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“The heart of man plans his way, but the Lord establishes his steps.”

​— ​Proverbs 16:9

“When I look at you, I feel I’ve been ridin’ the wrong trail.”

​— ​Hell’s Hinges (1916)
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T

he Traveler wasn’t surprised when the wards outside the abandoned library pinged with Lincoln Marshall’s presence. There were more than two thousand timeline variants where he would find Sophie Keyes while she was held captive. Of those two thousand timelines, none of them could be allowed to result in Lincoln reaching Sophie; the Traveler’s careful navigation through temporal opportunity guaranteed that.

“I’ll be back,” the Traveler told Sophie, who was sitting against a wall and crying, surrounded by her luggage.

The Traveler was relieved to emerge from the library’s basement and leave those noises behind. Nighttime in Northgate was pleasantly quiet in almost all timelines. The Traveler could see minutes forward and backward in billions of divergent possibilities, and most were peaceful.

Things would not be peaceful for long.

Now that the Traveler was mounting the stairs, there were no more than fifteen minutes until it either disabled or murdered Lincoln Marshall—an unpleasant but necessary eventuality, either way. Lincoln couldn’t be allowed to rescue Sophie. The damage to the Cables—the very fabric of the universe—was extensive enough. If the Traveler could endure hours of Sophie’s helpless weeping to protect the Cables, it could certainly shoot a nosy, would-be hero in the forehead. It had never much cared for lawmen anyway.

It slipped through the library’s stacks, navigating toward the self-checkout stand. Time blossomed and collapsed around the Traveler on every step. If it took the back door out of the library, wet sidewalks would threaten the Traveler’s footing and it would be less likely to defeat Lincoln in combat. If it waited inside for Lincoln to enter the library, its physical vision would be occluded by temporal vision because Lincoln had too many opportunities to get the upper hand in a complex arena like the stacks.

No, it would have to fight out front. He was waiting on the lawn for one of his companions to break into the library, dismantle the wards, and open the main entrance for him. Lincoln was working with gargoyles who were tethered to him by soul links. They would die once he did, ensuring the Traveler’s path would be clear after that.

And so it was with utter confidence that the Traveler stepped out the front door with a loaded pistol already lifted.

It should have been able to aim directly at Lincoln Marshall, who should have been hidden behind the Northgate Library’s sign. It should have been able to send a wall-piercing bullet through the N
 in the sign to puncture Lincoln’s left aortic valve and begin the process of bleeding him to death out in the rain, on the grass, where he could not threaten the Traveler’s grip on Sophie Keyes.

Its finger was already squeezing to fire.

Then the Traveler crossed the line of wards, and all temporal possibilities blinked out.

A gargoyle caught the Traveler, bracketing its shoulders with a grip so tight that the Traveler felt its clavicle snap under the pressure of an enormous stone thumb. “Impossible,” the Traveler said as time jittered.

It hadn’t seen a path through time where the gargoyle intercepted it like this. This version of reality didn’t exist.

It tried to step backward out of this moment—not even a full minute, but twenty seconds.

It couldn’t jump back. It also couldn’t jump forward.

An impossibly located gargoyle lifted the Traveler off its feet. It could only shriek in helpless rage when the gargoyle smashed it back down on the sidewalk and rendered it unconscious, making all of time fold into a very neat little knot. And then it slept.
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Lincoln Marshall, meanwhile, was on the roof of the library, nodding with grim satisfaction at the sight of Tripp suplexing the Traveler. “Any trouble with the wards?”

Junior shook his big stone head. He looked a lot like the gargoyle on the ground: oversized stone body, with broad enough shoulders to support his wings. Unlike Tripp, Junior also had facial features similar to Lincoln’s. Had a tattoo artist tried to sketch out the idea of Lincoln Marshall in broad strokes, he might have drawn the gargoyle that used to be Wilson Dickerson, with pointed ears folding back over the carved lines of his hair, a strong brow, and an excessively brick-shaped jaw. They were half-brothers, Lincoln and Junior, and Junior being transformed into a living statue by Genesis had done little to alter their resemblance.

They were currently waiting by the library’s skylight, alone. The other gargoyles were arrayed around the perimeter to watch. Lincoln didn’t think he’d need that much help against the Traveler. He’d be long gone with Sophie before it recovered from Tripp’s attack.

“Break the glass and reach inside to open the latch, boy,” Inanna said. She crouched at Junior’s side—the wild shadow of a spirit that used to follow Lincoln everywhere. She hadn’t been with Lincoln since the Queen of the Winter Court bound the gargoyles to his spirit. Inanna now followed Junior everywhere he went, and she nagged him instead. The timing was perfect. Lincoln might have gone nuts if he’d had to put up with Inanna’s criticism while searching for Sophie.

It had taken days for Lincoln to track down the Historian. Three horrible, excruciating days since Summer Gresham had called Lincoln to ask why Sophie missed the bus to New York. He’d barely slept since. The werewolves had tried to help, but their options were limited. “She’s here somewhere. We can smell her,” Summer told him on one occasion, her eyes so sympathetic that it hurt. “Unfortunately, the Traveler has been spreading Sophie’s scent over our territory to make her impossible to pinpoint.”

“Then couldn’t it be fabricating her scent in the first place?” Inanna had asked.

Lincoln seldom relayed Inanna’s questions to his company. He and the gargoyles were the only ones who could see her, and the fewer people who knew anything about a dead god attached to his soul, the better. But he’d relayed that question. Inanna had been speaking his fears.

“It’s possible the Traveler’s faking it, but it’s also possible that Sophie’s still alive,” Summer had said. “Unless you want to give up…”

“No,” he’d said immediately.

Summer had smiled. “We’re going to find her.”

And they had. They’d searched every inch of Grove County until determining Sophie Keyes had to be in Northgate’s library.

The pack wasn’t waiting to offer backup tonight. The Alphas had been reluctant to subject anyone to the Traveler’s method of combat, and Lincoln had agreed. Hell, he
 didn’t want to be subjected to it—hence, hiding on the roof. Tripp’s willingness to dive into the temporal fray made everyone’s lives a lot easier.

The Traveler’s life, on the other hand, was gonna get a lot harder if Lincoln dropped into the library and didn’t find Sophie well.

Junior punched the glass out as Inanna had ordered.

He dropped into the library with an arm around Lincoln. They landed hard on the carpet, which was blue in daylight and dispassionate gray under the veil of night. The library smelled of books older than the world. Not difficult, considering the world was only a few months old. Everything looked to be just so
. The librarian’s desk was tidy but unoccupied, as one would expect at this time of night; the organized shelves were arranged in a circle around the room so that the Dewey Decimal signs were easily visible; the lamps hanging overhead were dark without power. Even Northgate couldn’t offer electricity after midnight.

There was no Sophie.

“Downstairs,” said Inanna, her sword drawn and body swathed in leather armor.

Lincoln spoke to Junior, not to the parasite on their joined spirits. “Stay here. Watch for the Traveler.”

Junior couldn’t verbalize beyond rumbling, but Lincoln had spent so much time watching his brother’s stone features these past seventy-two hours that he recognized the resolve in his granite eyes.

Lincoln headed to the basement, where things weren’t as tidy. Everything had been shoved carelessly back to clear the floor, and desks had been pushed against the shelves hard enough to make them fall over. Microfiche readers were crushed under plastic-covered library books.

The Traveler had burned an elaborate rune into the exposed carpet. Candles lit the circumference, welded to the floor by molten wax. There were four bowls to represent the four corners and four elements: salt for earth in the north, water for water in the west, a feather for air in the east, and the charred carcass of a lizard for fire in the south. This was Witchcraft 101—something Lincoln had learned from growing up in a family of witches. He’d never been one for rituals himself, but he was fluent in those runes, the way a child growing up in another country picked up the language. The Traveler was preparing for something big. Bigger than any spell he’d seen in years.

A gasping, whimpering sound reached Lincoln’s ears.

“Shortcake?” he whispered.

The weeping stopped. “Lincoln?”

It came from the back of the room.

If he’d been killed by jumping across the circle of power, he’d have deserved it. Lincoln knew to be careful around magic and just didn’t care. He’d spent three days worrying about Sophie—the longest of his life. He couldn’t take another breath without making sure she was okay.

She sat against the rear wall. She wasn’t wearing the scarf she usually did, and some of her braids had fallen out—Lincoln hadn’t even realized they could do that—which left the curls underneath twisted, messy. Her face was swollen. Her cheeks were damp. Her eyes were red.

She was alive.

“Jesus Christ!” Lincoln reckoned he should have asked permission before pulling Sophie against his chest for a hard hug. She wasn’t the kind of lady who normally appreciated being touched without first being asked, but he’d apologize later. Right then he just needed to feel the way her hands gripped his shoulders, the press of her wet cheek against his, the hitching of her chest as she cried even harder. “Are you okay? Did it hurt you?”

She was incoherent. Lincoln had to hold her at arm’s length to check for injuries. She still wore the outfit she’d been wearing when they said goodbye. He could see no blood or bruises.

It took Lincoln a moment to realize that Sophie’s clutching hands meant she wasn’t tied. Her feet weren’t bound either.

“How are you trapped?” he asked.

“She’s not,” said a voice from the stairs.

The Traveler had escaped Tripp. But just like how Sophie wasn’t running, the white-draped witch wasn’t attacking either. “Sophie Keyes and I have an agreement, and you’re not welcome here.”
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incoln would have thought it surreal to sit idle while the Traveler finished preparing its spell, but surreality suggested that reality had any sort of commonness left to it. Even the new normalcy Lincoln had been building was blown apart by one visit to the hospice in Mortise, and now he didn’t know what to expect from anything.

Still, being at a momentary detente with a time-traveling assassin was stretching the bounds of disbelief.

“The Traveler convinced you to let
 yourself be detained?” Lincoln asked.

“I did break the Precept,” Sophie said. “They are the foundational boundaries of our universe. Violating them puts life as we know it at risk, so a cost-benefit analysis makes things clear: I must travel back in time to correct my error and save untold lives.”

“Does fixing the Precept mean traveling back in time and dying before you break it?” Lincoln struggled to think of any other reason she could be crying this hard if she wanted to be there.

Sophie didn’t meet his eyes. “I don’t have
 to die to fix it. But…if I change this, I don’t—I don’t know if I can…” She swallowed, hand over her mouth. Her eyes welled up again. Sophie was going to let herself die to save the universe.

There was enough candlelight in the basement that Lincoln could see clearly, but her despair dragged him somewhere so dark inside that he couldn’t remember what hope felt like. He couldn’t see, couldn’t feel. He smelled death. He choked on it.

“Junior!” Lincoln shouted, rising from his chair. He grabbed Sophie and threw her over his shoulder. She was too shocked to react. Sophie was a small woman, practically weightless hanging over Lincoln’s back.

Junior punched through the library’s floor. The gargoyle landed in the midst of rubble right at the center of the Traveler’s circle. The witch had been distracted by painting runes at the southernmost corner, where the dead lizard rested; it nearly got beaned by a chunk of cement.

“Help us—” Lincoln started to call to Junior.

And then Lincoln was kneeling in front of Sophie again.

The library was dark. She was crying, surrounded by her luggage.

Time had jumped, sending them back a half an hour. Sophie was clinging to Lincoln. She was nestled against his chest, sobbing again, unaware that Lincoln had skipped through time. “Shit,” he said.

“What?” Sophie asked, blinking wetly at him.

There was no time to explain. He threw Sophie over his shoulder—again—and bolted toward the stairs before he realized the Traveler was already there.

“Put her down!” it commanded.

Time spun.

Lincoln was sitting at the table across from Sophie. The Traveler was casting its spell, drawing a rune by the lizard.

He’d fallen out of his seat. It was knocked over next to him, making him look a fool. Sophie wouldn’t have been aware of the double jump in the timeline—first back to Lincoln’s arrival, and then to the moment before Junior punched through the floor. “Are you okay?” she asked, throat thick with tears as she offered him a hand.

Lincoln pulled on her wrist. “We gotta get out of here!”

The world swirled.

He was back in his chair. Sophie was crying into her arms.

The Traveler stood over him. “Stop trying to seize the timeline! I don’t know why the laws of the world don’t apply to you, but I’ve had multiple eternities to develop my stubbornness, and you won’t beat me.”

“I don’t have to beat you. I just have to run faster.” Lincoln rose from his chair, and then cool fingers touched his wrist.

Sophie.

“Stop fighting with it,” she said. “I’ve made my choice.”

“Dying isn’t a choice!” Lincoln’s throat was so pricked by heat that he was surprised he didn’t immolate.

“You weren’t supposed to find me,” Sophie said.

As if that made anything better.

This is all your fault.

The words were seared into Lincoln’s mind, as if in his dying moments, John Marshall had forged a brand, dipped it in fire, and smashed it through his son’s skull.

Sophie spoke quickly. “I have to go back in time to fix this Precept. The Traveler has said there are infinite possibilities. If there’s one where I can fix it and stand to live, I will find it. I erred deeply in my past. I will die with the rest of our world if I don’t repair it. You must see the reasoning.”

Lincoln didn’t see anything reasonable for miles and miles.

But he didn’t throw Sophie over his shoulder and try to run again, either.

“Remember, I will always win,” the Traveler said ominously before returning to its work at the circle. “I’ve seen the likes of you before. You can’t do anything I won’t see coming.”

Junior was pacing upstairs, enormous stone feet thudding against carpet. The sound of it muted Lincoln’s voice, lowered to a whisper as he sat beside Sophie again. “What’s your plan?” he asked.

“I don’t really have a plan.” A fresh tear tracked Sophie’s cheek. “I have to make a different choice. The Traveler said it will take me back to the beginning, a couple of years before I broke the Precept, and then I can change circumstances subtly without harming the timeline.”

“So let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Lincoln said. “You’re going to go back in time and try to make a different choice—a choice that’s got you all a wreck—and then you’re probably gonna die because you won’t be able to live with yourself. For the sake of the world. That’s your whole plan?”

“Everyone’s actions have consequences, Mr. Marshall,” Sophie said quietly. “Even mine.”

But it wasn’t fair. Sophie couldn’t have ever done anything so wrong to have deserved this.

“I’m coming with you,” Lincoln said.

Her startled eyes lifted to his. “Mr. Marshall—”

“Infinite is a whole lotta possibilities. If you’re looking for changes in time you can live with, you need help. Me and the gargoyles will come along.”

“Why? This isn’t a problem you can punch.”

“There’s always something
 to punch,” Lincoln said. “Where’d these Precepts come from, anyway? Who decided the rules of the universe? I’ll go punch that guy.”

“Precepts aren’t established, per se.” The Traveler was keeping a wary eye on him as it moved around the circle, sweeping the long tails of its jacket back so that it could kneel without toppling a candle. “They’re discovered. Certain things are simply found to leave the universe vulnerable to dissolution.”

“Vulnerable,” Lincoln said. “But it’s not inevitable.”

The witch’s eyes narrowed. “I have spent my existence putting out the biggest fires I can to protect the universe. There are still so many more Precepts broken that I can never correct. Even Nügua, a god of the last genesis, broke several Precepts when she restructured the world.”

“Oh, you’re in the same school of thought as Sophie? The whole multiple gods, multiple geneses thing?” he asked.

“Reality isn’t a ‘school of thought,’” said the Traveler.

“I hate to agree with Lincoln on anything in this regard, but reality is highly subjective, and you should know that,” Sophie said.

“I’ve met the gods. There is nothing subjective about it.”

Frisson prickled down the back of Lincoln’s neck. “Prove it,” he said. “Let’s go further back. Before Sophie made a ‘mistake.’ Let’s go back to when this Noo-gooer thing broke one of its biggest Precepts and prevent that
.”

“Nügua,” the Traveler said. It still sounded more or less like Noo-gooer to Lincoln. “Don’t you think I would have fixed her errors if I’d been capable?”

“You’re not a god, and that means you’re not infallible,” he said.

“The gods aren’t infallible either.”

“That’s just arguing my point,” Lincoln said. “I’ve seen some crazy things happen. You’re one of the crazier things I’ve ever seen, but you’re still just one guy. There’s no reason to punish Sophie to protect the world when there’s a boatload of others who should be accounting for their sins. If you think these other gods are real, then let’s go after them.”

Sophie had stopped crying. “Is he suggesting something possible?”

“The risks are too great to mess around,” the Traveler said. “You’re low-hanging fruit compared to Nügua. Another genesis—that’s thousands of years to travel, and uncountable possibilities to navigate. When I see through time, it’s like looking down a road. I haven’t gone so far down that road. I don’t belong there.”

“But you can do it?” asked Sophie.

After a moment, the Traveler nodded.

Lincoln’s heart was starting to beat fast. “Don’t punish Sophie because it’s easy. She doesn’t deserve it, and we both know that.”

The Traveler’s eyes went distant. Lincoln felt as though, for a moment, it was looking at something that he couldn’t see—something that nobody
 could see. Its figure grew blurry around the edges. For a moment, it had a thousand arms, and a thousand heads, and a thousand facial expressions. It existed at the epicenter of a hurricane of possibility.

Then it became a whole, semi-normal person again.

“We can speak to the last pantheon at the moment of genesis,” the Traveler finally said. “But for a trip that far back in the timeline with so many people, we’ll need a sacrifice.”
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The gargoyles were only ever a quick shout away. Lincoln brought the clutch of them down the stairs and into the basement, this time without destroying the floor in order to leave the Traveler’s circle intact. “I must say, I’m surprised,” Sophie murmured to Lincoln. They stood in the heart of the circle, waiting for the ritual to be cast. Her skin was highlighted in warm violets and crimsons by candle flame. Gargoyles towered behind her from outside the circle, and their immobile gray bulks made her look all the tinier. “You aren’t willing to believe in a pantheon or multiple geneses, and yet you’re leaping into time-travel with barely a thought. The risk to you…”

“I don’t see another way to get the Traveler to leave you alone,” Lincoln said.

“You could walk away from this untouched,” she said. “Why go on a dangerous mission that has nothing to do with you?”

He let out a breath, and the gargoyles shifted, their wings groaning. The candles nearest them flickered. He could feel the weight of their thoughts against his nape, wordless but firm. They didn’t need to use words to get the message across.

Tell her the truth.

Lincoln wanted to tell Sophie the truth. That he didn’t think there was anyone in this world left for him, except maybe Sophie. That the people who shared his blood were unprincipled and unholy. That his father had gasped his last breaths days before, dying by suicide rather than facing the consequences of his abuse. That the werewolf Alpha had warned him Elise Kavanagh was no longer on this Earth, and Lincoln had no chance of finding her.

There was nothing left.

Except for Sophie.

And she’d been about to leave because she didn’t really want anything to do with him.

“You’re too smart to act this clueless, shortcake,” Lincoln said.

The Traveler began speaking as it worked. “There are rules about time travel, as with anything else. We’re going far enough back that we will have to be careful. Small actions can have huge consequences. You don’t do anything without checking in first.”

“It sounds too risky,” Sophie said.

“It is. I wouldn’t do it if he wasn’t coming.” It was looking at Lincoln again. He didn’t like the way the witch looked at him, and not just because its colorless eyes matched its colorless hair and skin. It looked like it came from a deep-sea place without light, like those creepy shrimp.

That freak looked at Lincoln like it knew
 him.

“Why me?” he asked.

“The rules don’t apply to you,” the Traveler said. “You’re something different, and I wonder if that difference is because you’re meant to change time.”

“Is it because he’s a Remnant of Inanna?” Sophie asked.

“I never met a Remnant like him,” the Traveler said.

It hadn’t occurred to Lincoln that this weird pale thing might know more about what he was. “But you have
 met Remnants?”

“You can’t travel in the generations after a genesis without tripping over them,” the Traveler said. “After a couple of centuries, souls get rebirthed and reassembled enough that nobody has enough god in them to make a difference. But right after a genesis, a god’s soul gets split into maybe a dozen people, and they make waves in the timeline. Every time.”

“How’d you come across other Remnants? You said you’ve never been as far back as the last genesis,” Lincoln said.

“I did say that,” the Traveler said. “Strong Remnants have a way of lasting through millennia, and they’re always setting fires for me to fix.” It clapped its hands. The candle flames leaped so high that they tickled the ceiling. The fire didn’t catch or spread.

The gargoyles watched from outside the circle, faces blank as ever.

“I won’t need all of them to sacrifice,” the Traveler said. “Five, I think.”

“It won’t hurt them?” Lincoln asked again.

The Traveler shook its head. “I’ll draw the power out of five of them to fuel my circle. To them, it will only seem to last a moment. I’ll return us to this timeline, in this circle, a heartbeat after we leave. Assuming we finish our mission without destroying the world.”

“Don’t take Junior,” said Inanna. She was standing beside ‘her’ gargoyle—the one that she followed everywhere now, so close to him that she could have touched his shoulder if she got up on her toes. Inanna was still armored, still wary. “Don’t take him. Don’t take me
.”

“Why not?” Lincoln asked.

Sophie followed his gaze to Junior. “Are you talking with him?”

“With her
,” he said, knowing Sophie would understand.

Recognition lit her eyes, still puffy from crying.

“Don’t take me,” Inanna said again. “Don’t go. Stay in this genesis.”

“But then I can’t save her,” Lincoln said.

“She doesn’t want you to save her,” said the god. “You’ll do no good here.”

“Shut up.” That dark feeling was rising inside of him again, like he was in an airless, lightless hospice room, trying to make out the silhouette of a man hanging from a pipe by his belt. “You’re wrong.”

“What’s she saying?” Sophie asked.

Lincoln shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.” He turned to the Traveler. “I want to take Junior with me when we travel.”

He expected Inanna to argue with him. She didn’t. She simply disappeared from the room without any lingering warnings, protests, or arguments.

“Then we’re almost ready to go,” the Traveler said. It began painting sigils onto Junior’s arms using warm wax in a crystal bowl, even as it spoke quickly. “There are rules you need to know. First of all—”

“Be careful, don’t fuck up the timeline,” Lincoln said. “I know.”

“You don’t know how
. Listen to me.” It smeared red wax over Junior’s wrist. “You don’t have a body to inhabit in the year we’re visiting, so you’ll look as you do now. Make sure you bring back everything you take. Don’t do anything without checking with me first. If you make a mistake, all three of us will need to be together to fix it.”

“Fix it? In what way?” Sophie asked.

“To travel again,” the Traveler said. “I’ll have you two temporally shielded, but it only works if you’re physically close.”

“And if we do get split up by circumstance?”

The Traveler’s pale gaze was like the white roar of blood through Lincoln’s skull after head trauma. “We get back together as fast as possible. Nobody gets back here unless we all do, at the same time.” The Traveler guided Junior into the circle. Magic pulsed around them, sparkling with crimson darkness. The ripples closed in. “Link with each other.”

Lincoln took Junior’s wax-painted hand. His human fingers were tiny by comparison, lost within the broad granite palm of a gargoyle.

With his other hand, he clutched Sophie. Her skin was soft and clammy.

She leaned against him. “I’m sorry to do this to you—to pull you into my mess—”

“Hey,” he interrupted. “I’ll follow you just about anywhere, shortcake. You’ve just got to let me follow.”

That wasn’t exactly gratitude in her face. It was closer to relief. “I’m sorry,” she said again, quieter.

“We need to focus,” the Traveler said. Encircled by gargoyles and candle flame, the space within the enormous circle felt tiny. It was getting hard to breathe. “All of us have to focus if we’re going to reach the previous genesis, when Inanna’s pantheon was toppled by the triad of Nügua, Eve, and Adam.”

Shock rolled over Lincoln. “Wait, Adam and Eve?”

“Two of the three gods in the last triad,” the Traveler said patiently.

Lincoln hadn’t thought that far. He still hadn’t really believed that God wasn’t God, that the Bible teachings he’d grown up with might not be right. Elise always claimed that God—Adam—had died by her hand in the last genesis.

By the time Lincoln had known Elise, Adam was said to be gone. But now they were going back to a time when Adam had been alive, and the God that Lincoln had learned about in the Bible might have still been some kind of real.

It was dizzying—shocking. Lincoln’s dark places were consuming him. The circle was shrinking.

“Think about Nügua,” the Traveler said. “Think of the seed in the darkness of soil.”

Sophie’s eyes were closed. She was envisioning what the Traveler said.

Lincoln was thinking of Adam.

He used to think that God had a plan for him. He was a sinner upon Earth, and God had sent his son to save him. Jesus had saved them all. Faith had carried him through his entire damn life until Elise shattered Lincoln by telling him that God was dead.

But now they were going back.

The circle shrunk tighter. Lincoln tried to inhale, but there was no air to breathe.

Everything was getting so dark.


Don’t go back there
, Inanna had said. He could see her standing between Junior’s bent knees, only inches away from Lincoln. Don’t be a fool
.


This is all your fault
, said John Marshall, hanging between them by a belt wrapped around his throat. His face was purple. His tongue bulged out of his mouth, twitching as he spoke from the dark places. Ereshkigal writhed in those dark places too. He never stopped moving, never stopped hungering. He slithered toward Lincoln with a noose and a knife, and there was no way to stop him.

“Focus,” the Traveler said.

Lincoln couldn’t focus. He was stinging, burning, falling.

The circle slammed shut around them.

Time opened in front of him.

With all the control of a kite blown by a hurricane, Lincoln traveled.
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L

incoln was standing in the desert. Nighttime had long since fallen, and the Pump Lounge was lightless on the edge of a dried lake bed. Dust swirled in the night, sparkling like starlight gone dancing.

There was a silhouette on the edge of the lake.

Lincoln.

Elise Kavanagh stood with her weight balanced between her motorcycle boots. Hair flowed around her shoulders like ink, the way it had when they’d first met. She had pallid demon skin and the endlessly black demon eyes.

“Elise?” he called.

She didn’t reply.

He glanced over his shoulder, looking for the reassuring presence of the Pump Lounge and his rental Toyota that would help him escape the desolation.

Neither were there.

“No,” he whispered.

Elise was right behind him. A light flicked and flared, and the flame painted her colorless features orange.

She lit a cigarette. Inhaled deep, exhaled black fog.

“Join me,” Elise said.

She was naked in the shower. Hot mist billowed around her, beading the spheres of her pale breasts and dripping down the valleys of her abdomen. She was waiting for Lincoln, looking at him expectantly, waiting for him to make the next move.

He climbed into the tub with her. Magma poured hot down his shoulders, flowing opposite the rake of Elise’s nails against his skin. Her skin was soft and wet as she slid against him. Her thighs were hairless, slick. She inhaled as she nuzzled against his jaw.

Her teeth sank into his throat—hard.

Lincoln drove his dick between her legs. A punishing, merciless blow, like the times he had driven butcher knives into the human slaves of Hell. Elise was damp at the apex of her thighs. She flowed with amber. It tasted like maple and apples when Lincoln kissed her, when they burned together.

It didn’t take more than a few strokes for him to reach his climax.

“God,” he groaned into her ear as he spent himself.

“Yes?” Elise whispered back.

Her fingernails dug underneath his scapula. She pierced flesh. She flayed the muscle away with a single tear. The shoulder blades came free with a grinding crack.

God, the pain of it.

The room’s light was brighter now, hot and red. It cast his shadow on the shower stall behind Elise. His figure had gone from one of a man in the throes of passion to that of a broad-shouldered beast whose bat wings unfurled with a spray of granite dust.

Elise coiled around him, tighter and tighter. He was trapped. It felt like too much pleasure—like he’d die of the climax.


You’re not listening to me, Lincoln,
 she whispered.


Don’t take me,
 Inanna whispered.

Elise’s body kept spasming over his dick. He was still orgasming. Even as he bled, as he burned, as his organic form crumbled into stone, he was carried to a point of ecstasy that blinded him.

There was nothing but white light.

And then pavement.
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After traveling, Lincoln’s hearing came back quickly, and he wished it hadn’t. Because everyone was screaming.

The voices took him back to Genesis—to the endless, futile minutes he’d spent running away from the Void as it consumed everything behind him. When there had been so many people screaming in terror for their lives, only to be silenced one by one.

Nothing was stopping these screams. They just kept going.

He pushed himself up, wavering with the effort it took to sit back on his heels. He had reappeared in the middle of a small crater in downtown Reno, not far from the remains of Eloquent Blood. He was right by a movie theater that overlooked the Truckee River. The Parking Gallery was across the street. The Episcopalian church didn’t belong there, though—it had never been replaced after Genesis.

He was far from alone. Junior had left an even bigger crater one block down. He was picking himself up carefully, wiping asphalt off of his knees and keeping his wings tight to his back.

Every pedestrian for blocks had stopped to take pictures, stare, or scream.

One guy drew a gun from his holster, which he openly carried on his belt. He aimed at Junior.

“Don’t shoot! He’s just a gargoyle!” Lincoln shouted, leaping toward Junior. “Not a demon!”

People scattered.

The streets were chaos.

“He’s friendly, you hear?” Lincoln waved his arms, trying to make people look at him, understand him. Plenty of people glanced his way as they ran, but nobody stopped. It was like they’d never seen a preternatural before.

At that thought, cold washed over him.

They’ve never seen a preternatural before.

He looked down at his body.

The trench coat and muddy boots were gone. Lincoln was dressed in an old Billabong tee—the kind of thing he used to wear in college—with a plaid shirt unbuttoned over it. His jeans were heavily distressed. In those days, the tearing had mostly been fashion. If he’d been getting dirty, he’d been wearing football gear.

He spun to face the theater. The posters included one for a Harry Potter movie—one of the early ones. Lincoln hadn’t cared enough for the books to know which, but he knew those actors weren’t kids anymore.

He was in the past. Before Genesis.

But not all the way back to the beginning, where they should have gone.

“Sophie?” Lincoln shouted. “Sophie, are you here too? Traveler? Tripp? Anyone?”

He only saw two craters. Wherever Sophie and the Traveler had ended up, it wasn’t on the same street.

Sirens split the air.

“We gotta get out of here,” Lincoln said, shoving Junior toward an alley. “Go. Go!”

The gargoyle could move with shocking agility once prodded. He slid through the trash cans and around the corner, and Lincoln about busted a lung trying to keep up with him.

But he could
 keep up with him. Lincoln spotted the flash of police lights behind him, reflecting off of a stack of bottles, and he leaped effortlessly over a Dumpster to roll around the corner unseen. He’d traveled back within his own lifetime, so his body was younger. Now he had the terrible fashion of a college student and the great stamina of youth.

Junior skidded into a corner, folding down tightly next to a garage door covered in graffiti. Lincoln found himself crouching down next to the painting of a spiral mushroom cupped in the long fingers of a green alien.

The sirens stopped at either end of the alley.

Trapped.

“Let’s get up higher,” Lincoln said.

Junior hooked his arm around Lincoln’s waist, and the gargoyle’s thick legs shoved the Earth out from under them. The world roared around him, and wind stung his eyes. It was hard to breathe with the rush of air.

It wasn’t the first time Lincoln had flown in Junior’s grasp, but he still wasn’t used to it—the way his heart splashed into his gut and his head spun in circles as his screaming senses tried to orient. Lincoln didn’t manage to get an aerial view of Reno on their brief flight. He was too dizzy.

Stone slammed against stone. Junior had jumped to the top of the parking gallery.

Spilling onto an empty parking space, Lincoln clutched at his chest. His heart wasn’t pounding as hard as it should have been. College kids were harder to perturb than old men. “Sophie,” he said, staggering to the edge of the roof to look down.

The police were still bracketing the alley, shouting for them to come out. They hadn’t been looking up. They had missed Junior’s jump.

Lincoln’s eyes swept over the street. The Truckee River ran low, almost dry. A drought year for certain. Downtown was almost unrecognizable. There was no ballpark on First, nor eccentric sculptures on Virginia. It was a tired, faded city, much older than Lincoln had ever seen it.

They were in the past. They were really there.

He paced, and every footstep seemed to help clear his head further. A clearer head wasn’t real pleasant. It meant calculating the years he might have been dressed in Billabong, and then trying to remember when Elise Kavanagh lived in Reno. She’d retired in Nevada around a decade before Genesis, and this looked an awful lot like the year 2005. Give or take a few months.

Sophie could have been anywhere. Alone. Afraid. Probably crying.

Jesus, I gotta find her.

And he needed to do it without getting caught by police or changing events.

He especially could not run into Elise Kavanagh.

“We’re screwed,” Lincoln announced.

“I told you not to bring me.” Inanna stepped from behind the gargoyle’s shoulder. She was dressed in simple linens. Her rope belt hung heavy with keys and the bones of slaughtered prey. “He doesn’t belong in this time any more than you do. He wants to hide. A sensible urge.” Her hand breezed over Junior’s shoulder. The gargoyle’s head tipped toward hers.

“You can understand him?” Lincoln asked. “Could you translate for Junior?”

She gave him a blank look. “You have reversed so many moonrises.”

“All right, back to talking like a crazy person.” Lincoln wasn’t surprised she’d expended her ability to be cogent. She’d managed to communicate one correct idea before going down again: Junior needed to be hidden. “Take me two streets over.” He wobbled back to his brother. “Right over there, in the alleyway. There’s an entrance to a club there.” Or at least, there should have been. Lincoln had seen where the human entrance to Eloquent Blood used to be, but it was so destroyed that he only ever entered through a missing wall.

Junior picked him up, and they moved again.

Lincoln had been around demons and sidhe and werewolves, but he’d still never seen a creature that moved like a gargoyle. He was the size of an elephant but fast as a cheetah. He slammed against concrete and bricks to leave huge craters without earning a crack of his own. His claws could grip anything. He was flexible, crawling around balconies and in between cars with ermine ease.

That was why Lincoln kept having Junior carry him, even though it made him sick to his stomach. Something as big as Junior should have been impossible to miss. But there were no witnesses to his silent flight across the blocks.

Junior dropped into a big pile of trash bags behind a casino.

The alleyway was narrow, and it reeked of rotten milk. An unmarked street-level door led into a casino called Craven’s. Further down, steep concrete steps led to another door, this one with a rust-pocked sign that declared “Humans Only.” Most Reno residents would have been confused by the sign at the time. It sure would have confused Lincoln.

“Stick close,” he told Junior, heading down the stairs.

When he knocked, the door was answered by a broad-shouldered beast with tusks. It looked only mildly surprised to see Junior. “Humans only here,” it grunted. The voice was surprisingly feminine. “Demons take the other entrance.”

If Lincoln wasn’t mistaken, his gargoyle half-brother looked offended. Demons came from Hell. Gargoyles, on the other hand, were native to Earth and the sidhe planes. It was a big difference.

“Where’s the demon entrance?” Lincoln asked. He offered an apologetic shrug to Junior.

The tusked bouncer rolled its eyes and shouted back into the hallway. Another creature appeared to take Junior away. They vanished behind a chain link fence in the shadows at the end of the alley where it looked to be a dead end.

Lincoln tried to step into Eloquent Blood. The bouncer blocked him.

“Ten dollar cover,” it said.

Reflexively, Lincoln’s hand went to his back pocket. He was surprised to find his old wallet there. The driver’s license would expire in 2008. In his photo, his hair had bleached tips. He also had photo booth shots of himself with his girlfriend at the time, whose name he couldn’t even remember. She’d cheated on him with half of the football team. She wasn’t worth remembering.

Most importantly, Lincoln had cash. A couple hundred in twenties.

“Can you make change?” he asked, pulling one out.

The demon plucked the money out of his hand. “Get inside, asshole. Thanks for the tip.”

Lincoln barely got inside the hall before the door slammed shut behind him. The sharp yellow daylight of Nevada afternoon vanished.

It was dark. He stretched out his left hand and found the wall with his fingertips, matte with black paint, textured like plywood. It had been nailed to the cement, presumably to muffle the music thumping up the hallway. Halfway down, the music became so loud that it felt like the bass would shake his heart out of his chest.

The end of the hallway was shut by another door and marked by a crimson neon sign, spelling out one word in cursive: Blood
.

Lincoln pushed the door open and got sucked into Hell on Earth.

Eloquent Blood had a similar layout to the bar he used to haunt, but all its walls were intact in this year. Neon edged the room and underneath the tables so that everything glowed red. The floor was covered in something crunchy—something that smelled like brimstone, which a lot of demons sweated.

The dance floor throbbed with bodies even now, in the middle of the day. Sodomites would have been shocked by how many human women were on the dance floor with demons. The bar top was packed too. Eloquent Blood must have secretly been Northern Nevada’s biggest bar, and ninety percent of the surface city hadn’t known it.

Lincoln earned a lot of annoyed cries shoving his way to the bar. There were no big demons around this part of the club; guys like Junior were being entertained somewhere else. He tried to flag down a bartender for information. “Hey! Miss!”

A woman with sleek black hair flitted between customers. Pale fingers flipped liquor bottles through the air, flipped shakers shut, poured a dozen shots at a time.

“Excuse me!”

She scooped up a fistful of beer steins and filled them at the taps.

“I’m looking for my friend!” Lincoln called. “A big guy, made of stone.”

The bartender finally turned. For the span of a skipped heartbeat, he thought it was Elise. Her hair flowed around her shoulders like ink in water. Her luminous black eyes were rimmed by thick lashes. Her lips were like maraschinos.

The resemblance ended there. This woman had ethnic features, like Mexican or something, and she dressed like trash. Some skimpy little bra squeezed her tits together and it still covered more than the string she tried to pass off as a thong.

Even though she wasn’t Elise, Lincoln still recognized her. “Neuma?”

“Do we know each other?” she asked, stroking her hair where it fell over her shoulders, down her breasts, to her flat belly.

They didn’t know each other yet. They’d never know each other all that well, either. Their paths crossed in the City of Dis after Elise saved Lincoln from demonic possession. Neuma had been running the Palace of Dis, Elise’s right-hand woman. Lincoln had always assumed that she’d come out of Hell. Finding her in his favorite Reno bar was a shock to say the least.

“I’m afraid we’re strangers, ma’am,” Lincoln said.

“Hopefully that’ll change quick-like. Are you looking for Mr. Strong and Silent?” She swept over with a bottle of whiskey in one hand and a shot glass in the other. Every step made her bosom bounce. Lincoln was usually strong enough not to look, but at the moment, he was riveted. “Janice told me all about him, but she didn’t say that he had a sexy friend.”

She clicked her tongue against her teeth, and Lincoln’s eyes fixed on her mouth. He couldn’t help but wonder if that lipstick would leave a bright-red ring around his cock. He could imagine the bartender on her knees. He knew how it’d feel to grip her glossy hair in his fists and pump himself inside her mouth.

Succubus.

The word jumped into his mind unbidden. Once he labeled her, he could feel the press of her thrall—or maybe that was just his jeans getting a little too tight. Lincoln had dealt with succubi before, both on Earth and in Hell. He reckoned he was better than most at controlling his urges. “I want to see him,” Lincoln said.

She smiled, like she could tell he was fighting his attraction. She overfilled a shot glass and pushed it toward him. “Drink.”

“I’m not thirsty.”

“You want to drink before you go back. The bartenders there will make you pay for your drinks.” She winked. “I’m a sucker for a pretty face.”

Lincoln had to admit, his reflection in the bar’s mirror was prettier than it was in 2015. After all, by 2015, he’d lived through literal Hell and earned more than a few scars for it. Back in college, he’d had five o’clock shadow as golden as the short hair on his head. He didn’t have any facial scars. His shoulders weren’t quite as broad, but his muscles were bulkier, since he’d been doing football at the time. Women used to always throw themselves at Lincoln. Said he looked like Paul Walker, or maybe Matthew McConaughey, depending on the lady. He’d never been clear on who either actor was, but as far as he could tell, women found them attractive.

He wondered what Elise would think. And then he tried not to think about her.

“Just take me to my friend,” he said, standing up without drinking the whiskey.

Neuma lifted part of the bar to let him in back. She met him on the other side holding the shot, liquor slopping over her wrist. She laved her tongue along the line of whiskey on her skin, knocked back the shot, and smiled. “You a kopis?”

“Nothing like that,” Lincoln said.

Neuma molded herself to him, running her nose along his throat. “Mmm. Are you sure? You smell like power to me.” He wouldn’t have been able to fight his arousal even if she hadn’t been a succubus. That was a lot of warm, soft woman to have melting over his youthful muscles, and he’d forgotten how fast young men got horny. He ached to push himself inside her. He bet her ass would feel like heaven.

She’s friends with Elise. Junior’s waiting. And Sophie’s still lost.

“Please,” Lincoln said through his teeth.

Neuma set the shot glass on the bar. “Follow me.”

She led him down a hallway behind the bar. It was just as dark as the rest of the club, though the neon bolts were blue here. Lincoln could even read door labels, like dressing room
 and storage
 and armory
. He doubted that last one was a joke.

There was a lounge down a flight of stairs. The chairs were huge and mismatched, ready to accommodate demons of all kinds, even though there wasn’t a lot of diversity in the patronage at the moment. Mostly just more succubi and some ugly assholes who were probably nightmares.

Neuma conferred with the hostess—presumably Janice—then led Lincoln through the labyrinthine tables toward a booth in the back. “He’s got the corner booth,” Neuma said. “Must be a pretty scary guy to rank the corner booth.”

“He’s one of a kind,” Lincoln said honestly.

Neuma arched a sultry eyebrow. “Seems like something the two of you have in common.”

“I’m not interested, ma’am.”

“Your hard-on says otherwise,” she purred, reaching for his jeans.

He caught her wrist and deflected her fingers. “With all due respect, the hard-on doesn’t make my decisions for me.”

Her lips quirked. “Cute. Wrong, but cute.” Her nails trailed over his shoulder blades but dropped without touching anywhere more private.

Neuma’s pale hands threw open the velvet curtains.

The booth was more like a roomy, well-furnished closet. It had power outlets and an internet cable. The low lighting was cozy enough that Lincoln could have napped on the sturdy couch where Junior currently sat. He assumed the door in the corner behind the lamp led to a secondary exit. There was even a mini-fridge with snacks.

“Looks nice,” Lincoln said. “How do we arrange to keep this for a few hours?”

Neuma didn’t respond. At the sight of Junior, she had gone stiff. Her wide eyes were blank.

“Neuma?” Lincoln asked warily.

She stepped inside and pulled the curtains shut behind her. She was jerking. Fighting the urge to vomit. Her motions were awkward, like a clumsy puppeteer had taken control.

When she swung around to face them again, her head lolled on her shoulders.

“Impossible,” she said, gaze fixed on Junior.

“You recognize gargoyles?” Lincoln asked.

A shiver rolled down her flesh, and there was nothing appealing about the jiggle of her breasts. A black tear slithered from her right eye. When she spoke, her lips didn’t move. It was as though some creature were talking from inside her throat, and the voice echoed out of her mouth.

“Inanna…” she whispered.

The lights died. Total darkness consumed the lounge on both sides of the curtain. Demons shouted out in the bar. That was the only sign they still existed—he couldn’t see his own hands in front of his face.

The darkness had texture. It was velvet in his lungs. He was smothering.

A flash of light.

Neuma’s face appeared in front of his, searing his retinas. Her white skin had gone supernova. The green reverse image of her greedy leer and thrashing black tongue bounced through his vision. “I obliterated you millennia
 ago,” she hissed, forked tongue lashing against Lincoln’s ear.

He leaped away from her with a strangled cry. He struck something hard—Junior—and bounced off.

The lights came back on.

Neuma was collapsed on the floor, motionless except for the inky black puddle spreading under her body. It looked like she was bleeding oil.

Lincoln stared for a heartbeat, waiting for the other shoe to drop. She’d turned into something terrifying for an instant. There was no reason she should stop attacking.

But nothing happened.

“Run,” he said, once he remembered how to speak. “Junior—we can’t hide here, we have to—”

He didn’t get to finish. The gargoyle seized him, and they fled.
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here was no denying the truth. Without help from the demons at Eloquent Blood, Lincoln and Junior couldn’t hide together. “You’ll search for Sophie a lot faster if you’re not hauling me anyway,” Lincoln said. “I’ll be safe in Reno for now. I know how to lay low. And we’ve gotta
 lay low. God only knows what the Traveler will do if we’ve ruined the timeline.”

They were sitting on an empty hill overlooking Reno. It was north of the university, and not much grew on it besides rabbit brush, so there was nothing to block Lincoln’s view of the skyline. The Eldorado’s globe was vivid green, like it belonged in the Emerald City. Something was happening at Mackay Stadium too, and its floodlights poured into the crisp night sky. All that activity stayed below. Up on the hill, it was quiet.

In the darkness of night, Lincoln could almost believe he was just sitting around with his brother. Junior’s wings were folded, and his arms were around his spiked knees, and the city lights shined along a profile just like John Marshall’s.

God, but Lincoln wanted to talk to him. Really talk to him. The lump in his throat made it hurt to swallow. “Let’s start by doing a grid search of the area,” he said gruffly. “Expand until you see signs of Sophie. Check in with me in twelve hours.” He hesitated, then added, “Don’t get caught, all right?”

The gargoyle swept off of the hillside. The thrust of his wings beat Lincoln’s hair against his forehead, and Junior’s form quickly dwindled against the clouds.

Lincoln got up and dusted off his pants. He wasn’t far from North Virginia. It only took a minute to get to the road and head back into the heart of the Reno-that-was. A Reno entirely unlike the one where he’d woken up after Genesis.

It couldn’t have been an accident. There was no way that he’d landed in Reno after the apocalypse and also after time traveling by accident
.

For some reason, Lincoln was meant to be there, heading toward the dorms at the same time as drunk University of Nevada students. The Fleischmann Planetarium’s pupil remained fixed on him through its windows as he spiraled past Lawlor, a parking garage echoing with laughing voices, and Manzanita Lake with its fountains gone silent. He was supposed to fear that every shadow belonged to Neuma, Elise’s future-general. He was meant to jump when a black-haired college girl brushed against him accidentally.

The population was less youthful south of campus. Even before a demon apocalypse struck Reno in 2009, the city hadn’t been a good place for a lot of people. Wages were low. Jobs were vanishing. Pay-by-the-week motels were always full of the working poor, and there weren’t enough homeless shelters for the ones who didn’t fit. That left people on the sidewalks, in the gutters, between bushes. Lincoln spotted them camping on the banks of the Truckee when he crossed it through Wingfield.

In the future, Reno was an icon of perseverance and a transport hub. But now it was just a city of poverty. A city of demons that were seductive succubi one moment and horrors the next.

A city that Elise Kavanagh had once made home.

There must have been something that called to her—something other than sex stores, pawn shops, and trash-strewn streets. Maybe she liked the Bruka theater, which was advertising its 2006 season on posters everywhere. Maybe she liked Art Town’s parades and galleries. Or maybe she liked the warm summer nights in a desert teeming with jackrabbits. Lincoln could have found her and asked.

He could have asked Elise for help, too. If anyone could find a missing time traveler and a Historian, it would be Elise Kavanagh.

No.

He quickened his pace, hugging the wall so that he got blasted in the face by the smell of Awful Awfuls passing the Little Nugget. He’d have been starving if he weren’t so twisted up in knots over the idea of stepping wrong, breathing wrong, and breaking the timeline.

He couldn’t stop to eat, and he couldn’t seek out Elise Kavanagh for any reason. Lincoln needed to lay low.

Eloquent Blood was out, but that didn’t rule out all bars. He passed quite a few that looked too busy before ending up at a busted hole-in-the-wall on the corner of Caliente and Virginia. There was no parking, and there wasn’t a lot of noise coming out of the door that was propped open. That was the kind of dive he needed.

Lincoln stepped inside, and a woman shaved bald stopped him at a rope. She carded him before he could continue. He hadn’t done that one in a while.

The bar was unremarkable. A dark room with a lot of liquor and some janky tables. Lincoln took a wobbling stool at the end of the bar top, even though he could have kept standing for hours. He had no aches to relieve from spending so much time running around. His young body almost itched to get back on the streets. Lincoln had forgotten what it was like to be able to run so long without sleeping.

He flagged down the bartender for a beer. “Whatever’s cheap.” God only knew how long he’d have to make those twenties in his wallet last.

The bartender laughed. “Man of expensive tastes, I see.”

“I take what I can get.”

Lincoln pretended not to notice the male bartender eyeballing him when he took the glass. He felt too conspicuous. Like everybody was going to recognize him as an intruder.

I just look like a visiting human student. Nobody suspects me of being a time traveler in the wrong year, wrong city, wrong fucking genesis.

He angled himself so he could watch the TV in the corner. When the news came back from commercials, he nearly did a spit-take. KOLO 8 had sent a reporter down to the river, near the craters that Lincoln and Junior had made.

“I’m standing at the site of a surprising and unusual accident that occurred this morning,” she said. “As you can see, it looks like a meteor struck First Street. In fact, there was an impact, but not from space rocks—from the space station. The International Space Station is now missing one of its panels. Calculations had showed the de-orbited equipment landing in the ocean, and NASA is as surprised as we are by debris reaching as far as Reno.”

Lincoln went from wanting to spit his cheap beer out to gulping it down, draining the glass. “Another,” he rasped to the bartender.

They cut to an interview with someone from the University of Nevada’s physics department. A man in a lab coat showed the camera a tiny piece of metal inside a clear acrylic dish. They attributed the two big craters to that little piece of metal.

“Luckily, there were no injuries in this incident, but traffic has been diverted until the road can be repaired,” the reporter went on. “Local businesses anticipate remaining open during construction. Back to you, Nathan.”

“Thanks for the report, Phyllis,” a mustached man with beady eyes replied from back at the station.

“Probably owe thanks to Friederling for that,” Lincoln muttered. If NASA was making statements about debris that didn’t exist, then covering up Lincoln’s arrival had to be the work of the Office of Preternatural Affairs. Fritz Friederling didn’t yet know he owed a debt to Lincoln, but he’d paid it off retroactively anyway.

If there had only been craters on First Street, then did that mean that Sophie and the Traveler had landed somewhere else?

“Drinking alone?”

A new beer had appeared in Lincoln’s hand. He drank the second just as fast as the first, and he wiped his mouth dry on the back of his hand.

A woman had taken the stool beside him, her tawny blond hair tumbling over one shoulder. She wore a tank top that was a couple of sizes too small, and her eyes were brown, not demon black.

“Ideally,” Lincoln said, turning away from the television. He hadn’t been expecting this kind of company in this kind of bar. “To be honest, ma’am, I’m fixing to spend my night alone like this.”

Her eyes brightened. “What kind of accent is that
?”

“I’m not from these parts.” The less information, the better. Right?

“What brings you here to my parts, then?” she asked, propping her chin on her hand.

He hadn’t meant to talk to her, but there was something so open and honest about her face. “To tell you the truth, I’m lost.”

“Ooh. A lost boy?” She took her beer from the bartender and sipped at it. “Are you lost, or are you looking?” Her toe bumped his shin.

Lincoln couldn’t help but chuckle into his beer. Not so much at the lady, but at his youthful body’s reaction. Neuma had been his wettest of wet dreams brought to reality, but that was like sandblasting a soup cracker. It didn’t take much to get a guy in his early twenties going. Just a pretty girl and a nudge from her toe.

“Sorry, that’s probably forward where you come from,” she said, but she didn’t stop nudging, and she didn’t stop smiling.

Maybe that was what Reno girls were like. Elise had been real forward with Lincoln when they’d met, too.

Stop thinking about Elise.

“Forward’s not always bad.” He held out his hand. “My name’s Lincoln.”

“Elizabeth. Elizabeth Beatty.” She giggled when they shook hands. “You’re such a gentleman! What do you do when you’re not lost?”

What had
 Lincoln been doing back then? “Sometimes I play football.” Actually, he’d spent hours every day practicing, and traveled extensively to make out with cheerleaders for other teams. “Mostly I do a lot of studying.”

“What’s your major?” Elizabeth asked.

“Criminal justice and theology. You?”

“Microbiology,” she said. “I’m a grad student, actually. Working on my thesis at UNR. I don’t think you go to my school, though. If I’d seen Paul Walker wandering around UNR, I’d remember it.” So she was one of those
 kinds of women.

The bartender swung by to switch out Lincoln’s glass. He gave Lincoln a quick once-over and then a smirk.


Jesus
. Everyone in Reno was out for him in one way or another. Even the men.

“Did you just scoff because you got checked out by a bartender at a gay bar?” Elizabeth asked.

Lincoln choked on his drink. “What? This is a gay bar?”

She burst into laughter, bright and joyous. “You really aren’t from around here!”


Great
. Lincoln had gone from a demon club to a gay bar. And these weren’t the boring married gay types, like Friederling and Cèsar. The guys out on the dance floor sure were wearing a lot of sleeveless shirts. Lincoln hadn’t even noticed. “I’ve had a real bitch of a week. Call me distracted.”

“Do you wanna talk about it?” she asked, swirling her glass.

He didn’t.

But he opened his mouth and it came out anyway. “I learned my dad wasn’t the man I thought he was. I learned my brother-in-law, Noah, was exactly the man I thought he was. And both of these discoveries just about ruined me.” Now this. Reno in the 2000s. Hiding from the police and Elise and praying to find Sophie alive. He hadn’t had a minute to breathe since everything went afoul in Mortise, and now it felt like he was suffocating.

“Oh, Linc.” Elizabeth rested her hand atop his. “You really are a Lost Boy. I’m sorry. That sounds awful.”

“I’m lucky enough that my terrible week’s ending in a pleasant talk,” Lincoln said.

“It could end even better.”

Her smile was infectious. He gave a grudging laugh. “Why’d you hit on me if I’m at a gay bar?”

“You could be bisexual. I like to play my odds.” She took a healthy swig of her beer. “Tell you the truth, I just came here to decompress after work. I wasn’t looking for a hook-up.” But she seemed to be looking for one now.

Lincoln probably would have been more horrified under other circumstances. A girl like this, approaching men like him? And dressed like that
? It was dangerous. Yet he wasn’t going to hear from Junior for another ten hours, and Lincoln did need to lay low. Laying low with the woman whose foot was sliding up the inside of his knee sounded appealing.

He’d had a hell of a week.

“I’m afraid I just wouldn’t be good company tonight,” Lincoln said. “I’m on my fourth beer, and I’m fixing to have a few more.”

Her smile turned sympathetic. “Then drink the beers first. I don’t mind if you’re hurting and want a band-aid. We can still have a nice time if you want.” She shrugged. “Just saying, I’m definitely game.”

It was hard not to feel the same when looking down at her curves. She wore a cut-off denim skirt that rode up to expose all the dimples on her thighs, and her breasts were practically falling out of her shirt. Lincoln normally wasn’t one for fat girls. But there was just something about this
 fat girl.

“I don’t have a car,” he said frankly.

“I live at the end of the street,” she said.

They each drank two more beers, and then Lincoln followed Elizabeth home.
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The night unfurled from there in the most familiar of ways. Lincoln had never met Elizabeth before, but this was a play that he had performed countless times in college. Most often, when celebrating football games won, or lamenting football games lost, and usually with cheerful sorority sisters happy to help him work through his feelings.

Elizabeth was deft, even in her intoxication. She put a condom on him before her mouth touched any privates and encouraged him to pull her hair while she blew him. Raw enthusiasm compensated for clumsy technique. She was happy to have him pinned against her bedroom wall, her breasts against his knees, her big eyes focused on him while he fisted her blond locks.

And after a condom change, Elizabeth walked him through exactly what she wanted him to do. She pushed him down to sit on his face. She put his hands where she wanted them, rode his mouth with her pussy, and then navigated his cock inside the kinds of places good Christian girls kept off-limits. A couple different places.

Elizabeth laughed every time she orgasmed—a cascade of giggles smothered into her palm, with her thighs shaking beside Lincoln’s ears.

And she snored very loudly after promptly falling asleep.

Lincoln didn’t mean to fall asleep too, but God, he needed it. He’d felt invulnerable until the alcohol sank in. Now he felt like he would die if he tried to roll away from the sweat-cooled skin of Elizabeth, microbiology grad student in a year and city where Lincoln Marshall did not belong.

He woke alone in bed with a hangover.

Blazing yellow sunrise punched into Elizabeth’s bedroom and straight through his skull. “Oh God,” Lincoln groaned, throwing an arm over his eyes.

“We deserve this punishment,” Elizabeth said. He peered under the shadow of his wrist at her. She was nudging the door open with her toe, since her hands were occupied by holding a breakfast tray. She wore his graphic tee over nothing else. “We drank way too much cheap beer last night. This is how Xenu tells us we’ve done him raw.”

“Who is Xenu?”

“Exactly.” She’d brought two single-serving boxes of Froot Loops and bottled Starbucks lattes. She set them on the table next to him before jumping onto him, all heavy and soft and adorably giggly.

“This’d be a hell of a lot more pleasant if I didn’t wanna die,” Lincoln grumbled underneath his arm.

“Vanilla lattes are the hangover cure nobody talks about because everyone’s got a hate-on for Starbucks. Here, try it.” She popped one open and handed it to him. When she bent forward, her deep cleavage was just inches from his face.

It tasted like burned, bitter sugar water. “Mmm,” he said. It could have been a mumble of agreement.

“I had a super great night,” Elizabeth murmured, kissing him along his chin. “And I don’t
 want to rush you out of here, but I’m going on a weekend trip to King’s Beach with my coven for the esbat, and I really gotta pack. So…”

“It’s all right, I don’t…” His brain was slow to catch up with everything she’d said. He’d been expecting to escape her bed soon. He hadn’t
 been expecting that last information. “You’re in a coven?”

“Oh, I forgot, you’re like a Southern boy,” Elizabeth said. “Yeah. A coven. For witches. It’s just a little thing—nothing to do with Satan. We don’t even get skyclad for the rituals.” She rolled her eyes.

“I know about witches. My family’s full of them,” Lincoln said.

Her eyes brightened. “Really? Ooh! That’s amazing!” Then she seemed to remember their talk from the night before. “Wait, your family sucks, right? Does their coven suck too?”

“Oh yeah,” he said.

“Which coven are they with? I’m not going to hex them, but maybe I’ll throw an evil eye or two their way.” She jabbed the air with forked fingers and stuck out her tongue.

His family used to be a satellite of the White Ash Coven, and chances were good that Elizabeth would have heard of them. He couldn’t tell her that. “I dunno, it’s nothing serious. I just grew up with witches, and I don’t think you’re Satanic.”

“That’s nice. Okay.” It sounded like she didn’t actually care what he thought of her.


Right. She wants me gone
. He was only a couple hours from meeting up with Junior, and even a witch in this era would have been shocked to see the gargoyle. “I’ll get out of here. Let me find my clothes.” Lincoln took another drink of the coffee, set it aside, and rolled out from under Elizabeth.

His clothes were everywhere. She watched him dress from the bed, bare legs folded underneath her.

“Well, actually, if you’re cool with witches…” Elizabeth twisted the hem of his shirt in her hands. “My boyfriend—ex-boyfriend—Asshole Mark was supposed to come on the esbat trip with me. I paid for a double room in the cabin at Lake Tahoe. But we broke up a couple days ago, so…if the Lost Boy doesn’t have anywhere to be…” She grinned.

Lincoln had already done too much to risk the timeline. A one-night-stand was probably
 harmless, especially considering how safe they’d been with condoms (in addition to Elizabeth’s IUD, which she’d disclosed to him, despite the fact he didn’t wanna know). But he couldn’t waste any time finding Sophie and the Traveler.

He shimmied into his pants. “That’s a real kind offer from you, but…”

“You’re not good company right now?” Elizabeth filled in.

“I’m not just in town because of my family. I’m looking for a friend,” Lincoln said.

“Well, the offer to join me on an all-expenses-paid witchy beach trip stands for the next hour-ish.” Elizabeth peeled his shirt off and tossed it to him. Disappointingly, she was wearing her tank top underneath, so she wasn’t totally naked. His shirt smelled like her skin.

A door slammed elsewhere in the duplex. A voice called from the front.

“Betty!”

Elizabeth looked apologetic. “Sorry. My friend is picking me up for the trip, and I thought you’d be gone before she showed.”

“I can sneak out back.” Lincoln lifted an eyebrow at her. “Betty?”

She laughed. “I thought Elizabeth might sound more impressive. I usually go by Betty. And you don’t have to sneak out back—Elise knows I’m Slutty McSlut. Go out the front. Nice to meet you. Bye!”

Betty shoved him into the hallway.

He stumbled through to the living room while he was still trying to process what Betty had said to him.

My coven.

Elise.

Someone was thumping around in Betty’s kitchen.

Lincoln felt like he was turning to face the sound in slow motion—the nightmarish crawl through molasses he’d felt when rushing toward his father’s dead body.

The woman standing in Betty’s kitchen was about five foot six, coming up to Lincoln’s shoulders. She was tanned from summers in the sunlight, though he could only see the tan on her face, because where Betty was clad in as little as possible, her friend was professionally dressed in a skirt suit with sensible flats and a cropped blazer.

She didn’t look anything like the infernal Godslayer that Lincoln had met so many years in the past—which was in the future now, from where he stood.

But this was definitely Elise Kavanagh.

And it wasn’t a dream.

“Hi, honey!” Betty squealed, exploding out of the bedroom from behind Lincoln. She’d had the decency to put on shorts that said Juicy
 across the butt, but there was still a lot of exposed woman jumping on Elise in an overenthusiastic embrace.

Elise hugged Betty back. “Looks like you had a fun night.”

“Oh, that guy?” Betty waved him off. “He was helping me, you know, move furniture
.”

“For hours, I’m sure,” Elise said.

Betty bit her bottom lip and sighed as she gazed at Lincoln, fanning herself. “Hours and hours
. I asked him to come to the esbat with us this weekend since Asshole Mark is busy, and this guy knows witches, but—”

“I’ll come,” Lincoln said suddenly. “If the invitation’s still open, I’ll come with you.”

