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About Sins of Eden

There have always been three gods. Always.

Until Elise Kavanagh murdered them.

A demon named Belphegor has entered the Origin and become a new god, triggering genesis: the death and rebirth of the entire universe. He wants Elise to join him in Eden for the end of all things, but only once she’s watched everyone she cares about die painfully under his heel.

With nothing but a dwindling army of werewolves, Elise must enter Eden, slaughter Belphegor, and stop the genesis. But Belphegor’s smarter than Adam ever was, and far crueler. He’s spent lifetimes preparing for this.

He will have his world of Hellfire. He will have victory. And he will have Elise’s life…

















One




It had been an eternity since Nathaniel Faulkner hadn’t been alone.

Sometimes the trees in the garden spoke to him. They had seen many things in the eons that they had shaded fertile soil from sky and they were happy to tell him about it all. The whispering of the branches told colorful stories wilder than anything he ever could have imagined on his own.

They said that there was a time when the garden had been filled with laughter and light. It had begun with just three people, and they had been happy with one another’s company.

The first to arrive had been Lilith. She had been a serpent slithering through the rotting leaves with little interest in the trees, they told Nathaniel with no small amount of disapproval, but her presence had been beneficial. She’d been hungry, always hungry. She ate the rats, pests, and parasites that risked the garden’s health. She ate the fruit that had gone foul. She devoured all things dead and left the living untouched. Her hunger had been good for them, but the garden had found her frightening.

The second had been Eve—their favorite. She had flown among their branches like the birds, filling the air with song. She nurtured the trees from saplings. Her fingertips had urged their roots to dig deeper in the earth, clutching at the world to hold it in a single piece, and that had been good.

And then there had been Adam.

The trees didn’t like to talk about Adam.

“Why?” Nathaniel asked once.

The answers had been varied and reluctant. One said that He had burned them centuries earlier, and they had never forgotten the pain of it. Another tree had said what happened to Eve was His fault, though it wouldn’t elaborate on what had happened to her. A third just said that Nathaniel would be happier not knowing anything about Adam at all.

But the trees liked having Nathaniel’s company. He shared more in common with Eve than Adam, they said. He had brought a sapling with him, and the garden was thrilled to welcome the new life.

These conversations did little for Nathaniel’s state of mind. The garden couldn’t embrace him with human arms, nor could it listen to his stories; it only told him its own.

It hadn’t always been like that.

Nathaniel remembered that he used to live in a place where the sun had shined for many hours a day. He remembered beaches, sand, the smell of seaweed in the ocean.

He remembered a woman with blond hair and a thin smile, a woman who had probably been beautiful when she was young but became exhausted and fearful with age. He knew that they had some kind of relationship. He couldn’t remember now. It had been too long.

Yet Nathaniel was certain that he hadn’t always been alone. He knew he hadn’t always lived in twilight underneath trees a thousand times taller than him, with moss-draped branches and bone-white roots.

But he wasn’t all that certain where or who he used to be.

To be frank, it had been so long that Nathaniel wasn’t even certain that he hadn’t been hallucinating his conversations with the trees all along.

“Am I really here?” he asked the garden once. “Who am I?”

He’d gotten no response to that.

Sometimes, Nathaniel walked and walked, and when his legs grew tired, he unfurled his wings and flew. He searched for an edge to the garden and found none within the two or three days that he could travel. It was endless, monotonous forest carpeted with ferns and fed by crystalline streams of water bubbling over rocks.

He usually didn’t try to walk. He waited with his sapling as it grew, until one day it became a Tree. A very special Tree.

The only apple tree left in the garden, in fact.

One day, he returned from a walk to find that the Tree had changed. Its roots no longer encompassed a glassy stream; it cupped a still pond of glowing light. The pond was so bright that he couldn’t see the bottom, though he thought that the water had to be fairly shallow.

Nathaniel didn’t think that the Tree had grown around that pond. He thought the pond might have come to his Tree.

Its light blanched the roots and lapped at the shore with the whisper of a thousand voices. Strange as its appearance had been, Nathaniel was happy to see its light, if only because it was a break from all the gloom within the garden.

The trees told him not to go into the water. They said it would ruin him.

Yet Nathaniel still went swimming in the pond. Later, he couldn’t remember why he’d decided to do that. It had seemed important at the time.

When he had come out, he hadn’t quite been the same. That swim in the pond was, he suspected, when he had started forgetting everything. He knew it had changed him. He’d emerged, dripping, from the shimmering white waters of eternity, his skin and feathers glowing with a new light.

He was stronger than ever before, yet his mind grew weak. The Tree towered above him as tall as the others in the garden.

Nathaniel thought it used to be a sapling. He thought that was a sign that a lot of time had passed since he’d entered the garden.

He just wasn’t sure. He didn’t know much of anything. Not anymore.

Which was why it was such a shock when he heard a knocking at his door.

“I don’t even have a door,” Nathaniel said to nobody in particular.

Yet when he turned around, there was indeed a door waiting for him on the other side of the Tree. It looked like an ordinary door. It had four panels carved into the wood, the handle was a silver lever with a simple lock, and the frame was painted blue.

Someone knocked on the other side again.

It was a slow beat, slower than his heart. One, two, three knocks, and then a long pause.

“Someone wants in, don’t they?” he asked the garden.

He stepped around the door. It looked identical on the other side. There was no wall to support it, but a few inches of plain brown apartment carpeting had grown from the moss at its base. Now Nathaniel thought that he recognized the door. It had been in his bedroom at his mother’s house when he was a small child.

His mother. That was the blond woman he sometimes remembered. Hannah Pritchard, a woman who had danced ballet until single motherhood forced her to surrender it. She’d worked sixty hours a week as a legal assistant to make ends meet and pay for daycare.

She’d been a witch, too, like Nathaniel had been at the time, but much weaker than him.

Nathaniel remembered that now. He actually remembered.

It was thanks to the knocking. He was sure of it.

And he began to grow excited.

Another series of knocks. One, two, three, just as slow and deliberate as before.

“Who’s there?” He raised his voice as though trying to be heard through a wall, even though there shouldn’t have been anything but door separating him from his visitor.

Be careful, the trees warned him. Look.

“Okay,” Nathaniel said, “I’ll look first.”

There was a peephole in the door now. That wasn’t a feature that his bedroom door had possessed, but its existence didn’t bother him.

He pressed his eye to the hole.

There was a woman on the other side.

Her head hung low so that black hair veiled her face. Nathaniel could make out the slope of pale shoulders, an hourglass body hugged by leather pants laced from ankle to hips, and a pair of combat boots. Compared to everything clean and pure in the garden, she looked dark, dangerous, tainted.

She also looked familiar. The sight of her made Nathaniel both excited and angry.

Be careful, the trees warned again.

The woman lifted her fist. She knocked another three times. Gloves covered her from knuckle to elbow, leaving her fingers exposed.

“Oh,” he said. “Elise.” The name came to his lips easily as though he had said it a hundred times before.

That was who knocked: Elise Kavanagh.

Now that he recognized her, he remembered her. He remembered when he had been nothing but a human boy and she had taken him into Hell with her. He remembered when he had gone into Araboth to save her from Adam. He remembered her forced half-smiles, the way she had ruffled his hair, the way she had consumed all light and yet glowed with something special from the inside.

He remembered that she had abandoned him to loneliness.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” Nathaniel said to the door. He hoped she could hear him.

Be careful. The warning came more urgently now.

The woman on the other side of the peephole didn’t look up. She just knocked again three more times.

Nathaniel unlocked the door. It gave a very solid, very satisfying click.

His relief was tempered by anger, the desire to make her answer for what had happened to him. Elise owed him answers. She owed him for endless years of solitude.

He pushed down on the handle. The door swung open.

The entire garden screamed in dismay. No, no, no!

The door blew open the rest of the way, and it was dark on the other side—so very dark.

It wasn’t Elise Kavanagh who stepped through.

The man who entered first was tall, with waxen flesh stretched tightly over his skeleton. He wore a black jacket buttoned all the way up his throat, covering his neck to the jaw. His fingers were slender and long. His eyes were blacker than anything else in the garden.

His gaze fell on Nathaniel. “There you are,” he said. “I’ve arrived to become the second to your first. What’s your name, boy?”

Nathaniel’s mouth worked soundlessly. When he managed to speak, it was to say, “You’re not Elise.”

“She’ll be with us soon.”

The woman that Nathaniel had seen through the peephole entered, and he realized too late that it was only a demon who looked like Elise. She was accompanied by two other similar women, all radiating infernal energy that made the trees try to curl away from them, disgusted by the force of it all.

They were similar to Lilith, but their hunger benefited no one. They would devour everything and leave nothing behind.

“Go find the Origin, Lachesis,” the man ordered one of the women.

She drifted away. Nathaniel felt like he should stop her, even though he wasn’t sure what the Origin was or why it needed to be protected. The other two women continued to flank the man. They reminded Nathaniel of a king on a chessboard watched by twin bishops.

“Who are you?” Nathaniel asked.

The man stretched out a hand, as though offering a one-armed embrace. “My name is Belphegor,” he said, “and I will be your God.”

















Two




In a cold country gripped by ice, a pickup roared toward civilization.

Its thick treads chewed through the snow, propelling the truck at well over fifty miles per hour, but the pickup’s escorts—a group of wolves pacing it just beyond the tree line—had no trouble keeping up with the pace.

Elise could only occasionally glimpse them through the window. Even for something like her, werewolves were too stealthy to track unless they wanted to be tracked.

She didn’t care enough to attempt it. She could feel the pack outside and that was enough. They wouldn’t be leaving any time soon—not when she had the body of their dead Alpha in her possession. Rylie Gresham’s corpse, turned to stone by the obsidian falchion, was hidden underneath blankets on the far side of the pickup bed.

Elise was much more concerned with her living cargo.

James Faulkner still hadn’t woken up. Not when Elise carried him into the pickup, not when Anthony and Brianna began shouting about the changes in the sky over Oymyakon, not when they began their rough journey toward Harbin.

He was alive. His brain registered activity that Elise could easily see, if not understand. She thought he might have been dreaming. She wasn’t sure.

It had been a very long time since Elise had looked at James and had no idea what was going on in his head.

“It’s looking worse.” The voice came from the front of the pickup. Brianna was in the passenger’s seat, leaning forward so that she could look at the sky through the windshield.

“Don’t worry about it,” Anthony said tightly.

“How am I not supposed to worry about it? The whole sky is falling apart!”

“Just don’t look. Okay?”

Brianna might not have been able to follow Anthony’s advice, but Elise could all too easily.

She already knew that the angels had succeeded in ripping the universe asunder. She didn’t need to look outside to know that there was no longer any sky remaining.

Where the velvety blackness of night should have been, roiling void waited, flashing the occasional glimpse of distant buildings and trees. Sometimes those buildings were colorless gray, like something out of Heaven. Sometimes they were spires of obsidian. They peeked through the shifting clouds in breathless instants before fading again.

The walls between universes had been shattered, and Elise didn’t need to stare to be able to tell death was approaching.

James’s face, however, was far more interesting. He had changed in subtle but important ways.

His hair was completely white, unhidden by a glamor. The skin underneath his closed eyes was purpled from fatigue. Horizontal lines marked his forehead.

Every single one of his long years was imprinted on his flesh, and when she looked deeper within, his heart reflected a similar wearing. He looked like he was dying by the minute. Not now, possibly not even in the next thirty years, but James was mortal and he was going to die.

Elise had always expected to die before him.

“Whoa!”

Anthony’s shout from the driver’s seat was the only warning before the truck flipped.

Elise reacted the instant that she felt the floor buck underneath her. She released her skin and wrapped herself around James.

In a blink, they were outside.

She set him on the ground beside the road and watched as the truck rolled into a ditch.

It hadn’t been traveling quickly enough to roll onto its roof; it only tipped onto its side, sliding laterally until it stopped at the bottom of the hill. A hard thump after it stopped told her that Rylie’s body had shifted within the truck bed.

The fear radiating from the driver’s compartment indicated that Anthony and Brianna were fine, but it didn’t tell her why Anthony had wrecked the pickup.

Then she saw the young man standing in the middle of the road.

He was little more than a silhouette in the darkness, even with Elise’s keen night vision. There were no stars, no moon, no light from nearby cities—not this far into the wilderness. There was nothing to see.

Lightning flashed inside the billowing clouds, briefly highlighting the man on the road.

He was tall and leanly muscled, not yet grown into his adult frame. His dense brown curls had been cut an inch from his scalp. He wore a metal bracelet on one arm—an intake bracelet for a drug called lethe, Elise knew—and wore jeans, a black button-down shirt, sneakers much too flimsy for the Russian winter.

Benjamin Flynn. She had found him.

Or, to be more precise, he had found her.

She expanded her senses until she brushed against Benjamin’s mind. He crackled like a live electric wire. There was so much going on inside of his skull that it was completely unreadable to her. She couldn’t even tell if his intentions were friendly or hostile.

Considering that he had just made Anthony crash, Elise suspected Benjamin wasn’t entirely friendly.

She reached back to loosen the falchion in her sheath.

A wolf emerged from the trees, shapeshifting into human form. Most werewolves needed to wait for the Alpha to make the change, but not Summer Gresham. She was one of the few who had been born with the wolf spirit inside of her, and she switched between the two forms as easily as most people got dressed in the morning.

The young woman was naked when she finished changing. Her skin steamed from contact with the freezing air. “You okay?” Summer asked, helping Anthony and Brianna climb from the pickup. She hadn’t noticed the man in the road.

Benjamin bolted at the sound of her voice, veering to the left and vanishing into the trees.

Elise tore herself from the crashed pickup and flashed through the night.

For the past several weeks, she had been sick, incapable of feeding well enough to regain control of all of her powers. Now, she loosed herself into the night without hesitation. There wasn’t even a microgram of anathema powder remaining inside of her.

More than that, she felt like she had fed on an entire army of victims, with blood and sex and flesh and fear, and she was strong enough to take on a second army if she wanted to.

Elise saw everything as she expanded to fill the unnaturally dark night. She saw the werewolves closing in on the pickup, ripping the doors off to help Anthony and Brianna climb out. She saw the careful transfer of Rylie’s body to flat ground and Ariane Kavanagh emerging from a second vehicle behind them.

She saw the angel named Nashriel skimming the border between air and void in the sky above, wheeling in circles as he watched for enemies that might threaten the wolf pack.

Elise saw every inch of shadows under the canopy of the trees, between the grains of topsoil, deep within the layers of ice.

And she saw Benjamin Flynn running.

With a thought, she materialized in front of him, arms flung wide so that she formed a wall with her mortal body.

Benjamin skidded to a stop before striking her. Now that they were closer, she realized he wasn’t impervious to the cold after all. His whole body was trembling, his lips pale, his runny nose frozen. He didn’t cut the most imposing figure.

“What do you want with us?” Elise asked.

He looked confused. “What do I want? What does that even mean?”

She opened her mouth to reply, but wasn’t sure what to say. Something in his tone told her that he wouldn’t have understood.

Benjamin shoved her.

Elise let out a small cry of shock as she lost her grip on the trees and fell backwards.

She never hit the ground. She flashed into shadow inches before she contacted ice.

When she reappeared, she found herself standing in New Eden.

Elise’s jaw dropped. Her boots crunched on frozen ground as she turned. That ground belonged in Russia. The trees framing her view of the city were likewise the trees of the tundra, with their desperate branches grasping for any brush of sunlight they could get in the long winters.

Everything else surrounding her was ethereal. The frozen ground turned to white cobblestone a few feet to her left, and one of the angels’ newer buildings thrust toward the clouds, its upper floors of shimmering crystal hidden by storm clouds.

Smoke spiraled into the black sky. Some of the trees were burning.

Lightning flashed through the clouds over New Eden. For an instant, Elise glimpsed a familiar landscape high above her head: an icy road framed by forest and a pickup truck so far away that it looked to be half the size of her pinky nail.

Benjamin had pushed her into another dimension.

He was nowhere in sight now. When Elise searched for him with her other senses, ethereal power crashed over her, smothering her ability to sense anything else.

This wasn’t just a vision. She was really in New Eden.

Some part of her was perversely amused that she had stumbled back there after all it had taken to reach New Eden the first time. A much larger part of her was horrified by the implications.

What other worlds would be spilling onto Earth next?

She stormed deeper into New Eden, searching for Benjamin’s movement among the swaying branches. The wind was picking up. The city groaned and crumbled around her.

Another consciousness pushed against hers, powerful and brief.

Leliel.

The angels knew Elise had come back.

She raced down the twisting cobblestone road faster.

Benjamin was scurrying over a bridge when she found him, rubbing the circulation back into his arms. On the other side of the road, Elise could see Earth again—not the tundra that they had left behind, but somewhere with waving grass the color of sunshine.

The sky was blue over there. Benjamin was fleeing to a place where the sky hadn’t yet shattered, where it would be too bright for Elise to give chase.

She had to catch him while he was still in New Eden.

Rage erupted inside of her. She didn’t fight it. She embraced it, fed into it, and unleashed nightmarish fear in a wave.

“Stop!” Elise shouted, and he did.

Benjamin cried out as he fell, clutching his chest.

She sank the hooks of her power into him. Once caught, it was trivial to make his fear grow, paralyzing him as he struggled to breathe.

But what strange fears for Benjamin to have. Through the ropes of energy tying them together, she could see his nightmares played out like a movie: a blond woman drenched in her own blood, a towering Tree that Elise hadn’t seen intact for years, a dark garden that she had never visited at all.

She stopped at his side, but Benjamin didn’t see her. He writhed, clawing at his back, as if trying to rip away wings that weren’t there.

“Let me go!” he cried.

Elise eased her power away from him.

Color slowly returned to Benjamin’s cheeks as he panted on the ground. His palms were dirty with Earth soil where he had fallen. The knees of his jeans were ripped.

Elise could think of a thousand questions for him, starting with “How did you escape Dis?” and ending with “This is all your fault, isn’t it?” But she had no idea how long she could hold on to Benjamin, and only one of those questions mattered. “You told me that Marion was in New Eden,” Elise said. “She’s not here. I don’t think she’s ever been here.”

“I lied,” Benjamin gasped.

“But why?”

“Because I wanted you to go back here. I wanted you to punish the angels for what they’ve done. I think. I’m not sure.”

And she had taken the bait without thinking twice.

Anger burned in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t appreciate being manipulated, especially not when those manipulations had led to the walls between all of the universes falling apart.

“Why do you care what the angels have done? Did they take someone you care about? Is that why we’ve come back?”

“I don’t know anyone here. It’s just that they killed Nathaniel’s mother,” Benjamin said. “I hate angels. I hate all of them.”

The sound of Nathaniel’s name from Benjamin’s lips stunned her. He spoke with such heat.

Metaraon had indeed killed Nathaniel’s mother, a woman who James had once been engaged to marry, but that angel was dead now. Adam had ripped his head off.

It made no sense at all that Benjamin cared who had murdered Hannah Pritchard.

“Then where is Marion?” Elise asked.

“I took her somewhere safe, where nobody would be able to find her. Not even me. It was for her own good. She’s a mage, you know. Leliel would have taken her. Or James would have.” Hatred twisted Benjamin’s features. “You know what happens whenever James gets involved.”

Not long ago, she would have agreed with that sentiment. She wasn’t sure that she still didn’t.

Benjamin shouldn’t have known James at all.

“Have you seen him in your visions of the future?” Elise asked. Benjamin Flynn was a precognitive; he knew her with uncomfortable intimacy because he had seen her in previous visions. “James and Nathaniel—have you been having premonitions of them?”

“No. God, no,” Benjamin said. He gripped his head in both hands. “Yes. All the time.” He lunged for her. Elise took a quick step back, but he still managed to catch her shoulders, clinging to her desperately. Thunder rolled over New Eden, followed by the conflicting scents of rain and smoke. “I still see you, Elise. I know you. I never wanted to hurt you, but I hate you. How could you do this to me?”

His touch made her flesh roil. “I think the visions have damaged your mind. We need to isolate you from them again.”

“Like the Union did?” He laughed bitterly. “Their equipment failed. They thought they were cutting off premonitions, but they were trying to sever me from godhood. No matter what they do, I’ll become him again. Men are too weak to control me now.”

He was rambling. Insane.

“James can—” Elise cut herself off. No, James couldn’t do anything. He was never going to use magic to heal someone ever again. “I can do magic now, Benjamin.”

“I know. I know.”

“If anyone’s strong enough to repair you, it’s me,” Elise said. “Let’s figure this out. There’s still time to save you, and save the world.”

A laugh shivered through his body. A tear dripped down his cheek. “It’s too late. It’s much too late.”

“It’s not too late until we’re all dead.”

“How do you know that we aren’t?” Benjamin asked. “You’re going to destroy the world, Elise. How could you?”

Crack. The bridge behind them snapped in half. The pieces fell into the canal, washing downstream.

Elise pushed Benjamin away before they could fall in.

The ground grew hot under her feet, just a few feet from the wavering image of Earth. She could feel it through the thick soles of her boots.

The long grass caught fire.

“Watch out!” Benjamin dragged Elise under the shelter of another tree that wasn’t yet burning. Its low branches shielded them from the wind.

Elise watched in horror as the street collapsed in on itself, exposing a burning core of magma underneath. Red-hot fire flowed like an underground river.

That shouldn’t have been underneath Heaven.

“What’s going on?” Elise asked, clutching Benjamin’s shirt in a fist. “What have you done?”

“It’s Belphegor.” His eyes were suddenly clear, as if struck for the first time by sanity. “Yeah, Belphegor. That’s why I came looking for you. I almost forgot because of all the threads—because the messages are so unclear now, and I can’t… No.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “I have to warn you what he did before I forget again.”

“What? Belphegor?” It had been weeks since she’d heard anything from him. She was half-convinced that he had just wanted to sit back and enjoy watching Elise wage war for no good reason.

Benjamin’s voice dropped to an urgent whisper. “As soon as the walls fell, he joined me. I let him in. If he could find me, that means he’ll find her. He’ll find Marion. And—and now he’s gone into the Origin.”

Elise’s heart plummeted.

The Origin was the central point from which everything in the universe had spawned. It had also bestowed the powers of God upon Adam, who had once been an ordinary man.

Which meant that Belphegor now had those powers too.

A fresh plume of magma erupted from the ground behind Benjamin, so close that it seared Elise’s eyebrows. It smelled of sulfur. It smelled of home.

Because Belphegor was causing it. He had become God and was trying to make Heaven into Hell.

The molten fire flowed into the canal, drying the last of the water with a sizzle and streaking deeper into the city. When it brushed the roots of the trees dangling into the canal, they caught fire.

Before long, New Eden wasn’t going to exist at all.

The open hole between Heaven and Earth wavered harder. Elise couldn’t tell if it was closing or if the heat from the magma was just making it shimmer.

“Get to Earth, Benjamin,” Elise said, pulling free of his grip. “Get through there, find somewhere as safe as possible, and wait for me to find you. I will find you.”

“What are you going to do?” Benjamin asked.

“There are still humans in New Eden,” she said. “I’m not going to let them burn.”







Most of the bodies that Elise passed in New Eden had been killed by her hand just hours earlier, though she couldn’t recall slaughtering them.

Her memory was good enough that she could remember what she had eaten for lunch with Anthony at the Hard Rock Casino’s buffet last April—but she couldn’t remember this. Surrendering herself to Eve had done her a small favor. For once, her memory was blissfully fuzzy.

Elise could still tell which ones she had killed because their wounds oozed with ichor from the obsidian falchion.

She was surprised to see how many more had died in the time since. Several burned corpses were half-submerged in magma, and those definitely weren’t her work. A few hung from the lower branches of scorched trees, and some smoldered among the orchards. Elise lost count of the additional dead around two dozen.

The survivors still hadn’t abandoned New Eden. Angels whirled through the smoky sky, their wings lonely points of white light against the darkness of the void beyond, carrying water from the remaining canals to extinguish fires.

Elise spotted one accidentally crossing into another dimension. He swooped toward a tree, skimmed a wavering patch of air, and vanished.

She phased from one side of the city to the cemetery at its center. They would need a much bigger hill to fit memorials for all the angels killed in New Eden that day. Although considering the rate at which Belphegor’s fire approached the hill, the angels would soon be lucky to have any cemetery at all.

Elise strode toward the stairs at the center of the hill, sword drawn, eyes open for any sign that the angels were coming for her. It seemed that they were far too absorbed in their suicidal struggle to fight her.

There was another sinkhole between dimensions near the top of the spiral stairs. Elise hesitated above it, looking down into an endless puddle of blue-black fluid. It dribbled waterfalls onto the steps. That sinkhole might have led to one of Earth’s oceans. It also could have been opening into Phlegethon, or even Zebul—neither of which Elise wanted to visit.

The air hummed as she skirted around it and descended.

All of the mist that had clung to the cavern underneath the cemetery had dispersed, but the smoke from the fires above was climbing, not dropping. The air was still breathable. The mortals unconscious on the stone slabs were unaffected by the catastrophe above.

Hope stirred in Elise’s chest.

Maybe, just maybe, she was going to get to save these people.

But save them for what? An Earth that was falling apart?

She stepped off of the stairs into an inch of water and examined a man resting on the nearest slab. He was naked. Stone spikes were embedded directly into the veins at his wrists. His eyes danced under his eyelids.

The man’s dreams were so vivid that she could glimpse them through his brain signals: he imagined that he was running barefoot on a desert trail, chest heaving with pleasant exertion, a dog by his side.

Opening his eyes to Heaven on fire was going to be a hell of a wake-up call.

Elise moved to jerk his arms free of the stone spikes.

“Don’t do that.”

She lifted her sword as she turned to address the speaker. It was an angel wearing a filmy peach gown, her hair tumbling over her shoulders, blood smeared on her hands.

Leliel. Eve’s first and most beloved daughter.

Eve almost always had something to say about running into another angel, especially one as important as Leliel, but she was silent within Elise this time. Maybe James had healed Elise so damn well that the first angel was gone completely. She could only hope.

“Give it up,” Elise said. “Your city’s lost. Let these people go.”

“He’ll die if you tear him away from the support system like that,” Leliel said.

“Then how do I free them? Is there a master switch that will let everyone go?”

“They were never meant to be released. There’s no easy way to wake them.”

“But there is a way.”

Leliel gazed across the room, anguish twisting her beautiful features into a hideous mask. Magma was starting to drip down the wall of the cavern, making the angel glow crimson.

“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said. “We were only attempting to isolate ourselves, not shatter the universe. We worked on our machines and hybridized magic for years with Metaraon’s assistance—there’s no reason that it shouldn’t have worked.”

“Someone could have sabotaged it,” Elise said.

“But why? A shattered world benefits no one.”

No one except the demon trying to get into Eden. “Who else helped you with the severance?” Elise asked.

Leliel looked uncomfortable. “Infernal architects. Abraxas.”

“Belphegor.”

“Yes, Belphegor worked closely with Abraxas and Aquiel.”

But only Belphegor had wanted into Eden. The other demons had wanted to isolate the angels for selfish reasons—removing the only faction that might have been able to keep them from conquering Earth. Maybe they would have succeeded in their imperialism if Elise hadn’t intervened.

Belphegor’s sights had been set on something much larger the entire time.

“I’m going to fix this,” Elise said. The dripping magma was cooking bodies of the sleeping mortals nearest the walls. “How do I free these people, Leliel?”

Something in Elise’s expression must have convinced Leliel that there wasn’t any point in arguing anymore. “You have to wake them up gently. Only angels can do it.” She gave Elise an appraising look. “Is she still there? My mother?”

Elise turned her attention inward, searching for the spirit that had been riding her since she escaped imprisonment in the Tree.

There was a faint glimmer of the ethereal inside of her—very faint—but Eve was still silent.

“I don’t know,” Elise said.

Leliel actually looked heartbroken. “All right. Try this and see if it works.”

She rested her hand on the forehead of the man on the slab. Elise felt a small surge of power, and the man’s eyes opened. His expression remained blank as the stone spears began to withdraw from him. He woke slowly, the dream falling away from him.

Elise sheathed her swords and put her hand on the forehead of another victim. “Tell me what you did to wake him up.”

“If you still have Eve within you, she’ll know what to do.”

She felt nothing while touching the human except stirring hunger. Her dominant demon side had a thousand ideas for constructive activities to do with an unconscious mortal. Neuma had described how to mount someone while they slept, inject sexual nightmares into their mind, and feed off of the energy. Elise was pretty confident she could follow those instructions.

Eve had nothing for her.

Elise dropped her hand. “Guess I can’t do it.”

Magma oozed past the stairs, contacting the water dribbling from another dimension. Steam jetted toward the roof of the cavern with a hiss.

“I’ll summon the survivors to help me,” Leliel said. “We’ll return as many to Earth as possible.”

“Why should I believe you’ll do that? You dragged everyone here in the first place.”

“We can’t feed off of them. We also can’t stay in this city. We’ll have to take refuge on Earth.” And an Earth populated by as many humans as possible was the best way for angels to continue to feed.

Well, at least Leliel was being honest for once.

Elise stepped back before the stream of magma could contact the toe of her boots.

If this was New Eden, then what was happening on Earth?

“You don’t have much time.” She slipped back into the shadows under the stairs so that she could phase. “Make it fast.”

“As fast as possible,” Leliel said.

Elise paused before slipping into darkness. “Just because you regret the damage that’s happened here doesn’t mean you’re not culpable for it. We’re not done here, you and me.”

The angel was pale. “Vengeance changes nothing.”

“You’d be surprised.”

Elise phased back to the Earth portal—and, she hoped, Benjamin.

















Three




Gora Hotel wasn’t unoccupied when the werewolf pack arrived.

Five minutes later, it was completely empty.

“Everybody, get out!” Abel roared as he slammed through the front doors mid-shapeshift.

The family that had been sitting in the entryway scattered, screaming. The desk clerk lasted a few seconds longer—until she saw the rest of the werewolf pack entering behind Abel.

Most were in human form again. The others remained in their half-wolf juvenile forms, towering above everyone else with shaggy fur on their shoulders and fangs like knives.

Abram allowed the clerk to escape before shuffling into the hotel with his hands wrapped around the legs of his mother’s body. Summer held Rylie by the shoulders. His twin sister’s cheeks were streaked with tears, her normally bouncy curls limp, her whole body trembling. They’d covered Rylie in a blanket so that they wouldn’t have to keep looking at her, but seeing her once had been enough. Rylie’s pained expression had been immortalized in stone, and Abram had memorized it instantly.

Gora Hotel was an old hunting lodge outside Belogorsk, all of its furniture comprised of huge slabs of wood decorated by antlers and boar skins—including the coffee table. More than enough room for an obsidian corpse.

Carefully, Abram and Summer lowered Rylie to its surface. The blanket had slipped off of one of her blackened feet. He pulled it back into place and tucked it underneath her so that she wouldn’t be exposed again.

“Watch her,” Abel snapped. His voice was no less growling now that he was fully human again. His eyes blazed a brighter shade of gold than usual. His pupils looked entirely animal. It was like some part of him had completely lost control of his humanity when Rylie died.

Abram didn’t have an inner wolf, but he glared back with equal anger.

Meeting Abel’s gaze with his head held high should have been a challenge to dominance that the Alpha couldn’t ignore. Now Abel didn’t seem to react at all. He wasn’t really looking at Abram. He wasn’t really looking at anything.

He stormed up the stairs. Judging by the muffled sounds of shouts and screams that followed, he was clearing out the rest of the hotel, too.

“What’s with the roaring?” Anthony asked, entering the lobby with one arm around Brianna and his other hand gripping Ariane’s.

Abram had been introduced to these people in Oymyakon. He knew that they were somehow important, that they had come to help Elise rescue the pack. Abram didn’t want to talk to them.

It was Paetrick, another one of the werewolves, who said, “I think we’ve just claimed the hotel.”

“I’ll make sure he doesn’t bite anyone,” Anthony said, settling the witches down by the fire and drawing a gun.

There was no way that confronting Abel with a gun could be anything resembling a good idea. Abram thought about stopping him.

But he didn’t follow when Anthony mounted the stairs and disappeared.

Abram dropped onto the couch beside the table and stared at Rylie. Summer hovered nearby, too antsy to sit, gnawing on her thumbnail as she gazed at that blanket with the same intensity as her brother.

They hadn’t talked about what had happened yet. The silence from Summer was worse than crying.

He didn’t have tears inside of him. He felt hollow.

Abram had only had a mother for a few months. He’d had a father for even less time than that. Both had died the same way, and he got to possess a permanent reminder of their deaths in the form of these hideous statues.

He’d spent so much time in the mausoleum with Seth after his death that he thought that he’d become inured to the full-body shock of grief, but it was back again, even more powerful than before.

Abram didn’t even think that he’d ever told Rylie that he loved her.

“I can’t,” Summer said, breaking their silence. “I can’t do this.”

They didn’t have a choice. It was already done. She was dead and she wasn’t coming back.

None of those words would have comforted Summer, so Abram didn’t say them. She followed Anthony upstairs, passing more escaping hotel guests.

With all of the mundane inhabitants of Gora Hotel evacuated, there would be plenty of room to house the too-large party that they’d dragged away from Oymyakon. The old members of the pack, the new members of the pack, Elise’s friends.

Considering that they had no way to get more than fifty goddamn people from Russia back to Northgate, it was probably best that they’d picked a building where they would be comfortable for an indefinite length of time.

It didn’t seem too important to rush back home at this point anyway. Abram had been watching the sky. It seemed that “home” was about as likely to exist in a week as the rest of the world—which was to say, not at all.

Maybe it was better that Rylie had died before she had to live through that. At least she wouldn’t have to deal with the fear, the fighting, and the pain at the end.

It would have been nice to see her smile again, though.

Abram sat with her body as more people moved into the lobby, and the rest of the hotel’s inhabitants vanished. Nash carried James Faulkner into one of the rooms upstairs. The floor above thumped and creaked. Abel’s growl made everything shake, even muffled by the walls. Werewolves settled onto the other couches.

Levi entered last and sat beside Abram.

He expected to see satisfaction in Levi’s eyes. After all, he’d hated both Rylie and Abel for years. He’d never made it a secret that he wanted both of them out of the pack, no matter what it took, and now he had half of that victory in Rylie’s death.

But Levi looked just as pained as Abram felt.

“In high school, I dated this guy named Tate,” Levi said. “Tate Peterson. You’ve probably heard of him.”

Abram had. The Peterson family had been the driving force behind the Preternatural Regulation Act. After the assassination of Senator Peterson, his grandson Tate had become the face of the movement, speaking for his family, giving humanity to the grief. He’d managed to stir an entire nation to revolt against preternaturals, and that was before the Breaking had dumped a war in the laps of people worldwide.

That Tate Peterson.

Levi was a dick, but he was also a werewolf. The idea that he’d dated someone whose entire career had been built on ruining the lives of preternaturals had a kind of sickening irony to it.

“Can’t imagine that,” Abram said. His voice felt like it was stuck in his throat.

“Tate wasn’t a politician, then. He was a stoner and a gamer. And he didn’t know about me.” Levi gazed at Rylie. “He didn’t know about her, either. They were best friends until she got sick with silver poisoning. She killed his mother in a delusional rampage.”

Abram hadn’t known that, either. Seemed like he was learning all kinds of shit he didn’t want to know that day. “Shut up, Levi. Not right now.”

“Listen to me, asshole,” Levi said. “I’m getting at something sympathetic.”

Abram seriously doubted it.

When he didn’t respond, Levi tried to go on. “When Tate found his mom dead—”

“I told you to shut up.”

Levi’s mouth clamped shut. His eyes narrowed. “Fine. You know what? Fine. I don’t care.”

Abram got to his feet. He couldn’t stay in the hotel anymore. It was too crowded with people he couldn’t stand.

He slammed through the front doors to stand outside the hotel. Considering the gracelessness with which Abel had evacuated the hotel, he wouldn’t have been surprised to find local law enforcement waiting for them, but the only activity on the street was people jumping into cars to drive away.

Rural Russia was a far cry from Northgate, but it still reminded him of his home town had after the Breaking. All the smoke, the panic, the breaking glass. Nobody even looked at him.

Most people seemed to have their attention for nothing but the shattered sky.

Abram chose not to look up at it again. It was dizzying to see flashes of another city above him, and it terrified him to know there was nothing to be done about it. He almost envied the residents of Belogorsk for thinking that there was somewhere they could run to escape it all.

He’d thought that he would feel better getting away from Levi, Rylie’s body, and the sounds of Abel’s grief. There was something impersonal about the panic on the street. He could deal with that.

But Abram could still hear Summer crying somewhere upstairs, in one of the rooms with the windows opened to the cold winter air. Her ragged sobs punched right through his heart.

Screams erupted farther down the street.

Abram had become so numb to people panicking that he didn’t look up, at first. It was only when they kept screaming that he turned to investigate what was wrong.

A pair of creatures was walking up the street. Superficially, neither of them looked all that similar. One had scaly feet like a bird’s and bull horns; the other was red-skinned and more human-like. Both towered over the people running from them. Both had shriveled black wings that dripped ichor.

Rylie had told him a little about the hybrid offspring of angels and demons before. She’d been reluctant to talk about fighting them in Las Vegas, but what little she had said was more than enough for Abram to know he couldn’t beat them.

They must have been looking for Elise.

He drew his handgun as he backed toward the hotel. Rylie had been able to kill the hybrids—surely Abel could too, if he was done throwing tantrums.

Abram wasn’t looking where he was going. His heel caught on a rock in the middle of the road. He stumbled.

When he looked up again, there was only a single hybrid approaching on the road. The other one was missing.

His senses screamed out.

It was behind him.

Normally, his reflexes were fantastic. After spending his childhood trying to keep up with a shapeshifter twin, he was almost as fast as one of the werewolves. But the sheer force of the power pouring off of the hybrid stunned him.

It felt like a hand crushing his skull, claws on the inside of his ribs. His throat contracted. His eyes blurred.

He raised the gun too slowly.

The hybrid’s hand lashed toward him before he could even think to react.

Ichor splattered over Abram’s face, and the hybrid’s almost-human expression went blank. Its black eyes unfocused. Abram looked down to see a blade thrust through the hybrid’s chest. Someone had come to save him—someone other than a werewolf.

It dropped at his feet. A man stood behind its body, drenched in blood to his shoulders, hands gripping the hilt of his sword. He wore a white button-down that was stained by older blood, and the hems of his slacks were ripped.

James Faulkner was awake.

He raised the sword and hacked again and again, butchering the hybrid’s wings before it could roll over. It swiped for Abram’s ankles with clawed hands, but he leaped out of its reach.

Once the wings were gone, James brought the sword plunging down at the center of its back and impaled the heart.

The hybrid struggled against the ground, gushing ichor over the street. Its struggles pulled the sword from James’s hands. But the witch was prepared; he had another knife, and he used it to slit the hybrid’s throat.

Only then did the hybrid stop moving. James jerked the sword out of its back.

“Are you all right?” he asked Abram.

“I’m fine.” Abram looked over the other man again. He couldn’t tell how much of that blood belonged to the hybrid and how much belonged to James. “What about you?”

The second hybrid rushed toward them, claws chewing into the street. “I’ve been better,” James said. He ducked under its hand, twisted, hacked at its wing.

They’d lost the element of surprise and James’s blow didn’t hit. The hybrid backhanded James, sending him flying across the street.

He hit the wall and didn’t get up again.

Abram fired at the hybrid’s chest as it charged him. He saw the bullets smack into its muscle, but aside from tiny blood splatters, he might as well have been lobbing pebbles at it. And the thing was fast. By the time he realized that his gun wasn’t having any effect, it was too late to get out of the way.

The hybrid lowered its head an instant before he hit.

Horns slammed into Abram’s gut, just under the ribs. All of the breath whooshed out of his lungs.

His back struck the wall of the hotel. Stone cracked. It was like being pinned by a car—he couldn’t breathe.

Abram struggled to shove the horns away. He was an avid weightlifter in the prime of his life, as strong as a kopis could reasonably expect to become, yet he couldn’t budge the hybrid. Kopis or not, he was nothing against the combined strength of angels and demons shoved into a single, red-fleshed vessel.

Ichor dribbled off the horns and slicked his palms. He lost his grip. The hybrid reared back then swung his head again, catching Abram and tossing him into the air.

He landed on the street ten feet away, facedown. The world spun dizzily around him.

Abram didn’t have his gun anymore, but James had dropped his sword on the other side of the street. He struggled onto his hands and knees to crawl for it.

Heavy footfalls pounded into the ground behind him. The earth shivered.

His fingers brushed the hilt of the falchion.

Abram rolled over just as the hybrid reached him. That massive clawed foot was coming right for his face.

He thrust the sword into the softest part of the sole.

Black blood gushed over him. The hybrid jerked back with an ear-splitting shout, ripping the sword from Abram’s hands.

Human hands clamped down on his arm. “Run,” James urged, yanking Abram to his feet.

That seemed like decent advice.

The men bolted away from the hotel toward the nearest parked car that had been abandoned by the village’s evacuees. They only made it about fifty feet.

James roared as the hybrid grabbed the back of his neck in a crushing grip. “Get the wings, Abram!” he squeezed out as he was lifted off of his feet. “Rip them off!”

Abram jumped behind the car. A half-second later, James’s body struck the hood, shattering the windshield. The man tried to get up—pretty admirable, considering that he was bleeding from his hairline and looked like he was probably concussed. He slumped to the hood again.

The hybrid shoved the car aside effortlessly, exposing Abram.

Rip the wings off? How? The sword was nowhere in sight, his gun was gone, and he didn’t think that the houses behind him were likely to have easily accessed weapons.

Abram turned to run again, knowing he would be too slow. He braced himself for the punch of horns into his back.

But it never came.

A werewolf roared behind him. Abram whirled to see a bear-sized wolf on the hybrid’s back, claws digging into its shoulders, teeth worrying at the base of the wings. His fur was shaggy and dark. His eyes were filled with hate—an emotion foreign to the wolf spirit.

Abel.

The hybrid shrieked and thrashed, trying to toss the werewolf off of him.

One hard tear, and the right-hand wing came free. Abel tossed it aside. Sticky black feathers stuck to his muzzle and the smell of singed hair filled the air. The ichor was burning him. He dived in to chew at the other wing, ripping it free in just a few bites.

He jumped off before the hybrid tumbled to the ground. Ichor dripped from his muzzle.

Abel wasn’t done with his victim yet, though. He was just getting a better angle to rip into its back.

Abram didn’t want to watch. He jogged over to the car, keeping the werewolf in the corner of his eye as he checked on James. The man was still conscious, but dazed. He would need medical attention.

Not bad for a fight against a hybrid without magic.

Why hadn’t he used magic? Abram’s eyes traveled to the man’s hands. He’d never seen the witch without gloves, but now his skin was exposed and there wasn’t a rune in sight.

Abel howled his victory. It echoed over the street.

The hybrid was dead at his feet.

Abram staggered toward him. Adrenaline quickly drained away now that both hybrids were dead and he began to feel the pain of his wounds. James wasn’t the only one who would need medical attention soon. There was blood on Abram’s jacket. He must have been gored by the hybrid and hadn’t even noticed it.

