of weight at this stage in the pregnancy. She’d always been incredibly image-obsessed, and James tried not to feel too smug about how much the change in her figure must have been driving her crazy. “Will you? Guarantee his return, that is.”


  James opened his mouth to respond then shut it. In truth, he and Elise hadn’t discussed what they would do with the other victims under New Eden. He’d assumed they would attempt to save everyone, but the pack was priority.


  “That’s what I thought,” Stephanie said. “Yasir’s as good as dead. I won’t risk my life, and the life of his son, to help send you on a fool’s errand.”


  “You’d give up on him so easily?”


  Her lips pinched into a thin line. “He wouldn’t want me to risk myself for him when the odds of survival are so slim.” She occupied herself with unzipping a backpack on the table, pulling out the supplies, and arranging them in piles.


  “Cold, Steph. Very cold.”


  “Don’t call me that, Jim. It’s patronizing,” she snapped. “There’s a difference between being cold and being practical. I’m still alive, regardless of what’s happened to the Apple and what the angels have done to us. I’m moving on.” She pulled a knife out of the backpack and set it on a different part of the table from the first aid kit. “This is what Yasir called a ‘bug-out bag.’ He prepared it for me months ago. It’s all I need to make it to New York. There’s still life up there. People are attempting to recover now that the fissure is gone.”


  “Thanks to our joined efforts,” James said. “I couldn’t have healed the fissure if you hadn’t helped me with Lincoln.”


  “I don’t owe you or anyone else my life.”


  “Be reasonable.”


  “Just because I disagree with you doesn’t mean I’m unreasonable, you sexist pig.”


  “What in the seven hells does this have to do with sexism?”


  Stephanie scowled at him. “Would you tell a man to be reasonable, as if he were unreasonably emotional? I don’t think so.”


  James was suddenly grateful that he’d always been careful with birth control while dating Stephanie.


  Pushing her wasn’t helping—maybe it was time to switch to flattery. “I’m not sure that I can cast this spell effectively without your knowledge of gaean magic. Anything would help. Even if you have books or something that you could give me…”


  “I don’t have books,” Stephanie said. She silently counted her supplies, swapped out a few items, and then began reloading the backpack. “What makes you think that you’d be able to do anything to the angels in New Eden anyway?”


  “Rylie and Abel are making new werewolves right now.”


  A smile spread over her lips. “Ah.”


  “That’s what the Apple wanted, isn’t it?”


  “It’s what Cain wanted, yes. Levi as well.” She dug around elbow-deep in her backpack. “Cain may have been a psychopath, yet his goals ultimately aligned with Elise’s. Funny how that worked out, don’t you think?”


  “Hate her all you want,” he said, “but she’s the one saving the world and you’re the one hiding in Northgate, unwilling to attempt to save your husband. You’re not half the woman she is.”


  “Really, I’m twice the woman.” Stephanie snorted. “Three times, with this stomach. But there’s no competition with that thing wearing Elise’s face. She’s not really any woman at all, is she?”


  He momentarily imagined drawing the falchion and burying it in her ice-cold heart.


  His patience had always been short for her jealousy. Now, after all this—when it had never even been a competition, when Elise was dying—he had no patience at all.


  But she spoke before he could completely lose his temper.


  “You could come with me,” she said without looking at him, attention focused on the backpack.


  James was so surprised that his anger defused. “What?”


  “Your odds of survival on this suicide mission are no better than mine,” Stephanie said, sticking the knife in the side pocket of her bag. “The angels have done their worst. Let them go. With my knowledge of medicine and gaean magic, and with your powers, we could do good for the survivors of Earth. We’d be quite a team.”


  “You must be joking.”


  “It may have escaped your notice, but my sense of humor is incredibly lacking.” She zipped the bag up and stepped back, surveying it with visible satisfaction. “Do you think that you have any future with Elise? The girl will be your death.” There was a hint of something soft in her eyes that didn’t reach her voice. “I always thought you deserved more.”


  She offered the bag to him. He stared at it.


  James considered her suggestion for a moment—just a moment. Stephanie was a skilled doctor. She really would do well serving the struggling hospitals in the still-populated northeast. And if he left with her, he would never need to know that Elise had died.


  It didn’t sound remotely appealing.


  “Your husband can be saved,” James said.


  Stephanie huffed and tossed the bag back on the table. “Naïve dreams will only prolong the pain.”


  “Whereas moving on with your ex will make you feel much better?”


  “I’m offering to save your life.”


  “That’s cute,” Elise said flatly. She stood in the doorway of the church with his duffel bag over her shoulder, glowing faintly with the residue of the magical supplies within. “Very cute. Now let’s go. We’re already running late.”


  “I’m not coming,” Stephanie said, and her eyes asked James to say the same.


  He ignored her. “I’m afraid Dr. Whyte is beyond reasoning, Elise. I’ll have to do the best I can with the spell on my own.”


  “I wasn’t asking if she wanted to come,” Elise said.


  She darted across the room in a flash, clamping a hand on James and Stephanie’s wrists.


  The doctor tried to pull back, mouth opening in silent protest.


  Elise phased.


  



  



  



  



  



  Seventeen


  



  COCCYTUS WAS COLDER than Elise ever could have imagined.


  The first glimpse of it struck unexpected fear deep into her heart. There was something familiar about the skull that she was standing on, even though she knew that she had never been there before.


  Icy flame danced from its central mouth, scorching the teeth. Its too-long spine twisted toward the roof of the cavern, where Malebolge waited—too distant to see at this distance.


  She didn’t get long to study the ancient cadaver. She had appeared on the edge of the jaw with Stephanie and James in one hand, Rylie and Abel linked from the other. It was the first time she had carried four people across so many dimensions and Coccytus didn’t appreciate the invasion. She felt the walls between dimensions strain as she passed, vibrating through her body.


  For once, it wasn’t just the humans that got sick at the shift between worlds. Elise did, too.


  She sank to her knees on the pointed chin of Ba’al and vomited. The fluid that came from her was black. Not the shiny, healthy black of her body rejecting bullets, but a sickly, acidic black that burned up her throat, ripped her mouth raw, and made her lips feel like they were peeling away.


  Elise bowed her head to the ground, pressing her forehead against bone. It was slick with ice. It should have been too cold for her, but she couldn’t feel it. Someone said, “Elise?” and the sound of it made her skull throb.


  A gentle hand touched the back of her neck. She looked up. Betty was stroking her back with a gloved hand, swaddled in a thick fiend-hide jacket that was lined with harpy wool. Her cheeks were bright pink from the kiss of wind.


  How much had Elise been drinking last night? Must have been a hell of a bender, if she was still throwing up.


  “I would love a glass of water,” Elise croaked.


  “I don’t think there’s any liquid water here,” Betty said with a faint smile. “Sorry.”


  Betty didn’t talk like that. She didn’t apologize.


  With help, Elise sat up. The world seemed to have a strange texture to it, like there were no distinct edges between the surface on which she stood and the cavern beyond, the great fangs in front of the fire, James outlined against Ba’al’s vertebrae.


  It was Rylie holding her steady. Rylie. Wolf girl who had no idea how to use condoms. Not Betty.


  That confusion meant that Elise was slipping again.


  She was too hot even though the bite of Coccytus’s harsh winds was freezing the gray sweat on her arms. Elise pulled her sleeves down anyway. James was watching—she didn’t want him to see her skin blistering.


  Slowly, the other demons began popping into the dimension, carrying the new werewolves with them. They were already in their half-wolf forms and looked impressive in the chilly blue darkness of Coccytus, protected by layers of dense fur. None seemed to struggle with the dimensional change the way that mortals usually did.


  “Huh,” Elise said.


  Rylie followed her gaze. “Cool, aren’t they?”


  That wasn’t the word Elise would use, exactly. But even though she had initially been disappointed at the sight of all these half-wolves, now she thought that they almost looked like an army to fear. A small army, but an army designed specifically to kill angels.


  “Cool,” Elise agreed.


  One of the nightmares sauntered up to them. It was a guy named Yvo. He was only wearing a thin shirt and shorts that looked unsettlingly like human skin, but he didn’t seem affected by Coccytus’s wind. “Can we go?”


  She struggled to remember where he might want to go from there. Back to Dis? They had come from Dis, hadn’t they?


  “Could you make another trip?” Elise asked. “Get more people?”


  “There aren’t any more wolves,” Rylie said softly.


  Right. She had forgotten about that.


  “Stephanie needs a way back,” Rylie said. “One of you needs to stay, please. Just long enough for her to cast a spell. I think everyone else can go. We won’t be coming back this way.”


  Yvo turned to the other nightmares. “Who’s staying?” he called over the howling wind.


  “I can,” said a woman that Elise didn’t recognize. She wasn’t a nightmare. She was a nivex, blue-skinned and yellow-eyed, with a serpentine tongue that lashed as she spoke. She looked comfortable among the ice.


  “Great.” Yvo didn’t wait for her to change her mind. He vanished. Taking his cue, the others followed immediately, leaving Elise alone with the witches and werewolves on the jaw of Ba’al.


  “Good God,” Stephanie said, staggering over to them with her teeth chattering. She only had the rain slicker and light sweater that she’d been wearing in Northgate. Her few minutes in Dis had made her sweaty, but now she was frozen, and her strawberry-blond hair looked like straw. “You people are insane. Utterly insane. How—how dare you drag me to this g-godforsaken place?”


  “What are you going to do about it?” Abel asked. He’d just shifted back from his wolf form moments before they phased from Dis, and his skin was steaming from the change. “Here’s an idea. Shut your mouth and cast the fucking spell so you can leave.”


  Stephanie turned to James, as if she thought he would help her. But he didn’t look at her. Elise could feel hatred through the bond.


  The doctor flung her hands into the air. “Give me the damn duffel bag.”


  James dumped it on her.


  Elise stepped away as the witches went to search for a flat piece of bone to cast James’s spell. She wouldn’t have been able to help even if it had been purely warlock magic. Coccytus’s darkness was the only thing keeping her skin from fading away.


  She should have fed before coming down. If not on James, then on another volunteer. Someone who wasn’t using her trust to achieve his goals. Someone whose manipulations wouldn’t hurt as much.


  Elise stepped up to stand on one of Coccytus’s teeth, the toes of her boots hanging off the edge. It was a few degrees warmer there. The air was distorted by the fissure, as though time itself was compressed near its center, crushed into a pinpoint where Coccytus connected with Limbo.


  She had never been to Limbo before, but she could still summon the mental image of the endless gray land, where ground and sky were the same flat color. The landscape was unbroken by hills or valleys. It was beyond flat. Everything was nothing.


  It was where it had all started out, before even the Tree appeared.


  Limbo was the beginning.


  Elise lost herself, staring down at the fissure. All sounds faded away around her. The people at her back faded. The entire world faded.


  And then she began to fade, too.


  



  



  Rylie glanced up at Elise as she settled onto an icy vertebra beside Stephanie. The demon was hanging out by the fissure, staring down into Limbo, and she hadn’t moved for a long time now. Rylie wasn’t sure if she was imagining the strange translucency to Elise’s skin or not.


  “Does she look okay to you?” Rylie asked, struggling to keep her teeth from chattering. Her parents had taken her skiing in the Alps over Christmas once. That had been cold. This was something else completely. The wind break they got from the curve of the spine behind them barely helped.


  Stephanie didn’t even look up. “I wouldn’t know, would I?” She ripped open the duffel bag that James had brought into Hell. “What’s the plan?”


  James settled across from them on his knees. He grabbed a thick pen out of his bag—the kind that Rylie had used in middle school leadership class to paint posters before Homecoming. The paint in them was pretty potent. Her classmates had liked to snort them. Hopefully, they would be just as useful at drawing runes in Coccytus as they were for getting preteens high on fumes.


  “We’ll start by drawing the symbol that Ariane gave me,” he said. “Make it as large as possible.”


  Rylie took another pen. “At this rate, helping with all these spells, I’m going to become convinced that I’m a witch, too.”


  “Be grateful you’re not,” Stephanie said. “If you think that being subject to the pack structure as a werewolf is frustrating, imagine being subject to high priests like James.”


  “I’ve enlarged the rune onto a grid here,” James said loudly, talking over Stephanie. He set a notebook between them. “Don’t draw the lines that I’ve marked in red. I’ll need to do those myself while chanting.”


  “Chanting what?” Stephanie asked. He handed her another page covered in his handwriting. She skimmed it then gave an imperious sniff. “This is what you think passes for gaean magic?”


  “Not exactly. But that’s why Elise brought you to Coccytus, as you are the expert.”


  She scowled. “Brought me? You mean kidnapped me.”


  “Your help means a lot to us,” Rylie said.


  Something softened in Stephanie’s expression. Or maybe she was just starting to become so numb that she couldn’t pull angry faces anymore. She took a smaller pen from the duffel bag and sat back. “Get the rune drawn. I’ll rewrite these stanzas for you.”


  Rylie smiled. “Thanks.”


  Stephanie sniffed again.


  James and Rylie broke the rune up into halves, and Rylie drew as quickly as she could without messing anything up. She had a pretty steady hand. That wasn’t a werewolf skill. Just another leadership class skill.


  “It’s looking good,” James said, watching her work.


  His praise fell flat. When she didn’t respond, his smile quickly disappeared, and he refocused his attention on the rune at hand.


  Rylie stopped drawing long enough to blow on her fingers, trying to loosen them. They’d gone cold and stiff despite her gloves. Worse, the paint in her marker had stopped flowing.


  “Here.” He touched the ground between Stephanie and Rylie. A small rune slid from underneath his sleeve and settled between them. Coccytus’s wind almost seemed to blow it out. But even though it flickered, weakened by Hell’s power, it emanated warmth like a campfire.


  It warmed Rylie through her jacket. She held her hands over it.


  “Thanks,” she said grudgingly. Stephanie muttered something that might have been an agreement.


  James continued to draw. Once Rylie’s pen thawed, she followed suit.


  Voices broke through the windy howl. Abel led the half-shifted wolves jogging up the vertebrae, taking a set of precarious stairs that had been embedded in the bone. They had to leap to reach them. They had found their own way to stay warm in the frozen dimension without James’s magic.


  Rylie watched them go. She could easily pick Abel out from the rest of their new pack. He was more graceful, more confident—more human. The others had taken to their new wolf sides immediately.


  Guilt twisted inside of her. They would suffer the rest of their lives for this.


  “There,” Stephanie said. “This should be enough. My Sumerian is rusty, so you’ll want to make sure it looks right to you.”


  James glanced over at her notebook. “Why Sumerian? It’s not a magical language, and it’s so…obscure.”


  “There has always been magic, long before humans had language. The Phoenicians were the first to write spell books, but we lost those, and the Sumerians’ spells are the oldest we’ve recovered. Now that language is as close to the beginning as we can get. Hence, they’re the best we can do for gaean magic.”


  “How do you know?” Rylie asked.


  “Contrary to James’s belief, the White Ash Coven is not the end-all, be-all of arcane knowledge. The Apple knows things.” Stephanie’s lips twisted. “Cain knew things, to be exact. He passed it on without intending to, and where he learned it, we’ll never know.”


  Rylie’s hand with the marker stilled. She was helping them draw magic that Cain had brought to Stephanie?


  “Whatever the origin, I’m grateful for it,” James said. He was staring up at the jagged teeth fringing the fissure—or, actually, the woman who was still standing there. It looked like Elise still hadn’t moved.


  Stephanie slapped his wrist lightly. “You’re drawing the wrong line. Pay attention.”


  He jerked his hand away. “Don’t hit me.”


  “Don’t be such a baby,” she snapped.


