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About Caged in Bone

Abel Wilder, werewolf Alpha, has gone missing, leaving his mate and the pack in a panic. His captor magicked his scent out of the sanctuary so that his mate can’t track him down. Only one witch can cast a spell that powerful.

James Faulkner has finally crossed a line that Elise Kavanagh can’t ignore.

Elise is going to have to hunt James down before the werewolf pack loses its Alpha and Rylie loses her mate. And Elise will have to find a way to make sure that James never bothers the pack—or anyone else—ever again.

















One




Abel woke up on the last day he would spend with the werewolf pack and stared at his ceiling. The sun hadn’t risen yet. Moonlight reflected off the icy lake, casting silhouettes above his bed in the shape of tree branches and the ridged edge of a bush.

The pillow next to him was empty, indented where a body used to be. The sheets had been pulled aside. He could still smell the woman that had been there, even though the rapid fade of her sweat meant that she had already been gone for an hour. He dropped his hand into the empty space and imagined her warmth.

Rylie Gresham, Alpha werewolf, was an early riser. Had been for as long as he’d known her. He couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept in later than him, but he wished she would have slept in that morning. Would have been nice to wake up beside his mate just the once.

Abel shut his eyes again, tried to relax. But even though he had just woken up, he felt completely alert—no chance of falling back asleep now. His heart was already starting to race and he hadn’t gotten out of bed yet.

He inhaled deeply. Through the artificial barrier of the walls, he could smell the world beyond. Pine. Ice. Mud. Tar. Smoke. Wolves. Deer. Someone was already awake and starting to cook breakfast. It was a big job, feeding a pack of hungry wolves and all the humans that hung out with them. There hadn’t been a new werewolf in months, yet their pack was growing rapidly.

This was the last time he’d be smelling all of that for a while—the soaps and shampoos and sweat and human stink of it all.

He wondered if he would miss it.




Abel stuffed his feet into boots, pulled on a sweater, stepped outside. Most of the pack was still asleep. The sanctuary was quiet, even though what used to be a collection of cottages straddling a single road was rapidly becoming a small town. The two greenhouses had become four. They were building a trading post, kind of like a general store, and a school—a goddamn school.

Originally, they’d talked about those additions casually, like a “maybe someday” thing. Maybe if we don’t all die in the apocalypse, then someday we can build a school.

Hell was on Earth, the apocalypse had come, they were still alive, and now they were building a school.

He never thought he’d see the day.

Shoving his hands in his pockets, he walked fast to warm himself up, lifting his knees high to trudge through the feet of snow that had accumulated overnight. Wind bit at his nose and cheeks.

He found a shovel in the storehouse and got to work unburying the main road. They’d recovered a plow that could handle the road between the sanctuary and Northgate, but it had trouble getting down the hill into the valley. That meant that it took manual labor to clear a path all the way down. Usually, Abel let someone else do it. He liked to spend his day as a wolf, patrolling the perimeter, tracking the movements of deer through their mountains, sheltering in that no-emotion warmth of the beast’s mind.

But this morning Abel put all his weight into shoveling. He dug deep into the snow by the greenhouses and piled it on the side of the road, moving slowly down the hill. In the dim light of early morning, the snow had purple undertones. Almost the same color as the clouds in the sky.

His breath was a gray mist as he worked. The ice was settling in the forest, cracking and shifting. The river had frozen and turned the waterfall into a few long icicles plastered to the side of the cliff, and it always seemed too quiet without the water flowing. There was nothing to listen to but the rhythm of his slow, steady footsteps and the scrape of a metal shovel against asphalt.

He lost himself in the motion of it. The repetition.

Abel cut through the cottages and past the kitchen before he took a break, jabbing the shovel into a snowdrift so that he could lean on it. He was suddenly too hot. He pulled off the jacket and tossed it onto a picnic table.

The creak of hinges told him he wasn’t alone anymore. Abel turned.

A woman had appeared on the steps of the kitchens while his back was turned. She was bundled in a jacket, oversized jeans, snow boots. Her face below the collar was covered in a scarf, but he could tell she was smiling at him by the way her eyelids creased.

Abel sniffed the air, inhaling her scent across the long road. She must have been cooking breakfast. The air that came from the kitchen behind her smelled of a slow-cooked roast. But his wolf stirred at the musk of the woman, not the meat.

Mate.

This was the missing woman from his bed, the woman that had been missing in his life long before he had known she existed.

He didn’t have to speak or wave to acknowledge her. The heat of their joined gazes was enough. He wouldn’t have been surprised if it had been hot enough to melt all the snow between them.

Unfortunately, it didn’t. He had to keep shoveling.

Abel ducked his head and got back to work.

When he looked up again, Rylie had gone back inside.




The sound of an idling car engine echoed over the snow. The sky had lightened to pale violet, heralding the approach of sunrise—still too early for most of the pack to be awake, much less going anywhere. Abel propped the shovel against the wall of the nearest cottage and went to the carport.

Summer and Abram were loading a pickup, pouring gas into its tank and setting bins of produce in the bed. “Hey, Abel!” Summer called once she spotted him, waving a gloved hand over her head. “Good morning!”

“Morning,” he grunted.

Abel watched as they rearranged the bins to make them all fit at the bottom, and Abram watched Abel right on back. Under the brim of his knitted black cap, his face was filled with barely concealed irritation, as if Abel had interrupted something.

They’d gotten a lot of leafy winter vegetables out of the greenhouses that week. Too many to fit in the pickup easily. Abel grabbed a bin to help and Abram jerked it out of his hands.

“I’ve got it,” Abram said.

He jammed it in place and slammed the tailgate shut.

Abel’s wolf bristled. He straightened his spine, squared his shoulders. Made his profile as big as possible.

Submissive wolves knew to shrink down and lower their eyes when he looked like that. Problem was, Abram wasn’t a wolf, and he wasn’t submissive. His posture screamed dominance. It took all of Abel’s self-control not to start growling.

Summer, of course, was oblivious. “I’ve got a couple more bins before we can go,” she said, tossing a tarp over the truck bed. “We’ll need to trade all these veggies for scrap in Northgate, and I want the greenhouses pretty much empty when we go.”

“I’ll meet you back here in a few,” Abram said. “I have a couple other things to do.”

“Also known as hiding in a warm cottage while I do the hard work,” she said to Abel in a stage whisper. She dropped down from the truck, landed in the snow, and gave him a hard pinch in the ribs. “Tomorrow is a homecoming day, so we’ll be staying overnight at St. Philomene’s. See you when we get back?”

Abel stepped away from the pinch. “Well…” The gold ring on her left hand seemed to catch all the light and glow. “You still wearing that thing?”

Summer pulled her hand against her chest, like he had smacked her knuckles. “It’s an engagement ring. I’ll be wearing it for the rest of my life.”

He snorted. He didn’t mean to—it just came out of him.

A frown looked so foreign on Summer’s normally cheerful face, but her expression quickly shuttered, hiding her hurt. “Yeah, okay. Homecoming tomorrow. Stuff to do. Gotta go.”

She jogged toward the greenhouses again, curly hair bouncing behind her.

Shit. That wasn’t what Abel had meant—well, except that it was. He didn’t think much of one of the angels marrying his daughter. Especially a jackass like Nash. But Abel hadn’t wanted to pick any fights, not this morning.

Abram jumped out of the truck too. He was a little shorter than Abel. The spare inches were enough to make the Alpha wolf relax—even if just a fraction.

“I could use help shoveling, since you got a few minutes,” Abel said, pushing thoughts of Summer’s engagement out of his mind. It was hard make the request nicely. He didn’t ask for help with the pack; he demanded compliance. But today was going to be a good day, and Rylie would want him to be nice about asking.

His son didn’t seem to have gotten the message. Abram’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t bother,” he said. “It’s not happening.”

A growl escaped Abel before he could stop it. “I told you to help me shovel.”

“I don’t help assholes do anything,” Abram said.

Even though Abram was a kopis, not a werewolf, he was a quick jogger. Almost as fast as his sister. He took the left fork in the path rather than the right—the steep trail that climbed around the edge of the cliffs toward the top of the waterfall. There was only one thing up there. Abel’s jaw clenched. His hands balled into fists.

Abram was visiting the mausoleum where Seth was buried. Again.




Rylie emerged from the kitchens looking exhausted, as though she had already done far more than a day’s work. Abel was waiting for her at the bottom of the steps. “Thanks, Toshiko,” she called through the door over her shoulder, and she paused to listen to the other werewolf’s response.

He took a moment to drink in the sight of her while she was distracted—really look at her. Normally, gazing upon her shut down every rational thought and sense so all he could feel was intense need, a hunger for his mate that made the whole world vanish around her.

But now that Abram was irritated enough to see through his feelings, he thought that she looked a heck of a lot like Abram. The kid had her nose and her wide, dreamy eyes that were a little more doe-like than wolfish. He also had her fixation with Seth Wilder. Too bad Abram hadn’t also gotten Rylie’s kindness and charm.

She was startled to see Abel watching her when she turned, but that soon dissolved into a smile. The fact she ever looked at him like that still kind of stunned him sometimes.

“Done working now?” he asked. Managing the pack’s need to eat was a constant struggle against an onslaught of hungry mouths, and Rylie always seemed to end up the one in charge of it.

She sighed. “The work is never done. I’m just taking a break. I really want a shower.”

That sounded like a chore that Abel could get into.

He followed her out into the snow and cold, shielding her from the wind with the breadth of his body. It was already getting dark again. Being situated so deep in a valley meant near-constant twilight for the werewolves.

But Rylie didn’t head back to their cottage. She went to the storage shed.

“This isn’t the shower,” Abel said as she searched through a key ring. “I want that shower.”

“I hate to disappoint you.” Rylie unlocked the door and yanked a big bundle of canvas out of its depths. “Our dining hall is currently occupied by about two dozen sleeping bags, and that means we need to eat outside. Can you get the canopy and heaters set up?” She shoved the canvas and stakes into his arms.

His hands lingered on her elbows as he took them. “When’s the shower?”

She bit her bottom lip and smiled. It was a very promising smile. “We’ll probably have more people in the sanctuary this weekend. It’s a homecoming day, so everyone’s going to want to come visit. Will you help me wash all the extra linens tomorrow?”

Abel’s stomach twisted. “Laundry.”

She laughed. “I thought it couldn’t hurt to ask. Forget about it.” Her cheeks dimpled when she smiled. It really brought out the resemblance between her and Abram.

Abel’s eyes narrowed. “Your son doesn’t like me.”

“My son?” Rylie asked.

“Yeah, your son. Because I’m an asshole and he doesn’t want nothing to do with me.”

“He likes you. He just doesn’t know you well because he’s stuck on two legs and you like to be on all four in the forest. And this ‘your’ son business isn’t going to help. Just give it time—you guys will find common ground.”

“He’s avoiding me,” Abel said.

“He’s handling the homecoming because I asked him to. It’s not all about you, Abel.”

No, it wasn’t. It would always be about Seth. Guy had been dead for weeks and it was still about him.

“Thanks for your help with the canopy,” Rylie said. “I know you were up working early this morning. You can go back to prowling the perimeter as soon as you’re done. This will be the last time I bother you with chores for a while.”

“I’m not bothered,” he said. He was surprised that he meant it.

Her expression softened as she reached up to touch his face, cupping his jaw in her hands. She touched his scars without hesitation.

All the new humans living in Northgate and the sanctuary meant that there were a lot of new people to stare at him everywhere he went. Many of them stared with sympathy. The former slaves that had served in Hell had more than a few scars of their own, inside and out. But even if the stares weren’t hateful, it was a cold reminder of the fact that Abel was permanently marked as different. Other. Victim of a werewolf attack.

Rylie never made Abel feel like a victim.

After a moment, she dropped her hands to the canopy, fidgeting with its folds. She couldn’t seem to meet his eyes even though she was still smiling. “Thank you, Abel.”

That smile was going to stick with him for weeks.

But then Rylie left to do more chores—chores that weren’t, unfortunately, showering—and reality crept over Abel again.

He checked his watch. Two o’clock.

Already halfway through the last day, with too much left to be done.

Abel’s stomach lurched. He gathered the canopy under his arm, glanced up at the gray sky, and headed toward the forest.




Trevin was arguing with Crystal again. They were always arguing—it was as natural a state for them as breathing, sleeping, or blinking—and it didn’t even matter what they fought over half the time. They fought for the sake of fighting. Crystal was fun when she got ticked off.

Now that the increased population of the sanctuary was forcing them to be roommates, they were in for a lot more arguments.

Christmas was going to be fun.

“You can’t have the entire closet,” Trevin said, barring the front door of the cottage with his body. “You just can’t.”

Crystal flung the cardboard box she was carrying to the ground. “And why the hell can’t I?”

“Because it’s my closet and it’s full of my stuff and I don’t want you in there.”

“Uh, no,” she said, planting her hands on her hips. She was wearing her usual uniform of a midriff-baring tank top and booty shorts, bless the merciful gods, and seemed as immune to the winter cold as she always did. “If I’m moving into this cabin, then it’s our closet.”

“Oh, now it’s ‘our’ closet, not ‘yours,’” Trevin said. “That’s not what you said thirty seconds ago.”

“Yes it was. You’re not listening to me.”

He reached for her box. “Give me that, chicken arms.”

“Chicken arms? Chicken arms?” Her voice rose to a shriek.

Before Trevin could think of a properly provocative response, Abel stalked up the street with a bundle of canvas and metal poles under his arm. He was followed by a storm all his own—not a storm of clouds, but a storm of sweat and stressed-out pheromones that made Trevin’s hair stand on end.

Trevin snapped to attention, shoulders bowed and gaze lowered. The submissive posture came to him instinctively. His inner wolf knew how not to get his ass kicked when the most dominant male in the pack came around smelling like that.

Crystal, on the other hand, gave Abel a totally insolent look. She had never quite forgiven Abel for chasing after Rylie’s affections when Crystal had made it clear that she didn’t need to be chased. “Tell this douche that I’m entitled to at least half the closet,” she said. “You’re an Alpha. He has to do whatever you say.”

Abel dropped the canvas on her box and pretended that he hadn’t heard her. “Set up the canopy for dinner.”

She looked affronted by the order, but Trevin cut her off. “You got it, boss,” Trevin said.

The Alpha was already gone, trudging away through the snow. Trevin turned to watch him go.

As soon as Abel was out of eyesight, Crystal mimicked his growl. “Set up the canopy for dinner, obedient slave,” she said in an exaggerated baritone. “You set up the canvas, douchebag.”

Trevin snorted. “Careful. That’s mutiny.”

“Can’t be mutinous, we’re not pirates,” she snapped back instantly. Just like that, another fight.

Trevin was ready for it. “They can still keelhaul you.”

“Yeah? On what ship?”

“On their razor-sharp silver Alpha claws,” he said, lifting his hands with his fingers curled into mock-paws.

“Because that would totally make me respect his authority. Being a douchebag isn’t making people obey you? Double down on the douchebaggery! That’ll show ‘em.”

Trevin opened his mouth to shoot a retort back at her, but then a piece of fluttering paper caught his eye. There was a note sticking out of the canvas. He grabbed it to find that it was addressed to Abel in Rylie’s handwriting. It was easy to identify her girly cursive. He had seen it enough on the cooking and cleaning schedules.

“Uh oh,” Crystal said, plucking it out of his hand. “Looks like Rylie slipped Abel a present and he didn’t notice. Wanna bet it’s a sexy note? Ever wonder what an Alpha’s dirty talk is like?”

He ripped it out of her hand again. “Don’t read that.”

“Why not? It’s probably super filthy. ‘Oh baby, I can’t wait until you knot your giant wolf dong inside of me tonight.’”

“You’re sick, Crystal.”

“Come on, just take a look,” she said. “Nobody needs to know.”

She jumped at him, but Trevin lifted his arm up high, holding the note out of her reach. “If you’re not going to set up the canopy, then find someone else to do it,” he said. “Before Abel realizes that we’re playing hot potato with the task he assigned to us.” He waved the note. “I’ll catch up with Abel.”

Crystal thrust her middle finger at him. “Teachers’ pet.”

“I’m going to take that as a promise,” he said, waggling his eyebrows at the obscene gesture.

“In your dreams.”

Trevin laughed, broke into a jog, and followed Abel’s footprints into the trees.

He warmed up as he got moving, and the snow fell faster as he climbed into the higher elevations without pausing. That was something else that he enjoyed about having been bitten by a werewolf: the way he could run for days on end without his muscles tiring. He had been a teenager when he was bitten and on his college track team, so he had never been in bad shape. But a wolf’s stamina was far better than any human distance runner’s.

The snow fell faster, softening Abel’s footsteps into shallow divots. Trevin sniffed the air. Abel’s visible trail was obscured, but his scent was strong as ever and easier to follow. Those stress hormones lit up the evening like blazing red alarms.

He put on a burst of speed, eyes wide for any sight of the Alpha. Trevin had to be catching up to him. He’d left just a few seconds after Abel had.

But even as the scent trail grew stronger, he still didn’t reach Abel. Not until he approached the top of the mountain, where the snow was almost knee-deep.

Trevin glimpsed Abel up by the rocks and slowed. Abel was pacing along the fence that marked the edge of the wards. His face was twisted into a scowl, and that look made Trevin dart behind a tree instead of approaching.

He knew that he should just call out and let Abel know that he was there. But the Alpha didn’t look like he was in the mood to find out that Trevin had a love letter for him.

“Just do it,” he whispered under his breath. Abel wasn’t exactly friendly, but he was a good guy. He wouldn’t take his mood out on Trevin.

Probably.

Trevin was still deliberating with himself when he heard a loud snap. He leaned around the tree to see that Abel was holding one of the fence posts in his hands. He had wrenched it clean out of the ground, concrete pier and all, snow and dirt clinging to its base. He tossed it aside.

The Alpha dropped to his knees and began to dig. It only took a minute for him to come up with something else—a piece of quartz crystal the size of his fist.

All thoughts of approaching Abel fled from Trevin’s mind. He was transfixed by the way the stone gleamed in the dull gray light. Bringing it into the air filled his nose with the faint scent of herbs and essential oils.

The smell brought to mind a memory of a witch that had visited the sanctuary earlier that year: Stephanie Whyte, the doctor with the strawberry-blond hair. She had received a shipment of crystals like that from her coven in California.

That crystal was one of the things that she had used to protect the sanctuary with wards. It was magicked.

Abel smashed it against a rock. It gave an audible crack and split into two pieces.

Trevin bit back a gasp.

Just as casually as he had broken it, Abel reburied one half, then tossed the other aside. He put the fence post back in its hole and kicked snow around the edges to help conceal the fact that it had been disturbed before taking off down the mountain.

Trevin stared at the note crumpled in his hand.

There had to be a good reason for breaking the crystal. Maybe he was fixing something. Trevin didn’t know enough about magic to guess.

It had to be pack business. Something that Abel and Rylie had agreed on without talking to the rest of the pack.

The Alpha wouldn’t deliberately weaken the wards protecting all of them…would he?




Later that night, Abel stood in the mausoleum where his brother had been interned. He braced his hands on the edge of the table and gazed into Seth’s immobile face.

It was warmer in the mausoleum than some of the cottages, but Abel shivered deep in his bones. The candles flickered in the breeze. There had always been a few candles around Seth, like it was a religious monument. He’d avoided making this pilgrimage for a while. He didn’t want to run into anyone worshiping his perfect dead brother. Abram was constantly visiting Seth, just like he’d constantly visited Seth during life. The two of them had been tight, real tight, bonding over their kopis instincts and being boring and whatever else demon hunters liked to talk about.

But Abram was a quiet, kind of morose guy. He probably got off on visiting with Seth’s dead body and being miserable about it. Abel wasn’t like that. He didn’t want to dwell in his pain.

He wanted to forget that Seth had gone and died on him.

The bastard.

Abram’s refusal from that morning rankled. Abel wondered what he had been doing in the mausoleum. Was he the one that had replaced the burned-out candles with new tapers? Had he been the one to bring up a park bench so that folks could sit in quiet, angsty misery with the corpse for hours on end? Or had he just gone to hide where he knew Abel wouldn’t follow?

He didn’t know Abram well enough to guess at his motives. But it all came down to one simple fact: Even as a corpse, Seth was better than Abel.

That was the most convincing reason to avoid the mausoleum. But even though Abel had been avoiding Seth, he needed to take one more look. It was too easy to remember Seth the way he had been when he was alive. Kind of annoying. Way too smart for his own good. Clever. Funny.

Abel needed to see what he had become to make sure that he remembered how awful Seth’s death had been.

So here was his brother. A stone corpse that looked just as horrified now as he had been in the instant of death. The guy that Abram would rather spend time with than his own father.

“You’re a punk ass bitch,” Abel told Seth. “Always will be. Doesn’t matter how dead you are.”

He thought about saying something else. If he’d thought to say goodbye to his brother instead of harassing him the last time they talked, what would he have said? It probably would have been something insulting, maybe, “Back off my mate and kids, I’m worth their attention too.” Nothing he’d be proud of saying goodbye with.

Anyway, this wasn’t a goodbye. Not really.

“You better be fucking grateful,” Abel said, and then he turned from Seth’s body and stepped outside.

It was a blizzard outside, though the wind wasn’t blowing. Visibility was terrible beyond the edge of the river. The trees and air and clouds were a uniform shade of gray. But even though it was miserable out, the pack was having dinner down at the bottom of the valley. He couldn’t see them, but he could hear the laughter and smell the food Rylie had helped cook.

Abel hiked down into the valley, taking a trail that he had shoveled early that morning. The snow was already several inches deep again—thinner under the trees, but with drifts that covered his ankles. There was no way to tell that he had worked on it at all.

The next morning someone would have to shovel it again, and probably the morning after that.

It wouldn’t be Abel’s problem.

The glow of warm orange light emerged from the gray haze. Abel stood outside the canopy Trevin had assembled. Someone had set up heaters to keep the pack warm as they ate, and it cast a warm red glow on the revelry.

There were humans among the werewolves—former slaves that had become friends with members of the pack, or in a couple of cases, significant others. There was a woman on Paetrick’s lap that still smelled faintly of brimstone. It took weeks to wash out of their hair, if they had any.

Rylie wasn’t among them. Abel would have been able to pick out her scent from the others’ if she had been there. It didn’t seem like she had ever been at dinner.

He didn’t care about everyone else. He wasn’t going to waste his last hours with people who barely acknowledged his existence, much less as their Alpha. People who, like Abram, still thought that Seth had always been in charge and wished that he would come back.

Instead, he followed Rylie’s scent toward their cottage. The trail was fading. She’d been there for at least an hour now.

He found a note stuffed in the doorjamb. Abel removed it. It was one of the sheets of notebook paper from the kitchens, the kind that Summer used to track inventory, folded into thirds and taped shut at the bottom. His name was written on the front in Rylie’s handwriting.

He opened it. “I’m grateful for you.” That was all it said.

Abel stepped back to look at the windows. There was a faint light coming from the bathroom, and he knew that she was waiting for him.

His pulse accelerated. Hot blood coursed through him.

He stepped into the cottage.

Rylie was standing in the doorway of the bathroom wearing a robe and fidgeting with the tie. Her hair was loose around her shoulders. Her smile was nervous. If she smelled the mausoleum’s incense on Abel, she didn’t show it.

Abel leaned around to look over her shoulder. The bathrooms of the cottages were ridiculously tiny, so it had taken a lot of clever placement to fit two-dozen tapers in the room. It lit everything up with a pinkish-orange hue, haloing Rylie with warm light. The tub steamed with hot water.

The sight of it was so far from the frigid memorial to Seth above the icy cliff that he almost didn’t know what to make of it. His hands stung as the warmth crept into him, shifting his body temperature into high gear.

“Shower time?” she asked brightly, and he turned his attention back to her.

The bathrobe was sheer. It shouldn’t have taken Abel so long to realize that he could see every one of Rylie’s curves through it. The slope of her waist, the small swells of her breasts, the gap between her thighs. He was pretty sure he had never seen her wear that robe before. He would have remembered it.

Rylie was trying to seduce him. She was actually trying to seduce him.

Being with her was usually like their runs in the forest on the full moons—like she was always just out of reach, no more than a tantalizing flash of gold through the trees, sometimes physically there but seldom emotionally present. Always a hunt. She had never come to him like this before, reaching out to him, actually trying to be sexy. She was always sexy, whether or not she knew it, but it was the kind of unthinking, subtle sensuality that came to a woman naturally, in her movement and scent and the way she bit her lip, and this was deliberate, even though Rylie always had sex with the lights off and didn’t own a scrap of lingerie, and his brain was overloading with the newness and shock of it all.

It filled him with a strange, confused feeling that he didn’t know how to identify. It was somewhere between possessive heat and panic, all tangled up in fear and regret and self-loathing at what he knew would have to come afterward.

Say something good, he thought. For the love of God, say the right thing.

“That,” he said, “is a bath, not a shower. You promised me a shower.”

Her whole body seemed to cringe at the criticism. Her white-knuckled grip on the robe tie trembled. “Sorry. It’s dumb. I’ll put out the candles.”

Fuck. That was not good.

He couldn’t say or do anything right. Still never as good as Seth. Not with their kids, not with the pack, not with Rylie.

“No, I didn’t mean—fuck it, Rylie, shut your mouth,” Abel said, and then he was kissing her, trying to show her what he meant with his tongue and fingers instead of the goddamn words that always failed him.

She was so soft and warm. She tasted like the forest, and like Rylie, the woman that he had always wanted to own yet never could reach.

And tonight, she had come to him.

He thought back to the note: “I’m grateful for you.” And he wanted to tell her the same thing. He was so fucking grateful that she ever wanted him at all, even when he was wrong and messed up in every way. But it seemed impossible and pointless to try to speak when he was pulling off the robe, shoving her into the bathroom, pushing her up against the wall.

Rylie didn’t need words, either. She repeated the message from her note with the way she touched him. She showed him that she didn’t see any of the scars—not the twisted flesh crawling down his jaw and not the ones on the inside that made him such an awful Alpha. Her touch was pure love. He didn’t deserve it, but he took it, just like he always had. Even when it had belonged to his brother instead.

Not thinking about Seth. Not thinking about tomorrow. Do the right thing for once.

He devoured her gasps, pushed himself between her legs. He held her so tightly that his hands left imprints on her skin. The candles were so close that he could feel the searing heat on his shoulder.

Rylie pulled herself against him hard, her need as urgent as his.

Don’t think about tomorrow.

Abel surrendered to instinct and didn’t think at all.




Abel had no idea how long he rested beside Rylie and watched the pattern of moonlight on her skin, the shape of branches and pine needles darkening her flat stomach. He knew that the shadow of the curtain had moved from her collarbone down to her elbow, and then vanished. The moon was moving. Hiding behind the clouds. Time was passing, no matter how much he wanted it to stop and give him the rest of eternity in bed beside his mate.

She was sleeping deep. Her chest rose and fell with even breaths. He brushed his fingers over the fine blond hairs on her stomach as it moved, tracing the lines of shadows on the hollows of her ribs.

He could have stayed there forever with her, alone in the cottage, just the two of them.

But they weren’t alone, not really. The ghost of his brother loomed above that damn cliff. Dead, but still watchful.

When he finally, reluctantly checked the clock, it was midnight. The final day was over.

Abel kissed Rylie on the shoulder. She didn’t stir.

He got out of bed, got dressed, and went for a walk.

Abel stood at the entrance of the greenhouses with his thumbs hooked in his pockets, gazing down at the sanctuary under heavy snowfall. The canopy had been disassembled, dinner cleared out. A couple of werewolves were still wandering around, laughing loudly, voices echoing off the trees. They were probably drinking. It was the only thing to do in the sanctuary on a Friday night, especially since they couldn’t go visit other towns to party anymore.

It didn’t take long for the drinking werewolves to disappear into their homes. The lights in the cottages blinked out one by one, darkening the snow. In a few long minutes, everything was silent and peaceful, like a fucking Christmas card.

He guessed Rylie would think it looked pretty. To him, it looked an awful lot like a cemetery, even if it only had one grave in it.

He’d had a good day in that cemetery. As good a day as he could manage, ongoing fuckups with Abram aside. He had gotten down and did the hard work an Alpha didn’t have to do. He had spent time with Rylie. And that was about all the goodness a man like him could hope for.

Every second of it had hurt.

“Hello, Abel.”

A man was suddenly standing beyond the edge of the greenhouses. The fact that he had gotten so close without alerting Abel’s werewolf senses made the back of his neck prickle.

They were almost at eye-level with each other, though Abel’s boots gave him an inch of height advantage. This other man was olive-skinned and dark-haired with pale blue eyes that seemed to glow in the darkness. He wore a cable knit sweater and hiking boots that were damp with melting snow, which meant that he had walked into the sanctuary from Northgate, entering through the hole in the wards.

In a way, he kind of looked like Nash. Smelled a little like him too. That weird, unearthly scent of forest fires hung around both of them, even when neither had been anywhere near anything burning.

Abel knew instantly what this man wanted, and a hard knot of dread clenched in his throat. A sense of inevitability.

James Faulkner had come for Abel.

















Two




When Michael awoke naturally rather than by the chime of the bells, he immediately knew something was wrong.

Eve’s temple contained a clock that could be heard from anywhere in Shamain, the ethereal metropolis. It ran on the vibrations of ancient, flawless crystals that would never skip the smallest fraction of a second, and it hadn’t required adjustment—not once—since the foundation of the city.

He dropped from his roost in downtown Shamain and landed on a bridge arching over the canal. There was already another angel waiting there: Azrael, the bookkeeper that worked in the building across the street from Michael. Azrael was a severe man who usually looked like he had been carved from particularly emotionless marble. Today, though, there was the faint crease of a line between his eyebrows.

“The clock,” Michael said, lifting his eyes to the temple on the hill where the Tree had once been rooted. The temple was a tall column of white stone with its highest corridors built in the shape of stylized branches.

“The clock,” Azrael agreed.

They whipped their wings wide and lifted into the air. The city below glowed with cool blue light—illumination that was partially fueled by its few remaining inhabitants, and gradually dimming as the centuries passed. No new angels had been born since Eve’s death, and many others had moved to Earth or other ethereal dimensions rather than live on as curators of a dead city.

Even so, Michael and Azrael weren’t the only angels to arrive at the base of Eve’s temple. Several of their brethren congregated on the perfectly maintained lawn, its emerald grass soft and moist under their feet.

“What’s happened here?” asked Moroni when Michael landed.

“Someone must have forgotten to wind the clock,” Michael said, knowing that it wasn’t possible even as he spoke the words. He was one of two angels that tended the temple district and the clock within Eve’s memorial. He had never forgotten to wind it. Raqib wouldn’t have, either.

The answer didn’t seem to satisfy anyone, but nobody moved to enter the temple and find out the truth.

Michael squared his shoulders. It was his clock to maintain; having it fail to chime meant that it was his duty to investigate as well.

The angels stood aside as Michael climbed the stairs, legs leaden with dread. He approached a smooth, blank section of the temple wall and a golden door appeared at his touch. It was bordered on either side by stained glass windows that seemed so much darker than usual, as if there were curtains on the opposite side—which there were not.

Michael pushed the door open.

It was impossibly dark inside the temple considering that everything in Heaven glowed. There shouldn’t have been a single shadow in all of Shamain. Yet he could barely see a few feet beyond the threshold.

He did, however, see a single foot, a bare ankle, and the curve of a woman’s calf in a puddle of silvery angel blood. There was a scrap of peach-colored cloth fluttering at her knee. Tattered feathers clung to the blood.

Michael’s heart contracted.

He stepped outside and pulled the door shut, heart hammering. The others had questioning looks on their faces. None seemed overly concerned. None had seen what Michael had seen.

He was calm as he told Moroni, “Summon Nashriel.”




Angels didn’t love each other like humans did. Love was weak. Friendship was ridiculous. They did, however, form alliances, and the strongest alliance was marriage. It was rare between angels, but not unheard of. There were benefits to joining lives in holy matrimony before the eyes of Adam and Eve, the ones who had made them. It was prestigious. It meant property and special responsibilities in the Heavenly court.

When Leliel had suggested marriage to Nash during the First War, he had agreed. And at the time, if anyone had asked Nash Adamson if he loved Leliel, he would have said yes. He might have even meant it. He and Leliel were an excellent partnership in court. They advocated the same causes, held a large manor in the foothills, enjoyed one another’s company.

Was that not love? The bond of companionship?

That was before Leliel learned that Nash had remained loyal to Adam in the war, before she had betrayed and imprisoned him in the Haven—and many years before Summer.

Still, what he had shared with his ex-wife was different from what he had shared with other angels.

He was not prepared to see her like this.

Leliel looked like she had been forced to the ground rather than having fallen. One arm was bent backward. Her chin was twisted toward the opposite shoulder, leaving her chestnut hair to veil her face and bare her throat.

Her throat. Lord, her throat.

A ring of blood marked the side of her neck, shimmering with the silvery light that all angel blood did, though it seemed somewhat dulled. The puddle around her was smeared. It looked like someone had been wiping the blood with their fingers.

Or licking it.

Nash tugged on the lapels of his suit to flatten them over his chest, loosening the top button of his shirt. The temperature in Heaven was always like that of a warm seaside day, moist and pleasant, but he suddenly felt choked by his shirt.

This was no more violent or ghastly than anything he had seen while fighting demons along the fissure. In fact, he had left behind a far bloodier battle against brutes in the American Midwest to respond to Moroni’s summons. But this was so much more personal than a battle among cornfields. This was in their home.

“Who found her?” Nash asked.

It was Michael who spoke. “I did. The clock didn’t chime at seven this morning. When I came to investigate why…” The tips of his wings twitched in a gesture similar to a shrug.

“Did the clock chime six?”

“I was asleep. I don’t know.”

Nash stepped back and lifted his eyes to the clock. He could see the rear of its face with starlight shining through. The hands pointed at the four thirty position.

There were no services in Eve’s temple until the eleventh hour, and the attendants didn’t arrive until eight to maintain the murals and oil the gears. The building would have been empty during her assault. No witnesses. No suspects.

He hiked up the legs of his slacks and kneeled beside her, careful not to touch any of her blood. It filled the tiniest cracks in the marble underneath her and blackened the white stone.

“Why call for me?” Nash asked, gaze fixed upon Leliel’s slack face. He had kissed her lips many times before—the chaste, passionless kisses shared by angels. The sight of those lips turned bloodless blue nauseated him. “Because of our former union?”

Michael shifted uncomfortably beyond the edge of the blood. Another angel entered the archway behind him, carrying cleaning equipment that looked out of place, too modern against the backdrop of the hallowed temple. “Because you’re the only one who seems prepared,” he said in a whisper.

Nash suppressed a shudder. “Who else knows what’s happened?”

“Only you and Raqib,” Michael said. “We’ve been discreet.”

Nash touched Leliel’s throat. He almost startled when he felt the slow throb of a fading pulse.

She was alive.

“Don’t be discreet, Michael,” Nash said, gathering Leliel into his arms, unconcerned by the blood that she smeared over the breast of his shirt. “Spread it far and wide. Tell them all. Everyone needs to know so that they can prepare too.”

Michael took a quick step back as Nash carried Leliel for the door. “Tell them what?”

Nash hesitated on the threshold, gazing down at the wound on Leliel’s neck. It was easier to see the teeth marks with her head tipped back.

“Shamain has been invaded,” Nash said.




There was something of Eve’s features in Leliel’s face. Nash had always thought that Leliel had inherited more from their mother than most of Eve’s offspring. Their mother had taken particular pride in crafting her first daughter.

Unconscious in bed, Leliel looked most like Eve had in her funeral. Nash still remembered viewing Eve’s body in her home, which later became the temple, and how terrible the cries of the angels had been at the sight of their dead mother.

Nash looked up to see that several angels had followed him into Leliel’s bedroom. Michael and Azrael and Raqib milled around the door with stricken expressions, as if reliving the same memory that Nash was.

“What are you doing?” he asked. It came out much harsher than he intended. “What if her assailant is still in the city? Form search parties.” They didn’t immediately move, and Nash barked, “You heard me.”

They left, and Nash was alone with Leliel in her bedroom. It had once been their bedroom, before the trial had stripped him of his titles, property, and marriage. She had changed much in the centuries that had passed. All of the furniture had been replaced. She had also had several new portraits commissioned from master artists on the walls, and they were only portraits of Leliel now. The ones that had included Nash were long gone.

Being in that room was a strange trip through time, and an entirely unwelcome one. He would have preferred to be back on the battlefront.

Nash washed the blood from Leliel’s wounds, found the sheets where she had always kept them, and tidied the bed. Once that was done, there was nothing he could do but wait to see if Leliel would awaken, or if the city would soon dim with her death.

They’d had healers in the last war, but the art of magecraft was long gone. Their documentation had burned in Eden’s library—as great a tragedy as the burning of the Tree itself. Once the master mages were killed in the battle with Yatai, there had been no hope of recovering them.

Leliel’s life was out of his hands.

“Teeth,” he mused, sitting on the bed beside her. She had been bitten on the neck. That wasn’t the preferred method of killing of any demon he knew.

His fingers tracing along the ragged edge of the wound made Leliel stir. Her eyelids fluttered, opened to slits. She couldn’t seem to focus on him.

“Nashriel,” she said.

“I’m here. What happened to you?” It seemed rude to jump to the questions, but she was still pale, barely moving; if she were to die, he needed the truth first.

Leliel struggled to swallow. Her breaths were shallow and raspy. “This is how history is made,” she whispered. “Not in epic battles sweeping across the planes of Hell, not in petty struggles at gas stations on Earth, not playing a game of tug-of-war over mortal lives.”

His alarm grew. “What are you talking about?”

“Life is cheap. Humans birth and die in the barest of blinks, and demons are no better. Battles on Earth are meaningless.”

Nash had seen many of those battles firsthand while Leliel legislated from the comfortable safety of Shamain. Hot anger writhed like serpents in his belly. “What have you done?”

She continued to speak, quieter than before, as if she were no longer speaking to him but only muttering to herself. He had to lean close to hear. “War is a game of minds played out in the meeting of leaders. Quiet back-room deals, oaths and allegiances, bribery.” Her eyes were closed now. She swallowed again.

She was silent for so long that Nash feared that he had lost her. He seized her wrist. “Leliel. Speak to me.”

“Everyone wants something,” Leliel finally said. “Anyone can be bought.” Her free hand lifted. She touched a finger to her forehead. “Look.”

Her features were unblemished from the battle. She wasn’t gesturing to a wound.

She was inviting him to look within her mind.

Nash’s lip curled. Angels seldom got physically intimate with each other; a sharing of minds was considered to be far more appropriate for a married couple than sex. He had shared minds with Leliel many, many years in the past. He had no urge to do it again—to be that intimate with the woman who had accused him of sedition.

He rubbed his palms down the front of his slacks and realized that they were spotted with her blood. He grimaced.

She was in no position to speak what he needed to know.

“Very well,” Nash said. “Just once more.” Summer would understand.

He closed his eyes and opened his mind. Leliel’s thoughts were a dim, flickering light in the darkness, with none of the usual radiance that came from the mind of an angel.

Nash reached for her mind and sank deep inside.

She showed him the city from above.

Leliel stood in front of a window, gazing through it to Shamain below. She felt swells of pride at the sight of it, knowing that she was all that stood between this beautiful land and utter, permanent darkness.

This was a memory, not a fantasy. Nash understood intuitively that he was seeing something that Leliel had done earlier that morning. He was lodged deep in her mind, sensing what she sensed, thinking what she thought.

Leliel stood in one of the highest branches of the temple. It was nothing but a delicate passage with a single room at the end, like an apple dangling from the tip of a twig. The gemstones set into the elaborate woodwork of the windows glowed with internal light, bathing Leliel’s flesh in tones of blue and gold.

There was moisture beading the other side of the window. Though there were no clouds, a misty drizzle was falling on Shamain. It made a hazy gold halo over the tops of the buildings, which were roofed with white tile. On the opposite hill she could see the coliseum where the ethereal coalition met while angels moved through the streets far below. They were calm, unaware that Leliel was about to save all of their lives.

How? Nash wondered. He had heard of no impending battles or negotiations.

But Leliel was confident that the war was approaching its end.

“Where are you?” Leliel murmured. Her breath fogged the window and blurred her view of the canals.

For a moment Nash thought that she was addressing him, but Leliel’s memory was unaware of its passenger. She was speaking to someone else that hadn’t yet arrived.

A whisper sighed through the room, and Leliel turned to see if someone had joined her. But even though she thought that she had heard cloth slithering across the floor, she was alone. All that she found behind her was a mural of Eve in her early days: the most beautiful of all angels, with her arms extended in the eternal offer of an embrace. Sapphire blue curtains framed her, held back by gold cord.

Eve’s pale eyes were knowing, as if she realized what Leliel was doing and was saddened.

Leliel decided that her perception was nothing more than a sentimental hallucination. She tugged the knot on the cord and let the curtains fall closed over Eve, shielding her painted face.

She lifted her dress at the knees and moved into the hallway. Long windows allowed the starlight to splash on the floor as she searched for the person she expected to meet.

As she walked, she extinguished the last of the lamps in the temple and drew more curtains, allowing relative darkness to fall over the hallway—as dark as anything could ever become in Heaven. The twilit blue that remained was dim enough that Leliel needed to allow her eyes to adjust to it.

The center floors of Eve’s temple were occupied by the heart of a massive clock. Its gears grinded softly against each other, metal rubbing on metal as a pendulum kept the seconds. Each gear was as tall as Leliel when her wings were lifted, and she could feel the vibrations in her hollow bones.

She rested her hands on the railing and leaned over to look down through the rotating gears.

There was someone standing in the center of the floor below.

This individual did not glow with the light of angels. In fact, he or she seemed to suck the light out of the temple, darkening the bottom floor as though it were filled with a black fog. Nash felt sick to see it.

That thing, whatever it was, did not belong in Shamain.

“Up here,” Leliel called softly, as though afraid someone would hear.

The darkness on the first floor vanished. She heard slithering behind her.

Leliel spun to find that the creature had reappeared at her back. An uncomfortable chill sank over her flesh. Ordinarily, demons shouldn’t have been able to phase through the glow of the ethereal city. But the curtained windows and extinguished lamps were enough to allow the demon to jump floors as easily as she would have on Earth.

This woman was of average height and unremarkable in appearance, interchangeable with any number of demons with her black hair and pallid flesh. She wore a leather bustier that was the ruddy color of an Irishman’s cheeks. Her head lolled to the side as though her neck were broken. Her hair fell over her eyes, obscuring them.

For an instant, Leliel believed that it was the current ruler of the Palace of Dis: Elise Kavanagh, murderer of Adam. But this was not the Godslayer. There was nothing human in this creature, breasts and hips and pouting red lips aside.

This was Atropos, a megaira. Leliel had met her once before when dealing with Belphegor. He had at least two of these…things.

The knowledge that Leliel had seen Belphegor recently came as a shock to Nash, though no more shocking than the realization that she had orchestrated this meeting. She had invited a demon into Shamain deliberately. She had darkened the temple to make it hospitable. And she must have told Atropos how to get in.

Leliel was speaking. “Did Belphegor send you as liaison?”

Atropos didn’t reply.

“I wanted to talk to your master and your master alone,” Leliel said. “I won’t settle for a liaison. Return to him and tell him this.”

Atropos didn’t move except to twitch. This twitch rippled through all of the frozen muscles, making her flesh shiver and her lips tremble.

Leliel extended her wings behind her. She took care not to flare her power, only stretching the tips of her wings to either wall, leaving the feathers as unlit as those of a bird. “Did you hear me? Return to your master and remind him that we had an agreement.”

Another twitch. Atropos flickered like aging film skipping frames.

Such demon tricks might intimidate a mortal, but Leliel was one of Eve’s first children. She had seen those things a hundred times and was unimpressed.

Leliel lifted her chin haughtily. “Tell me when you’re willing to cooperate, Atropos. Better yet—have Belphegor tell me when he’s ready. I’ll have nothing to do with his games.”

The angel slipped down the stairs, one hand on the banister. The stairs twisted through the gears of the clock and carried Leliel down toward the safety of the first floor and the door beyond.

She heard the whisper of cloth on stone.

And then the megaira was upon Leliel.

Cold hands clamped on to her upper arms, digging fingernails into her triceps. The hair had fallen from Atropos’s face. Her eyes were endlessly black and as empty as a corpse’s.

With a shout, Leliel shoved her away. Atropos slipped two steps down before she caught her footing.

“Betrayal?” Leliel hissed. “We had an agreement.”

The megaira’s only response was to leap, hands outstretched, black hair flying behind her.

Leliel released her power, letting the energy shine through her wings in an explosive burst of sunlight. It flooded the gears of the clock with white-gold light and chased away the shadows. She focused it all on the demon and willed her to disappear.

Atropos should have been immediately burned away, returned to the pits of Hell. But she only staggered, flung her arms over her face, and stood her ground.

Leliel’s hands were outstretched, straining with the effort it took to sustain that level of power. “Leave,” she urged Atropos. “Be gone, damn you!”

The megaira’s fingernails flashed at her face, and Leliel leaped into the air, lifting herself inches off the stairs and beyond Atropos’s reach.

The demon lunged up the stairs and grabbed for Leliel.

It was easy to dodge her, but Atropos’s nails caught a swirl of fabric from her dress, tearing it at the hem. A long stretch of Leliel’s olive-skinned leg was bared to the cool temple air.

Leliel hadn’t brought her sword as a show of good faith. Now she could think of nothing but the flaming blade, forming its image perfectly in her mind as though it hovered in front of her, and she prayed to it as she had once prayed to Adam.

Nash longed to reach through the memory and slap his ex-wife.

You fool, you damn blasted fool…

Atropos caught Leliel by the throat and pinned her to the railing.

“Belphegor says that the deal is off,” Atropos rasped.

Leliel’s heart swelled with fear. She shoved at Atropos, trying to push her away, using all the power in her muscles to fight against the demon.

It should have been an easy fight. It was Shamain, for the love of Eve—the angels’ home where no demon could survive, where the ethereal light of God’s glory and the lingering glow of the Tree stretched for centuries after its removal. Atropos shouldn’t have been able to exist there if Leliel didn’t will it, much less win a battle of muscle.

Yet Atropos bent Leliel slowly but surely toward her, one arm locking around Leliel’s waist like a steel shackle as the other gripped the base of her right wing. Razor-sharp nails dug into her flesh.

Even as Leliel arched her back, Atropos simply leaned forward to close the space between them. Atropos’s mouth latched on to Leliel’s throat, tongue cold and slimy against her skin, lips clammy.

For an instant, she felt the light graze of sharp teeth against her flesh.

And then Atropos bit.

Pain flooded Nash as strongly as it had Leliel. He could feel the fangs scraping his veins, tearing the muscles ragged.

They were dying.

“We haven’t been able to find anything, sir.”

The voice snapped Nash out of Leliel’s mind.

His eyes opened.

Nash was sweating and panting as if recovering from the fight against Atropos. But he hadn’t moved since shutting his eyes. His ex-wife was still unconscious in bed. There were other angels on the other side of the room, Michael among them.

Nash adjusted his suit, though there was no point in trying to compose himself when he was drenched in Leliel’s blood.

Leliel had invited Atropos into the city. No—she had invited Belphegor, a lord of Hell. She had violated their city’s defenses and made them all vulnerable.

Now she was paying for it.

Michael was speaking and had been for several seconds. Nash was slow to catch up to the conversation. He lifted a hand to quiet the other angel. “Wait. What did you say? Start from the beginning.”

“There’s no trace of Leliel’s attacker,” Michael said. “We have been unable to sense infernal forces.”

Annoyance prickled at the back of Nash’s neck. “Did you search visually?”

Michael looked surprised by the idea that they should actually conduct a real search. “Would you like us to?”

“Yes,” Nash said through clenched teeth, “and be very thorough. This isn’t over.”

The angel looked like he wanted to ask more. He must have realized that Nash had been joined with Leliel’s mind to get information. But to mention it would be extremely rude, and Nash wasn’t going to volunteer the information.

Uriel broke away from the others and took Nash’s arm. He lowered his voice. “We have a problem.”

Those four words were the least surprising thing that Nash could think of hearing at the moment, yet they still chilled him. Yemiel was standing on the far end of the room, absorbed in conversation with Raqib, and hadn’t heard Uriel’s report.

To say that something was wrong seemed a gross understatement. With Leliel unconscious and drained of blood, attacked within the confines of Shamain itself, there was no way that anything could possibly be right.

Nash stepped closer to Uriel and lowered his voice. “A problem of what nature, exactly?”

“Unusual activity,” Uriel said. He began walking and Nash followed. The halls of Leliel’s manor were being kept brighter than usual. Every torch was lit, the stones encouraged to release their maximum glow. “Something is happening on Earth.”

“You’ll have to get more specific than that,” Nash said.

Uriel rubbed his thumb over the pommel of the saber strapped to his hip, like he found comfort in the gesture. It looked entirely out of place against his skinny jeans, long scarf, and thick-framed glasses. “I would be more precise if I had more information. There’s a farmhouse outside Matamoros, Mexico that’s being guarded by demons.”

“Guarded? You’re certain?”

“Absolutely,” Uriel said.

If it was true, then that was more concentrated activity than they had observed for weeks. The attack patterns had become random recently, as if they were meant to wear down the human forces protecting evacuees without any interest in any particular location. Leliel believed—and Nash reluctantly agreed—that the leaders of Hell were only attempting to distract them from what was really happening, though they had no clue what that might be.

But a farmhouse in Mexico being guarded—that could be something. Considering that Uriel had spotted it so soon after Leliel’s attack by Atropos…

It seemed too coincidental.

Nash glanced over his shoulder at the angels hovering around Leliel’s bedside again. They didn’t notice that he had gone yet.

“Show me what you’ve found,” he said.




Crossing between Heaven and Earth was more pleasant than crossing into Hell, though not much easier now that so much of Hell’s atmosphere had been pumped into Earth’s.

Nash and Uriel flew into North America, and time distorted. The air grew dry and harsh as the world darkened around them.

Leaving the light of Shamain behind was excruciating, filling Nash’s heart with the immediate ache of homesickness. The fact that the city still had that effect on him so long after his banishment made his stomach twist with sick anger. Shamain had cradled him in his youth, but it had rejected him, too; it was not the home that he had chosen.

Yet it was hard to be glad to descend from the clouds above North America, sweeping through bitterly acidic air, soaked with frigid rain that made his jacket cling to his back. Through the haze, he could see the bottom right quadrant of the glowing red X that crisscrossed the continent. Hellfire gleamed dimly in the night.

Uriel led Nash over the fissure, darting sleek and fast through the buffeting air currents that made flight so hard above the gash leading into Hell.

“Here,” he shouted over the wind, folding his wings back to descend toward Matamoros.

The city was situated on the east side of the country, just south of Texas’s border. The air was cleaner than it was near the fissure to the northeast, purified by storms that bent the trees and slicked the streets. Most of the city seemed to have escaped siege from demonic attack, but there had been no electricity for weeks. The residents dwelled in darkness.

The angels shot beyond the limits of the town to farmland. Uriel stopped above one particular farm and pointed at the fields.

Nash snapped his wings out to hold himself suspended a few hundred feet above the ground as he tracked the silhouetted demons moving through the maíz. They weren’t moving toward any particular farmhouse, nor were they moving away from them. The motion was lateral, like a wide orbit with one tin-roofed house as its pivot point.

Patrolling.

Nash and Uriel dropped into the trees beyond the edge of the property and folded their wings back. The branches sheltered them from the worst of the wind, but Nash was already drenched; he felt soggy into his marrow. He never had to put up with this kind of weather in the Haven.

“This is nowhere near the fissure,” Nash said, pushing his hair back off of his forehead. “Why would they be here, of all places?”

“My guess? It’s nearly equidistant from the two southern legs of the fissure—far enough that our normal searches wouldn’t find them.”

Nash gave Uriel a sideways look. The other angel was sodden, too. “Why were you here?”

“I’ve been tracking the movements of mortal military forces,” Uriel said, looking embarrassed. “They’re nearer to the fight than we are, and far more numerous. They have electronic surveillance. Their eyes are everywhere. I thought I might find something interesting by looking where their eyes do.”

No wonder he had been so discreet about his discovery. It was shameful to suggest that the mortals might have a better idea of what was happening in the war than the angels did. Everything that angels did was superior to humans—everything. They needed nothing and no one. Certainly not military surveillance.

The corner of Nash’s mouth twitched into a smile. He clapped a hand on Uriel’s shoulder. No words of comfort here—Uriel’s biases were his problem, not Nash’s. “We shouldn’t enter alone. Return to Shamain and alert Azrael; he’ll be able to assemble backup.”

“But there are two of us,” Uriel said. “They’re only demons.”

Until Nash had seen what wounded Leliel, he would have agreed. A single angel was enough to kill hundreds of demons under the right conditions. But Leliel had fought one-on-one against Atropos and lost, with nearly fatal results.

Nash wouldn’t be so arrogant. He would go home to Summer.

“Collect at least another three,” he said. “Five total, including us.”

Uriel didn’t seem to like those instructions, but he nodded. “Very well.” He took flight again.

Alone in the storm, Nash climbed atop a cluster of rocks and shielded himself from the wind and rain with his wings. It was hard to make out much detail in the night. He could still see the human-like figures circling the house—possibly nightmares. But the dark shapes in the fields were far more indistinct. They could have been fiends or naga and he never would have known.

Twin lights appeared on the horizon and grew. Nash’s wings went tense.

Headlights.

Not just a single pair of headlights, either—they were soon followed by another pair, and another. The headlights turned off as they crested the hill, but Nash could still feel the humans within the vehicles. They were approaching the farmhouse as quietly as possible.

Had the demons taken human allies?

Nash lifted into the wind, swooping over the fields to land on a tree near the house’s driveway. He sank down into the branches and allowed the leaves to conceal his position.

Nearer the house, he could tell that there were no nightmares patrolling the house. Rather, they were megaira: skeletal creatures with mostly human forms and slender serpents where hair should have been. Megaira feasted on anger and aggression. Interesting choice of guard for a demon outpost on Earth.

They would be extremely effective against humans, emotional beasts that they were. But megaira would be helpless against angels. Angels didn’t get angry.

Nash heard the first pops of gunfire echo over the fields. It sounded like firecrackers.

The humans were definitely not allies.

He closed his eyes and opened his other senses to the nearby mortals. There were fifty of them. No, forty-eight. Two had already fallen. Their minds vanished from his view at the same time.

Growls and snarls built within the long grass. It stirred the megaira to life. They loped toward the sounds of gunfire and left the front door of the farmhouse unguarded.

Nash didn’t hesitate. He dropped to the ground behind them once they had passed, folding his wings tight to his back so that he wouldn’t be visible, and peered through the window. It looked like an ordinary farmhouse. There was a living room decorated with rugs and family photos, though there was no family in sight. It seemed to have been undisturbed by the demons.

Perhaps it wasn’t the house they were guarding.

He heard rustling behind him.

Nash leaped easily onto the roof.

It wasn’t a demon that approached the house—it was a human, wearing black cargo pants and a flak jacket. His hair was mussed as though he had been wearing a helmet but had lost it. His eyes were wild. He bled from the scalp.

All that black gear and the assault rifle he hugged to his chest looked militaristic, but the man didn’t look Mexican. His features were strongly Middle Eastern.

When he turned, sweeping the muzzle of the rifle toward the seemingly empty night, Nash glimpsed bold white letters on the back of his jacket: UKA. Union of Kopides and Aspides. The military wing of the Office of Preternatural Affairs, an American institution that had bases in Los Angeles and Maryland.

He was a long way from home.

Movement caught Nash’s attention. The fight had moved past the farmhouse without ever reaching it, and now he saw faint muzzle flashes toward the barn. A single spotlight lit the structure’s interior, powered by a humming generator.

So that was what the demons had been guarding.

The Union man sprinted toward the fight.

“Excellent choice,” Nash muttered, taking off once more.

There were forty surviving men now. They had taken defensive positions behind rows of grapevines and a pair of trees, firing into the demons that stood between them and the barn. There were a half-dozen megaira, a few handfuls of fiends.

The Union didn’t see the megaira approaching them from behind.

A megaira seized a woman by the helmet and pulled hard. With a sickening pop, the helmet detached—and took the head with it. The blood sprayed directly in the line of light that spilled from the open barn door.

Nash soared overhead unseen as the Union whirled to fire on the demons. The mortals were penned in. No escape.

He landed on the roof. Nash couldn’t see what was within the barn, but the instant that he touched down, he knew.

There was an ethereal artifact inside.

He pressed both hands to the metal and shut his eyes. He could feel the energy of an ethereal gateway vibrating deep in his bones. He could almost see it, the radiance was so strong. It would be tall and arched. White stone with black veins. There would be marks rimming the bases of the parallel pillars, and it was those marks that called to him, asking him to open it wide.