Abel shifted back slowly. Fur gave way to human flesh, bones rearranging, blood spraying on the pavement.

Eventually, Abel stood where the beast had been, an intimidating six and a half feet tall. Scars marked the side of his face and chest, all the way down to his hips. As a human, Abel looked almost as much like a monster as his wolf.

“Thanks for the save,” Abram said.

The Alpha grunted.

It was the first time they had spoken since Rylie had been killed, and Abram didn’t know what to say next. It wasn’t necessarily that he was surprised that Abel had come to his rescue, but that Abel had even noticed something was wrong. He’d never paid all that much attention to Abram.

“How’d you know to come?” Abram asked.

Abel was strangely gentle as he lifted James from the hood of the car and tossed the witch over his shoulder. “I smelled ‘em. Warned James, because he was there and he’d just woken up, then changed and followed him down.”

“Well…thanks.”

“You’re my son,” Abel said. “They can’t have you, too.” His voice cracked when he said it, and it wasn’t because of his usual growl. The unemotional mask slipped from his features. There was so much pain in him—like he’d been the one to have a werewolf rip out his heart through his back.

Abram stopped walking. Rylie must not have told Abel that Abram was Seth’s son—not his.

At another time, he would have told Abel the truth happily. He would have enjoyed watching the anguish. Now he couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“Get inside,” Abel said, kicking the door open and edging in with James dangling over his back. “Not safe out here.”







Elise passed through a sinkhole and returned to Earth. Benjamin Flynn wasn’t waiting for her on the other side. She was certain that it was the escape route he had taken, but it looked nothing like the place she had glimpsed earlier.

Daylight had vanished during her return to the cavern under New Eden’s cemetery. The grassy plain was consumed by fire all the way to the mountains whose outline she glimpsed through the smoke.

Those weren’t the looming black mountains of Dis, either. There were pine trees. There was even a little bit of snow left on the peak where the fires had yet to touch.

Elise was on Earth, but it burned like Hell.

And goddamn Benjamin Flynn wasn’t there.

Frustration clawed at her as she phased into a sky flickering with hints of other worlds, places that were red and violet and orange. She was buffeted by tides that had never been able to touch her incorporeal form before as more sinkholes opened between worlds.

From above, she saw more plains burning, more mountains. She thought she might be in Canada. She phased west, keeping an eye out for sunlight—dangerous to her shadow form.

Elise never hit morning.

There was no more morning to find. The sun couldn’t penetrate the shredded sky and complete night had fallen over Earth. At last, Elise could travel freely.

It was a dream for demons. Belphegor was making Earth just like home sweet home.

Elise crossed the roiling ocean and found Anthony’s pickup in the ditch where she had left it, then followed the road to the nearest village. The residents were streaming from the buildings, taking cars, trains, and rickety carts in every direction, mostly toward the shore, as though they hoped that there might be safety at the docks.

There wasn’t safety for anyone. Not anymore.

She followed the mingling mental signals of kopides and werewolves and reappeared outside a hotel. She found herself ankle-deep in bloody remains.

Elise lifted a foot to look at the corpse. Sticky black ichor left a long string between her sole and the body. Definitely one of Belphegor’s hybrids.

He’d made a mistake attacking a hotel under werewolf occupation.

When Elise appeared in the lobby, Ariane was waiting for her by the fireplace. She was uninjured. One less thing to worry about.

Elise scanned the others seated around the room. The half-wolves had been turned back to their human forms and milled by the fireplace in ill-fitting clothes, hands cupped around steaming mugs. Nash and Summer were gone. So were many of the rescued wolves. Not many familiar faces.

“What happened out there?” Elise asked her mother. “What’s everyone doing?”

“We were attacked,” Ariane said, looking flustered. She held a potion bottle in each hand. They both glowed faintly with hints of gold—healing magic.

“Anyone dead?” she asked.

“No, but they seem to have been specifically targeting Abram.”

The young man was on the couch behind her, head cradled in his palms, blood staining his shirt. A werewolf attended to his wounds, wrapping bandages around Abram’s arm. It was the guy who had always hung around Stephanie Whyte—Levi, the would-be Alpha who had driven Rylie and Abel out of Northgate.

Elise frowned. “You were attacked by hybrids?”

“Pretty sure it was me,” Abram said without looking up.

“They never attempted to enter the hotel,” Ariane said. “Most of us weren’t even aware of the attack. It was over too quickly.”

But why would Belphegor want Abram dead? Like Summer, he had come from Abel’s line. His blood was different from that of Seth’s. He wouldn’t be able to open the locks to Eden anyway.

Unless…

Her eyes tracked to the body on the coffee table, set at the center of the lobby like a memorial.

If Rylie had any secrets left to her, she wasn’t going to be the one to tell them.

“Huh,” Elise said.

Abram finally met her eyes. He looked worried. Why? Worried because he’d been attacked, or because he didn’t want Elise to know that he had been fathered by Seth after all?

The werewolf bandaging him stood. “We’ve got to get somewhere safer before the full moon. If we can get everyone to California, we’ve got another werewolf sanctuary there. We can fit the whole pack there.”

Elise arched an eyebrow. It was optimistic of him to think that there would be another full moon.

“We’re still a few hours of driving from the nearest port, and whatever ship we hijack won’t be fast,” Abram said. “Might have to handle the moon here.”

“Abel’s not up for handling an entire pack,” Levi said. “He can’t even handle being in the same room as anyone else.”

The petty arguments rankled. Levi was acting as though werewolf packs and leadership mattered anymore. Nothing mattered—whether they were in Russia or the United States or on the fucking moon, everyone was going to die if Elise didn’t figure out how to kill Belphegor.

She wasn’t going to listen to it. She stormed away from Abram and Levi.

Ariane sped to catch Elise before she could leave the lobby. “Where are you going, ma fille?”

“I’m going to go talk to Anthony,” Elise said. “We need a plan.” She gave her mother a brief, searching look. She wanted to promise that the plan would involve some Hail Mary to find Marion and bring her back to safety, but how could she promise that when nowhere was safe? “You can help if you want,” she finished, knowing it wasn’t enough.

She put a foot on the stairs, but Ariane caught her arm, stopping her.

“What?” Elise asked. “Is it a problem with Anthony?”

“No.” Ariane hesitated. “It’s James. He’s awake.”

















Four




Every inch of James’s body hurt.

He’d forgotten what it was like to be so damn vulnerable to injury. When Abel had alerted him to the hybrid attack, he’d thought only to react how he normally would have: by engaging them immediately. James hadn’t remembered until he was halfway down the stairs, falchion in hand, that he wasn’t entirely sure he would have supernatural strength anymore.

He certainly hadn’t forgotten that his access to magic was gone. It was a yawning hole in his heart and mind, an absent limb, a loss of awareness that felt like walking around under partial sedation.

And yet he had gone out there to fight the hybrid anyway.

Needles shot down James’s spine as he shifted in a leather chair. He had definitely overestimated his ability to confront creatures that powerful, especially once he’d killed the first with relative ease—only because he’d surprised it.

To heal Elise, he had severed himself from everything magical, ethereal, and infernal. Perhaps he should have considered trying to sever himself from his misplaced sense of heroism as well.

“Damn,” he groaned, lifting the hem of his shirt to see how the bruises were developing.

Ariane’s potions had given him a head start on healing. The purple marks all over his body were already yellowing at the edges. He would need weeks to reach prime physical condition, if he could consider any condition his body would now reach to be “prime.”

James gritted his teeth and turned back to the desk.

He was using the hotel’s stationary to draw runes. He’d attacked the task with an unreasonable amount of hope that was quickly turning to frustration.

The paper was only wood pulp, the pencil only graphite. He could still draw the runes, but there was no magic in them.

His fist tightened on the pencil until it snapped in half. James lunged to his feet and hurled the pieces across the room.

“Damn it all!”

The pencils bounced off of another person’s chest and landed on the floor, spinning across the wood.

Shock froze James beside the desk.

Nathaniel Pritchard, James’s missing son, stood beside the bed. He rubbed his chest with a look of hurt. “Why did you do that?”

James’s jaw dropped.

When he’d run into Benjamin Flynn in Araboth, he had begun to suspect that Benjamin was Nathaniel’s attempt at manifesting on Earth despite being trapped in Eden. But now Nathaniel was in the room, and James felt like he didn’t know anything at all.

He had grown so much. He looked like he was almost an adult. His hair was tousled and brown, his shoulders broad, his eyes pale blue. His jaw had lost its childish point, becoming squarer, and was faintly shadowed with a humorously patchy beard.

“Nathaniel?” James whispered.

Anger flashed in the young man’s eyes. “What? Didn’t you want to see me? Guess nothing’s changed that much over the years.”

The door to the hotel room opened. Startled, James glanced over his shoulder to see who it was and saw Ariane entering.

By the time he turned back again, Nathaniel was gone.

“How do you feel?” Ariane asked, slipping through the doorway. She hadn’t seen Nathaniel.

Had the boy really visited James for that brief second, or was he discovering another side effect of his sudden mortality—insanity?

“James?” Ariane prompted.

He didn’t know what to say.

Ariane looked pitying. She definitely thought that he was losing his grip on sanity. “Are you ready for visitors?”

He finally asked, “Visitors?”

She opened the door wider. Elise stood behind Ariane.

Her skin was glowing milk, her lips a shade of red almost as dark as her black eyes. Her hair faded into the shadows behind her. All signs of a perfectly healthy demon.

Elise also looked angry.

“I’ll leave you alone,” Ariane said, slipping away.

James’s heart hadn’t had time to slow since he’d seen Nathaniel in his room, and now it beat inside his ribcage like it was trying to punch out of his breastbone.

Fear crawled over the back of his neck as he met Elise’s gaze. There was nothing on the other side. None of the awareness that he’d shared with her for so many years. Every scrap of the kopis and aspis bond was gone.

He couldn’t even tell what she was thinking when she looked at him, taking her time to study his body, his face, his hair.

Elise shut the door behind her. It made the room much too small.

“You look old,” she said.

“You look…” He swallowed hard and dropped his gaze. The sight of her was as overwhelming as trying to stare directly into the sun. “Beautiful.”

She stepped toward him. Reflexively, James stepped back. Pain pulsed through his body—a reminder that he’d just been tossed into a building and a car by one extremely powerful hybrid.

James sat down hard on the edge of the bed, grabbing his side.

“Are you okay?” Elise asked.

“I’m alive, fortunately.”

“You killed a hybrid.”

“I had surprise on my side,” James said.

“And years of experience. That hasn’t gone anywhere.” Her voice was strangely intense. He wanted to look at her face, but that fear was only growing stronger by the second. Nightmare thrall. His kopis—the woman he had spent a good part of the last fifteen years with—was leaking nightmare thrall at him, and he couldn’t even look at her.

“No, I suppose it hasn’t, for all the good experience does without the physical ability to act on it.”

Her feet didn’t make any sound as she paced. He wasn’t entirely sure that he wasn’t hallucinating her, like he might have hallucinated Nathaniel. She was a ghost drifting from wall to wall in his too-small hotel room.

She stopped by the desk and picked up one of the runes he’d been trying to draw. Her fingers traced over the page.

“Healing,” Elise said.

He risked a glanced at her. Her hips were sheathed in tight leather and she wore a borrowed t-shirt two sizes too small. There was nothing to conceal the curve of her breasts, the flatness of her stomach, her pinched waist and the swell of her hips. She’d always been stunning, but now she was beyond distracting.

James couldn’t remember if Elise had always looked like this in her demon form, but he didn’t think that the pull he felt was entirely due to his normal feelings. He couldn’t stop thinking sexual thoughts, even though he considered himself slightly more rational than that.

She was oozing succubus sexuality everywhere at the same time that she radiated nightmare energies. Truly a god among demons. And now he was nothing but a man.

“Could you turn it down somehow?” he asked. “Dampen your energies?”

Her eyebrows creased. “This is dampened.”

“It’s distracting,” James said.

“I should have left you alone.” She turned back to the door.

“No, wait.” There was a hard lump in his throat that he couldn’t quite seem to swallow. “Please.”

She stopped with her hand on the handle, still clutching his non-magical rune in the other fist. “I’m not reading your mind from the inside anymore. I’m seeing everything that I see on everyone else. Hormones and chemicals and flashes of thought. You look like a mortal to me.”

“I am mortal.”

“And I feel stronger than I’ve ever felt before.”

“Good,” he said.

Elise lifted the rune between them. “What’s the word?”

He knew what she was asking for. She wanted the word of power that he would have used to activate the spell.

James cleared his throat before speaking it. He chose the infernal variant rather than the ethereal one. “Temak-ivo.” There was nothing special about the word; it was just a collection of syllables on his lips.

She scooped one half of the pencil off the floor and sat on the bed beside him. Her shoulder brushed his as she traced over his rune.

“Temak-ivo,” Elise repeated.

It wasn’t just a word when she said it.

Magic flared on the page. The only thing that James felt was pain—not from his physical wounds, but the sensation of a knife twisted in his disappointed heart. He watched the mark become inflamed and crawl onto Elise’s wrist and he felt nothing.

High priest of the White Ash Coven, most powerful witch alive, the man who had rediscovered ethereal magic.

He felt nothing.

Elise dropped the paper once she possessed the glowing rune. Her hand wasn’t even twitching from the force of the magic. “I wasn’t sure I’d still be able to do that. I only became capable of doing magic because of you, after all.”

James couldn’t respond.

“It’s a healing spell. Can I use it on you?” she asked.

“No,” he said.

She snorted. “I was only asking to be polite.”

A hand gripped his wrist. James looked down to see white fingers curled over his pulse point, and goosebumps climbed up his forearm.

It was worse when she touched him. He could clearly imagine throwing her to the bed, ripping away those snug leather pants, sinking deep inside of her and losing himself. And the thought terrified him.

No rational thoughts. All from the infernal energy she couldn’t shut down.

Elise spoke again. The word never quite reached his ears, but he felt a wash of cold settle over him, followed by an instant of heat so immense that he was certain he must have been on fire.

James leaped from the bed with a shout, slapping at his arms.

There were no flames. Only magic.

It was gone in an instant, and the pain along with it. He lifted the hem of his shirt again. The bruises had vanished.

Elise spanned her fingers over his unmarked ribcage. The brush of skin made his abs clench. He tried to step back, but there was nowhere to go—his back was already against the wall.

The mental images were so vivid.

She must have been able to see what he was thinking. She jerked her hand away. “There.” She sounded breathy, like she was struggling to concentrate as much as he was. “At least you’ll be able to travel now.”

“Travel? Where? Where could we possibly go?”

“Somewhere safe,” Elise said.

He looked at her—really looked at her. Her face was almost the one that he used to see every day on the other side of the breakfast table.

James wanted to argue that there was nowhere safe in this world or any other world. He might have only been awake for a couple of hours, but he’d been able to determine enough just by looking out the window and talking to Ariane. She couldn’t send him away. There was nowhere to go.

Yet as soon as he looked at her, he couldn’t think.

Elise’s lips were pressed into a disapproving line, which didn’t make him want to kiss her any less. “You’ll have to invent one more spell for me, James. Put together a rune that I can use to dampen my demon powers, or that will make you impervious to them. We can’t talk like this.”

“I’m controlling myself,” he said.

“Your control isn’t the problem. You look like lunch to me.”

That sounded far too much like an invitation. “But I healed you. You said you’re stronger than ever.”

“I am,” Elise said. “My self-control problems aren’t because I’m hungry.” She sidled toward him again, tracing a fingertip along his belt. “Just seeing how you’re reacting to me…” She shook her head. “Goddamn, James.”

He somehow managed to say, “Sorry.”

“No. Don’t be sorry.” Her thumb traced a line of electricity along the curve of his bottom lip. “I never thought you would have chosen anything over your magic.”

“Not anything,” James said, catching her wrist. “Just you.”

A boy spoke from elsewhere in the room. “What about me?”

Elise shoved James behind her as she turned, shielding him with her body. As small as her physical form was, once her power flared, she seemed to fill every ounce of space within the room.

Every ounce except the place Nathaniel stood by the window.

His arms were wrapped around his stomach, spine arched with pain. He glared at them with accusing eyes.

“Eternity,” he said. “Alone. You have no idea what that’s like!”

Elise sucked in a breath. “Nathaniel.” She stepped toward him, reaching out. “How did you escape Eden?” And then, an instant later, she said, “Belphegor pulled down the walls so he could get in. Now you’ve—”

Nathaniel cut her off with a scream, gripping his head as if trying to keep it from exploding.

The walls of the hotel room shivered. The paper on the desk caught fire, consuming every one of James’s miserable attempts to draw a magical rune.

And still Nathaniel screamed.

James’s eardrums throbbed. Clapping his hands over his ears did nothing to protect them.

His mind flooded with images that could only come from Nathaniel. He saw a garden filled with towering trees. A sapling taking root in the soil. A glowing pit of ether, and Nathaniel slipping into it for a swim. Red apples, rotten apples, a doorway standing alone.

Belphegor. The trio of demons called the Fates. Hybrids.

And the years. So many monotonous years jammed into a mind that hadn’t had a chance to finish growing before he entered the Origin.

Elise seized Nathaniel. James realized with a sickening jolt that his little boy was taller than her now. Almost as tall as James himself.

His presence was far vaster than hers. She filled the room; he filled the entire world.

“Nathaniel!” she shouted, her voice nowhere near as loud as his scream. “You have to stop!”

He shoved her across the room. “No!”

Nathaniel jumped through the window.

The glass shattered. So did the surrounding wall, ripping away from the hotel, showering bricks over the street beyond.

Elise didn’t even hesitate. She jumped after him.







Elise landed on the street, slamming into the bloody pavement. The buildings opposite the hotel room were on fire. They blazed as though they had been burning for hours, even though they’d been fine when Elise had arrived minutes earlier. Now she could barely see through the smoke.

The air didn’t have the scent of Hell to it, that touch of brimstone that made her homesick.

This was Nathaniel’s work, not Belphegor’s.

He stood in one of the burning buildings as it collapsed around him. Elise phased to the edge of the fire. Flames licked her boots, melting the rubber soles. She took a quick step back. “Nathaniel,” she said from the wrong side of the wall of fire. “Stop this bullshit and talk to me.”

He shook his head. A ceiling beam cracked and fell, crashing to the charcoal that had once been carpet. “You abandoned me.”

“You asked me to leave you in Araboth with the Tree. You wanted to move it to safety and be left alone. I did. I was showing respect for your—”

She was interrupted by another wall of the house collapsing. It slid right through Nathaniel without touching him. Bricks sprayed from the point of contact.

He lifted his head to glare at her. “You respected the decisions of a child. You should have known better.”

“I wasn’t much older than you were when I was left to my own devices. I survived. I assumed you would, too.”

“Not alone,” Nathaniel said. “You took James from us. My mom and I were alone. Always alone.”

“You’re not alone now,” Elise said.

He flashed through the fire and appeared at her side. The world spun sickeningly around them. He hadn’t phased like Elise did; he had distorted the village, moving it around him rather than moving himself.

Nathaniel’s pale eyes were wild. “Then tell me what to do. Tell me how to fix this.” He thrust a finger at the burning village. “Tell me how to fix myself. How do I keep from hearing everything? Feeling everything?”

Elise stared helplessly at him. She’d never done well with teenagers, even when she’d been a teenager herself. Puberty was a terrible thing. And this particular teenager was experiencing puberty with omnipotence.

She needed to say something to make it better. She had already fucked up with Nathaniel once. She had to fix it this time. “We can figure it out,” Elise said, as gently as she could manage through gritted teeth. “Together.”

His eyes screwed shut, palm pressed to his forehead. “It hurts, and everything is falling apart, and I hate Belphegor, and I just want it all to stop.”

On that last word, the ground rumbled. A new shadow crested over the village—a towering wall of water a hundred stories high.

Nathaniel wanted it to stop burning, so his godly will had made a tsunami.

“Fuck me,” Elise swore.

That was all she managed to say before it all crashed over her.

A fist of water punched into her. She thought that it might have slammed her into a wall, or maybe the street; she couldn’t tell where she was or which direction was up anymore.

Elise phased, turning herself to smoke. It didn’t help.

She struggled to the surface, moving her semi-corporeal form through the tide as it smashed over buildings, crushed streets, vaporized the fire.

As soon as she touched air, it became easier to spread herself out as the darkness. And there was quite a lot of darkness in the village. The fires had been drowned under hundreds of feet of water, and Russia was now an ocean as far as she could see.

The hotel was under it, too. The hotel and everyone inside.

Her mother. Abram, with the blood of Adam.

James.

Elise plunged into the water again, seeking out the wreckage of the hotel among the rest of the flotsam. It was shockingly dark within Nathaniel’s wave, filled with shattered fragments of wood and stone, but she couldn’t traverse it as easily as she traversed air. She’d never tried to phase through so much water before. She couldn’t seem to do it.

Elise glimpsed the door of the hotel before the waves swept her away from it. Away from the fading mental signals of the people inside.

No!

And then she was standing in the middle of the street, right in front of the hotel, and there was no water anywhere.

Just like that, the ocean had vanished.

Nothing looked even remotely damp. Nothing except Elise. Water drizzled from her hair and clothes, leaving a puddle at her feet. It smelled like brine and apples.

The village was burning again. In fact, the fire had advanced. But the buildings that had been crushed by Nathaniel’s wave were standing again and the hotel was intact beside Elise. She could feel everyone alive inside. James’s mind was almost indistinguishable from the others—just a mortal mind overwhelmed by the power of the werewolves that accompanied him.

“Nathaniel?” she called.

Belphegor appeared beside her. “Hello, Godslayer.”

Her obsidian falchion leaped to her hand. Its textured hilt was sure in her slick palm. “Belphegor.”

“You won’t be able to kill me here,” he said calmly, undisturbed by her suggested death threat. And why should he worry? He’d been more powerful than Elise before penetrating Eden. Now he was something else completely.

“I am the Godslayer,” Elise said. “I can get creative.”

She sensed faint amusement from him, even if she couldn’t see it in his face. Belphegor was in a good mood and it radiated. “I’ll give you one free shot. Try to kill me. I assure you that I won’t fight back.”

Elise studied him out of the corner of her eye. He was still wearing the slim-fitting black uniform of a steward, the one with the silver pin marking his allegiance to the Palace’s last administration. His slender, skeletal hands were folded in front of him.

He flickered. The suit briefly became spiked armor with a velvet cape and the head of a human slave dangling from the belt at his waist.

Then he was in the suit again.

“You’re not really here,” Elise said.

“I’m still within Eden. You’ll have to enter the garden to kill me.”

“Fine. Not the first time I’ve done it.”

“While I appreciate your bloodthirstiness, I’d like to make an alternate proposal.” He swept a hand up the burning street. “Will you walk with me?” So civil. As if he hadn’t once chained her to his office wall and threatened her with a studded phallus.

“Nathaniel,” she said. “I have to find him.”

To her surprise, Belphegor said, “I agree. Please, let’s discuss this. Consider ourselves at a detente.”

“The entire fucking world is burning. Some detente.”

The fires vanished. The sky cleared of smoke. Even the broken wall of James’s room at the hotel had been sealed again, as though Nathaniel had never been there. The village had been restored to its condition of hours earlier.

“Now the walls between universes,” Elise said.

Belphegor’s radiating amusement grew. “Some things are beyond even the power of gods. However, we can also discuss that.”

She sheathed her falchion. “Okay.”

“Let’s walk.”

The village melted away and became replaced by desert. If the sun-baked soil hadn’t been golden rather than crimson, she might have believed that it was Hell. A river of magma raced through the scorched sagebrush. At least, Elise thought that it should have been racing down the slope—it wasn’t moving.

The sparks that the magma threw into the air were still, too. They hovered in midair like starlight. She walked through the embers and brushed them off of her arms when they threatened to burn through her shirt.

Belphegor had frozen time.

“An improvement, don’t you think?” Belphegor asked, indicating the magma river.

Elise would have been lying if she said that she didn’t like how it felt. Earth had always been too damp and cold for her; this was dry, hot, and miserable, so she felt right at home.

Belphegor strolled along the shore of the magma river. The glow of the magma didn’t touch his slender black suit. He was a cutout moving across the desert, isolated from the environment.

“You wanted to talk, so let’s talk,” Elise said. There was a jackrabbit’s corpse at her feet that seemed to have suffocated from the gases. Flies were suspended inches above its rotting flesh.

“You didn’t use my army as I intended,” Belphegor said. “I gave them to you so that you could lay siege to Heaven.”

“You gave them to me so that I’d provoke the angels into ripping the world apart. I did that fine without their help.”

“That you did. Regardless, you no longer need them.”

That sounded like a threat. “You don’t, either,” Elise said. “You’ve got the hybrids and the Fates. You’ve got the Origin, too. You played a long game to get to Eden, and now you’ve made it.”

“Are you impressed?” Belphegor asked.

Slightly. “No,” Elise said.

“Would you like to join me?”

She stopped walking. “What?”

Belphegor faced her. Another flicker, and he wore his armor. The crimson cape flapped around his ankles in a breeze that Elise couldn’t feel. His fleshless jaw was exposed by his helm in a skeletal grin. “There are always three in any given genesis,” Belphegor said. “The angel, the demon, the gaean. Nathaniel’s the angel. I am the demon.”

“I’m a demon, too.”

“You were once a kopis, a gaean breed. You are all three in a single package. Your blood is primal ethereal, your origin mortal, your power infernal.” He reached a gauntlet toward her. Its spiked fingertips brushed her jaw, and she didn’t step back. “You are a wildcard, Godslayer, and you can fulfill any of the three positions. Imagine a pantheon occupied by two demons. Imagine what we would do to the universe.”

She could imagine it much too easily because it would all look like the desert where they stood: endless hellfire.

It was a tempting thought. Elise would be able to go anywhere and do anything in an environment like that. Electricity? She could will it out of existence. Sunlight? Irrelevant. They would only need the fires smoldering in the pits.

She’d be unstoppable.

Elise would have also made the world uninhabitable for everyone that she cared about.

“I chose you from the kennels for reasons I didn’t understand at the time,” Belphegor said. “You were alluring. Instinctively, I understood what you would represent to the universe, and to me. Lilith made you for me, perhaps out of some belated sense of contrition.”

Revulsion curled through her stomach. “Yatam made me out of his blood.”

“At Lilith’s desire.”

“I was made to kill gods,” Elise said. “Not become one.”

“And? You’ve already fulfilled the destiny forced upon you by angels and man. Is that the end of your legacy?” Fire sparked within the dark depths of Belphegor’s helm, momentarily making his eyes glow crimson. “You can be more than that.”

“I’ve seen what happens to people who enter the Origin.”

“Adam became insane because he was greedy and entered the Origin twice. Hardly an inevitability.” His lipless mouth seemed to smile. “Also, we will have each other. Previous pantheons have done best when they formed strong bonds with each other.”

The only kind of bond Elise could imagine forming with Belphegor was the bond between her sword’s blade in his chest and her hand on the hilt.

“How do you know about previous pantheons?” Elise asked.

“This wasn’t my first genesis. I’m the last of the ancients. I have done all of this before. I have seen gods rise and fall, and I know what it will take to make the next one last.”

“Genesis. You keep saying that.”

“With every new group of gods comes an entirely new universe,” Belphegor said. He waved a hand at the desert. “I flex my godly muscles with this destruction merely as entertainment. Once I have you as the third, we’ll be able to make everything from the beginning. Again.”

Belphegor continued walking. Elise picked up her pace to walk alongside him.

The desert melted away. They walked through a mountain range filled with crystalline temples and waterfalls.

She’d seen engravings of Zebul, the Heavenly dimension where angels used to craft all of their finest work. It was no longer the idyllic utopia that she had read about. The waterfalls ran with fire. The trees burned. The sky was filled with glimpses of Earth.

The plumes of smoke didn’t move, just as the river of magma hadn’t moved. Time continued to hold still.

Belphegor walked on the long bridge between two temples. It was just wide enough that she could fit at his side. Elise wasn’t exactly short, but her chin was only level with his elbow.

“So you want me to enter the Origin,” Elise said slowly. “In the garden.”

“Ideally.”

In order to do that, he would have to let her inside the garden where his real body waited. She could kill him and prevent anyone else from entering the Origin. She could prevent this genesis thing.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

The instant she said it, his amusement grew. He wasn’t stupid enough to think she’d just changed her mind. “You’ll have to take care of something first.”

“Name it.”

“Find Nathaniel. He’s become a problem. He’ll need to be contained.”

“You want me to kill him,” Elise said.

“No, having a useless angel in Eden suits me. His weakness will render those ethereal fools impotent. I said that we’ll contain him, and we will. However, I will only contain him if you cooperate. Surrender him to me and I will let you into Eden.”

So Belphegor would only let Elise into Eden if she gave him a hostage first.

She missed when her enemies were stupid.

They crossed the bridge to the next temple in Zebul. The instant their feet crossed the threshold, the ethereal dimension melted into New York.

The American northeast had been largely untouched by the Breaking, but now the city was suffering like the rest of the world. People fled buildings frozen in mid-collapse. Fire scaled the walls of skyscrapers.

Elise glanced down a set of stairs leading to the subway and found the tunnel flooded with Belphegor’s magma.

His fist was clenching around the entire Earth.

And the sky was worst of all. The Palace of Dis hung inverted above the clouds, taunting her with the sight of where she had left behind Neuma, Jerica, and her loyal dog, Ace.

“What if I agreed to cooperate with you without hostages?” Elise asked. “What if I gave up now?”

“No. No, I don’t think that will do.” Belphegor slipped between two people trying to climb over a car that had been crushed by rubble. The woman’s mouth was open in a silent scream. Tears tracked her cheeks. “It’s not about hostages. It’s about your spirit, Godslayer. You’re too spirited to obey me. For now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Bring Nathaniel to me. Let that be your primary concern.”

“How?” she asked. “He’s a god now. I can’t control him.”

Belphegor’s chuckle was low and unpleasant. “You’re the Godslayer. Get creative.”

Elise took another step, and she was back in Russia.

None of the buildings were burning now. The hotel was safe, along with everyone inside.

Belphegor was gone from sight, but she understood now that he hadn’t really left. He was omnipotent. He was God.

There would be no escaping Belphegor anymore.

















Five




Elise watched through the window as Nash began arranging to relocate the pack. He was pulling together a ragtag collection of vehicles: some flatbeds from the seventies, a few trucks that looked like they might optimistically have come from the year Elise was born, and several vans with company logos on the side.

“Any resistance?” she called.

Nash settled his wings as he approached the open window to answer. The red burns covering his face and neck still looked painful. Even though Elise had been the one to inflict the injuries, he hadn’t tried to confront her about it, remaining coolly professional.

“No troubles from the natives,” Nash said. “They’ve almost entirely left. However, most took their vehicles, and I believe this is now all that remains.”

She did a quick count. Thirteen. It would be enough to transport everyone. “Fuel?”

“I’m working on it.” He took flight again, dragging a little on one side. His wings were still damaged, too.

Elise closed the window, blocking out the cold air. Nearby, Anthony was bundled in a fur-lined jacket stolen from a hotel room. Thick gloves made him clumsy as he took a sip of a cup of tea. When Elise returned to his side, he offered it to her.

She accepted it with a nod of gratitude and took a long sip. Tea wasn’t as good as coffee, but “good enough” would be fine.

“The nearest gate to Eden is in the Himalayas,” James said, spreading a map over the table in the hotel lobby. Nobody had been able to focus with Rylie’s body on display, so she’d been moved upstairs, leaving plenty of room to plan. “It’s going to be a week of driving to reach it, depending on conditions.”

“Conditions like holes to other universes getting in the way,” Anthony said, taking the cup of tea back from Elise when she finished drinking.

The look that James gave him was distinctly unfriendly. “Yes, conditions like that.”

Elise paced by the wall, arms folded tightly. She would have given anything for a bottle of whiskey and a pack of cigarettes.

“We’d be able to move faster with fewer people,” Anthony said. Elise realized that he was addressing her, and she forced herself to stop pacing. “Maybe just you, me, Brianna…”

“What about us?” Levi asked. He was standing next to Abram, who lurked in the corner of the room to avoid the cold leaking through the windows and the conversation at large.

Brianna grinned at the werewolf, wedged onto the couch between Anthony and the padded arm. It was a crazy expression that made her look like she wasn’t quite all there. “What about you?”

“You can’t tell me that you just want to ditch the werewolf pack in some shitty Russian border town.”

“No, the werewolves have to come,” Elise said distractedly. She would need the pack if she was taking Abram. They were his family; they would be most invested in his protection. They would make sure that his heart remained beating long enough to unlock Eden.

“The werewolves are fast, but they’ll still slow us down,” Anthony argued. “Their metabolism is ridiculous, so you have to feed them constantly, and all they eat is raw meat. It’ll take ages to get anywhere with them.”

“How do you know that?” Elise asked.

“Captivity with an Irish coven is boring. I was reading books.”

The corner of her mouth twitched. “You were reading.”

“What? I dropped out of college. I have been known to read for fun and education.”

“We need the wolves,” Elise said again. “I also need you and Brianna. It’s not up for debate.” There were several requirements to open a gate to Eden, one of which was a bound kopis and aspis pair. Elise and James no longer fit that requirement. “But I don’t think the werewolves will slow us down as much as you think, Anthony. We’re about to cut their numbers down.”

Levi scoffed. “What, are you going to leave part of the pack behind?”

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do. Before she was murdered, Rylie asked me to exorcise the pack,” Elise said. “She intended it as an act of mercy, but I think it’s a better suggestion than she may have realized.”

“Exorcise werewolves?” Levi’s tone made it sound like she’d suggested giving each other piggyback rides to the Eden gate.

“I’ve done it before.”

“No way,” he said.

She wished that the werewolves had picked someone—anyone—other than Levi to represent the pack at their meeting while Abel was in mourning. Someone who was slightly less of an idiot. “Werewolves are the guardians of humanity, and their form should be purer while exorcised. They’ll be assets in the last battle.”

“We’ve only seen one exorcised wolf before, and it was fucked up,” Anthony said. “How do you know these ones will be any better?”

“I don’t, but angels and demons colluded to wipe shapeshifters off the face of the Earth for a reason.” Elise clenched her fists. “And Rylie would have wanted it like that. Any protests?”

“Yeah,” Levi said.

She turned to the others. “Any other protests?” That was mostly directed toward Abram.

He just shrugged.

“I’m going to bring my army from Dis to escort us to the gateway in the Himalayas,” Elise said. “Belphegor wants Earth to be like Hell? Great. My legions will be right at home. I’ll find the nearest sinkhole and meet you all on the way.”

“A thousand demons,” Anthony said.

“More than that.”

He smiled mirthlessly. “So you want a wolf-spirit army on top of your demon army, all to kill this one guy. Nobody does overkill like you do.”

“‘One guy’ who also happens to be a god,” James said. “There’s no such thing as overkill. If anything, it’s a waste of time and resources to attempt to move an entire army when Belphegor can wipe them out of existence with a thought. And this is assuming that we’ll even be able to confront him by going to the gate.”

“He’s not that powerful,” Elise said. “I don’t think he’ll reach his full abilities until the genesis. That doesn’t mean it won’t be a difficult fight, though. Belphegor still has the Fates and hybrids infected with my blood. We’ll need to be able to take them down.”

“Dangerous guesswork,” James said. “Too many assumptions.”

Elise wasn’t making assumptions, but she kept her mouth shut instead of correcting him. Nobody else knew everything she knew—that Abram’s blood could unlock the gates, that Belphegor wanted her to join him in Eden, that she was hunting for Nathaniel.

If she could get the army to the gate, she could break into Eden and kill Belphegor before he reached his full power, and before he had his hostages.

It was their only chance.

Elise headed for the stairs, signaling that she was done with the conversation. “Let the wolves know that they’ve got an exit from this ride if they want it. I’m going upstairs to prepare for the exorcism. Have the volunteers waiting for me when I get back.”

“Elise,” Levi said. When she didn’t turn around, he called again, “Hey! Elise! I’m still talking to you!”

Anthony’s response was quiet as she walked up the stairs. “And she’s obviously done with you, so shut your stupid face.”

She strode toward James’s room, leaving the others behind.

Someone waited for her in the hall.

He loomed behind a set of decorative medieval armor. He was such a big man that he never would have fit into it, but he didn’t look like he needed the protection anyway; the jacket and jeans he wore looked like they were about to rip just from the force of his muscles.

Abel had heard her talking downstairs. He must have—his hearing, as a werewolf, was incredibly acute.

He just glared at her without saying anything at all.

Would he take the chance to be changed into a human again, now that his mate was gone?

Elise didn’t ask him. She just met his gaze, waiting to see if he was going to attack or speak. Chances weren’t bad that he’d blame her for Rylie’s death. She was the reason they’d been in Coccytus when the angels attacked in the first place.

But Abel just turned and walked back into the room he’d been sitting in. Same room that Rylie’s body had been moved to. Elise understood that his silence was acquiescence to the pack’s exorcism, even if he wasn’t volunteering for the easy way out himself.

Maybe the pack wasn’t going to be screwed without Rylie after all.







The number of werewolves that gathered in the garden to be exorcised was surprisingly small. Elise counted them from a hotel room on the second floor as she designed the exorcism spell.

She was going to need less power than she’d expected. Elise had been worried that the fact she hadn’t made it down to Hell to retrieve her chain of charms would be a problem, but now she thought she could surely exorcise a group this size using nothing but rune magic.

It was going to have to be impressive rune magic, though. Twenty simultaneous exorcisms was close to breaking her own record.

James shifted uncomfortably beside her. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

She added a few final lines to her drawing then lifted the paper from the desk to show it to him. “Do I?”

He examined the rune she had drawn. It was very similar to the magic that James had once used to exorcise Elise, although she’d made a few modifications.

James barely even glanced at it before handing the paper back to her.

“It seems that you do. That’s impressive.”

“I remembered what you said about the gaean magic,” Elise said. “How it was made stronger by lacing together all three—”

“Yes, and you’ve added ethereal elements. Great. You’re also likely to injure yourself by invoking angel magic.”

“It’ll be fine this once. I need the boost in power.”

“I’m aware how tempting that is, but sometimes it’s better to risk a spell failing than chase power to its absolute end.” A snort escaped Elise. James looked startled. “What?”

“You reached this wisdom, what, yesterday? It’s pretty fucking rich coming from you, considering all you’ve done in pursuit of power.”

“I learned that lesson much earlier than yesterday,” James said, looking only slightly offended. “Days earlier, even.”

Elise smudged out one of the ethereal lines with her thumb so that it wouldn’t work. It had only been an amplifier anyway. She could make two runes and have just as much power without the risk. “Better?”

“Much.”

“So when did you, of all people, decide that infinite power wasn’t worth the cost? Was it about the time that we killed Seth and drove Brianna to insanity? Or how about when an entire piece of Heaven crashed into Earth so that you could open that gate to Eden? Or was it—”

“It was when I realized that no amount of power would heal what I did to you. When I realized that nothing would ever bring you back to me.”

James wasn’t watching her work. He was staring at the wolves.

Elise studied the line of his profile. He looked like he was in pain, even though her infernal senses could tell that there was nothing wrong with him. For a white-haired man in his forties who had just killed a hybrid, James was in excellent physical condition. Her healing spell had made sure of that.

His pain was of the kind that magic couldn’t heal.

Elise focused on her spell, whispering to activate the exorcism magic. The rune lifted off of the page and settled in her palm. It was larger than the others she carried, and easily duplicated once she had made the first of them.

With two exorcism runes, Elise felt very powerful. Orange light glowed from between her fingers so brightly that it looked like she clutched miniature suns.

James was watching her now, the spells reflecting in his pupils. The emotions that radiated from him made her hungry. Anger and jealousy were excellent demon fodder.

She tugged her gloves on to hide the runes, then pushed the notebook into his chest.

“Draw the spell,” Elise said.

“What spell?”

“The one that will make you immune to my powers. Take care of it now, while I’m handling the werewolves.” When James didn’t move to obey, she wedged the pencil between his fingers.

“I’m not sure I can design anything for you,” James said.

Elise squeezed his hand briefly—the only gesture of sympathy she could muster. James had done something insane to save her life. She understood that. But she didn’t have time to deal with his self-pity.

“You didn’t lobotomize yourself when you healed me. You still know how everything is done. Draw the spell and I’ll be back for you in a few minutes.”







Levi burst from the back door of the hotel, storming into the walled garden where the werewolves were waiting to be exorcised. “What are you all doing out here?”

Abram immediately moved to position himself between Levi and the pack.

“Hang on. Calm down.”

The fact that he’d jumped to “calm down” before Levi actually lost his temper seemed to make it worse. The werewolf was immediately on guard, hackles up, eyes blazing. He pushed Abram aside to see who had volunteered for exorcism.

Some of them weren’t surprising at all, but there were a few that Abram never would have expected. Paetrick, who had been with the pack longer than Abram had been alive. Devon, Brandon, Pyper. Aniruddha, who had been one of the most enthusiastic new volunteers, and Chantal, who had been one of the less enthusiastic ones.

All in all, twenty-two werewolves were presenting themselves to be exorcised. A full half of the current pack.

If the exorcism didn’t yield the wolf spirits that Elise claimed it would, the pack would be crippled.

“What the hell, Paetrick?” Levi asked. “And Brandon? Really?”

“It’s their choice,” Abram said.

The werewolf rounded on him. “Are you telling me that you’re encouraging this?”

“Their lives, their choices. Rylie wanted it this way.”

Anger flashed over Levi’s face. “Rylie’s not the Alpha anymore.”

“So fucking what?” Abram asked.

Levi opened his mouth to keep arguing, but nothing ever came out.

Elise had appeared behind him, looming and pale-skinned and dark around the edges, like she was fading into the surrounding night. Her hands glowed orange with magic. “Is there a problem?” she asked. Her tone was mild, considering the way she glared at Levi.

He attempted to stare her down like he wasn’t afraid. It was more than Abram would have dared to do. “I thought we decided that we weren’t going to exorcise the werewolves. Any of them.”

Elise ignored him.

She glided forward to address the members of the pack sitting on benches around the garden, most bundled in furs and scarves, some with blankets from the hotel.

“This is your cure.” She held her hands out, uncurled her fingers. Runes slithered over her palms. “If you don’t want to have the wolf spirit exorcised from your body, leave right now.”

“Elise—” Levi stepped toward her.

She turned her empty black gaze on him. The pupils had grown to consume the entirety of the eyeball. “Yes?”

Abram clapped a hand on Levi’s collar. “Let’s go.”

He dragged him inside the hotel, where it was warmer and Levi was less likely to get killed. From the rear window, they could only see Elise’s back, her misted hair, the umbra of her power. Everyone beyond was hazy. They could barely see the werewolves kneeling at her feet.

It looked like Levi was going to have an aneurysm, judging by the way his face purpled and that vein in his forehead bulged. “How can they do this?” he hissed at Abram. “After everything we’ve done—after all that we suffered?”

“The suffering’s why they deserve it,” Abram said.

“There are so few of us left now. Why don’t they care?”