Somehow, Betty’s smile got wider. “That sounds great.”

Elise didn’t smile.





Part II








Death descended upon Itjtawy at nightfall in a ship.

Anat was there the day they arrived: the Kush nobility and her servants sailing from upriver.

It was a murky night during the flooded season, when water slopped high on the banks of the Nile. A favorite time for farmers and less so for others. If not for her temple’s need of goods from the market, she would have been kept inside cleaning at this time; the biting flies swarmed when the waters rose, bringing plague to the House of Maat if they did not keep the estate immaculate.

It must have been fate that placed Anat on the docks at the right time to witness the ship. The boat was unremarkable, broad and flat-bottomed, powered by oar-men whose flesh shined with sweat in the moonlight. She couldn’t have told anyone why she stopped to stare at the vessel. Her basket was heavy, and the burden should have sent her shuffling back to the estate.

And yet.

Anat’s hair stood on end when her eyes passed over the boat, and she lingered between stalls to watch the men place the gangplank, bridging ship and dock. It was a late arrival. The floating wick lanterns were barely brighter than the stars, and the sailors hurried to prepare for debarkation under the dimmest glow.

Evil.

That was the crawling sensation down her nape, dripping along her spine.

“Right there,” said Inanna. “There it is.”

Anat did not need to look at her invisible companion to know who had spoken to her. Her earliest memories involved Inanna—from her first wobbling steps chasing her big brothers to the bloody day she had arrived in Kemet. Inanna was a steady presence throughout the entirety of her life, more prominent than Anat’s own mother. And nobody else could see her.

“This is why I’m here,” Anat said softly, shoulders aching with the weight of her basket.

“Yes,” Inanna said, “it is.”

Once the gangplank had been placed, the first to emerge was a female servant. She was a slight woman with strong limbs dressed in yak hide. If not for the absence of her jewelry, and if not for the woman who emerged behind her, Anat may have assumed a woman so beautiful must have been some kind of nobility.

She stopped on the dock and bowed her head in obeisance, waiting.

From underneath the awning, a feminine hand stretched forth, emerging into lantern light. The ship’s captain took hold of her delicate fingers. She stepped onto the dock.

The second woman didn’t resemble the other Kushites that Anat had seen trading in Itjtawy. Her skin was too fair. She was draped in fine silks that sparkled with golden threads. Her sleek black hair was uncovered, hanging freely down her back with such gloss that her servant surely spent hours a day brushing it. She was bejeweled with stones so lovely that Anat would have gasped to see them, were her breath not caught in her throat.

“This is death?” Anat asked after too long.

“For me, she was,” Inanna said.

Now Anat turned to Inanna in surprise. Her companion was a wisp, little clearer than a reflection in turbulent Nile waters. Inanna was as serious as Anat had ever seen her and grimmer still.

“You know this woman?” Anat asked. They couldn’t have originated from similar lands. Inanna was a dark woman with bold features. The woman traveling under a Kushite flag was moonlight-pale, luminous in the humid night, with a subtle nose and sweet chin.

“I know her,” Inanna said. “We owe her.”

Resolve weighed heavily within Anat’s heart. She hugged the basket tighter, though it no longer felt so heavy. Excitement and starlight soaked her in burning determination.

A name came to Anat’s mind: Nügua.
 She was not Kushite, though she may have served the kingdom. She’d been born in far-flung places ridged by wet mountains. She traveled freely, unbound by the strictures of mortality, and always had.

The silk robes draped all the way to the ground so that Nügua’s feet were not exposed. No matter how closely Anat watched her, the silks never parted to expose legs or whatever else may have propelled her graceful slide onto the dock. Through Inanna, Anat felt doubt; it was likely that Nügua did not have feet at all. This woman with lips the shape of a puckered rosebud was not human.

“She hurt us,” Anat whispered. Inanna had watched Anat’s entire life because she was
 Anat. A spirit within who suffused her. Insult to Inanna was insult to Anat.

They would dispense justice together.

Anat turned away before the Kushite noble could see her. She needed to take her load back to the temple estate before she was missed.

She hurried through the stalls paralleling the river. The flat-bottomed boat was visible through the gaps in turns. Its colorful awning, the Kushite flag, Nügua sharing a quiet conversation with the captain.

The last time that Anat glimpsed the ship, she realized that Nügua had two personal servants, not one. She had also brought along a man—someone who looked exactly like the first woman, from the dusky ochre of his skin to the charcoal hair that hung along his spine. Three of them who had come together to Itjtawy. It was a number Anat committed to her heart.

Anat would, she decided, bring death to all three.

It was in her soul, this drive for justice, and she would not be capable of living unless she chased it. It was the reason that Inanna had chosen her from the other Canaanites. It was why she had survived her tribe’s destruction. It was why she persisted through servitude to the House of Maat, knowing that there was more to come.

These three would die.

But first she would watch.

Once she knew her enemy, she would hunt.
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Anat soon came to regret her hesitance that night. Rumor said that Mentuhotep had died, and a new dynasty was maneuvering to rise, bringing Kemet’s capital from Waset to Itjtawy—a better position for defense against invaders from Heracleopolis. Whether or not this was true did not matter to the citizens of Itjtawy. The city seemed to lose its mind.

She couldn’t slip out of the serving chambers when infantry sent from Waset patrolled the streets so closely, nor could she risk being caught in the revolts that lit Itjtawy with flames at night. She laid on a mat between other women who tended the estate, and kept her sleepless gaze fixed upon the roof as the sounds of change echoed throughout the reed walls.

Had things been quieter, Anat could have begged a poorly stomach and slipped out the back. Her fellow servants were understanding. Nobody would stop her. She had stashed men’s linens in the kitchen and would conceal her hair under rags. In the past, Anat had managed to connect with informants like this. They would tell her where the wealthy Kushite woman was staying.

Instead, she was forced to wait. Inanna was silent in her impatience, and Anat missed her in the quiet.

Without Inanna’s words to guide her, Anat found herself listening to the words of those who worshiped Maat instead. The estate was busy during the day. Between the numerous scribes busying themselves in the scriptorium and the dance celebrations honoring Maat, Anat was never bored.

Cleaning the public areas gave her opportunities to hear gossip as well. The vast majority of people who passed through were low priests of one form or another—economically bound to the House of Maat, but not physically. The priests and priestesses spent only one of every few months at the temple. Those who had just returned from a tenure at their family’s farm were not shy about their opinions of the world outside.

“Did you hear what happened in the south ward?” asked one priestess.

“It can’t be true,” said another.

A pair of scribes were passing at the time and stopped to join the conversation. “It is true,” said a man. “The infantry can’t stop the killings. It’s said that the whole city has been cursed.”

“Even though the rain has been good?”

“Perhaps especially because the rain has been good. The sun is hiding from us.”

Over the days, snatches of gossip like those slowly resolved into a story.

Husbands found dead in the streets.

Bodies floating in the harbor.

Limbs piled beside doors as if to threaten the people within.

Nobody equated the curse with the arrival of the ship flying Kush’s flag. Nobody said they had seen a strange pale Kushite noble wearing silks during these horrors. Everyone seemed to assume that the unrest of a shifting dynasty had simply put the balance of the world askew, and only heka
 performed in honor of the gods could set things aright.

But Anat knew the truth.

One day she was listening in on musicians, tucked behind the door to the inner sanctum as she scrubbed the floor. They talked openly about a new horror that had befallen Itjtawy. They said that victims of previous murders had come back to life.

The families had mourned their lost men, wrapped them in a shroud, and buried them in the dunes, as was tradition. Yet several had wandered home days later. One had killed his grieving widow. Another had slaughtered his entire household.

“Surely none of this can be true,” said the lute player.

“I have seen it with my own eyes,” said the guitarist. “A hunter white as moonlight with eyes turned red.”

Prickles spread down Anat’s back. They may as well have been describing Nügua.

“We are all in danger, then,” he said. “What is to be done?”

“Survive until sunrise,” said the other. “None but Husani, the nomarch’s gatekeeper, persisted beyond the time the sun rose upon the black earth. The guards arrested him when they realized what happened but Husani could not be imprisoned. Sunlight struck his flesh and…” His throat worked as he swallowed hard.

Anat’s hand shook because she clenched the rag so tightly. One of the nomarch’s men had been cursed and survived longer than the others. Was it possible that Nügua was staying with the nomarch?

She didn’t notice she was being approached until a priest’s robe swished over her hand.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” Hannu asked.

What was there to enjoy in overhearing dark tales while scrubbing a floor? “I find deep satisfaction in serving Maat,” Anat said diplomatically, with all the reverence owed to Maat’s first servant.

“As you should,” he said. “There’s no higher calling.”

Hannu was the high priest of Maat in this temple, and the only one welcome to serve the goddess within the inner sanctum—a fact that he allowed nobody to forget. Somehow the prideful man had risen from the lector priest to supplant his female predecessor, and Anat sometimes thought the temple was cursed for it. She might have blamed the whole city on him if she hadn’t known the truth of it.

“Do you need something, or may I continue my worship?” Anat asked.

He mused the question, fingertips on his lips. “Is this how you can best serve Maat?”

“I serve with all my heart, regardless of the task.” She had no choice but to work there, but her alternative had been to die bleeding in the desert. At least servitude had brought her to Itjtawy at a time she could hunt Nügua.

“Your heart must be shallow,” he said, twisting his wrist. Flame danced over his fingertips. He was holding no lamp, and fat didn’t glisten on his skin as fuel.

She started. “What are you—”

“Don’t pretend you’re surprised,” he said. The fire rolled over his knuckles, and when he turned his hand, it came to rest as a ball in his palm. His skin didn’t burn. He shivered with heka
, the magic used to bring maat
—order and balance—to the natural chaos of the world.

Anat knew that some priests wielded heka
. A high priest with heka
 was no surprise, particularly one who served Maat herself, but he seemed to be looking for Anat to give a reaction. He waved the flame in front of her, so close that the heat seared the top of her head.

“Stop,” she said, forgetting to be humble before him.

He glanced over his shoulder. The musicians had already moved on, and there were no witnesses.


No witnesses
.

Inanna was not there, the musicians were not there, and Anat was alone.

“If you serve Maat with true depth, with everything you have to offer, there’s power waiting,” Hannu said. “I’ve heard you speaking to the gods. I know that you are different—carrying a feeble shadow of heka
. Wouldn’t you rather be a wab
 priestess than a serving girl?”

She clenched her jaw. “I serve with all my heart and have nothing more.”

“Stand when you speak to me,” Hannu said.

She stood.

He touched her waist. “You could better please Maat if you pleased me. There’s power in this kind of exchange.” When Anat tried to flinch away from his touch, he simply grabbed her—hard. His fingers were still so hot that they burned through her linen gown. “Don’t play coy. You must know what impact you have on men.”

Voices rose from the fore chamber. He released her.

Anat had only a brief moment of relief—hope that Hannu would forget her.

Then her prey walked into the room.

Nügua arrived with her woman servant on a wind that made Anat shiver.

“I’ve heard you’re the first servant of Maat,” said Nügua by way of greeting. She glided across the stones. Her delicate hands were hidden by the length of her bell-like sleeves, folded below the line of her sash. Her hair seemed to float on a wave behind her.

It did not escape Anat’s notice that Nügua walked the center of the room, beyond the reach of fading sunlight.

Though the noblewoman had made no obvious attempt to assimilate, her servant was dressed in a formless white gown, as any woman of Kemet might wear. She looked so strong—as strong as Inanna must have been in life—though she drifted too, in her way, as if an army banner undulating upon the wind. The sway of her wide hips was hypnotic.

Hannu turned his attention upon Nügua. “Peace be upon you.”

Anat slunk back against the wall, into the shadow.

Nügua’s smile made it look like she was holding a secret under her tongue. “And to you.” She barely moved her crimson lips. Her eyelashes were so long that they shivered when she blinked. “I’m a traveler through this land of black soil. I seek access and information. I want to know everything the people have made of this.” She swept her hands, and Anat couldn’t tell if Nügua meant to indicate the temple or the world.

“Please, elaborate,” said Hannu.

They spoke, but Anat couldn’t focus on the words.

Sounds faded as Anat’s eyes fixed on Nügua’s moving lips. The woman’s flawless face was everything.

Anat knew that face. She knew this woman.

For a moment, she felt as though Inanna had returned—not to stand beside her, but to share her skin. She was filled with the ghost, and the ghost was filled with Nügua.

Their last meeting had been fatal.

Anat suddenly remembered how Nügua’s mouth had opened wide to expose two long, dagger-like fangs within her mouth. How she had reared back and struck, body pulsing as venom oozed into Inanna’s veins, turning the goddess to stone.

When Nügua talked now, in Kemet, she barely opened her lips so that Anat wouldn’t see fang.

Inanna wrenched free of Anat, standing at her side. She clutched her throat as if she had been bitten again. Her shoulders shook with pain.

Nügua seemed to realize she was being stared at. She looked at Anat.

And then she looked at Inanna.

There was no mistaking it. Nügua’s eyes were fixed upon the manifestation of Anat’s soul, who had never been seen by another human—not once, not in the sixteen hot seasons she had endured. “What is her price?” asked Nügua as she pointed to Anat.

“She is attached to the estate,” said Hannu. “I cannot sell her.”

Nügua’s smile became more charming. “Then lend her to me. I have need of more hands.”

“Are my hands so insufficient?” asked the servant girl.

“Tiaa, you are everything I have ever wanted, and more,” Nügua said. “But remember your place. Here, you are my servant. Don’t speak out of turn.” She shooed Tiaa away, sending her to the street before facing Hannu again. “You should know that I can pay with anything you dream. Spices, dyes, gold from worlds unknown...”

Hannu wasn’t swayed. This was surely not because he lacked the usual human greed, but because he didn’t believe Nügua could be that
 wealthy. “Will you make an offering before you leave?” asked Hannu. He seemed to be growing irate. Whatever conversation Anat had failed to hear must have gone poorly.

“No,” Nügua said. “I serve none of your tiny gods, and I know maat
 to be a much more complex force than any of you could realize.”

She left him angry, muttering among the other priests about sacrilege and the rising threat of the Kushites.

Anat was still shaking as she cleaned the altars that night. Her fear was nothing to do with Hannu’s grip—he could have set her on fire and still done no worse than she’d survived. Nügua had been gone for hours, but Anat’s mind was filled with those red lips.

Nügua had seen
 Inanna.

“How?” Anat asked.

Inanna was seated upon the altar of Maat, legs folded underneath her. She did not appear dressed today. Anat could see little more than her face, an exposed breast, a muscular arm. “There was a world before this one, and I come from that world. There, I was a leader. I was a god.”

Anat had already known Inanna’s nature in her heart. “You are a god no more?”

“I am an echo. The woman I used to be is dead, surviving only as scraps within my chosen ones. I can no longer walk the world myself. That is because Nügua murdered me.”

When Inanna spoke, Anat could almost see it all. The sweeping armies that Inanna once commanded, the descent into a gray land of death, and the confrontation with a woman who was halfway to serpent. Nügua had bitten Inanna to infect her with venom, a shadow that had turned her veins to obsidian.

And then the world had ended.

“She supplanted me,” Inanna said. “The creature you met is not the god herself, but an avatar of her. Killing her will not kill the god.”

“It is a beginning,” Anat said.

Inanna smiled.
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At the close of evening, Anat returned to her shack—a construction of reeds on the back of the estate. She shared it with several other girls and was surprised to find none of them were present. It was growing late. They all should have been asleep. Perhaps it was fortune that they were preoccupied elsewhere. Anat could light her lantern and spend time practicing the knife forms Inanna taught her.

She had barely gotten out her flint when feet shuffled behind her. Someone was moving near the shack.

The steps sounded too heavy to belong to a girl.

Anat slid to the side of the door and peered out through shadows. A male figure was trudging across the dirt toward her. It was no coincidence that her companions weren’t in the shack—Hannu must have been planning to catch her alone. There was no other escape but the door he was currently staring at.

When tribes clashed, it was common for rival leaders to take prizes of war. Anat had been among them. The herd had been taken, the grazing lands set on fire, and she had been thrown to the soldiers. Her body had been used for nights on end. She had been left for dead in the desert.

She needed to remember that this priest could do nothing to her that had not been done worse. And if she was left again in the desert, her wounds cleaned by maggots, she would again drag herself to whatever relative safety she could find. She would persist. She was all that remained of a warrior god. “Inanna, be with me tonight,” Anat whispered, scooping the lightless clay pot of her lantern into her arms.

When Hannu grew close, she swung.

The lantern shattered against his skull. Hannu collapsed without a sound except for the thump of body against ground.

She thought she might have killed him.

Anat didn’t dare think of the trouble she would be in once he was found. She would need to leave the House of Maat forever—begin a new life downriver. She had little money to afford running, though.

A high priest’s robes would fetch a nice price if offered to the right person.

Anat kneeled to strip him.

His eyes flashed open.

Hannu flipped her over, slammed her back into the dirt. It only took one blow from the hilt of his dagger to take the fight from Anat’s limbs. Dazed, bruised, she could not even shove his elbow off of her breast where it pinned her down.

His hands bunched in her dress and shoved it to her waist. Inanna screamed hopeless words of damnation at him, swinging her fists into his back without making contact. There was nothing for a dead god to do but watch and rage. “You’ll die for this!” His blade bit under the line of her jaw.

“Inanna!” she roared.

Hannu’s spine went rigid. His hands released her.

He barely had time to let out a shout before it was silenced by bubbling blood. A stiletto had opened the gaping red smile underneath his jawline, held by the strong hand of a man behind him.

Hannu crumpled atop Anat. She screamed and tried to get him off. He was so heavy.

The killer kicked him away. Then he lifted Anat into his arms.

Where his hands had been death for Hannu, they were gentle for Anat. He was smooth in adjusting her gown so that it would fall modestly over her body. He kept an arm around her once she was on her feet, as if to ensure she would not fall, and Anat wasn’t sure why the contact made her heart slow.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

His voice was silken, with an accent that sounded neither local nor foreign. His words shivered over her spine.

Anat instantly knew love.

The instant after that, she knew horror.

Because she had remembered why she knew this ochre-skinned man with the charcoal hair. He had been with a woman servant who looked to be his twin, tending to the needs of Inanna’s murderer.

“It can’t be,” Inanna whispered. She never attempted to interact with anyone but Anat, but now she spoke directly to the manservant. “Utu…is that really you?”
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efore Sophie even awakened, she heard flowing water. The sound had been chasing her through strangely detailed dreams of Kemet, so she hadn’t realized that it was water, at first; she thought that it might have been wind over restless desert, whistling through the legs of ancient, towering stone statues. The water didn’t sound right to her, even once she realized it was water. Nile waters slopping against the side of a boat sounded nothing like that.

Sophie rolled over and hugged an overstuffed pillow to her chest, letting the comfort of her bed chase away the miserable, sticky feelings from watching Anat at the House of Maat.

Her dreams had always been detailed. She was the Historian, after all. Her brain was a thing of power. She knew details harkening further back than the Eleventh Dynasty—including Nügua’s travels—and it was typical for her subconscious to fill in settings, dialogue, and drama. Of course, it often involved normal, silly dream nonsense too, like having all her teeth fall out of her head or trying to run but melting through the floor instead.

This dream had been so real
.

“Because of the Traveler,” Sophie whispered to herself. The words came before she had time to process the thought and what it meant.

This was because of the Traveler.

Memories slid over the surface of her fading dreams. Being seized by the Traveler at the bus station. Hours in captivity, afraid and lonely. Lincoln’s arrival with the gargoyles. The relief in his eyes when he saw her, and how he’d snarled at the Traveler for even suggesting Sophie should pay a price for her sins.

And then...

“We traveled,” she said, flopping onto her back.

Her eyes opened. Light rippled across a stone ceiling, reflected off of the water flowing loudly around her. The color patterns resembled the Northern Lights, though in warmer tones of candy pink and tangerine.

She recognized that ceiling, that light pattern.

Her heart could not beat.

“No,” Sophie said.

They should have gone to the year 5509 BCE, when the world had been birthed anew in the previous genesis. But it seemed that the Traveler had somehow taken them to a year much sooner.

This was Sophie’s childhood bedroom.

She sat up, reflexively grabbing at her sheets so they wouldn’t spill off the side of the bed. Her bed was on a platform in the center of an oversized pond, lit from underneath by the complex wards that protected her as she slept. They hadn’t stopped burning since she’d been nestled in a bassinet at the center of the pool so that the waterfalls rimming it could rock her. The paving stones that bridged bed and shore had been warded too. They always glowed faintly turquoise so that Sophie could see well enough to keep her footing, even when she was sleepy.

These details didn’t help her place the exact year she had arrived. Nor did the thick greenery growing beyond the rim of stones, or the lantern-lit wooden gazebo that stood beyond. The entire garden was inside a secure stone room, tinted to look like nighttime, and it had changed little during her life at the farm.

It was not the room that helped her pin down the year, but her body.

Sophie looked down to find that she had traveled into a younger form of herself. Her breasts were swollen inside of her nightgown, straining the seams. Her skin was unblemished. Her arms were thin, as were her legs. Sophie had not gotten most of her curves yet. And her belly...

“Two thousand and six,” Sophie said. “The year is two thousand and six. I was born in nineteen ninety-one, so I am Sophie Keyes, a fourteen-year-old Historian.” Saying the words aloud brought reality slamming into her even more than waking up in her floating bed.

It’s 2006, and I’m fourteen years old.

The Traveler could not have picked a worse year.

Sophie carefully kicked the sheets to the foot of the bed and rose. The platform was suspended by ropes, allowing it to sway gently with every movement. She carefully walked barefoot across the bridge and took a path across the grass. She had taken her first steps in that gazebo, toddling into the hands of the first guardians to raise her. She had taught herself to weave baskets using the reeds flourishing in the channel beyond. She’d cast the witchlights that dotted the ceiling, and would cast many more later, creating patterns that looked like clockwork dragons.

The archway leading to the rest of the farm was elaborate, carved by previous generations of Historians. Sophie ran her hands down the beaded curtain that swung in the frame. The beads were irregular—some small as her thumbnail, most the size of a knuckle, a few much larger. They were the first beads carved by one guardian. Later he would carve beads for her hair too.

Sophie smelled pap cooking, and her stomach turned. She pressed a hand to her gut. Shut her eyes. Breathed deep. “I can do this,” she said. “I have
 to do this.”

She followed the hallway to the farm.

The rest of the house was not as grand as her bedroom, but it was comfortable in its humility. The dark wood was cozy. The furniture was old but well-kept; to be a Historian was to be bored, and she’d learned to reupholster chairs when she was twelve. Faded tapestries told the story of her predecessors: her grandfather, a friendly-faced character that Lincoln would have surely described as a nerd; some great-aunt who had been a beautiful brunette Swede, also a nerd; and backward on through many centuries of nerds that shared some scraps of genetics with Sophie.

Cooking smells grew stronger as she traversed the conservatory, passed windows looking into a greenhouse, and entered the kitchen. The equipment here was enormous antique stuff, iron and scorched. Cast iron pans hung from racks in the ceiling. The shelves overflowed with canned goods, most of which Sophie had personally produced over weeks of autumn boredom.

A man was cooking at the range.

She knew those wide shoulders, the long neck, his skin the color of oak over muscles strong as a mountain. She had personally etched the tattoo of an iris that unfolded at the nape of his neck, using a tattoo gun he’d smuggled into the farm without Tristan’s permission.

The cook turned from the stove at the sound of her footsteps, and it was him. It was really him. He had locs and chiseled cheekbones and those lips she’d kissed a thousand times. “Omar,” she said hoarsely. He was so young, so beautiful. She hadn’t seen him for too long.

“How is my baby?” Omar asked, sweeping around her. His warmth, his smell, settled upon Sophie’s shoulders like a cloak she’d worn her entire life.

One large hand spread over her belly. Its growing swell was nearly invisible under her formless nightgown, but Omar knew where his baby was growing, and the baby kicked his hand in reply.

Because in the year 2006, the fourteen-year-old Historian was pregnant.
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It was a tale as old as time, really. Sophie had grown up in isolation, cared for by adult men like Tristan, who had been her fathers. They had also taught her nothing about a woman’s body and the urges that came with adolescence. She’d asked for more guidance upon approaching puberty, but Tristan had provided books on the matter and said, “You can figure it out. You’re smart.”

When Omar, just sixteen years old, arrived to fill out the ranks of her guardians, she had never seen a boy so close to her age. She had never seen anyone she didn’t love as a father. And she had never met a man who didn’t treat her like family.

Things had fallen out in a predictable pattern from there. Their minds had been in the same place, and once they managed to isolate themselves in her wondrous bedroom—hidden away from the likes of Tristan—everything had happened as expected. They had explored their bodies together, and the things those bodies could do, and Sophie had learned pleasure almost as great as that of a good book. A lot of it had been awkward and embarrassing. Some of it had been amazing. All of it had been fun.

At the time, Sophie had been about to turn fourteen. She had thought she was perfectly grown. Mature, responsible, etcetera. All the self-deluding lies that teenage girls across the world foisted upon themselves, like Atlas holding up an increasingly crushing sky.

When her menses didn’t arrive as she’d expected, she assumed it was another irregular cycle. She hadn’t considered alternate reasons until her breasts began growing and aching, until she no longer had the stomach for krummelpap in the mornings, and she wanted to sleep more than four hours a night—something she had never done.

Omar and Sophie, overexcited teenagers with inadequate supervision, had produced a child.

The magic that allowed the Historians to carry arcane knowledge through the millennia only permitted for one Historian at a time. Formal rituals were performed to smoothly transition the knowledge from grandfather to granddaughter, or from aunt to nephew. The Historian was never to produce a child of their own, since it would break the Historian’s legacy of knowledge in half between them.

But Sophie had gotten pregnant.

Just like that, with a single passionate night of surrender, Sophie had broken the universe.
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“Try not to worry,” Omar said after a quiet breakfast, “but we had an unusual attack last night.”

There were few phrases guaranteed to make Sophie panic faster than “try not to worry.” Omar was not a particularly verbose young man; the fact that he had mustered the drive to initiate a conversation was worrying enough on its own. “What was unusual about it?”

“I’ll show you,” Omar said.

Sophie was grateful for an opportunity to set down her spoon. Food had tasted terrible through her entire pregnancy, and she’d almost forgotten that lurching nausea that chased her for the full nine months whenever she ate.

She followed him out of the kitchen into the depths of the farm.

There was enough square footage within the fortress of her childhood that Sophie had never felt claustrophobic being contained within its walls. Their lengthy walk gave her adequate time to stare at Omar’s back in despair, wondering how in the world she was going to tell him the awful truth.

How could she tell him that her mind was a decade older than the body she lived in? That she had lived through the future, and she needed help to return?

Omar took her below ground to sublevels where the guardians kept quarters. He passed an armory, which contained melee and ranged weapons that Sophie was not familiar with using, and a room filled with long-term supplies. Tanks of treated water stood against one wall, and she glimpsed crates of dehydrated rations as well before they passed.

There was a jail cell at the end of the hall. She’d never seen it before. It wasn’t that she was banned from this part of the farm—she just never had cause to visit. “Has this ever been used?” Sophie asked, surprised to find the door barred, locked, and warded. Magic teemed around its boundary.

“It hasn’t been needed in your lifetime,” Omar said.

He slid the window open so that she could see inside.

Their attacker was the Traveler.

The white-clad witch was bloodied, crumpled against the wall. Its white hair fell over its colorless face. It didn’t react to the sound of the window opening. Sophie would not try to guess if the ill-fated trip to the previous genesis had caused that condition or if it had been Omar’s fault. Her guardians did what they needed to protect the Historian’s legacy. She had never been inclined to criticize.

“How are you keeping it in there?” Sophie asked. “That’s a very powerful witch. It shouldn’t be possible to contain it.”

“It?”

“The witch,” she said.

Omar’s brow drew low over his eyes. “The wards on the farm severely limit magic. Only a few authorized people can cast anything.”

“Was anyone else with it? A man, perhaps?”

“‘It’ was alone.”

Lincoln hadn’t been with the Traveler, and the idea made her stomach twist up in knots. There was no telling where he might have landed. Hopefully he was in the same year that they were. If the three of them had been separated...

“I want to see where you found it,” Sophie said.

“You can’t,” Omar said. “It was outside the wards.”

“Take me outside the wards, then.”

His jaw dropped. “Seriously?”

She understood his confusion. The Historian didn’t go outside the wards. There were millions of witches, demons, and angels who could invade and shatter her mind from a distance, should they desire it. Sophie used to fear these things before she’d woken from Genesis in the Summer Court, before she’d traveled from one end of the country to the other with the companionship of Lincoln Marshall. There was no fight that couldn’t be fought, and she was unafraid.

“Let’s go,” she said, grabbing his arm.

Omar held firm, as immobile as the mountain he resembled. “What’s gotten into you?”

“It’s difficult to explain,” Sophie said. “I want
 to explain, but—”

“Is it the baby?”

“The hormones make me ill, but they haven’t rendered me a fool. I want to go outside the wards and make sure nobody else was with it.”

“Then I’ll look for you.”

There was simply no negotiating with him. The Historian did not go outside the wards.

Omar bent to kiss her, and she felt strange permitting it, even though they had kissed a thousand times before. He looked too young.

Sophie waited until he was around the corner before hopping onto her toes to look through the window again. The cell was dark inside, and the air drifting through the bars was chilly. “Are you alive?” Sophie whispered.

The Traveler’s head lifted from its arms. Blood was crusted on its upper lip, and the bottom lip was split. A bruise was developing alongside its jaw and ran all the way to its temple. “This is Lincoln Marshall’s fault.”

Sophie leaned her forearms against the window, chin resting on her wrists. “Before we begin assigning blame for our mishaps in time travel, you could consider who insisted that we travel in the first place.”

The Traveler rose. It was steady on its feet despite the amount of blood spattered on its white clothes. It approached the door, wiped off its upper lip, and surveyed Sophie’s young face. “You should consider who wanted to get laid at the expense of the universe.”

“Does it seem fair to you?” Sophie asked. “That I should be punished for a single youthful transgression?”

“Your transgression was failing to end it when you could have,” The Traveler said.

“We can still fix it,” she said. “If you know where Lincoln is, we can fix it.”

“There’s a faster solution.” Suddenly, its hand was on Sophie’s wrist, holding her so tightly that it felt like the bones might snap. Its other hand was holding a small knife. “There can only be one Historian at a time. Open my door. I’ll cut the mistake out of your womb and fix this now.”

The wards leaped and sizzled, and the Traveler was thrown from the door with a cry.

Her heart was still pounding from the sight of a blade in its hand. The wards wouldn’t let the prisoner hurt Sophie, but it was not so long since she had been held at the Traveler’s mercy, and she still feared its wrath in a primal way.

Except that it hadn’t looked wrathful when threatening to cut the baby from her womb. It hadn’t even seemed to be threatening, really. It had been an offer.

I can cut the baby from your womb. This can be over now.

She felt a stirring. She pressed her hand against her belly, just under her left ribs, and felt something press back. Heat pricked her eyes.

It was easy to forget that she came from the future when every one of her senses told her that she was back in the past, as though the decade to follow had been naught but an elaborate dream. Her mind felt like it was sliding toward its former state. She wanted to return to her studies, chronicling the corners and crags of her Historical information, and training to develop her various skills.

But this. This was something she had done before, chasing her baby’s heels across the skin as the little life form squirmed within her womb.

This was something she would never forget.

No. Any version of the universe that involved undoing her daughter was a universe unworthy of existing.

The Traveler’s voice echoed down the hall as Sophie hurried back upstairs. “You know I’m right! You’re going to come back!”
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Since falling pregnant, Sophie had noted a steady decline in her stored knowledge. She’d lost entire swaths of information in the first twelve weeks and lost exponentially more in the last trimester. It had taken her until the baby’s birth to admit to Omar that she had forgotten some of the oldest information in her brain. By her due date, she’d even lost the ability to perform certain magic.

In the middle of her pregnancy, Sophie was midway through her loss of Historical knowledge. She’d found ways around the holes and how to summon fading memories before they were gone. She’d often meditated in the wattle and daub hut beside the lake’s shore. The walls were lined with focus crystals. The candles never went out. It always smelled of chrysanthemum.

It was there she settled, folding her legs upon a cushion to light incense and a circle of candles.

Sophie reached out to the wards surrounding the farm. This magic was old, but easy to read. When Sophie focused, magic was only a language, read as easily as the thousands of books in the farm. She was fluent in all three languages—ethereal, infernal, and gaean. The wards used fibers of them all.

She sought each layer of wards, pulling the threads apart to view them individually. Nothing looked like it could prevent temporal magic. In fact, there was no obvious reason why the Traveler shouldn’t have been able to travel within the farm. Whatever kept it contained in the cell didn’t extend to the rest of the farm. That simply meant that Sophie needed to break the Traveler out in order to travel.

She peered out her door again, reassuring herself that Omar wasn’t in this part of the farm. The hallway was empty.

Sophie easily found her way to the spelltower where they kept the soul links sustaining the wards. The room was in the highest tower of the farm, atop the grain mill overlooking the greenhouses. Beyond the windows, she saw the illusion of blue sky and rolling plains. When she was in the fields, she could even feel the sun on her back as though it were real. It was impossible to feel confined when such care had been put into giving Sophie outdoors-like places to wander.

Confined or no, Sophie still had endless time on her hands, and she had spent hours in the warding room figuring out which soul links she could muss with, and which she couldn’t.

Soul links were among the most powerful binding magic ever invented, primarily because it required sacrifice and commitment. She had to spill blood annually to maintain her wards, and her guardians did the same for the other links. Sophie could alter any of the soul links that ‘belonged’ to her without alerting Omar.

The shields mounted above a hauberk were tied to Tristan, the lead guardian in the Brotherhood. Tristan would feel it if Sophie touched them. She had discovered this when she was eight years old and pulled down a shield. She escaped admonishment by saying that she’d wanted to play with it, but truthfully, Sophie had only been testing his reaction time. (Approximately thirty seconds.) Sophie felt nervous even looking at them.

But Tristan had a few rocks on a shelf that could be moved without triggering alarms. Sophie picked up a large amethyst, heavy enough that she needed both hands to lift it, and then discarded it. “Hardly portable,” she murmured.

She selected a tiger’s eye that sang to her at a touch. It was small enough to fit in one palm. It tugged playfully at the wards when she lifted it from the shelf, and Sophie sensed mischief in the magic.

“Here we go,” she said. “You’ll do.”

Sophie swirled her fingers around it, marking it with her energy. Then she wrapped ribbons from her waist pouch around it until every millimeter was covered.

The wards that it anchored withdrew from the farm, squeezing tightly and neatly into the rock.

She checked outside the window. The blue sky had a patch of violet near the horizon, just beyond a grove of mango trees. That was a hole in the wards. “Perfect,” Sophie whispered, brushing her lips over the wrapped tiger’s eye. “Give me as much time to get away before alerting Tristan, will you?”

She wasted little time stealing down to the basement one more time.

The Traveler was waiting on the other side of its cell door, as if it hadn’t moved since she left.

“I knew you would be back,” the Traveler said.

“I will not assent to my child being murdered,” she said. “If we find Lincoln, can we try to walk further back again? Do another ritual to take us all the way to the last genesis?”

“Once I’m healed, yes. It’s going to take days before I’m strong enough.”

“Can you find Lincoln in the meantime?” Sophie asked.

“I can find where he and his companion landed.”

Sophie licked her lips and glanced back, up the hallway. She neither saw nor heard Omar. It was a full kilometer to escape the basement and reach the mango grove, and the tiger’s eye was humming in her bag. She turned back to the Traveler. “Can you run?”
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B

etty took bare moments to pack for the trip to Lake Tahoe. The weather was warm, and in her own words, she planned on being “basically as naked as the coven will put up with” for the entire weekend. “We’ve got two cabins on a private beach for the coven,” she explained. “We don’t have to worry about anyone calling the cops on us.”

She was in the front passenger seat of a Jeep, which she’d borrowed from her out-of-town cousin. Betty’s nudity chatter made it all the more jarring to have Elise’s eagle eyes watching Lincoln through the rearview mirror. Her irises reflected a bottle green, though he’d already stared at her enough to know that was just the lighting here. Her eyes were actually hazel.

Elise might have been staring at Lincoln, but she talked to Betty on the drive across town. “So, the firm sends me to audit this real estate agency, right? But they didn’t tell the Realtors that I was coming, so they tried to kick me out,” Elise said.

“Ooh, that’s a mistake,” Betty said.

“Their last mistake.”

“You didn’t kill the guards, did you?” She jokingly prodded at Elise with her pointer fingers. Tickling, playful, but still clearly aware that Elise was dangerous on some level.

Elise swatted Betty’s hands away. “I didn’t even break any bones.”

“This
 time,” Betty said.

“But I’m also not allowed back at that office,” Elise finished.

Lincoln was mostly numb, whipped by wind in the back seat. He kept catching glimpses of Junior high in the clouds, but it did nothing to reassure him. If anything, he felt worse. He should have left Elise and Betty so that he could meet Junior alone. Instead, he just kept watching Elise’s auburn curls bounce against her shoulders, her lips tug with smiles for Betty, her gloved hands resting on the steering wheel.


It can’t really be her
. Elise never looked so freckled and smiling. She didn’t laugh with girlfriends.

“So you’re an accountant?” Lincoln asked, unable to keep quiet.

“An intern,” Elise said. “I won’t graduate for a few more semesters.”

“We’re both late starts to college. We made friends in order to protect ourselves from the tiny baby freshman straight out of high school.” Betty tossed a grin at Lincoln over her shoulder. She wore enormous sunglasses that made her look halfway between an insect and a movie star. To Elise, she said, “Linc is a grad student like me, but he’s in theology.”

Elise’s eyes fell on Lincoln again. Neutral expression.

As a demon, she had ripped the crucifix from around his neck. Bitten the words from his mouth when he’d uttered the name of God. Offered to drink his blood one minute and described herself as the Godslayer the next. She wasn’t impressed by a theology degree in this or any other era.

“I’m also studying criminal justice,” he added, his mouth dry.

“The two don’t go together,” Elise said.

“I’d say they’re an intuitive match.”

A snort. “There’s no justice in religion.”

“That’s all there is to religion,” Lincoln said. “God’s plan is all about justice.”

Her face had gone from neutral to chillingly blank. They’d stopped at a red light and she hadn’t blinked once while staring at him.

“Oh, come on, don’t scare him.” Betty playfully nudged Elise again, then whispered to her. Lincoln couldn’t make out all the words, but it was something along the lines of “really
 good at moving furniture.”

The light turned green. Elise returned her attention to the road.

They turned a corner by a park—Idlewild, according to the signage—and pulled into a parking lot a half-block down. All the spaces were occupied so Elise stopped the Jeep crookedly by the sidewalk.

“Morrighan is already here!” Betty launched herself out of the Jeep without bothering to open the door. She tackled a long-haired brunette on the sidewalk with almost as much enthusiasm as she’d had for Elise.

Elise stepped out of the driver’s seat at the same moment that Lincoln hit pavement, bringing them face-to-face. Her eyes were indeed hazel. That scar splitting her eyebrow was a lot starker when she had a tan—an actual tan, meaning that she had been out in sunlight repeatedly, deliberately, for protracted lengths of time. Behind her ears, her loose curls turned to feathery down. And Lincoln almost wanted to think of her expression as innocent.

“What are you looking at?” Elise asked. Her tone got a lot colder when Betty wasn’t around.

“Sorry,” Lincoln said. “You, uh…surprised me.”

She didn’t back up. Didn’t blink. “Are you nervous?”

That wasn’t the word Lincoln would have used for the fluttering deep in his stomach, like spiders weaving acid webs between his ribs. “I might be a mite shy, ma’am. I only just met Betty, and now I’m meeting all her friends. I’m not used to going that fast.”

“We’re used to it. Betty likes to pick up special projects. She’s nice.”

He swallowed hard. Elise’s eyes fell to his throat, watching his Adam’s apple bob. He remembered how she used to watch his throat as if thinking about how it would taste to bite open its jugular. “And what are you?” Lincoln asked.

“Protective,” she said. “Should be a fun weekend as long as you’re good to Betty.” She slid the sunglasses out of her hair, put them over her eyes, and turned to greet the rest of the coven.

Lincoln remembered how to breathe eventually.

Human or demon, Elise was a lot of presence for a woman her size, and being dressed professionally didn’t do much to conceal the bulk of her muscles. As a human, Elise had been almost as ripped as Lincoln, and probably twice as strong. That was what it meant to be a kopis—a legendary demon hunter with improved strength, reflexes, and senses. Elise had been one of the only woman kopides before she got changed into a demon.

Wind stirred. Lincoln felt the weight of emotions at the back of his neck.

He turned to see a hulking figure behind the neighbor’s garage, using the trash bins to conceal his body. Lincoln slipped away from everyone else. He made sure he was out of sight before hissing, “Junior?” The gargoyle’s head lifted over the trash. He didn’t emerge. It was a bright day, and this close to the river, most homes likely had security cameras. “Did you find Sophie?”

Junior shook his head.

Inanna stepped out wearing a scowl that made Lincoln feel two inches tall. “It’s taking too long for you to escape this place. I’m going to search further and wider. I’m going to find a way back.”

“Do you mean Junior’s going to expand his search?” Lincoln shifted to see behind Inanna, meeting Junior’s gaze. The gargoyle nodded. “I’m all right with that. I’ve got my own lead to finding Sophie—or at least, I’ve found someone who can help. There’s someone here.” He swallowed hard and cleared his throat. “Elise Kavanagh is here. She’s—important, and I don’t know how to tell you how, but she’s a big deal. She can find Sophie. She can help us.”

“I shouldn’t be here,” Inanna said.

“You’re not helping,” he snapped.

Inanna vanished.

Lincoln stepped through the trash to pat Junior on the shoulder. “So, we’re good, right? I’ll try to get Elise’s help, and you’ll keep searching. We’ll meet in twelve more hours.” Junior shook his head. “Come on, man, don’t argue with me. I know what I’m doing. Don’t you trust me?”

Finally, the gargoyle nodded.

Lincoln left. He had to trust that Junior could get in and out of the neighborhood unseen—that was the gargoyle’s problem. Lincoln’s problem had auburn hair shining red where sunlight struck, her arm looped with the arm of a beautiful blond. He was too distracted to notice the curtains on the second floor of Motion and Dance stirring. Too distracted to see the eyes that had seen him. And much too distracted to feel the whine of a timeline shifting in all the wrong ways.
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Betty’s coven met on the lawn in front of Motion and Dance. Lincoln didn’t recognize any of them. Whatever had happened to Betty’s old coven in Reno, they hadn’t followed Elise into her future. Nobody seemed surprised to see Lincoln instead of Asshole Mark, so they didn’t even ask who he was or where the other man had gone. He only picked up on the witches’ names when they came up in conversation: Windsong, Phoenixfire, Radagast, Morrighan. There was also a Molly, who must have felt absurd with her boring name around the others.

Yet there was one other outsider—someone who, like Lincoln, was standing back instead of greeting the others.

The newcomer was as tall as Lincoln, and that was where the resemblance ended. He had his hair tied back in a ponytail that ran all the way down his back. His skin was fair but not white, and his eyes had the squinty look of an Oriental guy. Chinese guy
, Lincoln mentally corrected. Sophie had taken up mental residence and was yelling at him for being racist.

Wherever the hell he came from, this new guy was looking right at Lincoln. Amusement played over the outsider’s lips, as if he could read Lincoln’s thoughts.

“Oh my gosh, what was I thinking?” Betty asked, suddenly aware of Lincoln’s staring contest with the other guy. “I am so freaking rude. I haven’t introduced myself to the visiting priest, and I haven’t introduced the rest of you to my new friend!”

“My name is Thom Norrel,” the newcomer said smoothly, stepping into the midst of the witches to shake hands.

He offered his hand to Lincoln last. And when Lincoln didn’t shake, Thom just kept waiting with his hand out.

Lincoln did not like how this man was looking at him. His black shirt was unbuttoned so far down that it made him look gay, and Lincoln had gotten enough of being molested by gay man eyeballs at the bar.

Elise’s voice broke through the tension. “We were expecting Gwydion.”

“Gwydion fell ill, so I’m taking care of his commitments for the time being,” Thom said.

“The Carson Creek Coven never mentioned having a second priest.” Her arms were folded too, unconsciously mirroring Lincoln’s hostile posture.

The bland friendliness in Thom’s expression never faltered. “I joined recently, but I promise that I am fully capable of acting as high priest in this capacity. I brought my own car, if that helps.” He gestured at a black SUV parked at the end of the others. It was swank for the time. Chevy hadn’t come out with anything better since, if Lincoln were to tell the truth.

“As long as there’s plenty of storage room in the back,” Betty said cheerfully. “I’m not the luggage type, but James and Elise don’t go anywhere without ten tons of crap!”

James.

Lincoln hadn’t realized that man would be here too, but he should have.

Elise was still a kopis in this year. And that meant she had an aspis.

Kopides bound to aspides for life. Most kopis/aspis pairs were married or closely related by blood, like siblings. It was that intense a relationship. Elise and James weren’t related or married, but they were no exception to the rule of intensity. The man had betrayal in his blood. He was dangerous—an enemy to Elise as well as Lincoln.

She didn’t yet know that she was bonded to her greatest enemy.

“Speaking of which, I should see if James is ready for me to carry our suitcases of crap downstairs,” Elise said, giving a little laugh.

“I’ll do it for you. I’m happy to carry crap,” Lincoln said. “Where is this James guy?”
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E

lise insisted on going up to the apartment above the dance studio with Lincoln. “There’s enough luggage for both of us to make two trips,” she said without the menace she’d shown earlier. He suspected that she didn’t want him to be with James alone. He’d never known Elise to act friendly unless she was planning something.

Whatever the reason, Lincoln didn’t mind the company. He wished it would take them longer to climb the stairs outside the studio, just so he’d have enough time to muster the words he wanted to say.

What did he want to say?

What could
 he say without making the world fall apart around his ears?

“You coming?” Elise asked from the top of the staircase. She’d unlocked the apartment door and was waiting for him. The sun caught her from behind. With the backlighting, Lincoln could almost imagine her eyes were demon-black. He remembered how those eyes had smoldered for him, how she had nibbled at him, slid her hand between them, invited herself to take what she wanted out of his body.

Lincoln hadn’t been able to resist Elise. Her persistence. Her darkness. Hell, even the damnation that she’d represented.

He took the last couple of stairs in a single stride.

God, but the apartment above the dance studio smelled
 like James Faulkner. Everywhere that man went, Lincoln could smell burning hickory—an odor that was unpleasantly reminiscent of the Christmas hams his mom used to make.

Their furnishings were modest. The furniture was inexpensive but coordinated. There were Ansel Adams prints on the walls and a wine rack on the counter. James Faulkner stood over a gas range, taking a teapot off the stove. He turned at the sound of his door. “Elise,” he said, his eyes crimped into a half-smile.

Then he saw Lincoln.

James stepped forward and extended a hand.

To shake.

Every muscle in Lincoln’s body was taut. It was fight-or-flight to the extreme, and his body was dying to do both, simultaneously, before the most powerful witch in the world could nuke him off its face.

“I don’t believe we’ve met,” James said. His grip was as inoffensively neutral as Elise’s expression had been. Not too tight, not too weak. Neither of them fell dead upon touching the other. “I’m James Faulkner. And you are…?”

Lincoln didn’t have a voice.

“This is Betty’s new special friend,” Elise said.

James’s eyebrow lifted in a graceful arch, like arms in first position in ballet. “What happened to the other special friend? The one who was supposed to come with us this weekend, despite having no relationship with the coven outside of Betty?”

“Mark’s an asshole,” Elise said, elbowing the fridge to shut it.

It was strange to watch them move through the kitchen. Even this looked choreographed—James twisting for a pot holder, his arm stretched over Elise as she effortlessly stepped behind him for a water glass, the moment she yielded ground to him so that he could get to the honey. It was a quiet, well-practiced tango of absolute trust.

“Mark
 is an asshole?” James asked. “Surely you don’t mean the man who threw a Corona at me when I told him not to smoke in the studio?”

“I’m shocked too,” Elise said. “Where’s the stuff you wanted in the Jeep?”

“In the corner. But I was just pouring tea. I thought you’d like some before we go?”

“I’d rather get shit done.” She nudged him with her hip and smiled—a real smile, softer than the one she’d given Betty. Lincoln had never seen Elise like that, not even once. The ability to smile like that had been beaten out of her years before they met.

Lincoln’s numbness was fading to anger, and anger calcified to resolve. “I’ll take a cup of tea.”

“Typical.” Elise snorted. “The guys drink tea while the ladies do the heavy lifting.” She slung a suitcase over her shoulder. It was obviously effortless, though she feigned grunting, like she wasn’t super-powered.

She headed downstairs, leaving the door open behind her. Warm summer air blew through the studio.

James poured a second cup of hot water. The curlicues of steam traced warning symbols through beams of sunlight. “You can choose your tea from the box on the end there.”

“Thanks.” Lincoln searched for Lipton, but there wasn’t any. All the tea had weird names. He picked one and stuck it in his water.

“I told Elise that I wasn’t going to hurry to the lake today,” James said, settling in a chair by the window. He was a tall man, mostly made of legs, and they stuck out into the kitchen when he sat. “I don’t know why she’s in such a rush to load.”

Don’t criticize her. You don’t deserve to criticize her.

“Once she’s got her eye on a target, she never takes her focus off of it,” Lincoln said, the syllables sticking harshly in his craw. “Or so she seems. I don’t know her well.” He’d only been dreaming of her obsessively for months and mistaking old gods for her in his waking hours.

“Sorry, what did you say your name was?” James asked.

“Lincoln,” he said. “I’m Lincoln. Betty’s special friend.”

“Betty’s special friends never get near Elise. She’s not your problem.” He managed to make it sound friendly, but the hair on the back of Lincoln’s neck stood up.

“Are you and Elise ‘special friends’?” he asked.

“Not in the way that you mean. We’re partners, in both business and competitive dance, and she manages the coven’s finances. That’s why she’ll be accompanying us to the lake.” The light caught a single silver strand of hair at his temple. When Lincoln first met James, only a couple years into the future, all his hair had been bright-white. “Drink your tea before it gets cold.”

Lincoln took a sip. The complicated flavors reminded him of hide tents in temporally distant deserts, where nomadic warriors dressed in bone and bathed themselves in tinctures of steaming blood and amaranth. It still surprised him that everything tasted real. That he wasn’t dreaming.

Either James or Elise had chosen to put an oversized cartoon cow pillow on their couch—the single detail that threw off the rest of their classy decor. Lincoln couldn’t imagine either of them picking it. It was so weird as to drive the authenticity home, deep in his breast. He’d never have come up with that detail on his own. He couldn’t imagine Elise’s fondness for cartoon cow pillows.

“You guys live together, though?” Lincoln asked. Both of them filled the studio, and they did it without a single weapon on display. It was in the casein isolate tub by the recycling. It was the cow hide stretched in a picture frame down the hall. It was the careful arrangement of furniture, creating clear paths to multiple exits in case of attack.

“We’ve been partners for quite some time,” James said. “I knew her parents. There was some trouble, and I came here to help her through college.”

“Oh, so you’re like a father figure.” Lincoln sipped the tea again.

“Not exactly.” James sipped his too. “Should I bother asking how you met Betty?”

Lincoln would never admit he’d been to a gay bar. “Nah.”

“You must have become fast friends if you’re replacing her boyfriend on a weekend trip.”


And you’re going to hurt Elise.
 Lincoln was white-knuckling his teacup. Probably gonna shatter it. He tried to make himself relax. “We got talking about the coven, and my family’s got witches in it. I’m having a real bad summer anyway. Thought it was time to try something different. Might as well acquaint myself with the local witches, right?”

“You’re a witch?” James’s face brightened. The man had a reputation for charming people into his coven and into forging alliances with other covens. He’d never turned that charm on Lincoln before.

“Not me,” Lincoln said. “My family.” Just his mother, who’d turned out to be so strong that she could animate gargoyles with her hatred. And his cousin, who would be in James Faulkner’s debt within a handful of years.

“If you have family who practice, it’s likely you have some latent power,” James said. “You could explore it.” It was uncomfortable being so closely observed by the high priest, with those silvery eyes that seemed immune to the privacy of flesh. “Do I know you?”

Lincoln had to set the teacup down. “I don’t think so. I’m not from this side of the country.” Or this timeline.


“I travel a lot. What did you say your last name is?” James asked.

He’d know the Marshalls, so Lincoln said the first name that came to mind. “Keyes. Lincoln Keyes. And Betty said you’re James...Faulkner? Interesting. Isn’t that a name based on a profession, like Smith or Tailor?”

“Yes, it means ‘falconer.’” James’s put one foot up on a chaise, elbow on his knee. Daylight shined warm on the ice of his eyes. “Names hold little significance. I can’t say I’ve ever owned a falcon in my life.” He was watching something outside the window.

Lincoln shifted to the right, and he spotted Betty laughing under a tree. She was dancing on her toes, hands clapped over her mouth. One side of Elise’s mouth was lifted fractionally, suggesting that some part of her wanted to smile too. Her gaze on Betty was much more telling. She looked so fond of the woman.

It wasn’t fondness that Lincoln saw in James. It was nearly disinterest. As if he were looking down at the women as a neutral observer, and not, in fact, terrifyingly obsessed with Elise. So obsessed that when she tried to leave him, James would hire people to stalk her.

Lincoln’s skin had never crawled before like it did now. Shouldn’t he have been able to see the lies he knew lurked inside James? How could there possibly be no outside sign of deceit?

“You ever thought about becoming an actual falconer?” Lincoln leaned his hip against the table and folded his arms. It gave him a view of James and Elise alike. “Nevada’s got a lot of open land. Plenty of room for you to fly a bird.”

“Space has never been a hindrance,” James said. “I was raised in the foothills of the Rockies.”

Foothills was a generous word for a cult enclave. “Then I’m surprised. Guy like you, he strikes me as a man who’d enjoy controlling a predator like that.”

Elise shifted a duffel bag into Betty’s arms. When Elise handled them, they looked light as pillows, but the blond nearly fell onto the grass when she took their weight. Betty’s laugh was so loud that it came through the closed windows.

“Control doesn’t describe the process involved in training a bird of prey,” James said. “You can’t control a falcon. You can only build a minor degree of trust and show the falcon that it’s always more rewarding to return to the glove than to leave.”

Lincoln’s jaw got so tight it hurt. “Sounds like you know a lot about something you’ve never done.”

Betty’s squeals grew louder. Elise had stooped to pick her up—duffel and all. Now the Godslayer was jogging toward the Jeep while her best friend giggled wildly in her arms. Elise showed no sign of exertion.

She popped Betty easily into the Jeep’s back seat. Elise hung off the door, and now there was nothing subtle about the rare grin slashed across the Godslayer’s features.

Her friend grabbed Elise by the biceps, fighting to drag her into the back seat too. Elise was much too strong to be pulled if she didn’t want to be. She willingly kicked off the side rail and slithered into the seats with Betty, where they exchanged friendly blows.

James took a slow sip of his tea, then lowered the cup back to the saucer. Porcelain clinked against porcelain. “I’ve read a fair amount about history. I’ve a particular interest in the wide array of martial arts, as it’s a hobby of Elise’s and I try to be supportive.” As supportive as a leather glove clutched within inches-long talons.

“I’m not real learned, so you’ll have to be patient with me.” Lincoln exaggerated his drawl, watching for the flash of disdain that fancy boys like Faulkner usually had for men like him. “If you’re just trying to lure the falcon back, then that doesn’t ever mean the falcon likes you, does it? Means you might get your face gashed off at any time.”

“There is always a risk in working with wild animals,” James said. “But one does not pursue a lifestyle like that of a falconer out of idle interest. It takes passion and dedication.”

“I bet the falcon would still rather be with other falcons than with the guy who steals all her rabbits.”

James sipped his tea again—longer, slower. He finished the cup. He rose from the couch and set it in the sink. When he turned back to Lincoln, he was smiling again. “Let’s get the rest of these suitcases downstairs, shall we?”




[image: ]








Lincoln ended up riding in the Jeep with Elise, James, and Betty—a group that obviously knew each other far better than they knew him and communicated in half-sentences punctuated by laughs. There was no need for them to complete their thoughts. Lincoln felt near invisible, seated over the right rear wheel of the Jeep, buffeted by the mountain air.

“And then Mr. Perez, you know how he was,” Betty said.

Elise laughed. “When he brought in—”

“Another one of the dogs! I know!”

“Such a shame what happened to him,” James said. “He seemed like a good man to have around.”

“Heart disease,” Betty said. “It’s such a bitch.”

“I think Mario would have appreciated that comparison,” Elise said.

And they were all laughing again, though Lincoln still had no clue who Mario Perez was, or how they’d known him, or why he liked dogs.

“You must feel left out, sorry,” Betty said, bouncing across the rear seat to halfway sit on Lincoln’s lap. James took a corner and she tumbled against Lincoln, chest to chest, teeth gleaming in the summer sunshine.

Lincoln held her close with an arm hooked behind her back. “You should be wearing a seat belt, ma’am.”

“I’m not worried. James is a great driver.”

“I’m sure he is,” Lincoln said, careful not to let his anger into his voice, “but nobody can control all factors on the road. Even the best driver can have a deer jump in front of him.”

“Clearly you haven’t figured out that James is always in control of the entire universe at all times,” Betty teased. She poked him in the ribs.

Lincoln felt like his skull might shatter under the effort it took to keep quiet. “Nonetheless, wearing seatbelts is the law.”

“Ooh, listen to Officer Lincoln over here,” Betty said. “You’re going to be a great judge someday. I might break a few laws to end up on your bench, if you catch my drift.”

“Everybody catches your drift, Bets,” Elise said. “Your drift is basically a magma floe. He’s right, though. Buckle up.”

Betty rolled her eyes and flopped into her seat. “Just for you.” She buckled her belt.

“Thanks,” Lincoln said, catching Elise’s eye in the mirror.

She put on blackout sunglasses and sat back so that he couldn’t see her reflection.

Betty flung her arms over her head, as if to embrace the wind thrashing through the Jeep. “God, I need
 to be at the lake! After I graduate from college, I’m buying a house up there with all of my fat microbiology cash. It’ll overlook the water, and I will have the coolest parties with all the hottest guys.” She grinned and nudged Lincoln. “That means you’re invited.”

He didn’t answer. He was listening to Elise and James speak in the front seat.

“Why’d we get a check from the IRS?” James asked.

“I overpaid taxes last year,” Elise said. “Thought we’d earn more. Didn’t. It’s because you cut back on preschool ballet.”

“I hate preschool ballet.”

“It’s your most popular class,” she said.

“Children that age barely learn anything,” he said.

“That’s not the point. People just want you to babysit their kids.”

“Clearly they don’t know me well,” James muttered.

Elise laughed that unfamiliar laugh—one that sounded relaxed and genuine. It was downright human.

“Don’t worry, James, I’ll never ask you to babysit my kids at your studio,” Betty piped up. “Mostly because I am never having kids.”

“Sensible,” James said. “They all somehow smell like cheese.”

Now everyone was laughing again. When Betty glanced his way, Lincoln managed a laugh too. And that felt as real, as normal, as everything else that they were doing. It was tempting to think that he belonged there. Maybe he really was just a visiting college student. Maybe it wasn’t fate that had dragged him to Elise Kavanagh’s doorstep but an innocuous hook up with a beautiful woman. Maybe this wasn’t all going to go completely wrong, very quickly.

They stopped for gas halfway up the mountain. “I’m going to make a call,” James said. “Lincoln, you can fuel the Jeep, can’t you? I’ll pay inside.”

“No problem,” Lincoln said, saluting him.

It only took a minute for the pump to activate. Lincoln flicked the tab so that the handle would remain depressed as he stepped away.

Elise was on the other side of the Jeep in conversation with Morrighan as she filled extra fuel tanks. “Yeah, it’s a Kawasaki,” Morrighan said. She had ridden up on her bike behind Thom’s vehicle, and now her helmet rested on the seat. The padding had left a red impression across her sweat-touched brow. “Do you ride?”

“Whenever I can.” Elise trailed her finger along the bike’s leather seat. “Opportunities are rare.”

The witch shook off the nozzle and holstered it. “Here’s one. You wanna take her? I’m about ready for a nap in the back of Thom’s ride.” She lobbed her helmet.

Elise caught it. “I’ll take a shift on two wheels.”

Morrighan must have trusted her high priest’s roommate a lot. She passed over the keys and left.

For a moment, Elise and Lincoln were alone. The coven was elsewhere. Betty was raiding the convenience store. James was on his phone, pacing the sidewalk beyond.

This wasn’t the right time to ask Elise for help. Their solitude would only last moments.

“You sure that you know what you’re doing?” Lincoln asked, leaning his shoulder against the Jeep. “You look dressed for a day at the office, not for a day on a motorcycle.”

“Why do you care?” Elise asked.

Because I need your help. I need you back in my life. I need you to know who I am and make everything you broke better.

“You seemed safety minded in the car, with the seatbelt,” he said. “I’m just surprised you wouldn’t be more careful on a more dangerous vehicle.”

She shrugged. “I’m not worried about road rash. I’m a fast healer.”

That was likely true. “Can’t even figure how you’ll get on that thing with a skirt that tight. Maybe I oughta ride it instead.” He reached out to touch the glossy metal.

She stepped in front of him to block his hand. Instead, his fingers accidentally brushed her elbow. “Don’t touch the bike,” Elise said.