  James ripped a crystal from his bag. “Right,” he said. “I’m going to do some magic…over there.” He stalked away from the site of the spell, leaving the warmth and light behind.


  Stephanie laughed bitterly at his back. “Men. Give them a gun and they’ll shoot another man’s brains out, but criticize them on something they care about…”


  Rylie couldn’t manage to smile. She felt something strange—something that she hadn’t felt in a long time.


  A jerking low in her belly.


  She pressed a hand to her stomach. The baby was squirming wildly enough in her womb that her skin rippled underneath her sweater. “It’s moving,” she whispered.


  “It’s the least miserable part of being pregnant, isn’t it?” Stephanie asked. Her smile actually looked genuine. “Three months of intense sickness followed by extreme fatigue, weight gain, bloating, stretch marks… This is the only part I haven’t loathed.”


  “I think it’s all kind of great.”


  “You would, wouldn’t you?”


  Funny that she would say that. Rylie had spent her first pregnancy resenting every second, and she had ended up losing her children. “You just never know what’s going to happen.” She bit her bottom lip, pressing a hand against her navel. The baby kicked her solidly in the palm. “I’m going to appreciate every moment.”


  Stephanie sniffed. “Let me know how much you appreciate delivering a full-term infant.”


  Rylie didn’t bother arguing. Stephanie hadn’t suffered through Summer and Abram’s truncated childhoods—she just couldn’t understand.


  But the doctor suddenly grew more serious. She set the notebook aside. “Now that we’re alone, I wanted to tell you that I read about canid pregnancies. Apparently, it is indeed possible for a single litter to be fathered by multiple partners.”


  “Oh.” Rylie bit her bottom lip as her eyes flicked up, automatically seeking Abel. The werewolves were doing another lap. He probably wouldn’t be able to hear Stephanie over the wind. They were probably safe to talk about this. “What am I supposed to tell him?”


  “Who, Abel?” Stephanie inched closer to James’s warming rune. Its light flickered on the underside of her chin, her cheeks. It shadowed her eyes. “He’s an adult. Tell him the truth. Let him decide how he wants to react to it.”


  Wasn’t that pretty much the same advice Rylie had given to Elise about James? To just talk to him?


  “I’ll tell him,” she said, standing up.


  She didn’t get a chance to leave. James returned, and the crystal that he had taken away was now glowing with internal fire of its own. “Hold this,” he said, pushing it into Rylie’s hands. “When I tell you, place it at the center of the rune.”


  “But—”


  “Quiet, I need to focus.” James picked up the paper with the rewritten chant. Rylie stood by with the crystal as he marked off a couple of notes and then began to finish drawing the rune.


  He whispered the words under his breath. He spoke very quietly, but his voice still carried over the air, dragging through Rylie’s chest like fingers of magma. She didn’t understand anything he was saying. She didn’t think the specific meaning was all that important.


  The painted rune came to life as James closed the outer edge of the circle. Light raced along the swoops and curls of the design as though catching fire. It lifted from the ground, dissolving the ice underneath. Chilly water sloshed over the toes of Rylie’s boots.


  Where the water touched, grass sprouted. It was only an inch tall, but bright green and springy, like grass fed by spring melt. Tiny white blossoms dotted over it.


  Another hard blast of wind, and all of the grass began to freeze like emeralds in ice.


  Stephanie took a quick step back. Wonder filled her face, wiping away every hint of bitterness. “Impressive.”


  “Place the crystal,” James said.


  Rylie had forgotten for a moment that she was holding it. She leaned over and set the glowing crystal in the grass at the center of the rune. It was already taller than her ankles. When she released the crystal, flowers grew up its sides, consuming it within an instant.


  And then the portal opened, blooming like a lotus that had somehow buried its roots in the bone. The air that came out of it was so much warmer than Coccytus.


  The view wasn’t as awe-inspiring as the fissure, but it had its own kind of beauty. Rylie stared down into the tunnel. It looked like it was easily fifty feet long, and filled with water—not light. On the other side, she saw the wavering outline of a tree.


  “This is it,” she said. “Isn’t it? The garden that Elise talks about?”


  James didn’t look pleased with himself. His upper lip curled as he stared at that tree. “Yes. That’s the garden—Araboth.” He sighed. “It worked.”


  



  



  



  



  



  Eighteen


  



  JAMES REALIZED THAT something was wrong when Elise’s mind suddenly opened to him.


  He lost focus on the portal and turned to her. He could see through her eyes just as easily as he could see her back silhouetted against that light, hair flowing around her in the icy winds, hands limp at her sides. She was staring into the swirling fissure in Ba’al’s mouth.


  The hilt of the obsidian falchion jutted over one shoulder. Seth’s Beretta hung from the opposite hip. But even though she was heavily armed, she suddenly didn’t look threatening. There was something diminished in her stance, graceful but unguarded.


  James grimaced as her consciousness rolled over his. Her mind was far from Coccytus. She dreamed of raspberry bushes. He saw delicate, olive-skinned hands trimming the thorns from roses. He saw fingers glimmering with ornate gold rings unlike anything that Elise would ever wear.


  These were mundane, unremarkable memories of a peaceful life—but not Elise’s memories.


  “We should go,” Rylie said, and James realized belatedly that she must have repeated herself several times before he heard her.


  He tried to look down at the rune he had cast with Stephanie’s help. It was one of the more beautiful spells he had cast, but Elise’s thoughts made it impossible to focus on the portal glowing at his feet.


  “I’ll get her,” James said. “Stephanie, are you…?”


  “I won’t stay a moment longer than I need to.” She jerked her jacket around herself, lifting her chin almost regally. “And I won’t ask you if you want to come again.”


  Their argument in Northgate seemed so petty, so distant. Elise was swaying at the edge of Ba’al’s mouth to a silent tune he couldn’t hear.


  “Right,” he said distractedly, stepping away from Stephanie and Rylie.


  He heard a faint pop when the demon phased Stephanie back to Dis, but didn’t watch her go. The distance he had to cross on the skull to reach Elise seemed infinite. He moved slowly through the cold, fingers numb within his gloves.


  She was caught in the memory of chasing a man through dense trees, pushing aside vines and stumbling over roots. In her memory, she felt the weight of wings at her back.


  James was feeling sick now, too.


  “Elise,” he said.


  She didn’t react to her name.


  He carefully stepped up beside her, trying not to startle her. If she moved an inch in the wrong direction, she could slip over the edge into Limbo. She felt dizzy, standing on the brink of that mouth, thinking about what waited beyond.


  She wanted to jump in. The fissure between worlds was singing to her.


  “Don’t,” James said.


  She heard that word. “I won’t jump.” It didn’t sound like she meant it. There wasn’t just a song down in Ba’al’s mouth. There were forgotten secrets waiting to be discovered.


  The fissure was growing brighter, sending light licking toward her feet.


  Something is going to come through.


  Her thought swept over him. Startled, he looked down into the mouth. It was more active than he remembered, and that often indicated someone passing through. There was no way that any company approaching from Limbo could be friendly.


  “Why don’t you come with me now?” He said it gently, still trying not to panic her as his adrenaline spiked. “The portal is ready.”


  That shocked her into facing him. Hadn’t the witches just begun working? She thought that they had, but now she couldn’t remember what, exactly, the witches had been working on—or even who the witches were. “That was fast.”


  Elise was looking at him, but she didn’t recognize him. She had lost herself staring into the fissure, and now she lost herself staring at him, trying to figure out who he was.


  “We’ve been working on that spell for over an hour,” James said. “It wasn’t all that quick.”


  Finally, recognition blossomed, though Elise thought that he didn’t look quite right. His face was long, his nose straight, skin strangely smooth. Why was his hair white? “What spell?” she asked, reaching up to brush her fingers through his hair. “Please don’t tell me that Lilith has talked you into some new scheme.”


  Lilith. It was exactly as he’d feared.


  She hadn’t regressed back to a time when Betty was alive—not this time. She’d gone further back. Much further.


  He caught her hand, gently lowering it from his face. “Elise. Look at me.”


  “I am looking at you.” She smiled like she thought he was teasing her. “Your hair has changed. Are you all right?”


  “I’m not Adam.” It hurt that he needed to say it. Elise’s responding confusion hurt even worse. “Lilith is dead. You’re not Eve. You’re just sick.”


  Fear lanced through the bond. Fear, and grief. “Wait, stop, what did you say? Lilith is dead?” Her voice sounded softer, like she was so terribly fragile.


  “Dammit, Elise, you should have fed. You should have…” He shook his head. It was too late to fix that particular mistake. “A healing spell. You must have something that will slow this down.” He tugged at the gloves on her hands, trying to bare her skin. He couldn’t use any of his ethereal healing spells on her, but he could force her to activate one of the warlock ones.


  She jerked herself free of his grip and backed away. Her heels teetered precariously over the edge of the fangs. “What are you talking about? How could Lilith have died? You’re scaring me, Adam!”


  The fissure erupted.


  Light arced over Ba’al’s mouth, flaring brightly in the darkness of the cavern, sparkling over the icy stalagmites ringing the base of the skull.


  Three angels appeared simultaneously, bodies elongated and wings strangely thin as they broke through the fissure. As soon as they broke free, three more followed. And then three more. All of them spiraled toward the roof of the cavern, gaining altitude on the rough winds with hard flaps of their massive wings.


  They had come to assassinate Elise.


  But this time, she was much weaker. She wasn’t herself. She wouldn’t be able to fight against them. “Damn it all,” he swore, yanking her away from the edge. There was no more time to be gentle.


  She shrieked. “Adam!”


  He shoved her in front of him, down the slope of the chin to the vertebra where the portal waited. Her boots slipped on ice. She fell to her knees, scraping her palms along the ground.


  “Come on!” He jerked her to her feet again. The angels spiraled down, slicing through the wind toward them. “Abel! Abel, where are you?” There was no sign of the werewolves at the edge of the portal—including Rylie.


  James dragged Elise to the rune that he had cast and she struggled weakly under his arm. It wasn’t just that Eve didn’t know how to fight against a man taller than she was; Elise’s jacket was pocked with holes from her sweat, and her skin had turned ashen gray. She didn’t have the strength to fight any harder.


  If she couldn’t force James to let go of her, there really wasn’t a chance she’d survive against the angels.


  “Don’t move,” James said, turning to face the angels as they approached. He gathered his magic in his fists.


  She grabbed his arm, dragging it down. “Don’t hurt them! What are you doing?”


  He tried to ignore her as he tracked the paths of the angels through the sky. Their movements were erratic—a mixture of evasive flight and struggling to stay aloft in Coccytus.


  But they didn’t move closer. They were diving toward one of the higher vertebra.


  It was only then that James realized that this wasn’t an assassination attempt against Elise at all.


  They were going for the werewolves.


  



  



  Abel’s distant shouts reached Rylie. She turned from the warmth of James’s rune, stepped around a spur of bone that sheltered her from the wind, and searched for the source of his yelling. He was racing toward her at top speed with the rest of the pack behind him.


  Beyond their silhouettes, she could see flashes of brilliant white light that didn’t belong in Coccytus. They looked like meteors streaking from the sky.


  Angels.


  Her jaw dropped open. How? She turned to look for James, but her vision was burning from the sudden brightness of the angels’ wings, and she couldn’t make out anything. She rubbed the heels of her palms against her eyes.


  She couldn’t see, but she could hear. “Rylie, run!” Abel roared in a barely-human voice.


  Rylie hesitated for a moment too long. There was a sliver of orange sky at the top of the spine staircase that heralded Malebolge’s relative safety, where angels might not be able to touch her—but it would mean leaving her mate alone.


  Wet screams tore through the night. Through the burning brightness of angel wings, Rylie saw Abel in his wolf form, jaws were buried in an angel’s throat. Another pack member had the angel by the arm, twisting it back, rendering the saber useless.


  Rylie whirled to run up the spine.


  Another two angels stood behind her.


  She skidded to a halt, just barely keeping her footing on the ice. Her wolf erupted inside of her without warning. Her ribs strained at the pressure of it. She nearly gave in—almost let the beast take her—and it was only by sheer force of will that she isolated the change to her hands and jaws. Bones popped. Her teeth loosened. The taste of blood was harsh on her tongue.


  The nearest angel swung his sword at her. She leaped back. Slipped. Landed hard on her butt. The blade whistled over her head.


  She grabbed his arm, used it to pull herself to her feet, and sank her werewolf fangs into his shoulder.


  His scream was sickening, not satisfying. “Makael! Help!” At least, that’s what she thought he’d said. It was hard to tell. She bit again, this time on his throat, and yanked.


  His blood froze before it even hit the ground.


  The other angel, Makael, wrenched Rylie off of her victim and threw her. She soared through the air for an instant, then hit the stairs—exactly where she wanted to be.


  Rylie scrambled onto all fours and climbed.


  The stairs were steep and Malebolge was so far away. She should have been fast enough to make the climb in minutes, but werewolf speed didn’t mean anything when she had no grip.


  The shifting air warned her that an angel had landed behind her. On instinct, Rylie rolled to the side.


  A flaming saber sank into the bone where she had been crouching.


  Pulse pounding, Rylie began climbing again, straight into the wind, praying that Makael wouldn’t be able to fly into the wind and catch her.


  But then another angel landed in front of her—Uriel. He looked so strange outside of his usual hipster clothing. He looked like an actual angel in the white robes. His wings were crusted with ice, the feathers growing heavy.


  Pain etched his features. “I’m sorry, Rylie. I tried to talk them out of it. I know Eve would never approve.”


  Rylie couldn’t reply with a mouth filled by fangs. Her entire skull felt like it was about to erupt.


  She turned to drop down to the lower vertebra again, but Makael was there, wings folded back as he climbed into the wind.


  Angels on both sides. The pack was fighting far below. She was alone.


  Makael slammed her to the ground. She kicked her feet into his gut, and Rylie noticed with the detached calm of the wolf that her feet had begun shifting too. Silver claws jutted from the toes of her expensive leather boots. The sharp tips tore through Makael’s chest and stomach. Blood, so much hotter than the surrounding air, washed over her legs.


  “The knife!” he yelled, reaching out a trembling hand.


  At the edge of Rylie’s vision, she saw Uriel throw him a blade too short to be one of their flaming sabers.


  A heartbeat later, Uriel was simply gone. A black shape had hurtled out of the darkness and struck him in the side, carrying both of them over the side of the stairs into oblivion.


  Abel had come to save her.


  In her instant of distraction, Makael adjusted his grip on the knife. Hilt up, cutting edge down. The flaring light from the fissure to Limbo glinted off the silver blade.


  It plunged toward her face. She twisted aside and the knife bit into the vertebra beside her head, burying inches deep. Rylie stared at the blade. The smell of it overwhelmed everything else, sour and powerful, filling the air with the stench of death. That was true silver.


  They had come prepared to kill werewolves.


  Makael struggled to extract the knife from the vertebra again, putting his arm right beside Rylie’s head. She sank her teeth into his flesh.


  With a hard jerk, she ripped the muscle away from the bone. It wasn’t that much different from taking down a deer. Just like a deer, she thought, trying not to consider what a monster she had become.


  Makael was bigger and stronger than her, but she didn’t need to outweigh a prey animal she could outlast. His shredded arm was too weak to draw the knife now. All she had to do was keep him distracted until he’d lost too much blood to chase her—or until Abel could come back.


  She lunged, knocking into Makael. The spine underneath them and the darkness above inverted as they rolled, sliding on the ice, battered by the wind.


  Rylie pushed with her legs in his gut, harder this time.


  Makael’s face flashed with shock as he slipped toward the side of the spine, hands scrabbling wildly for traction he didn’t find.


  Then he fell, following his sword down into nothingness.