Abram wrapped his arm around Levi’s shoulder. “They care. They’re just doing what they have to do for themselves.”

The glass and walls muffled Elise’s voice, but Abram felt the words inside of him, and the strength of the spellcasting closed around him.

Crux sacra sit mihi lux…

Magic flared so brightly that it seared Abram’s retinas. He shaded his eyes, but it didn’t help. The power penetrated everything.

Non draco sit mihi dux. Vade retro, Satana…

Elise’s spell built and built. Abram’s head felt like it was going to collapse as her magic flowed around the pack. People cried out, falling to their knees, writhing on the ground like they were in the middle of transforming.

Paetrick crumpled, and a moment later, there was something standing on his chest—something with huge paws, bright eyes, and white fur. Elise’s magic curved around it. Paetrick’s mouth opened in a scream. His back arched.

The wolf ripped free.

He slumped on the dirt, still human.

Elise’s magic surged again. A second wave crashed into the pack, illuminating the night with orange fire. Her voice kept echoing.

Ipse venena bibas…

The floorboards creaked behind them. Abram released Levi just in time to see Abel rounding the corner. He didn’t seem to have seen them holding each other—he was staring out the window at Elise, his golden eyes very bright, expression inscrutable.

And then the light cut off.

It took time for Abram’s eyes to adjust to the return of darkness. By the time he could see again, people were struggling to stand with trembling legs. Nobody had died under the crush of Elise’s power. That alone seemed like a small miracle.

The garden was so much more crowded than it had been a few minutes earlier. Wolves milled among the humans, greeting each other by licking each others’ faces and swishing their tails. They were smaller than werewolves became on the full moon, more like the actual animal. Abram would have believed that they were the real thing if they hadn’t been semi-translucent.

Whenever a human bumped against a wolf—or whenever they should have bumped against a wolf—their arms or knees went right through them, like they weren’t even there.

The wolves were nothing but spirits. Barely more than ghosts.

Levi’s jaw dropped open. “Oh my God.”

Abel stepped outside and Abram followed him. They stood among the garden’s shriveled bushes as still as the decorative statues while wolf spirits gamboled around them. Abel watched the wolves playing with a weird expression. Not like he was angry, or upset, but almost…guilty.

“Before I ever got bit, me’n Seth killed over a dozen werewolves,” Abel said.

Abram understood. He’d seen werewolves outside of Rylie’s control once or twice. They’d always been crazed, vicious—downright mean. It was easy to imagine hunting and slaughtering them.

There was no hint of meanness in these animals.

He stepped aside when one of the wolf spirits rushed between his legs. The wolf chasing it passed right through his knee. Their soft huffing noises as they ran echoed through the garden.

Elise approached the men. She looked even more bemused by the exorcised wolves than Abel did. “I didn’t expect that.”

“What did you expect?” Abram asked.

“I thought they would have been more violent, like werewolves on a full moon.” She sidestepped in time for another wolf to run past her. “Angels and demons have committed a lot of sins. What happened to werewolves might have been the biggest of them. I think this is what they should have been like all along.”

Happy goddamn puppies? Summer would have loved it. Abram was tempted to go upstairs and grab her just so that she could see.

“Thanks,” Abel said stiffly.

Elise pulled her gloves back on. When she spoke, her voice was strained. “It’s for her.”

A shudder rippled through Abel’s shoulders. “Yeah.”

“Take them. They’re yours now,” she said. When he started to move away, though, she grabbed his elbow. “Use them to protect Abram.”

It was a dangerously stern order. Abel had never taken orders well, not when they had come from his mate and definitely not coming from a demon. Abram braced himself for a fight.

But Abel just said, “Yeah.”

His agreement seemed to relax Elise, and she released him.

When Abel stepped into the middle of the garden, the wolves all stopped moving.

Luminous silver eyes turned to focus on him.

Abel didn’t speak to them. But one by one, they sank onto their forelegs, displaying submission.

The corner of Elise’s mouth lifted in a smirk. She headed toward the back door, leaving her strange and surreal work behind her.

Abram followed. Several of the wolves broke away, winding around his legs. He could almost feel their furry flanks brushing against his knees. “Why do you want the wolves to protect me?” he asked Elise’s back.

“You know why,” she said without looking back.

So she knew what the attack from the hybrids had meant. His heart sank. “What are you going to do about it?”

“I’m going to use your blood,” Elise said. His hand twitched for his gun. “Don’t bother drawing that. I won’t kill you, and you can do whatever you want once I’ve opened the gates to Eden.”

“You really think you can kill Belphegor?”

“If I can’t, nobody can.” It wasn’t exactly a motivational speech.

“Hope you’ve got a better plan than that.”

A ghost of a smile moved over her lips. “I hope so, too. The wolves are the beginning of it.” She opened the hotel’s rear door. “If we survive this, remind me. You’re a kopis. I can teach you to perform exorcisms, too.”

He was startled. “Why?”

“Why not?” she asked, standing aside to let him into Gora Hotel. “We might need more of this in the future.”

Abram didn’t understand what she was talking about yet, but she did seem to have a plan for the future. The fact that she even thought there might be a future—any future at all, much less one that needed another exorcist—was weirdly comforting.

For the first time since leaving New Eden, ever since the sky had broken and the world began to burn, he felt a touch of hope.







Elise held her composure all the way down the hall and up the stairs, while she felt Abram’s eyes on her. It wasn’t until she was alone on the second floor that she stopped to stare at her hands.

Twenty-two exorcisms. All successful.

It had barely tapped into the wellspring of her power.

She sensed James approaching and turned. He hung back several steps. Worry knitted his eyebrows together. “Are you all right?”

Was she? Elise didn’t feel overwhelmingly hungry. The light from the candles throughout the hallway didn’t make her skin ache. She could leave her mind open to the sense of James’s beating heart, tasting the slosh of its pulse on her tongue, and didn’t feel the urge to attack him.

She was definitely all right. More than all right. She’d cast magic with ethereal influences, and it hadn’t hurt her at all.

“I’m fine,” Elise said, and she couldn’t keep the note of wonder out of the words.

She stepped into James’s room. Belphegor had restored the wall that Nathaniel had destroyed, but the furniture was singed, and many of the papers on the desk were ash.

James hung back in the doorway. “Anthony’s reported that we’re ready to leave for the gate, but we need to talk about this. What makes you think we’ll even be able to reach Belphegor at this Eden gate?”

Elise briefly considered telling him the truth—that she had everything she needed to unlock Eden and brute force her way in.

She immediately dismissed it. He might not have had his magic anymore, but she didn’t want to dangle the possibility of entering the garden in front of him. It would be like expecting a heroin addict to ignore the bottle of Vicodin in the medicine cabinet.

“Belphegor will come out as soon as he realizes I’ve brought an army to his doorstep.” The lie came out smoothly.

“How can you be certain?” James pressed.

She gave him a level look. “I know Belphegor better than anyone else.”

He raked a hand through his hair, shook his head. He still wasn’t returning her gaze. “Lord, Elise. I hope you know what you’re doing. Provoking a god…”

“Not the first time.” She gathered the least burned of the papers. Almost all of the runes were damaged, but she’d be able to reconstruct them.

“This will be the first time that god will have been sane enough to destroy you. Destroy everything. I don’t think you understand exactly how much he can hurt us if you make him angry enough.”

“I understand what he can do.” She’d seen what Nathaniel could do, and Belphegor was far more malicious. “That’s why we’re going to have to see if we can unmake Belphegor’s godhood.”

“It’s not possible.”

“It has to be possible. I’m not going to accept any alternatives.”

James hesitated then stooped to pull something out from under the bed. The steel falchion. It still hummed with the memory of James’s magic.

He offered it to her.

Elise forced herself to take it, even though knowing that it was the vessel that had rendered James mortal made her feel ill. She sheathed the sword quickly. “Thanks.” She extended a hand toward him. “Want to come with me?”

“Where?”

“My library in the Palace. Paimon knew about geneses. He might know more—maybe how we can kill Belphegor.”

“The library in Dis,” James said, as though reminding himself. He squared his shoulders. “I’ll come with you.”

Elise curled her fingers around his. James’s hand was just a hand, bones and muscle and blood encased in mortal flesh, which was growing loose with age.

He stiffened at the contact. “Elise—”

She didn’t let him finish. Together, they phased into Dis.

















Six




The Library of Dis was quiet when Elise appeared on its top floor. She couldn’t see beyond the stacks, but it felt like the whole tower was empty.

James collapsed beside her, shoulder slamming into one of the bookshelves. Elise couldn’t help but watch with pity as he vomited. Switching between dimensions had always been difficult on mortals, but James had begun growing accustomed to it. Now it was like he had never phased before in his life.

When he finished, she helped him to his feet without remarking on it.

James pulled away from her touch far too quickly.

Elise emerged from among the stacks. When she looked over the railing, she realized that the library wasn’t unoccupied after all.

In fact, half of the Palace’s residents were packed inside the library. The lower levels were so full that there was no room to walk without running into people.

She couldn’t hear any of them talking. It was still whisper-quiet, the perfect atmosphere for study.

“What in the world?” James asked.

“The librarians must have enchanted the upper levels to be quiet,” Elise said, skimming the minds of everyone below her. They were mostly human. They were afraid.

Not a good sign at all.

Elise climbed down the spiral stairs. A man waited for her at the bottom, looking totally unsurprised by her appearance, as though he had known the instant that she had phased into the Palace.

He very well might have. Gerard, like Elise, was blood-bound to the Palace wards. He always seemed to know what was happening within their walls.

“Explain,” she said by way of greeting.

“It’s the sky,” Gerard said. “It peeled open. We had to move everyone inside where it was safe.”

“What do you mean, peeled open?”

“The atmosphere’s gone all inhospitable to humans. Most demons, too.” Someone bumped into Gerard, nearly knocking him into Elise. “Can’t go outside at all without risking death. It’s bad, Elise, it’s real fucking bad. Wards on the library are strongest, so everyone’s here for now.”

There weren’t many bathrooms in the library tower, no kitchens, and definitely no dry baths. Conditions must have been very bad indeed to use it as a refuge.

Gerard wasn’t the only one who had noticed Elise’s arrival. Murmurs spread through the ground floor as people stopped to look at her—some wearing pajamas, like they were in the middle of the biggest, most depressing sleepover ever.

Elise saw more than a few smiles. They thought she’d come to save them.

“Fuck,” she growled, massaging her temple.

James’s hand brushed the small of her back. A brief gesture of comfort, which he quickly withdrew.

The reminder that her former aspis couldn’t look at her or touch her anymore wasn’t, unfortunately, very comforting.

“You didn’t come back for us,” Gerard said, giving her a too-knowing look. “It’s worse on Earth, isn’t it?”

“It’s still habitable for the moment.” She grimaced. “I didn’t come here to give help. I came here to get it. Is Paimon with you?”

Gerard jerked his chin toward the space underneath the stairs, and Elise turned.

Someone approached from among the stacks. It wasn’t the short, frog-like librarian who emerged, but a woman wearing steel-heeled boots, a cropped Original Sin shirt, and a latex skirt. She held a dog’s chain wrapped around one hand. On the other end trotted Ace.

Neuma’s face brightened at the sight of them. “Elise! You’re alive!”

For an instant, Elise forgot everything about the looming apocalypse. She dropped to one knee beside her dog, earning a swipe of his smelly tongue along the side of her face. She scratched him between the shoulder blades. His tail thumped against the ground.

Neuma embraced her tightly the instant she stood again. Elise didn’t have to pretend that she was happy to see Neuma, too—not when Elise had left the Palace thinking that it would be the last time she’d see her friend.

One of Neuma’s arms was occupied with a bundle of books.

“Light reading?” Elise asked.

“I’ve been pulling books out of the stacks because me’n Gerard were trying to find a fix for, you know, that.” She pointed at the ceiling. Elise took it to mean the broken sky beyond. “And I was back there letting Ace take a dump, too. Stay out of the books on human history from 1780 to 1799.”

Paimon must have been really distracted if he wasn’t freaking out about a dog shitting in the library.

“Have you found any information in the books?” Elise asked.

“Not yet. Problem is, there are a lot of books, and we’re too busy to search fast. The staff’s freaking out.” Neuma pulled a face. “I could distract ‘em all, but making a bunch of scared people horny isn’t real helpful.”

“I’ll have to redirect your attention again,” she said. “I need your help with something more urgent. Apocalyptic, in fact. I’m sorry.”

“Ain’t it always? Don’t tell me. Mobilize the army.”

“I’m so transparent.”

Neuma didn’t smile. “Bad news about that, doll. The army’s down to less than half the numbers you had when you left last time. Lots of them got sucked out of Dis when it first ripped open.”

“Sucked out?” James echoed.

Now she found her smile—a heavy-lidded expression that managed to look invitingly seductive despite the circumstances. Neuma had always had time to hit on people she found attractive. “Yeah. Sucked. It’s a lot less fun than it sounds.”

“It doesn’t sound fun,” he said, though the tops of his cheekbones were colored a faint shade of pink.

“On the bright side, I’ve already got the surviving army ready to go, ‘cause Dis obviously isn’t safe anymore. We can move as soon as we find a way out of here,” Neuma said. “Jerica’s looking for one right now.”

“Good thinking,” Elise said.

“Earth is in our sky. Doesn’t take much thinking to tell when it’s time to evacuate.” She planted a kiss firmly on Elise’s lips. “I’m just glad you’re alive to come with us.” Neuma swatted Elise’s butt, and then James’s too, for good measure. He jerked away from her. “Nice to see you too, handsome.”

James turned to watch her leave the library. It would have been difficult for anyone not to. Neuma’s draw as a half-succubus was almost as compelling as Elise’s, except that Neuma made no effort to hold it back. And her ass did look great in the skirt.

“I’m going to find Paimon,” Elise said.

He didn’t respond until the door swung shut behind Neuma, concealing her from view. “Paimon. Yes. Right.”

Elise’s brief amusement at James’s expense vanished as soon as she waded back into the crowd, trying to reach the opposite shelves.

Her staff stepped back as she passed them, making room for her and Ace. Like James, none of them wanted to touch her, though they hung close enough to stare.

Their emotions were overwhelming in such close proximity—even more overwhelming than the smell of hundreds of people who hadn’t scraped the stink of sweat from their bodies in days.

So much fear, hope, and despair. All of it focused on her.

It didn’t get better when Elise climbed the stairs. The refugees were on the second and third stories, too. All watching. Waiting to see what she would do.

Paimon wasn’t on any of the lower floors. “Has anyone seen the librarian?” she called, loud enough for the nearby staff to hear her.

Those near enough to hear her shook their heads.

She headed upstairs to continue looking, and James accompanied her at a safe distance. “I can begin combing the library for information while you look for Paimon,” he suggested from a few steps below her. “I became familiar with the organization of the stacks while designing Lincoln’s cure.” The cure that he had ended up using on himself as well.

“Okay. Take a look.” She passed Ace’s chain to James. “I’ll be right back.” The pit bull didn’t seem happy about the transfer. His ears flattened to his skull. A low growl rumbled from the barrel of his chest. “Be nice,” Elise said, fixing Ace with a hard look.

Without a mortal to hold her back, she could search by phasing into shadow and darting around the tower.

Despite the size of the library, it didn’t take long to determine that Paimon wasn’t there at all.

She rematerialized a few minutes later beside James.

He had looped Ace’s chain around the nearest lamp, forcing the dog to stay behind as James searched through the books. Apparently, the two of them hadn’t been able to get along for all of sixty seconds—the hems of James’s slacks were tattered with the imprint of canine jaws.

“No librarian?” he asked, plucking another book off the shelf. “Will you go organize the army, then?”

“Yeah,” Elise said.

But she didn’t leave.

James didn’t ask why she was hanging around. He just kept searching through the section, selecting books, tucking them under his arm. She shadowed him as he looped around almost the entire floor.

Finally, he stopped searching. “Okay,” James said. “Tell me what’s bothering you.”

She took one of the books from him and drummed her forefinger on the spine. “It’s Nathaniel. He accused me of abandoning him when we escaped from Araboth.”

James slowly tugged another book off the shelf, tucking it alongside the others in the crook of his arm. Elise watched as he struggled to think of something to say, but no consoling words came to him.

He set all of his books down with a sigh. “Elise…”

“He’s right to be pissed off at me,” Elise said. “I did abandon him. For years.”

James wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulled her to his side, and rested his head atop hers, though she knew it must have been difficult to touch her like that. His muscles were too tense to make it seem like a casual gesture.

“You warned me not to leave Nathaniel behind,” Elise said, arms stiff at her sides. She couldn’t bring herself to return his hug. “You were right. He was a kid who’d just lost his mother, gotten killed, and come back as an angel. Even an adult wouldn’t make rational decisions at a time like that. He had no idea what he was choosing to do.”

James’s thumb rubbed over her shoulder. “You were treating him as an adult. You couldn’t have known how it would turn out.”

“But you knew.” She swallowed hard. “I failed him.”

A wet cough drew Elise away from James. She turned to see that Paimon, the little frog-like librarian, had finally arrived. His slight figure was overwhelmed by the size of his cloak, but the air around him vibrated. Even Ace wasn’t trying to bite him. The dog was flattened to the ground, eyes wide, tail tucked.

“You’ve been looking for me,” Paimon croaked.

She had been, and she should have been relieved to find the librarian. But this was the second time now that someone’s arrival had interrupted a conversation with James. She would have given everything she owned in the Palace for a few peaceful minutes alone with him.

“I need to learn about the geneses,” Elise said, shoving aside her annoyance. “Most importantly, I need to know how to take godhood away from the pantheon.”

Paimon gave another wet cough. “Then I think it’s time.” He beckoned Elise toward him with a crooked finger. “Lift your shirt.”

She pulled the hem of her shirt to her ribs. Paimon tapped her back a few times, muttering to himself. He was inspecting the faded marks that James had tattooed alongside her spine years earlier, which collectively served as a skeleton key for the entire Palace.

His finger finally stopped just above her hip. He made a satisfied sound.

“What are you doing?” Elise asked.

She twisted to look back at him just as he drew a metal prod from the depths of his robes. It burned with white-hot light.

Paimon drove it into her flesh.

Even Elise wasn’t impervious to that much heat. She jerked away with a hiss of pain. Ace gave a single, disapproving bark, though he didn’t try to bark again once Paimon glanced at him.

“There,” the librarian said.

Elise couldn’t see what he had done. “Is that another key? One that wouldn’t have been in Abraxas’s book?”

He folded the prod back into his robes. “My work is done here, Father. It’s time for me to rejoin the other librarians in the beyond. With any luck, we’ll not see one another in the next genesis.”

“What’s going to happen?” Elise asked, rounding on him. “What do you know about the next genesis?”

But Paimon gave a flick of his robes, lifting the material above his face for the briefest instant.

When the hem dropped, he was no longer inside. The cloth puddled at Elise’s feet.

Suddenly brave, Ace nosed around the material, but there was nothing to find.

Paimon was gone.

He hadn’t even told her what to do with that damn mark. It still itched. “Is it a key?” she asked James, twisting around to try to see it. The placement made it impossible. She might have been able to turn incorporeal, but she wasn’t a contortionist.

“Hold still and let me see,” James said. She stopped moving, and his thumb brushed over her skin. “This mark has been branded rather than tattooed, the way we did the others. But yes, I believe it’s another key.”

His hand dropped to the line of her hip just over her pants. He finally looked at her face, allowing her to get her first good look at the brown in his eyes. The outer ring was dark, the color of soil, whereas his irises were a mossier shade of green toward the center.

Elise liked the brown on him much better than the angel blue, she decided.

“James,” she started to say.

He pulled his hand back. “Sorry.”

“Don’t bother.” She swallowed down her frustration and went for the stairs.

“Where are you going?”

“There’s only one place in the Palace I can’t access,” Elise called over her shoulder, unhooking Ace from the lamp and taking him with her.

Murmuring voices surrounded her as she descended again. Neuma had returned, this time with Jerica at her side. Jerica was especially good to see—her presence must have meant that they had found a sinkhole to Earth. They were leading the staff toward the exit doors.

As soon as Elise stepped out onto the glass floor to approach Neuma, the new mark that Paimon had placed on her back flared bright with pain.

The whole tower began to tremble. The floor shifted.

Shouts rose from the former slaves as the library groaned. They leaped away from the shifting floor and climbed onto the stairs or grabbed bookshelves.

Elise didn’t try to escape. She scooped Ace into her arms and turned her legs to mist, hanging suspended over the crystal floor as it began to open panel by panel.

It irised from the center to reveal a second spiral staircase, much like the one that led to the floors above. Cool, dry air sighed from the opening.

She’d never gotten a good look at the space underneath the library before. Nobody but the librarians was allowed down there—including Elise. Now she had a great view. It was dark and endlessly deep below, mezzanine levels corkscrewing so far into the earth that Elise couldn’t see the bottom.

As tall as the tower was, the space it occupied underneath Dis was even larger.

A pinprick of fire-bright light smoldered in the center of the tower’s basement, all the way down at the bottom, though she couldn’t tell how distant that was.

The floor stopped moving once it was open enough to allow access to the stairwell. The desks hadn’t even been disturbed, since they’d been arranged to each stand on separate panels of glass. More librarian cleverness.

“James?” she prompted, glancing behind her. He was staring at her transparent legs. She wasn’t sure if he’d ever seen her selectively phase before. Elise was guessing he hadn’t, considering how disturbed he looked. “I need to move the army. Can you research on your own?”

“Yes. I think so.” He didn’t move to take the stairs, though. “I could find anything down there, you know. We have no idea what will be in those books.”

He was giving Elise an opportunity to keep him out. And maybe he was right to warn her—maybe James shouldn’t have been trusted with that much arcane knowledge. If he’d still had access to his power, the basement of the library would have been an incredibly dangerous place to send him.

James didn’t have access to his power anymore. He’d chosen to surrender it.

“Don’t open anything that looks like it might kill you,” Elise said lightly. Ace finally started squirming, and she set him down beside James. “I’ll come back for you soon.”

A smile flickered across his lips. “Very well.”

James stepped down into the stairwell, followed by the dog. As much as she disliked the idea of James alone in the depths of the Palace—mostly for his safety—she was relatively confident that Ace wouldn’t allow anything to eat him. At least, Ace wouldn’t allow anything else to eat him.

Elise retreated. The tower shivered again as the floor once more irised closed, isolating James on the other side.

She turned to see all the pale, staring faces that waited for her.

“Are you ready to go back to Earth?” she asked them.

















Seven




The nearest sinkhole back to Earth was on the other side of Damnation Square. Fenced paths led from the Palace directly to Belial Orchards, which was filled with trees transplanted from the Screaming Forest and decorated by hands like those in the flesh gardens.

The trees themselves were nightmarish, twisted spikes of iron, scraping at the sky with knifelike fingers. At least half of them gripped human bodies in their branches, chests and stomachs split open like dissected pigs on display. The strange magic of the trees was capable of keeping the bodies alive, hearts beating, blood flowing, lungs quivering as screams drifted from the mouths of the not quite dead.

At least, they usually screamed. But the same shift in universes that had ripped half of Elise’s army into presumable oblivion seemed to have finally, truly killed the trees and the bodies inside of them.

Now the corpses were limp, blood trickling down their legs to puddle on the wilted hands upthrust from the hard soil underneath.

Needless to say, Belial Orchards had never been a popular destination for any of the humans that lived in Elise’s Palace, and she had never had cause to go there herself.

Her first visit didn’t leave her with a glowing impression.

“There it is,” Jerica said, stopping a few yards back from a line of bushes that clearly didn’t belong in Dis. She was breathing shallowly, her skin rubbery and slick with sweat.

Jerica was a full-blooded nightmare, but she was still struggling in Dis’s new atmosphere. Earth and Heaven were leaking all over the dimension. Sometimes the wind blew cold, sometimes scalding hot.

The worst part for the humans was that other levels of Hell were leaking into Dis, too. Some had no atmosphere at all; others were filled with acid. As the sinkholes moved across the city, Elise experienced seconds where she couldn’t breathe because there was no longer air to fill her lungs. Her clothes were tattered from the blasts of acid, exposing her navel, her knees.

She found it irritating. For humans, the environment in flux was deadly.

At least Belial Orchards were close to the Palace.

Elise approached the sinkhole in the bushes alone. There shouldn’t have been any rosebushes anywhere in the city, much less in Belial Orchards, yet these ones were flourishing. Their branches had actual roses on them. White ones. Plump petals sparkled with dew. Moist soil extended a few feet around them.

It was the only visible sign of a sinkhole in the park. Elise extended her hand into the air above the rosebushes and the entire appendage vanished. She could feel cool air on the other side. She thought it might have been raining.

“Did you scout it out?” Elise asked. “Does this one land anywhere near China?”

“I didn’t want to risk going over in case there’s a lot of light on the other side,” Jerica said. “I’m not up for that yet.” She was still recovering from her time in the pits of Malebolge. Even a little bit of artificial illumination—or worse, sunlight—might have been enough to send her to the pits.

Elise was about to step through the sinkhole herself when she felt a sick lurch in her stomach. Lightning flashed across the sky and a groan spread over the city. Mount Anathema, a black peak on the horizon, gave a groan and gust of ash.

White-hot magma appeared at its point, illuminating the clouds.

Jerica’s eyes widened. “That’s a volcano?”

Elise had been all over and underneath Mount Anathema, and she was fairly confident that it wasn’t. But this was a world with Belphegor as God. Apparently, he wasn’t satisfied with merely terraforming Earth. He was reshaping Dis, too.

It was time to move the army while she still had any army left.

“Terah?” Elise called.

The demon appeared at her side. She was already fully armored and accompanied by the fourth centuria, populated entirely by gibborim—looming, pale-fleshed creatures with the approximate physical statures of hairless gorillas.

“Shall we explore the other side?” Terah asked with a toothy grin.

“Yeah, secure the other side for our arrival,” Elise said. “We’ll be following fast and hard.” Terah took a step, but Elise grabbed her arm. “Don’t let the gibborim kill any humans if they don’t have to.”

A sharp nod, and Terah thrust her gauntleted fist into the air. “Let’s go!” she roared, and the gibborim crawled under the iron branches to approach the sinkhole.

One by one, they vanished to the other side.

Elise phased with Jerica back to the gates of the Palace.

Neuma was huddled inside a tunnel through the battlements with a couple hundred mortals. These humans were all that remained of the liberated staff that had run the Palace for so long. Two hundred, maybe two hundred fifty.

Elise had taken the time to place a few extra wards before leaving, so the humans were still breathing—for now. But those protections wouldn’t follow them as soon as they stepped outside the battlements.

Beyond the tunnel, the remnants of her army filled the courtyard. Elise could see brutes and behemoths, more fell beasts, and even a few demons for which she had no names at all. The centuriae in the front were led by Endi and Albrinck, the loyal incubus twins who had proven themselves almost as tough as Terah, and easily just as brutal.

Elise approached Albrinck. The air was growing sour within the courtyard. “Ready?” she asked. The last of the red canvas tents that the army had been living in collapsed around them.

“Ready as rain,” he said grimly. He made it almost sound like a threat.

“Straight through to Belial Orchards,” Elise said. “Terah’s holding the other side of the sinkhole. Don’t stop until you’re all through.” She jogged back to the humans and shouted, “Stand aside!”

The humans clustered against the wall. She spotted Gerard among them, talking to a trio of men who looked to be in the midst of a shared panic attack. And who could blame them? The mountain was erupting, the sky had already been crushed, and they were one flimsy spell away from having the breath sucked from their lungs.

Elise held the liberated slaves back as the army rushed past them, dozens at a time. There were still over five hundred remaining. Not as many as she had hoped to take with her, but hopefully enough.

She edged toward Neuma, lowering her voice to a whisper. “The atmospheric conditions between the Palace and the park are favorable, but I can’t guarantee they’ll remain that way. Let me phase you over so you’re not at risk of getting sucked into some other part of Hell.”

“No way. I’ve got to stay with the Palace,” Neuma said. “If all three of us leave, it makes the defenses vulnerable.”

“The Palace doesn’t matter anymore. We’re abandoning it.” Elise brushed her fingers through Neuma’s hair. Its texture was similar to hers, just a little bit coarser. “I just want to make sure you get home safely.”

“You know, I never woulda called you sweet,” Neuma said, “but you’re a little bit sweet sometimes.”

“Do you want me to phase you there?”

“Naw. The slaves are my responsibility. I’ll run with them.”

There was no point in arguing with Neuma once she’d made up her mind. “Fine. Lead them to the sinkhole. I’ll take up the rear.” She said the last part loudly enough for Gerard to hear her, too. If anyone deserved to get out of Dis, it was definitely Gerard.

He winked at them. “Been nice working with you,” he said. “Both of you.”

The half-succubus kissed Gerard on the cheek. “Ditto.”

He blushed. Gerard, strongest of the former slaves, leader of the Palace, actually blushed.

The last of the demon army passed them, clearing the route to Belial Orchards.

Neuma broke into a run.

The former slaves followed.

Elise held the wards until the last moment, feeling each body pass through as they hurtled into Damnation Square. Her heart clenched to see the former slaves run for Earth. People who had been through the worst Hell had to offer, yet decided to stay to serve Elise until the very end anyway.

Black, billowing smoke filled the air as Mount Anathema belched again, spewing orange sparks into the air. Bright rivers streamed down its face.

Once the final person left the tunnel, Elise broke into a run behind them.

They made it all the way to the end of Damnation Square before the wind shifted.

The change in atmosphere hit the ones in the rear first. Two women were launched off of their feet, ripped toward the sky as gravity changed. They clutched at their throats and couldn’t seem to scream. One of them disappeared into a sinkhole.

Elise phased, catching the woman who remained. She brushed the sinkhole as she passed. The other side was cold, so very cold. Colder even than Coccytus. For a moment, she was surrounded by total darkness—a starless void.

She wrenched the woman away from the sinkhole and deposited her beside the fountain in Damnation Square.

“Keep running!” Elise urged.

The others had already moved on, halfway to the twisted iron of Belial Orchards. Neuma and Gerard’s voices echoed against the staring faces of the empty buildings around them, blocky stucco structures with darkened windows. Run. Don’t stop. Almost there. Leave him behind.

A man stumbled against the curb. He vanished into nothingness with a shriek.

Elise leaped into the sinkhole after him and found herself engulfed in acid. It boiled around her incorporeal form. She couldn’t see anything, but not because it was dark—because the fires were all consuming.

The man was already a skeleton. His flesh had been devoured in less than a second.

She phased back to Dis. When she had a human body again, her heart was pounding, and the acidic environment had pockmarked her clothes. She should have been totally incorporeal while on the other side. Nothing should have been able to touch her.

Acid began to ooze from the cracks in the sidewalk, puddling around her, eating at the soles of her boots.

Elise phased out of her shoes and left them behind to be devoured.

Everyone else had already reached Belial Orchards, but another sinkhole had shifted to block their path. Darkness swarmed. Most leaped out of the way in time, but one man did not.

He screamed as his legs melted and fire crawled up his waist.

Neuma had stopped to slap the flames out. “Keep going,” Elise said, hauling the man off the ground. His right femur was exposed to the air. Tears streamed down his cheeks. Neuma was pale with fear, but she continued.

Air was disappearing rapidly from the orchards—probably why all of the hands in the flesh gardens had wilted. The former slaves that had been too slow to reach the sinkhole to Earth were dropping, gasping on the ground.

Gerard waited further up the path. “The bushes, the rosebushes!” he kept yelling, pointing into the darkness.

One by one, everyone vanished. Elise went back for some of those who had passed out—the ones who were still alive, at least.

There weren’t many left.

“Go!” Neuma cried, wrapping her arms around the man with the melted legs. “Hurry!” She lunged through the sinkhole with him in her grip. Gerard pushed a group of liveried soldiers after her before following.

Belial Orchards stood empty. Elise didn’t look back at Dis before leaping in after everyone else.

She found hell on the other side.

Rain gushed from swollen clouds, and it still wasn’t enough to wash away the blood on the streets. Elise had expected her army to have progressed from the entry point, spreading out to secure the city where they had emerged. Instead, she was trapped in the press of bodies, limbs flashing around her, screams piercing the night air.

Someone had been waiting for her army to arrive.

She heard something whistling, and then felt a punch to the chest. Elise looked down to see an iron arrow jutting from her breastbone.

She whirled into darkness, following the arrow’s trajectory back to its source. The archer—a demon with a crossbow—stood on the edge of a roof looking down at the rose garden, which formed the edge of a city park. She descended on the demon, swallowing him with an instant’s thought. She felt him struggle until his atoms were no longer cohesive enough to move in any coordinated fashion.

There were more archers lined up alongside him. When they realized that one of their number had gone missing, they turned to aim at Elise, but there was nothing to aim at.

She spread herself over all of them, and they were gone.

Elise reformed on the edge of the roof, crouching with a hand to balance herself as she studied the city. They had definitely reached Earth, but they had arrived nowhere near the rendezvous point with the werewolves; the architecture looked distinctly European. There was a courthouse, a museum, a large hotel.

Everything reeked of death, both human and infernal. Shattered windows, spilled blood, meat rapidly cooling to the point where it didn’t seem palatable.

Now her army was falling under the assault, too. Terah’s fell beast soared through the air, swooping and attacking ground forces; its scream shattered the air when a barrage of arrows and bullets peppered its flanks, folded its wings. It vanished into the seething crowd below.

It was hard to distinguish enemy from ally. But that was because, not that long ago, they had all been allies.

Elise had found the other half of her army.

Everyone fighting wore her livery. She recognized the marks of all the centuriae, including those that Neuma had reported missing.

They hadn’t been killed when the angels ripped apart the universes. They had deserted and returned to Belphegor, their original commander.

He had said she didn’t need the army anymore, hadn’t he? But she never would have expected him to take it back so effortlessly.

The halves of the army clashed like tidal waves. Elise’s remaining demons were stronger, but they had been funneled through a narrow rip in universes that only allowed a few of them to pass at a time, which meant they’d been easy to pick off. Belphegor’s half of the legions were also bolstered by hybrids.

It was a slaughter.

Elise flashed across the square to another row of archers. Most of them were fiends and easily devoured. One was a nightmare—she couldn’t crush him. He dropped his bow and jerked a Taser from his belt. Elise drew back, conceding the rooftop to him. No point in focusing on one demon when there were so many others.

But where could she even begin to fight back?

Goddammit.

Elise couldn’t continue devouring the demons fighting throughout the city. She had no idea which of them was still loyal to her.

A familiar voice rose above the screaming.

“Elise!”

It was Neuma.

She zeroed in on the half-succubus, still standing among the rose garden. Elise flashed across the square just in time to see a gibborim—one of Terah’s?—swinging its club-like arm at Neuma. Whether it was a traitor or just confused didn’t matter.

Elise jumped in its way, falchion flashing, and severed its arm. The gibborim fell as ichor consumed it.

Neuma was sobbing on her knees under the branches of a tree. Her hands were soiled, and in the darkness, Elise could only tell that it was blood rather than mud because of the way that it smelled.

Elise stepped up to her side. “What…?”

“It’s Gerard,” Neuma cried.

He had been ripped in half, and his shoulders rested at a strange angle to his knees. His all-too-mortal intestines were spilled through the mud. Neuma must have been close when he’d been ripped apart; she had been splattered from the chest down.

Anger clawed at Elise’s heart. “Who did this to him?”

Neuma lifted a trembling finger to point at the other gibborim. They were fighting in a circle, closing in around someone who Elise couldn’t see, though she could hear Terah’s battle cry. The centurion had been cornered.

Traitors.

Elise whipped into the night, engulfing the entire century of gibborim. Not just the ones attacking Terah—the ones rushing through the trees, into the square, all of them within a hundred meters.

They were big, violent creatures. They knew the instant that they’d been surrounded and tried to fight back. Fists beat against the inside of Elise’s shadow.

It didn’t help.

She contracted.

The gibborim roared, they wailed, they were crushed into tiny pieces. And Elise drank them all down.

When she flashed back into her physical body beside Terah, there wasn’t even a smear of blood to mark the places where they had stood.

The centurion staggered toward Elise, gauntlet clutching her belly. She still looked more exhilarated than in pain. “They’ve betrayed us,” Terah groaned. She stumbled, and Elise caught her. “All these bastards betrayed us! The whole damned army!”

“All of them?” Elise asked.

“All of mine,” she said, “and so many of the others that it doesn’t matter who’s not.” Terah’s gauntleted fingers dug into Elise’s upper arms. “Kill them all, Father. Kill every last one of them and make their power yours.”

But she still needed the ones that were loyal to her. She needed them to join her at the gate to Eden. “There has to be a way to separate out the ones I can trust.”

Her command was the only thing that could override Terah’s perpetual blood thirst. The demon looked thoughtful. “The sixty-fourth has lost half their number, but the survivors are good. If I can recover the fifty remaining, I can try to turn it around. I’ll need my fell beast.”

“He’s gone,” Elise said, skimming the square beyond the trees. There were many bodies, but still enough standing and fighting that she couldn’t tell what was going on. “Where’s the sixty-fourth?”

“Over in the—”

A scream.

Elise whirled and came face to face with shadow, total and disorienting.

It was one of Belphegor’s Fates: Lachesis, a woman darker than darkness. She looked as though someone had cut a hole in the world and allowed the void of space to peer through.

Lachesis wasn’t quite there, wasn’t quite corporeal.

But, like Elise, she could phase selectively. Only her arm had physical form. It was buried in Neuma’s stomach and emerged from the half-succubus’s back. Lachesis’s black fingers were curled around a twitching heart.

Neuma’s scream cut off. Blood dripped from her bottom lip.

Elise felt the scream come from her, but she didn’t hear it. All she heard was the pouring of rain and the pounding of her heart and the white-hot roar of absolute rage thrusting through her body.

She had always been able to sense Neuma, in much the way she sensed any mortal; the half-succubus’s heart beat like a human’s, her blood flowed, her mind flashed with delicious thought.

Now all of that had been silenced. She smelled like nothing but meat.

She was dead.

The Fate dropped her body. Neuma splashed into a puddle of mud and remained still.

Lachesis lifted the heart to her mouth. Sank her teeth into the meat of it.

Fury blinded Elise.

She flashed into darkness and attacked, engulfing the Fate. But Lachesis couldn’t be swallowed like a corporeal creature could. No matter how hard she contracted, Elise couldn’t kill her.

Damn you, die!

To retaliate, Elise needed light. She needed electricity.

Goddammit, she needed to go back five minutes and take Neuma somewhere safe.

The Fate ripped free of Elise’s shadowy form. It was all too easy. Lachesis didn’t bother trying to fight back, either—she flashed away into the night, vanishing into the storm clouds now that her mission was over.

She didn’t even stick around to fight.

Cowardice.

Elise was tempted to chase Lachesis anyway, knowing that she couldn’t kill the Fate herself. But grief brought Elise back into her body. She landed beside Neuma and Gerard, both bloodied and dead.

Elise stared down at them.

Distantly, Terah’s cry shook the square. More meat fell under traitorous swords. Blood spilled on pavement, wasted and cold.

But she didn’t care about those thousands dead.

Elise lifted Neuma halfway into her lap, smoothing the hair from her face. The hole in her stomach was wide enough that Elise could see all the way through to her lap underneath.

She shook as she bent to kiss Neuma one last time, tasting the cold bitterness of her blood. They’d shared blood so many times. Sometimes because Elise was hungry, sometimes because Neuma just enjoyed it.

It tasted like the faint memory of all the times that Neuma had helped feed Elise out of love, out of friendship, out of a sense of unquenchable hedonism.

The blood was already becoming bitter and unappetizing.

Elise squeezed her eyes shut, pressing her forehead against her friend’s. She was stroking Neuma’s hair as though there was still a woman to comfort through the pain, though she wouldn’t be able to feel pain anymore.

Belphegor had done this deliberately.

The entire assault may have been intended to crush her army, but the Fate had been particularly focused on Neuma and Gerard. With both gone, Elise wasn’t sure how firmly the Palace’s soul-links would hold, especially since she was in another dimension.

Elise had been so sure Belphegor would have no interest in the Palace. He’d never been interested before.

Unless he wanted to reach someone who remained within.

Elise whirled into shadow, phasing with a single name on her mind:

James.







Everyone was preparing to leave Gora Hotel…except Abel.

He sat in a room upstairs, eyes closed, and listened to the pack.

He’d had a weird connection to the wolves ever since the night he mated with Rylie and became the pack’s male Alpha. He’d eventually learned to use that connection to make the men turn into wolves, and vice versa. Sometimes he could even make them obey his wishes if he meant whatever he was saying hard enough.

Now he had a pack of ghosts. They were different. They didn’t just obey him—they were part of him. When his eyes were open, he didn’t just see the room in front of him. He saw whatever the wolves were looking at. Right now, that meant Abram’s legs.

The spirit wolves were different from the rest of the pack, kind of more complicated, and yet…better.

Wasn’t everything more complicated now, though?

Life had been so much goddamn easier before Rylie Gresham.

Everything had been shit, of course, but it was easy shit. Life had been work from the moment he woke up to the moment he passed out from exhaustion. Finding another werewolf with his mom and brother. Hunting that werewolf down. Planting a silver bullet in their skull, yanking out the teeth to help keep track of the deaths, and looking for the next one.

“Easy,” Abel said to the cloth-wrapped body on the bed in the hotel room.

Life hadn’t been easy with Rylie, but it hadn’t been shit, either.

Now it was hard and awful. A life filled with shades of gray, where he was following a fucking demon through Russia after her fucking demon sword turned his mate into stone, where the angels had been the ones to kill Rylie, where he was suddenly the only surviving Alpha of the species he’d spent his teenage years doing his goddamn best to exterminate.

It wasn’t without its pleasures, though. Some of the wolf spirits were gamboling through the village they inhabited, searching for nothing in particular, smelling everything they crossed. They were happy, even if he wasn’t, and he couldn’t help but feel their joy vicariously.

If Abel let his mind drift, the room vanished around him completely, leaving him nothing but a rider in the minds of the pack. He felt paws on the earth like an embrace, and it seemed like the earth embraced back, like it was relieved to have the wolf spirits among its trees again.

Like he’d said—not easy at all. Real fucking complicated as a matter of fact.

He couldn’t stop thinking about how much Rylie would have liked it.

“What’s it like?” Summer asked.

His daughter was standing in the doorway of the room. Abel wasn’t sure how long she’d been there, or how long he’d been riding the minds of the werewolves as they whirled through the village.

She’d asked him a question. He didn’t understand it.

“What?” Abel asked.

“The new pack. What’s it like for you?”

When he didn’t respond at all, Summer seemed to understand. She always fucking understood.

She moved toward him, keeping her distance from the bed. Her eyes were puffy and red. Her cheeks were wet. She was still crying, even now.

“We have to go,” she said. “We’ll be running behind everyone else as it is.”

Abel braced his hands against the window and stared out at the garden. The whole damn world was so much darker now without Rylie in it. Had nothing to do with the smoke and the fires and the endless night that had fallen. All of that would have been fine, if she’d just been there.