She hooked her thumbs in her waistband and shoved the skirt down. Underneath, she wore boy shorts that molded to the bulges of her quads. She ripped the blouse open and tied it tight around her hair like a scarf, leaving her in a white tank that looked like a man’s undershirt.

She plucked Lincoln’s stolen sunglasses out of his front pocket and slid them over her eyes.

“Grab my skirt,” she said. “Take it to the cabin for me.”

Elise mounted the motorcycle. She nudged the kick stand up. Twisted a gloved hand to rev the engine. Rubber squealed on pavement as she spun a one-eighty and tore out of the gas station. Gravel peppered Lincoln’s slacks.

“Are you coming, Mr. Keyes?” called James. He’d come up from behind them and Lincoln hadn’t even heard.

He felt like he’d been caught doing something wrong. “Just waiting for the Jeep to fill,” Lincoln said. He stepped back to the car. His whole body was humming with blood, pulse racing a thousandfold faster than normal.

James was blocking the gas cap. His gapped collar flapped in the mountain air as he leaned an elbow on the side of the Jeep. “You know, Mr. Keyes, that Elise and Betty are very close.”

“Elise is ahead of you,” Lincoln said. “I already got the ‘be nice to Betty’ threats. Don’t worry.”

“Betty’s not my concern. I want you to remember which woman you came with this weekend,” James said. His voice dropped, quieter, and his cold blue eyes brightened. “And stop looking at Elise like that before one of us removes your ability to stare.”

If someone had made that kind of threat to Lincoln as a young man, when he’d been more temperamental, he’d have risen to the fight. Those were the kind of words that earned a fist to the jaw. But even the wild hormones of youth didn’t win out against the patience of age. Striking James now would get Lincoln rapidly disinvited from the trip. He would lose access to Elise.

“What are you, thirty-five? Thirty-six?” Lincoln asked. “You seem awful concerned with the lives of college girls for a guy who could run for president.”

“That’s a hell of an implication. I merely lead Betty’s coven,” James said.

And Lincoln’s dad had been a leader in the church community. Holy men were trusted, overlooked. It gave them access they shouldn’t have. Right now, Lincoln wanted to cut off James Faulkner’s access real bad.

Find Sophie. Fix the Precept.

“I promise I’m not fixing to make trouble.” Lincoln couldn’t without destroying the timeline. “I was just trying to be friendly. Sorry if I overstepped.”

Some warmth crept back into James’s eyes. “Good.”

“I call shotgun!” Betty cantered out of the mini mart cradling several oversized bottles of rosé. She nestled them in the back of the Jeep amid the extra blankets and pillows. “Only a few more miles until beach, privacy, and all the wine a coven can drink!”

“You realize I brought a much better case of wine with me, don’t you?” James asked, helping her arrange the bottles safely.

“Sure, but I can’t guzzle those,” Betty said. “I can guzzle my cheap rosé until the heat death of the universe without feeling guilty.”

“And that might be sooner than you think,” Lincoln muttered.
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ames Faulkner finished the drive to Lake Tahoe in silence. He couldn’t keep up with Elise’s figure bobbing through traffic on the motorcycle, as if being a kopis had also given her a pavement-proof skull. He soon lost sight of her on Morrighan’s Kawasaki and was left to follow his dashboard GPS the rest of the way to King’s Beach.

When they arrived, James found Elise braced at the edge of the sand, watching the lake, unresponsive to the cars pulling up behind her. She must have arrived at the cottages long before they did. He could only imagine the breakneck speeds she must have taken on the winding road to the private cove.

James parked. “Why don’t you pick which cottage you want first?” he suggested to Betty as he turned off the engine.

She was already out of the Jeep and halfway across the lawn. “On it!”

“Unload,” James ordered Lincoln before following Elise to the beach.

Elise squinted against afternoon sunlight, the freckles on her shoulders vivid from exposure on her ride. His feet sank into the sand. It was fine gold, softer than at Emerald Bay. He peeled off his shoes and stepped into the path of the waves. It was snowmelt, and so clear that it looked like glass slithering across the sand.

He didn’t need to ask Elise to know that she, too, suspected Lincoln Keyes of malice. “What do you think he is?” James asked.

“He’s something.” Elise had the helmet under her arm, weight cocked on one hip. Her expression as she studied Lincoln across the beach was unreadable.

Lincoln looked as though he didn’t quite fit into his skin—at times surprising himself by his own movements, such as when he threw luggage so hard it knocked the front door of a cottage open. He didn’t look clumsy, though. When Lincoln got into the flow of unloading, his body moved with unsettling deliberateness.

He moved a lot like Elise, in fact.

A wandering kopis was the least dangerous possibility. For Lincoln’s sake, James hoped that was what was happening.

“The most important question is, does he know who we are?” James asked. Plenty of people knew that there had recently been a woman who was the greatest kopis. All of them should have believed Elise to be dead.

“I’ll find out.” She set down the helmet and cracked her knuckles.

“We should be cautious in probing him. If he does know, though...”

“I’ll fix it fast,” Elise said.

“I will,” James said. “You should stay away from him. He’s got an eye on you.”

“I’m not stupid enough to fall for a handsome face.”

He hadn’t meant to imply any kind of attraction between them, whether mutual or one-sided. He’d only been talking about the potential threat. “You think he’s handsome?”

“Betty does,” Elise said.

The blond had her arms around Lincoln’s neck and her body thrown over his back as he hauled luggage (and Betty) with a good-natured grin. He was strong enough to handle a curvy research scientist and several suitcases at the same time without getting winded.

Lincoln glanced over at them. He looked right at Elise, and his smile...changed. Like he knew her.

“Don’t go near him,” James said.

“I’m not afraid of anything,” Elise said. She strode toward the cabins, returning the keys to Morrighan and pointing Thom toward his cabin. She kept turning her back on Lincoln. She didn’t seem to notice the way he stared.

She truly wasn’t afraid of anything.

“That’s what I’m
 afraid of,” he muttered.
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As soon as they settled in at the cabins, Lincoln tried to speak to Elise alone. It shouldn’t have been difficult. The coven wasn’t particularly large, and their private beach sprawled from the nearby trail to a dock where yellow kayaks were stacked. It encompassed rocky shallows and golden sand. Privacy should have abounded.

Yet every time Lincoln spotted Elise alone, James Faulkner appeared before Lincoln could speak to her. It could have easily been accident that James entered their cabin to help separate his luggage from Elise’s—it was easy for roommates to get confused while packing, after all—but then Windsong fired up the barbecue and called to Elise for help. She went over to fiddle with the charcoal, and Lincoln did too.

He walked up to her, feeling more scared than he had any right to feel, and somehow still not nearly scared enough.


I know who you are. And I need your help
.

It should have been that easy.

“This charcoal’s damp,” Elise said. “I’ll get rid of the old stuff. We’ve got a new bag in the car. Go get it.”

“Aye aye,” Windsong said. He jogged off.

Lincoln and Elise were alone.

“Hey,” he began to say.

“I can dry out the old charcoal,” said James, stepping up behind Lincoln. He was holding a palm-sized notebook, studying each page carefully as he flipped through. “Mr. Keyes, why don’t you tell Betty it’s almost time to cook burgers?”

Lincoln wanted to argue, but both Elise and James had been staring at him, so he walked off to find Betty.

The coven ate in a big group, arrayed around picnic tables in the half-shade underneath trees. Squirrels kept sneaking up to steal potato chips, and Betty was so delighted she wandered off to feed them half of her turkey sub. That would have left Lincoln alone at his picnic table with Elise, but James immediately took the bench beside him.

He was never gonna get a chance to ask her for help like this.

“What time do we need to start drawing the circle to have it ready for midnight?” Betty asked, wandering back as she shook the last of her chips into her mouth.

James checked his watch. “I should start around three.”

It was two-thirty.

Lincoln’s heart jumped. Drawing the circle—that would take both James and Betty but not Elise. She would be sidelined like Lincoln.

“If we’ve only got a half hour before the circle, that means we should swim right the eff now,” Betty said, ripping her shirt off. “Come on, Elise! Before James finds work for us to do!”

Lincoln opened his mouth to protest, but Elise took off her shirt too, and they raced each other to the water. They were an exercise in contrasts: Betty, with her every pleasant roll exposed by the delicate bikini strings; Elise, with a halter that looked modest by comparison, but revealed the geography of her back’s muscles to the sun.

“Come on, Linc!” Betty shouted as she plunged into Lake Tahoe. She left footprints that were soon filled with swirls of icy water.

“I don’t have a suit,” he called back.

“That doesn’t sound like a problem to me! Get in here!”

“Not everyone’s a nudist like you, Betty.” Elise kicked water at her friend.

Betty squealed and sloshed a safe distance away before splashing back at her. There was no distance great enough to escape an attack from the would-be Godslayer, though. Elise shoved with her hands together like a paddle, and Betty was so shocked by the cold that she fell into the water.

“Oh holy fuckballs, my nipples are like knives!”

Lincoln laughed. “Who talks like that?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder at the bench where Morrighan should have been sitting.

She’d already run off to put on her swimsuit, too.

Instead, Lincoln sat beside Thom Norrel, the visitor from Carson Creek Coven. He sat on the table, feet resting upon the bench underneath him. He wasn’t wearing shoes. A black mesh button-down hung loose around his lean torso, and his legs were hugged by leather. Lincoln wouldn’t have been caught dead dressed in leather in Nevada during the summer. Thom must have been real dedicated to his girly aesthetic to wear it when it was over ninety degrees.

“They’re energetic and young,” Thom said. He looked like he couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than Betty. “They have no reason not to enjoy this beautiful day to its fullest.”

“Beautiful hot
 day,” Lincoln said.

“I’ve been places much hotter.” Thom surveyed Lincoln openly. “It feels like we know each other.”

“I doubt it. I’m not from around here.”

“You’re not,” he agreed. “Nor am I.”

“We don’t know each other.” And Lincoln didn’t want to know him. “I’m just here to hang out with Betty.” He nodded toward the blond, who was throwing her bikini top at Elise. They hadn’t been joking about Betty’s fondness for nudity.

“You’re an outsider,” Thom said.

Prickles washed down Lincoln’s spine. “More than you know.”

“You’d be surprised what I know.”

The prickles didn’t stop. It was like frisson, over and over—an uncomfortable mist that made him need to inch away from Thom. Lincoln had never felt anything like it, the head-swimming, heart-pounding pressure. “You’ve gotta be a pretty strong witch.”

Thom braced his elbows on his knees, gazing out at the lake. “Why do you think that?”


Because sitting next to you feels like swimming in a bee hive
. “You’re an interim high priest, and they’re sending you off to work with James Faulkner. He’s a big deal.”

“I’ve heard he’s something of a magical savant, but rumors surrounding him are few.”

That was because James Faulkner wasn’t going to become so ambitious as to master the universe for a few more years. “I only heard a little through my family’s coven. You’ll have to ask James if you want more information.”

“I did not come to Reno-Tahoe to learn more about a one-time dance instructor’s spirituality.”

“Why did you come?” Lincoln asked.

Thom was watching the women in the water. The whole coven was out there now, except for James. Elise was in the middle of it all. A normal twenty-something having fun with friends. “You should join them,” Thom said. “I have a swimsuit you can borrow. You can borrow anything you need from me. You need only ask for it.”

“There’s no way you’ve got anything that’ll fit me. And if you did, I’d look like a fool.”

Thom’s dark eyes looked black, even though the sun shining directly on his face should have lit up the brown in his irises. “Try me.”

It didn’t sound like a challenge. “I’ll borrow anything you’ve got, I guess. Doubt Elise and Betty are gonna wanna share a cabin with me if I wear the same clothes all weekend.”

“I’ll look at what else I have.” Thom held out a hand. “For now, take this.” He dropped a tiny red gem into Lincoln’s hand, which hung from a thin black ribbon.

“Why? What is it?” Lincoln asked.

“A token,” Thom said.

“Of what?”

“From me to you,” he said.

“I don’t want it.” Lincoln tried to hand it back.

Thom dropped off the table, straightening. The corners of his eyes creased as though he were smiling, but his face was otherwise expressionless. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been surprised, Lincoln Marshall. You surprise me.”

He sounded an awful lot like the Traveler.

Those prickles burned anew down Lincoln’s spine as Thom walked away, without ever taking back the gem. Lincoln clutched his fist around it hard enough that the facets dug into his palm.

It wasn’t until Thom vanished into one of the cabins that Lincoln realized what he’d said.

Lincoln Marshall.

Nobody should have known his real last name.

“Damn it all to hell,” he said.

How was it possible?

Lincoln hadn’t forgotten that Sophie still needed a rescue, but he’d let some part of himself forget that he didn’t belong. He’d forgotten the danger. Pressure built at the nape of his neck again, and he looked up at the sky. Junior was already circling again. His heart leaped at the sight of it.

If Junior had come back so quickly, then he must have news.

He’d found Sophie.
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The ritual for a full moon esbat wasn’t complicated for a witch of James’s strength, yet he had to begin well before nightfall to ensure it would be ready in time. It took hours for the same reason that herding cattle across the plains took weeks; James couldn’t simply gallop on horseback across the territory when the witches in his coven needed to be herded.

“Why salt, though?” Betty asked, holding up one glass jar to the sunlight. “And why is it pink?”

“Salt is both protective and representative of the earth,” James said. “I had pink salt on hand for cooking. Ordinary table salt will do equally well.”

“Oh.” She set the jar down. “How about this one? What is this?”

“Dragon’s blood.”

“You bled a dragon
 for this?” She looked like she wanted to grab it and run away. It wouldn’t be the first time Betty had tried to lay claim to ritual supplies.

“It’s an herb,” he said, feeling tired.

James’s time studying with the White Ash Coven hadn’t prepared him for the task of managing ordinary witches like Betty Beatty. In his family’s coven, everyone was either related to him—and therefore a witch of staggering generational power—or had been acquired through international coven treaties, adding their knowledge to the White Ash Coven’s collective wealth. There had been no people like Betty, hobby witches who had grown up watching The Craft
 and Practical Magic
 and wanted love spells to make life better.

Movement drew James’s attention outside the circle. The rest of the coven was resting on towels after a brief, chilly dip in the lake, while Lincoln Keyes was leaving the camp. He faded into the shadows of the trees where the trailhead stood.

“Gosh, I hope he’s not feeling left out.” Betty had noticed his exit too.

James busied himself with the altar. “I’m sure it’s strange to be among unfamiliar witches.”

“Maybe. I thought it’d be better than being alone or worrying about his trouble. I guess he’s in town because his family sucks? And one of his friends needs help? He looked pretty rough when we met. Like life had kicked him in the nards.” So naturally, Betty had invited him into her bed, her coven, and her life. That was very much the kind of carefree foolishness that occupied Betty’s time. For a scientist, she wasn’t terribly bright.

“You don’t know much about him, do you?” James asked.

“I’ve got a good sense for people,” Betty said airily. “I don’t need to know him to tell that he’s all right.”

She didn’t know enough about the world to judge someone like Lincoln. Though Betty was older for a college student, she was still breathtakingly young, with all the naïveté that came from a sheltered middle-class upbringing. She knew that witches existed but had never heard of a kopis. If she’d ever passed a demon on the street, she wouldn’t have known what it was. And she hadn’t spent years of her life dedicated to hiding from potential threats.

That was the real problem with making friends among the general populace. James had warned Elise time and again that she was playing with fire by forming friendships with other students. Elise had never listened. Even when he’d been forming the coven and business under his legal name—since their enemies weren’t the type to search for people by name—he’d reminded Elise frequently that the weakest link in their defenses was their social circle.

Betty had let Lincoln in, and Elise wasn’t going to do anything about it because she loved Betty too well.

James limited himself to saying, “I envy your confidence.”

“I envy how much you’re gonna be a silver fox in a few years,” she muttered.

“Pardon?”

“Nothing! Just talking to myself. Hey, Elise!” Betty waved her arms to catch Elise’s attention. She had just emerged from swimming laps in the lake, and she was still trailing water from the bottommost hem of her board shorts. The skin was turning red on either side of her top’s straps.

“Need something?” Elise stopped at the edge of the circle of power. She’d briefly lived as a teenager with James’s Aunt Pamela, a powerful witch in her own right. She knew to be careful around their workings.

“I need you in here,” Betty said. “Don’t worry, we haven’t closed the circle yet.”

Elise stepped carefully around the bowls on the northern edge of the circle. She’d barely gotten inside before Betty tackled her with a bottle of sunblock.

“Hey! Cold!” Elise protested, twisting away from Betty’s hands.

“You are burning, Miss Kavanagh.” Betty tugged Elise’s braid to keep her close. “I’m going to protect you from our sun’s vicious ultraviolet rays whether or not you like it.”

Elise stopped fighting quickly. With curls stuck to her neck, she looked like a hawk that had gotten stuck in a rainstorm, resigned to her drenched fate. “I’m not going to get skin cancer.”

“You can get freckles, so you can get melanoma. But even if you’re not afraid of dying a horrible death, you should be afraid of getting wrinkly. You’ll never score a hot husband if you get wrinkly.” She smeared the sunblock so liberally over Elise’s skin that she was pasty white, then she pushed Elise back outside the circle.

“I doubt Elise will have trouble getting a hot husband based upon her number of wrinkles,” James said, scooping up a candle that Betty nearly knocked over.

“No, she’ll have trouble because men are weak and easily frightened,” Betty said.

“Weak and easily frightened?”

She batted her eyelashes. “Present company excluded, but you’re not a potential suitor. You’re more like Giles on Buffy the Vampire Slayer
, except without Anthony Stewart Head’s sultry sex-voice. Hey! You should be on Team Elise’s Skincare with me. We can conspire to save her from melanoma and
 wrinkles.”

He glanced over at Elise. Her skin was far from flawless. She had a tattoo low on one hip, peeking over her board shorts, and several scars slashed over her abdominal muscles. Other ridges lined her arms, her neck, even her chin. The most prominent was on her brow, but it was only one of a hundred. The imperfections made Elise who she was. They were additive rather than reductive. A few more flaws would only make her better.

“I’ll be wrinkled long before she is,” James said.

“That sounds like a challenge to me,” Betty said, squirting more sunblock onto her palm.

He veered away, laughing. “I already put on sunblock!”

“The more the merrier!” She flicked it at him, and James dodged. Thank God for dance training. Even without being in constant battles against the forces of Hell, he remained agile.

Sunblock splattered on Elise’s foot.

“Careful, Betty,” James warned. “You shouldn’t invoke the wrath of the wrinkled future cancer patient.”

“I’m still here. I can hear you calling me names.” Elise attempted to rub sunblock off of one foot with the other. She mostly smeared it around, leaving streaks of yellow sand in its wake. “I can hear literally everything you’re saying.”

Betty raised her voice and cupped a hand behind her ear. “What are you saying? I can’t hear you over the roar of the magic circle! So much power!”

Elise rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. It remained a surprise to James how much Elise smiled for Betty. “Where’d your boy toy go, Bets?” Elise asked.

Betty waved vaguely at the forest. “I think he’s nursing his man-pain somewhere over there. Don’t tell him I said that.”

“Elise isn’t going to talk to him at all, I’m sure,” James said.

But his kopis was already walking off—not returning to swim, but heading into her cabin, wringing the water out of her braid. Droplets slithered down the ridges of her traps and lats. The summertime tan made the ridges look deeper, the valleys more shadowed, her body more shredded.

She shut the door behind her. Only the click brought James’s attention back to the circle of power.

“Elise is acting weird. Weirder than usual, I mean,” Betty said. “Is she okay?”

“Why are you asking me?” James asked. “You don’t need to help me with the circle. You can go speak with her yourself.”

“I guess,” Betty said. “But she talks to you like she doesn’t talk to anyone else.”

“You’re her best friend.”

“You’re different,” she said.

Perhaps Betty wasn’t quite as foolish as she looked—or at least, not only
 foolish.

“Elise will be fine,” James said. “I’ll make sure of it.”

He always did.
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The forest in the Sierra Nevadas wasn’t particularly thick. The trees were towering and old, standing far enough apart that he could never touch more than one at a time, and the branches formed a canopy that only allowed bars of light to penetrate. As Lincoln walked deeper, the sounds of witches splashing faded. Even Betty’s shamelessly loud whooping echoed into nothingness within moments.

Gray stone flashed further down the trail, beckoning him onward. He broke into a jog.

“Junior?”

The wind sighed through the trees.


Protect her
.

Lincoln turned at the words, even though he already knew, instinctively, that there wasn’t anyone speaking behind him.

The forest was empty and darkening. Night seemed to be falling. That was impossible—it was barely mid-afternoon.

He rubbed his eyes. Was it his vision?

Where had Junior gone?

Lincoln had faced too much weirdness in his life to interpret his shifting senses as anything but a trap. He headed for the trail again—but there was no sight of it. The dirt was covered in pine needles with occasional tufts of grass.

There wasn’t a single sign of human habitation. He couldn’t even see the power lines anymore.


Don’t let me hurt her
.

He spun again.

“Inanna?” Lincoln asked. But the voice was too masculine to be hers. Those words came from inside himself.


Hide her from me
.

The voice was soft, but loud. It made his head throb, and he clutched his temples as if it could help keep the pressure inside.

Hot wind blasted over Lincoln’s back.

He stood at the edge of a desert where trees faded into sweeping dunes, jags of yellow stone, and an orange sun that blazed just beyond the edge of his vision. It was still darker in the forest itself. Lincoln faced the light and the heat, shading his eyes from a burn that felt so real.

There was a city shimmering on the horizon. The space between where he stood and that city was so hot that it rippled like water.

At his back, the Sierras were cool, dim.

“A vision,” Lincoln said, just to see if he could talk. His voice sounded normal. He felt normal enough, too.

He blinked, and the desert was gone.

Lincoln was alone in the forest.

“What are you trying to show me, Inanna?” he muttered. Or was this another side-effect of the Traveler’s powers?

He picked a direction and started walking again—the direction that tugged at him, like he could feel Junior waiting for him at the end of a long cable. Every step felt harder than the last. His back burned hot, like the desert had never gone away, even though everything just kept getting darker.

Fog crept in between the trees. His ears filled with a rushing sound, like wind over dunes.

“Shit,” Lincoln said.

His legs gave out, and he fell.

The ground wasn’t there to support him. He fell into an endless blue desert sky. The wind was screaming at him.


Protect her from me
.

A city made of mud brick appeared below him, standing beside the glittering serpent of a river. It grew in his vision. He was about to hit it.

Lincoln couldn’t even shout before he was consumed.





Part IV








Anat had known no pulse-racing fear in her life as that which she felt entering the nomarch’s manor. Inanna slunk by her side, glaring at their surroundings with teeth bared and shoulders hunched. It shouldn’t have surprised Anat that a wealthy merchant from Kush would stay with the region’s governor, yet it did. She had heard that this was the case from temple visitors, and still
, she was surprised to pass the nomarch’s gatekeeper without being stopped.

“Are you in for the night?” called the gatekeeper.

“Most likely,” said Nügua’s manservant. “Watch the walls for us, friend.”

Nobody asked who Anat was.

She was entering the belly of Inanna’s greatest foe, and it was a finer place than she had ever seen. The verandah was almost as large as that in the House of Maat. The main hall was quiet at this time of night, but Anat could easily imagine musicians playing for the nomarch’s pleasure in the daylight.

They passed through the main house before exiting again. The garden was high-walled, the pool lit by floating lanterns which bathed the surrounding trees in golden light.

“Sit on the edge so that I can examine your wounds,” said the manservant.

Anat blinked at him. He had barely spoken to her while they sailed upriver to the manor, and she had expected him to remain mute. He was Nügua’s hand—no more than a thug. She took a step back from him. “Don’t touch me.”

While they passed through the house, he had picked up a small chest that looked foreign. Dark, glossy wood was held together with polished gold brackets. He opened its lid. There were many tiny glass jars inside, along with small tools and strips of bandaging. “Where I grew up, we’re herders, nomads,” he said. “My grandmother healed men whose wounds turned poorly, and I paid attention. I won’t hurt you.”

Anat imagined she had no choice in the matter. She sat where he indicated. “I was a herder, too.”

“It’s a difficult life,” the manservant said.

“The only difficult part was watching my family slaughtered in front of me,” she said. “It was like Heaven until I was forced to come to Kemet.”

“Then this isn’t your first lesson in how men are violent animals.” He took position beside her, inspecting arms, neck, and face in silence. “He barely hit you,” the servant concluded. “Pathetic effort.”

He thought it was pathetic that Hannu hadn’t been able to beat her properly. She rankled, clenching her fist around a dagger she wasn’t holding. Inanna raged beside her.

“I’ll clean the dirt from the cuts and apply powder so it doesn’t spoil,” he said. “There is illness in the region—a fever that goes into the bones—and it will do no good for you to fall dead before my mother can see you.”

She remained stiff as he washed her with cloth and water.

“You can call me Khet, by the way,” he added. “It’s what my mother is calling me while we’re here.”

Without turning her head, she studied Khet from the corner of her eye. He was all too comfortable here in the nomarch’s home, handling Anat’s injuries and talking about the murderer who employed him. “Is your mother the merchant, Nügua?”

“Yes.” He had a warm, wide smile that made Anat feel as though she’d been bathed in daylight.

“The woman who birthed you?”

“No,” he said. “That one doesn’t matter. What do I call you?”

“Anat,” she said.

He nodded. “A Girgashite of Canaan, and refugee of Kephirah’s razing, found to be in the service of the House of Maat.”

The hair on her arms stood on end. She hadn’t allowed herself to think the name of her birth city since it had been burned. It had been a sprawling place of pastures and low tents where her entire family had lived. Where Inanna had taught her to weave boats of grass and wield a knife like a warrior. Her home was a memory so painfully beautiful that she couldn’t imagine it had ever been real.

“You cannot know her for any reasons that are good, Utu.” Inanna circled Khet unseen, peering closely at his every feature. “Why do you approach as a villain?” It wasn’t the first time that Inanna had called him Utu. He was said to be another god of her pantheon—her lover, friend, and companion for many thousands of years.

“How do you know who I am?” Anat asked.

“My mother knows everything,” Khet said. “She wanted me to attempt to buy you again. Failing that, I was to abduct you. She’s single-minded when her eye falls upon a target.”

“Then you didn’t save me at all.” The warm wind felt cooler where Anat’s skin had been cleaned. The cuts no longer stung.

Khet’s smile was disarming. It was difficult to think when he had it turned on her. “You are alive and unhurt. To whom do you owe thanks?” He packed up the chest and closed it again. “Her interest in meeting a Remnant of Inanna has saved you.”

“What?” Anat asked.

Inanna echoed her. “What
?”

“The souls of gods can always see each other. You must already know who I am.” Khet’s smile was only getting wider. He had all of his teeth, still. His skin was too fair for the harsh desert sun, and the tops of his cheekbones were pink.

Utu had smiled very much like that.

“Then does Utu speak to you as Inanna speaks to me?” Anat asked, feeling uncomfortable. She had learned quickly that telling people about her invisible companion was unacceptable. She’d only needed to be saved from a childhood stoning once to realize that such things were best kept as secrets.

“I am fully merged with Utu. I am he, and he is me,” Khet said. “One day, you may be like this too. I have had more time to be guided than you have. I’m far more advanced.”

“Speaking so frankly is a sign of a man without the wit for nuance.”

“I’ve nuances a small-minded shepherd girl can’t imagine. You mistake frankness for truth, and the truth is without value. I have told it to dozens before killing them, and none have believed me until my mother’s fangs pierced his throat.”

Anat’s hands flew to her neck. She imagined blood pouring from between her fingers into the beautiful mouth of Nügua.

“Let’s go see her,” Khet said.

“We could climb the wall and run,” Inanna said.

Anat was not so confident in her climbing ability. The walls around the garden were deliberately towering, and the trees were planted more than a body’s length from them. There was no easy path over.

Khet must have known what Anat’s hesitance meant. He surprised her by taking her hand—and she was even more surprised by her reaction, which was one of warmth rather than fear.

“Bewitchery,” Inanna hissed. “Be careful of him. He acts strangely for Utu.”

But he smiled just like Utu had.

Khet checked inside before bringing Anat back into the manor. “You don’t need to be seen by the nomarch this early in the night. Kadar has a taste for the pretty ones, and you’re ill-equipped to handle yourself when he’s hungry.”

“Do you mean he’s like Nügua?” Anat asked.

“He lives on the blood of men and hides from the sun, like she,” Khet said.

She was trembling. “Are you like she?”

“No,” he said. Then he winked. “Not yet.” He led her to a room at the rear of the house. “She’s here,” he called through the curtain.

“Come in,” said a soft female voice.

Khet parted the curtains and brought Anat inside.

It was a bathing room. Rather than exposed brick, the room was lined with stone, and the sounds of flowing water echoed within. Divots in the floor allowed water to trickle away from the platform and disappear through the drain. The platform in the corner was broad but shallow, comfortable for its lone occupant.

Nügua lounged atop that platform. She was a buxom woman above the navel. Her white breasts were tipped by flat nipples the color of dusky sunset. The hair at her underarms was as glossy-black as the damp mane lying over her shoulder, and her eyes were inhumanly lovely, focused upon Anat. Below the navel, she was black as a venomous asp, her tail coiled underneath her with its tip playfully twitching off the side of the table.

Tiaa stood at her side, arms cradling a huge water jug. She was also naked, though she seemed as sour as Nügua was relaxed. Annoyance burned in her eyes from the moment they rested upon Anat’s hand clasped within Khet’s.

“At last, you’ve come.” Nügua spoke like a song, musical and slow, tapping vicious black fingernails in time with the rhythm. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen one of you. There are so few Remnants these days. If you’re not the last of Inanna, then you must be the second.”

“You’ve been killing men,” Anat said.

“Yes.” Frankness must have run in their adopted family. Nügua looked no more ashamed of this than she was her bare breasts and asp’s tail. “I’m bringing them into a new life even better than the Field of Reeds. If they are strong enough, they will persist to join me. Instead, they run into the sunlight and disappear to ash.”

“You’re changing them?”

“These men allowed themselves to be seduced away from their wives,” Nügua said. “They are no real loss.”

Inanna stood nearly within Anat, one layered upon the other, and she spoke through Anat. “Do you pretend all your victims have deserved your kiss?”

“I wanted to apologize to you,” Nügua said. “Things didn’t end the way I had hoped they would. I never meant—”

“To rip my throat out with your fangs?”

“One of many mistakes I’ve made. Times were confusing then. I don’t know how much you remember…” Nügua trailed off. Her elongated claws pressed lightly against her temple, and her brow furrowed in thought. “I know so little. I’m an Avatar, you see. Are you familiar?” Anat shook her head. “Gods cannot directly interact with the world. They must use heralds if they seek to spread a message. To live in the world, they must create Avatars, weak physical copies of the god’s consciousness in a mortal body. I am an Avatar of Lilith.”

“Then what is a Remnant?” Anat asked.

“A fragment of a god’s soul that never made it to the Field of Reeds, reborn alongside another soul,” Nügua said. “All gods who die leave several behind. I have met others who carried fragments of Inanna in the past, but they are scattered to the winds of time. To each of you, I owe a favor in deference to the debt I can never repay.” She waved impatiently at her servant. “Tiaa. Again.”

Tiaa poured water over Nügua’s body. It trickled down the curve of her ribcage into the swell of her soft belly, making her scales shimmer in the lantern light. Even her black tail was somehow luminous.

“Because of me, Adam has control, and you are a faded memory.” Nügua looked genuinely regretful. “What do you want from me? I can give you nearly anything.”

Anat wanted her city back. Her family. Her innocence.

And Inanna wanted her life. The goddess of the old world still ached for it. She had fought so hard to liberate Irkalla, even when the guilt made her wish herself dead. She had loved Ereshkigal as much as Utu in the end. Even after he had hanged her. Even when her body had been eaten by the ravens.

“You can’t give us what we want,” Anat said.

“Take your time to consider it,” Nügua said. “You have no obligation to reply. I will let you free, if you wish. You may also stay with us as you think. You are safe in my company. I won’t harm you again.”

“Am I truly to believe that the Godslayer regrets slaying the gods?” Inanna asked, the words coming from Anat.

“I will show you that I mean it,” Nügua said. “You only have to give me your wish.”
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Khet and Anat took to the rooftop, empty at this time of night. The manor stood on the fringes of Itjtawy, high enough to see the homes spanning the slope toward the river. Even at night, lantern-lit boats drifted on the Nile. The smell of roasted fish wafted on the same fingers of wind that lifted Anat’s hair from her sweaty neck. She sank to a low stool, elbow on the half-wall. Her legs had suddenly become weak.

He leaned upon the corner with his elbows behind him. “What do you think? Will you stay or go?”

“Stay,” Inanna whispered. “Kill them.”

Anat swallowed down her urge to speak. “I’m confused. Nügua is freely changing the men of Itjtawy into the bloodless, but you remain human. Who are you to her? What
 are you?”

“My sister and I are Nügua’s adoptees. She found us starving on the steppes when we were very small. We’ve observed almost twenty of Set’s birthdays since then, and we have followed her around the world, living in nighttime, trading in secrets, and thriving off men’s blood.” He spread his arms. “For now, I remain human.”

“You help her kill them,” Anat said.

“Tiaa and I make sure that our mother remains fed,” Khet said.

“Then you are just a slave.”

“I am her son. She is my mother, and I happily serve.”

It was sickening to think of a boy raised by some vampire—an Avatar of a true god—from an age so young that he could not see how this was all counter to maat
. Killing men because a woman had lured them from their wives didn’t mean they deserved death. It was a brutal violation of the harmony within the city.

Anat had never been without Inanna’s influence, but she’d also never been isolated with her. She had been loved by her brothers and parents. She’d been raised in a community with gentle words, uplifting hands, and a love of Elohim. Sadly, they had also taught her the harder lessons, dying under Israelite blades.

She knew the costs of death and pricelessness of life. What did Khet know?

“When you value life so little, what does that say of how little you value yourself?” Anat asked. “Have you no connection to the harmony in Itjtawy? Are you alone, isolated, in constant defiance of maat
?”

His look grew thoughtful. “Stay with us,” Khet said. “We will be in the city for weeks more. You may work in the granary and bed with my sister. Nobody will know you. You’ll be safe.”

“I will do no such thing,” Anat said. The idea of labor didn’t bother her. Trying to sleep with Tiaa scowling at her sounded nigh unto impossible and like she’d get a knife in the back if she ever succeeded.

“Then I will keep you as a queen, if you don’t want to perform drudgery.” He skimmed her chin with a knuckle. “Think of it. Where else will you go?”

“We would be safer in the desert,” Inanna said.

Anat had done it before. She had nearly died. She was not strong enough for that—and far from strong enough to deny the warmth that she felt every time Khet looked at her. She wondered if she was alone in feeling the connection, or if the close way he gazed at her meant he shared in the sensation.

Gods could always see each other, and perhaps they could always feel each other too. Utu and Inanna had been companions as much as lovers. Somehow, though they had never met in this life, Anat missed Khet. “I will stay,” she said.

“Good,” Inanna said, to her surprise. “Then we will wait until they sleep at sunrise and slay them all.”




[image: ]








Anat meant to do as Inanna ordered. She meant to sharpen her knife, wait until everyone slept, and then murder Nügua in her sleep. But she was too tired that first night. The excitement of her attack gave way to exhaustion.

She awoke unharmed the next afternoon. A fresh gown had been hung in the room as she slept. Someone had come in, and she hadn’t awakened at the disturbance. There was nothing that could have prevented Tiaa from killing Anat if she’d wanted.

“Did you sleep well in the belly of my enemy?” Inanna asked.

She had never rested better than in her private quarters at the nomarch’s house. “Nügua seems to feel remorse for what she did to you.” Anat pulled the new dress over her body. It was woven much more neatly than her previous dresses.

“Regret doesn’t change what’s been done to me.”

“Killing them faster also won’t bring you back,” Anat said, and she felt guilty for it. “Give me time.” She walked past Inanna, head hung, eyes low.

Khet sat in a chair at a table. Servants were placing bowls of food in front of him—and in front of a second chair, which remained vacant. This, too, was strange for Anat. There weren’t many chairs around the House of Maat, and none of them had been for the use of a servant.

“Join me.” Khet’s eyes sparkled with a smile that didn’t quite touch his lips.

She took the other chair. The plates were filled with delicacies like honey cakes, braised fish, and berries. “Why are you treating me like this?”

“You don’t want to be kept as a servant, so I will keep you as queen as I promised.” There was sultry potential seething underneath his words.

Inanna stood beside the end of the table. She was holding a knife that could not stab Khet, though the fire in her eyes made Anat doubt it.

Anat could have taken the knife from Khet’s belt.

She might have been able to kill him with it before he reacted, too.

Yet Anat felt that Khet was not as lazy as his posture on that chair would suggest. He grinned at her with easy warmth, but his eyes were alert, and his muscles had the well-developed mass of a noble who’d spent his life growing strong on mutton and heron. He would be faster than her. He could certainly overpower her.

It made no sense to attack now.

“You disappoint me,” Inanna said as Anat quietly ate.

It was the richest, tastiest food she had consumed since her village burned, and she hated herself for enjoying it.

At first, it seemed like Inanna wouldn’t allow Anat a moment’s peace until she performed the deed. She became a constant nagging, a hiss that never silenced. But in the early days, Nügua clearly didn’t trust Anat, and she was never without the eyes of the nomarch’s guards upon her. And how was she to perform an assassination when she was so often in Khet’s company? He entertained her with games of knucklebones and took her on walks through the garden, where harpists played. Even he was watching her.

Nobody knew what to make of this new guest. Tiaa’s glare was as chilly as the sun burned hot, and she insisted on attention from servants throughout the roasting midday. When Khet told the servants to attend to Anat as well, they didn’t initially leap to obey and looked to Tiaa in confusion. Yet when Anat was alone, she wandered to the granary to help, and found the servants bowing so low that their foreheads touched the ground at the sight of her.

The nomarch invited her to dinner some weeks after her arrival. His name was Kadar, and he was a handsome noble, taller than Khet and dressed more lavishly. Kohl ringed his eyes and gold flakes glittered upon his skin.

“Thank you for inviting me,” Anat said.

“I’d have brought you to a dinner sooner if I had known you were here,” Kadar said. He seemed unbothered by his unawareness of the manor’s goings-on. “Tiaa told me that there was a captive, but Nügua informed me last night that she was mistaken, and so…” He gestured to the table. It held a veritable feast. “Help yourself.”

“A captive?” Anat asked, looking askance at Khet.

He didn’t have her answers. No, those came from Tiaa, who arrived from the doorway beyond Kadar—his bedchambers. She swayed to his chair and bent over him to kiss his neck. Tiaa glared at Anat silently over the nomarch’s head.

Dinner was brief but pleasant. Kadar was more interested in Tiaa than the food, and it didn’t take long for the two of them to lead a harpist back to his bedchambers. Anat didn’t mind being left with Khet among all that food. She had come to find him pleasant company, and he was always ready with a handful of dice.

But she couldn’t spend the entire night laughing with Khet as the lamps faded out. Inanna was hovering again, and Anat couldn’t put her off anymore. It was time to get Inanna’s revenge.

“I must sleep,” Anat said. “I fear I’ve had a few drops too much wine.”

She wobbled when she stood, and Khet caught her by the waist. “Careful, lamb,” he said. “You’ll make me look a terrible shepherd if you hurt yourself.”

“It would be terrible if Tiaa didn’t get the privilege, wouldn’t it?” Anat asked.

“Don’t fear my sister,” Khet said. “Her heart is good as yours.”

He left her at the door to her quarters, and Anat stood over her bed for a few breathless moments. Khet thought that Anat’s heart was good. He’d been paying so much attention to her lately. She wondered if it was possible he wasn’t just trying to guard her.

A shape slithered past Anat’s window.

“Nügua is leaving to hunt,” Inanna said. “Go get her.”

Anat wanted to go back out the door and find Khet. But she took off her sandals, grabbed her knife, and climbed out of the window.

Nügua took a lazy route to the exit from the grounds. She passed by the cattle, smiling at their unrest at her presence. She weaved through the garden. Anat followed her all the way to the gatekeeper’s house.

She hung back by the pasture wall when Nügua stopped by the gatekeeper’s house to speak with him, her words indistinct but her tone warm. It was so strange to see a woman whose face shone as Nügua’s did taking the time to speak with an old man of little import.

She wondered if Nügua was always this kind to men she was about to kill.

“Follow her,” urged Inanna. “Finish this.”

Anat’s fist tightened around the knife. She took a deep, bracing breath, and stood to follow Nügua.

She bumped into Khet. He had approached so silently that she hadn’t noticed him. Even Inanna looked surprised. “Utu,” whispered the god.

“Khet,” whispered Anat.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, encircling her wrist in his forefinger and thumb to trap the knife between them.

“Inanna demands justice,” Anat said. “Will you stop me?”

“I will tell you this.” Khet brought her arm up so that he could rest his lips against her pulse point. He didn’t have Nügua’s fangs. His teeth were human, his mouth gentle, yet her heart raced. “If you hurt my mother or sister, this dream we’ve been living will end. Immediately. Do you understand?”

“You want me to choose between you and Inanna,” Anat said.

“I want you to know that you cannot please both of us,” Khet said, “as long as her pleasures require our deaths.”

“What do your pleasures require?” she asked.

He lifted her arm and dipped his head. He drew a line to her shoulder with his lips. It was too forward, yet Anat didn’t want to draw back from him. Her senses were filled with the oil of his hair and the warmth of his cheek against hers. “Increasingly, I find my pleasure is dependent on yours,” Khet said.

Anat turned to see that Nügua was gone. The lamp in the gatekeeper’s house had dimmed.

Inanna screamed her frustration, and Anat bowed her head, ashamed.

“I know what it is to fight an internal battle,” Khet said. “To wonder which of your natures is the better. You don’t want to kill anyone, do you?”

The mere thought of fighting and killing reminded her of home in the worst possible way. “Inanna—”

“She’s a relic of another world,” he said. “You can only answer to yourself. Is killing my mother worthwhile, when she only kills men who wander from their wives? Will that spare you a stain on your soul? Is it justice?”

Anat’s fingers went limp. Her knife fell.

He picked it up, tucking it into his belt. “Come. You should rest.”

Khet took her to her room.

She slept very well.

The next day found them in the market. Rumors on the wind said that a man had died last night—a fisherman. The gatekeeper had not been a target of Nügua’s thirst for human blood.

“You’re troubled,” Khet said, keeping pace with Anat as she wandered stall to stall.

“Even if the men deserve what happens to them, their families mourn,” Anat said.

“They will be together again in the Field of Reeds. It’s never goodbye forever.” He stopped at a cart where knives were sold, and she stood back to watch him talk quietly with the smithy. Khet was as friendly as his mother had been with the gatekeeper. They ended up with their heads bowed over a knife wrapped in linen that Anat couldn’t see. They seemed to haggle. Eventually, gold pieces exchanged hands.

He returned to her with the bundle tucked under his arm and a smile on his face.

“Is Khet really your name?” she asked. It was a Kemet name, and he spoke like he came from Kemet, but he said he had been brought from the steppes. There were no steppes here.

“Names are meaningless,” he said.

“My mother named me Anat. I love the name as I love her.” It hurt to admit it, since Anat hadn’t seen her mother in years. She had died when the village burned. Everyone had died when the village burned. Those who hadn’t likely suffered far worse than Anat—killed for the soldiers’ entertainment, enslaved by the Israelites, or left to die of thirst in the desert. “What did your mother name you?”

“If you mean the woman who made me first, then…” He hesitated at the street corner, watching the crowd without seeing them. “I don’t remember. Nor does Tiaa. But Nügua, when we are alone, she calls me Yatam.”

“Yatam,” Anat repeated. She preferred that name to Khet. It suited him.

He pulled her to a nearby cart. “Here. We should order new dresses for you. Seamstress! Over here!” He waved at a woman standing behind a wall of silks, and she began picking her way forward, a bolt of linen under one arm.

“This cannot go on forever,” Anat said, “even if I don’t fulfill Inanna’s wishes. You can’t keep buying me things. You can’t keep me as a pet.”

“I want to see you draped in silks as beautiful as your eyes.” Khet’s fingers touched hers. “I don’t think of you as my pet.”

Her heart skipped a beat at his voice. “I don’t see you as my captor,” Anat said to the ground, unable to meet his gaze.

He ordered so much silk using gold pieces shaped like animals. He had an entire bag of delicate little gold sheep, which he emptied at the seamstress’s cart. Khet saved one of the sheep for Anat. He slipped it into her fingers as they walked back to the nomarch’s house together, and she rolled it between first finger and thumb, remembering what life had been like when she’d only been a daughter of shepherds.

A few nights later, Khet took Anat to her room for sleep, and then he stayed. He presented her with the knife wrapped in linen.

“For you, lamb.” His hands lingered over hers as she parted the folds of cloth.

It was a small sword with a bronze sickle blade. Its hilt was made of bone. It must have cost as much on its own as her dresses had cost. “Why would you give me this?” He had just caught her trying to follow Nügua with a blade the other night.

“I trust you,” he said, “and I want for you to be safe.”

“I’ve done nothing to earn your trust. I may kill them tonight.”

“Not tonight
, if you’ll have me.” He stepped through the door and shut it behind him.

Anat set the sword upon the edge of her bed. She was still facing away from him when she let her linen dress fall, exposing her body. He came to her back and bowed over her neck. His lips grazed her shoulder. She shivered at the contact, turned in his arms, and they sank against each other.

Khet never stopped gently touching her, not until the sun rose. They were sleepless under the moonlight. Like Nügua, they slept through daylight.

A few weeks later, Anat had new dresses, and Tiaa never stopped glaring.

It was quite a while afterward that Anat realized Inanna had stopped asking her to kill Khet, Tiaa, and Nügua. It wasn’t that Inanna had given up. She seemed to have accepted the obvious truth; knife or not, Anat did not have the craving to kill.

Eventually, one thing became obvious above all else.

Anat was in love with Khet, and he felt much the same.
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L

incoln jolted awake staring up at cool, fog-drenched trees with bark that smelled faintly of cinnamon. The dirt under his back was damp.

He wasn’t in Ancient Egypt.

This was King’s Beach, just on the California side of the border in the Sierras.

The forest was darker than it should have been at this time of day. The sunlight should have been filtering through the trees, which were sparser than those that Lincoln had grown up among in the Appalachians. The thickness of the forest here was controlled by fire, as far as he could tell. Some of the underbrush was still charred from fires in years past. And yet it was dark enough to drain color from the trunks of trees, leaving them a gloomy gray that only allowed the pine needles to look green by comparison.

An enormous stone head appeared above him, peering down with a curious tilt to his jaw.

Junior.

He jabbed Lincoln in the chest with a thick, heavy finger, and it hurt enough for Lincoln to realize he’d already been poked a few times. Lincoln sat up with a groan, shoving Junior’s hand away when he tried to poke him again. “I’m up, I’m fine,” he said.

Junior lifted him under the arms, putting him on his feet. It was so easy for the gargoyle to move him that Lincoln felt like he was a child.

The gargoyle rumbled a wordless question.

“Something weird’s going on, all right.” Lincoln rubbed his head. The dream—vision?—of the desert was rapidly retreating, but he was certain he’d dreamed of another Remnant of Inanna four thousand years ago. And she’d been hanging out with a guy who looked exactly like Thom Norrel. “You ever think about how much easier life used to be before all the magic and time travel?”

Junior didn’t grumble. His silence was distinctly annoyed.

“Guess life was never easy for you.” Lincoln glanced around at the empty forest. “Did you find Sophie? Where is she?”

Junior shook his head.

Lincoln’s heart sank and took his hopes along with it. “Then what are you doing back here?”

Lincoln couldn’t hear any reply, except for the grumbling in Junior’s chest.

For the first time, the frustration was strong enough to make him angry.

“You shouldn’t be back here without Sophie,” he said. “I know she looks like she can handle herself, but she’s probably terrified, wherever she is. She needs us to find her!”

Junior stepped back behind the rocks. His head was low. He almost looked like he was sulking.

Anger dissipated from Lincoln. “Aw, come on, Junior. Don’t be like that. I’m not mad at you. I’m just…mad.” Mad at fate, mad at the Traveler for fucking up, mad at the circumstances that had led him to communicate with his half-brother through little more than a game of charades.

Junior beckoned. He wasn’t trying to sulk. He wanted Lincoln to follow him.

Lincoln glanced over his shoulder, looking for the coven, but they were far enough from the cabins that he couldn’t see anyone. The strange darkness made sure of that. In the direction that Junior retreated, it was only getting darker, and the fog looked thick.

His half-brother was disappearing. He was a shadow, a silhouette among silhouettes.

Lincoln stepped deeper into the forest.

Once he was in the fog, he could see through the blanket of mist as well as steel wool. With the climate so dry, it seemed like it should have been impossible for moisture in the air to cling this close. Was this water evaporated from the lake, or rain that had forgotten to fall, or just a heavy dew lingering into the afternoon?

Junior kept looking over his shoulder and pausing to make sure that Lincoln could follow. Where Lincoln needed to climb sheer rocks by clutching crevices with his fingertips, Junior could simply step over the large obstacles. But no matter how dark the forest got, it was always darker further in, but Junior made sure that Lincoln couldn’t lose him. Premature nighttime sank over them, and Lincoln just kept following.

He heard the slosh of lake against its shore before he saw it. The trees parted over rocks, offering him a sliver of a view.

As a kid, he would’ve been attracted to this kind of shallows with the sheltered, natural harbor. It was the kind of place where crayfish tended to thrive. But there was nothing about the environment to make him feel hungry. Nothing looked or sounded appetizing in this relentless grayness. Even Lake Tahoe, mirrored as its waters seemed to be back at the cabins, could only mirror darkness here.

Something wasn’t right. Something wasn’t right at all.

Junior stopped on rocks slimy with moss. Lincoln used Junior’s hand to pull himself up so that he could see.

Out in the water, just a few hundred feet away, stood a church.

The cathedral looked plain and gray at this distance, like the rest of the world. Lincoln knew that he’d see engraved runes if he got closer. Some of that had been carved by masons in the Summer Court. Lincoln didn’t know where the rest came from. He still didn’t know why the cathedral from Falias was following him everywhere—even here, to Lake Tahoe.

It was taller than it had been the last time Lincoln saw it, and it even looked taller despite being partially submerged in the water. The waves came up halfway on its double front doors. The church’s spire was a thorn yearning upward to prick God’s thumb, topping a bell tower with no bells. The roof was black, and it looked like slate, and Lincoln didn’t think that it had always looked like that. The church was still growing and changing. “Hell’s bells.” Lincoln sat beside Junior and peeled his shoes off. “Do you know what that is?”

Junior shook his head slowly. He had only seen Lincoln with the cathedral once before.

“That thing came out of the Middle Worlds originally,” Lincoln said. “I went inside to talk to God, and…” It sounded insane. Talking to God. He felt silly for even thinking it. “I don’t know, John Junior.”

The gargoyle shuddered beside him.

Lincoln frowned. “What’s wrong? Is it about God?”

A shake of the head.

“You don’t want to be called John Junior?”

Junior nodded.

Lincoln wouldn’t have wanted his father’s name either if their places were switched. It was bad enough that Lincoln’s last memories of his father involved the man’s swollen, purple face. He had other, better memories—like fixing cars together in the summer and tossing around the pigskin—that Junior couldn’t possess.

“Would you like it if I called you Wilson?” Lincoln asked. That was the name he’d gotten from his mother, one of the Northgate Dickersons.

Junior shook his head again.

“You seem all right with Junior,” Lincoln said. “Can I keep calling you Junior for now?” That finally earned a nod. “All right then. Just Junior for now.”

Lincoln rolled up his jeans. There were paint stains on the hem, down on the right. He was pretty sure he’d stained them repainting a college friend’s bedroom. These were really Lincoln’s pants, something that he had owned and worn in 2006. Just like how the scars on his hands were brighter than they would become in later years, marking the time that he had spent trying to learn woodworking, and failing, because his hands had never become too deft after all the head traumas he suffered playing football.

It stood to reason that Sophie was equipped however she’d been in 2006, too. She’d have gone right back into her old body like he did. He wasn’t sure how old she was, but he figured she was younger than him by a fair amount. “Junior, I need you to go back on the hunt for Sophie,” Lincoln said.

Junior had no real way to respond, but he patted Lincoln’s shoulders gently—which felt almost like being punched—and Lincoln took that to mean he was ready. As ready as anyone could be.

He took off. It seemed abrupt, but there was probably no point to sticking around when he couldn’t say a proper goodbye. Lincoln was left alone in that heavy gray forest, under the cover of what must have been an abrupt sunset, with his shoes beside him and a cathedral in the water. He stepped off the rocks into the surf.

Lake Tahoe was even colder than Betty’s shrieks had let on. It didn’t feel like snowmelt, but literal ice. Lincoln was confident his leg hairs were shivering. The closer the line of water got to his hips, the more frantically his testicles seem to climb inside his body for warmth.

He stopped before the water could reach his pocket. Every step he took toward the cathedral, the further away it seemed to get. When he first arrived, it had been at the edge of the shore, seemingly within easy reach. Now it looked like he would need to swim the English Channel to get to it.

The lake was so dark. His skin felt like it was going to crawl off of his muscles.

Whispers of a feminine voice made him turn.

A woman stood where he had been sitting with Junior just minutes earlier.

She had colorless skin and hair like inky darkness. Her weight was spread evenly across two booted feet. Snug leather painted her thighs, and a pair of studded belts were slung over her hips. She wore a black tank top that was just a little too small, rucked up to expose a couple inches of pale abdominal muscles. She had full breasts, strong shoulders, and a glove on just one hand.

“Elise,” Lincoln said. “How…?”

This wasn’t Elise in 2006, playing on the beach with Betty. It was Elise after killing God.

She tilted her head as she surveyed him. Those were absolutely Elise’s black eyes.

His forehead pinched as hard as though a knife point were jabbed between his eyebrows. He was surprised to reach up and feel that the skin was dry, with no hint of blood. “Elise,” she echoed, as if she’d cut the name out of his mind. “Do you mean…Elise Kavanagh?”

He glanced toward the cathedral one more time, but it was gone.

This isn’t real.

Lincoln came to the conclusion swiftly and calmly. He had only ever seen Elise like this after Genesis because he was hallucinating. “I need to wake up.”

“You could wake up if you want,” Elise said. “But why would you want to, when you can be with me as you sleep?”

He didn’t feel how cold the water was anymore.

Elise stepped off the rocks and onto the water with boots buckled all the way from ankles to knees. The waves stilled where she placed her foot, which didn’t sink. She spread her arms wide as she approached Lincoln across the surface of Tahoe. Her hair streamed behind her in a cloak of nights with no stars.

She was still so beautiful.

“I can’t dream. Not right now.” He slapped himself across the face a few times, and the pain felt real enough. “Stop messing around, Inanna. Take off her face.”

Elise stopped a few feet away from him. “Inanna?” The way she pitched that name, as if spitting out a curse word, made him realize instantly that he had been wrong.

This wasn’t a dream.

She wasn’t the Godslayer.

And something was very, very wrong.

Finding his father dead by suicide had felt like rock bottom to Lincoln. Wherever this woman came from, it was deeper than rock bottom and older than the shadows on the dark side of the moon. “What is a Godslayer?” she asked. “And why do you think I look like her?”

She was reading his mind.

There was nowhere for Lincoln to back up, but he tried. The lake got a lot steeper behind him, and he nearly slipped. “Let me go.”

“No.” She sank down to one knee atop the water. She clutched his head in both hands before he could think to step out of reach, and she held him tight, bearing down until he was consumed by her infinitely black eyes. “How do you know Inanna?”

Lincoln’s forehand pinched again. Her nails bit his jawline. “Stop!” He tried to grab her by the wrists and pry her hands off, but her skin was ice, and they were engulfed in shadow creeping over the lake. It reminded him of Ereshkigal’s power, but it was also something so much worse—and Lincoln hadn’t realized that there could be anything worse than dying.

She pried the thoughts from his mind like peeling fingernails off the nail bed.

He could see it all happening again.

The moment where he could’ve killed Dullahan Daith, ending the Middle Worlds. He saw the blazing white light in the church, and the Traveler, and even Inanna herself. All of it in a breath.

Her lips hovered over his as she inhaled.

“A Remnant,” she murmured. “Neuma was right.”

The feeling shocked back into Lincoln’s body, and he stumbled away from her, sloshing chest deep into frigid water. “You’re that thing,” he gasped. She was the faceless, hungry monster that had seized the bartender.

He scrambled for the shore, and she sauntered behind him. Her streaming hair blackened the mountains, the water. There was nothing behind Lincoln except evil. He shouldn’t have sent Junior away. He was going to die alone, in the wrong time. What would happen to the timeline? What would happen to Sophie?

“Where are you going, Inanna?” Her voice was growing deeper, louder, shaking into the depths of his marrow. “Don’t you care to catch up? Is there nothing you have to say to me after all of these thousands of years?”

Run. Run. Run!

He angled himself toward shallower waters, away from the rocks, and began climbing out.

“I obliterated you once for what you did to my family,” said the woman. “Sometimes I thought I obliterated you too quickly, since you never apologized for Irkalla. We have so much to discuss now that I’ve found the last of you.”

Lincoln blinked, and her boots appeared on the pine needles in front of him.

A thousand colorless hands clutched him, pinning his arms to his sides and lifting him from the waves. Water streamed off of his jeans. His clothes were so heavy. A lacework of ice spanned his flesh as he was drawn higher, brought to eye level with the thousand faces that glared at him.

All of them looked like Elise.

Inanna. Don’t you recognize me?

Another face rose above the rest, serpentine but masculine, with fangs as long as Lincoln’s hand. Lincoln had lived some of Inanna’s life, seen some of her memories. He knew this face. It had been the last face he saw before Inanna had been left to bleed to death in the infernal planes.

“Ereshkigal,” he gasped. “You’re—you’re a Remnant—”

“Each time I killed another Remnant of Ereshkigal, I took more of the power for myself. I am the only one that remains. I am
 Ereshkigal.” The mouth opened wide. Oily venom oozed from the long white fangs. Lincoln could see all the way down this creature’s throat to an endless pit filled with seething souls. “And you shouldn’t exist.”

It reared back to bite Lincoln—but the snap never came.

The hands released Lincoln.

He tumbled back into the water, shocked by the cold. He came up gasping. He swung around to see why Ereshkigal hadn’t killed him. The Remnant looked again like Elise’s demon form—nothing more than a lone woman draped with infernal power—but there was something much more shocking behind it.

Elise had her arm wrapped around the demon’s throat.

Human Elise. Auburn-haired, freckled, and looking as furious as a one-legged man at an ass-kicking contest.

“Run,” she growled to Lincoln.

He tried, but shadowy eels slithered through the water, and he got colder as they drew closer. Cold made him clumsy. His feet slid on the rocks, and Elise shouted behind him. He couldn’t tell which version. The sounds were mixed up in his head, just like the swirling forest was mixed up into a monochrome blur.

Shadow brushed his jeans. He’d have thought the darkness spreading over the cloth was because it was damp, but that couldn’t be right—he was already soaked through.

The darkness had stained him.

And it was spreading.

He flung himself to the shore, scrambling up the pine needles. The shadow didn’t drip off of him the way lake water did. It just kept growing.

Don’t let it touch you.

Lincoln shouted as he kicked off his jeans. They were getting hard and crunchy near the bottom. He scrambled to his feet, heart pounding in his throat, and watched to see if the shadow would expand over the ground once the jeans were devoured.

It didn’t spread further.

Another scream broke the air, but when he turned, he saw the human version of Elise alone on the rocks. Her hair had come out of its braid. Her bare arms were scuffed and bleeding, and her fist was clutched around a heavy rock. She tossed it aside at the sight of him.

The mist began dissipating. The demon was gone, and so was Ereshkigal’s shadow.

“Start talking,” Elise said.
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The walk to the cabins felt longer than the walk to the lake, maybe because Lincoln wanted it to take a long time. He was finally alone with Elise. She seemed uninjured from her fight against Ereshkigal. Lincoln couldn’t fathom it. Even if she would one day be the Godslayer, she was, for the time being, an underdeveloped female kopis in retirement. Yet she walked away with barely a limp.

Her fingers traveled through her curls as she walked, retying her braid so that it twisted from over her left eyebrow around her skull to the right shoulder. “Start talking,” Elise said.

He’d given it so much thought, but he still didn’t have an elegant way to get started introducing himself. “I’ve been looking for you. I know who you are, and I need your help.”

“Who am I?” she asked.

“Godslayer,” he said.

Elise stopped walking. “Don’t say that out loud. What the fuck is wrong with you?” Her hands had fallen from her hair, balling into fists corded with veins and tendons. Her knuckles were a mass of scar tissue. She looked like she wanted to make him eat those fists.

The name ‘Godslayer’ had been thrown around freely in the future. It hadn’t occurred to him there was a time she’d feared hearing it. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to say nothing. I’m not here to hurt you, or blow your retirement, or—”

“How do you know about me?”

He cast his mind around for a reason that a man in dire need might have been referred to Elise. “It’s because of McIntyre. Lucas McIntyre.” The man had come up a few times around the werewolf sanctuary. He’d been a well-connected kopis who knew most of their ilk, and he hoped like hell that McIntyre and Elise had known each other by 2006.

“Did he say this is to repay my debt after the fight in Guatemala?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Lincoln guessed, relieved.

“Fuck me.” Elise paced between trees. She continued braiding her hair faster than ever. “He better have sent you my way for a good reason.”

“My friend is missing. It’s important that I find her, and fast. Sophie’s somewhere out there and—”

“And McIntyre blew my cover calling in his favor. This is bullshit!”