Nash had no way to tell where that door would lead—not without opening it, which would require the help of a second angel. There were several gateways hidden on Earth still. It could have been any of them.

But this one was in the custody of demons. He was certain that meant that it would lead to Shamain.

More screams from below. He opened his eyes to see that the Union was losing their fight, numbers rapidly dwindling. Thirty left alive, now twenty-seven.

He hesitated.

The Union had thinned the numbers of the demons, but there were still too many for the mortals to handle. He had meant to wait for Uriel to return with backup. If Nash waited a few seconds longer, it would be too late for the humans.

He was momentarily tempted to stand aside and wait—to do the safe thing. But Summer’s face floated to the front of his mind. Her smile, her warmth.

She would want these humans saved.

Nash extended his wings and let his power flare.

The light inside the barn flickered then turned off. Shouts rose from the fight underneath him. Everyone was disoriented by the sudden darkness. The demons would adjust faster than the humans—Nash needed to move quickly.

He jerked the saber from its sheath and stepped over the side of the roof.

Nash flooded the blade with his energy. Flames leaped from the pommel, licking all the way up the cutting edge.

In the light of the fire he saw the megaira turn to him, looking stunned.

He plunged his blade into the belly of the nearest one.

The smell of cooked meat filled the air as he jerked it to the right, tearing the megaira open. He let his momentum carry him toward the next of them. The blade bit into her neck easily.

He flashed through the night, guiding the blade in graceful swings and thrusts. Necks and bellies and other soft places met metal and gave no resistance. Nash didn’t look closely at the damage he wrought; he took no joy in cutting them down where they stood.

Fiend limbs dropped on top of dead humans. A megaira crumpled.

They couldn’t land a single blow, these tiny demons—he was swift, merciless death delivered with no emotion but regret. Nothing that a megaira could feed on.

And in moments, the demons were dead.

He stopped with his sword outstretched, still sizzling as it burned away the last of the blood on its edge. His wings were wide. He stood in front of the door, back to the gate, facing the humans that looked shocked to see the vehicle of their salvation.

Nash sensed warmth at his back and turned.

The gate glowed to see him.

It filled the barn with pale blue light, much like that of Shamain. It had been constructed in the aisle between the stalls. The tack hanging on the walls looked so ordinary and clunky behind the elegant lines of the gate.

The glow of Nash’s wings increased in response to the gate, too, until they glowed at the same vibrancy.

Open me, it seemed to say.

“Sir,” someone said, snapping him out of his reverie.

Only then did he become aware of a stinging. He looked down to see a wound on his left thigh. Nash touched the injury and hissed—there was something hard lodged in the muscle. Someone had shot him during the fight.

It wasn’t the first time that he had been shot that year, and the second time was as ineffective as the first. That didn’t mean that it wasn’t excruciatingly painful. Nash would have to remove it soon, but he couldn’t step away from the gate, not until it was secure.

He turned to face the humans addressing him. The one with the UKA flak jacket had broken away from the others to approach. He appeared to be the leader.

“Which one of you shot me?” Nash asked.

The man had the decency to look embarrassed. “You surprised us.”

“I saved your lives.”

“That you did.” He set his gun down slowly then spread his fingers to show that he was unarmed. “Thanks for the assist.”

Assist? More like rescue.

“The name’s Yasir,” the mortal said, extending a hand. “Commander of Union Unit F9, and your new biggest fan.”

Nash didn’t acknowledge the offer of a handshake. “What are you doing here?”

“Securing the asset,” Yasir said.

The gate.

Nash’s feathers curled at the audacity of it. The implication that these mortals could possess ethereal artifacts rankled. “I’ll be taking the ‘asset’ to my city. The products of angelic craftsmanship are none of your concern.”

“Problem is, the ethereal city isn’t safe anymore,” Yasir said. “You’re talking about Shamain, right?” Nash gave him a blank look. “We have reason to believe that the gate won’t be safe for you to store. Nothing’s safe in Shamain. You need to let us lock it away somewhere that nobody can access it.”

“You mean to imply that it’s not safe among the angels who made it.”

“No implications here. I’m saying it outright. If you trust us, then we can explain further on the way to the secure site—we’ve been watching the ethereal gates closely and seeing bad, bad patterns. But this needs to move before we can chat. It needs to be gone now.”

Yasir looked like an honest man. Nash could usually tell when someone was telling the truth. But just because it was the only truth Yasir knew didn’t mean that it was fact—and there was no chance in any of the worlds above and below that Nash would allow these mortal men to take an ethereal gateway.

A few of the soldiers began aiming their guns, as if such weapons could kill him. The muscles in his thigh cramped to remind him that non-fatal weapons could still be extremely irritating. Maybe even disabling.

“You’re making a mistake,” Nash said softly.

“We’re trying to save you guys,” Yasir said. “We’re trying to save us all.” He lifted his hands toward the surviving men. “We don’t want to fight—you need to listen to us.”

Nash felt the growing warmth of approaching angels. Finally, Uriel was returning.

“Leave our artifacts alone,” Nash said.

The angels descended from above.

He flung his wings wide, flaring them as bright as the midday sun.

Yasir shouted. Guns fired. Feathers flew.

Nash moved faster than the humans did, darting into the barn with four of his newly arrived brethren at his side, and his hands encircled the pillar of the gate. Each of the angels touched it. Their minds joined in a moment of brilliant unity.

And then the angels and the gate were gone.

















Three




Abram awoke to the sound of someone pounding at the church office’s door. It beat a panicked tattoo as urgent as war drums.

He sat up with a groan, rubbing a hand down his face. The cot shoved into the corner of the priest’s office creaked dangerously under his weight.

The priest’s office in St. Philomene’s Cathedral had been converted to a bedroom in anticipation of Stephanie Whyte’s return. She was a doctor and the high priestess of the Half Moon Bay Coven, and she had reluctantly agreed to help with Northgate’s rehabilitation efforts. Until she returned, though, the office served as guest quarters for visitors from the sanctuary.

The two guest beds had been fit under a stained glass window of an apple in a leafy garden, which cast dappled green and blue light where he had been lying—bright enough that he thought there had to be sunlight, actual sunlight, on the other side. Neither the light nor the sound bothered Summer, who was out cold on a mattress against the other wall. One arm was flung over her face. She was snoring.

They had spent most of the night trading with the people who lived in Northgate—a lengthy affair that involved a lot of good-natured arguing and, inevitably, breaking into the alcohol reserves. Abram didn’t participate, but Summer loved drinking half of the town’s residents under the table with the help of her werewolf metabolism. If he left her alone, she would be out for hours.

“Hey,” he grumbled. “Someone’s here.”

She didn’t even twitch.

The knocking grew more insistent. Abram pushed to his feet and stumbled for the door, snagging a shirt off of the desk as he went. It was too damn early in the morning for something urgent to be happening. If demons were invading Northgate, he was just going to have to roll over and let it happen. Let them eat him. At least he could keep sleeping.

More knocking.

He jerked his shirt over his head.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” he said.

As he shuffled toward the door, he realized that knocking wasn’t the only sound he heard. There were voices beyond the walls of the cathedral. People were on the lawn between the office and the trailers where the priests used to live. It couldn’t have been long after sunrise, but it sounded like the entire town was already awake.

The knocking persisted. Abram hiked up his sweats, made sure that all of his parts and pieces were covered, then opened the door.

It was Josaiah, the witch that ran the base of operations at St. Philomene’s Cathedral. “Ready?”

Abram rubbed his bleary eyes. “For what?”

“It’s homecoming day,” Josaiah said.

Crap. Homecoming day. Between trying to keep Summer from giving herself alcohol poisoning and loading everything they had traded into the pickup, Abram had forgotten that they had a second, more important, reason for visiting Northgate. “What time is it?”

“Almost noon. They’ll be here within the hour.”

Double crap.

“We’ll be out in a second,” Summer mumbled without sitting up. Her head was hidden under her pillow.

Abram snorted. “Yeah. What she said.”

He shut the door on Josaiah and locked it.

Northgate was no longer populated by the God-fearing families that had been there for generations; they had evacuated after the fissure split the streets and been replaced by former slaves liberated from Dis. Those who remained were the ones that had no surviving families or were too broken to return to them.

The new residents of Northgate were mostly good men. Better still, they were properly respectful of the werewolves, and they’d been able to form a symbiotic relationship. The humans guarded the bridge. The werewolves guarded the humans. They traded, cooperated, and generally recognized Rylie and Abel’s Alpha leadership.

Abram was still extremely cautious when they visited, keeping all doors locked and a constant eye on his sister. Some of the people had come back from Hell…wrong. There had been mental breakdowns. Random acts of violence. Even good people could do bad things after years of being tortured by demons.

That was also why he needed to be there when the liberated slaves came through the fissure. Rylie trusted him to keep everyone in line.

He dressed quickly, tossing clothes at Summer in bed.

“Get up,” he said.

Her hand flopped over the side table. “Glass of water.”

Abram sighed and put a water bottle within reach of her grasping fingers. The fact that she burned her way through alcohol so quickly didn’t mean that she couldn’t get hangovers—just that it was well deserved when she did.

It took him all of twenty seconds to get dressed, and he waited in the nave as Summer followed suit. The pews had been removed to make room for meeting tables. The basement, which used to be occupied by a cult, was now a storeroom. Josaiah was hauling boxes out of storage and loading them onto a cart. “Help?” he asked.

Abram lifted one of the heavier boxes for him and peeked inside. It was a standard care package—blankets, donated jackets, water bottles. “How many are we expecting today?”

“No idea,” Josaiah said. “Neuma didn’t have a number.”

Summer emerged from the office looking bright-eyed and fresh. There was no way to tell that she had spent the night drinking and had woken up late aside from the fact she had pulled her normally wild curls into a ponytail rather than styling them. “You guys still here? What’s taking so long? Let’s get going!”

Josaiah rolled his eyes behind her back.

Half of the town was waiting for them outside, prepared to follow them to the bridge at the center of town. Summer waved at them when she stepped out onto the stairs like she thought she was Eva Perón. “Don’t encourage them,” Abram muttered.

She socked him in the arm. “Don’t be a grouch. They’re excited.”

The hundred or so humans at their backs didn’t look excited. They looked worried, resolved, suspenseful. But definitely not happy.

Homecoming was never all that happy.

Bain Marshall towered over the center of town, hand outstretched, eyes lifted to the sky. The base of the statue was scorched and ash-caked and wouldn’t stay clean no matter how often they scrubbed it. Above the shoulders, he glowed brighter than the hazy winter sky. Below the knees, he might as well have been carved from lava rock.

The fissure into Dis hadn’t widened lately, but it was already broader than the length of a limousine, so it didn’t really need to grow to look like a hideous scar gouging the face of Northgate. It always felt like the hottest days of midsummer near the fissure. And every gust of wind beat the smoke away so that Abram could glimpse Dis below. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to that.

As they approached, he caught a glimpse of Summer toying with her engagement ring out of the corner of his eye, lost deep in thought.

“Abel’s a dick,” he said. “Don’t let it get to you.”

She looked startled. “He’s not a dick.”

“He’s being a dick about your wedding. I’d say that makes him a dick.”

“He isn’t being a—look, stop saying the word ‘dick.’ He’s just worrying about me.” She quickly amended it to, “He’s worrying about us. That’s his job. He’s our father, after all.”

Abram snorted. “Since when?”

She poked him in the ear. He swatted her hand away.

“I’m worried about him, too. Did he seem weird to you yesterday?” Summer asked.

“Being a dick isn’t weird for him.”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, apparently we’re not having adult conversations today. Forget about it. I trust that he doesn’t intend to be mean about the wedding.” But she was still toying with her ring as they approached the fissure. Her face melted into a smile when they entered the square. “Cute,” she said, “really cute.”

Abram followed her gaze to the pylons marking the edge of the bridge. They were decorated with Christmas garlands. It must have been recent, because the tacky silver plastic hadn’t been caked in smoke yet. Red bows had been tied around the tops of the pylons.

“Cute,” Abram echoed. More like freaking weird. It was a bridge to Hell. Even if they had an alliance with the current demon in charge, for however long that lasted, it was still a goddamn bridge to Hell. No amount of holiday cheer would change that.

It must have been the Scions who put up the decorations. That was what the informal coalition that guarded the bridge called themselves. They weren’t anyone special, no soldiers or battle-capable witches—just a few humans with guns and a determination to keep the bridge safe. Abram didn’t think a couple dozen guys would stand a chance against the hordes if the bridge were breached, but it seemed to make everyone feel better.

Three Scions were watching the bridge that day. There were always at least three. They saluted Summer and Abram on approach.

She waved to the guards. “Hey, guys! How’s it hanging?”

“Tucked in my sock,” said a blond Scion who couldn’t have been older than seventeen. He snickered when he added, “Ma’am.”

Abram bristled, but Summer was laughing. “In your sock? I somehow doubt that.”

“I believe that’s called a burn, son,” said another Scion, an older man with a hunting rifle. The kid elbowed him and blushed furiously.

The people that had followed them from the cathedral spread around the fissure, murmuring among themselves. The Scions parted to allow Summer and Abram to stand at the top of the bridge, looking down on the crystalline path and trying not to gag on smoke.

Abram hated everything about homecoming days. He especially dreaded the arrival of the messenger that notified them of an impending homecoming since it was that succubus, Neuma, nine times out of ten. He could never guess what kind of ridiculous outfit she would be wearing. If it weren’t a metal bikini, it would be an elaborate costume made from demon bone and feathers, or sometimes full armor with the banner of the Palace trailing behind her.

She’d tried to seduce Abram twice, too. Wasn’t even subtle about how much she wanted his cock—her words, not his. It made his skin crawl.

Each time she climbed up the bridge, Neuma made a big presentation out of announcing that more slaves had been freed and would soon be coming “home,” all thanks to the glory of the Godslayer: father of all demons, ruler of the Palace of Dis, liberator of oppressed mortals.

Abram appreciated what the so-called “liberator” was doing. He had fought alongside Elise Kavanagh and knew she was the real deal. The terrifying-as-fuck, I-hope-I-never-have-to-fight-you real deal. But Neuma’s announcements always felt like a sales pitch, and Abram wasn’t much for the emotional manipulation. The fact that it so thoroughly awed the human inhabitants of Northgate just made it more annoying.

And the days that the humans actually arrived—it was even worse.

Summer spoke suddenly. “I see them. Hey, Josaiah? Bring the blankets over here.”

The witch dragged the cart to her side. She handed a blanket to Abram then picked up an armful for herself. They were woolen and itchy. Nothing fancy, but very warm.

A woman shouted from behind them. “Here they come!”

Abram returned his attention to the fissure. Human silhouettes were almost to the top of the crystal bridge, figures distorted as they passed between dimensions. They began to stagger as they broke through. Everything about Earth and Hell was different—the gravity, the light, the atmosphere, even the speed at which time passed. It was enough to put a lot of people into shock.

The first person to reach Earth’s soil hit her knees with a ragged sob. Her head had been shaved bald. There were visible sores on her cheeks and her palms were raw. Her left foot was missing. She walked on a stump wrapped in bandages.

Summer let out an oh of pain, as if she were the one covered in lesions. She kneeled beside the woman and wrapped her in a blanket. It wasn’t fast enough—the liberated slave was already shaking hard from the change in temperature.

“It’s okay,” Summer murmured, hugging the blanket around her shoulders, “you’re home now. You’re home.”

The woman just clutched Summer and sobbed.

Northgate’s inhabitants moved in as more people emerged from the smoke. Everyone had blankets and words of kindness. Worse, all of them had knowing expressions—because they’d all been there, suffered the same things, and knew what it was to be free.

Some voices rose in joy. Most were crying because it hurt. Everything hurt.

This part—this was the worst part. Not Neuma’s grandstanding and come-ons. The pain, the crying, having to see the evidence of what the demons were doing in Hell.

Abram’s shoulders were knotted with tension. His motions were stiff and mechanical as he caught an old woman who almost collapsed.

“I’ve got you,” he said gruffly.

She stared at him, eyes wide but unseeing. “Who are you?” she asked, fingers traveling over his face. He almost pulled away until he realized that her gaze wasn’t blank with shock. She had been blinded in Hell.

“I’m Abram,” he said. “I’m here to help.”

“Abram.” She echoed it like a prayer.

There was a tractor with a flatbed nearby that would transport the liberated to the cathedral. Abram lifted the old woman onto it.

“I have kids,” she told him. “I need to find them.”

“We’ll see what we can do,” Abram said, swallowing down pangs of grief. Time moved much more slowly in Hell than on Earth. If this woman had children when she went to Hell, chances were good that they weren’t children anymore—or alive at all.

She smiled blankly at him. “Thank you.”

He returned to the Scions and took count of the slaves that had been brought back. Fifteen this time. The biggest homecoming day they’d had was thirty; often, it was no more than three or four people. Fifteen was good. That meant Elise must have gotten compliance from a small House.

A woman wearing six-inch heels strolled from the bridge, unperturbed by the shift in dimension. She had sleek black hair down to her elbows and small breasts that were held in place by a leather strap. When she spotted Abram, she smirked and strolled toward him.

Neuma.

The back of Abram’s neck prickled. Elise usually escorted the slaves to Earth, not Neuma. The succubus did PR. Elise did the actual dirty work. “Where is she?” Abram asked out the corner of his mouth as he opened a new box of blankets and handed one to a Scion.

“Personal business,” Neuma said airily.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

She peeked into another box to check its contents. It was a delivery of clothes salvaged from the homes in Northgate, intended to be taken to Hell to clothe newly freed slaves. She lifted the box to her shoulder and threw him a glance as she walked back toward the bridge. “Don’t ask questions.”

Abram watched her until she vanished through the fissure again, crawling back to the dark pit from whence she came.

At least she hadn’t hit on him this time. Christmas miracle.

As he helped Summer carry a man to the tractor, he kept his eyes on the surrounding crowd, watchful for any incidents. If there was going to be a breakdown, it was often here and now. Right when the emotions were surging high.

He wasn’t surprised when he heard gasps. It filled him with a sense of dread and inevitability.

Abram waded into the crowd to find out what had gone wrong this time—another suicide jumping off the bridge halfway up, maybe.

But the source of the disturbance wasn’t the fissure. It was coming from the opposite direction.

He was stunned to see Rylie, white-blond hair a tangled mess about her face, panic in her eyes. She ran through the crowd to his side.

There hadn’t been a lot of time to get to know his mother since returning from the Haven, but they’d already been through a lot of pain as a family. He knew what she looked like when she was grieving. But this fear, this abject terror—this was something that he had never seen before.

“Is he with you? Where is he?” she asked.

“Whoa,” Abram said as she grabbed him. “Who are you looking for? What’s wrong?”

Her fingers dug into his biceps. “It’s Abel. He’s—he’s gone.”




Abram had seen a lot of disturbing things in the last few weeks, but nothing disturbed him more than watching an entire pack of werewolves sweep Northgate and find no hint of Abel’s scent.

“It’s like he was never here at all,” Rylie said, wringing a sweater in her hands. It was one of Abel’s, and it was covered in his fur. He had worn it every full and new moon since the autumn nights had started to get too cold for nudity. It should have smelled of Abel’s skin and sweat and the oils in his hair.

But Rylie said it didn’t.

They were standing on the steps of St. Philomene’s Cathedral in the crisp morning air. The eaves hung heavy with icicles that caught the sun, diffusing the light into gold sparkles on the church’s siding. But the snow surrounding them had been trampled into a brown, slushy mess by the boots of the pack and Scions as they swept the town.

Summer took it out of Rylie’s hands as gently as possible, then lifted the hood to her nose and sniffed. Her eyes widened. “I smell you, Rylie, but not him.”

“Nothing at the sanctuary smells like him.” Rylie snagged the sweater out of Summer’s hands again and hugged it. “I mean, I went to bed with him last night, and our bed doesn’t smell like him. Our bathroom doesn’t smell like him.” She plucked at her shirt. Tears glistened on her cheeks. “I don’t have his smell on me at all.”

“And you didn’t see footprints or any other sign that he walked out of there?” Abram said. “Or tire tracks, maybe?”

“It snowed too much.” She gave a disbelieving laugh. “But even if he flew out of there, everything should still smell like him. He was all over the sanctuary yesterday. He’s all over the sanctuary every day.”

One of the werewolves jogged toward them, stopping at the bottom of the stairs. Abram had trained with Trevin a few times, running sprints and doing drills. He was a nice guy. Fun to hang out with. Today, he was all seriousness.

“We’ve swept the streets,” Trevin said. “There’s no sign of Abel. The inhabited buildings have been checked too, but we’re moving into the abandoned structures next.”

“What have you been scenting?” Rylie asked.

“Nothing out of the ordinary.”

Rylie made a horrible noise, a mix between a sob and a whimper. Summer wrapped her up in a hug.

“What’s within the range of ordinary?” Abram asked, dropping down a step to address Trevin quietly. “Are demons ordinary?”

“The demons we know. Neuma and Elise are the only ones that come up this way, and they’re the only ones that we’re smelling.”

“Thanks, Trevin,” Abram said. He meant it to be a dismissal, but the werewolf didn’t leave.

“I have another thought,” Trevin said. “If you want to hear it.”

Rylie wiped her cheeks dry. “Anything you have.”

Trevin shuffled his feet, hands jammed deep into his pockets. “Are you sure he didn’t leave on his own?”

“Why would you say that?”

He looked like he was struggling with himself, searching for words in the slushy snow at his feet. “He was acting…weird…yesterday. I saw him damage the fence surrounding the sanctuary.”

“I doubt he was damaging it,” Summer said. “He was probably fixing it. I mean, there’s always something to fix with that thing. We didn’t build it very well and it’s out in the forest where any animal can run it over. Sections have collapsed under snow twice already.”

“He dug up a crystal and broke it.” Trevin shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know anything about the magic that protects us, but that looked kind of bad to me.”

Rylie gaped at him. She was shredding the hem of the sweater’s sleeve now, her fingernails working quickly even as the rest of her was frozen still.

“A crystal,” Summer said.

“A quartz, like this big.” Trevin held up a fist.

Abram had guarded Stephanie Whyte while she redid the wards a few weeks earlier. He hadn’t been there for the original casting—it had been a big secret affair, and only Rylie and Abel had gone to that—but he had seen Stephanie digging up crystals too. She hadn’t broken them, though. She had chanted over them, sprinkled some herbs, and reburied them.

Trevin was right. It did sound bad.

Really bad.

“No,” Rylie said. “No. It’s just not possible. Abel was fixing something. He couldn’t make himself disappear like that.”

Abram didn’t know what to believe. He paced, hands cupped behind his head, gazing up at the sky. No hints of sunlight remained now. They never did for long. Even when it wasn’t actively stormy, the smoke gushing from the fissure kept the air thoroughly hazy. Their relationship with the demons in charge below had improved, but the emissions hadn’t.

He mulled over the facts. Abel might not have been breaking the wards, but he had tampered with the fence. They also knew that there was no smell of him anywhere. A werewolf couldn’t have done it.

If there was a connection between those two things, he didn’t see it. But they were living on top of a fissure to Hell. If there were a demon that could pull something like that off, it would have probably passed through Northgate.

If anyone knew about that, it would have to be the woman in charge.

“I think it’s time we get outside help,” Abram said.

















Four




Living on top of the fissure for weeks hadn’t made it less frightening, and standing over it made Rylie’s heart race. She’d met dozens of people who had escaped that smoky darkness and had seen their wounds. She could imagine what they might have suffered all too well, and she’d been having nightmares about it. The kind of dreams that made her wake up gasping for air.

And now she and Abram were going inside for help.

They stood on the uppermost edge of the bridge for a few long moments without going into the fissure. Abram seemed to be waiting for Rylie to make a move, but her feet felt like they were locked to the earth.

She took her son’s hand and was surprised to find that his palm was sweaty—he looked so calm. “You’ll be fine,” he said, squeezing her fingers tightly. “I won’t let anything hurt you.”

She gave a shaky laugh. “I was thinking the same thing about you.”

The corner of his mouth lifted and the corners of his eyes creased. A quiet Abram smile. “Let’s get down there.”

They stepped onto the bridge.

Rylie didn’t feel anything for the first step, or the second. By the third she became aware of the way that the black metal radiated heat through the soles of her sheepskin boots. The fourth was like stepping into warm, sludgy molasses.

She might have stopped or stepped back, but Abram kept going forward. With their hands joined, she had no choice but to stick by his side.

The air tightened around them as it slid up her calves, her thighs, her hips. It wasn’t liquid like an ocean tide. It was steel shackles. It clamped down on her ribs and squeezed the breath from her lungs.

Rylie shut her eyes and took the final step.

Time compressed. Her heart was beating too fast, her lungs fluttering with impossibly fast inhalations and exhalations. Her pulse throbbed in her temples. The wolf was momentarily smell-blind, and the loss of her most important sense peaked her panic.

It was hot. Too hot.

She tried to grip Abram’s hand tighter, but she couldn’t tell where he was. Everything was dark. Her hands were separate from her body. She had no feet or face or flesh.

Just as quickly as it had left her, sensation returned in a rush that overwhelmed her mind. It was still too dark to see, but she could hear—oh God, she could hear, and the air was filled with screams. The wolf knew what it sounded like when prey was dying, the way that it kicked and squealed, and this was nothing like that. It was a chorus of unending pain that wouldn’t be punctuated by merciful death. It was unnatural. Rylie dropped Abram’s hand to press her hands over her ears.

Heat washed over her skin. Dry air dried out her throat and made her eyes ache as they struggled to adjust to the dim lighting. She smelled sweet-fleshed meat. Not the smell of cooking beef or pork, but something much…stickier. It made her stomach turn with nausea almost as strongly as the overpowering stench of sulfur.

She didn’t like this—any of it—and neither did the wolf.

Rylie needed out.

She tried to backtrack, sliding her feet up the slick surface. She felt heavy and slow. The weight of her clothing seemed to have tripled.

Her heel caught the edge of the bridge. She flung out her arms, suddenly unbalanced—and Abram caught her wrist.

“Careful,” he said, and then he dissolved into a coughing fit.

Rylie froze and let Abram pull her back onto safety. She held his arm in both hands, probably too tightly, as she took her first clear look at the City of Dis.

The smoke spewed by the factories made it too hazy to make out much. The smog was tossed by wild gusts of wind that blasted red dust over Rylie’s jacket. It felt like sandpaper on her face. She was torn between shedding her winter clothes and pulling it tighter around her body, too hot for a coat yet too painful to expose skin.

She settled for lifting her hood and squinting against the dust. The black city was spread underneath them in jagged spires and fragmented neighborhoods. The streets were warped. Looking down made her dizzy because the crystal bridge that seemed so bright and shimmering from Earth was nearly transparent here, and it looked like she was walking on nothing.

Rylie couldn’t quite see the tower at the bottom of the bridge, but the occasional glimpses of a silhouetted obelisk were enough to make her start moving.

“It’s so much worse than I expected,” Abram rasped as they walked.

She couldn’t agree. The immense gravity, the brutal air, the smoke—all it needed was a few men with pointy red tails and it would be exactly what she had expected.

The walk down the bridge felt impossibly long. The city grew underneath them with every step, giving her a better view of all the mismatched buildings, the dirt and asphalt roads, the open fields that would have looked like farms if the soil hadn’t been so crimson. The tower finally peeked out of the smoke when they were halfway down. It was made of black brick that reflected no light, a flat rectangle topped by an iron spire. The floor where the bridge connected was entirely open aside from railings as thin and bent as spider legs.

They were almost there. They were almost off the bridge.

Rylie picked up her pace.

But then a pair of people stepped in their way, blocking the path at the very bottom.

They looked to be human enough, although Rylie had begun to mistrust her eyesight in that regard. She had encountered a few too many people that had turned out to bleed ichor. The wind was blowing in the wrong direction and she couldn’t pick up the scent of their flesh, only the scent of brimstone.

These people wore leather from head to toe: high-necked jackets with padded elbows, belts that hung heavy with shimmering gold charms, loose leather slacks, thick-soled boots. Veils covered their hair and jaws. There were red darts on the shoulders and hips of their uniforms. Both looked to be middle-aged and male. One had a beard halfway down his chest and the other was round enough that he looked like a boulder come to life.

Human or not, they looked convincingly intimidating. Abram stepped in front of Rylie.

“We’re here to see Elise,” he said.

After her moment of surprise faded, common sense took over. Rylie could heal almost anything these guards could inflict. Abram couldn’t. She pushed him aside gently.

The bearded guard gave her a skeptical look. “What’s your affiliation?”

“Affiliation?” she asked.

“Yeah, what’s your species and faction?”

Rylie frowned. “What are you?”

That seemed to be the wrong answer. Boulder Guy drew a hand from behind his back. He was holding an oversized Taser, the kind with a trigger that looked like it probably shot electrified spikes.

The wolf surged in her, responding to the unspoken threat.

Were they going to have to fight here, on a bridge with no railings and a thousand-foot drop off the side?

A woman spoke from behind the guards. “What’s going on here, guys?”

Beardy turned. “Intruders, ma’am.”

“Intruders?” The speaker strolled into view. It was Neuma, wearing a simple black mini-dress without shoes. She gave Abram a long, slow look from head to toe.

“We need to speak with Elise,” he said again. “The sooner the better.”

A lazy smile crossed Neuma’s face. “You want to talk with the prime minister? I can do that.” She waved the guards away. “Don’t worry about these puppies, boys. They’re with me.”




Neuma was not a reassuring escort through the grounds of the Palace. She walked briskly without looking behind her to make sure they were following. Rylie kept stopping to look at stained glass windows, sconces carved out of bone, doorways that looked more like mouths wanting to bite. Only Abram’s nudges kept her from getting left behind.

The spiral path down the tower felt almost as long as the bridge had been. At least most of the walls were closed. Rylie shucked her jacket, folded it over her arm.

One of the open walls gave her a clear view of the Palace walls. The roads beyond were filled with tents—an encampment pressed against the battlements. Something big and black floated in the sky near the horizon.

“What is that?” Rylie asked.

“Kibbeth,” Neuma said. “Troop transport. Don’t worry, it’s going for another part of the fissure. We’ve got an eye on it.”

That almost made it sound like the thing was alive. Rylie was happy when they went down another floor and lost sight of it. “Where’s Elise?” she asked tentatively.

Neuma shot a glance over her shoulder, lips curved into a smirk, but didn’t respond.

They stepped out onto the bustling grounds of the Palace. Rylie could smell that most of the people walking along the black stone paths were human, but she had no idea what to make of the more exotic scents. So many of the creatures here smelled dry, dusty, ancient; others smelled like oozing sickness. Visually, she couldn’t tell most people in the crowd apart from one another. Most of them were in the black leather uniforms with red stripes. A few others were in street clothes, like anyone Rylie might run into back home. She figured that they had to be the humans until she passed a short man too close and got a noseful of brimstone.

Humans, demons. There was no distinguishing them.

Neuma led them around another tower toward a set of stairs sunk into the ground. Motion caught Rylie’s eye when they rounded the corner of the building, and she stopped in her tracks.

There was a garden between two of the structures, fenced off with more spidery iron that looked too fragile to support its own weight. The soft clay looked freshly tilled, watered, and labeled. Normal garden stuff, like they were preparing to grow pumpkins or something.

Except that each mound of earth had a human hand jutting out of it.

The fingers were spread wide, palms exposed to the sky. Each one had a slightly different skin color. One of them had manicured nails.

And they were…twitching.

Abram didn’t nudge her on this time. He had stopped to stare too.

Neuma noticed that she was alone halfway down the stairs and returned to Rylie. “Flesh gardens. Like ‘em?”

“Are there people under there?” Rylie asked.

“Wanna dig ‘em up and find out?”

The taste of bile welled up in the back of Rylie’s throat. “What is wrong with you people?”

“The problem’s thinking that we’re people at all.” Neuma’s tone wasn’t unkind, exactly. She slid a finger down Abram’s chest, from between his pecs to his navel, dropping off before reaching his belt. He was so stunned by the sight of the hands that he didn’t even react. “Look, those were left by the last guys. Me and Elise didn’t put them there. It’s not our style.”

“Why don’t you save them?” Rylie asked.

“This is the most humane way to leave them,” Neuma said. “Trust me. Still want to see the prime minister?”

The nearest hand strained toward Rylie, fingers swiping blindly through the air.

She covered her mouth with her hand, swallowed vomit that stung her sore throat, and followed Neuma down the stairs.




A few underground paths and staircases later, they reached something that looked a lot like a throne room. High, arched beams crisscrossed the ceilings, each hung with velvet drapes that were long enough to brush the floor. The crimson banners were stamped with black X’s as tall as Rylie, and they fluttered in a wind that Rylie couldn’t feel. The flapping of cloth echoed in the silence.

A throne stood in front of a wall painted with a peeling mural. The seat was a stark black slab with a webbed iron back and toothlike spikes where the armrests should have been. Sitting on it would require extremely careful arrangement of limbs—and maybe full body armor.

Between the fiery light filtering through the frosted windows and the deep shadows behind the banners, the throne room was starkly beautiful. A work of art carved from gleaming obsidian and black opal.

Nails clicked against stone, and Rylie realized belatedly that Ace was chained near the throne. The pit bull had been given enough slack that he could pace back and forth across the end of the room, pink-lined ears perked and teeth bared in a growl. He had water in a crystal bowl and naked bones scattered around his bed.

Neuma all but skipped to the throne, keeping out of Ace’s biting range as she flopped onto the chair. She didn’t seem to be worried about the spikes. She placed her elbow between them without getting punctured, kicked her feet up on the other side, and gave a big smile. “You wanted to talk to the prime minister, and here I am.”

“You’re not the prime minister,” Abram said, his silver eyes flashing in the firelight.

“I am whenever Elise ain’t here, and I told you topside, she’s away on personal business.” Neuma flourished her hands. “But you got me. I’ve got all the authority she does, and I’m almost as sexy.”

Rylie’s heart twisted. She didn’t know this succubus, didn’t trust her. “When will Elise be back?”

“First day of next year,” Neuma said. “It won’t be long if you wait down here. Time’s been shifting between dimensions a lot lately. I’d bet if you wait about four or five days, January’ll come before you know it.”

By January, Abel would be so far gone that there would be no trail to follow. Rylie’s eyes stung. She blinked back tears. “I really need to talk to Elise.”

“Why? What’s the matter?”

“It’s personal.”

“Ain’t it always. Look—here, come on, sit up front with me. I don’t wanna have to yell at you from across the room.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Rylie and Abram stepped through the fluttering banners. There were tables and benches in front of the throne. Rylie sat down and set her jacket next to her.

“There,” Neuma said. “Better, huh?”

Abram stood behind Rylie, a warm presence at her back that smelled of annoyance. He wasn’t happy with any of this. Ace didn’t seem to be happy with it either. He had paced to the end of his chain until the collar dug into his neck.

“You’re wasting our time like this, leading us so deep into the Palace. How much time have you wasted on Earth? Is it deliberate?” Abram asked.

“Yeah, it’s deliberate. Not the time wasting. The room.” Neuma jerked her thumb toward the mural behind her. “This throne room ain’t been used in a long damn time. Way before the Treaty of Dis. You know what that is?” Rylie’s hesitation was apparently answer enough, because the demon explained. “It was a pact between angels, demons, and humans to end the First War. It kept angels outta Hell, demons outta Heaven, and it created kopides—demon hunters—just like His Royal Hotness here.” She smirked at Abram. “And after the Treaty, Dis’s monarchy was replaced by councils and shit. Elected officials. No monarchy, no need for a throne room.”

“But now you’re ruling,” he said.

“We moved back into this room because it’s safe,” Neuma said. “Way back in the past, warlocks magicked it so that nobody can listen in on conversations here. If shit goes down, this is where you want to be when it does.”

“Is espionage much of a concern? Really?”

“Actually, yes.” She sighed. “We don’t got control of the city. Aquiel left an entire fucking army behind when he died, and we don’t got the manpower to push the army back. We don’t know that everyone inside the walls can be trusted, either.”

Rylie and Abram exchanged looks. If they couldn’t trust everyone in the Palace—the one place that had a direct line to Northgate—then the town wasn’t safe at all.

Maybe a demon had grabbed Abel.

Neuma went on. “Anyway, I figured if the Alpha’s showing her face at our doorstep, it’s gonna be a big deal. I brought you down so we’d be safe talking about it. You’re Elise’s friend, so I’m your friend too. You can trust me.”

Rylie wasn’t so sure about that, and judging by Abram’s tension at her back, he felt the same. But what choice did they have? He was right. They had already wasted too much time coming into Hell.

“My mate’s gone,” Rylie said. “Abel. He went missing.”

Neuma’s lips tipped into a frown. “Dead?”

“No,” she said, maybe too sharply.

“Huh. So what’s the problem? You got the epic nose. Sniff him out.”

“His scent isn’t there,” she said. “I can smell things weeks back, sometimes months if it was strong. But all of Abel’s smells have just…vanished.”

Neuma’s elbow slipped onto one of the spikes, and she pulled it against her side with a wince. “Well, that’s not right.”

“Exactly. It has to be some kind of—I don’t know, demon abduction or something. Elise would know. She has to help me find him.”

“I’m gonna say this in the nicest way I can,” Neuma said. “There’s about a hundred thousand humans enslaved in Hell right about now. To their families, all of ‘em are missing. Elise’s personal business is more important than working to free more of those people. I don’t think one more missing guy is any reason to summon her back, even if he is an Alpha werewolf.”

Abram stepped forward. “So you can summon her.”

“Can, but won’t.” She shrugged. “Nothing personal.”

The despair that crashed over Rylie was quickly swamped by the surge of the wolf. The beast was responding to her anxiety in the only way it knew how: with the powerful, emotionless weight of its mind pressing against hers.

She didn’t realize that she had stood until Abram grabbed her shoulder.

Rylie glared at him. “What?”

“Nails,” he said simply.

She looked down at her hands. Blood spotted the edges of her thumbnails. That was the first sign that they were loosening to be replaced by claws. Rylie hadn’t seen that happen in a long time—she had better control over her beast than that—but fear of losing Abel threw all self-control out the window.

Just the smell of her near-transformation had made Ace flatten his belly to the floor, ears pressed to his skull. He had known that she was on the brink of violence before she did.

Rylie put her hands behind her back. “Elise would want to be summoned to help us.” Her voice was an octave lower than usual. Clearing her throat didn’t help. “I’ll answer to her if she comes back and doesn’t agree.”

Neuma sighed, rubbing her fingers against her temples. “How’s this: I’ll help you find Abel.”

Abram snorted. “You?”

“Me and a few handfuls of fiends,” she said, unperturbed by his response. “Nasty little fucks. Dumber than a shit brick. I’ve got a few hundred of ‘em from this House we conquered, and I’ve spent the last few weeks training ‘em to listen to me. I give them a command and they’ll wear themselves dead before dropping the mission. They don’t need smells to find someone.”

“Unleash demons on Earth? Deliberately? Are you kidding?” Abram asked.

“I’ll tell them not to hurt anyone they don’t got to,” Neuma said pleasantly, inspecting her manicure.

“Okay,” Rylie said.

He whipped around to stare at her. “No, we can’t—”

“We can,” she interrupted. She caught Abram’s hand in both of hers. “The faster we find him, the better. I can’t let him…” Rylie swallowed hard without finishing the sentence.

She had already lost Seth. She wasn’t going to lose Abel, too.

“I know what you mean,” he said softly, quietly enough that Neuma might not be able to hear, “but these things never come without consequences.”

Neuma rose from the throne, dusting herself off even though her black dress was unsullied. “No charge,” she said. Apparently her hearing was pretty good. “Consider it a…favor.”

The way she smiled wasn’t reassuring at all, but the deal was already done.

Neuma left to collect her fiends.

















Five




Neuma came to the surface riding on top of a giant cage, leather straps gripped tightly in her fists like reins controlling a particularly feisty horse.

The cage crawled up the crystal bridge on wheels with thick rubber treads, like the kind that Rylie had seen on a thousand lifted pickups. But the cage itself was straight out of a medieval nightmare. Thick iron bands had been bolted together, leaving tiny gaps through which Rylie could glimpse shifting bodies and leathery skin. The corners were spiked with wicked metal thorns.

Its front end rippled as it passed through the fissure. The smell of fiends struck Rylie a moment later: blood, feces, rotten meat. They’d been in the cage long enough to soil themselves. But the sickness was older than that; the fiends carried it on them as surely as the musk of their skin, as though squalor was simply part of them.

The news of Rylie’s deal had spread fast in Northgate. Everyone that wasn’t searching the town for clues had come out to watch Neuma’s arrival. There were some humans, some werewolves, all of them looking worried.

Rylie herself stood on the lawn ringed by armed Scions. She had thought that they almost looked intimidating with their old hunting rifles and Tasers until she saw them beside this cage, this infernal device carrying the scent of death within it.

Neuma let out a groan as she passed through the fissure, arms trembling from gripping the reins so hard. Bain Marshall’s upthrust hand seemed to be aiming down at her.

“Made it,” she said, casting a wink down at Rylie—or, at least, in her general direction. It was probably intended for Abram, who was standing behind Rylie’s back.

Rylie felt a hand slip into hers and squeezed it hard enough that she probably would have broken human bones. But Summer gripped her just as tightly. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Summer asked softly. She had been working out a game plan with the Scions at St. Philomene’s, but even she hadn’t been able to resist the urge to watch Neuma bring a small army of fiends into Northgate.

No, Rylie really wasn’t sure this was a good idea at all. Every breeze that carried the scent of the fiends to her made her more and more convinced that there was nothing good about unleashing demons on the Earth, no matter how much Neuma claimed that they were under her control.

She needed someone to talk sense into her, help her see the unemotional reality of it. Was the risk worth Abel’s safety? Seth would have known, and Abel, too. They would have both had extremely vocal opinions about it.

If Rylie shut her eyes and concentrated, she could imagine what Seth would say. Don’t do it. We can handle this alone. Comforting, reassuring, positive. But if it were Rylie missing with Abel in charge, she knew that he would use the demons. He would dump all of Hell onto Earth if that were what it took to recover Rylie. The conflicted voices echoed in her skull.

She squeezed Summer’s hand even tighter. The gold-banded engagement ring dug into Rylie’s fingers.

“What would you do for Nash?” Rylie whispered under the whine of wheels.

“Anything,” she whispered back. “But I’d do it myself.”

Maybe she was right. Maybe Rylie should send them back.

But before she could say anything, the cage ground to a halt. Neuma unraveled her arms from the leather straps and swung to the ground. She turned to address all of the former slaves that had gathered, light catching on the bone clips that held her hair back from her face. “The werewolf pack’s Alpha has gotten himself taken,” Neuma called out. “Your problems are our problems. So long as me’n the Godslayer are in charge of Hell, we’ve got your back. We’ll bring the Alpha back. We’ll protect Northgate.”

The implications of that promise were unspoken—the fact that they might need to return the favor sooner or later.

Rylie looked at all the faces of the Scions and the other men and women that were trying to make their lives in Northgate, and she felt a stirring of guilt. She was Alpha. Her promises were promises made for a lot of lives. Could she really ask all of these people to be ready to march into a fight again?

“Neuma, wait,” Rylie said, releasing Summer’s hand to step forward.

The succubus had already seized the handle of the cage and hauled the door open.

The fiends stepped tentatively into the snowy night. They looked as ugly as they smelled—squat little gargoyles covered in fresh brands with bulging eyes and virtually nonexistent noses. Their heads looked like leathery skulls.

Neuma cooed as she stroked her hand over the nearest of them. “It’s not so bad, babies.”

“Babies?” Summer pulled a face as a fiend limped up to her, sniffing at her feet.

“What do we do now?” Rylie asked Neuma.

“Did you bring what I told you to?”

Rylie extracted one of Abel’s shirts from her pocket. Before she could offer it to Neuma, the fiend at her feet snatched it from her hands, only to have another fiend take it instantly. The demons scrabbled over the shirt, pushing at each other, snorting, huffing the scent of it.

The instant that each of them smelled the shirt, they broke into a run.

Rylie stepped back against Abram’s chest, unable to suppress the disgust within her as the demons fought over Abel’s property. It was what he had been wearing the night before he was taken. She remembered how soft the cloth had been against her cheek with the hardness of his muscles underneath, and how comforting it had been to savor his odors. And now the demons were sharing in those smells too. It felt like a huge violation of privacy.

Abram dropped his hands to her shoulders. The tension at her back said that he didn’t approve of Rylie’s choice, either, but he didn’t say anything.

“Look at ‘em go,” Neuma said almost fondly, with her hands propped on her hips. “Eager little fuckers. I shoulda gotten me some of these sooner. Way better’n puppies.”

Rylie’s mother had bred dogs. She had spent a lot of time playing with puppies as a kid. The fiends were definitely not better than puppies.

But they were soon gone, leaving nothing but their wretched stink and trampled grass.

“What good does it do for them to have Abel’s smell if it’s been wiped clean?” Rylie asked as Neuma scooped the scraps of Abel’s shirt off of the ground.

“They weren’t snuffing up his BO, Goldilocks,” Neuma said. “They were drinking up his energy. Nothing can hide that shit. If your boy’s alive or dead on this Earth, they’ll find him. Trust me.”

Neuma offered the shirt to Rylie. She didn’t reach out to take it.

The crowd parted to let a man through—Josaiah, the witch in charge of the Scions.

“Ma’am,” he said to Rylie. When he noticed Neuma, he gave a half-bow to her and said again, even more respectfully, “Ma’am.”

“What is it?”

“We found something,” Josaiah said.




The house looked like any of a thousand others that had been left standing empty since Northgate’s evacuation. It had been built in the eighties in response to a mining boom, and the layout was indistinguishable from every other house Rylie had been in. There was a small living room, a kitchen with an attached dining room, and a short hallway that led to three bedrooms and one-point-five bathrooms.

The inhabitants of this particular home had been hunters. There were antlers in the living room, a stuffed wildcat head in the kitchen. Everything reeked of mothballs.

Neuma stuck her face close to the wildcat’s. “Nice,” she said, sticking a finger in its mouth to stroke the canines.

“Don’t touch that,” Abram said.

“Who’s gonna care? Nobody lives here no more.”

“It belonged to someone once,” he said. “Show some respect.”

Neuma rolled her eyes. “Stop the party, Mr. Fun, I wanna get off.” But she pulled her hand out anyway.

Josaiah led them into the master bedroom. The bed was stripped. The screen of the TV on the dresser was cracked.

“We almost didn’t find this,” Josaiah said, pushing open the closet doors. “If it hadn’t been for Crystal’s nose, we wouldn’t have.”

Rylie took a tentative sniff of the air. Underneath the mothballs she smelled something rich and earthy, almost herbal. Incense? She stepped close to Josaiah and smelled the closet. It was definitely coming from inside, even though she couldn’t see anything that could cause it.

He kneeled and rapped his knuckles on the floorboards.

“It’s hollow,” Abram said.

Josaiah ran a finger down a board until he caught a dent in the floor, then lifted.

A trap door.

“This model of house shouldn’t have a basement,” he said. “And it really shouldn’t have what we found under here.”

Abram stepped forward, but Rylie stopped him with a hand on his elbow.

“I’ll go,” she said.

She dropped into the basement.

The floor and walls were bare, unfinished. There was a low table against one wall covered in a purple cloth, two small statues, a bowl of salt, a stick of dusty incense. That was what Rylie had smelled, although it didn’t seem to have been burned in weeks.

It was a witch’s ritual space.

Abram jumped into the basement behind her, then turned to help Neuma and Isaiah down. “Is that an altar?” Abram asked.

Isaiah nodded. “Weird, considering I hear that Northgate used to be really Christian.”

“This house must have belonged to someone in the cult,” Rylie said. They had found a few homes with similar decorations hidden in bathrooms and crawl spaces. It was an unpleasant reminder of the secrets that Northgate had harbored before the Breaking.

“A cult of witches? Makes sense,” Isaiah said. “Maybe one of them left this behind.” He swept a hand at the empty floor.

Rylie could smell something very faintly in that empty space—something a little bit like the tang that followed lightning strikes. “What is ‘this?’”

“It’s magic,” Josaiah said, staring fixedly at nothingness, “but I have no idea what kind. I’ve never seen anything like it before. I mean, it definitely feels like magic, but there’s no circle of power, no crystals, nothing to collect and store power. The magic’s just…sitting there.”

Rylie didn’t know enough about magic to know what that meant. She turned to Abram, who looked just as confused.

But Neuma didn’t. The succubus was pale. “You’re saying there are runes here.”

“Yeah,” Josaiah said, “that’d be a good word for it. Runes. I can’t read any of this, but it has many of the colors I would expect from a spell to erase scent. It looks like it’s meant to conceal something, anyway. Hard to tell what. It’s far beyond me.”

“You know anything about angel magic?” Neuma asked. “Is it kinda like that?”

Josaiah scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “In theory, I suppose it’s like that, but there hasn’t been any magecraft for centuries. It must be something else.”

“Magecraft? What does that mean?” Rylie asked.

Neuma grimaced. “That means it’s time to summon Elise.”




Rylie was the first to hear the screaming.

She tore her gaze from the seemingly empty floor to stare up at the floorboards. The house was trembling above them. “Do you hear that?” she asked.

Abram looked confused. “Hear what?”

There was a moment of silence where everyone in the basement held their breath. Everything felt still—both underground and above. But then Rylie heard voices again, faint and distant, but with the unmistakable edge of panic.

Rylie jumped up to grab the edge of the trap door and heaved herself onto the first floor, rolling onto the carpet.

“Rylie!”

She didn’t stop to see who was shouting at her. The screams were louder here, raking down the inside of her skull like silver nails. Rylie scrambled to her feet and bolted out the front door of the house.

Black smoke plumed over the buildings nearer the town square, like a volcano had just erupted at the crux of the fissure.

Abram reached her first.

“What is that?” he asked, skidding to a stop at her side.

Rylie sniffed the wind. It smelled like the worst of Hell—the fires and blood and meat. But it wasn’t coming from inside the fissure. It was on the Earth side.

Something had broken through.

Her bones ached as she sprinted toward the sound of screaming, brushing past a half-dozen men fleeing from Northgate’s town square. Her jaw felt like it wanted to unhinge. She tasted the copper tang of blood on her tongue, and her molars wiggled freely within their sockets. The mixture of adrenaline and screaming was too much for her.

The wolf was ready for battle. But nothing could have prepared her for what had come through the fissure.

It was the size of the Goodyear blimp, but with tough black flesh and a semi-translucent underbelly. Slimy tentacles, each as thick around as Rylie’s hips, dangled from that turgid stomach. It was like a stubby centipede that struggled to gain altitude, lifting free of the fissure’s grip and belching smoke.

The thing was moving. It was alive.

She had seen it while in Hell. What had Neuma called it? A kibbeth?

Both Rylie and the wolf were stunned into motionlessness. The Scions were not. They had already been armed to greet Neuma, and they hadn’t dispersed yet. They lifted their guns at the floating demon and opened fire.

Gunshots cracked through the air, echoing through the trees and off the steel-gray clouds.

If they hit their target, there was no way to tell. The kibbeth’s tentacles slithered out of the fissure and writhed under its stomach as it began to settle over the statue of Bain Marshall, wrapping most of its appendages around the uplifted arm.

“It’s trying to break the statue!” Abram shouted. Rylie hadn’t even heard him coming up behind her.

One of the men abandoned his rifle and sprinted across the lawn, drawing a dagger. He got as far as one of the bridge’s pylons. He slashed at a tentacle dangling beside the bridge.

Another tentacle lashed out and wrapped around his skull.

His screams were muffled as the demon lifted him off the ground, dragging him toward its underbelly.

“Get away,” Rylie told Abram. “Don’t go near that thing.” By the last word, she couldn’t get the consonants out properly. Her front teeth had fallen onto her tongue. She spit them to the lawn and felt new teeth emerging, viciously sharp and lupine.

Abram’s eyes widened as he recognized what she was doing. “Don’t,” he said.

The wolf didn’t understand or care about that single word.

There was something attacking its home, its family—some hideous foreign invader that didn’t belong. And the wolf was pissed.

Rylie ripped her clothes away with a swipe of silver claws. Fire burned a path down her shoulders, her belly, and left glossy gold fur in its wake. She hit the ground on all fours and began to run even as her spine continued to pop. Vertebrae ground against each other as a tail erupted from her back.

The change didn’t slow her down. Werewolves moved like lightning, and she was across the lawn in instants.

The kibbeth seemed even bigger as she approached it. Rylie should have been daunted. She wasn’t. The wolf didn’t care if its prey was an elk thrice its body mass or a demon the size of a hill.

She was out to kill.

Another tentacle caught a Scion’s leg and dragged him across the grass. He screamed, clutching at the ground and finding no purchase. Rylie couldn’t save him—there were a dozen more appendages between them, and all of them were now swiping at her.

Her paws connected with the base of Bain Marshall’s statue. She unleashed the energy coiled in her muscles and launched into the air.

She soared over the swiping tentacles, paws extended, and caught the hard edge of the demon’s plated back.

The silver claws immediately began to crack the exoskeleton. She scrabbled, kicked her hind legs, climbed onto the behemoth. Rylie found traction and stood on the flat surface of its back, paws braced underneath her. The sulfurous wind of Hell beat at her fur.

She had attacked thinking that there might be something vulnerable on its back, like eyes. Instead, she found a two-level structure built across the back of the kibbeth, anchored with spikes underneath the plates of its exoskeleton. The building had metal railings, sconces that held torches, and a hundred demons standing within the ring of light.

Neither Rylie nor the wolf recognized the breed of creatures within the building. They had mouths in their chests, lolling tongues, muscular shoulders. Hideous things that stank of blood.

Rylie felt a twinge of doubt. She couldn’t take down that many demons. She was just one girl—she couldn’t even decide if she should ask for help saving her mate or not, much less survive a fight against an entire troop transport.

Her doubts were quelled under a surge of the wolf’s mind.

Invaders. Kill.

The first of the demons stepped out of the building, lifting a short-bladed sword that looked like it had been cut from a sheet of metal.

The demon swung.

She dodged then ripped off its arm.

It fell with a guttural roar, swinging harmlessly at her as she ripped its stomach open.

And then there was another, and another. Instinct moved her through them. They seemed to react so slowly, clumsy in Earth’s thin air and struggling to keep up as the wolf darted between the demons with no mercy.

Their flesh tasted like acid to her, but all it took to drop them was a single bite. She sank her jaws into the meat of their bodies and flung them off the side of the kibbeth.

Rylie felt a blade slice open her flank, and the burn of healing immediately replaced the burn of the injury itself. They weren’t even carrying silver. They were nothing against her.

She moved onto the first floor of the structure to find that the surviving demons had backed away, reevaluating this furred enemy that was as tall as they were, and far deadlier. They had wedged themselves against the opposite wall and lifted their clumsy swords in front of them. She snarled at the smells that poured off of them. Fear and submission. Weakness.

The wolf would kill them all.

But another cry caught her attention, punching through the hissing of steam and smoke from the fissure.

That was Abram’s scream.

She leaped to the edge of the kibbeth’s back to look down.

Abram hadn’t retreated. He was assisting the Scions, all of who were hacking and slashing at attacks from the demon even as it continued to strain against the marble of Bain Marshall’s statue. And there was a tentacle wrapped around his chest.

He couldn’t break free. He had buried a knife hilt-deep in the shimmering tentacle, but the kibbeth didn’t seem to care.

Rylie glanced over her flank to see the demons circling around her again, preparing to attack her. They would surely drop into Northgate and complicate the battle soon if she didn’t kill them.

But if she did, Abram could be lost.

There was no debate.

Rylie hurled herself off the side of the demon and soared toward the grass.

She hit hard, absorbing the impact by bending her legs and rolling into the momentum. She didn’t have far to fall. The demon had lowered itself to sprawl over the top edge of the bridge, so it was no more than thirty or forty feet up now.

On her feet in an instant, she lunged at Abram.

Another tentacle hurtled toward her like a whip, but Rylie leaped nimbly over it, opening her mouth wide to catch the one wrapped around Abram. She sank her teeth into it just above his knife.

Ichor exploded into her mouth. The smaller, neckless demons had tasted foul, but it was nothing like this. It flooded her throat, burned her skin, and coated her stomach in sour fluid.

Rylie jerked her head right to left and ripped the tentacle free.

Abram collapsed to the ground, kicking the remnants coiled around him. “Get—off—”

The ragged edge of the tentacle whipped Rylie across the face. The concussion rocked down her spine. The world shuddered and swam.

Hands caught her—Abram’s hands.

“Look out!” he shouted.

She tried to focus beyond him. It took a moment to orient herself, ground below and sky above, Bain Marshall to her right.

The demons with the swords had jumped off of their transport too.

And they were swarming.

They cut down a Scion that had escaped a tentacle and she dropped dead on the lawn, severed into two pieces. The rich scent of blood gushed into the air.