“Fuck off,” Abel said. “I’m not on anybody’s goddamn timetable. Just fuck right off.”

Summer’s arms wrapped around his chest from behind. “It’s okay to be angry.”

Anger wasn’t a problem. Abel had no problems accepting the anger, and he would have been happy to let it fill his blood if it would have just turned off everything else he was feeling.

It was the part of him that wanted to turn around and hug Summer back that he didn’t like. The part that made him so furious when he realized Abram was in danger, and then feel vulnerable and prickly and scared once the adrenaline wore off.

He felt like he was going to lose his kids every time he turned his back and that was a whole new kind of painful that he hadn’t faced before. Almost as bad as the pain of losing Rylie all over again.

Abel shoved Summer’s arms off of him to try to make those soft, scared feelings go away. “Don’t touch me.”

“Take all the time you need,” she said softly, “but don’t lose sight of what you haven’t lost. I’m going to take her to the pickup.”

Summer bundled Rylie’s body into her arms and slipped away.

Abel had been pissed to see Summer, but her retreating scent just made him even more pissed.

His daughter had walked away from him. He didn’t want her to walk away. He wanted to keep her with him, stick her in a little box where she’d be safe, where he couldn’t lose one more thing.

How did Summer know? How did she always know?

He was about to chase after her when he smelled brimstone.

Elise had returned.

He was ready to rage at her, angry that she had invaded his room, the private place where he’d spent hours trying to sort through all those ugly emotions—but then he turned, and saw that she felt just like he did.

Elise’s rage was painted in every line of her face and body. She filled the corner of the hotel room with absolute darkness. What little bare skin that she had made corporeal again was painted with blood. “I need you to help me kill someone, Abel,” Elise said, voice echoing off the walls. “And we have to go now.”

Killing someone—Abel could handle that. That was simple. That was easy.

So he said, “Okay.”

















Eight




The tower shivered above James, urging him to search faster. He wiped the sweat from his brow and pulled another book off the shelf.

None of the books he found in the secret stacks of the Library of Dis were labeled. Unlike the books he’d read above, they had no titles or authors. Yet, also unlike the books in the rest of the library, every single one he pulled off the shelf seemed to be about gods and geneses.

At least, the ones that he could read were about geneses. Many were in languages he didn’t understand, and many more in languages he didn’t even recognize.

Books that had survived the last genesis. The world before Adam, Eve, and Lilith.

The collection was beyond priceless, and judging by how hard the tower was shaking, he was running out of time to explore it.

Ace’s chain rattled when James returned to the table he was using as home base. The dog was straining to reach him again, straining against the end of his tether. Fortunately, the leg of the table was obsidian, like many other things in Hell; it withstood the dog’s efforts at escape, and all James needed to do was take a seat outside of Ace’s bite reach.

“Genesis, genesis…” James muttered to himself as he opened another book, tugging on the collar of his shirt. The heat from the fires below was funneled directly toward him like the constant exhalation of a massive beast.

This book was a lengthy list, like an annotated book of laws. It was written in the ancient ethereal language. The first item on the list said, “Once begun, the genesis must be completed.”

“Shocking,” James remarked.

The tower groaned overhead. James looked up to see the crystal floor—a roof to him—shivering as though it were going to break.

He held his breath. The floor didn’t shatter.

After an agonizing pause, James bookmarked the list of laws, then set it on the stack he wanted to keep for later examination.

James unfurled another scroll. He couldn’t read it. He started to set it aside.

“It’s about avatars,” said a boy. “I can read it.”

A chair across the table was suddenly occupied. Benjamin Flynn was dusty with ash. Exhaustion rimmed his eyes. The dog was going wild, snapping and snarling, but Benjamin had cleverly chosen one of the only other seats beyond Ace’s reach.

“How in the world did you get in here?” James asked, hands tensing on the scroll.

Benjamin jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Sinkhole. I can see the fraying cables between all the universes, and I’ve been exploring them for a while, so I’ve gotten pretty good at finding my way around. Better than I used to be. It’s easier to actually go places instead of just seeing them in my mind.”

“Those sinkholes have only been forming for a couple of days.”

“Really? It feels like it’s been…” His eyes were chilling as he lost himself in distant thought. “Forever.”

Maybe for Benjamin, it had been.

James looked down at the scroll again. He still couldn’t read it. “Avatars?”

“Right now, with Eden cracked open, the triad of gods can go wherever they want. But they usually need avatars. They’re not supposed to interfere directly with Heaven, Hell, and Earth.”

“Avatars are, what, representatives?”

Benjamin glanced at Ace. The dog stopped barking. “Incarnations.”

“The gods can give themselves rebirths on Earth when they want to get involved, is what you’re saying.”

“Yeah,” Benjamin said. “Kind of. It’s complicated. There’s a cost.”

“Are you my son? I mean, are you his avatar?” James asked.

It felt like such a ridiculous question. This young man couldn’t be his son. Didn’t look anything like him.

“Yeah,” Benjamin said. “I think I am.”

That answered the “how” of it. But there was still another big question. “Why?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes I’m here, in the flesh, and sometimes I’m just seeing it.” Benjamin tapped his temple. “I see a lot of things. I know I must have come here for a reason. I had good reason to send myself into this time and place.”

“Rylie,” James said. He cleared his throat. “You, ah, seem to have been involved with what happened to Rylie. Does that help you recollect anything?”

“Elise needs her. Sometimes I almost think…” His face twitched. “I’m not sure. Like I said, there’s a cost. Avatars come back different, without all of our memories. Makes it harder to interfere. You know? You probably don’t know; even I don’t know.” One hand crept over his forehead, pressing tightly to his skull, as if to contain his thoughts.

“Benjamin,” James said in a low, urgent voice, “you came here for a reason. Think hard. Figure it out. Rylie Gresham. Werewolf Alpha. You wouldn’t have given Elise the falchion back and demanded that I use it on her body if it weren’t for a good reason…right?”

“Probably.” Benjamin was rocking in his chair, forehead pressed to his knees.

His son reborn. Not James’s child in body, but in spirit. A different man grown from the same seed.

James’s heart was hurting. “Where is Nathaniel?”

“I can see what Nathaniel sees sometimes, now that he’s loose. I saw fire. I saw a tidal wave. And now I see…” Benjamin shut his eyes, pressed his hands over his ears. “I’m at her grave. I feel so alone. I just don’t want to be alone anymore. I need you to come find me. That’s why I came—because you needed to know. Come find me where we buried her.”

The tower shook again. One of the shelves tipped over, showering books onto the floor—where they immediately vanished.

A sinkhole formed inches from James.

James leaped to his feet in time to untether the dog, dragging him away as chairs vanished into the sinkhole. Ace was smart enough to know that this wasn’t a time for biting James. He lunged to the other side of the floor.

The shelves shook as the sinkhole widened, exposing the Earth far, far below, as though James were looking down on it from an airplane. There was a coast, a roiling ocean, burning cities. The wind that whipped through his hair and shirt smelled like acid rain.

“There,” Benjamin said, shockingly close to James. He had gotten up quietly and left the table. “There it is.” His jacket billowed around him, short curls swaying.

And then Benjamin jumped through the sinkhole.

James didn’t even have a chance to react. “Nathaniel!”

He was gone. It didn’t matter how hard he strained or how desperately he wished for it to change—his son was already gone.

James was temped to jump after him.

One last fall.

Hands crept over James’s shoulders. They pulled him away from the sinkhole. He looked down to see pale, slender fingers with black nails, and for an instant, he believed that it was Elise.

But the strength of anger that crawled over him couldn’t have come from her. It was sickeningly powerful, evoking thoughts of beating Benjamin, smashing his head against the wall, making the boy pay for how much he had scared James.

Ace was growling, slinking into the corner of the library until the chain at his neck strained, strings of saliva drooping from his jaw.

He turned to see a woman who superficially resembled Elise standing behind him. She had the pale skin, the black eyes and hair. She wore black leather that framed her cleavage in a diamond, a snug corset, and black jeans. She even carried a sword. But that was not Elise’s falchion, and the demon was not Elise.

James’s thoughts went wilder still—far past Benjamin, to how frustrating he’d found working with Brianna Dimaria, or the moment he’d realized Stephanie and several members of his coven were with the Apple.

The thoughts of retaliation that followed were so violent that they shocked him. He imagined shotguns and garrotes, magical fires, crushing bones into dust with the force of magic he no longer carried.

It was because of the demon. She looked beautiful, like a succubus, but she was something terribly, terribly wrong.

She didn’t make him lust. She made him hate.

Her hands closed around James’s throat.

He jerked away from her and almost tripped into the sinkhole to Earth. The only thing that spared him was hooking his arm around a bookshelf, but one foot still slipped over the edge. His shoe fell off. The wind yanked it away.

“No,” the demon said softly, pulling him back toward her gently. “Come here. Come to me. There’s so much anger in you.”

James imagined throttling her. Throwing her to the floor, pressing all of his weight against her throat.

He had never been so furious in his life. He choked on it, unable to breathe.

The demon whispered soft nonsense words to him as he fell to his knees, weakened from slow asphyxiation. All he felt were fingers on his shoulders. And the hate. So much hate.

The library tower shivered. Another bookshelf toppled behind James with a resounding crack.

If Elise hadn’t been in Dis, she never would have been poisoned by the anathema powder. He wouldn’t have needed to heal her. He could have still had his magic, reached Eden, entered the Origin, fixed all of this.

The destruction was her fault.

Another hand seized upon the demon’s arm, wrenching her away from James.

The instant their contact broke, the hatred evaporated, leaving his muscles liquefied. He collapsed, grabbing the table at the last moment.

A pair of leather-clad legs moved to stand between James and the demon. His eyes tracked up from her bare feet to her knees, her hips, her back. This was Elise, and she looked just as powerful as the creature that attacked James. She didn’t need another demon’s thrall to evoke her rage.

“Let me have him,” the other demon whispered. “I see how much you hate him. Let me take him away.”

Elise visibly bristled. Energy lashed around her in spikes. “You can’t have James.”

“Please, try to stop me.”

Anger smoldered in Elise’s flesh. “Okay.”

It was only then that James realized that Abel stood behind Elise, accompanied by the swirling wolf spirits. The Alpha pointed. “That one,” Abel said.

The demon gave a battle cry, but it was immediately cut off when a wolf’s jaws snapped down on her barely corporeal arm. Smoke gushed from the wound.

Elise looked triumphant. “It works,” she hissed. “All of you Fates are going to fucking die.”

The other wolves leaped, slamming into the Fate.

She fell under the assault. Her body vanished among snapping jaws and shimmering fur, but her scream was carried through the library on torrential winds from the sinkholes.

Elise flashed across the tower and wrenched James to his feet. She clutched his face in both of her hands, and the desperation in her expression sucked away what little breath remained. “Are you okay? Did Atropos hurt you?”

“Fine,” he squeezed out. “But—your powers—”

She embraced him tightly for an instant, pressing her ear to his chest as if to listen to the beat of his heart. Her fingers clutched at his back so tightly that it hurt, even beyond the strength of her infernal power.

The demon called Atropos beat away the wolves. Smoke streamed from every wound. As James watched, the injuries struggled to heal slowly—so very slowly, for a creature like her.

The flesh had been completely stripped from her right arm. There was nothing but bone and ichor underneath.

“What in all the hells are you?” Atropos snarled, hand lashing out to seize one of the wolf spirits by the throat.

She could touch it as easily as it touched her. She ripped its throat away.

Elise smashed into the other demon. They pitched over the railing, tumbling toward the fires. The howl of the wolf spirits swirled through the tower as they chased Elise down.

Abel stood on the edge, hands gripping the rail. It didn’t look like his mind was with his body—he stared blankly down into the thrashing darkness. Sweat soaked through the collar of his shirt.

James rubbed his throat, sore from the demon’s grip, as he staggered toward the Alpha. “Abel? Are you all right?”

Darkness surged over the side of the mezzanine.

Atropos’s face reared over James, too huge, her eyes vast pits and her mouth gaping. She had broken free of Elise and the wolves’ assault. “Kill the witch!” she shrieked.

Her barely corporeal form smashed into him.

James choked on the anger. The thoughts that struck him weren’t rational. Weren’t even his thoughts.

But he couldn’t stop thinking of how Elise was always fucking so many other people, trying to make him jealous. Malcolm. Anthony. Lincoln. It wouldn’t have been so bad if it hadn’t worked, if she hadn’t known how much it would hurt—and he would have to kill her for it.

He was going to kill her.

James stumbled backward, overwhelmed by the image of attacking Elise, hurting her, killing her.

No. It’s the demon. It’s just the demon.

He could see nothing but Atropos and Elise’s swollen, bloodied face.

She deserved it. She deserved every ounce of pain.

James didn’t even feel it when he stumbled through the sinkhole to Earth.

His feet slipped. The library vanished around him. His heart lifted into the back of his throat and he tumbled into the night, just like Benjamin had.

So many miles down.

As soon as James was on the Earth side of the sinkhole, Atropos’s thrall lifted.

It was a long way down.

He had endless seconds to feel guilty for thinking violent thoughts about Elise. Long enough to realize that the burning coastline was rushing up to meet him. Long enough to wonder if his dying thoughts would be anger at everything that happened in his life.

He couldn’t seem to draw a full breath, so he didn’t try. James closed his eyes so he wouldn’t have to see the ground strike.

But darkness consumed him, and he never hit.







James landed safely amongst a torrent of papers from the Library. Not as hard as he would have landed if Elise hadn’t caught him, but hard enough that the impact jolted through his spine like an iron spike.

The pain was good, in a way. It meant he was alive.

Small comfort.

“Good God,” he groaned, rolling onto his back.

Elise and Abel’s landings were far more graceful. The werewolf managed to stay on his feet, spinning with his teeth bared, searching for the Fate that they had left behind. “Where’d she go? Where’s the bitch?”

“She’s gone,” Elise said curtly, grabbing James by the wrist and yanking him to his feet. “The whole Palace is gone.”

She swung a kick at one of the books that she had carried out of Dis, sending it flying across the street. It almost hit Ace, but the dog was fast enough to dodge it.

James scanned the street for bloody remains. There was no sign that Benjamin had struck anywhere near them—thank God.

Beyond that, James wasn’t entirely sure where they had ended up. It was some kind of coastal American city. He could smell the salty bite of the ocean. The empty street was buried under inches of muddy ash, most likely as a result of the Breaking.

There was newer damage, too. Fragments of ethereal architecture had crashed into the skyscrapers, pulverizing at least two structures that James could see. The streets were filled with rubble—some ordinary brick, some of it that white cobblestone. Two blocks down, James could see the glow of flowing magma.

The only reason that he had lived to make it back to that desolation was Abel’s intervention.

“Thank you,” James said, extending a hand toward Abel.

The Alpha grunted and walked away from them. When he passed Ace, the dog growled and barked.

“Not now, boy,” Elise said, dropping to a crouch with her head cradled in her hands. The pit bull trotted over and licked her. She didn’t react, not to pull away or smile or even attempt to pet him.

James watched Abel’s back retreat. He seemed so defeated, like he had somehow become physically diminished in the loss of his mate. When he shapeshifted into his black wolf form, even that seemed smaller.

Rylie had made him stronger. Now he was weak.

Abel raced away. Neither Elise nor James tried to stop him.

James started picking up books and stray papers. It looked like Elise had grabbed everything off of his worktable before chasing him down, but it was scattered over the entire block. “Are you all right?” It felt like a strange question to ask, considering that he’d been the one a few seconds from pancaking on the ground.

“No,” she said.

He gave Elise a real look for the first time since they’d landed. She was barefoot. Her leather pants were slashed open, her shirt filled with holes, like it had been melted away. And even though James could tell that she was as strong as ever, she was completely beyond self-control. Her hair streamed into the darkness. Her eyes were pits.

“Good Lord,” James said. “What happened to you?”

She laughed bitterly. “What happened to me?”

“It’s the army, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it’s the army. Belphegor turned them around on me and slaughtered almost every single person that I tried to save. For all I fucking know, he did kill them all.”

“You left in the middle of a battle?” James asked.

“For fuck’s sake, someone had to save you,” Elise said. “I had to be able to save someone from Belphegor.” It came out ragged, almost like a sob, even though her cheeks were completely dry.

“Why would Belphegor want to kill me?” James asked. “I can’t do anything for you anymore. I’m not even your aspis.”

“But he wants me to be less spirited. That’s what he said. I’m too spirited. He’s going to kill everything and everyone on Earth if that’s what it takes.” Her aura lashed out strongly, dragging her anger through him as painfully as knives.

“Wait.” He hesitated, and then touched her arm.

“Don’t touch me,” Elise said, jerking away from his grip.

He wished he could. It was sensory overload just looking at her; the actual contact of skin on skin was like giving her a direct line to his emotions. Now, especially, her anger was toxic. It felt like he could drown in it.

But that was neither her fault nor her choice. He forced himself to touch her again, and this time, he didn’t let her pull away.

She finally stopped pacing. Elise’s shoulders sagged.

“He killed her, James,” she whispered.

“Who?”

“Neuma. She’s dead.”

James was surprised by how hard that news hit him. He’d never liked the half-succubus, but she’d been around ever since he and Elise had retired in Reno.

Neuma was one of Elise’s oldest friends. More remarkably, Neuma was the only half-demon Gray to have ever held a territory as overlord. He wouldn’t have been surprised to learn she was immortal.

If she had become a fixture to James, he could only begin to imagine what Elise was feeling.

He didn’t really need to imagine. Her grief was making the air around her into acid almost as surely as the sinkholes were.

Elise wrenched away from him, spinning to punch the wall of a bank. Her fist went all the way through. She ripped it free and took half of the drywall with it.

He scratched the back of his neck. “Were you two…ah…”

“We used to have sex, if that’s what you’re asking,” Elise said a little too harshly, as if she expected him to be disgusted by the news.

James hadn’t been asking that specifically, but he had seen them kiss and wondered. He waited for a pang of jealousy that he never felt. “Ah. I understand.”

“No. You don’t understand. You can’t fucking understand. I was starving, and she fed me. I felt guilty, and she made it okay. She was…” Elise smothered her face in both hands as emotion rippled over her, and James smothered with her, carried on the current of her emotion.

He had to take several deep breaths before he was capable of speaking again.

“You loved her,” James managed to choke out.

Elise sat down on the curb and didn’t look up. Ace pushed his head into her lap, whining softly. “Who cares? She’s dead.”

James didn’t have a response for that.

He sat beside her on the curb, just far enough away that they didn’t touch. He took a half-drawn rune and pen from his pocket, and he finished drawing it in silence. “Here,” James said. “I’m not sure how well it will work, considering I haven’t been able to test it, but I think…everything should be in order.”

She stared blankly at the paper he offered her, as though she didn’t quite see it.

“It’s the spell you requested,” he added. “The dampening spell to make it easier for us to be around each other.”

Finally, Elise looked it over. “This will only work on a mortal.”

He was surprised that she’d noticed. It hadn’t been easy to come up with a marking for that. “You need to apply the rune to me. It’ll make me numb to most of your, ah, passive influences. I thought that we couldn’t risk reducing your powers; only my reaction to them.”

Elise folded the paper into quarters and tucked it into her pocket. What little of her pocket remained. “Thanks.”

A howl echoed through the eternal night, drifting between the buildings so faintly that it almost could have been the wind. That one wolf voice was soon joined by a second, a third, a whole pack’s worth of voices.

When the sounds died off, James said, “I think I know where Nathaniel is.”

“Where?” she asked.

“We don’t have a way to stop him,” James said. “It’s better to focus on Belphegor and—”

“Where?” Elise repeated, her voice low and dangerous.

“I think…” James swallowed hard. “I think he’s gone to Hannah’s grave.”

Alarm flared from Elise. “His mother? His dead mother?”

“What harm can an angry, confused god-child do at the grave of a dead woman?” James asked.

They both knew the answer to that wasn’t good.

Abel came loping around the corner, tailed by the wolves. He wasn’t returning of his own will. The street beyond him was glowing red. More magma floes had appeared around the corner, and the air smelled sour. Their momentary peace was being shattered under Belphegor’s fist, just like the rest of the world.

“Then let’s find Nathaniel,” Elise said.

















Nine




Elise seemed to take longer to phase than usual. Instead of simply flashing across the world in a breathless, crushing moment, James felt as though he were suspended in darkness for hours.

There was so much more in that darkness than ever before. Elise’s emotions were a storm, dragging James through the same strange mixture of grief, anger, and hate that she experienced.

When James could finally breathe again, he was on all fours on a muddy trail. His fingers and knees sank into a puddle. He was wet, gasping for air, and immeasurably sad—as if waking up from a deep and confusing nightmare. Elise’s emotions clung to him like the sticky sap of a tree.

She stood beside him, but Abel did not. “I dropped him off with his kids,” she said. “Your books, too. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Good idea.” It would be hard enough to confront his son with Elise watching. He would have hated to have any more spectators than that.

James got to his feet. Elise had taken them to a shady patch of Colorado forest that hadn’t been touched by Belphegor yet. Once he oriented himself to the trail, the barbed-wire fence marking off Union land, and the threatening signs, he felt sick.

They were close to Hannah’s grave. Very close.

“How did you know where to find this?” he asked.

“My mother was there when Hannah died,” Elise said. “She told me enough to figure it out.”

She’d “figured it out” with eerie accuracy. They stood at the end of a trail, where it met with highway—the exact location where Hannah had died. Right upon that juncture between soil and cracked asphalt. “She died here,” James said, staring at the empty patch of road.

Elise stood a few feet away from him, sheltered underneath the trees. “Tell me about it.”

He glanced at her. Did she really care? Was she asking to be polite? Elise, making polite conversation. The world really was ending.

“I think that Hannah was trying to save Ariane from Metaraon,” James said. “Ariane was almost due at that time, and I don’t believe Hannah would have interceded for anything less. She wasn’t a fighter.”

“Huh.” Elise’s mouth tipped down at the corners. “Then I’m grateful.”

“Grateful that Hannah died?”

“Grateful that she saved Marion,” Elise said.

Marion. Not Ariane, but Marion.

James ripped himself away from the place that Hannah died, walking up the trail. “Did you find Marion when you were in New Eden?”

Elise shook her head. “Benjamin lied to get me to infiltrate the city. He lied, and I don’t fully understand why.”

“Damn,” James said. “So she’s still at large.” He hesitated. “If Benjamin knows, then Nathaniel might, too. We can ask him.”

She gave him an appraising look. Apparently, she hadn’t yet known about the connection between the two young men—but she didn’t look surprised, either. “Yeah, we can ask,” Elise said. There was a hint of violent promise in her voice.

James swallowed hard. “When you find Nathaniel…what are you going to do?”

“Talk to him. Find a way to hold him down.”

“You aren’t going to try to punish him for what he’s done?” James asked.

“No,” Elise said, but she didn’t elaborate beyond that.

When Elise had dropped off Abel, she had also picked up a small notebook. She redrew James’s rune as she slunk alongside him. The dampening spell formed under the point of her pen within moments, whispering the words she needed without James’s prompting.

The rune lifted off of the page and crawled onto her fingers.

He felt the instant that Elise triggered it—the first time he’d felt any magic since severing himself from the source. The spell settled over him with prickling needles, and, for a moment, his skin felt too tight.

Then it was gone.

A lot of other things were gone, too. All those emotions Elise had been dumping on him. The overwhelming anxiety mingled with uncomfortable arousal and anger and fear and so many other unappealing emotions.

Elise looked different, too. Her skin was dimmer. Her eyes weren’t pits, but simply flat black, and he didn’t struggle to meet her gaze.

James let out a breath that he felt like he’d been holding for hours.

“Well done,” he said.

She shrugged. “It was your work.”

Now that it wasn’t so difficult to look at her, James drank in the sight of his former kopis. Without the power of her thrall, she looked much more like the woman he remembered. She was Elise—just Elise, with all the imperfections smoothed out, recolored to look like a demon.

She was still incredibly beautiful.

He thought about all the things he wanted to say to her—do with her—and he realized that this might be their last opportunity to be alone. With the world in tumult, there were no guarantees that they would have time to speak later.

James and Elise shared a long look. Neither spoke.

Maybe there was nothing left to be said.

They walked on.

The night was silent except for the creaks and cracks of the forest, the dripping of water through the branches. Of all the places that had gone wild, melting down under apocalypse, this obscure patch of forest was the one place that it was silent. Almost mournful.

Chills prickled over James’s scalp. He had to say something. Even if it wasn’t something—if not to tell Elise how he felt about her, then just to fill the quiet.

“I was never good for Hannah,” he said. “I was too obsessed with the coven, too unwilling to sever ties, insensitive to her needs. If I’d known that she was pregnant with Nathaniel…”

“You’d have stayed.”

“I don’t think I could have,” he said. “My fate had already been chosen for me. But I would have tried harder to get back to her sooner. I would have come back to Colorado—dragged you with me, if need be. When Hannah didn’t allow me to contact her after I left, I should have pushed more. I should have just shown up.”

“You would have been putting both of us in danger,” Elise said. “The White Ash Coven would have handed me over to Metaraon the instant you showed up. I wouldn’t have developed enough to kill Adam. Everything happened the only way that it could have.”

“That’s probably true.” It hurt to say it.

James had spent so many years dwelling on what he wished had happened—reaching Eden, becoming God, and changing everything he regretted—that the admission tasted sour on his tongue.

It was like confessing that everything that he had done in pursuit of the Origin had been just as useless as it had been selfish. As close to a confession as he ever planned on making.

That unspoken confession didn’t escape Elise. She lifted an eyebrow at him. “Yeah?”

James felt like he swallowed down needles. “Just because we regret something doesn’t mean that it wasn’t meant to be.”

She smiled faintly. “Everything happens for a reason. Doesn’t it? It’s almost like—”

Elise cut off and pushed James behind her.

A light had appeared among the trees.

Elise advanced slowly, and James remained behind her, watchful for movement at their rear. The forest remained as silent as it had been the entire time.

“What is it?” he whispered when she stopped walking. “Is it him?”

Finally, she let out a breath. “No, it’s fine. Nothing to worry about.”

She allowed him to step around her.

The light was coming from a narrow bar of sunlight spilling from between two trees. It was the Haven, the dimension that James had tried to send Rylie to when she’d been pregnant with Summer and Abram.

Unlike most of the sinkholes between universes, this one didn’t distort the world surrounding it. It was simply an open valley, caught in daylight, that had appeared between two trees. It looked like it was sunny spring on the other side. The grass was green, the flowers were in bloom, and the air that breezed from it smelled like moist soil.

James didn’t look at it for long. His eyes swept through the trees, searching for movement.

Nothing.

Nathaniel should have been there.

“We buried her on top of the hill,” James said.

They climbed onto a ridge overlooking the sinkhole into the Haven. After all these years of weathering, there was no longer a bump in the ground signifying Hannah’s grave. But the cairn was still in place. Nothing had managed to disrupt that pile of stones that marked Hannah’s final resting place.

“Where is he?” Elise asked.

James raked a hand through his hair. “Perhaps I misinterpreted Benjamin—perhaps he meant that Nathaniel was looking for a different grave. If that’s the case, then we’ll never find him. I don’t know who else he cares about.” He turned back to Elise. Her gaze was fixed to the ground. “Any ideas would be welcome.”

She didn’t react—not to move or speak.

James frowned. “Elise?”

Her hair wasn’t stirring in the faint breeze. A water droplet was suspended on the point of her chin.

She was frozen.

Nathaniel had arrived.

The boy emerged from the Haven below, and his footsteps didn’t disturb a single puddle as he climbed the hill.

He was beside James within moments. Nathaniel wasn’t looking at the grave. He was focused on Elise, and anger twisted his face into something ugly. Something inhuman.

“So you took him up on his offer,” he told her frozen body. “You’re going to take me back there and make me suffer again, just so that the two of you can remake the world the way you want it.”

“What are you talking about?” James asked.

“Look at what she was thinking about when I stopped her,” Nathaniel said, pressing his hand to Elise’s forehead.

Her thoughts spilled around them in a tangle of images. James glimpsed a lot of familiar people, locations, events—even himself. Elise’s mind was cluttered with Neuma’s bloody corpse, the day that she took James as her aspis, a distant day when she held an infant with shockingly blue eyes.

Nathaniel waved most of the images away, leaving nothing but the brightest, freshest thoughts behind.

When she had been frozen, she’d been imagining Eden’s towering trees and the glowing light of the Origin. Either her imagination was stellar or she had seen these things before, in her dreams or in Eve’s memories.

She was thinking about standing on the edge of the Origin’s radiant nimbus with Belphegor and Nathaniel.

“What does that look like to you?” the boy asked, thrusting a finger at the light.

“I never understood what she was thinking half the time, even when we were bound,” James said.

“Did she tell you that Belphegor tried to talk her into dragging me back to Eden?” Nathaniel’s jaw clenched, fists trembling. “Does this look like a woman who’s thinking of ways to save me?”

In that context, it did look like Elise was considering Belphegor’s request. “You can’t take anything from that. Thoughts don’t matter—only actions.”

“You’re so full of crap,” Nathaniel said. “Thoughts are the only things that matter. You were trapped in Limbo. You know that.” He swiped away Elise’s thoughts, leaving the hilltop in darkness. She continued staring at the ground blankly.

James’s mouth was dry, watching his son tear through Elise’s mind so easily. He had watched Adam do the same thing in Araboth once.

Nathaniel wasn’t done, either. He crouched beside Hannah’s grave. “Elise did wrong by me, but at least she tried. You never even tried. Only one person ever really cared about me.”

His words hurt so much worse than anything else he could have done.

Mostly because he was right.

James had never tried to help Nathaniel because he’d never had the opportunity to try. They had barely even seen each other before—scant moments in Hell together, a few panicked days chasing Elise into Heaven, and then…this.

Yet those had been James’s only opportunities, because Hannah had kept everything else from him. Nathaniel’s first words, first steps, first days at school.

It probably wasn’t a good idea to remind an angry child-god that his beloved mother was responsible for their estrangement.

“Give me a chance, Nathaniel,” James said. “Please.”

“I don’t need you,” he said.

The soil stirred.

James realized what he was doing, and his heart almost stopped. “No, Nathaniel. Don’t.”

The ground melted away, and James couldn’t watch. He couldn’t see what Nathaniel was bringing out of the grave. But he couldn’t turn away, either—he felt like he’d been frozen, just like Elise.

The world sighed, distorting around Nathaniel, and Hannah Pritchard rose from her grave.

She looked almost the way that James remembered her, with a few subtle changes. This wasn’t really her body, but a woman constructed from the memory of her son. Hannah looked fractionally older than she had been at death, yet also fractionally more beautiful, as if Nathaniel simply hadn’t remembered his mother’s imperfections.

There was nothing in her eyes—nothing but confusion.

The woman that looked like Hannah Pritchard was just as blond and delicately boned and graceful as the real thing, but it wasn’t her. No matter how convincing the image was, Hannah had been dead for far too long to be brought back.

“Mom,” Nathaniel said.

She looked down at herself and screamed.

“Mom, no,” Nathaniel said. He waved his hand at her, much like the same way that he had dismissed Elise’s thoughts with a gesture.

Hannah stopped screaming. She collapsed to the ground bonelessly.

James tasted bile on the back of his tongue. “You have to put her back, Nathaniel. You cannot resurrect her.”

“No.” Nathaniel kneeled beside her, searching her body with his eyes, looking for something that wasn’t there. “I can bring her back. I can do anything now. I’m everything.”

But when he put his hand on her heart again, making it beat, forcing her lungs to breathe, her eyes remained empty. She stared at the sky and didn’t even blink at the first drops of rain.

“Even if you did animate that body, it wouldn’t be her,” James whispered.

Hurt and betrayal flashed over Nathaniel’s face. “But I can make this.”

Another gesture, and there was a second Hannah standing between them. This one was smiling softly. She looked tired. Her skirt suit was crisp, as though she were ready to go into work at the legal office where she’d once been employed.

“Nathaniel,” she said, and her voice was very real, very gentle. “Here I am.”

At the same time, Nathaniel’s lips moved. Nathaniel. Here I am.

He was a puppeteer. She was only a memory.

“I just have to put them together,” Nathaniel said with new determination. “That thing in this thing.” He pointed to the animated memory of Hannah and the lifeless body in front of him. He was starting to sweat. “I can do anything.”

The hillside bowed around them. Dizziness swept over James as the ground twisted underneath his feet, the trees shriveling, the sky receding to a distant patch of clouds on the other end of a pinhole.

James looked down at his hands and saw them stretching away from him, too. He was distorting. Losing breath. The oxygen was being pulled away into the sky as his feet descended into darkness with the Earth as it dwindled into a point.

Nathaniel was trying to remake his mother, and he was warping the whole universe to do it.

The body on the ground began screaming again. The memory of Hannah did, too.

They sounded so distant.

And then Elise moved.

Whether Nathaniel had been too distracted to hold her, or if Elise had simply broken free, James couldn’t tell. But she was walking now, and she dragged Nathaniel away from Hannah’s screaming body.

As soon as she yanked him to her chest, Hannah collapsed. The corpse shriveled. Her skin wrinkled, sucked in on itself, skull hollowing.

The world snapped back into place. Ground below, sky above, James’s body in a single piece.

“No!” Nathaniel cried.

Elise forced him to face her. “You can’t do that,” she said, biting out every word.

He began trembling. “But I just want my mom back.”

“You can’t have her. You can only resurrect someone within hours of their death.”

Tears shimmered in Nathaniel’s eyes. “Why?”

“Because the souls get reused immediately. When people die, they return to this big pool of souls waiting to be reborn. It’s like tearing a city down to its bricks and making a hundred new buildings from it. None of the original structures survive. Just pieces. I performed necromancy once—I saw it myself. “

“No,” Nathaniel said. “I mean, why?”

“Because that’s how it’s meant to be. We only get one life, kid. It’s better that way.” A single tear streaked down her cheek. “I swear, it really is supposed to be better that way.”

“But I can do anything.”

Her eyes burned with grim anger. “You can make something that looks like her, sounds like her, acts like her, but her soul is gone and you’ll never be able to bring her back.”

Nathaniel sank to his knees in the mud, and Elise dropped with him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. He bowed his head to her shoulder. Though he looked like he was almost an adult now, though he had become a god, he seemed so small beside her. As though he had shrunk down to fit inside the protective circle of her embrace.

James hesitated, and then kneeled beside them.

“She can’t come back,” Nathaniel echoed, like the truth was finally, painfully sinking in. His face was screwed up as though he might begin sobbing, but he only kept shaking.

Elise looked troubled. James didn’t need to be bonded with her to know she wasn’t thinking of Hannah, but of Rylie and Neuma. “No. She can’t. There are limits to everything, and you’ve found one of yours.”

“What am I going to do?” Nathaniel asked.

James settled his hand on his son’s shoulder. “We don’t know, but we can help you figure it out.”

The boy didn’t respond, and for a few blissful seconds, James sat with them feeling like there might be a chance to change everything after all. James had cured the incurable with gaean magic; he had made himself human and burned the anathema powder from Elise’s veins. Given enough time, they might find a way to help Nathaniel, too.

But when Elise spoke, his hopes shattered.

“Belphegor.”

There was power in her voice.

Nathaniel reared back. “What? No!”

A man appeared at his back. James found himself staring up at the pallid figure of Belphegor, clad in a slim black suit with the pin of a steward of Dis on his collar.

James cried out as Belphegor seized Nathaniel by the neck, jerking him away from Elise.

“There you are,” Belphegor said coolly. He sounded less like an angry demon god and more like a mildly irritated parent. “I told you not to leave Eden in this condition.”

Nathaniel turned betrayed eyes on Elise as he struggled helplessly against Belphegor’s grip. “How could you?”

Elise straightened, stony-faced aside from the fresh tear that tracked down her cheek. “I’m just doing what I have to do, Nathaniel. Belphegor said he’d let me into Eden if I surrendered you.”

So Nathaniel had been right.

James’s heart felt like it was going to wrench from his chest. He had to do something—anything—but he didn’t have a single weapon on his body, and certainly nothing that could influence any party in this calm, horrible conversation.

If only he’d still had magic. If he’d had the time and ability to cast another gaean spell…

Belphegor’s chuckle was ice. “You’d only enter the garden to kill me.”

“That’s the deal,” Elise said. “I give you Nathaniel, you let me into the garden.”

“The deal has changed,” Belphegor said. The sky distorted, clouds twisting into a thick spiral above them. Lightning flashed. The peace of the forest had been shattered. Hell loomed above them, red and smoky.

“No honor among demons,” Elise said.

“None,” Belphegor agreed. “I will let you into Eden, Godslayer. You’ll be with us.” He shook Nathaniel at that, and not gently. The boy tried to attack him, kicking at his shins, elbowing wildly, but Belphegor didn’t even blink. “Unfortunately, there’s still too much spirit in you.”

“What do I have to do to be ready?”

Belphegor leaned down until his nose was mere centimeters from hers. “You have to despair.” When he whispered those words, their lips brushed.

Nathaniel cried out. His knees buckled under Belphegor’s touch, as if the demon were crushing his shoulder.

“I’m despairing,” Elise said grimly.

“Not enough,” Belphegor said. “You still have other friends, people who keep your heart whole. I’m already moving in to kill them all. You will watch them suffer, and you will break.” He brushed his thumb along her jawline. “Furthermore, Nathaniel isn’t the only angel-child that I have in Eden. Thoughtful of Nathaniel’s avatar to bring her into Eden for safekeeping, where it would be easiest for me to reach her.”

Elise stiffened. “Marion?”

Belphegor grinned the way a skeleton grins.

“I look forward to meeting you at the end,” he said. “And I look forward to watching you despair.”

He vanished, taking Nathaniel with him.

















Ten




Elise had never seen James so angry before.

He seemed unaware that she had jerked him all the way from Colorado to the pack’s camp on the other side of the world. As soon as he caught his breath from being phased, he was on his feet, storming toward her with all those angry hormones dumping into the air.

“How could you do that?”

She folded her arms and tapped her foot, waiting for his sense of reason to return. “Think about it.”

“Think about it? That was my son!”

“Yes,” Elise said. “And he was about to kill both of us.”

James gaped at her. Through some kind of elaborate process of naïve denial, he just couldn’t imagine Nathaniel killing them.

But Elise could imagine it too easily. She had felt the way that time and space had been fluctuating around him. She had felt his anger, his hatred.

Nathaniel hadn’t forgiven them for anything, and they had been a few breaths from oblivion. Maybe he would have regretted it later, but in the meantime, Elise and James still would have been dead.

“So you surrendered him to Belphegor?” James’s hands clenched into fists. “That was the only alternative that you could think of?”

“Against a fucking god? Yes. Until we find a way to make him human, Belphegor’s the only one who can contain Nathaniel.”

“He will never trust you again,” James said. The way he said those words, it almost sounded like “I will never trust you again.”

Anthony had heard the shouting and emerged from a nearby pickup. All of the mismatched vehicles had stopped in a tiny village—nothing more than a collection of modest farms and shacks—to allow everyone to rest, and Anthony in particular looked like he needed the break. He was scruffy and unshaven, his eyes bruised with exhaustion.

“What’s going on?” Anthony asked. Ace jumped out of the pickup to sniff at Elise’s calves, tail whipping from side to side in puppyish greeting.

James opened his mouth to keep yelling at Elise, but she lifted a hand to belay his rampage. “Have you seen anyone from my army?” she asked Anthony.

“No sign of them.”

“Or an opposing army?”

Anthony looked stricken. “An opposing army. Fuck. Really?”

She took that to mean that he hadn’t seen any of them, either. “The break is over. We’re out of time, Anthony. We need to get to the gate now.”

His mind churned as he considered their options. “That’s a problem. We’re still days away, and you can only transport a few people at a time.”

“Then get all these cars back on the road,” Elise said. “The sooner we move, the better.”

“What if we get to the gate and this ‘opposing army’ meets us there?”

She had considered that possibility, but it was too ugly to give serious thought. Without her legions, there wasn’t much that any of them could do against even one or two centuriae of demons—even if they did have a werewolf pack. “Let me worry about the other army. Get back on the road.”

Anthony jogged back to the cars. Brianna was sitting on the tailgate of a pickup, sipping from a water bottle as she spoke with Summer Gresham. Anthony addressed them briefly, and then the women were on their feet too, heading to the other trucks to spread the word. Ace trotted after them.

There would be no sleep that night. Not if anyone wanted to survive.

Discussion of opposing armies hadn’t made James forget his anger. He pushed Elise behind one of the trees, cutting off her view of the trucks.

“He’s just a child,” he hissed.

“I know,” Elise said. “You can be angry at me all you want, and Nathaniel can hate me too, but that’s what I had to do to survive. We can’t help him if we’re dead. Do you understand? As long as we survive, we can still get to Eden and…”

His anger finally cracked. “Marion.”

“Marion.” She pushed her fingers through her hair, cradling her forehead in both palms. “I have to tell my mom. No. She doesn’t need to know. Not until… Fuck.” On the other side of the trees, the engines began to grumble to life again. “The cure that you used to make yourself human again. Will it work on a god?”

“You mean Nathaniel?” James asked. She nodded, and he rubbed a hand over his jaw. His stubble was growing in just as white as the rest of the hair on his head. “I don’t know. Even if it worked, I’m not sure that the casting witch would be able to survive the amount of power generated by the spell.”

“We have to attempt it. Get everything I need ready to cure Nathaniel,” she said.

“Elise, I don’t—”

“You heard me. Find your books, pick a truck, and hop in. Ride with the pack to the gate and don’t stop until you get there.”

Shouts broke through the air.

Elise leaned around the tree. The pack poured from the pickups as silver lights blazed from the clouds like falling stars.

Angels.

They struck within seconds, landing in the middle of the farming village. Each of them was brighter than the sun—bright enough that Elise, in her healed body, felt scalded just by looking at them.

The angels must have come expecting to fight her. She wouldn’t be able to approach.

But she wasn’t the one they needed to fear.

Snarls and growls erupted. The wolf spirits seemed to appear from nowhere, erupting across the earth as though shot from a cannon. Abel roared with them, surging forward in his animal form, ready to slaughter the creatures that had killed his mate.

Elise couldn’t watch the fight. It hurt her eyes too much. She stepped within the safety of the tree’s shadow again.

James watched instead. With the way that the light shined on him, his irises almost looked like they reflected the ethereal blue that they used to be—almost.

He wanted to jump out and join the fight. Elise could see it in the leap of his adrenaline, the flood of hormones. He was battle ready.

But he held himself back.

“We have to help.” James swallowed hard. “You have to help.”

“The werewolves will be fine for a moment,” Elise said, yanking a small notebook out of her back pocket and uncapping a pen with her teeth. Gunshots cracked over the village. “And they have Anthony.”

“Anthony? Versus angels?”

“He did fine against you.” Elise began to scribble out a quick warding rune—something that would protect her from the light enough that she could join the fight.

She didn’t get very far.

“We’ve got a problem,” James said.

She glanced over his shoulder. The fight had suddenly stopped—angels on one side, werewolves on the other, and a lot of blood in the middle where the two had met.