“I won’t tell anyone who you are or where you are,” Lincoln said. “My friend—Sophie—”

“Girlfriend?” Elise interrupted.

“No, just a friend.”

“Good. Because if you’re cheating on this Sophie with Betty, I’m not helping you find her.”

The idea was laughable. Sophie and Lincoln were, on the best of days, people who worked together. Friendship was still on the distant horizon, no matter what Lincoln felt about her. And the idea he could cheat on someone who thought he was a moron drew the most mirthless laugh from him. “That’s a real arbitrary line to draw.”

“Yeah, but it’s mine,” Elise said. “What happened to Sophie?”

“A witch cast a spell that was meant to move us through time,” Lincoln said. “She lost control of the magic or...something.” Fate, destiny, whatever. “When Sophie and I reappeared, we were separated. But I figure she can’t be far, right?”

“You’re a friend of the Traveler’s,” Elise said. It wasn’t a question.

“You know her?”

“It,” she said. “It’s not a her or a him. It’s the Traveler. Of course I know the Traveler. My question is, how do you know both McIntyre and the Traveler, and I’ve never heard of you?”

You will.

His mouth was dry.

“Can you help me?” he asked.

Elise surveyed him. He felt a damn fool limping around with the Godslayer in damp boxers and a tee. “Fine,” she said, continuing her walk toward the campground. “Yes. I’ll help you find your friend. I’ll talk to James about leaving King’s Beach early.”

He stopped in his tracks. “Don’t tell James about me yet. I don’t want him to know that I’m not just Betty’s date.”

Elise folded her arms. “Why?”

Because he’s not your friend. He’s using you.

“It’s complicated,” he said.

She considered this for a long time, and he wished that he could have reached into her head to figure out what she thought. The tilt of her eyebrows always made her look angry. The downturn to her lips may not have been an actual frown. Her shoulders were always tense like that.

“Don’t tell him,” Lincoln said again.

Finally, Elise nodded.





10









I

t had been years since James had been with the White Ash Coven, and he seldom missed it anymore. There were times that he felt pangs of longing for a more serious coven, and even more times when he missed the people who used to matter to him, his dead aunt, his estranged girlfriend. But he never felt homesick without them. His home was with Elise now, in the dance studio they owned together.

When he performed the esbat with his new coven, he almost forgot that he’d walked away from his family. He closed his eyes to stand in the eye of power and felt like he still had a universe at his fingertips and every whim met with a snap of his fingers.

When he opened his eyes to see himself surrounded by the likes of Betty and Morrighan, hurt crashed over him. The beauty of nightfall over Lake Tahoe only made him ache for the Rockies more painfully. He was not casting magic to change the universe, but affirming the coven’s innate bond with the world, leaving a footprint so small that it could be blown away in a sigh.

“So mote it be,” James said.

The coven echoed him. “So mote it be.”

Those words made the tension within the circle collapse into laughter. Windsong and Phoenixfire embraced. Betty gave a whoop like she was at a sports game. James scrubbed the circle with his toe and it broke open. Power washed into Lake Tahoe with a sapphire shimmer.

Elise emerged from the forest on the other side. She approached James at a brisk clip—not hurrying, exactly, but wasting no time.

“Where have you been?” James asked.

“Lincoln came here looking for us,” she said breathlessly. “Specifically, he was looking for me.”

Then it was as bad as they’d feared. “We should talk privately.” James turned to Thom, who had been passive throughout the ritual. “Will you lead the grounding?”

“It’s what I do best,” Thom said.

James grabbed a plate from the table before guiding Elise away from the coven. “I should ground as well.”

Elise followed him to the lounge chairs on the far end of the lawn nearest the beach. James stretched out on one. He placed his glass of water and charcuterie plate atop the sand. A ritual that used a lot of power required a lot of recovery time, and grounding was favored by most covens. Lying on the ground to reconnect oneself to the body, eating a snack, drinking some water or wine. Anything to bring up one’s strength and refocus power within.

James would be surprised if he managed to do any rejuvenation while grounding on that lawn chair, though. Elise was sitting beside him, elbows braced on her knees, every muscle tense.

“Apparently he got word about me through McIntyre,” Elise said. “Lincoln wants me to find a missing friend.”

“You?” James asked.

“A kopis,” she said.

Perhaps that was why Lincoln was so transfixed with Elise. Female kopides were white elephants. For a time, there had been three female kopides worldwide, but only two now remained. There were thousands of male kopides by comparison. A reasonably common sight in the preternatural world. “The question is how did Lincoln know McIntyre in the first place?” James asked. He forced himself to put crostini in his mouth, though he was much too parched to swallow.

“If it’s Malcolm, I’m going to gut him.” She probably meant it. It was easy to want to gut him. James had spent the entire six months Elise and Malcolm dated fantasizing about gutting the man. “Either way, Lincoln knows of us. If he
 knows, then others are going to find out soon.”

James couldn’t help it. His eyes wandered skyward, searching the stars for a sign. The night was becoming cloudy, and the stars were as murky as his fear.

His mind raced with what they’d need to do to uproot. It had been so long since Elise and James had gone into hiding. They didn’t have many caches of money left, and new identities were expensive. James would be losing his business too, and...

“I think I’m going to help him,” Elise said. One of her knees was jiggling. She couldn’t seem to stop moving.

“You can’t,” James said. “We have to get out of here.”

“If I help him, he’s grateful and quiet.” The conviction in her words was betrayed by her fidgeting. She kept twisting the wrist straps on her gloves, scratching her palms through the cloth, like she couldn’t stop thinking about her hands. Her eyes were on the dark sky too. Elise was afraid, and with good reason. “Something found us tonight. A demon in the lake. Lincoln thinks it’s chasing him, and I drove it off, but I don’t think it’s dead. If it comes after us, it’ll find the coven.”

“This sounds bad, Elise,” James said.

“It used to be a normal Saturday night,” she said.

“Not for a long time.” And not until Lincoln had arrived. “I’ll figure this out.”

Her knee stilled, and her gaze came down to the bonfire. The flames leaped in her pupils. Her freckles looked violet in the cast of moonlight. “We’ll do it together. You and me. One last mission.”

“I can take care of him alone,” James offered again.

She shook her head.

“You shouldn’t have approached him,” he said.

Elise shrugged.

Though she looked calmer, she was still nigh unto nonverbal. Elise had become well-practiced in conversing like normal people did. Spending so much time with Betty, who never stopped talking, had rubbed off on her. This reversion was because of Lincoln.

James stood and extended his hand. She followed the line of his arm, up to his face. Frazzled curls framed the hard lines of her cheekbones. Elise’s jaw was set tight, but her eyes were softer.

He smiled. “Care for a dance before we go?”
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Lincoln tried to sneak back to the cabin without being seen. It had less to do with avoiding demons and mostly to do with avoiding the coven. He still wasn’t wearing any pants. And he looked mighty stupid running around in his underwear. The witches had built a bonfire that shone bright across the entire clearing, but the darkness in the forest was deep, and every shifting shadow looked like a demon. Nobody spotted him on the way to his cabin’s back door.

“Lincoln.”

He gave a strangled yell at the sound of his name, swinging around.

“You are jumpy,” said Thom, the other high priest. He’d somehow come up behind Lincoln. Had he been in the forest too? “When a man disappears for hours and reappears looking this anxious, it would be reasonable to get suspicious.”

Part of the reason Lincoln had disappeared for hours was because he’d been taken by a weird vision. A vision that featured someone who looked a hell of a lot like Thom.

They weren’t exactly the same. Khet wasn’t as pretty, and his skin had been tanned darker. But the biggest difference was really just the outfit.

Somehow, Lincoln doubted that it was coincidence he’d been dreaming about Thom.

The high priest’s eyes swept down Lincoln’s body, taking in the sight of his drenched shirt and missing pants. “Come inside before anyone else sees you. I’ve got something you can wear.”

Lincoln gave Thom a wide berth as he stepped into the house.

The cabin was a typical vacation rental of its era. The furniture was overdue to be updated, since the floral couches had been rendered antiques by style developments in the nineties. The kitchen had tile counters, an offensively green refrigerator, and tattered chairs that had been sat upon by thousands of visitors.

Once he was inside that mundanity, in a much more ordinary setting, Lincoln could feel the shock of the past days consuming him. His hands trembled. It took all his willpower to keep the fear packed down inside where it wouldn’t show.

Thom leaned over a particleboard side table and extracted a shopping bag. He offered it to Lincoln. “I’m sure you’ll find this suitable.”

“You said you were gonna lend me some of your stuff, not buy me new things,” Lincoln said. “What do you want for it?”

“Nothing,” Thom said.

“Everything’s got a price,” Lincoln said.

“A price does not mean value. These are worthless to me. The act of obtaining them was nothing. This is something that I’m giving you, and you cannot repay when nothing of value has been given.”

Lincoln didn’t trust a damn word of it. Nothing was free. But he was shivering in a sodden T-shirt and his underwear, so he didn’t have a lot of room for complaints. He took the bag into a bedroom to change.

Thom was still waiting in the living room when Lincoln came back out. The priest had taken a position at the front window, and the bonfire turned his flesh orange and his clothes all the blacker. Halloween tones in the middle of summer. He looked Lincoln over critically. “You’re injured,” Thom observed.

“I had a rough hike,” Lincoln said. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“I’ve been here all evening. I helped cast the spell.”

“Nice alibi,” he said.

“Alibi implies that you’ve accused me of a crime.” Amusement played around Thom’s eyes. “What do you think I’ve done wrong?”

You’re maybe also another time traveler, and you used to date the god-leech clinging to my soul.

Lincoln had said some pretty crazy things in his day, but that accusation was still beyond him.

“I gotta go.” He moved for the door but stopped when Thom spoke again.

“Norepinephrine, the stress hormone, will embed memories in your hippocampus,” said the priest. “It is a deft engraving etched by clumsy hands. You are drenched in this. You aren’t just injured, but terrified.”

Lincoln turned slowly. Elise used to talk like that sometimes. She had been able to see into Lincoln’s mind, pick apart the chemical reactions, and tell him what he was feeling. She had always known when he wanted sex before he did. She’d seen the way his demon blood devoured anger. “Don’t come near me,” Lincoln said.

Too late. Thom grabbed his shoulder.

Lincoln’s skin caught fire.

Every one of his senses was screaming, and his nerves thrashed inside of him. It should have been too overwhelming—he should have been unable to experience so much pain all at once—yet the pain kept climbing in the moments that Thom touched him.

Lincoln wrenched away, tumbling into the back of the couch. The pain disappeared as soon as they were no longer in contact. “What the fuck are you?”

“Good question,” Thom said. “I turn it back to you.”

“I’m just a guy,” he said.

“You’re a Remnant of Inanna, even though all of you were rendered extinct nearly three thousand years ago.”

Lincoln gaped, wordless.

Thom watched him as if to wait for a response to a question he hadn’t asked.

The front door opened. Betty obviously wasn’t expecting anybody to be standing on the other side, and she gave a startled little sound at the sight of the two men staring each other down. “Gosh, sorry…” she began to say, but then her eyes adjusted to the dimness within the cabin. “Oh my God, Linc, what happened to you?”

“I’m fine,” he said, even though a glance in the mirror on the living room wall told him that the lie was too obvious to float. Thom’s donation of clothing had only fixed his missing pants. Lincoln’s skin couldn’t be changed out, and he had taken damage trying to escape the demon. Blood crusted his face.

He had looked this rough a couple or three times as a young man when his football team had gotten in a fight at a bar after the game. It had been bad enough once that Lincoln had been forced to spend a couple of days in the hospital for the concussion.

“Don’t pull that stoic man-crap on me. Did someone do this to you?” Betty’s hands were cool on Lincoln’s feverish forehead. “We should take you to a hospital. Some of these might need stitches.”

It sounded like a great excuse to get away from the coven. He’d been trying to think of a reason to vanish. “I might just do that, yeah.”

“I’ll find someone to drive you.”

“Elise already said she would,” Lincoln said.

“Elise was there when you got hurt?” Betty’s eyes got even rounder. “Did Elise do this to you? Because if she did, you deserve it, and you are welcome to walk back to Reno.” Her mood swung from sympathetic to ferocious between syllables. It was fast enough to give him whiplash.

“Nothing like that. She just…found me.”

“After he fell,” Thom filled in. “A man should know it is foolish to hike at night, but difficult lessons are the hardest earned.”

Vicious surprise unfolded in Lincoln’s stomach, and it tasted as sour as a crabapple.

Thom was lying for him.

Thom knew as much about Remnants as the lake demon.

He’d been nothing but helpful, but Lincoln couldn’t have gotten away from Thom fast enough if the Traveler sent him back to 2015 in that moment.

“Let me get my purse, and I’ll go with you two,” Betty said.

That would put her in the line of fire, and she clearly didn’t know the truth about her friend yet. “I think you oughta stay here with the coven. I don’t mean to be ungrateful for your hospitality, but—”

“But you’re done with me. I get it, I guess. You didn’t go to the bar even looking for a one-night stand, much less a recurring thing
,” she said.

Lincoln offered his most charming smile. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I just wish…” She shook her head. “Well, let’s go find Elise.” Betty looped her arm in his and walked him out. The night was actually getting brighter. The cloud cover had thickened, like a storm was rolling in, so that the lights of civilization could reflect off of them. It hadn’t looked like rain earlier, but he smelled it on the wind. “Looks like you have to wait a few minutes. Elise is busy.”


How can Elise be busy?
 She had just come back from battling the same demon he had.

It took a moment for Lincoln to spot her among the coven. Mostly because he expected to see her alone. This was the kind of person who sat on the fringes and observed things, waiting for the right moment to act. Yet Elise was at the heart of the coven, on the far end of the bonfire, where the stream ran into the lake.

She was with James.

Elise’s left hand was grasped in James’s right. He cradled her waist while she delicately touched his shoulder. Her arms were strong, unwavering in their position, though her gaze was cast down to the side. They were ballroom dancing.

The coven was watching raptly, talking in hushed voices around the fire. Someone had turned music on in their car with the doors propped open so that they had a soundtrack. Lincoln didn’t know the song. It was pop garbage, a male voice crooning along with sleepy piano. Elise and James floated across the ground, and she never smiled, not once. The distance in her gaze hurt.

James was not so distant. He was focused on Elise, very intently, and there was nobody in his world outside of her.

When Lincoln met them years later, they would be locked in bitter hatred.

He wasn’t sure why he thought they’d always kind of hated each other. Maybe if he’d known Elise before she became a demon, he wouldn’t have been surprised by how closely linked they were—not just where their hands connected, but the way that their bodies moved in unison and the obvious fascination that James had for Elise.

He’d never seen two people so obviously in love.

James is going to hurt her.

Lincoln could not watch this. He would not.

He stepped around the bonfire to break into the dance. Elise caught sight of Lincoln over James’s shoulder, and her foot slipped. She might have fallen completely into the stream if not for James’s steady hands. “Careful,” he murmured.

Elise held onto his arm as she lifted her foot out of the stream. “Why is that so warm?” She shook her shoe. Flecks of bright-red fluid spattered against the sand beside the bonfire.

It wasn’t water. It was so much thicker than water.

Someone in the coven screamed. “It’s blood!”

Elise seized a camping lantern from the top of a car and shined it toward the stream. It was blood. All of it. Not in tendrils, like the blackness that the demon had used, but like it was flowing in a coppery stream from the mountaintop.

“Oh my God!” Betty gazed in horror at the lake. Her hand crept up to cover her nose as if a terrible smell had reached her.

The entire lake was blood, too.

“I will strike the water that is in the Nile with the staff that is in my hand, and it will be turned to blood,” Lincoln muttered.

James swung around to stare at him. “What did you say?”

“It’s from the Bible. Exodus.” Lincoln swallowed hard, which was a mistake, since it meant he gulped down a breath of air that was starting to stink like pennies. “The first plague in God’s war against Egypt.”
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O

nce the coven realized that something was wrong, any chance of leaving King’s Beach without their notice vanished. As James had expected, the witches were ill-prepared for signs of real trouble. Watching them scurry around the cabins to talk about what kind of spells they could cast was equal parts quaint and frustrating. Windsong was convinced that the blood must have been an attack from another witch and wouldn’t hear alternatives. “We can fix this if we find the right counterspell!”

The reasoning wasn’t terrible, but James wasn’t the only one looking at the sky compulsively. Elise knew this was no witch. He trusted her instincts even more than his own. “I’ll help them to calm down before we leave,” James told Elise.

Her presence meant Lincoln was there too. The man seemed incapable of getting more than ten feet away from her. “If this is what it looks like—if it’s the ten plagues—” Lincoln began.

“We don’t know that yet,” James interrupted.

“That was a way of sending messages to God’s enemy,” Lincoln said. “There was some kind of negotiation intended. He sent a herald to manage that.”

“Moses, yes, I know.”

“Then God will send a herald to say what He wants the world to know from this.”

And that would only make it so much worse.

God’s favorite herald was his Voice, Metaraon, of the highest choir of angels. He walked cloaked in such power that he could knock the electricity out in an entire city. His eyes were the coldest blue. And he was patient. That was the worst part. Metaraon was always planning something
, and there was no telling when he would strike.

Elise strode away, jaw clenched in silence.

“Load the Jeep,” James ordered Lincoln. “We’re out of here in three minutes.”

Silently, Lincoln followed Elise.

James watched them go, and he wondered if he had truly spoken. Lincoln hadn’t even acknowledged his command. He was the high priest, the one in charge—alongside Elise, of course—but he felt invisible to the man. That kind of disregard for orders would get them all killed.

“What do we do?” Betty asked, running over with Morrighan, their hands clasped together.

At least the coven was still willing to hear wisdom from James. “I think it would be best if the coven stayed here. Depending on how widespread the blood may be, there could be panic nearer civilization. Everyone is safe here. There are supplies to last at least a week.”

“What are you going to do?” Morrighan asked.

“I have some experience dealing with these sorts of things. I’m going into the city to see what I can do to help.”

“Not without me, you aren’t,” Betty said.

“As much as I admire your gusto, this could be dangerous,” James said. “I don’t think you realize the severity of the situation.”

“The lake just turned into blood,” she said. “I think I’ve got a pretty good idea how dangerous this is.”

Betty exchanged embraces with the coven. She was quick enough that James didn’t have an excuse to peel out of the campsite before she could throw herself into the back seat with Lincoln again.

James caught Elise’s arm before she could get in too.

“Is this really how we want to do this?” he asked, eyeing Lincoln and Betty.

“I have to get Lincoln away from the coven,” she said. “And at least this way, I’ll know Betty’s safe.”

“We’ve never worked well in teams. Remember that kopis from Guatemala?”

“We haven’t worked at all for years.” She rubbed her fingertips against her temples, brow knitting. “Can you drive? I can hardly focus since I fought that demon in the forest.”

“Of course I can.” James’s brow furrowed as he looked her over. “Did you get injured?”

“I don’t know. My head’s hurting.” She turned, lifting her hair over her neck. She had a significant contusion developing at her nape. Some of her hair had gone stiff with dried blood. “I’ll be okay in a few hours.”

James wasn’t certain they’d have a few hours. “Hold still a moment.” He drew a notebook from his back pocket. Each page was covered in a different rune, elaborate masses of swirls and jags carefully inked in James’s hand. Every line had a meaning. He contained entire spells on every paper. The one he sought now was one of his oldest.

He tore it out of the notebook and whispered a word of power. Magic surged. The trees surrounding them trembled, showering them in pine needles. Elise let out a shudder. For a moment, James let his fingers rest on her neck, feeling the goosebumps as they washed down her skin. He could see a cut closing underneath her hair.

Elise had only begun growing her curls this long after retirement. She’d spent most of her career with her hair off her neck, so the skin was covered in freckles there. The shorter hairs at her nape curled into tight corkscrews. They were soft as feathers on a newly hatched bird.

“Impressive,” she said.

James had been touching her too long. He dropped his hand. “How do you feel?”

She rolled out her shoulders, stretched her neck. “Great.” Elise launched herself into the front seat. “Then let’s go.”

Having Betty and Lincoln in the back was different on the ride down than it had been on the ride up. They weren’t cuddling, laughing, whispering. They were tense, gripping the sides of the Jeep for balance as James careened out onto the mountain roads. “Should we put up the ragtop?” Betty yelled over the wind.

“I think it’s too late for that now,” Lincoln shouted back.

“But if this is like the Bible—if we’re gonna get the plagues—isn’t there one that involves bugs? Like, raining bugs?”

Elise gripped the console between herself and James. Her jaw was so tight that he was surprised he didn’t hear teeth cracking.

All this talk of the plagues surely had her thinking about the worst of their enemies.

James took his hand off the gearshift and rested it over Elise’s, offering what small comfort he could through the kopis and aspis bond. She turned her hand in his and laced their fingers together.

Elise had no idea what that degree of contact did to James. Every time he touched her, he was convinced that this would be the time that he gave away his true feelings—the dark things that lurked inside of him, addicted to her scent, and the feel of her gloves against his palms. It was a dangerous thing, touching Elise. He had already risked it healing her.

But when she glanced his way, her lips weren’t pinched shut as tightly. One of the lines between her furrowed eyebrows had relaxed.

Some risks were worth it.

Lincoln and Betty were still talking. “One of the plagues is locusts,” he said. “The rain of fire. You’re mixing up the two of them.”

“Is one of the plagues something about cows?”

“Livestock dying, yeah,” Lincoln said.

James wished he could have gagged the both of them. “We’ve still only seen one indication of an attack, and tainting water is hardly an outright assault. We have no reason to think that this is going to escalate to all ten plagues. One symptom doesn’t make a disease.”

Elise’s hand tightened on his. “Look out!”

James refocused on the road in time to see a deer flashing through the headlights.

He shouted and tried to swerve. The Jeep rocked up on its left two wheels as they careened toward a rock wall.

They still didn’t miss. The doe glanced off the front right headlight. James was thrown into the steering wheel, neck whipping.

The Jeep jerked to a halt.

For a moment, James didn’t move. His hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly that it felt like he couldn’t let go. The Jeep’s airbag hadn’t deployed from the impact, and his shoulders hurt enough to remind him of it with every breath. “Is everyone okay?”

Elise groaned as she sat up beside him, touching her forehead. She’d bumped the roll bars and opened a gash over her eyebrow. “Good thing you healed my last head trauma.”

“We’re fine,” Lincoln said.

“I don’t know about that,” Betty said from the back. “Are those raccoons?”

James leaned over the side of the Jeep, hands braced against the door. Little animals were flowing between the tires as they scrambled downhill toward the lake.

There were raccoons. And squirrels, and rabbits. They were thrashing across the road as if they all had late stage rabies. Their bodies thumped against the side of the Jeep. Impacts rocked them every few seconds.

“What in the seven hells?” James asked.

“The Lord sent a mixture of noxious creatures to Pharaoh’s house and his servants’ house, and throughout the land of Egypt, and the land was destroyed,” Lincoln said. “Do two symptoms start adding up to a whole disease?”

The man’s lazy tone was like pins pricking James’s spine. “If you want to provoke a fight—”

“Keep going,” Elise urged in a low voice.

James set off again, progressing slower to avoid bears and stags—anything that could total the Jeep. There was no avoiding the smaller animals that came frothing out of the forest. He gripped the gearshift so tightly that he feared he might rip it off.

It didn’t get better as they approached Reno. If anything, it got worse—not in the quantity, but in the type. James got off the highway and instead of hitting raccoons, he found himself hitting house cats and pet dogs.

“Oh my God,” Betty said. It was the first thing that anyone had said for half an hour. She cupped her hands to either sides of her eyes, forming blinders. “Okay. Take a right up here. We need to get water from Walmart, if they haven’t already been ransacked.”

“I don’t think we can,” James said. The Walmart parking lot was a mess. The entrance was blocked by cars without drivers. Shopping carts crowded the doors, and more people were running from the nearby neighborhood. The current crowd was about to double in size.

Lincoln leaned forward on the seats, cramming himself between Elise’s and James’s heads. He was irritatingly tan and blond—a man who spent far too much time outside and not nearly enough time reading books. “Listen to Betty. If all these people are making a run on Walmart, I reckon it’s because water isn’t good anywhere. It’s all turned to blood. And that means that we need something to drink.”

“Fine.” James took the turn into the parking lot little too hard.

Lincoln was thrown against the side of the Jeep.

James should’ve been watching the parking lot instead of the satisfying tumble in the back seat. The vehicle jerked again—hard—and James’s head whipped against the visor. The Jeep ground to a halt.

He was momentarily dazed, but Elise recovered much faster. She shot to her feet and started yelling. “Watch where you’re going, asshole!”

James had been driving over a sidewalk to get past the traffic jam, and someone else had attempted the same thing. Instead, their truck had struck the side of the Jeep and pushed them into a lamp post. They were pinned. By some metrics, it was lucky that Lincoln hadn’t been thrown completely out of the Jeep in the collision.

Elise’s face came into focus as she bent over James. “Are you okay?” She had a red mark on her temple, but it wasn’t likely to bruise. She was harder to hurt than that.

He reached up to brush his knuckles over her cheek. Strength flowed through the kopis and aspis bond, like a shot of caffeine straight to his heart. “Is everyone okay?” he asked, twisting to look at the back seat.

“Remind me to never make James designated driver again,” Lincoln said. Sadly, he was unhurt.

Betty was wincing but moving. “Do I have a concussion, or do I hear buzzing?”

If Betty had a concussion, James had the same one. He was picking up a hum that had nothing to do with the Jeep or the broken light post. “It sounds like…a swarm of bees.” He stood, cradling his head, and swept his eyes over the street behind them. Traffic had completely stopped.

Lincoln searched the sky. His jaw dropped. “Get inside the store!”

James hopped out, lifting his gaze to the clouds, but he couldn’t see them. Something was hiding them. Something that sounded suspiciously like locusts.

“And God sent—” Lincoln began.

“Stop, for the love of all that’s holy!” James said. He was about two seconds from decking Lincoln Keyes.

Elise grabbed James by the elbow, pulling it back so he couldn’t get leverage for a strike. “James, take Betty to find water. Keep her safe. “

Lincoln took blankets out of the back of the Jeep and threw one to each of them before throwing the last over his head. “If they’re going for water, what are we doing?”

“We’re going to the garden center!” Elise broke into a run.

There wasn’t enough time to ask why she felt like gardening. The buzzing became a roar. James felt tiny insect bodies peppering against the back of his blanket, stinging him like hailstones. Betty’s squeal of horror was drowned out by the screaming from the others in the parking lot.

The crowd had been a mess before, but now it was a complete crush. James reached the back of the fray spilling onto the asphalt and couldn’t push through. Too many people were running inside the store at once. The doors couldn’t close, and that meant the locusts were flying inside too.

Screams spread like an infection.

“Get water,” Elise told James again. She was squirming between the bodies, using her elbows liberally. She gripped Lincoln by the blanket to keep him at her side. James lost sight of her in the tide of backs.

James caught Betty when she was shoved hard. She almost fell—a potentially deadly scenario in this kind of crowd. He wrapped his arm tightly around her shoulders. “Keep down,” he said, pushing her through the doors toward the bakery.

They stumbled free of the worst of the crowd. They could breathe.

“That was worse than the time I was in the mosh pit at Kelly Clarkson’s concert,” Betty said. “I have no idea how we’re going to get out.”

“Let me worry about that.” James was still holding his notebook. The cover was neatly labeled in his precise handwriting, Book of Shadows
. It didn’t just have healing spells. Most were a lot more useful in battle.

He forged a path toward the drink aisle.

The store was in disarray. The shelves were emptying fast. There were no employees, no security guards. Half the people were running out with as many small electronics as bags of food.

The drink section was on the right of the store, halfway down. A man had an entire pallet of water. He aimed a gun at anyone who came too close, making sure that nobody else could get a single case.

“Oh crap,” Betty said, flattening herself against the end cap so he wouldn’t see her. “What a complete psycho! How are we going to get water with the Unabomber squatting on it?”

James discreetly slipped a page out of his notebook. “Stay out of the way.”

“But he’s got a gun!” Betty protested.

There was no way to keep her from seeing what James was about to do. “I’m armed as well.”

He flicked the paper into the air and spoke a word of power.

The shelves around them shook as if with a silent explosion.

The man with the pallet of water caught fire. His entire shirt blazed, and he yelped and dived away from the pallet. He slapped at his chest as he rolled over the linoleum.

Betty stared openly, hands over her mouth. “What was that
?”

She had no clue how much he dreaded that question.

James’s aunt, Pamela, had invented paper magic as a way of delaying spells. He’d cast an incendiary ritual in 2003 but held its effects until thirty seconds ago—something that no other modern witch could do. James guarded the secret closely. Witches were enough of a public safety risk when they needed hours to set fires.

“No time to explain.” He grabbed the handles and pushed the pallet. They were swarmed as people tried to get the water off of the cart. Nobody could take more than one or two cases at a time—they were too heavy. James didn’t try to stop them. He just kept going, pushing across the store toward the garden center.

Elise and Lincoln emerged, fumbling with packaging. Both of them had canisters hanging over their backs.

“What’s that?” Betty asked as Elise connected a tube to a box on her hip.

Elise twisted the nozzle, and flame licked a few inches in front of her. “Locust spray.”

Lincoln got his working too. Neither were that impressive. They wouldn’t clear enough space to protect the entire group.

“There’s no way we’re going to make it all the way to the studio with those,” James said. And they needed to get to the studio. That was where all of his spellcrafting supplies were, and where Elise kept her weapons. Every tool they needed to fight this enemy was still miles away.

“Can your scary notebook magic help us get out of here?” Betty asked.

James wished she wouldn’t speak of paper magic while Lincoln was there. Unfortunately, this wasn’t time to safeguard his secrets from his party. Locusts were starting to swarm across the floors, like a flood, and James didn’t want to think about what plagues they hadn’t seen yet. “There may be something I can do.”

He picked a couple of runes—elemental amplifiers. He usually used those sorts of spells to channel wind, but there was no reason they wouldn’t work as well for fire. He ignited the spells with words of power and affixed the runes to the flamethrowers.

Elise fired another blast. This time, it licked the ceiling. The heat nearly seared off James’s eyebrows, and for the first time in hours, she cracked a smile. “Let’s find a new ride.” She swung toward the doors. “Get out of my way!”

Fire ripped from the nozzle, reflecting harsh orange off of her teeth bared in a grin.

“I thought those were for locusts,” James said as Elise swept the flames in front of her.

The crowd scattered in every direction. There was a path through the doors.

“Can’t set locusts on fire unless I can get to them,” she said, tossing that merciless smile at him. Elise should have been frightening when she got this ruthless. He shouldn’t have felt a tug of fondness.

Betty nearly fell again, tripping over debris.

“Hop on the pallet,” James said.

She clambered in front of the jack, clutching the remaining cases of water so that they didn’t fall off when he picked up speed. He sprinted behind Elise and Lincoln as they blasted flames into the night. They lit the locusts like a thousand tiny meteors snowing to the ground as ash.

The parking lot was still jammed with the cars, but the people had jumped inside of them to escape the locusts. Their path through the vehicles was relatively clear. James had to push the cart up the hill to the street—a task that required Betty to get off and lift the end.

One of the city buses had been abandoned near the stop.

James opened his mouth to speak and made the mistake of inhaling. The fire was good for killing locusts but not for keeping bug ash out of his mouth. James wiped his face with his sleeve before trying to speak again. “Can you drive that, Elise?” he called, nodding toward the bus.

“Probably,” Elise said. She had to pry the bus doors open manually. By the time all four of them were shut inside the bus with the water, James was drenched in sweat, gasping, and his mouth tasted like burned bugs.

“Is everyone okay?” Betty asked.

“Oh yeah, I’m having a great fucking day.” Elise climbed into the driver’s seat of the bus. She got it running and pulled out onto the road.

“Where in the world did you learn how to drive a bus?” asked Lincoln over the seat, holding onto the pole.

“I considered a lot of careers before settling on accounting,” she said. “A commercial driver’s license is easy to get. Two weeks of school. It would have been useful if I needed to make ends meet.”

“If you can drive a truck, then why turn around and become an accountant?”

“Too much sexism in trucking,” Elise said. “I’d have murdered someone in the first week.”
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The city bus had enough gas to reach downtown Reno, but it was too wide to turn down the narrow side streets surrounding Idlewild Park. They had to abandon it. Elise pushed Betty on the cart again because they didn’t need flamethrowers anymore. The locusts were dead in this part of town. They formed a crunchy, inches-thick carpet under James’s feet as he navigated the darkness toward Motion and Dance.

Lincoln kept his flamethrower aimed the whole time they were out there, looking eager to go Rambo on more plagues. “Locusts covered the ground until it was black,” he intoned. “They devoured everything growing in the fields and the fruit on the trees. Nothing green remained on tree or plant in all the land.”

“I swear to God, if you keep going on like that, you won’t live to see the end of the world because I’ll hex you into oblivion first,” James said. “We don’t need to leap to worst-case scenarios.”

Especially when those worst-case scenarios left Elise looking wan. She wasn’t as malnourished and twitchy as when they had been on the run, but the haunted look in her eyes said she was regressing quickly. He’d just gotten used to seeing her smile almost every day.

James opened the wards on Motion and Dance, ushering the party through the front door. The cheerful jingle of the entry bell seemed mocking. He reached up to pluck it off the bar and toss it behind the registration desk where Elise often sat to menace people into paying their outstanding bills.

“Shut everything,” James said. “Make sure the windows aren’t even cracked.”

Even Lincoln was smart enough to obey without arguing this time. By the time the other three returned from checking windows, James had set up the charms to initiate his strongest wards. “Everything’s locked tight,” Betty said.

“Perfect.” James swept a hand over the small circle of power on the desk.

Magic settled over Motion and Dance in a shimmering cloak—a barrier that nobody else could see. Only Betty blinked in surprise as though she glimpsed something.

“There. We’re locked down, and now we can find the origin of…” James bent to peer through the curtains. “This.” Out front, a pair of cats were frothing on a dried bed of locusts. Rain sighed over the park, and he picked up the scent of blood even with the windows closed. “It might take me an hour to establish a ritual to find the cause. It’s probably infernal.”

“Probably infernal?” Lincoln asked. “Are you kidding me right now?”

“Demons are far more common on the western side of the nation, Mr. Keyes,” James said. “Aside from the occasional basandere, demons are the only
 thing we get here.”

“It’s the damn ten plagues! You don’t get more ethereal than that!”

“I’m going into the back dance hall,” Elise interrupted. “Don’t open an external door or window for anyone, no matter what you see outside.” She aimed that at Betty and Lincoln before slipping through the door to the ballroom.

“Why?” Betty asked.

“Some of the strongest wards ever cast are on this dance studio,” James said. “As long as we leave the doors and windows closed, few things will be able to reach us in here.”

Betty let out a low whistle. “These are impressive wards. How do they work? Do they keep magic in as well as out? Can we scry the source of the attack without busting wards?”

That actually wasn’t a bad question. “Mapping infernal energy is plausible but tricky. Scrying is impossible. It’s said that there are ancient ethereal ruins deep under Reno which limit magical imaging.”

Betty’s eyes got wide. They had only turned on the desk lamp when they came in, and the orange light made her eyes an especially luminous shade of brown. “Ethereal ruins? Do you mean…angels? And they’re bad guys
?” She shivered. “Oh man, I don’t know anything, do I?”

“There’s a lot more to the world than we discussed at the coven, yes.”

James expected that most people would have felt betrayed by that revelation. Betty looked sort of impressed. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” she asked. “You and Elise are hiding out because people can’t spy on you on top of ethereal ruins.”

“It worked for two years.” That was a full year and a half longer than they’d stayed anywhere else. “Frankly, we’re lucky it succeeded that long, considering the caliber of enemy searching for us.” He glanced through the open door to the ballroom. Both Elise and Lincoln had gone missing, and he couldn’t see them through the doorway. For once, James was grateful. Elise didn’t need to hear them talking about Him again.

There should have been no way for Him to find them in the first place.

Yes, they used their birth names legally, but He was not the type to look up His enemies in the phone book. He’d lost His sanity and been confined in the garden thousands of years before phones existed.

Someone else had told Him where to find Elise.

“Okay, so how do we map infernal energy if we can’t scry?” Betty asked.

“There are a few alternatives,” James said. He considered Betty, who didn’t look like much of a witch wearing a bikini top with cut-off shorts, but not everyone wore their strengths on the outside. “I could use help setting up the ritual.”

Betty looked sincerely excited. “Just tell me what to do.”
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M

otion and Dance had two ballrooms, but neither of them had started out life with that job. Lincoln could tell the bigger of them used to be a living room and a couple bedrooms, just with the walls between knocked out. The windows were placed asymmetrically and up high, leaving room for a long mirrored wall and barre. A piano stood in the corner. Cheap renovation, but effective. Grandpa Marshall would have approved.

The smaller dance hall was on the side of the building. It had been built as a garage, but they had layered red velvet curtains over the door, so it looked like a little stage. The other end of the room was cluttered with workout equipment—whether it was Elise’s or to supplement the dancers’ training, Lincoln wasn’t sure. The only light in the room came from the street lamps outside, but those were starting to brown out. In the gloom, the barbells and weights looked more like torture equipment.

Elise was digging through a closet at the far end of the equipment. “I can’t help you find your friend,” she said, twisting a code into a safe’s lock. “I know I promised, but circumstances changed. I’ve got to get out of here fast.”

The safe opened. From its depths, Elise drew a falchion: a sword that was only the length of her forearm. It was meant to be carried with the shield on the other arm, but he’d never seen her wield the sword like that. He’d also never seen the sword with a blade of metal instead of obsidian. In this year, Elise’s signature weapon hadn’t been infected with demon ichor yet.

“If anything, changed circumstances makes finding her more urgent. She’s out there somewhere in all this
.” He flung an arm toward the window. The tapping of rain had grown harder. Lincoln wished it would wipe out the last of the locusts, but it was too soon to hope things were getting better. He had only seen a few of the plagues so far.

Elise gave a few experimental swings of the sword and jabbed an invisible enemy. The muscles in her arms tightened and released, rolling underneath her bulging veins. Her wrist was slim, her elbow was scarred, and the line from her collarbone to her throat reminded Lincoln of the rocky slopes of Hell. “Your friend is probably dead.”

“That doesn’t sound anything like the Elise I know,” he said.

She whirled on him, sword raised. “You don’t know me! You keep talking like that, but you—”

“I know exactly who you are.”

Her eyes searched his face. “How?”

God, how could he even explain what Elise meant to him? “I haven’t been the same since I met you,” Lincoln said. “For the last few years, ever since we went separate ways, I haven’t done much but think about you.”

Realization dawned over her. “You said the Traveler brought you here.”

“From the year 2015,” he said. “Well, getting on toward 2016. A few years from now, life’s gonna look different for the both of us,” he said. “It’s kinda funny to think about. When the two of us crossed paths for the first time, you didn’t give me much of a choice about what our relationship was gonna look like. You looked at me like you wanted to eat me, and I wanted—”

“Stop!”

Lincoln shut his mouth.

Elise was looking up at him like she recognized him, somehow. It was impossible. People other than the Traveler didn’t get weird temporal blips. Even the Godslayer couldn’t pick up jumps in time and see through the years. “Prove it,” she said. “Prove that you’re from 2015.”

He didn’t know how. He hadn’t come back with anything from the future. He searched the air for ideas and grabbed the first one he found. “You’ve got a tattoo on your hip.”

“You could have seen that today. I was wearing a swimsuit.”

“You don’t like food much, especially sweets,” he said. “It was a bear trying to get you to take a bite of pie, and I took you to get the good stuff. You joked about how going to an autopsy was our first date.”

Her eyebrows met in the middle. “How...?”

“You don’t know any of that yet,” Lincoln said. “It’s not proof. Hell, I don’t know.” He paced away from her, scrubbing a hand through his hair as he thought. The Traveler could corroborate his story, but God only knew how he’d find it in the apocalypse. “I know that you will someday be known around the entire world as the Godslayer. I know that you’re going to succeed—you’re gonna kill Him.”

He didn’t even see Elise moving. He was just suddenly slammed into the brick wall of the dance studio’s south edge. She pinned him with the sword to his throat. “How do I know it’s not your fault that He found me?”

Lincoln kept his hands at his shoulders, palms open, refusing to push back. “Because I’d never hurt you, Elise.” He’d spent so long dreaming about her, seeing visions of her, and now she was here. He thought if she killed him, it might be a mercy. At least he’d die by her hand, smelling the sweat on her skin, feeling the tickle of her curls against his arm, watching her glare the way she had glared leading the troops of Hell.

Lincoln felt a nudge on his mind. It was the familiar sensation of Junior nearby. The gargoyle had caught up.

An idea struck him. “Come outside. I can prove everything I’m saying is true.”

They exited through the garage door, opening it enough to slither underneath before it fell shut again. The rain outside felt too warm, almost the temperature of blood. Rain was always cold in Nevada. But the street lights had finally given up, and in the darkness, there was no telling what rained upon Lincoln.

The tugging of Junior’s presence came from across the street, closer to the roar of the Truckee River. “This way,” Lincoln said. “You know about the Treaty of Dis, right? What it did to gaean species?”

“Gaean?” Elise asked.

She really didn’t know anything yet. “That’s a catchall term for preternaturals on earth,” Lincoln explained. “Werewolves, vampires, faeries. The Treaty of Dis eliminated all of ‘em except werewolves and made kopides to protect humans. Everything else is gone. Right?”

“There’s a few basandere and other high-level sidhe.” Elise jogged alongside him with long, easy strides. “Although I might have killed the last faerie on Earth a couple of years ago.” She didn’t sound bothered by the idea. Her understanding of the world was still so narrow.

“In the future, things change,” Lincoln said, veering off the sidewalk to cross the grass. A lot of the locust carcasses had slid into the river during the rain, and he could make out masses of their bodies bobbing and swirling among the rocks. “The other gaeans came back. And when I came from the year 2015, I brought one of them with me.”

Her fist tightened on the hilt of the sword. “You brought what
?”

Junior lumbered out of the shadows, wings folded back to protect his head from the rain. He had been standing behind a tree on the shore of the Truckee.

Elise gasped out loud. “Fallen angel!”

Lincoln had spent enough time around Junior that he’d forgotten just how impressive the gargoyle was. He looked like a statue that could move, at a first glance, and the statue was more than twice his height and weighed more than a car.

He leaped between Elise and Junior. She may have been an immature version of the Godslayer, but she was still the Godslayer, and Junior was not a god. “It’s okay! He not a fallen angel—he’s some other kind of gaean. A gargoyle. He’s friendly.” Lincoln turned back to Junior. “Junior, I’d like you to meet my friend Elise. Elise, this is Junior. He traveled back in time with me. You can trust her—she’s safe.”

The gargoyle extended a hand.

Elise eyed him warily, but edged nearer like she couldn’t resist. “I’ve never seen anything like him.”

“You can talk right at him. He’s human on the inside. He can’t talk back, but he knows exactly what you’re saying.”

“Can I…?” She reached for him, and he stretched his wing out so that she could inspect the stony membrane. “James would kill to take a look at you. Even demons can’t just be animate stone.”

“Because he’s gaean,” Lincoln said. “We’re from the future, right Junior?”

The gargoyle grumbled and nodded.

“We didn’t mean to end up in this year,” he went on. “We were going to go further back and fix a wrong that has put Sophie in danger. We just want to find our friends and get where we’re meant to go.”

“That’s going to be more difficult than you think, even for creatures such as you.” The sound of Thom’s cool, timeless voice made Lincoln recall desert heat and darkened forests where eyes watched from the shadows.

The man sauntered up from the bank of the river.

Elise reacted instantly, swinging her sword at Thom.

Lincoln had barely glimpsed the high priest before he vanished. Thom reappeared on a park bench , and the witch no longer looked anything like a witch. His skin was colorless moonlight. His hair streamed behind him, black as ink. He wore nothing but a pair of leather pants slung low on his hips, and his bare feet were muddied by the soil underneath them.

Elise gave a roar and swung again, but Thom disappeared and reappeared behind her.

She spun. She stabbed.

He leaped back effortlessly, his toes only grazing the ground. He was near-weightless. Elise slashed and slashed again, advancing on him with the strength of pure rage, and he was always just inches away from the cutting edge.

He lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender. He vanished and reappeared beside the tree. “I’m not here to fight.”

“Then why were you trying to kill Lincoln earlier?” Elise advanced on him again.

“That was Yatai. I fear she is the one who has brought His unholy gaze upon this city.”

“Then who the hell are you?” she asked.

“Khet,” Lincoln said.

Surprise flashed through Thom’s black eyes. “Most know me as The Father, and you may call me that, Lincoln Marshall.” He turned to Elise and added, “You may call me Yatam. I am brother to Yatai. I am the one who’s going to help you kill her.”
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Although the coven most often met in the dance halls downstairs, James did most of his spellwork upstairs in the apartment. He didn’t have enough supplies to build an infernal detection spell downstairs. He’d have to step outside the wards to get to his bedroom.

“I’ll go with you to watch your back,” Betty said.

James nodded. “Good. Thanks.” He meant it.

He’d never tried to prepare a spell with Betty alone before. She spent so much time chatting during coven meetings that she never contributed anything. One on one, she was different. She listened well, took orders, and was eager to learn. She’d actually been useful that evening—the last thing that James would have expected.

She went for the front entrance, but he stopped her. “We can slip out underneath the garage door,” he said. “I built a gate into the wards there, and we can let Elise know that we’re leaving.”

But when he took Betty into the smaller ballroom, he was unpleasantly surprised to find that Lincoln and Elise were already gone.

“Where did they go?” Betty asked, surprised.

Elise hadn’t warned James that she was leaving. Probably because she knew he’d want to go with her. “I’m sure they’re fine,” James said with conviction he didn’t feel. He opened the garage door enough for Betty to crawl underneath, and then followed. It was still raining outside.

When they reached the apartment upstairs, James could see it was not as immaculate as when he had left. Locusts had come through the wall-mounted air conditioning unit, and the survivors took flight when James opened the door. He couldn’t stand the sight of his home crawling with vermin. James ripped a piece of paper from his notebook and whispered a word of power. The walls shook. A photography print slid off the wall. It also set fire to the locusts, incinerating them instantly.

His bedroom was the master suite on the end, whereas Elise was moving out of the bedroom on the right—the one that still had her bed, clothes, and brass knuckles. James could faintly smell Elise’s hair when they walked past. He and his kopis had been living atop each other for years, long before they’d retired. Two bedrooms was a luxury compared to some of the cramped hostels they’d stayed at and the bridges they’d slept underneath.

When Elise announced she was moving out, she’d said it like she was doing a favor for James. “You’ll have room for more books,” she’d said.

Truth be told, he preferred having her close. He could be sure that Elise was taking care of herself that way. Without James, she sometimes forgot to eat, sleep, do laundry, and attend classes. Basic skills that members of society took for granted but which she had never developed. So the fact she was moving out should have been a point of pride. She thought that James didn’t want to do her laundry anymore.

He didn’t want to think about walking up that hallway without smelling Elise’s hair when he passed her door.

James did need more room for books. His bedroom could barely fit a queen bed between all the bookshelves. He’d repurposed the corner shelf for his altar. The chest underneath was where he kept most of his more valuable supplies.

Betty stuck by the door, studying his altar with interest. “You have a permanent ritual.”

He’d been lifting the lid on the chest when she said that, but it slipped from his fingers and banged into place. “How can you tell?”

“These aren’t random scratches.” She hovered her fingers a few inches above the surface of his altar. “They look
 like random scratches, but I feel power coming off of them. Can I ask what this is?”

“You can ask, but I won’t tell you,” he said. “My apologies. It’s private.”

Betty dropped her hand. “You must be crazy powerful.”

She didn’t know the half of it. The permanent ritual that she had noticed was one of his own design, allowing him tighter control over his emotions. “I’m powerful, but it’s partially because Elise is special,” James said. “She is something called a kopis—someone born to slay demons. I’m her aspis, a witch bound to protect her, the shield to the sword. We’re both stronger for the bond.”

“That’s so cool.” Betty’s eyes scanned the books on the shelves as if seeing them in a new light. “So you really are like Giles.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“It’s from a TV show.”

“I seldom watch TV,” he said.

“I know. I figured something weird was going on with you and Elise the instant that I heard you don’t watch TV. Who the heck doesn’t watch TV?” She was grinning, making a joke of it.

James couldn’t help but smile back. “How in the world are you having fun right now?”

“I know stuff like the ten plagues might be old hat for you guys, but it’s new to me. I’m in shock! Later, I’m going to think about this, warm and safe in my bed, and I’m going to completely lose my shit. Guarantee it.”

“It’s the only way to handle trauma in my experience.” He lifted the chest’s lid again, studying its contents. He’d use all of it. James beckoned Betty over. “I’ll need your help carrying this chest.”

Betty lifted one side of the crate, and James took the other, and they hauled it toward the stairs. Dead locusts crunched into the carpet under his feet. “So…are
 the ten plagues normal for you?” she asked.

“Not exactly normal, but also not unexpected. If Lincoln is right about what this is—and I’m still waiting for definitive evidence—then it’s officially the worst-case scenario.”

“Why? Elise has big enemies, but it’s not like she could be enemies with, what, God?” She laughed at the idea. Her laugh vanished when she saw that James wasn’t joining in. The blood drained from her face. “Holy crap. God?”

“Don’t say His name so freely,” James said. “You can never tell when He might be listening.”

Betty almost dropped her end of the chest. She pulled it back up again, and James opened the door behind him. When he stepped out, the wards sighed over him, and his skin tingled unpleasantly in their absence.

He ventured down the stairs, keeping the chest carefully suspended between himself and Betty. “While young, Elise was kidnapped and taken to the garden. She was meant to stay as human sacrifice for God,” he said. It was a truncated version of events—the only version he could bring himself to share.

“Then how’s she alive?” Betty asked.

“She convinced the cherubim guards to save her. Angels can’t help but fall in Fascination with Elise. Fascination is a phenomenon angels discovered when going to war on Earth. They can become completely obsessed with and devoted to mortals—a seemingly once-in-a-lifetime event, except that all
 angels love Elise.”

Including people with only a little bit of angel in their heritage.

People like James.

That was where a lot of her ability to kill came from. Metaraon had thought that if God loved Elise, He would be weaker against her. Maybe He was. It also meant that He’d spent years frantic, unable to think of anything except bringing her back to the garden where He could keep her as his bride.

They dropped the chest heavily.

“Angels and demons and gods.” Betty shivered in the rain. She was still just wearing that lacy pink swimsuit top.

“Here,” James said, taking off his sweater. He draped it over Betty’s shoulders, and she gave him a grateful smile. She was tall enough for the sweater to fit like it was made for her. She looked nerdier in wool, more like a scientist.

They got all the way around to the front lawn before they had stop again. Betty wasn’t very strong. She spent most of her time in front of microscopes and paperwork. Emotional readiness for the apocalypse didn’t mean physical readiness. But she waited with one foot up on the chest, her arms akimbo, and looked terribly heroic while James opened the wards again.

“What is that
?” she asked.

James followed her gaze to the roof of the studio—and beyond. There was form to the darkness, as if something large was moving fast. It must have been as big as a house. Bigger.

As it drew closer, he heard feet smashing the ground.

Hammers against pavement. Crushing trees. Smashing metal.

A lot
 of feet.

“Get inside,” James said.

“What is it?”

“Inside! Now!”

He swept a hand over the wards, blasting them apart. It was the only way to get the door open quickly.

But not fast enough.

A telephone pole smashed down next to Betty, flattening the bushes in front of Motion and Dance. Except that it wasn’t a telephone pole. It wasn’t made of wood or metal. It was something shiny and black, covered in hairs as thick as James’s finger.

Like an oversized spider leg.

The word spider
 had barely passed James’s mind before the leg moved again.

It swept forward, knocked into Betty, and sent her flying into the street. She hit the pavement limp and didn’t move.
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L

incoln felt like he was drenched in sweat, standing in the darkness of Idlewild Park. It stunk of copper pennies. The rain was getting warmer by the moment and he was starting to feel woozy.

Elise circled Yatam slowly, alert as ever. “You’re going to help us kill your sister? Why the hell would you want to do that?”

Yatam let her walk behind him. He relaxed with his hands folded behind his back. “A good question. Why, Lincoln, would I want to kill my sister?”

“I don’t know,” Lincoln said. “You love her.” He’d gotten that much from what he’d seen.

Elise looked between them warily. “What’s going on here?”

“Believe it or not, there are forces in this universe both older and more enduring than you,” Yatam said. “Lincoln and I are bound by a war that predates your life. He carries an important piece of soul.”

“That’s not possible,” Elise said. “Souls get broken down right after people die.”

“When gods die, some of the pieces that remain are big enough to matter. That’s how you get Remnants like Lincoln—a Remnant of a god called Inanna. It’s that Remnant that I’ll avenge.” Yatam clenched his fist. “Let me show you.”

He swept his fingers wide and waved, gesturing to something behind them.

Lincoln turned.

The Truckee no longer raged with blood. It was a broader river, glassy and smooth, with a golden city standing at its far edge. Elise and Junior were still there. Yatam was showing them Egypt. “This is where I made my greatest mistake.”

“Something happened to Anat, didn’t it?” Lincoln asked. He turned to Elise. “Anat was the Remnant.”

“My wife,” Yatam said.

He waved again, and the city engulfed them. Lincoln felt like he was really standing in the Temple of Maat. “I’ve been seeing some of this,” Lincoln said, grabbing onto Junior to steady himself. “Some of your…history. Feels like I’ve been dreaming it, but sometimes I’ve been awake.”

“I can only wonder why,” Yatam said. “I’m not the one triggering it.”

“Then what is?”

“Who can say in times like these? Forces have descended that are bigger than even I am.” He clutched his breast, briefly looking tired. “Perhaps it’s the world signaling that my end has come at last. My soul isn’t as significant as a god’s, but my history weighs upon the world.”

Elise hadn’t lowered her sword. “This is crazy.”

Yatam gave a little shake that Lincoln recognized as a chuckle. “We live in a crazy world.”

The Temple of Maat swirled. When it settled again, they were in the nomarch’s manor. It was nighttime.

Nügua lounged in the gardens, alongside the pond, and trailed her fingertips in the water. She brightened at the sight of Yatam. “Khet, my love, come close,” she said, holding out a hand.

“This is a memory,” Yatam told Lincoln. “My memory. Watch.” He took Nügua’s hand and sat beside her, gazing at her sadly. “Why did you summon me, mother?”

“Can’t I desire to see my son?” she asked.

“You have seen my face more than a thousand nights,” he said.

“But you, in your mortality, grow and change each moment. There’s always something different for me to see. Look at you. The way that your skin darkens in sunlight and your hair lightens.” She must not have really been stroking her fingers over Yatam’s pate, but he tipped his head into her touch as though he could feel her.

“I will always be here for you,” Yatam said.

“But I won’t always be here for you,” Nügua said. “This body can be killed, and godhood will separate me from mortals. If I can ensure your ability to ascend to live beside me through the rest of time, wouldn’t it be foolish to resist?”

Yatam took her hand, kissing her fingers. “I’ve never wanted the power you hold. I am too enamored with the sun.”

“I know this.” She gazed at him as though he were her sun—the warmth upon her bloodless face, the beating of her shriveled heart. “My vampire mind will never forget the day I found you and your sister. You were so small, even for mortal humans. Your head was so round. Your cheeks…” She pulled his face down so that she could kiss him. “I bought you for a bag of beads, and I would be satisfied with the exchange if I’d paid the entire world for you two. I thought to spoil you in apology for my sins and instead found myself in love.”

“Mother, you talk as though your life is over,” Yatam said. He turned to Lincoln. “Her life is
 almost over. There are riots in the city. Dynasties are changing. It’s a dangerous time to be a woman who walks alone at night to lure husbands away from their wives.”

“Maybe men shouldn’t let themselves get lured,” Lincoln said.

“Men always get lured. I’ve lured millions.” Yatam turned back to his mother. “What are you suggesting?”

Nügua took his chin in her hands, tipping his head from side to side. “You have grown into maturity as perfect as I dreamed, and I will immortalize these features. Let me show you what will come next.”

The room faded as Yatam’s memory shifted to a cellar. A large basin stood at the center of the room. Nügua settled herself on the edge, reaching in to run her fingers through the clay it held.

“This is how I made humanity with Adam, at first,” she said. “The special ones. The gifted ones. I had a hand in most of the gaeans that he now neglects. I wish I hadn’t wasted so much of my strength on someone disinterested in fatherhood.” She rubbed the clay between her fingers, letting it crumble. “I’ve already sculpted you a new body, my son. Look.”

A clay man stood in the shadows at the rear of the cellar. Lincoln could have mistaken him for real if not for how colorless he was. This was the Yatam that he’d met now, in modern day—the more perfect, more symmetric, more infernal version of human Khet.

“There is magic in this soil. It comes from the land where Adam and Eve built Eden, gathered before the blood of slain ethereal beasts drenched it in sin. I’ve carried it with me everywhere we’ve ever gone inside of my sarcophagus,” Nügua said. “I will put your blood upon my clay, then kill your mortal form. Your soul will return to this new body. There will be no limitations on the abilities you acquire. You’ll be immortal.”

“I wasn’t afraid of dying at her hands,” Yatam said. “To me, she was greater than God Himself. I only had one fear.” He gazed down at Nügua, and he said, “Anat is mortal, and I’ll be alone when she dies.”

“Don’t let your sister hear you say that,” Nügua said.

“I love my sister, and I will never leave her, but it is different.”

“I know that, but she won’t accept it. She’s as tempestuous as Ereshkigal.” The serpent goddess sighed. “There’s not enough clay remaining to remake Anat.”

“Find a way,” he said. “You promised Anat her favor—let it be this. Apologize for what you did to Inanna by giving her eternity with Utu.”

Nügua caught one of his hands in both of hers, gazing at him with the open adoration of a mother. “Oh, my love, but you are not merely Inanna and Utu. You are Anat and Yatam as well. Your sister will never accept Anat, not even after a thousand years. She holds no love for the mortals that Adam made, and least of all one who bears a Remnant of Inanna.”

Yatam took his hands from Nügua—who remained frozen, like a statue—and he cupped her cheeks as he spoke to Elise and Lincoln. “Inanna invaded Irkalla, which Ereshkigal ruled. She seized control of the realm and tried to slay the king.”

“Ereshkigal’s lover was murdering humanity,” Lincoln said, surprising himself with his intensity. “He had to be stopped. Inanna didn’t have a choice.”

“Where was Utu in the midst of all this?” Yatam mused. “Why didn’t he intercede when he could have kept Ereshkigal and Inanna from becoming foes that transcended death?” He dropped his hands back into Nügua’s, and the image of the god began to speak again.

“I won’t lift her the way that I lift you and your sister—I cannot—but there’s more than one way to assume immortality,” said Nügua. She peeled her lips back to expose long fangs.

“You’ll make her a vampire?” Yatam asked.

“She will not be infinite, but near enough to it, if you are careful,” Nügua said. “It’s a mercy. True immortality is naught but a curse.”

“A curse you wish to bestow upon my sister and me.”

“Would you rather die?” she asked.

Yatam said, “Yes.”

But it clearly wasn’t the answer he’d given back then in the nomarch’s resplendent manor.

“That’s the queerest thing about the curse of immortality,” Nügua said. “We can know it’s a curse and still choose it every time because the fear of dying is so much greater.”

“Let me die,” Yatam said. “Let me remain human, and Anat human, and let us live out the briefest mortal life spans together. Let us become old. Let us die.”

Nügua didn’t hear him. Those weren’t words he had ever spoken. “Come rest against me. Give me your mortal blood.” She lowered herself to the packed dirt floor and opened her arms like a mother waiting to receive an infant. Her hair spilled around her, black threads of silk that no dust could lighten.

Yatam dropped to his knees beside her. “Should we not wait for Yatai?”

“She’s already changed,” Nügua said.

“Only then did I decide,” Yatam said, bracing himself on his arms over the serpent god. “Only when I realized Yatai had become eternal did I truly relent. No matter how much I feared being without Anat, I feared Yatai being alone even more.”

He bowed against Nügua. She cradled him, stroked the hair away from his neck, and bit.

Blood must have poured from him. In the memory, Nügua’s skin became slick with it. The floor was soaked, and fingers of his blood touched the clay man.

A wind whipped through the room.

The lanterns went out.

The room swirled.

Lincoln reflexively reached out—and he found Elise’s shoulder this time. She was steady in the center of the maelstrom, watching memories shift around them.

The world fell back into place.

“When Anat’s turn came to die, it was just after sunset on a hot night in Itjtawy,” Yatam said. They stood on the rooftop of the nomarch’s manor again. Nügua was coiled upon a wide stool, robes spread to hide her tail as she threaded beads onto a long string.

A woman ascended the stairs cautiously. Anat was a teenager with the haunted eyes of someone who had lived through war. She was lovely, though, even with her thick hair pulled back into a single coarse rope and her body hidden by straight-draping linens. Her face was guarded, yet expressive. Her brow was thoughtful. Lincoln wasn’t sure if she was black or Middle Eastern or what. He hadn’t seen anyone with the dark red-brown skin that she had.

She was familiar to him, the way that a cousin he’d never met might be familiar. Except Anat didn’t share genetics or physical features with Lincoln. She shared a scrap of soul.

“You’re trembling,” said Nügua.

Indeed, Anat was shaking at Yatam’s side. The Father of All Demons gazed at her with such pain in his face, holding her hand as tightly as though it were the real thing. “I’ve been brought here to die,” said Anat. “Should I face it fearlessly?”