Rylie staggered to her feet, muzzle stinging with ichor from the demon. She felt sick and dizzy, but she put herself between them and Abram anyway, wobbling on her legs.

A sword flashed through the night, swiping over Rylie’s back at Abram’s chest—

And then everything was black.

Complete disorientation struck Rylie. She had no body. No paws, no muzzle, no cramping muscles.

Abram was gone, and so were the demons.

The entire world was gone.

She panicked, trying to thrash. There had to be something blinding her. Something over her eyes and ears. She couldn’t have just lost every sense like that. It was something the demons had done—they had killed her, she was dead…

And then a calm, amused voice broke through the absolute darkness.

We really need to stop meeting like this, Rylie.

The wolf was too confused to recognize who was speaking. All it knew was that it couldn’t breathe or move, and it wanted to know what to bite to make that better. But deep in the mind of the beast, Rylie felt comforted.

The darkness dispersed, and there was suddenly grass under her again. She barely managed to keep her footing.

Abram dropped to his knees beside her, hands at his throat, gasping for air.

“What—how—?”

Rylie turned to look for the person that she knew must have arrived.

The lawn surrounding Bain Marshall was empty. All of the neckless demons that had attacked her—gone. Nothing remained but piles of armor and blunted swords. The Scions that were caught in the tentacles were still trapped, still struggling against the giant demon crouched over the fissure, but the rest of the invading force was gone. So were all of the bodies of the humans that had already died. They and their blood had vanished.

Devoured by the woman standing in front of Rylie.

In jeans and a baggy tunic, Elise Kavanagh looked like a woman prepared for a casual day at home—aside from the fact that she had a spot of demon ichor on the side of her mouth and her bare arms writhed with brilliant, burning symbols. They illuminated her colorless flesh like flames clutched in her fists. She trembled with the force of it, fingers twitching and biceps seizing.

That wasn’t a demon power. That was magic.

But Rylie had never seen Elise with so many spells before. A few little ones under her gloves, sure, but these slithered all the way up to her shoulders. The air around her vibrated.

She gave Rylie an annoyed look. “You’re alive?”

Rylie couldn’t speak to reply, but Abram said, “What the fuck did you just do?”

Elise turned from him without responding. “Hey! Kibbeth!” she shouted, lifting her twitching hands. “Over here!”

The tentacles dropped the humans they still held and rushed toward Elise.

Her lips moved with a single syllable.

Magic exploded.

The fire wrapped around her arms erupted from her fists, pouring over the massive demon. Its tentacles vaporized where the spells contacted them. Ichor splashed over the grass.

But that wasn’t where it stopped. The fire continued to climb, surging over the exoskeleton, lighting up its shiny black carapace as though it were suddenly full daylight. Elise was screaming even as the magic poured out of her, skin turning transparent, her bones visible as black lines under the surface.

Flames consumed the kibbeth. Its belly popped from the heat. Yellow fluid gushed over the bridge and Bain Marshall, hissing where it hit the fissure.

The rest of it dissolved rapidly, breaking down into ashen fragments that smelled like rotten meat seared on a grill.

In seconds, it was gone.

The magic on Elise’s arms was gone too. She stood still for a long moment, hands outstretched, chest heaving.

Then she collapsed.

“Holy shit,” Abram said.

Rylie ran to her side, sticking her muzzle in Elise’s face. The woman was breathing. She was conscious. But she did not look happy.

“I’ve had better ideas than that,” she groaned, rolling onto her side. “Fuck, that hurt.”

“Elise!” Neuma rushed from one of the side streets, teetering on her too-tall boots.

“Don’t fucking touch me,” Elise said, standing on her own.

“You have perfect timing, doll,” Neuma said, ignoring Elise’s protests. She looped her arms around Elise’s neck and planted a sloppy kiss on her cheek, leaving a lipstick smear.

Elise grabbed Neuma by the wrist. “I need to feed.”

The half-succubus looked startled. “You just ate.”

“Palace. Now.” Elise cast a glare at Rylie. “And when I come back, you’d better have a good fucking reason for summoning me.”




Rylie could have lived the rest of her life without returning to the Palace of Dis. She hadn’t wanted to walk down the bridge the first time, much less a second. But Elise had retreated down the fissure the instant that she returned, and Rylie didn’t know how else to get her attention.

Of course, following the demons into the Palace hadn’t worked, either. Elise and Neuma had vanished into a bedroom and Rylie still hadn’t gotten a chance to talk to them.

All she could do was wait in the antechamber and worry about Abel.

She paced in front of one of the windows, gnawing on her thumbnail as she stared at her shuffling feet. She wanted to believe that it was silly to be so worried about a six-foot-tall bodybuilder that could change into a monstrous beast at will. Very, very few people could contain an Alpha werewolf.

But “very few” didn’t mean that there was nobody that could contain him—or worse, kill him.

Rylie rubbed her hands over her face, trying to force away mental images of Abel dying at her feet the same way that Seth had. She glared at the door to Elise’s bedroom instead.

What in the world could she be doing in there with Neuma? It had been over an hour, and that was in Hell time. On Earth, it might have already been a full day. There was a lot of ground that could be covered in a day, even on foot.

She couldn’t wait any longer.

Rylie marched toward the door. A former slave was guarding the bedroom, and when he saw Rylie approach, he stepped in her way and lifted the Taser.

“You can’t enter,” he said.

“Try to stop me,” Rylie said, shoving him aside. She only used a fraction of her strength—probably a fraction more than she normally would have, but she was tense. It was enough to toss him into the wall.

By the time he regained his footing, she had already thrown the door open.

Rylie stopped short inside the doorway.

Elise’s bedroom in the Palace of Dis was alien and hostile and black. Obsidian floors, obsidian walls, huge windows overlooking the Palace grounds and the almost-finished tower. Her bed was bigger than any bed that Rylie had ever seen on Earth. It could have slept the entire pack. Its red silk sheets looked like sin against all of the stark, jagged lines of the bedroom’s decorations.

Neuma was lounging in the center of the bed, totally naked aside from a chunky silver ring on her forefinger. She streamed blood from several bite wounds on her breasts, her ribs, her thighs. It didn’t look like this bothered her.

Elise sat on the edge of the bed. She was still wearing her shirt, although it had been torn down the center to reveal glowing runes on her stomach, and her jeans were unbuttoned. Curlicues of smoke drifted lazily around her head. Light flared as she took a long drag of the cigarette, and her eyes met Rylie’s eyes over her cupped hands.

She offered the cigarette to Neuma without looking away from Rylie.

The air didn’t just smell like tobacco. It smelled like sweat and sex, the mingled pheromones spilled by two bodies joined in passion. It told a story that Rylie immediately regretted knowing.

“Oh my God,” Rylie whispered, hands clapped over her mouth. Her cheeks had never burned so hot before in her entire life, and she had once accidentally walked into the boys’ locker room in high school.

Elise stood, jerking her jeans up around her hips, buttoning them under her navel. “I’m pretty sure I told Aniruddha not to let anyone in,” she said without vitriol.

Neuma was smiling around the cigarette. She blew smoke rings through puckered lips.

It took a few seconds for Rylie to think of a response. “He tried to stop me, but I pushed past him. I don’t—I’m really sorry.” She started to back away. Her every instinct wanted her to close the doors, return to the sitting room, hide her head under the couch or whatever it took to smother the horrible embarrassment she felt at interrupting Elise.

When she had said she needed to feed, Rylie had imagined something much more awful and much less private—like eating demons or something.

But she stopped herself from leaving with a hand on the door.

No. Abel was gone. It had been over an hour.

And Elise was having sex? Seriously?

Rylie squared her shoulders and stepped forward again.

“It’s just—this is urgent,” Rylie said. “Abel is missing, his scents are gone from the sanctuary, and we found rune magic.”

Elise tossed her shredded shirt aside. Her right breast had a bite mark on it, too, encircling the nipple in a painful red wound. Magical markings slithered down her spine and over her shoulder blades. “You mean paper magic?” At Rylie’s blank look, she elaborated. “Runes written on scraps of paper. A lot of witches use them these days. Could point fingers at the Union.”

“It was in the basement of an empty house,” Rylie said. “No paper. I couldn’t see it, but I could kind of smell it. Josaiah said that it was glowing.”

Elise’s hands froze on the door of her wardrobe, all expression draining from her face.

“That’s why I summoned you,” Neuma said, sitting up with a wince. “Thought you’d want to know.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” Elise asked, dead-voiced.

Neuma gave Rylie a long-suffering look, as though to silently say, You hear this bitch? “You weren’t in a talkative type mood, doll. Chill out.”

Elise pulled a leather bustier out of the wardrobe and pulled it on, flipping her hair out of the way. “I would have talked about this.”

“Yeah, right,” Neuma said. “When would that have been again? When you were tongue-deep in my cunt, or when I was finger-fucking you with bloody lube?”

Elise glared at her as she buckled the bustier with jerky gestures. “Abel is missing. You found ethereal runes.” She almost sounded like she was in denial.

“Is it the Union?” Rylie asked. “Is that what you’re saying?”

Elise clenched her jaw and jerked a jacket out of the wardrobe.

It was Neuma who responded.

“Not the Union,” she said. “James fuckin’ Faulkner.”

















Six




Elise had visited the Sistine Chapel twice before. The first time had been on a Wednesday morning during visiting hours, and her first impression of Michelangelo’s famous fresco hadn’t been positive. It was an old painting and irritatingly mortal in its sensibilities. The humans that had painted it demonstrated no understanding of God or Adam—as though they could be separate entities—and the cherubic angels had offended her so deeply that she had left within minutes. It had been crowded with tourists anyway. Too busy to be worthwhile.

Yet she kept thinking about it after she left, and she had returned for a second visit in the middle of the night. Despite James’s fervent protests, he had gone with her. Together they had broken into the Sistine Chapel, slipped past the security cameras, and taken a closer look at Michelangelo’s masterpiece.

The chapel staff had been performing maintenance on the ceiling at the time. A scaffold stood near one of the walls like a skeleton left behind by long-dead artists, and Elise and James had scaled it in utter silence, their tiniest motions echoing through the chapel.

Elise had climbed to the top and come face-to-face with Adam, the first man.

It was as inaccurate at night as it had been during daytime, but in the hushed silence she had seen beyond Adam’s fair skin to the craft of the artist. She had stared at the confident brushstrokes and aged colors for long minutes with James’s hand in hers. It was only then that she saw the mastery of it. The culmination of decades of study and practice. And she had thought that, artistic liberties aside, Michelangelo might have really once glimpsed God.

Until the police chased them out, Elise had felt deep awe mingled with fear that ached to her very core.

That was the same way she felt looking at the rune left in the basement of the house in Northgate.

Elise circled it without stepping across the lines. It vibrated with such force that it seemed to form a solid wall around its diameter—one that she could touch, but not quite see. The rune itself was a masterwork. It was six feet across and held a hundred smaller runes captive. She could identify a few of the silvery-blue marks. Others were new to her, though she thought she might be able to figure them out if she had enough time.

James had given her an entire Book of Shadows to further her studies. She was now reliably replicating many of his spells and putting them to practical use—mostly against enemies she couldn’t swallow, like the kibbeth.

Studying his magic had given her a new, grudging respect for his abilities. He really was an artist. A genius.

“Is it him?” Rylie asked, breaking the silence of the basement. The glow of the rune that was so obvious to Elise didn’t touch Rylie’s skin. It was invisible, unlike the spells Elise carried under her sleeves and gloves.

Elise’s eyes swept over the tiny marks. She tried to imagine someone else having cast this spell—an angel from Shamain, or an ambitious Union witch. It was impossible. This was James’s handiwork.

“I’m going to dismantle it,” Elise said. “Maybe it’ll bring the scent trail back. Tell me if anything changes.”

She tried to scuff the edge of the circle, but the toe of her boot connected with the rune like a wall of electricity. It tingled all the way up to her knee.

Elise crouched and held her hand out, careful not to touch the edge. The glow made her fingers ache. “Come here, you little fucker,” she muttered, trying to urge it onto her fingers like all of the other runes that she had taken from James.

The instant she stretched tendrils of magic toward the rune, it vanished.

Elise blinked into the darkness. Without the hum of magic, everything was so much quieter. The pressure in her chest eased.

“What’s wrong?” Rylie asked. “Did you remove it?”

Elise rubbed her hand on the ground. It wasn’t even warm. Hard to believe that something so brilliant should be able to vanish without leaving a trace. James must have booby-trapped it to prevent another witch from dissecting his magic, always paranoid about having his techniques stolen.

“It’s gone,” Elise said. “Can you smell anything?”

Rylie sniffed audibly. “Nothing new.”

Damn it all. “That’s fine,” Elise said. “I don’t need smells to find James.” She smoothed her hands over her hair as she stood. It was sticking up as though she had rubbed a balloon over her head.

“What’s the game plan?” Rylie asked.

Find James. Save Abel. And then Elise would do something about James—something permanent. She hadn’t decided what yet.

“I’ll leave tonight,” Elise said. When she stepped closer to Rylie to approach the trap door, the Alpha stepped back, like she was trying to stay out of Elise’s reach.

“I’m coming,” Rylie said.

Elise’s eyes narrowed. “The pack needs one Alpha.”

“On the moons, yeah, but we just had a moon three days ago. We’ve got ten days to find Abel and get back. Summer and Abram will take care of everything until then.” She waited until Elise had phased back onto the first floor then climbed after her, emerging from the closet looking dusty but determined. “You’re not the only one that’s angry, Elise. I’ve got a lot of good reasons to want to find James Faulkner.”

The statement was so strange coming from Rylie. The slender blond girl looked so passionately angry now when she was usually shrinking and demure. Her gold eyes flashed with wolfish fierceness.

It was that hidden fury that made Rylie such a powerful ally. A werewolf in control of shifting shapes was one of the deadliest monsters on Earth. Maybe the deadliest, after Elise.

And that was exactly why Elise hesitated to agree.

Something needed to be done about James. He had crossed too many lines, pushed all the wrong buttons. Too many people had died because of him—including one that Rylie loved. He was an atom bomb on two legs. The problem was that Elise couldn’t think of a resolution between James and a werewolf that didn’t involve one of them dying.

But Rylie was right. She deserved this revenge.

“Fine,” Elise said, feeling heavy, exhausted, angry. “We’ll take care of James together.”

“Promise?” Rylie asked.

After a moment, she said, “Yes.”




“You can’t just leave.”

“I can, and I will,” Rylie said.

That obviously wasn’t the answer that Abram wanted to hear. He raked his hand through the short curls at his scalp, jaw clenched, tendons flexing in his neck.

They were in Rylie and Abel’s cottage, preparing supplies for Rylie to leave. She didn’t plan to take much. Abel had taught her how to pack light for travel—dress heavy, don’t take duplicates of anything except socks and underwear, bring calorie-dense snacks. Without his guns in her backpack, there was room for her to pack more than usual, but she didn’t know what else she could possibly need. The world beyond Northgate was a giant question mark.

“This is more complicated than you want to think,” Abram said.

Rylie zipped the half-empty backpack closed and slung it over her shoulder, but Abram grabbed it immediately.

“This situation is only complicated if you make it complicated,” Rylie said. “Please give the bag back.”

“You need to listen to me.”

“I am listening. Stephanie Whyte will be here soon. Bekah, too. The two of them can handle everything that you and Summer can’t. That’s four people in charge. Four people can handle the pack and a small town for a week.”

“Elise has left the Palace of Dis too,” Abram said. “Have you no idea how vulnerable that leaves us? This is a war, Rylie, and whether or not you two are capable of seeing it, you’re in charge. People need you. They follow you. When you leave, we’re crippled.”

Rylie’s heart clenched. What would Abram think of her if he knew that she had tried to sacrifice her wolf to stop the Breaking? Would he sympathize, realize that nothing mattered to her as much as saving Abel—even the pack—or would he hate her for her selfishness?

She couldn’t bring herself to tell him.

Rylie took one of his hands. So hard to believe that he was the tiny preterm infant that she had birthed in a muddy, rain-drenched forest. He was twice her size now. He had calluses on his forefingers from where he frequently rested a paintbrush—his passion—and other calluses on his palms and knuckles from hard labor and hard fighting—the things he did for survival.

He cupped her hand in his palm. She closed her eyes and let him hold her.

“This is about more than us and our family,” Abram said. “Come on, Mom.”

Mom. She didn’t think she would ever get used to hearing that.

Rylie took the backpack gently from his hand and slung it over her shoulder. “Someday, you’re going to love someone so much that you’d give up everything for them, too. And I think you’ll understand why I have to do this.”

“Give up everything? Even if it means letting the world die?” he asked, voice harsh.

“What are you talking about, Abram? I’ll be back for the moon. The world isn’t at stake here.”

“I don’t know,” Abram whispered. “I don’t know.”

Rylie stared at him, trying to understand his fear. He had lost Seth too. They had been closer than anyone else in the pack. Maybe this was just his grief getting the better of him.

Gazing up at her son, she could almost see Abel in him—almost. But Abram was so much more sensitive than his father. He was gentle. He had taken a lot from Seth, and not just the Wilder family smile. He had gotten the temperance, too. The ability to see beyond the now to the bigger picture and how people fit into it.

She ached for Seth in that moment, looking into Abram’s silver eyes.

“I’ll come home soon,” she promised, wrapping her arms around his waist to hug him tightly. “Don’t be afraid. I’ll be with Elise.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” Abram said.




The motorcycle glimmered in the Christmas lights like a present waiting to be unwrapped. Its body was sleek, glossy blue, almost the same color as the Chevelle. The chrome organs sparkled. Its tires had been swapped out for winter, bulkier and studded for ice.

Elise ran her hands over the handles, the seat. She had borrowed this motorcycle once before. Riding it was a pleasure. But she didn’t immediately climb on.

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” she said.

Rylie settled the saddlebags over the rear of the motorcycle. “I said it’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”

“This belonged to Seth.”

“It’s Abel’s, actually,” she said, cheeks flushed even though it was barely twenty degrees under the awning that sheltered the pack’s vehicles.

Elise arched an eyebrow. “And you think Abel would be okay with me borrowing it?”

“No,” Rylie admitted, “but the pack needs the pickups in this weather, and if you want to drive, this is all we have left.” She didn’t vocalize the question that she had already asked twice, smart enough to know that if she hadn’t gotten an answer the first two times, she wouldn’t get it a third.

Why drive at all?

It would be faster and safer to phase from town to town in search of Abel. Elise wouldn’t have to worry about sheltering during the daylight hours if she jumped between states.

But Elise’s stomach still cramped with hunger, and her skin was grayer than its usual porcelain white. She had eaten all of the brutes that the kibbeth had brought through the fissure. She had sipped Neuma’s blood and consumed her sexual energies until the half-succubus had almost passed out.

Elise was still hungry.

So hungry, in fact, that she wasn’t confident she could phase Rylie safely. And since the werewolf was bent on tracking down Abel, they had to drive.

Neuma slunk out of the shadows beyond the awning. She wore a fur-lined coat that hung to her knees, and Rylie tensed at the sight of it. “Down, girl,” Elise muttered, stepping away from the motorcycle to receive Neuma. “Is everything ready?”

“Yup.” Neuma handed Elise a small box. “Everything you asked for in there. Me and Gerard got a handle on everything through December still, so as long as you’re back by New Year’s, we’ll be good. Still sure you don’t want a guard along with you?”

Elise jammed the box into the saddlebags without opening it. “We’ll move faster alone.”

“Still, you know, going after the big witchy guy,” Neuma said. “Backup can’t hurt.”

“Are you suggesting that I can’t handle James alone?”

“Nah. I’m not saying nothing.” She glanced at Rylie, then back to Elise. “Can we talk in private for a sec?”

Rylie took a hint well. “I’ll say goodbye to Summer and Abram.” She headed up the path back toward the cottages.

They didn’t speak until she was out of sight. It might not have been far enough to elude Rylie’s hearing, but it was as good as they were going to get.

“I gotta set one rule for this fun little road trip,” Neuma said, curling her first finger through one of the belt loops on Elise’s jeans. “No sex.”

“You know that you’re not my girlfriend,” Elise said.

She barked a laugh. “No shit. This ain’t jealousy. It’s practicality. You’re like a baby succubus right now, doll, and you just don’t know what you’re doing. I don’t want you fucking anyone to death. It’d tear you up inside. So if you’re gonna feed, feed on the bad guys, stay away from people you like, and don’t get naked unless you’re alone.”

“I just ate twice,” Elise said, shrugging her jacket on and pulling her hair out of the collar. “This won’t take long. I’m not going to feed at all until we come back.” She had used to go months without feeding. Just because she had recently become hungrier didn’t mean that she couldn’t go a few more days without refueling.

“Dunno,” Neuma said. “Be careful, is all I’m saying. Take good care of yourself. Come back to Dis fast if you gotta. I’ll be waiting.”

Elise felt a small knot of warmth in her heart. “I’ll be careful.”

Neuma kissed her on the temple. Her lips were warm and soft, burning away the icy-wet chill of winter’s breezes. “Come home soon, got me?”

“I got you,” Elise said.

She got on the motorcycle and turned the key. It growled to life between her legs. Elise curled her gloved fingers around the handlebars, feeling the vibrations of the engine all the way to her teeth. She caught herself smiling.

Abel wasn’t going to like it, but damn if she wouldn’t enjoy riding this beast again.

Elise reached into one of the saddlebags, pushed the lid of the black box aside, and felt around until her fingers landed on a notebook the size of her palm.

It was the book of spells that James had given her the last time that she saw him, when he had just helped her kill Aquiel, Prince of Nightmares. When Elise had, mistakenly, for a fleeting second, thought that things might be changing for the better between her and James.

There was a primitive locator spell midway through the pages. Elise traced it with a pen, muttering under her breath, coaxing it to life.

It peeled free of the page in a brilliant shade of crimson.

Neuma had grown used to Elise’s new abilities, but she still looked dubious as the spell lifted and crawled up to Elise’s bare wrist. There wasn’t any room under her gloves for more runes.

Elise didn’t let it settle for long. As soon as the magic contacted her flesh like a stinging brand, she activated it.

A red light zipped into the night, briefly illuminating the path.

“That going after Abel?” Neuma asked.

“Yes.” That was a lie. She couldn’t actually track Abel since she didn’t have any focuses that belonged to him. But she did have the warding ring that James had made on a chain around her neck. It was nestled in the right cup of her bra, warm and heavy. The red light was darting toward the ring’s maker.

West. He was to the west.

Rylie returned with a backpack on her shoulders, which made her look even more like a teenager than usual. “Ready?”

“Ready,” Elise said.

Neuma stepped back as Rylie sat sidesaddle on the back of the motorcycle. The werewolf hesitated before looping an arm around Elise’s waist.

Elise kicked off the brake, gave Neuma a last nod, and peeled into the night.




Elise hadn’t had time to spend on Earth since the Breaking. She had immediately retreated into Hell to do damage control, imagining that she could prevent the worst of the attacks if only she could seize the Palace, demand allegiance from the greatest Houses, and shut down the war machine. It had been a frustratingly naïve hope; the Houses had no interest in her demands.

Since then, she had been consumed by matters in Hell, oblivious to the changing Earth above. And she had become so used to everything in Dis that, at first, the severity of America’s condition didn’t hit her. It seemed normal enough to blow through empty cities coated in ash.

It wasn’t until they reached the space between the cities that it hit her.

The small towns and rural areas, occupied by occasional farms, couldn’t be mistaken for anything in Hell. Fields of swaying grass felt so unfamiliar to Elise that it was almost like she had never seen them before. And every house and grocery store they passed was dark.

“Bathroom,” Rylie said into Elise’s ear.

Elise pulled over at the next abandoned gas station, which stood alone at a juncture between two roads. Its pumps were so dirty that she couldn’t read the prices.

“Where are we?” Elise asked, propping up the motorcycle and dismounting.

Rylie smoothed her hair down with both hands. She hadn’t bothered grabbing a helmet, and her hair was a wreck from the wind. “Um, I think this is…Friedville? Somewhere near that.”

Friedville. Elise wasn’t familiar enough with the area to know the town. It sounded like one of thousands of small, unremarkable dots on a map that had only served as a pit stop for travelers.

“Keep your ears open,” Elise said, resting a hand on the gun at her back as she gazed around at the empty pumps. Her senses said that they were alone, but something felt amiss.

“Ears and nose,” Rylie agreed. She stepped around the side of the building, following the bathroom signs.

Elise wiped a window clean and looked inside the attached convenience store. The sign behind the counter said that gas cost ten dollars per gallon. When she had left, it had been less than four. It was a price driven by intense demand—people trying to fuel up for an escape. The corner of her mouth lifted at the idea of the gas station owners taking the evacuees’ money. She wondered what they could have possibly done with it.

The shelves were empty of everything but pieces of trash. The station had been ransacked. Elise didn’t have to imagine the panic as people had torn through the gas station; she could see many of the signs just looking through the window. The broken racks. The blood smear on the corner of the counter. The shattered window behind the untouched rack of DVDs.

The sound of metal breaking echoed over the parking lot. Rylie must have had to snap the bathroom lock to get inside the bathroom. The Alpha werewolf’s mental signals were still relatively neutral—she hadn’t been attacked.

Elise hooked her thumbs in her belt loops and gazed across the fields on the other side of the road. There was a harvester near a silo that had its doors standing wide open without any grain inside. It had been ransacked, just like the gas station.

All of this chaos had been preventable. It was her fault. Hers and James’s.

After saving the world so many times, this was what had become of it all.

How far they had fallen.

“Hey, Elise,” Rylie called. “Check this out.”

Elise followed the sound of her voice around the side of the gas station. There was a pickup with a camper shell in the employees-only parking lot. Rylie was staring at it like she had just found a nest of cockroaches.

“We should get back on the road if we hope to catch up with James soon,” Elise said. “Daylight’s coming and we’ll be out of the chase for eight hours.”

“But there’s something in there.” Rylie jerked her chin toward the truck. “You can’t smell that?”

“What is it?”

“Gasoline,” Rylie said. “And something is rotting.”

Something rotten was unremarkable. So much had been forgotten when the country emptied. But gasoline—that would be useful.

Elise opened the camper shell. There were a dozen red gasoline canisters inside.

She lifted them to see if any were filled. Only half had any weight to them. Elise grabbed the heaviest and unscrewed the cap to look inside. She was surprised to see cash, not gasoline. Rolls of bills had been wrapped in rubber bands and stuffed inside.

“That’s not going to fuel the motorcycle,” Rylie said, peering over Elise’s shoulder.

Elise tossed it aside. At another time she might have taken the money for McIntyre’s daughters, but American currency was probably useless now. “Do all of these have money in them?”

“Not this one,” Rylie said, grabbing a canister in the back without needing to check the others. It had a couple inches of gas at the bottom.

“Good. Top off the motorcycle.”

Rylie went to do as she was told, and Elise slammed the camper shell shut again. She watched Rylie walk toward the road. She was so tiny among the vastness of the farms, a pinpoint of white against the silhouetted silo. Hard to believe someone so young could be so deadly, yet still fail to miss important details.

There hadn’t been anything rotten under the camper shell.

The windshield was just as opaque with ash as everything else at the gas station, so Elise couldn’t see inside. When she wiped some of it off with her sleeve, she found that the inside was covered in condensation.

Elise tested the handle on the passenger’s door. It was unlocked.

With a final glance at Rylie to make sure she wasn’t paying attention, Elise opened the door.

She had found the gas station’s greedy owners.

They had been an overweight couple, possibly middle-aged, though it was hard to tell underneath the bloat of rot. The man was slumped over the steering wheel. His stomach had split open, and there was something writhing inside the glistening flesh. His wife was holding another one of those red canisters in her lap.

There were tiny bullet holes on the driver’s window that Elise hadn’t seen from this side. The owners had paid for their greed.

Elise stared at the open wound on the man’s belly. The blood was cold. The meat was being devoured.

She could clearly imagine reaching over and taking a bite of the ragged flesh. Sinking her teeth into the spongy fat. Swallowing down the adipose tissue, maggots and all.

“Ready to go,” Rylie called.

Elise slammed the door shut and pressed her back to it, staring up at the cloudy sky.

What the fuck?

She had deliberately eaten a cadaver once. Just once. And she had accidentally eaten the bodies of the dead humans by the fissure earlier that night, but only because it was too difficult not to. But it had made her feel sick every time, like she was poisoning herself.

She had never craved it before.

Rylie waved the red canister at her. Even in the darkness, her pale hair was so bright. “Hey! Did you hear me? I’m all done.”

Elise phased to her side, as far from the pickup as she could get without leaving the Alpha behind.

“Are we full?” she asked.

Rylie blinked and stepped back, startled by the sudden movement. “Yeah, to the top.”

“Good.” Elise’s mouth felt sticky with saliva. She swallowed hard. “Thanks.”

“Maybe we should take the pickup instead,” Rylie suggested. “We could carry more supplies that way, and I bet we could still fit the motorcycle in the back for later use.”

Elise pushed her sleeve up her wrist and activated the tracking spell again. Her stomach lurched with vertigo and she tasted blood on the back of her tongue.

A red light darted toward the west.

“Forget the pickup,” Elise said. “Let’s go.”

















Seven




They came upon the first abandoned city shortly before dawn.

With no speed limits, no traffic, and no police, Elise and Rylie tore through the night as if they were flying above the pavement. Rural roads became an interstate highway. Highways became freeways. And then the farms became homes.

The fringes of suburbia were unsettlingly quiet in the glow of false dawn. There were no engines, no commuters lined up outside coffee shops. The snow was three inches deep without a single tire tread or footprint.

Elise felt the weight of the light on the back of her neck. They were too far from the fissure for the ash layer to protect her from the sun, and she didn’t trust the rising wind; it would blow away the fog before midmorning. Elise wasn’t going to risk pressing on. Even though James had a strong head start, she would only delay the hunt further if she broke herself beyond the ability to reform.

“We’ll spend the day here,” she shouted over the sound of the engine.

“Here?” Rylie didn’t sound happy about it, but there was no way for her to stop Elise as they slipped off a freeway exit.

The motorcycle’s grumbles echoed off of the towers downtown. The glass-walled offices reflected their faces back at them as they slid past. There were cars parked on either side of the road, askew as if hurriedly abandoned, and all of the parking meters had their flags standing.

Elise slowed to search for a good hiding place—somewhere that good-intentioned witches wouldn’t have warded, yet still comfortable enough to house Rylie for the day.

“Do you see that?” Rylie asked. There was a tremor in her voice.

Elise didn’t respond, but she watched out of the corners of her eye as they passed an art museum. There were shadows in the courtyard behind the modern art sculpture. They flashed behind a brick wall and disappeared.

Those weren’t human shadows. She didn’t sense human minds, either. It was like there was a hissing void where the shadows stood.

“What do you smell?” Elise asked.

“Soil,” Rylie said after a moment. “Dark places. Caves.”

“You don’t recognize it?” Elise asked.

She wrinkled her nose. “No, but I’ve been smelling it on and off since Northgate. Would it be paranoid if I said that I think it’s following us?”

Not paranoid enough. She should have mentioned it earlier.

They needed somewhere really secure.

Elise’s eyes fell on the building she needed when they turned down C Street. It was a hotel with gothic architecture, all gray slate and relief carvings with the kind of front door that belonged on a cathedral. The ground floor was old. The tower rearing above it was new. A sign in front said “Crane Hotel: A Historical Site” in bold, modern letters.

“Here?” Rylie asked.

Elise nodded once.

Rylie slipped off the motorcycle and approached the motion-activated doors. They didn’t react to her presence. She wedged her fingers between the cracks of the doors, forcing them open with as little effort as it took an average person to open a jar of pickles.

“Come on,” she said, standing aside to let Elise pass. Her eyes were on the street around them, cheeks pink with cold.

Elise put the engine into a low gear and half-walked the motorcycle into the lobby of the hotel, leaving a streak of brown snowmelt in her wake. The floor was marble with gold accents, and an open archway at the far end of the bell desk led into what had once been the main body of the cathedral.

But there was no magic here—what had once been hallowed, consecrated ground had been violated by a corporation. It had the shape of a magical fortress without the actual magic intact. Perfect.

“We still have a few hours until the sun comes out, I think,” Rylie said, peering through the doors that she had forced to shut once more. “I don’t want to stop in this city. Not if something is following us.”

The kickstand made an unpleasant scraping noise against the marble as Elise dismounted. She didn’t like the idea of stopping at the Crane Hotel much either, but she could make sure that whoever was following wouldn’t be able to get at them. She tugged her right glove off with her teeth. “You want to spend the day down here or in a hotel room upstairs?”

Rylie turned to take in the impressive sight of the lobby. She shivered and rubbed her upper arms. “Hotel room.”

Elise slung the saddlebags over her shoulder and they went upstairs.

The rooms were modest, obviously intended for business travelers—not fancy, but with all of the appliances that would make extended stays comfortable, assuming there had been electricity. There was a kitchenette, a bathroom, a separate bedroom. Elise tossed their belongings on the desk.

“Stay in here and don’t come out until I return,” Elise said, flicking spells at the windows, the door, even the walls. She didn’t activate them yet.

“How long will you be gone?” Rylie asked, gazing around the room with frightened doe eyes.

“Until nightfall.”

Fear rolled off of Rylie in waves. She nodded and hugged herself tighter, taking a big step back as Elise passed her to tag the bathroom with another warding rune.

“I don’t want to feed on you,” Elise said over her shoulder as she affixed the rune to the ventilation duct.

Rylie looked startled. “What?”

“Every time I’ve looked at you since you walked in on Neuma and me, your brain signals have gone insane. You don’t need to be afraid. I don’t want to feed off of you, sexually or otherwise.”

Rylie exploded into laughter.

It wasn’t the reaction Elise expected. She stared hard at Rylie as the Alpha tried to smother her giggles with her hands.

“I’m not afraid you’re going to hit on me,” Rylie said after an awkward minute, once she became coherent again. “Oh my God. Really? Even if you did, do you think it’s hard to say ‘no thanks’ or something?”

Elise kept her expression carefully blank. The runes on her twitching fingertips hung in the air, momentarily forgotten.

Rylie swallowed down more giggles. “I am afraid, but it’s not about the—the sex thing. I know you’re not going to try to feed on me. You’re not like that.”

“But you are afraid of me.” Elise flicked an extra rune at the front door, just to make sure. “And you don’t like Neuma.”

“I’m not used to demons. She’s weird.”

“And I’m not?”

Rylie’s laughter cut off. Tears streaked her cheeks. “The last time we tried to save the world, we killed Seth, and I keep remembering it when you’re around. I’m so afraid of losing Abel that sometimes it’s like I can’t breathe. But…it’s not because you, not like that.”

And now she was crying.

Elise stood back, utterly baffled by the swing in moods, every muscle tense.

Rylie cried with her whole body. Like every fiber of her being was committed to experiencing her emotions. It was as off-putting as though if Rylie had peeled off her skin and stood in front of Elise with the muscles and blood vessels exposed—maybe even more so. She would know what to do with a skinned zombie. Emotions, not so much.

“You save those people, the slaves,” Rylie said. “You took over an entire Palace in Hell to save them. Why would I ever be afraid of you?”

Maybe because even now, Elise was thinking about her hunger. She was thinking about meat and the dark places inside a victim’s body and how easy it would be to crawl inside them. Elise’s mind didn’t even belong to herself anymore. It was torn between infernal instinct and Eve’s loving instincts and she didn’t know if she fit anywhere between the demon and the angel.

Rylie should have been afraid of her. Elise was.

Enough of this bullshit. Elise was done setting up the spells, and now they only needed to be activated.

She opened the hallway door again. “I’ll activate these from outside so that I can leave without breaching them. As soon as the door shuts, you’re stuck in here until nightfall. Don’t try to leave. Understand?”

Rylie didn’t seem to be in any condition to speak. She just nodded.

Elise slammed the door behind her.

Fucking werewolves.

She waited until she heard Rylie lock the door, then activated the wards.

Magic wrenched from her heart, making her pulse race, her vision blur. She didn’t even realize that she had fallen until the carpet was in her face, all abstract green patterns that made no sense to her fogged mind.

Burning magical walls erected around the hotel room that looked and felt like fire.

Hungry…

The hallway was windowless, but she could suddenly feel the rising sun acutely.

Magic hurt. It was daytime. She didn’t want to suffer anymore.

Elise surrendered to oblivion.




Cold. Hungry. Bright. Wet. What is this place?

Elise’s eyes opened on the face of God.

“Oh shit,” she hissed, scrambling into a sitting position, pushing herself backward until her shoulder slammed into a corner.

It took her a moment of blinding panic to realize that she wasn’t really looking at God. It was a painting, and He didn’t look any more like the real thing than Michelangelo’s depiction in the Sistine Chapel did.

She was in a church. There were no pews here, no priest at the altar. Her shoulder had banged into a table covered in brochures.

She hauled herself into a standing position using the edge of the table. The fearful glare that His face had been painted into looked accusatory, as if the artist had known that Elise would be there in that instant and prepared Him to cast judgment upon the sins of her past life.

Elise backed away from Him, boots slipping on floor tiles that didn’t look like they were original to the church. Hints of moonlight glowed beyond the stained glass windows. It cast an eerie twilight over the open nave.

Memory returned to her slowly. She was in the Crane Hotel where she had left Rylie. It was nighttime, so she must have just spent the day phased out of existence. But she always jumped to Dis during the day, floating above the city in peaceful silence, and when she cast her mind backward, she remembered…nothing.

Her abs cramped hard, and Elise doubled over as her vision swam.

Hungry.

Images of dripping meat filled her mind. Slabs of raw steak. Not beef, not pork—something much fattier. In her imagination, it glistened as it broke down underneath the hungry mouths of maggots, and Elise devoured all of it whole.

She stumbled through the church, and then she was in a hotel lobby, unsure how she had gotten there.

When she went to the sliding doors, they didn’t react to her, and she had to pat her body down to reassure herself that she was there—not an apparition that had failed to take form, but tangible with skin and bones and all the important things that made her able to exist alongside humans. She wore jeans. Boots. A bustier. A leather jacket. Gun at her back. Everything was normal there. The doors just didn’t have any power.

Elise clutched her stomach as a low groan escaped her throat.

Meat. Blood.

She pulled a fist back and punched through the glass door.

Elise shoved through the showering glass and emerged on the street. Cold, damp air slapped her in the face, sucking the breath out of her lungs. The shock of it was enough to bring her vision into sharp relief.

Maybe she did know this city. The streets looked familiar.

She turned and looked up at the hotel tower attached to the cathedral. Magic sparked on one of the highest floors. Those crimson flames looked like wards—magic that Elise had cast. It looked strange. She barely recalled casting it, as if the moments after sunrise had been wiped away with everything else.

The absence of memory chilled her in a way that the snow covering the toes of her boots didn’t. Elise zipped her jacket to her throat. Took a few deep breaths that stung because they were so cold and wet, hostile to her demon lungs.

It felt like months had passed since the last time that she had eaten anything, even though she now recalled feeding on Neuma early in the previous night, and devouring all those brutes before that. When she pushed up her sleeve to look at her forearm, she could see the faint outline of bone underneath. Even the glimpses of moonlight through the heavy purple clouds stung.

She was starving again.

“But why?” she asked the empty street.

Shuffling noises.

Elise turned to see shadows sliding through an alley near the intersection. There were no human minds there. And even though she couldn’t smell like Rylie did, she thought that she detected the faintest odor of damp soil.

Rylie would be safe in the hotel room for a few more minutes. The wards were still intact.

Elise followed the shadows.

They had already gone down to D Street by the time she reached the intersection, sliding silently through the night without a single uttered word. But Elise realized that there were footprints in the snow—faint indentations no bigger than her own feet that had treads like those of hiking boots.

Those shadows may not have been human, but they wore human clothes.

Elise continued to follow, phasing to the next alley and the next. Each return to her corporeal form jarred her like being struck at the base of her skull with a hammer. She stopped phasing and started walking in the path of the footprints instead.

The hotel tower faded into the flurrying snow behind her, indistinguishable from the other decorations of the city surrounding it. More buildings emerged in front of Elise. The city seemed endless.

Still, the shadows walked.

Their footsteps terminated in front of a broken window. Elise had to rub her eyes before she could focus on the sign. It was a small grocery store on the first floor of an apartment building. Shards of glass shimmered in the snow like fragments of ice.

Her quarry had gone inside.

Elise slipped in after them.

Now she heard voices, though she couldn’t see who was speaking.

“Don’t think there’s anything left, Joseba,” said a woman. “They cleared this one out like everything else.”

“They had to have left something.”

Elise didn’t dare phase into a mist, but she let herself fade somewhat into shadow, hair bleeding into the darkness behind her and skin fading. She slipped between aisles to pursue the voices.

She found them pushing through empty boxes and toppled shelves in the rear of the store.

“We can wait until we get outside the city,” the woman said. She had hair styled into a fauxhawk and was about a foot shorter than her companion, no more than four and a half feet tall. Her jeans had been rolled and cuffed at the ankle to keep from dragging in the snow.

Her companion was Elise’s height and stocky. He had a broad, friendly face. “We can’t wait,” he said. “I bet they’ve forgotten something edible. Just have to keep looking.”

“Do Twinkies even sound any good to you? Come on, Joseba.”

Motion drew her gaze to the storage room door. There was more motion beyond the window. These two weren’t alone.

“It doesn’t matter what sounds good. This is what we have. We won’t get anything better until we reach Boulder.”

They were going to Boulder? Elise almost forgot to keep herself hidden.

Boulder was where James’s family came from. That was where the White Ash Coven used to live.

Elise’s eyes dropped to the hips of the woman. She wore a heavy iron chain where most people would have worn a belt. The man wore iron knuckledusters over his gloves and heavy earrings that made his earlobes sag. They were brown-skinned, brown-haired, as earthy as the smells that Rylie had described to Elise.

Basandere.

The creatures were no more from Hell than werewolves were. They were spirits of the earth that had largely died out in the Industrial Era, like the golems and sidhe. Most kopides only classified them as demons in order to make them conveniently fall under the deadly jurisdiction of demon hunters.

Elise had encountered them before, both as a human and after her resurrection. They hadn’t been a problem when she was still alive. But her last fight with a basandere had ended badly—real badly. She had nearly been decapitated when the spirit she fought used his chain as a ligature.

She had healed at human speed after that. Weeks of recovery under the attentive care of Anthony and McIntyre.

And there were three of them on their way to Boulder.

This wasn’t easy prey. Elise wasn’t the right one to fight them. Rylie would be able to kill or contain the basandere, since werewolves were earth spirits too, and at the top of the food chain.

But it felt like her stomach was folding inside out and trying to devour itself.

The sound of their pulsing heartbeats grew. They may not have been human, but they had blood coursing through their bodies. Elise wondered if it would taste like the iron that they wrapped around their bodies for safety and energy. Would it be bitter or delicious?

She didn’t dare swallow them, not when there was so much iron on their bodies. They were too well defended.

But the blood—she could drink the blood.

Elise’s hunger was only growing the longer that she looked at them. Her hands were shaking.

Maybe just a taste.

She reformed into her corporeal body.

The female basandere jerked with surprise, taking a step back. “Jainko,” she hissed as her male companion moved in front of her.

He looked angry to see Elise. “This is our salvage,” Joseba said, pounding his armored fist into the opposite palm. “Get out, succubus whore.”

Elise stepped over the boxes, and they stepped back, keeping a shelf between them. “I don’t think that’s a succubus,” the woman said as if Elise wasn’t there, as if she couldn’t hear what they were saying. “I think that’s—she might be—oh, Joseba—”

The storage room door opened, and the third basandere emerged. He looked older than the other two. More tired. “What is this?” he asked.

“She’s fucking up our salvage,” Joseba said.

The older man’s eyes flicked to Elise. His mind was a blank wall, but surprise registered clearly on his face. “You idiot,” he said softly, “it’s her.”

Joseba immediately swung a fist at her. Elise ducked under it, stepped to the side just in time for him to strike again and miss.

They recognized her. They had been following her. She needed to know why.

But all she wanted to do was eat.

“I’ll cut you,” Joseba said. There was a knife in his hand. She didn’t recall seeing him draw it. The blade was simply there all of a sudden, and it didn’t shine like steel did. It had the dull look of iron. It didn’t need to be sharp to be deadly, especially in his hands.

Elise touched her throat, recalling the pain of being choked by the other basandere.

The memory stirred her from her hunger for a moment. She pushed away all the mental images of beating hearts and bloody wounds and tried to focus on her surroundings. “Put the knife down,” Elise said.

“Don’t be stupid, Joseba,” the older man said warningly.

“Listen to him,” Elise said. “Put the knife down and tell me why you’re following me.” It was hard to let the adrenaline subside when he was holding a weapon and all she could wonder was whether it was sharp enough to draw blood.

“Joseba,” the woman said urgently.

He lunged at her, thrusting the knife toward her heart.

Elise wasn’t there when his fist reached the place where her breastbone had been. She was suddenly behind him, crouched on top of a shelf. He spun and dived again.

She knocked his forearm aside.

“Last warning,” she said. He was lucky to have had any warnings at all.

He thrust the knife toward her stomach. Elise dodged as easily as she had the first time, and Joseba tripped over his own feet. He tried to catch himself on the bent side of a shelf and hissed with pain, pulling his hand back.

The scent of blood filled the air. Droplets splattered on the linoleum.

Hungry.

Elise moved.

She kicked the small woman in the face, sending her to the floor. It gave Elise a clear path to Joseba.

In two long strides, she was on top of him, riding him into the shelves, sending more empty boxes showering to the floor. Metal buckled under his back. His head slammed into the shelf.

Elise seized his wrist, banged his knuckles into the edge of the metal. He released the dagger.

She slashed it across his throat.

Turned out that it was sharp enough to cut cleanly. Clean and deep.

The woman was screaming behind Elise, but all she heard was the thundering of Joseba’s heart as it pumped blood out of the gaping hole in his neck, pouring down his chest. It gushed over her hands. It was warm as the desert wind and smelled like canyons, the sage that grew between the stones, the moist places where hot springs and geysers emerged from the earth. Hot sun on wet rocks.

Elise sucked her wetted hand into her mouth.

He tasted like iron.

Good. More.

He was gurgling, trying to scream through an esophagus that had been severed and was filling with arterial blood. He only had a few seconds, a couple of torturously short minutes at best. The blood wouldn’t be as sweet after that.

Elise buried her face in his throat and drank. Her tongue delved into the wound. Her lips found the jugular and latched on.

Something struck the side of Elise’s head.

Her skull rang out as the world exploded around her, filling her ears with a rushing sound. She slammed into the boxes. Her blood-drenched hands and chin were suddenly cold, so very cold, and she was still hungry.

Footsteps slipped and scrabbled against the linoleum.

“No! Joseba!”

“Get his feet,” said the old man. “Fast.”

Shuffling. Scraping.

The other two were fleeing, and they were carrying their companion between them.

Her neck ached too much to move. Dammit, the man must have hit her with a chain—she had dropped her guard, focused on feeding, and hadn’t made sure that the others were gone first.

She wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

By the time she got to her knees, they were gone, leaving splattered blood that led out the front windows that they had broken to enter in the first place.

Elise staggered after them. She tripped, sank to her knees. Her hands slipped in the trail of blood.

She sucked on her gloved fingers, licking them clean.

Good, but not enough.

Never enough.

Elise could see their retreating shadows beyond the broken window, already a block away. Moving fast despite the burden of Joseba’s body.

She phased.

The grocery store disappeared around her. She had a delirious moment of travel, aware that the street was darting underneath her, and then she was standing in the intersection in front of the basandere.

Her body shocked into its corporeal form again. She licked the blood off of her wrist, seeking a moment of strength in the taste. It filled her with visions of desert canyons. The stripes on a cavern wall that showed where stones had been compressed by the immense weight of time. Joseba had been young, but his blood was ageless.

The old man realized that Elise was standing in their path and slipped in the snow, almost falling. He had his arms wrapped under Joseba’s armpits. The woman had him by the ankles. He sagged between them, dead weight. Elise could feel his blood growing cold, aging far too rapidly, and it filled her with anger.

“Leave us alone,” said the woman. “You already killed him!”

They tried to run in the other direction. Elise blocked them. “Why were you following us?” she asked.

“We weren’t going to hurt you,” the older man said. “We’re not assassins; we’re shepherds.”

“Shepherding me toward what? Boulder?”

The woman turned pleading eyes on the older man. “They’ll kill us.”

“I’ll kill you,” Elise said.

“Belphegor, it’s Belphegor,” said the man, shifting his grip on the body. “He wanted us to make sure that you made it to Boulder. That’s all. We were hired to catch you if you turned around, send you back, perhaps hurt you a little—but not kill.”

Belphegor wanted Elise in Boulder.

Why?

Elise could tell that these people didn’t know. She would let the surviving basandere run. They could run all they liked—it wouldn’t matter. Once Belphegor realized that they had failed, they would be dead too.

They will be dead soon, she realized. The blood will be wasted.

If they stood there much longer, drenched in the blood of their companion, then Belphegor wouldn’t have to worry about killing them. “Give him to me,” Elise said, jerking her chin toward the body between them. “Drop him and run as fast as you can.”

The old man and the woman exchanged looks. Basandere couldn’t communicate telepathically, as far as Elise knew, but they shared the kind of meaningful looks that spoke volumes. The decision was made silently.

They released him simultaneously.

This time, when they ran, Elise let them go.

She wanted their beating hearts, their flowing blood, but some dim part of her knew that this would have to be enough—this corpse at her feet.

Elise fell upon him in the snow at the heart of a dead city. She drank.

It was the best blood that she had ever tasted. It filled her with a heady warmth and the rush of fluid from her hair to the tips of her fingers. It drove away the cold. It shielded her from the light and cloaked her in utter darkness, in which she had no thoughts, no mind, no body.

She realized too late that something was wrong with this blood. As good as it tasted, it was sitting badly in her gut. The back of her throat burned.

Elise wanted to pull away and vomit the blood onto the snow. Reject it before it hurt her.

But she couldn’t tear herself away.

Her throat worked, swallowing bigger and bigger mouthfuls. The desert was as bright as it was hot. She tasted iron on her tongue.

It filled her. It burned her.

Elise wasn’t consuming—she was consumed.

















Eight




The angels placed the gate that they recovered within one of Shamain’s underground caverns, which were naturally illuminated by the crystals’ glow without a hint of shadow. Normally, Nash wouldn’t have been so paranoid about trying to keep something out of the darkness in Heaven, but he was unprepared to trust the city’s natural defenses after what had happened to Leliel.

“Where do you think it leads?” Uriel asked once the gate was settled into place.

Nash traced a hand up the markings on the right side. They were warm underneath his palm, almost alive, as though he were stroking the flank of an ancient beast. “I don’t know. Wherever it goes, it can’t be good.”

Uriel’s eyes were hungry. “Let’s find out.”

He extended a hand toward the second pillar of the gate. It took two angels to open such a door; with Uriel determined to trigger it, it would instantly awaken at their combined touch.

Nash jerked back before that could happen.

He couldn’t shake the Union’s warnings, absurd as they sounded. This was an ethereal artifact, part of the city’s heritage, a native to Heaven. But dread filled him at the sight of it. He didn’t trust the gateway. He didn’t trust the demons not to have found some way to interfere with it.

“Nobody opens this,” Nash said. “Nobody touches it. Once I’m gone, nobody even enters the cave.”

Uriel couldn’t seem to tear his eyes from the gate. “Don’t you want to know?”

“No,” he said. It was a lie. The fact that Nash did want to know so desperately was worrying.

They exited the chamber together. Nash positioned two other angels at the only mouth of the cave—angels that hadn’t touched the gate yet and didn’t feel the overpowering urge to open it.

Uriel was reluctant to leave. Nash stood by the mouth of the cavern until he was gone.

“You’re authorized to disable anyone who tries to come into this cave,” Nash said.

The angel on the right, Ezekiel, looked surprised by the command. Perhaps not the command itself, but the authority with which Nash had issued it. He surprised himself with that, too. It shouldn’t have been so easy to step back into his old role as a warrior and leader, not after so many millennia being considered a traitor.

But Nash hadn’t become a successful businessman in the Haven by being meek. If there was anything he did well, it was arrogance.

“As you order,” agreed Ezekiel.




Leliel’s condition hadn’t improved. She looked more and more like a statue than a living angel as the hours passed, and the pale light filtering through her curtains sapped away what little color remained in her features.

But the visitors in her room had changed. The men that had been guarding her were outside on the manor property. Michael was nowhere in sight. And almost a dozen angels were hovering over her bed, whispering urgently among themselves.

Nash stood in her doorway for a long time without announcing himself, watching the conversation unfold. He recognized many of these faces. Raphael and Raqib had long been friends of Leliel’s. On the other hand, Yemiel was more of a lackey. Always quick to execute the smallest of Leliel’s whims. He was sure that he knew the others, too, but had let them slip from memory either because they were insignificant during the First War, or because they hadn’t lived in Shamain in centuries.

“What is this?” Nash finally asked.

A dozen heads swiveled to face him.

“Nashriel,” Azrael said. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

That wasn’t an answer to his question. He stepped inside, letting his wings stretch behind him. “Answer me. And don’t tell me that you’re mourning a woman who isn’t dead.”

“Not mourning.” Raphael had a white-knuckled grip on the saber at his belt. He was short for an angel, barely six feet, but with enough muscle in his shoulders to make up for it. He had obviously come from Earth recently; he wore a black sweater, distressed jeans, driving moccasins. “We’re trying to decide what to do in case a need for mourning arises.”

“Do about what?”

“Raphael,” Azrael said sharply when the other angel opened his mouth to respond.

Raphael didn’t look chagrined. He tossed his head, throwing the blond hair out of his face with a defiant glare. “Nash should know.”

“Know what?” Nash asked, carefully enunciating each word. He didn’t like having things kept from him. He didn’t like hints and secrets. And his patience was quickly wearing thin.

“Leliel was trying to bargain with Belphegor,” Raphael said. The declaration was punctuated by uncomfortable mumbling from the angels. Wings shifted, feathers rustled.

Nash frowned. “Yes. I know.”

“You…know?”

“Yes. I also know that it was Belphegor’s demon that did this to her.”

Raphael and Azrael exchanged looks. “Damnation below,” Azrael murmured.

“What do you all know of this? Did Leliel tell you her plans?”

“We were going to help her,” Yemiel said. He was sitting at the head of the bed, one hand on Leliel’s.

“What was she bargaining?” Nash asked.

“The Palace of Dis. She offered to take her men—us—down to the netherworlds in order to seize the Palace from the terrorists who unrightfully conquered it. In exchange, she expected Belphegor to cease his troop movements toward the Heaven gates and retain control of the broken fissure.”

Leliel had been trying to give the City of Dis to Belphegor, sacrificing humans for her safety.

“That ‘terrorist’ is our ally,” Nash said.

Azrael sneered. “The Godslayer is a plague.”

That was true, too. One day, perhaps at the end of all days, Nash knew something would need to be done about the woman that had slain Adam. It was too much power for one demon to possess. But this day, they were working on the same side—the side that served to protect the werewolf pack. Leliel had gone behind Nash’s back to destroy that.

He drew his saber.

The room fell chillingly silent. He could just barely make out the rasp of Leliel’s shallow breaths.

“Leliel’s machinations amount to treason,” Nash said. It was easy to remain calm; it felt like his heart had turned to ice. “Collusion with Belphegor is heinous.”

“How is it worse than collusion with the Godslayer?” Azrael asked.

Because collusion with Elise was helping to keep Summer’s home safe.

“The Godslayer has no interest in invading Heaven,” Nash said levelly. “She only wants to restore Earth. Like what she’s done or not, fear or love her—I don’t care. We won’t keep Shamain safe by appeasing those who want to crush us. We will keep it by appealing to powers who feel no more than benign disdain for our breed.” He swung his blade toward the bed and pointed to the unconscious woman. “Leliel will answer to the coalition when she awakens. For now, you will all swear to help me fix this grievous error. If we act quickly, we may be able to save Shamain yet.”

“Perhaps we wouldn’t need to save Shamain if you hadn’t helped the Godslayer,” Azrael said.

Nash shoved the point of his sword into Azrael’s open mouth.

The other angel’s eyes widened.

He could tell what everyone was thinking by their stricken expressions. This was not civilized or appropriate. He had let emotion seize him. Crazed by fascination, they would say. But they also wouldn’t have the balls to stop him.

Nash used the point of the sword to force Azrael to his knees.

Could an angel’s blade kill another angel? Would angelfire burn him? They had never had the opportunity to find out before.

“Swear that you will obey me,” Nash said.

“I will,” Yemiel said instantly, though he wasn’t the one being threatened to eat mage-crafted steel.

The others murmured. One by one, their wings rustled as they kneeled. But Azrael only stared at Nash with hate in his eyes.

Finally, Azrael nodded.

It was a lie. This angel’s grudge would hold strong, and he would stand by Leliel if and when she woke. But for the moment, he nodded. That meant Nash had an excuse not to kill him.