  Struggling to her feet, hunched over against the cold, she stepped up to the edge to look for Makael. He was gone. So were Uriel and Abel. There was no way to tell if there was a floor below that they could have struck, or an icy ocean, or even a pit of fire. It was too far below. All she could see was darkness.


  Abel would be fine. He had to be.


  She turned to look for the rest of the pack—and pain stabbed through her stomach.


  Rylie looked down. The silver knife had been wrenched from the bone and buried in her navel. Its blade was long enough that she thought she could feel the point in her back. She was bleeding. Oh God, she was bleeding from her stomach, the knife had been driven into her womb, and it was silver.


  Her mouth dropped open, but she couldn’t manage to make a shocked sound.


  Rylie’s gaze traveled up the fist holding the knife to the face of the angel who had stabbed her. It was some female that she didn’t know. Her expression was remorseless.


  The angel withdrew the knife from Rylie’s stomach. It hurt just as much coming out as it had going in. Rylie tried to step back but her body didn’t obey.


  “Hold still,” the angel said, gripping Rylie’s shoulder. She thrust the knife in again, and again, and each time hurt a little bit less.


  The wound was cold but her veins ran with fire. Her muscles were no longer responding to her thoughts.


  She had consumed silver before. She had been shot by silver. She had never had it cut through her intestines and sever her organs.


  When she fell to her knees, the angel fell with her, holding the knife in place. It scraped against something inside of Rylie. Some kind of bone.


  Rylie’s vision blurred. The angel’s face swam in her vision.


  Silver.


  She would never heal a wound from silver.


  Rylie fell to her back, staring up at the dark sky within Coccytus. Not a sky at all. Just darkness.


  The angel loomed over her, knife uplifted.


  “Forgive me, Mother,” she whispered.


  But then she vanished.


  A more familiar face appeared, but Rylie couldn’t seem to focus on it. She knew that broad nose and dark eyes. She knew the deep, vibrating voice that seemed to be saying her name.


  “Seth,” she said. Her mouth was human again. The wolf was slipping from her, receding from Hell to return to the Earth where she belonged.


  The sensation of hands on hers faded until she couldn’t feel anything.


  Rylie smelled pine trees. She smelled icy rivers. She smelled her own blood, in great amounts, and watched her wolf trot away into the trees, tail flicking in invitation. Asking Rylie to come along, leaving that cold and miserable place behind.


  She drifted after it, following her beast into a place without pain. A place of endless forest and shining moonlight.


  She was home.


  



  



  Abel’s howl cut straight through James’s heart, leaving behind a chill colder than any icicle in the depths of Hell. That wasn’t the sound of a wolf doing battle. It was the sound of a wolf who had lost the fight.


  James took two steps toward the stairs before remembering that Elise wasn’t battle-ready. He gritted his teeth in frustration, glancing between her and the glow of light that indicated angels higher on the spine. His kopis still looked frightened. She would be useless to fight—and helpless to defend herself if someone attacked.


  But Abel howled again, louder than before, and James couldn’t leave the pack to die.


  “If anyone approaches you, hide,” he said, reaching over Elise’s shoulder to yank the obsidian falchion from her scabbard.


  Her mouth worked soundlessly at the sight of the sword he’d taken. There was no sign of recognition in her eyes—she didn’t know her own blades anymore. She hadn’t managed to put together a coherent response by the time he vaulted over the portal and rushed up the first of the stairs.


  The pack was caught in a skirmish with angels just above the site of the portal. James couldn’t tell what was happening. The angels were nearly as fast as the werewolves, and the fight was a blur of limbs and wings and flaming swords.


  He glimpsed werewolf fang—golden eyes—an open, gushing wound—and realized that one of the four angels on that vertebra was about to decapitate Hank.


  James lunged, drove the obsidian falchion into the angel’s back.


  He didn’t stop to watch the ichor spread over its skin. He jerked the blade free and continued to run, halfway up the next vertebra before the angel had even hit the ground. Behind him, he heard the growls of wolves and shredding flesh. The pack, without Alpha guidance, was feasting on the flesh of angels.


  One of the angels broke away and landed in front of him.


  “Mage,” she said, looking pleasantly surprised to see him. “We’re supposed to take you alive if we find you. Lower your weapon and join us in paradise, brother.”


  “Never,” James said.


  She flared her wings and slammed one into his gut. He knew it was coming, but he was still too slow to dodge, and it forced the breath from his lungs. He gasped for oxygen.


  The angel locked her arm around his throat.


  “Never is a long time, mage,” she said.


  Her wings beat against the wind and she lifted off of her feet, dragging him underneath her without releasing his throat. His vision swirled. He watched his feet dangling, his fingers slipping on the hilt of the sword.


  A snarl from below, and the angel screamed. A werewolf had grabbed her.


  Her arm disappeared from James’s throat. He fell. They’d only lifted fifteen feet off the ground, but the impact still hurt.


  When James pushed up onto all fours, he saw the female angel pinned under a werewolf—Hank again, already healing from his wounds—as he ripped into her belly with his teeth. He was barely recognizable as the quiet soldier that had guarded James in Dis multiple times. He looked like a monster far worse than anything that had come out of Hell.


  But when he lifted his head, baring a bloody muzzle, there was recognition in his eyes. He knew James.


  “Thank you,” James whispered.


  He scrambled for the falchion he had dropped, scooping it up and returning to his search for Abel.


  The sounds of battle receded behind him as he climbed. The air grew colder and the wind harsher as he approached Ba’al’s dangling clavicle.


  James hauled himself onto the next segment of the spine and nearly tripped over an arm.


  There had been another fight here. Pieces of a female angel’s body were scattered across the ground. She was already beginning to freeze with her eyes crusted open.


  A human kneeled on the opposite edge of the body, dark-skinned and furless. James slipped as he stepped over the body to reach him.


  “What are you doing?” James began to ask, but the words failed when he realized that Abel was pressing his blood-slicked hands against Rylie’s stomach. He was attempting to stop up a wound even worse than those that wolf jaws had inflicted on angel bones.


  Rylie had crumpled with one leg twisted uncomfortably underneath her. The fiend-skin jacket was blackened with her own blood. Her eyes were closed.


  James’s eyes tracked back to the angel, whose severed hand was clenched on a knife. The blade was silver.


  “Dear Lord,” he said.


  Abel turned to him, desperation in every line of his face. He only managed to growl. He was human in body, but panic and fear had left his mind animalistic.


  James dropped beside them, setting the sword down so that he could peel the jacket away and inspect Rylie’s wound. It was messy. Each puncture was in a different place, angled toward various organs—an angel’s best attempt at butchering a werewolf.


  Rylie was already dead. There would be no healing something like this, not from a silver knife.


  He pressed wet fingers against her throat. No pulse. She was cold.


  The sound of wind dimmed around James. Instead, he heard a high, whining note. It was a little too sharp to be a pleasant tone. He felt it driving through his forehead like a spike of ice.


  Use the falchion.


  James’s head jerked up. He looked over his shoulder, expecting to see that one of the new werewolves had approached from behind. But they were still alone. The only nearby members of the pack were still fighting lower on the spine.


  The world blurred around him. The tuneless song grew louder inside his skull.


  His eyes dropped to the obsidian falchion that he had set beside Rylie.


  Use it. I brought it back just for this.


  The soft voice sounded like it belonged to someone James should have known.


  “Nathaniel?” he whispered.


  A man suddenly stood behind Abel. It wasn’t his son.


  It was Benjamin Flynn, the missing precognitive.


  He didn’t seem touched by the cold. The wind didn’t stir his hair. Golden light rimmed his shoulders and neck, darkening his face until all James could see was his eyes—his pale, pale blue eyes, glowing from the shadows. The light twisted around him as though he were the central point of a black hole.


  “Why the falchion?” James asked. It was the easiest question of the thousands of others he needed to know. How did you get here? How are you doing this?


  Benjamin didn’t speak. He only lifted a hand to point at the sword, moving in slow motion.


  Use it…


  He blinked, and the precognitive was gone, as though he’d never been there at all.


  The roar of the wind returned at the same instant that the note vanished from James’s skull. The world snapped back into clarity. Abel didn’t show any sign that he had heard James speak; he was still staring at Rylie, his whole body trembling.


  James curled his fingers around the falchion, hefting its weight in his hand. Benjamin had said that the falchion had been brought back for this. For what? To avenge Rylie’s death? Or to save her? How? She was already dead.


  Seth’s ichor-black body in the mausoleum flitted through James’s mind.


  “Okay,” he said, and then, “okay, I’ll try.” He wasn’t sure who he was trying to reassure. Rylie certainly couldn’t hear him now.


  He took her hand and lifted it, preparing to cut.


  Abel’s hand clamped on James’s throat. “What are you doing?” he growled, digging his fingertips in until the bright sting of claws drew blood. The fluids almost immediately froze on James’s skin.


  “Trust me,” he squeezed out. Abel didn’t immediately move, wasting precious seconds. “Abel, please. We don’t have any time left.”


  The werewolf didn’t respond for a moment, and James feared that the animal had taken over his mind again. But then Abel said, “There’s nothing left at all.”


  The hand relaxed.


  James made several small cuts: one in Rylie’s wrist, one near her injuries, another over her heart. He wasn’t sure which would help the ichor flow best. He wasn’t sure any of them would work at all.


  When the blackness began creeping over her body, it was too slow—there was no way that it could entirely consume Rylie before her blood stopped. Her heart was no longer beating. There was nothing to push the ichor through her now.


  Yet it continued to creep, turning her skin to obsidian a fraction of an inch at a time. It hardened her arms. It turned her stomach rigid. It oozed over her face in tendrils that gripped her jaw, her cheeks, and then slid over her eyelids.


  Her hair hardened last, and then she was preserved—a perfect statue of the person she had been.


  Just like Seth.


  Abel was beyond words. His entire body shook as he stared at her, skin still steaming, hands hovering inches from her arms as though he wasn’t sure he could touch her. She looked peaceful aside from the strange twist to her leg. James wished that he had put her into a more comfortable position before cutting, though he knew there was no point in trying to make a dead woman comfortable.


  He also wanted to tell Abel that there was a good reason for his mate to have become this thing, this horrible monument to herself, but there was none. Just a voice and a whim.


  “Please, let there be a reason,” James whispered.


  The surviving angels were dropping back down the spine, approaching from above. Abel whirled on them. Veins bulged from his face, corded his arms.


  He unleashed a roar that drowned out everything—James’s heartbeat, the wind, the beating of wings. It was a sound of pure fury.


  “The portal is open,” James said, trying to get to his feet. “Come with me—we can still get to New Eden, but there isn’t much—”


  Abel whipped around to stare at him. There was no man in his eyes at all now.


  Everything but the wolf was gone.


  Then his skin shredded and the wolf leaped from where his body had been. James had never seen a werewolf change so fast before. He almost felt sorry for the pair of angels that were approaching—they would not die quickly.


  “Abel—” James began.


  The wolf butted into him.


  James wasn’t prepared for it. He slipped backward off of the vertebrae. His stomach lifted into his throat as he fell through darkness, momentarily without gravity, rushing through dark nothing.


  Impact.


  An angel slammed into him, wrapping strong arms around his midsection. They spiraled through the air. His stomach lurched at the dizzying flip of Ba’al’s fiery mouths and the exaggerated length of the spine, glimpsing flashes of wing as the angel struggled—and failed—to gain altitude.


  They slammed into the chin of the skull.


  James kicked the angel away, trying to break free. The angel was still too disoriented to fight back. He slipped on the ice, pitched backward off his knees, and vanished into Ba’al’s open mouth.


  The light of the fissure to Limbo flared like a volcano, searing James’s retinas.


  He clutched the falchion as he returned to Elise. She was sitting against a ridge of bone, knees hugged to her chest, staring in horror at the portal.


  “Are you okay?” he asked, pulling her to her feet.


  Her wrist was slick under his fingers. Elise had pulled off one of her gloves, exposing the warlock runes and baring her skin to the brilliance of the gaean magic. Her skin was almost melting away. He couldn’t tell if the fluid smeared over his fingers was blood or sweat or just dissolved flesh.


  Damn it.


  James found her glove on the ground and shoved it over the fragile bones of her fingers.


  “What’s happening to me?” she asked with wide, watery eyes.


  “You’re sick,” he said, squinting through the haze to try to spot the remaining werewolves. Was Abel coming? Should he wait and hold the portal?


  James couldn’t see the fight, but he could hear it. Judging by the echoing screams of angels, Abel was quickly getting his revenge, and he had help. But there was still at least one angel in the air, circling Ba’al’s skull. Now that James had been spotted, they would come for him.


  And the portal hadn’t been meant to stay open this long. It was wavering, rippling, on the verge of collapse.


  He couldn’t wait for Abel.


  James kicked the duffel bag of ritual supplies into the portal and wrapped his arm around Elise’s waist. She didn’t try to fight against him now. “Hold your breath,” he said, because that was what she always said before ripping her friends across dimensions.


  Instead of obeying, her eyes rolled into the back of her head. Her knees liquefied. She sagged in his grip.


  James tightened his arm and leaped through the portal to Araboth, leaving the werewolves behind.


  



  



  



  



  



  Nineteen


  



  COCCYTUS VANISHED, AND for an eternity, the world didn’t exist at all. James fell through nothing. A graceful swan dive in zero gravity.


  He didn’t strike the other end of the portal so much as sink into it, welcomed by invisible arms that pulled him gently back into reality.


  And then he awoke and everything hurt.


  His extremities burned at the sudden heat—not that the air was particularly warm, just that it was far warmer than Coccytus, and it hurt to acclimate. Something prickly was jabbing James in the cheek. He tried to swipe it away, but it just scratched at his hand, too.


  He peeled his eyes open and found himself in a garden.


  James was resting on his side in brittle yellow grass. The brambles around him had thorns that were longer than his thumb. They looked like they would be able to rip his skin open if he so much as brushed them.


  Very carefully, he rolled onto his back, feeling the comforting press of the scabbard against his spine. He only sat up to look around once he was certain that he was a safe distance from those thorns.


  The brambles were still higher than his head, forming a solid wall that obscured his view of the garden beyond. At least, he thought it had to be the garden—Araboth—though it looked nothing like he remembered. Everything was colorless, almost like Limbo, punctuated only by harsh blacks and sickly yellows.


  Elise was on the ground beside him, still unconscious. The obsidian falchion rested between them.


  He didn’t touch it.


  James struggled to his feet. Beyond the brambles, a hill curved down toward a dry riverbed. Gray roots jutted from hard soil. Skeletal brown vines hung from a crumbling wall. Craters pocked the still-scorched ground, which had never healed from the rain of fire that followed Adam’s murder.


  And the Tree waited beyond.


  Its branches jutted toward the sky like the pleading hands of the flesh gardens, worn down to nothing but skeletal spears. The trunk, wide enough that it could have cradled a city, had been severed into two pieces. Its weight had ripped the roots from the ground and bared its shriveled innards to the slate gray sky.


  It had once been so beautiful. Now it was a graveyard.


  There was no sign of the doorway that the angels must have built to New Eden—at least, not there. James turned away from the sight of the Tree, trying to suppress the powerful feeling of melancholy that threatened to drown him, and kneeled beside Elise.


  Her skin was slick all over, almost rotten-looking. He bit back fear as he peeled apart the sides of her jacket, half-expecting to see that her organs had already extruded through her ribcage. He had examined the body of one demon killed by anathema powder and remembered the horrifying sight of it all too well—he didn’t want to see it on Elise.


  But she was whole.


  He sagged with relief, resting his forehead on his hand. The weight of it all was too much. Returning to Araboth, Elise’s sickness, and Rylie—Lord, Rylie, that poor girl.