“Does Inanna fear death?” Nügua asked.

Both Anat and Lincoln reflexively turned—seeking the spirit of the old god. Lincoln couldn’t see her in this memory. “She laments it,” Anat said. “She still blames it on you.”

“You will both have more life after this death,” Nügua said, setting the string of beads aside. She opened her arms. “Come, Anat. My son loves you, and so you too are my daughter. You need not fear my kiss.”

Anat cautiously settled across Nügua’s lap, cradled in her arms. Only once Yatam knelt beside them did Anat allow her head to fall back. It exposed her throat, softer than the skin on her arms and face.

“Making vampires,” Elise said, tense with revulsion. “Changing people into monsters.”

“A kopis would see it that way,” Yatam said. He drank in the sight of Anat’s face, stroking the hair back from her forehead, as Nügua’s mouth lowered to her throat.

Everything vanished.

Yatam stood. No emotion on his face, no hesitation in his movements. He was deader than any vampire now, millennia later. “My mother died in the riots the next night. She was burned to death. Yatai was furious when she learned Anat had been changed—she tried to kill my new wife. We fled Itjtawy to hide in Kush, and I still cannot tell you for certain why Yatai didn’t pursue us. But it was a temporary escape. Yatai never forgot what we did.”

For a moment, they stood in a city built into the walls of a cliff. Towering pillars and statues seemed to emerge directly from starlight-bathed sandstone. There were smaller huts of sticks and mud, and a few guards in the otherwise empty streets. Yatam only had eyes for a woman standing in an arched doorway. She had the same thick hair as Anat, but her dark skin had lost the red tones so that she looked grayish. The ashen skin made her crimson eyes so much brighter.

She was adorned with jewelry at her throat and hanging from her ears, and she gazed at the starlight as if she had never seen anything so beautiful. Anat had made a good vampire. Best vampire Lincoln had ever seen, anyway.

“How long did you guys stay together?” Lincoln asked. There was no question in his mind that Anat must have been dead. Yatam wouldn’t have been here if she was still walking the Earth.

“We lived as merchants, rulers, and nomads for over a thousand years,” Yatam said.

“That’s a long damn time.”

“Not that long.” He reached for the memory of his wife—but she faded away, along with the city. “Not long enough.”

They were standing in rainy Reno, Nevada, in the year 2006. It was as much a place that Lincoln didn’t belong as Ancient Egypt. There was no electricity, no moon, no light. Even Yatam’s glow was dimming.

“Something’s not right,” Elise said. Lincoln could only barely make out the contrast between her hair and skin. She was a streak of gray against utter blackness.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

Yatam pushed Lincoln behind him, glaring into the shadow. “My sister is here.”

She materialized standing in the middle of the Truckee River. Blood surged and flowed up to her knees, yet somehow left no smears on her flawless skin. Yatai looked like herself for the first time. She had big breasts, perfect features, flowing black hair. Her face was halfway between Yatam’s and Nügua’s.

She shined so much brighter than her brother, and her pull was like a black hole. Lincoln dug his heels in, but it wasn’t enough. He was moving toward her, step by awful step through grass coated in the bodies of locusts, rain dripping down his spine.

Yatai emerged from the river. She was dripping.

“You tell them your side of the story?” Yatai’s nipples were redder than blood—the same color as the blossoming vulva underneath the sleek black hair of her pubis. “You tell them how I was angry because I disliked your bride?”

“Hello, sister,” Yatam said. “It’s been a long time.” He’d looked awe-inspiring until Lincoln saw him at the same time as Yatai. Yatam was painted on the world in grays like Kansas before a tornado. She was the tornado. She was the sun itself. She was so much more powerful than her twin.

“I didn’t have a choice. You’ve been sleeping.”

“And while I’ve slept, you’ve been rampaging, just like Ereshkigal and his lovers.”

“Just like Utu,” she said. “Milquetoast hero of the sun, determined to love everyone and stand for nothing. Yet the instant our mother died, you fled from us.”

“You attacked Anat,” Yatam said.

“Grief twists the mind. I needed love and support. You gave me the loneliness that rots inside of me. Every life I’ve taken, every sin I’ve committed, leaves its blood on your hands.” Her black eyes cut through the darkness to land on Lincoln and Junior. Hatred rippled over her like heat over the desert at high noon. “I wonder if I won’t resent you as much once I’ve truly eradicated Inanna’s ghost.”

“Are you the one who told Him where to find me?” Elise asked, stepping forward. “Because I beat you at the lake?”

“Yes, I told Him.” Yatai slithered around her, barely more than a wisp.

“You told Adam
,” Yatam said. “The man who killed Eve—”

“One of the men who killed her!” His sister’s form seemed to grow in the darkness as if she were magnified in her anger. “Eve was killed day by day, piece by piece, by all sorts of men in power. Men like you
.”

“That is a poor rationalization for working with Him.” Yatam shifted subtly, and Lincoln realized that he was moving to stay between Lincoln and Yatai. Protecting him. “I won’t deny my responsibility in any of a trillion sins across a thousand worlds, but you’ve still allied yourself with the man who stopped Eve’s heart.”

The shadows around Yatai grew deeper. “I don’t see any hypocrisy in sending him Metaraon’s sword.” She stroked her fingers inches away from Elise’s stiffened shoulders, careful not to touch. “Adam wants the viper in his bed. It’s not my problem if he gets…bitten. Meanwhile, I get what I want too. Remnants of Inanna are resourceful. Dangerous, at times. I don’t have to get near enough to kill this one if I can send the madman-in-chief to do the job for me, Godslayer
.”

Elise swung her sword. “Don’t call me that!”

The blade swiped through the pale form of Yatai, and she only briefly billowed like the fog in wind. “I have been especially thorough this time,” Yatai said as she coalesced into her body again. “I summoned the big guns for you, Inanna, and for your new friend. He’s on his way with a vessel now. If I’m not wrong, he should be arriving at…” She glanced at her naked wrist, as if to look at a watch. “Right now.”

Yatam pushed Lincoln back again, more forcefully than the last time. “Run.”

“And leave you with her
?” Lincoln asked.

“Your friends are in danger. Go save them,” Yatam said. “I can handle my sister.”

Lincoln realized that Elise was already gone, racing toward Motion and Dance.


Your friends are in danger
.

He wrenched himself away from Yatam and chased Elise.
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ames realized two things at once. He was going to get killed by a giant spider if he didn’t get inside Motion and Dance, and there was no way he could leave Betty out on the street. He kicked the chest inside, shut the door, and raced across the lawn. His feet slipped on the sodden grass. It was nearly impossible to dodge the legs as they pounded around him. Each one was thicker than his body’s circumference.

Four of the spider’s legs scraped down the roof of the studio, tearing off one of the rain gutters. The wards hadn’t had time to lock down again. There was nothing to protect the structure from physical attack. James stopped, swaying on the street as he watched. “No, no, no
—”

A leg slammed into the eastern wall of the dance studio. It collapsed inward, sending dust pluming into the night.

“No!”

Another leg smashed against the sidewalk beside James.

Cement cracked under his feet.

James dived, rolling across the ground. One of the legs swung so close to his head that he felt the wind of its passing. The cables of its hair scraped his shirt. He came to a halt beside Betty. James bowed over her so that she would have some shelter from the rain, checking her throat for a pulse with shaking hands. “Betty?” There was fluttering under his fingers. Her head rolled side to side, brow crimping. She was dazed, but alive. “Thank God.”

Betty gave a dreamy chuckle in his lap. “I’m starting to think you don’t hate me.”

James’s feelings for Betty were quickly migrating far from hate. But at the moment, he had no room to feel for anything except his studio. His business, his home. The life that he had built with Elise.

Without one supporting wall, the roof was caving. The oversized spider scrabbled to keep its footing, and that just made the bricks crumble faster. Ridiculous thoughts flitted through James’s mind—thoughts of his insurance company, of how expensive real estate had gotten, what the neighbors would think—before finally settling on an internal, wordless scream of helpless horror.

The spider’s body hung between its legs high enough that a car could have driven underneath it. It had six-foot-long pincers tipped in glistening thorns. The energy radiating off of it reminded him of his aunt’s wood stove burning in winter. It reminded him of sharing burned movie popcorn with Elise in New York City.

It reminded him of the garden.

“No,” James whispered.

Its pincers parted like a woman’s thighs, and a voice emerged from the echoing depths of its carapace. “Don’t I know you?”

It felt like fingernails snapped through his skull, digging their tips into the center line of his brain to pull the hemispheres apart. An invisible gaze raked through James’s fleshy core. He clutched his head, trying to stop the pain—trying to keep his skull from getting crunched into a kernel.

“Bishop,” said the voice. “I do know you. Where have you been?”

It was Him.

The spider crashed closer. Its pincers retracted, preparing to strike.

Elise hurtled over James’s head seemingly from nowhere. Her knees were tucked under her, the falchion was lifted high, and a war cry ripped from her chest. She drove the point of the blade into one of those thick pincers.

It screamed much louder than it spoke. Blood sprayed across the pavement, and Elise landed underneath its belly, drenched.

“Are you okay?” she asked, looking at him from between the spider’s thrashing legs.

He’d felt fine from the moment his eyes met Elise’s. This was so familiar—something that they had done together a thousand times, like the dance routines they rehearsed for competitions. James was with his kopis. She was still the greatest fighter he had ever known. He would be safe.

“I’ll get Betty out of the way,” he said. “Worry about that thing.” He gathered the blond into his arms, running across the street toward Motion and Dance.

The spider turned to watch him swinging wide beyond the reach of its legs. “Where are you going, bishop?” When its red eyes fell upon James again, his mind split open with fresh pain. He lost his footing. Betty tumbled from his arms as he fell, and they both landed in the gutter awash with red-streaked rain.

A huge foot swung toward them. James hurt too much to roll away.

Something huge slammed into him, wrapping an arm around his body. It felt like James went from zero to sixty in a heartbeat. The spider’s leg only whistled past him as he and Betty were wrenched to safety on the grass.

James came to a halt sprawled underneath the tree outside Motion and Dance, gasping for breath.

They had been saved by a monster taller and wider than James, with a boulder-like body, clawed feet, and wings akin to those of a bat. The creature was simultaneously mammalian and inorganic. It didn’t look like it should have been able to move, much less cock its head curiously at James.

“Golem,” he gasped. He’d seen this thing with Lincoln before, but hadn’t truly gotten a sense of its size or the detail in its features. James ran a hand down his face to wipe a hallucination from his eyes. What he saw didn’t change. It was a golem. A sidhe subspecies that hadn’t walked the Earth for thousands of years.

It grumbled, and the noise was pitched like a question.

“Uh, yes,” James said. “We’re okay if that’s what you’re asking.”

The golem nodded.

Elise was still fighting the oversized spider in the park. She ducked and twirled out of the way of its legs, a rat skittering between stomping boots.

It wheeled around to bow its head over her, bringing all those glistening red gels of its eyes down to her level. That tiny voice came out of it again. “I’ve missed you,” He said.

Elise’s face went slack with shock. She looked young in that moment, even with the sword, the tattoos. She was a girl whose parents had abandoned her to a child marriage with God. Someone who had only ever been born to suffer. She was facing the worst of her fears, and James hurt with her.

In that instant, the spider moved.

Its pincers seized her. The demon lifted her from the ground.

“No!”

That shout didn’t come from James.

Lincoln had come running out of the park. He grabbed Elise’s leg, trying to pull her out of the spider’s grip. It knocked him down with barely a twitch. He was thrown.

The spider had already brought webbing from its spinnerets to cocoon Elise, and it skittered away at high speed, taking long steps with its long legs. It took only a moment to get across Idlewild Park, and a moment more to carry Elise over the Truckee. Then they vanished into the city.

James only got three steps into the street when Lincoln shouted.

“We’ll get her back!” he said. “Junior! Let’s go!”

The golem was waiting with its arms open. Lincoln leapt against its chest. The gargoyle lifted him and took off with one hard blast of its wings.
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Whatever magic animated the gargoyle didn’t offer his passengers any protection from the elements. Lincoln was freezing in the brutal rain. The wind whipped his face so hard he couldn’t breathe. They climbed fast, and Lincoln could still only think about Elise kicking uselessly against the tight webbing.

Junior dipped his right wing, sending them on a loose spiral toward the streets of Reno. There were no lights in the city. The power outage extended as far as he could see, and clouds blocked the moon.

Lincoln barely got an impression of something huge scrabbling between the casinos downtown, squeezing its body through alleys where it shouldn’t have fit. “Get me on top of it!”

Junior dropped him.

He had a breathless instant to regret his order before landing on the spider.

The breath was knocked out of Lincoln. He gasped, spasmodically sucking in air as he slid down the side of the carapace. He crammed his fingers into a crack so he wouldn’t fall off, but the rain-slicked exoskeleton was difficult to grip. He had to get his boots up under him and use the rubber soles for traction too.

The exoskeleton had looked solid black from afar. Now that Lincoln was close, he could see the jewel tones in it. He could also see a slimy white fungus growing in the crevices. It stuck to his fingers when he peeled his grip away. Lincoln got up in a crouch, wavering as the spider continued shifting underneath him. It didn’t seem to be aware that he was on it. Sort of like how Lincoln didn’t notice when flies landed on his arm half the time.

There was no way to get Elise from up there. She was still tucked under the spider’s belly.

Lincoln looked up, shielding his eyes from the rain. “Junior?”

That shout got the spider’s attention. Its foremost segments lifted, head bowing back to an unnatural degree.

Lincoln came face-to-face with rows and rows of crimson eyes bigger than his head. They blazed like rubies in the belly of a fire. It saw him, and it knew who he was, and Lincoln had never wanted to be invisible so desperately before.

A rasping voice echoed off of the walls of the parking gallery. “What are you?” asked the spider. “Do you matter? Should I know you?”

“Let the woman go!”

“But I’ve waited so long,” sighed the voice. Its knees drew inward, squeezing against the body. It was trying to scrape him off.

Lincoln hurled himself flat against the carapace, squeezing his fingers into the slick, mildewed cracks. “Junior! I need a weapon!”


Wham
.

The spider squealed as it shook. Junior had dropped onto it, crashing through the forest of legs fast enough that his impact left fresh cracks. Black fluid oozed over the mildew.

Junior dropped the unicorn dagger into Lincoln’s hand. He grunted helpfully, as if to say, Here you go
.

Lincoln gaped. “You time traveled with the falhófnir dagger? Why didn’t you give it to me sooner?” The spider bucked so hard that Lincoln was flung into the air. The last word was sucked away as his lungs emptied.

There was no spider underneath him when he fell. It had gone vertical, trying to scale Craven’s Casino.

Lincoln’s empty hand flailed wildly at the air. He tried to catch something—anything—before he splattered on the pavement alongside all the dead pigeons. His fingers caught a thick hair on the spider’s leg. He grabbed it tight and slammed into its leg. The breath whooshed
 out of him.

“Holy Hell,” he gasped, hugging the falhófnir dagger to his chest.

The spider shook its leg to try to get him off, and he gripped the hair so tightly that the tinier fibers bit into his palm like spines on a cactus.

He swung the dagger up and jabbed it into the knee joint. Hot fluid, black and slick, gushed out of the joint, and the leg buckled under him. Lincoln slid. Every hair slapped him as he tumbled down.

He slammed onto the rainy pavement dripping with spider blood.

Lincoln rolled onto his back just in time to see the thrashing leg hurtling toward him. He was too slippery to get much traction, so the spider’s enormous foot came down on his calf. Lincoln’s entire leg went numb like he’d gotten pinned under a semi. His roar was lost in the cacophony of night.

The spider-demon struggled to climb now that one of its legs was busted. It slid back, and Lincoln caught a glimpse of Elise bundled against its thorax. She was no longer struggling within the crush of the webbing. Her eyes were closed, and her braid hung toward the ground.

Was she even breathing?

“Junior!” Lincoln shouted again. He didn’t need to. The gargoyle had already crashed into the back of the spider, punching into the cracks. It was trying to beat the carapace into a pulp. There wasn’t time for that. “Go for the legs!”

Junior grabbed one of the legs in both hands, near the root. A rocky groan rumbled out of him as he heaved with all of his preternatural strength.

The leg cracked. The spider stumbled again. “I’m almost gone,” said the rasping voice. “Why won’t you just let me take her?”

It swung around, bringing its pincers to bear on Lincoln. He rolled behind the planter just as the thorns of its fangs jabbed for him. It struck sidewalk. The spider had bitten hard enough to get its left pincer jammed, and it pushed against the asphalt to try to free its fang.

“She’s not yours to take!” Lincoln brought the unicorn dagger hacking down on another leg joint. The unicorn horn was sharp enough to penetrate the leathery skin with little effort. He cleaved halfway through in a single stroke. This time, he was smart enough to jump away before it could spray him.

The spider wrenched free of the sidewalk, and Lincoln jumped again, going for its mouth. It wasn’t hot and smelly like the mouths of big sidhe beasts. It was eerily dry. Everything looked sharp, from the hairs on its head to the shining tip of its cracked pincer.

Lincoln crammed the dagger up its jaw. Brittle exoskeleton cracked.

The open mouth released a slew of words in a language that he didn’t recognize.

Junior ripped off another leg. It fell to the pavement with such force that the ground shook under Lincoln’s feet. The demon was rolling on its belly, struggling to stand as its other legs lost control.

It was going to crush Elise.

Lincoln threw himself underneath the spider. Two of its legs still cradled Elise, though they were also beginning to shake. He hacked at the webbing connecting Elise to the spider’s thorax, and she fell to the pavement. Lincoln grabbed her using fistfuls of webbing. The sticky gray material stung his hands like nettles.

He dragged with all of his strength, hauling Elise behind the planters.

Junior was trying to rip off another leg, but there was no point. The consciousness filling those evil red eyes had focused upon Lincoln, rather than trying to finish the fight. It knew that the spider was not going to win. “I thought I killed you,” said the voice from within the spider. Lincoln wasn’t sure if it meant Lincoln or Inanna.

The light faded from its gaze. The spider went limp.

The gargoyle leaped up to stand triumphantly on the demon’s back, wings flared as the rain pummeled him. He released a roar that shook the entire city.

Junior deserved to celebrate his victory, but Lincoln had nothing to celebrate yet.

He turned the unicorn dagger on Elise, hacking at the webbing to try to free her chest. It didn’t look like she was breathing. Her face had lost all color, and her freckles looked almost black on her cheeks. “Come on, come on…” He tore the webbing down to her navel.

Elise’s eyes popped open, and her chest expanded as a gasp filled her lungs.

She thrashed against the webs, struggling to get out. “No! Let me go!”

“I’ll get you out of there.” Lincoln put a hand on her to hold her back against the sidewalk. It didn’t take a lot of force. She couldn’t get leverage from inside the restraints. “Hold still. I don’t wanna accidentally slice you instead of web.”

Elise stopped fighting. “Where’s James?”

The spider’s mouth opened again. A blast of wind gusted from inside.

Something was moving inside.

Lincoln lifted the dagger to his shoulder before realizing that the spider wasn’t alive. Something flopped out of its mouth—a bullfrog the size of a small dog, with leathery green skin covered in warts. Its eyes were white. The body was slimy with the same mold that covered the spider.

It flipped onto its side, mouth opening and closing slowly. Its tongue thrashed.

That tiny voice came out of the bullfrog. “There’s no point…fighting…” It was louder now that it wasn’t buried deep within the spider, but Lincoln could tell it was the same thing. This was the spirit that had possessed the demon.

He wasn’t afraid of spiders or bullfrogs, yet this combination made Lincoln’s stomach lurch.

But not for long.

Junior jumped off of the back of the spider and squashed the bullfrog under his clawed foot.
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A

t Elise’s command, Junior went back to Motion and Dance to check on Betty and James. “Is there a reason you didn’t want him to take you back?” Lincoln asked, watching his brother’s form retreat into the sky with a sinking sense of regret.

“Betty and James don’t need to see me like this,” she said through gritted teeth. She’d managed to squirm around enough to roll onto her side, but the webbing wasn’t coming free, and she looked pissed. “Take me to Eloquent Blood. There’s a bartender there—Neuma.”

“You sure that’s a good idea?” Lincoln asked. “I already met her, and she flipped out on me.”

“She’s safe,” Elise said.

It was raining harder, and the air smelled like brimstone. This wasn’t the time to bicker. He swept Elise up, braced against the scratching cobwebs, and staggered toward Craven’s.

The club under the alleyway was full of demons that didn’t look nearly so scary cowering from the apocalypse. Only about half of them looked happy with this turn of events—the ones doing shots by the bar and dancing naked downstairs. The other half, clustered among the sulfur-encrusted tables, were quiet and wary. There must have been a thousand bodies.

Showing up with Elise tangled in spiderwebs caused a stir. The bouncer saw her and shouted deeper into the club.

Neuma came vaulting over the bar. She wore boots so tall that the pointed tops scraped at her hips when she walked, and that was most of her outfit. Lincoln felt a stir of heat at the sight of her hairless body, curvaceous and pale. She’s a demon. A succubus. She turned freaky in a heartbeat earlier
.

She probably noticed Lincoln’s face going red, but she only had eyes for the bundle in his arms. “Elise! Oh shit!”

“Get me out of this,” Elise said.

Neuma wavered, glancing at Lincoln, at the hallway to the surface, at the bar. “All right. Head down that hallway right over there. Take the elevator to B3. I’ll meet you there.”

She was fast slipping through the crowd, like a pallid ghost of a stripper. Lincoln had to shove through the crowd around the bar in order to get to the other side of the club. By the time he got to the hallway behind the bar, there was no sign of Neuma. A white-haired bartender lifted the door to let Lincoln through.

The cage elevator jangled and rattled on its way down. Elise was getting heavy, but he just held tighter.

Neuma was waiting in the darkened hallway when the elevator jolted to a halt. She wasn’t even out of breath. “I got the bath running. Hot water’s the best way to get the Night Hag’s webbing off,” she said, using a brass key to open the first door on the left. She hung well back as Lincoln carried Elise past her.

The room was worse than the average post-apocalyptic motel. The roof was sagging with moisture, the “window” was a cheap painting, and there was only one little desk lamp to offer lighting. He couldn’t turn it on without putting Elise down first. The room was so dark that he didn’t know where to do it.

“This is one of our safe house rooms,” Neuma said. “Nobody’s gonna bother you down here. You’ll be fine as long as it takes to…” She trailed off, her expression pinched. “How’d you cross the Night Hag?”

“Is that the giant spider?” Elise asked.

“Yeah. She’s slept for years. And then she wakes up, crawls out of the Warrens, and goes to web you? I mean, what the fuck
? You’re an accountant!”

“I gotta get her in the bath,” Lincoln grunted. “You gonna help at all?”

Neuma shook her head. “Not when the Mother is in town. Was—was she involved with this? The Mother?”

“You mean busty, dark, and scary? She’s probably related.” When it rains blood, it pours locusts, and it seemed like all manners of evil were coming out of the woodwork.

“I shouldn’t come in to help. The Mother got into me once—she could do it again if she wanted.” Neuma rubbed her arms and shuddered. “I don’t want her crawling in when you’re all like...” Her eyebrows knitted at the sight of Elise cocooned. “Can I get you guys anything else?”

“New clothes,” Lincoln said. “These ones itch.”

She bobbed her head in a nod. “I’ll get on that. I should go.” She reached in, shut the door. Wham.


Lincoln bumped the other door open with his hip. It led to a bathroom that looked like it came from Reno’s Wild West days. It had an oversized clawfoot tub, a toilet with no seat, and a cracked porcelain sink. The tub was already full, as promised. The sole bulb over the vanity tinted the water orange.

He lowered Elise into the water, which was about two degrees too hot. It slopped over his chest and thighs when he dropped her in. She hissed. “You all right?” he asked.

“It stings. Start cutting.”

He took the falhófnir dagger out of his belt. “Hold still. This thing’s really sharp.” Lincoln kept cutting down the seam where he’d started, careful not to cut too deep. The layers peeled away one at a time. The hot water was soaking in, making it softer, and the cutting got easier fast. But it was still adhered to Elise’s clothes and skin.

“It’s not coming off!” She struggled to get an arm out, snarling.

“Hang on,” he said. “Relax. Just let me do it.”

Her eyes glinted. “I don’t relax well.”

“You don’t got a lot of other options.” Lincoln was careful about getting web off of her shoulder. He used the dagger’s blade to lift if off the surface of the water and flick it into the corner.

Slowly, she stopped fighting inside of the webbing. She relaxed back. “Why a frog?” Elise asked, glaring at nothing. That glare was her thinking face. Sort of like how Sophie’s chin might crinkle up when she was thinking hard.

“If it’s Biblical, like the plagues, then I’m thinking it’s one of the three signs of apocalypse,” Lincoln said. “There’s this thing about frogs—how the end of times will be signaled by a frog coming from the dragon’s, the beast’s, and the false prophet’s mouths. Guessing a giant spider qualifies as evil enough to be a dragon.”

“Guess it could be worse,” she muttered. “It wasn’t an actual dragon.”

He slid his knife carefully along her shoulder to loosen a big patch. It was stuck too close. “We’re gonna have to scrub this off after it soaks a while longer, at least where it touches your skin. I don’t know if we can get it off your clothes.”

“Cut my clothes off,” Elise said.

Her tone reminded him of the way she’d started out flirting. She’d offered to drink his blood, if he wanted. Lincoln had never once thought of blood drinking as sexy before. Now she was giving him that familiar steady gaze, ordering him to cut her clothes off in that exact same tone, and she didn’t even know what kind of memories she was bringing him.

It wasn’t fair to want her this much. Not for either of them.

“I’ll get an arm free and you can do it,” he said.

“No,” Elise said. “Cut my clothes off. Leave my gloves on.”

“Shit,” Lincoln said.

Maybe she did know what she was doing.

He carved through her shirt. She was only wearing short sleeves, but he separated enough of the web from her body by cutting off the shirt. She wore a black sports bra tight enough to press down her large breasts. Lincoln tried not to stare. He really tried. He focused as hard as he could on getting her shorts off without snagging her panties.

Once she was down to her underwear, most of the web came off. She was mobile.

“I don’t know you at all,” Elise abruptly said. “I don’t have any memory of what you tell me we’ve done. But I believe you.” She managed to sit up, grimacing as she picked at her arm with the opposite fingernails.

“Let me wash out the water and get it hot again,” he said.

She kept picking while he drained the tub and restarted the water. Web swirled down the drain in white clouds, and the new water was clearer.

“Is that too hot?” he asked.

Elise frowned. “Why are you so worried over me? Am I sick when we meet? Dying?”

“I was just asking if the temperature was okay,” Lincoln said.

“You chased a giant spider into the city to get me back.”

He shrugged. “I can’t let you get killed, and I’m not scared of spiders.”

“I don’t get how you can know I’m the—the Godslayer and still worry about anything,” Elise said. “I must be weaker when you meet me.”

“You’ve got your weaknesses, sure.” As a demon, Elise hadn’t been able to go into the sunlight. She’d thirsted for human flesh. Worst of all, she’d never gotten over James Faulkner. “But you’re not weak. You’re the most powerful, terrifying thing I’ve ever met. Someone that...” He’d been about to tell her about the armies she commanded, but that seemed a detail too far. Instead, he said, “You’re someone that I never needed to worry about.”

“Then I seem weak to you now,” Elise said. She looked just as affronted.

“Just human,” he said. “And young. I know I look young, but—”

“When the Traveler moves you within your life, you go back into your body of that time. I know.” She groaned as she ripped a strip of webbing off her knee. The skin underneath was red. “Fuck
.”

“You know the Traveler pretty well.”

“I know that it’s not going to be okay with how much you’ve changed the timeline.”

“It’s not,” Lincoln said. “Sit forward. Let me get the webbing off your back.”

Elise hugged her knees, and he tried not to think about his fingers grazing over her freckled back while he cut more of the cocoon away. “Then this is all going to be unwritten,” Elise said. “You and Betty. The demon at the lake today. My worst enemy tracking me down.”

“Yeah,” he said.

“And the two of us meeting like this.”

When she looked over her shoulder, Lincoln was surprised to find their faces close. She had thick eyelashes and eyebrows. Strong features to go with everything else. “And meeting like this,” Lincoln said.

Her eyes flicked down to his mouth. She had a bruise on her lips, right on the corner. “I want you to fix the timeline. Undo every damage you’ve done. Don’t let God find me.”

“Okay,” Lincoln said.

It didn’t even occur to him that there might be another answer.

There would be no Elise for him to meet if she was taken now. Yet the idea of unwriting this version of Elise made him feel like his heart had been wrapped in spiderwebs, tightly enough that it couldn’t even beat.

“You know, nobody worries about me, like I need to be protected,” she said. “I’m the one who protects.”

“Everyone needs to be protected sometimes,” he said.

Like in this moment, Lincoln needed to be protected from himself. From the open hunger that had him skimming his knuckles along Elise’s nape underneath her curls and taking deep breaths so that he could inhale the steam coming off of her flesh.


Sophie would tell you that you’re breaking the timeline too much. She’d be so angry.
 But Sophie’s stern disapproval of All Things Lincoln couldn’t extend into the lightless reaches of Eloquent Blood, where sin paid the bills. The bathroom was barely bright enough that he could tell Elise’s white underwear was a different color than her flesh. He was drenched in blood from a spider demon. This was nowhere that Sophie should ever exist. She was something bright and pure and joyful.

What was between Elise and Lincoln had never been anything but burning blood.

“What are we, in the future?” Elise asked. “What do we call...this?” She pointed between them. His every sense was filled with her. The hair grazing over his knuckles, her breath over his jaw as she spoke from inches away.

“Sinful,” Lincoln said.

She rose halfway from the tub, gripped his sodden collar in both fists, and kissed him. She was not nearly as graceful in this as she was in fighting. There was nothing but raw challenge, and Lincoln gripped her shoulders reflexively. His reflexes told him that he was under attack even when other parts of his body welcomed it.

He didn’t belong here, with Elise’s half-naked body clutched against his chest. He shouldn’t have been bracing his arms on the edge of the tub to climb between her thighs, sinking along her length so that he could drink her taste like a vampire drank blood.

Her groans were more like snarls, like she was kind of furious at him.

Lincoln didn’t mind. He kissed her harder as water slopped over his hips, trapped between Elise’s wet knees. He fought to pin her wrists back, and she fought to keep control. Fingernails on his scalp, teeth on his chin. Elise had always liked teeth. He bit her back and her moan went straight to his balls.

A fist pounded against the door. Not the bathroom door—the one from the hallway.

He and Elise drew apart simultaneously. The tension was contagious, and their quiet was immediate. He drew the unicorn dagger from behind his back.

Neuma had said they’d be safe.

But she also sometimes got possessed by Yatam’s crazy bitch sister.

“I dropped my sword when the spider grabbed me,” Elise said quietly, under her breath. “Give me your dagger.”

“You’re still half-webbed,” Lincoln said. “I’ll do this. Get free if you can.” He slid out of the bathtub as the fist pounded against the door again. He dripped all the way to the peephole, peering through it sideways so that his body wouldn’t be centered in the door. When people shot through doors, they liked to do it right in the middle, chest level.

The hallway was as lightless as their room, making it hard to see anything at all. Dark gray swept across the peephole.

Lincoln let out a breath, opening his senses to more than just Elise.

Junior.

He opened the door. There didn’t seem to be any way that a gargoyle of Junior’s size could fit, but Lincoln stepped back to give him a chance. “Come on in, and be fast about it,” he said.

Junior didn’t bother trying. He reached his arm through the door and grabbed Lincoln’s. He could hear slopping water from the bathroom as Elise fought to get out of the tub.

“Are James and Betty okay?” Lincoln asked. Junior nodded—everyone was okay—but he was still trying to pull Lincoln out urgently. “Then what is it now? What could be so…”

And then he realized.

“Sophie?” he asked.

Junior nodded and tugged.

Elise limped out, her skin looking scorched where the spiderwebs had been plastered against her. She grabbed clothes off the hallway floor that Lincoln hadn’t noticed earlier. Neuma had delivered a pile of leather for the two of them to wear. “What did he say? I assume you can understand the gargoyle’s groaning better than I can.”

“I don’t understand him at all, except for when I ask yes and no questions,” Lincoln said. “He found my friend. Sophie—she’s gotta be alive and close.”

She handed an outfit to him. Her hand slid along his arm, briefly. The only sign of the moment they’d shared in the bathtub. “Then we better get dressed.”

They dressed hurriedly. As hurriedly as anyone dripping wet could dress in leather. Lincoln wasn’t sure why Neuma had looked at him and thought this guy will love biker leathers and a Black Death tee
. Maybe it was all she had.

Lincoln had to help Elise get her boots on because she could still barely bend. “I’m not going to be able to move fast like this without help,” she said. She gave Junior a critical look as she pulled on the jacket. “Can you carry me?” Junior lifted her easily. She clambered over his shoulder onto his back, staying tight between his wings. She looked like one of the demons riding fell beasts through the flames of Hell. “Now let’s go save your friend.”
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T

raveling between two locations within the same short time period was wildly different than traveling between years. When Sophie and the Traveler jumped away from the farm, landing on a city street, Sophie felt sick. “Oh no.” On the last syllable, her open mouth became a conduit for bile, and breakfast spilled across sidewalk. “Oh no
. That didn’t—ooh.” She suppressed a burp as her stomach tried to seize again. “That didn’t happen last time.”

“I pulled you between planes and a five-minute period simultaneously.” The Traveler was always akin to a colorless ghost, but it was paler than ever. The darkness at its roots had leeched out. It no longer had pupils.

“What do you mean, planes?”

“The farm is in a bubble universe. It’s physically, temporally, and dimensionally separate from the rest of this gaean plane—which is to say, the Earth that you know.” It grabbed teenaged Sophie by the elbow and marched her along the sidewalk. A fence bordered a pasture on the right, where cows rested in clusters. There was a dairy building on the far end of the field labeled with the University of Nevada’s name.

To the left ran the freeway, soaring overhead in the silent night. Sophie heard no wheels, no engines, no honking. None of the symphony of civilization that she’d found so charming in Lincoln’s company. She wondered if the freeway was in the same condition as the ground-level road beside her. It was packed with abandoned cars. There was a collision in the intersection, but no signs of the people who had been driving in the crash.

“What happened here?” Sophie asked.

“Lincoln Marshall happened here,” the Traveler said grimly. “I knew I shouldn’t have listened to him. I should have done this the right way the first time.”

“This is because of Lincoln?”

“Don’t fuck with the timeline, I said,” muttered the Traveler. “The universe is already at risk of falling apart, and you’ll speed it up if you fuck with the timeline. That’s exactly what I told him.”

Sophie opened her mouth to argue. After all, Lincoln was many terrible things, but he was competent and heroic when at his best. Surely Lincoln could not be responsible for so many empty cars.

Yet when she inhaled deeply, a foul scent rolled up her nose and down her throat. Instead of speaking, she gagged, hand clapped over her mouth. “Blood,” she rasped.

“Yes, it’s blood,” the Traveler said impatiently.

Sophie couldn’t make out the source of the odor, but it struck her that none of the cows in the field were moving. And there were many small bodies on the road between the cars.

She stepped over a dead pigeon, gagging again.

“This is what happens when you poke the sleeping dragon,” the Traveler said. “No. Worse. This is what happens when I waver in my gods-damned job!” It yanked Sophie along harder, faster, until she could barely keep up.

“Can we fix the timeline?” Sophie asked.

“If we found Lincoln, theoretically we could travel back to a day or two before we left and sever this alternate timeline he made.”

“Lincoln’s here. We can find him.”

“You wouldn’t be that confident if you were as old as I am,” the Traveler said. “Even if we find him, this might become too big a time loop to collapse. This is too distinct a difference from the original events. Might be safer to just make this timeline work.”

Sophie stumbled. “What do you mean, make it work? Thousands must be dead!”

“A lot more are gonna die if we leave retained products of a severed timeline to fester in a universe already halfway to collapse,” the Traveler snapped. “Now shut up. I’m looking for a ley line so I can planeswalk us to the hospital.”

“To the hospital?”

A knife appeared in the Traveler’s hand. It pressed the blade against Sophie’s belly and said, “To fix my mistake.”

The world tipped around them. It swirled.

Sophie blinked.

Her eyes reopened outside of a hospital.

This time, the Traveler was gripping Sophie so tightly that she couldn’t bend forward at all. The vomit dribbled down her shirt. But even through the sickness, Sophie understood exactly what was happening, and she spoke through gagging. “You’re not going to hurt my baby. You promised—”

“We had an agreement. Terms changed. The universe is more important than one life.”

That was the logically correct thing, but Sophie’s entire body screamed in fear of it. The Traveler locked its hand over her mouth, keeping the dagger pressed near her kidneys as it steered her into the hospital.

Sophie dug her heels in, but she couldn’t fight the Traveler’s force. It was too strong. And she was so much smaller than she used to be. Smaller, sickly, frightened—a cocktail that drove every last rational thought out of Sophie’s mind, leaving behind nothing but animal panic.

She tried to scream for help, but the words were muffled.

Someone will see us. There are so many people here.

The lobby was chaos. Cots filled one entire side of the room, and a patient moaned on every one, clawing at skin that was marked with swollen boils. It smelled like pus and urine. Most of the nurses had faces coming up red, too. It wouldn’t be long before they were also in too much pain to help.

Nobody cared about the Traveler passing through.

“Hey! Wait!”

The shout came just before the Traveler slammed through the doors to the ER. Sophie twisted to see someone in CNA scrubs marching toward them. He was a big man, tall and broad, and she had never been so happy to see a human being.

Sophie couldn’t cry for help, but the CNA must have seen it in her eyes.

He didn’t see the dagger.

As soon as he drew near, the Traveler’s hand flashed. Blood spread from the man’s heart. His face slackened as he fell.

Sophie wanted to scream and cry, but for this one instant, there was no dagger digging into her flank.

She tore away from the Traveler and bolted down the hallway. Sophie slipped on a smear of blood between two gurneys and stumbled, arms wrapped around her belly.

The Traveler was on her within five steps.

It grabbed a fistful of her twists and pressed the dagger hard enough under her ribs that Sophie felt it nip the skin.

“Fuck off!” the Traveler snapped at a patient who hollered. He’d seen them.

It kicked its white boot into the buttons for the elevators. The doors slid open. Sophie tried to brace her hands on the walls so she couldn’t be pulled inside, but the knife bit harder, and she felt warm blood flow down her hip.

“There needs to be one Historian,” the Traveler said, snapping the words out into Sophie’s ear. “I need to do this non-destructively. Don’t make me slip.”

The elevator doors opened again on a dark, empty floor. It was taped off. Signs marked that the area was about to be demolished and renovated, and there was absolutely no trespassing. The Traveler took its hand off of Sophie’s mouth to tear the tape down and push her down the hallway.

“Help! Someone help!” Sophie screamed.

Her voice echoed off of the empty hospital ward.

“This area is uninhabited until 2010,” the Traveler said. “Nobody’s close enough to hear you.”

Sophie tried to run down the hall again.

The Traveler was so fast.

Its pale hand clamped onto Sophie’s wrist, and they traveled a short distance. Barely a flash of a trip. A ley line must have intersected the hospital. The hallway became an operating room fifty meters away.

Sophie was so busy getting sick that she could barely fight back. The Traveler slammed her to an operating table.

There were straps. So many straps. The Traveler cinched her arms down tightly, leaving her legs free, and Sophie screamed as loud as she could. “Morphine,” the Traveler muttered, pacing to the back of the room. “They still used morphine back then. Where is it?”

It returned with more than just a syringe. It also had a pair of latex gloves, a rubber tube, and a clear plastic speculum.

Sophie screamed so much harder. Hard enough that she feared she might black out.

“I’m not going to hurt you during this procedure. The world still needs a Historian, after all,” the Traveler said, not unkindly. “Try to think about how many lives you’re saving.”

“No!” Sophie kicked the Traveler when it came near, but it shoved her leg aside and drove a needle into her arm. The morphine burned hot through her body. Her throat soured, and her head throbbed.

The fight didn’t go out of her, but strength did.

Her vision blurred. She caught glimpses of the Traveler preparing itself—putting on the gloves, unlacing Sophie’s boots.

No. No!

“This won’t take long.” The Traveler’s words swam in and out of her ears. “Just sleep.”

And Sophie dropped into oblivion.
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As it turned out, fitting a gargoyle into elevators wasn’t necessary when the gargoyle could punch through walls. Junior punched through the top floor of one tower at St. Mary’s Regional Hospital and took Elise and Lincoln inside, one by one. Lincoln hit bare subfloor inside. Everything around him had been stripped. Drywall torn down, doors removed, old equipment shoved into odd corners. Most of the support structure was exposed along one wall.

Elise was limping as fast as she could toward that wall.

“What are you doing?” Lincoln asked, running after her.

“I heard someone screaming,” she said.

“Nobody’s screaming.”

“Not anymore,” Elise replied grimly.

She jumped through the doorway to an operating room. The emergency lights were still running, so the room glowed dimly red. There were two figures inside, one on a table and the other standing beside them. Lincoln recognized the shape of the Traveler’s strange jacket and hair. That was the person standing up.

And that meant the person on the table was…

“Sophie!”

Lincoln’s eyes adjusted enough to see the Traveler jabbing a needle into Sophie’s arm.

He’d never leaped such a distance so fast before. He was simply there, fists swinging. Lincoln backhanded the Traveler into a wall. It fell in a shower of metal and crumpling cardboard boxes.

Lincoln took the syringe out of Sophie’s arm then slashed the table’s straps to set her free. Sophie was weak against his chest. She was shaking with tears but could barely keep her eyes open. Sedated. “Jesus, Sophie!” He crushed her under his chin. Squeezed her tighter than he should have. “Don’t pass out, Sophie. Stay awake. Listen to my voice.”

She was mumbling. He smoothed a hand over her hair—it was in tight coils now, instead of the braids—and listened closely to make out her words. “Is she okay? Is everything okay?”

“Who are you worried about?” Lincoln asked.

And then he realized there was a strange shape to Sophie. He pushed her away a couple of inches to look down.

She was a slight girl, a teenager at best, and…

“You’re pregnant?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I’m not sure!” Tears coursed down her girlish face. “What did it do to me? Did it remove her? Is she gone?”

Horror dawned over Lincoln. The Traveler had put Sophie’s feet up in stirrups, and it had been getting ready to go between her legs.

It had been trying to abort her baby.

His eyes flashed to the tray beside the operating table. The equipment still looked untouched. He had no idea what that duck-shaped thing was or what half the rubber stuff was for, but it was clean. “It didn’t do anything,” Lincoln said. “You’re safe. You’re—you’re both
 safe.”

Sophie sucked in a breath. “Behind you!”

He twisted too late.

The Traveler was swinging its knife toward his back—

—and the blade glanced off a steel pipe with a spray of sparks.

Elise had gotten between them.

Their eyes met over the crossed weapons, and the Traveler looked neither surprised nor worried to see Elise. It drove her back with a few fast jabs. Elise jumped back with surprising agility, even though her left leg looked like it was about to buckle.

“I’m disappointed in you,” Elise said. “Attacking a pregnant girl?”

“Stand down, Ms. Kavanagh. That baby is at the center of a Precept violation,” the Traveler said. “The very laws of the universe will be shattered when she’s born. Our world will begin falling apart.”

Confusion flashed across Elise’s face. A lot of those concepts looked to be new to her. Nobody back then talked about Precepts. “There’s no excuse for this.”

“And we don’t want to fight,” Lincoln said. “We’re all here—you and me, Sophie and Junior. We can travel now and fix the timeline. Close the loop.”

“Things are most likely too different to go back to your timeline. I warned you to be careful!” the Traveler said. Its white gaze fell upon Elise again. “You know I’m right. Don’t get into this.”

And the Traveler launched itself at Sophie.

Lincoln tightened his arms around her, twisting his body so that he’d stand between the Traveler and the Historian. He screwed up his face in anticipation of having a dagger skewer him.

But the blow didn’t come.

A pipe jutted through the Traveler’s body, its broken end painted in prismatic blood. Elise had broken it off of some kind of mechanical arm, turning it into a javelin. She swung her makeshift weapon without withdrawing it, hurling the Traveler into another table. “You don’t make that choice for her! It’s her choice
.”

The Traveler shut its eyes. “There’s no hope for any of us now, you idiot.” It sagged against the ground. Fresh blood spattered over the floor as its fingers went limp around the pipe.

It didn’t breathe in again.

“Wait,” Lincoln said. “It’s not dead, right?” If the Traveler was dead, then there was no way to get back to 2015—and no way to fix this so that God didn’t find Elise so soon.

Elise grabbed the end of the pipe and slid it free of the Traveler’s body. It didn’t even twitch. It just flopped onto its back, boneless. “I’ll look for a pulse,” she said, tossing the pipe aside.

But she didn’t get a chance to kneel beside the Traveler. Air sighed through the room. The body faded away. Within moments, there was nothing left—not even the blood that the Traveler had spit onto the floor.
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Sophie had never known such a swing from fear to relief and then a downward spiral into crushing grief. She felt safer with Lincoln than ever before, which was, honestly, not a very high bar to clear in regard to her short and tumultuous relationship with Lincoln Marshall. It still took several seconds after the Traveler disappeared for Sophie to realize that she was safe—for now—and in the absence of adrenaline, she felt nothing but exhaustion.

It occurred to her that Lincoln had new companionship—a woman that Sophie did not recognize. If he trusted her, then Sophie did too. But she’d likely have trusted a hippopotamus with a canker sore at that moment, so long as it meant she didn’t have to lift her head. “We have a problem,” Sophie mumbled.

“Is this her?” Booted footsteps crossed the storage room. That clipped tone belonged to the woman with the steel pipe. “You didn’t tell me that Sophie is a kid.”

“I didn’t realize she was this much younger than me.” Lincoln’s voice was deep, and it made his chest rumble. “She talks like she’s about eighty years old most of the time, and she dresses like a librarian.”

“You’re mocking me while I’m drugged. You’re a terrible person, Lincoln Marshall,” Sophie said sleepily. He stroked her head and she swatted weakly against him. “Stop touching my hair.”

“Marshall?” It was the woman speaking again. “You said your last name was Keyes.”

Sophie managed to pry her eyes open at that, and she found that Lincoln was stubbornly not looking at her. “Lincoln Keyes? I have to say, I’m flattered.”

“Great. I’m never gonna hear the end of this,” he said. “Can you stand?”

Shock and morphine had turned her to spaghetti, but there was nothing physically wrong with her. “I don’t see why not.” She tried to slide off the table and her knees buckled.

Strong hands caught her—and not Lincoln’s.

It was a white woman with features that could have been carved from sandstone. Her loose brown curls did little to add softness to her face. Her shoulders were as broad as her hips and pronounced quadriceps, giving her the look of an hourglass supplementing with steroids. Yet she was very gentle holding Sophie. “Careful,” she said. “I’m Elise. You’re safe.”


Elise
.

“He’s told me about you,” Sophie said, swaying on her feet.

“Junior!” called Lincoln. “Little help?”

She was scooped into enormous arms. It was the gargoyle. Junior’s broad chest was cool—the same temperature as the room—and it was strange to feel stone that was not supple to the touch but nevertheless capable of bending. Her head fell back against his bicep to look up at his square features. The pronounced canine teeth made Junior look like a beast, but even with his features caricaturized by his Rebirth, there was something Lincoln-looking about him, and it was comforting for once.

“I’m not sure I can stay awake,” Sophie said. Everything was so heavy. Now that she didn’t even have to sit up, she was dropping fast.

“How are we going to get her to safety?” Elise asked. Sophie had given no thought to what Lincoln’s absent beloved might sound like, but if she had, she wouldn’t have chosen a voice pitched so flatly.

“Junior can fly her to Motion and Dance. But he can only carry one at a time, obviously, and I’m not letting Sophie leave my sight.”

“What is she, your sister?”

“Do we look anything like siblings to you? Did you notice she’s black?”

“So what?” Elise asked.

Lincoln muttered to himself in frustration.

Sophie liked this woman. She liked her very much. Almost as much as she liked resting her head in the crook of Junior’s elbow like she was a baby and letting her legs dangle over his opposite forearm.

She was drifting. Heavy.

What is the effect of morphine on third trimester fetuses?

The thought was darker than the hole the morphine tried to drag her toward. She could feel no motion from within her womb. It was possible, of course, that the baby was only sleeping. Or that Sophie was too numb to experience the sensations. Yet fear thrilled through her anyway.

And she still fell asleep.





Part VI








A thousand years was a very long time.

It passed for Anat in a blink.

She lost track of the number of men who fell under her fangs before the first year ended. To be newly bloodless was to know uncontrollable hunger; she quickly lost her squeamishness for clutching men in her arms as they died. Her life was built around the flow of blood into her mouth. If she was not drinking it, or digesting it, she was hunting for it. Anat was quiet death in the night, merciful and just.

Nügua had told Anat how to do it, though neither had realized one was teaching the other at the time. Women who wandered alone at night attracted men. Anat had died when she was at the peak of her beauty, when youth shined from her face, and she never wandered far before a man or two approached. Many of them were like Hannu, drawn to her power as much as they feared her and eager to dominate her body because of it. They knew the risks. They earned the result.

Even Inanna could not complain about much of it.

She did, at first. She complained frequently.

“You shame my memory,” Inanna said. “Killing the mortals I dedicated my godhood to protecting is the worst insult you could commit, beyond sacrificing your life to be with a demon.”

“You were goddess of love as much as war,” Anat would counter. “What did you do to be with Utu?”

“You are not me,” Inanna said.

But this did not take long to prove untrue. Inanna and Anat were inseparable in the way that Utu and Yatam were. Anat would gaze upon her husband’s face when he was lost in thought, admiring the master craft Nügua showed in sculpting him, and she caught Inanna gazing like that often too. Anat often spoke Inanna’s words when conversing with Yatam, and after a few generations, she stopped being able to tell which piece of her soul was in charge during conversations.

She became closer to Inanna every time she made passionate love with Yatam, every time she drove a knife into a predatory man’s belly, every time she bathed in incense to purify her undead flesh.

Eventually, she stopped seeing visions of Inanna at all.

Yatam too grew in power as the years elapsed. He feasted upon blood almost as often as Anat and preyed upon the mortals’ more sensual urges even more often. People threw themselves upon him for a taste of his ecstasy. They would give anything for that taste. Even their blood. As Yatam grew hungrier, Anat only loved him more. She loved his control. She loved his care. She loved how freely he smiled. He was vibrant life and ecstatic death.

One time he woke her at sunset by climbing into her sarcophagus, letting her feel the warmth of the sunlight trapped in his skin. They kissed and breathed the daylight. “I don’t often miss the sun because you give me no reason to feel I’m without it,” Anat said.

Yatam had smiled with his eyes, warmed by love. “I do it for Inanna as much as you. She didn’t ask to spend her afterlife in night.”

“I don’t mind,” Anat said truthfully. There was no we
, not anymore. She was one with Inanna, as Yatam had always been one with Utu, and her husband understood the implications of the statement. They made love, and their kisses tasted like tears of gratitude—his, not hers, because her body was no longer capable of weeping.

Though they were careful, they still had to relocate and rebuild their lives every few years to avoid suspicion. They rode north and south in Kush, from city to city, and even joined a few caravans to inhabit the deeper desert villages. The earth changed over those centuries. Quakes formed new valleys, storms destroyed villages, shifting rains moved natural pastures.

They took care to avoid returning to Kemet.

In this fashion, the years melted away before them. Yatam and Anat did not age. Her world felt eternal. She had entered the Field of Reeds that everyone used to discuss in Itjtawy—the world for the dead that was nothing but a peaceful continuation of life. But this Field of Reeds was truly a Heaven in its own right, a place where Anat knew peace. She made love to Yatam in the darkness of her sarcophagus by day and drank her belly full of blood under the brilliant moonlight. It was true peace.

Perhaps if they had been less peaceful, they would have ignored the summons.

But it was not every day that their bloody routines were broken by the arrival of soldiers from a city-state beyond the sea. These men sought out Yatam in his palace, which he had built using money from generations of trading. They willingly abandoned their swords outside. The soldiers didn’t want to fight, but rather, had come to relay a message. “Should we speak to this king and his people?” Yatam asked Anat once the others left.

Anat almost refused. To reach King Teleklos of Sparta, they would have to pass through Kemet again. Inanna had only ever lost battles when traversing territory owned by her enemy, where she lacked the advantage of knowing her battleground. And Kemet was the last place that they had seen Yatai.

Crossing paths with Yatai wasn’t her only fear. Even before the king’s men found them, there had been whispers of skies torn open by battle, oceans turned to roiling blood, and winged men gutted by horned beasts. “The war is said to reach all quarters,” Anat said. “Not merely upon the land of black soil, but upon Heaven and Hell. They fight because Nügua is angry.”

“My mother will not hurt us. She did not even ask us to join her fight. She knows we want to be alone.” It would have been difficult to ask for a more benevolent god than that. If Nügua had asked her favorite son for help, Yatam surely would have gone, and he would have been mightier than half an army. She hadn’t asked. He hadn’t offered.

Anat never forgot that their centuries of peace were only because of Nügua’s kindness. “She’s not our only concern. Her enemies may attack if we reemerge.” If Nügua was warring against a cosmic body, it must have been Adam. He was rumored to be short-tempered, barely leashed by his ethereal wife Eve.

“That war may never end if we don’t aid negotiations.” Yatam cupped her cheeks and kissed her softly. “But it hasn’t touched us yet. I’ll let you choose.”

Loving the hunt wasn’t Anat’s only take-away from Inanna. She was also an icon of valor, still hungry to protect the humans she’d once fostered. She didn’t take long before making her decision.

They chartered a ship and headed for Waset the next night.

Their ride on the ship was, at first, uneventful. Yatam kept seemingly normal hours to avoid alarming the crew. Anat kept to herself, even at night. They had made a policy against killing men on the ships that transported them after one incident had led to sinking the ship and losing their assets. Better they think that Anat was a sickly, retiring woman than a potential murderer. But they had only traveled two days along the river when things became so disturbed that even Anat heard the crew’s shouts from inside her cabin.

She stepped out onto the deck and watched as they passed a city that had caught fire. Bodies seethed between the buildings—demon bodies. They crawled from a crack in the earth. Another crack had appeared on the eastern bank, and steam billowed from it as the river slowly waterfalled into its depths. The barge’s rowers were struggling to keep from getting pulled into the swirl.

“Fear not,” Yatam said, putting his arm around Anat. “They have the strength to keep us moving. We’re in no danger.”

“I can’t believe Nügua has sent so many demons to this world. Nothing must be worth this much destruction,” Anat said.

Her husband looked troubled. “Something must have made her angry.”

The rowers did keep them from being pulled into the crevice, and they didn’t pass another city quite like the first. Most looked like they had been burned weeks earlier. They were graveyards, and she was sickened by the sight of them. Anat had killed so many throughout her life, but never on such a scale. One at a time. Two or three, if she was with Yatam. Entire cities dying was neither natural nor just.

Anat hoped that Waset wouldn’t be so bad. Her heart sank when she saw the smoke on the horizon, heralding their approach into the city.

“The fight is isolated there,” Yatam said. “Only some skirmishes in the outer districts. We will be safe where we’re staying.”

As when Anat had been a human child, Waset was again the capital of Kemet. A thousand years truly vanished in the instant that their barge approached the pharaoh’s palace. The Nile was black underneath them. The scent of fish and waste mingled with incense and jasmine. The winds were warm and the flies were thick. They showed no interest in Anat’s bloodless skin.

Even the way that Waset burned was eerily familiar. Anat had left Itjtawy during riots, and the city had burned then too. But these fires were set by man-sized creatures that flew through the air. She glimpsed several through the smoke.

“Angels,” Anat whispered.

The captain helped them unload at the dock. Anat took his hand to step out onto the waiting western bank, and she drank in the sight of the Pharaoh’s grand palace. The walls were high and shining, patrolled by human guards. The torches were lit, and Anat felt she was arriving in daytime.

“Our ship to the Laconian Gulf does not leave for two days,” Yatam explained as they entered the gates of the palace. He was dressed as a man of Kemet again, with the makeup and jewels of nobility, and he passed well as belonging. “I sent word ahead that we were coming, and an old friend invited us to stay for our safety. He assures me that angels cannot penetrate their wards.”

Anat did not remember having any friends who were pharaohs, but she did not have to remain confused for long. A guard escorted them within the gates and to the gardens, where the pharaoh waited for them. The lanterns were lit there too. Musicians played under the golden glow, and the quiet drumming was often punctuated by distant explosions.

The pharaoh sat beside a fountain, attended by a pair of beautiful women. Anat was surprised to recognize him.

“Kadar, it has been too long,” she said. They had met a thousand years earlier, when he had been a nomarch in Itjtawy and a new vampire changed by the same fangs that had pierced Anat’s throat.

“I am Osorkon III now. Does godhood suit me?” He rose from his bench and spread his arms so that she could look upon his kilt and finery. He wore a lion’s tail at his belt. A leopard’s skin hung over his shoulders. He had been splendid enough as nomarch, but he looked godly indeed now. All the more impressive, considering it had been at least a thousand years since he’d drawn breath.

“It suits you perfectly.” She kissed him on the cheek. “I’m glad to see you so well-kept. Few of our ilk have thrived to such a degree.” Not in a part of the world where the sun always shined.

Yatam kissed Kadar next, a brief brush of lips upon lips. Even with the color drained from his skin by death, Kadar was much darker than Yatam, and a man of less beauty. He was rugged, a hunter—a king. “The same to you,” Kadar said. “Your marriage has treated you both well. What brings you to Waset? Your letters were intriguingly lacking in detail.”

“King Teleklos has invited us to speak before the Ecclesia about the First War,” Yatam said. “He desires to bring about an end to the fighting.”

Kadar huffed. “Of course the humans would. They’re treated as the cattle they’re meant to be, and they complain when the predators do what predators are meant to do. I’m sure that chickens would also like to stop dying on the dinner table too. Why are you entertaining him? A man has little leverage over the matters of Heaven and Hell.”

“I have leverage over my mother, and I’m willing to listen,” Yatam said simply. “That is influence enough over Hell.”

“You haven’t been to the infernal planes in centuries, have you?”

“My husband is well-traveled.” Anat couldn’t go with him when he traveled far afield of home, and he never left her for long, but he wasn’t without responsibility for his people. “He’s offered counsel to a dozen of Dis’s queens and is regarded as a demon of supreme wisdom.”

“By some,” Kadar said. “Many will never fall in line with you should you waste time with mortals.”

“Mortals such as these?” Anat asked, waving to the celebrants throughout the gardens. Some were vampires, marked by their pallor and sharpened fangs. They were as likely to be loopy on opium as they were on the blood spilling over mortal flesh from pinpricks at their throats.

“Food for my coven,” said the pharaoh.

Anat wore the sickle-sword that Yatam had given her years earlier, and she ached to reach for it. She didn’t know why. Most of their ilk regarded humans as such cattle. She gripped her hands behind her back. “I need time to rest and refresh myself after our journey.”

“Of course. Your ship was early, so your rooms are still being prepared. We’re understaffed as a side-effect of this war.” He waved an impatient hand at the torn sky. “I will have you taken to Ipet-isu so you may say your thanks to Khonsu, who will watch you across the sea. I will command the priests to permit you inside Amun’s Hall.”

They murmured their goodbyes and blessings, and Anat kissed Kadar again before leaving. His breath smelled like human blood.

Ipet-isu was the largest religious complex throughout the known world—a marvel untouched by war, even quieter than the pharaoh’s palace in the middle of the night. The wab
 priest who allowed Anat and Yatam inside looked sleepy, though he’d donned his papyrus slippers and linen robes in preparation for serving the gods.

Silence waited for them within Ipet-isu. The lights had been extinguished for the night, so the priest carried a clay lantern roped to a long stick, holding it above them so that they were bathed in the gentle glow. Columns like stocky reeds held up the flat roof of the main hall, where Amun was worshipped. The ritual lake was visible beyond the windows. The walls were painted in vivid hues of gold and blue.

Anat gazed around the grandeur of the temple and felt the ache of bittersweet nostalgia. This was far larger than the Temple of Maat, where she’d spent much of her short human life, yet it was the nearest she’d gotten to her old home in a millennium. She felt young and human again—a vulnerable sensation. It had been so long since she had felt the kiss of death’s slow approach for her soul.

“I feel a cold wind,” she said, shivering.

“There is no chill here, lamb,” Yatam said. He brought her into the circle of his arms. “There is no winter in Kemet. You’re only hungry.”

She had eaten well before they boarded the ship. For the last several centuries, she had found her dietary habits less demanding and only needed to eat every few weeks. She wouldn’t be hungry for some time. “My body wants for nothing. I feel something terrible coming.”

“Are you afraid to cross the sea?”

“Whatever I fear is not that far away,” Anat said. “I feel like it is here, in Waset. We shouldn’t have stopped.”

Yatam always took her seriously, even when she couldn’t put reason behind her feelings. He took the lantern from the priest. “We want privacy.”

The wab
 priest nodded and left. He must have been afraid to leave them in the hypostyle hall alone—a place where only priests and pharaohs were allowed to tread—but he must have feared Kadar’s wrath as Osorkon III much more than tradition.

When the doors shut, it echoed among the pillars of reeds. Anat shivered again. It sounded like her sarcophagus closing at sunrise.

Yatam mounted the lantern on the wall. “Tell me what you want to do,” he said. “I will do it for you. Shall we return to Kush? Flee somewhere else entirely?”