He withdrew his blade and allowed Azrael to stand.

Nash was sweating.

“There may still be a demon in Shamain,” he said. “There is a weakness in our walls, and we must find it if we want to save ourselves. We search now. We don’t stop searching until the demon is dead and all of the holes are closed.”

“As you order,” Raphael said, and he bowed.

It had been a long time since any angel bowed to Nash like that, and it gave him unpleasant memories of the First War, passing on Adam’s orders.

But Nash worked under no orders but his own now, and he knew that his intimidation wouldn’t work for long.

“Go,” Nash said, “and be quick.”

“What will you do?” Raphael asked.

Nash spread his wings. “I’m going to retrieve backup.”




“I have to scratch my nose,” Summer said.

“Don’t,” Abram said.

“I’m going to do it. You can’t stop me.”

He smacked his paintbrush down on his tray. This was the first time he’d had good light in months—natural light from the midday sun breaking through the smoky clouds—and Summer couldn’t sit still for one freaking hour so that he could work on her portrait.

“Fine,” he bit out. “Scratch your damn nose.”

Summer was sitting on a stool by the window, just a few feet in front of Abram. She scrubbed wildly at her face as soon as he gave her permission, crinkling her nose, twisting her mouth around, eyes scrunching. “Oh man,” she sighed. “This is torture. As soon as I need to sit still, everything itches and aches. Can’t you just take a picture of me?”

How many times did Abram have to explain this? “Colors and light are already flattened in a photograph. Too much information is lost. I need you, the subject, to be able to render a lifelike painting.”

“As if you haven’t seen me every day of your stupid life,” Summer said. “Work from memory.”

Abram wiped his hands clean on a rag, stepping away from the easel. Painting had been his passion ever since he had first started finger-painting with Gran’s food coloring, but there had been little time for it since building the sanctuary. There was always real work to do—repairs and cooking and maintenance, all the little chores that a werewolf pack required to run smoothly—not to mention heading the homecoming committee. Going weeks without painting made him feel his heart had been carved from his chest.

This was his first foray back into portraiture. He had taken paints from the abandoned craft store and made his own canvas for it. He had painted Summer a hundred times before, so it should have been easy. Just a warm-up.

But it was ridiculously hard to get back into the art of it, and not just because his sister wouldn’t hold still.

“Fine,” he said, heavy with exhaustion. “Go find something else to do. I’ll paint Sir Lumpy.” The fat cat was unconscious on a pile of white blankets in the corner that Abram had been pinning up as makeshift backdrops. When Sir Lumpy slept, he was basically dead. He wouldn’t go anywhere for hours.

“I would love a painting of him,” Summer said. “Something that captures his noble stature.”

“Uh huh.”

She smiled sympathetically as she hopped off the stool. “I know you’re having a tough time.” She straightened the hem of his shirt, wiped a smear of paint off of his chin. “Let me stretch my legs and I’ll get back to playing statue for you.”

“I’m sure you’ve got other things you’d rather do.”

“Sure,” Summer said, “but nothing as important as this.” She leaned around him to look at the canvas. Abram hated people looking at his works in progress, but he could make an exception for his twin sister. “My lips aren’t that big.”

“When’s the last time you looked in a mirror?”

She batted her eyelashes at him. “The only mirror I need is within Nash’s eyes.”

“Get back on the stool before I slaughter you for your pelt.”

“I prefer her skin intact, thank you,” Nash said, striding into the room without knocking. He had his wings out. He usually tucked those away before going inside any of the cottages. “Wasn’t this Seth’s room?”

“I think Seth would like having his bedroom repurposed as a studio,” Summer said as she melted against her fiancé, like it was so hard to keep a couple of inches between them when they were in the same room. Abram rolled his eyes. “I thought you weren’t coming back until New Year’s—not that I’m complaining. Do you need something?”

“I always need you,” Nash said, stroking his fingers down the side of Summer’s throat. “Today, I need to ask you to do something dangerous.”

“All you have to do is ask,” Summer said with a note of teasing to her voice.

A smile tugged at the corner of Nash’s mouth. It was the kind of suggestive smile that Abram would have really preferred not to see any man make at his sister, much less an angel. “A demon entered Shamain and attacked Leliel. We can’t find her.”

“You want me to sniff it out?”

“No, we need to inspect the fissures connecting Shamain to Earth. She might have used one to escape.”

“And you need help with that,” Abram said flatly.

“Just like in the Haven, only non-angels can pass through the fissures from Shamain to Earth. It’s a safety precaution to allow humans to escape if they accidentally find themselves in Heaven. But it’s been centuries since angels were permitted to traverse the junctures; I don’t know where they let out, so I can’t search for demons on the other side alone.”

“You need me to escort you through a hole between Heaven and Earth to find a killer demon,” Summer said.

Abram shook his head. “Not happening.”

“Shut your face, bro. I didn’t ask you.” She looped her arm through Nash’s. “You know that I’ll do whatever you need.”

“What about the pack?” Abram asked, trying not to let the climbing worry he felt into his voice.

Rylie had already left. Were the Gresham women allergic to responsibility?

His sister only grinned. “You’ve got everything here covered, right?”

And then she and Nash vanished.

Abram glared at the place they had been standing. Good thing he had already set down his paintbrush—his fists were clenched so hard that he would have probably snapped it otherwise.

The door opened behind him. Trevin shoved his head in.

“Where’d Summer go?” Trevin asked. “Wasn’t she with you?”

Abram dropped his brushes in a cup of turpentine. “She’s indisposed. What do you need?”

“Well, I guess I need you. We’ve got trouble. Like, demons outside the wards trouble.”

Shit. Summer and Rylie had great timing.

Abram toweled his hands dry. Grabbed his gun, jammed it in his belt, and then pulled a jacket over it.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m ready.”

It wasn’t like he had any other choice.




Trevin didn’t move through the forest like a human did. He easily slipped through dense foliage where no paths existed, walking almost on top of the snow. Abram had practiced running with wolves a lot—ever since he and Summer had been children—but he was still trudging slowly in comparison, huffing with exertion, legs going cold from the knees down.

It was obvious Trevin was impatient with Abram’s speed. He kept darting ahead, leaving Abram to follow his footsteps, and then would return a few minutes later with a look of barely controlled annoyance.

Abram didn’t blame him. He felt just as irritated.

It should have been Rylie here, not him.

They finally reached the fence marking the edge of the wards. The men vaulted over them.

“Down there,” Trevin whispered.

He didn’t need to say anything. Abram could already feel something nearby—some kind of powerful demonic energy that sickened him, leaving him dizzy.

Abram leaned around the tree, allowing most of his body to remain sheltered in the shadows behind it.

Far below, there was a camp. It was the only word he could think to use for it. There were no tents or sleeping bags or campfires, but someone had arranged tree branches against the trunks of a few pines, forming a narrow shelter. The snow had been stamped flat by frequent foot traffic. Smoke curled into the air from the gap between two branches.

“What is it?” Abram asked.

Trevin waved a hand in front of his nose, as if wafting a scent to himself. “It’s not human. It’s sulfur and this other smell, this kind of—like Crystal’s hair dryer in the morning.”

Burning hair, metal, brimstone. A demon smell.

This wasn’t his forte. Not at all. He had grown up without ever having to fight to survive, and he didn’t even know where to begin planning a fight against a demon.

“We don’t need to panic yet,” Abram said, careful not to show his concern. He was a leader for the moment, like it or not, and leaders didn’t worry. “We have the wards on the sanctuary. We have enough supplies to support everyone, human and pack, for at least a few days.”

“Except that Abel broke the wards,” Trevin said softly.

Abram had forgotten that part. Damn it.

He drew his gun. Seth had left him with silver bullets, but he only had ordinary rounds on him. He didn’t know if either would work on demons. “We’ll have to investigate,” Abram said, “but be careful. We’re scouts. Just scouts. We’ll call in the Scions before we…” Abram turned—and found a woman standing behind Trevin.

She was petite and slender with feathery black hair chopped short at the ears. The bangs were far too short for the length of her face, which looked like it had been sculpted from clay. Her facial features were nearly flat, like a mask. Her chin extended into a sharp point.

Her mouth was fixed in a broad grin, and Abram realized with a lurch of his stomach that the corners of her mouth almost reached her ears.

That wasn’t a mask. It was her face, her real face, no matter how rubbery and frozen.

And her eyes were blank white.

Abram needed to warn Trevin. Tell him to turn, see what had sneaked up behind them, try to run away before her bony hands reached out to cut them open. But Abram suddenly couldn’t speak, move, or even breathe. His lungs had atrophied at the sight of her.

There was no longer a gun in his hands. It had fallen to the snow at his feet.

Abram watched helplessly as Trevin registered that something was wrong and began to move too slowly.

A needle-sharp pain pricked at Abram’s forehead.

“Abram,” she said without moving her mouth, as though she had just pulled his name out of his thoughts and wanted to try it on for size, just as she was trying on a face that didn’t quite fit her. “Abram, Abram, Abram…” Her voice slowed with every repeat, dropping an octave, extending into infinity.

Abram…

She knew his name. She knew who he was.

She would always be able to find him.

Trevin’s mouth opened in a silent shout of horror, arms lifting to shield himself. But even as he moved, he faded, puddling into nothing. Leaving Abram alone.

Abram dropped to the snow. He was sinking into immense, untouchable darkness. A place where there was no light, and never had been light before.

The woman appeared above him. He sensed rather than saw her. She wasn’t just a grotesquely deformed woman; she was the point in space that all the fear bent around, curving toward her, sucked into her black heart.

She was kneeling on him. There were hands sliding up his chest underneath his shirt, and Abram felt them like razors slicing through the muscles of his abs. The blades were as thin as an atom. They slid between the individual fibers and cut right through his blood.

Images flashed through his mind. Blood clouding in a warm tub. Drizzling down the walls of the bathroom. Swirling around a drain. Memories, not nightmares. Something he had seen before and tried to forget.

Blood like rain, blood like acid.

Abram…

It felt like the fear was a physical chain coiled around his heart, and this woman was dragging it out of him through his ribs. The links squeezing through him made his bones shake.

She was eating the fear.

She was eating him.

A roar shattered the visions of blood, and honey-gold fur flashed in front of him.

A werewolf tackled the demon and they fell off the edge of the ridge together.

The woman, and all of her darkness, was gone. Abram could breathe.

He was only peripherally aware of the fact that a wolf had just attacked her. The fear was still gagging him. He needed to get away from it. He scrambled onto all fours in the snow, struggling to get upright through the weight of the fear.

Hands seized his shirt.

“Move, move, move!”

It was Trevin. He was still alive.

Abram’s vision cleared as Trevin hauled him away, dragging him toward the fence and the wards and what little safety they could provide.

It didn’t matter—she had looked into him and seen his fear with that mindless grin of hers, and she knew him.

She would be back.

“Did you kill her?” Abram gasped, clutching his heart, feeling for wounds. His muscles felt bruised but there was no blood.

“Me? No,” Trevin said, jumping over the fence.

Abram followed. “But the wolf—”

“That wasn’t me,” he said. “I don’t shift like that.”

He was right. Trevin didn’t have that much control. As far as Abram knew, only Alphas and his shapeshifter sister could change on command. But Rylie, Abel, and Summer were all gone, and it was still days from the next moon. “Then who was that?” Abram asked, shooting a look over his shoulder. They were already halfway down the hill again. He couldn’t see the makeshift shack or the demon that had attacked him.

“I was too busy running to look,” Trevin said. “We’ve got to warn everyone. We are in so much trouble.”

Abram couldn’t argue with that.

A thumping noise swelled around him, and after a moment he realized it wasn’t a hallucination or the sound of his heart. He was hearing helicopter rotors.

A spotlight punched through the branches of the trees, beaming down on the snow. Abram flung his hand up to shield his eyes. He couldn’t see through the light. It was impossibly bright, brighter than any normal spotlight he had ever seen. So bright that it actually felt hot on his skin.

He didn’t need to be able to see to realize that nobody in Northgate had a helicopter like that. They weren’t being saved by allies.

The Union had arrived.




Crystal was waiting for Trevin and Abram among the cottages, looking uncharacteristically serious. “We have visitors.”

Trevin and Abram looked like shit after the fight in the mountains, bruised and scraped from running as fast as their human legs could carry them. The fact that these “visitors” took priority above asking them what was wrong? Not a good sign.

“Union?” Trevin asked.

“You read my mind,” she said. “They’re holding steady outside Northgate. It’s like they’re waiting for us to come out.”

Abram cursed under his breath. This was exactly the kind of leader bullshit that he shouldn’t have been doing.

“This isn’t the only problem,” he said, shucking his jacket and taking the shoulder holsters that Crystal offered him. He left his pistol in his belt as he strapped the two new guns under each arm, situated for a cross-draw. “There are demons outside the wards. It’s no coincidence. The war’s come to us.”

His dismay must have been obvious. Crystal looked pitying. “We’ve got your back, Abram. You’re not alone here,” she said, rubbing her hand between his shoulder blades.

It actually helped. Almost. His muscles didn’t loosen at all, but he managed a small, brief smile. “Get everyone on high alert. All werewolves need to be ready to fight.”

Crystal nodded and left to alert the pack.

“We can’t change without Rylie,” Trevin muttered, picking up his pace to keep alongside Abram as he sprinted for the parking lot. “We can’t fight like this.”

“Doesn’t matter. We don’t have a choice.”




They took the first pickup they reached—a red beast with four tires in the rear and enough horsepower to drag a small planet in its wake—and Abram tore down the mountain into Northgate.

He parked it on top of the hill on the east side of Northgate to watch the Union vehicles approach. High winds had blown away all the smoke and clouds, so they could see all the way to the opposite side of the valley, where the SUVs were crawling along the highway in two columns. They couldn’t have been going faster than fifteen, maybe twenty miles an hour.

Abram lowered the binoculars that he had taken from the box under the seat. Trevin took them and peered through.

“Why are they going so slowly?” Trevin asked.

The only thing that Abram could think was that they were searching for the demon from the mountain. Whatever the reason, they were going to find out in a few minutes. They were only a few miles out now.

Abram jumped out of the pickup. “Let’s ask.”

The two of them spread across the highway, Abram at the left and Trevin on his right. One werewolf and a kopis versus a dozen SUVs. The odds still felt better than they had against that ugly, grinning thing.

Fortunately, the SUVs didn’t try to pass the small human barricade. They stopped at the bottom of the hill.

Abram braced himself for the worst. The Office of Preternatural Affairs had to know by now that Northgate had become a stronghold for werewolves, and the OPA wasn’t a werewolf-friendly organization.

But the man who finally stepped out of the front SUV had bushy eyebrows, dark skin, military-short hair. He wasn’t armed or wearing body armor. Just a black shirt, black slacks. Still very much Union.

He walked forward with his hands lifted to his shoulders.

“Stop right there,” Abram said.

The Union officer did. “My name is Yasir, commander of Union Unit F9,” he said, loudly enough that his voice echoed through the trees. He squinted against the sun in his face. “Who’s that I see? Is Seth with you?”

Abram stared. “What? No. Seth isn’t here.”

“My pilot spotted a kopis fighting with a nightmare demon,” Yasir said, pointing at the air. The helicopter was nowhere in sight. “I assumed it was Seth. You’re with the pack, right?”

Trevin and Abram exchanged looks. “Right,” Abram said after a moment’s hesitation.

“I’m representing the Office of Preternatural Affairs today as we hunt down a segment of Belphegor’s army that’s moved in this direction,” he said. “I need to talk to Rylie and Seth—or whoever’s in charge now.”

Abram would have known what to do if the Union attacked him. He wasn’t sure what to do about someone asking to see his absentee mother who said her name, and Seth’s, like they had once been friends. “You can talk to me,” he said.

Yasir shielded his eyes. “Who are you?”

Someone who would really rather be painting a fat, unconscious cat right about now. “I’m the guy in charge.”

“All right,” Yasir said. “All right. Can we come in?” Abram was aware of how polite the question was—the helicopter was already over the sanctuary, meaning that the wards were weak enough that it could enter their airspace. The whole group could probably roll in without permission.

“What’s all that behind you?” Abram asked.

“Armed escort, food and medical supplies, traveling armory. We just came off of a mission in Mexico. We’ve been diverted here to assist you. Can we pass?”

Abram needed to sound smart, self-assured, like he actually knew what the fuck was happening. Would someone in control say yes? Or could he exert force, make the Union play by his rules? “You can come in,” he said. “Just you, Commander. We’ll talk in Northgate.”

Yasir put two fingers to his ear as if listening to someone on a headset. The sound of helicopter rotors approached. A black shape moved against the clouds, flying low enough that Abram could make out the white “UKA” written on its side.

After a moment, Yasir said, “Okay.”

A man jogged out of the forest to the right. Abram was shocked to see that he was wearing a white leather jacket with jeans and a designer tee—all way too bright for a Union uniform. He had a hooked nose and honey-brown hair cut into short curls.

“I said just you, Commander,” Abram said to Yasir, ignoring the other guy. “The rest of your unit needs to stay here for now.”

The look that the man in the leather jacket gave Abram was of outright disgust. The sheer hostility of it was like a slap in the face. “I’m not Union,” he said coldly.

His shoulder slammed into Abram’s as he passed. The contact was hard enough to make Abram stumble, even though this other guy was smaller than him, skinnier than him, and shouldn’t have been able to make Abram sway, much less take a step.

He stopped in front of Trevin, gripped his fist, slammed a hand on his back. “Been a long time,” Trevin said, giving him that half-embrace that men too manly for real hugs exchanged. “Thought I recognized the fur.”

He knew this asshole?

Wait—he’d said fur. Was this the werewolf that had saved Abram from the nightmare demon?

“You’re welcome for the save,” the guy in white said.

Yasir came up beside Abram. “His name’s Levi,” he muttered by way of explanation.

Only then did Abram realize that he knew Levi, too. He had only ever seen him once before. He was a former member of the werewolf pack. Abram vaguely remembered seeing Levi in mourning, red-eyed and miserable, the night that he and Summer had returned from the Haven. Now Levi was swaggering and obnoxious—virtually unrecognizable.

He stared after Levi as he walked away talking with Trevin. What was a former pack member doing with the Union?

Yasir jerked a thumb down the road. “Let’s talk, huh?”




Abram took Yasir to St. Philomene’s. The commander stopped near the church’s confessional, lingering over the long table of weapons that they had pulled together.

“Nice collection,” Yasir said, running his finger along the butt of a rifle.

It was a nice collection, mostly salvaged from the abandoned homes around Northgate. There had been lots of hunters in town before the fissure forced the evacuation. But they weren’t exactly there to talk about their guns.

“Commander,” Abram prompted.

Yasir glanced around the cathedral, up at the rafters, scanning the windows. “Shame what’s happened to towns like this. This is one of the lucky ones, you know—aside from the fissure. A lot of places have been infested by demons and we don’t have the manpower to clear them out. Too many higher priority points of conflict.”

“What happened out there?” Abram pointed at the wall of the church, indicating the forest beyond and the demon that he had fought.

“Her name is Clotho,” Yasir said. “She’s one of Belphegor’s three Fates. They’re something we’ve classed as super-demons—entities that have been given the blood of another demon to augment their powers. We’ve been tracking her since she escaped OPA custody two weeks ago.” He tapped his earpiece, a Bluetooth headset the size of a pinkie finger. “The helicopter’s sweeping for her now.”

If she had already escaped them once, then Abram wasn’t going to expect them to find her again. She was still out there, carrying his name on her lips. “What’s she doing here?”

“Same thing we are,” Yasir said. He took an empty magazine off the table and fiddled with it. “Like I said, my unit just came out of Mexico. We’ve been securing gateways all across the country, including artifacts like the Bain Marshall statue that can form different portals depending on conditions. Belphegor’s been making a concerted effort to seize gateways that lead to Heaven.”

Abram frowned. “You want to keep him out of Heaven.”

Yasir set the magazine down. “What happens in Heaven is beyond our control—for now. But the gateways on Earth are in our jurisdiction, and whatever Belphegor does with them can only be a threat to America’s security. We believe that Clotho is now moving to secure Bain Marshall’s statue.”

Belphegor must have sent her when the kibbeth failed to take the statue. Dammit, Rylie…

“How much do you know about what’s going on in Dis?” Abram asked.

“We know that it’s the source of most attacks on Earth and that there has been civil unrest. Intel is unclear otherwise.”

“We’re in control of the Bain Marshall statue,” he said. “On both sides.”

He took a moment to let that sink in with Yasir. The commander looked surprised, impressed, and worried all at once. “Do you think the werewolves can hold Northgate against an army of demons?” Yasir asked.

Abram didn’t even have to consider it. There was no way that they could hang onto that segment of the fissure if there was a concerted attack. The kibbeth had shown him exactly how ill prepared the Scions had been. The werewolves were strong and healed fast, sure, but they were normal people—not fighters. And they couldn’t even change without Rylie.

The idea of fighting Clotho again was sickening. Fighting Clotho and Belphegor’s army was unthinkable.

Yasir lowered his voice. “This isn’t the conversation I was expecting to have when I came here, to tell you the truth. I expected to be meeting friends—with all due respect. Where’s Seth?”

Abram ducked his head, stared hard at the corner of the nearest pew without seeing it. “Seth’s dead.”

“What?”

“Died in the Breaking,” Abram said. The commander looked much more bothered by this news than he expected. Grief was etched all over Yasir’s face. “How do you even know him?”

“I was friends with him,” Yasir said. He swallowed hard, the knot in his throat bobbing. “Actually, I was the best man at his wedding.” He visibly gathered himself, wiping the grief off of his features. “I’m sorry to hear what happened to him. He was a good kid.” He looked at Abram again, as if seeing him for the first time. “What are you, his cousin? You’ve got the Wilder look.”

“Nephew,” Abram said.

“Huh,” Yasir said. “Nephew. You’re not Cain’s kid, are you?” He tossed it out there casually, like it would be no big deal if Abram were the offspring of the oldest of the three brothers. But his eyes were sharp. Suspicious.

Cain had wielded a cult of witches as a weapon to try to kill Seth, Abel, and Rylie. He had been dead for months, and the world was better for it.

“Not Cain’s kid, no,” Abram said curtly. Yasir obviously wanted an explanation, but Abram wasn’t going to attempt to explain his strange family tree. They had bigger issues at hand. “Okay. Belphegor’s demons are coming here. Where does the Union fit in?”

“This unit has been assigned to help the werewolf pack protect the Bain Marshall gateway, as well as equip and train the local population.”

“Before the fissure shifted priority, the OPA was trying to register all preternaturals and exterminate werewolves. ‘Equip and train’ crap doesn’t seem consistent with your previous policies.”

“Like it or not—and a lot of us don’t—those policies were trying to prevent an incident like the Breaking. We failed. Things have changed. We don’t have the luxury of picking and choosing our allies. We also wouldn’t have the manpower to take Northgate from the werewolf pack even if we wanted to.” Yasir folded his arms. “When I heard the OPA secretary was planning to intervene here, I spoke on behalf of the pack and asked to keep it under Rylie’s control. If you turn me away, I’ll go, but I can’t promise that the next unit they send will be as helpful.”

And if Abram said no, then the helicopter with its impossibly bright spotlight would stop looking for Clotho. They would be alone against whatever was to come.

Abram could only guess at what his parents would say to the offer. Rylie wasn’t there and she had left Abram in charge. That meant he had to use his best judgment, not guesses.

If she didn’t like it…well, she shouldn’t have gone running off and left the pack without an Alpha.

“We can use all the help we can get,” Abram said, offering a hand to Yasir. “Thank you…sir.”

They shook.

















Nine




Elise was standing outside the Crane Hotel again, but she wasn’t sure how she had gotten there. She didn’t remember finishing with the basandere’s body and leaving him.

She turned to look behind her. There were footsteps in the snow, so she knew that she must have walked. Strange, since it was easily dark enough for her to phase. Her footsteps were surrounded by dots of darker snow. She was…dripping.

Elise checked her jacket, the pistol at the small of her back. Everything was intact, even though her breakfast had left her a mess and her head was throbbing like a motherfucker.

She was going to have to feed again, and soon—but first things first.

Elise phased up the elevator shaft to Rylie’s hotel room. It was quiet inside and the wards were intact. She rapped her knuckle against the door. “I’m coming in.”

If Rylie responded, she didn’t hear it.

Pressing her hands to the doorframe, Elise drew the runes toward her again, urging them to crawl up her fingers and slide under the wrists of her sleeves. Her stomach lurched at the touch of magic. Elise steeled herself and kept tugging, unraveling the latticework of wards that had protected the walls, the vents, the windows, the crack underneath the door. The sound of rushing blood filled her head.

She couldn’t take all the magic. It was too much.

Wrenching her hands away, she stepped back from the door. Some of the runes were still swirling over the walls. The rest were on her arms underneath her jacket.

“Shit,” she said, wiping a gloved hand over her forehead. Fuck it—she was going to have to leave the rest of them behind.

Elise entered. Rylie was sitting in bed, back against the headboard, curtains open so that she could squint at a book she tilted toward the faint light from outside.

“You’re later than I expected,” Rylie said. Then she actually looked up. She dropped the book and spilled the pillows to the floor as she stood. “Oh my God, are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Why?”

“You’re covered in blood!”

Elise looked down at herself. It looked bad, but not nearly as terrible as she felt. A sour taste climbed the back of her throat. “I took care of the demons that were following us,” Elise said, shrugging it off. “They’re gone and I’m fine.”

That answer seemed to relax Rylie a fraction. “You could have let me help you.”

Not unless she wanted Elise to turn on her in crazed hunger, too.

“Thanks,” Elise said. “Maybe next time.”

She went into the bathroom and tried the tap. The water wasn’t working. She stripped off her jacket and scrubbed at the worst of the blood on the collar with a dry hand towel.

Rylie stood in the bathroom doorway to watch. “Why were those things following us?”

“They said they were with Belphegor. He must have had them follow us from Northgate.”

“Assassins?”

Assassins didn’t raid convenience stores for Twinkies and attack with brass knuckles—not against a creature like Elise. But she nodded. “Something like that. Did anything happen here?”

“No, it was quiet all day.” Rylie was hugging the book she had been reading to her chest. It looked more like a slender leather journal with loose binding that was stuffed with too many pages.

That was Elise’s book. A librarian in the Palace of Dis named Onoskelis had given it to her. “You got into my box,” Elise said. Not accusing, not yet. Just giving Rylie a chance to explain.

Her cheeks reddened. “It fell open when you threw the saddlebags on the bed. Is it okay if I read it?”

“Guess it is now. Getting anything out of it?”

“Not the book itself, no,” Rylie said. “It’s all written in the demon language, isn’t it? I can’t make heads or tails of it. But your translation notes are interesting.”

“How much have you read?” Elise pulled her bodice off to examine it. The front was drenched with basandere blood. Not going to be recoverable. She tossed it in the trash.

“Just your stuff about the map. It’s dense reading.”

No kidding. Onoskelis had given Elise an old diagram of the city—as in, millennia old—and the accompanying notes could have been used as sleeping pills. “I hope you get more out of it than I have. I’ve spent days translating it and still barely understand what I’m working on.” Scholarly analysis had always been James’s strong suit, not Elise’s.

She returned to the saddlebags and donned a fresh shirt. Just pulling it over her head hurt. The entire back of her skull felt like a massive bruise, and she wasn’t healing where she had been struck by the basandere’s chain.

Rylie hung back as Elise dressed, toying with the spine of the book. “I haven’t seen much of Hell,” she said slowly, “but I never would have expected there to be freshwater springs there.”

Elise jerked the hem of the shirt down to cover her abs. “That’s because there aren’t any.”

“The map—”

“There is no fresh water in Hell,” Elise said again. “Dis is a desert. The only fluid there is liquid magma.” That was the strangest part of the book that Onoskelis had given her. The map claimed that the city had been built on top of a source of water.

“So it’s all fake,” Rylie said.

Elise plucked the book out of her hands. “That’s what it looks like, yeah. If one part has been made up, then there’s no reason to believe that any of that supposed ancient history could be true.” She tossed it back into her box, closed the lid, and shoved everything into the saddlebags again. Rylie’s belongings were already in there. It didn’t seem that she had ever bothered to unpack.

“Why bother translating something if it’s fake?”

“Just because it’s fiction doesn’t mean it has no message,” Elise said. She just needed to figure out what the fuck Onoskelis was trying to tell her. She had brought the book with her in the hopes that she could work on it on the road, but that didn’t seem likely now. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah. Of course.” Rylie pulled on her sweater and hurried to follow Elise out the door. It felt strange and wrong to leave the rest of the warding runes behind, but Elise didn’t dare attempt to gather them. “Where are we going? Did you already cast another one of those red light things?”

“We’re going to Colorado,” Elise said. “Belphegor’s assassins were trying to push us in that direction. I want to find out why.”

“Wait, Belphegor’s in Colorado? But we’re not looking for Belphegor, we’re—”

“James is probably in Colorado too,” Elise interrupted. “That’s where his original coven came from. The locator spells guiding us west corroborate that.”

Rylie paled. “You don’t think that James is working with Belphegor, do you?”

The thought had crossed Elise’s mind. It wouldn’t be the first time that James had made unsavory alliances to get what he wanted. “We’ll find out in Boulder.”

When she moved to step down the stairs, Rylie stopped her with a hand on her elbow. Her golden eyes were filled with worry. “What’s wrong, Elise? You don’t look good, and I don’t just mean the blood.”

Her concern was so genuine. It suffused her neurons and the muscles of her face and her posture. Elise felt her intestines coil in on themselves when Rylie looked like that. She owed this werewolf and her family a deep debt—the kind of debt that should have left a grudge, made Rylie hate her. Yet she didn’t. She only cared that Elise was looking weak.

“I think it’s the hunger,” Elise said, surprising herself with her honesty. “Something’s wrong with me, and I can’t seem to feed enough to make myself stop starving.”

“Do you need to go home?”

They were still days behind James and Abel, and Rylie was offering to delay the search. “I don’t think that would help,” Elise said, “but thank you.” And she meant it.

Rylie gave her a tremulous smile. “Well, then let’s go to Boulder.”




Sophie Pinkett was almost done building a gateway to Heaven, and she felt pretty good about it.

She stood back with her hands on her hips to study the product of her hard labor. It was a beautiful piece of stonework. It had two columns of equal height and width approximately eight feet apart and twelve feet tall; connecting them was an archway of stone that was still braced by wooden scaffolding until she placed the capstone that would complete it.

All those puzzles she had put together with her five-year-old granddaughter had finally turned into a useful skill. But this was a thousand times more interesting than a twelve-piece picture of Dora.

The gate stood in an empty clearing surrounded by trees, looking kind of like a weird Christmas decoration among all the snow. Like Sophie should have built a manger out of the remaining scrap wood next, propped up some figures of the Magi, dragged in a few sheep. Considering that it would soon open to Heaven, she suspected that the decorations would be received as slightly tacky.

“Where’s the capstone?” Jorge asked, coming up to stand beside her. He was layered in a sweater and jacket and thermal underwear. Not a cold weather guy.

“Here.” Sophie pulled the capstone out of her pocket. It looked awfully mundane, considering its importance. It was the size of her clenched fist and came to a gradual point at the bottom. Sort of a pizza-shaped wedge of stone.

There was a symbol carved faintly into one of the flat sides, barely a millimeter deep. Jorge rubbed his thumb over it as he took it from her.

“Can we put it in now?” he asked.

“Not until James gets back.” She made herself speak with confidence so that Jorge wouldn’t hear the doubt she felt. It was “when” James came back, not “if” he came back. Even though he hadn’t been seen since the Breaking, she had to believe that he had survived.

“But it’s otherwise done, right?”

“It’s done,” Sophie confirmed.

Another man spoke. “Excellent work, Sophie.”

James Faulkner had appeared in the clearing, as if summoned by Sophie’s doubts. There were no footsteps leading up to where he stood, but that didn’t mean anything—he had a way of appearing and disappearing without disturbing his surroundings. He had a real flair for the theatrical; he knew exactly how much those kinds of strange behaviors added to his mystique.

He wore all white today: white slacks, white cable knit sweater, white scarf. The white was only broken by his black leather gloves and black loafers.

“Thank you, James,” Sophie said. She couldn’t bring herself to call him “sir.” She had babysat for him when she was in high school and still struggling to cast candlelight magic. He might be high priest, but he would never be an authority figure. “Now that you’re here, do you want me to place the capstone…?”

“In a moment.” The edge of his shoulder distorted. Blurred.

The tension in Sophie’s body eased a fraction.

He wasn’t really there—he was just projecting his image in the clearing. Jorge had jokingly called it “lazy witch telecommuting.” James had been doing it constantly, to the point where Sophie never knew whether to expect him to make a real appearance or one that was remote.

James could have been anywhere at the moment. He could have been in Tijuana, for all Sophie knew. But judging by the fact he was in winter wear, she thought he must have been close. Watching, waiting, but hidden.

“We’re thinking of having a bonfire tonight,” Jorge said. “You know, to celebrate the upcoming solstice. It’s a little preemptive, but since we don’t know where we’ll be for Yule this year… Could be fun, right? You want to come, sir?”

The corners of James’s eyes crinkled. “We’ll see. That sounds fun. My parents’ house has a fully stocked liquor cabinet; you should take advantage of it.”

“Don’t have to twist my arm,” Jorge said.

Sophie bit the inside of her cheek. She wanted to ask when they could put the capstone in. When the gate would be done. When the trap would be prepared. Not whether James had any interest in dancing around a fire with them.

James drifted toward the gate, running his hand through the air near its leg. He shivered at the near-contact.

“Vivienne already volunteered to sit out of the fun and guard the clearing tonight,” Jorge said helpfully.

“Considerate of her.”

The high priest pushed his hand through the gate’s west-facing column. Magic crackled. The whiteness of the stone brightened against the snow, washing everything around it out to a shade of gray.

It was bright enough to make Sophie’s brain ache. She squeezed her eyes shut.

“Place the capstone,” James said. White energy was sparking between his wrist and shoulder. How could he sound so calm? “Do it now.”

He wanted her to walk up to that thing when it was glowing? Oh, for the love of Adam.

“I can do it,” Jorge offered.

Sophie squared her shoulders. This was her puzzle. Her pride. “Thank you, but I’ll take care of it.”

The air grew thick as she approached the gate, footsteps crunching in the hard-packed snow. The capstone was suddenly heavy. She cupped it in both hands and trudged toward the light.

She set the capstone on the first level of the scaffold before climbing up after it.

Looking down at James, she could see how he was barely there. His arm had disappeared below the elbow, though the energy was still dancing between him and the gate. He gazed up at her with white eyes.

Sophie took a few embarrassingly long minutes of struggle to reach the top of the gate. Her old bones groaned at the effort.

“I’m doing it now,” she called down.

James nodded as if to encourage her.

Sophie squeezed her eyes shut and jammed the capstone into place. It wasn’t difficult. It fit perfectly.

She didn’t dare move. She was frozen, gripping the scaffold in both hands now that they were empty, wondering if the wood was suddenly swaying under her feet. She feared that the complete gate would push her over somehow.

Or suck her in.

“Sophie?” Jorge said.

She opened one eye. The gate wasn’t glowing anymore.

James was gone and Jorge was standing at the bottom of the scaffold, hands uplifted to help her down. Sophie was grateful for the help. He caught her around the waist as she dropped, lowering her gently to the snow.

Then they stepped back to look at what they had done.

It was a gate to Heaven—months of effort finally come to fruition. Somehow it looked much more intimidating now that it was complete, even though all of the energy had disappeared. It was, as far as she could tell, sleeping.

Sophie eyed the spot where James had been standing. There were no fresh footprints there. “I wish he wouldn’t do that.”

“I’ll take the scaffold down,” Jorge said, jerking his chin at the pile of scrap wood and cans of spray paint. “I bet you’re cold. You should go home.”

She rubbed her hands together. “You’re right. I think I will. You don’t mind handling the teardown?”

“Not at all. Go on.” He nudged her.

Sophie glanced over her shoulder at the gate one more time before walking away. Everything was so white. The snow, the stone.

She wondered if Eden was so pale.

As she walked away, Sophie pushed down the neck of her jacket, scratched at the fresh tattoo on her shoulder. The skin surrounding it was red and rashy. She wasn’t taking the red ink well at all—or maybe it was the magic within the drawing that chafed.

The sound of Jorge disassembling the scaffolding followed her up the trail toward the coven’s houses. She waited until those noises faded away before drawing her phone.

She speed-dialed the first number.

Nobody answered the call. It just stopped ringing and went silent.

“It’s done,” Sophie said. Her mouth felt so dry. She swallowed hard. “The trap is done. What do I do now?”

A woman replied, “Let them spring it.”




Now that she knew where they were going, Rylie refused to stop for the day. “It doesn’t matter if I travel alone, does it?” she argued as Elise repositioned the saddlebags on the motorcycle. They had stopped again a few hundred miles west of the Crane Hotel. It was getting colder as they passed the plains and approached the first mountain ranges. “You can just disappear somewhere dark for the day and reappear wherever I am at nightfall. You have tracking spells. You can find me.”

“You can drive the motorcycle alone?” Elise asked skeptically, flipping the saddlebag closed.

“No,” Rylie admitted, “but I don’t need it. You can phase with it. I’ll run the normal way.” She wiggled her hands to indicate paws.

Elise drummed her fingers on the seat. They couldn’t argue about this for long. They had been driving too long, and sunrise was pressing against her senses. She needed shelter as soon as possible. “There are demons out there. Demons that don’t have a problem with sunlight.”

“I can be sneaky.” Rylie shucked off her sweater. She was wearing a white knee-length dress underneath with spaghetti straps and lace around the chest.

“I won’t be able to save you if you get into trouble.”

She rolled her eyes. “I think I can handle myself for a few hours without you, thanks.”

Rylie had a point. She was an Alpha, after all.

“Eat anything that looks at you sideways,” Elise said.

“Or, you know, run away.”

A reluctant smile tugged at the corner of Elise’s mouth. “Suit yourself. Want anything out of the bags before I take them away?”

“No, I’m good.” But Rylie did strip quickly and stuff her clothing into the bags. She stood, skinny and shivering, on the side of the road. She looked ridiculously vulnerable like that.

Fortunately, she wouldn’t be human for long.

Elise couldn’t wait around to make sure that Rylie changed safely. They were out of time. “See you tonight.”

She wrapped herself around the motorcycle and phased into darkness—but not into Hell. She had spotted an abandoned motel a few miles back, and it only took a moment’s thought to return herself there. She appeared in one of its rooms, motorcycle and all, and rushed to throw sheets over the windows and block the cracks in the door with pillows.

By the time she was done, overcast sunlight was beating against the walls of the motel. Elise could feel it like a brand against the back of her eyelids.

She dragged herself into the closet, shut the door, and rested.

The day passed so much more slowly when she needed to hold on to her skin the entire time. Elise hadn’t been able to return to Hell the day before—she had simply lost those hours, as if they had completely vanished. And the gnawing hunger that had consumed her since eating the basandere was only getting worse.

If Elise let herself drift away, she was worried she might never come back.

Slow as the hours passed in that miserable little closet, they did pass, second by second and minute by minute. Elise cleaned blood out from underneath her black fingernails with a knife. She scraped dirt off of the treads of her boots. After a few hours of boredom, she gathered her hair in her fist and sawed at it with the knife until it swung at shoulder length. The hairs she severed vanished before hitting the floor.

Elise felt the sun creep across the sky as she entertained herself with idle tasks. She spent the worst hours at midday with her eyes shut and her arms over her head, heart pounding, sweat drenching her shoulders. But that faded too.

Her afternoon was spent poring over the spells remaining in James’s notebook and covering her limbs with runes waiting to be unleashed. She wondered how many of them might be able to kill James. She also wondered briefly about how his blood might feel flooding her mouth, and then decided that wasn’t an entertaining thought at all.

Once she started down that train of thought, she couldn’t stop. Elise was going to have to decide what to do about James sooner or later—probably sooner, now that they were approaching Boulder.

Elise was angry with him. That hadn’t faded with time. Nor had her sense of betrayal.

But she had never planned on killing him.

Not when she learned that he had inadvertently caused the deaths of so many people in Northgate, not when he had exorcised her to Hell, and not even when he had gone behind her back to cut a deal with Abraxas. He was selfish and wrong-headed, but he was James, for fuck’s sake. Her aspis. The man who had held her hand through painful doctors’ appointments, sat beside her through long nights healing deadly wounds, and taught her how to dance.

Elise had promised him that she would find him once she was ready to forgive him. She had meant it at the time. The fact that James kept making it harder and harder for her to find that forgiveness didn’t mean that she didn’t still hope that it would happen someday.

The knowledge that nightfall might mean that James’s time had come made Elise wish, for a moment, that the sun would slow its painful march across the sky.

It didn’t.

Eventually, she felt the sun dip behind the snow-capped mountains, veiled by smoke and clouds.

Night had come.

Elise checked the ends of her hair one more time, trimmed an uneven hair behind her ear. Then she flicked the knife shut, shoved the notebook in her back pocket, and emerged from the closet.

The motorcycle was waiting for her.

She slung her leg over the seat, wrapped her hands around the handlebars. The hunger started creeping up on her again as soon as she started to move. It had gnawed at her all day, but remaining dormant seemed to have made it easier to ignore. She wasn’t even trying to fight yet and she was already struggling not to think of blood and meat.

There was no time to return to Hell and feed on Neuma. Rylie was surely closing in on Boulder—and on James.

Elise would have to confront James while starving.

“No way this could go badly,” she muttered, leaning all her weight on the motorcycle as she pushed up her sleeve to find the tracking spell. She focused on Rylie’s belongings instead of the warding ring as she activated it.

A red light zipped toward the west, slightly south, like a compass orienting toward Rylie. Always west.

Elise phased.




Elise darted toward Colorado as a shadow, halfway between woman and darkness.

She found the wolf only a handful of miles from Boulder. Rylie had covered an incredible amount of distance during the daylight hours while Elise had wasted away in the closet. The only way she could have possibly gotten that far was by running without breaks at full tilt.

Golden fur flashed through the trees in the mountains. Rylie was going to pass Boulder like that, and for a moment, Elise wondered why. Then her vision traveled ahead and she realized that she recognized the area. She recognized the streets, the houses, even the forest itself.

James may have masked his smell and Abel’s, but he hadn’t managed to erase all traces of his coven. That was what Rylie was following.

The werewolf was going after the White Ash Coven.

Elise waited until Rylie was about to cross the road, then landed on the pavement in front of her and set the motorcycle down. The wolf skidded to a halt on the ice.

“You’ve covered a lot of ground today,” Elise said by way of greeting. “Were you planning to fight James on your own?”

Rylie’s ears perked, but she couldn’t respond without shifting back, which didn’t look to be in the plan. The fur on her legs and underbelly had captured clumps of fluffy snow. Her eyes were bright and alert without any hint of fatigue, and she wasn’t breathing hard.

The amount of energy it took to sustain that was insane. Elise had never seen another creature that could do it. And, not for the first time, she wished that the pack could be hers to use.

Today, that power was hers. She only needed to find James and point Rylie at him.

The wolf was waiting for Elise to tell her what to do, where to go. She hesitated, fingernails digging into the handlebar of the motorcycle. “There’s a service road that runs behind the coven’s neighborhood,” Elise said. “We can approach from that way without being seen.”

Rylie gave a halfhearted wag of her tail in acknowledgment.

Elise kicked the stand on the bike, throttled the engine. When she took off, the werewolf was at her side, keeping pace with long, easy strides.

They raced through the night together, tires cracking against the ice, paws kicking up plumes of snow. Elise didn’t signal to Rylie before taking the right-hand fork deeper into the forest. The wolf just seemed to know where they were going as easily as though they had been hunting together for years and years. Elise turned and Rylie turned. They moved as one.

As the road twisted around the mountain, the back of the White Ash Coven’s neighborhood appeared. Elise glimpsed brick walls through the trees. Every witch’s house had greenhouses, empty chicken coops, oversized gardens, lawns big enough for generations of children to run around in them.

The smell of smoke reached Elise. That wasn’t right—there shouldn’t have been smoke, not in Colorado. But when they reached the top of the hill, she saw why.

There was a bonfire on the road between the houses. It smelled like artificial fabric, rubber, melting plastic. The witches had emptied many of the coven’s abandoned houses of their furniture to warm the winter air. The brilliant flames cast long shadows of the dancing witches against the snow-covered yards.

The tinkling sounds of shattering glass punctured the night. There were voices and laughter as people talked over each other.

Warm anger pooled in Elise’s stomach. How many of these people had been in the White Ash Coven when they were preparing to assassinate Adam? How many had contributed to grooming Elise for a bloody destiny that she had never wanted? And how many had only enlisted with James now because they believed in his vision of a world where he was God?

Elise didn’t really care. They were all guilty in one way or another. Those happy voices wouldn’t be lifted in laughter for long.

But she couldn’t approach the bonfire. What had been built for revelry served just as well as a defense against demons like her.

Rylie was watching them too, ears perked forward, weight on her forelegs, as if preparing to leap.

“Do you smell him yet?” Elise asked.

The wolf shook her head.

Pushing up her sleeve, Elise activated the tracking spell again, focused on the warding ring in her bra. The red light flitted away from the coven. Deeper into the mountains.

They wouldn’t need to attempt to approach the bonfire and confront the witches. Elise wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or not. “Let’s keep going.”

Rylie took the lead, nose to the ice.

The bonfire celebration and the surrounding houses disappeared behind them. Elise triggered the spell again with another wrench of her gut and sweep of electricity across her skin. It was still heading in the same direction.

The service road forked again, turning into a dirt trail, and Elise realized that she knew where James was hiding.

Pamela’s house.

The late high priestess of the White Ash Coven had always lived separately from the other witches, giving her the privacy required for intense study. She had owned a hundred acres to herself. No civilization in sight. The perfect place for James to hide.

The trail to Pamela’s house had always felt impossibly long to Elise when she visited as a child, but on a motorcycle it only took a few minutes to reach the cabin in the woods. It was a dark, squat building overgrown with ivy that didn’t look nearly as intimidating as Elise remembered. In fact, it looked awfully…small.

All of the curtains were pulled. It was dark and quiet.

She stopped the motorcycle in front of the steps. Elise dismounted, but didn’t climb onto Pamela’s porch yet. Rylie stood next to her, looking prepared to hunt or fight or whatever else Elise told her to do.

James was inside. He was waiting for them.

If she told Rylie to go in, they would never have a chance to speak. She wouldn’t be able to ask him why he had chosen death instead of freedom. It would be an immediate, bloody battle.

It was the right thing to do.

But Elise said, “Look for a gateway. They’re big. It has to be outside somewhere. I’ll check inside the house.”

Rylie acknowledged her by leaping into the bushes, golden fur vanishing with a flash of her tail. She didn’t even question the order. She trusted that Elise wouldn’t confront James without her.

The rustling in the woods faded immediately. Rylie was gone.

Elise entered Pamela’s house to face James.

















Ten




The smell of Pamela’s overpowering perfume had faded in the decade since she died, but not vanished. When Elise entered her living room, she could still smell the flowers and vanilla musk that the witch had bathed in each morning.

That scent transported Elise back to her teenage years as a young kopis living with Pamela. She used to think that being cloistered with the high priestess was a punishment—a way for Isaac, her demon-hunting father, to show Elise that she was not as important as his duties.

Elise hadn’t known what Pamela and the coven really meant to her until much later.

She closed the door behind her and let her eyes adjust to the relative darkness of the room. Pamela had been a fan of romance novels with swooning women on the covers, and the pink and gold spines still filled the bookshelves beside the fireplace. She had literally hundreds of them alongside her herbal dictionaries, encyclopedias, and mythology reference books.

The shelves were dusty, but the furniture was not. The couch had been removed, the wingback chairs rearranged. It seemed the coven had been using Pamela’s home as a group ritual space.

Elise pushed back her sleeve and touched a finger to the locator spell.

Her gut wrenched. The warding ring burned.

The red light blazed a path down the hall and vanished through Pamela’s office door.

Elise held her breath as she pushed the door open.

Unlike the living room, Pamela’s office was a time capsule. All of her books were in order and her desk was untouched. The circle of power she had built into the floor looked like it had been well maintained, and all of her crystals had been polished until shining.

A crimson glow emanated from the corner of the room behind a wingback chair. Elise ripped it away from the wall.

Behind it stood a locked chest no bigger than a jewelry box. All of Elise’s magical tracking lights had adhered themselves to its lid like a dozen sleeping fireflies.

She already knew that James couldn’t be inside, that she had somehow done the spell wrong. But she had to open it anyway.

The inside was lined with velvet. The collection of objects it held looked random at a glance—a scrap of blue cotton, a pair of broken reading glasses, a pen engraved with the words “Motion & Dance,” a men’s wristwatch that Elise had bought for James one Christmas. And there was a blue rune glowing on the underside of the lid.

She knew what that spell was meant to do.

Her tracking spell had found James, all right. It had found the box that he had enchanted to look magically indistinguishable from him.

He had lured her to the wrong place.

Elise snapped the box shut, fingers tightening on the wood until it groaned. James had known that Rylie would get Elise involved in the search for Abel, and he had ensured that they wouldn’t be able to find him—not by smell, and not by magic.

They had just driven across the entire damn country to find him, and he probably wasn’t even in the same state as his coven.

Elise hurled the box across the office with a roar. It smashed into Pamela’s perfectly maintained shelves and knocked a row of her books to the floor in a shower of paper and shattering glass.

“How could I have been so stupid?” she hissed.

She shouldn’t have been looking for James; she should have been looking for gateways that James hadn’t opened yet and tried to get ahead of him. Instead, he had thoroughly outwitted her attempts to find and kill him. They were still three steps behind him, just as they had always been.

Elise strode to the box and stomped on it with her heel, breaking the wood, shattering the spell inside.

This time when she activated her tracking spell, it extinguished in front of her. It didn’t go to the box. It also didn’t go to James himself. He was warded against being magically located.

Elise shoved the books off of another shelf, swept the crystals off of Pamela’s desk onto the floor. Glass shattered.

She gripped the shelf in both hands, tempted to tear it off the wall, throw it into Pamela’s desk, destroy the office that seemed to be a monument to the White Ash Coven’s machinations. Her muscles tensed in preparation. But a sound elsewhere in the house made her freeze.

Elise had just heard a door shut.

She wasn’t alone in the house.

Elise phased to Pamela’s office door and looked out. A man was slipping through the living room. He had been in the kitchen and was trying to reach the front door without her noticing.

James?

This man had charcoal black hair and reading glasses, but he didn’t look anything like James aside from that. His stature was too slight and he couldn’t have been any older than thirty. But he was a witch. A dark-haired witch that radiated magic and wore glasses similar to those that James did when he was reading a book. The resemblance was enough.

Elise’s stomach cramped again, even stronger than before. It wasn’t just hunger consuming her senses. It was the idea of James, the tangled mix of anger and frustration and longing. The memory of their hands touching after killing Aquiel. The way he had looked when she thanked him for his help.

This wasn’t James, but they were similar enough that Elise almost didn’t care.

The witch stopped when he saw her, freezing like a mouse that knew the hawk was closing in with talons extended. The thoughts that flashed across his mind were too obvious not to read. He had been guarding Pamela’s house, assigned by the coven to watch for her. He had been meant to escape without notice as soon as she arrived.

He had failed.

The witch bolted toward the door.

Elise reached it first.

He skidded to a halt just inches from her, eyes widening. He backpedaled. Stumbled over his own feet.

“Goddess!” he cried.

She leaped onto him, grabbed his shirt, shoved him to the floor.

The cry of pain when his head bounced off the wood didn’t sound like James, either. She silenced him with a hand over his mouth. His eyes were wide over her fingers.

So hungry.

Elise thought of all the ways she could feed, blood and body, and knew that there was something else in this witch that she could eat. It was surging the center of his brain and shooting signals all down his nerves. It made his heart pound and his skin flush. Not unlike arousal—but something even more nourishing.

Fear.

Her free hand clenched on the neck of his shirt and ripped it open down the chest. He tried to punch her. She slapped his hands away, backhanded him hard enough to leave him dazed. Then she made short work of his undershirt and exposed bare flesh.

There was barely any hair on his abdomen. His skin was smooth over dense muscle. Waxed. Also unlike James.

She raked her nails over his left pectoral.

“Help!” he shouted. “Someone—help me!”

Elise slapped him again. She heard a crack—something in his jaw breaking. He gave a sharp cry.

“Tell me,” she whispered, leaning hard against his chest. “Tell me what the coven’s doing here. Tell me where James is. Tell me what he’s done to Abel.”

Panic washed over his every nerve, delicious and crimson.

He had the information she needed. Elise could probably extract it from him. With this much fear in him, she could have convinced him of just about anything. But the matter of James and Abel seemed to wane in importance compared to the sound of his pounding heart.

There was a gaping hunger inside of her that this man could fill.

“Don’t,” he whispered. It was pathetically quiet. His eyes didn’t focus on her—they didn’t focus on anything.

Elise squeezed her hand and began to draw the fear out of his heart.

His whimpers intensified as she pulled deep, watching the play of nightmares across his brain. This man was afraid of the darkness. He was afraid of spiders and small spaces.

She pushed the images into him.

Fear me, she thought, and he did.

It was delicious.

“Elise—don’t do this.”

She froze. Lifted her head.

James was standing in the doorway. Not a witch that resembled James, but James himself, with the kind of scruff on his jaw that meant he had gone a week without shaving. Bolts of gray hair framed his chin. He always looked older when he didn’t shave. The tribal tattoo-like markings that peeked out of the collar of his button-down shirt didn’t change that.

The look he was giving her was caught somewhere between horror and worry. Worry for her, or for the man she had pinned to the floor?

She looked down at him. Her fingernails dug into the muscles of his chest, making red welts lift where their skin contacted. The rest of him was almost colorless. She could feel his pounding heart beginning to fade. The fear was fading as he slipped into unconsciousness, too, but she instinctively knew that she could keep the juices flowing as long as he was alive.

Elise was trying to feed off of him like a nightmare demon.

The shock of realizing what she was doing, and having James catch her at it, wasn’t strong enough to make her release him.

She was so hungry.

“I need this,” she whispered, digging her fingertips into his pectorals. “I need it, James.”

“I refuse to believe that you’ve succumbed to…this,” James said. “You’re better than that.”

An insane laugh bubbled from her throat. “Am I?” Wasn’t this what the woman who ran Hell should do?

“Let Leander go. You could kill him.”

“I could die without him,” Elise said. She was constantly teetering on the brink now. Always just inches from losing her balance and falling into a black precipice where there would be no light, no body, no consciousness. A place worse than death.

James stepped forward. Hesitated. It looked like he wanted to touch her, but the fact that he didn’t spoke volumes about his presence—or lack thereof. Elise wasn’t imagining the slight blur to the edges of his hair and shoulders. “I know why you’ve come here. You want me—so come and get me. I’m not far from you.”

And then there was an image in her mind. She saw the outside of Pamela’s house, a trail leading into the forest, and felt the understanding that he would be at the end.

“I came to kill you,” Elise said.

His expression said that he already knew. He had probably been expecting it since the moment he decided to abduct Abel. Maybe it had even been one of his motivations.

He had to know what she was going to do to him.

“Please,” James said. “Let Leander go.”

Elise lifted her hands from the witch. Leander—his name was Leander. The fact he had a name meant that he had a life and identity. He wasn’t a demon in Hell that had earned Elise’s less than favorable attentions. He was just a witch in a coven that she hated, a witch too young to have been involved in her sacrifice to God. There were a lot of witches who deserved her ire. He wasn’t one of them.

He sucked in a gasp when she pulled away from him. The vein of fear was still there. She only needed to puncture it and keep drinking.

“Leander,” James said, reaching down to brush a hand over the man’s forehead.

The touch of magic made his eyes shock open. Leander focused on James, focused on Elise, and then scrambled away from her on all fours.

“Oh my gods,” he said, “oh my gods.” He coughed, hacked, spit blood onto the floor. There was still terror in his rolling eyes.

Elise had done that to him.

She wanted to do it again.

But she managed to keep her hands locked on to her thighs as James said, “Run, Leander, go to the bonfire,” and she didn’t chase when the terrified young witch slammed out the door and vanished into the snowy night.

The door banged shut behind him.

They were alone, Elise and this vision of James. She glared up at him from the floor. Her hands were shaking. She got no sense of fear from James, or anything else that could feed her.

“You asshole,” Elise said. “It wasn’t enough that we killed Seth. You had to go for Abel, too. You couldn’t leave Rylie and her pack alone.”

James didn’t look like he even heard her. He was still gazing at her with those painfully pitying eyes.

“What has become of you?” he asked.

It was like a knife through her stomach. Even now, through all her anger, his disapproval cut so deep.

“If you’ve hurt Abel…” She didn’t finish the sentence because she wasn’t sure what to threaten him with.