  “Adam?” Elise had stirred. Her voice was still that sweet, feminine, too-gentle tone that wasn’t meant to come from her lips.


  “I’m not Adam,” he said harshly. He should have been grateful that she was still alive, but it was hard to feel gratitude at the sight of her like this.


  She sat up gingerly with a hand on James’s knee to steady herself. A smile spread over her colorless face as she looked around the garden. “Oh, I’d thought that we were in Coccytus for some reason. What a strange dream.”


  How could she smile, waking up among brambles?


  James peered into her mind. She didn’t see the thorns or the dead grass. She saw the garden from her memory—Eden, her first home, before Adam and the Tree had been imprisoned in Araboth. She saw flitting butterflies and roses the color of blood.


  He shook his head, clearing his vision of hers. She was beyond confused. She was completely delusional.


  “Are we alone?” she asked, getting up onto her knees. She plucked at her jacket. “What am I wearing?”


  James grabbed her by the shoulders. “Wake up, Elise. Push Eve out. This isn’t you, and I need—” He cut off, unable to speak around the lump in his throat. He swallowed hard. “I can’t do this without you.”


  “Where did our children go?” Elise asked.


  He was beginning to loathe that vapid tone.


  “Dammit, Eve, listen to me,” James snapped. “Those beloved children of yours just stabbed a girl to death! An innocent, twenty-one year old child. Rylie Gresham. Look within Elise’s mind. You know her. You know she did nothing to deserve that!”


  Doubt flitted across Elise’s features. She turned inward, thinking hard.


  It was strange seeing his kopis’s memories filtered through another woman’s mind. Eve picked them apart delicately. Fighting against Rylie in Northgate the first time that they had met. Meeting with her in Las Vegas and hunting hybrids together. Rylie crying in the shower after she ripped a hybrid apart with her teeth, and Elise comforting her.


  A dozen memories. Elise’s affection glowed through them.


  And then he saw a recent memory—Elise pressing her hand against Rylie’s stomach and detecting a second heartbeat.


  Crushing grief rolled over Eve, so powerful that James’s heart nearly stopped beating.


  “The worst sin,” Eve whispered.


  They had stabbed the girl in the stomach. They had known that Rylie was pregnant with another of her kind—and the angels had deliberately killed them both.


  It hadn’t just been an assassination of the Alpha. It had been an attempt to exterminate the species.


  “My Lord,” James said.


  Tears rolled freely down Elise’s cheeks. She was beautiful when she cried. Probably because it was such a rare sight.


  Now that Elise’s memories had subsided, Eve’s vision of the garden was flickering, failing. The delusion wasn’t strong enough. She was starting to see the burned husk of Araboth, and it ached through the bond. James felt his eyes burning.


  “I never thought they would have done it,” she said. “I always told them that it was the one rule we don’t violate. New life is sacred. Infants, children, expectant women—when they went to war with Adam, that was the one sin I forbade them to commit above all others. And they obeyed. They spared innocent life.”


  “Not this one.”


  “They must be sick.” Tears dripped off her chin. She didn’t make any effort to wipe them away. “Something must have happened to them.”


  “You’ve been gone a long time. They simply don’t obey you now. New masters.”


  “But it must be one of my children leading them,” she whispered, as if it were the most horrible part of all. “My angels are perfect. They would obey nothing less than that perfection. Except…” She covered her mouth with trembling fingers. She finally looked at James and saw him—really saw him. “Who are you? Who am I?”


  Finally.


  “I’m James Faulkner,” he said. “I’m a witch. A mage, actually. Descended from Metaraon.”


  Brief warmth radiated between them. “He had children. Wonderful.”


  If only you knew.


  “It’s been more than two thousand years since you died.” He felt ridiculous for talking to this figment of Elise’s imagination as though she were real, but she was finally listening to him, and he wasn’t going to let go until she regained her sanity. “You’re in the body of a woman named Elise Kavanagh. I’m her aspis—which is to say, her partner. Aspides would have been after your time.” He hesitated, then said, “She’s a demon.”


  She looked down at herself again. “Oh my.”


  “You’re not really who you think you are. Elise is sick. You’re sick. You only believe that you’re Eve.”


  “Why would she think that she’s me?” Elise asked.


  So close, and yet so far. “She was trapped in the Tree. She acquired something during that time—your memories, a piece of your soul, I’m not sure. But you’ve been inside of her ever since.”


  “Trapped in the Tree.” She turned to look at it. She saw the Tree as it was now, and a fresh tear tracked down her cheek.


  “Let her go,” James said.


  Elise ripped her gaze from the Tree and searched his face with her eyes, looking for some hint that he wasn’t Adam.


  He didn’t look anything like the First Man. She just couldn’t see it.


  “What are you going to do to them?” Elise asked. “My children?”


  “We have a small werewolf army. We’re going to kill them.” He blew out a breath. “We were going to kill them, but we’ve lost the werewolves—they were left behind in Coccytus. I have no idea what to do now. Not without Elise. You’re useless to me.”


  The words burned her like her sweat on the back of her neck. Her brow furrowed.


  “There’s a way to kill them without the help of the shifter spirits.” She clutched James’s hands in hers. “My children could never have hurt me. If they see me—if they believe this body is mine—they won’t be capable of fighting back. Tell your Elise—tell her that if she will suffer the indignity of my dominance for a little longer, I will force the angels to stand down.”


  “Stand down? Stand down?”


  “And then I won’t stop her when she kills them with the body we share,” Elise went on softly.


  James was shaking. “You don’t share this body, damn it. This is Elise’s body. You’re just some—fragment of a memory, something that possessed her when your damn husband took her captive and forced her body into the Tree.”


  “I believe I understand. So many things have gone wrong since I died. Maybe they were never right at all.” Her hands slid up his arms, his shoulders, cupped his cheeks. “Promise me you will fix this.”


  Whether it was because of Elise’s eyes looking at him like that, or Eve’s pain reflected in her features, James found himself unable to refuse. “Anything I can do, I will,” he said. “I will fight to make this right. Just let her go.”


  She sagged. Collapsed to the grass. A silent acquiescence.


  The garden was quiet.


  



  



  Elise didn’t immediately wake up. He rearranged the veils to cover as much of her skin as possible, then left her to look for his portal from Coccytus.


  James couldn’t find the faintest hint of his magic—not in the place that they had landed, not in the outskirts of the garden, and not on the bank of the dry riverbed that had once sheltered Mnemosyne.


  His portal was gone. Abel and the werewolves wouldn’t be following them into Araboth.


  And the only way out of the garden would be to go through to the next world.


  James didn’t find the door to New Eden, either, but he didn’t have the desire to look very hard. He found himself returning to Elise’s side where she slept among the brambles. She was still unconscious. Her breathing was shallow, her skin slick.


  He took the dagger from her boot and clenched his fist around the blade. The cutting edge bit into his palm.


  Before the blood could hit the ground, he moved his hand over her lips. It oozed down his fingers and dripped onto her mouth.


  Three drops struck before she stirred, eyes sliding underneath the lids as if caught in a dream. Her lips parted.


  He squeezed his fist again, urging more blood into her mouth.


  Elise’s eyes opened.


  “Stop,” she said, jerking away, wiping a hand over her chin and smearing the blood.


  “Drink it.” James pushed his hand toward her.


  “I already told you—”


  “Drink.”


  She was too weak to push him away when he forced his palm over her mouth, using his other arm around her shoulders to lock her into place. For an instant, she didn’t react. She only glared at him over his hand. But then her tongue massaged against the wound, her throat worked, and she drank.


  Within seconds, her skin was a little bit brighter, her hair silkier. He dropped his hand. His blood left her lips cherry red.


  “What happened?” Elise asked.


  He didn’t want to have to tell her, so instead, he opened his mind and let her see into his memories. He showed her the skirmish against the angels. He showed her Abel kneeling over Rylie’s body, and her flesh turning to obsidian.


  Elise shoved him out of her mind.


  “I don’t want to see that,” she said, turning from him. Her jaw was trembling.


  “I’m sorry, Elise. I know you were friends.”


  She didn’t respond, but she didn’t have to. The iron-clad walls separating her mind from his said more than enough. Her entire body had gone rigid.


  Elise didn’t move for a long time. He wanted to try to console her, but it was impossible when she refused to show her emotions, much less acknowledge they existed. But even though she had blocked him out, her emotions were strong enough that they leaked through around the edges.


  Her heart was shattering, and it was breathtakingly painful.


  “She was pregnant,” Elise finally said.


  “I know,” James said.


  “Abel doesn’t. She hadn’t told him. She wanted to wait until they could enjoy it.” Her voice was dead.


  “Elise…”


  She pushed to her feet, stalking away from him. He hesitated. He wanted to give her room to be alone, but not here—not in the garden where she had been imprisoned. It was too much.


  James picked up the sword and followed her.


  Elise hadn’t gone far. She stood on the other side of the brambles, looking down on the severed Tree and the dry riverbed, expression grim. She didn’t remember anything that Eve had seen. It was like she was experiencing the dead garden anew.


  “I can’t protect anyone,” she said. “I lost Marion to New Eden. I let Rylie die. And this…I did this. Everything beautiful in this world gets destroyed because of me.”


  “Do you regret what happened to Araboth?”


  “No. But this is what I always do. This…death.” When she turned to face him again, her mask had cracked, exposing the pain that she felt within. Her walls weren’t enough to hold it back. She was losing control. “Why did you turn her into obsidian like Seth?”


  “Benjamin told me to do it,” James said.


  “Benjamin? When?”


  “In Coccytus.”


  Elise rubbed her temples. “I don’t think Benjamin is Benjamin. Or he’s changed somehow, but I don’t…” She shook her head. “I don’t know.”


  “Benjamin is somehow at the center of this. If he told me to cut Rylie like that, then there must have been a reason for it.”


  “But is it a good reason? Or is he just manipulating us?”


  He got the impression that it wasn’t a question that Elise expected to have an answer.


  Her walls were crumbling. Grief seeped through. And he could hear one name like a constant undercurrent in her thoughts: Rylie.


  James couldn’t know she was hurting like this and keep from touching her. He stepped close. She didn’t move away.


  Elise shook her head, again and again. “I don’t trust you. I don’t trust you and I don’t think I even like you anymore, and I don’t want—I can’t—I just need this right now.” She curled her fists in his shirt and pulled him toward her. “Just for a minute.”


  His throat was burning. “You can take all the time you need.”


  “I can’t,” Elise said. “There’s no time left.” But she wrapped her arms around him and rested her cheek against his chest, and she didn’t push him away when he returned the embrace.


  He held her for a long moment, wishing that it would stretch into infinity.


  It didn’t matter if they stood in a dead garden—the place that both of their destinies had been written out before they were born. All that mattered was that he held her for this moment. Her frail body, barely protected from the harsh gray light of Heaven by veils, slender and fading.


  Unfortunately, Elise was right. There was no time left. The angels had to know they were coming.


  “Eve said that there’s still a chance we can defeat the angels in New Eden,” James said, chin resting atop her head. He hesitated, trying to decide if he wanted to tell her the rest, and what that would cost. There didn’t seem to be any alternative. He was about to lose her, one way or another. The very least he could do was let her go out fighting. “If the angels think that you’re Eve, they can’t hurt you.”


  “I know. I’ve tried. Her presence isn’t strong enough to make them surrender.”


  “She offered to take over completely,” he said. “And she said—well, she said that she would allow you to kill them through her.”


  Elise went very still, as though she had stopped breathing. “Eve said that?” Her fingers tightened on his lower back, digging into his spine. “Her children are—were—everything to her. She forgave everything that they ever did, and they did plenty of awful things. They burned city-states.”


  “Yet they always obeyed Eve’s law. Now they’ve assassinated Rylie. Because they committed the greatest sin, she’s prepared for you to kill them all.”


  She was quiet, but her thoughts were churning. She recalled the first time she had compelled Nash, pretending to be Eve. James hadn’t realized how completely she could control the angels under the right circumstances. With Eve’s cooperation, it could be devastating.


  “It might work,” she admitted.


  He took a deep breath and pushed on. “You could cast another glamor, like the one you used to disguise yourself in the Palace of Dis, but design it to make yourself look like Eve.”


  “I won’t be myself at all anymore.”


  He inhaled the scent of her hair. Even though she smelled like sulfur and blood and sickness, there was still something distinctly Elise about her scent—the same smell that he used to have on his clothes when they lived together. “Eve can take your mind and body and you will still be yourself. You’re so much more than she ever was.”


  “Don’t talk to me like that.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like you’re trying to convince me that you care.”


  James stepped back, prying her hands off of him. “How can you think that I don’t?”


  “You’ve always just been out to get something,” Elise said. “It’s never been about us.”


  He couldn’t tell if she meant it or not. After everything that he had done—and everything they had done together—could she really still believe that it had all been artifice? He searched her eyes, but all he saw inside of her was pain, physical and otherwise. She was beyond rationality. Far beyond forgiveness.


  “Tell me you don’t really think that,” James said. “Please.”


  “I should make the glamor before the angels find us.” She turned away.


  He caught her wrist. “I need you to feed before you do anything else. It was a mistake to enter Coccytus weak and hungry. To go into New Eden like this is suicide.”


  “It’s suicide no matter what,” Elise said. “You just want to try to convince me to let you heal me.”


  Frustration swelled in him, and he tamped it down. How could she still think that of him? “It’s not an attempt at coercion. You only need to survive long enough to return Marion and the pack.” And I need you to survive long enough to come back to me.


  She hesitated for so long that he thought she was going to refuse. But finally, reluctantly, she nodded. “Let me do the cutting.”


  Elise drew a knife. After a moment’s consideration, she pressed it underneath his jaw, almost like she was trying to shave him. Her cut was shallower and long. It stung. He had to bend over to allow her to reach his throat.


  She latched her lips onto the wound and drank.


  That definitely hurt.


  She drew the blood from the cut with caresses of her tongue and hard suction that made the wound feel like it stabbed all the way into his chest. There was no pleasure in this—not for him. But she wrapped her hands around his neck, pulling herself against him, and satisfaction radiated from her as she devoured.


  It seemed to take eons, though it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes. When she finally stopped drinking and dropped back onto flat feet, his blood was nothing more than a lipstick-smear at the corner of her mouth. No waste.


  Her eyes were lidded. “Angel blood. Sometimes I forget where you come from.”


  “Is it good enough?” he asked, pressing his fingers to the cut.


  She wiped the blood from her lips and sucked it off her thumb. The drinking hadn’t aroused him, but that one small gesture did. “It’s good enough,” Elise said with a faint smile. “It’s very good.” She pulled one of the veils off her neck, wetted it with her tongue, and dabbed at his injuries. “I left a mark. You look like you were attacked by a giant leech.”


  “It’s worth it. You don’t look like you’re on death’s doorstep anymore,” James said. Not quite, anyway. The slick shine had left her skin. She still didn’t look like she was prepared to fight a city of angels alone.


  Elise took her time cleaning him, and he got the distinct impression that she was choosing not to hurry. He couldn’t blame her. Now that he wasn’t actively bleeding, there was nowhere he’d rather be than standing next to that dry riverbed, alone with Elise.


  And now they would have to change her into another woman.


  She stretched up onto her toes and kissed him gently. The taste repulsed him, but this was who she had become—maybe who she had always been. Elise didn’t come separately from her violent quirks. Blood was love to her, love and sex and every kind of intimacy that she wanted.


  Even so, she was gentle for that moment. A moment that ended quickly.


  “Thank you,” she said, winding the veil around her neck again. “It doesn’t change my mind about being healed. But thank you.”


  “I didn’t feed you because I thought it would change anything.”