Abel crouched on top of one of the angels, silvery blood dripping from his muzzle. The man below him—Makael—had jammed his saber into Abel’s mouth, an inch from ripping through his skull. Leliel stood behind Abel, holding a second saber to his throat. And Nash had stolen a sword to press it to Leliel’s back.

Standoff.

“I came to speak to the Godslayer,” Leliel said tightly, without moving a fraction of an inch.

Abel’s responding growl threatened the complete annihilation of Makael, even if it meant getting his head chopped off. Which, judging by the scrape of teeth on blade, was about two seconds away from happening.

Elise tossed the notebook to James.

“Stay put,” she told him.

She stepped out from behind the tree. James hissed at her, but she ignored him. “Elise. Elise.”

“Back down, everyone,” Elise called as she approached. “I’m here.”

Some dark emotion fluttered over Leliel’s face at the sight of Elise, but she was soon composed. She removed her sword from Abel’s throat. Nash stepped back, too.

But Abel didn’t let Makael go.

Elise grabbed him by the scruff. He twisted, snapping, and his teeth closed on her forearm. A bite from a werewolf was like getting crushed between boulders—he almost jerked her arm right off. Amber blood splattered to the ground.

She phased out of his mouth, reappearing a few feet away.

The taste of her blood seemed to have broken Abel of his temporary rage. His tongue slid over his muzzle.

He sat back on his haunches and began to shift.

“Fuck,” Elise muttered, shaking her arm out. She hadn’t been bitten by one of the wolves since getting on Rylie’s bad side, and she’d forgotten exactly how much it burned. She forced herself to focus on the angels instead. “What the fuck is going on?”

“We’ve freed all the humans in New Eden,” Leliel said, helping Makael off of the ground. “The majority awakened with no incident, and our city stands empty of human souls. We transported all of the survivors to a location on Earth that isn’t yet on fire. It’s the best that we could do.”

Elise’s eyes narrowed. “But?”

“Almost all of Earth is on fire,” the angel said. “It’s only a temporary solution.”

“And Heaven too,” Elise said. “Convenient how much you care about Earth’s condition once you have nowhere else to run.” She was only vaguely aware of Anthony and Abel—now human—moving up to flank her. The wolf spirits bristled between them.

Leliel looked at the wolf spirits like she had found their spoor smeared on her bare foot. She lifted her sword, its blade igniting with flames.

Elise drew a falchion. One of the wolves growled. No, not a wolf—Ace. Apparently he had decided that he was one of the pack and stood among the spirits. His weight leaned heavily against her calf.

“I’m going to take care of Earth,” Elise said.

“Why should we trust you?” Leliel asked. As the wolves had moved up to surround Elise, so had Makael moved to stand at Leliel’s side. Electric blue runes slithered up his arms. A silent reminder that angels had found their magic again and might pose an actual threat to Elise.

She didn’t need the reminder. Her skin still ached from the vibrancy of their glowing wings.

“I don’t care if you trust me or not,” Elise said. “I definitely don’t trust you. I am, however, going to fix all of this.”

“By becoming a god?”

“By killing him,” Elise said. Her wounded arm throbbed as she spoke, which dented her confidence only slightly.

“If you kill Belphegor, you’ll have to rebuild the pantheon from the beginning,” Leliel said. “Which angel would you station as the ethereal deity? Will it be Nashriel?”

The guy’s ego was big enough without adding godhood to the mix. “There’s already an angel in the pantheon,” Elise said.

“Is there?” Leliel frowned. “Who?”

“You don’t know him,” Elise said. “He’s not one of yours.”

“They’re all mine.”

What few of them remained. Elise’s gaze skimmed the angels surrounding Leliel, taking a quick mental inventory. At least three of them had been bitten by the wolf spirits in the scuffle. Even though they stood straight and tall, forming a united front, Elise could smell the blood and see the wounds reddening.

There were only a dozen alongside Leliel. These few survivors were all that remained of Eve’s once-massive family.

Elise felt a pang of grief and turned inward. Eve? Are you still there?

There was no response.

“This angel isn’t yours,” Elise said, realizing that she had been quiet for too long. “You don’t know him. Trust me.”

Leliel glanced over her shoulder. “Wait for me,” she told the other angels, and then she broke free to approach Elise.

Anthony aimed his gun at her. “Freeze, birdbrain.”

She didn’t stop. “We have to talk, Godslayer.”

Elise pushed Anthony’s arms so that he was pointing the gun at the other angels instead. “Fine. We can talk.” She leaned in close to Anthony’s ear. “If they move, start shooting.” She didn’t have to give similar directions to Abel. There was angel blood on his chin and murder in his eyes.

If anyone even twitched, they were going to find out exactly how much he was grieving his mate’s murder. And Elise doubted that she would be able to stop him a second time.

Leliel led Elise away from everyone else, stopping at the edge of one of the fields. The crops were flooded with water. Maybe some kind of rice. There was no sign of the farmers—they had been smart enough to hide from the conflict between the werewolves and angels.

“I’ll be brief,” Leliel said. “If Belphegor and an angel have already entered the Origin, you will have to kill both.”

Elise’s hand tightened on the falchion. It made the muscles in her arm spasm, aching where Abel had bitten her. “How do you know?”

“Metaraon and I discussed the next genesis frequently before he died. Despite my protests, he planned to collect a new pantheon. He would have been the lead, as Lilith had led Adam and Eve. He planned—”

“Wait. Lilith led the last pantheon?”

“Yes,” Leliel said impatiently. “She was the sculptor. She shaped the universe as we know it.”

“Everything I’ve seen suggests Adam was in charge.”

“The most vocal is seldom the most powerful.” She gave a delicate, disdainful sniff. “As I was saying, Metaraon planned to have his wife, Ariane, as the mortal god.”

Elise’s mother had been in line to become a god? She cringed to think of how well that would have gone. Ariane was weak. A doormat. She would have been crushed by the others.

“I disagreed, as I said,” Leliel went on. “Belphegor disagreed too. He fought the formation of a new pantheon. That was why I tried to ally with him—both of us wanted to prevent anyone from entering the Origin and triggering genesis. Or so I believed.”

“But he just wanted to be in charge himself,” Elise said.

“Evidently. However, Belphegor doesn’t know what Metaraon knew, and what I know.” Leliel fixed Elise with an intense gaze. “Once the formation of the pantheon begins, the only way to replace any member is to kill all of them.”

Elise frowned. “What if I just kill Belphegor?”

“Then only this mysterious angel will remain,” Leliel said. “But you can’t replace Belphegor until the angel dies, too.”

“And if I don’t want to replace him at all? If I just want to prevent him from causing more damage?”

Leliel smiled, like she approved of this answer. “When I built New Eden, I believed that we could postpone genesis indefinitely simply by never replacing Adam, Eve, and Lilith. If you prevent the triad from forming and kill Belphegor, I believe we could stop the progress of this…” She gestured disdainfully at the sky. “And reconstruct through other means.”

“You believe. Nice convictions there.”

“Nobody knows,” she said. “It’s never been done before. There have always been three. However, the world is safer without gods, and I’ll do what I must to prevent the genesis. What’s your plan, Godslayer?”

“Kill Belphegor. Save the angel. I’m looking for a cure, so to speak. Genesis isn’t on the menu.”

“Then perhaps we can help each other.” The angel glanced at the vehicles. “Where are you going?”

“I’m breaking into Eden through one of Metaraon’s gates.”

“Your journey to the nearest of them will take days like this. Judging by Earth’s degradation, you’re out of time.”

Elise gritted her teeth. “I know. Not a lot of alternatives.”

“We’ll take your people to the gate,” Leliel said. “My angels and I. We can easily transport everyone there directly.”

She didn’t even have to consider the offer. Like Leliel had said, they were out of time and without alternatives. “Fine. Carry everyone to the gate. If you can get us there, I’ll take care of Belphegor and the angel.”

“And you won’t permit genesis,” Leliel said.

“Not if I can avoid it.”

The angel looked grim. “Then we have a deal.”







“You’re fucking crazy,” Anthony said.

Elise snorted. “Give me the bandages.” The bite wound Abel had delivered was still bleeding freely. She would need to feed before she could heal.

Anthony threw the bandages at her. They hit Elise in the chest. “Letting the angels carry us to the gate? We can’t trust them.”

“I know.” She sat on the tailgate of a pickup. “Help me wrap this.”

He huffed, but he still wound the bandages around the injury with quick, practiced hands. It was far from the first time that Anthony had been forced to perform basic first aid, though it might have been the first time he’d done it for Elise rather than McIntyre.

As he worked, Elise watched the angels preparing to transport the pickups. It was deeply unsettling to see someone other than James capable of performing magecraft, even if Makael looked much less confident of the technique.

Elise was relatively confident that they’d be able to kill most of the angels if they tried to pull anything. But she wasn’t sure about Makael or Leliel. They’d be challenging to kill if it became necessary.

“I have a plan,” she said in a low voice.

“Better be a good one,” Anthony muttered.

“Aren’t they all?”

“No,” he said, squeezing her arm a little too hard, reminding her that she’d thought it was a good idea to grab an angry werewolf.

She pulled her arm from him. “Thanks.”

Anthony just shook his head, muttering to himself.

Elise’s mother, Ariane, emerged from one of the houses in the village carrying a bag under one arm. She was smiling at the farmer that she left, speaking to him in Chinese. Elise understood enough of the language to know that Ariane was thanking him, but she’d had no idea that her mother spoke it at all.

Ariane set the bag on the tailgate of the pickup and opened it. “How do you feel, ma fille?”

Elise felt like shit.

No, not shit. Whatever was worse than shit.

Neuma and Gerard were dead because of her; the army that had remained loyal to them was also dead for it. She had watched a boy fail to resurrect his mother and surrendered him to the enemy. Then she’d topped it off by getting a bite wound she couldn’t heal, making an agreement with the angels, and earning the mistrust of her friends.

There really weren’t any words for how Elise felt.

“I’m great,” she said through her clenched teeth. “How about you?”

“Word of the angels’ plan to transport us has spread. I’m worried that my daughter might have lost her grip on reality,” Ariane said.

“Can we not talk about this, Mother?”

“Very well, but we do have to talk about something else.” Ariane lowered her voice. “There’s something that I should tell you. Perhaps both of you.” She beckoned Anthony closer.

He flopped beside Elise on the tailgate. “This is going to be good.”

“Metaraon and I spent much time talking at the end of my pregnancy, when he sequestered me in the garden. He was exhilarated by the knowledge that Adam’s death was near. He wanted to discuss what was to come next.”

“Next?” Anthony asked.

“Opening Eden,” Elise said. “Metaraon had intended to enter the Origin and trigger the next genesis.”

He rolled his eyes. “Oh yeah. That.”

Elise had filled him in on everything that she knew about the impending end of the world, including the part where she planned to open Eden using Abram’s blood. Anthony had taken the news pretty well. As well as anyone could take such a suicidal plan.

Mostly, he just seemed annoyed.

“Metaraon made it complicated to open Eden because he wanted to be the only one who could do it.” Ariane took Elise’s hand. “But he left a shortcut for himself to utilize. If you have a witch create the circle at every gate at the same time, you only need to spill the blood of Adam’s descendant upon one of them, and all will open.”

Elise sat up. “All of them?”

“All of them,” Anthony echoed, rubbing his chin.

She had been hoping that opening one gate would be enough to get them into Eden, considering how much the walls between universes were breaking down. Ariane’s shortcut was a lot better than wild guessing.

“How do you feel about travel, Mother?” Elise asked.

“I expected you to ask that. Chew some of this.” Ariane pushed the leaves into Elise’s mouth.

They tasted bitterly foul. She tried to spit them out, but Ariane held her hand over Elise’s mouth until she swallowed. “That’s disgusting,” Elise said, trying to wipe the dried leaves off of her tongue.

“That might accelerate your healing.”

Her arm didn’t feel like it was healing, but it wasn’t aching as badly under the bandaging. “What do you know about healing demons bitten by werewolves?”

Ariane’s look was withering. “I did serve in the Palace of Dis for years before you took it, ma fille. I know more than you’d think.” She wiped her hands off and cinched the bag. “As for Marion…”

That name left an even more bitter taste in Elise’s mouth.

“No leads,” she lied.

“I’m beginning to fear, Elise.”

“I promised to bring Marion back to you. I will.” Even if Elise hadn’t managed to save Neuma or the army, Marion would still be safe. She had to believe that was true.

Another man appeared beside them. Elise looked up and up to see Abel steaming in the cool air, every muscle tense. “I’m not going anywhere with those fucks,” he growled.

So he’d heard the news, too.

Elise seized his arm, leading him away from Anthony and Ariane, away from the angels, into the privacy of the darkness beyond the edge of the road. “Yes. You are.”

His eyes burned with hate. “They killed Rylie.”

“I know.”

Her composure seemed to just make his anger worse. His lips peeled back over his teeth, and Elise heard the muffled pop of bone from somewhere within his body.

He grabbed her arm, too. But his fingertips were now clawed. The sharp points dug into her flesh, leaving deep indentations that nearly bled. “They killed her,” he hissed. “They need to die. Especially that one. She ordered the killing.” He jerked his head toward Leliel. “I’m going to fucking kill her.”

“Could you win in a one-on-one fight? Could you win against all of them?”

“Does it matter?” His voice was ragged, like his chest had been ripped apart from the inside.

“It matters. You’re the only Alpha left.”

Abel actually gave it a moment’s thought before saying, “Yeah. I could take them.”

“We have to get to the gates,” Elise said. “You can’t kill her.” Anger blazed anew in his eyes, but before he could lose his temper, she added, “Yet. Not until they’ve transported the pack.”

“I’m not going to play nice with these dicks. I’m not going to pretend.”

“I don’t expect you to. I just expect you to be quiet until you reach our destination.” The hand on her arm was starting to hurt, but he hadn’t given her any new injuries yet. “There’s no forgiving what Leliel did. What any of them did. If you think you can take them down without destroying the pack, I’m not going to fight you. For now, stand the fuck down and let me go.”

His fingers unclenched. He’d left four perfect imprints of his claws on her skin.

“Your arm?” Abel asked.

“Fine,” Elise said. He didn’t need to know that the bite wasn’t going to heal on its own.

The camp stirred with activity. The angels were ready.

Elise watched as blue light began encircling the vehicles, forming a rune in the sky. She inhaled the scent of the magic, like ozone and burning grass. She bet she could have cast the spell better.

“I need some of your wolves for the next leg of my mission,” Elise said.

“No. I want them all.”

“There are lives at stake. I might need their help.”

“Tough,” Abel growled. “I’ve got a score to settle.”

Elise thought about fighting him on it, since the only reason he even had those wolf spirits was because she had given them to him, but she could tell that he was ready to fight over this. Abel was going to fight anyone and everyone who got in the way of avenging Rylie.

So she said, “Fine.” She’d just have to kill the Fates some other way.

Abel moved toward the cars. When he moved, there was more motion behind him. The wolf spirits were trailing him at all times now.

As he left, she called to him. “Make it a fair fight, Abel.”

His shoulders were tense, his eyes dark, rage in every line of his body.

But he nodded.

Ariane joined Elise. She was carrying her entire bag of tricks now, not just the herbs. “Do you want me to—?”

“Yes,” Elise said. “Yes. I think we need to.”

“Very well,” Ariane said.

Elise waited until the entire group of cars was taken away in a flare of ethereal light. It hurt to watch the angels leave, knowing that they held the lives of people she cared about in their hands and that she couldn’t follow.

Belphegor was a more immediate danger. He’d threatened her friends, and Elise only had so many friends left to kill.

Once the village was empty, Elise vanished into the night, taking her mother with her.

Belphegor would know she was coming. It was time to get a few steps ahead of God.

















Eleven




Elise had told Abel not to attack until the angels transported them to the gate in the Himalayas.

So he waited.

It hurt, but he waited.

He stood under the electric blue rune, watching one of those feathery-winged bastards cast the spell, and he didn’t attack. He saw Leliel, the one in charge, smile to one of her companions—and he still didn’t attack. Even when he felt the wolf boiling in his blood, he didn’t attack.

Summer stood by his side, all tangled up in the wolf spirits that followed him everywhere now. “Which one did it?” she asked, bathed in the blue light of magic. It brought out the lighter tones in her skin, the hints of gold in her hair.

“That one,” he said, pointing to Leliel. “She ordered it.”

Summer didn’t seem surprised. “She’s Nash’s ex-wife.”

“I’m going to kill her.”

She bit her bottom lip. She looked down at her feet.

This was when it would come—the warning not to attack or do anything else likely to get him killed.

Instead, she told him, “I’ll warn the guys.”

She drifted off to tell Abram and Nash and even Levi. One by one, the men turned to look at Abel.

All of them looked as angry as he felt.

Abel gave a small nod to Nash, and Nash nodded back.

“Ten seconds,” Leliel announced, her voice echoing over the farming village.

Ten seconds. Just ten more fucking seconds.

The pack drew in closer, gathering around Abel. The group was a hell of a lot smaller now. It was weird to look at all those faces and see that people like Paetrick weren’t among them. All of the people that Rylie had been friendliest with were gone. The nice ones, the people who didn’t like to fight.

The ones who remained were the ones who didn’t mind being werewolves. People who shared in Abel’s aggression.

“Five seconds,” Leliel said.

Summer was whispering to the witches, Brianna and Ariane. Warning them what was to come.

There was no way the angels could have missed what Abel was planning. They were spreading out around the edge of the circle too, watching him warily, waiting to see what he was going to do.

Leliel’s voice broke out over the night. “Now!”

A column of blazing light erupted from the giant rune, filling the entire street. It encompassed all the cars, the wolves, the witches, the other allies. Even the angels.

Everything froze.

For an instant, Abel’s feet lifted off of the ground. Just a couple of inches. Just enough to make him feel disoriented, out of his skin.

He noticed that Abram had drawn his gun in one hand. The other hand was on Levi’s shoulder, like he was making sure they didn’t get separated in the teleportation.

Then the rune flashed, and the village was gone.

A mountain peak appeared where the fields of rice had been. It was cold and snowy and the wind was strong enough to suck Abel’s breath from his lungs. He landed on snow-slicked stone, lost his footing, collapsing to all fours.

He began shifting as soon as he was certain that the transportation was over, even as the vehicles were still landing around him, smashing into the mountainside with crunches that told Abel they wouldn’t be driving anywhere after this.

They were in the mountains, and he could see the gate to Eden just a little further up the slope, glowing faintly with inner fire.

He’d waited to attack like Elise had asked.

Now they were at the gate, and the time for waiting had ended.

The angels spread their wings and caught the wind. They began to take off. Leliel was in the air within seconds.

“They’re running!” Abel shouted. Or at least, that was what he tried to shout. He was already midway to wolf and his mouth didn’t work right, so the words came out a slurred growl.

Summer shrieked behind him. “Abram!”

Abel’s eyes zeroed in on one of the ascending angels. It was the one who could cast magic, and his arms were locked around Abram as they climbed toward the sky. Beyond the clouds, he glimpsed a sliver of Heaven—impossible to tell which one, but it didn’t really matter.

They were taking his son.

The angels hadn’t merely anticipated an attack. They had prepared an attack of their own—an attack specifically on Abram.

Abel shifted faster as he rushed up the mountain, leaping from peak to peak. The mage was flying low to avoid sinkholes into other dimensions. He wasn’t out of reach yet. But Abel was slow, his bones shifting as he raced to catch Abram, and it made him slip.

The spirit wolves flooded around him, more nimble on the mountain than he was. Their paws didn’t even need to connect with the ground in order to climb. They lifted on the wind, rushing toward Abram and the mage.

Both angel and human vanished into another dimension before the pack could reach them.

With howls, they spiraled back to Abel, ruffling through his fur.

He could almost hear their thoughts now. They didn’t think like people did, but they were definitely individuals with distinctive personalities. Some were angrier than others.

Right now, all of them were furious that Abram had been taken.

Abel agreed.

Hands seized his shifting shoulders, and he launched into the air. Surprised, he yelped and thrashed. “Hold still,” Nash grunted. “You’re heavy enough as it is.” His wings thrust against the air, carrying them into the foggy dampness of the clouds. Abel struggled to breathe in the cold.

When they broke through, they were no longer high above the Himalayas.

They were plunging headfirst toward Heaven.

Shamain was pocked with volcanos, like pustules on a rotting body. Rivers of magma flowed through leafless, shriveled trees. Halfway up one of the cobblestone streets, the city turned to cracked, dusty pavement and black temples with iron spires.

Heaven and Hell had merged.

Gravity shifted, and Nash shouted as it dragged them down. They began to spiral toward a magma lake that reeked of rotten eggs, its gases burning Abel’s nose.

The mage who held Abram captive was struggling for altitude, too. Abel could smell blood and gunpowder tracing through the wind. Abram had shot him multiple times.

“Get ready!” Nash shouted into the wind, and then he dropped Abel.

They were positioned directly over the mage. Abel tumbled toward the other angel, paws extended below him, claws glimmering in the light of the fires.

The city grew huge around him.

Abel slammed into the mage’s back and bit down on his shoulder.

With a cry, the angel dropped Abram. Nash swooped past, catching Abram only a few feet above the magma, and beat his wings hard to climb on the hot winds of Hell once more.

Good. Nash wouldn’t let him die.

Abel and the mage continued to plummet. He sank his teeth into the nearest wing and ripped his head back, shredding the feathers. Abel had gotten pretty good at severing angel wings when he’d been fighting in Dis; there was a perfect place to drive his fangs between the beating muscles that would rip the tendons and loosen the joint. Then all it took was a hard tug, and…pop.

But it was hard to grip while they were falling, and he didn’t manage to rip the wing free before they plowed into the ground on a narrow island between rivers.

The angel rolled to his feet, shoving Abel off of him. “Leliel!”

Abel squinted through the smoky sky. Lightning flashed. He glimpsed Leliel dogfighting with Nash, who was slowed by Abram’s weight.

Pain blazed down Abel’s side, and he yelped, twisting away from the attack. The mage had taken his moment of distraction to slash at him with one of those sabers. Luckily, its blade wasn’t on fire—but it was white-hot from being dipped in magma.

The angel slashed again. Abel was ready for it this time. He threw himself down and the blade whistled over his head. Just as quickly, the blade angled, sweeping around for another blow. The sheer speed of it was shocking. Angels were almost as fast as werewolves.

Almost.

Abel dodged again, broke through the mage’s guard, and tackled him to the ground.

Ripping out the angel’s throat wasn’t as effective a way to disable him as removing his wings, but it was satisfying to taste that silver blood and hear the pained gurgles.

Abel didn’t stick around to watch him die.

The Alpha leaped onto the drooping branches of a dead tree and used it to scramble over one of the magma rivers to the other shore. Heaven and Hell had merged just a few feet away from that tree, blending an ethereal temple with something that looked like a factory. With a single, powerful leap, Abel landed on the rooftop and scrambled up the tile.

The spirit wolves climbed with him, baying as Abel launched himself to the next building, taller than the last.

He howled to Nash, calling for help.

Nash didn’t respond. Abel couldn’t even see him anymore.

He couldn’t climb anywhere higher. He had reached the tallest point that he could see through all the smoke. In any case, the division between Earth and Hell wasn’t far; Abel could smell the snowy mountains waiting for him just a few hundred feet above his head.

Leliel appeared again, breaking through the clouds. Nash was right behind her. Abram clung to him—just barely.

Abel summoned the spirit wolves and pushed the command to them. Get me Leliel.

They swirled into the night like they were part of the smoke, converging on Leliel and swarming her with their furred bodies.

She screamed as she fell, beating her fists ineffectually at the wolves. She couldn’t seem to touch them.

But they could touch her.

Bite marks peppered her flesh as she plummeted toward Abel. Silvery blood streaked her skin and stained her filmy peach dress.

He crouched, gathering his strength, and watched her fall. She wasn’t going to land nearby—she was approaching one of the magma rivers.

Once she was within range, he leaped from the roof.

Abel connected with Leliel’s body, diverting both of them past the magma river onto a patch of what had once been grass. They slammed into the ground, rolling ankles over wings, coming to a stop against the foundation of a collapsed building.

Leliel elbowed him in the face, shoving Abel’s weight off of her. Then she began flapping again to chase Nash.

Abel didn’t let her go. He leaped onto her back, dug his claws in, and forced her to take him for a ride.

She kept flying as though he weren’t attached. She was fast and strong, even faster than her target, and she quickly began to gain on them. Nash was trying to carry Abram back to the mountaintop. They were already in the clouds, and Leliel wasn’t far behind.

Abel felt the instant that they crossed back into Earth’s atmosphere. Not because of the change in temperature and smells, but because of the changed gravity.

He waited until he was certain they were back on Earth before ripping one of Leliel’s wings off.

He didn’t err in biting this time; he felt his jaws clamp down on just the right spot, and he heard the satisfying pop of the joint becoming disconnected.

Suddenly, Leliel was falling much, much faster than Nash and Abram. And the mountain was very close.

Leliel smashed into a cliff.

They bounced off the rocks and he lost his grip on her back. He skittered down the slope. His claws couldn’t get traction. Leliel was all tangled up in him, legs and arms and helplessly flapping wing, and now she was the one pulling him down.

They bounced toward a second ridge—one much steeper than the cliff they’d hit.

Nash caught Abel by the tail before he could fall off.

“Sorry,” the angel said when Abel yelped.

He regained his footing quickly, yanking his tail out of the angel’s hands.

Leliel was crying a few feet away. She had caught herself on the edge of the icy cliff, both hands just barely clinging to safety. There was so much blood slicking her bitten arms that she was sliding, even with her fingertips digging into the cracks in the rocks.

“Nashriel!” she cried.

It wasn’t her ex-husband who responded to her call—but Abram.

He hauled her onto the ground at his feet and aimed his gun at her forehead. Leliel didn’t look at the gun. She looked past it, up his arm, to his face. “I can see the resemblance,” she whispered, pain twisting her features. “You have the same capacity for cruelty.”

Abel didn’t understand what she meant. Whom did Abram resemble? Was she saying that Rylie was cruel?

“Lady, I’m a goddamn teddy bear,” Abram said gruffly. “I could have let you fall.”

Her wing stump twitched over her shoulder. She gave a ragged sob. “You should have.”

She rolled onto her stomach, started trying to crawl away.

Abel pinned Leliel to the ground with one massive paw and glared in silent anger at Nash. Leliel was his ex-wife. Would he stop Abel from giving her the death she’d more than earned?

But Nash only watched him with cool disinterest, not a hint of judgment in his eyes. “Belphegor ordered Abram’s death, didn’t he?” Nash asked in a tone that made it clear he didn’t really care. “What did he offer you?”

“He said he’d preserve Heaven,” Leliel said. “He said he would save us all.”

“He was lying. We’re approaching genesis, Leliel. This is the end. Nothing will be preserved.”

“I had to believe,” she said. “It was the only chance we had left. That, or believing that the woman who slew Adam and stole Eve’s soul could possibly defeat Belphegor, which is sheer insanity.”

“I’ll take insanity over evil,” Nash said. “Abel, do what you must.”

Until that instant, Abel had fully intended to kill her.

Being given permission just seemed…wrong.

Now that he was looking down at Leliel, all Abel could see was the way that Rylie had looked in her last moments. How quickly she had become disoriented from blood loss, how she’d had no clue where she was or who was with her.

Leliel wilted underneath Abel. Her remaining wing crumpled, eyes shutting, tears squeezing down her cheeks.

“Do it,” she whispered.

Shit.

It was one thing to kill an angel kidnapping his son—the angel that had ordered his mate’s death. It was another thing to kill a woman crying underneath his paws.

She wasn’t even fighting back. It would have been so much easier if she’d fought back.

Abram crouched beside him, pressing his gun to the back of her head. Angels were a lot more vulnerable without their wings. A single bullet would probably do it at that point.

“Rylie,” Abram said, as if to remind Abel. “The pack. All those people.”

Leliel didn’t try to argue. She only twisted enough to gaze up at Heaven beyond the peak of the mountain, watching it with wide eyes, like it was the last thing that she hoped to see before they killed her.

Good God, did she deserve it.

Her death still wouldn’t bring Rylie back.

Abel hated this feeling of doubt. He hated all this goddamn guilt.

His anger had been defused, replaced by an emotion that wouldn’t go away whether or not he got revenge. The grief itched and ached and made him feel cold deep down where the snow couldn’t reach.

He sank his teeth into Leliel’s other wing and ripped it away. The tang of silver blood was sour in his mouth.

She didn’t scream—she barely whimpered.

Abel discarded her wing over the side of the mountain. Feathers ripped away in the wind. Halfway down the cliff, the wing vanished completely, sucked through one of those sinkholes into some other dimension. No way to tell where. Didn’t really matter.

Leliel was wingless.

He shifted back into his human form as she got onto her knees, reaching back to feel the stubs where the appendages had been. Blood slicked her fingers. She gave a ragged sob. “Eve,” she whispered like a prayer. Then she looked at Abram, running her wet fingers up his wrist. “Shoot me. Please.”

He recoiled, mouth twisting. “No.”

“Please!”

Leliel turned to Nash. “Don’t make me live like this.”

“The way things are going, none of us will live as we are for much longer.” There wasn’t even a hint of sympathy in his voice. He was as cold as the wind. “Feel free to pray that it ends swiftly in the meantime. You have an excellent working relationship with Belphegor, it seems. Perhaps he’ll have the mercy for you that we lack.”

Leliel cried hopeless tears, touching her stumps over and over, as if it might change what had happened to them. Her blood began to freeze on the snow.

“I’ll remove this,” Nash told them. “She can waste away her final hours in Heaven.”

He lifted her into the sky. By the time Abel finished shifting out of his wolf body, they had vanished into the clouds. He watched their light vanish with a sinking feeling of regret.

Abel should have killed her.

His son glanced down the mountain. There was no real trail leading back to the gateway—just a steep climb. “Guess we better go.”

But before he could start climbing, Abel asked, “Why does everyone want you dead? The angels. Those hybrids. Belphegor.”

Abram lifted his chin and stared the werewolf Alpha down. “Does it matter?”

Evasion. Of course it mattered.

The only reason that Abel could think that they’d want Abram dead was to keep him from opening the gates to Eden, like the one waiting for them on the mountain below.

The only other guy whose blood had opened the gates had been dead for months.

The truth came over Abel with a wash of heat.

Abram wasn’t his son. He was Seth’s. That had to be it, right? It was the only reason that Belphegor would be out to kill him, after all.

He’s not my son.

The thought raced through his mind over and over again.

Abel had been there when the kid was born. He’d been in the forest with Rylie as she labored, and he’d been the one to pull the tiny babies from her body. He’d held them in their first breaths and thought, Maybe I could get used to being a dad.

That was why Rylie had picked him as her mate over Seth. Because they’d produced a couple of babies together.

Now he and Abram were staring at each other, knee-deep in snow on top of the fucking Himalayas, of all places, so close to the sky that he could almost brush Heaven with his fingertips. And he was realizing that the one thing that he’d felt sure about—Rylie’s choice, before she’d died—wasn’t so certain after all.

Abram’s shoulders sagged. He must have seen the realization come over Abel.

“I promised to do it,” he said. “I already said I’d help open the gates.”

“How can you think I care about that? The fact that you can open the gates at all means…fuck.”

Abel didn’t feel like he fit into his skin anymore. He didn’t know who he was.

Abram wasn’t his son. Rylie had carried secrets about Seth into the grave. Abel hadn’t killed the angel who ordered his mate’s murder when he had a chance.

He didn’t know where he fit anymore.

“Come on, Abel,” Abram said.

He didn’t listen. Abel shapeshifted, and he ran.

















Twelve




Lucas McIntyre waited with a hand on his gun and an eye on the shadows.

The line of refugees stretched into the night, winding down the street, around the bakery, and vanishing into the fog beyond the train station. McIntyre stood apart from them, hanging out beside the line rather than among them, keeping an eye on the darkness in the alleys as people inched toward the evacuation point.

“Idiots,” Leticia muttered, hugging Deb to her chest. The little girl was squirming against her shoulder, but Leticia’s arms were steel, and she didn’t set her down. It was so crowded that she would never be able to keep track of the toddler among the crush.

“Idiots,” agreed Dana, the older sister.

McIntyre put a meaty finger to his lips and shook his head. “We’re evacuees too. Remember?”

“Then we’re also idiots.” Leticia shifted Deb’s weight to her opposite hip. “How much longer, Lucas?”

He glanced up the line at the barbed-wire fencing that had been erected around the town’s perimeter. They were told that it was to keep demons out of the village, but that was total bullshit; that kind of fence wouldn’t do jack against anything that was threatening enough to fence out anyway.

It was meant to keep people in. Keep the roads clear. Make it so the military could move without civilian interference, for all the fucking good the military was going to do now.

They couldn’t fix the hole that had eaten the farmhouse where McIntyre’s family had been living, or drag the farmhouse back from Malebolge onto Earth. They couldn’t make pieces of white stone stop raining from the sky and punching holes the size of dogs in roofs around the village. They definitely couldn’t do anything about the brand fucking new river of magma bisecting the town.

Nobody could do anything about those things. Not even McIntyre.

Didn’t mean he couldn’t try, though.

Dana hadn’t looked down at the ground more than twice since the sky split open, no matter how many times McIntyre caught her at it. She was staring again now. There was nothing to see for the moment—the sky was overwhelmingly black. The hail of angel stone had stopped.

McIntyre tweaked her nose. “Watch the streets,” he said gruffly. “That’s where death comes from most of the time.”

Leticia gave him a long-suffering look over their daughter’s head. “Lucas.”

“What?”

“Don’t talk about death with them,” she said.

He caught Dana’s eye. She grinned at him and briefly lifted the hem of her shirt while her body was turned away from her mother. The girl was carrying a pistol tucked in the waistband of her jeans, small enough that even her tiny, delicate hand could fit around it.

She let the hem drop and made herself stop grinning. McIntyre ruffled her hair.

Dana would be fine.

The line inched forward. He craned around to see if the military was letting anyone through the fences.

No dice.

The attempted evacuees were muttering, getting restless, looking angry. Things were going to get ugly. McIntyre could tell.

“Idiots,” Leticia muttered again.

Infernal energy crawled down McIntyre’s spine. He turned to look for the source, but he didn’t see anything. Usually didn’t, though. Nobody ever saw the worst things coming.

The alleys behind him were awful dark, though. The lights that the military had set up along the roads couldn’t penetrate it.

Seemed like he and his family had played bait long enough.

Leticia caught where he was looking. “Are we through?”

McIntyre kept watching those shadows. The feeling of infernal power crawling down his spine only confirmed what he’d told his kid—that death usually came from the streets.

“Yeah. We’re through.” He dropped a kiss on his wife’s lips, kissed the top of little Deb’s head, ruffled Dana’s hair again.

“Guess we’re giving up on the evacuation,” Leticia said a little too loudly. In fact, they’d never been planning to evacuate. McIntyre had just wanted to make it easy for their family to be located.

“I’ll look for another way out,” he said. “You head on back to the camp.”

Before she left, Leticia grabbed and kissed him again, longer this time, until Deb started trying to kick him in the chest.

Then they left. The line moved forward to fill in the space that they’d occupied.

McIntyre watched his wife and children walk away from him, hand resting on his sidearm. He got a lot of weird looks for carrying a pair of handguns the first few weeks they lived in France. Like he was a criminal, a madman.

He’d stopped getting so many weird looks once the demons started spreading through Europe after the Breaking. And nobody looked twice at him now.

Nobody noticed when he followed his family from a few blocks back—nobody but the darkness.

All the noise of people and life faded when he got just a few hundred yards into the fog. Leticia and the kids had receded to tiny shadows in the distance, little glimpses of motion against all the shuttered buildings. The French, they sure loved their shutters. Did a pretty good job keeping refugees from breaking into the houses, but couldn’t hold anything scary out.

A shadow flashed across the street between McIntyre and his family.

He drew one of his guns. Eased the safety off.

The shadow grew and kept growing until it was the size and shape of a woman. A woman creeping up on Leticia.

Just another block…

McIntyre strayed to the right, moving along the brick wall. Aside from the curve of hips, the shadow-woman didn’t look much like a woman at all—not with the way she bled into the night.

But that was because she wasn’t really a woman, or even a normal demon. She was a Fate. Clotho. A nightmare infused with Elise’s weird fucking blood.

She was close to his family. Too close.

Few more steps. Come on.

Leticia stopped in front of a house. Deb had finally squirmed out of her arms.

McIntyre’s heart stopped when he saw his baby girl whirl around and come racing toward him. “Daddy!” Her tiny voice echoed.

The shadow-woman was in the way. She swooped in on Deb, lifting her arms, darkness billowing around her like a cloak.

That demon crossed a line of wire placed across the street.

“Tish!” McIntyre roared.

His wife reached inside the doorway of the house. He couldn’t see what she was doing, but knew that she was going for the lever. And he knew that she had flipped it when the lights came on.

Spotlights blazed to life around the street, blazing down on Clotho as her hands swiped inches from Deb’s face.

Clotho arched and screamed. She was a horrible thing to see in the light. Her face looked like a grinning mask attached underneath a choppy haircut, the edges of her lips drawn toward her ears in a permanent, skull-like leer. Even when she screamed, she was smiling.

She rushed toward the edge of the light.

But McIntyre had a lever of his own on this side of the circle, tucked in the edge of a window frame. Not the best wiring, but he’d had to do it himself with about twenty minutes of warning. When it electrified the wire around the circle, he felt pretty good.

Clotho slammed into the wire. Her scream turned shrill.

Dana swooped in and dragged her sister away. McIntyre didn’t breathe until both of them were out of the cage of light. Away from the demon.

Leticia grabbed both her daughters and ran. This time, they really ran—not trying to lure the Fate to attack, but trying to escape. They were smart enough to know to stay out of McIntyre’s way when it came time to slay the demons.

He paced the outer edge of the circle until they were gone from his sight. No breaks in the wiring. He’d done better than he thought.

“You were right,” McIntyre said, raising his voice so that he could be heard over the Fate’s screaming. “Good guess.”

“It wasn’t a guess.”

Elise melted into view at the edge of the lights, safely outside their sphere of influence. McIntyre took a quick look at her. Bandaged arm, but no other sign of injury. The skin exposed by her ripped clothing was unharmed. Actually, she looked pretty decent, considering.

“You’re surviving,” he grunted.

She gave him a similarly appraising look. “You too.” She backhanded him in the gut. “Being a refugee’s been good for you. You’re not such a fat-ass now.”

“Never been a fat-ass. Just strong. Not enough protein here.” He jerked his chin at the Fate. “Took you long enough to get here.”

“I had to shuttle my mother between dimensions. It’s more time consuming than you’d think these days. It’s hard to find the right ways in and out.”

“Bitch, bitch, bitch,” he said. “How’d you know Clotho would be coming for me?”

“God’s pissed at me. Trying to kill everyone I love so that I don’t have any retreat. So, normal Thursday. You remember how it is.”

McIntyre was tempted to pick on her for saying that she loved him. Elise had never been so much of a goddamn girl before, getting all mushy and shit like that. “God again? Thought you already got that fuckhole.”

“Different God,” Elise said.

McIntyre just grunted again. Gods, demons, whatever. All of them were giant swinging dicks.

Clotho thrashed in pain, bony limbs twitching wildly. It was pretty satisfying to see.

“I’ve got something that can kill these now,” Elise said, jerking her thumb at the Fate. “At least, I think that they can kill them. I’d have brought one if I’d had enough time.”

He stepped behind a trashcan that had been left on the street and hauled out a car battery and cables. “New sword?” McIntyre asked.

“Werewolves,” she said. “If you can hold on to her for about fifteen minutes, I’ll bring a few back to finish the job.”

McIntyre touched the two clamps on the end of the cables together. Electricity sparked between them.

“I don’t think I need any werewolves to deal with this one.”

Clotho turned her grin on them.

Elise went rigid, staring at the demon as though she saw something new that she hadn’t noticed before.

“What?” McIntyre asked.

After a moment’s hesitation, Elise said, “She’s talking to me.”

But her lips weren’t moving. The Fate was silent as her body began falling apart under the power of the lights and electricity, skin flaking away like ash.

“What’s she saying?” McIntyre asked.

“She says…” Elise suddenly paled. “McIntyre, stay here. Don’t let her go.”

She vanished.

Clotho turned her gaze on McIntyre. The voice squeezed through his skull, as if she were pushing silver pins into his forehead and using the tips to inject her thoughts on top of his.

Elise knows that there is more than one Fate. She runs to save your family, but it is too late.

His spine stiffened. “Tish.”

McIntyre could see it now: his children skewered by a demon’s claws, his wife bleeding out on the ground. The image was so clear that it was almost like he was looking at it. The kids in the gutter. Leticia draped over a bench.

He shook it off. That was just nightmare thrall. He’d felt it a hundred times before, and he’d probably feel it a hundred times again.

She was getting into his head. Apparently, she wasn’t in enough pain.

He turned up the electricity. It arced between the wires and the demon, thrashing around her in a storm of sparks that he sure fucking hoped would turn off that thrall bullshit.

Another shadow flared at the corner of his vision. He turned to see a second Fate at the end of the street—just like Clotho had said.

That one was gone in an instant.

Clotho’s mental chuckle rolled through McIntyre.

The blood of children is the sweetest.

He jacked up the power again to make sure that it would hold the demon. She screamed, she seized, and he went running down the street after his kids—after the Fate that wanted to kill them.

Maybe it was thrall. Maybe it wasn’t.

He had to make sure.

McIntyre couldn’t feel his wife. She was too weak a witch to bind as his aspis, so he couldn’t track her down like most kopides could track down their partners. But he could track down Elise. He felt her power by the train station, and he followed her there, running as fast as his legs could carry him.

For the first time, he was glad to have lost all that weight—made him a hell of a lot faster.

Darkness chased him on the way to the station. Flashes of that other Fate. She was right on top of him.

He reached the station first.

It was an open structure next to the high-speed line, just some benches encased in a glass shelter. That station had been shut down for months and thoroughly vandalized in the meantime; it was covered in so much spray paint that the windows weren’t windows anymore. But the track itself was clean, the overhead wires electrified. The military had been using them to transport supplies.

That was a good place for his wife to have run. The overhead wire had about twenty five thousand volts of electricity shooting through it—more than enough to kill a demon.

Leticia was sitting on the bench. Dana and Deb sat on either side of her, cowering under her arms.

And a demon loomed in front of them.

McIntyre stopped. He aimed. He fired.

His bullets smacked right into the demon’s back.

He knew that popping off a few shots wouldn’t kill it, but a distraction was all he wanted. Just enough time to figure out another plan—some way to get the demon with that electrified overhead wire. Anything to draw the Fate off of his girls.

But when she turned around, it wasn’t a Fate glaring at him. It was Elise.

Shit. Good thing she was immune to bullets.

“McIntyre, I’m going to—” She cut off, jaw dropping open. “Lucas, no!” She wasn’t looking at him. She was looking over his shoulder, drawing her sword, filling the night with her mass.

McIntyre felt like he was moving too slowly. The darkness held him with slimy hands, fixing him where he stood.