James seemed to understand the implications. “I’ll see you soon,” he said, and he sounded sad about it.

He left her with lingering hunger and the image of a trail in her mind.




“Who was that?” Rylie asked when Elise stepped out of the house.

Elise was surprised to find Rylie dressing herself on the front lawn—she had forgotten that she wasn’t alone. “It was a witch guarding the house,” Elise said. “We need to get out of here before he alerts the coven.”

Rylie paled. “But James…?”

“I know where he is. They’re close.”

Elise grabbed the saddlebags from the motorcycle then strode down the trail James had shown her. Rylie followed.

It was hard to stay upright. Elise was only barely aware of her body outside the painful pit of her stomach, and trying to put one foot in front of the other felt as difficult as walking a tightrope. Sampling Leander hadn’t sated her. Not one iota. She was hungrier than she had been before she tapped into his fear.

“There’s no gateway around here,” Rylie said, so warm and alive at Elise’s side. “I looked everywhere within about a mile. It doesn’t help that I still can’t smell anything, so James and Abel are both masked. Are you sure they’re near?”

“They’re near,” Elise said grimly.

Rylie started walking faster.

They hiked the trail in silence, moving as quickly as they could through the snow. The cold seeped through Elise’s jacket and numbed her bones, but she barely noticed it. Her mind was back with Leander, dwelling on the taste of his fear and how quickly she had forgotten why she was there.

That kind of single-mindedness from a demon like her was dangerous.

Maybe even deadly.

“Something is wrong with me,” Elise said suddenly.

Rylie picked up her pace to walk alongside her. “What do you mean? The hunger?”

“How little control I have over it. I’ve been a demon for over three years. I should understand the limits of my power.” She spread her fingers. The nails were black again. “The demon that made me like this was five thousand years old. He could walk in daylight and melt the locks off of doors. He passed for human. He didn’t feed constantly.”

“He might not have always been like that. Five thousand years is a long time.”

Very long. Elise couldn’t begin to fathom what it would be like to see that many centuries.

Yatam had been obsessed with suicide when she met him. Elise had been happy to give him the death he longed for, as insane as the desire had seemed to her. Now she had his power and was, presumably, as immortal as he had been.

What if this hunger lasted for five thousand years? Would she want to die too?

She would have killed Leander if James hadn’t stopped her, and this was only the beginning.

“When we fought in Northgate that first time, you bit me,” Elise said. “It hurt more than any wound I’ve had since I became…this. For some reason, I’m weak to werewolves.”

Rylie’s brow furrowed. “Do you think that I did this to you somehow? Made you hungry?”

“No. That’s not what I’m saying—and it wouldn’t matter if you had. It only matters that you can stop me.” She plucked at a string dangling from the wrist of her glove. “There were three of us in the beginning. Adam, Eve, and Lilith. Man, angel, demon. I don’t think it was an accident that we were all so different. It’s all a system of checks and balances, power pitted against power.” Elise snapped off the string and flicked it to the ground. “If I lose control, you should take me down.”

The girl stopped short. Elise was four steps ahead by the time she realized it.

“I can’t kill you,” Rylie said.

Sympathy surged in Elise. She ignored it.

“I know that you hate what you are and what it allows you to do. I realize that what I’m asking of you is a terrible thing. But the fact that you’re a killing machine is a gift, Rylie, and maybe it’s a gift meant to keep me in check.”

Elise expected her to refuse again, but Rylie’s face had gone thoughtful. “A gift,” she repeated, as if rolling the words over in her mind. “Funny choice of words.”

“Will you do it?” she pressed. It seemed so important to know now, before they faced James.

“I don’t think I could hurt you.”

“Maybe you can’t,” Elise said, “but the wolf can.”

Rylie didn’t say no or yes. She didn’t say anything. But there was a shift between them—an understanding.

There were no coincidences in this world. Elise refused to believe that of all the demons and angels in Hell and Heaven, of all the humans walking the Earth, that she had crossed paths with an Alpha werewolf by mere mistake.

Elise had only been able to kill God because she had been made that way. And she had found the woman that might be able to kill her shortly after becoming a demon with uncontrollable thirst.

No accidents. No coincidences. It was all, somehow, elegant design.

She was certain of it.

Rylie kept walking. “What are we going to do about James?” she asked, gaze fixed to the trail ahead of them.

“Kill him,” Elise said. At some point when she had been thinking about checks and balances, she had realized that she was the check that James needed. He had taken the entire world off-balance in pursuit of Eden. She had to set things right—whether or not she liked it.

“Even if Abel is safe?” Rylie asked. “There’s nothing else we could do about him?”

James’s death didn’t seem to have even occurred to her as a possibility. How could he have done so much to her family and still be worthy of Rylie’s forgiveness?

“I don’t think so,” Elise said.

Rylie looked sad. “Dawn’s coming. Just a few more minutes.”

She was right. Elise had been trying to ignore it, but it was pushing against the fringes of her mind. No matter how long the night, no matter how much ash the fissure spewed, the day would always come back.

“Let’s get Abel,” Elise said.




The long trail terminated in a clearing that looked familiar to Elise, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on why. It was a wide, open ring of trees dusted with snow like any of a thousand identical clearings she could probably find in that forest.

Except for the ethereal gate that stood in the center.

“What is that?” Rylie breathed, moving to step around a fallen log.

Elise caught her arm. “Wait.”

The air hummed with energy, and it wasn’t all from the gateway. Elise tipped her head to search for magic in the corner of her eyes.

There were spells in this clearing, very few of them new. They had been grown into the forest, stamped into the earth, woven into the fibers of the flora. The ghosts of a thousand other spells remained on top of that.

This had been Pamela’s clearing, Elise realized with a jolt. When she had lived with Pamela Faulkner, there had been one clearing that was always off-limits. The trail leading there had been obstructed by rope to make it clear Elise wasn’t welcome.

But Elise had still seen the clearing before. Pamela had healed her wounds beside it as the White Ash Coven danced sky-clad around a bonfire at the center. The wildness of the witches had been frightening to Elise as a little girl. The heavy drumming, their cries to the night sky, the pain of the wounds that Elise associated with them—it had haunted her dreams for years after that.

That clearing had been the first place that Elise glimpsed James. Seemed appropriate that it should be the place where she finally dealt with him.

She extended a hand past the log to feel the air. Magic hummed around her. It was old power, decades’ worth of it. All of it latent.

The only new magic fell around the gateway.

“I think it’s safe,” Elise said.

She stepped in front of Rylie anyway, letting the Alpha follow behind.

The doorway brightened as she approached. Elise pulled her jacket around herself, concealing as much of her skin as possible—her chest, her neck, the bottom of her chin.

“I smell them,” Rylie said. There was hope in her voice that hadn’t been there just hours earlier. “I finally smell Abel. It’s getting old, though. I think they went…through. Is that possible?”

“It’s possible,” Elise said grimly.

It was a gateway to a Heavenly dimension. There were several worlds belonging to angels, and it could go to any of them other than the garden; all of those doors had long since been destroyed. There was no way to tell if it would lead to Shamain or Zebul or a Haven. Not until they walked through.

Metaraon must have left a door to Eden somewhere in Heaven, and James was already taking Abel there.

The light between the pillars continued to grow. It was a warm, steady light that hinted at gray worlds filled with angels and glowing cities. The kind of place that was guaranteed to weaken Elise’s powers to the point of uselessness.

James hadn’t just brought her here to make his coven safe. He had brought her to level the playing field.

Elise drew the gun from the small of her back, checked the safety. She didn’t need demon powers to be able to shoot him.

“Do we have to go through that?” Rylie asked.

“You can stay if you want,” Elise said. “I’ll bring Abel back.”

Rylie set her jaw. “I’m seeing this through to the end.”

She held out her hand. Her sweater’s sleeve was so long that it covered her all the way to the knuckles, making her fingers look almost childlike. In comparison, Elise’s black-gloved hand was huge.

Elise gripped her tightly. “Whatever happens,” she said, “Abel walks away from this. James doesn’t.”

Rylie just nodded, lips tight and cheeks pale.

Together, they stepped through the doorway. Elise brushed her hand over the stone pillar as she passed and it sang warnings to her, telling her that she was going the wrong way. The light flared around them impossibly bright and brilliant.

The world vanished.




Elise’s hand disappeared from Rylie’s grip.

Blinded by the light of the gate, Rylie floundered, reaching for Elise, trying to find the hand that she had lost. She couldn’t see or hear or smell anything. She was drowning in light. The world was so cold.

“Elise!” she yelled.

No response.

The light faded, and Rylie turned, expecting to find herself in Heaven. But she was still in the snowy clearing. She had stepped through to the other side of the gateway and was all of two feet closer to the trees on the other side. Nothing had changed.

Except that Elise was gone.

“Oh my God,” she whispered. Her heart sank to her knees. Somehow, Elise had managed to step through to another world, but Rylie had been left behind.

The scent of Abel grew as the wind kicked up, and Rylie realized that it wasn’t an old smell anymore. It was fresh and new. Sweat, aftershave, grilled chicken that had been cooked with lemon and thyme. The crisp scent of citrus was striking against the earthy smells of the forest.

Rylie whirled.

Abel emerged from the trees behind her, a hundred yards beyond the gateway.

Her heart melted at the sight of him, knees going weak, her bones liquefied. He wore a hat and jacket that she didn’t recognize. They must have been recent acquisitions. But as her eyes traveled over him, she realized that he wasn’t tied up or restrained at all, and he was even carrying guns.

Abel was alive, unharmed, and—why did he look so angry?

“Rylie,” he growled, seizing her by the shoulders. Lucky thing, too, because she had forgotten how to stand, and it was only his grip keeping her on her feet. “You’re insane. What is wrong with you? What are you doing here?”

Her mouth moved wordlessly.

She had thought she was saving Abel. But as she watched, James Faulkner emerged from the light within the gateway as calmly as though stepping between dimensions was normal. He extinguished the portal with a casual wave of his hand.

Abel wasn’t surprised to see the witch come out the door, either. He was only surprised to see Rylie there.

James hadn’t kidnapped Abel—he had left the pack willingly.




Elise awoke in darkness. It was the kind of artificial twilight that came from heavy, layered curtains that blocked out every hint of moonlight.

She sat up. The back of her head still ached from the basandere’s chain, but the rest of her was, surprisingly, in good condition. Elise was in a generously large bed with sheets that felt like they had a higher thread count than there were people in North America. They were a pleasant shade of yellow. The comforter on top was stuffed with fluffy down.

Her gaze traveled from the foot of the bed to a large wardrobe on the opposite wall, which was paneled with dark wood. The wallpaper on the top half had an elaborate Asian design, sort of Indian. An unlit lantern hung from the ceiling. There was an attached bathroom peeking out from behind a paneled screen.

She had stepped through the gate expecting to be delivered unto Heaven to kick James’s ass.

Instead, she was in a bedroom. She was unharmed and alone.

Where was Rylie?

Elise pushed the sheets off of herself and stood. She had been stripped of her jacket, socks, and shoes. She still wore a sweater and jeans.

She slammed through the bedroom door to find herself in a roofed courtyard. The exercise equipment to the left didn’t match the rock garden and trickling spring that sliced through the center, either. There was a punching bag, an impressive set of free weights, a few blue foam mats like those used by gymnasts.

Over the sound of running water she could hear the faint roar of wind. The air seeping through the courtyard was cold.

This definitely wasn’t Heaven.

She tried to phase to the door on the other side of the courtyard, but nothing happened. She didn’t disappear and reappear. It was like the ability had vanished.

Elise stormed to the other door and threw it open.

It was a kitchen, all bamboo furnishings and shining refrigerator. She opened the cabinets. She had never had favorite foods, per se, but she used to have a short list of foods that she would eat—good fat and protein sources, nuts and cheeses, sometimes creatine powder shakes when she was actively weight training. All of those ingredients were in the pantry. There was also a gallon of whole milk in the refrigerator along with what looked like a side of beef and about twenty-four eggs.

All food that she used to eat. Food that she hadn’t eaten for three years.

Only one person would think to leave that shit for her.

Anger surging, Elise went to the next door off the courtyard—a small office with a desk, a few bookshelves, and an MP3 player that showed every one of Black Death’s albums at a cursory glance. The door led to a bathroom. Every window she found had been carefully covered by blackout curtains.

Faint magic sparked on the exterior walls. She ran her fingers over the paneling, urging the magic to rise where she could see it.

The walls burned her hands. She jerked away.

There was stone set into the walls—the same marble-like petrified bone that the angels had used to build their cities. Slender stone ribs the color of moonlight had been wedged between the wall paneling. When Elise stretched out her senses, she could feel that ethereal marble encompassing the entire building.

So much for punching through any of the walls.

And there wasn’t a single door that led outside.

Elise glanced through the curtains at the world beyond the bathroom window, but immediately pulled back when the moonlight touched her. That glimpse outside had been enough. Maybe too much.

She was on top of a desolate, wind-beaten mountain range, alone with the burning moon and a cloudy sky. She couldn’t escape. James would have Abel and Rylie. And if he was working with Belphegor, then Elise’s capture would do more than prevent her from saving the werewolf pack—it might let him take the whole damn world.

Elise tore through the bedroom, shoving over the wardrobe, shattering it on the floor in search of keys or runes or something to help her escape. Nothing.

She destroyed the kitchen, too, but there was nothing but that stupid food, the dishes, the appliances that served no function for her. She scattered them across the floor, kicked them to pieces.

The library—maybe he had something in the library.

She all but ripped the shelves off the wall, tossing the books aside. It was fiction. Looked like books taken from Pamela’s house.

How fucking considerate of him.

No hidden doors, no weaknesses in James’s magic. The walls were impenetrable.

She found herself in the bathroom. It had the biggest window of any room in the house, encompassing one entire wall, and wasn’t laced with ethereal bone. It was her only chance. If she could just shatter it—if she could break through, phase away into shadow…

Elise jerked the curtains down. She was so hungry that the moonlight on her skin was like being shoved into an oven, pressed against its white-hot heating elements, engulfed in gas and flame.

If anything would break, it would have to be this window.

Her body dripped with sweat as she ripped her gloves off, pulled her shirt over her head. She had covered most of her body in runes while she was in the motel closet, and as soon as she was exposed to the air, she began to tremble.

She focused all the power in her hands, drawing the runes up her legs and abdomen, shoving them down her arms until her hands shook like a plucked guitar string.

Elise aimed her palms at the window and spoke a word of power—one word to activate every spell.

It struck James’s magic. Collided, and extinguished.

The only thing that broke was inside of Elise.

















Eleven




Abram couldn’t help but feel relieved at the sight of the Union moving into Northgate with their black SUVs, circling helicopter, and fully automatic guns. They were the military arm of the Office of Preternatural Affairs and had the training to show for it. They marched in line, listened to orders.

It was a far cry from the ragtag band that had been protecting the bridge for the last few weeks. If a kibbeth broke through, half of the Union unit probably wouldn’t get eaten in its tentacles.

“This is going to be bad,” Crystal muttered, pacing behind Abram. They had just announced to the inhabitants of Northgate that the Union would be providing support. Sounds of discontent spread through the crowd surrounding Bain Marshall. “Like, bad bad. These are the people that want us all tagged or dead—mostly dead.”

“The commander says that he wants to help us,” Abram said, tracking an SUV with his eyes as it turned a corner. There were over a dozen now, and more coming. Many more than Abram had first seen waiting outside Northgate. “I believe him.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, Yasir’s all right, I guess. He probably does want to help us. It wouldn’t be the first time. But the whole Union isn’t Yasir.” She leaned toward him and lowered her voice. “And wasn’t Yasir supposed to be dead anyway?”

Startled, Abram turned to watch the commander. Yasir was deep in conversation with Levi, gesturing toward the Bain Marshall statue, then the ground and the surrounding buildings. He didn’t look dead.

“He mentioned being Seth’s best man,” Abram said. “He meant at the wedding to Rylie that didn’t happen, didn’t he?”

“Right, that was when he went missing. Last time we saw Yasir, he’d arrested Cain and taken him back to the Union. Then Yasir was gone and suddenly Cain was running around with the Union, and they all had apple tattoos.” Crystal pointed at a bare patch of her arm. She had several tattoos, but none of them were fruit. “We assumed that meant that the Apple cult had killed Yasir.”

Yet here he was, obviously healthy and in charge of the Union unit securing the Bain Marshall gate.

Unease crawled through Abram’s gut. “But he was Seth’s friend.”

“Yeah. Pretty close friends. They went way back.”

Abram didn’t entirely trust his own judgment, but he trusted Seth’s, even post mortem. If he thought that Yasir was trustworthy, then he had to be fine. Probably.

Now Yasir was addressing the Scions from beside a flatbed hauled by a semi.

“We’ll train in the sanctuary,” he said. “Our witches are finding the weak spots in the wards as we speak and will have everything reinforced by nightfall. We’ll be safe within the sanctuary while we prepare. Load up on the trucks so we can move.”

The Scions exchanged looks and murmurs. Nobody was getting onto the truck.

Abram stepped forward. “What about the fissure, sir?”

“These men will stay here to guard the bridge.” Yasir pointed at three of the SUVs. “We won’t leave it unsupervised. No demons will get through it on our watch.”

“Some demons are allies,” Abram said. “Don’t shoot anyone coming up.”

Yasir gave a sharp nod. “Understood.”

Abram faced the others. They were watching him. Waiting for a verdict. “Head into the sanctuary.”

The Scions listened to his orders where they had ignored Yasir’s. They climbed into the first truck, and, when that was filled, took up a second and third as well. Abram stood back to watch them trundle into the mountains.

Yasir was right—all of these men would be much safer within the sanctuary, especially if the Union witches could patch the holes in the wards. But he couldn’t quell his nerves at watching them being taken away from Northgate.

Abram had welcomed most of these people to Earth after long imprisonments in Hell. He had patched many of the wounds himself, given water to those too weak to drink, and even gotten many of them in contact with estranged family. He was responsible for the Scions and the other humans living in Northgate.

He wasn’t going to let them be taken and trained by the Union without his supervision, even if they were only going to the sanctuary.

The final truck bed was only half-filled by Scions. Abram joined them and sat opposite Josaiah, who looked relieved to have the Union take over. It was etched all over his aged face, and Abram was a little irked to see it. Josaiah had stepped up to a lot of responsibility after his liberation from Hell. He wasn’t wrong to surrender that responsibility at the first opportunity, either. But it seemed weak to give up so quickly.

Maybe Abram was annoyed with Josaiah because he was annoyed with himself for feeling the exact same way.

The truck engine rumbled to life and they slowly accelerated. Before they had traveled more than a few feet, Levi leaped nimbly onto the truck and settled himself across from Abram.

Levi didn’t look anything like most of the pack members, and definitely nothing like the survivors in Northgate. Everyone who lived there was scraping together an existence by sweat and blood. Levi didn’t look like he had worked a day in his life, werewolf or not. His white leather jacket was pristine. And was that hair gel in his curls? Who had time to style their hair like that?

He stretched out his legs. He didn’t quite touch Abram, but his feet were only an inch away. Invading his space.

Abram gave him a flat look.

“I can’t wait to see what Rylie’s done with the place,” Levi said, propping his arms behind his head and stretching out his body lean and long. The hem of his shirt gapped, flashing an inch of tan skin with a hard vee of muscle underneath. “It can’t be any more craptacular than the Gresham Ranch used to be.”

This didn’t sound like the kind of conversation that Abram was interested in having. He watched Bain Marshall recede from them, the outstretched hand of the statue seeming to beckon them back as the truck turned a corner.

Trees flashed between them, and then the forest consumed his view of the town square.

Levi was quiet for most of the drive. He seemed genuinely interested in watching the surrounding forest as they climbed into the mountains. The twisting roads soon made Northgate disappear. The truck sliced through a narrow canyon, its rocks shimmering with ice, tiny waterfalls frozen into icicles.

The bite of the wind was even colder within the canyon. Abram pulled his jacket around him. Checked the position of his guns while he was at it. He didn’t like the low visibility in the canyon. Clotho could have been anywhere.

“I’m Bekah’s twin,” Levi suddenly said, like it was some kind of introduction.

Abram frowned. He already knew that Levi was Bekah Riese’s twin; they had been introduced the night that he emerged from the Haven—although Levi was barely recognizable as this swaggering would-be Alpha with a bloated ego draped in white leather.

But while Abram only vaguely remembered Levi, Levi didn’t recognize him at all. Apparently, Abram hadn’t been memorable.

“Yes, I was expecting Bekah to get here soon,” Abram said. Both Bekah and Stephanie Whyte had been due to arrive that week. They were probably late now, he realized, but he had been too distracted by Abel’s disappearance to keep track of time. “I didn’t hear that anyone else was coming with them.”

“I came out on my own,” Levi said. The truck bumped over potholes in the road and he had to drop his casual posture to grab the side of the flatbed. “They travel too slowly for my tastes.”

“And the Union doesn’t?”

“We ran into each other on the way here,” Levi said. “I asked nicely and Yasir let me up in the helicopter. I jumped down to help when I saw you and Trevin under attack. Don’t rush to thank me. I only saved your life and sanity from being crushed to putty in a super-demon’s hands.”

Abram ignored the sarcasm. It had been one of Summer’s favorite tools of annoyance during their childhood, and he was immune to that kind of emotional warfare. “You just walked up to a Union unit and they let you into their helicopter.“

Apparently, his mild incredulity was extremely offensive.

“Who the fuck are you?” Levi asked.

Abram wasn’t going to rise to that antagonistic bait, either. He ignored him.

“Look, new boy,” the werewolf said, pushing a finger into Abram’s pectoral hard enough to shove him against the rail. “I don’t care what bullshit the pack has been getting up to since moving into Rylie’s little werewolf zoo, but her leadership hasn’t always been a given. When she was still a fresh-faced Alpha juggling her harem of boy toys, I was running the show. You’re not a werewolf and you obviously don’t know anything about this pack, or else you’d show me a lot more respect.”

The outburst blew right over Abram’s head. He allowed Levi’s emotions to pour over him and slide away.

Levi wasn’t making himself look good with his anger. He was only making himself look like an idiot.

Josaiah and the other Scions being transported in the flatbed were pretending not to listen, but Levi wasn’t exactly being quiet. His voice echoed.

“I’m a twin, too,” Abram said in a mild tone.

“What? Why the fuck are you changing subjects on me? Who the fuck cares?” Levi asked.

“The pack cares.” Levi was crouched over Abram’s legs, making him a couple inches taller, but Abram didn’t need werewolf strength or petulant anger to intimidate. His calm was an impenetrable armor. “If you ask yourself why Rylie and Abel would leave me in charge, really think about it, you can probably answer your own questions.”

The canyon opened into the pack’s valley, coated in a fluffy layer of snow that looked pale and pure surrounding the line of trucks. The Union was horribly out of place there. The sanctuary was a place of calm and peace, a home for the hopeless—and now it was becoming a military outpost.

Levi seemed to have forgotten everything around them. He shoved his face in Abram’s. “You trying to stir shit up?”

“I’m trying to keep you from embarrassing yourself.” Abram nodded toward the others. People were watching them now, and not just those in the truck—the waiting werewolves were watching too. People who knew that Levi was trying to bully the son of the Alphas without any idea of who he was blustering at.

Golden eyes flashed. “Rylie’s always been the embarrassment,” Levi said.

So that was what this was about. Old school rivalry. Hard to believe, considering they were about to have Heaven and Hell dropped on top of them.

“Adjust your priorities,” Abram said, brushing the werewolf’s hands off his shirt. “This argument is ridiculous. And nothing you do or say will change the fact that my mother’s Alpha.”

Levi’s hands fell limp to his sides. His jaw dropped.

“Your mother?” he echoed. And then understanding lit in his eyes. “Twins.”

Abram couldn’t help but smile faintly. It lifted one corner of his mouth. “You can still be useful. You’ll have more familiarity with the Union equipment than any of us. I want you to help them unload and issue weapons to our men.” The order was delivered with his calm voice—the one that Summer said that nobody could argue with.

All of the hot air had gone out of Levi. He sagged, staring at Abram in unconcealed shock.

The truck stopped. Abram climbed out of the pickup and left Levi behind.

Toshiko and Paetrick were waiting for him.

“What’s going on?” Paetrick asked.

“It’s okay,” Abram said. “I authorized this, and I can explain everything.”

And he did.

By the time he was done talking to the pack, he noticed that Levi had gone to help the Union unload. Abram didn’t rub it in or gloat, as Levi probably would have if he had won the argument. Seeing his orders carried out was satisfaction enough.

Even the toughest dog could be taught to obey.




It was strange to sit in the cabin in the woods with Abel and James and see evidence that they had been there for days—the trash in the kitchen, the disarray of the dishes, the rumpled bed sheets in the guest room—but only be able to smell their scents from the last hour. It created a painful disconnect in Rylie’s mind. Like her eyes and nose were in two completely different places.

Or maybe that was just the shock talking.

Abel was pacing the living room like a cage, prowling from one corner to the other. There was so much that Rylie wanted to say to him. I was so worried about you. The pack is worried about you. I tore apart Northgate looking for you. I thought you might have been dead.

None of it made it past her lips, the words caught between teeth and tongue.

The way that James bustled in the kitchen was strangely domestic. He knew where everything was positioned and moved smoothly from cabinet to cupboard to drawer, getting a teakettle on the range, pouring water, arranging cups on the counter.

Even when James had lived for a few months with her pack, trying to help them through a few of their more magical problems, he had never seemed normal. His shockingly white hair and ageless face made Rylie think of wizards and angels. Ancient things.

Now he had black hair again. He looked about forty, maybe forty-five years old with the white in his beard. When he made tea, he looked like any other aging bachelor.

Except that this aging bachelor had just magically made Elise disappear.

“You shouldn’t have come,” Abel said, drawing her attention back to him. It was basically the only thing he had said since she got there.

“What did you think I was going to do?” Rylie asked. “You didn’t leave a note. You didn’t warn me.”

“You wouldn’t have let me go,” Abel said.

How could he know that? It wasn’t like he had asked. Yet even as the thought crossed her mind, she knew he was right. Running off with James was suicide, and she never would have let him do it—for good reason.

The teakettle whistled. James removed it from the heat. The silence that followed was immense, sucking all the air out of Rylie’s lungs.

“Why?” she asked in a tiny voice. Why would he have left willingly with James? Didn’t he know that this man had used Seth? And why had he done it without her?

“It was the right thing to do,” Abel said.

James came out of the kitchen carrying a tray with three steaming cups. He set it on the coffee table in front of Rylie. She smelled licorice and shrank back on the couch.

“What is that?” she asked.

She expected it to be something witchy—like a sedative or a mind-control potion or something else that would have convinced Abel that it wasn’t insane to follow James Faulkner across the country.

“Earl Gray. It has a strong flavor, but I think you’ll like it.” James offered a cup to her. “Be careful. It’s hot.”

He had exploited Seth, abducted her mate, made Elise disappear into oblivion, and now wanted her to be careful with the hot tea. She didn’t touch it.

“Where is she?” Rylie asked.

He faltered. For an instant she could see right through his pleasant demeanor to the anguish underneath. But he smoothed his features quickly and the lie never even came out in his smells. He was a good liar. A master. “She’s somewhere safe.”

James kneeled in front of Rylie. Was she imagining it, or did he look even younger now? The lines at the corners of his eyes were gone. His hair was blacker than before. It made him look less distinguished, more approachable.

But those eyes were still chillingly cold.

“I know what happened to Summer and Abram, Rylie,” he said softly. “I know that you didn’t get to be with them as children.”

Rylie edged away from him. “What does that have to do with anything?” Abel was still pacing behind James. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. Had he told James about the babies? It was such a private, painful thing.

“I have a son too.” There was suddenly a picture in his hand. He held it up so that she could see the family portrait. There was an elegant blond woman in the back and a young boy in front of her—a boy that strongly resembled James. “His name is Nathaniel. I didn’t know about him until he was already nine years old. I’ve spent no more than a week with him in his entire life. And he’s an extraordinary witch who, through a series of circumstances, has become trapped in Eden.”

“‘A series of circumstances?’ That’s awfully vague.” Rylie knew an emotional appeal when she heard one. Coming from this guy, she didn’t trust it.

James turned the picture so he could gaze at it. “You’ve heard Elise called the Godslayer, I’m sure. It’s not just a name. She did kill God, and in order to do it, she had to become trapped in His garden. My son decided to save her by trading his freedom for hers, and he’s been in Eden ever since. The fact that he hasn’t returned makes me believe that he can’t. Not unless I open the gates to Eden.”

He let the anguish bleed through as he said it, and his grief struck deep in Rylie’s heart. The way he sounded reminded her too much of the way she had felt in the days she struggled to reach Summer and Abram—a painful mix of hope and hopelessness, fear and love, longing and pain.

But there were conspicuous holes in that story. Holes that Abel should have seen, too.

“How did you find him?” Rylie asked. James gave her a questioning look. “Eden’s this unreachable dimension, right? Another world like Dis, except with no holes or gates leading into it? Then how do you know he’s there if you can’t visit?”

James smiled faintly, tucking the photo into the pocket of his shirt. “Our world is woven together with fibers of magic. We are all connected. You, me, the demons in Dis, the angels in Shamain—and even Nathaniel in Eden. A witch that elevates himself to a place that he can see those fibers can look through them to anything, anywhere. You only need to know how to see it.”

She didn’t know enough about magic to tell if he was lying. It was vague and mystical enough to sound legit. But she could still smell the omissions on him, and she knew that he was leaving out pieces of the story.

“There are other things in Eden that would give me the ability to shape the world for the better, too,” James said. “I would be able to directly manipulate those fibers.”

Abel interrupted. “He thinks that he can bring Seth back.”

The words hit on Rylie like a silver bullet to the forehead.

Bring Seth back?

Her first dumb thought was, But he’s already back. His body was watching over the pack in the mausoleum that she had built with her own two hands.

That wasn’t what he meant. Abel meant…back. Alive.

Something was hurting, but it took Rylie a minute to realize what, exactly. She looked down at her hands. She had dug her fingernails into her palms, and they were bleeding.

She uncurled her fingers. The healing warmth swept through her, but the blood remained.

“That’s why you did it,” Rylie said, meeting Abel’s eyes over James’s shoulder. She hadn’t believed Abel would be compelled by the Nathaniel story—but she never would have guessed that he was doing this.

“You went across the whole damn country with a demon to find me,” Abel said. “You left the pack without an Alpha. You dropped everything.”

“For you,” Rylie whispered.

“Then how can you blame me for doing anything it takes to save Seth?” His eyes were fiercely bright. “Wouldn’t you do the same?”

Rylie stood. “I didn’t blame you for anything.”

“Yeah, but you’re giving me that look.”

“It’s because I’m afraid for you, Abel,” Rylie said. James had settled back on the couch to drink his tea, immune to the tension. She jabbed a finger at him. “When Seth decided to make a deal with this guy, he ended up dead. It’s James’s fault that Seth was there when the Breaking happened.”

She meant that to be a shock—a direct hit through Abel’s shields.

“I know,” Abel said.

“You—wait, what? You know?”

“I told him,” James said over the rim of his tea. He took a sip. Set it down. “I regret what I’ve done, Rylie, but the only way that I can rectify my mistakes is with Abel’s help. He’s a…reasonable man.” The corner of his lips twitched.

Abel was anything but reasonable. He was all heart and no forethought, action without planning. It was one of the things that Rylie loved most about him.

James had taken advantage of that.

She grabbed Abel’s sleeve and dragged him into the kitchen, away from James’s stupid, smug cups of tea, and slammed the door behind him.

Rylie was so relieved that Abel was safe that she just wanted to kiss him until she forgot all of her fear. But she tucked her hands under her arms and forced herself not to touch him.

“You could die working with James,” Rylie whispered.

Abel’s eyes were so bright and piercing. “At least you’d have Seth back.”

He couldn’t have hurt her more if he had punched her.

“Abel, no. I told you that I chose you. I don’t want Seth back if it means losing you.”

“You know what everyone wants,” Abel said. “The pack needs him. Our kids like him better. You know you need him more than you need me.”

“I would never say that,” Rylie said.

“You don’t have to.” He glared at his feet like he couldn’t stand to meet her eyes. “He’s not just the better man. He’s my brother. If there’s anything I can do to save him, even if it puts me in danger—I gotta do it.”

She stared up at him helplessly—this man that she loved so desperately and needed more than she could ever fit into words.

He wanted to exchange his life for Seth’s, but the only way Rylie could see James’s machinations ending was with both Wilder brothers dead.

Rylie had no idea how to convince Abel of that. She had already told him dozens of times how much she loved him, and it obviously wasn’t sinking in. He was beyond the point of reasoning.

Would James even let Abel go if he asked?

Her heart sank lower and lower. She felt like she weighed a thousand pounds, like she might sink into the earth and never be able to stand again. “So what now? What’s the plan?”

“Why? Want to know how to tell Elise how to stop us?” Abel asked.

“I want to know how I can help you.”

Abel looked shocked. So shocked that the truth came out of him immediately. “That gate in the clearing’s gonna take us to Heaven. That’s where the next door to Eden is. We’ve already got the ritual all ready, so all I have to do is head up, spill a little blood. Couple more doors, and Eden’s open, James goes in this Origin thing, and Seth comes out.”

There was no way it could be that easy.

Rylie searched Abel’s eyes, gripping his sleeves in her fists.

“You were right when you said that I did crazy stuff to find you. And I would do almost anything to bring Seth back, too.” Anything—an awfully loaded word in a world gone insane, torn open to Hell. “But if I was going to make a deal with the devil, I would have told you. I wouldn’t have left you thinking that I might be dead somewhere.”

He had gone pale and still. “I thought you’d say no.”

She would have said no. She would have talked him out of it before he was too deep to free himself. And if she couldn’t have done that—well, she would have gone on the suicide mission with him.

They were mates. A team.

“You didn’t trust me,” Rylie said. “I can’t believe you still don’t trust me.”

Abel didn’t have anything to say to that.

She tried to imagine letting him go through that door alone with James and couldn’t. Just the idea felt too much like letting go of him. Rylie pressed her cheek against his chest and listened to the beat of his heart. “I’m going with you,” she said. “We’ll both go to Heaven. Together.”

And she would have to pray that there would be some way to save them all before James dug both of their graves.




James and Abel prepared to leave. It was incredible to see how much James could fit into a single backpack. He made object after object disappear, including an entire rug that had been embroidered with a circle of power. It was, he explained, a ritual in a bag.

But they didn’t head back to the gate. An hour later, they were still at Pamela’s house, and Rylie was warming herself by the fire while the men argued about her.

Rylie wasn’t sure who was on which side. Abel didn’t want her running off to do dangerous things and James didn’t exactly need her blood to open the door, either. Yet they were definitely arguing. One of them was on her side. She could have listened in to figure out whom, but it didn’t matter.

Whatever conclusion they came to, Abel wasn’t going through that gateway without Rylie.

She wasn’t sure what would happen after that.

Rylie wasn’t prepared to consider the idea of resurrecting Seth. It wasn’t the first time that she had heard about bringing back the dead. Her Aunt Gwyn had been turned into a zombie by a witch, and Rylie knew that it wasn’t an easy ticket to a second life. There was a price. There would always be a price.

If she lost herself in the idea of being able to see Seth’s lopsided smile again, being able to hold him and lean on his reassuringly steady sense of morals, she wasn’t sure she would be able to stop James when the time came.

She was going to go to Heaven, but James wasn’t going to open that door to Eden.

Rylie heard a back door open and shut. She peeked through the curtain again to see that James and Abel were still in her line of sight. But there were footsteps approaching, dragging through the kitchen.

She turned, expecting to see someone from James’s coven in the kitchen.

Instead, she found a demon.

Her back hit the wall before she even realized that she had taken a step away. Her fingers were curved into claws, heart hammering as the wolf surged inside of her.

It was a squat, ugly demon with bulging eyes, a lipless mouth, gray skin that oozed blood from recent wounds on its back. It dragged its knuckles as it approached her, nails clicking on the wood. There were others behind it—four demons in total, and none of them moving aggressively.

They were Neuma’s fiends.

The knowledge didn’t make her heart slow. Ridiculous possibilities whirled through her mind—including the possibility that Neuma had secretly ordered the fiends to kill her—and she backed herself into a corner as they approached. But they didn’t try to touch her. She swallowed down her fear as a small, stubby hand pulled her to the window then pointed through the glass.

Abel was still talking to James outside.

“Yeah, it’s Abel,” Rylie said, frowning. “I don’t…”

The fiend pointed more insistently, and then sat back on its haunches. It gazed at her with glistening eyes.

Rylie felt stupid once she realized what was happening. The demons had found Abel and then located Rylie to alert her to his position, just like Neuma had ordered them to do.

What happened now that their directive had been fulfilled? Rylie watched them to see if they would take action, but they were still staring at her.

Almost like they wanted an order.

They must have recognized her as an authority now. Her heart accelerated again, this time from the possibilities rather than fear.

Suddenly, the frightening little gargoyles looked a lot cuter to her. She could almost see what had made Neuma feel so affectionate toward them. “Find Elise,” Rylie said, tearing through her saddlebag until she found Elise’s book. She shoved one of the pages at a fiend. “Find her and free her.”

The fiend ripped it from her hand. Just like it had with Abel’s shirt, it rubbed the paper on its face, drinking in the energies of its subject. Another fiend snatched it away and did the same. It was as fascinating as it was sickening.

And then they were slinking away, back into the kitchen, receding into the shadows.

Rylie watched them go with her heart in her throat.

The front door opened.

She jumped at the sound, whirling to face it. James stood in the doorway. Rylie resisted the urge to look over her shoulder and see if the fiends were still visible behind her. Instead, she edged a few inches to the left, hoping that it would conceal the kitchen door.

James didn’t seem to realize he had interrupted anything. “Are you ready?”

“For what?” Rylie asked stupidly.

“To go to Heaven.”

She glanced around him to see Abel brooding in the front yard. His anger was a black cloud hanging over him. Apparently, Abel had been arguing against letting Rylie go—and James had won.

Rylie bit her bottom lip and nodded. “I’m ready.”

















Twelve




James was dreaming again. He hadn’t been able to sleep for months without having vivid dreams, as though he closed his eyes on the real world only to step into an alternate reality until he woke again. They were fierce and vivid and violent.

Tonight was no exception.

He was in a place of trees and soil. There were branches high overhead, glimmering with a canopy of emerald leaves, and bushes thick with berries around his knees. James was naked as he hurtled through them. The flashes of thighs and biceps he saw in the corners of his vision were taut with muscle. His breath roared like the river that he could hear somewhere in the depths of the forest.

He was not a beast of the earth, but a master of it. He was swift and nimble. He held a spear and was prepared to use it.

Pale fur flashed between two trees and vanished.

James redirected, scrambling onto higher ground, using one arm and two legs to drag himself up a steep rock face overgrown with moss and ivy. The plants tore under his hands. They gushed amber fluid that smelled cinnamony-sweet.

He hit the top of the ridge on his knees, rolled onto his feet. Though he was still below the canopy, it was brighter here, windier. The trees swayed around him. He heard the rush of a breeze like an invisible hand sweeping through the forest behind him. James spared a moment to close his eyes and inhale deeply. It filled him with fresh energy.

From high ground, he launched himself into motion again, watching for the telltale sign of white hair near the ground. The lower levels of the forest were thick and dark. Beasts glowing with inner light were easy enough to locate.

James hurtled through the forest as he hunted.

When he spotted the white fur again, he knew he was close.

Killing such a creature was always a holy moment. Time slowed to a crawl, allowing James to appreciate the end as he plummeted through the air, spear cocked above him.

The animal was a four-legged thing with a long neck and hooves. It was more feline than equine, a predator twice James’s size. Its eyes were pupilless silver.

He launched the spear with all of the power coiled in his arm muscles.

His weapon struck true an instant before he landed.

The beast thrashed under James, but he held it down as its life ebbed, hands on its skull and knees braced on either side of its ribs. His spear had struck the heart. There was an easy way to reach it without damaging the bone—the most valuable part of the beast—and James seemed to have hit at the perfect angle. Within minutes, it was dead.

“Excellent job,” said a voice above him.

James looked up to see another man pushing through the trees to join him in the grove. He was bare-skinned and muscular, too. He carried a spear in one hand. But unlike James’s, the razor-edged point of his weapon danced with smokeless flame.

All of the men had been hunting for many long weeks at James’s decree, and they hunted as predatory animals did: without armor, without their wings, and with only a single weapon. It was the noblest way to hunt.

“Thank you,” James said. He felt a companionable smile spread over his lips. “How have your hunts been?”

“They are equally fruitful. The city we build on the backs of these animals will be…incredible.” The man sighed out the last word.

Yes, the most incredible of all cities. It would be the beginning of James’s legacy.

James moved to pull the beast over his shoulders, but his new companion stopped him.

“I’ll take it to Shamain,” he said. “You’re wanted elsewhere.”

“Oh?” James asked, helping throw the animal over the other man’s back. It was huge, but they were both very strong. He was not staggered by its weight.

“Eve is waiting for you,” said the man.

James filled with warmth. His smile broadened. “Thank you, my son.”

“Anything, Father.”

White wings appeared at the man’s back. They were long, muscular, and similar in color to the fur of the dead animal thrown over his shoulders. They glowed with brilliant internal fire—even brighter than the sunlight above the canopy of trees. Within the forest, he was a blazing star.

He flapped twice and lifted into the air, bearing the carcass back to the city.

James turned to seek Eve.

This was always where the dream grew hazy. The strange blur of forest, the way that time skipped, was an unsettling reminder of the unreality of his experiences. He felt like he was missing something important.

But when the world settled around him again, he was still in the garden, and it was easy to forget that he was dreaming.

He would have happily surrendered to dreams if she would always be there.

James emerged from the trees to find a woman waiting for him beside the river. Her back faced him, and he allowed himself to drink in the sight of her unselfconsciously: the curve of her waist and hips, the graceful movement of her arm as she reached up to touch a glossy red apple that dangled from a low branch.

With a twitch of her wrist, she plucked the apple free. James was filled with a strange sense of melancholy. The apple was severed and dead, its growth interrupted.

“I hope your hunt went well,” she said without turning to look at him.

“Always,” he said. “I would have enjoyed your company on it.”

“I fear I lack the fortitude for death.” There was a hint of humor to her voice, as if she thought there was something funny about the statement, when there was really nothing funny about it at all.

And once she turned, he saw why.

It wasn’t Eve—it was Elise as she had been as a human, peach-skinned and auburn-haired. The bridge of her aquiline nose was hooked from being broken and healed incorrectly. That was Elise as she had been when she belonged to James. Naturally she would find it amusing to say that she didn’t like killing; it was Eve who disliked death, not Elise, who wore murder like a halo.

The wrongness of seeing her here struck him all at once. And it only seemed more wrong when he realized that she wasn’t alone.

Yatam stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders, sweeping the auburn curls aside to bare the long, pale line of her throat. James didn’t remember Yatam well. Their interactions had been mercifully brief. But he vaguely recalled the attractive oval of the man’s face, the almond curve to his eyes, the mysterious smile. Because those memories were so faint, James sometimes substituted Elise’s face for Yatam’s—they had become so similar now that they seemed interchangeable in some ways.

Before he had died, Yatam had possessed so much power that he was nearly indistinguishable from the gods that had made him. He had been invulnerable.

Yatam had taken Elise from James. He had drunk deep of her blood and spilled his own blood into her veins, and when she died, she had returned as a demon.

“Look,” Yatam said, tracing a blue vein just underneath Elise’s skin. She had naturally possessed an almost translucent complexion. If she hadn’t spent so many days in the sun either jogging or slaughtering demons, she might have been as transparent as a ghost.

“I don’t want to look,” James said.

Elise took a bite of the apple. Her teeth sank into it with a wet crunch—and then she was bleeding. It slid down her neck in a hot, crimson line to pool between her breasts. Yatam licked along the side of her neck. “Taste it,” he said, “it’s good.” He smiled a bloody smile, teeth stained red. “It will change your life. In fact, it will change everyone’s lives.”

“No,” James said, anger surging inside of him, building to a fever pitch. “No!”

He swung at Yatam and missed. The demon was already gone.

James stumbled from too much momentum, landing on all fours beside the river Mnemosyne. The water was still that day. As unbroken as a mirror.

He could see his own face—but it wasn’t his.

That dark skin, curled hair, and powerful jaw belonged to Adam. The first man. The God that had killed so many, burned the garden, and imprisoned Elise.

Just like James had.

He had lured her through the gateway. Rendered her unconscious. Carried her to the bed he had prepared for her, settled her gently under the sheets, removed her shoes and jacket. Kissed her forehead before leaving, even though he knew he had no right to touch her, kiss her, miss the feel of her skin against his. Especially not when he was imprisoning her as Adam had once done.

And now he looked like Him.

He was Him.

No!

James tried to turn from his reflection, but gravity had doubled, tripled. The lead weight of his muscles dragged him toward the water. He hit the surface. It frothed over him, stinging and cold.

He expected the painful jolt of hitting the bottom, but he never reached it.

James just kept sinking.

“Are you going to sleep all fucking day?”

Abel’s voice.

James struggled to surface on the rocky shores of consciousness.

His eyes peeled open. Abel stood over him, arms folded, disapproval etching his features. It was dark outside. It had been daylight when James had stretched out on Pamela’s couch to catch a few minutes of rest.

After dreaming of that glorious garden, the real world looked colorless and ugly in comparison.

James had only meant to take a short nap—fifteen minutes, perhaps, but no more. All the magic that he had been casting was exhausting. Even though ethereal magic was fueled by the greater universe, it still had to go through James, and he felt like a sieve that had an entire beach’s worth of sand forced through it.

The fact that he kept having vivid dreams whenever he slept didn’t help. Not one bit. It felt like he hadn’t slept at all.

Somehow he had meant to close his eyes for a few minutes and passed out for an hour and a half, according to the clock on the wall. He probably would have slept longer if not for the man glowering at him from the foot of the sofa.

James sat up, rubbing the back of his neck. There was a scabbard tucked between his body and the back of the couch. The steel falchion had been strapped into it so that it didn’t easily slip free, and when he rested his hand on the hilt, he found it warmed by his body heat. “Is everything all right?”

“Me and Rylie are ready to go now,” Abel said.

James massaged his fingers into his eyes, trying to wipe away his visions of ancient forests that he had never seen before. “Excellent,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I hope you and Rylie came to some kind of amicable resolution.”

The look that Abel gave him clearly said that they hadn’t, and that it was none of James’s business.

That kind of hostility was nothing new. It was the only way that Abel had communicated with him since they left the sanctuary together. Abel may have accepted James’s role in Seth’s death and decided that it wasn’t worth fighting over—yet—but that didn’t mean that he had forgiven James. Or even liked him.

The attitude was irritating, but it was exactly the kind of petty issue that helped ground James in reality. He ran his hands over the seat of the couch underneath him. Focused on the grain of the wood floor. Listened to the wind blowing tree branches against the side of Pamela’s cabin. Smelled the Pine Sol that he had used on Pamela’s side table just that morning.

This was reality. This house with an angry, impatient man staring at him—not the garden with Yatam drinking blood from Eve’s neck.

Elise’s neck. Not Eve’s.

“Damn,” James sighed, standing up. He stretched his back out more out of habit than necessity. He didn’t often get stiff or sore anymore. He pulled the spine scabbard on over his shirt, buckling it under his arms. The weight of the falchion was solid and reassuring against his back.

Rylie emerged from the guest bedroom that Abel had been sleeping in, carrying a motorcycle’s saddlebag over her shoulder. “Are we leaving?”

James pulled his jacket on over the sword, patting the pockets to make sure that he had his notebook. “Yes, I’m ready.”

She breezed out the front door without even looking at Abel. It wasn’t that she was ignoring or dismissing him—if James hadn’t believed Rylie to be an honest, uncomplicated woman, he would have thought that she was hiding something.

Rylie was already halfway up the hill by the time James and Abel got outside. The snow was falling harder. It was soft under their feet, forcing them to trudge into the trees.

Abel was staring at Rylie’s back so hard that it looked like his gold eyes might burn a hole through her jacket.

“I’m going to give you a piece of advice that I once gave your brother,” James said in a low voice, knowing that Rylie would be able to hear it if she cared to do so. “There is nothing worse in this universe than being alone.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Abel asked, as though James had just told him that his mother smelled like a garbage disposal.

Seth had taken the advice much more gracefully. If there was anything that he had learned about Abel in their days together, it was that the younger man wasn’t one for philosophy and introspection. James could try to explain what it felt like to wander through Limbo for most of eternity, lose his son to Eden, and the woman he loved to bitter hatred, and Abel simply wouldn’t understand. He didn’t have the capacity for it.

“I only mean that you and Rylie are lucky to have one another,” James said. “You should appreciate it.”

Abel glared. “It’s none of your fucking business, Faulkner.”

Very well. His wisdom was wasted on Abel anyway.

They walked the rest of the way to the clearing in silence.




The gateway was humming quietly when James reached it. The silent trembling spread through the trees, made the ground underneath him vibrate with every step.

It was like the gate recognized him for the first time. He had been working with this ethereal stone for months, gradually recovering fragments from various archaeological sites, matching the severed segments, reassembling them with careful magic and Sophie’s help. It had never glowed for him. Not like it did upon his approach now.

The portal spell he had used to trick Elise was still glowing. James almost hadn’t expected her to fall for it, but the fact that she had was no credit to his ability; the spell had been based upon Nathaniel’s magic.

It wasn’t parental pride speaking when James said that his son was an exceptional witch. The boy had been the first human to ever have command over interdimensional magic. He could step between dimensions. Summon objects and people from anywhere else in the world with a single rune. James had even seen him move an entire universe before, lifting and shifting it with the force of his mind.

James still didn’t understand Nathaniel’s magic. It was far more nuanced and complex than anything he had written before. Opening a tear between two different spots on Earth had been a graceless spell hacked together from James’s best guesses at Nathaniel’s technique, and the fact that it worked at all shocked him—but it was still a far cry from his son’s artistry.

The magic was deployed. It would be easy to activate and return to Elise.

It wasn’t too late to free her.

But the gate was buzzing, warm with the activation from Elise’s mark. James was so close to the third gate to Eden, and this one would be the most difficult to reach.

This was the last big barrier to reaching Nathaniel and the Origin.

James should have been excited. But he couldn’t shake the image of Elise unconscious in bed, and the slimy feeling that his dream of Yatam drinking her blood had left behind.

“How’s this work?” Rylie asked, reminding James that there was something he should be doing.

“Ah,” he said, rubbing his gloved hands together and blowing on them. “Well. This is an ethereal gate, left on Earth during the First War to make travel between dimensions easier. It requires two ethereal marks to open it to Shamain. Elise has one mark, which she unknowingly applied when she passed through. I have the second. All I need to do is touch it, and…” James pressed a hand to the pillar.

The marks ringing the gate swelled to life.

A line of light split the air from capstone to ground and spread to fill the door.

Through the shimmering gash, James glimpsed white buildings among swaying green trees, eternal dawn, and a smattering of stars. It was a sky that had never been touched by Hell’s smoke. A pure place. And, for an instant, he could remember the city as it had been in the beginning—nothing more than a few houses built on top of a freshwater spring.

He shook away the vision and stepped back. “There,” he said huskily, sweeping a hand toward the gateway like a waiter seating Rylie and Abel at a restaurant. “That’s all it takes.”

The light that splashed over the werewolves made them look pale.

“Just gotta get to Eve’s temple,” Abel muttered. James had debriefed him on their destination twice to make sure that he understood it, and had even showed him the temple’s location on a map.

James handed the backpack filled with ritual supplies to Abel, but he addressed Rylie. “It might be dangerous if we’re caught by the angels on the other side. They don’t take kindly to intruders. You’d be safer here with my coven.” He didn’t mind having her along—in fact, he thought that her presence would motivate Abel—but he felt obligated to offer her an out one last time.

“Not happening,” she said. She grabbed Abel’s arm. “You said Eve’s temple, right? Okay. Let’s get this over with.”

Without waiting for James’s instruction, Rylie pulled her mate through the door.

The glow engulfed them. Their bodies blurred and brightened at the edges.

And then they were in Heaven.

The door wasn’t like an ordinary glass window, so Rylie and Abel disappeared as soon as they had passed through, giving James an unobstructed view of Shamain.

There was nothing to prevent him from seeing that the city went dark a half-second after the werewolves were gone.

A concussion rippled through the door. The hum from the pillars grew louder as the glow emanating from the buildings on the other side vanished, radiating from the center out to the edges of the city. The stars blinked out one at a time. Shadows consumed the forest.

Finally, silently, the door disappeared.

James stared at where it had been a moment before, stunned by the quiet way that Heaven had vanished.

Had the door broken? Or had Shamain really just gone dark?

He thrust his arm between the pillars, but there was nothing to touch anymore. There was nothing but air in the door, with forest and snow on the other side.

Rylie and Abel were gone. Unreachable.

“This is not good,” James said to the nothingness inside the gateway.

Had he assembled the door incorrectly? Had some stray stone shaken loose of its moorings? He ran his hands over the pillars, but it no longer responded to his touch, and he couldn’t find where it might have been broken. His worry grew as he inspected the places where the cracks had been joined.

He must have imagined Shamain darkening on the other side. The alternative was…impossible.

The sound of voices drew his attention away from the gateway. He turned to see Sophie approaching, bundled up in a warm jacket, her round face framed by earmuffs and graying hair. She was accompanied by Isabelle and Alex, other members of the White Ash Coven that had joined James when he reformed their ranks.

“Something’s gone wrong,” James said, composing his features. He couldn’t let them see his shock. “We’ll need to investigate magical forces that may have interfered with this door. Go back to the houses—tell everyone to meet here immediately.”

The trio stopped walking a few feet away, exchanging looks.

None of them moved to obey him.

“Get the rest of the coven,” James repeated.

Sophie sighed. “Sorry, James.”

She turned to look behind her, and he realized that there was one more woman with the witches—a woman who had politely declined to join his coven last year, a woman that he hadn’t spoken to since absorbing himself in the search for Eden.

It was high priestess, and James’s former girlfriend, Stephanie Whyte.

Her statuesque figure managed to make her puffy winter clothing look elegant. She had probably spent more on the outfit than most people spent on rent each month.

She was flanked by a young woman and an older man that James didn’t recognize, but the fact that they wore iron chains at their hips filled him with alarm. He had seen creatures that wielded iron in such a way before. None of them belonged with Stephanie.

She pulled her scarf down as she glided toward him, strawberry-blond hair falling loose from its severe bun. “Having a problem, James?”

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Abel said that you were on your way to Northgate.”

“As far as he knows, that’s true.” She kissed James on either cheek. Her lips were soft against his grizzled cheek.

James had been betrayed too many times not to recognize when someone’s alliances had shifted. But this was Stephanie Whyte, the doctor who had staffed the emergency room through a demon apocalypse in Reno, flawlessly moral and beyond corruption. Occasionally icy, but trustworthy.

Yet something was definitely wrong. And it would have been wrong even if Stephanie hadn’t been traveling with basandere.

“What have you done, Stephanie?” James asked in a low voice, trying to keep his coven from hearing.

She pressed a hand to the nearest pillar, gazing up at the arch. “Tell me how this opens.” Her sleeve pulled back as she stroked up the black lines furrowing the white stone.

James glimpsed something on her skin that shouldn’t have been there.

He grabbed her hand, pushed Stephanie’s sleeve above her wrist.

There was a tattoo of a bleeding red apple on the inside of her arm.

That was the mark of the ancient cult called, fittingly, the Apple—witches loyal to Adam, the first man. Much like a tree, it had splintered from its core over the generations, branching out into multiple covens and even some non-magical sects. They had roots in everything. James had taken advantage of one branch to help him open the first door to Eden.

The Apple was populated with misinformed Kool-Aid drinkers, idiots, and politicians.

And, apparently, his ex-girlfriend.

“Dear Lord,” James said.

She didn’t bother trying to pull back. “If you’d returned my earlier calls, you wouldn’t be so surprised,” Stephanie said dryly. “Amazing what happens when you ignore a woman for a year, isn’t it?” She put her other hand on top of his. “Surrender, James, and this doesn’t need to be a fight. Stand down and let us through the gate.”

“They kidnapped you,” he said. “They tortured you.”

“There’s more to the story than you know, although that wouldn’t be the case if you had picked up the phone once in a while—not to harp on that point.” Stephanie rubbed his forearm through his sleeve. It was a gesture that she had used to use on him when trying to convince him of something he didn’t want to do, like fixing the garbage disposal, taking the trash down to the curb, or kicking Elise out of the apartment. Not surrendering gateways to Heaven.

He looked beyond her to the coven. Isabelle, who had been friends with Aunt Pamela. Alex, who had taught James how to play piano. Sophie—Sophie, of all people, who had babysat for him and been one of Pamela’s many young initiates. If he had had to select anyone from his coven that he could have trusted above the others, it would have been those three.