  Elise’s smile was genuine and brief.


  “I think I believe you.”


  



  



  Elise drew the glamor using the ash at the bottom of a crater. James guided her through the marks she could use, giving her the word in ancient vo-ani, but she was the one who picked the characteristics that would make her look like Eve.


  After all of her practice, Elise had become a competent warlock. Easily as good as any of the witches he had worked alongside in his covens—perhaps better.


  He only needed to intervene to add a couple minor modifications. He showed her how to weave the illusion tighter, how to make it tangible, forming a shield that would protect her skin from New Eden’s light.


  Elise did the rest alone.


  She really didn’t need him anymore.


  James walked away to let her finalize the spell, unwilling to watch her change herself into Eve when he wasn’t confident he’d see her in her real skin again.


  He sat on the edge of Mnemosyne, legs hanging over the edge, and pulled the photograph out of his shirt pocket. He stared at it without really seeing Elise’s smile, the nose and mouth she shared with the toddler, the eyes that Marion had gotten from her angel father.


  That little girl was in New Eden. This wasn’t about the werewolf pack, or petty revenge, or because what the angels had done was wrong. It was all for her sister.


  It had to be worth it.


  “What is that?”


  James hadn’t realized that Elise was done. She stood behind him, cupping the glamor rune in one hand. He considered hiding the photo from her, but it seemed pointless now. He handed the picture to her without explanation.


  The faintest hint of a smile flickered over her lips. “Nice shot.”


  “Indeed.” He studied her expression. She looked at the picture with fondness that he hadn’t thought Elise was capable of showing toward anyone but her dog. “You’re close to Marion.”


  “I visited as often as I could. It seemed like the right thing to do.” Elise traced her thumbnail over the photo again. “It was often weeks before I could see Marion again, but she was always happy to see me.” She folded the picture and handed it back to him without asking where he had gotten it.


  He opened his mouth to remark on Marion’s bright blue eyes, then thought better of it. It wasn’t a compliment to note how much she looked like her father, Metaraon.


  But he couldn’t keep himself from saying, “She looks like both of us.” That little hint of angel blood that Marion and James shared, mingled with Ariane’s bone structure, made her a strange mix of Elise and James.


  If they’d been capable of having children, they might have looked like Marion.


  “I guess she does,” Elise said. She didn’t make that sound like a compliment.


  He tucked the photo into his pocket. “Are you ready?”


  Elise rolled the rune over the backs of her fingers, considering it with the same expression she might have while carrying a rat. “Yeah. I can feel Eve inside of me. I don’t think she really went away. It’s like…I think she’s just standing back, waiting for my permission.”


  “It’s not really Eve,” James said. “It’s just a collection of Eve’s memories that you got from the Tree. It’s not her.”


  “It’s not? I don’t know, James. I really don’t know.”


  He pressed the back of his hand to her forehead. She was warming up again. His blood had made her stronger, but not by much. If she felt Eve taking over again, then it was just the anathema powder getting the better of her.


  And he was supposed to stand back and watch Elise succumb.


  “Let’s find the door to New Eden,” James said heavily.


  



  



  The door to New Eden had been built among the massive roots of the Tree. Each was as wide as a city block, the bark dry and flaking. The white stone arch looked out of place among the garden’s destruction—the one thing that was pristine. It glowed gently, though it wasn’t active yet; there was no view of New Eden between the columns.


  “It must be closed as a safety precaution,” James said, sliding down the root to stand in front of the gateway. “They don’t intend to send any more angels out—they’re just waiting for the survivors of the battle to return.”


  He stood on the other side of the gate and watched Elise stroll toward him. She was distorted by the rippling air between the columns. The veils hid every inch of her skin, but he could tell she looked angry just by her eyes peering through the slit.


  A glow deeper underneath the Tree caught his eye. He followed it down the path and realized that there were black cables running just underneath the ground, connecting the gate to another piece of ethereal work that he’d never seen before. It seemed to be a machine: a collection of large stone gears bound together by magic.


  “What is that?” James asked.


  “I saw a machine like it in Shamain.” Elise circled it with a grim expression. “They used it to sever the connection between Shamain and New Eden. They must be preparing to break Araboth off, too. But why aren’t they guarding this one?”


  “Wait.” He stepped up to the machine, kneeling to get a closer look at the runes crawling underneath the cogs. “These are warlock runes. I thought that only you and Belphegor knew how to cast that kind of magic.”


  “That’s what I thought.”


  “So Belphegor is colluding with the angels?”


  “I don’t think so. Aquiel and Abraxas were, but Belphegor had his own plans,” Elise said. James reached out to touch the machine. “Don’t. I messed with the last one and it turned on. If this is the last door to New Eden and we shut it down, we’ll never be able to get Marion out.”


  But was that the worst of the consequences? The link between worlds was already so tenuous. There was a reason that it took a powerful witch like Nathaniel to manipulate them.


  If the angels permanently severed the connections between dimensions with brute force, James couldn’t imagine the results—but he knew it wouldn’t be good.


  “We can’t let them activate this one,” Elise said.


  “I agree completely.” He pulled one of his gloves off and returned to the gate, pressing his hand to one column. The symbols ringing the base illuminated at his touch.


  Elise followed suit. Even as a demon, she had never lost the ethereal mark that Adam had given her.


  With both of them touching the gate, it opened.


  A shimmering curtain of light parted, exposing New Eden’s gleaming towers on the other side. James could still see Elise through that light. The glow reflected in her black irises, and he realized that the sclera had turned yellow and bloodshot.


  He pretended not to notice.


  “Let’s go,” James said.


  She stepped around the gate and put a hand on his chest, stopping him. “You’re not coming.”


  “What? Why not?”


  “They know you can cast magecraft. They’re already looking for you. I’m not going to hand you over to them.” She jerked a thumb at the machine. “You should defend that thing anyway. Kill anyone that comes back to activate it.”


  But then there was nothing left to do but let her leave.


  James gazed at her helplessly, trying to memorize her face. She may have looked sick, but her features were still hers.


  He wanted to tell her so many things that she would never believe.


  I never wanted to hurt you. I have always loved you. I thought everything I did was for both of us.


  Instead, he drew the steel-bladed falchion. “Here.” He tried to hand her the steel falchion. “It seems right that you should take both.”


  “I haven’t fought with both of them in years.” She pushed it back to him. “Keep that one. It’s yours.”


  James clenched his jaw but nodded, sheathing it on his spine scabbard. “Very well.”


  She unfurled the glamor rune in her hand, letting the energy swell until it filled the air around her. He thought about telling her to stop, or hamstringing the spell before it could take hold. But he remained frozen and watched as the glamor settled over her.


  Her skin darkened. Her hair became lighter, softer. Her eyes paled to the same shade of blue as James’s. Her features shifted and her stance weakened, though she looked inches taller.


  A moment later, Eve stood in front of James. The spell had been executed flawlessly. Truly impressive magic on Elise’s part.


  He couldn’t see her like that. He turned away to gaze at New Eden instead.


  Her hand settled on his back between his shoulder blades. He didn’t turn. Instead, she stepped around him, cupping his cheeks in her hands. James held still as she kissed him gently.


  She didn’t kiss like Elise. She kissed like he imagined Eve must have. It was almost maternal—gentle, loving, and worst of all, forgiving. “Thank you, son of Metaraon.”


  Elise was already gone.


  “Make sure she comes back,” James said, though he knew it was a ridiculous request.


  She smiled. Even he had to admit that it was beautiful on her.


  When she turned to the gate, he thought he could almost see the faint outline of wings at her back. It was only then that he realized she was already holding the obsidian falchion—a cruel, jagged weapon that looked wrong in Eve’s delicate hands.


  The vision of New Eden within the gate shimmered as she stepped in. A wind stirred the otherwise still air, blowing the scent of apples over him.


  Every fiber of James’s being wanted to stop her.


  He didn’t have a choice but to let her go.


  Two more steps, and she was gone.


  The growing breeze from the doorway made a piece of paper flutter from his pocket. He snagged it before it could be carried off into the brambles. It was the photograph of Elise holding her little sister on her hip, smiling down at the curly-haired child that looked so much like her.


  Everything beautiful in this world gets destroyed. That was what Elise had said about her influence.


  “Not everything,” James said to the doorway. She hadn’t destroyed herself—yet.


  He did have a choice.


  He didn’t have to let Elise sacrifice herself, and he would be damned if he allowed her to die because of stubborn pride.


  James returned to his duffel bag to cast one more healing spell—the spell that would save her life, whether she liked it or not.


  



  



  



  



  



  Twenty


  



  ELISE STEPPED THROUGH the gate in Araboth. The garden distorted around her, then vanished.


  She opened her eyes on darkness.


  But that darkness wasn’t empty. She stood in front of a mirror with parquet under her feet. The air smelled like James’s earth-friendly cleaning supplies and blooming sagebrush. Somehow, Elise had stepped through the door and appeared in the dance studio back in Reno, Nevada.


  Her reflection looked so out of place in her old home. The black-haired demon woman swathed in veils didn’t belong in the studio.


  “Damn it,” she muttered. There was no way she could be in Reno. The delusions were getting worse, and fast.


  “What’s wrong?”


  She looked at herself in the mirror again. It wasn’t her demon form staring back, but Eve. Her wings were tucked away, but she still radiated with an ethereal glow that could never be hidden. There was no mistaking this woman for anything but an angel.


  “Did we make it to New Eden?” Elise asked. “Are you running my body now?” She was disappointed to think that she might not get to watch the angels die—that she might not get to slaughter the bastard that had ordered Rylie’s death.


  “Your perception of time has paused. We’re between Araboth and New Eden. We still have a few moments.”


  “For what?”


  “A request.” Eve stepped closer to the mirror, and Elise followed suit, until they were only an inch apart. The glass shimmered between them. “You will have to kill many of my children today. I only ask that you make it painless.”


  “I thought you were taking charge.”


  “I’ll be speaking for us. You will be killing.” Eve looked so sad. A tear streaked down her cheek, and Elise felt it track down hers as well. “Make it painless.”


  “They haven’t done anything to earn painless deaths,” Elise said.


  “I understand that.”


  The room was moving around her. There was suddenly another mirror behind her, as though the rear wall had leaped through the mist to border her. Elise and Eve’s reflections were duplicated a thousand times over.


  It was getting brighter. A wind began to blow.


  Elise smelled apples.


  “I’ll make it as painless as I can,” she said. “It’ll be easier if they don’t fight me.”


  Eve wiped the tears off of her cheek. “They won’t.”


  The mirror shimmered again, and the angel stepped forward. So did Elise. Their bodies merged at the glass.


  The studio fell away.


  New Eden rose from the mist, its towers surging out of the darkness, catching the shimmering glow of dawn. A ring of trees thrust from the earth around Elise.


  The last gateway was in the center of the city, on the ground far below the aeries and skyscrapers. It was protected from the light glowing on the horizon, yet there were still no shadows. Blue light emanated from underneath the trees, shining from between the twisting roots.


  A second machine, twin to the one on the other side, sat waiting to Elise’s right.


  To her left, there were three angels guarding the door.


  She tensed at the sight of them, but they didn’t immediately attack. Time was still slow. Her muscles felt sluggish.


  Elise didn’t know who she was anymore—herself, or Eve. She saw Eve when she looked down at herself. She felt like Eve. She felt fragile and sad, like all it would take to break her was a little push.


  And when she looked up at the other angels, she saw Eve reflected in their eyes.


  “Mother,” said Chismael in a hushed voice.


  Time hadn’t really been slow. The angels just hadn’t been sure how to react to the sight of their long-dead mother appearing in their midst.


  Elise didn’t choose to open her mouth. She didn’t speak. And yet the words came out anyway. “Chismael,” she said, spreading her arms wide. “Memeon. Saritiel. I’ve missed you all.”


  She remembered when they had been born. Metaraon had helped her with their births, tending to their eggs when they first began to stir with life, reaching inside to pull them from the amniotic fluid. She had loved the three of them as she loved all of her angels.


  Now they all carried swords at their hips where once only the cherubim had. Eve could sense the sin on them all.


  She loved them so much.


  “How is this possible?” Saritiel asked, sinking to her knees in front of Elise. The angel stroked her dress like she couldn’t believe it was real. The glamor was perfect; the cloth rustled as though it were really there.


  Elise smiled, stroking her hand through Saritiel’s hair. It wasn’t as soft as it had been when she was born. Angels didn’t age, but time had a way of making all things coarse.


  “Come to me,” she said, extending her other hand to Memeon and Chismael, and they did. They didn’t even look at the sword she was holding. It was as though the idea of Eve carrying a weapon was so foreign to them that they simply couldn’t see it.


  Chismael kissed her palm. She stroked his jaw, gazing at the graceful curve of his cheekbones and feminine tip of his nose. His eyelashes were as thick as hers.


  “This is a miracle,” he said.


  Make it painless, Elise.


  She released Saritiel and tangled her fingers in the fine hairs at the nape of his neck. “I love you,” she said in Eve’s voice.


  Elise severed the head from Chismael’s neck.


  The stump was already turning black when he struck the earth in front of her. The soil soaked up his blood, turning it from shiny to matte in seconds.


  Memeon tensed, eyes widening with surprise. Elise simply looked at him.


  “My son,” she said.


  Any indication that Memeon knew what she had just done was wiped from his face. “We’ve missed you. All of these years without you have been…indescribable.”


  “I understand.” And she did. Without her guidance, they had turned to others. They had become perverse.


  It only took two more swift gestures to kill both Memeon and Saritiel.


  Neither fought back.


  She let their bodies fall around her. She was crying again and there was no way to tell who it was feeling those emotions. There was no distance between Elise and Eve anymore. Every breath drew them closer together, burning away the membrane that separated them within Elise’s body.


  Wings flashed in the air above her. Feathers fluttered through the trees. Energy surged as more angels approached, drawn by the deaths of their brethren.


  She wasn’t afraid. As soon as they saw her, they would forget to attack.


  Best of all, Elise wouldn’t have to hunt them through the city. They were coming to her.


  And she would give them the deaths they deserved.


  



  



  “She’s here,” Nash said suddenly.


  Abram didn’t even open his eyes. He’d lost track of how long they had been entombed in the cave underneath New Eden, but it was long enough that he felt like shit. “Who’s here? Leliel?” Trying to speak hurt his throat. His mouth was so dry.


  “No,” Nash said. His voice sounded so strange that Abram finally looked at him. Nash’s expression was chillingly blank, as though he were listening to someone calling to him from a great distance. “It’s—it’s not possible.”


  Summer had been sleeping with her head resting in his lap. She stirred at his voice. “What? Did something happen?” She still clutched Abram’s knife in one hand, but she hadn’t added anything new to the diagram etched into the floor for hours. The angels’ machinery was beyond even her.


  Nash helped her sit up. “She’s here. She’s come back. But—this is beyond impossible. If it’s what I think, then it’s catastrophic.” He let out a shuddering breath. “It’s Eve.”


  “The dead first angel,” Summer said.


  Abram shot a look at his sister, asking her silently—in the way that only twins could—if there was a chance Nash had gone insane. Summer responded by rolling her eyes. He could almost hear her saying, “Be nice, Abram,” in that barely-patient tone of voice she got whenever anyone said something less-than-glowing about her feathered fiancé.


  The collapsed wall trembled. Rocks slid from the top of the pile and skittered across the floor.


  Someone was breaking through—or the entire cavern was starting to shake.


  “That’s bad,” Summer said. “That has to be bad, doesn’t it?”


  Nash moved to the wall, glaring up at the levers. “We have to get out of here. Now.”


  Definitely bad.


  “Don’t touch those,” Abram said. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”


  The chamber shuddered again.