Anat wasn’t sure. For a moment, she was lost gazing up at her husband, and she remembered what it was like to feel her heart beating. With memories of life came memories of love, felt as fiercely as only the living could. He was a great demon looked up to by many as nobility or a deity, yet he still deferred to Anat, a vampire who only existed to shadow him. Yatam never failed to bring her sunlight.

“You’re not one to flee,” she said. “But we should leave early. Now.”

“Wisdom from my wife’s lips,” he said.

Her heart ached. “I still love you as much as the earliest days.”

Yatam kissed her gently, holding her body against his with reverence. “I love you too,” he whispered back.

“How sweet,” said another woman. The shadows at the edge of lantern light had coalesced into a figure much like Yatam’s. “Might I suggest you dig a deep hole wide enough for two and drag yourselves into the bottom of it?”

Anat gasped at the sight of Yatai. She made no pretense at humanity anymore. Their shared features were elongated into sharp points on Yatai. Her hair was more fog than silk. Her bared breasts were circled by geometric lines that extended onto her ribcage and down her thighs, as if she’d clad herself in infernal runes.

“Kadar told you that we would be here,” Yatam said, maneuvering to protect Anat. “I’m surprised. I didn’t expect you to still have any interest in him after a thousand years.”

“You’re not the only one of us capable of loving selfishly,” Yatai hissed back. “I parted ways with Kadar for some centuries, but now that you’ve killed Eve to foment war, I’ve nothing to do with my time but rekindle ancient flames.”

Anat gripped Yatam’s arm, and his muscles were tense with shock under her fingertips.

“I have not killed Eve,” Yatam said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her.”

“You deny responsibility? Let’s weigh your sins in the matter and pass judgment.” Yatai slithered between two pillars, leaving a wake of shadows that stained the stone floors of Amun’s Hall. “Our mother was so endeared with us that she expended her strength making us immortal, yet you left her. Nügua died of grief within days of losing her son to some Remnant
.” Yatai spit out the last word. “Even in her omnipotence as Lilith, she continued pining for her lost life as Nügua, and she wasn’t in Eden when Adam came for Eve.”

Yatam shook his head. “No, no—”

“Adam may have strangled Eve, but you’re the reason nobody was there to stop him!”

Anat and Yatam shared shocked looks. Neither of them had known Eve well enough to mourn her personally, but what Yatai was talking about was deicide. There were only three gods in the pantheon. Losing Eve would destabilize the universe.

If this was true, then a few burning cities would only be the start of it.

“I will accept no blame for that,” Yatam said. “We are on a mission of goodwill, sister. We seek to end the war with negotiations on Tinos.”

Rage turned Yatai uglier, more wretched. “The world can burn for what’s happened to Eve.” She swirled around Anat. They came face to face, their noses only a breath apart. Anat was trapped within the shadow. “I haven’t forgotten your role in all of this, Remnant. First you kill Ereshkigal’s husband and kill his kingdom, and now you triggered the events that killed Eve. It has been a hundred years since her passing, and I have killed every single Remnant of Inanna but you.”

“Let me go!” Anat drew her sword and slashed with it. She could not cut through Yatai’s darkness. For all the power that Anat had gained in her undeath, it was naught but a flicker against the bonfire of Yatai’s might.

Yatam gave his sister only an instant’s warning. “Stop!”

And then lightning cracked through the air, and the temple smelled of lamps gone out. When Anat’s vision cleared, she saw Yatai bleeding on the floor and Yatam standing over her with a look of mingled regret and anger.

“I don’t want to be your enemy, Yatai,” he said. “Leave us to our lives. You cannot have Anat.”
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They fled the same night, without returning to Kadar’s palace. It was too risky. Yatai would recover all too quickly. The ship they had chartered to take them was not due to arrive for days, so Yatam hurried across the docks, seeking another that would be available sooner. Only one was willing to leave before sunrise and had space below decks for Anat.

“We will have to travel with the Sea Peoples,” Yatam warned her, buying a few last supplies for their journey. Anat would have to sleep through it, but Yatam would remain alert against dangers and need to interact with the crew. He needed to avoid arousing suspicion with the mortals. He’d found a shop keep with the same build as him and bought half the man’s wardrobe with an absurd quantity of gold.

“Will we be safe?” Anat asked. “The Sea Peoples are marauders.”

“Raiders, yes, but they know the sea as no others do. We will be safe with them.” He drew her against him and hurried toward the gangplank. The ship looked fast and old, held together by little more than tar, ropes, and the desperation of the captain. Anat would survive the ship sinking, but not one of those boards plunging through her unbeating heart.

They had only just set foot upon the ocean-slicked deck when sudden fire blazed on the docks. Something had flown from the sky and struck the market.

The ship’s crew shouted, leaping to untie the ship before the fire could spread.

A man walked out of the white-gold flames. Every one of the feathers on his long wings was haloed in light. His breastplate was dented, his skin was spattered in blood, and one of his vambraces had torn free. The angel’s sword sputtered with faint flame, then went out.

He stepped onto the air and soared across the dock to the ship.

“Angel!” cried one of the oarsmen.

The crew scattered, diving overboard. Anat backed away from the angel’s approach behind Yatam’s sheltering arms.

“You are not Yatai,” said the angel.

“I am her brother, Yatam, son of Nügua and an elder among demons,” he said. “I’ve remained far from the wars and only preyed upon mortals. I have done nothing to offend the Voice of God. What brings you here, Metaraon?”

“So you know me. Good.” Metaraon set down upon the deck lightly, toes to heels, but his wings remained lifted as if for flight. He was caked in ash and blood. “I’m here because of your sister. She is taking her rage out on my people by spreading Lilith’s curse through the fields and farmhands.”

“I have no control over her. Don’t punish me for that.”

“I don’t intend to punish you.” Metaraon’s eyes glowed white-blue in the hazy Nile evening. “If you speak for the infernal, Lilith will adhere to your decisions. And you were cast in her clay. You can negotiate the Treaty of Dis and sign it in Nügua’s blood.”

“That is where we were headed until you frightened the crew,” Yatam said.

“Then it’s lucky we cross paths. We can progress to the negotiations together. Phase across the distance,” Metaraon said. “Take your wife beyond the sea as I know you can.”

Yatam could not phase with Anat. Traversing that distance was a feat requiring quick planeswalking; he would take a lateral step into an infernal world and then back to Earth, reappearing at a different location. Though many infernal lands were sunless, other factors left them hostile to the bloodless. Anat would not survive it. Metaraon must have known that.

“I’m likelier to rip the wings from your back and use them to fly across the sea,” Yatam said.

The angel’s eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t be capable.”

“Leave this ship or you will learn.”

“Peace.” Metaraon sheathed his sword and lifted his empty hands. “I don’t intend to fight further. I want a resolution to this madness. I will take your wife across the sea, safe from your sister. You may phase to reach us on Mount Exomvourgo, where the juncture to the City of Dis awaits. Do you know it?”

“I am to speak in front of the elders in Sparta,” Yatam said.

“Plans have changed. The Librarians reached out to us with an offer. We’re constructing a binding Treaty based in the City of Dis, and we’ll need to detour to the Palace.”

That meant that Anat wouldn’t be able to go with him at all. Not beyond the mountain. They were so seldom separated, and never when Anat wasn’t secured.

They had little choice in the matter. Kadar would soon realize they were not in his palace anymore, and once he knew, Yatai would too. She wouldn’t feel compelled to travel with Kadar. She could phase anywhere she wanted.

“I’ll go with you, Metaraon,” Anat said. She slid her sword into her belt again. “Let us leave before Yatai finds us.”

She did not say a goodbye to her husband. She knew that he would find her, no matter where Metaraon took her. She simply took the angel’s hand and felt herself lifted into the sky. A vampire had no need for warmth, or to breathe, and so she found it pleasant to be drawn through the tides of the winds at impossible speeds.

The Earth fell away underneath her, and she saw just how small Kemet was. The fires were little more than pinpricks of starlight in the center of vast black desert. The world was so large. The scope of humanity was so small. And it was all achingly beautiful. She felt invulnerable in the sky, and she believed Yatai’s bitterness wouldn’t be able to reach her there.

Desert turned to ocean. Metaraon descended upon an island mountain, terraced for farming. They landed smoothly. Anat stepped away from the angel and nearly fell because she was so weakened by the sight of the world.

“That was wonderful,” she said, running her hands over her hair. It had been braided tightly and not a curl was out of place. “Thank you for that. It may have been the most exciting moment of my existence.”

He inclined his head, accepting the praise. “Into this cottage. Entourages of the new council members will be staying in such places for the extent of negotiations, as you cannot follow Yatam into the Palace of Dis.”

The cottage was built of gray stone. It was sturdy enough to stand the worst storms off of the sea, but it presented a major problem. “These windows are too large,” Anat said. “Where else may I stay?”

“Nowhere else is near. We are southwest of Mount Exomvourgo in a farming village settled by…” Metaraon’s lips thinned. He shook his wings, ruffling feathers loose so that they drifted to the ground. “We knew Yatam would bring one of the bloodless. We are ready for you. Come.” He took her to a trapdoor.

The cellar underneath the stone cottage was a dirty place, dark and cramped, but it would be lightless during daytime. “You’ve done well by us. My thanks.”

“Yatam secures the cooperation of the infernal forces. I don’t do it for the two of you, but for the millions of lives we’ll better.” Metaraon walked away, chin high, and swept out the door onto the wind.

He had brought a large entourage—more than a dozen tall, pale-eyed men who stood around the farmland like ghosts in the reeds. Yatam soon appeared from their midst. He had phased there before she could fly the distance, and spoken to the entourage about the humans. They were still a day away.

Yatam slid into the grave with Anat, and they rested in cool silence, fingers tangled and foreheads pressed together.

After sunset, Anat watched the triremes arriving on the coast with a thrill of worry. Their lights seemed so distant, yet she felt as if they were somehow too close. She could have spent a few more days with Yatam. Weeks. Months. Yet she knew an end when she saw one, and it looked very much like triremes on the coast.

It took an hour more for the Greeks to arrive in the village. King Teleklos was easy to distinguish from his company of soldiers, though they were all armed with matching kopides and aspides, and their dress was similar in style. His chlamys was pinned at the shoulder with a bejeweled fibula much finer than those his men wore, and his cloak was dyed vibrant red. He was tall with intelligent eyes and a strong pulse beating through his veins. A fine example of a man, if not for the disgusted gaze he cast over Anat. He knew what her crimson eyes and pale flesh meant.

There was little conversation before they walked up the mountain. All of them: Teleklos, Yatam, and the newly returned Metaraon, along with their respective entourages. They represented the pinch points of war. Their silence was the only reason they could coexist peacefully on that hike.

The fissure to the City of Dis was slashed between a pair of stony pillars jutting toward the storm clouds. It looked like a lightning strike frozen in midair, a tear in the cloth of the island. The sky on the other side was red as fresh blood and smelled like burned flesh. The mere glimpse of the infernal plane stung Anat’s eyes.

“Just before the sun rises, we will reunite here,” Metaraon said. “My scribes have produced copies of the Treaty’s first draft so you may prepare before our meeting in Dis. I will see you all again here when the sun touches the sky.”

They nodded. They retreated to their separate camps.

Anat read the draft of the Treaty first. She’d had ample time in the last few centuries to learn to read, and now could read all three languages that the Treaty had been copied into. It strictly divided angels and demons. No more would the infernal and ethereal planes be able to leak into each other. The only common ground would be Earth—a far more peaceful place once the Treaty obliterated all gaean preternaturals.

It was a tidy world scrubbed clean. “It’s chilling, but balanced enough,” Anat said. “Angels and demons will sacrifice their access to magic. Human witches will remain. I saw that Teleklos created some warrior-human class as well—the kopides.”

“Yes. They asked for advance input,” Yatam said. “Teleklos is the one who asked to rid the world of anyone but witches and mundanes. I insisted upon the caveat that vampires be left alive.” His fingers were gentle upon her neck, his lips light over her temple.

She warmed to know that he had ensured she would be protected. Even now, rewriting the world the end all wars, Yatam made space for Anat. “So many others will die.”

“Humans are being slaughtered in huge quantities. Without them, we will all starve. We must thin the populations of predators in order to preserve the food source.”

“Human beings,” Anat said softly, reminding him of what they were discussing. People. Individuals with thoughts and loves and souls. It had been a long time since Anat and Yatam had been human, but there was no forgetting their humble roots.

Yatam’s lips thinned in a mirthless smirk. “I’m speaking Metaraon’s language. Teleklos cares only for his people as a reflection upon his legacy, and the angel only sees humans as loaves of bread. I’ll make no headway with them if I’m sentimental.”

“You’ll make no headway with me if you’re not,” she murmured, twining her finger in his hair, so sleek.

He looked sad as he stroked her face. “Negotiations may take time,” Yatam said. “Time flows differently in Dis. A year for me may be ten for you.”

“I would wait another thousand,” Anat said. She had nothing but time.

Yatam always felt like the sun for her, but he made that final night seem endless. He bowed over her body as the sky bowed over the desert at midnight. His breath was a warm wind over the dunes of her ribcage, bringing her nipples to peaks that yearned for his mouth. She flooded between her thighs, as the Nile flooded, and Yatam drank from her as civilization did the river.

A thousand years and the sex remained perfect—an oft-wordless transaction wherein they reacquainted themselves with each other, again and again. Where they traced their lips over delicate flesh to make each other gasp as if they’d never been touched before. When finally Yatam collapsed within her, uniting them, she clung to her husband as if she could bring their flesh together.

Anat wept without tears and he kissed her. She tasted herself on his lips.

The primary figures on the new Council of Dis—Metaraon, Teleklos, and Yatam—gathered at the first peek of false dawn. Anat watched from the fringes, where she could quickly retreat once the Council entered Hell. From her angle, she could barely see the searing red scar of the fissure thrashing in midair. It had too little substance, as thin as a feather. It belched smoke onto the mountain.

The men greeted each other. They approached the fissure.

Before Yatam stepped in, his eyes connected with Anat’s one more time.

She knew, even then, that it would be the last time.

Anat had promised to wait, and so she waited. She returned to the cottage so that she could slither into the womblike embrace of the earth. She pulled the trap door shut over her head. She closed her eyes. She slumbered.

Sleeping as a vampire was not exactly sleep. It was somewhere between the oblivion of death and dreams more vivid than reality, as if she were side-stepping into another world every time she rested. This time, she did not dream. She remembered.

Anat was Inanna, a warrior god who liberated Irkalla.

She was Anat, a little human girl growing up among shepherds and tents.

She was a dead thing, a sliver of darkness upon the world, luring away men who Inanna didn’t mind killing.

When she roused, she felt a hostile presence in the cottage above. Anat was not surprised to arise from her grave and come face-to-face with her beloved’s feminine twin, cloaked in the serpentine mask of Ereshkigal’s memory.

“At last, we are alone,” said Yatai. “I have longed for time with my sister.”

Until Waset, it had been a thousand years since their last face-to-face encounter. And they had never been alone, allowed to focus upon one another, and converse. It was strange to know somebody so well—to have her name whispered by the nightmares that assailed Anat’s buried daytimes—and yet not know her at all.

Inanna was within Anat, still. The spirit no longer needed to urge Anat to draw her sickle-sword; it was a decision that they arrived at simultaneously. The blade reflected Dis’s flame flickering through the fissure. “We both know we are neither family nor friends. Tell me why you’re here and what you want.”

“It’s never been a mystery to me why he loves you,” Yatai said. “It’s hardly his fault that he listens to Utu, and that Utu demands the company of an Inanna. I fear that the sensibilities of our god-souls froze upon death, rendering Utu’s forgiveness permanent.”

“As well as Ereshkigal’s grudge,” Anat said.

“Ereshkigal never would have found peace without Inanna’s obliteration,” Yatai said. She flitted toward Anat.

There was no point in running. Anat was a vampire—sometimes quick as a chariot, never faster than shadows. She braced herself for an impact that did not come. Yatai had less interest in passing for human than Yatam; she was so ephemeral that she may as well have been moonbeams shining behind Anat.

“What will killing me accomplish?” Anat asked. “Do you think that Yatam will love you again if you destroy his wife?”

“The opportunity for my brother and I to live in harmony vanished the moment that he let Utu take the reins of his heart,” Yatai said. “I’m at peace with losing him. I’ve sated my thirst for Ereshkigal’s vengeance by killing you.”

“Then you’d better be faster about this.” Anat’s fist was so tight on her sickle-sword, waiting for Yatai to come closer. “If you don’t kill me before Yatam comes back from negotiating the Treaty of Dis, he will stop you.”

Yatai seized Anat, pinching the vampire’s cheeks between her finger and thumb hard enough to bruise. “You’re already dead,” she said, her lips hovering over Anat’s. The succubus’s breath was cold. “I poisoned my brother and hid his unconscious body in the dungeons of the Palace of Dis. Wearing his face, I attended the meeting to seal the Treaty. And I made one change to the Treaty before adding Yatam’s name to the bottommost line.”

Anat began to tremble. “They wouldn’t have allowed any significant alterations that late in the process.”

“I didn’t need a significant alteration,” Yatai said. “The clause sparing vampires from the gaean decimation is such a small note in the greater Treaty. Nobody breathed a word of protest when I changed ‘vampires’ to ‘werewolves.’”

As the meaning sank into Anat, so did the calm.

I’m about to die.

“Is Yatam well?” she asked. “Will he recover?”

“Quickly, but not quickly enough to see you before you turn to ash.” Yatai released Anat’s jaw and pushed her away.

The memories of tears plucked at Anat’s eyes. She wouldn’t cry. She hadn’t shed a tear since her death. “We don’t need time to say goodbye. I’ll just be waiting for him again in the Field of Reeds, for the moment I can embrace him in his death.”

“Isn’t that the sting of it?” Yatai asked through her fangs. “My brother is immortal. Nügua ensured he will never die, and you will never
 be reunited with him. There are no more Remnants of Inanna. There will be no Remnants of Anat. Your story ends when the moon crests Mount Exomvourgo, and I will sleep as I’ve never slept before.”

She vanished, and Anat stood alone in the cabin.
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The moon was already high when Anat had felt Yatai’s presence and risen from the grave. It was not much later at night that Anat felt the Treaty of Dis becoming ratified. It sank upon the world like a web of silent lightning. She sat by the window, watching the shivering grass and the shimmering ring of the juncture, and she meditated upon Maat.

Her relationship with Maat had deepened over the last millennium, while she had melded with Inanna. There was no way to know if a woman like Maat reigned in the temples of man, overseeing the world’s justice. For all that Anat had seen after dying, she had seen no proof of Kemet’s gods, nor had she seen any disproof. She had witnessed wonders. She had witnessed horrors. She had participated in acts so unnatural that she’d never imagined them possible as a mortal.

In the end, she could rule nothing out. The strange chill that crept over her flesh told her she would soon have answers. Soon, she would leave this world—and her husband.

She was almost grateful that he did not recover in time to see her crumbling.

Anat watched it touch her fingertips. She felt it on the tip of her tongue. Every little rub made more of her crumble, and she supposed it was a mercy that nothing hurt. She felt less by the moment. The world was quickly growing dim, and Anat surrendered to inevitability.

“Anat! No!”

She turned to the window again. Her husband had leaped through the fissure from Dis, his hair and cloak streaming behind him as he raced across the pasture. Surely the poison had only just worn off. How fast must he have run to get there in time? He looked depleted by his flight through Hell. His skin barely shined with its usual moonlight.

Anat’s knees weakened. She imagined the joints turning to sand within her, draining to her feet as in an hourglass.

She’d had lonely minutes to consider what she would like to say to Yatam, had she an opportunity to speak. Now he was here. Her body chafed within her linens and her skin flaked to dust, but she still stepped toward the door, closing the distance to her husband. Anat wanted to be sure he would hear her.

Before she could cross the threshold, an ankle gave way. She fell.

Yatam caught her by the waist. She couldn’t feel her hands splayed over his chest anymore, but her body remembered the feeling of his sunshine upon her skin even as her bones became dust. She even smiled when her dimming gaze fell upon his face.

“I have loved every moment with you,” Anat whispered.

Her lips and teeth were on the breeze. Her vision was gone.

She was gone.
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Many years later found Yatam returned to Kemet. He was months into his reign as pharaoh—a title he had won by mobilizing a Kushite army and conquering the last dynasty. It hadn’t been as difficult as he’d expected. Yatam had little love for the men in his armies, mortals and half-demons alike, and he’d absorbed thousands of losses to claim the throne.

He seldom took visitors in the palace. Yatam hadn’t become pharaoh to let it pass within the blink of a mortal life span. The longer he stayed out of the public’s eye, the longer he could keep Kemet in his chokehold. Yet on that day, he was to be visited by an old acquaintance who could not be refused. Yatam dressed himself in the finery of a king and received his visitor in the throne room.

The man strode into the room wearing plain linens and the arrogance of an angel. He was handsome enough in the sterile flawless way of the ethereal. They kept all of their broken pieces inside, where they could not be easily seen.

Metaraon looked like a visiting noble rather than a warrior. He surveyed the throne room disdainfully. Whatever he was accustomed to seeing in Heaven must have been far superior to the palaces of man.

“Do you like my humble home?” Yatam asked.

Metaraon huffed out his nose. “No. It sickens me to think of you so deeply enmeshed in the affairs of mortals.”

“I am wounded by failing to meet your approval. Truly.” Yatam had become so much more caustic than their previous meetings, and Metaraon’s face darkened at the sarcasm. “What brings you here, my friend?”

“An utter lack of remaining alternatives, believe me,” Metaraon said. “We’re lost as to what comes next.”

Yatam’s lips spread in a lazy grin, crueler twin to his previous smiles. “And so you desire my counsel? The angels attempting to appeal to the better nature of a demon. I am charmed.”

“I don’t need your counsel. I need a favor.” Metaraon paced the room. He took long strides with long legs, like a heron wading through reeds. “You must know by now that He’s gone mad. The things He’s done—it’s sheer insanity. He has no regard for the Treaty. His interference worsens by the day.”

Yatam could only imagine. Adam had lost his Eve, and he had the devastating grief of a god. It was a trajectory that Yatam had been following on a smaller scale since losing his wife. He had murdered and fucked his way to become pharaoh rather than declaring war on his own people, but the pain came from the same place.

“I would take care speaking of your Heavenly Father in such a fashion,” Yatam said.

“He is no father of mine!” Metaraon stopped, slamming one fist into the opposite palm. “It doesn’t matter. He’s not even listening. That’s part of the problem!”

“Then perhaps you should pray.”

“We need to kill Him,” Metaraon said.

Silence fell heavy on the room. Hot wind blew through the curtains, sending them fluttering.

Killing Adam for his grief seemed like one more insult atop the injury, and Yatam was jealous for it. Why should the man who’d killed his wife get respite from living with the grief while Yatam survived?

“My brothers and I are helpless against him,” the angel went on, “but we can’t allow His behavior to continue unchecked. You are the most powerful that Hell has to offer now. Rally your children. March upon the garden and take what remains of His sanity and life!”

“You want me to commit an act of deicide.”

“Essentially, yes. What else are we to do? No angel or mortal can harm Him.”

Yatam stood, rolling his wand between his fingertips as he mused Metaraon before him. The Voice of God may have passed for nobility, but he was still a battle-thirsty savage deep within. “I find it fascinating that the first solution that comes to your mind is one involving bloodshed, Metaraon.”

They stood at the edge of the throne room, looking down at the palace estate. It looked like a small town on the edge of desert, complete with a granary, a pen of well-fed cattle, and scribes hurrying between buildings. “It’s not our first solution. It’s far from our first, but it’s our best.”

“Pathetic,” Yatam said.

“And you have a better suggestion?”

“Indeed, I do.” The same bloody balm that he had been using to soothe his soul since Anat’s passing. “The solution is simple. You must fascinate Him. Give Him reason to live and live well.” He snapped his fingers, and one of his servants rushed over. “Bring the women.”

Metaraon watched the mortal scurry away with open disdain. “What in the world could fascinate someone as mad as He has become?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Yatam asked. “Give Him a wife.”

“A wife?”

“Indeed. How long has it been since Eve died?” It had been seventy-nine years since Anat had turned to ash.

Metaraon flicked a dismissive hand. “Thousands of years. Millions. Damnation if anyone knows—I can never be certain of how time flows on the planes of Earth.” For all that angels were brilliant creatures, they could be such vacant fools. Mortal measures of time were irrelevant to them. They couldn’t imagine how each moment would be paining an ascended man like Adam.

“A mortal mind in an immortal body is unprepared to accept the rigors of eternity. A man needs love to survive.” Yatam’s lips curled, catlike and smug. “Angels are born immortal—cold and without mercy—so you will have to take my word on that.”

The servant returned leading a line of women. Concubines. Yatam had captured three of them while clashing with rebels who resented Kushite rule. Two of them were Assyrian captives. They were the lucky ones, chosen from all the spoils of war to be dressed in finery and allowed to pleasure the pharaoh.

“Take one of mine,” Yatam said. “They are all beautiful and worthy of being adored. Put her in the garden and see how quickly your problems subside.”

A thousand slaves wouldn’t have been enough to fill the emptiness inside of Yatam. But maybe a mad god would get lucky. Maybe sometimes, just on occasion, He might forget that his wife was dead, and He might feel joy again.
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T

he sun did not rise over Reno. The hospital remained smothered in shadow, and Lincoln had no idea where he could take Sophie that was safe.

But he had another idea.

“Wait a second,” he told Elise before retreating to an emptier corner of the operating room. He didn’t go far. Sophie was sleeping in Junior’s arms, and Lincoln was still too paranoid to let her out of his sight again.

Lincoln pulled out the ruby-studded choker that Yatam had given him. The last thing he wanted to do was call down the Father of All Demons, considering he’d last been seen with his deadlier sister, but he didn’t know what else to do. Through a series of yes-or-no questions with Junior, they’d learned that Motion and Dance was a wreck, its wards broken. The city was still quarantined, trapping thousands of innocents underneath the growing hail. He had to clutch the gem and hope he wasn’t making a mistake.

“Yatam?” he said, lifting the ruby like a microphone.

The air stirred beside him. Yatam appeared, sagging against an operating table. His splayed hands sent scalpels clanging to the ground. His hair hung in his face, and for a horrible moment, Lincoln wondered if it was really the brother instead of the sister.

He stepped back and grabbed a pair of scissors.

“You won’t need those,” Yatam said quietly. He lifted his head and let the hair fall back to expose his body. His skin was just barely translucent, his bones shadowy underneath the luminescent surface. “Even now, those would do nothing to me.” His knees buckled.

“Whoa!” It was reflex more than reason that made Lincoln lunge to catch him.

As soon as their skin touched, Lincoln’s head erupted in buzzing. His skin crawled with it. His fingers vibrated. Yatam got his footing and pushed Lincoln away. “Give me no pity. You’ve summoned me, so speak.”

“We need somewhere safe to regroup,” Lincoln said, sweeping a hand to indicate the others. “Suggestions?”

“I’ve a safe house,” Yatam said. “A heavily warded condominium gifted to me by a local admirer. It’s at your disposal.”

“I need directions,” he said.

“I can do better.” Yatam reached out to touch Lincoln’s shoulder.

Suddenly, both of them were on a rooftop.

Lincoln’s entire body rejected the impossibility of it. There was no way that he could have gone from a stripped hospital hallway to a finely furnished rooftop pool so quickly. Dead locusts floated on the surface of the water. Hailstones smaller than a fingernail made miniature waves and peppered Lincoln’s shoulders. His stomach twisted, and he threw up into a nearby planter.

By the time he wiped his mouth and lurched to the shelter of a gazebo, Yatam had relocated Elise, Junior, and Sophie to the rooftop too. It made Lincoln feel a little better to see that Elise got as sick as he did.

She recovered fast, whirling on Yatam. “Warn me next time!”

His gaze flitted down her body, from the snug leather over her thighs to her cleavage spilling from the black tank top. “Very well.”

Lincoln came up alongside Elise. “We got a problem over here?” He tried to casually put an arm around her shoulder.

She threw it off. “Don’t,” she said before stalking off to prowl the roof.

Yatam gave a low chuckle as she left. It was a warm sound, yet so much more sedate than the way he used to laugh thousands of years ago. The life had long since left his voice. “I like her.”

Lincoln couldn’t help but watch Elise go. He’d just been in the bathtub with her, yet she’d reacted like he was covered in boils like half of Reno. “I don’t understand women.”

“That is half your problem,” Yatam said. “Women are not a species to be understood and analyzed. Each of them is a unique person, as different from each other as you and I.”

“All right, Grandpa,” Lincoln said sarcastically. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I’ve seduced women for over four thousand years. Perhaps you should keep my advice in mind.”

Lincoln grunted. He’d seen how Yatam treated Anat, at least. He knew how good Anat had felt when she was with him. How safe she was, how respected. Yatam knew something about that one particular woman, and maybe even four thousand years of women. But even Yatam didn’t know shit about Elise.

“Can you see Inanna now?” Yatam asked.

“She’s over by Junior.” The gargoyle was perched on the edge of the building—presumably a more comfortable stance for his large feet, which curled easily around the concrete half-wall. Inanna was watching Yatam from behind a wing. “She looks fixated on you.”

“She recognizes me.” Real life seeped into Yatam’s features, softening the skin around his eyes. “I always wondered whether that would be the case. I only ever knew part of her. There’s no telling if you have the same piece of Inanna’s soul my wife did.”

“Guess I do.” Lincoln scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I could say something to her.”

Yatam smiled faintly, only an echo of the way he used to smile at Anat. “Actions are far more meaningful than any words. Everything I do for you is given to her. You will understand that unity one day.” He bent toward Lincoln and brushed his lips over the man’s cheek. Their fingers touched for a fleeting moment. “You run toward battle and protect your friends. Anat would like someone like you carrying on her legacy.”

The air stirred. Lincoln had barely realized Yatam was touching him before the demon was gone, phasing across the city. He was left with a lingering feeling of confusion.

Elise was pacing behind an air conditioning unit, drumming her fingers on her hips as she walked. She kept glancing up as though she expected to see someone other than Lincoln. She looked frustrated when he approached. “Yatam is getting James and Betty, right?”

“Reckon so,” Lincoln said. He feared it might be the last time he’d be alone with Elise for a while. He had to clear the air. “About what happened in the bathroom—”

“Don’t be weird about it.” Elise pursed her lips thoughtfully. “As long as you’re here, until this fucked-up timeline gets fixed, we’re going to do this.”

Lincoln’s blood got warm. “You mean—”

“We’re having a relationship. Mostly sexual.”

“All right…”

“I said don’t be weird.”

“You’re not even letting me talk,” he said.

“I don’t have patience for words.” She gripped him by the back of the neck and pulled him down for a hard kiss that tasted like blood. Lincoln wished he could have stayed in that moment for an eternity. Hellfire beyond the protective roof of the gazebo, a Godslayer pressed against his body, his hands filled by her hair. It was everything he could have wanted. It was nothing he’d be able to let go.
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Sophie felt as though she were lost in dreams for entire lifetimes. She soared over vast desert expanses, arms spread to float on the current. She was standing between the noble columns of the House of Maat, right beside Inanna and Anat. And then she was with her daughter again, holding the infant to her breast as she suckled.

She was trapped with the Traveler. Tied to a table. Her legs shoved apart.

Sophie awakened again with a jolt.

“No!”

The bedroom door opened. A torch shined around the corner, and Sophie winced, flinging her hand up to shield her eyes.

Once the green shapes in her vision faded, she realized Lincoln was holding the torch. His eyes were sharp as he searched the room for signs of attack. But there was only Sophie. Her heart was thundering.

She’d awakened in a bedroom with monochrome, geometric furniture that looked both stark and uninviting. The bed was decorated with curlicues of wrought iron. Her sheets were bleached perfectly white, aside from the stains her dirty clothes had left behind.

Her mouth tasted like dried vomit. “Can I get some water?” Sophie asked.

Lincoln came in with a glass after a few seconds, shutting the door behind him. He sat on the side of the bed while she took a sip. “You’ve been asleep a while.” He pulled apart the torch, turning it from a handheld device into a standing lamp that shined in all directions. Lincoln set it on the bedside table. “Started to get me worried.”

“Is your brother okay?”

“Can’t much mess with stone,” Lincoln said. “The hailstorm’s not bothering him up on the roof.”

She glanced at the window, bordered in dual layers of black and white curtains. There was nothing outside. Just the black of a lightless night without electricity. “The roof of where
? Where are we?”

“Safe, kinda,” Lincoln said. “It’s a long story, but I’ve landed in the company of the Father of All Demons. This is his place. He gave me this thing so I could summon him whenever I need help.” He lifted a ribbon from which a thumbnail-sized ruby dangled. “I used this thing to call him after we rescued you, and the Father of All Demons decided to let us crash at his safe house in downtown Reno.”

“Is the Father of All Demons named Yatam?” Sophie asked.

“Yeah, Yatam,” he said.

She had been dreaming of him so vividly. She could still smell the sea air against his skin and feel the weight of regret as her skin dissolved into ash. It couldn’t be coincidence. “How did you run into him?”

Lincoln shook with a mirthless laugh. “Would you believe he used to be married to a Remnant of Inanna?”

“Yes, actually. I’ve been having visions of a Remnant of Inanna from the past whose path crossed with—”

“A guy named Khet,” Lincoln said.

Sophie hadn’t expected that. “You’ve been having visions too?”

“Ever since we jumped back with the Traveler,” he said. “It feels real.”

“I think they’re memories. Or perhaps they’re a message.” Sophie sagged back against her pillow, staring up at the canopy as if she would find answers in the wood grain. “There must be a reason that we’re seeing Yatam’s wife. Did he seek you out because he misses her?”

“He’s not looking for his wife
 in me,” he said. “Yatam’s treating me like his kid. I think he just came looking because he was curious. Unfortunately, he’s not the only one who felt us appear. His sister’s trying to kill me because she hated her sister-in-law and apparently, she’s enlisted God’s help to try to stamp us all out.”

Sophie felt lightheaded. She could accept this information at face value from Lincoln. He was a reliable enough narrator, and they’d experienced too much strangeness together to discard even the most extreme experiences. Yet it was still so much to process. “You’ve been busy.”

“Sure, let it all out. Tell me what a moron I am for blowing the timeline.” The defensiveness was a thin layer over something much more disturbing—self-loathing. Lincoln had to know Sophie wouldn’t blame him for honestly made mistakes. He was doing a fine job blaming himself for everything in her absence.

She rested a hand on his forearm. “You’ve only done what you had to do.”

“Dammit, Sophie,” he said, pulling her into a half-hug. Lincoln smelled like leather. An odd change from his usual denim-and-soil aromas. “I’ve been missing you.”

“Surprisingly, I feel the same.” She let out a sigh. “It wasn’t the same returning to Omar. I don’t think I’m enjoying reexamining my early choices with an additional decade of wisdom on me.”

“Don’t kick yourself too hard. I bet I’d be dealing with the same garbage if I wasn’t too busy making new garbage.”

She lifted her head, and they spent a long, silent minute examining each other’s changed features. Lincoln looked completely dumbstruck at the sight of Sophie at this age. She was not so surprised by Lincoln. He was still very much the square-jawed and bright-eyed man with features nearly perfectly symmetrical—a characteristic humans had favored throughout history. But he had fewer lines, fewer scars, and very nice teeth. Sophie imagined that this young man had once gotten into a lot of trouble with young women.

“How old are
 you?” Lincoln asked.

“At this point in the timeline, I am fourteen years of age.”

“Damn.” He gestured to her body underneath the blanket. “How’d I not know about this? How many secrets have you been keeping from me?”

Sophie picked at the hem of the blanket with her fingernails, knees drawn toward her chest. “I wasn’t keeping it from you
. I was protecting her
 from the entire world.”

“You telling me that you didn’t deliberately hide this when we were talking about your life?”

“You’ve no right to this kind of information about my life,” she said, and she almost regretted it when Lincoln looked so wounded.

“What’s her name?” he asked gruffly.

“Heleentje,” Sophie said.

He snorted. “Right.”

“Do you have a problem with that?”

“Naw, you’ve got it mixed up. I haven’t seen you look so…bright…as when you say her name. Not even when you’re marveling at the technical wonders of headlights.”

Sophie’s heart hurt even worse. Heat pricked at her eyes. She couldn’t talk.

“Where is Heleentje in the future?” Lincoln asked. He said her name all wrong.

“I don’t know. Once Tristan found out that Omar had fathered a child by me—when Elin was already eight years old, mind—they took her to another location for safekeeping.” She emphasized her daughter’s pet name, hopefully easier for Lincoln’s drawl. “They told me that they would return once they could hire new guardians to handle two Historians. Until then, it was safer for her to be secreted away.”

“She’s a Historian too?” Lincoln asked.

“It’s a genetic gift, usually assigned by magic. Once I entered my elderly years, an infant niece, nephew, or cousin would have been designated to replace me, and the information would have been transitioned to her fully.” Sophie had no recollection of the moment she’d become the Historian, but she understood that her grandfather had passed it onto her. He had gotten it from a grand-aunt, and she had gotten it from her
 aunt.

“So that’s the Precept you broke,” he said. “You made another Historian. I don’t get why that’s such a bad thing.”

Sophie massaged her temple with her fingertips. “The Traveler and I discussed this while I was being held captive in Northgate’s library. The Traveler gave me a fairly elegant explanation of how multiple stress points were likelier to cause fractures, or make things unravel faster, or…” She shook her head. “I understood it at the time, but everything is so much hazier now.”

“I take it that the ten plagues appearing when they shouldn’t is gonna qualify as another stress point.”

“To say the least.” Sophie shuddered. “What do you mean about the ten plagues? The cars stopped—the dead cattle—surely you don’t mean that...?”

“That’s exactly what I mean. God’s not real original in his punishments when he’s annoyed. And he’s real annoyed at Elise.” He looked so exhausted. And guilty, too. “This isn’t supposed to happen. Any of it. She’s not ready to fight Him.”

“Without the Traveler—” Sophie began.

“We don’t know it’s dead,” Lincoln said. “It’s probably faded away to heal. It’ll come back, and then we’ll be able to fix this whole thing.”

“Even if it comes back, it won’t want to take any risks. It will try to kill Elin again.” She squared her shoulders and drew in a breath to fill her with what little strength she could muster. “Lincoln, I think we’re trapped here. Permanently.”

The door opened again, and a pleasant-faced blond woman sidled into the room. “Knock knock! Is it okay if I come in?”

Lincoln was staring at Sophie so hard it was like he’d gone deaf. The implications of being stuck must have been sinking in. Then he jolted, woke up, and faced the door. “Sure, come on in,” Lincoln said. “Sophie, this is Betty. She’s…well, she’s a witch I’ve gotten to be acquainted with.”

Betty had a sunny smile and long legs. She looked at Lincoln in the way Sophie would have expected—which is to say, like their relationship was brewing trouble. Lincoln hadn’t mentioned carving his way through hearts in Reno, but Sophie was somehow unsurprised to see it. “I brought food in case you’re hungry,” Betty said, entering the ring of light cast by the lantern. Everything about her was warm-toned, gold hair, peach skin, brown eyes. “Hey Linc, Elise wants to talk with you.”

“You be okay if I leave?” Lincoln asked.

Sophie made herself smile. “I’ve lived without you this long.”

“All right. I’ll be back.” He rose, leaving the women on their own. It didn’t escape Sophie’s notice that he left the door open wide.

Betty had brought some kind of boxed cereal and dried fruit to Sophie. “Sorry, it’s not much,” the woman said bashfully. “With the electricity out, everything a pregnant lady should be eating is spoiling. But better the preserved stuff than nothing at all, right?”

Sophie had little appetite, but Betty looked so concerned about her that she took a nibble of dried plum. “Thank you. Have you any children of your own?” If Betty knew what pregnant ladies should be eating, then it seemed likely she had one or two running around.

“Oh gosh, no,” Betty said. “I’m not responsible enough for kids. I can’t keep a goldfish alive.” She glanced out the open door. Lincoln and Elise were talking quietly beside another camping lamp set up in the kitchen. “I had an abortion once.”

“Oh,” Sophie said.

“I don’t know why I’m telling you that. I just—you know, I heard what the Traveler did to you, and it was so fucked up,” Betty said. “I was kinda messed up for a couple weeks after I ended my pregnancy, and I did it on purpose. You know? So I feel like, having someone try to do it to you… I’ll listen if I want to talk about it. You don’t have to trust me. You don’t know me. But I think you’re a long way from home, so I’m as good as anyone else if you need to talk.”

Sophie felt overwhelmed by the tumble of words. She did not judge Betty for this abortion—at least, she tried not to. She had seen the statistics about how legal abortion was only ever a public health benefit. How improved access made women safer and more successful in life.

But she had also just been strapped to a table by a ghostly witch who’d been prepared to cut the baby out of her, and the word abortion
 was enough to send her into the darkest places inside of herself. It felt like falling.

“Oh shit, I didn’t mean to make things weird,” Betty said. “I know it’s weird. I don’t think there’s any way to talk about this that isn’t kind of weird.”

“I understand that you’re trying to be kind.” Sophie drew in a deep breath and let it out, folding her fingers in front of her navel. “Women must have these conversations. Statistically, embryonic and fetal death is common, but socially, it is left undiscussed, whether the death occurs naturally or by choice. I’m not in the right mindset to accept your kindness right now. Your willingness to discuss it may save another woman’s life or sanity, though. Thank you for telling me about your experience.”

Betty’s eyes got wider as Sophie talked longer. “Wait, how old are you?”

“It’s difficult to explain. My mind is in my mid-twenties, but my body is barely pubescent.”

“This has to do with all the weird ‘the world is full of demons and gods and argh, mayhem! Death! Destruction!’ thing that I’m only just learning about, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, quite closely related.” She took a single piece of cereal and let it moisten on her tongue. She felt as though she’d been stuffed with cotton by the Traveler. “Why did you terminate? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“It was really early. I’d just peed on the stick and hadn’t even started to get symptoms yet, so it was like…do I want to go through crazy medical crap for nine months for a baby I know I don’t want?” Betty cringed. “That sounds bad.”

“It’s realistic.”

“I was divorcing my ex-husband at the time. We had ex sex. In case you haven’t already discovered this, I highly recommend against
 ex sex, because it’s so emotional and weird and birth control gets hard and babies happen. My ex and I had zero future together. But if I’d had that baby, I’d have been stuck communicating with him the rest of my life about it.”

“It was to protect yourself,” Sophie said.

“I’m selfish,” she said.

“That’s not for me to judge.”

“Guess it’s for God, isn’t it?” Betty faked a laugh, shooting finger guns in the air. “Maybe that’s why this is happening.”

“That early in the pregnancy, it’s hardly a life,” Sophie said.

“Do you really believe that?”

Sophie didn’t. She had already seen how this baby developed. She had held her Heleentje’s hands as she learned to walk, kissed her lips as they unleashed their first laughs, and taught her to read. She knew that her daughter would grow into a leggy eight-year-old with no interest in studying books and a love of running.

“I feel good about what I did,” Betty said. “At first I was confused, but years later, it’s so much better. I’m so glad I didn’t screw up my life with a pregnancy. It was my choice, though. And you get the same choice.” She gripped Sophie’s hand tightly. “Nobody gets to make that choice for you, not some freaky witch things and not your baby’s daddy, if he’s in the picture. It’s just you.”
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“Betty’s wrong, you know.”

Lincoln had been straining his ears to listen in on Betty and Sophie’s conversation, so he was startled at the sound of Elise’s voice so much closer.

The Godslayer was leaning against Yatam’s kitchen island, braid settled over her shoulder like a serpent before striking. Her skin was still rashy from the cobwebs, and she was glaring at the doorway like it was coming for her money.

The darkness in Yatam’s safe house was absolute. Aside from the bedroom, it was all unfurnished. Yatam had covered a large statue in a white drop cloth so they couldn’t see it, and that was his only other personal item. The stark modern design of the white walls and industrial steel lighting was too clean for someone like Elise, still bloody, her hair damp from the bath, her fingers stiff from webbing.

“You think Betty’s wrong?” Lincoln had figured Elise for a feminist type like the one he’d dated in college who had been a card-carrying member of NARAL Pro-Choice America. Those purple-shirt bitches had loved abortions. Lincoln had loved how much bringing home one of those shirts freaked out his sisters.

“I know she is,” Elise said. “I was there.”

“Kind of a relief to hear it, actually. It’s wild to think she didn’t even talk to her ex about getting it done. You’d think he should have some say.”

She cut him off with a jab of her hand like she could slice through the words in midair. “Stop. You’re not getting it. Betty’s wrong because she doesn’t know what happened.” Elise’s gaze flicked to him, her eyes as dark as they’d been in the bathroom below Craven’s. “It wasn’t even her husband who knocked her up. We went out drinking when the divorce was about to close, and she thought we should go to Eloquent Blood. She’d heard about it through a classmate. Sometimes they let humans in. I thought I’d be able to protect Betty and her stupid friends, but I got distracted. She got raped by an incubus. She doesn’t remember it.”

She said it so matter-of-factly. A demon had raped Betty, and Betty didn’t know.

“Betty doesn’t drive, so I booked the abortion, paid for it, and took her to the clinic,” Elise said. “That’s how we went from classmates to best friends.”

Lincoln had to take a step away. It was too much to take all at once. “So you bonded over…killing a baby?”

“It would have been demon-spawn, a half-incubus Gray, and it would have fed through Betty’s body even if she put it up for adoption. But do you know what matters most? She didn’t want it.”

“If Sophie wanted to save the universe by killing the baby…?”

He didn’t even have to finish the sentence.

“I’d do it for her, if she asked,” Elise said.

Lincoln shuddered. “Jesus. That baby inside her isn’t a demon, and it’s got a right to life.”

For the first time, Elise looked truly angry at Lincoln. Not the world in general, but Lincoln. “It’s only got a right to life if she wants to let it take up space in her belly for nine months.”

“What about what the baby wants?”

“It wants nothing
. It’s not a baby.”

Nobody earned a name like Godslayer without being bloodthirsty. But he’d also always known Elise to protect the weak, and it didn’t get weaker than an unborn child. “Damn,” he said.

She paced along the counter, arms folded tight enough that a vein was popping out on her neck. She looked frighteningly harsh in the lantern light. The shadows in her eye sockets were deep, her cheekbones like knives. “What about my choice?”

“Uh,” Lincoln said. “Your…choice? About what?” He wasn’t sure how many more secret babies he could handle.

“God is coming for me,” she said, relieving him of his momentary confusion. “I won’t let him take me back to the garden—never
.” She fixed him with a look as chilling as he’d ever seen from her. “I should slit my wrists now. Eat a bullet. Hang myself from the rafters.”

As dark as it was in the city, the spaces inside Lincoln were even darker.

That was the choice his father had made.

The selfish, abrupt choice that could never be taken back.

“Don’t you dare talk like that,” he said. “You’re just scared.”

Her eyes flashed. “I’m going to catch up with James. Don’t follow me. And don’t tell anyone what I told you.” Elise slipped backward into shadow. Her hair looked inky-dark for a moment, her eyes depthless black. “I’ll castrate you the way I did the incubus.”

Lincoln had no doubt of that.
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ames Faulkner was in a poor mood by the time he arrived at the condominium. He could no longer deny that the ten plagues of Egypt—which were a long distance from home, geographically and temporally speaking—were afflicting Reno. He had watched the business he built from the ground up destroyed by a rampaging spider. He had been rescued by another high priest—one who could, apparently, somehow teleport. Thom had refused to tell him how such a thing was possible. And the apocalypse was hurtling toward them with no obvious source or solution.

He stood in the chilly corner of the condo, where the windows met to form a near-unobstructed view of Reno. There was little to see. The fires burning around the city offered some light, but it also clogged the air with smoke. No matter how James tried to think his way through the problem, he could only arrive at two conclusions. God was heralding his approach to take Elise back to the garden, and this was somehow Lincoln’s fault.

Elise had been in quiet conversation with Lincoln for almost an hour. James could see them reflected in the glass—her angry posture and his angry face. Their conversation looked unpleasant, and there was no sensible reason for James to feel satisfied about it.

James turned from the reflection so he would stop staring.

He stood in an open room that was likely meant to be living room, dining room, and study all in one. Open floor plans were wretchedly exposed like that. Thom had furnished for none of these uses, leaving the room like a sparse museum exhibiting only a single statue, hidden underneath a drop cloth.

His fingers itched to take the cloth away, but Thom had forbidden it.

Considering that they were in Thom’s safe house, James was obliged to keep his hands to himself—if not from courtesy, then because Thom had revealed himself to be threateningly powerful. Teleportation was impossible for witches. Yet Thom had simply appeared in the small ballroom at Motion and Dance without seeming to have cast any magic. He’d said, “I’ve been ordered to bring you and the blond one to my safe house. Hold your breath.” And then he had pulled James and Betty halfway across Reno.

It had turned out that Thom had fetched them by Lincoln’s command. James hadn’t been surprised to learn that. Of all the strangeness that had stricken James’s life, Lincoln was somehow at the epicenter of it. The connection between Thom and Lincoln wasn’t obvious. Both of them remained enigmas, much like the statue.

James could not yet answer his questions about the men, but the statue was within arm’s reach, hidden only by a cloth.

He lifted its edge.

“Stop.” Thom stepped from the other side. He may as well have been boneless, his stride was so fluid.

Until that moment, James had been confident that their host was not in the room. He appeared and disappeared freely, despite the fact that ability was nigh unto impossible in humans. It took far too much power. It was impossible that another high priest could be more powerful than James.

“Apologies. Sometimes my curiosity gets the better of me,” James said.

“I imagine it does, given what you are.” Thom’s dark eyes gleamed in the lightless condo. His voice was so quiet that James was surprised he could even hear it over the pounding of hailstones against the windows. He looked markedly worse than he had at King’s Beach. His skin was sallow rather than luminescent, and his eyes seemed sunken. Yet he was still graceful, dragging the sense of power behind him like a shadow. “Does your kopis know?”

“She knows everything about me,” James said.

“We both know that’s a lie.”

“I have no reason to lie.”

“Don’t insult my intelligence.” Thom circled around behind James, as if trying to see him from all angles. “What’s interesting is that you don’t present as a liar.” He tapped a finger against his temple. “Several catecholamines are released while lying. Norepinephrine, dopamine, and adrenaline. You, on the other hand, remain calm. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a witch so suppress his emotions via magic. I’ll be curious to see the cost when you can no longer maintain your lies.”

James’s heart indeed didn’t speed because he felt no fear. “Perhaps you are wrong about me. Have you considered that?”

“No,” Thom said. “I’m the one who told Metaraon to give Adam brides to occupy his attention after Eve died.”


Now
 James felt a wash of fear.

He imagined his brain was releasing all the catecholamines.

It was verified by the faintest shift in Thom’s features. The high priest didn’t smile easily, but James got the impression that Thom was laughing at him silently.

“Impossible,” James said. Metaraon had begun producing brides for Adam millennia earlier.

“Just as you think it’s impossible I can be a stronger witch than you. I must say—I’ve always enjoyed taunting angels with the things they don’t know. Even Fascination doesn’t torment your kindred so much.”

There was no point in arguing with Thom about this. Nothing James said seemed to matter. Somehow, this man—this creature—knew the truth to all of James’s closely held secrets. That James one of was several generations descended from Metaraon. That his coven had cultivated Adam’s brides for centuries. That his close relationship with Elise was far more troubling than that of an ordinary kopis and aspis.

“Who the hell are you?” James asked.

“I’m the morning star,” Thom said. “I’m the eyes watching you from shadows. I’m the liar who can never be fooled.” This time, he did smile with his lips, and a chill rolled down James’s spine.

“We have to talk,” Elise said.

James swung around at the sound of her voice. His kopis was marching toward them, and his pulse calmed at the sight of her. Not because he found her reassuring, but because the magic that helped regulate his emotions was strongest where Elise was concerned.

In truth, he should have been quite afraid that Elise had heard his conversation with Thom.

He turned back to the high priest.

But Thom was gone.

“How in the seven hells does he do that?” James asked. “The amount of magic it takes a witch to teleport is absurd. I haven’t been able to capture it in paper magic, and I have dedicated my life to pushing its limits.”

“It’s easy for him because he’s not a witch. He’s a demon,” Elise said. “The Father of All Demons. His name is Yatam. Lilith made him. His sister, Yatai, attacked Lincoln at the lake. Yatam’s looking bad because Yatai kicked his ass, but he’s still about a hundred times more powerful than any other demon I’ve encountered.”

James knew how to swear in several languages, and he ran through all of them before he could muster a response. If Thom truly was Yatam, the Father of All Demons, then it was no surprise he knew James’s secrets. There was little the demon didn’t know.

What if he had already told Elise about James’s past?


No. She must not know
. Elise looked too normal and unguarded. She would have attacked him if she knew—or worse, vanished.

“We never should have come back to Reno in the first place,” James said. “The Bay Area is as near to King’s Beach, and we could have already been on a ship to—”

“There’s nowhere we can go that He won’t find me,” Elise said. “It’s too late.”

“How did this all happen so quickly? That demon-spider was larger than the overlord you killed three years back. Yatai and Yatam appeared after centuries without sightings. And His eye fell upon us in one of the few places He shouldn’t be able to see!”

“None of this was supposed to happen.” Elise’s rage was only barely caged within her bones, and she looked like she might fly apart. “The only one who can undo all of this fucked up bullshit is MIA. Maybe dead. Because I skewered the Traveler today.”

“You…skewered it?”

“It was going to hurt Sophie,” Elise said. “I don’t have regrets. Maybe I should have regrets.” She finally stopped pacing and looked at him—really looked at him. “I regret everything.”

He couldn’t stand this far apart from his kopis when she hurt so much. James folded his arms around her. Elise buried her face in his chest, and he allowed himself to inhale the scent of her hair. They were hidden in the shadow of the concealed statue, unseen by others. James lost himself in the illusion that they were truly alone again, that it was just the two of them against the entire world and the mad god who ruled it from the prison of His garden.

He felt no nostalgia for that time.

Yet this version of reality was still worse.

The entire time they’d been running, there had been no calls this close. Mr. Black had tried to summon God and it still hadn’t been this disastrous.

For the first time, James had no control over anything.

“I’ll recast the wards on the condominium,” James said. “We can weather this as long as we don’t open any doors. Opening doors was my mistake at Motion and Dance, and—”

“We can’t just hide now that He knows where to look,” Elise said.

“Hello.” A small voice spoke up. Sophie had emerged from the bedroom carrying a bowl of cereal. “I don’t mean to intrude, but I was hoping to convene a meeting in regard to the wards on this flat, and—well, I heard you discussing wards. I must ask… What kind of wards?”

James released Elise, putting a safe distance between them. He felt guilty, as though he had been caught doing something he shouldn’t, though God only knew why he was worried what some scrap of a pregnant teen thought of him. “Complex ones. I’m much more powerful than any witch you’ve met, I’m sure.”

She cleared her throat. “More specific, please? Which runes exactly?”

He finally realized what she was asking. “Akashic wards. I’ll use runic magic to tether them to me, and I can actively feed them with my strength.”

“That sounds like a wonderful type of magic,” Sophie said. “Might I suggest that we try something more daring, though? A multidisciplinary ward?”

A frown dragged the corners of his lips down. “Do you mean using the elements?”

“I mean combining multiple kinds of magic. Infernal, ethereal, gaean. The latter is a word indicating the type of magic you use—which I can tell you’re excellent with.”

“I don’t know where Lincoln found you, but you’ve somehow been misinformed about a great many things,” James said. “Infernal and ethereal magic haven’t existed since the Treaty of Dis.” He meant it to be a dismissal. He’d much rather have been casting the wards than discussing them with someone barely old enough to be an adept in his coven.

“The other disciplines of magic are occluded but not extinct,” Sophie said. “In this year, certain events have weakened the Treaty’s boundaries. That makes the other disciplines available with some careful calculations.”

“Is that true?” Elise asked.

James lifted an eyebrow. “It’s ridiculous to discuss. Even if they’re available, nobody knows how to cast them anymore.”

Sophie looked bashful. “Actually…”

“You know how to do these weird wards?” Elise asked. “You think you can lock this place down as tight as Fort Knox?”

“Much tighter,” she said. “I normally live in a heavily warded home, a very ancient home, and I brought one of the soul links for those wards with me. Even two percent of the protections on my home would be enough to resist the strongest entities when placed over a condominium of this size. Of course, I would appreciate your assistance and wisdom, Mr. Faulkner.” It was unpleasant to feel like some teenage mother was condescending to him. Foolish enough to get herself in trouble, but somehow clever enough to combine multiple magic disciplines.

It wasn’t possible. James was the foremost authority on magic worldwide, and he didn’t even know who this girl was.

She couldn’t possibly
 cast more types of magic than James.

“Yes,” he said, feeling strangely hungry. “Let’s attempt these wards together.”
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The rooftop was the ideal location to lay down multidisciplinary wards, despite how vulnerable the location felt to Sophie. They prepared a circle underneath the gazebo and watched hailstones bounce against the cement beyond its shelter. The night was so dark that the ice seemed to appear the moment it struck.

Elise stood watch as Sophie began placing the circle. She wasn’t unfriendly company, but she was almost as quiet as Junior, who still perched at the edge of the roof with no mind for the weather. Softball sized ice bounced off of him without seeming to register.

“Do you happen to know where Mr. Faulkner has gone?” Sophie asked, fidgeting by the edge of the gazebo. The tiger’s eye stolen from the farm was buzzing against her hip as if excited by the promise of being reinserted into wards. “Should I wait for him before beginning the circle?”

“He’s probably still looking for the ritual supplies you requested. Don’t worry. He’ll be back fast. James never misses a chance to learn new magic,” Elise said.

That only made Sophie want to get the entire spell done before he arrived. If the Traveler truly was dead and there was no getting back to 2015, then Sophie would have to take extra care to minimize changes to the timeline. Teaching an entire school of magic to the Godslayer’s aspis would, she felt, be like giving modern masonry equipment to the wall builders of Jericho.

Unfortunately, Sophie was too exhausted to hurry through the wards. She had wasted much of her energy escaping the farm with the Traveler, and the terror in the hospital had drained whatever remained.

An especially large chunk of ice smashed into Junior’s back. He grumbled.

“You could keep watch from in here,” Sophie called to him. “There’s room under the gazebo.”

Junior slipped off the roof’s edge. Elise tensed when he approached them, like a stray tom with a new cat in her territory. He settled with his back against the gazebo’s post and he was so heavy that the shelter creaked with his weight. He actually worked well as a wind block. Sophie found it easier to place the candles behind him.

“We haven’t gotten an opportunity to meet properly,” she said, extending her hand to Junior. “I’m Sophie Keyes. Your brother and I are friends.”

The gargoyle stuck a finger into her hand. They shook.

“Brother?” Elise asked.

“Ah, half-brother,” Sophie said. “Clearly there are some…differences.” She didn’t want to explain Genesis to someone who had yet to live through it. She returned her attention to Junior, whose finger had slipped from her hand. “Has Lincoln told you much about me?”

Junior nodded.

“Very much?”

Another nod.

“I suppose he would,” she said, stooping to place another candle in another bowl. She forgot how impossible it was to bend with the baby in the way. Her half-squat was not at all flattering. “You must have spent quite some time looking for me in Grove County. I’m sure he told you all sorts of stories about how irritatingly brittle and morally superior I am.”

He shook his head.

“Did he complain about how annoying he finds me?”

Another shake.

“Lincoln must have been terribly distressed not to complain,” Sophie said. “I’m touched. Genuinely.” The door opened, and Betty emerged onto the roof, pulling a fluffy duvet around her shoulders. “Ah, help has arrived! Where is James? I was planning on having his hands as well.”

“James is negotiating supplies with Yatam,” Betty said. “Apparently some of the things you’ve asked for are hard to get, so they’re trying to figure out alternatives that Yatam can actually reach by teleporting around like interdimensional popcorn, because all of this is real stuff, and we’re actually having this conversation right now.” She joined Sophie on the other side of the circle. “What do you need?”

“Mr. Faulkner has the full list,” Sophie said.

“No, I mean, what do you
 need? Are you warm enough? Thirsty? Hungry?”

Sophie had fallen back into the practice of only sipping at water to guarantee she wouldn’t need to visit the toilet every twenty minutes. While pregnant, her bladder was the size of a macadamia. “I could use assistance with the circle. Getting up and down is tiring me.”

Betty darted into the hail to grab a patio chair, rushing back to place it behind Sophie. “Sit your buns down, miss. I’ll be your hands. Just tell me what to do!”

Sophie directed Betty to place stones in the correct positions, and once the circle was laid out, yielded the mortar and pestle to her.

“That needs to be ground into a fine paste for anointing the crystals,” Sophie said.

Betty began grinding enthusiastically. “So what’s the plan after this? We’re gonna lock down and keep ourselves safe, but…you guys know what the last of the ten plagues were, right? Dead babies? How are we going to handle that?”

“I’ve been thinking about that.” Elise gazed over the city, arms folded. “In the myth, Moses told the Hebrews to paint their doors with lamb’s blood and then God would pass them over. He wouldn’t kill their firstborns like he did with the Egyptians. He’s got Yatai instead of Moses, but it could be the same thing. She might want to protect ‘her people.’ Demons.”

“Not just any demons,” Sophie said. “Yatai and Yatam independently produced the entire class of demons we call incubi. Interbreeding with those incubi means they also spawned most nightmares, mara… If we know who leads those communities within Reno, we could speak to them for information. We could have every household protect themselves before the stroke of the last plague.”