James pulled away from Stephanie, stepping under the gate’s arch. “This door’s broken. It can’t take you to Heaven.”

Stephanie sighed. “Don’t fight me on this.”

“I’m not.” Although he would have if the gate hadn’t been mysteriously non-functional.

“Aren’t we friends, James?”

He had thought so. Apparently he had been mistaken.

James couldn’t help but think of how amusing Elise would have found all of it. I always knew Stephanie was a bitch, she would say. Guess he should have trusted her.

His hand slipped into his jacket, finding the rune on his flesh that connected him to the intra-dimensional teleportation spell. It was positioned over his heart.

There was only one reason the Apple could want to get into Heaven. They had long wanted revenge against the angels that had betrayed Adam. They were insane—radicals, terrorists.

James eyed the basandere hanging back near the trees.

Radical enough to ally with Belphegor and invade Shamain?

Stephanie massaged her right temple with her fingertips. “Fine. I wish I weren’t in such a hurry, but we have to get into Heaven before Belphegor does. Felicity?”

The basandere girl stepped forward, loosening the iron chain she wore as a belt.

James triggered the spell.

He was already standing on the circle he had hidden under the snow. When the portal blossomed to life inside the gate, it immediately consumed him, arcing over his flesh, sliding under his shirt, setting his teeth on edge.

The clearing distorted around him. Stephanie’s face—more annoyed than angry—elongated and blurred.

Time and space bent, jerking James out of Colorado.

















Thirteen




The gate was calling to Uriel. He couldn’t tune it out anymore.

The damn thing had been singing a sweet song to him ever since Nashriel had found it in Mexico. It didn’t matter that he had gone to Earth to check on his friends in San Francisco. While the mortals had told him of ongoing evacuation measures, he had still only heard that song. The words of his human companions had been nothing but a dull, meaningless groan underneath the trill of the gate summoning him back to Shamain.

He needed to go to it.

Ezekiel was still guarding the crystal cave, slouched lazily against the wall with his wings tucked away, picking at his fingernails. He didn’t even straighten when Uriel approached.

“Nashriel said nobody goes in, if that’s what you’re thinking about right now,” Ezekiel said, sounding bored.

Uriel leaned around him to look at the gateway. It hadn’t moved since they had carried it up, thank Adam, but the song was growing quieter by the moment. He couldn’t make out the tune anymore.

“He sent me to check on it,” Uriel said. “Nashriel, that is.”

Ezekiel frowned. “Did he, now?” It wouldn’t occur to an angel that another might be lying; they were all on the same side, with the same goals.

But the gate was quieting, and it frightened Uriel. He needed to reach it now.

“Nash was worried it might have come open,” Uriel said—the first excuse that came to mind.

Ezekiel finally straightened, drawing his saber. His gaze sliced across the crystal cave to the gate, pulsing slowly with its internal light. “I haven’t let anyone in. Nobody could have opened it.”

He stepped away from the door.

Uriel pushed past him and all but ran into the cave, ears straining for the song that had chased him all the way to Earth. It was completely gone now. His heart pounded as he reached out for the white stone, smoothing his hands over the glossy pillars.

“What are you doing?” Ezekiel asked sharply.

He pressed his forehead to it, eyes closed, and listened for the song that he knew was there.

Uriel didn’t hear a song. He felt a painful pinch that sent a jolt of surprise to his heart, originating from within the gate.

The second pinch was far less gentle.

Pain punched through his breastbone, straining at his ribs, clenching on his spine.

A scream wrenched out of him.

There was something wrong with the gate. Magic had been pressed into the pillars, pushed through the cracks to settle deep in the core where they hadn’t seen it.

When they had taken the gate, they hadn’t thought to look for infernal magic inside of it.

It was a warlock-cast spell that clawed through Uriel now, setting his nerves aflame. He distantly remembered this agony from the First War—the balefire that had melted nerves and driven angels to insanity after being drenched in it too long.

Ezekiel’s sword flared behind him, leaving a spidery green imprint on the edge of Uriel’s vision.

“Stop touching it—now, Uriel!”

“I can’t!” he shouted even as he threw all of his weight into attempting to pull free.

The warlock rune flared and spread. It locked into his spine and pushed at the backs of his eyes.

Crimson light flooded the center of the archway, dancing in electric ropes, lashing around Uriel. Shadows fell over the cavern until all that Uriel could see was the molten red magic making the earth tremble, illuminating the crystals with hellish fire.

A portal opened at the center of the gate with a groan.

“Ezekiel,” Uriel said desperately.

The other angel stepped forward with his blade lifted. “I see it.”

A hand of darkness thrust through the portal, followed by shapely legs, and naked breasts. The shadow twisted and resolved into the shape of a woman. Her hair was endless. Her black eyes were huge, consuming the top half of her face. And the skin below was smooth and featureless—no nose, no mouth.

Ezekiel swung his blade at her, slashing at her stomach. The saber went through her. She didn’t react.

She pointed at him.

The angel launched backward as if thrown. His back smashed into the crystals. He collapsed with a short cry, and went still.

The magic holding Uriel finally vanished.

He lunged for Ezekiel’s sword. Wrapped his hand around the hilt, lifted, and swung.

The demon only stared at him.

“Back,” he said, “go back to Hell!”

Her feet didn’t even touch the ground as she drifted toward him, thickening the air around her, the edges of her form fraying into shadow.

She reached for him with black fingers.

There was the song again—the tune that had lured Uriel to the gate. It so shocked him that he forgot, for a moment, that she was trying to kill him.

It was a moment too long.

Pain thrust through his chest again. Uriel looked down. This time, it wasn’t magic, but Ezekiel’s sword driven through his chest. He hadn’t felt it leave his hand.

It had gone right through his heart from the rear.

He could feel his organs failing.

“Back to Hell,” he whispered, this time without any command in his voice.

He fell. Hit the ground.

As his vision blurred and darkened, he saw a second woman—pale-skinned and dark-haired, human-like—reach out to grasp hands with the shadowy demon. They embraced.

“Welcome, sister,” the pale one said. “He’s ready for us.”

And the dark one replied, I’m ready, too.

The Fates turned to leave the cave, and Uriel bled.




Few angels traveled through Shamain on foot, so the streets hadn’t been designed with pedestrians in mind. Architects had wrapped paths around the oldest trees in curlicues that were aesthetically pleasing rather than practical. Angels put care into all their craftsmanship, of course; there was as much detail in each paving stone as in the murals. But the city was a work of art meant to be seen from the sky.

It was strange for Nash to take to the streets and see Shamain as a human might—or a demon without wings.

Everything looked so tall, the trees and buildings. The exaggerated proportions of the bridges and curves were even more extreme when he walked on them. They were steep, sharply twisted, difficult to take on foot.

Summer didn’t seem to care. “This is amazing,” she said, spreading her arms out and spinning across the cobblestones. She had kicked off her shoes the instant that they arrived and seemed to relish the feeling of cool ethereal stone underneath her toes.

He strode up the bridge arching over the roots of a centuries-old tree as he searched for a hint of shadow, anywhere that Atropos might have been able to shelter, but didn’t find one. Dense as the trees were, they glowed as brightly as any other building in the city. Their branches were hung with crystals suspended within lanterns, and they drove away the smallest of shadows between leaves.

“Amazing, yes,” Nash agreed, keeping Summer in the corner of his vision. There were no railings on the bridge and the canals were moving faster than they looked. “But there’s more to this city than meets the eye. This beauty came at great cost.”

Summer either wasn’t listening or didn’t care. The glow of the buildings reflected in her wide eyes as she gazed up at the tree.

“Are there more cities like this?”

He couldn’t help but smile at her. She was filled with such innocent wonder. “No. Shamain is one of a kind.” Much like this woman that he wanted to wrap in his arms and shelter from the city that surrounded them—and the angels following them through it.

Yemiel and Michael were behind them like silent, disapproving escorts, glowering at Summer as though they had just discovered rats infesting their kitchen. Both were loyal to him, as much as any angel could be loyal to a traitor like Nash. That didn’t mean that they approved of the company he kept.

Pinpoints of disembodied light swirled around Nash’s wings as they walked downtown, toward the center of the tree that the city was meant to resemble. The little stars moved like insects but weren’t truly alive. They were one more remnant of magecraft—a defense that remained after the First War, not a decoration.

All of the trees had their lanterns intact. There were as many stars as he expected. The city was bright.

How could Atropos have gotten in?

“Search the temple again,” Nash told Yemiel and Michael, who gave a short bow and left him.

He was confident that there was nothing in the temple. He had searched it twice himself. But he knew where they needed to go next, and he wouldn’t take the angels with him.

There was only one dark place in the city.

Summer cupped the stars in her hands, holding them captive in the cage of her fingers. “Are they alive?” she asked, lifting them to her ear as if to listen to a quiet song.

“They’re ancient, mindless magic,” Nash said. Which was mostly true. Summer didn’t need to know how the stars had been made.

It sickened him to see her holding them, so he took her wrists. Her fingers fell open. The stars cast glowing patterns on her skin as they drifted away.

Summer grinned at him. “Let’s move here. Not permanently, but like…a winter home. Somewhere to escape the snow of the sanctuary. It’s beautiful.”

Not anywhere near as beautiful as she was. The look in her eyes made his heart feel like it was swelling. She deserved so much better than Shamain.

“We can talk about it later,” he said. They couldn’t let themselves be distracted by fantasies, not when they still needed to find Atropos. He pulled her to the other end of the bridge. “If you like this, then you’ll especially like what I have to show you now.”

Summer followed him willingly to the center of Shamain. The square was marked by a statue of Adam and Eve that had been sculpted as a wedding present, both of their features cast in life size, with love in their empty stone eyes as they gazed eternally at each other. They stood on a platform over a narrow part of the canal, tall enough that gondolas could pass underneath, but narrow enough that only the most confident pilots attempted it.

“Who are they?” Summer asked.

“The mother and father of angels,” Nash said. “Adam and Eve.”

Summer had grown up in the Haven—a world without mortal mythology—and the names were meaningless to her. Her expression didn’t change. “I take it that the memorial means they’re not living anymore?” she asked, touching his arm gently.

Nash put his hand over hers. The question filled him with unexpected grief.

Uriel had told him that angels had lobbied for the removal of that statue after Adam killed His wife, but there hadn’t been adequate votes for it. Many angels refused to acknowledge what Adam had done even now. They liked the illusion of security provided by their mother and father’s statue. The fools.

“Yes,” he said. “They’re gone.”

Nash waved a hand at the statue, and the cobblestones split underneath them to expose another path.

Summer’s jaw dropped as stairs appeared under the canal. Crystalline waters sluiced over the retaining walls and sent drizzling waterfalls down the center of the staircase. Nash’s feet were submerged in the shallow waters as he stepped to the top of the stairs.

“I can carry you down. It’s very wet.” He opened his arms to Summer.

She laughed. “You kidding?”

Summer splashed past him gracelessly, jumping from stair to stair as though she were playing in puddles after a rainfall. She didn’t care that it soaked her to the knees. She trailed her hands through the waterfalls as she descended.

Nash walked briskly behind her, keeping the tips of his wings lifted from the water, the feathers curved over his head so that his hair wouldn’t be dampened. He was not as charmed by the idea of being wet.

The last thing he saw before vanishing underground was Adam’s blank stare.

The stairs kept curving down, deeper and deeper. The walls were painted with twisting vines that seemed to chase them down.

“How long is this?” Summer asked.

“It goes to the bottommost edge of Shamain,” Nash said. “This is a self-contained world, much like the Haven. It exists within a large sphere. If we tunneled any deeper, we would have broken through to void.”

“Void—like space?”

“Less than that.”

Summer lifted her eyebrows. “Huh?”

They stopped once he reached the chamber at the bottom. It was an open, arching cavern, much like the crystal caves, though sanded down until the walls were smooth. Seven equidistant waterfalls made the walls seem to shimmer, draining into a basin that would pump the water back to the surface of the city.

The image of an apple was inlaid into the floor: a single spherical fruit surrounded by tangling vines. Nash and Summer stood in the center of it.

He let his eyes sweep over the darkness of the chamber. Sourceless blue-gray light filled the room, barely bright enough for Nash to see the waterfalls.

“This is a former transit hub, where all angels used to enter and exit Shamain through fissures,” he explained. “The canals converge here. They are the blood in the veins of the city, and the primary source of our city’s glow.”

And it was dark enough that an extremely determined demon might be able to hide there. But he didn’t sense any demons nearby. He thought he would know if something infernal violated the sanctity of the chamber.

That didn’t mean that Atropos hadn’t passed through.

“Where are the fissures?” Summer asked.

Nash stepped through the waterfall, holding his wings wide enough to shelter Summer as she followed.

There was another, smaller chamber on the other side that hadn’t had its crystals filed down to smoothness. It was like standing inside a large geode. Nash had to brace his feet very carefully on the ridged floor to keep steady, though Summer was nimble and graceful on the crystals.

All of the formations pointed toward the center of the room, where a single light hung suspended.

It was brighter than the tiny stars in the city, but dimmer than a sun. It pulsed with a silent heartbeat. A hushed song whispered through the chamber as though the light were trying to share its melody with Nash.

A fissure.

It was the physical junction between dimensions—the place that Shamain connected with Earth and other Heavens. This one, he knew, let out somewhere on Earth, though he wasn’t sure where.

The easiest way to find out would be to pass through and see what they found on the other side. And hopefully Atropos would be there to answer for what she had done to Leliel.

“Wow,” Summer whispered reverently. “Just like in the Haven.”

“Indeed.” He held his palm toward the fissure to feel its warmth. “We’ll need to inspect each of these to determine where Atropos entered and exited.”

“No, we won’t.” She turned to walk out of the chamber, balancing carefully on the crystals.

Summer never failed to surprise him. Even now. “Why not?”

“Atropos didn’t exit through a fissure,” Summer said. She walked along the wall, inhaling deeply. She had drenched herself on the way out of the last chamber. Her curls clung damply to her shoulders. “Her freshest scent is on the stairs. She did come down here, but she also left the normal way—through the streets.”

She plunged into the next chamber without waiting for him.

Nash stood in the threshold, letting the waterfall pour off his arched wings. Summer sniffed at the air surrounding the second fissure, which was a pale, twinkling shade of pink.

“How could she have left on the streets? It’s too bright for her up there,” Nash said.

Summer returned to him. “How did she get down here in the first place?” It was a rhetorical question; she knew that he wasn’t sure. But she did have a point.

“You think that someone’s helping her,” he said. “Escorting her somehow.”

“How much do you trust the other angels?”

A week earlier, Nash would have said that he trusted them all with his life. They were a family. Some hated each other, but there was love at the core of it, and an interest in their mutual safety. That was before Leliel had deliberately allowed Atropos into Shamain.

Leliel couldn’t have been helping Atropos. She was still unconscious, on the verge of death.

That didn’t mean another angel couldn’t have turned traitor.

Suddenly, Nash regretted bringing Summer to Shamain. He tailed her closely as she sniffed around the third chamber and stopped her when she went to enter the fourth.

“We should leave,” he said, glancing up the stairs longingly.

“But there’s something in there,” Summer said, brushing him aside to enter the next fissure cave.

“Summer, wait.”

She stopped just inside the waterfall, her hourglass silhouette motionless on the other side of the veil.

“What is that?” she whispered. The words made Nash’s heart stop beating.

He shoved through the water.

The fourth fissure led to somewhere near sub-Saharan Africa, if Nash was correlating his ancient geography correctly to modern day. It pulsed gently with the color of savannah skies.

And on the crystal wall beyond the fissure, there was a rune.

Its diameter was greater than the width of Nash’s extended wings, and it glowed with negative light, turning the surrounding crystals a colorless shade of dusty red. Dark threads laced the surrounding crystals with slender black veins.

The sight of it threw Nash to the time before his long imprisonment in the Haven, all the way back to the First War. The time before the Treaty of Dis had forbidden ethereal and infernal magics.

Atropos had been there. And she had cast an ancient warlock spell.

It seemed to be triggered by Nash’s presence. The vivid light of his wings drained out of the feathers. The darkness grew.

He reacted too slowly, seizing Summer, pulling her against his chest, engulfing both of them in the cocoon of his wings.

“No,” he said, although he wasn’t sure what he was denying.

Shadow pulsed.

The crystals exploded—and so did the fissure.

















Fourteen




Levi disappeared sometime after eight. Abram wasn’t sure of the exact time the werewolf went missing; he knew that he had seen Levi when Toshiko started to serve dinner, which was around eight, but Levi wasn’t there during cleanup at nine.

Yasir’s face brightened when he saw Abram approaching. “There you are,” he said, offering a tablet computer to Abram. “I wanted you to look at this.”

He took the tablet. There was a map on the screen, but despite Yasir’s eagerness, Abram was too distracted to get any information from it. He had last seen Levi here—with the Union personnel, arranging supply crates, working with his jacket off to display his flexing werewolf muscles.

Yasir was talking about the map.

“We marked out the boundaries that we could see from above in the helicopter, but this is some dense forest here,” he said. “We couldn’t find where the fence disappeared here, here, or…here.” Yasir pointed at different sectors of the map with his stylus. “Can you fill in the blanks?”

“Why?”

“So we can make sure the wards are complete.”

Right, the Union had promised to fix that. He gazed at the highlighted sectors on the map. His father was the one who had always maintained and patrolled the fence; Abram wasn’t certain of its exact position surrounding the sanctuary. But he sketched out his rough guesses.

“Where’s Levi?” Abram asked as he zoomed out to get a broad view of the map.

Yasir took the tablet back. “Levi? He went back to help guard the Bain Marshall statue.”

Abram hadn’t seen any Union vehicles leave. He’d wanted Levi helping the Union within the sanctuary so that Abram could keep an eye on him.

“Do you have more people coming soon?” Abram pressed. “Is the Union escorting Stephanie Whyte and Bekah Riese?”

Yasir looked startled. “Stephanie?”

“The doctor. High priestess of the Half Moon Bay Coven.”

“Oh,” he said. There was the barest pause before he said, “Yeah, Levi mentioned that she’d be out here later. She has an escort.”

Levi mentioned. So Yasir hadn’t spoken to Stephanie personally.

When was the last time anyone had spoken to Stephanie personally?

“When are we expecting to be attacked?” Abram asked.

Yasir turned the screen on his tablet off. “We’re tracking Belphegor’s troop movements. Trust me, we’ll have ample warning.”

That wasn’t an answer. “Are they close?”

“His army never needs to rest and can jump between locations with strategic use of the fissure’s interdimensional distortion capabilities. Anywhere on this continent is close. Like I said, though, we’ll have warning when they come this way.” Yasir patted him on the shoulder. “You should join the last Scion training session of the night. They’re including a debriefing at the end.”

The commander left to speak to a witch who had returned from the forest, and Abram watched them speak from a distance. He didn’t bother joining the training. He couldn’t imagine they’d get any more specific about Belphegor’s movements.

Instead, Abram slipped past Yasir, grabbed a rifle, and got in one of the pack’s pickups.

The Union allowed him to pass their checkpoint without stopping. Abram hadn’t really expected them to try to keep him inside, but he still felt like he was waiting for the Union’s attitude to swing in the other direction—from helpful to combative—no matter what Yasir had said or how trustworthy Seth had believed him to be.

It comforted him to see the men and women milling around the pass with guns, though. Knowing that if Clotho showed up again, or any other part of Belphegor’s army, they would shoot to kill.

The pack was safer with the Union than they were without.

But Abram couldn’t stop thinking about Levi—Levi, with all that swagger, like he thought he could make himself an Alpha by force of will; Levi, with his white leather jacket in the middle of a war zone; Levi, with his stricken look when he finally realized why he recognized Abram.

Something about Levi was bothering Abram, and he was going to figure out what.

He kept the radio turned on as he took the long drive into Northgate. It had been months since they could actually pick up radio stations; even the emergency broadcasts had ended in October. But the low static was a comforting alternative to total silence.

The white noise shifted to buzzing as he approached the fissure, growing louder and harsher as he drove down the mountain.

There was an unusual amount of light pollution in Northgate. Beams cut through the smoke of the fissure, highlighting the clouds and making falling snowflakes sparkle like dust motes. It was much more light than ever naturally emerged from Dis. And it couldn’t have been from the houses or businesses in what had once been the downtown area—they hadn’t had utility power for weeks.

He rolled down the driver’s side window as he moved deeper into town, following the beams of light through the trees. The air was always warmer here. The coldest winds didn’t reach the fissure, and the snow melted before it could collect on the ground.

The Union had erected barricades around the town square, each of them eight feet tall with electrified wire coiled around the top. It wouldn’t be enough to keep out a determined werewolf, but most demons would shy from the possibility of electric shock if they hadn’t already been driven away by the lights themselves. Abram couldn’t see the source of the light, but it was definitely coming from within the barricades.

There was no entrance through the barricades to the east, where Abram approached from; he followed fresh arrows spray-painted on old stop signs and tree trunks around to the south.

Abram was a block away from the southern edge of the square when all the lights cut out.

He was so startled by the sudden absence of light that he slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop. He gripped the steering wheel in both hands as he stared out the windshield at the dark street. His headlights seemed incapable of penetrating the shadows.

A guttural scream drifted over the barricades, carried on a cold wind.

Abram hit the gas, closing the distance to the nearest wall. Either the Union hadn’t finished assembling it or they had intentionally left a gap to allow vehicles to enter. His headlights slid through the break in the barricades, across the grass, and onto Bain Marshall’s feet.

It was still brighter within the barricades, but now that light was all from hellfire within the fissure, shading everything in stark black or crimson. The Union had placed scaffolds around Bain Marshall like a cage, as if they were worried he might lift his marble feet and march into the mountains. There were pale red blurs in the grass—faces and hands, their unmoving bodies wearing black uniforms.

Flame gusted out of the fissure. Abram felt a wave of heat and shielded his face with his hand.

Through his fingers, he saw something furred and four-legged moving like quicksilver.

Its claws chewed through the grass as it darted back and forth, seeming to dodge, chase, and attack empty air. Abram could tell that its fur was the color of honey in the momentary flare of fire.

Levi.

It looked like the wolf had killed the Union surrounding the statue. But that made no sense—Levi had arrived with them. They were allies.

Fingers of terror crept through Abram’s chest as he grabbed the rifle out of his front seat. He hadn’t brought silver rounds with him. He hadn’t expected to need to shoot any werewolves.

Each step he took toward Bain Marshall, and the wolf still growling wildly at his feet, felt more difficult than the one before. He moved sluggishly through air that seemed to have solidified. His muscles were atrophying, heart struggling, lungs laboring to draw a breath of the smoky air that poured out of the fissure.

Abram struggled to think through the fear—trying to connect the pieces.

The scaffolding supported spotlights, which had no power.

Cables ran down the side of the scaffold.

There was a silent generator tucked behind Bain Marshall’s platform.

And, Abram realized, a werewolf would have no reason to turn off the lights before killing.

Levi wasn’t alone.

Through the shadows, Abram glimpsed short black hair, a wide grin, a skeletal figure. She moved so quickly that he couldn’t focus on her. He only saw a bony wrist and ankle and leering face.

It’s her. It’s Clotho. She’s come back for me.

She had already taken down all of the Union kopides that had been guarding the statue and the bridge. Levi was the only thing between the super-demon and Abram.

Her high, whining voice sliced through the night.

Abram…

He lifted the gun, tracking just ahead of Levi, watching for Clotho to reappear. He could shoot her. He was a great shot.

But Levi was so fast—barely more than a blur—and Abram was so slow. She ghosted into view long enough to slash her claw-like nails at Levi and then disappeared again.

She was trying to kill him, but a werewolf in its beast form was mostly immune to nightmares. He was faster. She didn’t have silver.

It was a stalemate. For now.

Abram imagined squeezing the trigger at the wrong moment and watching blood blossom in Levi’s fur. He imagined the yelp and the way he would stagger. Silver or not, that would level the playing field for Clotho. It would be the opening she needed to kill. Abram couldn’t take a shot, not until he was absolutely confident that he would be shooting the right thing.

He knew that he had fought nightmares before. He had been there the night that the first of the Scions escaped from Hell with nightmares chasing them. But Abram suddenly struggled to remember if shooting them would even work, or if they had used cleavers, or…something else. The fear was too thick. He couldn’t breathe through it, much less think.

His heart thudded as he sank to his knees.

Abram…

Clotho was going to kill Levi and come for him next.

The generator caught his eye again.

Electricity.

Electrified barbed wire, spotlights on the statue. Blood dripping down the walls. Suffocation.

He knew what needed to be done.

Abram dropped the gun. It didn’t matter if he was armed, not against Clotho, and it was too heavy to carry. His jacket made him heavy, too. He stripped it as he darted across the lawn, leaping onto the scaffolding to scramble toward the dangling cables. They had been disconnected from the spotlights.

There were bodies on the scaffolding—rotting, bloated bodies that looked like they had been left out in the sun for days, bellies swollen with gas, clouds of flies swarming around them. Blood under them, blood dripping down the scaffold.

Levi’s growls slid in and out of Abram’s ears. It fuzzed and distorted. His head roared with white noise.

Abram’s hands fumbled on the cables. It took three tries to plug in the first spotlight and flip the switch on the side.

Nothing.

The cables must have been disconnected on the other end, too.

He gripped the scaffold in both hands and looked down. Clotho had hit Levi. He was bleeding, absolutely gushing blood all over the grass, but it hadn’t slowed him. He bit her sleeve. She kicked him in the face.

Abram scrambled to the next light. Plugged it in.

His feet slipped in puddles of blood.

Two more spotlights.

The snow was crimson, dribbling from the clouds in hot, salty lines that burned on his face and hands. He gagged on smoke from the fissure as he reconnected the cables on the last of the lights.

He tried to climb down and slipped. Hit the ground hard.

Abram was stunned beside the generator, staring up at a bloody sky twisted with smoke and clouds and bleeding wounds.

Clotho appeared over him with her mindless grin.

Abram…

She saw into him, saw the depths of his heart, knew the truths inside. Her hands were only inches away. She was going to dig in and rip apart and there would be so much blood—

But Levi was there again, just as he had been before. He threw her over the generator with a toss of his head. Even as he bled from his throat, pouring his life out on the ground, there was mischief in Levi’s eyes. A challenge. As if he were saying, Can’t you save your own ass once in a while?

Levi chased Clotho around the generator and disappeared.

Abram got to his knees. Found the end of the cables, where all the power cords for the spotlights merged into one.

The generator’s connector was on the side. He tried to jam it into place, but his vision had been doubled. His hands were slippery.

For the first time, he heard Clotho truly speak.

“Don’t do that,” she said. Her voice was shockingly normal, though flat and emotionless. She stood a few feet away beside the pylons latching Dis’s bridge to Earth, werewolf bites streaming ichor down her arms. “You want to let me kill this werewolf. It’s a mistake to let him finish what he’s doing, and I can promise that you will regret it.”

If that was meant to be some kind of compulsion, it wasn’t working.

Abram reconnected the cable. He flipped the switch.

And then there was light.

He was rewarded with Clotho’s scream. He lunged around the generator in time to see her frozen in the circle of light, clawing at her face, flesh peeling into darkness. The spotlights were far brighter than the one that the helicopter had carried, each of them a miniature sun flooding the lawn in front of Bain Marshall’s feet.

She lasted longer than he expected. Long enough that Levi could pin her to the ground with one giant wolf paw as she thrashed helplessly.

Skin faded, bones emerged. Then those too flaked away.

All that remained was a smudge of ichor on the grass.

Suddenly, Abram could breathe. He sucked in a lungful of air that was sweet enough to make his head spin. The world fell into sharp relief around him, no longer nightmarishly dark but brighter than any day he had seen since the Breaking.

Abram heard voices and looked up to see one of the people on the scaffold standing. He had imagined the damage to the bodies up there. Most were dead, but not rotten; several were still perfectly healthy—stunned but alive. Several of the witches on the lawn had survived too. Even Levi wasn’t bleeding as much as he had imagined.

It was Clotho’s fear that had filled his mind with those visions. They were hallucinations and nothing more.

He wasn’t sure if he was relieved that it hadn’t been real, or ashamed that he had so easily fallen for it.

Levi shifted back into his human form, fur falling away to bare long stretches of tanned skin and muscular flesh. As soon as he had a human face again, Levi met Abram’s eyes and smiled. That smile was even brighter than the spotlights. Downright dazzling. “Good job,” he said. “Guess you aren’t totally useless.”

He stooped beside his clothing and picked through them, pulling out a pair of boxers, a torn sock.

Abram stepped away from the rumbling generator and peered down into the fissure. “Where did she come from? The bridge?”

“Out there,” Levi said, waving vaguely at the town. “Lucky thing I was here to stop her.” He plucked a glass vial out of his leather jacket. “Here we go.”

The Union witches had sprung into motion as soon as Clotho was gone, picking up crystals and chalk, bowls of herbs, plastic bags.

In the darkness, Abram hadn’t noticed that the witches were casting a spell within the barricades. They had inscribed a massive circle of power over the town square. It took up most of the lawn and encircled Bain Marshall’s feet.

“What is this?” Abram asked.

Nobody responded.

One of the witches closed the circle of power with a pinch of salt. Levi handed her the glass vial out of his leather jacket.

There was blood inside the vial.

“That should be enough,” he said. “Let’s finish this.”

Shock washed over Abram. You want to let me kill this werewolf, Clotho had said. She hadn’t been attacking randomly.

She had been trying to stop the Union from casting a spell.

Could the kibbeth that had attacked earlier have been trying to protect the statue of Bain Marshall?

“Stop!” Abram shouted as he jumped for his rifle. His hands fell on it. He brought it up and swung around to aim at the witch with the glass vial.

It was too late. She had already uncorked the bottle and tipped it over.

He could only watch as blood splashed on the altar—

—and the sky shattered.




Abram never shouted, screamed, or panicked. That was Summer’s job. She was the emotional twin—the one who overreacted to everything with total glee, as if life was better experienced by embracing the bad parts as much as the good parts. He was the rock. The one who kept Summer’s hot head from carrying her into the stratosphere.

But Summer wasn’t there to get mad, and Abram couldn’t think of a more appropriate reaction to whatever the fuck Levi and the Union had just done.

He pulled back a fist and snapped it across the werewolf’s face.

It was like punching one of the Union’s tanks. Levi took the blow without flinching and grabbed Abram’s fist before he could land another.

Abram jerked Levi toward him, kneed him in the stomach, sent him to the ground.

The sky was breaking apart over them. A point of flat gray light had appeared high above Bain Marshall’s head and was spreading like cracks in a windshield after a car accident. The circling helicopter looked tiny in comparison to the split.

Wind blew harder, blasting the snow over the town square, making the barricades rattle. A storm was rising and they were at the crux of it.

Abram tossed Levi into a pylon. He hit it hard enough to make the entire bridge shake.

Then he turned to the spell that the Union had cast, staring at the circle of power, the candles and salt. There had to be a way to fix this. Some way to reverse the damage, reset the spell, fix the growing crack in the sky that made it look like there was a giant gray eye staring down at them.

He wasn’t a witch. He didn’t know what he was looking at or what to do.

Levi struck him an instant later.

They fell to the ground, kicking and punching. Levi’s fists were sledgehammers. Abram’s skull rang. All he could do was try to defend, cover the sensitive parts, take the damage and wait for a chance to strike back. They rolled and smashed into the altar—didn’t change a thing about the sky, no matter how satisfying it was.

And Levi was holding back. He could have flattened Abram if he wanted to, and he didn’t.

Abram somehow ended up on top of Levi, the werewolf facedown on the ground. His eyes raked down the sculpted lines of his back and landed on a tattoo imprinted on Levi’s lower hip.

It was a bleeding apple.

Hard metal pressed against the base of Abram’s skull. “Let him go,” Yasir said.

Later, when Abram didn’t have a gun aimed at his brain, he was going to seriously reconsider his trust in Seth’s judgment.

For now, he lifted his hands from Levi’s throat, holding them at shoulder-level with the fingers spread.

“You’re not with the Union,” Abram said, barely moving his lips.

“You’re right,” Yasir said. “Stand up.”

Abram did as he was told. The commander—or whatever the fuck he really was—didn’t move the gun from the back of Abram’s head. Levi got up, inspected the pieces of his shirt, and shot Abram a dirty look as he stripped it off. “Some thanks for saving your ass twice.”

The sky was growing paler by the moment. Jagged gray slices cut through the clouds, flat and lifeless, almost like they were on a canvas and someone had accidentally painted a line overhead.

“Why?” Abram asked. He didn’t need to get any more specific than that.

“Because in order for the Tree of Life to survive on Earth, we’re going to have to make it a little more Heavenly here and a little less Hellish,” Levi said matter-of-factly, like he was stating some painfully obvious truth that Abram should have seen. He pulled his jacket on over his bare torso but left it unzipped. “That means we need some of Heaven’s atmosphere. It isn’t going to hurt anyone. It’s a much more minor tear than that one.” He pointed at the smoldering bridge behind them.

“I wasn’t lying when I said that my team and I are your allies, Abram,” Yasir said. It was a ridiculous statement coming from the man a finger squeeze away from blowing Abram’s brains all over Bain Marshall. “But we had to move fast on this. You never would have let us in if I’d been forced to explain what was really happening, especially considering what your family thinks about the Apple.”

Abram turned to face Yasir. The gun remained aimed steadily at his chest.

“I’ll give you thirty seconds to explain,” Abram said. “If I’m not happy thirty seconds from now, I’m going to take that gun and shoot you.” He was fairly confident he could do it. He’d held his own against much stronger and faster enemies than Yasir.

The commander lifted an eyebrow. “All right. The Apple’s trying to fix Earth. Transplanting the Tree of Life here will heal the Earth and correctly segregate Hell and Heaven. The Tree, as far as we know, is in Eden. We’ll have to get into Shamain to reach Eden.” He pointed at the sky. “That leads straight into Shamain. It means our team has linked enough gates in North America to tear open the sky. Now Stephanie’s going up to Heaven, and we just have to hold the fort until she returns.”

Stephanie’s involved too? Wasn’t there anyone he could trust? “And the Union?”

“They kicked out all members affiliated with the Apple years ago, at about the same time that I switched alliances,” Yasir said. “We stole some equipment on our way out. Good thing we’re not really Union, because the OPA does want to kill you guys. But we are on your side, if you’ll let us be, and we will protect you when the OPA comes to exterminate the werewolves.”

When they come, not if.

This was Abel’s fault for going and getting himself abducted at the worst possible time. And probably Rylie’s fault, too.

At least, that was what Abram would have preferred to think—when really, it was his fault for being a dumb, trusting fuck.

He was not cut out for this leadership shit.

“Make sense?” Yasir asked when Abram didn’t respond.

“Yeah. Makes sense.” Abram cracked his knuckles and eyed the gun. “But now it’s been thirty seconds, and I’m still not happy.”

“Uh, is this supposed to be happening?” Levi asked, interrupting their conversation.

Both Abram and Yasir looked up.

The crack in the sky had spread wide, so wide that Abram momentarily thought that the clouds had disappeared and left nothing but gray sky behind it.

There was something dark on the other side of the fissure. A hint of trees and the faint silhouette of a dark city skyline faded into view.

Abram assumed it was Shamain.

The ground was shaking beneath Abram’s feet. The barricades rattled, and it wasn’t just from the wind. Smoke guttered from Dis like a flame about to go out.

“I don’t think that’s supposed to happen,” Levi said.

Yasir holstered his gun. Turned to the waiting witches, his face pale.

“Get to the SUVs,” he said.

















Fifteen




James had spent months constructing a home for Elise. “Home,” of course, being a very nice name for a very terrible thing—a cage specially designed to contain his kopis now that she’d been turned into a demon. He had selected a small, abandoned resort in the Himalayas to ensure that she wouldn’t be disturbed, yet would still have ample room to roam.

He had been planning what she would need, and how he might contain her there, even before they reunited in Northgate. He had seen what kinds of terrible things Elise could do. Slipping between shadows like a nightmare, fighting like the oldest of master demons.

He hadn’t planned on having to put Elise in the cage so soon after finishing its construction. And he definitely hadn’t planned on being forced to follow her inside.

Stephanie’s betrayal and the broken gate had left him with little other choice.

A lot of things suddenly weren’t going to plan.

James felt the momentary disorientation of slipping across the dimension, space stretching and bending to his will. His vision faded to black and returned a few seconds later, only to find that he was standing in the bedroom where he had left Elise.

The furniture was shattered. He stepped off of the broken wardrobe, slipping on a board.

“What in the name of…?”

He had just carried Elise’s unconscious body to bed hours earlier. Everything had been in order at that time. But now her mirror was cracked as though she had punched it, there were clothes strewn all over the floor, and worst of all—to his horror—the curtains had been ripped down.

It was night on the other side, but not for much longer. The sky was tinged orange.

All thoughts of Stephanie fled from his mind. James snatched the curtains from the corner and put them back up.

He slammed through the bedroom door.

Elise had ripped down one of the pillars outside—thankfully not one that was load-bearing. The contents of half of the kitchen cabinets were scattered across the courtyard. Cracked eggs floated in the stream that ran underneath the exercise room.

“Elise?” he called. She didn’t reply.

He flung open the door to the kitchen—empty and destroyed—and the library—also empty, with its curtains ripped down. James shut that door and locked it. He would have to fix that later.

Touching the walls as he moved to the next door, he felt the ache of the runes that he had built into the walls. They were intact, but strained. As if a burst of magic had forced them to stretch to their very limits. He had constructed the temple to be able to withstand any amount of magical onslaught, so the fact that they had been damaged at all was incredible.

James pushed the bathroom door open.

The curtains were down here, too. One entire wall of the bathroom was made of glass and now it was exposed, giving James a perfect view of the rising sun. Its yellow light was creeping toward the massive tub.

And next to the tub was Elise.

She was curled into a tight ball, hands fisted in her hair even in sleep. It looked like she had stripped off most of her clothes in the midst of the same destructive fury that had torn apart the temple. Now the sun was only a few feet from her naked toes. He could see her skeleton through her feet as her hair faded into a mist that dribbled across the floor.

It should have hurt enough to rouse her—but she was unconscious.

James swept through the bathroom, gathering the curtains, quickly hanging them on the hooks in front of the glass wall. He started with the center panel to stop the creep of sunlight toward Elise and moved out from there.

Then he dropped by her side, gently moving her hands from her face.

He could almost see the outline of her teeth through her skin. Her skin was tissue-thin and as colorless as the void in Heaven. She looked like the survivor of a plague…or someone who was on the brink of starving to death.

She hadn’t looked like this when she was trying to kill Leander. Skinny and pale, but not deathly.

It had only been hours.

James touched her forehead carefully, worried that pressing too hard might bruise. Her temperature was a few degrees cooler than the room. “Elise,” he said, “can you hear me?”

She didn’t respond to his voice, nor did she respond to a gentle shake.

He brushed his fingers through her hair and contacted something wet and sticky on the back of her skull. James rolled her toward him. There was a seeping wound near the base of her neck that looked like it must have been inflicted by someone else.

James dampened a towel in the tub and cleaned the wound. It must have stung, but that didn’t disturb her either.

Muttering curses under his breath, he stripped off his glove and warding ring.

Elise’s mind was weak and fading. She was just as damaged internally as she was externally.

He focused his thoughts toward her. Elise?

She was dreaming. That was a good sign, if only because it meant she wasn’t dead. The fact that she was dreaming of a distant garden and a towering Tree was less of a good sign.

Elise, wake up.

Her eyelids flickered. Her shoulders tensed.

She had heard him.

And then she began to awake.




It had been years since Elise had slept and dreamt as she rested.

She hadn’t missed the experience.

Elise stood between the tangled roots of a towering tree, taller than the sky and broader than any city she had ever seen. She was tiny on the grass in front of it, dwarfed by a trunk that she couldn’t have wrapped her arms around with the help of a thousand other people. Its bark was as pale as her skin. It smelled like cinnamon and apples.

There was a voice in the garden.

Elise…

She turned to see who was speaking to her, afraid of seeing a familiar face glowing with godhood, momentarily convinced that He could have returned from the depths of death to torment her again.

Yet Adam was nowhere in sight, and she wasn’t even in the garden, as she had initially believed. She was in a forest. Every tree was as large as the first she had seen, forming a massive forest of skyscrapers. Their branches tangled to form a lightless canopy. Pale blue lightning bugs drifted among the draped ivy, dancing on blossoming roses the size of Elise’s fist.

This wasn’t one of Eve’s memories. There had never been a garden that looked like this. The angels had been careful to prevent the wilderness from dominating their civilization.

It was wild and free here, filled with life waiting to spill from the branches.

“Elise.”

She looked down. There was a boy—a young man—sitting on the ground with a sapling in his hands, the bulb of its roots dirtying his fingers. He had scruffy brown hair and pale blue eyes. There was still a little bit of that childhood softness to his cheeks, but it was fading rapidly; this was a teenager growing as rapidly as the tree he sheltered, and soon he would be a man.

“Nathaniel?” Elise whispered.

He lifted the sapling toward her. “I’ve taken good care of it. You don’t need to worry.”

Why would she care about some sapling? This was Nathaniel, the boy that had helped liberate her from Adam’s captivity, the one who had died and been reborn into her arms as an angel. The first angel to have been hatched from Eve’s nursery in years—other than his father, James.

She slid off of the root, crossing the grass to kneel in front of him. The soil was moist and warm under her knees.

“Forget the plant. What about you?” Elise asked, cupping her hands around his. He felt real. He wasn’t a ghost. She wasn’t even all that certain he was a dream.

“I don’t matter anymore,” Nathaniel said. “I’m everything.”

Her fingers brushed a root, and warm recognition flowed up her arms. This wasn’t just a sapling. It was a cutting of the Tree that had been destroyed in the final battle. The Tree whose sap still ran through Elise’s veins.

There was a strange light in Nathaniel’s eyes. That wasn’t a normal ethereal glow. It was something greater and far more terrifying—something that he never should have touched.

“My God,” Elise said.

And he whispered, “Yes.”

Elise, wake up.

He began to fade from her, holding the sapling to his chest as the earth vanished underneath her and the trees bent away.

Consciousness struck.

The pain flooded back all at once—the cramping hunger, the crack in her skull, the heaviness of her muscles. There was sunlight outside. It was daytime. Her skin crawled with electricity as if it were trying to fragment into a million pieces and peel off of the bone.

Elise groaned through gritted teeth, back arching, heels digging into the floor under her.

But there was food nearby. She could hear it the rush of healthy blood through healthy veins.

She just needed to find it.

Shoving herself onto all fours, Elise pressed her forehead against the tile, trembling at the force of daylight outside the walls. It had been so painless in the forest of her dreams, effortless and safe. She wanted to go back. She wanted out of his hellhole.

“Elise,” said a soft voice.

She lifted her head slowly and it was still too fast. It made the room swirl around her.

Through the blur, she pieced together a familiar figure. Not Nathaniel, but his father.

James had come.

He stood a few feet away from her, hands lifted in a gesture of peace that she knew to be meaningless.

Elise got to her feet and she swung a punch at him. She couldn’t focus well enough to hit. Her depth perception was all wrong. Her knuckles only connected with empty air, and he hadn’t even had to step away.

He was probably just projecting himself to the house anyway. He wasn’t stupid enough to have climbed into the cage with the tiger.

“You bastard.” It came out as a ragged rasp. “You trapped me.”

“You attacked Leander. You could have killed him.” He looked so exhausted. “I didn’t want to do this.”

“How long have you been preparing to cage me?”

“It’s for your safety as much as everyone else’s. What you’ve become—it’s not your fault, but I had to stop you.” He stepped aside when she lunged again. James wasn’t fast. She was slow. “We have other problems at hand.”

She slipped to her knees again. Standing was impossible. The edge of the tub swelled into focus, her hand slipped over the edge. She barely kept herself from falling in.

Other problems. Problems like starvation and being poisoned by basandere blood and iron.

James kneeled beside her—and pressed a hand to her forehead.

Shock dragged at her with icy knives. Elise had expected him to be a projection of himself, just as he had been when he visited her in Monterey. She never would have expected him to be stupid enough to actually enter her prison.

“You’re so cold,” James said. Blood pulsed through his palm and fingers with every thump of his heart. She could feel it even through the leather of his glove.

Elise seized his arm in both hands, trying to pull him off balance. She only succeeded in slipping off of her knees. She hit the ground on her hip, and it felt like her skin had become so thin that the bone rubbed directly against the wood floor.

“I’ll kill you,” she whispered.

His expression made it look like he was already dying—the same kind of slow, painful death that Elise was suffering from. “You won’t be the only one attempting it. I came here to escape Stephanie. She’s joined the Apple.”

There was a joke in there somewhere. Elise couldn’t find it. Nothing was funny anymore.

He pulled her away from the tub and checked her arms, which were blank. All of the runes were gone from her skin. “I saw your wound. What happened to you?”

“A basandere attacked me.”

The growing smile vanished. “The demons that have iron chains?” he asked. She nodded. “Stephanie had basandere with her.”

Why was Elise not surprised? “That bitch.”

“How did they get in here?” James asked, looking around the room as if seeing it for the first time.

“They didn’t. This was before I found you. I’m the one that destroyed this place. I tried to free myself with magic, and it didn’t…” Her stomach cramped hard, and Elise bent again, arms folded over her abs.

Bile surged up the back of her throat. She doubled over, vision blurring.

She could see her femurs through her skin.

“The magic is killing me,” Elise said. She only realized it as she said it, but it had to be the truth. She had gone months without feeding before. It wasn’t until she had started coating her body in James’s magic that she started to suffer. Trying to explode her way out of his cage had pushed her over the line, and she was on the brink of death for it. “You did this to me.”

“I had no idea it could hurt you. Ethereal magic isn’t fueled by the caster. It shouldn’t even touch you.”

“But I’m not an angel. I’m a demon.”

Elise had been willfully poisoning herself for weeks.

“I can help you,” James said, his voice sounding distorted, as though he spoke through water. “I can make it all better. I’m surprised the healing spells in the walls haven’t already corrected this.”

He was right—he could help. Even more than he realized. The sound of his voice was fading underneath the slosh of blood forced through his beating heart. Elise gripped his shirt in a fist, partially to steady herself, and partially to feel the powerful throb of the muscle underneath. Just millimeters away.

“I need to feed,” Elise said.

“You destroyed the kitchen. How much did you eat? Did you drink anything?”

Like all she needed to subsist was a protein shake.

Elise lifted her head to meet his eyes for the first time. It was hard to focus, but the pale blue irises were clearer than anything else around her. That color spoke to power. Blood laced with silvery magic.

He would never let her do it. He hated everything about demons.

But she didn’t need his permission.

Elise grabbed his arm in both hands again. He didn’t expect her to be able to hurt him—she had already proven once that she was too weak to pull him down, much less punch, kick, or any other assault he might anticipate.

He wasn’t expecting her to bite.

She sank her teeth into his wrist.

James shouted and jerked his arm free, but not before hot, coppery blood met her tongue. He climbed to his feet, staggered away from her. Elise didn’t try to chase him. She licked the blood from her lips, wiped it off of her chin and sucked her fingers clean, savoring the faint rush of power that each swallow gave her.

His thoughts flooded her mind.

Demon—blood—feeding—not Elise, not like this—

It faded again as quickly as it had come.

“What are you doing?” James asked, horror flashing over his eyes.

“I told you,” she said, getting to her feet even as her knees trembled, “I need to feed.”

James wasn’t afraid of her, even now. She couldn’t feed on him as she had fed on Leander. But just the brief taste of his blood had made heat pool in her belly, arousing all kinds of hungers that James would be fine for satisfying.

Elise peeled her shirt off over her head, dropping it to the bathroom tile.

His eyes flicked down to her bare chest. Her nipples had hardened to peaks—not because the air was cold, but because the flavor of his blood had awakened her body. It took visible effort for him to look back at her face.

“Don’t do it,” he said warningly, backing away, clutching at his wrist to stem the flow of blood. The smell flooded the air.

It had been too late the moment that James had entered her cage.

Elise moved in a flash.

She slammed him into the wall, jerked his arm away from his body, and sank her teeth into the wound that was already trying to heal. Elise struck with the speed of a viper.

Their minds crashed together once more.

Elise could see her from his perspective. He had an excellent view of her body, the curves of her breasts, her pinched waist, pale white thighs. He was trapped by a dizzying mix of pain and revulsion and arousal.

The things that he wanted to do to her—none of them had anything to do with blood.

She jammed her elbow into his throat, trying to pin him to the wall as she drank. James pulled her back against his chest instead. He thought for a wild moment that it would somehow give him better leverage—that he might be able to break free of her grip like that.

Elise knew better. He wasn’t fighting her as hard now, and his breath was heavy against her neck.

She dug her fingernails into his arm, working her lips against the wound to break it open, let the blood flow.

His pain was fading, changing. The flow of blood was gathering much lower in his body than his wrist. Elise excited him and he hated himself for it.

They sank to the floor together on their knees. The motions of struggle had grown smaller, but no less tense—the way he grabbed at her hair, trying to pull her head back; the way she used one hand to grip at his hip and dig into his jeans, forcing his body against hers harder so that he couldn’t escape. Their limbs were tangled. Her knee slipped between his thighs. Pulling her hair hurt, but not enough for it to be effective in the way he thought—all it did was make her moan and grab him harder.

He liked that moan.

“Let go,” James panted. “You need to let me go now, before I have to hurt you.”

She peeled her mouth off of his wrist, letting her head loll back against his shoulder as she swallowed, gasped, licked her lips again. “You’re not going to hurt me,” Elise said. He couldn’t cause any more damage than he already had. And she could feel his arousal pressing hard against her back—hurting was the furthest thing from his mind.

James tasted better than anyone that she had ever tasted before. Even Seth with the blood of Adam and the strong-beating heart of youth hadn’t been so intoxicating, hadn’t made every single nerve in her body long for him.

His breath was choppy. So warm on her cheek.

The blood wasn’t enough.

“Fuck me,” she said, digging her fingernails into his thigh, grasping for his fly.

His mind erupted with images—some imagined, some remembered. Naked bodies against the mirrors in a dance studio. A tiny bedroom in rural Russia.

“Jesus, Elise—”“

She twisted to look over her shoulder. “Fuck me, James,” she whispered into his lips, just inches from hers. “Let me feed from you.” Her breath smelled like his blood, but it didn’t disgust him the way that he thought it should.

James made a quiet choking noise, like he was trying to argue only to have it stick in his throat.

His hand slid between them. She heard his belt open, the grind of his zipper.

He pushed his knee roughly between hers, pulling her onto his lap to straddle him. He was already exposed. Already hard and waiting.

Elise wasn’t going to ask for him again. She jerked his arm to her mouth again and bit even harder than before.

At the same moment, he drove his erection inside her body in one long, slow stroke, fighting against her tightness to bury hilt-deep.

Finally.

Elise didn’t know if that was her thought or his.

She groaned deep in her throat, bubbling around the flow of warm blood. God, you feel good, she thought, knowing he would hear it, unwilling to release his arm long enough to say it out loud. And she knew that he felt the same. Without the wards between them, it was impossible to tell which parts belonged to Elise and which to James. They were two halves of a whole. Mind and body, blood and heat.

James moved inside of her, and in a few strokes, she knew that she was on the brink of losing it. She gulped the blood down. Every taste, every motion, brought her closer to the oblivion of climax, and James was going with her.

They were spiraling toward something blindingly dark, an event horizon at the juncture of their bodies.

His fingers rolled between her legs. He knew just the right rhythm to push her toward orgasm.

It hurts, James thought suddenly. Not his arm, but something deep in his chest.

Elise dragged deeper on his energy, sucked harder on the veins, swallowed his blood and his life and felt his skin cooling within her grip.

Neuma had said something about this. She had warned Elise not to fuck anyone without her there to pull her back, to keep her from drawing too deep. But Elise had done this with Neuma a dozen times. She hadn’t killed the half-succubus, and James was surely more powerful.

Either way, it felt too good to stop. The energy was too much, yet not enough. His magic had drained her. Now he was the only thing that could restore her.

She needed more.

She needed it all.

Elise felt something inside her mind break, crack, fragment. She filled the holes with James’s life and soul. His blood poured down her chin, dripped onto her chest, slid over her navel.

They were coming up on something dangerous. Something dizzying and brutal.

I can’t stop, she realized.

His rhythm grew erratic between her legs. He pushed harder against her, gripping her thigh. “Elise,” he groaned against her shoulder, and she didn’t know if it was because he had reached his peak or his death.

They went over the edge together.




Elise woke up in bed. Three years without sleep, and now she had passed out twice in one day. She was going to start getting spoiled.

She pushed herself up onto her elbows, looking around the room. She couldn’t have been unconscious for long. There was still blood all over her face, though someone had wiped it off of her chest and abdomen—probably a good sign that James hadn’t died, either.

Elise still felt relieved when he walked into the room with a damp towel.

He looked like a wreck. There were shadows under his eyes that hadn’t been there before they had sex. His hair was tousled, his shirt was bloody, and the hip of his jeans had been torn. That was likely a product of her fingernails. Elise couldn’t manage to feel guilty.

She dropped back on the pillows. Her body felt better than it had in weeks. Better than it had after drinking from Seth. Better than ever.

James sat on the foot of the bed, looking exhausted. She finally noticed that he was wearing a spine scabbard and that the hilt of her steel falchion jutted over one shoulder. He must have been wearing it earlier, but she had been too distracted to care.

“That’s not how I ever wanted it would be,” James said, pressing a dishtowel to his wrist.

Elise lifted an eyebrow. “Been giving it much thought?”

“Not the possibility of…feeding.” His mouth twisted with distaste. “I always meant to be gentle with you. There’s such violence in your life. You’ve never known anything else. I thought…” James shook his head and fell silent, but she could see the ripple of disgust over his skin. He pushed the towel harder against his wound.

So he was in that kind of mood—the kind where he sank down into a miserable pit of his regrets, of which he should have had very, very many.

Elise didn’t want to go down with him. She hadn’t killed him during sex despite Neuma’s warnings, which meant she had a modicum of self-control and could do it again. Feeding without needing to kill—that was a victory if she’d ever had one. She was almost in a good mood. “Do we have to have this talk now?”

“We didn’t get to talk about us after you killed Adam. You left too quickly. And when else will we get to speak? The next time we’re facing down over the fissure to Hell?”

She rolled her eyes. So the relationship talk was happening whether she wanted it to or not. She was in his cage, after all. “Okay. When, exactly, were you imagining this?” she asked, propping her head up on one arm. She was fine remaining drenched in his blood while he hurried to clean up.

“Always. From the beginning.”

“Hmm,” Elise said. She didn’t need words to tell him that the “always” was strange. They had begun traveling together when she was sixteen and he was twenty-eight.

He must have heard the disapproval. His eyebrows dropped low. “Yes. I know. And you can imagine how much I hated myself for that. I thought that I was sick. Perverse.”

“Well,” she said. No argument there.

James flung the towel into the corner. He had brought bandages with him, too. He started patching up his wrist.

“After we found out about your physical condition—the androgen insensitivity—I couldn’t stop thinking about the implications of it. The fact that you would likely always struggle with intimacy on a physical level, in addition to the emotional aspects of it. The fact that you could never bear children. It seemed so damn unfair that a world that had already plotted against you in so many ways would deal these final, bitter blows. And yes, I entertained the idea that I could be the one to show you that life didn’t need to be like that.”

His voice had dropped an octave, wracked with anger and guilt and bitterness. It radiated through their bond. Elise could taste how much he hated himself. What he showed in his jerky gestures and angry tone was barely the beginning of it. His loathing went so much deeper than that.

“You never showed any of that to me,” Elise said, a little softer than before. The fact that she felt any sympathy ticked her off. That had to be Eve rearing her ugly head.

“You had Malcolm.”

“You’re telling me that you didn’t make a move despite being desperately, pathetically in love with me because I dated some drunken kopis for six months?”

“I’m telling you that it made me realize that I was mistaken, and had no business in that part of your life,” he said.

Or any part of her life, really. “I kissed you first.”

“And until that time, I thought that my delusion was one-sided. I didn’t realize you reciprocated.” James raked a hand through his hair. “Everything was wrong, Elise. My immediate attraction to you was because of what happened to me in the garden. The rebirth that awakened my angel blood. All angels love you—I couldn’t let that control my thoughts, not when you were vulnerable and I was in a position of authority over you. It could never have been anything but abuse.”

Funny, considering how the alternative had hurt her so much worse. Elise felt a trickle of blood down her neck and along the curve of her breast. She caught it on her thumb and absently sucked it into her mouth.

James paused in his pacing, distracted by the sight of her working her tongue around the blood.

When he spoke again, it was softer. “I cast a spell on myself then. I suppressed everything. Made myself…forget.”

“That you loved me?”

“And much of what happened in the garden, and all the other nightmares that haunted me.” He slid off the spine scabbard and tossed it to the bed. “It was the only way for us to survive together.”