Clotho had escaped the rim of lights.

It wasn’t going to take a second Fate to kill his family.

She billowed in the fog, expanding just as quickly as Elise had, the mask of her face leering at him as she stretched out her hands. Everything was slow—too slow. McIntyre lifted his arms too slowly. He squeezed the trigger too slowly. Even the bullets seemed to crawl toward her, and they vanished into her mass with soft little puffs of black smoke.

The fear smashed into him. Forced him to his knees. He couldn’t breathe through it, couldn’t see the village surrounding them.

All he saw was his daughters screaming as their flesh was peeled away.

He couldn’t stop screaming. His finger kept moving on the trigger even though the magazine was empty.

And then Clotho flashed away, taking some of that fear with her. Judging by the sounds, she wasn’t gone—she had only redirected her attention to Leticia and the girls.

He struggled to his feet. Without the fear occupying his every thought, he had plenty of room for guilt. Self-hatred. Shame.

Clotho had played him—a fucking nightmare, a type of demon he’d fought hundreds of times before—and he’d fallen right into her trap.

“Elise!” he shouted, eyes wide and staring into the darkness.

He couldn’t see anything. Couldn’t tell if the night was so black because of the Fate or Elise herself. He couldn’t even tell which way his family was waiting.

A small body slammed into his. McIntyre caught her.

Dana.

He could only barely see her in the overwhelming gloom of the fog. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, the gun in her hands, the marker on her arms smeared by sweat. She’d been drawing tattoos on herself just like Daddy’s when Elise had contacted them to say that they were likely to be attacked.

“They’re dead,” she said. “Daddy, they’re not moving, and I think they’re dead.”

The fear was growing again, sinking claws into his heart. The Fate was still there.

“Run, baby,” he said, pushing her away from him.

“But Mom—”

“Run!”

Dana ran. The girl was fast. She’d always been fast. She might be all right, might be able to find the edge of the darkness.

McIntyre dived into the fog in the direction that she had come from, plowing blindly across the train tracks, clawing onto the platform.

He blundered through the darkness, trying to find his way back to the train shelter. He seemed to have lost it. Everything was getting darker, and he couldn’t breathe.

Clotho was closing in on him again.

Elise’s voice seemed to travel through water, distorted and muffled. “McIntyre!” A sword flipped through the air toward him. Elise had thrown her obsidian falchion to him. He caught the hilt gingerly, and its infernal stone felt cold in his hand. “The cable!”

He looked up. Twenty-five thousand volts, right over his head.

McIntyre hurled the sword.

If it had been any other blade, he wasn’t sure it would have done shit to the braided steel cabling. But the obsidian falchion sliced right through it.

Sparks erupted, showering around him as the cable fell between McIntyre and Clotho.

He leaped out of the way, scrambling onto the platform again.

There was no screaming—the cable hadn’t struck the demon. But he felt like he could breathe. The fear had lifted again. The wall of electricity had given him respite from nightmare thrall.

He tried to get to his feet but his hand slipped in blood.

Clotho’s black fog had partially dispersed along with her fear. He could just make out Tish’s blank face staring at the roof of the shelter. His younger daughter, Deb, was splayed over her chest.

Neither was moving.

It’s just thrall. It’s just thrall.

But when he dropped beside them and felt their cooling blood slicking his hands, he knew that it wasn’t thrall. It was too tangible. Too real.

This was real. His worst nightmare come to life.

Leticia’s lips were covered in blood—lips he’d kissed a hundred million times. Lips that had scorned him for swearing around the kids and ordered him to put change in the Bad Words jar. Lips that had kissed their daughters’ scraped knees and said “I do” at a drive-through wedding chapel in Vegas.

He couldn’t see Deb’s face. He was grateful for that. It was bad enough to see the sucking wound on her back that showed where the Fate had ripped out her heart.

His daughter. His little baby.

McIntyre felt Clotho coming up on him, the rising tide of her thrall cresting over him.

There was no feeling left in him to evoke. He wasn’t afraid anymore.

He leaped into the train trench, lit by the brilliant sparks of dancing electricity. The cable leaped like a serpent.

On the other side, Clotho reared. She was partially corporeal, drenched in blood, hearts clutched in her slippery fingers. One of the hearts was so tiny.

McIntyre had never hated before. Not like this. He was a kopis—dealing with demons was just what he did. Most of them needed to die. Nothing personal.

This was personal.

She darted easily over the cable without touching it, undeterred by the flashing electricity.

He drew a pair of knives from his boots. Both steel from tip to tip. Almost like cleavers, as nightmares often carried. Seemed like the appropriate way to end this.

McIntyre lunged for Clotho and buried one of the knives in her body. It didn’t hurt her at all, of course. She just laughed.

Then pain struck him in the heart. His real, physical heart, not the heart that felt like it was breaking at the sight of his dead family. He thought that he could feel the fingers squirming past his ribs.

He was pretty sure when he felt it ripped out through his gut.

McIntyre was kind of grateful for that.

But he wasn’t grateful for long.

As he dropped, vision darkening, he kept one of the stainless steel knives buried in her gut. He even dragged it down a few inches and she didn’t seem to care. Didn’t seem to realize what he was doing.

He jammed the second knife in the braided steel wire.

Electricity leaped from one knife to the other, electrocuting McIntyre instantly—and Clotho with him.

Twenty-five thousand volts.







Elise felt the instant that McIntyre’s life ended. His heart stopped beating just as suddenly as Neuma’s had, ending the sweet flow of blood, silencing the healthy patterns of his brain. One minute, he was a normal mortal—alive and hale and full of thoughts—and then he was suddenly a blank spot in her senses.

Lucas McIntyre was dead, and she was vomiting bullets on the street less than a block away.

They surged from her stomach, slippery and black, as though her body was rejecting a diseased liver. Elise felt hot. Her muscles shook as they spilled out of her.

She’d only been able to toss McIntyre her sword before the sickness overtook her. And it felt like he’d emptied the entire magazine of one of guns into her back, so it was emptying from her system too slowly. She was helpless to react until the last of the bullets emerged, splattering in a sac of liquid on the broken street.

Worst fucking timing.

Now the military was drawing closer, their headlights spilling over the street, inching toward her as they approached. They’d heard the fight. They were coming to investigate far too late.

Elise wiped her mouth as she got up, and as soon as she was certain that she was done throwing up, she phased away from the headlights and back into the relative safety of the train shelter. So close, and yet distant enough that she hadn’t been able to help them when she heard the screams.

She reappeared on the edge of the platform and shielded her eyes from the sparking of electricity. McIntyre had cut the wire as she’d suggested—good for slowing Clotho down, but dangerous for Elise to approach.

There was no reason for her to risk getting near the cable now.

It was already too late for the McIntyres.

Two of the bodies were under the bench where Elise had left Leticia behind to fight Clotho, but it was difficult to tell that the woman was, in fact, Leticia McIntyre. There was too much blood. Elise didn’t bother looking closely enough to verify. There were only so many pink-haired women who had been carrying their toddlers through France.

She couldn’t look at Deb at all.

Elise had hated the way those children shrieked, hated how they pulled at her hair while trying to braid it, hated the constant cacophony. She hated kids. She hated that child in particular. Elise was shaking and her eyes were burning and she couldn’t seem to get control of herself.

She had told Nathaniel herself that everyone got one life and that it was better that way. Maybe it was true with Neuma. She’d been in her eighties, maybe her nineties; she’d had a good, long life. Even Leticia was in her thirties. But Deb…

It was too much.

So she turned to the train trench instead. Lucas McIntyre wasn’t recognizable, either. He was a charred mess of flesh that smelled like burned hair and fat. His victory rested inches away from him: a puddle of ichor that had been Clotho. Elise hadn’t seen one of the Fates killed before, but she felt no doubt that the sludgy mess was a dead demon, and that she wouldn’t be coming back.

Elise hoped that Belphegor had felt that death. She really hoped that he fucking despaired at it.

Masculine shouts, the rub of metal on cloth. The military was coming closer. Far too late to help with the fight.

A fluttering heartbeat drew her attention beyond the train tracks. There was still something alive nearby—something small. Faint enough that it might not even be human.

She phased past the cable, leaving McIntyre’s body behind.

The military would bury him, she hoped.

Elise reformed on the opposite side of the street, right in front of a brick house.

She was greeted by a gunshot.

Elise looked down to see a hole in her shirt. She felt the bullet settle in her gut almost immediately. She would have to expel it soon, but for the moment, it didn’t hurt.

Her eyes tracked back to the source of the gunshot. It had come from a small shape huddled in the doorway, knees tucked by her ears, gun held between her legs. Pretty good aim for such an awkward position.

It was Dana McIntyre. The girl looked up at Elise with tearful eyes, and there wasn’t a hint of hope in them. She knew what Elise had found in the train shelter. She had probably seen the murders herself.

Elise kneeled and held her hand out. Dana gave her the gun. It was still hot as she pushed it down into the waistband of her leather pants.

She thought that she should probably tell the girl that it was going to be okay. That she would be safe now, and she was fine, and there was nothing to worry about. All those comforting lies that you were supposed to tell children in times of sadness.

She couldn’t make the words come out.

“I have you,” Elise said instead, and she opened her arms.

Dana wasn’t crying as she crawled into Elise’s hold. She wrapped her arms around the child, and, together, they phased into the night.

















Thirteen




After the angels’ attack and a few hours on top of the Himalayas, Elise’s camp of allies was looking pretty pathetic. They had all the coats from Russia, sure, but this wasn’t Russia anymore. This was freaking Everest. Or somewhere near it, anyway—Anthony had no idea where they’d been dumped this time.

It was a good thing Belphegor was clogging the air with smoke and ash and all that crap. The haze worked as insulation, keeping the temperature hovering above zero degrees. Cold, but not as cold as usual.

Anthony could still feel the icy fingers of wind creeping through his fur coat. He wasn’t sure if his shivering was because of the temperature or because of how few people remained with the camp.

Some of the werewolves were still hanging around, but the Alpha himself was not. There also were none of those spirit wolves Elise had made. Ariane had left on a secret mission, too. Now the only people hanging around were Abram, Levi, Summer, and Nash—not great company. They kept to themselves.

Guess they didn’t want to hang out with Anthony and Brianna at the gate to Eden.

The gate’s condition was impressive, considering it was subject to constant winter at the top of the mountain. This one was in the shape of a statue memorializing some snake woman. She was three stories tall with a thin-lipped smile, bare breasts, and a coiled tail where legs should have been.

Brianna had made a few half-hearted jokes about snake boobs and Anthony hadn’t laughed. There wasn’t anything funny about the end of the world.

“What are you doing?”

Anthony looked up at the sound of James’s voice, but Brianna didn’t. She ignored him and continued to draw an elaborate circle on the ground in front of the statue.

James stormed toward them. He looked pissed.

“What’s it look like we’re doing?” Anthony asked.

James’s eyes searched the site of the ritual. Brianna was trying to replicate magic that was well beyond her ability, but she was doing pretty well at it. She’d gotten everything together on her own. She’d duplicated the circle. She had assembled the altar. She was almost done.

All she needed was to finish drawing the details on the circle and a little bit of Adam’s blood.

Anthony thought that it was pretty goddamn impressive. James didn’t seem to agree.

“It looks like you’re trying to do something incredibly foolish,” he said, jerking the glasses off of his face. “And I’m wondering why.”

“You know why,” Anthony said.

James’s jaw clenched. “Elise.” He rounded on Brianna, stepping over the lines of her delicately drawn circle. “You’ll kill yourself doing magic like this.”

Brianna grinned at him. “It’s not like you can do it anymore.”

“And you’ve never been capable. You’re too weak,” James said.

Anthony stepped between them. “You don’t talk to her like that.”

Confronting James would have been a dangerous proposition earlier. Now, Anthony liked seeing the wariness in James’s eyes, trying to decide which of them would win in a physical confrontation.

Easy question. Anthony was a young, fit kopis, and he would definitely win. He’d be more than happy to work out a decade’s worth of annoyances against James, too. Who cared if he was some ordinary old guy now? It would feel good to bash his face in. Really good.

But darkness descended on them, dimming the outside of the circle, and Elise appeared with the fluttering of invisible wings.

Killjoy.

“Problems?” Elise asked.

James whirled on her. “You have them opening the gate to Eden.”

There was no denying it now, not when the evidence was clear as day on the ground in front of the gate. Elise hooked her thumbs in the belt loops of her leather pants. “Yeah. That’s the plan.”

“How? Why?”

“Belphegor’s body is in Eden. I can’t kill him if he comes out. I have to go in after him. I’m going in now, whatever it takes, and he is going to die in agony.” She sounded unusually angry, even for her. Something was wrong.

Anthony frowned. “What happened, Elise?”

She gripped Anthony’s shoulder and turned him.

Summer Gresham was kneeling at the bottom of the crevasse, holding a girl’s hands as she cried. The kid was about seven years old, maybe. Pretty big for a girl her age. Big enough that Anthony had already taken her to the shooting range a couple of times.

Dana McIntyre.

If Dana was there—if only Dana was there—then that could only mean one thing.

Emotion struck him in a wave, twisting his stomach and making his hands go numb.

It mostly felt like anger, at first. The grief came second.

“Fuck,” Anthony said.

Elise’s fingernails dug into his shirt. Her lips tightened as she fisted the material. She was shaking.

James still looked confused. He hadn’t visited the McIntyres since the time before Dana had been born. He didn’t recognize her wispy blond hair, her stocky stature, her flat nose.

Anthony grabbed Elise’s hand, and he held it as tightly as she held him, watching the evidence that their friend was dead. Their friend, his wife, and their other little girl. McIntyre’s death had been inevitable. All of their deaths were. They were kopides—that was just what happened to them sooner or later. Usually sooner.

But the others…

“Fuck,” Anthony said again, with more heat this time. He was squeezing Elise’s hand so hard that anyone else would have suffered broken bones.

Brianna got up. “What?” she asked, looking down the ridge. “Who is that? What’s got you all freaked out?” Her eyes narrowed. “She’s human. Just plain old human.”

For some reason, that made Anthony angrier. “Finish the ritual, Brianna,” he said. He didn’t look at her. “We’ve got to open this fucking gate.”







James had spent a lot of time preparing to argue with Elise when she came back. He’d taken shelter, worked on the spell Elise requested, and fumed, rehearsing the conversation in his mind a thousand times.

He had plenty to say about Nathaniel, Benjamin, and the end of the world, but he’d narrowed it down to a few key points.

Elise did not seem interested in an argument.

Whatever had happened in the hours that she had been gone, her mood had been profoundly changed for the worse. “You and I need to talk,” Elise said curtly, yanking him across the camp.

“There’s a building,” James said. “It’s up the mountain. We’ve been using it to—”

She didn’t let him finish. She gripped his collar and hauled him up the narrow, winding trail.

They didn’t have to climb very far to spot the building’s sloped roof, the wooden walls, the large windows. There were no doors to this building. But when they rounded the corner, they found a wall of shattered windows that the pack was using to get in and out of the building.

Elise missed a step when she saw the broken wall. She had destroyed those windows to escape the building months earlier.

It was the former retreat that James had used to cage Elise.

She didn’t go through the wall. She stopped just outside of it, most likely realizing at that moment that James had caged her near one of the gates. That he had planned on keeping her close so that he could return to her quickly after he got into Eden.

He was still angry with her, but anger quickly turned to guilt.

“Elise, I don’t—” he began.

She started walking again, striding across broken glass, and she dragged him along with her. The werewolves parted when Elise moved between them. They didn’t try to stop her. In fact, the way that they looked at her was almost fearful—like they thought that she might exorcise them if she noticed that they were there.

Inside what had once been a very nice bathroom, the remaining shattered glass had been swept into a corner and the snow scraped off of the floor. It was cold inside. Very cold. All of the wards that James had erected to maintain the temperature had broken when Elise escaped.

It was equally cold inside the atrium where Abram, Levi, and Nash were gathered. They seemed to be planning something. There were boxes of supplies from the trucks scattered around the room. Folding tables had been erected, papers spread everywhere.

“Elise?” Levi called, breaking away from the rest of the wolves. One glance from Elise stopped him in his tracks. “What’s wrong?”

The question of the day.

She kept walking.

Elise pushed James into the bedroom. Everything was exactly as they had left it: the furniture she had broken in her rage, her clothes piled in the corner, the bed’s linens stained with James’s blood. Neither the snow nor their dwindling army had reached that room. James had gotten there first and cordoned it off for his personal use.

He’d been working in that bedroom to assemble the spell to heal Nathaniel—or at least, he’d been assembling pieces of a spell. He had no idea if any of them would work.

“You can’t blame me for what I did in pursuit of Eden anymore,” James said, trying to hold up his end of an argument that Elise didn’t seem to be interested in. “You’re doing the exact same thing. You’re trying to get into the garden and—”

Elise slammed the door and shoved him into it, fists gripping his shirt, and she kissed him. Her lips tasted salty. She felt desperate, urgent. Like this was her last chance to kiss him.

He was momentarily too shocked to respond. Then he was tempted to let her do whatever she wanted.

Sanity caught up with him a moment later.

James pushed her off of him. “Elise. What are you doing?”

“We’re not talking right now.” She kissed him again, harder this time, straining up on her toes to reach him even though he was too stunned to be cooperative.

Was this about feeding? Trying to heal her damaged arm?

Her hands came up to grip his hair so hard that it felt like she was going to pull it out. She kissed as aggressively as she fought, like she was putting all of her anger and accusations into the nip of her teeth and flick of her tongue on the roof of his mouth.

James wanted to forget the “why” of it all and lose himself in the sensation of her body against his, thighs pressed to thighs, belly to belly, chest to chest.

But he made himself grab her wrists, pull her gently away.

“Elise, why?” James asked. It was hard to breathe.

Her cheeks were damp. “That girl.”

He blinked. The girl? The child? “You mean…”

“That’s Dana McIntyre, James.”

The name sank in slowly. Dana McIntyre—the older of the McIntyre daughters—had appeared at their camp, carried by Elise, without her family. Hadn’t there been two children? A second daughter? And then McIntyre, and Leticia…

Belphegor’s words seemed even more hideous now. You have to despair.

“My God,” he said.

Elise dug her fingernails into the back of his neck. “Belphegor’s not going to stop until he kills you, too. You’re next. You’re all that’s left.”

“Why? I’m human. I’m not a threat anymore.”

She shook him. Not hard, but not gently, either. His back banged into the door again. “Do you really have to ask?”

Belphegor had pushed Elise past her breaking point.

“No,” James said, his voice coming out gravelly, “he’s not going to kill me, I’m not going to let that happen.” But how could he stop a demon with the powers of a god? He had surrendered his powers.

When she kissed him again, he didn’t try to fight her.

There were too many things that they needed to talk about, but for the moment, there was only this. Elise’s hands ripping down the neck of his shirt, popping the buttons off, shoving it over his shoulders to bare him to the freezing air inside the resort.

It was his only shirt, now destroyed. A ridiculous thing to be worried about. If Belphegor was going to come after James next, then shirts were the least of his issues.

He actually laughed at that thought, chuckling against Elise’s lips. Funny what looming death did to one’s sense of humor. And then he mumbled, “Sorry.”

She silenced him by ripping his belt off.

James tried to lift her shirt, but Elise shoved his hands away. Her lips traveled from his lips to his cheek, up to his ear, tickling against the fine hairs of his sideburns.

“Relax,” she said. “Let me do what I want.”

“If you think that I have the self-control not to touch you…”

She bit his earlobe at the same time that she popped the button off of his pants. Another article of clothing ruined. He wasn’t going to have anything to wear after this.

Elise’s hand slipped into his waistband and curled around him. James wasn’t a young man, and it wasn’t the first time that he had been with a woman—not by far. Yet he found himself instantly, dangerously close to losing control, just feeling her fingers cupping his erection.

“Careful,” he said warningly.

She bit his bottom lip this time, pulling on it until it stretched to the limit, almost to the point of pain. Then she released it. “Tell me again,” Elise said, stroking him with much more gentleness.

He made a strangled sound. “Which part?”

“Tell me you’re not going to die.”

It was a lie. They both knew it was a lie. Even if Belphegor didn’t do the deed, even if the world didn’t end, he only had decades. A mortal lifespan.

“Nothing is going to happen to me,” James said. “I swear.” Although there was a very good chance that she might give him a heart attack before Belphegor got a shot of his own.

Before he could lose control, she pushed his pants down, letting him step out of his shoes. He felt strangely exposed like that—fully naked while Elise was still clothed, still in control. But at least he didn’t feel cold anymore. His blood was running far too hot for that.

He scooped his hands underneath Elise’s thighs, lifting her easily. She wrapped around him, legs twined around his waist, arms around his neck. She adhered to him like shadow to the dark side of the moon, curving perfectly around his body.

James carried her across the room, setting her on the edge of the desk. This time, she didn’t fight him when he lifted her shirt, exposing the destroyed black bra underneath. There were slices along the band, on the sides of the cups.

He slid the one intact strap down, brushing his thumb over the skin it exposed at her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he murmured against her throat, tasting the skin in a line down to her collarbone. “I’m so sorry.”

He wasn’t sure if he was apologizing for McIntyre and Neuma or for what he had done to her over the years, or something else entirely. Maybe his mortality.

The bra slipped away, and her head fell back as he palmed her breasts. Lord, but they were perfect. Genuinely perfect. The sight of them was almost overwhelming, just like her hand on his erection had been.

They were soft, the nipples dark peaks, almost reflecting the color of her blood-red lips. The swells curved down into the narrow pinch of her waist, the lines of her hips still encased in leather, the curve of her thighs.

There was no way James was going to last long like this, when merely looking at her was enough to bring him to the brink. He was just too damn human. And she was—well, she was virtually a goddess.

She could also, humiliatingly, tell that his stress levels were rising. She rubbed her face against his neck. More of a comforting gesture than a sexual one. “I told you to relax, James.”

But she needed him. He wanted to make her feel good enough to forget everything, even the end of the world.

Elise seemed to know that he was thinking that, too. She wrapped her arms around him tightly, embracing him hard, and after a moment he returned the gesture.

It was strange to hold her, and be held, and feel such comfort. The one thing that he had never thought Elise was capable of providing or experiencing.

He wasn’t cold, but she was shaking.

“Lord, Elise,” he murmured into her hair.

It was reminder enough of what she was doing—why she was doing it—to get himself under control. He pulled the remnants of her leather pants from her body and cupped her bared thighs in his hands, feeling the silk of her bare skin, the inhuman smoothness of her calves and ankles.

Once she was naked, he let himself look at her. She was a thousand times more beautiful than he remembered.

Elise ducked her head. “Stop thinking like that.”

“You can read my mind?”

“Not exactly.” She slid her fingers up his abs, his pectorals, scraping the hair lightly. She still wore fingerless gloves. It was strangely arousing for her to be naked aside from the gloves. “With humans, I can kind of read the hormones. The chemicals. The way that thoughts travel over your mind.” Elise pulled his head toward her. “I can tell that you’re thinking about me like…that.”

“But you are perfect,” James said, and he kissed her, mouths slanting together.

His hands slid up the insides of her thighs, moving to the apex of her legs so that he could stroke her, prepare her as she had prepared him. But she pushed him away. Her hand slipped between them again, guiding his body toward hers. “I don’t want to wait. I don’t need to.”

James slipped against her wetness. She really was ready for him, burning hot, threatening to consume him.

So he let her.

He sank inside of her, and it was more than just a relief—not just the sensation of rightness, of being completed again, but a feeling that felt something close to nirvana.

Elise’s breath was choppy in his ear as he began to move, her knees squeezing so tightly against his ribs that he could barely breathe. Her fingernails dug furrows into the muscles of his back. For the first time, the bite felt good, and he thought he understood why Elise had always preferred to take her pleasure with pain.

But he wasn’t a witch anymore, nor did he have any angel blood. He was mortal. Just mortal. And Elise felt incredible.

“Elise,” he groaned, “I don’t think I can—”

“Do it,” she whispered.

The words sent him over the edge. He gripped the edge of the desk on either side of her, thrust deep, and emptied himself inside of Elise with a roar that he knew was too loud. The sensation was blinding. The world around him went white.

For a moment, it was easy to forget the world was ending.

















Fourteen




Eventually, Elise and James ended up in the relative warmth of the bed, burrowed underneath the stained comforter with books from the Palace of Dis.

James had expected her to leave quickly once she was done with him—which hadn’t been for well over an hour—but she remained to read through the books in silence. They each had separate papers to take notes on. The only sounds in the room were the scratching of pen against paper.

Preparing gaean magic with Elise curled naked against James’s side was as near to perfection as he could imagine—aside from the whole impending genesis thing.

He realized that his pen was the only one moving. Elise had only drawn a few parts of the circle, and now she stared vacantly at the wall.

James leaned over to kiss her shoulder. “You didn’t tell me that you planned to enter Eden because you thought I would want to get into the Origin. Didn’t you?” It was hardly pillow talk, but the thought had been nagging at him.

The question stirred her from her reverie. “Was I wrong? You weren’t exactly subtle about how much you wanted to become God yourself.”

“I didn’t know there needed to be a three-person pantheon.” James kissed her shoulder again as he thought, softer than before. “No. I think entering the Origin would be a mistake now.”

“But only now. Only because Belphegor’s gone in.”

“Can you tell me that you feel no temptation to become omnipotent and set all of these wrongs to right? Is there nothing you would do with the power of God now?”

She bit down on the end of her pen hard enough to dent the plastic.

After a moment, she began to draw again without responding.

“You really aren’t tempted,” James said. “You don’t want the power.” It was kind of impressive, actually. Everyone wanted something selfish. Elise just wanted to save the world.

“Tell me what we’ll do afterward,” she said, changing subjects. “After Belphegor’s gone. After we heal Nathaniel. After we save the world.”

James frowned. “Really?”

“Yes,” Elise said.

“Feeling sentimental?”

“Humor me.”

He pushed a book out of his way and rested his chin on his arms, watching Elise from the corner of his eye. “Well, it’s impossible to say what the world is going to look like after it’s been ‘saved.’ Assuming we can restore it to some semblance of its previous condition, I suppose I’ll need a new job. I could teach again.”

“Dance lessons are sure to be a priority after the apocalypse.”

James amended that to, “I could teach magic. Those who can’t do, you know.”

Elise rolled onto her back, tucking her arms underneath her head. The sheets had slipped back down to her ribcage. He shamelessly enjoyed the sight of her exposed body. “I could help you.”

“Could you, now?”

“Nathaniel will also need somewhere to live,” she said. “He’ll need to relearn being human. Or how to control himself. I can help with that, too.”

“You’re suggesting we all live together? You and me and my son?”

She painted a threateningly domestic picture. If Elise had slipped away from visions of a future that weren’t drenched in violence, then she simply wasn’t being serious.

James went back to his notebook. He was almost ready to draw the actual circle for the spell to cure Nathaniel of godhood.

“I mean it.” Elise rested her fingertips on his wrist. “Really.”

A sad smile crept over his lips. “I like the idea of it.” But both of them knew that’s all it would remain: an idea. The chance that they would actually both survive Belphegor, much less save Nathaniel and leave the world in some livable condition, seemed increasingly small.

Sobering, he grabbed another book from the Library. “It’s strange,” James said. “I don’t find this as exciting as I sued to. Any of it. It doesn’t feel good to read these books, even though I should be virtually euphoric.”

“That’s because you’re not ethereal Gray anymore. You cut off the angel parts of your heritage along with the magic, and that means you don’t get a high off learning.”

“I always enjoyed learning. Even before I entered the garden and was changed.”

“You had the blood. You had the need. Now you don’t.”

“Powerful magic,” James said softly. Hopefully, it would be powerful enough to save Nathaniel, too.

“Rylie described it as an addiction, the way that angels feed off of knowledge,” Elise said. “You’re just not addicted anymore.”

He kept his gaze fixed to the book in front of him. “I suppose not.”

“Wait. Where did you get this one?” She pulled the book away from him. The small, leather-bound text had loose papers clipped to the covers and notes scrawled in the margins.

James hadn’t looked at it that closely before, but now he recognized Elise’s handwriting on those pages.

“I got it out of the Library, like the other books,” James said. “I must have. I couldn’t have gotten it anywhere else.”

“But this is mine. I mean, one of the librarians gave it to me.” Elise frowned as she pulled one of the papers out and unfolded it. James leaned over her shoulder to look. It was a map of Dis, although it was either poorly drawn or outdated. The districts were arranged incorrectly.

“This here,” he said, pointing at a crease in the page. “Does this indicate…water? In Dis?”

Her hands tightened on the page. “I don’t remember where I left this, but I know it wasn’t in the library.”

“So one of the librarians reclaimed it. Is that so strange?”

“Reclaiming it? No. The fact that they reclaimed it and then you picked it up at random? Yeah, that’s really fucking weird.”

“A coincidence,” James said.

“I don’t believe in coincidences.”

Neither did he, now that she mentioned it. He looked over the map again with new eyes.

An ancient map. Water in Dis. Strange, unreadable markings.

“It could be fabricated,” he suggested.

“I don’t know. An old shapeshifter told me that the world was different before the Treaty of Dis. She said that there were a lot more gaean species, for one. Shapeshifters other than wolves. More sidhe. That kind of thing. What if the world was different in other ways?”

“What are you thinking?”

“I’m wondering where this spring would be now,” Elise said. “And what I might find there if I looked.” She took a final, long look at the map, folded it, and set it aside.

James flipped through the journal. The language looked familiar, but he couldn’t read it. “This resembles the ancient ethereal language. I wonder if this would have been legible before I cast that spell to heal you.”

“Do you regret it? Giving up all of your magic and abilities?”

“Yes,” James said. He didn’t even have to think about the question.

She sat up, letting the blankets fall around her waist and leaving a cold gap under the sheets. “I see.”

He hooked his arm around her waist and dragged her back. “But I would make the exact same choice again. I’d do it again a thousand times for you.” She allowed him to push her flat against the mattress, rolling his weight on top of hers. Elise looked slightly mollified. “Only you, though.”

“I’ve hated you for years.” She shoved a book out from underneath her head. “That’s a big sacrifice for someone who hates you. Almost makes me think that you did it because you want something in return.”

“If you think that I saved you because I wanted you to owe a debt to me,” he said, “then you’re delusional. I saved you because I love you. I never stopped loving you.” James propped himself on one elbow, catching a lock of Elise’s hair between two fingers, letting the silken strands fall to the bed in a shimmering wave.

“That’s pathetic.”

“You’re such a romantic.”

Elise shrugged, but she didn’t look annoyed anymore. “I don’t hate you right now.”

“Is that your way of saying that you love me, too?”

“No.” The corners of her lips drew down in a frown. “Everyone I love dies.”

James brushed a kiss over her chin, right where the edge of her mouth wrinkled slightly from her sadness. “I’m not dead yet.”

“Did you miss the part where I said I don’t love you?”

“You’re lying.” He didn’t manage much conviction when he said it. He’d assumed Elise loved him from the first time that she tried to kiss him, and the fact she’d let him live despite his numerous betrayals seemed to confirm that. But she didn’t look particularly loving at that moment. She’d definitely never said the words.

Elise shrugged again and left it at that. Instead, she let her hands do the talking, roaming up the muscles of his chest, scraping the white stubble that was beginning to grow on his neck.

Her knee slipped up his side, parting her thighs to make it easier for him to slide against her.

James pressed a hand to her hip to still her movements. “I hate to disappoint, but you’ve worn me out. My humanity comes with more than a lack of magic. It comes with a highly mortal, highly disappointing refractory period. It’s miraculous you didn’t kill me after the first three times.”

Elise lifted an eyebrow. “Now you sound as old as you look.”

“I am old,” James said, nuzzling her jawline.

“Not that old.” She trailed her fingernails down his back, sketching invisible lines along his spine. “I was taught how to use succubus powers by Neuma. I have tricks.”

“You should probably save all your demon tricks for Belphegor.”

“That’s repulsive, James.”

“I didn’t mean those ones. I’d prefer to keep those to myself, thank you.” It was becoming increasingly difficult to think again as she pushed him onto his back, moving her lips over his collarbone and down his chest. “You’ll need your strength.”

There was something a little bit mischievous to the glint in her eye as she licked a line down his body. Mischievous, and almost affectionate. “It’s not my strength you should be worried about, human.”

Elise was right about one thing. Neuma had taught her tricks. Several of them, in fact. And she didn’t seem to be in any kind of hurry to cast that gaean magic.

James could have stayed in bed with Elise for eternity, given the choice.

But they didn’t have the choice.

At some point, as though she had been waiting for a specific time, Elise finally got up to leave, suddenly serious again. She dressed in old clothing without looking at him. Her last kiss was brief and distracted.

It felt very much like a goodbye.







Anthony had found cigarettes for Elise somewhere. She didn’t care where they had come from—only that there was a pack waiting for her when she finally got dressed and left James working in the bedroom.

“Thank fucking God,” she muttered, knowing that there were no gods worth thanking in Eden.

She snatched the cigarettes off of the box Anthony had left them sitting on—a box that was just a few feet away from Rylie’s shrouded body—and went outside.

Elise didn’t have a light, but she didn’t need it. There was still a fire rune on her hand. It was probably overkill to use it on one little cigarette, but she needed the smoke.

She stood atop the crevasse, looking down at Brianna and Anthony’s work, as she took a deep inhale of the cigarette.

The circle was almost done.

Elise couldn’t find any satisfaction in that, or the smoke filling her lungs.

Belphegor would be watching her, even now. He’d want to see how close Elise was to snapping. Maybe hoping she had already snapped. The fact that he wasn’t attacking only meant that he was waiting.

It didn’t matter how quickly they prepared to open that gate. They weren’t racing against Belphegor.

He was allowing them to do it.

Elise’s cigarette tasted a little worse after that thought.

A soft noise drew her around the building to a set of stone steps, where a child was sitting in a bundle of furs. Dana McIntyre was alone. She must have escaped Summer’s smothering comfort, since Elise highly doubted that the shapeshifter would have allowed the child outside on her own.

Elise didn’t want to talk to Dana, but she felt words trapped in her throat and knew she needed to say something.

She sat down beside the girl and stubbed her cigarette out in the snow. The McIntyres had never let Elise smoke anywhere near their kids. They couldn’t yell at her for it now, and Dana’s chances of surviving long enough to develop lung cancer didn’t look great, but she still couldn’t bring herself to finish the cigarette.

“Everyone’s going to die,” Dana said. “Aren’t they?” She was looking up at the sky. Heaven was on the other side of those clouds—or something very much like it, perverted by Belphegor’s grasp.

“I’m trying to stop that,” Elise said.

Dana had a good grasp of what Elise, Anthony, and McIntyre had always done together. She’d also spent her entire life getting the “what happens once your dad dies” talk—same talk that Elise’s kopis father had given her in lieu of bedtime stories.

It was sad to see a mind drenched in such grief without a single tear on her cheek. The kid had already moved past crying.

“Mom,” Dana said. And then, “Deb.”

Elise swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

She didn’t know what else to say to help Dana. Elise hadn’t gotten a sibling until she was an adult, and she wasn’t sure that she would have ever been heartbroken over Ariane’s death. She was incapable of sympathizing.

But she thought of holding James back in that room. The way that her touch had slowed the racing of his heart, soothed the stress in his mind.

There were some things gestures could communicate that words never could.

She wrapped her arm around Dana’s shoulders. Elise had never tolerated the girls’ attempts to cuddle with her, but even though they had never really hugged before, Dana wasn’t all that much bigger than Marion. It didn’t feel all that strange to embrace her.

The strangest part was that holding her made Elise feel fractionally better, too.

Dana didn’t move until Nash approached them.

“I’m told the ritual is ready,” he said.

Elise released Dana. “Go inside,” she told the girl. “It’s warmer.” Not safer, but warmer. Nowhere was safe anymore.

Dana got to her feet, gathering the furs around her, and marched obediently through the snow.

Elise waited to speak again until she was gone. “You know what we need to do next.”

“Is Ariane ready?” Nash asked.

“Probably. She’s had enough time to do the two in Hell, and she should be about done with the third.”

Abram stepped up beside Nash and Elise, swathed in so many scarves that only his silver eyes were visible. “I’m ready,” he said, voice muffled.

“Good,” Elise said. “You know how to get there?”

“Get where?” That came from Abel. He stood just outside the resort, panting and steaming. The spirit wolves were just barely visible around him as shadows. They must have been running for a long time for Abel to seem so exhausted.

Elise didn’t respond. Nobody did.

“You’re getting ready to bleed him, aren’t you?” Abel asked. “So Belphegor’s going to try to kill him again.”

He knew.

Elise had expected a much more dramatic reaction when he learned that Seth was Abram’s father, but Abel only looked tired and frustrated.

“Levi will protect me,” Abram said. That was the plan, anyway: Levi and Nash would escort Abram to the circle and remain with him until the gates to Eden were opened. They didn’t have any better ideas.

Abel bristled. “Like hell he is. I’ll protect you.”

“I don’t care who does it, so long as it’s done,” Elise said, glancing up at the torn sky. She could smell brimstone again. “We have to do it now.”

















Fifteen




Brianna began the ritual. Elise felt the Fate approach immediately.

Right on time.

Elise stood outside the circle with her twin falchions drawn. Even though she couldn’t see the demon coming through the overwhelming darkness of the cloudy sky, she felt it deep within using her kopis senses.

The Fate, infected with her blood, felt very much like a piece of herself. And a piece of Belphegor.

Which Fate would it be? Clotho was dead. McIntyre had made sure of that in the most devastating way possible. Atropos had barely survived their fight in the Palace, but she had survived, and there was no telling how quickly she would heal.

She would wager that this one would be Lachesis. The one that had escaped after slaughtering Neuma and Gerard.

Elise twirled the falchions in both hands to give her body something to do. Belphegor knew that Elise had creatures that could kill his Fates. He wasn’t going to risk losing his forces in a fight against her. That meant that Belphegor would send more than a Fate to deliver his final blow.

Whatever was coming, it would be bad.

“Come on, you fucker,” she muttered. “I’m ready for you.”

“What’s that?” Anthony called from behind her. He was safe within the boundaries of the circle—“safe” being a relative term.

“We’re about to have company,” Elise said.

Her words were punctuated by the sound of flapping wings and heavy bodies thudding into the mountain around her.

She looked up to see hybrids landing on the lip of the crevasse. Five of them.

“I thought you swallowed all of those,” Anthony said. “Swallowing” was the unflattering term that Anthony and McIntyre had given Elise’s ability to consume her enemies in shadow.

“I thought so, too,” Elise muttered.

Even if she’d missed a few, it would take no time to swallow these, too. Belphegor had to know that.

Which was why he’d sent in someone special to occupy Elise’s time.

Lachesis descended at the mouth of the crevasse as Brianna’s magic surged, billowing like smoke without a fire. There was only a hint of female body within her shadowy form: a flash of bare breasts, slender limbs, an attractive oval face that was smooth below her eyes. She didn’t have a nose or mouth.

Her arm was no longer bloody from ripping Neuma’s heart out. She had found time to clean herself off.

Elise hated her for that.

She phased.

The hybrids dropped into the crevasse, just outside the boundaries of Brianna’s circle. Elise didn’t have time to mess around with them. She expanded her form to its maximum, wrapping around them in moments.

Lachesis was ready for it. She phased too, crowding Elise out before she could swallow the hybrids.

What’s your hurry? Lachesis asked in a voice that was not a voice, speaking without a mouth.

Elise shoved back, but the Fate was strong. Lachesis pushed her away.

When Elise swallowed, she only managed to get one furred leg from a hybrid, cloven hoof and all, before Lachesis managed to force her to the mouth of the crevasse. The appendage settled within her incorporeal body with a sour twist. The hybrids had never tasted very good.

Lachesis shoved harder, and Elise was shocked to feel herself getting propelled away from the circle.

Through the darkness, she could see Brianna and Anthony wrapped within the warm light of the circle. The hybrids—including the new amputee—crowded against that light, crackling with power that was both infernal and ethereal, yet somehow neither. They pressed against Brianna’s wards, trying to break in.

Given enough time, they would probably succeed.

“We could use a little help!” Anthony shouted, holding his gun like he didn’t know whom he should aim it at. He stood above Brianna as she continued to cast, chanting under her breath.

His cry hadn’t been directed toward Elise.

Werewolf howls broke through the eternal night. An instant later, they were followed by the beating of wings.

Nash landed just outside the crevasse, jacket billowing around his knees.

“Sorry for the delay,” he said to nobody in particular, as though he knew Elise was watching.

He snapped his wings wide and they lit with angelfire.

It blasted into Elise just as much as Lachesis, driving all of the shadows away, leaving nothing but light in all the cracks of the mountain. His glow sparkled off of the ice.

Elise snapped back into her physical body, slamming into the ground a few feet down the mountain.

Lachesis landed beside her. The Fate didn’t have any real physical body to return to, so she formed a writhing puddle, thrashing within the glow of Nash’s glory. Her silent scream made Elise’s skull ache.

Two of the hybrids broke away from attacking the circle and rushed at Nash.

He leaped back before they could reach him, beating his wings hard to lift himself into the air. The flickering glow made more shadows. Enough that Elise could pull herself together and stand.

It hurt to be subjected to Nash’s glow, but not as much as it had before James had healed her. Elise didn’t have to fight to keep her skin on. She’d remained clothed. The swords were in her fists. It was a major improvement.

She swung at Lachesis before the Fate could fully reform. Her steel blade did nothing, but the obsidian sword connected with the body that wasn’t really there.

That can’t kill me, Lachesis said.

“I know,” Elise said, bringing the sword back around and lunging.

She lunged right through the barely-corporeal demon—and plunged her blade into the back of the nearest hybrid.

Elise felt his heart beating on the point of her sword. He arched away from the circle, ripping himself free as he turned. Piercing his heart wouldn’t be enough. It healed too quickly as long as his wings were still attached, in much the same way that angels healed.

But he turned away from the circle to give Elise his attention, and that was one less hybrid beating against Brianna’s wards.

The howling of werewolves came closer. Furred bodies began leaping into the crevasse—not the spirit beasts, but the real thing, each of them the size of small horses with fangs that glistened in the light from Brianna’s spell.

They leaped on the hybrids.

Elise would have loved to watch the fight. She’d always admired Rylie’s ability to chew through those bastards—the gore was a beautiful sight. But Lachesis had phased to shadow and wrapped around her, blinding Elise to her surroundings, contracting on her body like a dark fist.

Lachesis was pushing her again, dragging her away from the circle.

“No,” Elise said.

She flashed out of the Fate’s grip, landing on the upper lip of the crevasse. Away from the battle. She looked down on the circle of magic encompassing Lilith’s statue and her heart sank when she saw how much the hybrids had weakened the wards by beating against them. Brianna’s magic was dimming.

But the witch gave a shout of triumph.

“Yeah, suck on that, you ugly dicks!” she cried, pumping her fists in the air.

Brianna had finished the ritual.

Lilith was shifting where she stood, as though the statue had come alive. She lifted her hands above her head, tipping her face back, tail uncoiling from around her body.

The gateway to Eden appeared like a spear of light touching the tip of Lilith’s serpentine tail. Lightning arced through space and spread wide.