  “Our options have run out,” Nash said, looking haunted and pale. “She’s here. She needs me. We have to escape now, and that means this is our only chance to free the pack.”


  “But you could kill everyone if you do it wrong.”


  “I have an idea,” Summer said. “Call it a stroke of inspiration I got while drawing those stupid switches.” She stood in front of one of the empty chambers and balled her hand into a fist.


  “Summer,” Abram said warningly.


  “Look, this is our only option. If you’d let me do this hours ago, we’d already be out of here.”


  “Or everyone would be dead.”


  “We’ll die anyway,” she said.


  Then she punched the chamber with every ounce of her shapeshifter strength.


  Her knuckles cratered the crystal. Summer grunted as the skin split, but she still pulled her fist back for another blow. The second punched all the way through. Abram didn’t breathe as the chamber depressurized, gushing moisture out the fist-sized hole. Mist poured into the room.


  She yanked her fist free and whirled to face another chamber. Nothing had happened to it.


  “Looks like that doesn’t activate a kill switch,” Summer said, shaking her hand out. “Nash? You’re almost as strong as me. You can get a few of them open, too.”


  He looked at her blankly, unseeing. “She needs me. She’s here.”


  Damn it.


  “Don’t worry about the other captives,” Abram told his sister. “Just get the pack out. We don’t have time.”


  Summer was already moving down the narrow room, wiping away fog so that she could see who was inside.


  As soon as she came upon a werewolf—Crystal, still in her animal form—Summer started hitting again, and again, until she opened a hole. Abram reached around her to help pull the crystal apart. It was much more fragile once the seal broke. But he didn’t heal like his sister did—the crystal sliced into his palms, sending blood flowing down his wrists.


  He yanked his shirt off, shredded it into two, and wrapped his hands before continuing.


  Summer moved down the line one at a time. Abram was slower. He was just pulling Crystal’s heavy, furred body out of the hole they’d made when Summer reached Levi.


  He didn’t try to free the werewolves in between them. He set Crystal gently on the ground and went straight to Levi instead.


  Abram ripped the crystal away in fistfuls. It only took a minute to make a hole big enough to reach through. “Come on, asshole,” Abram muttered.


  He shook the werewolf, and not particularly gently. If Levi was dead, he was going to kill the guy.


  Levi started coughing inside the chamber, doubled over and trembling, and it was one of the best things that Abram had ever seen. That sound was echoed by others. Crystal was struggling to her feet, and so was Paetrick, who had clawed his way out of the second chamber without help.


  One by one, the pack was stirring.


  “Hey, wake up,” Abram said, grabbing Levi’s shoulders and helping him straighten.


  Levi’s eyes opened.


  He was alive. He was conscious.


  And if he had woken up, then that meant they had an entire werewolf pack to fight the angels.


  



  



  Eve strolled through New Eden. Elise killed.


  Silent dawn shined on the bodies in their wake.


  She didn’t look behind her at the decapitated angels that she had left behind, their heads discarded in the canals and their bodies dropped in the street. She only looked to the next angels waiting to greet her.


  They held their hands toward her. They wept. They whispered her name.


  Eve. Mother.


  She recalled their histories as she passed through. Kushiel had been born among Eve’s first children—a skilled tracker who had taught her how to follow animals’ trails through the forest. She'd been so delighted that she could have made a creature that knew things that she did not. It had been one of her first thrills of creation.


  It took her two attempts to sever his neck. She was too upset to do it smoothly.


  Elise left him in front of a temple with a statue of Eve in the courtyard.


  She stepped over the canal and dropped Moroni’s head inside, allowing the current to wash it away from the body. He had been one of her later births. A survivor of Adam’s destruction of her nursery.


  And as she brought death to her children, none of them fought back. They still stared at her with love.


  Even as the obsidian falchion cleaved through angel flesh.


  It was so quiet in New Eden.


  She moved toward the cemetery at the center where she had found Benjamin Flynn. She hadn’t planned to go to the cemetery—it was simply the most prominent landmark, and all roads seemed to spiral toward it.


  That was where she found Leliel.


  Eve’s first daughter waited at the base of the hill, her peach dress fluttering around her ankles, shock blanking her expression.


  “Mother,” Leliel said. “It cannot be.”


  A mother never had favorites, but she had always had a special place in her heart for Leliel. She had taken after Eve so closely. And Elise was going to have to kill her, too.


  She opened her arms to Leliel. Blood dripped down the sharpened edge of the obsidian falchion.


  “Daughter,” she said.


  When Leliel stepped into her embrace, she didn’t immediately kill her. Elise imagined driving the sword into her back. It was short, only a two-foot blade. It would be easy to sever her wings or implant it in her heart and Leliel would never feel it.


  But Eve balked. She doubted. Not Leliel.


  Elise dug her heels in. I bet she’s in charge. She has to go.


  The first angel slipped away from Elise, fading from her mind. No. Not my daughter.


  Leliel tensed in her arms as if detecting the shift in personality. If Eve bailed, Elise’s glamor wouldn’t be enough to protect her. Nothing would be.


  Okay. Not Leliel. Not yet, thought Elise, and Eve seemed to relax.


  Leliel stepped back. “I don’t know how it’s possible, but I’m so relieved to see you,” she said through her tears, clutching Elise’s hand. “I thought you were gone. We all thought you were gone.”


  “I have always been within you,” Elise said in Eve’s voice. “I have never left.”


  Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I’ve done things in your honor. All for you. Do you want to see it?”


  No. I want to kill you.


  But Elise said, “Yes. Show me.”


  Hands joined, followed by a hundred more angels, they walked into the cemetery together.


  Eve read the names as Elise passed the tombstones. Every single one felt like being punched in the stomach. Elise had been there for some of those deaths, and knew of others, but the knowledge hadn’t transferred to Eve. It was all a shock to her.


  “So many have died,” Elise said.


  Leliel held her hand tighter. “Many died in the war following your death. Many have died in recent years as well. It has been tumult without you.”


  And yet she didn’t question how Eve could have returned.


  It was equal parts sickening and satisfying to look over her shoulder and see all those angels blindly following, oblivious to the dead beyond.


  Leliel stopped at the empty gravestone where Benjamin Flynn had been suspended.


  “This city has been built to feed us without any struggle, Mother, and this is the crux of it.” Leliel gestured to the cross. She sounded so proud, showing off her creation to Eve. “We have thousands of mortals suspended below so that we may feed off them eternally. Their energy flows through this central point. It is magnified when the right mortal stands at the crux of this vast machine. It is, if I may be so proud, one of our most incredible designs.”


  Eve was impressed. Elise hated her a little bit for it.


  The stairs leading down into the pool weren’t far—just a few steps away. But Leliel stood between her and those stairs.


  Elise sat on a bench beside a topiary, laying the bloody falchion over her thighs. It must have stained her clothes, but it didn’t touch the glamor. Eve’s dress remained pristine.


  “What do you think?” Leliel asked.


  “I don’t understand why you needed to make a city like this,” Elise said in Eve’s words. “Humans are so easily fed upon without disturbing them. There’s no need to hold them captive.”


  If Leliel noticed how disappointed Eve sounded, she didn’t show it. “It’s because of the Treaty.”


  “The Treaty of Dis?”


  Leliel sank to the bench beside her, folding her hands in her lap. “Yes. That came about because of you—because of what happened to you. It was all about you, of course. Protecting your legacy.” She paused, frowning. “Where did you hear of it?”


  “Another of my children told me.” The lie came to her easily. For a woman who was meant to be a force of pure good, Eve was skilled at deception.


  “We struggled after you died, Mother. We struggled to feed ourselves without you. Nobody realized how much we had relied on you for strength until you were gone. We had to turn to humans for sustenance.” She rested a hand over her heart, as though it ached. “The gaeans disapproved of our use of mortals as herd animals. They attacked.”


  “Angels feeding from mortals should be painless.” Eve had made certain of it.


  “Typically. But not painless for your children. Fascination was a problem—we kept falling in love with the shifters, helpless to fight back against them, controlled by our lustful urges.” Leliel looked so embarrassed. “We weren’t keeping the bloodlines pure.”


  Elise thought she knew where this was going. Anger writhed in her heart.


  As soon as she felt the burn of it, Leliel stopped talking. She blinked rapidly and looked at Elise strangely, as though seeing through the façade.


  “I only ever wanted my children to be happy,” Elise said, and Leliel’s eyes glazed once more.


  “Yes. That’s why we did it. We obviously had to sever this cancer from our ranks.” Leliel sighed, shaking her head. “We made a deal with Yatam and the infernal forces. We created the Treaty and, with our combined magic, destroyed the gaeans protecting humanity.”


  “Yatam wanted the gaeans gone?”


  “It was in our mutual best interests. We killed most gaeans and turned the survivors into a new class of creature called kopides. Weakened, human, no real magic in them. Others became witches. Again, weak creatures. Unable to use their most powerful magics.” She touched Elise’s hand. “By removing the threat to our bloodline, we protected your legacy. We kept it pure.”


  “And now isolating New Eden will keep you purest of all,” Elise said. She felt numb.


  “Your legacy,” Leliel whispered.


  “I was fascinated with Adam. It was the first fascination that befell any angel. I loved him beyond all else, and that is my legacy. The ability to love without condition.” Her chest was aching, as though her heart had shriveled away. “Love, my daughter.”


  “Love for art, love for science—”


  “Love for humanity,” Elise said. “I made you out of love. I made you for love.”


  Leliel didn’t seem to hear her. “My husband fell into fascination with a shapeshifter. A wolf. He won’t be obsessed with her once we are free of the rest of the worlds.”


  Neither Elise nor Eve could listen to this anymore. She stood. Surprised, Leliel stood, too.


  “I want to see what else you’ve made,” Elise said. “Show me the pool.”


  



  



  The cavern under the cemetery hadn’t substantially changed since Elise’s last visit. It had only become more populated.


  There were no empty slabs now. Every single space was occupied by a human. While Elise had been preparing to confront the angels in Portola, other angels had continued to collect—and now they had enough souls to feed New Eden for an eternity.


  Elise felt tears sliding down her cheeks.


  There was no doubt in Eve anymore. The city had to fall, and the angels with it.


  Including Leliel.


  Elise turned to look at the angels that had followed them down. Twenty or so were arrayed on the spiral stairs and among the slabs. There would be more in the cemetery by now, drawn to Eve’s call, but those would be the last survivors in the city. Elise and Eve had killed the rest.


  “It’s peaceful here, isn’t it?” Leliel said, lacing her fingers with Elise’s. “I like to walk through and watch the mortals dream pleasant dreams.”


  Elise pulled her hand free. “Where is Marion?”


  “Marion?”


  “Yes. Marion.” Her voice was tight. “A little girl. Four years old. Brown hair. Blue eyes. Metaraon’s fucking daughter.” Shit, that wasn’t how Eve would talk. She was slipping. She had to focus.


  “Metaraon had a daughter?”


  The surprise in Leliel’s voice sounded genuine. But it was impossible. Marion had been taken to New Eden. That was what Ariane had said, and she had certainly believed it.


  Elise relaxed, allowing Eve to take her again, sinking into the comfort of the other woman’s control. Leliel’s eyes unfocused.


  “Marion,” Elise said again, this time gentler.


  Leliel trembled all over. “I don’t know who she is. We don’t take children. You told us not to hurt the children, and we haven’t.”


  Fucking liar.


  The strength of her anger kept pushing Eve away. If Elise didn’t remain calm, she was going to find herself surrounded by angels that knew she wasn’t really Eve, and she’d be beyond screwed.


  She still couldn’t keep herself from calling Leliel out on her lies.


  “What about Rylie Gresham?” Elise asked.


  Leliel recognized that name. Her hand flew to her heart. “We had to, Mother. Those dogs have hunted us for too long. You remember what they used to do to your children—my siblings. You must remember the trail of bodies that the shapeshifters left in their wake.”


  Strangely, Elise did. She remembered the bodies of angels brought to her home for burial with throats torn to shreds and wings gnawed off. Even then, she had known that it was only self defense. Werewolves protecting the gaean kind from predatory angels. Eve had pitied the shifters even as she mourned.


  “You killed her,” Elise said.


  “It was necessary. They could have toppled the city before we managed to break free.”


  “I only left you one instruction, Leliel.” She tightened her fist on the hilt of the falchion until she thought she might shatter the unbreakable obsidian. Her mind was swimming. Dead angels, James’s memory of Rylie’s body turned to stone, the girl’s smile when she talked about her pregnancy. Marion. “Where is the child? Give me Marion. Now.”


  “I have no idea who you’re talking about,” Leliel said.


  She wasn’t lying. Eve was confident of it.


  But if the angels hadn’t taken her to New Eden, then where could Marion have possibly gone?


  Fear crawled up her throat at the idea of Marion wandering somewhere on Earth, alone—or in the hold of some predator. That fear was a foreign sensation to Elise. A mix of Eve’s maternal urges and Elise’s fierce protectiveness of her half-sister. It clashed, multiplied, choked her.


  It wasn’t just emotion choking her. She felt hot all over. Her innards were writhing. Elise lifted her hands to look at them, and they seemed fine—but that was just the glamor.


  Underneath, the anathema powder was overwhelming her.


  “You need to release everyone you’ve captured,” Elise said, struggling to bring back Eve’s superhuman grace. She suddenly couldn’t seem to grasp it. The first angel was slipping away faster and faster. “The humans, the werewolf pack, all of your living victims.”


  But her command didn’t have any gravity to it. Leliel’s expression was clearing rapidly.


  The angel shook her head, massaging her temples.


  “I don’t understand,” Leliel said. Her voice was stronger now.


  Elise looked around at the other angels. Leliel wasn’t the only one freeing herself from the illusion. As Eve slipped away from Elise, everyone was starting to break free.


  Help me, Elise thought, searching for the first angel inside of herself.


  All she found was growing pain. Her whole body was shaking.


  The glamor flickered.


  Leliel was the first to realize what was happening. She sucked in a hard breath. Rage flashed through her eyes. “Godslayer!”


  Her wings flared behind her, snapping to their full width—and their full brightness. It punched through the glamor spell protecting Elise. Eve burned away, exposing a demon’s pale flesh, the leather clothing, the blood of all the angels on her hands.


  Cries rose from the cemetery above as the angels finally saw the dozens of dead on the streets.


  It didn’t matter. None of it mattered anymore.


  Elise clutched at her stomach. Her skin was slippery. Her fingers stung at the contact of her blood, no longer amber-colored but the sludgy black of an oil slick. These are my intestines, she realized as something meaty slipped through her grip.


  “If she’s here, the army won’t be far behind!” Leliel roared. “Close the final gate!”


  Elise couldn’t let them isolate New Eden.


  She tried to get to her feet, but her body didn’t obey her. She collapsed instead.


  With her cheek to the ground, and her blood spreading underneath her, she watched the angels take flight. She watched Leliel approach her step by step. And beyond the angel, she saw movement.


  Werewolves erupted from a tunnel set into the wall. The pack was free.


  “No!” Leliel’s cry sounded like it came from another dimension.


  Elise rolled onto her back, clutching her falchion. It was the only thing left to ground her as she sank toward death.


  There were growls. Screams. The beating of wings.


  Everything was so bright.


  Gentle hands lifted her. She felt everything shift inside her, spill out from under her ribs, splatter onto the ground. The pain was too much.


  Elise passed out.


  



  



  



  



  



  Twenty-One


  



  JAMES CAST THE healing spell quickly. It came to him much more easily now that he had done it once before.


  He muttered the verses that he’d memorized under his breath. The result was far more powerful in Araboth than it had been on Earth. The energy in the air was thick and left him sluggish.