The spell that he cast on himself must have worked well. They had retired, James had continued withholding the truth from her, and he had gone on to have a long relationship with Stephanie Whyte. He had done it all while knowing that Elise wanted him.

“Yet you let Him take me anyway,” Elise said.

“I had no choice.” He pulled his bloody shirt off, touched the scar on his left pectoral. “I swore oaths.” She opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off. “Yes, I should have warned you. I know that now. I should have told you the truth from the beginning.”

Elise thought that he probably wanted her to say that it wouldn’t have mattered—that if she had known he was oath-sworn to God, obligated to deliver her to the garden, that she would have loved him anyway. It would have been a lie. Elise would have escaped James or killed him. Whatever she needed to do to stay out of the garden.

She crawled toward him across the bed. She could see flickers of herself as viewed through James’s eyes. He had a difficult time looking away from her body (Perfection, he thought) even though the smears of his blood made his stomach twist. Their combined fluids dripped down the inside of her thigh.

He didn’t stand when she approached. Elise crawled into his lap and reared over him on her knees, naked and bloody and expressionless.

“Do you feel better now that you’ve apologized?” Elise asked flatly, catching his chin in a vise grip, forcing him to look up at her. The white stubble on his jaw felt like pinpricks against her skin. “Have you confessed all your sins? Are you prepared to repent to your god?”

“You’re no god, and this isn’t a confession, Elise.” James sounded so gentle in contrast to the hard edge of her voice. “This is the honesty you’ve always deserved.”

“Do you think that this will make it all better?”

He swallowed hard. The knot in his throat bobbed. “No. I don’t.”

“Good,” Elise said. “Because you haven’t stopped making mistakes.”

Her pelvis molded to his stomach as she gazed down at him. His shoulders and arms were rigid as her fingertips dragged up the muscle.

She had decided what she was going to do while he was still deep inside her, filling her body with his seed. Elise kept that decision locked inside of her where he couldn’t see.

She swept her hair out of the way, over her shoulder, and pressed her lips to his ear.

“You shouldn’t have fed me,” Elise whispered.

Her hands locked over his throat.

James moved almost as quickly as she did. His gloved fingers wrapped around her wrists as she pressed the heels of her palms into his esophagus and forced his back flat to the bed.

He was strong, but she was stronger now that she was flush with his blood and the fever of sex. She could see through the flesh to the veins within, and with just a little pressure, she compressed them and severed the flow of blood.

James’s jaw was clenched tight. He stared at her with stoic resolve as he tried to force her arms away. It was a token effort. He had to know that he couldn’t make her release her grip.

“I want you to know that this isn’t only about what you did to me,” Elise said, pressing him a little harder into the mattress. A red flush climbed his jaw. “This is about what we did to Seth. You and I, we killed him together. We owe the pack a debt now. You keep making things worse for Rylie and it’s up to me to repay what we owe.”

He reached for her with his mind. Is this the only way?

“Maybe,” she said.

The press of his hands on her wrists weakened.

Even that slight slackening of his grip made fear scythe through her heart. It was the first sign of fading life, this time without the intoxication of his blood and body to distract her. And the idea that she might lose him, even to her own hands, was frightening.

Elise had killed hundreds—maybe thousands—of demons, humans, and angels before. Many of them had died for crimes much less than those James had committed.

But she couldn’t kill him.

She couldn’t blame that weakness on Eve.

Elise lifted a fraction of an inch. It was enough.

He took her by the wrists, moved her hands off of his throat. She didn’t fight him this time. Blood roared as circulation returned to his skull.

James panted. She could taste how sweet the oxygen was to him.

“Abel is safe,” he said as soon as he caught his breath, struggling to prop himself onto his elbows. “He left with me willingly, Elise. He wants to help me find Nathaniel.”

The name was like a Taser to the gut. She sucked in a breath. “This isn’t about Nate and you know it.”

He sat up, hands on her hips to keep her balanced on top of him. “Not just him, no.” A fire sparked in his eyes, flaring between their minds. “I won’t lie to you. I will never lie to you again.”

It’s too late for that to matter. “I don’t care if Abel thinks he left willingly or not. You coerced him. You always do.”

“I made promises and he trusted me,” James said. His hands traced down the backs of her shoulders, down her arms, cupped her elbows. Such tenderness when she had just attempted to choke him. He still wasn’t afraid of her.

It was incredible how much she wanted to forgive him when he spoke like that, touched her like that. It was everything her broken human heart had ever wanted.

“What if I asked you to leave with me?” Elise asked. “Forget this war. Forget the Origin. Forget demons and angels. Just you and me somewhere—anywhere you want, anywhere we can be left alone. Would you do it?”

“This war will touch everything.”

“I have the Palace of Dis. It’s warded. Impenetrable. It could be an island.”

“Only you would consider Hell a romantic retreat,” James said with a hint of a smile. “I can’t abandon this now—not after everything I’ve done.” She moved to stand, but he held her in place. “Abel saw reason. You can, too. Just think of all the things that I can do if I have this power—think of what we can do. Every mistake can be fixed. Every life that we’ve lost can be restored. Not just Seth, but every other innocent. We could redirect the bullet that killed Betty. We could make sure Malcolm wasn’t standing beside you when the Union fired. Aunt Pamela, Lucinde, everyone in Reno that fell to Yatai—”

Every name drove deep into her like a dagger. Elise covered his mouth with her fingers, not to smother him, but to silence him. “We can’t change the past, James.”

“But we can,” he whispered with urgency, lips tickling her palm. “We can change it all, save everyone, fix any mistake. We can make the world everything we want.”

“That’s the problem we’ve always had, Adam,” Elise said, tracing her thumb over his bottom lip. “I never wanted everything. I only ever wanted you.”

He pulled back. He was staring at her, pale with shock.

“What?”

“I wanted to trust you,” she said. “I did trust you. All the power and promises in the universe can’t change who you are and what you did to me.”

He caught her hand, stopping her from raking her nails through his hair. “What did you just call me, Elise?”

Elise tried to understand what he was saying and why he looked so stricken, but her mind was as blank as it had been after fighting the basandere. “James,” she said. The name was right on her lips. She couldn’t imagine having said anything else.

“Adam,” he said. “You called me Adam.”

Thunder rolled over the temple.

For a moment, they didn’t move. His hands were locked on hers. She stared at him, numb to the name that had come from her lips.

The sound of thunder grew. A resounding crack shook the windows and walls. The bed trembled.

When Elise tried to stand again, James didn’t stop her. He pulled the curtains aside. A sliver of sunlight fell on his face.

Elise slipped behind him to look over his shoulder, standing in his shadow. Gray fire rolled across the sky. It coiled out of a gash that bisected the clouds all the way to the vanishing point of the horizon. It looked so strange that she felt a moment of total disorientation, like she had to be dreaming, or had gone insane.

But then she imagined the world flipped upside down and realized that the gray slice looked very much like the fissure in America.

Heaven had been broken.

Somehow, she wasn’t surprised. And James didn’t seem to be, either.

“Well,” he said. “That might explain what happened with the door.”

“What door?”

“In Colorado.” James grabbed a spare shirt out of the wreckage of the dresser—he had left clothing for himself, too—and pulled it on, leaving the bottom untucked. He shrugged into the spine scabbard. “It shut after Rylie and Abel entered Heaven, and I wasn’t able to follow. I thought it was a problem with my door. This means it’s a problem with Shamain.”

His hands froze in the middle of buckling the scabbard’s straps, eyes going distant, as if he had suddenly realized something.

“What are you thinking?” she asked. She could have pulled it out of his mind, but she was tired of sharing thoughts with James.

“This suggests an external fissure, much like the one leading into Hell,” he said. “But my door connects internally. It shouldn’t have been affected.”

“And?”

“And if there’s been a problem with Shamain’s integrity on both sides, then we might have a much larger problem than we did with the Breaking.” He pulled out his notebook and flipped through the pages.

He was preparing to abandon her in that damn cage.

She grabbed his bicep. “Let me out,” Elise said. “Let me fix this.”

He gazed up at the sky with resignation. “I don’t think anyone can fix this.” His eyes flicked to hers. “And I still can’t let you leave here.” James reached to touch her cheek with his gloved hand. “I’m sorry, Elise. I’ll come back when this is done. We can talk about…everything.”

“If you leave here without releasing me, then I won’t have anything to say to you,” Elise said.

His brow creased. “Very well.”

Maybe she could grab his notebook, find the teleportation spell before he disappeared…

But James seemed to have predicted that thought. He triggered a page without any warning, without even speaking aloud, and he disappeared.

















Sixteen




For a few breathless moments, Shamain was the most incredible thing that Rylie had ever seen.

She had heard stories of what life was like in Heaven. Nash had shared tales of his origins over several nights by bonfires in the sanctuary, before the Breaking, before he had been forced to leave and fight demons on American soil.

Nash had a way with words, as Rylie guessed anyone who had been alive for approximately eternity would have to be. He had told them of the elaborate mansions and sprawling orchards. He had talked about the spiral streets, the frescoes, the carvings that decorated even the most mundane fixtures.

“It’s a city of light,” he had said, “of eternal dawn and starlight. It glows with the soul of every angel that has ever been born.”

Rylie had struggled to imagine that. Now she didn’t need to.

Shamain was everything he had said and more.

“Oh, wow,” Rylie whispered. She and Abel had stepped through the door in Boulder to find themselves on the highest level of an open-walled structure with white columns. Gauzy white curtains fluttered in a soft breeze. The bejeweled sky was carpeted by endless stars.

There were canals—actual canals, just like in Venice, which Rylie had visited with her parents once on summer vacation. Every building looked like a sculptor’s artistic masterpiece. Even the tiles on the nearest roof had been imprinted with the elaborate carving of vines and leaves.

And the smells. It was all citrus and lavender and salt water—and, weirdly, buttered popcorn.

If only Summer could have seen this. She would have loved it.

Rylie turned to smile at Abel, but he wasn’t smiling back. He glared around them, hands tight on the strap of the backpack, knuckles gray.

It reminded her of why they had come. That as soon as James joined them, they were going to have to find Eve’s temple so that they could try to unlock one more door to Eden. Which meant that Abel was about to spill blood for the same cause that had killed Seth.

The words she had been about to say died on her tongue. Grief crushed her heart.

“It’s beautiful,” she said weakly, if only because she needed to say something to break the painful silence.

That was when the city went dark.

It began toward the center of the city, where the glow had been brightest. Then the street around it darkened too, and it spread from street to street like a black hole was consuming Shamain one block at a time. The sapphire flows of the canals slowed.

Rylie gripped one of the pale columns as the city below them disappeared. It felt like the ground was vanishing. Like they were going to be consumed.

“What’s happening? Is this normal?” she asked.

Abel didn’t have a response, but she knew it wasn’t normal at all.

Something had gone wrong.

Rylie turned to go back through the gate the way that they had come, but it had blacked out, too. The door to Earth was gone.

And James hadn’t joined them.

Trepidation spiked and exploded into panic. They were in an unfamiliar city—not just foreign, but in an entirely different dimension—without the man that had planned to guide them, and it looked like the entire place had just been infected with some shadowy disease.

The darkness crawled toward them. It was a big city, but not that big. It wouldn’t be long before the building they had landed in went dark, too.

A rumble shook the floor, like there had been an explosion at the epicenter of the shadow and just managed to reach them. It groaned like thunder.

“Shit,” Abel said with gusto.

“What do we do?” Rylie asked, keeping a hand on the pillar, nails digging into the stone. It was the only thing holding her up now.

“We’re gonna do what we came to do.” He hefted the bag. “We’re going to get this to Eve’s temple.”

“Just like that? Stick to the plan?” She felt like she was on the brink of hysterics. She knew that the reaction was insane, but she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t breathe.

“Faulkner’s gonna get here,” Abel said. “And when he does, no matter what’s going on down there, he’s gonna open this door. I don’t care if the angels have all dropped dead. We’re getting Seth back.”

Until that moment, Rylie had been intending to ruin those plans—to fight back against James and maybe even Abel, if that was what it would take to stop this hunt for Eden and save her mate’s life. But now that was unthinkable. They had to survive.

And for now, that meant getting to Eve’s temple, where James would expect to find them.

Wind blew over them. It was colder than it should have been, with an icy bite that penetrated her sweater.

The darkness fell over them.

It wasn’t as absolute as it initially seemed. She had pretty good night vision as a werewolf; it had only been the contrast of the glowing pillars around them that had made everything else seem so dark. Rylie could still make out Abel’s face. She could see the shapes of the buildings below them.

The shadow wasn’t a demon like Elise. If it had been, she wouldn’t have been able to see anything, much less breathe.

Abel stepped up to the edge of the pillars.

“Eve’s temple,” he said, pointing across the city at the silhouette of a giant tree that towered over the other buildings. It had to be at least ten miles away. For a werewolf on Earth, that wasn’t far at all. For a pair of werewolves in Heaven, it might as well have been across a vast ocean. “Ready to go?”

“No,” Rylie said.

Abel took her hand. “Yeah,” he said, “I know.”

They jumped down together.




It was sickeningly counterintuitive to run toward the depths of the darkness rather than away. Even Rylie’s wolf, usually a calm hunter, struggled against it. She could feel cobblestone under her paws and make out the shapes of gray buildings around them, yet she still felt like she was being sucked into a black hole.

The strange, inhuman design of the city was almost as disorienting as the darkness itself, but Abel seemed to know where they were going. The clicking of his nails echoed through the darkness and made an easy trail for Rylie to follow. She shadowed him, nose almost to his tail.

Only a few minutes into their run, Abel stopped abruptly.

Rylie almost struck his side. She nuzzled his flank in silent questioning, but he stared fixedly at the street in front of them without acknowledging her, and she lifted her head to see why.

Then she realized there was no street in front of them at all.

They were on the brink of a wide courtyard where the canals converged, but half of the courtyard itself was missing. The ground had sunk in underneath a statue at its center. The canals drained into the cavernous opening.

There was no sign of what had caused the destruction—only the destruction itself. Rylie didn’t smell gunpowder or chemicals or anything else that could indicate a bomb.

But she did smell demons.

Abel trotted around the edge of the sinkhole, heading for the street beyond that would lead to Eve’s temple. The artificial tree looked no larger now than it had a few minutes ago, although Rylie knew that they must have crossed at least half the distance now.

She was about to follow him when she smelled buttered popcorn—and something else that was far more familiar.

Rylie stopped. Turned back to the chasm.

Why did she smell family?

Without waiting to see if Abel would follow, Rylie climbed to the edge of the sinkhole and sniffed around the broken stones. She definitely smelled her pack. It was a musky, earthy smell, like icy rivers and pine trees and decaying plants. All werewolves smelled like Gray Mountain, the place where Rylie had been bitten. It wasn’t a smell that belonged in Shamain.

She couldn’t see what was within the dark chasm, but she couldn’t leave until she found the source of the werewolf odor. Rylie leaped lightly down the rubble.

Abel was behind her in a moment. He snapped his jaw at her ear in admonishment, as if to say, What were you thinking, coming back here?

Rylie lowered her head and sniffed. After a beat, he followed suit.

His gold eyes sharpened.

He smelled it, too.

Abel was at her side as she climbed down. She found the remnants of spiral stairs and followed them underneath the statue, ducking under the bent leg of the marble woman to slink into a cavern.

Shattered crystal crunched under Rylie’s step as she paused at the bottom of the stairs. There wasn’t much cavern to explore. Most of it had collapsed and what little space remained was filling with water from the canals.

But then she saw a swirl of crimson slicking the surface of the small lake forming under the statue—blood.

The smell of wounded prey hit her at the same time. A dying animal.

“Someone help!”

The familiar voice rang out softly from deeper in the cave.

Rylie slammed back into her human body and was hip-deep in the warm waters of Shamain before she had even considered the alternatives. “Summer!” she yelled back as she sloshed through the flooded wreckage, shoving a car-sized boulder aside to clear a path. Water swirled to fill the hole she had made.

Abel cursed behind her. He had turned back, too, and set the bag that James had given him on a high, dry rock before slipping in.

Pieces of white stone from the canals had collapsed against each other, preventing Rylie from reaching Summer. They were wedged together. She couldn’t move them.

“Hurry,” Summer begged from the other side. “I think he’s—I think he’s dying, Mom!”

The desperation in her daughter’s voice was like a kick to the chest. Rylie sucked in a lungful of air and dived under the surface of the water, kicking rapidly to swim through a narrow gap to the other side.

Rylie had swum in lakes and rivers before, in luxurious spas and Olympic swimming pools. She associated water with muffled quiet and the sound of her own heart. But as this water rushed to fill her ears, Rylie wasn’t greeted by silence.

There were voices in the water. Whispers and sighs.

She erupted from the flood with a ragged gasp, clutching the other side of the broken canal to hold herself up.

Summer was stranded on a sheet of polished crystal that had been cracked by the collapse. One of her legs was twisted oddly, trapped underneath a rock. “Hurry,” she said, “please.”

Rylie dragged herself out of the water. Once she saw what was on the other side of the rock trapping Summer, she sucked in a hard gasp.

Nash’s entire left side had been crushed—his arm, his ribs, his leg. He was a bloody mess of feathers and ragged skin. One wing was bent pitifully behind his head. He was healing slowly. Much more slowly than a werewolf. And the fact that he was still unconscious could only mean that it was even worse than it looked.

But within the protective circle of his other arm and wing rested Summer, who looked like she had narrowly avoided being crushed. She pushed at the rubble pinning her down but couldn’t move it; even her strength wasn’t enough against the awkward angle without any leverage.

Abel sloshed out of the water behind Rylie as she braced her hands against the rubble and pushed.

With a groan, they shifted the rock enough for Summer to pull her leg out.

“What are you doing here?” Rylie asked, cupping her daughter’s face in her hands, searching her for any signs of concussion. She didn’t think werewolves could get concussions, but after everything that had happened to them that day, she wasn’t going to rule it out.

“Nash asked me up to help him search the fissures because there was a demon,” Summer said. She pushed Rylie’s hands away. “Something—something happened. Help me get him out.”

“Something happened,” Abel said. “No shit, something happened.”

Summer elaborated. “An explosion. It was demon magic.”

With Rylie’s help, she moved the stones crushing Nash’s side. His skin had been absolutely shredded, baring glistening muscle underneath. His scent was that of an animal near death.

The wreckage surrounding them gave a dangerous groan. Abel had shifted some of the roof out of the way, freeing enough room to carry Nash to the stairs without having to swim. But it was also making the entire sinkhole shift.

“Move fast,” he said, bracing his arms against the wall to hold it upright, sweat beading his forehead. “Real fast.”

Summer picked Nash up as easily as though he weighed nothing. Angels were hollow-boned, and Summer was as strong as any other werewolf—her ankle had already healed from being smashed under the rock.

The walls cracked like glaciers. Fragments of stone plopped into the water.

Rylie clambered up onto the first stair and held her arms out to take Nash from Summer as soon as she had crossed the water.

Abel released the wall and followed them.

The ground above them began collapsing. Rylie took Nash’s legs, Summer took his shoulders, and they rushed up the stairs with his body hanging limp between them.

As they climbed to the surface, the stairs slid under them. The street sagged.

They leaped onto the cobblestone just as the rest of the sinkhole caved in under them.

Rylie’s grip on Nash slipped. There was too much blood to keep hold of him. She winced as Summer sagged under his sudden weight, sinking to her knees beside him.

“You stupid idiot moron,” Summer said tearfully, pulling Nash’s head into her lap, smoothing her hand over his forehead. “You big dumb bird. I heal faster than you do. You shouldn’t have—you didn’t—”

Abel touched Summer’s shoulder. “He didn’t have a choice,” he said. “I’d’ve done the same thing.”

It might have been the first time that Abel had said anything less uncritical about Nash. Summer looked so overwhelmed by gratitude that Rylie thought she might cry. Instead, she buried her face into Abel’s chest and shuddered.

The air shifted, swirled around them.

Rylie looked up in time to see a figure descending from the sky.

An angel landed beside them, bare feet connecting with the street, feathers whispering against the cobblestones. His wings looked like those of an eagle. His hair was a glistening white-gold. Rylie didn’t even think before shifting back into her wolf body and putting herself between him and Summer.

The sight of her form twisting as she shifted made the angel take a step back, as if he had never seen a werewolf change on command before.

“What is this?” he hissed, putting a hand on the saber at his waist.

Abel growled, but Summer put a hand on his arm, holding him at bay as she glared up at the angel. “Nash is dying, Michael,” she said, all hints of her tears gone, burned away by a fierce heat. “We were looking for your demon and there was some kind of…evil magic down there. It blew up the cavern. It made the fissures disappear.”

This seemed to mean more to the angel than it did to Rylie. His eyes registered mild surprise. “And how did your…pack…end up here, mortal?” Michael’s tone made it clear he considered “mortal” to be an insult.

Abel stood. “Did you hear her? She was trying to fucking help you and just about got pulverized for it,” he said. “You want to ask her questions, you better be a hell of a lot nicer about it.”

Michael looked to be as impressed by Abel’s anger as he was by the sight of Nash’s injuries. The angel spoke even more coolly now. “I came to investigate this darkness and alert Nash to an intrusion. Something has come through the gate we recovered from Mexico. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, wolves?”

“All I know is that Nash needs help,” Summer said.

The angel nodded in reluctant agreement. “He’s not the only one. We’ve established an infirmary of sorts in Leliel’s home. Raqib is watching our wounded there. He will clean Nashriel’s wounds and care for him.”

Michael moved as if to touch him, but Summer wrapped her arms around Nash more tightly.

“Don’t,” she snarled.

He paused. “He may not heal at all without Shamain’s glow,” Michael said. “There is still some light in Leliel’s home. We have reserves. It could save him.”

Summer hesitated. All she had to do was say no and Rylie would happily jump in. She had taken down a hybrid before—she could probably deal with an angel, too. Anything for her daughter.

But Summer said, “Okay.”

Rylie didn’t quite relax as Michael kneeled to touch Nash’s side. “Shamain is sick tonight,” he said, pulling his brother out of Summer’s lap with slow, gentle movements, like he was taking an infant from her. “The demons are still here, and their sinful warlock magic has severed Shamain’s exits. Simultaneously, there was a disruption on Earth that ripped the tendons holding our dimension in place. Do you understand?”

“No,” Summer said.

Michael straightened with Nash in his arms. “It means everything that orients and secures Heaven is gone. The walls are torn, our foundation destroyed. Nothing, neither angels nor city, can heal in this darkness. Shamain will fall if we don’t act quickly.”

Summer pressed both of her bloodied hands to her heart. “Fall?”

“If you want to survive tonight, I suggest you find and kill the demon that has invaded us,” he said.

“Wait!” Summer leaped to her feet. “What about the other angels? Aren’t they going to help?”

“There aren’t other angels,” Michael said. “Help us, bride of Nashriel.”

His wings pumped. He lifted into the air, carrying Nash into the darkness.

Rylie stared after him without really seeing him.

There aren’t other angels? Could the attacking demons have really wounded or killed every angel left in Shamain?

Summer wiped her fingers off on her skirt. “Well, that wasn’t much of a motivational speech,” she said with a weak laugh.

“Hunt demons,” Abel said. “Alone.” And then he punctuated it with a long stream of colorful prevarications that seemed even more vulgar than usual, considering that they were in Heaven.

“Could be worse,” Summer said. “At least I have you guys. Speaking of which, what are you guys doing here?”

“We were going to Eve’s temple to open another door to Eden,” Abel said. “Long story. But you can find somewhere safe. We’ll drop the bag and hunt the demon if that’s what we gotta do to keep the city from…falling.”

Summer’s eyes were bright with anger. She ripped off her shirt, kicked off her shoes, dropped the skirt. “I’m not going to hide. If you’re hunting tonight, I am too.”

She shifted into a wolf, and so did he.

Together, the pack ran through the city.




Shamain smelled like death. It radiated from the streets and darkened buildings. The trees seemed to ooze it from their leaves. Even the texture of the air was changing rapidly. It was becoming bitter and acidic.

The last of the stars vanished from the sky, and the wolves finally reached Eve’s temple.

Rylie shifted back to her human form and pulled James’s backpack off of Abel. The grass in front of the temple prickled against her bare feet. She felt like eyes were watching her as she stepped up the path to the imprint of an archway on the tree’s trunk.

There was no door waiting for her at the top. The archway was closed.

She turned to look at the wolves. They weren’t watching her; they were alert, eyes on the bottom of the hill, as if expecting attack. She wasn’t the only one who didn’t feel alone. “How do we get in?” Rylie asked, knowing that Summer and Abel wouldn’t be able to respond, and that it wouldn’t have mattered if they could.

Rylie walked around the trunk to search for a door, but the archway was the only sign of an entrance. And James Faulkner definitely still wasn’t there to let them in.

She circled back. Abel and Summer were waiting for her, and Rylie couldn’t see anything beyond them. The rest of the city was too dark.

“Let’s just leave the bag here,” Rylie said, trying to rub the sudden chill off of her arms. “We can come back after we’ve hunted.”

Abel’s gaze focused beyond her. His eyes sharpened and a growl rippled from his throat.

She turned to see that a burning point of light had appeared in the trunk of the tree.

Rylie’s heart skipped a beat. Was Shamain’s glow being restored?

No—this light was red, not the pale blue-gray that she had seen when she first set foot through the gate. And it was growing rapidly, spreading over the trunk of the tree until it looked like a fist-sized ember. It swelled like a tumor.

She backed up until her back hit something furry. She didn’t look behind her to see if it was Abel or Summer.

The center of the burned point brightened to white-hot, then melted into an opening.

Something moved beyond that hole.

Abel stood in front of her, furred body pressed against her legs, as Summer came up from behind. Their growling sounded like the idling of a semi truck.

The trunk crumbled and flaked away into the shape of the arch.

The man who stepped through was taller than Rylie, his form slender and skin pallid. He wore a slim-fitting jacket that buttoned at the throat. His hair was slicked back. At a glance, Rylie would have said that he was a normal man—all the parts were in the right places, with two arms, two legs, a nose and mouth.

Except that Rylie recognized him. She had seen etchings of this guy passed around so that anyone who spotted him would know that the infernal army wouldn’t be far behind. The artist’s rendering of his features had been perfect, from the hollow cheeks to the shadowed eyes, his unsettling stare.

It was Belphegor, and he was in Shamain.

















Seventeen




The clearing in Colorado was empty when James returned to it, although there were obvious signs that Stephanie—and the Apple—had tried to brute force the gate open. The snow had been trodden to a muddy mush. There were scorch marks on the pillars.

Just because they had given up on it for now didn’t mean that they had gone far. James didn’t have much time.

He needed a new plan.

The gate itself still wasn’t working, but the sky had torn open and created a direct route to Heaven. He didn’t need ethereal artifacts now; he only needed to calculate the physical location of Shamain relative to his position and make a portal that would lead there. And he needed to do it before Stephanie came back.

He scuffed the snow away from the base of the gate, baring the ground underneath. He had spray-painted a circle of power on the hard-packed dirt. It was one of the most elaborate runes that he had ever created—more elaborate than the one that had been required to erase Abel’s scent from the sanctuary, but less elaborate than the time he had broken out of a prison in Dis with nothing but his blood.

The magic was complicated enough that James struggled to understand what he had done, even now. He had painted it over the course of weeks, trapped in a haze, almost like he was drawing it from pictures in his dreams. He’d been forced to restart twice. He barely recognized the rune that remained.

And that had been when he could focus. Now he couldn’t stop thinking of Elise’s body against his, her lips attached to his wrist, how close he had come to death.

There had been a moment after orgasm where she had gone completely limp and James’s heart had refused to beat. He wasn’t sure what had been more frightening: watching her collapse in front of him, or feeling like every one of his body’s organs was shutting down. He’d been momentarily convinced that they’d managed to kill themselves.

Who knew what would happen when mage blood mingled with that of a god-demon?

Scariest of all, in retrospect, was how readily he would have done it again—opened a vein and risked death just for a few minutes of feeling, for the first time in years, that he wasn’t missing half of his soul.

He had been staring at the rune underneath the snow without moving for too long and lost track of his mental math. James refocused, attempting to rearrange and assemble every symbol he needed in the correct order. The illustration of the sphere goes near the northernmost triangle; those lines to the east need to crisscross…

James scuffed out the incorrect lines. He grabbed the spray paint from the stack of scrap wood and began adding new lines where the old ones had been erased.

He tried not to think of the smell of Elise’s sweat or the fact that she had called him Adam.

Fourth quadrant octagon needs to be shifted three degrees to the left.

He wasn’t Adam. His dreams meant nothing.

Two parallel lines connecting with the circle…

James kept spraying until the circle was complete.

A loud crack drew his attention to the sky. It had been brightening as he worked, but he had ignored it, assuming that the light was only from approaching dawn. Now he stepped back and shielded his eyes from the gray glow.

It wasn’t sunlight, but gray Heavenly light thrusting into Earth’s atmosphere.

And there was something coming through that fissure.

It was impossibly huge, much larger than anything that was meant to be suspended in the sky. It looked like the underside of an earthen sphere.

He had survived the demon apocalypse of 2009 in Reno. He had seen what happened when ethereal ruins had been pulled from a Heavenly dimension onto Earth. This looked similar—but on a much, much larger scale. Frighteningly so.

Shamain was tumbling.

The city shifting changed everything, and the teleportation spell was so specific. He was making estimates based on Shamain being where it had stood for millennia. He could change the symbols, do a new estimate that involved catching the city as it slipped between dimensions. But that would take time.

If he didn’t go now, he would never get into the city. Lord only knew where the Eden gate would be after that.

He had no choice. He had to go through now.

James activated the rune on his body that he had linked to the larger teleportation rune. Light flared between the pillars of the gate.

It wasn’t like an ethereal door—he couldn’t see what was on the other side and make sure that it was aimed at the right position. He could have misestimated his target. His hurried, sloppy calculations could be wrong. Or the city could have already moved too far for him to reach it.

But Eden was waiting.

James covered his head with his arms and leaped through.




James didn’t land on the roof of the building that he had been aiming for. He appeared in the air six feet to the right and about twenty feet lower than intended.

On the bright side, he didn’t have much time to build momentum before crashing into the canal below.

He hit the wall of water with less than a lungful of air.

The water was as warm as tears, sweet but salty. It pulled him under with gentle hands and sucked him deep into its belly, swirling and rushing and shoving against his limbs, catching on his clothes, soaking his loafers so that they instantly doubled in weight.

It was comfortable to be submerged in Shamain’s canals. They welcomed James so readily that, for a moment, he forgot that he couldn’t breathe.

James reached out for the canal’s wall. His fingertips grazed stone worn smooth by millennia of flowing water then slipped away. The water was moving too fast.

His lungs hitched, desperate for oxygen.

James’s knee banged into the bottom of the canal. He kicked out with flat feet, connected with the bottom, pushed off. His head broke the surface. Air rolled down his throat with the taste of cinnamon and apples, and then the canal pulled him under again.

It shoved him onward as he struggled against the weight of his clothes. James kicked off his shoes. His socks were whipped away into the current.

The falchion on his back felt like an anvil pressed against his spine, dragging him to the bottom.

He wouldn’t let go of it. That, of all things, needed to stay.

In bare feet, James kicked against the bottom of the canal again, lurching toward the surface.

But suddenly, there was no water and no canal.

James was launched into open air.

He was falling.

He sucked in a dizzying rush of oxygen as he reached blindly for something to catch himself. Fingers brushed wet stone. He seized upon it and gripped it so tightly that his knuckles ached. His weight stretched his arm to its full extension, shoulder aching, and water sluiced past him in a frothy white roar to disappear into a black pit underneath him.

James had caught the edge of a shattered canal where it drained into a sinkhole. That much he could tell. Why the canal would have broken—why there was a sinkhole at all—made no sense.

His grip slipped, and he grabbed the rim of the canal with the other hand. Grunting, teeth gritted, he hauled himself over the edge of the chasm.

He rolled onto cracked white cobblestone, dripping water from his hair and clothes.

It took him a moment to realize that he couldn’t see anything, and it wasn’t because he had knocked his head against something in the canal. Heaven was dark. He had been in ethereal ruins that were thousands of years old and they had still seemed to sparkle with an internal light. This darkness was…impossible.

Had his calculations gone further awry than he realized? Had he somehow cast himself elsewhere on Earth and missed Heaven entirely?

But no—there was a growing energy pressing against the base of his skull, lancing all the way down to his navel, and it was distinctly ethereal.

It felt like the presence of magical wards, but far more overwhelming than anything he had ever cast before. They were pushing at him, telling him that something was wrong.

James hadn’t encountered magecraft cast by anyone else before. For a moment, he was too shocked by the sheer immensity of the magic to realize what the spells were trying to tell him. They came from everywhere around him, the ground and buildings, even the sky above, circling him like the water in the canals circling the chasm that he had escaped.

The city was crying.

He clutched at his forehead, trying to contain the pressure of the magic that clawed at him. It was like a dog jumping on its master after weeks in a kennel. But this magic had been ignored for much longer than that. It was desperate for someone to listen. It was desperate for him.

“Wait, calm down,” James said aloud, even though he knew that the city, and the raw magic within it, wouldn’t understand his words. “Give me space to breathe. I can’t understand you.”

The magic didn’t give him space. It pushed harder, frantic for attention.

He picked through all of the sensory information flooding him, trying to process one image at a time. He could see how ancient ethereal runes had been built into the fiber of the city. They were imprinted on each and every building, threaded underneath the streets, even buried under the forest rimming Shamain. Each rune had its own eyes and they all wanted to share what they saw with him.

James focused on Eve’s temple. All of its wards had been shattered. It was the source of the invasion.

“Invasion?” James repeated aloud. The word had simply appeared in his mind.

Another picture appeared. Not a word this time, but a tall, slender demon wearing a jacket buttoned up to his throat.

The glimpse struck fear deep into James’s heart.

Belphegor.

James hadn’t prepared to find Shamain under infernal assault. Especially not from a demon like Belphegor.

“Why tell me?” James asked. “I just got here.”

It was too complicated a question for him to get a response, but he didn’t need an answer anyway. The wards were alerting him to the intrusion because he was the only one who could hear. Angels couldn’t cast magic anymore. They were so distant from their roots that Shamain could have been crying for years and nobody would have known.

Information continued pouring through him. Instructions, to be precise.

James could activate the wards, isolate the entire district surrounding the temple, sever it from Shamain. Cut off the source of the poison—in this case, Belphegor.

All he needed to do was ask.

The ground pitched under him, tipping until he slid an inch toward the chasm. James dug his feet in.

Through the towering buildings and swaying trees, he could see that the color of the sky was changing. It had gone from inky-dark to a paler shade of midnight blue. A cloud blew past too quickly. And then a plume of smoke.

He realized with a lurch of nausea that the city was still falling.

Cut off the poison, the city urged. Save us.

James planted his gloved hands against the ground. The wards rose to meet him. Ropes of pale magic crawled from the gaps between the stones, wrapping around his wrists in silvery tentacles that were warm and slick as umbilical cords.

“Do what you need to do,” James said. “I’ll be your vessel.”

The city sighed with relief and gratitude, pleased that someone had finally listened.

Then the magic crushed him.




Rylie reacted to Belphegor’s presence too slowly. She must have already been staring at him for twenty seconds before she realized that she needed to wolf out.

Belphegor’s hand clamped on her throat. He jerked her away from Summer and lifted her off the ground. His eyes skimmed her naked body, and the weight of his gaze felt like an actual hand touching her breasts and stomach and legs.

“It’s been too long since I relaxed,” he murmured, seemingly to himself. Louder, he added, “Everyone will be still if you expect her head to remain attached to her shoulders.”

Summer and Abel froze behind her. Rylie couldn’t help but struggle against Belphegor, scratching at his wrist, kicking out in search of ground. One of her teeth had fallen out in her mouth. A sharpened canine was growing in its place.

No. Get control. The wolf was a heck of a lot bigger than Rylie’s human body, and Belphegor’s hand felt as solid as a metal shackle. If she grew, she didn’t think his grip would break. She would just grow around his hand and mangle her neck.

She fought to breathe normally and settle the wolf inside of her.

Belphegor watched her calmly as she fought with herself. When her skin stopped rippling, he nodded with approval. “Incredible power to possess. There was a time when Hell enlisted your kind. In the First War, we were allies.”

His hand tightened a fraction on her neck, reminding her that it had been many long years since demons and werewolves had been friends. Adrenaline thrilled through Rylie. When she clawed at his wrist again, two of her fingernails slid off in a bloody streak.

He snapped the fingers on his free hand. “Atropos,” he said without raising his voice. “Lachesis.”

Two demons stepped out of the temple. Rylie recognized Atropos from their confrontation in Las Vegas. The other was naked, with no nose or mouth. Just the sight of it was enough to make terror climb up Rylie’s throat, dragging a scream from her chest.

“Seize the dogs, sisters,” Belphegor said.

The last word had barely left his mouth when Abel leaped.

Black fur flashed in the corner of Rylie’s eye. All werewolves could move with incredible speed, but it was nothing like Abel tackling Atropos.

The demon was utterly unprepared for Abel. She fell under him, struggling to push his head back. He buried his teeth into her throat. Blood and ichor sprayed.

When Rylie had bitten Elise, the flavor had shocked her—that warm, sweet, musky taste of tree sap mingled with blood. The assault on her senses had been enough to make her pull back. But Atropos didn’t have the strange blood that Elise did. She bled like any other demon.

And nothing was going to make Abel release her.

She tried to melt into shadow, but the wolf bit at every tentacle that emerged, snapping them off of her before they could engulf him. Ichor drenched his jaw, clung to his ruff in black droplets.

Lachesis should have turned on Summer, but Abel presented the more obvious threat. The mouthless demon rushed toward him and left Summer alone.

Belphegor gave Summer a warning look. “Don’t move,” he said.

Rylie took advantage of the moment of distraction, bringing her hind legs up between them. They were hind legs now—she had let her feet shift into paws, which came along with patchy fur, popping knee joints, and huge claws.

She ripped into Belphegor’s stomach. Or, at least, she tried. Her claws went through his shirt easily, but her claws slid off his skin like it was steel.

His hand tightened suddenly, compressing her neck. Rylie couldn’t gasp or cry out. She felt her esophagus collapsing, vision swimming, unable to focus on Abel’s fight against Atropos—

Just as quickly as he had begun to crush Rylie, Belphegor stopped.

Abel’s struggle between Atropos and Lachesis had smashed into James’s backpack of supplies, ripped it open, and spilled the contents over the lawn. Belphegor was staring at the bag like he hadn’t noticed it until that moment. His focus was so intense that it was like Rylie had disappeared completely.

“Stop, stop!”

It was strange to hear the demon yelling, actually shouting, like he was distressed. He had been so cold until that moment. Now his eyes blazed bright and hot.

Lachesis had her arms around Abel’s throat to hold him off of Atropos, who was limp on the ground. Her grip looked effortless, but the fact that she hadn’t killed or removed him suggested it was much harder to hold an Alpha werewolf than she made it look.

Belphegor dropped Rylie. Her shifting legs couldn’t hold her; she had to sit down hard on the grass.

The demon didn’t notice that she had taken anything. He lifted James’s backpack by the bottom, spilling the remainder of the articles onto the grass. Belphegor nudged through them with his toe.

“Which of you has the blood?” Belphegor asked.

Rylie gaped at him. The blood?

He must have recognized the ingredients of the spell, what it was meant to do, and why they would have brought it to Eve’s temple.

Belphegor knew that one of them had the blood of Adam.

Rylie couldn’t have said anything even if she wanted to. He had crushed her throat and the healing fever wasn’t done repairing the damage. But she knew that admitting the truth wouldn’t save any of them. Belphegor might decide Abel was worth capturing, but it would be instant death for Rylie and Summer.

She wrapped her arms around her daughter’s neck, letting the familiar, musky smell of wolf fill her with warm reassurance.

“Her?” Belphegor pointed to Summer. “You?” And then to Rylie.

Still, she didn’t respond. Maybe Abel would have tried to give himself up if he could have spoken, but as a wolf, he had no lips with which to speak.

The city grumbled around them. Sudden light blazed down the street, racing along the cobblestone—moving toward the temple. It looped around the bottom of the hill and the district containing the temple. The fiery wall grew taller as it consumed each block.

Rylie had no idea if that was magic or if the city’s light was coming back, but she knew immediately what she needed to do about it.

She had seen how dark Hell was and how Elise reacted to being put in bright lights.

It was time to see if Belphegor was the same way.

She didn’t have time to change to wolf. She lunged at Belphegor, wrapped her arms around his midsection, and let her momentum carry both of them down the hill.

He hadn’t been expecting the naked girl to attack. He stumbled, tripped, rolled.

They hit the street and bounced onto the other side of the light.

White fire circled Eve’s temple, turning into a wall that was ten, twenty, fifty feet tall. Belphegor was on the wrong side—actually, the right side, at least as far as Rylie was concerned. The side where he couldn’t reach the temple, Summer, or Abram.

Unfortunately, that meant he was on the same side as her.

He rounded on her with the blaze at his back. It was so bright that she couldn’t see through it to her daughter or mate, couldn’t tell if they were winning against Atropos and Lachesis. But for the moment, Rylie couldn’t quite care.

She had bigger problems. Literally.

Belphegor hadn’t been hurt by the light, and now he was swelling in size. His legs and arms were lengthening. His skin stretched over his skull as it grew. There was no elasticity to his flesh or clothing; it gapped and bared white bone underneath, including jagged teeth.

“You have made a grave mistake, dog,” he said.

The demon reached for her with a skeletal hand that had somehow become the size of a manhole cover.

Rylie kicked his fingers off of her legs and scrambled away from him. Sharp nails scraped the backs of her calves and made her skin crawl.

She was all human again. She couldn’t take the time to shift, couldn’t pull out her defenses—even if they would have worked on him.

All she could do was run.

But her speed meant nothing now that Belphegor was taller than the surrounding buildings. His limbs were so long that he only needed to take a step to close the distance between them.

The street groaned and split under Rylie’s feet as she tried to run. Stone crumbled.

The temple district—and the fire surrounding it—was breaking away from the rest of the city.

It was too late to return to Abel and Summer. The wall of fire was pushing her toward the rapidly growing gap in the earth. It was six inches wide, two feet wide, four feet, now ten—

She jumped over the gash and hit the other side hard.

The split in the ground grew rapidly, severing the white fire from the rest of the city. Belphegor took a step away from it and stood over Rylie. Surprised registered on his huge, skeletal face as he stared at the isolated district. “No,” he said, “no, this isn’t right.”

And then the entire temple district broke free.

It angled away from them, like it was slowly tipping in the opposite direction, beginning to fall off into nothingness.

Belphegor spoke again in that strangely quiet voice. “Damnation. I’ll fix this.”

In three steps, he strode away from her, crossing entire city blocks. He was following the line of fire back toward its origin.

He moved fast, but not fast enough to fix the severed district of the city. As Rylie watched, it began to sink into the ground.

Panic clawed at her heart. She ran to the edge of the chasm that had appeared around the edge of the district. The wall of fire on the other side was a bubble now, consuming the entire temple.

“Abel!”

With a loud crack, the fiery sphere dropped out of sight, leaving a gaping hole that was larger than a football field. Rylie could see the forest on the other side.

A wordless scream wrenched from her chest, hands clapping over her mouth as she stared down at the sinking temple.

Not sinking—falling.

Its size dwindled quickly, and Rylie realized that she could see the Earth around its edges far below. There were clouds only a few hundred feet down and farmland miles below that. The entire block of the city containing Eve’s temple was hurtling toward America.

Feet pattered on the street behind her. Rylie whirled to face Belphegor.

Except that it wasn’t Belphegor. It was a human running up the street with a slight limp—James Faulkner. It looked like he had been battered by a tornado. His shirt was bloody on the right sleeve. He wasn’t wearing shoes.

He skidded to a stop behind her and leaned over to look at the broken district that was tumbling away from them.

“Pleasure to see you again, Rylie,” James said. “And my deepest apologies in advance.”

“Apologies for what?”

Heavier footfalls thudded behind them. Rylie turned to see Belphegor, twenty feet tall and hurtling toward them.

James jerked Rylie against his body, one arm locked around her waist. She was too stupefied to push away from him. She had an instant to realize that he was soaking wet, that he smelled like apples and blood and buttered popcorn, and then his bare feet were slapping against the cobblestone.

He launched off the edge of the city, carrying Rylie with him.

The edge of the torn street slid under them. It disappeared.

Then there was no ground under their feet. Nothing but a falling district of the ethereal city engulfed in white flame, clouds, and empty sky below.

And, just like the temple, Rylie plummeted.

















Eighteen




The sky was cracking open, Elise was caged, and all she could do was watch the fissure burn with angelfire.

She had ripped the curtains off of the bathroom’s glass wall again. Clouds blocked the sunlight, and she was strong enough from feeding on James that the glow of angelfire barely stung now.

The gash in the sky somehow seemed even more perverse than the fissure to Hell. It wasn’t surprising or strange for Dis to break through to Earth. Demons were creatures of chaos. They were always pushing their boundaries and trying to fuck up innocent life. Angels were, conversely, creatures of order, and the presence of such disorder meant that they had completely lost control.

Worst of all, it meant that the angels were losing the fight.

There was motion on the mountain outside the bathroom window. Elise’s attention focused on the squat figures climbing down the rocky, treeless slopes that were so harsh as to look like an alien world.

Those weren’t native wildlife. They didn’t move like goats or any other herd animal. They almost…swarmed. Like insects.

As they drew nearer, the gray light brightened their leathery flesh and glinted off bulging eyeballs.

Fiends.

They loped toward her, leaning on their knuckles, hurling their bodies down the jagged rocks. Even at this distance, she could pick out the individual brands on their arms. She had personally branded a few of them with her X mark on the base of their skulls. These were Neuma’s fiends.

The demons gathered in front of the window and squeezed against the glass, as if they could will their molecules to slide through the solid surface. Neuma had been commanding their fear of Elise away by forbidding them from cowering when she glanced at them, ordering them to love and respect her. Now they wanted to cling to Elise.

She frowned at the clustering fiends, considering what they might be able to do for her.

James’s spells had been cast to contain her. He hadn’t expected an exterior assault on such a remote mountain peak.

Maybe the spells weren’t as strong on the other side.

Elise pressed her palm to the glass, condensation haloing her fingers. “Let me out.”

A fiend pulled back a few feet. Launched off the ground. Rammed its shoulder into the glass.

Bang.

The entire window frame shuddered. James’s magic flared, jamming pinpricks of pain into her forehead.

A second and third jumped at the same time.

Bang.

Elise stepped away from the glass and crackling wards, anticipation rising as the light of the angelfire grew. The fissure was still growing. The burning gray light haloed Neuma’s fiends in an unearthly glow.

They jumped faster, harder, slamming their elbows and foreheads and shoulders into the glass.

James’s spells strained, already weakened by Elise’s earlier attack.

They were about to break.

She needed to prepare to leave. She turned to look for a pair of pants—and almost tripped over a long piece of carved obsidian.

It was a sword. It had a single cutting edge and a curved blade, the flat of which was imprinted with religious runes: crucifixes and pentagrams, a Star of David, an ankh. The crossguard hooked over the knuckles, allowing the wielder to punch enemies with the hilt without breaking her hand.

The sight of the sword filled Elise with an icy chill.

The falchion had been a gift from her father, Isaac, on her seventh birthday. She had carved those symbols herself as a teenager. She had been holding it when ichor consumed the steel and turned it to demon stone. She had used it to kill Seth Wilder as the earth split open underneath them.

She had also been the one to fling the falchion into the deepest pits of Hell and watch it burn.

Elise dropped to her knees, hands hovering over the blade. She didn’t dare touch it.

It had found her.

She had abandoned it, burned it, and somehow it had found her.

A wind breezed over her fingers and the sword, ruffling her hair. Elise could almost hear voices in it. Words of admonition, promises of vengeance, reassurance that she would soon need that falchion again.

She wouldn’t touch that sword. She wouldn’t take it.

Glass cracked. She turned to see it spider web and explode around a fiend’s fist, showering crystalline shards over the bathroom tile.

The fiends’ toenails scrabbled against the floor as they ran to her, slipping on glass, touching her with stubby-fingered hands. Elise barely felt any of it. She was frozen over the falchion, trapped between the knowledge that it hadn’t been there seconds before and the sheer impossibility of its existence.

Demon fingers stroked her hair, thighs, and shoulders. They snorted her scent and pressed their cheeks to her even as their eyes rolled with fear. Neuma may have commanded them to act like they loved her, but that didn’t change their natural reaction to the immensity of her demon power. It just made their mouths foam, their fingers shake.

Elise backed away from the sword. Her pants were on the edge of the tub. She watched the falchion as she pulled them on.

It didn’t move. It was only a sword, after all.

Now that the fiends had broken through James’s cage, his spells were shattered, spilling into the air with a gush of cerulean light. Many of the runes were useless now. Some remained intact.

Elise stepped out of the bathroom wall to stand in the whipping wind beyond. From outside she could see even more of the ethereal bone surrounding the house, and all of the spells that James had plastered to it. She could strip some of those away and take them with her. She could steal James’s strongest magic.

She wasn’t hungry now, but the memory of the pain hadn’t faded. Using those runes would kill her, or worse—make her kill innocents to save herself. But magic was her only advantage against demons like Belphegor and any angels that might attack her.

After a moment’s hesitation, Elise held out her hands.

“Come here,” she said.

Spells slithered off of the building and climbed up her arms. The faint ache of hunger immediately set in again as the glowing magic shifted from blue to red, settling against her flesh, hiding underneath her clothing.

Elise drank down James’s spells until her body was shaking.

One last time. This would be the final time she dared to cast magic.

The fiends were still clustered around the falchion inside, sniffing its blade and studying it like a piece of fine art. That sword would give her an advantage too, but it wasn’t worth it. Nothing was worth the cost of wielding that blade.

She addressed the fiends in the infernal tongue. It came to her as easily as English now. “Hold your breath. We need to move fast.”

They climbed out of the broken window to cluster around her, and she engulfed the fiends in her shadow.

Elise darted into the night.




When scary-ass demons like Atropos and Lachesis bailed, it could only mean bad things. Really bad things.

As in, “the entire hill suddenly rotating ten degrees” kinds of bad things.

Summer was still shaking off the shock of having been rammed face-first into the wall of fire when she realized that the demons had vanished, leaving her and Abel alone by Eve’s temple. The wall of fire was still growing. It looked like it was going to form a dome over the stylized branches of the temple, enclosing them in some kind of magical bubble.

Abel’s body rippled as he shifted into a human form. The first words he said once he had a mouth were, “What the fuck?”

Which was about when the hill tilted under them.

The initial jerk wasn’t bad, but Summer wasn’t expecting it. She stumbled into Abel. Knocked them both to the grass.

The entire hill lurched under them again, harder this time.

That led to the second words out of Abel’s mouth: “Get in the tree!”

Summer wanted to tell him that she didn’t think it would help. Somewhere in her growing hysteria, she had realized that they were falling out of Heaven and that it might be enough to pulverize even a werewolf and his shape-shifting daughter beyond the point of super healing. That was going to happen whether they were inside or outside or standing upside-down on their heads.

They were officially, completely screwed.

What was it you were supposed to do in the event of a tornado? Get in a bathtub, pull a mattress over your head? What were the odds that would work when falling out of Heaven?

Yeah, probably zero.

Abel all but tossed Summer through the hole in the trunk and followed her inside.

Everything that Summer had found beautiful about Shamain was present in the temple, too. The detailed designs of its walls, floors, and stairs had been crafted with particular attention and love. There was a clockwork heart suspended above her with seemingly no supports. Angels were consummate artists.

Unfortunately, that artistry was tilting under her feet, and Summer had to grab a curtain hanging from the wall to keep from falling on her ass.

“What are we doing here?” she asked, clutching the velvety material to her chest.

“Falling,” Abel said as he shoved a fistful of crystals back into the backpack he had been carrying. He scrambled around the tilting floor to gather up the other supplies as well, which were rolling from the lawn through the door as the ground pitched further. “Dying.”

“No, not here, I mean—here!” She swept her arms out at the surrounding temple.

“There was supposed to be a gate to Eden in here. James was going to open it and become God so we could resurrect Seth.”

Like it was such a normal thing to just…become God. How the heck was that supposed to work?

And resurrect Seth?

“You weren’t abducted, were you?” Summer asked.

Abel opened his mouth, probably to defend himself by saying something awful, like he always did.

The floor jerked hard enough that her hands slipped on the curtain. She reached for it and missed. Summer knocked into Abel, slamming both of them into the wall.

Her heart rose into her throat. Her head filled with a rushing sound, and she tasted vomit at the back of her throat.

The view outside the windows was changing. Getting brighter, even beyond the wall of angelfire.

They were in free fall.

Abel wasn’t trying to grab the last of the supplies anymore. He was leaning against the wall and he had a tight grip on Summer’s shoulders. “Sorry I was gonna miss your wedding,” Abel said. “And that I was such a dick about it. Nash is all right, I guess.”

Hysterical giggles welled from Summer’s chest. Abel was saying goodbye. He didn’t think that getting into Eve’s temple was likely to save them, either. “Thanks, Abel, but we’re not going to die.” Yeah, denying it out loud was definitely going to change their horrible, pancaked fate.

Thump.

The walls shuddered and Summer flinched. But they hadn’t hit something—something had hit them.

Summer looked up to see a pair of faces peering through the hole in the tree, framed by dangling curtains. She recognized both of those faces. Rylie’s expression was almost the exact same oh shit we’re going to die look that Summer was pretty sure she had, and James’s look of calm determination was definitely not helping.

The instant of relief Summer felt at the sight of Rylie was immediately shattered by the realization that Rylie was on the falling temple, too.

“Great,” Abel said. “Now we’re going to die as a family.”

James helped Rylie drop down and then followed.

“Don’t be melodramatic. Nobody is going to die today.” James pushed up his sleeves and twisted his arms around to look at the faded brown tattoos on them. “Now where is that spell…?”

Summer crouched over the next window and looked down. The angelfire was deteriorating as they fell. Wispy clouds rushed past them and then vanished. There was a farm beyond it. A really close farm.

“Do something, Faulkner!” Abel roared.

“I have a spell for this,” James said, calm even as he jerked off his gloves. “I can cushion the fall.”

But Summer’s feet were trying to come off the surface she was standing on. They were accelerating faster. The farm was growing.

Another thud shook the temple, and Summer thought for a second of blinding fear that they had struck.

Then she saw the giant, skeletal hand punch through the wall of the temple.

James shouted as he jumped away. His reaction was too slow. The fist was almost as wide as he was tall, and it slapped him against the opposite wall.

Summer grabbed Rylie and jerked her away from the second swipe of the skeleton hand. It was a stupid, pointless gesture—just like Nash trying to protect her from the collapse in Shamain had been pointless—but she had to do something. And as she wrapped her arms around her mom, she thought about how nice it felt to hug her now. Maybe that was why Nash had done what he did. Not because he thought it would save him, but because he’d wanted to die embracing someone he loved.

Bony fingers ripped away the wall of the temple, revealing a square white face with endlessly black eyes.

Fiery magic uncoiled from James’s hands. It lit his face from underneath with crackling white-blue light. But the attack had delayed him for too long—he had no time to cast a spell, whether to counter-attack or slow their fall.

The ground rose to meet the window and the demon crouched on the wall.

They struck, and there was darkness.




Elise raced over a world darkened by smoke and clouds in search of the central point of the tear. The damage to the sky was centralized over America. No surprises there.

She rematerialized in a field of corn underneath the worst of the tear. The stalks were yellow and shriveled. They sounded like bags of clattering bones when the growing wind beat at them.

The fiends clustered tightly around Elise’s legs, nails digging into her jeans, faces buried against her knees. The gray light of the torn sky was burning them, just as it burned her. Standing directly under the worst of it would drain whatever strength she had gotten from James before long.

She had to do something to fix it, and fast.

A dark shape was moving inside the gray. James had said that there was something wrong with Shamain, something far greater than a few closed doors, and now she realized what he had meant.

The city was falling out of the sky.

As it passed through the tear, its edges rippled like a mirage. It shifted through the dimensions slowly, but once the edge broke free of the fissure, it began to move faster. And what was worse, Elise could sense life on the crumbling section of city—not ethereal life, but mortal life. Werewolf life.

“Fuck me,” Elise said.

She couldn’t leap into the sky and grab them. The top of the district was surrounded by protective angelfire even as it fell. She might be able to find a way in, given the time to explore, but she didn’t have that time.

The rest of Shamain was pushing against the fissure, as though it might soon follow that district onto Earth. The piece that had already broken away was accelerating. It grew in her vision, turning from a dot that she could cover with her thumb into something almost as big as her fist.

It was going to strike the cornfield that she was standing in.

Elise didn’t have time to save the fiends. She would be lucky if she could save the werewolves.