Wait, Lachesis said.

She had just noticed what was missing.

Abram wasn’t present to spill his blood on the altar, yet Lilith’s lock was opening.

The Fate slammed into the wards at the edge of the circle. Now that the ritual was complete, the magic was fraying faster, and it shuddered under assault.

Elise leaped off of the ridge with both swords lifted. She landed on Lachesis feet-first and jammed both blades into her shadowy body, driving her down to the ground.

They landed together—inside the circle.

The wards were broken.

“Run,” Elise snapped at Anthony.

“You don’t have to tell me.” He yanked Brianna off of her feet as easily as though she were a child and hauled her toward the mouth of the crevasse.

The hybrids were too busy fighting the pack to try to stop Anthony. Already three of Belphegor’s unholy creations were dead, leaving just two more surviving. They gushed blood under the teeth and claws of the werewolves.

Not bad for a tiny army without an Alpha to guide them.

The gateway to Eden was still spreading open, crackling wildly. Its light burned as bright as Nash’s wings, but the texture of it was different, less ethereal. It felt like actual sunlight.

Where is he? Lachesis raged. Where is the descendant of Adam?

The gate blew wide open below Elise without a drop of blood spilled on the altar. She felt the wind whipping around her, smelled the sweet apples of the forest, sensed the pull of Nathaniel on the other side. It was a bright, clear day in Eden, and it made Elise’s skin itch.

Elise arched her eyebrows in feigned surprise. “What, did Belphegor expect to find him here?”

Where? Lachesis hissed.

“Somewhere you’ll never find him,” Elise said.







“There,” Ariane said. “It’s done.”

Abram stepped back from the altar in Zebul, the Heavenly dimension of temples, and shook out his wounded hand. “Great. Just great.”

The gateway to Eden rumbled as the statue changed, and Abel knew that all the other gates would be opening with it. Ariane was good at what she did. Eden was about to open wide.

This particular statue looked like Adam, the first man from whom Seth and Abram were descended. Abel had spent about an hour staring at it, bored out of his mind, as Ariane finished the ritual. He didn’t see a resemblance between that thing and anyone in Abel’s family.

Of course, Abram’s blood had done the job. So apparently the resemblance ran a lot deeper than the skin.

Adam’s hands were outspread, his chin lifted as though looking over a world that he had conquered. The stone groaned softly as his hands turned to face the ground.

Abel didn’t watch as the light of the portal flared under his palms. He kept watching Zebul. It probably had been pretty once, with the temples on top of spindly mountains and all the forests and shit. Now the waterfalls were all magma. Everything smelled like ass—well, brimstone—and the air was clogged with smoke.

He sniffed the smoky air. No demons yet—but it wouldn’t be long before Belphegor figured out he’d been fooled and came looking for them.

“What do we do now that it’s open?” Abram asked.

“Elise suggested we stay here,” Ariane said, shuffling around behind Abel, presumably to clean up her ritual. “I know a route through the sinkholes back to the mountaintop, but she didn’t believe it would be safe.”

That was where all of Belphegor’s anger would be smashing down. Right where they had left Summer behind with only Nash to keep an eye on her.

Abram seemed to be thinking the same thing. “We should go help them.”

“Like hell we should,” Levi said. “We don’t owe anyone anything. Let’s get out of here. Let’s run. Let’s find some corner of the universe that isn’t on fire yet and let everyone else worry about the end.”

“You think that’s any solution? Hiding?” Abram growled.

“I’m not suicidal.”

Abel snorted. “Asshole,” he muttered.

“What was that?” Levi said. “You got a problem with me?”

He finally turned to look at the circle and the statue of Adam again. The door to Eden was still open, revealing a much quieter world on the other side—one filled with swaying trees, sparkling leaves, and blue skies. There wasn’t a hint of smoke.

Levi stood in front of it, glaring at Abel.

He wanted a fight? Abel could give him a fight.

“Yeah, I’ve got a problem,” Abel said. “Why don’t you run off with your tail between your legs so I don’t have to keep looking at my problem?”

Levi’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not going anywhere without Abram.”

“Why’s that?”

“Are you stupid?” Levi asked. “Have you still not figured out that I’m fucking Rylie’s kid?”

Abel crossed the circle in two strides and punched Levi in the face.

It wasn’t the first time he’d done it, and he sure as hell hoped it wouldn’t be the last time. The day he stopped punching that asshole in the face was the day that one or both of them were dead, and probably the world gone with them.

He struck hard enough to send him sprawling over the floor of the temple, sliding until he bumped into the wall.

“Hey!” Abram said sharply.

“What?” Abel asked.

The younger man punched him in the face. Abel was sure that it was a pretty powerful punch, as far as humans could deliver, but Abel was a werewolf. It barely made him stagger.

“Boys! Behave yourselves!” Ariane snapped.

“Some gratitude,” Abel growled at Abram, ignoring the witch as she tried to get between them.

“Gratitude? For what?” Abram scoffed. “Being a violent ape?”

“For protecting you from that cockface.” He thrust a finger toward Levi. He still hadn’t really wrapped his head around the claim that Levi and Abram were involved—some part of him didn’t want to deal with it, and just didn’t accept it.

If it was true—if Levi wasn’t just making up horrible crap to piss Abel off—then it was even worse.

“I don’t need your protection. I’m not even your son,” Abram said.

Abel already knew that, but hearing the words made the shock flood over him anew, like he was hearing it the first time all over again. Abram was the product of Rylie and Seth. The dream couple. Practically the football player and cheerleader grown up and making babies together.

One more reminder that life wasn’t what Abel had thought it was, and definitely not what anyone had wanted it to be.

But Abel gripped him by the shoulder, forcing him to meet his gaze. “Look. Rylie and Seth are dead. Both of them—gone. You don’t have any parents. I don’t have my brother or my mate. But we’re still family, you and me, and I don’t give a shit about what twist of fate or magic or werewolf biology made it so that you didn’t come from me. You’re as good as my son. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” He glared at Levi on the ground. “I’m sure as hell not letting that asshole mess with you.”

“He’s not messing with me.” Abram hesitated then said, “I love him.” He managed to make that almost sound like an insult.

Abel’s anger defused, but only a fraction.

So it was true. Abram and Levi.

At another time, Abel would have stewed over it. Gotten angry. Probably punched Levi a few more times, and then dwelled over how sickening it was before hitting him again.

They didn’t have time for that much anger now, and Abram had said the magic word anyway.

“Love.” Abel snorted.

Those fucking Greshams. Worst taste in men possible. Family curse or something.

“I know what you think about gay people,” Abram said. “Levi told me. You and Seth both, the way you treated him in high school.”

He thought this was about being gay?

Sure, it was gross and weird, but it would have been gross and weird for Summer to be with Levi, too. Levi was a huge asswipe. Rylie’s oldest adversary. The grossness of being gay was vastly eclipsed by the general grossness of Levi.

“I don’t care about the gay…thing,” Abel said. Whatever the hell he was supposed to call it. “I care about the fact that it’s Levi. Why him?”

Abram shrugged. “I don’t know. Just how it worked out.”

For some reason, that answer made way too much sense.

Why had Abel wanted to be with Rylie, his brother’s girlfriend? Some scrawny blond werewolf girl?

Just how it worked out.

Instead of responding, Abel walked over and offered Levi a hand. He was still bleeding from his nose, which wasn’t likely to heal any time soon, considering Abel was Alpha and all.

Levi looked suspiciously at Abel’s hand.

“Take it,” Abel said. He did. Abel pulled him to his feet. Miraculously, he resisted the urge to punch Levi in the face again, even though he deserved it. “You’re just with him to piss me off, aren’t you?”

Levi glared. “It’s a bonus. But that’s not the only reason.”

“Don’t provoke him,” Abram said, elbowing his boyfriend. His boyfriend, for fuck’s sake. He hesitated, and then said, “Thanks, Abel.”

Abel grunted and turned to go to the window.

He felt a hand on his arm. When he turned around, Abram gave him a half-hug—one of those manly gestures with the brief pat on the back.

“Goddammit,” Abel said, and he gave Abram a real hug, one with both arms and werewolf strength. Still brief. It was the only way he knew to say that he loved Abram just like he loved Summer, even if Abram was Seth’s son, and he wanted to be better for them. For their sakes, for Rylie’s sake, maybe even for his sake.

It was the last chance they had for that. The gates to Eden were open, and the end had come.

They didn’t have enough time to leave regrets between them.

“They’re coming,” Ariane announced softly.

She was right. When the wind picked up again, Abel could smell demons approaching. He peered through the smoke outside to see darkness swirling over the mountains, rushing toward them.

Guess it was time to run.

“You said you know a path through the sinkholes,” Abel said, even as he reached out to the spirit wolves. They appeared around him. They’d been there the entire time—he thought they would probably always be with him now—but they waited until he wanted them to show. Nice thing, too. It was a little unsettling being followed everywhere by ghosts.

Ariane grabbed her bag off the floor and slung it over her shoulder. “Across the bridge. This way.”

She raced across the temple, feet ringing against the blue-tiled floor. The building was ringed by white pillars, its walls painted with murals of angels working at looms.

Levi and Abram followed. Abel hung back, watching the army approach.

It looked like Belphegor had sent the whole thing for them. There had to be hundreds of demons swirling toward the temple, skimming over the trees.

Abel felt the wolves’ excitement around him. They were ready for the fight.

He turned to race after his companions, but they’d stopped on the bridge just outside the doors.

“Merde,” Ariane said.

Another segment of the army blocked the only path out of the temple. The same Fate that had attacked James in the library was at their lead—the pale woman who looked like Elise. She still bore the wounds of the wolf spirits who had torn into her. Ichor caked her arms and throat.

She looked pissed.

“Get her,” Abel said, and the wolves leaped from behind him.

They attacked her again. He could feel their anger, their excitement. He felt her fists and feet strike them. Every blow ached deep in his gut.

He dragged Abram back from the bridge as they ripped into her, and the others followed, jumping into the temple.

There was nowhere else to run. That bridge was the only way out.

The bridge, or the gateway to Eden.

“What are you waiting for?” Levi asked, standing on the edge of the portal.

“We can’t go into Eden,” Abram said, balking when Levi took his arm.

“You want to stay here and die?”

It didn’t sound like a great alternative.

“Fine,” Abel said. “Let’s go.”

The vision of the garden shimmered. It shifted.

Before they could jump through the gateway to Eden, the light changed, coalescing into the image of a doorway. Not one of the grand arches built by angels, but an entirely normal-looking door, like the kind that Abel had on his cottage back at the sanctuary—assuming the sanctuary still even existed.

Someone knocked on the other side of it. Three sharp raps, like a pizza delivery guy asking for attention.

Abram reached for the doorknob.

“What are you doing?” Abel asked. “That seems like a really bad goddamn idea.”

“Who would want out of Eden?” Abram asked.

“Belphegor. Belphegor would want out of Eden to kill us.”

“If he knows we’re here, he doesn’t need to make a door.”

Abram twisted the handle. The door opened.

A little girl stood on the other side with her hand uplifted like she was going to knock again. Her brunette curls were a wild tangle surrounding her round face. A brush of freckles dotted her nose.

Ariane made a sound very much like a sob. “Marion?”

She collapsed to her knees, enveloping the little girl in her arms.

Abram was staring, jaw dropped, but it was Levi who spoke. “A kid? In Eden? Did I miss something?”

Ariane was too distracted to respond. She began babbling to the girl—her daughter?—in rapid French, and the girl responded in kind. Abel didn’t understand a word of it. All he knew about French was “baguette” and maybe “cervesa,” although he wasn’t sure that was actually the right language.

The wolves projected alarm toward him.

She’s strong. We’re losing ground.

It was a warning. The Fate was going to break through and enter the temple.

“We need to go,” Abel said, striding past Ariane toward the gate.

A small hand grabbed the knee of his jeans. Marion was trying to stop him. She spoke in French and Ariane quickly translated. “She says we shouldn’t go into Eden. She has a trick, and she wants to show it to us now.”

“We don’t have time for some kid’s games,” Abel growled.

But Marion walked up to the wall of the temple, lifted her hand, and knocked again, this time on one of the murals.

Light flared from her fist.

A door appeared in the wall, very much like the door to Eden. With a smile, the girl opened it. On the other side, there was a long, dark tunnel of black stone.

A tunnel that looked an awful lot like Hell.

“Some trick,” Abel said.

Victorious shouts rose from outside. Abel felt the spirits retreating, rushing back to him.

Run, whispered the wolves.

Now there was nothing between them and the Fate’s army but about fifty feet and a narrow, open archway.

Seemed like they didn’t have a choice to be picky about escape routes.

Marion was smiling, like she was proud of herself for making that door. She was completely oblivious to her mother’s horrified expression and the stunned silence from Abram and Levi.

“Looks like we’ve found our way out,” Abel said.

He hauled Ariane to her feet, grabbed the little girl, and rushed for the door.

















Sixteen




James hadn’t intended to fall asleep, but Elise had worn him out, and he was unprepared for the depth of the fatigue that would follow. He had just barely finished setting the gaean ritual to heal Nathaniel when he finally succumbed to the fog in his skull.

He woke up alone, draped in blankets that were crusted with months-old blood and unsure what had stirred him. He sat up, brushed the bangs off of his forehead, and shivered in the cold.

It was much too chilly to get out of bed naked. He slid from the mattress with the stained comforter wrapped around him as he scavenged for his clothing. Only his underwear and shoes seemed to be intact. Elise had shown little regard for everything else.

If he could gather enough of his dignity to find a way out to the trucks, there would most likely be spare clothing. It was going to be a very cold trip to make that happen, though.

Where was Elise now?

James opened the shutters on the window, peering out to the wind-blasted landscape. There was no way to see the gate from there; he had made sure of that when he selected the location to cage Elise. But there were a few werewolves outside the walls. Maybe one would take pity on him.

He was about to call to them when he realized that they weren’t actually moving. One of them had stopped with his foot just a couple inches above the stone, caught in mid-step. A swirl of snow sparkled around them, as motionless as the rain at Hannah’s grave had been when Nathaniel arrived.

“Damnation,” he swore under his breath.

“Yes?”

Belphegor stood in the corner, hands folded in front of him.

James’s eyes flicked to the spell he’d prepared. Everything was there: the runes, the circle, the anointing oil. If it would cure Nathaniel, it might cure Belphegor, too.

He was no longer a witch, but would he need to be a witch to activate a spell that was ready to be cast?

If he could just get that oil on Belphegor…

He edged along the wall as the demon strolled toward him.

“Just so you know, I have planned to kill you,” Belphegor said. “You’re part of my plan to bring Elise to her knees.”

“Isn’t that nice,” James said, inching to the desk.

“I thought that your death would break her spirit and make her despair. Interesting, though, that she already despairs so deeply in the loss of her friends, even when you’re alive. You do nothing to make her less miserable. You’re an antagonizing influence.”

“Historically speaking, our relationship has been somewhat fraught,” James said, mostly as a way to keep Belphegor talking rather than acting. He wasn’t interested in relationship therapy led by a sadistic demon.

He grabbed the bottle of anointing oil behind his back and unscrewed it.

“Love,” Belphegor mused, his eyes skimming the rumpled sheets on the bed. “The most poisonous substance in all of time.”

James began forming the words to activate the gaean spell in his mind—the Sumerian, the infernal, the ethereal. The verses carried no weight when he thought them now, but if they did trigger the spell, he would never be able to detect it. He no longer had the requisite senses.

He stood back on the outer edge of the circle, cupping salt in his left hand.

Belphegor looked James over as though assessing the quality of a side of beef. “You are almost what I sought in slaves, when I was still bound to Dis. You are strong. Healthy. I imagine you would have survived a long time in my play room.”

The demon moved within arm’s reach.

With a swift gesture, James tossed the salt along the edge of the circle to seal it—with both him and Belphegor inside—and splashed the anointing oil over the demon.

Belphegor didn’t flinch. He looked down at his shirt as oil dripped from his chin to his chest.

The oil vanished without so much as a gesture from him, like he had never been touched by it.

“If you thought to test a ‘cure’ for your son on me, you have wasted time and supplies. You can’t sever me from what makes me a god the way you can sever the Gray from their power.”

Calm spread to his extremities, leaving James numb.

The spell had failed.

It was bad enough that it hadn’t worked on Belphegor, leaving James defenseless in the face of a god, but the other implications were far worse. The spell had been Elise’s only hope of curing Nathaniel. Now, he would have to die to be saved from madness.

Fortunately, it was looking less likely that James would survive to see that.

There was nothing he could do against Belphegor. Most likely not when he had been a witch, and certainly not now.

He could choose to die without screaming, though.

James set the empty vial on the table. His motions felt slow, like he was packed in cotton. “Then what will it be? A gruesome display of my body? Perhaps leaving nothing behind but a smear of blood on the floor?”

“My dear mortal,” Belphegor said, “give me some credit. I’m somewhat more creative than that.”

He extended a long-fingered hand to James, as though it was no more than a gentlemanly invitation to go for a walk.

What choice did James have? He shed the comforter on the edge of the dead circle and approached the demon.

He only took two steps before the world vanished around him.







A cold wind blew through the mountains. It whistled among stone and ice and whirled around Elise without touching her.

The hybrids were dead, and werewolves circled around the statue of Lilith.

Lachesis hovered between them. She melted within the light of Eden, shriveling away to nearly nothing.

You have tricked me, she hissed.

“Damn right I did,” Elise said.

The Fate tried to phase away, but Elise reactivated Brianna’s spell—specifically, the wards along the circle’s circumference. The witch had cast those protections using one of James’s older designs, and they were strong enough to erect magical walls that Lachesis would never be able to destroy on her own.

She was trapped. That meant that Elise was trapped, too.

But now the gate to Eden was open, and Elise didn’t need to get out again.

Let me go, Lachesis said.

It almost sounded like begging.

This thing had killed Neuma and Gerard. Good people. Great people, in fact. Elise’s lover and her praetor, people who had stood by her during the worst, who had given their lives in a futile attempt to save the slaves.

It wasn’t Lachesis who had murdered McIntyre, Leticia, and Deb, but she would have done it just as readily if Belphegor had ordered it.

And Lachesis had the nerve to beg.

Elise leaped forward, seized the Fate, and dragged her toward the bright light streaming through the gate.

The demon thrashed against her as she smoldered. Gritting her teeth, Elise held her in place.

It burned. It burned so much to sink into Eden’s glow instead of hiding from it. It was like trying to give Nash a big hug when he was at his most brilliant. Elise’s skin burned, melting away almost as quickly as Lachesis’s fog.

She managed to pin Lachesis to Lilith’s tail. The Fate was nothing but a wisp now. A wisp with wide, panicked eyes in dwindling darkness.

Let me go!

“No,” Elise growled.

With a scream, Lachesis’s smoke dispersed.

Elise knew she was gone when there was no longer any resistance against her hands. She slipped forward, palms flattening against Lilith’s tail. Ichor slicked her arms. It was the same sludge that Clotho had left behind after she died.

Two down, one to go.

Sinking to her knees, Elise bowed in front of the statue of Lilith, ducking into the safety of shadow, and pressing her forehead to the stone. It had been lovingly engraved to resemble the scales of a snake.

She didn’t feel victorious in killing Lachesis. It didn’t bring Neuma back.

Instead, in the absence of an enemy to fight, Elise was overwhelmed by grief.

She had been the one to kill Lilith. She had decapitated the ancient goddess using her falchions that rested in the circle now—the same goddess who had, with Yatam’s help, turned Elise into a demon.

She had never known Lilith well enough to miss her, but in that moment, she did. Desperately.

Lilith had been the sculptor of life, master of death. She had been the architect of the universe. She had taken Elise’s soul and given it new form.

If she had still lived, what would Lilith have been able to do for the McIntyres and Neuma?

What could she have done for Nathaniel’s mother?

The uneasy shifting of the wolves and the cold breeze brought Elise back to reality. By the time she pushed herself to her feet, her shoulders were squared, and she was careful to show no emotion on her face.

She moved to the center of the circle, skirting the brilliant light from the portal, and picked up her swords.

“I’m going into Eden now,” Elise said to the wolves. “I don’t expect any of you to come with me. This is somewhere that only I can go.” She didn’t wait to see if any of them departed. The light was still making her skin ache, and she needed to get inside Eden.

But when Elise tried to jump into the gate, she came up against an invisible barrier.

Elise pushed her hands against it. The air did not yield.

The doorway to Eden was open. She could see the garden on the other side, just a few tantalizing inches away, yet she couldn’t pass through.

Belphegor had somehow locked her out.

How? Why? If he could lock her out even once she opened the doors, why bother trying to kill Abram? Why sacrifice Lachesis and the hybrids in an attempt to prevent them from completing the ritual? It was like he was taunting her. It wouldn’t have been surprising, considering Belphegor’s sickening sense of humor, but that couldn’t be the whole point.

Unless it had also been a distraction to keep her from seeing what else he was doing.

I want you to despair.

Her eyes swept over the wolves. There were ten of them remaining. Had any stayed behind to guard James?

“Get to the shelter,” Elise said.

She smashed her fist into Brianna’s altar, shattering it down the center. The wards broke.

Elise phased into shadow, rushing toward the building where she had been caged.

She couldn’t enter the walls without turning herself corporeal again. James’s old magic was far too strong. Giving herself a body again and running into the atrium only added a few seconds to her search, but it was a few seconds too long.

“James!” Elise called, standing on the threshold of the atrium.

Summer had remained to guard him—but apparently, she’d been left alone. The shifter woman was slumped on the floor among the boxes, just a few feet away from Rylie’s body.

Elise leaped across the atrium to the bedroom door where she had left James. It was locked. She kicked it open, shattering the doorjamb, and pushed the pieces apart to enter.

The sheets were on the floor. Books were scattered everywhere. James had finished his spell, and by all appearances, he had also attempted to activate it, since the salt circle was closed and oil was smeared on the floor.

He was nowhere in sight.

She didn’t need to search for evidence to know what had become of him. Her hands clenched into fists at her side.

“Belphegor,” she growled, trying to summon him the same way that she had at Hannah’s grave.

He didn’t respond.

Elise only distantly registered that the werewolves were filling the atrium behind her, sniffing around Summer’s unconscious body. She moved to the end of the bed. The fitted sheet was rumpled. Everything smelled of James’s sweat.

She could think of a thousand things that Belphegor could do to her former aspis, but she didn’t think he had done any of them yet—not until it would hurt her the most. He would probably drag her to Eden first and make her watch whatever he did to James.

So why wasn’t Belphegor coming?

Elise fisted the sheets in her hands so hard that they began to rip. “Belphegor!” she screamed.

But still, the god didn’t appear.

Benjamin Flynn stepped out of the bathroom. “I don’t think he’s paying attention.”

He’d picked a bad time to emerge again, right when Elise’s frustrations were peaking. She bore down on him with her power, thrusting every ounce of her demonic abilities into him. The fear, the anger, the sickening lust. “How the hell do I get into Eden?” Elise demanded.

The force of her abilities staggered him. Benjamin grabbed the desk to steady himself. “Stop,” he gasped.

She flashed across the room to seize his collar in her fist. “Let me into Eden!”

“I can’t if you’re doing that to me,” Benjamin said, bowing under her anger, yet unable to tear his eyes away. He was getting that glazed look. “But there’s a way in. Marion’s on her way to open it now. There’s a way, if you let me.”

That name was the magic button to defuse Elise’s temper immediately.

“Marion?”

“When you opened the locks, she escaped from Eden.” Benjamin’s voice was tiny and hoarse. “Your efforts with Abram weren’t completely in vain. She couldn’t get out until you made a crack.”

“You took my sister to Eden?”

“It was the only place that I knew she could hide from Belphegor! He didn’t find her, did he? He didn’t manage to kill her, right? It was where she needed to be to prevent the other future that I saw.”

Elise stared at him, trying to understand. His mind was such a confusing tangle of thoughts. “Are you telling me that you had a vision of Marion getting killed?”

“Belphegor was going to save her murder for last in order to ruin you,” Benjamin said. “She was going to be his leverage. But he couldn’t find her. He’s been ripping apart the dimensions to search, but he couldn’t find her.” There was something a little insane in his triumphant laugh.

“That can’t be right. He told me she was in Eden the last time I saw him. When he took Nathaniel.”

“Sure, he figured out where I’d put her. I mean…he’s God now. He knows a lot of things. But Eden’s big and Marion’s small. She hid. I showed her a few tricks.” He smiled weakly. “Not the worst plan, right?”

Elise’s anger surged again. She shook him hard. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“I couldn’t remember! There’s too much up here.” He rubbed his knuckles against his temple. “Not just my life, but Nathaniel’s life, and all these futures…” He shook his head as if to clear it. “But we’re almost at the end. You’re about to destroy the world. No more visions after that. It’s about to get so quiet.”

“What?”

“Don’t you want to get into Eden?” Benjamin asked.

Elise thought that she should have felt less confused after finally getting answers about Marion, but instead, she felt like her thoughts were getting to be just as much of a tangle as his. Her head was throbbing.

So she distilled it down to what mattered: Her sister was freed from Eden. Benjamin knew where she was, and also how to get Elise into Eden, where James was held by Belphegor.

“Yes,” Elise said. “Take me. What do we have to do?”

He lifted a fist. “All we have to do is knock.”

















Seventeen




Eden was much darker than James had imagined.

He had only seen it from the perspective of the gates before, which gave an aerial view of the garden from above the dense canopy.

From the ground level, there was no blue sky and summery breeze. There were only tall trees, tangled vines dangling from their branches, and moist air so heavy that it felt like breathing water.

James could almost make out the remnants of what had once been a city underneath the trees, though it had long rotted away. He stood on the rim of what he thought might have been a fountain, broad and shallow. A few pieces of white stone jutted from the nearby roots of a tree, like bone peeking from within the bark.

Other than those few landmarks, Eden looked like an untouched wilderness. Not a piece of Heaven, but something far older.

James felt tiny inside of it.

“Where’s my son?” he asked.

“Nathaniel sleeps,” Belphegor said, gesturing through the wood.

James pushed through the branches to find a small clearing lit by dim white light, which emanated between the roots of a tree. He was searching for Nathaniel, so at first, he didn’t consider what that light must indicate—not until he walked past it and saw it flicker strangely out of the corner of his eye.

He stopped. Turned back to the light.

Although James couldn’t see over the massive white root to the source of the glow, he could see the rippling patterns it cast on the trunk. It exuded rays toward the canopy like sunlight through clouds. The clearing was utterly silent in its proximity, even though James’s feet against the springy undergrowth should have made a sound.

Without asking permission, he scaled the root to look over the edge. The root was warm underneath him, shifting softly. It felt like the tree was breathing.

His gasp didn’t make a sound, either.

It wasn’t quite water sheltered underneath the tree. In fact, James wasn’t sure that it was any substance he’d seen before in his life. Nothing flowed like that, neither fluid nor gaseous, swirling without any outside influence.

His gaze tracked up the bark to the trunk and the branches above. This tree wasn’t quite as tall as the other trees in Eden. In fact, it didn’t look like it was even the same species. Its leaves were narrow, green, and plump; each twig had a cluster of five-petaled blossoms at the end. It was a very young tree transplanted from somewhere else.

James had seen it in his dreams before when it had been a sapling. There shouldn’t have been time for it to grow so tall.

He was kneeling on the reborn Tree of Life, and the light it cradled was the Origin.

“My Lord,” he whispered.

James contemplated jumping in.

A hand closed on his ankle and pulled him back down.

“Enough of that,” Belphegor said. “See? Your son is waiting for you.” He pointed.

Nathaniel was sleeping beyond the Origin, sprawled on his back with one hand by his head. The downy blanket of his wings sprawled around him.

A lump formed in James’s throat. Nathaniel’s true body only barely resembled the young man that he’d seen on Earth. He was much thinner, gaunt face shadowed by illness. He looked older, too. James barely recognized him at all.

He didn’t approach his son.

“Why is he unconscious?”

“Did you want him to return to Earth to continue wreaking hormonal havoc?” Belphegor asked. “He can’t be caged. Awake, he will be destructive, and nobody can contain him.”

The havoc Nathaniel wrought couldn’t be much worse than Belphegor’s.

James stood beside the roots of the Tree, wondering if he could reach the Origin before Belphegor could stop him. It was the only way he might be able to fight back. Given the power of a god, he could face Belphegor on equal footing, sparing Elise the fight.

He would also trigger genesis and the death of everything that remained on Earth if he did it.

No. It wasn’t worth the cost. There had to be another way to—

Sudden pain blazed through James. He looked down to see blood where he expected to find skin. It looked like raw, shiny meat. His hands slicked over it and he was surprised to find that it hurt.

Belphegor stepped back, forefinger still bloody from where he had cut a wound into James from navel to chest. It was straight and deep and exposed the organs underneath.

White noise filled James’s head as his heart began to beat harder.

“I’m tired of waiting for genesis,” Belphegor said by way of explanation.

James sank to his knees, warm blood pouring through his fingers. He was faintly surprised to see that there was a touch of a silvery tint to it, like angel blood that had been watered down by a human’s. Severing himself from the magic and powers of the Gray didn’t seem to have altered that particular physical property.

He thought that was sort of interesting. He had lost the eyes, but not the color of the blood. No ability to cast spells, no passion for studying books, yet his hair remained white.

The fact that he found it interesting at all probably meant he was in shock.

It hadn’t really sunk in that he was dying.

“I would suggest you pray,” Belphegor said as James fell to the grass, “but I’ll save you the effort by telling you that it will do no good.” He gave a dry chuckle. “Not until the Godslayer enters the Origin and becomes vassal to my demands. For your sake, I hope she finds your impending death…motivational.”

Unfortunately, James imagined that she would.







It didn’t take long for Atropos and the army to follow Marion into Hell.

“Can’t you close the goddamn doors, too?” Abel asked the girl jostling in his arms as he raced down the magma tube. It was hot in the tunnel she had opened, so stiflingly close that he could barely breathe, but Marion seemed content in his arms.

She also didn’t speak English, so she didn’t know that he was complaining. She only smiled.

Kinda creepy how much the kid looked like a tinier, cuter Elise.

She wasn’t as creepy as the sounds coming from behind them, though. They had only a small head start on Atropos, and shutting the door behind them had slowed her down, but not stopped her.

Now the Fate was catching up to them, and she had Belphegor’s demon army at her rear. It was impossible to tell how close they were. The scraping and jangling of metal echoed strangely off the walls of the black tunnel. They could have been anywhere.

“We’re not moving fast enough,” Levi said. “Hey, lady. Hold on tight.” He grabbed Ariane and tossed her over his shoulder. She made an offended sound, but Levi was a hell of a lot faster than a human woman wearing a skirt, and he quickly pulled ahead.

Abel slowed to grab Abram too, but the younger man moved out of reach.

“I can keep up,” Abram panted.

But for how long? The army was getting louder, and Abel was pretty sure that meant they were gaining.

The spirit wolves were still nudging at the back of his mind, but they’d already been weakened against Atropos. He wasn’t sure they’d survive if he sent them after her again.

They were out of weapons.

“There better be a bomb shelter at the end of this tunnel,” Abel told Marion, who still only smiled in response. Her curls bounced on every step. Her fingers grabbed his beard, tugging hard. The little monster wasn’t afraid of him at all.

“I found a door!” Levi shouted from ahead.

By the time Abel caught up, Levi had dropped Ariane and managed to open the door, which wasn’t really a door so much as a giant rock on rusty iron hinges. The surface was engraved with ancient symbols that had been worn almost smooth by time.

The room beyond that slab was dark—not much of a change from the rest of the tunnel. Abel couldn’t see what was waiting for them.

Couldn’t be any worse than what was on its way.

He shoved Marion at Abram. Let her pull on someone else’s chin for a while.

“Get in,” he said.

Abel and Levi threw their weight against the door. It groaned as it scraped shut with a heavy, satisfying thud.

They were locked in.

A few seconds later, something slammed into the other side of the door. The whole tunnel shuddered.

Atropos and the army really had been right behind them.

“Good timing,” Abel muttered.

They were safe for the moment, but not for long. If there was anything that could find its way through darkness, it was a demon like Atropos—and it was incredibly dark in that room where they had found themselves, darker even than the magma tube they’d been running down. The shadow was almost tangible, like velvet draped over Abel.

He could only hear the others in the room with him, and their movements echoed. Wherever they were, it felt big. Like they were standing on the edge of a precipice. Abel feared that if he took too many steps forward, he was going to fall over the side into infinite nothingness.

“Did everyone make it?” Levi asked from somewhere ahead.

“Yeah, we’re all here,” Abram said. He came more from the right. He was shuffling something around—probably handing the kid off to her mom.

More rustling noises. “Here,” Ariane said after a moment.

Dim light flared. She held a potion bottle aloft, cupped in the palm of her hand, and the phosphorescent blue fluid inside was just enough to brighten the walls of the narrow room.

It wasn’t as big as Abel had imagined. It felt big, but the dimensions were no larger than a singlewide trailer, with no sign of the precipice he had sensed. There was certainly no second tunnel leading out.

They were locked away from the army, sure, but they were also trapped.

“Mère,” Marion said, crouching by the wall in her dirty skirts. Even soiled, her ruffled pink dress was strangely bright against the wall of volcanic rock.

The adults moved over to look at what she was doing. She’d found water bubbling out of a crack in the ground that trickled along the edge of the small cavern and vanished against the other wall.

“What is that?” Abel asked. “A hot spring?”

Ariane dipped her hand into the water. She looked pleasantly surprised. “No, it’s only a stream of ordinary water. Quite cool, in fact.” She addressed her daughter in French, listened to her response, and then added, “She says this water flows from Eden.”

Abel was startled. “But we’re in Dis.”

“This is Dis? How can you tell?” Abram asked.

“I spent days chasing down angels in this damn city. Trust me, I know the stench of it.” In fact, Abel was willing to bet they were deep underneath one of those big black mountains that had watched him from the horizon the whole time he was in the city.

Marion cupped her hand in the water and took a sip.

“Non, ma fille,” Ariane said, grabbing her wrist.

It was too late. The little girl had already drunk, and the remaining droplets shivered on her chin. She grinned at her mother again. A big, unabashed smile.

She didn’t explode into smoke or anything, so apparently the water running from Eden wasn’t dangerous. The kid had been in the garden for a while. She’d probably done a lot more than just drink the water.

“Do you hear that?” Levi asked suddenly.

Abel didn’t hear anything, but he smelled a demon—and it was in the room with them.

He whirled with a snarl.

Elise Kavanagh stepped out of a door in the wall, accompanied by a skinny black kid that Abel didn’t recognize. She looked exhausted and bloody, hilts of her sheathed swords jutting over each shoulder like she was the centerpiece of a strange skull and crossbones.

Her face brightened when she saw Marion. Abel hadn’t even known she could smile like that.

Elise dropped to one knee and opened her arms. The little girl immediately scrambled up onto her hip. “At least you weren’t lying about one thing,” Elise told her male companion as Marion snuggled against her side.

“I never lie,” he said. “I just get confused sometimes.” He rubbed his forehead, shoulders twitching. “I get confused a lot.”

Marion waved at him. “Salut.”

“Bonjour,” he replied with a terrible accent, giving her a weak smile. That expression looked familiar for some reason. Abel felt like he’d seen this guy once before, but not in many years.

The newcomer kicked the door shut behind them, and it immediately melted into the wall, vanishing completely. Dread lurched through Abel’s stomach. He’d assumed that this was a rescue, but the door was gone in a flash.

Ariane gathered her skirts and stood to confront the young man. “You’re the one who took her. Aren’t you?”

“Get angry later,” Elise interrupted. “What are we doing here? What is ‘here’?”

“Apparently, we’re in Dis,” Abram said.

She swiped a finger under Marion’s chin, gathering a few of the lingering drops. “Water in Dis,” Elise said softly. She turned to the young man she’d brought with her. “How?”

“Every dimension connects with other dimensions with at least one point,” he said.

“The fissures.”

“Right. Even Eden needs to be connected with another dimension somewhere.” He pointed to the water. “Here. This is where it all began. Eden was the seed of the last genesis, but this was the first offshoot.”

“The fissure into Eden has been under the House of Abraxas the entire time,” Elise said, staring at the water with the look of someone who was about to throw up. “That’s what Onoskelis was trying to tell me.”

Abel stared between them like he was watching the most surreal tennis match he’d ever seen.

The conversation was going right over his head.

“Don’t beat yourself up about it. Eden wouldn’t have been accessible until the gates were opened,” the unnamed man went on. “Quarantine, you know. Similar quarantine to the one that used to be around Araboth. Even a fissure can’t supersede that. But now they’re open, and Belphegor probably doesn’t have this entrance locked down.”

Probably. That inspired confidence.

Abel tried to work through the conversation—fissures, quarantines, Eden and all. It still didn’t make any sense, but he latched on to one thing the other guy had said. “If this was the first offshoot from Eden, then you’re telling us that the whole universe basically started off with Hell.”

“This part of Hell, yeah.” He smiled weakly. “It was grassier then, I think.”

Why did that man look so familiar? Abel just couldn’t put his finger on it.

That smile…

“So there’s a fissure here,” Elise said. She passed the girl off to Ariane.

“Somewhere,” the young man agreed.

Elise kneeled by the spring where it bubbled from the floor, studied the crack for a moment, and then slammed her fist into it with a hollow thud.

The crack widened.

With another punch, light began shimmering in the water, sparkling like distant starlight. Elise seized the edge of the rock and pulled hard on it.

“Abel?” she asked.

He dropped down beside her, widening the hole in the ground by pummeling the stone and tearing at it in turns. As it enlarged, the light got brighter and brighter, until Ariane’s potion was nothing more than the faint flickering of candlelight in comparison to the blazing sun underneath the chamber.

They exposed a bright, flooded tunnel underneath the ground that was about as wide as a car and too deep to see the bottom. All Abel could tell was that it was glowing down there.

Water gushed freely from the spring, sluicing over Abel’s feet. It was cooler than he expected. Almost icy. The rock crumbled away more easily as the water poured out faster.

“Eden,” Elise said.

Abel wiped his hands dry on his jeans and edged away from the tunnel. “I’m not going down there.” He’d kind of figured out how to swim in the lake they had at the werewolf sanctuary, but he still wasn’t very good at it. He definitely couldn’t hold his breath long enough to reach that light at the bottom.

“You’re not coming,” she said. “None of you are.”

“You need backup,” Abram protested.

She shook her head. “You’ll all get killed. No, no more deaths if I can help it.” Elise looked over all of them, gaze lingering on her mother and sister. “You guys need to find somewhere safe and wait. There’s nothing else you can do.”

Abram looked almost offended that Elise didn’t want them all diving in after God to get themselves killed. “Nothing at all?”

“Nothing.” Elise tied her hair into a loose knot, stripped off her over shirt, kicked her shoes into the corner.

More pounding on the other side of the door. The smell of demons was stronger, and Abel knew that the entrance had been cracked. A few more hits of the battering ram and Atropos would be inside.

Elise hesitated, teetering on the edge of the spring.

“What are you waiting for?” Abel asked.

“Nothing.” She said it with conviction, but she still didn’t jump.

“You do have a plan to kill this Belphegor thing, right?” Levi asked.

“Yes,” Elise said. Abel smelled the lie on her.

No wonder she was hesitating.

The Godslayer had no idea how she was going to kill a God.

“Oh, fuck,” he said.

Which was when the door to the cavern burst open and the army poured in.







Elise had her swords drawn an instant before the first demon hit her.

It was a fiend, probably from the former fifty-ninth centuria if its uniform was any indication. Cannon fodder for the first wave.

The stupid thing wasn’t ready for Elise. She sliced upward, catching it in the groin and cutting neatly through the nether region, the stomach, and chest until her blade caught on the breastbone.

Smoothly, she pivoted, thrusted, and buried both falchions in the throat of a second demon. Elise ripped them wide. Plunged the points into two more oncoming fiends, skewering their hearts.

Blood and ichor sprayed. She was bathed in their fear, their fluids, and their organs.

She only glimpsed her other allies through the flailing limbs of the attack. Abram with his sidearm drawn, mouth opened in a shout that was drowned out by gunfire. Levi shapeshifting behind him. Abel with one fist clutching the face of a fiend, his fingers collapsing the skull.

Ariane retreated to the corner with Marion in her arms. Elise hamstrung a demon before it could leap toward them.

Benjamin. Where was Benjamin?

“Get out!” Elise shouted to Ariane, unsure if her mother would hear.

Darkness swarmed with the buzzing of flies. Atropos suddenly stood between Elise and her next quarry. The Fate was bleeding everywhere, but she didn’t look weak. She looked pissed.

Atropos lunged.

Megaira and Elise met, crashing together with a hot thunder of energy, aura against aura.

As Elise thrust against her with willpower and blade, she glimpsed images of Atropos devouring the army—swallowing fiends the way that Elise could, sucking anger from the marrow of their minds as they died feeling bitterly betrayed.

She was reading Atropos’s memories. The Fate had eaten half of her army to help herself heal from the spirit wolf attacks.

Anger spiked in Elise’s heart.

“Out!” she yelled again, hoping that her allies would listen. Benjamin had gotten Elise into the cavern—he would be able to get them out, too.

At least, he’d better be able to get them out. Elise had seen the broken body of McIntyre’s youngest daughter too clearly, and it was easy now to imagine Marion—not much younger than Deb—with her heart ripped out, the fold of her wrist stained in blood, her curls matted to her back.

The anger climbed to nauseating levels, and when Elise swung her falchion to block a punch from Atropos, her arm felt weak.

Rage weakened Elise because megairas like Atropos fed on rage. As Elise became more infuriated, Atropos became stronger and healed her wounds more rapidly.

If Elise wanted to survive a fight against Atropos, she needed to let the anger go.

The falchion whistled toward Atropos. The demon caught that blade in her hand, and it didn’t even slice through her skin.

Her smile was triumphant.

“Yes,” she hissed, digging her fingernails into Elise’s wrist.

Let the anger go.

Elise breathed it out, pushed it away.

All that remained behind that hard wall of anger was something much more vulnerable. Something that looked very much like fear.

Atropos wasn’t a nightmare, so she couldn’t feed on fear.

But Elise could.

The megaira was forcing her memories on Elise, so she responded with memories of her own. She recalled Lachesis’s death, the way that she had melted away under the fiery light from the gate to Eden. Elise thought of Clotho’s sludgy remnants after McIntyre electrocuted her. She thought of Abel’s spirit wolves, even now fighting to hold the remainder of the army that was trying to force its way into the chamber.

Elise forced it all on Atropos, remembering it without anger, but with grief. Another emotion that was useless to the demon.

“You’ll die the way your sisters did,” Elise whispered without heat, hoping that Atropos would be afraid.

She was.

Slowly, the energy between them shifted.

Atropos’s cheeks paled, and new energy flowed into Elise’s arms.

Elise locked her arm around Atropos’s throat and dragged her toward the light flowing from Eden. The demon began to phase away almost immediately, trying to escape both the brilliance of the fissure and Elise’s memories of the other Fates dying.

“Elise!”