  James was casting just a few feet away from the gate to New Eden, and he kept an eye on the glow of light between the columns, waiting to see if Elise would return.


  He needed to finish the spell before she got back.


  “Almost there,” he whispered to himself as he drew faster. One line came out wavy where it should have been straight. He smudged it away, then redrew. Even in a rush, there was never time to be sloppy.


  The strange whining sound came over him so slowly that it took him a moment to realize what he was hearing. He’d thought it was just the spell’s energy buzzing through him—but he had heard that toneless note before, and the rush of white noise that came with it.


  James straightened, searching for the source. The dead garden was blurred around him. He could see the cables of the universe again, just as he had in Northgate. A cluster of them near the Tree were so bright, so alive, that they burned James’s retinas.


  Benjamin Flynn stood at the center of that brilliance, balanced on one of the Tree’s arching roots.


  The boy wasn’t doing anything to make the universe vibrate around him like that. He was just standing there, with no sign of how he could have possibly entered Araboth, looking more or less like a completely normal teenager. “What do you want?” James asked, hand tightening on his pen.


  Benjamin managed a smile. “I’m trying to help.”


  His voice sounded different. Familiar.


  “Help?” James whispered.


  “Yeah. Help. Don’t you recognize me? I know I look odd, but you have to know who I am by now.”


  That was his son’s voice. It sounded like Nathaniel Pritchard talking.


  But that was impossible.


  James almost stepped out of the circle before he remembered that it would break the magic. He hung just inside the perimeter and stared at the precognitive. The boy almost seemed to glow.


  “You’re not Nathaniel.” He shouldn’t have felt so doubtful when he said that. Benjamin Flynn looked nothing like his son. Even ignoring the superficial differences, Nathaniel wasn’t precognitive. He was a witch and an angel. Just like James.


  “I know you don’t understand,” Benjamin said. “You can’t understand.”


  “Make me understand,” James said.


  “Everything runs in cycles. History repeats itself. There are always three—there have to be three. But right now, there’s only one. There’s only me. It’s too much. It’s not supposed to be like this.”


  He was rambling. It was nonsense.


  “If you’re Nathaniel,” he said slowly, “then how did you get here?”


  “I went inside,” Benjamin said.


  His heart sped. “Inside what?”


  Benjamin smiled. It was a sad, regretful expression. “I found it in Eden, and I thought it might be a way to get out. All it did was change me. Now I’m everything.”


  I’m everything.


  Nathaniel had said the same thing to Elise in a dream. James had seen it in her mind. He had seen how sad Nathaniel looked when he said it, how lost he had been, and Benjamin’s expression was exactly the same.


  “My God,” James whispered.


  “Don’t call me that,” Benjamin said. “I’m still your son.”


  The air churned suddenly, blowing dust into his circle. James lifted a hand to shield his eyes.


  There shouldn’t have been any wind in Araboth.


  Angels swarmed from the flat gray sky, swirling toward him. There were no doors in that direction. The only door leading back to Earth was beyond the Tree, beyond the wall, in the opposite direction.


  They must have come from Limbo, which meant that these were the angels that had killed Rylie. And if they were here, then that must have meant that they’d killed the pack, too.


  James threw barriers around the circle, deploying a half a dozen protective runes simultaneously. The cables lashed around him with the electric blue flare of his magic. Through the dance of energy, he could see that the root was empty now.


  Benjamin was gone again. The world was a little bit darker.


  “Come on, come on,” James muttered, anointing his forehead with oil in a rush.


  He set the steel-bladed falchion at the center of the circle. After seeing the amount of power that Lincoln generated, he didn’t risk using anything less than his most valuable artifact as a vessel. If anything could contain this much energy, it would be Elise’s sword with its hand-carved symbols, its history of blood, its legacy.


  The angels landed outside the circle. There were only three of them left, but it would be enough. James was only one man, after all.


  One of the angels shoved his hand into the circle, thrusting his power into the barriers. James’s skull rang like a cracked bell. He staggered, tasted blood, regained his footing.


  “No,” he said, and he pushed back.


  The magic flared, but the angel didn’t let go. “We’re ready for you now, mage,” he said. He turned to the others. “Strip it.”


  They stepped around the circle, all three taking up position an equal distance apart. Arms and wings spread, they embraced James’s magic. They weren’t pushed back by the power of his wards.


  Instead, they began pulling it apart.


  James realized what was happening too late. He tried to withdraw his magic, but the energy had already gathered in the fists of the angels.


  “You don’t know me,” the first angel said, “but my name is Makael, and a long time ago, I taught magecraft to those of our kind at the academy. We lost the ability to create magic after the Treaty. But we didn’t lose the ability to manipulate what was already there.” His eyes burned brightly as the magic coalesced in his palms. “You’re clever to recreate it, but not cleverer than I am.”


  The wards vanished, devoured by the angels.


  “I don’t know about that,” James said. “Are you clever enough to cast warlock magic?”


  James took a rune that he had hidden on his shoulder blade—a spell that burned like fire, a spell that sickened him to touch—and flung it at his attackers.


  Infernal flames engulfed Makael.


  The angel pitched to the ground with a shriek, his feathers curling like leaves in a bonfire. Even in Heaven, the fire raged, consuming his entire body in an instant. His robes peeled away. His skin cracked.


  James’s stomach cramped at the strength that infernal magic sucked from him, but he still had one more warlock rune with him—the vicious wards that he had taken from the House of Abraxas. He unfurled it and swung around to face the second angel, who was rushing at him.


  He slammed the magic into her gut, flooding her with energy.


  Her mouth opened in a silent cry. Her skin exploded from her body, leaving her instantaneously flayed.


  She dropped to the ground in a bloody mass of muscle tissue.


  Makael struggled to his feet, wings still burning, and lurched at James. His foot crossed the line of the circle, snapping it. Then his hands were locked around James’s throat, and the garden was blurring around him, darkening from gray to black.


  James struggled, but the angel was a thousand times stronger than him, and oxygen was dwindling. He sank to his knees. Makael smoldered as he forced him down, hands glowing with James’s stolen magic.


  Another spell. I need more.


  He removed one of his gloves.


  Makael dropped his throat and seized his wrist instead. Air flooded James’s lungs. His relief was only momentary—the sight of the ethereal runes reflected in the angel’s eyes killed it immediately.


  “Give that to me,” Makael said. He drew the runes away.


  James clamped down on them, trying to hold the magic against his flesh by force of will.


  But they began crawling up Makael’s arms.


  A howl broke the silent air in Araboth. It was joined by another howl and instant later, and then another.


  The angels all jerked at the sound, paling with shock.


  “Damnation,” Makael said. “They’ve found us!” He released James and staggered away. “Amiel—don’t let them follow me!”


  Makael leaped through the archway to New Eden, cradling James’s runes to his chest. Light flared around him, then faded. He was gone.


  The remaining angel, Amiel, spread his wings to take flight. James hurled himself at his legs. His unexpected weight dragged the angel back to the burned ground.


  “Release me!” Amiel ordered, kicking at him.


  James only managed to hang on for a moment, but a moment was long enough.


  Werewolves erupted from the dead, twisted bushes along the river Mnemosyne. Abel was at their lead, a swift shadow in the gray light of Araboth. In three long strides, he crossed the barren earth to the Tree, lunged into the air, and caught Amiel by the wing.


  The angel crashed under his weight—and he never got the chance to fight back.


  Abel shredded him.


  James stood back as the werewolf ripped the wings from the angel’s back, bit into the skin, worried the spine in his jaws. James was staring. He knew he was staring, but he couldn’t make himself move. Amiel died quickly and messily, and the other werewolves never needed to intervene.


  “Good Lord,” James said as Abel shook the blood from his fur.


  At the sound of his voice, the werewolf rounded on him. Abel was panting hard, eyes aflame, pure hatred in his face. It was incredible how much emotion the beast could show.


  Alarmed, James took a step back.


  “It’s me,” he said, holding his hands out in a gesture of defenselessness. “It’s just me. I’m not one of the angels.”


  The anger didn’t fade from Abel.


  James was suddenly, acutely aware that he was surrounded by werewolves—any one of which could kill him in an instant, and none of whom might be able to tell the difference between his smell and that of the angels. His whole body felt like it was tied into a knot.


  “You can still get to New Eden,” James said, pointing to the doorway.


  That made Abel’s focus drop. He turned to the gate. His hackles lifted, and a growl rumbled from his chest.


  At the sound of footsteps, James glanced at the bushes.


  Hank stepped from behind the other werewolves. He had shifted back into his human form at some point, and now he carried a hunk of obsidian cradled in his arms. James had transformed Rylie into that himself, yet it still took a moment to recognize her. She was frozen in the same position that she had died in. Her hair seemed to hover around her shoulders.


  “Abel’s been like this since Coccytus,” Hank said stiffly. He kneeled to set Rylie’s body beside the circle. “He turned me back so I could carry her, I think, but he’s gone. He’s not even human now. He’s—he’s pure anger.”


  And it seemed to be rubbing off on the surviving members of the wolf pack. Two of them were standing so close that James could feel the heat of their breaths on the back of his neck.


  “That’s the door to New Eden,” James said as levelly as possible. “One of the angels made it through. He has some of my runes. We can’t let him share that magic with the others.”


  “It’s not up to me,” Hank said.


  But the Alpha seemed to understand. Abel stepped toward the gate, and the pack followed.


  They didn’t make it through the door.


  The machine sitting back among the roots began to groan. The earth shook under James’s feet, making his circle tremble and the steel falchion skitter across the ground.


  As he watched, the cogs pushed against each other, turning faster, opening the heart of the machine to the air.


  It was black inside. So very, very black.


  Abel skidded to a stop a few inches from the gate, lip peeled back over his teeth.


  “What’s happening?” Hank asked, still crouched protectively over Rylie.


  The light between the pillars had vanished, tinting New Eden on the other side in shades of twilight. Darkness pulsed from the machine, traced up the doorway, and turned the glowing ethereal runes the same color as the machine.


  Wind blasted past James, pushing him toward the doorway. He braced himself against it.


  All of the light in Araboth swirled toward the gate.


  “They must have activated it from the other side,” James said. “They’re going to tear the dimensions apart.”


  Though his spell had been interrupted, James could still see the cables of energy—just barely. He traced the path of the energy coming from the machine with his eyes. It was multifaceted, far-reaching, and incredibly destructive. It didn’t just span the distance between the machine and the doorway. It reached fingers into all of Araboth…and beyond.


  The walls between worlds were collapsing.


  Everything was melting around them. Trembling. On the verge of fracturing into a billion pieces.


  And Abel lunged for the gateway.


  James reacted purely on instinct. He leaped out of the broken circle and caught a fistful of the werewolf’s fur.


  “Don’t!” he shouted. The Alpha twisted, snapping at him. James jerked his fingers back just in time. “You can’t go in there. You might not be able to come back.”


  “I don’t think he cares,” Hank said.


  Probably true—but James had to at least attempt to stop them while he had Abel’s attention, however inhuman it might have become. “Run to the door beyond the wall.” James pointed to the place where half of the Tree had collapsed on top of the wall, forming a bridge that would allow them to get to the other side. “It’s a straight shot. Run, and don’t stop running until you reach Earth.”


  Abel snarled and moved for the gate again. James jumped in front of him. That close to the gate, he could feel the pull of its collapse strongly, and not just on his body—it was sucking his magic away, too.


  “If you want to survive this, you need to run,” he said. “Rylie would want you to escape.”


  Pain flashed through the wolf, twisting his whole body. His eyes flicked to Rylie outside the circle.


  “They deserve to die for what they’ve done, and they will,” James pressed. “But you have to run. Now.”


  Abel fractionally relaxed. The fur at his shoulders smoothed.


  He nodded.


  The pack turned as one, responding to a silent command. Hank was incredibly gentle when he picked up Rylie again, as though he could have damaged her body, as if it would make any difference if he did. His hands were shaking.


  Abel gave a last, long look at James. His eyes weren’t angry anymore. There was nothing in him but pain.


  “Up the Tree, over the wall, straight to Earth,” James said hoarsely.


  The pack broke into a run.


  He waited until the werewolves disappeared over the trunk of the severed Tree, feet braced against the growing winds. The machine’s parts churned so quickly that they blurred. Dark energy pulsed up the tendrils connecting it to the gate.


  New Eden was still on the other side, but not for long. The whole world was bowing around that point—straining until it looked like everything was going to snap.


  He couldn’t stop the machine. He wasn’t even going to try.


  Instead, James rebuilt the edge of the circle. He drew on the failing energy in the universe, pushing it all into the spell, aiming it toward the falchion. The oil anointing his forehead felt like it caught fire.


  Flowers blossomed around the circle and new life flooded Araboth where there had been none for years, drawing on the cables of energy and turning it into fields of grass.


  The universe’s energy seemed to recognize James now. It rubbed against him like a cat in greeting. Is it time for more miracles? it asked, and James thought that the voice sounded a lot like Nathaniel now.


  “Yes,” James said, bracing himself against what he had to do to save Elise. “It’s time.”


  



  



  Abram had never seen so much death before. The sight of it twisted deep inside of him in a place where no knife could reach.


  The streets of New Eden were awash with blood. The eerily beautiful city he’d marched through just hours—or was it days?—earlier was draped in shredded flesh and broken wings.


  A trail of destruction led down the hill of the cemetery and disappeared into the mist. He couldn’t tear his eyes from it, standing near the cross gravestone where Azrael had attempted to bind him.


  Yet none of the bodies looked quite as horrible as the one he held in his arms.


  The seemingly all-powerful demon named Elise Kavanagh looked like a lump of ground beef gone bad. Her clothes were rotting off of her body. Her skin was mottled and discolored, her face gaunt, her stomach split open as though she had been gutted with a particularly dull blade.


  He wouldn’t have believed she was clinging to life if he hadn’t felt her heart fluttering weakly under his hands. He wondered if it might not be more merciful to end her. There was no way she could survive this anyway.


  But if she wasn’t dead with her intestines half-spilled down her lap, then how was Abram supposed to finish the job?


  An angel swooped toward him, and he jumped away with a shout, reaching for a gun he wasn’t carrying. He didn’t need to worry. Trevin and Crystal were still in their wolf forms—just two among more than thirty escaped pack members—and they were doing a fine job clearing a path for the rest of the survivors to escape.


  Trevin dragged the angel down to the grass, tearing the wings off with his teeth. Abram jerked at the sight of it as though he were the one who had been bitten.


  So much death.


  A hand crept over his shoulder—Levi offering silent comfort. “I didn’t plan for this,” he said. It was probably the closest thing to an apology he’d ever make for surrendering the pack to angels.


  “I know,” Abram said, which was the closest thing to forgiveness he planned on giving.


  Paetrick and Deepali wrestled another angel to the ground, but Crystal was the one to kill it. She shredded into it with passion. She’d never been murderous before. This wasn’t Crystal—this was the captivity, the dreams that they’d barely survived, the fear.


  A war turning good people into murderers.


  The hill lurched under Abram’s feet, and it was all he could do to keep holding onto Elise. She almost slipped right from his ichor-slicked fingers. A creaking sound echoed over New Eden’s trees. The skyscrapers of bone were swaying in the earthquake.


  The sky began to grow darker.


  “We have to run,” Summer said, grabbing Abram’s arm. She offered a brief smile to Levi. Even now, she was smiling. Abram had no idea how she could do it. “I think Leliel’s closing the last door.”


  “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Levi said. “I want the fuck out of paradise. Let’s go.” He broke into a sprint.


  Abram shifted his grip on Elise—briefly contemplated dropping her—and then he ran after Levi and Summer.


  The entire pack followed.