There was only one thing she could do.

“Run,” Elise told the fiends with all the weight of her will, urging them to flee, hoping they wouldn’t be stupid enough to run deeper into the corn.

Then she faced the city and spread her arms wide as if to embrace it.

She let her body dissolve into mist—not an intangible, invisible shadow, but a form between nothingness and her corporeal form. The same kind of smothering darkness that she had used to kill all of the brutes assaulting Northgate.

McIntyre had tried to measure her natural size once and hadn’t found its limit. Much like water, Elise’s mist easily changed shapes to suit whatever vessel she was in, whether it be a hole in the ground or a bedroom or the trunk of Anthony’s car. In open air, her maximum volume was impressive. She could fill entire streets.

But the plummeting fragment of Shamain was much, much larger than a single street.

She stretched herself to her utmost limits, extending her shadow over the cornfield, toward the farmhouse, past the foothills. Elise was everywhere. She could see the beetles crawling through the stalks of dried corn. A snake in the grass. A farmer’s rotting skeleton behind his house. Expanding that far thinned her, left patches.

Elise tried to make herself denser. She made herself immense.

And then the city struck.

















Nineteen




Abel regained consciousness hanging upside down. Blood thundered in his ears. He groaned and tried to grab his throbbing skull, but his arms wouldn’t move.

What the hell had happened to him?

His entire body was shaking with the healing fever. The amount of sweat drenching his hair suggested that he had been badly hurt. Very badly.

He twisted, trying to see his body. All he could make out was a blank white plane. It was textured like rock, and it was crushing his chest.

It was also moving.

Abel looked up, focusing through the dizzying blur to see brass cogs underneath him—the clock in Eve’s temple. It was closer to the ground than he was. He had to be at least three or four stories up with nothing between him and falling but the clamp around his body.

Then the clock swung out of view as he was lifted over a railing and placed onto one of the highest walkways in Eve’s temple. The stone grip released him. Abel sagged on floor—solid, safe floor—and looked up to see a massive hand pulling away.

Belphegor had been holding him.

Except that when Belphegor had first shown up in Heaven, he had been the size of a normal man. Now he was tall enough to stand in the foyer of Eve’s temple and touch the uppermost floors.

Abel trembled as he got to his feet. His muscles were still cramping, his skin rippling. He was bloodied but whole now.

They had somehow survived falling out of Heaven.

Belphegor’s giant hand swept overhead again, momentarily shadowing where Abel stood. The demon set down Rylie and Summer simultaneously, and then he ducked down one more time. Abel caught Rylie when she stumbled.

“You okay?” he asked.

She hugged him tightly. “No. Yes. I don’t know. Summer?”

“Yes,” Summer said. “Kinda.”

Then Belphegor dropped James on top of them. The witch didn’t have werewolf super-healing. He was bloodied and bruised and barely conscious.

“There,” Belphegor said, prodding James in the back with a finger like they were toys to be rearranged. He seemed satisfied to have them all collected together.

Summer helped James stand, pulling his arm over her shoulder. “You okay?” she whispered.

“We survived?” James asked, dazed.

“Momentarily,” Belphegor said. And then he was suddenly standing in front of them on the balcony, once more human-sized, his slim black suit covered in dust that smelled like graveyards. He brushed off his shoulders. He had the backpack of spell supplies in the crook of one arm, as casually as though he were carrying groceries. “Where is the fissure to Eden, witch?”

James gingerly pulled away from Summer, stepping up to look Belphegor in the eye. “There is no fissure here.”

“You must be lying, though you don’t register any of the physical signs of it. I have information that tells me there is a way to Eden in this temple. That is the sole reason I invaded. Also, you have brought supplies that would allow you to cast a spell using the blood of Adam, which suggests that you’re attempting to access Eden, too.”

James hesitated a second too long. Belphegor backhanded him. The witch slammed into the wall and left a smear of blood where his head struck the mural.

The wall cracked.

“Ah,” Belphegor said.

He kicked James aside and studied the damaged wall. The break in the mural paralleled the left side of a beautiful woman’s face, severing a detailed painting of a tree.

Belphegor slammed his fist into the crack and shoved.

A door that Abel hadn’t noticed opened with a groan, revealing a short passage on the other side.

“Get in,” Belphegor said. It almost sounded like a request.

When James didn’t immediately stand, the demon seized him by the collar, jerked him to his feet, and tossed him bodily down the passage.

Belphegor reached for Rylie to throw her inside as well, but she sidestepped his hand. “Don’t touch me,” she said. Abel was proud of how fierce she sounded, disgust curling her upper lip. Rylie stayed out of his reach as she followed James inside.

The demon walked behind them all, herding them into the silent depths of Eve’s temple.

Abel caught Rylie’s hand. She squeezed it tightly then stretched up to whisper in his ear. “If we all attacked at the same time…”

It was a seriously tempting thought. They had three werewolves and an angel-witch-thing. Belphegor might have been a demon, but there was just one of him.

Abel glanced over his shoulder. The demon was watching them.

“Wait,” he said. Shifting shapes would take precious seconds—seconds in which Belphegor could squeeze them into jelly.

The hall slanted under their feet, sloping upward toward the end of one of the temple’s branches. The room on the other end of the passage was a large octagon. It had broken during the fall from Heaven; a chunk of roof had fallen onto the floor, baring a gray sky beyond that was beginning to snow.

A statue of a woman stood in the center of the room. She wasn’t anyone Abel recognized. Of course, all marble statues looked pretty much the same to him.

“Eve,” James breathed.

Belphegor dropped the bag of magical supplies next to him. “I see,” he mused. “This isn’t a fissure at all. This is Eve’s private passage to Eden, is it not?” Apparently the question was rhetorical. He didn’t wait for a response before continuing. “Metaraon must have locked it so that only he could access it. Which is why you are here, witch. It all makes sense.”

“Good thing it does to you,” Summer muttered.

The demon didn’t look at her.

“Cast the spell,” Belphegor commanded.

James wiped his hand over his lip, smearing the blood trickling out of his right nostril. “What spell?”

“Don’t insult me. The spell that will allow us into Eden.”

“This isn’t a door,” James said. “This is just one of Metaraon’s many locks. What you’re asking—it won’t help you with whatever you’re trying to do.”

Black fog was gathering behind Belphegor where he stood in the doorway making his pale flesh look unusually vibrant, like bones floating atop a tar pit. “Metaraon did always enjoy his games,” Belphegor said, “and now he’s dead for it. That angel was not as clever as he believed himself to be, nor was he as powerful as I am. Open this gate. I will rip open all of Metaraon’s locks and we’ll enter Eden together.”

Adrenaline surged in Abel. They could open Eden now—not after visiting four more gates, but now.

But they’d have to do it for a demon from Hell, who was very likely to kill them all as soon as the spell was finished.

Abel and James’s eyes met. James’s gaze flicked to Belphegor, back to Abel, and then to the demon again. He was trying to communicate something.

“The fog,” James mouthed silently.

Abel frowned. What about the fog? Belphegor was a demon. Shadow followed those guys everywhere.

He didn’t get a chance to figure out what James was trying to say. Patience gone, Belphegor seized Summer’s arm. “I don’t have to kill anyone to coerce you, witch,” he said. “I can simply skin this one.”

“Like fuck you can,” Summer said. “Eat kneecap, douchebag!”

She kneed him savagely in the crotch. Hard enough that Abel flinched. Even in human form, a werewolf was strong enough to turn testicles to Jell-O.

But Belphegor just stared at her.

Her moment of spirit defused instantly as her jaw dropped. “Crap,” she said.

“Yes,” Belphegor said, as if to himself, “I’ll skin this one.” There was a knife in his free hand now, carved from white bone with gold accents. Abel hadn’t seen him draw it.

The blade flashed through the air.

He never reached Summer.

Her arm was wrenched from his grip as Belphegor slammed into the ground flat on his face.

Summer leaped back with a shout, hands flying to her mouth. Rylie grabbed her. There wasn’t any point in trying to protect Summer now—Belphegor had hit the floor hard and couldn’t seem to get up again. The black mist now filled the doorway.

He glared up at them with shock and fury, as if he thought that one of them had somehow attacked him without his noticing. But they were all standing beyond arm’s reach. None of them had touched Belphegor.

A pair of hands had coalesced from the gathering mist and wrapped around Belphegor’s ankles.

The fog, Abel realized.

Belphegor was jerked back six feet in one hard pull. His roar of fury shook the walls of the temple, fingertips carving deep furrows into the stone as he tried to hold himself in place. He failed.

He vanished into the darkness.

For a stunned second, everyone stared at the place that Belphegor had been standing. The fog whipped away and carried Belphegor’s shouts with it. His cries echoed as he was pulled into the main body of the temple, past the clock, and then outside.

Abel got his senses back first. He whirled on James.

“Cast that fucking spell,” he said. “Now.”




Belphegor finally broke free of Elise’s grip on the lawn of Eve’s temple. She was disappointed he hadn’t lasted a little longer. She had been planning to drop him from cruising altitude to see if terminal velocity would be enough to kill him.

Elise coalesced into her corporeal form. The cobblestone under her feet had been completely pulverized. An old tree had fallen across the road nearby. It seemed to have exploded when it hit, sending emerald leaves scattering over the ground. Blossoms still fluttered through the air with the smoke.

She had caught the district and set it down as gently as possible, which wasn’t gentle at all. The streets were wrecked.

“You,” Belphegor said, stumbling free of her mist.

“Me,” she said.

Elise phased across the space between them. She rematerialized at his three o’clock.

She swung a punch at him and he moved to catch it. She accelerated, adjusted the trajectory, sent it flying past him in a feint that made him sidestep.

Her opposite elbow was waiting for him when he moved. It sank into his gut.

Belphegor doubled over. She slammed the bridge of her forehead into his nose, but she might as well have rammed her face into an iron bar for all that it did to him. Pain swarmed through her skull, shooting white-hot electricity down her spine.

He twisted her arm behind her back hard enough that, if she had still been human, her elbow would have broken. He held her tightly, but not painfully. “I have no interest in fighting you, Godslayer.”

“Too bad,” she said.

She threw her head backward to try to head-butt him again. But he released her before they could connect.

James’s magic built inside. Its power cascaded through her veins. Elise could feel him drawing off of her kopis energy, the combined power of the binding, and knew that he was opening the gate inside.

Belphegor sensed it, too. He drew back, darted for the door of the temple.

Elise flung out a hand.

“Stop,” she said, and she activated the warding runes clustered on her shoulder.

Fire flushed her skin. Hunger made her stomach cramp.

Belphegor struck an invisible wall and couldn’t enter the temple.

He whirled on her, annoyance twisting his features. “They can’t get to Eden,” Belphegor said. “Not without me.”

She tackled him to the ground. He didn’t even flinch as she rained blows across his face, snapping punches into his cheekbones, his jaw, his throat.

He shoved her off of him like she was no more than a kitten.

“An amusing distraction,” he said, “but I have an appointment with the Origin.”

“It’s canceled,” Elise said.

Without even getting up, she forced the remaining runes up her body and into her hands. It felt like sinking into magma. Elise’s vision blurred as the ethereal runes coursed over her.

James had only surrounded her cage in wards and other passive magic, but it was still agony for her to hold so much ethereal power. And she knew that stuffing Belphegor full of that passive magic could only hurt him, too.

She gripped his torn shirt in both hands and shoved the runes into him.

The blaze of magic was like a fireball between them, brightening Belphegor’s features and leeching the color from his clothes. He seized her wrists.

He pushed against the runes, straining them to their limits.

Elise tried to pull away too late. He grabbed her arms and held her stationary.

Her energy began to drain rapidly as the spells battered uselessly against Belphegor. The hunger came over her as a pounding headache, a racing heart, clammy flesh. All of her muscles trembled. And still he clung to her, glaring at her, making the passive spells overload.

His power was immense. So much bigger than hers.

The runes were draining both of them, but the depth of Elise’s power was a tall glass of water in comparison to the vastness of Belphegor’s ocean.

Elise had ridden high on the knowledge that the father of all demons had given her his power. She had believed she was the strongest demon, untouchable by her enemies, only equaled by James and his damn spells—spells that she had begun figuring out how to conquer, without realizing that they were conquering her.

She had killed God. Other demons worshiped her. She was the darkness.

She was nothing compared to Belphegor.

“You’ve made a serious mistake, Godslayer,” he said, his voice so calm through the crashing hurricane of energy that was pushing Elise toward oblivion. “I was a warlock longer than the demon that changed you ever existed. If you want to pit your stolen magic directly against me, you will always fail. Always.”

The pain faded as Elise’s flesh did. She teetered on the brink of the abyss.

And then the runes ran out.

Everything went dark. She collapsed to the ground at Belphegor’s feet, a boneless mass of barely corporeal flesh.

Elise knew she was hungry, but she could barely feel it. She could barely manage to keep herself from sinking into nothingness.

He wiped his hands off on his slacks calmly.

Belphegor turned to face the temple—which was when the spell that James had been casting inside stopped dead. There was no great explosion of energy, no sense of Eden. It simply cut off. And as soon as it did, Belphegor stopped walking.

“Oh,” he said. When he faced her again, he almost looked disappointed. “Well. In that case, we’ll need to discuss what comes next as soon as possible. Accessing Eden will require a different plan of attack. I’m willing to convene on your terms at the Palace for the conversation.”

His tone was all wrong—not the aggressive taunt of an enemy that had just defeated her. He almost sounded…friendly.

Elise struggled to put herself together enough to sit up. When she failed at that, she settled for giving herself the ability to speak. “Discuss what? Where?” Her voice was thready.

Belphegor repeated himself patiently. “Eden. At the Palace. You may select the time. I will be there, alone, and you may have all the guards you need to feel safe for the conversation. You can bring the entire army with you if that’s what you desire.”

Was that meant to be a threat? “I’m not going to let you inside the wards. You can’t have the Palace back.”

“I don’t want it,” he said. “I want you there, ruling over Hell, where you belong.”

“Why did you leave the army outside my walls if you don’t want Dis?”

“You fail to recognize a gift,” Belphegor said. “The army is yours. You’ll need them when you lay siege to Heaven.”

Elise wrapped her arms around herself, squeezing tightly to remind herself that she was still there. Her ribs felt spongy. Her skin was slick with rot. “What the fuck did I just miss? When did you decide you’re my ally?”

The tilt of his lips was deeply unsettling. It almost looked like he was smiling. “You’ve bested me twice before. Weak as you are, Godslayer, you are the only one suitable to be with me at the end of all things—you and I and the third, all of us in Eden together.”

“I don’t want to get to Eden.”

“Yet,” he said.

He was completely insane.

Belphegor crouched beside her. “You’ll need more than my army soon. You’ll also need my guidance when you lay siege to Heaven, and you will have both.”

“I’m not at war with the angels,” Elise groaned. “I’m not on your side.”

“Yet,” Belphegor said again, and the surety with which he said it was enough to sicken her. “If Leliel ever awakens, ask her why she invited me into Shamain. Ask her about the deal she wanted to cut.”

He drew a knife. When the blade sliced through the air, she twitched. But he wasn’t aiming for her.

There was a wet slap as flesh hit the ground. His bone was suddenly exposed near the thumb, spraying blood over his wrist.

Belphegor had cut a piece of his thumb off.

“As you may have already realized, warlocks aren’t meant to cast ethereal magic,” he said. “You’re killing yourself every time you draw off a source of angel magic instead of what comes naturally to you—magic of an infernal source. The fact you haven’t already died is a testament to your potential strength.”

Another wet slap, another piece of skin on the ground inches from her nose. The edges of the skin he had cut off began to curl inward.

The smell slid toward her, seductively meaty.

“You’ll find no documents on warlock magic, nor will you find anyone else who can teach you to use it.” A final sliver of meat was severed from his wrist. Belphegor’s shoes turned. He began to walk away. “I have been relearning infernal magic, and I will happily share this knowledge with you, Godslayer. Tell me when you’re prepared to learn.”

By the time he spoke the last word, he was beyond her line of sight.

“Eat,” Belphegor said, his voice fading. “And soon we’ll talk about Eden.”

The shredded skin was already cooling. She wouldn’t eat it—not Belphegor’s flesh, especially not when it was willingly given. It was a gift with strings attached.

But when Elise tried to focus in the distance to see what had become of Belphegor, she couldn’t. She also couldn’t stand. She rolled onto her stomach and blades of grass scratched at her spongy cheek.

Something had just happened here that she didn’t understand. Something very wrong.

Belphegor didn’t want the Palace—he had never intended to keep Elise from taking it.

He didn’t want Shamain, either. He only wanted Eden.

Everything Elise had done since moving to take the Palace had been based on the idea that other demons wanted the Palace as a stepping-stone to take Shamain. That had probably been true with Abraxas and Aquiel, but not with Belphegor. She had been wrong about him. So horribly wrong.

It felt like Elise had been playing a game against shadowy enemies without knowing the rules. Instead, she hadn’t even been playing the right game.

Where did that leave her?

Where did that leave the entire damn world?

Her fingers fell on the nearest sliver of Belphegor’s skin.

She lifted her hand to her mouth and touched the skin to her lips. It numbed her mouth instantly, as if she was trying to kiss a glacier, but she slid the skin into her mouth anyway. The idea of chewing was too horrifying. She pushed it to the back of her throat, leaving a streak of numbness on her tongue and the roof of her mouth, and swallowed it down.

Elise devoured all of the pieces before she could think better of it.

She pushed onto all fours. Her body tried to reject the flesh the way it did any other foreign body. The pieces of Belphegor had entered her less violently than bullets did, but they were no less hostile to her existence. Her stomach heaved. Her eyes blurred.

Elise swallowed wetly, jaw clenched. She felt the tissue rise up her throat. She swallowed again.

The energy rippled through her slowly. It wasn’t as much of a surge as James’s blood had given her, but where the ice touched her body, from chest to fingertips, strength grew. Belphegor was a demon. Feeding from him would never be as satisfying as devouring a human. The immensity of his power made up for it.

He tasted like the ages of frigid darkness that had occupied the Earth before Adam and Lilith’s children spread across its face. Elise felt it all the way down to her stomach, as though she had swallowed a fistful of ice cubes. She traced her tongue over her lips, warming the chilly flesh.

Belphegor didn’t belong in the heat of Dis. He was something older and far worse than that.

Fresh energy lanced over her flesh. It wasn’t demonic—it was ethereal, and laced with magic.

James was casting another spell.

Elise stood. Drew the gun. And she walked into the tree.




Elise entered the temple as if in a dream. She hadn’t had time to look around when she had entered it earlier to grab Belphegor, but now she saw it. Really saw it.

This had been her home once, in a time long past. The floor under her feet had been decorated by hand. Adam had placed each and every stone in the mosaic Himself even though He could have easily wished it into existence.

She had told Him that she appreciated the effort, but that it was unnecessary for God to put so much work into one mosaic when He had an entire city to build.

“For you, I would make entire worlds,” Adam had said, gazing up at her from His hands and knees, a basket of gemstones by His knee. She still remembered the way that His voice had made her heart flip flop.

Not my heart, Elise thought. Eve’s heart.

It was getting harder to remember the difference.

The delineation didn’t become any clearer as she followed her memory into the branches of the tree. It looked almost exactly the way she remembered it. The hand-sewn curtains were draped over the walls where Leliel had wanted them, claiming that the proper placement would help conduct happy energies through the home. The gears of the clock that Nashriel and Samael had forged were still well oiled and appeared functional.

She followed the ghosts of her memories into the branches, walking the paths that Eve had taken thousands of times. Elise spiraled up the stairs, circling around the brass gears, and stepped off the landing near the top. That was where she had left the door to Eden.

And that was where she found the werewolves—and James.

Elise hung back in the doorway for a moment, taking in the sight of the altar assembled in front of the statue. James had made the spell to open the gate more portable than the last time Elise had seen it. He had woven the circle of power into a large rug and pre-arranged pieces of the altar so that they only needed to be snapped together like a puzzle. She was almost as impressed as she was annoyed.

The werewolves were backed against the walls. Abel on one side, Rylie and Summer on the other.

All alive. Unharmed.

Her relief was tempered by the sight of James kneeling in front of the altar. “It must be a problem with the spell,” he was saying. “The rug, maybe—it’s a new design—and if I have just a few minutes to pull some threads, then we could try—”

“Don’t move,” Elise said. She leveled the Beretta at the back of his head.

They all turned at the sound of her voice.

James reflexively grabbed his wrist, pressing a palm to the bite wound that still hadn’t healed. “Elise.”

“That’s the last one of those gates you open, James,” she said, sighting down her arm so that the muzzle was aimed at his forehead. “We’re not playing this game anymore.”

Rylie scrambled to her feet. There was dried blood on her knees and elbows, but no visible wounds. She pushed Elise’s wrists down so that the muzzle was aimed at the floor. “It didn’t open.”

Elise blinked. “What?”

“The door to Eden didn’t open,” Rylie said.

“I felt the magic. I know that he cast it.”

“Yeah, but it didn’t work. James did the spell, Abel gave his blood, and no doors opened.”

That must have been why Belphegor walked away. He had been hoping to enter Eden, but had left as soon as he realized that James’s spell had failed.

James swallowed hard. “That’s right. But I can still fix this. I can make it work the way it’s supposed to, I’m sure. The gate or the spell or… I don’t know, but something must have gotten changed after the fall. It must be reparable.”

Elise gazed at the statue of Eve. Its hands were clasped over its breasts, eyes closed, head tilted as though weeping. The statue was fine. It hadn’t been damaged.

She turned her attention to James’s spell. It was fine, too. She had spent more than enough time studying his magic recently to know it. The ritual space was complete, like a closed circuit, and there was no reason whatsoever that the door to Eden wasn’t open at that very moment.

“This could save Seth,” Abel said. “Let him fix it.”

Elise turned on the safety, gently pried her hands free of Rylie’s, and holstered the gun. “It doesn’t matter if I let him do anything. The problem isn’t with the spell. The problem is Abel.”

James stood. “What?”

“The falchion. Give it to me.”

He didn’t move to draw it. Elise jerked it out of the sheath herself. It was the mundane steel twin to the obsidian falchion she had left behind in the bathroom. “What are you doing?” James asked.

In two strides, Elise crossed the gate room to Abel and slashed the falchion across his chest.

He jerked back with a shout, even though the cut had been shallow and he healed almost instantly. She didn’t press the attack. She lifted the sword and licked the flat side of the blade, lapping up the drops of blood that had sprayed.

Seth’s blood had tasted unmistakably ancient. She had been able to taste Adam in him, and Elise had found it beyond energizing to the point of euphoria.

Abel tasted like nothing but werewolf. She tasted fur and fang and musk without even a hint of Adam. “His blood is mundane,” Elise said, ignoring the looks of revulsion she had earned from the others.

James swayed on his feet like a tree in a hard wind. “So that means that Summer…”

The shapeshifter girl was already moving. She bit the side of her hand hard enough to break the skin and squeezed it over the circle.

Two drops hit the altar.

And nothing happened.

















Twenty




Rylie found Abel standing in the wreckage of Shamain’s temple district looking lost. It had been so long since he moved that his shoulders and hair were dusted with snow.

She gestured for Summer to hang back, approaching him alone.

He wasn’t looking at the city itself. His gaze was on the cornfields beyond the sagging ethereal buildings, and he didn’t even seem to see those. He was as rigid as any of the marble statues decorating the broken streets.

Rylie didn’t know what to say to him. She stood behind him with her hands outstretched, wishing she could touch him, but reluctant to break his reverie.

Abel spoke before she did.

“We’ve got company.”

He pointed, and she followed his finger to the sky. There was a helicopter coming in fast despite the brutal winds. Even at that distance, Rylie could tell that it was painted black. A spotlight swept over the ground, tracking paths into the ruined district.

Before they could hide, the helicopter was on top of them with a brilliant blast of light. Rylie shielded her eyes with her hand and squinted up at it.

A rope dropped from the helicopter and someone that smelled familiar slid down.

Summer brushed past Rylie and Abel.

“Abram!”

He landed in front of them looking wind-blown and exhausted, wrapped up in several layers of black jackets with headphones hanging around his neck. Summer clung to him immediately, smothering him in a hug.

Abram usually managed to smile for Summer, but not this time.

“Come on,” he said, holding the rope out. “We gotta get up there before the wind’s too bad to leave.”

“What the fuck is this?” Abel asked. “Are you fucking around with the Union, Abram?”

His anger didn’t touch Abram. “This isn’t the Union. It’s the Apple. I can’t explain now—there’s no time. But the rest of Shamain is going to fall, and we have to get out of the range of the city within thirty minutes if we don’t want to die. I came to save you.”

Rylie stared up at the sky. He was right. The gash to Heaven was still growing.

Thirty minutes, he said. She recalled the vastness of Shamain and thought it would take a lot longer than thirty minutes to escape being crushed. Even a werewolf couldn’t run that fast. The helicopter would be their only salvation.

Still, she turned back to the temple. She had left Elise and James staring each other down in there. She didn’t care if James got flattened, but she couldn’t leave Elise.

“I have to warn them,” Rylie said.

But Abram caught her and dragged her back toward the helicopter. “You want to get out of here now,” he said. “Trust me.”

Another rope dropped out of the helicopter, and two more people slid down.

When Rylie recognized Stephanie Whyte as one of them, wearing a Union flak jacket like it was couture, her jaw dropped open. “Stephanie?”

“I told you there was too much to explain now,” Abram said.

Stephanie hefted a sledgehammer to her shoulder and gave Rylie a thin smile.

“Save yourselves,” she said. “I’ll be happy to warn Elise.”




Sitting beside his failed spell, James looked so very alone and tired. If he were smart, he would have been running or making portals or whatever magic it was that allowed him to jump across the Earth. He would have been several states away by now. Maybe even hiding in the cage that he had built for Elise.

But he didn’t seem to care. All the energy had gone out of him.

Elise stood just beyond arm’s reach. She folded her arms over her chest. Waited for him to acknowledge her.

When he finally spoke, he was quiet, unemotional.

“Adam’s lineage came through one of Eleanor’s husbands—Seth’s father,” James said. “It was in the journals. I assumed that Seth and Abel had the same father. I never realized…” He trailed off, rubbing a hand over the stubble on his jaw as he stared past the altar, bloodied but inoperative, to Eve’s heartbroken face. “I sacrificed everything for this.”

He had sacrificed everything? Elise could think of a lot of other people that had sacrificed far more than James had as a consequence of his actions. Their lives. Their sanity.

She drummed her fingers on her upper arm. “What have you lost, exactly? You never needed to find Nathaniel. If he wanted to leave Eden, he would.”

James looked at her, and she saw it in his eyes. He had wagered everything on becoming God and erasing the destruction he wrought on the path to power. Now he had nothing. Certainly not Elise’s sympathies. Even Eve was silent within her.

Still, Elise sighed, set down the falchion, and slid his glasses off of his face. She folded the arms and tucked them in his shirt pocket.

He enveloped her in his arms without standing, embracing her around her midsection, and pressed his forehead against her stomach. Elise didn’t immediately pull away. She ran her fingers through his hair, tracing the streaks of gray from his temples to the back of his head.

“Why did you leave me the falchion?” Elise asked. “How did you even get it?”

He didn’t look up at her when he responded. “You gave it to me years ago in Oymyakon.”

“Not that one. The obsidian sword.”

“What are you talking about?”

Elise’s hand went still. He hadn’t somehow retrieved the sword and left it for her in the bathroom of the cage.

“We could still go somewhere together,” James said quietly, fingers tightening on her back, seemingly unaware of her tension. “Not Hell, but…somewhere.”

It seemed like a mockery to agree to quit now, when it wasn’t really quitting at all. He had lost. He had failed. And he hadn’t wanted to leave with Elise until he had lost everything he was working for.

“That’s not how this works, James.”

He gazed up at her with empty, bruise-rimmed eyes. “No,” he said hollowly, “I suppose it’s not.”

Movement shuffled by the entrance to the room. Elise turned, expecting to find that the werewolves had returned.

Instead Stephanie Whyte stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, a single strawberry-blond eyebrow arched in disdain as she studied the wreckage. “Well,” she said, “it seems I missed the party.”

The spotlights hit Elise a half-second later.




Elise’s scream shook James free of his haze in an instant.

He shot to his feet and stepped in front of her, trying to shelter her from the spotlights blazing through the doorway. But the lights were handheld, and two people had them. Stephanie and her partner stepped into the room and spread out to hit Elise from both sides.

James squinted through the eye-watering brightness of it all. Stephanie’s companion wore Union black, but he had a sledgehammer in his free hand rather than one of the Union’s usual machine guns. He could only assume that this man was operating as a member of the Apple, too.

“What in all of the seven Hells do you think you’re doing, Stephanie?” James demanded, grabbing the falchion off of the floor. Elise was doubled over behind him, arm over her eyes.

“Send her back now,” Stephanie said, sidestepping to keep Elise in her line of fire as James tried to move between them. “We won’t be able to hold her for long.”

“Back where?”

She looked impatient. “The cage, of course.”

Everything fell into place. Elise had reported being attacked by basandere. Stephanie had sent them after her to drive her toward Boulder—toward the trap that he had placed for her. Sophie and Isabelle had known that James was preparing a cage. They had told the Apple all about it.

Betrayal from all sides. Worst of all was the fact that they must have thought they were helping him.

“Step away from her, James,” Stephanie said.

He hesitated, arms still spread wide to try to shelter Elise. She clutched the back of his shirt in one hand.

Stephanie was right. Given a few minutes to work, he could draw another portal and send Elise back to her cage. James could contain Elise once more.

If he had been given the opportunity a few days earlier, he would have seized on it. It was a safe place for her to be. It protected Elise and everyone that she might hurt.

But he didn’t move.

“What are you doing here?” James asked Stephanie.

“We’ll have time to chat about that later, James, but not right now. We have to act quickly, lest the remainder of Shamain falls through the fissure and rips the world asunder.” Stephanie sounded so matter-of-fact about it. “If you don’t remove Elise, we will.”

Remove her. Like she was some inconvenient insect.

Elise lowered her arm enough that she could glare at Stephanie. “You asked for my help in Northgate. I saved you. I thought we were on good terms.”

Stephanie’s glare was anything but friendly. “That was before I knew that you killed Adam.”

Elise couldn’t seem to respond. She was sinking to her knees, skin flaking away. Maybe only a few moments from disappearing entirely.

James could get her away from the lights if he put her in the cage.

But what was the point now? He would never get to the Origin. He would never be able to heal her of this infernal power that had consumed her life.

He had already hurt Elise enough.

James turned to face her, holding her by the shoulders to steady her, making sure that he brushed her bare skin. “Remember what you did to Leander?”

Anger sparked in her eyes. “You put me back in that cage, James, and I’m going to—”

“That’s not what I mean,” he said. “You don’t need to touch anyone to do that again.”

Feed yourself, James urged silently, hoping that their contact would be enough to allow her to hear him through the warding rings. Make yourself strong enough to break free.

She must have understood. Her expression suddenly went smooth.

“I couldn’t protect you from it,” she said.

He swallowed hard. “I know.”

“Cast the spell, James,” Stephanie said. She was holding a Taser in her free hand now. The threat was obvious: If he didn’t do something now, she would shoot Elise.

“This is going to hurt,” Elise told James, ignoring the others.

Fear swelled in the room.

It began slowly, rising like high tide to claw at James’s legs, squeezing his lungs tight.

Stephanie realized quickly what was happening. Worse, she knew that it was coming from Elise.

She lifted the Taser.

Elise clenched her fists. Shut her eyes. And fear punched through everyone in the room all at once.

Icicles jammed into his heart, making it skip a beat. He sucked in a shuddering breath, but it didn’t help—it felt like the air was leaving the room.

He was nearest to Elise, the epicenter of the creeping black nightmares that swept out of her. He was the first to hit the ground, clutching at his heart, gasping for oxygen that he suddenly couldn’t find.

Every one of James’s fears crashed over him at the same time.

Running through the garden, hunting white-furred beasts with flaming spears.

Nathaniel, winged and alone in the garden so many years later.

The moment that James had gotten the phone call telling him Elise was dead.

The moment that he had realized she had come back as a demon.

A thousand fights, near-deaths, and so much destruction. Fifteen years of it. Every awful thing he had ever endured since the moment that he found Elise in the Russian wilderness and permanently entangled their lives.

Elise was at the center of it all. He could feel her consuming it all, devouring his fears, drinking from Stephanie and the other man, drawing all of that energy into herself.

It was suddenly darker. James saw the handheld spotlights on the floor. The glass was shattered, the cables frayed.

“No,” Stephanie whispered. Her hands were empty and her eyes were focused on the ceiling, as if she saw something that wasn’t there. She didn’t seem to realize she had released her defenses.

Elise straightened. She smiled, and it was a deeply unpleasant expression.

James remembered how she had devoured several Union units in Russia once with barely a thought—filling the clearing with her form and sucking them into herself. It had taken only a moment. If she did that again, there would be nothing that James could do to stop her.

Elise was advancing on Stephanie and her companion. They were backed into a corner.

James’s vision blurred.

He was in the garden. In Hell. In Limbo.

He was alone.

His vision cleared and he realized that Elise had drawn her gun and had pinned Stephanie against the wall with its muzzle against her forehead even as the doctor hyperventilated, sweat pouring down her face. Elise was glowing with new strength. The fear was feeding into her, making her pale flesh shine and her black hair swirl as if she were submerged in water.

She looked like a nightmare.

“Get the sword, James,” she said. Her voice came from everywhere and nowhere.

His hand closed around the hilt even as his sluggish heart beat more slowly.

“Watch the kopis,” Elise said.

She wanted him to cover Stephanie’s companion. James wasn’t sure he could move.

He stood slowly, struggling against the weight of his memories.

Somehow, he managed to stand over the man, aim the sword at his throat.

And then the fear was gone.

Elise had boxed up her demon powers just as quickly as she released them. James hadn’t been sure she would be capable of stopping, but she had. She was even stronger than he had given her credit for.

He drew in a breath that was a thousand times easier than it had been moments before. The Union man moved to escape and James pressed the point of the falchion into his throat. “I have him,” he said, and he was shocked that it came out coherent.

“Good,” Elise said, turning on Stephanie. She jammed the gun harder into the doctor’s forehead. “Give me one good reason not to kill you.”

Stephanie set her shoulders, hands balling into fists at her sides. “That doesn’t matter now. Let my husband get what we came for and leave. Spare him, at least.”

“Husband?” James asked.

“Name’s Yasir,” said the man currently at the end of the falchion. “Former Union commander. Stephanie’s kopis and spouse. Nice to meet you.” His voice was incredibly dry. At another time, James would have found that kind of humor appealing. Now it just rankled. Yasir obviously hadn’t been adequately traumatized by Elise’s momentary feeding—probably because he and Stephanie had bonded to each other. They were partially immune to demon attacks.

“That’s another thing you would have known if you had answered the phone, James,” Stephanie added, strangely calm with a gun in her face. Tears streaked her cheeks, but she wasn’t crying anymore. “Or checked your mailbox for the wedding invitation. Or read any of my emails. Anything but doggedly avoiding me, really.”

He had no reason to be jealous of Stephanie after all these years. He thought he might have even been happy for her in another situation. But this was a man from the Apple, for fuck’s sake.

“You married someone from the cult that held you captive,” James said. “How very Stockholm of you.”

“And Sophie told me that you’re fucking the kopis you always told me was ‘just a friend,’” Stephanie said blandly. “We’ve both been busy, haven’t we?” She turned back to Elise without waiting for James’s reaction. “If you don’t let me get the root before Shamain falls, we’re all in trouble. Maybe you don’t care about saving the world anymore—”

“What root?” Elise interrupted.

Stephanie pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and unfolded it. “‘The eternal entrance to Eden is in Shamain, wrapped in Eve’s embrace, and in the center of Eve’s fruit rests a root from the Tree of Life.’ Hardly poetry, but I expect that the original vo-ani rhymes somewhat better. I wouldn’t know. I can’t read it.”

Elise jerked the paper out of Stephanie’s hand without lowering the gun. She skimmed it quickly, recognition brightening her eyes. “This was ripped from one of Vassago’s books,” she said. James gave her a questioning look. “He was a record-keeper for the Palace of Dis. He’s dead. Who gave this to you, Stephanie?”

“My sources are anonymous,” she said.

“I could shoot you.”

“It would only prove you’re exactly who I think you are.”

“Big words from you,” Elise said. “It’s your fault that Shamain is falling.”

“That was a terrible accident. We were only opening a path to Shamain. We had no way to know that demons had attacked internally at the same time and tore its moorings loose.”

A clap of thunder shook the room. A wind blew harder outside, and Eve’s temple swayed.

Elise backed away from Stephanie, keeping the Beretta aimed.

“In the center of Eve’s fruit,” she muttered, eyes sweeping the room.

She kicked James’s ritual rug away. The ground underneath was smooth.

Elise punched an arm through the floor.

Her hand emerged from the rubble holding a small wooden cube with gold accents. A jewelry box.

Yasir took a step forward at the sight of it, and James pressed the sharp edge of the blade into his throat. A line of blood lifted where the metal touched him.

“Give that to me,” Stephanie said. “Please.”

Elise ignored her and opened the box. There was only a single sliver of wood inside, almost the exact same color as her skin. Small as it was, James could sense its potential power. It took his mind back to the vast garden, the river Mnemosyne, and the taste of juicy red apples.

It was a piece of the Tree of Life.

“We need that to heal the fissure to Hell,” Stephanie said, softly pleading. “It’s the world’s best hope.”

James and Elise’s eyes met. “It can heal a fissure,” he repeated softly.

“Shamain,” Elise said.

He nodded.

She gazed at him for a long moment, as if weighing her options. James caught flickers of her thoughts. She was thinking about revenge against him, revenge against Stephanie and Yasir, blood in her mouth and his body against hers. Confused thoughts. Miserable thoughts.

“Hurry,” he said.

Elise tucked the box under her arm. “I don’t care what you do to them, James,” she said, “but whatever you do, make sure they don’t fuck with me again.” Her thoughts followed silently an instant later. And the same goes for you.

She meant that to be a goodbye.

James didn’t get a chance to reply before she vanished.




Elise soared through the night and entered Shamain for the first time. The sight of the arched white buildings and swaying trees should have been unfamiliar to her, but they stirred Eve’s deepest memories in the same way that entering the temple had. Images of a city under construction flashed through her—foundations, stones and mortar, glossy white cages of bone.

The memories faded before she could figure out why the sight of the city pierced her with deep sadness.

The edge of Shamain bulged through the fissure. It was slipping. The streets were tilting as it fell. There were only minutes before the rest of Shamain met the same fate as Eve’s temple.

It wasn’t difficult to find the origin of the damage at the center of the city, where all of the canals converged. It was dark in the streets surrounding the memorial of Adam and Eve, so much darker than Heaven had any right to be, and Elise knew that it was where Shamain needed healing most desperately.

Elise climbed down the stairs toward the collapsed cavern underneath the statues. Water drizzled on her shoulders, plastering her hair to her neck.

The bottommost steps were submerged. Elise waded into the flooded cavern with the jewelry box lifted to keep it dry. She sank in the water until it was waist-deep.

She could feel the broken fissures inside the cavern. If she only looked out of the corner of her eye, she could almost see where the fabric of the universes had torn, leaving Shamain vulnerable. The most striking thing was the silence. It shouldn’t have been quiet in that space underneath the city’s streets. Elise wasn’t sure how she knew it, but the quiet filled her with sadness.

Surrounded by Shamain’s waters, Elise couldn’t help but reconsider what she was about to do. She only had one sliver of the Tree. Maybe Stephanie was right—maybe the best thing to do with it would be to heal Hell.

But how would Elise free the slaves still locked in Dis if she couldn’t get them up the bridge to Earth?

This was the only thing she could do. The right thing.

Even if it meant saving a city that filled Eve with sadness.

A breeze stirred, carrying the scent of apples to her. Elise turned to see angels folding back their wings to set down on the stairs above her. Three of them, in fact: Michael, Yemiel, and Uriel, the third of which was heavily bandaged and pale. They were all armed. They were ready to fight her.

Elise drew the Beretta. The idea of fighting the angels was sickening. Not because Elise didn’t have the stomach for killing, but because she remembered, very faintly, all three of these men being born into Eve’s arms.

“What are you doing here?” Michael asked, hand on the pommel of his saber.

“I’m saving the city,” Elise said. “I recovered part of the Tree of Life. It can heal Shamain before it falls.”

Michael’s gaze sharpened. “The Tree? How?”

“It was in my temple all along.” She caught herself. Rephrased it. “Eve’s temple.”

Her slip hadn’t gone unnoticed. The angels exchanged looks.

“Step aside,” Yemiel said.

“Not until I’m done.”

“Haven’t you bitches done enough damage?” Uriel asked. “It was your damned sisters that did this to us in the first place!”

“They’re not my sisters,” Elise said. And Belphegor wasn’t her ally. She wasn’t enemies with the angels. They weren’t waging war. If she kept telling herself that, it would have to be true.

Elise crouched slowly, keeping her gun aimed, and submerged the jewelry box in the water. The latch fell open.

The splinter glowed. Tendrils of light blossomed from its core and flooded the shadowy pit with a warm gray glow. Every stone it touched lit up.

A swarm of silvery fireflies swirled out of the collapse and lifted toward the sky, cartwheeling above the trees, taking position where the stars had been. A rising note lifted with them. It sounded like a distant choir, a cello played with light fingers, a song that Elise had once known by heart yet had somehow forgotten.

She shut her eyes and let the silent music cascade through her.

The splinter from the Tree had worked. The world was healing. But the trio of angels didn’t look happy about it. Uriel glared at her, leaned on his brother’s shoulder. “It seems we owe you a debt of gratitude, Godslayer.”

Belphegor’s warnings oozed through her like mold dripping down the wall of a sewer. The claim that Elise was going to invade and seize Heaven for herself.

Her moment of warmth faded.

“You don’t owe me anything,” Elise said. It came out more harshly than she intended. “But I do want one more thing from you.”

“It seems we don’t have any option but to abide,” Michael said. “What do you want?”

“Point me to Leliel.”

















Twenty-One




The fissure began to heal rapidly, even as Elise soared through the brightening night. She could feel the walls between universes knitting. Once that closed, she would become trapped in a world of burning ethereal light with no easy way to return. She shouldn’t have risked even a few more minutes there.

But Belphegor had said Leliel had answers, and Elise wasn’t going anywhere until she had them.

The foothills of the city were darker than a moonless night on Earth. Elise filled the empty streets, stretching herself thin in search of Leliel and the property that Michael had said she was inhabiting. Elise found the angel in a manor at the center of vast gardens. The fountains were dry, the trees bore no fruit, and the windows were open.

Elise reformed on a balcony, pushed the curtains aside, and stepped into Leliel’s bedroom.

There were almost a dozen beds in the room now, each occupied by a different angel. Leliel was at the center. Nash was in the bed to her left, bleeding silvery-red blood onto the sheets.

Raphael was guarding the door. He drew his saber when he saw Elise.

“Godslayer,” he said with no hint of friendliness. He would be overcome by love for her soon—no angel could resist it—but now, he only showed hate. Nash wasn’t the only one to harbor feelings of loyalty toward Adam.

“I’m just here for answers,” Elise said. “I’ll be gone before you know it.”

“We have nothing for you,” he said. But his eyes were already softening.

Elise crouched on the chair beside Leliel’s bed and gazed down at her sleeping face. Raphael didn’t move to stop her.

Leliel was beautiful, even for an angel. Her features were classic. Her coloring was similar to Eve’s, olive skin and chestnut hair. Angels weren’t the only ones susceptible to unnatural affections. Elise’s chest warmed at the sight of her.

She stomped out Eve’s growing feelings of favoritism and reached two fingers toward Leliel’s forehead.

Cold metal touched Elise’s throat. “Leave now,” the angel said. He had slipped up behind her when she wasn’t looking and pressed his sword against her neck.

“Don’t make me hurt you, Raphael.”

She could see his knuckles tense in her periphery. He was surprised that she knew his name.

“Let her go,” said another voice. Nash had stirred in the bed beside Leliel. He winced as he sat up, hands pressed to his messily bandaged side.

“She’ll kill Leliel,” Raphael said.

Elise rolled her eyes. “It’s not in the plan.”

At a nod from Nash, Raphael withdrew. “My blessings,” he said, shooting Elise a nasty look before leaving the room.

Nash struggled out of bed, leaning his weight on Leliel’s bedpost. “Raphael told me what you did down there, the way that you caught Eve’s temple. My brethren were watching you.”

Elise cocked an eyebrow. “You want it back?”

“It’s too late for that,” Nash said. “In any case, it’s time that we all stopped dwelling in the past.” His fingers brushed the back of Leliel’s hand. “She won’t be a part of the city’s restoration. We can’t trust her now.”

“I need to know why she let Belphegor into Shamain.”

Nash sank to the bed beside Leliel. Standing was too hard for him, even now. “She wanted to strike a bargain with him.” He hesitated before continuing reluctantly. “She was going to offer to take the Palace of Dis from you and surrender it to Belphegor in return for a truce.”

Annoying as that would have been, it wasn’t the kind of thing that would inspire Elise to retaliate in kind. She might have killed the angels, but it wouldn’t drive her and an army into Shamain. “Was that all? She was just going to team up against me?”

“It was all I saw when I looked into her mind.”

“Look again.”

A frown carved Nash’s face into severe furrows. “What does it matter? She’ll go to trial if she awakens and be permanently restrained. She won’t cause you trouble—I won’t allow it.”

She didn’t want to tell Nash what Belphegor had told her. For all Nash’s talk of a better future, he was among those that had destroyed her nursery and slaughtered her unborn children. Entangled with a mostly harmless werewolf pack or not, Elise had no doubt he would take action if he thought she were a possible threat to Heaven.

So she said, “Please.”

Elise had noticed that one word had an impressive effect on others, coming from her. Nobody seemed to expect it. And it worked on Nash now.

He settled a hand on Leliel’s forehead and let his eyes fall shut.

For several long seconds, he was silent.

Then Nash’s eyes opened.

“Nothing,” he said. “That’s all she had planned.”

So Belphegor was crazy. Not prescient. Or he had been fucking with Elise and was laughing about it now while he planned his next move.

She stood. “Thanks, Nashriel.” After a beat, she changed it to, “Nash.”

He inclined his head in acceptance.

The fissure was almost closed all the way. She had only minutes to return to Earth. She took a final, critical look at Nash and his wounds. “You want a ride down to the sanctuary?”

“I’ll recover more quickly here. Thank you.”

Fine with Elise. She stepped onto the balcony and slid back onto Earth—but not before she caught Nash staring at Leliel hard with the look of a heartbroken man, taking one of her hands into his.

She heard him speak once before disappearing.

“I’m so sorry, Leliel,” he said.

It would be weeks before she understood why Nash was apologizing.




Neuma was sleeping when Elise arrived at the Palace of Dis. Elise had forgotten how frequently humans needed to sleep until she found herself with a new, half-human roommate. Anthony and McIntyre had usually slept during the day while Elise was unavailable, so she hadn’t seen it. But Neuma slept for approximately eight hours for each week that passed on Earth, letting the days slide past her as if they were meaningless.

Today she was in Elise’s bed, as she so often was. Her face, slack in sleep, with all her makeup washed off, looked incredibly young. Ace slept at her feet and wagged his tail once when Elise approached.

Elise stood at the end of the bed, watching Neuma sleep with envy. She had never enjoyed sleeping, even when she had been capable of doing it, so she hadn’t regretted losing the ability. It hadn’t occurred to her that her constant wakefulness might have been a choice rather than a need. Now that she had slept again in James’s cage, she suddenly missed it.

Dreams flashed over Neuma’s mind. Elise could glimpse them in star-bright bursts. It always surprised her to see that Neuma almost never dreamt of sex or brothels or flowing alcohol—the only activities that Elise had ever associated with her half-succubus friend.

Neuma dreamt of riding horses around a ranch while being paced by her brother in a Willys. She dreamt of target shooting. She dreamt of velvety desert sunsets and pleasant, abstract nonsense.

She wasn’t tortured by her longer-than-normal life or her sinful hungers. Neuma rested well and woke up to handle another day of eternity without complaint.

It didn’t seem fair that she should be so…normal.

Elise pulled off her shirt, set the Beretta 9mm on the trunk at the foot of the bed. She slithered out of her jeans and kicked off her boots as she rounded the bed. The mattress sank under her weight as she climbed on.

She slipped under the silky sheets and slid across the mattress until her head was on the same pillow as Neuma’s. The half-succubus’s hair smelled faintly of flowers and tequila. Elise wiggled her feet underneath Ace, where the sheets were warmest.

Neuma barely stirred from her sleep. She wasn’t surprised that Elise was back. She probably hadn’t even realized that Elise had gone missing at all.

“Hungry?” Neuma mumbled.

Elise was hungry, but her hunger wasn’t overpowering at the moment. The ache inside of her was much deeper and much more painful than a simple physical need. So she said, “Go back to sleep.”

Neuma’s eyes opened to slits. She smiled faintly. Without all the lip liner and gloss, her peachy-pale lips were only a shade darker than the rest of her skin.

“Rough day, doll?”

Elise tucked her head against Neuma’s shoulder and thought of Shamain on Earth, Belphegor in Eden, and James looking exhausted and lonely in the wreckage of Heaven.

“You have no idea,” Elise whispered.

Neuma didn’t demand answers. She threw a leg over Elise’s, planted a kiss on her forehead, and fell asleep again. Her breathing was soon deep and even once more.

For the first time in a long time, Elise allowed her eyes to fall shut and Hell to drift away from her, taking time and space with it. She lost herself in the soft rhythm of Neuma’s half-human heart, their fingers locked together, legs crossing at the ankles.

For a few hours, Elise slept.




The day after Christmas dawned gray and dreary in the sanctuary. The pack had been preparing for the holiday for weeks by tracking down decorations that didn’t require power: garland and tinsel, fake trees and ornaments. Summer had planned to stage a big event that spanned Christmas Eve and the following morning, too. The werewolves and Scions deserved one day where they didn’t have to feel like they were living in a dying world.

But the Apple’s invasion had blown their Christmas plans, and everyone was in town to clean up the crap that the cult had left behind in Northgate. Everyone but Summer. She put on a warm jacket and gloves, waited for the sanctuary to clear out, and then went outside to finish decorating the communal area for the holiday.

She was surprised to find that Rylie had beaten her to it. Her mother was on top of a ladder hanging garlands around the edges of an awning.

“That looks good,” Summer said.

Rylie shot a smile at her. “Thanks, but I’m just finishing it up. Most of the work wasn’t mine.”

It was only then that Summer realized Rylie wasn’t alone. Abel sat at one of the picnic tables under the awning, scowling at colorful paper and holding a pair of scissors as if he had never seen them before. Mangled paper had been discarded on the ground behind him.

Summer hid a smile behind her hand. He was trying to cut out snowflakes, and he looked pissed about it.

“Ho ho ho,” she said, grabbing a second pair of scissors and sitting on the edge of the table. “Nice Christmas cheer you’ve got there, pops.” She poked him in the scarred cheek with a finger. He didn’t smile.

Rylie cleared her throat, as if prompting him to respond. His scowl deepened.

“I’m…angry,” he said, words stilted.

Wow. So they were talking about feelings. Considering that this was the guy who preferred to spend all of his time in the forest as a wolf rather than publicly acknowledge Seth’s death, those two words were monumental.

Summer grabbed a sheet of paper, folded it in quarters, and started cutting. “Why are you angry?”

“You know what the shit that happened at the gate means,” Abel said. It sounded like it took all his strength to say it. “Me and Seth aren’t full brothers. Maybe half-brothers. I almost wrecked the pack over him, and he’s not even…” Instead of finishing the sentence, he cut savagely into a sheet of red paper.

Summer felt like her heart was splitting in half. “You were brothers, and you’ll always be family. You were trying to do the right thing. Nobody is going to blame you for trying to do something heroic.” Well, nobody but Abram, but he’d get over it.

Abel still didn’t look at her. “I fucked up.”

He sounded so damn serious that she just couldn’t resist messing with him. She poked him in the cheek again. “We all fuck up,” Summer said. “It’s okay to be angry. We still love you.”

“Yeah. Love you, too,” Abel said, face flushed dark as he fought to unjam the scissors. He had tried to cut too many pages at once.

Summer looked up to see that Rylie was watching, eyes glistening, cheeks pink. Apparently they’d had a talk about what Abel was going to have to do to make up for scaring the pack with his disappearance, and Rylie had settled on the very worst punishment possible for Abel: emotional honesty. Summer was tickled. Abel had never said that he loved her before. She had assumed that it was true anyway, but it was nice hearing it come out of his mouth.

She leaned over and kissed the top of his head. He’d been tortured enough. “I’ll finish the snowflakes.”

He dropped the scissors and gave her a grateful look. “Thanks.”

“Don’t think this gets you out of decorating,” Rylie said as he stalked toward her.

Abel hooked an arm around her waist, jerked her off of the ladder, and tossed her over his shoulder. “Done decorating. Done talking, too.”

“Hey!”

She beat her fist against his back, but it was a halfhearted effort. He hauled her away and disappeared into the swirling snow. Summer shouted after them, hands cupped around her mouth. “Sure, just leave me here to slave away on my own! It’s not like I need help or anything!”

They didn’t reply. Summer didn’t care. A stupid smile had glued itself to her face.

The garland that Rylie had been trying to hang was still dangling off the edge of the awning. Summer blew into her fingers to limber them, then climbed up to finish the job.

That was where Nash found her.

He arrived on foot rather than flying, emerging from the haze as a dark silhouette draped in a knee-length jacket and scarf. He limped when he walked and the left side of his face was a massive bruise.

“Nash,” she gasped, jumping back off of the ladder to grab him. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be healing in—you know, up there?” She pointed at the sky. They couldn’t see it in this weather, but the fissure was almost entirely gone, aside from a sliver of gray like a crack in a mirror.

“I’d rather finish healing here with you.” He glanced around the mess of decorations. “You’re aware that Christmas was yesterday?”

She shrugged. “We rescheduled it. It’s not like the rest of the country’s celebrating anyway. Might as well, right?” Summer gave him a mischievous smile. “If you’re feeling well enough to be back on Earth, then maybe you’re feeling well enough to help me finish?”

“Shouldn’t your family be helping you?” Nash asked.

“Abram went for a walk. Said he needed to clear his head. And Rylie and Abel…” Summer just grinned. “Anyway, I’ve got plenty of time to get everything decorated. Northgate’s a mess, so people won’t be back for a while. I could use another pair of hands, though.”

Normally, this would have been when Nash found an excuse to avoid decorating. But he only took the decorations from her silently and scaled the ladder. It looked like lifting his arms to each rung hurt. He winced.

Summer frowned at him. “Are you okay? Aside from the obvious.”

“Shamain’s position has been secured. The fissure is slowly healing. My brethren are, for the most part, safe and whole. Why wouldn’t I be well?”

“You’re being cooperative. You don’t cooperate.”

She only meant to tease him gently, but Nash draped the garlands over the top of the ladder and pressed his forehead to the top rung. “I’ve done something terrible, Summer.”

“What?”

“I took Leliel to a human hospital.” He said it like he was confessing murder.

Her brow furrowed. “You told me that there are no angel healers left, right? So isn’t it a good thing to take her to the doctor?”

He pinned up the edge of the garland and slid down the ladder. “She’s in poor condition—much worse than I am. There’s no guarantee that she ever would have woken up in Heaven, but she definitely won’t recover without exposure to Shamain’s light.” Nash took Summer’s hand, giving her an intense look. “Leliel will never wake up on Earth.”

Summer let that sink in. The news made numbness spread through her chest to the tips of her fingers. She didn’t know what to feel—she wasn’t sure if she should feel anything.

Nash was a good person. The things he had done in the past didn’t change who he was now. And even though Leliel was his ex-wife, a woman who had plotted against him and imprisoned him in the Haven, he never would have hurt her without reason. She believed that. She really did.

“Okay,” Summer said. “Why?”

He looked surprised by the mildness of her reaction. “I looked into her mind at Elise’s request, and I found something…awful. I didn’t tell Elise. I had to conceal the truth to protect us all from her wrath. And that also means that I couldn’t allow Leliel to awaken and tell anyone else.”

“If it’s that dangerous, then why are you telling me?” Summer asked gently.

“I won’t expect you to marry a killer.”

“I’m just going to say this once,” she said. “We’re in this together. All the way through until the end. Whatever you do, I know you’ve done because it’s right, and I will stand with you.” She kissed his chin. “And she’s not dead, is she?”

“It’s little better,” Nash said.

“She deserves it.”

“How do you know?”

“Because if she didn’t, you wouldn’t have done it.”

He pressed his cheek to the top of her head. Their hands were joined so tightly that his knuckles were white. “She does,” he said softly. “By God, does she deserve it. And if Elise finds out—when she finds out—we will all pay for it.”
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