“Won’t work. Cell towers are down, no power, no way to tell everyone.” Elise came to crouch at the end of the circle, clasping her gloved hands together. “We have to stop the apocalypse before the plagues get that far. We find the leader of the demons, and from her, we find out where He’s getting into the dimension.”

“Getting in from where? Heaven?” Betty asked.

“A prison in Heaven,” Elise said. “It’s quarantined. He’ll need a way in. If we can find it and shut the door…”

“Isolate Him from His herald,” Sophie added.

Elise nodded. “We stop the ten plagues. Hopefully. It’s the best I’ve got right now, so we’re gonna have to give it a try.”

“Where in the world are you going to find a demon leader type during…this?” Betty gestured vaguely out at Reno.

“Neuma, the bartender at Eloquent Blood, is hooked up with the entire community around here. She’s half-succubus Gray. She’s also been possessed by Yatai at least once. I can go talk to her—I did her taxes this year, so I know where she lives.”

“You can’t go out there,” Betty said.

“I’ll have backup. It’s fine,” Elise said.

“You are so much scarier than I ever realized, and I mean that in the nicest way possible.” Betty’s grinding was slowing, and her face was red. “Wow, that’s harder than it looks!”

“That’s because you keep ducking out of the gym with me. I’ll finish grinding if you promise to stop avoiding workouts after we save the world.” Elise took the mortar and pestle and worked quickly, twisting her wrist with practiced movements.

“It’s weird to think about life getting back to normal after this,” Betty said, gazing balefully at the stormy sky. “Will
 everything get back to normal?”

“Maybe,” Elise said.

“Are you still going to move in with me?”

“Maybe. If I don’t have to leave. If I don’t die.”

“Oh my God, don’t even talk like that.” Betty slapped her on the arm. “No dying, okay? Dying is strictly forbidden!”

“People like me don’t usually see thirty,” Elise said.

Betty’s smile was wobbly, her eyes a little red. “And you chose to spend your twenties becoming an accountant?”

“It’s something to do.” She focused hard on the mortar and pestle, even though the mixture of herbs was already a fine powder. “I don’t know what’s going to happen now. I’m not ready for things to change, but I don’t have a choice.”

“It’s not all bad. I mean…you and Lincoln,” Betty said. “Right?”

Elise gave her a blank look. “What?”

“You guys have a thing going.”

“Define ‘thing.’”

Betty sat back on her heels, rubbing her temples. “A thing a lot like the thing I had with him.”

Sophie should not have been listening to this, but they weren’t being especially quiet. She exchanged looks with the gargoyle. It looked like Junior was kind of smiling—silently laughing at Lincoln, almost.

“How did you know?” Elise asked.

“Because I’ve never seen you hook up with a guy before, and you’re making faces I’ve never seen before, and also you guys came back wearing the same weird leather bondage gear.”

“We got dressed by the half-succubus bartender,” she said.

“First of all, that’s amazing, and I’m jealous,” Betty said. “Second of all, what the hell? You’re hooking up with Lincoln?”

“So what? You guys aren’t interested in each other, and you’re not the jealous type.”

“Not over Lincoln, God. No. He’s just some guy. I just didn’t expect it from you
,” Betty said. “You’ve never dated anyone in the whole time I’ve known you, and I guess I just… I couldn’t imagine you doing the kind of stuff my sorority sisters do to each other all the time.”

Elise’s brow lowered over her eyes. She seemed to evaluate this information as though it were totally new. “You and Lincoln weren’t anything.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that we briefly were
, and you’re my best friend.”

“And?”

“I’m going to chalk this confusion up to the fact you’re secretly a legendary figure from myths and legends. So let me put it clearer. The girl code says we don’t date each other’s exes, at all, ever. And especially not without asking permission first.”

“We don’t do it at all, but when we do, we ask permission?” Elise rolled her eyes. “This is ridiculous.”

Betty looked stung. She stood up. “You could pretend to understand.”

She pushed through the door leading downstairs and vanished.

Elise watched her leave. Sophie didn’t know the woman well enough to read her facial expressions, but she got the impression that the Godslayer was genuinely, forcefully confused by their exchange.

“There are many things I don’t understand about this world,” Sophie said helpfully. “I’ve committed numerous faux pas since entering society, and I’ve found that apologies pave a path to better understanding.”

Elise didn’t reply. She brought the ground herbs over, and at Sophie’s direction, sprinkled them at each of the cardinal directions.

“If Betty is truly your friend, I hope she will come to understand that you’ve likely a preternatural draw to Lincoln,” Sophie said. “I’ve heard how he speaks about you. It’s amazing to think someone can care that much about another.”

“He’s talked about me with you?” Elise asked.

“Quite a bit.”

It didn’t seem to reassure Elise. If anything, she looked more troubled. “I didn’t choose any of this.”

“I’m sorry,” Sophie said. “I understand.”

Elise got up to stand guard at the door again, arms folded tight, eyes fixed on the black sky. But her voice was surprisingly gentle when she said, “Thanks.”
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T

he Father of All Demons seemed too eager to help James get supplies, to an arguably detrimental degree. If James asked for one kind of root, Yatam would return with a dozen different kinds—entire baskets of them. “It has been millennia since interdisciplinary magic has been cast,” Yatam said. “You may find some things don’t act the way you expect once the magic begins. This will enable substitutions. You’ll have fewer problems.”

That may have been true, but that was likelier to be Sophie’s problem than James’s. Assuming she was truly capable of casting such obscure magic. “Don’t take long on this last trip,” James said. “We’ll need to bind the wards to you.”

Yatam vanished before James finished speaking.

For all of James’s fears, Yatam didn’t seem interested in telling Elise any secrets. In general, Yatam seemed disinterested in talking with James at all, as though he were nobody important. Not the most powerful witch among all the witches on the planet. Not the man who had innovated the paper magic his aunt invented. Just a bit player in someone else’s story.

James was not accustomed to feeling so unseen.

He went back to sorting through the baskets that Yatam had left behind, separating Sophie’s ingredients from the extras. He was working on a stack piled near the statue at the moment, which was no longer covered in a drop cloth. Yatam had removed it. The statue turned out to be a perfect replication of a beautiful woman who happened to have a serpent’s tail rather than legs. James had seen illustrations of her before, and he assumed the statue had been carved in honor of Lilith, the oldest demon. Her smirk made him all the angrier. It was like she knew something that he didn’t.

Footsteps clattered on the stairs from the roof. James recognize the cadence of Elise’s boots a moment before she appeared. She wore leather and black cotton, carrying her sword loosely in her bandaged fist. James had found the sword in Idlewild and made a point to bring it. Elise hadn’t thanked him for restoring her weapon.

“I’m heading out,” Elise said.

“Out where? Fire is raining on the city,” he said.

“I’ll be safe. I’m going to have a gargoyle escort,” Elise said. If the gargoyle was going, then its handler would too. She was leaving with Lincoln.

“It’s too dangerous for the community if I hide. I have to get ahead of the last plague.” She gazed across the field of baskets and crates. Yatam had been kept amply busy by Sophie’s numerous demands. It would take multiple trips to get everything upstairs to her, much less put together the spell that required these supplies. “Get these wards on lockdown. Whatever happens, I don’t want to be worrying about you guys back here.”

“And yet you’re fine leaving me here to worry about you,” James said.

“You always stay back to cast magic while I go fight.”

But they hadn’t done that in years. James had gotten used to feeling Elise was safe, and he no longer spent his nights spellcasting in worried solitude, waiting out the endless hours until she dragged herself home. “Let’s piggyback,” he said.

Elise considered the offer, then nodded.

Piggybacking was one of the greatest advantages of the kopis having an aspis. They were always afforded some level of protection by virtue of their bond, but once it was activated, they became hyper-connected. Elise would be faster, feel better, fight harder. James would be able to cast stronger magic and hold the spells for longer.

Their minds connected.

It felt like looking through Elise’s eyes and feeling Elise’s feelings. She was still injured from her fight with the giant spider. Her skin was raw. When she looked at James, she saw none of his flaws—not the two gray hairs that he had grown at his left temple or the age lines on his forehead. She didn’t notice the scars or the fact that his eyes were much too blue. She saw him to be almost as flawlessly alabaster as Yatam.

Once the bond locked into place, it felt like a hook in James’s breastbone.

Elise stepped back from him with a small gasp, pressing her fingertips against her chest. She felt the chain too.

“Are you ready to go?” Lincoln called from the doorway. He was carrying a flashlight and a backpack, ready for the apocalypse.

Elise didn’t immediately respond. She was staring at James in puzzlement. While their bond was so intense, she must have seen something in James. And it confused her. He wondered, with a sickening lurch of fear, if she could tell that the tenor of his thoughts was less dispassionate than usual.

“Yeah,” Elise said eventually. “I’m ready to go.”

She left with Lincoln.

James remained in the room, trying to contain his anger, his fear—his jealousy. His permanent altar had been destroyed along with Motion and Dance. His emotions were getting difficult.

He tried to sort the supplies for the ritual, but he couldn’t stop thinking of Elise’s last look. He wondered what had happened to the clothes she’d been wearing earlier. He wondered why she didn’t care if James knew where she was going.

He wasn’t looking when he reached into one of Yatam’s baskets. Something stung his hand hard, and he sucked in a pained breath.

The Father of All Demons had brought some kind of bejeweled scorpion—a variant of the scarab statue that Sophie had requested for her ritual. Its tail was sharp. Bright red blood flowed down his wrist. “Damn it all!” James hurled the bejeweled scorpion into the Lilith statue’s basin, flicking his blood across the clay mounding at her tail. The scorpion shattered on the stone.

“I’ve never seen you jealous like this before.” Betty sidled into the room. She was smiling, almost like she was joking, but her tone was much too serious. “Anthony flirts with Elise all the time and it doesn’t bother you.”

It was cute that Betty thought James was unbothered by Anthony. That was Betty’s cousin—the young man who lived next door to her on Caliente. Since Betty didn’t have a driver’s license or any interest in getting one, Anthony usually played chauffeur. He’d been getting to be friendly with Elise lately. James’s fingers itched to hex the boy half the time. “I’m not jealous of Lincoln,” James said.

Betty took his bleeding hand to inspect the wound. “Of course you’re jealous. It’s just been you and Elise for a long time. Now she’s got somebody else to do crazy hero things with, and you’re getting left behind. You’d be insane if you weren’t jealous.”

James gave a grudging laugh. “Nobody knows Elise as I do. If I’m replaced, it’s temporary.”

“If it makes you feel any better, it seems like Lincoln has replaced me with Elise too.”

An unpleasant chill coiled within his gut. “Has Elise said something to you?”

“Oh yeah. It didn’t even occur to her to lie to me about it,” Betty said. “I trusted her with everything, only to discover that I can’t trust her around men that I like, and also, she’s destined to kill God.” Betty threw her hands in the air. “For some reason, I’m more upset about Lincoln! Isn’t that ridiculous? I don’t even like
 him.”

“Who does?” James muttered.

“Your hand is bleeding a lot. I saw bandages in the kitchen—let me patch you up.” Betty stepped out for a moment, then returned with water and gauze.

“This entire situation is ridiculous,” he said. “It was only last week that I thought life had reached some semblance of normalcy. And now…”

“You’re bleeding in a demon’s downtown condo while Elise makes out with my hook-up in the middle of the apocalypse.” She finished applying the bandages and set them aside.

“The apocalypse is only the beginning.” What happened to Elise after God arrived would be far worse. She would be trapped in the garden with him until she died, after years of torture and madness. “Tell me, Betty, what would you do if you knew that you were about to lose someone very important to you? What would you do to keep them? Would you even try?”

“You’re not going to lose Elise,” Betty said. “But you’ve got to tell her whatever’s eating at you, even if you feel stupid saying it. The sooner, the better.”

“She may find the truth unforgivable.”

“I find that hard to believe.” She was leaning against his arm and smiling. She hadn’t moved away after wrapping his hand. If anything, she’d edged closer, and James didn’t mind terribly.

“You’re always so positive.” He caught himself brushing his knuckles down her cheek, tracing the line of her jaw. “How do you do it?”

She smiled with a hint of mischief. “I drink a lot of alcohol, have sex with a lot of hot guys, and never miss a nap.”

“It seems I could learn a few things from you.” He felt a smile touching his mouth. “The naps, that is.”

Betty laughed, a pink flush rising on her cheekbones. “Let me know if you need help with that.” She picked up one of the baskets. “Now let’s go finish that spell. If we take too long, Sophie is going to wonder where we’ve gone.”
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North Reno was even more devastated than the southern half of the city—unless everywhere was getting worse while Lincoln had been having skirmishes with Yatai, a giant spider, and the Traveler. Half the buildings were still burning. Any humans staggering through the streets were either covered in red boils or running in fear. Dropping a few bombs on the city wouldn’t have been as devastating.

Lincoln hated how much he had to step on dead animals to keep following Elise up the sidewalks, but she didn’t seem to have trouble with it. Her stride over the carcasses was purposeful. She didn’t even look down.

Junior stuck close, his wings shielding them both. The hailstones were only getting bigger. Some of them weren’t made of ice anymore but were instead rocks, and they clattered against Junior with noisy frequency. “We oughta get off these main streets,” Lincoln said. “Look north on Sun Valley Boulevard. See all those people? They’re all sick, and we don’t wanna find out how it spreads, if you catch my drift.”

Elise didn’t seem to hear him. Her fingertips were pressed to her temple, her bitten nails so short that there was blood on the edges.

“Elise?” he prompted.

She stumbled on a dead coyote. He grabbed her, and she looked up at him in surprise. Like she hadn’t even realized he was following. “Sorry,” Elise said. “I’ve got James in my head.”

Lincoln remembered that. “Are you guys…piggybacked? Is he bothering you?”

“Not exactly.” She straightened. “We’ll take a back road. Head right here. We can go up seventh to Lupin.”

It was faster up the back way. There weren’t as many sick people to avoid and even fewer cars. Not a lot of people in Sun Valley—an unincorporated town north of Reno—had cars in the first place. It was the poorest suburb of Reno with the highest concentration of trailers in the country, like one huge trailer park. Lincoln took the lead, since Elise was distracted. “Seems like piggybacking isn’t good for combat situations when you can’t risk having your mind wander,” he said.

“Usually my mind doesn’t wander this much,” she said. “Why do you and James hate each other?”

That wasn’t a question Lincoln had expected. He thought he’d been pretty subtle about how much he hated James. “He hates me?” he asked, faking a friendly chuckle.

“When you touched me, he got angry,” Elise said. “He’s watching me right now. Paying a lot more attention than he used to. I think it’s because he hates you so much.”

“Can’t imagine what’s up with that. We barely talked.”

The disbelief couldn’t have been more obvious on Elise’s face. “He might trust you more if he knew where you came from.”

“Protecting the timeline means—”

“Does it look like there’s a timeline to protect?”

They were currently hiding behind a discount grocery store while a gargoyle checked to see if they had an unobstructed path to Neuma’s address. They would have to route around any riots, car accidents, or fires.

The timeline was well and truly fucked.

Lincoln rubbed his jaw as he thought. “How close can James listen through this bond? Can he hear everything I’m saying?”

“I don’t think it’s that clear,” Elise said. “It’s not for me.”

“All right. Look, James and I go back further than you and I do, and not for good reasons. If he’s still keeping his secrets—”

“What secrets?” It was a very deliberate question, from a woman who knew exactly what she was asking. She knew what the answer might do to the timeline. She knew what it might do to her relationship with James. And she still wanted to know.

“I can tell you, but it’s not gonna make a lot of sense right now. Might just make things worse. And things can still get worse. I’ve seen it.”

“Tell me.” Elise was just a few inches away from him, staring at him hard with those raptor eyes. The little tick of a scar on her left eyebrow made it look like feathers split in flight.

He would give Elise anything when she looked at him like that.

“James is a half-angel Gray,” Lincoln said. “When I meet him, he was pretending to be a full angel, looking all creepy with the wings and stuff. He ordered me to read up on you, investigate you, because you and James hadn’t spoken in months. I owed him a debt. I couldn’t say no.”

“He would tell me if he was a half-angel.” She said it with such conviction.

Lincoln kinda wished that one of those fireballs would hit them, just turn the whole parking lot into a crater. “He’s lying to you. Hiding everything. Been doing it for years.”

“But why
?” Elise asked.

“Because James has been grooming you to kill God,” Lincoln said. “Do you think that a weapon would be put on this Earth with nobody to swing it around?” Every word out of his mouth made her look paler, yet he couldn’t stop talking. “Metaraon cast a curse so all angels would be Fascinated with you—helpless to get in the way of your mission to kill God. James has angel blood. He’s Fascinated with you. He’s in love, and he’s not ever going to leave you alone. Never.”

Elise’s mouth was open, but no sound came from it.

“Do you believe me?” he asked.

She swung a fist.

Lincoln was suddenly on the ground, dazed. The piles of trash behind the grocery store seemed to swirl around him, doubling every time that he blinked.

“Why should I believe you?” Elise asked. “You wouldn’t be the first person to try to separate me from James to make us weaker.”

“I don’t expect you to believe me.” He rolled onto his side, rubbed his jaw. He was surprised it was still attached. “Ask him. See what he says.”

She stalked up to stand over him like she wasn’t worried about getting pelted with hail. Maybe she was too pissed to worry about petty things like pain. But even though she glowered, she didn’t argue. She believed him. She didn’t want to, but she did.

A particularly big hailstone rocketed out of the air. It crashed into the ground next to Lincoln’s head, and it was so hot that he felt his ear hairs curl.

Elise pulled him back to shelter behind the grocery store again.

What used to be hail was now fireballs. Little ones, but a lot of them. They hit the ground loud and smoldered long. “And the Lord sent thunder and hail, and the fire ran along upon the ground,” Lincoln said.

“James is right, that’s annoying,” Elise said.

“After everything I told you about him—”

“Don’t,” she said. “Just don’t.”

Junior reappeared. Cinders shimmered over his shoulders, skidding harmlessly away where they struck. He rumbled and lifted a fist, pointing up the hill.

“You found the address? Can we get there on foot?” Lincoln asked.

Junior nodded.

Elise didn’t look at Lincoln again. She walked straight to Junior and positioned herself under his wings.

They were silent on the slow trek up the hill. It seemed like every third trailer had caught fire, and they had to reroute twice in order to avoid brawls in the streets.

Somehow, Neuma’s single wide was untouched. It had a waist-high fence covered in unfriendly signs, two busted motorcycles parked out front, and a chained dog huddling behind a dead tree. There was also a smear of blood over the front door. “I won’t quote anything if it bothers you, but that’s what the Hebrews did to tell God where they lived,” Lincoln said.

“I know.” Elise unleashed a single, powerful kick, and the door pulverized under her boot heel. She stormed through the doorway.

People screamed inside.

Lincoln rushed in after her. Neuma was frozen by the sink, clutching the counter. Two old people sat at a dining room table. The whole trailer smelled like human waste and rotten food, but Lincoln doubted that was normal. Mismatched and cheap as everything was, the trailer was mostly clean. There would be a lot of fridges without power in the city, all their food going to waste.

“I need to talk to you, Neuma,” Elise said.

“Take her to the bedroom,” Neuma instructed the old man. He got up from the table, grabbed the old lady, and pulled her into the back room.

In her off-hours, Neuma looked less like a stripper from Hell and more like ordinary trailer trash. Her shorts were mostly made of holes. Her tank top had a neckline so low that Lincoln was surprised he didn’t see nipples poking over the edge like twin sunrises. Her hair was twisted under a towel, and her face was washed clean of makeup, leaving her plainer and cuter. Lincoln always liked women better without makeup.

“You shouldn’t be out here,” Neuma said, edging nearer her refrigerator as if it would get her away from them. The room couldn’t have been more than two hundred, maybe three hundred square feet.

Elise pointed toward the front door. “The blood over the doorway. What kind is that?”

“It’s mine,” Neuma said, sticking a bandaged hand behind her back. “It’s not as much as it looks like.”

“Did Yatai tell you to do that?”

Neuma was sweating. “Elise…”

“I know you’re scared,” she said. “Everyone’s scared. But I’m going to fix this if you’ll help me.”

“All right. It was Yatai, but you shouldn’t keep saying her name like that, especially not around me. I can never tell what she’s going to hear. I told you at the club, I can’t help you!”

“How many demons are marking their doors like this?”

“The girls at the club,” Neuma said. “A lot of the casino staff. Some of their friends, I guess.”

“Why just employees?” Lincoln asked. “Does she work there?”

Neuma glanced back toward the bedrooms and lowered her voice to a whisper. “She’s been using it as her base of operations. Please, don’t tell her that I told you that. She’ll be so mad.”

Lincoln wasn’t real likely to chat with the demon who wanted him dead. “Why did Yatai choose the casino?”

“Because of the Warrens, of course,” Neuma said. “Tunnels under the old mines in Reno. She pulled that big spider out of there, but it’s not gonna be the end of it. She keeps going back down, and it’s gotten so dark that I can’t go below the first few levels. This is bigger than me. Bigger than all of us.”

Elise and Lincoln’s eyes connected.

“That’s where the door must be,” he said.
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ames had been reluctant to watch Sophie cast the magic he believed couldn’t be real, but once she began, he was awed. Sophie only seemed reluctant to answer his questions about her techniques for the first few minutes. Once she realized how clever his questions were, she brightened, and she began to ramble.

The girl spoke his languages as fluently as James did: the languages of academics, witches, and the ambitious. And she never stopped talking as she moved around the circle, layering spell upon spell atop each other. The girl was a natural teacher and narrated her every movement. She didn’t build circles the way that he expected, adding reeds, incense, and woven walls with seeds knotted into them. It looked more like Sophie was building a small magical bunker on the rooftop.

“This is truly amazing,” James said, glancing at his watch. Hours had passed in a blink. His hands were dirty with anointed mud, and he’d had to drop his jacket long ago to keep from overheating. “I’m fascinated by how this is simultaneously more primitive and more complex than traditional magic.”

“It’s a lower form of magic, unhindered by more modern regulations established in the Treaty of Dis,” Sophie said.

“How do you subvert those terms?”

“It’s part of the secret,” she said. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t tell you too much.”

“Right. It’s fine.” James didn’t feel remotely fine. He only felt hungrier, as if he’d been starving for weeks and given nothing to eat but a carrot. It was an irrational feeling. Rationally, he understood why someone would want to protect magic like this. “I’ve my own protected school of magic, to tell you the truth. I concocted a way to capture the effects of a spell years in advance and release them at will. It does mean that I can spend weeks at a time casting several spells to capture them, but the benefits are numerous.”

“Weeks of spellcasting—I can’t imagine it!” she said. “I don’t have nearly the stamina for anything beyond a few hours. What’s the longest you’ve held a ritual open?”

“Years.”

“Years?
”

“I think it’s six now,” James said, gratified by how impressed she sounded. “The spell ended when that giant spider crushed the wall of my dance studio. Might have been a record for active magic, come to think of it.”

“Amazing,” Sophie said. “May I ask the purpose?”

Among many other things, it suppressed most of his ethereal Gray attributes, since the Fascination was the primary source of his fixation with Elise. He could feel it unraveling hair by hair in the hours that had elapsed. He was afraid that talking about it would make it slip away faster. “It’s a secret, I’m afraid.”

“Totally understood. I wish I were capable of designing magic and holding it open so long—that’s amazing.” Sophie made no secret of her admiration, not in her face or her words.

“Anyone can design magic. It’s a time management problem, not a difficulty problem.” He sighed. “I have no explanation for how I can be so much older than you, but so much less learned.”

“Try not to take it personally,” she said. “I have special circumstances. You’re more advanced than me in other ways, I’m sure.”

“Show me what you’re doing now. Those hand gestures over the tiger’s eye—”

“I’m sorry, but I shouldn’t be too forthcoming. It’s a matter of safety.” She shifted her body so that he couldn’t see her hands anymore.

James indulged in a moment of frustration. To be so excluded from a child’s magical workings…


No. We all protect our secrets
.

He let out a long breath, and Sophie soon turned around to bring him back into the ritual’s setup. “You can handle this part, if you’d like,” she said. “We’ll need these runes transferred in a scale of one centimeter to one meter, using this chalk here. I’ve already drawn grid lines on the floor so that you can easily recreate the drawing on the paper, and…”


James
.

Elise’s voice pulsed inside of him, drowning out reality. His gaze dropped from Sophie’s. He was dizzy, momentarily weightless.


James. We have to talk
.

“Are you all right, Mr. Faulkner?” Sophie asked. Her concerned face swam in and out of focus.

James pressed a hand to his head. “I think Elise is trying to communicate. Excuse me.”

He left the rooftop for the relative quiet inside Yatam’s condominium. There was no wind here, and the smell of brimstone wasn’t as strong. He sat on the edge of the statue’s basin and closed his eyes.

Elise was in a cramped bathroom, leaning toward a cracked mirror with her gloved hands braced on a rusted sink. She was staring intently at her reflection. With a jolt, James realized that she was looking at him
. The bond made it feel as though they were face-to-face.

“There you are,” he said. “Did you learn what we need?”

Her emotions flowed over the bond, but they were too jumbled for him to make sense of them. It made no sense that Elise could look so calm when she was feeling so much. “We can’t get to the doorway where He’s likely to come for me. It’s in the Warrens, miles below the city. We’re going to take this from another angle. Everything here’s being orchestrated by his herald, Yatai. It won’t happen if we can cut Yatai out. She wants to murder Lincoln, so we’re going to bait a trap with him.”

“And then what?” James asked.

“Lincoln thinks we can’t kill her, but he’s got an idea of where he could imprison her safely. We’ll need a spell to freeze Yatai for transport. He says to ask Sophie if it’s okay to use the farm, and for a spell ‘like the one Ofelia used on Dullahan.’ He says it’ll make sense to her.”

“I don’t like the idea of trapping the Mother of All Demons.”

“We’ll try to kill her first,” Elise said. “We can pin her down for Yatam.”

“We can’t allow greater demons to fight in the middle of an urban center!”

“That’s why we’ll have to set the trap in Eloquent Blood, under Craven’s. It’s at the mouth of the Warrens and basically a bomb shelter. Sophie can lock it down with wards too.”

“You want to send Sophie into the middle of a battle zone,” James said. “Need I remind you that she’s a pregnant teenager?”

“She can handle it,” Elise said. “Talk to Yatam and Sophie. We’re sending Junior back to play escort.”

She turned from the mirror.

James opened his eyes, massaging his forehead as his version of reality sank into him. He’d never opened an active bond with Elise in quiet times like this, when they were not actively battling an enemy or casting an important spell. The focus had made their exchange so vivid it felt like they’d been in the same room.

He was startled when he turned to see his companions waiting for him: Sophie, Betty, and even Yatam, who lurked by the door.

“So, was that a magical Skype?” Betty asked.

James gave a wry, embarrassed laugh. He didn’t know what the conversation had looked like from an outsider’s perspective. Surely it had been awkward. “Elise wants us to prepare a trap for Yatai. Also, Sophie, Lincoln has a request. He wants you ready to freeze Yatai the way that Ofelia froze Dullahan. He also hopes that you can permanently secure her in the farm.”

“Nothing but tall orders from Mr. Marshall, of course,” Sophie said. “I’ll have to be physically present in Eloquent Blood to lay such a trap.”

“Yes,” he said, “I know.”

She nodded. “Very well. I’ve activated the wards on this condominium—you’ll be safe here through the worst of the apocalypse, even if the tenth plague descends. Tell me, Mr. Faulkner, are you a firstborn son?”

“I’m my parents’ only son, but I’m not an infant.”

“There’s no telling how the plague will manifest,” Sophie said. “You can’t come help me at Eloquent Blood. I’m sorry.” It was absurd for Sophie to suggest he
 couldn’t go with her.
 This wasn’t even her fight. It was James’s mistake, Elise’s enemy, a war upon them both.

“I won’t stay here while my kopis fights the Mother of All Demons,” James said.

“The wards will be strongest with one of us here to maintain them,” Sophie said. “If both you and Betty can, all the better. It will give us a safe place to run back to if my trap fails to remove the white queen from the chessboard, so to speak.”

“Assuming she needs to be removed. You don’t have much confidence in my ability to kill my sister, I see,” Yatam said.

“Should I be confident?” she asked.

“To grow, a demon must feed aggressively. My sister devours everything she touches with our mother’s curse. She is more powerful than legions of demons. I have slumbered for millennia, and I feed on dozens compared to her thousands.” Yatam gave an elegant shrug. “You’re right. On a level playing field, I stand no chance.”

“Trapping her within my wards while you attack is far from a level playing field, and you’ll find none of us judge you for it,” Sophie said.

“My girl!” Betty chucked her in the shoulder. “Listen to this smart bitch. Don’t play things level at all. We’ll hold her down, and you punch.”

“I’ll need something before I do this,” Yatam said. He visually appraised Sophie and then nodded with seeming satisfaction. “Prepare a Ptolomean hex to trap her. Such a thing will be necessary to contain an entity as powerful as Yatai.”

“A Ptolomean hex…yes. You’re right.” Sophie nodded. “That would be ideal, wouldn’t it?”

“You refer to Ptolomy, the Governor of Jericho?” James asked.

Yatam vanished without replying.

Sophie edged away from the place he disappeared, tugging her sweater around her. “One of the regions in the frozen wastelands of Coccytus is named for him. A Ptolomean hex is, therefore, an ancient infernal hex which essentially entombs its target in non-melting, unbreakable ice.”

James had never heard of it. He had studied as much about infernal magic as he could, but information was limited. It had been outlawed for too long. “Can you cast it?”

“With minor adaptations into a gaean spell, absolutely. I’m more troubled by the idea of attempting to ward Eloquent Blood. The magic I brought from the farm barely took here.”

“If you can’t do it then—”

“I’ll figure it out,” Sophie said. “I’m not one to invent new magical systems, but I am smart and quick to adapt. Please, Mr. Faulkner, worry only about holding the fort here. You can trust me to have this in hand.”

He couldn’t help but laugh at her confidence. He was an adult man trained in dance, who had spent most of his life told he was special, a prince among witches. His confidence was absurd at times. Yet this diminutive teen mother was easily twice as confident—and she made him believe it was earned. “I trust that you do. It’s been a pleasure working with you today, Sophie.” He held out a hand. They shook, and she rewarded him with a broad smile.

“Now I should prepare my ritual supplies for transport,” she said.

He watched her leaving, hands in his pockets, and felt the smile wither on his face. He’d been entirely serious when he said Sophie was a pleasure. She was brilliant. But with the admiration came something much like loathing, and it wasn’t aimed at the girl.

“Gris-gris for your thoughts,” Betty said. She was still hanging out, scuffing her heels in the dust of the empty condo.

“When I retired, I considered it a safety measure,” James said. “I didn’t think about how it would make me complacent. To once hold high status in witch society and decline is dangerous. It makes me vulnerable to challengers, like an aging lion confronted by another pride’s son.”

“Oh, come on, you’re not an aging lion.”

“That girl is fourteen and she knows impossible things.”

“And I have to get my seven-year-old cousin’s help to figure out my iPod. So what? Kids know crazy things, but they don’t know everything. You’ve got a lot of other skills she doesn’t have. Besides, are you disappointed in yourself for not inventing impossible magic? Really?”

“When you put it like that, it sounds ridiculous,” he admitted.

Her smile turned sly. “You really are disappointed that you didn’t invent impossible magic.”

“My aunt did it once,” James said.

“Okay, you’re right, you’re useless. Go die under a herd of wildebeest, you old lion.” Betty got up to leave.

James caught her wrist and pulled her back. She plopped on the edge of the basin next to him. Their thighs came in full contact, and James was struck by how much space she occupied—not because she was a large woman, but because she was a large personality, and somehow James had been drawn into her gravity.

She was a large woman in many ways, though. Large breasts and hips. A large laugh that filled entire rooms. A large heart, in which she’d found room for every passing misfit.

“Thank you, Betty,” James said.

“For what?” she asked.

“Your help,” he said. “Your presence.”

She dragged her bottom lip between her teeth, gazing up at him more intently than he’d ever seen. If she’d given magic as much of her attention, she might have actually learned something in her time with the coven. “You’re very welcome, James.”

Hail pounded against the window, but not so loudly that James missed Betty’s sudden intake of breath when he brought his fingertips to her throat.

Betty leaned into his hand. She tipped her head.

He wasn’t certain who began the kiss, but neither hesitated, despite a thousand reasons to stop and think.

Perhaps the most prominent reason was that Elise was still in James’s head.

While he was navigating the lines of Betty’s jaw with his thumb, she was attempting to navigate the streets of Reno without being struck by fireballs. He was aware of her movements the way he’d have been aware of a TV playing in the same room. He could hear everything happening in the background—every thud of fireball against building, every footstep against gravel, every gargoyle bellow. She would hear everything he did too. If she closed her eyes, she might even see it.

James didn’t want to sever the bond while she was in danger, nor did he want to stop tracing his tongue against Betty’s, seeking unspoken boundaries. When he was this close to Betty’s overwhelming affirmation, he could almost feel her convictions as strongly as he felt his frustrations. His inferior mortal magicks, for one. Lincoln’s existence, for another. And those were only his complaints because he wasn’t letting himself despair about what was about to happen to Elise at God’s hands.

Betty slid into James’s lap, and her thighs pressed against his sides. She was a warm weight, with pleasant curves, and he allowed himself to feel the way they fit into his palms.

In downtown Reno, Elise lurched into a gas station for protection, and James could feel the collapse coming before Elise bent to press her hands to her knees. It was like she couldn’t breathe. He felt no injury from her. There was no pain anywhere—not where his hands skimmed Betty’s feverish thigh, and not in Elise’s physical form.

Elise hurt so deeply.

James almost shut down the bond right there. A quick measure to shove his kopis from his mind, for her sake and for his.

“Are you okay?” Lincoln’s voice was as clear as though he were speaking beside James.

Elise looked up at him, and she said, “Sorry. I’m still getting information through the bond.”

“Did something happen to James?” Lincoln asked. “Is everything okay at the condo? Where’s Sophie?”

James wasn’t sure which of them felt more annoyed by Lincoln’s questions. Elise said, “It’s fine.” She wasn’t shutting down the bond, either. It felt like Elise was staring straight at him, calling his bluff. Daring him to continue nuzzling Betty’s collarbone and nipping at her skin like this was going to actually happen.

“Problem?” Betty asked when James stopped moving. Her fingers stroked a line down his neck. She was grinning at him from above, her hair falling around them, her face in shadow.

“This is a bad idea,” James said, gripping her hips to lift her off of him. “Elise…”

Betty peeled her pants off and sat again. She wore bright-red panties. “It’s not like she’s your girlfriend. She’s your kopis. There are no rules banning aspises or whatever from hooking up with a kopis’s friends. Right?” Her fingernails kept circling.

Anger surged hot in Elise. “What’s that you said about James being untrustworthy?” she asked in the convenience store lit by the burning city.

Lincoln raked a hand through his hair. “You really wanna chat about this now?
 We oughta get out of the gas station before a fireball hits those pumps. It’s still a few blocks until we’re at Craven’s and—”

“I want to hear this right now,” Elise said, gripping Lincoln’s lapels. They were both still matching, dressed by Neuma, and leather creaked against leather.

“You don’t.” Lincoln’s hands folded over Elise’s, and James felt the brush of the calluses over his knuckles. It was hard to tell who Lincoln was actually touching. “You shouldn’t hear it from me. You should ask James to tell you everything.”

“What if he lies to me?” she asked.

What had Lincoln told her?

James pulled Betty’s shirt aside, and he tasted the flesh that had been indented by her bra strap. She wore pretty, expensive things made of lace. She smelled like the color pink, somehow, and tasted like cherry soda. Betty was rocking against him and helping him get his hands where she liked them on her ass, and James deeply regretted that they needed to stop.

Except that Elise had pulled Lincoln back into a corner, by the cash register. She pulled so hard that he had to brace an arm against the wall by her head to keep steady. “Elise,” Lincoln said in a low, husky voice, “you’re not helping me with my self-control any.”

She grabbed him by the neck—a lot like Betty was holding James by the neck. Elise pressed her face to his, nose against nose, forehead to forehead. “Tell me if you’re in love with me.”

His hands glided up her back, holding her close.


Tell me you’re in love with me
.

James mouthed the words along Betty’s pulse.


I’m in love with you
.

“Jesus, Elise,” Lincoln said. “You don’t have a clue how long I’ve been in love with you.”

She crushed her mouth against his before he could get the last word out. She bit at him, dragging hard on his lapels, making sure he couldn’t move.

Lincoln didn’t seem to want to move away. They were fitted so tightly against the cashier’s counter that the edge dug into Elise’s spine, and she didn’t mind at all. She liked the pain. It was sharp and bright, like fireballs against pavement.

James wasn’t paying enough attention to his reality. He yanked Betty’s bra off and snapped it. “Hey,” she protested. “That cost a lot.”

“I’ll replace it if the world doesn’t end.”

God, but Betty had marvelous breasts. They were both large and natural—not a surprise to James. She’d washed her cousin’s Jeep multiple times in the parking lot at Motion and Dance and always wore a very small bikini. James had simply never considered the marvel of her breasts in this context where he could press his face between them and suck the nipples into his mouth and nibble every inch.

A crashing sound drew James’s attention back to Elise. She’d shoved Lincoln into a shelf—and he only responded by slamming her back into the door of a refrigerated cooler.

The fact that Elise made love the way she battled was never something James should have seen. And the fact that she surrendered readily once Lincoln shoved her into a corner, pinning her fists above her head with one hand, should not have made James unravel so quickly.

Lincoln sank his teeth into Elise’s shoulder hard enough that her groan came out of James’s lips, and Betty groaned in echo of it. She had opened James’s pants while he was distracted. She was stroking his erection, surveying it as if trying to decide what she wanted to do with it, and the heat in her eyes suggested she had preferences. Her lips brushed his ear when she asked, “Are you clean? Normally I’d insist on condoms but…apocalypse.”

“I’m clean,” James said. “But you—”

“IUD. Good with you?”

“Good,” he said, and Betty pulled her panties aside to sink onto him. She was so wet and tight, and James couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt anything like this. He wasn’t sure that he had. The word escaped him again, more growling. “Good
.”

“Oh, fuck,” Betty sighed. She sought his lips and a rhythm with her hips. She was rolling, slow, feeling it out. James had to sink his fingers into her spine or else he thought he might fall apart.

Lincoln was too forceful with Elise. They had no rhythm. He turned her, pinned her standing against the refrigerator, and bit her again. Elise liked that. There was bitter pleasure radiating from her side of the bond—a sort of vengeful satisfaction that only made James angrier. She knew what she was doing to James. And she didn’t stop.

With a few moments of fumbling leather and buckles, Lincoln’s fingers searched between Elise’s legs. She was wet, too. As wet as Betty. James wondered with a sick shiver if Elise had been like that just from evading brimstone hailing from the sky or if she really did like Lincoln gripping her with bruising strength, sinking his teeth into her neck, pressing his erection into Elise with her legs together so tightly that he barely fit.

They were animals, primal, and James’s mind had no idea how to process the simultaneous sensations. Betty tight around him. Lincoln tight within her. The clash of lips, and searching hands, and four bodies trying to match a rhythm that only two of them could hear.

Lincoln seemed to know just what to do with Elise. He kept a painful grip on her arm while his free hand worked between her legs, and he didn’t hesitate to bite so hard that Elise’s mind was turning white with blind pleasure. Even the way the cloth dragged against her cobweb burns only made her mount higher and higher.

James would never have done that to her. He would have held Elise like this woman against his chest, drinking her kisses as if he needed them to live. He would have stroked her and whispered the truth into her ears.

He hated the sound of Lincoln’s grunting. The slap of hips against hips. The bestial sounds Elise made when she lost all self-consciousness.

Oh, but Elise’s sounds.

Lincoln pulled on her hair, bowing her head back, and it sent her over the edge. She climaxed screaming, and James couldn’t help but follow. One after another.

The world was blank.
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S

ophie was ready to leave for Craven’s Casino long before Junior arrived for her. She had gone snooping around Yatam’s condo to find cloth grocery bags, loaded spell supplies into them, and put her boots back on in less than ten minutes. Both Betty and James had disappeared, leaving her to prepare alone, and Sophie was fine with that. They deserved their rest. Sophie’s would have to wait just a few more hours.

Junior seemed happy to meet her on the roof. He didn’t exactly smile, but he approached her swiftly, light-footed and attentive.

“Hello again,” she said. He offered a hand, and she patted it in greeting. “Do you think you could help me carry some of my bags? I understand that you can only carry so much while flying, but I feel these things may be more secure with you than they are with me in midair.”

He bobbed his head and held out his other hand, too. Sophie gave him one of her bags. He shifted its weight onto his shoulder and held his hands out again.

“Oh, that’s all right. I think that I can do the rest.”

He took another bag from her anyway. He adjusted the straps, seeking the best positioning between his wings, but his mobility was too limited for his arms to reach around back. His shifting was so clumsy.

“Come down here,” Sophie said. “I can get things arranged.”

He lowered to his knees, bending forward so that his front half was under the shelter of the gazebo. Sophie couldn’t help but smile as she pushed the straps around, making sure that everything was situated securely. He really did look a little bit like Lincoln. She could see it up close, looking at the line of his nose down to the stubborn block of his chin.

“Are you doing all right?” Sophie asked, tightening a strap on one bag so it wouldn’t hang too long. “As terrible as this is for everyone else, at least we all have some familiarity with it. I can imagine your world has been small since Genesis. I doubt you’ve seen much outside of Grove County. Now you’re with a half-brother you don’t know, surrounded by strangers, after traveling through time, and…”

He lifted his shoulders and arched his wings. He was shrugging.

“It would be entirely understandable if you’re not okay.” Sophie grabbed the last of her duffel bags. “You’re good to have around, so I hope that Lincoln remembers you are far outside of your usual domain and likely as scared as the rest of us. Are you scared?” Junior shook his head immediately. Sophie put her hands on her hips. “You don’t need to feign tough masculinity around me.”

The gargoyle shrugged again. He was fine. That was his story, and he was sticking to it.

“Fair enough,” Sophie said.

James emerged onto the roof buttoning his shirt and smoothing down his hair. He was rumpled, like he’d been sleeping, and he frowned at the sight of Sophie prepared to travel. “You’re still determined to go alone?”

Her head bobbed in a nod. “I am competent enough to address the magical demands of the spell. I assure you, I will only draw power from the surrounding world. I will not do anything that puts my health at risk.” She crossed her heart with a finger.

“I have faith in your abilities. I hope to see all of you back here as soon as possible.”

“I do too.” Sophie turned her smile on Junior. “Are you ready to go?” He gathered Sophie gently into his arms. She’d been comfortable nestled against his chest while drugged, but it was similarly cozy while clear-minded. He smelled both earthen and mossy—a piece of the faerie forests on Earth. “Is this comfortable? It’s not all too heavy, is it?”

Junior rumbled deep inside. She was beginning to pick up his moods based on the pitch of his growling, and she thought this one might be a laugh.

Each of his steps jolted her gently, but she barely felt a thing when he stepped up onto the edge of the roof.

He leaped.

Sophie couldn’t help but squeal in the instant they plummeted before his wings caught the air. Seeing his wings flared to their full length for flight was stunning. They rose and fell on every beat, shoving the clouds below them.

Previously, she’d assumed that physics alone couldn’t allow Junior to fly with stone wings, yet they were much more pliable than she expected. The stone membrane was relatively thin. He angled himself to catch updrafts, and they rose with ease.

Brimstone was still raining from the sky, but he didn’t even let the fireballs get close to them. He swooped and dived and stayed well out of the way without ever making Sophie feel like she was about to get dropped. She imagined that this was what it must’ve felt like on a roller coaster. The exciting way that her heart climbed into her throat, the dizzying feeling in the pit of her stomach, and the rush of wind against her face.

Sophie wrapped her arms around his shoulders so that she could lift herself up well enough to see down. The city burned below her. There was no beauty in such destruction. Even if they managed to repair this timeline—an eventuality that seemed increasingly remote—these people were suffering now, and that suffering was real.

Junior tilted and they swooped down. The buildings enlarged around them once more. Sophie caught a glimpse of the giant spider’s carcass in the streets, its hair smoldering where fireballs had struck.

She had been scared enough in the hospital with the Traveler. And for good reason. But monsters came in many forms, some more literal than others, and that one resembled Sophie’s worst nightmares. In a way, it made her feel better to see it. She couldn’t fathom many things scarier than a spider so big that it took up an entire street. Yet Lincoln, Junior, and Elise had defeated it.

It was not so far-fetched to think that the woman who could slay gods and oversized spiders could perform all kinds of miracles. Maybe even fix the Precept and the universe without killing Sophie’s baby.

Junior landed lightly in an alleyway and set Sophie onto her feet again. The buildings were so close to each other that the fireballs couldn’t land in the alley. They were coming from the wrong angle. The greater risk was fire. The air smelled like smoke, and Sophie wasn’t confident that the casino above Eloquent Blood was safe.

The gargoyle directed Sophie to a doorway which was marked with a sign that said Humans Only
 and was clearly not big enough for Junior.

“But how will you get in?” Sophie asked, helping him pull the bag straps off his shoulders. “Do you know another way?”

Junior nodded, pointing toward the dark corner behind the building.

“In that case, take those last bags straight to Elise and Lincoln. I’m going to lay wards out here to secure the perimeter. I’ll only need these ones. Give me five minutes to follow you.”

Junior nodded and loped away.

Sophie unzipped one of the bags, pulling out a few strings of beads. She looped them around her forearms and closed her eyes to cast her mind over the casino.

She could feel Craven’s as if running her fingertips over a miniaturized model of it. The casino was like an iceberg, with only a few stories above ground and dozens below. The sublevels were arranged in labyrinthine wooden grids that reminded Sophie of beehives. Those were old mines, Sophie thought. The place Elise had called the Warrens.

Sophie focused her attention on the ground level, wrapping magic around every door and window. Craven’s felt empty, but there was a mortal presence on the nearby street. She hadn’t seen anyone outside while in the air with Junior. Most had retreated hours earlier to homes or hospitals.

Yet there was a lone man outside, and he was circling the building.

Sophie twisted the ribbons to seal the wards and focused on the man. She felt out the shape of him. His youth, his power. He resonated almost the way that Sophie’s baby resonated within her womb.

Her eyes shocked open. “Omar!” He wasn’t far from the alleyway. Sophie raised her voice and shouted to him. “Omar! Over here!”

He came around the corner—Omar, tall and strong, wearing a head scarf and a trim black suit. He carried a gun in one hand and a seme in the other. The seme had a leaf-shaped blade, only fifty centimeters long, and it was stained with blood. He had slashed his way through the city to find her. “Sophie!” It was such a relief to be wrapped up in his familiar arms. He smelled like the farm, and she was so grateful to see him. “What were you thinking? Helping the prisoner escape—”

“There’s a good reason. I didn’t explain it to you before because I needed to try to protect the timeline, but… Oh, what does it matter?” She tried to tug him toward the door leading into Eloquent Blood. “The world is falling apart, but we’re trying to fix it. I’ll explain as much I can on the way down.”

“We?” he asked. “Do you mean you and the Traveler?”

“No, it didn’t—wait.” When Sophie had left, Omar hadn’t known what the Traveler was. He’d only thought it a random intruder. “How do you know about the Traveler?” It took Omar aeons to reply, and as the silent moments passed, she felt increasingly frightened. “How did you find me here, Omar?”

“When I realized you were gone, I went to Tristan for help,” he said. “I told him everything.”

“But we swore to keep it a secret!” In her timeline, they had kept it a secret until Elin was eight years old. Tristan had only discovered her by accident.

“We should’ve told him as soon as you fell pregnant,” Omar said. “He told me how we’ve broken a Precept, and how it endangers the universe. The Traveler is an ally.”

The door to Eloquent Blood stood in the corner of Sophie’s eye, and she caught herself wondering if she could reach it before Omar. But there was no reason to be afraid of Omar, was there? She didn’t need to run away. He’d always loved her. All of her guardians did. Her safety came first.

“What are you going to do?” Sophie asked, edging subtly away from Omar.

“I’m going to take you home, where you’re safest.” He holstered his gun and drew a portal key from his belt instead. It was a brass statuette the size of his hand, polished smooth by being touched by dozens of hands over the centuries. That key allowed the guardians to open passages to the farm.

She took a step back, to the corner of a large bin. “I can’t go yet. I have to finish everything here.”

“There’s no time. Tristan is waiting at the farm for us, and he’ll come looking if we take too long to come back,” Omar said.

Even with an adult mind, Sophie dreaded having to account for herself with Tristan. She never disobeyed him. Never. Sophie couldn’t begin to imagine what he would do once her behavior no longer pleased him, because it had never happened.

Omar kept advancing on her. Sophie didn’t have space to keep retreating, and it was silly to try. She didn’t need to get away from Omar
. “Please, I’m almost done in Reno.” She hung on his arm. “This would end faster with your help. Help me save the city. I know we can do it.”

He pulled her close, pressing his cheek against the top of her head. “Sophie,” he murmured, holding her tightly in one arm. “This is a lot bigger than both of us.”

“Sophie!” Lincoln shouted.

She twisted to see Elise and Lincoln bursting out the door from Eloquent Blood—and then she felt the sharpened edge of the seme pressing against her belly. Sophie tried to leap away from the knife, but Omar was holding her too tightly. “What are you doing?” she asked.

He would never do this to her. Not to Sophie. Not to the child they’d raised together.

Lincoln and Elise froze at the sight of the knife. Omar had drawn his gun again. He aimed it at them—mostly at Lincoln—but he never moved the seme away from Sophie. “I’m sorry, Sophie,” Omar muttered. “Tristan will be able to explain everything. You’ll understand. We have no choice but to end this now.”

“Please, Omar, think about what you’re doing.” She didn’t dare struggle against him. He was pressing the seme hard enough to slice through the strap of her tote bag. It tumbled to the ground, and there was nothing between skin and blade but her blouse.

A storm shadowed Lincoln’s square features. His fists had gone tight on the railing by the Humans Only
 door. “This piece of shit is Omar?”

“Who are they?” Omar asked. “How do you know these people? Are they the ones who tainted your mind with such defiance?”

“It’s complicated, and I can’t explain unless you let me go,” she said.

“I know exactly what I’m doing,” Omar said. “I don’t want to hurt you, Sophie. But I took an oath.”

“An oath to protect me!”

“An oath to protect the world,” he said. “I’m no good with words. Tristan will help you understand.” The brass statuette burned in his waist pouch, heating Sophie’s hip. Light flashed behind them. He’d opened a passage back to the farm, and he was pulling her into it.

“Please don’t,” Sophie cried. “Lincoln!”

He started to move, but Elise was much faster.

There was a flash of metal. A shout.

Then Omar was falling.

Sophie was in such shock that she didn’t even think to move away from him. Lincoln had to drag her out of arm’s reach. Before he pulled her free, she grabbed the bag on Omar’s hip—the one with the brass statuette burning hot within. As soon as it ripped free of his belt, the passageway shut.

Omar moved for her, but Elise stepped in the way. Her sword’s edge was already streaked with blood. Omar’s blood.

She was going for the kill.

He wouldn’t make it easy. Omar was one of the Brotherhood, trained to protect the most valuable soul on the planet. He was as fast as Elise even with blood pouring from his shoulder. Sophie had no desire to watch the match, no matter how skilled the opponents. Their fight was brutal, one stab after another. There were shouts, grunts, and bodies flung into brick walls.

It didn’t last long.

Sophie knew what had happened the moment she heard Omar’s strangled choke.

She screamed as Lincoln pulled her through the doors to Eloquent Blood. He was pulling her away from Omar—father of her daughter—so that she wouldn’t see what Elise did after kneeling down. She was touching Omar’s throat. Sophie couldn’t tell if the Godslayer was checking for a pulse or slitting his jugular.

In that moment, there was nothing human in Elise’s expression. She was the embodiment of wrath. She was vengeance.

She was the murderer of the only man that Sophie had ever loved.
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C

onsidering her diminutive stature, Sophie was not easy to handle when she became upset. She kicked as she screamed. She swung her fists like she was going to tear someone apart. Lincoln didn’t get her to stop fighting until they were already halfway down the hall, and then she halfway collapsed, losing her legs from underneath her.

Eloquent Blood was emptied out—or at least, the club level was. Lincoln was betting a lot of demons were hiding in the same motel-like rooms he’d been in earlier, their doorways painted in blood to avoid the last plague. Junior had already come through, and he was down on the dance floor with the rest of Sophie’s bags. “Hey! We found her!” Lincoln called over the bannister. “Just a minute, we’ll come down!”

Junior waved back.

Lincoln felt safer seeing him down there—safe enough to focus on Sophie for a minute. He felt like he owed her some kind of apology. Not because he’d done anything wrong. Elise hadn’t, either. Omar had been threatening Sophie and their baby. Lincoln would have killed him a thousand times over again if he could have.

He wanted to apologize because this was all awful. Almost every minute of it, from their arrival in the wrong year up until Omar’s bloody death.

“Look at me,” Lincoln said. She was smothering her tears in her hands. He clutched her shoulders. “Sophie, look at me.”

She shook her head. She was still crying freely, though her expression was shockingly close to anger.

“Hey. Look.”

Sophie managed to focus on him, even though her whole body was shaking.

“Even if the Traveler is dead, I’m going to find a way to fix this timeline,” Lincoln said. “I promise it. All of this is gonna get undone.”

“You don’t realize,” Sophie said. “You don’t understand
.”

“Then tell me,” he said.

“Omar didn’t do that because the timeline changed. He had a different set of opportunities in this world, and he’d have made those same choices. He’s always been capable of…” Her hand curved around her belly.

Lincoln had no words for her. But he had sympathy for the horror on her face. She looked the way he’d felt when he’d learned of his father’s crimes and the generation of girls he’d ruined in Grove County. Realizing someone you’d loved was capable of doing something that horrible—it felt a lot like learning that there was nothing good in the world.

Was there anything good in the world?

Sophie was a wreck, and Lincoln didn’t have the heart to make her focus. “Maybe there’s time to swap out for James to set the trap,” he said. “You don’t gotta do anything now.”

“No, I do,” Sophie said. Her wrath just seemed to make her cry harder. “I have to stabilize this timeline so that a world exists for my daughter.” She whirled away to wrench open her bag, diving elbow-deep into the spell supplies.

Elise stormed out of the hallway, swearing under her breath. “Something weird’s happening out there. The fireballs are getting denser—moving away from this part of the city. And things have gotten dark
, real dark. Can’t see more than ten feet away.”

“Darkness is a plague,” Lincoln said.

“Great.” She cleaned blood off of her sword’s blade using the hem of her shirt. Her fingerless gloves were stained, and the cracks in her skin were crusted brown. “It’s quiet out there, too. What’s the last plague ‘feel’ like when it’s coming?”

“I have no clue.” He tried to keep his voice casual when he asked, “Sophie, the ward on the outside of Craven’s—”

“It’s not strong enough to protect you from a plague sent by God,” she said, her head buried in the bag.


Nothing will protect you
, sighed a feminine voice.

Lincoln spun to search the darkness with his eyes. Elise was right—it was dark, and the dark was creeping into Eloquent Blood. He couldn’t see anyone who might have spoken.

“Can you still do the trap?” Elise asked.

Sophie yanked a bundle of rope out of a bag. “Yes. I can do the damn trap!” She glared at Elise, hands shaking. Her mouth opened like she wanted to say something else, but no words came out. Sophie dived into another bag. “I just need a moment more.”


You don’t have more time
, said the voice.

Was Lincoln the only one who could hear it? Nobody else was reacting.

He crept toward the railing, scanning the shadows for movement. “Maybe we should move everything downstairs with Junior now.” Lincoln was feeling the kind of unease that would have been quickly eliminated by standing in arm’s reach of a friendly gargoyle.

“Yes, I just need to do an anchor point here first.” Sophie’s voice was muffled inside the bag. Her tone barely changed when she said, “You didn’t have to kill Omar.”

“If I hadn’t killed him, he would have killed you and that baby,” Elise said.

The Historian’s head popped up again. Her chin quivered. “He was a good man who swore a terrible oath.”

“An oath he chose, right?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Lincoln said. “Sophie’s special, you see. A few guys have sworn oaths to protect her.”

“Did you swear one of those oaths?” Her tone had gone sharp. He didn’t like the way Elise was looking at him.

“I’m not one of her official guardians. I don’t need oaths as an excuse to protect folks.”

“Good, because I wouldn’t trust anyone who’s sworn the kind of oath that guy did.” She lifted a bracelet, dangling off of one finger. It had beads on a leather thong. “I pulled this off of him after he died. He’s a witch hunter.”

“That’s only a regional term for kopides.” Sophie’s chin quivered. She held out a hand. “Please give that to me.”

“Do you want mementos from someone who wanted to cut you open?”

“I don’t know,” she said, “but in this moment, I cannot bear the thought of your possession of Omar’s belongings when you have only just slaughtered him!”

Elise’s jaw went tight. She dropped the bracelet into Sophie’s hand, then reached behind her back to draw the knife Omar had been carrying. She flipped it around to offer Sophie the hilt. “The mark of witch hunters is stamped on the butt of his seme, too. I don’t know who told you they’re a regional name for kopides, because it’s not true. People only whisper about these guys. They’re sick. Murderers. And they’ve been ‘protecting’ a little witchling like you?”

“Step back, Elise,” Lincoln said. “She doesn’t need to hear this right now.”

Elise’s eyes sparked with dark anger. “There’s never a good time to hear that you’ve been fostered by men who want to hurt you.”

Sophie took the knife in hand. It looked too heavy for her, though it was a small blade. She immediately dropped it into one of the bags from the condo. She cast magic quickly, with careless gestures. Sweeps of candle flame through darkened club air, plumes of sand across the floor, and zaps of electricity dancing over her fingertips. “I think you’re quite mistaken. I’m a rare and important—”

“I’m special too,” Elise snapped. “I’d rather die than be special.”


You can die whenever you’re ready
, hissed that feminine voice again, louder than before.

It was coming from the dance floor.

Lincoln leaped to the barrier to look over, down at the spot where they’d expected to lay Sophie’s trap.

Junior was still standing there.

He wasn’t alone.

Yatai leaped onto Junior’s back. She was coiled around his shoulders, her thighs tight around his neck, her fingers digging into his pate. Her forefinger had punched a hole over one eye. A crack ran from Junior’s hairline to his brow. “Shit!” Lincoln hauled Sophie out of the way. It was a reflex. He didn’t think twice before doing it.

Turned out to be a good reflex, because black smoke shot in a thick arm over the banister. It flowed over their heads and crashed like an oversized fist into the bottles of liquor behind the bar, shattering the glass. He bowed over Sophie so that the glass showered onto his jacket instead of her.

“I’ll hold Yatai off!” Elise shouted.

She hurdled over the railing, braid streaming behind her as she dropped.

“But the trap,” Lincoln said.

Sophie was already scrambling back to the bags on hands and knees, below the line of the balcony. “It’s not too late. I’ll change the Ptolomean hex from a fixed point to a target-based—”

“Less talk, more spellcasting!” Lincoln climbed up onto the railing so he could look down before he jumped.

The gargoyle had fallen, and Yatai stood atop his broad chest. She was swinging shadowy fists in an attempt to punch Elise, but the Godslayer was not so easily caught. She threw herself underneath repeated blows and cartwheeled with effortless grace, all without ever dropping her gaze from Yatai. She was wary, like a hawk waiting for a chance to gouge out a panther’s eyes.

Junior was a lot less cognizant. He wasn’t moving at all, in fact.

“Go to him,” Sophie said. “I will handle this.”

“If you get attacked—”

“I won’t be taken off-guard again.” She lifted Omar’s knife—what Elise had called a seme—and glared at the encroaching shadows as if daring them to attack.

Lincoln gave her a sharp nod. “Hold tight, shortcake.”

He leaped.

It wasn’t that far to the dance floor. He absorbed the shock of the landing by rolling, and he came up just in time to jump out of Elise’s way and then jump again because Yatai’s shadowy arm was lashing at him. It swept tables and chairs into the wall. It screamed through the air as it changed directions to go for Elise again.

But Lincoln’s landing had distracted Yatai, and Elise had gotten behind her. She swung her sword at Yatai’s hamstrings.

The demon vanished.

She reappeared atop the DJ booth, hair flowing in inky waterfalls over the floor. She was indistinguishable from the surrounding shadow. Only her ghostly white flesh shined forth, turning her smile to a bloody gash in her beautiful face. “If He would let me kill you, this wouldn’t even be a fight, Godslayer,” Yatai said. Her voice was sing-song in a lower register, vibrating the floor with its bass.

Lincoln scrambled to Junior’s side. He could barely hear his own choppy breaths underneath the demon’s threats. “Hey! Buddy! Can you hear me? Are you all right?” The crack ran all the way down his cheek. It made a mess of his nose. But when he heard Lincoln’s voice, his head rolled to the side. Junior was alive.

Yatai was still talking, her booming voice echoing through the club. “But I can’t kill you, no matter how easy it would be. He expects to retrieve you firsthand. You must be… preserved.”

Elise leaped, sword swinging. “I’d rather die!”

Yatai backhanded Elise. The Godslayer hit the ground so hard that she cratered it, and the sword flew from her hand.

Elise couldn’t seem to get up. Even when Yatai stepped down to approach, streaming wings of darkness, Elise struggled to get an elbow under her. She was bleeding from somewhere within her hairline. It blacked out her eye.

The demon turned to Lincoln and smiled more broadly, tongue lashing from the corner of her mouth. “You, on the other hand, are my prize. The last Remnant of Inanna. I get to kill you again. I expected my brother would have hidden you away, so this is a pleasant surprise. A lamb offering himself for the slaughter. That is why you’re at the mouth of the Warrens, is it not?”