  Nash was at the bottom of the hill, locked in a sword fight with another angel. He wasn’t quite healed, wasn’t quite strong enough, but he had anger in his eyes that the other angel didn’t.


  He had been Adam’s best warrior, after all, and he showed it in the way he wielded a stolen saber. He moved like a cracked whip. Explosions of graceful movement.


  Abram glanced at Summer. She didn’t watch as her fiancé killed one of his brethren.


  The city shook harder, bucking underneath Abram’s pounding feet. The trees showered leaves as their branches jerked. Abram followed Levi’s back through the mist, focusing on his shoulders, the honey-gold hair he hadn’t been sure he’d ever see again. If he watched the windows on the buildings starting to shatter, he was going to be overwhelmed by panic.


  He almost tripped over a body. He didn’t look at that, either. He just kept running.


  It almost felt like normal life again, running with the pack like this. Abram had never appreciated it before. Never treated the pack like they were family, even though they had accepted him like he was one of theirs.


  He had gone back to New Eden for Levi. But now he was strangely happy to see all of them—including pricks like Paetrick.


  He’d be even happier if they escaped alive.


  Abram, Summer, and Levi found the door first, over several canals and around a couple of corners. It was easy to find. All they had to do was find the trail of blood.


  A sense of familiarity struck Abram when he saw what was waiting on the other side of the door. It was that tree again. The one that he’d seen when he’d been held captive by the angels. The same tree that had made him realize that he had Adam’s blood in him.


  That was their escape? He felt sickened at the sight of it.


  But maybe it was because the door looked sick. It was crawling with black energy, shivering so hard that it blurred around the edges. Fingers of darkness crawled into the sky, sucking away the dawn. The earthquakes were stronger here, too—this door was making the city fall apart.


  And Leliel stood in front of it all.


  “Stop right there,” she said. A male angel stepped up beside her. His wings were charred, and bright blue runes raced over his arms.


  Summer bared her teeth. “I’d like to see you make us!”


  Summoned by her voice, Crystal and Trevin ran up to bristle at Summer’s side, hackles lifted.


  “I saw all the bodies in the road. How many angels do you have left?” Abram asked. “How many do you think you need to take our whole pack?”


  “All I need is Makael,” Leliel said, gesturing to the angel at her side. “Now that we can reclaim ethereal magic—now that New Eden will be severed—we will be able to recover from all of this. We’ll be stronger than ever before!”


  The doorway groaned as it shook harder. Abram felt himself sucked toward it. He was off-balance with the woman in his arms; Levi grabbed him to keep him in place.


  “Have you become so deluded, Leliel?” Nash asked. “Don’t you see what’s happening here? This isn’t strength—this is self-destruction!”


  Leliel’s face twisted at the sight of her ex-husband. “The city’s unstable because you’ve ripped its heart away. Once we return the werewolves to the pool—”


  “We will never go back,” Levi snapped.


  His final word was drowned out by the bridge over the canal shattering in half. Its pieces fell into the water.


  “Turn the machine off, Leliel!” Nash shouted, raising his voice to be heard over the blasting wind. “You’re not just tearing New Eden away from Araboth—you’re tearing the city apart! It might not be too late to save—”


  “It will stabilize!” Makael interrupted. “Don’t listen to them. This is our moment of glory!”


  “Glory? Glory?” Nash thrust his finger toward the bodies Elise had left in her wake. “Your city is going to die and take our whole species with it!”


  Summer slipped away from Crystal and Trevin, moving alongside Abram. “We’re going to have to run,” she whispered. “Look at that door. Can we go through that?”


  If they could, they wouldn’t be able to for long. While the angels were arguing, the doorway was only getting darker. It was becoming harder and harder to see the tree on the other side.


  “We don’t have a choice,” Abram said. He looked down at Elise. He couldn’t feel her heartbeat anymore. It might have been too late for her, but the rest of the pack needed the chance. “Spread the word. We push past them.”


  Summer slipped away again.


  Levi gripped Abram’s shoulder hard. It looked like he wanted to say something, but he wasn’t sure what—he couldn’t seem to get the words out. “You didn’t have to come for me,” he said finally.


  “I did,” Abram said.


  He kissed Levi as hard as he could with Elise’s bloodied body between them. He’d missed the bastard. He really had.


  Maybe it was just Rylie’s penchant for helpless love coming out in Abram, but even if he was about to die, he thought he’d redo it all again for those few extra minutes with Levi.


  And he’d teased Summer for being fucking stupid where her boyfriend was concerned.


  A crack echoed over the square. Abram caught sight of a building falling from the corner of his eye—a building that looked like it was going to fall right on that doorway. “Let’s go!” he shouted over Nash and Leliel’s argument.


  Howling, the pack pushed forward. Makael and Leliel didn’t stand a chance at stopping them.


  Abram shoved his shoulder into Leliel, knocking her aside.


  He tightened his grip on Elise Kavanagh and jumped through the doorway, out of New Eden, and into the unknown.


  



  



  It was done. The spell had been cast, and Elise’s cure was ready.


  James held the steel-bladed falchion in both hands the way that he had held the orb flush with Lincoln’s energy. The sight of it was breathtaking. He could see the way that the power hooked into himself and the entire universe, and it felt right.


  This was far more power than Lincoln had created, and the sword held it perfectly.


  The universe cried out, vibrating painfully. The cables shifted, distorted, bent around the gateway. Darkness flared.


  A body hurtled from New Eden.


  Abram Gresham landed on the other side, his arms wrapped gingerly around a woman. James was shocked to see that it was Elise—not Eve. But it wasn’t the Elise that he had last seen, flush with his blood and prepared for a battle. The poison had overcome her. She looked…dead.


  James jammed the falchion in his belt and helped Abram up.


  “What happened?” James asked, pushing the hair out of Elise’s face. That vast aura he had glimpsed in Northgate was gone now.


  “She killed half the city,” Abram said.


  “And how did you end up there?”


  “Long story. Doesn’t matter. The pack’s coming.”


  A heartbeat later, two more people came through—and then three more. James couldn’t summon their names from memory, but he recognized the pack. They were alive. They were free.


  Summer followed moments later. “What are you doing just standing here?” she asked breathlessly, patting down her hair, her dress, her knees, like she was making certain that everything was still intact. “Everything’s falling apart! How do we get out of here?”


  “There’s a door beyond the wall that leads to Russia,” James said. He held his arms out. “I’ll take Elise.”


  Abram passed her over. James took her gingerly, suddenly understanding why Hank had been so gentle with Rylie’s body. He didn’t feel life in Elise. She was cold. Maybe already dead. But he cradled her, trying not to inflict pain he was certain she could no longer feel.


  It’s not too late, the sword whispered at his belt.


  A few more members of the pack appeared, slipping through the inky blackness growing denser within the doorway. And then Nash appeared. “There are no more,” he said curtly.


  “But the others?” Summer asked.


  “No more,” Nash said. Her eyes widened. The blood drained from her face.


  There were no more than two dozen survivors here—a tiny fraction of the people trapped in New Eden.


  None of them were Marion.


  But it was too late to go back. The doorway was cracking, and Araboth’s sky was almost black now. The scorched earth and dead plants had gone from yellowy-gray to the same colorless nothingness as Limbo.


  James shifted Elise to one arm and drew the falchion.


  “Follow me,” he said. “Our exit is just up here.”


  He led them up the path that Abel had taken earlier, scaling the roots of the Tree. The trunk was burned out on the inside. The pulp had all rotted away.


  The air thinned as they climbed. James struggled to breathe, his muscles heavy. Elise was harder to carry than she used to be. He felt so weak. But he pushed on, racing against exhaustion and the growing darkness from the doorway, the pack at his rear.


  “Holy crap,” Summer said. “What’s happening up there?”


  He followed her gaze to the sky. The blackness was flickering. He could see trees and mountains above them, as though they hung, inverted, over a forest. It faded, pulsed back, disappeared again.


  The air grew thinner still.


  “Consequences,” James whispered.


  The angels had ripped New Eden away from Araboth and Shamain. Now the effects were rippling through everything.


  Hopefully, there would still be an Earth to return to.


  The door to Russia was closer than James remembered—or maybe Araboth was compressing. It waited only a few hundred feet beyond the broken wall of the garden, already open. It didn’t look like it had opened properly. Instead of being filled with light, a ragged gash in the air exposed Oymyakon on the other side.


  “Go,” James said. “Go!”


  The pack jumped through as quickly as they could, shoulder-to-shoulder between the columns of the door. James stood back to watch them go, staring up at the sky.


  The walls between Araboth and Earth were fading again. Pieces of the garden were falling into the air.


  In a few minutes, this world would no longer exist.


  James could have saved it if he wanted to. He still had the falchion humming with power in his hand. He could have done virtually anything—if he wanted to.


  Nash and Summer went through the door last. The angel lingered on the threshold, clasping Summer’s hand. He frowned at James. “Are you coming?”


  “Right behind you,” James said.


  Summer dragged Nash through, and they were gone.


  There was nobody to see him fall to one knee, supporting Elise against his thigh as he drew the sword. Nobody heard him whisper to the falchion, “Work your miracle. Save her.”


  And nobody saw the power explode but him.


  The universe unfolded around him one last time—not just because the walls were peeling apart.


  James could see everything. He saw the anathema powder burning from Elise’s tissues. He saw her beginning to rapidly heal. He saw her heart stutter, then beat with new power. But through her, beyond her, he could see Earth and New Eden and Shamain and Dis and…everything.


  He struggled to his feet again, trying to reach the door.


  Then the power of her healing slammed through James and Elise. He lost his footing. His head struck the side of the arch hard enough that his vision went black.


  His shoulder brushed the doorway, and they were both sucked in.


  



  



  Elise awoke in a field of flowers.


  The world was so very, very quiet.


  She turned her head and silken petals brushed against her cheek. The blossoms dotted a lush bed of grass. It should have been too cold for such beautiful flowers—the air had the distinctive odor of winter, warmer than Coccytus but colder than Northgate had ever been.


  Spreading her fingers through the petals, she felt them ruffle under her bare palms. She wasn’t wearing her gloves.


  And her warlock runes were gone.


  Elise lifted her hands to stare at them. Adam’s mark remained on one palm, but the scar on her forearm was gone. There was no sign that she had bound to James in the ritual between kopis and aspis.


  Something was missing—something important.


  Elise sat up and looked down at her body. Her shirt hung open, melted away by her sweat. Her bra’s straps had snapped. Cold air tickled the undersides of her breasts and the small of her back.


  Wiping away the blood and ichor on her stomach, she found the flesh underneath unmarked. She was whole.


  She was healed.


  A cold wind blew through the meadow, and Elise hugged her jacket around herself even though it had so many holes that it couldn’t protect her. She squinted up at sun and couldn’t find it. It felt like it should have been daytime, but the roiling sky was dark.


  She was still missing something. She spread her fingers out again and took a second look at her hands, searching for what she might have failed to notice before.


  Her ring. She wasn’t wearing her warding ring.


  But she couldn’t feel James.


  It wasn’t that he had blocked her out. He was completely gone, like her arm had been severed and now she was feeling the air where her limb should have been.


  Elise got to her knees, searching the meadow with her eyes. “James?”


  She wasn’t alone among the flowers. She picked out Summer and Abram with Nash near the trees—a line of very familiar trees, which Elise hadn’t seen in years.


  Elise knew this forest. She also knew this meadow, though it shouldn’t have had any flowers in it. She was near Oymyakon, Russia. The outlet for Araboth. But she didn’t remember getting there. She had collapsed in New Eden and Leliel had been seconds from putting her out of her misery.


  Somewhere between then and now, she had been healed, and it definitely wasn’t Nash’s work.


  Judging by the sound of voices, there were more people in the trees that she couldn’t see. She hoped that it was the werewolf pack. She wasn’t sure if she cared if it wasn’t.


  Something indented the long grass a hundred feet away from her. She got to her feet and was shocked to find that she was steady, without a hint of the weakness that had been plaguing her. But she was weaker than before in some other way. Weaker without James.


  Her obsidian falchion caught her eye. It had fallen nearby. She picked it up, shook off a few stray petals.


  Elise recognized the body in the grass as she approached. Her pace quickened, and she was running by the time she reached him. All of the flowers seemed to flow around him as a central point, as if they had erupted directly from his body.


  James was lying on his back, one arm behind his head, the other hand resting on his stomach. He looked like he was asleep. But even when he was asleep, he should have been in her mind. He was always there. He had been for years.


  “James?” Elise said. She was too afraid to speak any louder than a whisper.


  The steel falchion rested beside his head. It glowed with magical residue, and when she stooped to pick it up, she felt the memory of its power whisper through her.


  We have worked miracles.


  She dropped it again. She didn’t want to touch it.


  An engine growled nearby. Elise looked up to see a familiar truck pull up through the trees, bouncing over a road that hadn’t been maintained in years.


  That was the truck that Anthony had taken from Ireland.


  It parked at the edge of the field. The engine cut out and the door opened.


  “Elise!”


  Anthony and his new aspis, Brianna, dropped out of the truck and rushed across the field. She wanted to be happy to see him, to know that he had arrived safely in Russia, but she couldn’t feel anything.


  She kneeled beside James. It was wrong to look at him and only see him instead of feeling him. He looked older than he should have. No longer ageless, but perhaps approaching forty—the same age he had been when he had first entered Limbo. His face was imprinted with lines. His hair looked gray rather than white.


  It was only then that Elise realized that his hands were ungloved and there weren’t any runes on his skin, either.


  Elise finally opened her senses, searching for his heartbeat. It thudded in his chest, steady and slow.


  If he wasn’t dead, then why was he gone?


  “We’ve got a problem,” Anthony said, stopping beside Elise. He leaned his hands on his knees as he panted. “Just got a call from Lucas—Shamain’s ripped right back open, but Shamain’s not really there anymore, and there’s a big fucking hole in the sky over Northgate. And it’s just going to get worse. Like, actual apocalypse worse.”


  She barely heard him. She didn’t care. She smoothed the gray hair off of James’s forehead and searched for him again in her mind.


  He wasn’t there.


  The panic began to choke her.


  “Wait, did he finally die?” Anthony asked. He didn’t sound all that worried about it.


  “No, he’s not dead,” Elise said, grabbing James’s hand. He was freezing in Oymyakon, just like she was. She looked for Summer and Abram again. They were at the SUV now, gathering blankets out of the back. Already working to make the new arrivals comfortable.


  “Jeez, Elise, you look like hell,” Anthony said, plucking at her jacket. “We should get you to the car. Do you need to feed? Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” she snapped, and she realized that it was true. She was completely fine. She was also still a demon—she could read James’s senses as she would have been able to read any human’s. That meant that her sudden relief from the anathema powder hadn’t been because she was healed.


  But James didn’t show any sign of magic. He didn’t seem to be a witch at all.


  Brianna fell to her knees beside Elise. “Oh my God,” she said, staring at James as though she had never seen him before. “Oh my God, it’s not even—I don’t—oh my God.”


  Elise tried to get up, but her legs gave way under her. She sat back down among the flowers. Hard.


  “What? What’s wrong?” Anthony asked, looking between them.


  “It’s James,” Brianna whispered. “He’s human.”


  DEAR READER,


  THANKS for joining me for yet another book! The next book in the series, Sins of Eden, is coming later in 2014!


  If you’d like to know the instant my new books come out, visit my website to sign up for my new release email alerts. I hope you’ll also leave a review with your thoughts on the site where you bought this. It helps other readers find the series, and it would mean a lot to me!


  Thanks so much for your ongoing support. Happy reading!


  



  Sara (SM Reine)


  http://authorsmreine.com/


  http://facebook.com/authorsmreine
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