“I was gonna be bait, yeah,” Lincoln said. He rose from Junior’s side, drawing the falhófnir dagger.

“You can’t think to kill me,” Yatai said. “You’re not capable.”

“I’ve pulled off a lot of impossible feats in my life. I’m getting near to enough miracles to be canonized after death. But I’m not gonna need to pull one of those off to beat you. Naw, I’ve got something else in mind.”

She drifted toward him, gazing down her nose like an empress of Hell. “Tell me what you think to do. I’ll know if you’re lying.” Her long fingers stroked the air. He could feel them on the back of his neck even though she was far away.

Lincoln eyed Sophie up on the balcony. She was still working hard, and she needed time.

There was no sign of Yatam yet, either.

“Oh, you think my brother can kill me?” She laughed. “After he’s spent all this time slumbering when I am fueled by a rage purer than any he’s ever known?”

Lincoln’s face got all hot. She’d fished through his head for his thoughts, and he hadn’t felt anything to fight off. “What do you
 have to be enraged about? You’re the one who killed Anat!”

“My brother has been telling you stories,” Yatai said. “Allow me to tell mine.”

She waved, and the room changed.

Darkness gave way to a lush green rainforest, dense with moss and ferns. Some of the trees were bigger in diameter than a house, and others so much bigger that Lincoln had no comparison. It wasn’t that he was tiny. The other plants were normal. It was just that the trees were huge and white-barked, and they grew a hundred smaller trees around them.

Paths were laid with smooth white river stone, winding between the roots to a pond and beyond. A woman’s laugh drifted between the trees.

“This was where we met,” Yatai said. “Nügua had taken me on her travels, and we crossed paths—the avatar, her daughter, and Eve.”

A bare-fleshed figure ran gracefully between the roots. She tossed a grin over her shoulder, and her red-brown hair flowed around her shoulders as though weightless. A pair of enormous golden wings were anchored near her shoulder blades. She had the delicate form of a swift, hollow boned and lean.

“Eve?” Lincoln echoed. “You mean—”

“The first angel,” Yatai said. She extended her hand toward Eve.

They linked fingers, and Eve’s nails were as warmly rose-toned as Yatai’s were matte black. They fitted together the way that a tree fitted a coffin it had grown to encompass. Yatai kissed the crook of Eve’s neck. The memory of the angel tossed her head back and sighed.

“The Treaty of Dis came about because Adam killed her.” Yatai ran a longing hand down the line of Eve’s throat to her collarbone and then across her shoulder. She was conducting a symphony tracing the lines of the woman’s body. Remembering her, worshiping her. “Things turned poorly earlier than that. Nügua died in the Itjtawy riots. Lilith pined for the undead life she had lost, and she became… distracted. Eve was left vulnerable.”

“So you took advantage of her?” Lincoln asked. “Seduced her, betrayed her—”

“I loved Eve.” Yatai bit out the words like a viper spitting venom. “I would have done anything to protect her. But Adam was God and Eve’s husband, and…”

Eve dissolved in Yatai’s arms, turning to a thousand rose petals. They scattered over her feet. They landed on the surface of a crystalline pond and drifted away.

Ink streaked Yatai’s face—a droplet of black that stained her from the corner of her eye to the edge of her lips.

“Lilith could have protected Eve, if she’d been in the garden when Adam came,” Yatai said. “She wasn’t there. She was fighting her war on Earth, absorbed in the petty lives of mortals because she could not stop pining for my brother!” She shimmered with the force of her anger, and the darkness squeezed tight upon Lincoln. “He took my love. I took his. I take all
 of his—especially his legacy.”


Like you
.

She was in his mind. She could read and write and twist his thoughts.

Lincoln backed away when she came closer, drawing the shadows around them like a cloak. “Can I charm you out of hurting me? I’m awful pretty to get killed.”

“Your beauty’s nothing in comparison to mine,” she said. It was true. She was so beautiful that it hurt. She was truly Nügua’s greatest creation, and the writhing shadows of Ereshkigal within made her beauty ascend to something truly godlike.

But Lincoln had a god of his own.

He slid his foot sideways, catching it on Junior’s leg. “Then if I’m not pretty enough, I’ll just have to be petty enough. Why don’t you talk with your old friend?” Even though Junior was unconscious, the physical contact was enough to make Inanna appear beside Lincoln.

Yatai’s eyes locked upon her. “You
.”

Inanna replied with a scream. She swung her blades—one in each hand—and sliced them through Yatai’s gut. Their sharp edges couldn’t cut the Mother of All Demons, but that didn’t mean there was nothing to cut.

Yatai screamed, clutching her arms around herself as shadow ripped from her breast.

Inanna had cut Ereshkigal free.

He materialized quickly, and for some reason, Lincoln could see him. Ereshkigal was a man above the hips and a serpent below, much like Nügua had been. But he was Nügua after centuries of rot in a pickle jar. His hair was knotted, his stature weak, his face flat.

That was exactly how Ereshkigal looked when he had murdered Inanna and gouged out her eye.

At the sight of him, Lincoln relived memories that didn’t belong to him, of a life that he had never lived, a death he had never suffered. The betrayal of it all left deep scars on Inanna that cut right into her Remnant. Facing Ereshkigal once had been bad enough. This time, Lincoln’s fear strangled him like a noose.

“Fight me!” Inanna boomed.

Ereshkigal’s responding roar deafened Lincoln.

They clashed, and Lincoln tore himself away. The gods were distracted. He needed to find Elise.

She was unconscious in the crater, slumped onto one arm amid the dust of battle. The falchion rested a good six feet away. Lincoln grabbed it as he crawled close. “Elise,” he whispered. He shook her shoulder gently.

“I’m awake,” she said, eyes still shut. “I’m just waiting to heal enough that moving doesn’t hurt.”

They didn’t have enough time for her to wait. Yatai would realize that Lincoln had slipped away soon. “I gotta get you outside.” Lincoln pulled her arm over his shoulders. “Can you do any walking?”

“I can run if you give me a minute. I won’t leave.” Elise struggled to get her legs under her. She leaned on him hard with her left arm. The right hand remained free—she was clinging to her falchion.

Where are you going?

Yatai’s voice slithered through him.

“Shit!” He pulled Elise toward the stairs—or at least, where he thought the stairs should have been in the darkness.

The Mother of All Demons materialized in front of them. She looked weaker. Less luminous, more diminutive. She had been injured by having Ereshkigal stabbed out of her, and Yatai’s anger seemed to have grown in proportion to his absence. “You should know He’s coming soon, Godslayer. He has His eye upon you, and He’s coming at dawn.” Her fingernails extended into stilettos, scraping gently through the air. “I hope He doesn’t mind that I tenderized you for Him.”

Her hand slashed through the air.

Lincoln jerked back with a cry, and her blow didn’t land. It shouldn’t have been fast enough. Yatai was too quick for that.

Yatam had appeared between them.

He deflected her arm with his, and he thrust a sword toward Yatai’s belly.
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or a brilliant, hopeful moment, Lincoln thought that Yatam had killed his sister. He saw the sword flash. He heard Yatai’s cry. But she twisted away and didn’t take the hooked edge as she should have. It glanced off her side, opening a slice over her ribcage. Fresh black blood streaked down her hip. The wound closed as quickly as it opened—that sword couldn’t kill Yatai at all.

“You’re still helping these mortals?” Yatai phased several feet away. She pressed a hand to her hip as if searching for a wound, but she only smeared the blood over her skin. “I was certain you would have given up after I drained you.”

“I always have energy for vengeance.” Yatam stood with the sickle-sword loose at his side. He was glowing brighter than Lincoln had ever seen him, somehow. Like a new dawn was coming up inside his skin. Eloquent Blood’s dance floor erupted with sunlight, crashing against Ereshkigal’s shadow. Yatam and Yatai were crushed between it.

Lincoln drew Elise up the stairs, skirting the demons’ energy.

They nearly bumped into Sophie at the top.

The Historian was running a string of beads through her fingers, sweat slicking her forehead. “I’m done. I’m so close to done.”

“You need to be done-done,” he said, navigating Elise to one of the tables by the wall.

“I’m getting there quickly. My usual spells would take too long, and I’m creating a new spell for this.” Sophie’s hands moved faster, and golden light shined around her fingers. “James Faulkner has done it, so it must be possible… There!” Magic reflected in her eyes like galaxies. “I can cast the Ptolomean hex if I get closer.”

“Give the string to me,” Lincoln said. “The beads are enchanted now, right? I’ll get up close and you can release the magic once I’m there. Safer for you, safer for Helen Tea—”

“Heleentje,” she said. Despite the magic shining on her skin, she still looked brightest of all when she said her daughter’s name.

“Helen Tea, I said that.”

“You’re awful, Mr. Marshall.” She let the beads slither off of her hands and fall into his. Elise propped herself against a table, and even though her face was masked by blood, her eyes were still disturbingly bright watching the exchange. “I’m awful for beginning to find your awfulness an endearing quality.”

The beads were growing hot on his skin. He couldn’t linger. “Frankly, shortcake, I’m starting to find your pedantry pretty damn endearing too.”

“Go,” Sophie said. “Signal when you’re ready.”

“I think you’ll be able to tell,” Lincoln said.

The last thing he wanted to do was dive back onto the dance floor—a hurricane of dead-god souls and demons that sounded like a war waged in the belly of Eloquent Blood. But Lincoln couldn’t run away from it. Inanna was part of him. Her battle had become his. He had to make himself walk one step at a time back down the stairs. The beads leaped around his hands. Sophie was still manipulating them from where she stood, and her magic made his skin burn like he was scraped with coral.

A wave of energy licked up the stairs and caught him mid-step. He stumbled onto the dance floor.

Lincoln was caught in the maelstrom between Yatam and Yatai, Inanna and Ereshkigal.

The space felt like it was filled with beings bigger than the entire city, somehow. The weight of their bodies upon reality created gravity wells that bent all light and matter toward them. Lincoln could barely focus through it. His eyes could see everything, but his mind could not interpret it. “You were my brother,” roared Ereshkigal, as huge as the night sky arcing over Lincoln’s power-wracked body. “You should have stood with me. You should have loved me.”

“I’ve loved you since my heart began to beat,” said Utu, vast as the summer ocean, “but I chose to love her until our hearts never beat again.” There was so much more tenderness from Utu than from Inanna. Even now, he gazed at her with sunlight pouring from his eyes like waterfalls, casting the world in joy. But he did not try to touch Inanna.

She stood alone between the two, proud and strong and angry. Junior stood at her side. His cracked face hadn’t kept him from rising. Now Lincoln was the only missing piece.

“I’m coming,” he said. The beads thrashed hard, searing divots into his arms. He raced to reach Inanna. It felt more like swimming than running. The air was thick, and it roared in his ears like gale winds.

A white hand locked onto his arm.

Yatai rose from the tides of Ereshkigal’s power, her colorless body splattered in black. “Now is your time, Remnant.” Her teeth elongated into fangs. She was a gleaming snake with a mouth stretched back in a lipless smile. “I couldn’t have killed Inanna if you hadn’t come back. You make the same mistake every time. When Inanna came to apologize, Ereshkigal punished her for her sins.” She reached for Lincoln, finger-claws curving toward his throat.

Yatam surged forth. “Leave the mortal! Punish me!”

She grinned. “With pleasure!”

One of Yatai’s hands snapped shut around her brother’s throat. She didn’t need both hands to hold him; she was magnitudes more powerful. Lincoln was only imagining the noose that seemed to hang from her other hand.

Ereshkigal had hung Inanna before. He would do it again. Yatai would make sure that no scraps of Inanna remained. And she would tell herself, somehow, that all those deaths were adequate repayment for the loss of Eve.

Her empty fingers beckoned for Lincoln. “Let me kill you now, so you may die with—”

Yatai didn’t finish the sentence.

Yatam had sliced her throat open with the sickle-sword.

Now that he got a good look at its hilt, Lincoln knew that sword the same way that he knew Inanna’s face. It was Anat’s blade, gifted to her by Yatam himself before she’d changed into a vampire. He had kept it after her death. All these years, and he still had it.

Now he had used it to open a deep gash underneath his sister’s chin.

Yatai’s hand remained locked around Yatam’s throat as blood poured from her own, but her eyes did not focus.

Ereshkigal and Utu seemed to have stopped to stare at them.

“Cast the hex!” Yatam wheezed. Black blood dripped from one nostril.

Sophie was watching from the balcony. She’d heard his plea. “If I cast while you’re in contact with her, you’ll be trapped too!”

Yatam’s eyes caught Lincoln’s.

They hadn’t known each other long, but Lincoln might have known Yatam’s true self better than his father’s. John Marshall’s life had ended without dignity. He had killed himself rather than face consequences. Now Yatam was making the same choice—to leap feet-first into something like death.

He knew what he was doing. He wanted it. This was his choice.

“Do it!” Lincoln hollered.

Sophie clapped her hands.

The beads got hot in Lincoln’s hands. They blazed so brightly that he was blinded by them, and Ereshkigal’s weight upon his mind vanished.

The only time Inanna had been in places so bright had been when she’d walked through the desert dunes at midday, trekking to nearby viewpoints to watch for invaders. She had known peace in those times. The solitude, the sense of purpose. Lincoln shared in that quiet above the desert with Inanna for one sweet moment. It felt as though he were sitting beside her on the edge of a cliff. She was looking out at the hottest hours of the day, the top of her nose red. Her skin was caked in dust. She grinned. Whatever the consequences of this adventure, today, we did well.
 Her voice resonated through his mind.


We did, didn’t we?
 Lincoln whispered back.

Somehow, the air itself groaned. Dread shivered over Lincoln as the magic sighed out its final ropes. The beads turned to ash over his wrists.

His vision cleared, and he saw the results of Sophie’s hex.

Lincoln and Inanna stood alone in the middle of the dance floor. An enormous black crystal reared before them. Yatam and Yatai were locked inside, her hand around his throat and Anat’s sword at his side. They were perfectly frozen, taking Utu and Ereshkigal with them.
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When the dust began settling, Eloquent Blood was still just a run-down bar that didn’t look sanitary or exciting with its lights turned on. Not that the lights could turn on yet—trapping a couple ancient demons in crystal didn’t fix the power grid—but without Ereshkigal’s shadow filling the room, the battery-powered emergency lights could go a lot further. Lincoln had no trouble seeing the broken glass around the bar, just like he didn’t have any trouble seeing the crystal that had grown at the heart of the club.

He found Junior collapsed on the other side of the crystal. Inanna stood over him as he kneeled to look for a pulse, which a gargoyle didn’t have. Junior’s busted face looked bad. “Is he gonna survive?” Lincoln asked.

Inanna was, surprisingly, ready to answer. “He’s damaged. You’ll need an emet
 charm to heal him.”

“What’s that? An emet
 charm?”

“It’s an emet
 charm,” she said, as if she had no other words for it. She lifted a hand as if to touch the crystal.

“Don’t,” Lincoln said. “I don’t know how that opens again.”

“It’s not easy.” Sophie came down the stairs slowly. “The longer the crystal sets, the more complex it becomes to free the captives. It’s somewhat like the way that Ancient Romans made concrete, in a magical sense, where natural forces that would degrade other materials only serve to reinforce.”

“Right, Ancient Roman concrete,” he said. “Makes perfect sense.”

“Once I’ve submerged them in my pond at the farm, they’ll be untouchable.”

When Lincoln angled his head just right, he could see past the reflections of light on the glassy surface through to Yatam’s features. He’d been trapped with an expression of peace on his face and waterfalls of hair falling around his shoulders. Death had been an ugly thing for John Marshall, bulging and drooling, but Yatam had come to an end as beautiful as he had begun.

“Could we free just one of them?” Lincoln asked. “Let Yatam go but keep Yatai stuck?”

Sophie’s eyebrows furrowed. “Lincoln…”

He took that as a no, and he couldn’t figure out why it made him feel like he’d swallowed down a leaden weight. Yatam had wanted to be dead anyhow. He’d regretted immortality from the moment that Anat crumbled to dust in his arms.

“It’s all right,” Lincoln said, like he didn’t feel worse than when his childhood dog died. “It’s fine. I was just checking.” He kept a stiff upper lip and coughed into his sleeve. Just clearing his throat. Yatam wasn’t really dead anyway—just permanently frozen like the statue of Lilith. Nothing to grieve. No reason to be upset.

Sophie pushed up Lincoln’s sleeves to look at his arms and winced. “I’m sorry.”

His skin was mottled with bright red burns the size of thumbprints. They felt cold instead of burning. That made him think they were deeper than they looked. “Holy hell, shortcake, what kind of magic was that?”

Sophie swayed into him. Her eyelids were drooping. She was a pregnant fourteen-year-old who had just cast powerful magic with disregard for time, the lingering shreds of the Treaty of Dis, and her grief. “Impossible magic. That should not have worked.”

Lincoln steadied her. “You’re not giving yourself enough credit.”

“No
.” She grabbed his arm, giving him a look that was as intense as it was exhausted. “You don’t understand, Mr. Marshall. It should not have worked
.”

“All right, fine, it shouldn’t have worked.”

It seemed important to her that he understood. Once he accepted it, she sagged again, and she didn’t bother him when he stooped to get an arm under her legs. Lincoln grunted lifting her. Sophie and her baby didn’t weigh much, but he felt like a tree that had been tapped for syrup. He didn’t have a single drop of juice left.

“I don’t suppose you know what an emet
 charm is?” Lincoln asked.

She mumbled, and he couldn’t tell if it was a refusal or a snore. He wasn’t going to be able to help his brother right now. “I can’t carry you, Junior,” Lincoln said, “so I dearly hope that you’re able to move.”

Junior’s head lifted slowly. The crack had extended down to his jaw in a spidery fissure, but the hole wasn’t getting any bigger. He got to his feet. He was steady, but slow. He flexed his wings a few times as if testing them. He turned his hands this way and that, staring at the claws.

“Well, that’s good.” He shifted Sophie so he could awkwardly pat Junior on the arm. “Glad to see you’re all up and about.”

Junior looked at him, blanker than ever.

“I’m gonna walk Elise and Sophie back to Yatam’s condo,” Lincoln said. “Can you get the crystal back there? We can dig up some ropes so you’ve just gotta lift, don’t need to find your grip… Can’t imagine someone like Neuma doesn’t have heavy-duty ropes around here.”

“I know where they are.” Elise came down the stairs and leaned against the wall at the bottom. Her fingers were black with her own blood, drying rapidly over what remained of Omar’s. She’d scrubbed her face clean, though. “I’ll stay with Junior to help. Give my body a few more minutes to heal so I can sprint back to the condo.”

Sophie laughed sleepily. “Sprint. With her body shattered.”

“She ain’t joking,” Lincoln muttered. He eyed Junior. “You two look after each other, all right?”

Elise nodded sharply.

Of all the people he trusted in this world, Elise and Junior were right up there with Sophie. He had no reason to feel worried when he left them behind in Eloquent Blood. There were a lot of other reasons to worry, though. Ten of them.

He stuck his head outside the Humans Only
 door to see if the world had ended.

There was no more rain, no more flaming hail. He could see down to the end of the alleyway and beyond, so it seemed like the darkness wasn’t as thick, either. The plagues were dissipating now that God’s herald was trapped in Sophie’s magic hex.

Lincoln closed his eyes and took in a deep inhale. It still didn’t smell right—not like his
 Reno. There was too much sourness to the air. At least it didn’t feel like the whole city was wound up tight and ready to explode.

“Did we save the world?” Sophie asked sleepily.

He pushed the door open the rest of the way with his shoulder. “Maybe not the whole world, but Reno looks like it’s doing all right.” They’d stopped the plagues before all the firstborn sons of the city dropped dead. Sophie hadn’t had her baby cut out of her. Yatam had gotten what he wanted. And Lincoln was watching the sunrise one more time. Everything wasn’t fixed. But for now, it was all right.
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James was drawn to the sounds of thumping on the roof. The wards were quiet, so the source of the sound was unlikely to be an attack, but he still didn’t want Betty to follow him. “Stay here.”

She mumbled words of assent into the pillow that she hugged against her chest. She had made herself very comfortable in Yatam’s bed and looked completely disinclined to get out from under the comforter.

He pulled his shirt back on before venturing toward the stairs. Morning was dawning over Reno—a surprise to see, but a welcome one. The clouds were thick but dispersing. The sun’s rays illuminated bars of red-tinted smoke over the valley. James buttoned his shirt slowly as he wandered toward the stairs, peering up at the door leading outside. It stood open. The others must have come back.

James stepped out onto the landing and nearly bumped into someone he hadn’t seen coming—Elise.

He stopped.

She stopped.

It was the first time they’d come face-to-face in an eventful twelve hours. Elise looked to be limping toward the bathroom for a shower, considering how much blood was caked on her shirt and pants. One of her eyes was swollen shut. Her hair was tangled.

“Elise!” James took a step toward her.

She tensed, and he stopped.

“I’m fine. This isn’t all mine.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes. It was bad enough that they’d been in each other’s minds while having sex. Being physically present in the same space was now so awkward that James contemplated crawling out of his skin. Though he’d never made a habit of getting drunk enough to humiliate himself, James had done it once or twice, and that was the same stab of shame he felt now—multiplied by roughly a thousand.

He had no excuses for his behavior. Last night wasn’t the first time they’d been that close to the end of the world, so he couldn’t blame desperation. Now that the sun was shining through the stairwell, exposing a Reno where only one neighborhood remained assailed by the occasional fireball, James’s choices seemed unutterably insane.

Elise had a habit of going blank when she was distressed. At the moment, her face was so blank that she could have been a painting of herself. “Both Yatai and Yatam are contained.” Even her tone was blank. “They’re on the roof. Sophie needs to rest before she can open the passageway to her farm, but she wants you to dismantle the circle so she can take the soul link home.”

All of this was good news. Sophie was alive, the enemy was trapped, the weather was improving, and James would get a shot at the interdisciplinary magic before Sophie disappeared. By all measures, this was a victory. “Good,” James said. His answer was too delayed to sound authentic.

Elise took one step down, toward him. “Lincoln told me that you’re a half-angel Gray who’s oath-sworn to deliver me to Him.”

Of all the magic that James used to control himself, of all his practice controlling his expressions, there was nothing he could do to keep from looking as flabbergasted as he felt.

How the hell does Lincoln know that?

Elise was still so blank. He couldn’t tell if she was about to laugh over the unlikelihood of it or if she was preparing to saw his heart out with a blade. If James wanted to confess, this was his final opportunity to make things right. But the sun was shining. Yatai was trapped. There was still a chance that things could get back to normal.

“Whatever Lincoln has told you, it’s not true,” James said. “I can’t imagine why he’d say any of that. It’s absurd.”

“He’s not lying.”

“He might be confused. Repeating hearsay. Or he may want to get between us.” He was forceful, but careful not to sound defensive. Only incredulous. Things can get back to normal
. “Regardless of motive, nothing he’s said is true, and we can sort it out once the herald is secure. I promise, Elise, I don’t lie to you. Do you trust me?”

He saw a familiar light pass over her features. “Yeah.” But there was still a shadow in Elise’s eyes. “Last night, with Betty, you—”

“It was a foolish mistake. I was irresponsible by failing to close the bond. I owe both you and Betty apologies.”

“No. You don’t owe me anything.” Her blankness was cracking around the edges. Her lips had gone tight. “I’m not interested in talking about last night.”

James meant to say “Nor I.”

But when he opened his mouth, the urge to vomit surprised him. It was accompanied with no nausea. He simply felt as though his stomach were suddenly too full to contain its contents. He bowed forward, his body jerked once, and something enormous
 shoved into his throat from his belly.

He gagged. He couldn’t breathe.

The mass bulged onto his tongue, scraped past his teeth, and plopped wetly to the stair above him—the one right between himself and Elise.

His eyes were watering so hard that it took him a moment to realize he’d just vomited a very large, very red bullfrog.
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J

ames only had a moment to stare down at the bullfrog he’d produced. Then Elise’s booted sole came down upon it—hard. It died with a crunch and a croak. Organs oozed out its sides, as black as its skin was red.

“How…?” He looked down at his chest as if he could see where the bullfrog had come from. He didn’t seem to be injured or enchanted.

Elise didn’t look surprised. She looked angry. “Sophie wants you to dismantle the circle,” she said through her teeth. “Get upstairs. Dismantle the circle.”

He still felt nauseous now that the bullfrog was out—much more nauseous than he’d been before, in fact. “Elise, I don’t—”

“We’ve got to finish the job!”

There was nobody else on the roof when they climbed up. Lincoln must have been coming separately from Elise, who had arrived with the massive slab of black crystal that rested beyond the gazebo. There were still occasional flaming hailstones, and each of them flashing through the atmosphere briefly illuminated the contents of that crystal. Two great demons locked in eternal combat inside.

Junior would have lifted it there, but the gargoyle was nowhere to be seen. Elise and James were utterly alone in the pale dawn light.

“Three frogs come from three mouths,” she said, bracing a hand on the gazebo to steady herself as she glowered hazel fire at James. “The dragon’s, the beast’s, and the liar’s. I’ve already seen the dragon. Are you the beast or the liar?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” James said. He couldn’t dismantle the circle without turning his back on Elise.

She drew her sword from her spine sheath. She winced at lifting an arm over her head, and she clutched at her ribs. The show of pain didn’t make it any less threatening. James knew better than anyone else how quickly Elise could kill with that. He’d planned to never give her reason to use it on him, no matter how much he deserved it.

“Let’s start over,” she said. “Let’s go back to… say, when I was sixteen years old. Tell me why you’re the one who picked me up when I escaped the garden.”

It had been so long ago, but James’s memory of it was as vivid as if it had been only days. He had been forced to trek into the remote Russian tundra in order to find where she’d escaped the garden. Elise had been unconscious among the bodies of angels, pillowed upon their feathers. They’d died to help her escape. James would have done the same.

“You were in my aunt’s custody, but she died,” he said hoarsely. “I agreed to look after you instead. Trackers informed me where—”

“Try again,” Elise said.

He couldn’t insult her by trying to lie anymore. She knew. She knew
. And there was no keeping himself together, not without the magic that helped him control his moods, the magic that helped him lie so flawlessly. Now he was nothing but a man, crumbling under the guilt and regret and wishing there was a way to put the intensity he felt into words. “I wanted to tell you so many times,” he said. “I’ve questioned for years
 if it was finally safe to explain how—”

“Safe? Safe for who?”

He swallowed spasmodically. “Me.”

“Did you think I’d kill you when I found out you were grooming me for God?” Elise asked. “No matter how much you betrayed me, you’ve still saved me a hundred times.” She hurled the sword at his feet.

He jumped at the sound of metal clattering against concrete.

“I didn’t think you’d hurt me,” James said. “I knew you’d leave me.”

“Why the fuck would you care about that? You only ever stuck around because you were assigned to me by…” Elise’s gaze flicked toward the clouds.

His eyes hurt from the fireball blazing through morning miles to the west. “I am
 Fascinated with you, Elise. If that’s the word we want to use for it. From the first time I saw you, I have been enamored. You should
 have been with my Aunt Pamela, but instead, you were with me. A silver-blooded devotee whose oaths would one day lead you to the garden. I have done everything possible to make you safe.”

“By lying to me,” she said. “Didn’t you ever think that I’d be safer without you?”

James locked eyes with her. For the first time, he let his protections fall. He let the full weight of his feelings wash up against the bond, straining its limits, painting his face in raw honesty. “All the time.”

Elise didn’t speak.

“I’ve been guessing, Elise. Always doubting myself, always guessing, and so often wrong,” he said quietly, almost whispering. “Everything we’ve done together has been real. The long nights we stayed up alternating watch. The business we began together. The enemies we conquered. The wonders that we saw. All of that was real, Elise.”

The fireballs suddenly stopped.

Silence settled over the city, and James’s ears rang in the absence of the roaring. He’d forgotten what true quiet felt like. Wind blew from the west, blasting Elise’s hair from her face, making her squint against the force of it.

“We stopped it,” James said. “You’re not going to be taken. Not today.”

Junior’s large form sliced across the sun, beginning to slide behind the clouds. He spiraled around Harrah’s and used the altitude to drift toward them. They wouldn’t be alone much longer.

“You should have told me. You know I’ve been…” Elise’s throat worked in a swallow. She looked like a fury underneath all the blood. She was the embodiment of rage and hurt and horror within a human vessel. “Ever since the beach in Copenhagen, you’ve known what I feel about you. If you were going to lie to me about that one thing, then why…?” She gestured between them. “This could have been different. We both know it.”

“You have marks underneath those gloves—two of them, which are enough to open any ethereal gateway. I have marks as well. I’m ethereal Gray, after all. Any kind of—that is to say, physical
 union between us risks uniting the marks and—well, it was too dangerous.”

“So you thought it’d be better to let me think there was something wrong with me?”

“Better than being taken by Him?” James asked. “Anything to protect you, no matter how awful.” He gathered his words inside of him, trying to let himself say what he’d never been capable of saying before. “We survived this time. We can talk about this more if you’re willing to forgive me. I’ll do what I can to make this right because…” He swallowed. “I love you, Elise.”

She stared at him.

His heart couldn’t beat.


PHWOOM
.

The white light and roaring noise hit one right after the other. He lost his footing. Crashed into the cement.

James scrambled to his feet, gripping the edge of the building so he could look over its side. Windows had shattered in the shockwave. He couldn’t see the crater the meteor must have produced, but he could see the fast-rising smoke and hear screams throughout Reno. The sky was clouding over quickly. The sun was gone again.

“What was that?” he asked.

Elise staggered to his side. She’d ripped open the knee of her pants when she fell, and her leg was bleeding. “I think that’s…” She coughed into her sleeve. Her auburn braid was dusted silver with ash. “That’s the Warrens, where Neuma said that He would come through.”

“Then stopping His herald wasn’t enough,” James said.

God was still coming.

Junior landed on the adjacent corner of the building, his enormous claws curling around the ledge. He arched his wings over him so that he was shielded from the dust. It distantly occurred to James that the gargoyle wasn’t carrying Sophie’s bags as he’d been meant to. He held nothing at all. His stone skin was scorched as though he’d been struck by a meteor.

“We have to get over there!” James launched toward Junior. “It may not be too late. If we transfer Sophie’s wards to the exposed segment of the Warrens—”

The gargoyle reached out so quickly that James didn’t have an opportunity to react to it. He slammed into the broad granite palms.

One clawed fist gripped James’s shoulder. The other gripped his forehead.


Crack
.

James didn’t even feel pain.

One moment he was there, and the next, he was dead.
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In most ways, fourteen-year-old Sophie looked and acted like her ten-years-older self. Once she got tired, she was indistinguishable from a kid; Lincoln had to carry her up the last few flights of stairs to get to Yatam’s condo. His legs were burning by the time they reached the top. Luckily, she’d woken enough for him to set her down, and she could walk the rest of the way to the bedroom. “Let’s get you settled in,” Lincoln said.

“Is sleeping here a good idea?” Sophie asked, warily eyeing the statue of Lilith. “If Yatam has been frozen, I assume something will happen to his assets.”

“Reckon so. Don’t expect anyone’s gonna try kicking us out of here for the night, at least.” He opened the door to the bedroom.

Betty was tangled up in the bed sheets, her naked backside exposed. She lifted her head to see them. Her jaw dropped, and she had to blow her hair out of her face to check the watch tossed on the night stand. “Oh no, I fell asleep. I’m sorry.”

“I can rest on the couch,” Sophie said, starting to back out.

“No, please, you need the bed. I didn’t mean to be sleeping in here. I just laid down for a minute after—and, well, you know. It’s been an exhausting couple of days.” Betty jumped out of bed and pulled her clothes back on.

Lincoln wasn’t the smartest guy, but he wasn’t real stupid either. Betty had only been here with one other person. “Don’t tell me that you and James—”

“What?” Betty interrupted. “Think for a hot second before finishing that question.” She jumped and shimmied into her shorts.

He glanced at Sophie, looking for backup. She was draped against the doorway with her eyes half-closed. She lifted an eyebrow sleepily when she realized Lincoln was looking, as if to ask, Why do you think this is my problem?
 “You and James,” Lincoln said. “It just worries me, is all. James ain’t a good man.”

“Nobody’s good all
 the time. His moral net is in the black, probably. But I don’t believe that you’re selflessly concerned for my well-being, and you’ve definitely got no room to criticize. End of conversation.”

He watched the wall while Betty hurriedly dressed. “Women. Swear to God, y’all like
 the assholes.”

“You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?” she asked. “So, what’s happening in the realm of important things? Did the plan work?”

“Pretty much.” Lincoln still felt too weird about Yatam’s choice to call it a success. “Junior’s bringing the crystal here, and Sophie’s gonna rest a little while before locking up Yatai. The ten plagues stopped before the death of the firstborn sons. And I can see sunlight, so the darkness is gone too.”

“Phew. Then if everything’s done, I’ll get out of the way.” She peered out at the sun and smiled. “It’s funny. I don’t feel relieved.”

She headed out.

“I’ll be right back,” Lincoln told Sophie. He followed Betty out to the kitchen. She didn’t look like she was stopping. “Going somewhere?”

She flashed a rueful smile. “I’m not spending another minute in this condo. I’m thrilled to have been here long enough to not die, but I’m gonna go crazy without Starbucks, and I’ve got a four-pack of frappes in my fridge if it hasn’t burned down.” Betty blushed. She was actually blushing, albeit faintly. And here Lincoln had been thinking that Betty didn’t know any shame. “This weekend hasn’t been like us. Elise and me, I mean. It probably looks childish.”

“College isn’t a bad time to still be childish.” It could have been worse. Much worse.

“I know what you mean about James, though. He’s in love with Elise, isn’t he?”

“I don’t think you much want an answer to that question,” Lincoln said. “It’s one of those answers that feels like a kick in the teeth.”

“Please, I’m not that fragile,” Betty said. “I just wanted to jump James because he’s hot and nice, but then I realized weird shit was going on, and…”

“What tipped you off?”

“I’m a witch, he’s a witch,” she said. “The whole time that we were getting it on, he was broadcasting magic. Like, I don’t think he was broadcasting to Windsong and the coven, you know? I’ve happily sexed-up guys who are mentally preoccupied, but James is next level.” She threw her hands into the air. “Anyway, I should have realized it sooner. They dance ballroom
 together. It’s basically foreplay.”

Lincoln couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s been a weird weekend.”

“God, yes,” Betty said. “Anyway, I’m going back to my place to see if anything besides bottles of coffee are recoverable. I should contact Anthony so he knows I’m okay, too.”

“Need an escort?”

“I need a break from everyone in this tower for about a week,” she said. “Including, but not limited to, Mr. Lincoln Keyes. Or Marshall. Don’t tell me which one’s right—I don’t actually care.” She threw a last, dimple-cheeked smile at Lincoln before heading downstairs. “Bye, bitch!”

Betty flitted through the doorway, and her fine blond hair caught a ray of light on the way down. Her shadow was fogged pale against the wall by the sunlight’s diffusion. Her flesh was like a ripe peach. She was life and color, and Lincoln wondered what she might have become after Genesis. If there was anyone who embodied the energy of the sidhe, sexual and electric, it would have been Betty.

If he ever got back to his own timeline, he was going to have to look her up. Find out what became of the Godslayer’s best friend.

Sophie was waiting in the bedroom when Lincoln came back. She sat on a couch by the window, chin resting on her knuckles as she watched the sunrise.

Lincoln didn’t need to have the mind-prying powers of Yatai to know that Sophie was stewing over Omar. “I’m really gonna have to find a way to fix this timeline without the Traveler,” Lincoln said, trying to keep his tone lighter than he felt. “I’m pretty sure I just Yoko’d important historic figures.”

“Do you even want to fix it?” Dew shivered along her bottom eyelashes in the dawn light.

His heart felt too heavy to keep standing. He sank to the end of the couch. “I told you I would, shortcake. I keep my promises.”

“You’ve given me no reason to mistrust in that regard,” Sophie said. “I think that you’ve gotten everything you want here, though. I’ve never seen you happier.”

Lincoln barked a confused laugh. “You think I’m happy
 here, watching things get destroyed?”

“Warriors die and go to Valhalla,” she said. “Some are meant for the eternal battle. You’re not among them, I don’t think, but Elise is such a warrior. She is a woman whose war will never end. And you will never want anything but to be with her in the thick of it.”

“Sophie…” Damn, he hadn’t put his thoughts in that exact order before. But that was it. “This still isn’t my Elise. Mine is the woman I met years from now—a demon. What’s happened with us here doesn’t change anything. We’ve got to fix the timeline, for your sake, and for the universe’s, and…”

“The Traveler was one of a kind,” Sophie said. “How will we fix the universe without it?”

“There’s a way,” Lincoln said. “Hell, maybe there’s a spell you can invent. I saw you in the club. You gave me magic like I’ve never seen. The timeline getting fucked up means the universe’s laws are getting real weak, and if anyone can patch the cracks, it’s Sophie Keyes. All right?”

The corner of Sophie’s mouth twitched. “All right.”

He stood up. “But first things first.”

“You’re going to command me to sleep, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, but not for five more minutes. Gotta change these sheets.” For all his mother’s failings, she’d managed to instill him with a sense of hospitality that couldn’t be shaken, even at the weirdest times. He stripped the bed while Sophie watched.

“Omar took Heleentje away, you know,” Sophie said. “That is, once Tristan discovered our little family at the farm, he and Omar agreed to take Elin into hiding elsewhere. They said it was for her protection. After today’s events, and the way that Elise framed my entire life as Historian…” She rubbed her eyes with exhaustion. “How do I know they didn’t hurt my girl?”

“She’s not hurt right now. She’s safe inside you.” He found fresh blankets in the closet and remade the bed. Then he flipped back the corner of the comforter. “Crawl in.”

“Such a gentleman,” she murmured. “When you choose to be.”

“When have I ever not been gentlemanly?” Lincoln asked.

Sophie laughed. Loudly.

“When have I ever not been gentlemanly with you
?” he asked.

Her eyes gleamed as they narrowed to slivers. “I could write a list.” She rested on her side, blankets hugged up against her chest. “But I won’t. Not today.”

“Relax, shortcake. Good guys win. The firstborn sons of Reno survive. Now you can sleep.”

She didn’t look as though she agreed with his assessment. Truth be told, Lincoln didn’t feel
 like the good guys had won today. The Traveler was almost surely dead. They’d changed the timeline dramatically. The whole city had been wrecked. There would be consequences, even if he managed to get them back to the future in 2015.

He was surprised the world wasn’t falling apart around them.

PHWOOM.

The building shook. The whole city
 shook.

He leaped to the window in time to see the fading glow of a fireball that had struck to the west. Toxic black smoke climbed the sky in front of the mountains. The world rumbled with the roar of the impact, and Lincoln saw windows in a pawnshop across the street blast out when the shockwave hit. Yatam’s condominium tower was built strong—they barely swayed.

Muffled screaming struck him from nearby.


Elise
.

“Wait here,” he told Sophie, who sat bolt upright in bed.

Lincoln took the stairs up to the roof three at a time. He flung the door open.

Elise was roaring, attacking Junior with fists and feet and sword to no avail. Lincoln hadn’t seen anything that could bother the gargoyles, so Junior wasn’t in any danger. But Elise had completely lost it, and Lincoln couldn’t imagine why—until he saw James Faulkner dead at Junior’s feet. His head was twisted the wrong way around.

Someone had broken James’s neck.


No. Junior wouldn’t hurt anyone
.

The deadly potential of the gargoyles was huge, but of Lincoln’s clutch, there weren’t any real beasts. Their personalities skewed toward quietly affable. He’d slept between a half-dozen of them and hadn’t gotten so much as stepped on by accident.

Junior would never
 have randomly attacked James.

It didn’t make any sense.

At least, not until Junior opened his mouth and started to talk.

“Elise. I’ve missed you.”

The voice that came out of him was tiny, rasping, like a snake shedding its skin against a mesa.

Elise dropped her sword and stumbled backward, straight into Lincoln’s chest. He bracketed her arms so that she couldn’t attack Junior again. But she wasn’t trying. She’d gone limp with shock. “Another bullfrog,” she gasped.

That was where he’d heard the voice before. It had spoken from the depths of the giant spider, and now it was in Junior. Nausea surged so strong in Lincoln’s gut that he was surprised he wasn’t the one barfing signs of the apocalypse. “Yatai must have gotten it into him when she attacked, so now we’ve seen the dragon and the beast, and—”

“And the liar,” said the little voice from inside of Junior. He pointed a thick finger at James’s broken body. “Three signs, ten plagues, and one open doorway.”

“Nine plagues,” Lincoln said. “Only nine hit.”

“Ten,” said Junior.

Quiet screams rattled through the city. Lincoln had never heard anything so horrible on Earth. It carried him straight back to the worst months of his life when he’d stalked the black streets of Dis, ridden by a demon who killed anyone she pleased. They used to keep human slaves in Dis back then, so there had always been screaming. Endless wails of anguish.

The final plague had struck.

Sophie’s wards on the condo had saved Lincoln, but thousands more had been left vulnerable. They had suffered through a burning city of darkness for hours only to lose fathers, sons, brothers. Nothing they’d done to Yatai mattered. Yatam was lost for no reason. And now Junior was possessed.

A savage scream exploded from Elise, more animal than human.

She launched herself at Junior.

She’d gotten her sword. She was going to stab him, just like she had with Omar, just like Yatam had with Yatai. But this was Lincoln’s brother
. If Lincoln had a minute to think about it, he wouldn’t have stepped in. Junior was stone, after all.

But he didn’t think. Instinct took him over.

Lincoln swung in front of Elise to block the sword’s blade. It slashed smoothly over his arm.

He knew the cut must be horribly deep because he barely felt it in that first moment. Blood drenched his sleeve, and shiny bone was exposed under the meat, but he didn’t feel it.

Elise hadn’t meant to hurt him. She froze, shocked. “Lincoln, what the fuck
?”

Smoke billowing from the crater west of the city spiraled into a tight pillar. Like a serpent in midair, it twisted and shot toward them on the roof. Lincoln could see it over Elise’s shoulder, just as he could see Junior watching the pillar’s approach with quiet satisfaction.

“Get down!” Lincoln grabbed Elise around the waist and threw them both to the ground.

The smoke punched into Junior.

Elise used their momentum and kept rolling. She hauled him behind the leg of the gazebo, narrowly sheltering them from the concrete and ash blasting across the rooftop. It peppered the ground around them.

Lincoln had landed on his wounded arm. His heart was pounding with the pain as his nerves lit on fire. He groaned through his teeth, ripped his shirt open, and wrapped it quickly around the wound, just to minimize how much of the concrete was gonna get into it. “You’re an exorcist. We’re gonna have to try to exorcise Junior. We can’t kill him to get the bullfrog out, and—Elise?”

“You were right,” she said, her face pale with dust. Her hair was tinted gray. “You were right about James. He wanted me to forgive him.” Shock blew out her pupils, even as her sclera stung red. “He said he’s in love with me, and he’s dead.”

“Jesus, Elise,” Lincoln said under his breath.

He reached for her. She shoved him away to lean around the edge of the gazebo, looking for Junior. Or she might have been staring at James’s dead body. It was impossible to tell from where Lincoln was sitting. A kopis had just lost her aspis. It must have felt like she’d lost her favorite limb, even if her limb was a lying scumbag who ought to have died a good long time ago. Nobody could blame her if she’d gone into shock.

“Elise, you can’t do this right now. We’ve gotta move fast.”

She let out a little sound like a sob-scream and clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes focused on something he couldn’t see.

He leaned around her.

The ash was clearing from the impact. Junior stood where he had been before, unhurt by the blast of smoke that still billowed behind him in a pillar bridging earth and sky. His body was hunched, wings forming a protective umbrella over himself. He guarded James’s body from debris, from wind, from light.

There were so many times that Lincoln had fantasized about this man’s death. Back then, he’d expected that he’d thank God for it. He hadn’t thought Elise would be shaking beside him with silent rage. He hadn’t thought that God might be the one who’d done the killing.

He hadn’t imagined James getting up after his neck had been snapped.

Just as Junior moved as though controlled by a puppeteer, James rolled onto his side with strange motions. He came up by the shoulders first, and then lifted from knees to feet without using his hands. His head hung from his shoulders. His arms dangled.

Fully upright—as upright as he could get, sagged over with the weakness of death—he was still shorter than Junior’s chin. James was plastered in dust, even more than Elise. It made his hair look colorless, a shock of white against white skin, with eyes so blue that they glowed in the shadows.

Slowly, awkwardly, James straightened. He focused on Elise. “Finally,” he said.
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E

lise shook her head slowly, teeth clenched, fists shaking. Lincoln could practically hear her screaming inside. No, no, no…
 She flattened her back on the wall next to him and squeezed her eyes shut. Every one of her muscles was knotted. She was fighting harder than if she’d been on a bronco, a war inside of herself. “You don’t have to make this hard, Eve,” James said, his voice floating across the rooftop. “We could be happy together, if you would just come back with me.”

“I think you already know the likelihood of that!” Lincoln shouted. His makeshift bandage was slipping, so he used his teeth to tie a tight knot over his arm. He was already soaking through the shirt with blood.

“Oh, a Remnant,” he said. “I’ve seen you. I know you. I memorized your face out of her memories.”

James stepped around the side of the gazebo. He didn’t walk with the dancer’s grace he’d had in life but with the cocky stride of a wounded old general. Elise stopped shaking at the sight of him. She went very, very still.

Lincoln thought about the time he’d accidentally shot a hawk while out hunting for pheasants. He remembered how it had looked at him when he reached down to put it out of its misery. That wild-eyed rage screaming within shivering feathers.

It was silent on the rooftop once James stopped in front of them, Adam burning in his gray flesh. The only sound came from the wind rustling Elise’s thick red-brown plumage and the pounding of Lincoln’s heart. For once, he wished Inanna was there. He sure wouldn’t have minded her orders now. But she was stuck in Junior, immobilized by that bullfrog, and Lincoln was alone in this.

Elise shifted next to him, and he looked down to see that she’d put her fingers on the hilt of the falhófnir dagger at his belt. She’d made it clear she’d rather die than go with God. The dagger was more discrete than her sword.

“No,” Lincoln whispered.

“I’ll do it myself. Just give it to me.”

“Elise—”

“My choice
,” she said, glaring like that dying hawk.

Lincoln had ended up breaking the hawk’s neck, and he hadn’t thought twice about it. He’d grabbed its head and swung it once and heard the pop, just like he did when culling his family’s chicken flock.

Elise wanted a death like that. She wanted it fast and clean.

He’d sunk his teeth into her the night before, and she’d tasted better than he remembered. He’d been inside of her. His body had been whole.

James treated her like a hawk, but she wasn’t.

“I can’t,” he said.

The last syllable was barely out of his lips before he was lifted into the air. Junior had come around the other side of the gazebo, and he’d grabbed Lincoln by the back of his shirt, hauling him off the ground.

Lincoln shouted and kicked. “Hey!”

“Did you think that neutralizing my herald would save your life, Remnant?” James asked. “She gave me information in exchange for a guarantee. I promised that you would die.”

Junior’s grip shifted. His fingers shut around Lincoln’s shoulder with painful tightness, and his other hand gripped him by the opposite knee. “Junior, don’t! Snap out of it!” He twisted as hard as he could, but it wasn’t hard enough. Stone was stone, and flesh was flesh.

The pressure grew. Lincoln felt his shoulder creak and his spine ache. He gritted his teeth against the pain.

“Junior…”

It was so slow. The pop-pop-pop
 of his vertebrae spreading was his universe.

“Stop!”

Elise got up, wavering on her feet.

James smiled faintly as he looked her over. “Stop what?” Junior jerked so hard on Lincoln that his hip screamed. He was screaming. He couldn’t get away, couldn’t push free, couldn’t save himself or Sophie or—

“Tell the gargoyle to stop pulling Lincoln apart,” she said.

“Why?”

Elise licked her lips, spit on the ground. “Because I’m going with you.”

Junior stopped pulling.

“I’ve searched for you, Eve, and after all this time, all I want to do is go home,” James said. He looked heartbroken but hopeful. “It will hurt if you fight your induction into the Tree when we return to the garden, but you don’t have
 to hurt. You don’t have
 to fight. If you mean to come with me—”

“Two conditions. First, let Lincoln go.”

“I made an oath,” James said.

“Break it.”

Junior dropped Lincoln.

It probably hurt to fall six feet onto broken concrete, but it hurt so much less than being rope in a one-person tug-of-war game. Lincoln curled in on himself with a groan, and his shoulder wouldn’t even move. Not without feeling like his back was breaking.

James stepped toward Elise, holding his hand out like he was inviting her to dance. “You said two conditions.”

“Bring James back,” she said. “Get out and give him life again.”

“Elise, no!” Words surged from Lincoln’s throat as if he were the one possessed by somebody else. “You can’t—”

“I can do exactly whatever the fuck I want with myself!”

“Done,” James said. Elise rested her fingers in his hand. She shuddered when James’s fingers closed around hers, and her knuckles lifted to his mouth for a brief kiss.

This shouldn’t have been happening.

“Elise,” Lincoln groaned. He was still bleeding from his arm. Getting lightheaded. Probably going to pass out.

James twirled Elise toward him, pulling her into his chest. He looked at her as if she were his last salvation, his wildest hope. The only thing in the world he truly cared about. “It’s not easy to bring humans back,” James said, grazing his fingertips down Elise’s face. “Even for me. You’ll have to sacrifice for it.”

“I don’t care.” She was crumbling, twisted in despair and longing. “Do whatever you have to do.” Elise reached up gentle fingers to touch James’s dead cheek. It was like she was looking at him, rather than Adam. She couldn’t see anything but her aspis. “I love you, too.” She shuddered with a sob when she said it.

James stroked his hand down her side. Lincoln’s head fuzzed with a nauseating wave of rage.

And then James punched his hand into Elise’s body.

Elise grunted but didn’t look down, like she didn’t want to know that he had somehow driven the blades of his fingertips through her skin. Even when James shoved himself wrist-deep, she only grabbed his shoulders harder.

Lincoln screamed the way she couldn’t. “Elise!”

James’s hand twisted. Something inside of her snapped.

His hand came free drenched in Elise’s blood and holding one of her ribs. He’d broken it off near the middle curve. Its end was splintered and wet, exposing marrow.

She collapsed at his feet.

James gazed at her with traces of exasperation. “You said you wouldn’t care when I did what I had to do. You’ve always
 tried to tell yourself that. But there has never been a time when you haven’t cared, Eve.”

He plunged the bone into his own belly like a knife.

The spirit of Adam blazed out of the hole that James cut.

It was so bright that it seared Lincoln’s retinas, blinding him. His head was filled with the holy choir, and his body vibrated with the awe that haunted him every time he went to church. But there was no salvation in this light. There was oblivion at the end of the tunnel.

Junior stepped over Lincoln as the light intensified. The wind stirred by the gargoyle smelled like apples. There was a hint of rotten leaves and cinnamony bark and the iron tang of blood. He scooped Elise’s bleeding figure into his arms, and Lincoln winced into the light to watch them enter it.

It struck him that he could give chase. He could easily bolt across the roof and jump into that doorway alongside his brother. He didn’t know what was on the other side—he had no clue if he could ever get back. But he could have gone. He wanted to go.

Lincoln had promised Sophie that he would save her. He’d gotten them into this mess. He had to fix it for her first, second, and third.

So he didn’t run. He stood back and watched his half-brother, propelled by God, carry the woman he loved into some unholy garden.

And then it all vanished. Elise. Junior. The light.

The wind sounded louder now, as if volume had been returned to the world. People were still screaming all around Reno. The fancy patio furniture was white with ash and dust. Sophie’s circle still wasn’t broken—it had been no barrier at all for a deity.

James was once again collapsed on the roof, and he was even bloodier than before. His shirt was rucked up to his chest to expose the place he’d been gutted by Elise’s rib, but there was already no wound. He looked dead.

Helicopter rotors thundered overhead.

The choppers tearing over Lincoln in formation were painted black. They didn’t display the white Office of Preternatural Affairs logo in this year, but Lincoln knew OPA equipment when he saw it. They’d probably been in the region ever since Lincoln’s arrival, but they were somehow still too late.

From downstairs, he heard screaming.

Lincoln shouldn’t have had any adrenaline left to flood him. “Sophie!” he yelled.

He left James’s body on the roof and limped downstairs as fast as he could. His arm was tucked against his belly, shoulder aching, hip out of place. The steps were swimming in front of him. His vision doubled, tripled.

Sophie was still crying out as if struggling.

Lincoln drew the falhófnir dagger and stumbled into Yatam’s condominium.

A dozen men wearing black stood in the mostly empty living room. Half of them were armed. The other half were kneeling, restraining Sophie on the floor as they snapped handcuffs around her wrist behind her back. These must have been OPA agents, but they weren’t half as civilized as after Genesis. They were shouting at Sophie even though she only wept in response.

Lincoln should have known how to handle the situation. He used to be law enforcement, after all. But the sight of Sophie, young and pregnant, with a black bag over her head filled him with blind rage.

“Let her go!”

He only made it two steps before something hard struck him in the skull.

Lincoln hit the ground.

Dazed, he realized he’d been pistol whipped. Even if he weren’t already losing blood so quickly, it would have just about knocked him cold.

Sophie was picked up by two agents, and a third stood over Lincoln. He had square shoulders, a broad neck, and an ugly face. He looked human enough, but like some earlier evolution of human. The agent had his name written on the grip of his gun—the same gun that he had used to knock Lincoln silly. Zettel.

Agent Zettel crouched beside Lincoln and cuffed him. “You’re under arrest by the Union under the authority of United States government.”

“Friederling,” Lincoln managed to say. “Get me to Fritz Friederling.”

And then a black bag closed over his head too.
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James awoke feeling very cold.

He pushed himself onto his hands and knees. The ground underneath him was soft and slippery. Sand. He flexed his hands in it, feeling the cold grains flow around his skin. Water sluiced over the bottoms of his feet. There were fish in that water—not near him, of course, but in the chillier depths—and he vaguely sensed the life the way that he sensed magic. Somehow, being on a beach felt wrong. Like it was something that he had never done before.

When he sat back on his heels, he realized that it wasn’t just any beach. It was King’s Beach up at Lake Tahoe.

James was so disoriented that he couldn’t remember how he got there, or why he was there, or what day it was.

The sound of the rushing waves drowned out everything else, even his thoughts, and he pressed his hands to his head to hold his thoughts together.

When his sandy feet pressed against his backside, he realized that he was naked. Where were his clothes? Or at least a swimsuit?

He scanned the beach around him but couldn’t see anything that suggested he had been spending the day at the lake. No towel, no umbrella, no picnic basket. In fact, the beach was completely empty. The weather was too poor for such a visit. The sky was black with clouds, even though a hint of sun along the horizon suggested that it was daytime.

James shivered as he stood, wrapping his arms around himself. It didn’t seem to help. His body didn’t feel like it was generating any heat to retain.

For that matter, he wasn’t cold on the outside. He could tell that the water was cold, and the sand under his feet was chilly from being soaked in it, but his skin wasn’t icy.

James spread his hands in front of him. His fingernails were black, and his skin was so pale that it was like he hadn’t seen the sun in years, much less been at the beach. His skin had never been that white. He also shouldn’t have been able to see so many pores and so few hairs. It was like he was made from detailed, polished marble.

His eyes felt open for the first time, truly open. He was seeing in more colors. He smelled scents for which he had no name. Everything he sensed was musky, complex, a little bit sweet. Human smells. “Oh no,” James said aloud. His voice sounded different too, deeper and more velvety.

He walked up the beach. The sand didn’t seem to give underneath his feet, almost like he was floating over it. Before long, he spotted a group of cabins. The coven often stayed at those cabins.

Hints of memory crept through him. His brain was creeping up on a revelation that he just couldn’t quite figure out.

A stream ran through the center of camp beside a campfire that had burned out. “Blood,” James said. He remembered that Elise had stepped into that stream, and her foot had come out drenched in blood.

All of the water had turned into blood.

He turned back to the lake again. The water was crystal clear, like a mirror of the sky. Several hundred yards out into the water, a building stood. It looked like a church. James had never seen such a thing near the cabins before. He got the feeling that it was a new arrival, a visitor as much as Lincoln and Sophie, but he wasn’t sure how that could be possible.


Lincoln and Sophie
. James had no trouble summoning their faces.

Things were coming back. And the more he remembered, the more he wished that he didn’t.

The plagues. The attack on Motion and Dance. The Father of All Demons. And then Elise had learned James’s secrets.

The last thing that James remembered was standing on the rooftop of the condominium with Elise. The gargoyle who accompanied Lincoln had arrived, and then…

His hands went to his neck.

The memory of blinding pain and betrayal was mercifully faint.

Time had passed between Junior’s attack and waking up on the beach, but James wasn’t sure how long. He had died. Of this much, he was sure.

And he didn’t seem to be human.

He needed help.

If Elise thought James was dead, it was unlikely that she would remain in Reno for long. Soon, she would be hiding, impossible to find. He had to locate her first. He had to explain himself to her.

James headed for the nearest cabin, but the front door opened before he could reach the stairs. Morrighan emerged wearing pajamas. She carried a baseball bat and swung it in front of her. “This is private property! Get off!”

“Morrighan, it’s me,” James said.

Her jaw dropped at the sight of him.

The witch’s brain flooded with sensory information. James couldn’t put names to each of the different scents and flavors and textures, but her attraction resonated through his body as if the attraction were his own. His skin flushed with warmth. Blood flowed to his pelvis as his fingertips tingled with the urge to touch someone.

“James?” Morrighan stuttered. “Is that you?”

“I think so,” James said. It felt like a lie. He didn’t think it was him, but he didn’t know who else he could be.

“What are you doing back here?”

“Actually,” he said, “I was hoping I could borrow your motorcycle.”
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The motorcycle quickly proved to be the fastest way to travel. The highway leading back to civilization was crammed with emergency vehicles, and he had to weave down the shoulder to get past stalled traffic. There were massive roadblocks at the limits of Reno itself. The entire city was quarantined.

“Damn,” James breathed, planting a foot as the motorcycle idled. He was only a few hundred yards from the barrier on South Virginia Street, stuck behind abandoned cars as he watched law enforcement. They didn’t look to be letting anyone in or out for any reason. There was no lie that could get James into the city through them.

He abandoned the motorcycle far off the shoulder. He wasn’t the only one milling around. There were families waiting with chairs and blankets, hoping to get in touch with survivors. He heard them muttering about what had happened. Volcanoes seemed to be the popular theory. Their belief washed through James as strongly as Morrighan’s attraction.

There were too many voices. People in cars, people standing around, people in buildings nearby. So much life
.


I need Elise
.

It wasn’t hard to walk around the quarantine, and he switched back to main roads just two blocks down. Nobody tried to stop him. It was awful to see how different Reno looked in the daylight. Many fires were still burning. The brimstone had demolished entire blocks. There were bodies everywhere, and not all of them belonged to animals. The air was ripe with pus and rot.

James had to dodge a half-dozen more checkpoints in the city to reach Betty’s townhouse. Her home was, thankfully, neither burning nor significantly damaged. Her front windows were broken, but nothing had burned closer than the end of the street. She was much better off than most.

He could feel that Betty was inside the house. His new senses liked Betty’s presence, splashing bright over his mind like tangerine. She was familiar and comforting. James was almost as glad to feel Betty as he would’ve been Elise.

He knocked on the door. “Betty? Betty!”

Surprise tinted Betty’s emotional signals. It quickly turned to fear.

Of course she wasn’t expecting visitors.

“Don’t worry! It’s me, James!” he called through the door. “I’m just looking for you and Elise, and—well, I really need your help, Betty. Please open the door.”

Moments later, the door opened. Betty stood on the other side uninjured, wearing jeans with a University of Nevada T-shirt. Her hair was pulled into pigtails, and she looked completely astonished to see James.

He couldn’t blame her for that, either. He had seen his reflection on the motorcycle’s rearview mirror, and his face was as strange as the rest of him. His features seemed more symmetrical and hair flowed at his crown like shadows. Most jarring was the absence of his icy blue eyes. Instead, his irises were the same color as his pupils, so he had the monochromatic look of a demon.

But it was impossible for humans to become demons. There had to be another explanation.

“I know how this looks,” James said, “but it’s me. It’s really me.”

“Uh,” Betty said.

“I don’t know what’s wrong. I can’t remember what happened to me after an attack on Yatam’s condominium, right when that big asteroid struck. I need your help finding Elise. Where is she?”

“I don’t know,” she said, only a few moments too late, like she was running at a slower tempo. “Um, James—”

“We have to move fast to find her,” he said.

“Yeah, I know,” Betty said. “I guess.”

“You guess?
” This wasn’t the Betty that James had come to know. She was a devoted friend who should have leaped to help him—or if not James, then at least Elise. But she mostly looked put off by the suggestion.

“That’s the thing,” Betty said. “I’m already working on finding Elise. With you.”

She stepped aside, opening the door the rest of the way.

A man stood behind Betty, staring back at James like a gold skinned reflection of himself. He was tall, just like James, and his hair was like a black bear’s fur resting across his forehead. His eyes were such a pale shade of blue that they almost looked white. He wore the clothes that James had been wearing when he died—a light sweater, khakis, loafers. But unlike when he died, this version of James had white-gold wings folded at his back, like some overgrown dove.

Somehow, James hadn’t just come back from the dead. He’d come back from the dead twice. Once as an angel, and once as a demon.

“Well,” said one James.

“Fascinating,” said the other.

Betty grinned weakly. “Surprise?”
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