It was Ariane. She had pushed Marion behind her into the corner, and both of them crouched behind Abram. She lobbed the bottle of light-emitting potion over the heads of fiends.

Elise caught the potion, and, without hesitation, smashed the glass on Atropos’s face.

Light gushed over them. The megaira shrieked in pain, clawing at her boiling skin.

Her wild struggles made Elise lose her balance. Both of them tipped backwards over the edge of the cold spring.

With the megaira still locked in her arms, Elise’s back smashed into the water. They sank rapidly.

Elise kicked Atropos away and surged through the water, arms thrusting in front of her, shoulders flexing, legs kicking. The spring was flowing away from the fissure to Eden, so it should have been easy to propel herself back to the surface.

Yet the tide refused to yield. No matter how hard she tried to swim, she fell toward the light.

Atropos fell, too. Her boot lashed out and connected with the side of Elise’s skull. She caught Atropos’s ankle before she could kick again.

With the contact of skin against skin, their thoughts freely intertwined.

Aren’t you so angry? Atropos purred, even as she struggled to free herself of Elise’s grip. After everything you’ve suffered at Belphegor’s hands, aren’t you furious?

McIntyre. Neuma. Gerard. James.

Elise tried to push away the anger, tried to find a quiet core within herself.

The surrender she had found moments before was suddenly gone.

They were tumbling toward Eden, locked together in combat, and there was no retreat from the anger. Strength drained from her muscles as her fury about her dead friends grew. She sank toward Eden faster, weakened by Atropos’s feeding.

Water flowed up her nose and down her throat and choked her. She wasn’t ready to go to Eden. She had no idea how to kill Belphegor. She wasn’t ready, it wasn’t fair, and this was all Atropos’s fault.

At least, that was what Atropos wanted her to think, because it made her angrier.

Elise glared at the receding circle of darkness that indicated the cavern above. Her mother and sister—finally, her sister—were up there, dying as Eden pulled her into its arms.

Atropos gripped Elise’s throat in both hands and squeezed.

You’ll never be able to kill Belphegor anyway, Atropos said. You’re too weak. You’re a failure. Doesn’t that make you angry? Don’t you hate yourself?

They were so close to the fissure now.

Fear crept in at the edges of Elise’s anger—true fear. The fear that James was already gone and that Belphegor would greet her with his bones. Or worse, that he wasn’t dead, and she wouldn’t be able to save him anyway. The fear that she wasn’t going to be able to save anyone, just as she hadn’t saved the liberated slaves, her friends, or so many others.

The fear burned as badly as the light from the fissure.

Elise clutched at it, trying to let it grow to overwhelm her and take away Atropos’s fuel.

Someone help me, Elise thought in a rare moment of desperation, knowing that there shouldn’t have been anyone to hear her.

She was shocked when another voice responded.

Very well.

That voice belonged to neither Elise nor Atropos.

The megaira showed no sign of hearing it. Her pallid flesh was oozing into the water around her as she sank, but her grip on Elise’s throat didn’t falter. Atropos was using Elise’s body as a shield against the light from the fissure.

Who are you? Elise asked the voice.

The reply sounded amused. We are pieces of you. Relax, sword-woman—you won’t be alone in Eden.

Her lungs ached as Atropos pushed her toward the light, the air on the other side, and the final confrontation with Belphegor. The megaira’s cheeks peeled away as the light from the fissure consumed them, baring a skeletal grin.

Elise’s back brushed the juncture to Eden.

Hell turned inside out.

















Eighteen




Elise passed through the fissure, stretched like taffy, and appeared on the other side with more company than she had expected.

Water gushed around Elise as she struck the grass. Atropos’s hands still pressed against her throat, her skull. The megaira’s knees drove into her back.

“I never would have allowed her to get the better of me like that,” remarked a dry voice.

Bare toes were nestled in the grass inches from Elise’s nose. She couldn’t turn to look all the way up to his face, but she could see legs wearing snug leather, narrow hips, the hem of a black silk shirt.

It was Yatam, the original father of all demons.

He had been dead for years.

The kindly response to his complaint was just as impossible. “You never fought enemies as powerful as Elise has.”

That sounded like Eve: first angel, Adam’s former consort, and also very much dead.

Elise groaned out an incoherent question as Atropos’s hands squeezed. But the other demon was weakening, too. Her breath was growing choppy, her fingers losing consistency as the light from Eden sank into her flesh. It was gloomy underneath the trees, sheltered from the worst of the light, but still far too bright for one of the Fates.

“I outlasted you by a considerable number of years, Eve,” Yatam said.

Eve giggled. “We never fought, darling nephew.”

“Nephew? Don’t insult me.”

Two ancient dead beings were arguing over Elise’s head.

It seemed possible that she hadn’t survived passing through the fissure with her sanity intact.

Atropos coughed a lungful of fluid onto the grass next to Elise then rasped, “We made it. Belphegor’s going to end you and everything you care about.”

Not only was it a pathetic attempt at evoking anger in Elise, but it told her something important: Atropos couldn’t see Yatam and Eve.

With a hard twist, Elise flipped underneath the megaira. Her heart guttered at the sight of Atropos’s rotten face. Passing through the fissure had hurt Elise, but Atropos had been completely ripped apart.

Elise kneed the other demon in the gut. It was easy to push her off. She wrenched free, drawing her steel-bladed sword as she stumbled to her feet.

Atropos was slower.

“You’ll never be able to kill her with that pathetic blade, Godslayer,” Yatam said. His thumbs were hooked in the low-slung waistband of his pants, dragging them dangerously low to expose the vee of hard muscle under his navel.

He underestimated Elise.

She hurled the sword—not toward Atropos, but straight into the air, using all of the strength that remained in her body.

The blade ripped through tree branches, opening a hole to the bright sky beyond.

A beam of light spilled over the grass with Atropos at its center.

Elise leaped out of the way just in time, sheltering underneath a large root. She watched from safety as Atropos struggled to follow her, trying to run on legs that turned to steaming sludge with every step.

Atropos’s feet melted into the grass. She ran on anklebones. And then the stumps of her fibula and tibia began wearing away, leaving her to try to escape on her knees, hands digging into the grass for purchase.

“No,” she gasped.

Atropos’s final cry was deeply satisfying.

The splash of her ichor washed over Elise’s feet.

“Impressive,” Yatam said. He stood in the sunlight. He had always been able to stand in the sun, despite the fact that Elise had inherited her vulnerability to light from him; after five thousand years, he had found some kind of trick that made him impervious.

He was as beautiful as she remembered. His hair was matte black, his smooth skin creamy with olive undertones. Eden’s light glinted on the ridges of muscle down his abdomen and emphasized the hard cut of his cheekbones. Given breasts and a softer jaw, he would have been indistinguishable from his dead sister, Yatai.

Eve lingered behind him, drifting through the grass. She was just as beautiful but much less showy. Yatam deliberately posed to encourage Elise to appreciate his form; Eve never had felt the urge to display herself. Now was no exception. Still, with her cascading brunette hair and perfect heart-shaped face, Eve was as gorgeous as she had ever been.

“Ah,” she said. “Here.” She pointed into the bushes. “I found it. That’s where your falchion landed.”

Elise gave them a wide berth as she collected it, rubbing fresh sap off of the blade with her shirt.

She surveyed both from a safe distance. They looked real enough. Eve was tall, winged, and graceful; Yatam was a splash of unnatural darkness in paradise.

They definitely didn’t look dead.

“How?” Elise asked.

Yatam rolled his eyes to the sky. “It isn’t difficult to figure out with a few moments’ thought.”

“We are pieces of you,” Eve said. “You asked for help. We emerged.”

“You’re not actually Eve and Yatam, though,” Elise said.

“Tell me what you think, sword-woman. Your blood rendered me mortal, and my twin sister severed my mortal body into two pieces as you watched. Am I actually Yatam?” he asked.

He was certainly almost as infuriating as the real thing. But Elise thought she understood: she had been given the powers of Yatam when she had been reborn. Then the garden had given her the blood of the Tree and pieces of Eve’s soul. She had been carrying the memory of both inside of her for years.

Apparently, it was slightly more than memory.

It couldn’t be accident that they had been invoked now.

“How are you going to help me kill Belphegor?” Elise asked.

“You are the sword-woman originally forged to murder Adam,” Yatam said. “You have been reforged to kill new gods. Together, the three of us form the blade, the hilt, the pommel. We will balance out your strengthened steel.” When he smiled, it didn’t touch his lips—only the corners of his eyes. “Temper yourself.”

If he was a piece of herself, then Elise was irked by the obscurity of that sliver of her subconscious. She’d asked for help in a moment of desperation and been rewarded with an enigma.

Elise squeezed the last of the water from her hair and began trudging through Eden—not in any particular direction, but where instinct told her to go. It was silent among the trees. Yatam and Eve made no noise as they followed her.

Blade, hilt, pommel. Tempered steel. Elise was too exhausted and shocked from the transition between universes to make sense of it all.

But maybe it was far less complicated than she expected.

Maybe it wasn’t about who they were, but what they were: an angel and a demon. Two pieces of a whole.

And Elise was the third.







James bled on the grass, but he didn’t die. He almost wished that he would. It would make Elise’s job easier—one less hostage for her to worry about, one less “motivating” factor in succumbing to Belphegor’s demands.

He shut his eyes and waited to feel death creeping over him, but Belphegor had been careful inflicting the wound, and abdominal injuries killed slowly. It didn’t take a god to gut a man and give him hours of pain before dying. Only millennia of practice on human slaves in Hell.

James focused on breathing. Breath wasn’t painful. The expansion and contraction of lungs, the heat in his throat.

The edges of his wounds rubbed together when his chest rose and fell. That hurt. Strange how it felt like his intestines burned with exposure to the air.

James was so absorbed in the mere act of respiration that he almost didn’t hear the footsteps.

“I didn’t give you permission to join us,” Belphegor said. The fact that he sounded irritated at all spoke volumes about exactly how angry he was.

The responding silence was just as telling in so many subtle ways.

Elise had arrived.

James’s eyes felt dry, difficult to open. All his body’s fluids were trickling out his gut. But he managed to roll over and open his eyelids, and there she was, standing beyond Nathaniel’s unconscious body.

“Am I despairing enough now?” she asked.

“That’s for you to decide. How did you feel, seeing your friends die?” Belphegor asked.

Her expression didn’t shift. “It felt great.”

“Sarcasm. Amusing.”

“I’m an amusing person,” she said flatly.

Neither of her swords was drawn. She didn’t look like she was ready to fight at all. She was soaking wet, half-dressed, her face slack with exhaustion. Elise had none of her usual fire, as though all the anger had been sucked away.

Belphegor closed the distance between them. “The failure in previous gods has been in their petty attachments. Loneliness will drive anyone insane after an eternity, but with nobody to miss, there can be no desolation in solitude.” He stroked his knuckles down her cheek. “I have done you a favor by burning away everything that would make you struggle in godhood. Everything except for the final death, which I think you’ll want to address promptly.”

He meant James.

“Fine,” she said, and she drew her sword.

It wasn’t surprise that struck James. Not exactly. He didn’t have the energy for that. But he wouldn’t have expected her to jump to agreement so quickly.

Belphegor did look surprised, though. “I didn’t mean for you to kill him. I have mortally wounded him, and he won’t be capable of healing unless you enter the Origin and breathe life into him.” He drummed two fingers on his chin. “Perhaps your mind was more fragile than I expected.”

Was that what had happened? Had losing her friends pushed Elise beyond rationality?

No, James didn’t believe she was willing to kill him. There had to be another plan if she would so readily agree to Belphegor’s terms.

Elise’s expression betrayed nothing.

He supposed that the good news was that Belphegor intended Elise to heal him at all, though it wasn’t that good. Sparing him now would still mean eventual death of old age, and the remainder of his life would be spent as leverage to control Elise. It also meant that he would see the next genesis. James wasn’t sure if dying now would really be worse than that.

Elise didn’t seem engaged in the conversation. She swayed nearby, eyes shut, knuckles white on the sword. It looked like she was listening to the faint wind whispering through the wet, heavy forest of Eden.

“No,” she said.

Belphegor stroked his fingers through her hair. She didn’t react. “What are you refusing?”

She didn’t seem to hear him. “Bad idea. That’s a bad idea. There has to be another way.”

“Snapped indeed,” the demon murmured.

It did look a little bit like she had snapped, but James knew Elise better. She wouldn’t break. She was far too strong.

Something else was happening. The sight of it—whatever “it” was—made him feel the smallest thrill of excitement, which was interrupted by the spike of pain accompanying too large an inhalation.

Finally, her eyes opened. They had bled to black.

Elise dived at Belphegor with the obsidian falchion. Even bleeding, James could tell that she would be too slow. She was clumsy, awkward, with none of her usual grace.

Belphegor didn’t even need to sidestep her. He simply wasn’t standing where she attacked.

He seized her by the back of the neck.

“I expected more from Metaraon’s weapon,” he said.

She thrust the sword backward, between her body and her arm. The point of the falchion almost plunged into his stomach, but his spine arched, extending his body into serpentine lines that curved away from the blade.

She moved more swiftly now, striking at him again. He dodged every time. Not a single swing touched him.

“Afraid?” Elise asked.

With a sudden lunge, she nicked the sleeve of his jacket. Belphegor stepped back and touched the wound. It was slick with ichor.

He moved in a flash. With a swift gesture, Belphegor jerked the sword from her hands and tossed it aside. “Lilith’s poison can’t harm me. You have, however, expended my patience.” He swept a hand toward the roots of the Tree, glowing with the crystalline waters of the Origin. “Enter now.”

“No,” Elise said, but she didn’t seem to be saying it to him.

Belphegor pressed a foot onto James’s head. It weighed heavily on the side of his skull, making his vision blur more as immense pressure squeezed against his eyeballs.

James couldn’t help but groan, feeling his cheekbone bowing under the press of Belphegor’s heel. Elise had been about to attack again, fists lifted in an aggressive stance, but she froze at his sound of pain.

“Enter now,” Belphegor said in a low, dangerous voice.

Still, she didn’t move. “The third to enter is the weakest. You went in second. You’ll have power over me.”

“Yes, that’s the point.” Belphegor’s foot smashed down harder. Probably only another ounce, but James felt like his brain was going to extrude through his eye sockets. He grabbed weakly at the demon’s ankle. “It’s the only way you’ll be able to save Nathaniel or his father, so you don’t have much of a choice, do you?”

When she didn’t immediately reply, Belphegor leaned.

White-hot pain lanced through James’s skull. He cried out.

“Okay!” Elise snapped. “Stop it. I’m here. I’m going. You’ll have your infernal majority.”

Belphegor didn’t relent until Elise took the first step onto the root.

It felt like the entire garden held its breath as she ascended. She climbed up onto the roots, gazing down into the brightness of the Origin. It rimmed her in brilliant white light. It should have been too bright for her—it was much brighter than the sun, after all. But she only seemed to glow.

Elise turned back. The foot lifted from James’s skull an inch. His head still hurt, and he wasn’t certain that Belphegor hadn’t fractured something.

Even through the pain, Elise was beautiful to behold, and the sight of her standing above the Origin terrified him.

She didn’t want to enter the Origin. She had never wanted that kind of power—only what it took to save lives, vanquish evil, and keep the cogs of time turning. It should have been James up there, if anyone at all. He should have tried harder to get there before she could. He should have triggered genesis himself before she could be the one responsible for that.

“Don’t,” James said. He wanted to say so much more, but it was all that he could bring himself to verbalize.

Elise gave him a flash of a faint smile. For an instant, as the light of the Origin rippled over her, he didn’t see her with black hair, white skin, black eyes. He saw her the way she had been as a human. Auburn-haired, muscular, freckled. Beautiful and strong, forged in battle.

There was no reluctance in her smile. Everything was going exactly to her plan.

She stepped off the edge of the roots and plunged into the Origin.

Belphegor didn’t try to stop James when he dragged himself across the grass, pushing his upper body up on his arms to peer over the root. He felt something shift inside of himself that wasn’t supposed to move. His vision darkened at the edges.

James couldn’t see Elise below. The surface of the Origin wasn’t disturbed by so much as a ripple.

He had expected something much more dramatic—something more along the lines of a big bang heralding the birth of a new universe.

Yet the Origin was calm, and so was Eden. Belphegor glanced at his wrist. James was almost amused to realize that the demon had made a watch appear at the end of his sleeve.

James tried to stand up using the root and slipped. He collapsed again, taking slow, painful breaths.

Eden began shifting. It sounded like the trees were rustling against each other even though he couldn’t actually see the branches moving. Every time he blinked, they seemed to be a few inches taller, budding with new growth, filling the canopy with lush green leaves.

A slender vine tickled James’s knuckle, creeping over the back of his hand, curling around his wrist. The growing grass seemed to stretch toward his wound as if drawn by the scent of his blood.

“Genesis,” Belphegor murmured with a smile.

















Nineteen




Abram had never felt more useless in his life than he did trying to protect Elise’s family from infernal onslaught. He stood between the women and the door, violence burning in his blood. It felt right to face these demons, all red-eyed and leather-skinned and snarling. This was what he was meant to do—not hunting werewolves, as he briefly had with Seth, but hunting demons.

Yet his bullets seemed to vanish midair. For every fiend he dropped, another would climb over its body. They were infinite, pushing into the cavern one after the next.

If not for Levi and Abel, he would have already been killed by the onslaught. He’d served his purpose. Eden was open. There would be no more interventions from people like James and Elise to save him.

He wasn’t sure how much longer the werewolves would last, either.

But he couldn’t give up. Couldn’t stop shooting until he ran out of bullets, and even then he threw the guns at the fiends to knock another down before resorting to bare fists.

Abram snapped a hard right hook at a fiend and caught it in the mouth with his knuckles. The skin cracked. Blood trickled down his wrist.

Another fiend slipped past him. Ariane cried out.

He wrenched the fiend off of her, only to have another jump onto his back, staggering him. They dragged him down. Dull teeth worried against his shoulders. Abram struggled, driving his elbows into every soft spot he could find, stomping on their limbs.

Bones cracked. Saliva dripped onto his neck.

“Get—off—”

Weight lifted suddenly from him. He expected his savior to be Levi and was surprised to see Elise’s young friend dragging the fiend away. Abram didn’t even know the guy’s name.

Marion’s sharp cry drew Abram’s attention. The fiend that had gotten past him had smashed Ariane’s head into the wall. She bled from a wound in her temple, and the little girl had seen. She was in hysterics. But not injured herself, not yet.

They wouldn’t be able to survive much longer if they remained trapped in that cavern.

Abram threw the remaining fiend. It bowled into Levi, and the werewolf took care of it in moments, shredding it in his teeth. “We need a way out,” Abram said, catching the arm of Elise’s friend. “Make an exit!”

The young man looked ashen. “I can’t open any more doors.”

“You can’t?”

“It was never me opening them, exactly. I’m not a witch, I’m not magical. I just saw the places that fate intersected, and…” He made a knocking gesture in midair that did nothing, then shrugged.

Frustration clutched at Abram’s heart. “Then how are we going to escape?” He turned. “Marion?”

The little girl was crying. Ariane made soft soothing noises, holding her against her shoulder. It wasn’t helping.

Marion wasn’t going to be able to open a door for them, either.

“Levi!” Abram shouted.

The wolf didn’t stop fighting, but he glanced over. His eyes burned brightly in the darkness.

Abel turned at the call, too. He saw Abram’s unarmed hands and Ariane’s bleeding forehead. His mouth opened in a swear. It wasn’t hard to read lips and guess what he was saying. Fuck this.

Wolf spirits erupted from him, fountaining from his flesh like the water. When a fiend rounded on Abram to attack, there was already the translucent figure of a wolf between them, forming a furred wall. The others ripped into the demons.

These wolves were slower than they’d been earlier, and even fainter. They were weakening. But it gave Abram and his companions the precious seconds they needed to escape.

Levi lunged into the doorway, shredding through a cluster of brutes. Then he bowled over the demons that had been about to follow them in.

The entrance to the hallway, for the moment, stood empty.

Abram skirted around the gushing spring and ran into the magma tube. The path was broader beyond the door. With the demons more spread out, they didn’t look quite so numerous. He could actually see an end to them. If they could just get past this wave…

“We need a path,” he said.

Levi didn’t need to be told. He’d already begun shoving through the demons. Abram dragged Ariane along behind him, daughter and all.

Adrenaline electrified Abram’s muscles with new strength as they progressed up the hallway inch by inch, following Levi’s furred back. The wolf spirits flowed through the tunnel and vanished into the darkness. The only way to tell that they were still fighting were the screams of the demons when the wolves reached them.

“There!” Ariane cried.

There was another tunnel leading off of the main path. Abram hadn’t noticed it on the way down. There was no way to tell where it would end up, or even if it was safer than the hallway they were in now.

Given the choice between probable death and possible death, Abram would always take the latter.

He darted around a spirit wolf tearing into a gibborim and launched into the unknown.

The sounds of battle receded behind them as they rushed through the narrow tunnel. There wasn’t enough room for more than two of them to run abreast. Abram pushed Ariane and Marion in front of him so that he could watch their rear.

That left him in the back of the group with Elise’s friend. The stranger.

“Who are you?” Abram asked.

After a moment’s hesitation, he said, “My name’s Flynn.”

It didn’t sound like a lie, but it didn’t quite sound like the truth, either.

“Should I know you?” Abram asked.

Flynn laughed. “No, you don’t know me yet.”

“Yet?”

“I know you,” Flynn said. “I know all of you. I know things about you that you can’t imagine. Like, I can tell you that you’ll like Abel someday, a lot, but you’ll never get to be very good at talking and that’s okay.” And then he gestured to Ariane. “I know that she’s finally going to stop running. And I know that Marion is going to be really—well, really awesome.”

He almost touched one of Marion’s curls then drew his hand back suddenly, like he wasn’t sure he was allowed.

Abram didn’t understand. “If you’re not a witch, what are you?”

“A precognitive,” he said. “Just a precognitive. Basically, when I’m in this world, way back in this genesis, I see time. Mostly the future.”

“And that’s where you’ve seen me. The future,” Abram said.

“Yeah,” Flynn said. “I’ve seen you in the future. A lot.”

“That means we survive this, right?”

A roar echoed up the narrow tunnel.

“Probably,” Flynn said, glancing nervously over his shoulder. “Things have been known to change.”

That was reassuring.

“I think I see something,” Ariane said, producing another potion bottle from the bodice of her dress. With a hard shake, it began glowing blue, lighting the tunnel a few feet ahead of them.

The tunnel dropped off sharply just ahead. They never would have seen it coming in the darkness.

Abram stopped at the edge, hanging onto the wall as he stared down at what he had hoped would be an escape with dwindling hopes.

Beyond that abrupt drop-off, fires smoldered. The magma tube had led to a second cavern, a much larger cavern with its floor hundreds of feet below. The rough walls made it look natural rather than hand-carved, but its center was occupied by a huge statue of three people standing back to back: an angel, a demon, and a human.

Real demons carpeted the floor in a seething mass. It was more of the army that had attacked them above, led by Atropos. Many of them were too large to fit into the narrower reaches of the magma tubes underneath Dis. They must have been waiting for Atropos to emerge and give them guidance.

“We’ll have to go back,” Abram said.

Ariane’s mouth dropped open. “Go back? But—”

“Into Eden,” Abram said. It was the only way that they could hope to get out now.

But it was too late to backtrack. Noises echoed up their tunnel.

They were being followed.

Abram stepped in front of Ariane to protect her. His hand automatically went for his holster, now empty.

Fiends rushed up the tunnel.

He braced himself for the attack, mind whirling. No weapons. Nowhere to run.

This is going to be ugly.

Then arrows whistled from the darkness, thudding into the backs of the fiends’ skulls, iron points protruding from their foreheads. Their bulbous eyes went blank. One by one, they skidded to Abram’s feet, arrow fletching stained with their blood as they twitched out their last moments of life.

His heart didn’t beat as a woman stepped out of the tunnel carrying a crossbow, armor clanking together. Blood was smeared over her hands and lower jaw. She looked all too pleased with herself.

“Who are you?” she asked them, casually lifting the crossbow to her shoulder.

Abram opened his mouth to respond, but Flynn spoke first. “We’re Elise’s friends.”

“She has any surviving friends?” The demon sounded far too casual about that question. Abram assumed it was hypothetical. “Well, my name’s Terah, and I’m here to save your useless mortal lives. I can take you to safety.”

A fiend darted toward her from the depths of the tunnel. She backhanded it without dropping her gaze from Abram’s, sending it flying into a wall.

His eyebrows lifted. “Okay.”

Terah strode back up the tunnel, and they followed her in silence to yet another branch of the magma tubes, where it was hotter still. This one was almost vertical. Impossible to climb. But an iron chain dangled down the wall, and when Terah tugged on it, someone at the top lowered it a few more feet.

“This leads to the surface,” she said. “They will pull you out.”

“They?” Flynn asked.

Terah’s teeth gleamed in a smile. “Don’t you trust me?”

Probable death versus possible death, Abram reminded himself.

He grabbed the chain, wrapping it around his forearm. Whoever was on the other end lifted. Metal rattled against stone, and his feet lifted off the ground. He watched the faces below him until the tube curved and blocked his view of them entirely.

The darkness inside was softer than it had been in the other tunnels, and it only grew lighter as the chain continued to lift him.

Abram emerged on the slope of the mountain, hot air pushing down his throat, burning his lungs. He was greeted by the sight of more demons. These ones wore black leather body armor with red pinstripes at the hips, which was the same uniform that Abram had always seen on Elise’s army when they visited the sanctuary. They were allies, or something like it.

They didn’t attempt to kill him, which was definitely an improvement to the conditions below.

He stood back and let them drop the chain down the tunnel again.

Abram shielded his eyes from a windy blast of dust and ash, looking up at the peak of the mountain. He hadn’t been to Dis very often, but he remembered Mount Anathema having a tall, sharp peak, like a knife cutting into the sky.

Now it looked like the stone had been blasted away. The jagged peak belched black smoke. Rivers of lava flowed down the slopes, the nearest of them searingly hot on his arms. His arm hair was curling from the temperature.

He suddenly missed the sheltered darkness below.

Yet there was salvation nearby. The stone turned to carpet further down the slope.

Carpet?

Abram rubbed the smoke from his eyes to look again.

That was definitely carpet a few yards down. And it wasn’t just carpet; there was also a swiveling office chair, a trashcan, an empty desk. None of them were marked by ash. In fact, they all looked kind of wet, as though the sprinklers from a fire suppression system had recently drenched everything.

It looked like someone had abandoned a thirty-square-foot patch of office building on the side of a volcano.

Another sinkhole to Earth.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Terah asked. She had appeared behind him without the help of the chain.

He had no idea if she meant the mountain or the sinkhole. “What happened?”

“Belphegor.” She gestured impatiently to the demons. “Faster. Before the portal closes.”

Ariane and Marion emerged next, clutching the chain. Instead of Flynn following, though, it was Abel. He clambered from the tunnel under the power of his own muscles. He was soaked with blood and ichor, and he rolled onto the surface rather than getting to his feet. But he was alive.

Abram was surprised when he actually felt relieved to see him. All that time he had spent talking to Levi about how he wished Abel would vanish—violently or otherwise—and now he was actually glad to see the asshole.

He helped Abel to his feet. “Levi?”

“He’s survived,” the Alpha said. “He’ll be up.” He didn’t manage to sound like he was all that happy about it, though.

Flynn’s face appeared over the lip of the tunnel. He gripped the chain in both hands, arms scraped from the ascent up the stone. He wasn’t as hardy as a kopis or a werewolf. It looked like he’d been run over a couple of times.

When he tried to stand, Mount Anathema pitched underneath them.

Abram shouted, trying to brace himself against the yaw of the ground.

Once it began tipping, it continued to shift until it was almost vertical, and he couldn’t help but slip.

Demons tumbled down the slope. One of them slammed into Ariane, knocking her back into the magma tube with Marion.

The rest of them weren’t so lucky.

Abram gripped stones jutting from the ground in both hands, fighting against the overwhelming dizziness that struck him as he watched the sky slide under his dangling feet. Smoke billowed over the stones. He gagged on it, struggling to breathe.

Magma gushed over the side of the mountain. Rivers turned to waterfalls as the slopes tilted. A spurt poured toward that desk on Earth, and the metal began to melt.

His fingers slipped. With a shout, he fell.

Abel tried to grab him, but Abram bounced off of the rocks and out of his reach. The sharp jab of the mountainside into his ribs sucked all the breath out of his lungs.

He couldn’t even cry out again as he tumbled.

Hot air turned cold. The magma vanished.

Abram slammed into a half-wall partition and knocked it over, rolling twice before coming to a halt on the carpet.

He looked up to find that he had fallen straight out of Hell into that office building on Earth. It was a large room filled with cubicles, desks, and whiteboards, and it looked like they’d had time to evacuate; none of the electronics were still around.

The roof of the building was missing, though. He could look straight up into the rainy night and see Mount Anathema erupting above his head. His stomach churned at the sight of it.

A hard thump, a jangle of metal, and Terah slid across the floor beside him.

She immediately stood. Her scowl could have curdled milk. “Damn,” Terah said. “I tried to grab the others, but couldn’t reach. The mountain threw me before I could.” She clenched her gauntlets into fists.

Did that mean everyone else was dead? Abram watched the empty, dark office building for signs that others were following them through the sinkhole, but saw nothing.

Fighting back a surge of despair, Abram stepped away from the cubicles. The whiteboards mounted on the walls were still covered in marker. The nearest of them had a simple black logo on the bottom corner that said “OPA.”

He’d landed inside a building belonging to the Office of Preternatural Affairs. They were supposed to be the legitimate governmental branch of the Union, the assholes that had pushed for preternatural registration before the Breaking.

Maybe he was lucky to have been tossed back to Earth like that. If he were in an OPA building, then there would be weapons somewhere, along with cars and other supplies.

But just as soon as Abram started to get excited, he realized he had no idea where he would drive a car filled with weapons and supplies. Summer and Nash were still back in the Himalayas. He had to be somewhere in the United States.

“Can we get back to Hell?” Abram asked.

Terah was already searching. She climbed on the nearest desk and felt around in the air. “Give me a few minutes.”

Then Hell came to them.

The side of the building ripped away with a roar, as though a bomb had detonated underneath them. But the floor didn’t collapse. The rubble didn’t fall. Abram’s jeans flapped around his ankles as the wind sucked everything into the air, swirling toward Mount Anathema in the dimension high above them.

The smoke from the volcano was spiraling down, too. Magma looped through the sky in a long stream, bridging the space between universes in a line of fire.

Abram stumbled to the edge of the broken floor, watching more bricks and dust drawn upward.

The structure they were in was breaking down, but it wasn’t the only one. The entire campus of office buildings was decaying. Trees ripped from the soil and shot straight up into the sky. A heartbeat later, Abram stopped feeling the rain on his face—that, too, was moving against gravity.

Everything in Hell and Earth was being drawn toward a central point in the sky that he couldn’t see through the smoke and clouds. Belphegor? A black hole? A hungry demon?

His feet lifted an inch from the ground. He shoved himself back from the wall, grabbing one of the few remaining pillars. It wouldn’t hold him for long, he knew, but he stayed on the ground for now.

“Everything’s falling apart!” He had to shout now for Terah to hear him. The wind was like the shriek of a massive train.

“I see that,” she said.

A car smashed into the side of the building before vanishing into the smoke as well. The floor cracked underneath the carpet. The whole building bowed.

The center of the black hole grew so large that Abram could finally see it, and it was worse than he’d expected. It bent all light around it. All of the debris vanished on contact. He thought he could see starlight at the center—like glimpsing an entire universe through a window the size of a football stadium.

It was still growing. Quickly.

Abram didn’t know where to run. There was nothing to attack.

He turned to Terah, and judging by her pallor, she was thinking the same thing. “What was that you said about saving our pathetic mortal lives?” he asked.

Her lips thinned. “I might have spoken a little too soon.”

Suction wrenched Abram off of the floor. He swiped for a desk, but it was lifting too, and he found himself dragged into the air along with the furniture, the walls, the remaining scraps of roof.

The entire world flipped dizzyingly around him. The office building cracked, groaned, and tore free of its foundations.

Below him, the shattering city looked like nothing but scattered puzzle pieces. It was Los Angeles, he realized. He’d never been there, but he’d seen it in enough movies to recognize the Hollywood sign as the wind ripped him past it. Palm trees flipped through the air.

Terah tumbled ahead of him, spinning head over heels toward the vortex. Her mouth was open in a battle cry that he couldn’t hear.

She faced the oncoming darkness as a warrior.

A sudden shift in gravity yanked her into the depths of the black hole, making her vanish.

Abram was buffeted by a few more seconds of breathless turbulence—a few more seconds where Earth and Hell rolled around him. The debris swirling toward the dark heart of the void looked like a galaxy, in a way. Broad arms of stars and solar systems whirling around a center point.

It was kind of beautiful, all those pieces of Mount Anathema and Los Angeles intertwined in a spiraling dance.

Then he was caught in a well of gravity, too, and yanked laterally toward the same darkness as Terah. It grew to consume him. He couldn’t breathe enough to cry out.

Abram entered the void.

He felt nothing.







Abel didn’t have any warning when Mount Anathema inverted from a vertical face of stone to flip completely upside-down, but he still wasn’t very surprised. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the whole place had burst into flames and vanished, either.

It was the end of the world. The end of the universe.

There was no way it could get any worse than this.

He’d been hanging onto the chain Terah’s demons had affixed to the ground, but the second lurch of the mountain made him lose his grip. The chain slid through his fingers.

Abel fell. Demons dropped around him. Ariane screamed and clutched at Marion as they, too, slipped from the magma tube and began to plummet.

Earth hurtled toward them.

A body slammed into Abel’s, and he only realized that he hadn’t bumped into one of the others when the person he’d hit didn’t let go. Arms wrapped around his chest. Feathers whirled around them as pumping wings dragged Abel back to Earth through a nearby sinkhole.

Cold air blasted around Abel, shocking the breath from him.

He was back over the snowy Himalayas.

Nash dropped him about ten feet above the ground, and Abel hit an instant later, slamming onto his back.

“Fuck,” he groaned.

The angel didn’t bother apologizing before wheeling around to return to Hell.

Going from Dis in the midst of a volcanic eruption to an icy mountaintop threw Abel’s body into instant shock. He shivered hard as he rolled onto his hands and knees, trying to regain his bearings.

Earth was lightless. Abel could barely see the ice underneath him. The wind blew stronger, too, and it instantly froze the sweat under his arms and on the back of his neck.

There was something wrong with that darkness, and with the wind. The roar was unnaturally loud. Maybe not a wind at all.

Squinting through the night, he recognized the sharp slope of the crevasse that sheltered Lilith’s statue. The resort where they’d been keeping Rylie’s body would be somewhere past it. Probably Summer, too. Wherever Nash was, Summer couldn’t be far.

Abel got halfway up the crevasse before Nash deposited Ariane and Marion alongside him.

“Was there anyone else?” the angel asked, looping around them.

“Abram and some kid with an afro that Elise brought down.” After a beat, Abel reluctantly added, “Also, Levi.”

Nash was gone again in a flurry of feathers.

Ariane clutched her daughter to her chest, trying to shelter her from the cold as they struggled up the mountain.

She stopped when they reached the top of the slope.

“Oh no,” Ariane said.

It took Abel a minute to figure out what had upset her. He couldn’t see much of anything around them, even though werewolves had awesome night vision. The mountain that they were standing on was only a shade lighter than the black sky, and the mountain beyond that was so dark as to be nearly invisible.

Then he realized that the mountain beyond—what little he could see of it—was vanishing.

A dark line crept over the ridge, turning it the same shade of impenetrable black as the sky beyond, which wasn’t sky at all. It was the source of the roaring noise.

Something was coming at them. Or maybe it was more like nothing was coming at them.

A void.

Abel rushed inside the resort to find Summer, pale and unsmiling. She only managed a weak hug in greeting, and she felt almost as cold as he did.

“The rest of the pack went to investigate what’s happening out there, with that big wall of darkness that’s creeping in.” She swallowed hard. “They never came back.”

Ariane set Marion down on one of the supply crates in the center of the room. “I don’t think they will.”

Abel clenched his hands into fists. He was hovering over Rylie’s shrouded body, trying to protect what remained of her, even though he had no idea what he was protecting her from, and he was pretty sure that she was far beyond being hurt.

“Why aren’t they coming back?” he asked. “What is that out there? Is this another demon army or something? Because tell me where to go, and I will fuck them up.” The spirit wolves felt weak inside of him, drained by the earlier battles, but he wasn’t going to let anyone mess with his pack.

“There’s nothing we can do.” It was Elise’s young companion. He had appeared in the doorway to the bathroom, and there was a strange light in his eyes—something that looked a lot like hope. “That’s the end of this journey. The destination. You guys don’t need to fight it.”

Summer took a step toward him, staring hard at his face as though she recognized him. “The end? You mean, apocalypse?”

“Genesis.” He sounded giddy. “Nobody dies here. Everything ends, but Elise will bring you all back. Everyone survives. You’re all going to be okay.”

“If Belphegor allows it,” Ariane said.

His smile faded a fraction. His gaze went distant. “Yeah. Elise still has to beat him. But…” He pressed his knuckles against his forehead. “There are a lot of possibilities. I don’t know.”

“Who the hell are you?” Abel asked.

“Just call me Flynn,” he said. “Or don’t call me anything at all. Forget you ever saw me.” He turned to Marion. “I need to go home.”

She brushed her hands off on her skirt and jumped off the crate.

Ariane wrapped her arms around her daughter. “No.”

“She just needs to open the door,” Flynn said. “The last door she’ll ever have to open.”

Abel glanced outside the window. It was hard to tell, but he thought the void was drawing closer. The wind was definitely getting louder. The whole building was starting to shake.

“This door go somewhere better than here?” he asked.

“Oh yeah,” Flynn said. “I’ll meet you there.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

Marion broke free of her mother. She went to the wall and knocked.

Another door appeared. This one didn’t look like the ordinary household door that she’d opened earlier. It was plain gray slate, a rectangular slab with no handle.

Flynn clapped both hands over his mouth, shoulders shaking. Abel couldn’t tell if he was laughing or crying.

“Home,” Flynn said. “It’s home. You can’t go with me. Nobody can go with me. What’s over there—I’ll have to meet you on the other side.”

“Why? What is it?” Summer asked. She looked like she was contemplating making a break for the door. Why not? If they were all about to die anyway, they might as well go out fighting for life.

That’s my girl.

Abel edged toward her, prepared to make a jump, too.

If Elise’s friend here wanted to go through that door, then he sure as hell did, too.

Nash strode into the room, wings flared behind him. He was covered in crimson dust, missing clumps of feathers, and utterly alone. “We have to go.”

“Levi?” Ariane asked. “The wolf boy?”

“Gone,” Nash said curtly.

Summer’s jaw dropped. “He died?”

“He was sucked into that.” The angel thrust his finger toward the window and the darkness beyond it.

Before anyone could react, the ground shook. The floor broke at the center of the atrium. A crack raced from one wall to the other as half of the building buckled.

The wall by the bedroom groaned and cracked as the roof collapsed.

Abel’s first thought was, Rylie.

He bowed himself over her body as the debris blasted across the room. Wood fragments pelted his back.

The healing fever immediately swept over him, but the destruction wasn’t done. The rest of the wall collapsed too, kicking up a cloud of dust where the roof fell—and obscured Flynn, Marion, Ariane, and the door.

With that much falling debris, there was no way that they could have avoided instant death.

“No!” Summer cried, launching herself toward them.

Nash stopped her by hooking his arm around her midsection. “We can’t do anything for them,” he said. “We can’t do anything for any of them.”

“Get her out of here,” Abel said, holding Rylie’s shroud in both fists.

The angel nodded and stretched out his wings.

Summer turned terrified eyes on him. “Wait—Abel!”

Nash wrenched her out of the building before the dust could even settle. Abel thought he heard her shouting as the angel lifted her out of the wreckage and flew away, but it was hard to tell. The mountain was getting awfully noisy.

With the roof sagging over Abel, there was nothing to shelter him from the scream of the wind. It blasted the dust away. He didn’t see anyone standing where the walls had fallen. Didn’t see any bodies, either, or smell any blood, but that didn’t mean much.

Either way, Flynn and the women were gone, and that strange doorway along with them.

There was no escape for Abel now.

The shattered pieces of the walls began lifting off of the ground, pulled into the sky. The immense darkness was just a few feet away now. It had crept all the way up to the building’s doorstep.

The wind whipped the blanket off of Rylie’s obsidian body, and Abel came face to face with his dead mate.

Rylie hadn’t changed even as the crates around them were torn into the sky. She didn’t have even the smallest chip from being smashed with debris. There was no sign that the maw above him could even lift her body from the mountain.

“I’m sorry,” Abel said, clutching her shoulders, digging his fingers in so that he couldn’t be ripped away from her. The deafening roar of wind drowned out his words. “I’m sorry I didn’t save you, I’m sorry I didn’t fix things with your son, and I’m sorry that thinking about Seth still pisses me the fuck off—”

A crate clipped his side, knocking the breath from his lungs and cutting him off.

The edge of the atrium had vanished into the darkness now, and there was nothing beyond—no mountains, no sky, not even another dimension. Just a whole lot of nothing.

Void. Oblivion.

Death.

Abel was so close to it that the roaring seemed to be gone, replaced by horrible, aching silence. He couldn’t tell if it was that his hearing had gone out or if that void had eaten the sound just like it ate the roof and walls and every single other mountain in the range.

Even when it pulled everything else away, he didn’t let it pull him from Rylie. He gripped her harder. Bowed his forehead to hers. Shut his eyes, felt the chill of the obsidian against his skin, and imagined it was the warm flesh of his mate.

“If I could do it again, I would fix everything,” Abel said. “If I had one more chance—”

The void sucked oxygen away from him. His body lifted from the ground. His fingers slipped on Rylie’s arms. Still, she didn’t move. Not even when the darkness ate the floor all the way up to his side.

And then Abel lost his grip.

















Twenty




Eden was screaming. James didn’t need to have any magic to know it. He felt the forest’s stress deep within his body in the same way that he felt life leaking from his injuries.

The trees blossomed too quickly, erupting with flowers. The dangling moss grew lusher. Branches drooped with the sudden weight of flora.

Just as quickly, everything began to shrivel with the onslaught of autumn.

Roots lifted from the soil, tips curling back toward the trunks, showering moist soil over James and Nathaniel. Only the Tree itself didn’t move except to pull its roots in tighter, as if sheltering the Origin.

Blossoms and dead leaves snowed from the branches. For an instant, they stood bare.

Everything began growing again before James could even take another breath. This time, there were apples with the blossoms. Big apples, each of them as big as James’s two fists pressed together, red near the stem and green at the bottom. They swelled like balloons until they could grow no more, and then amber began dripping from the stems, oozing down the succulent flesh.

Droplets splattered onto James’s cheek. One touched the corner of his mouth. The taste reminded him of Elise, as though she had somehow filled the entire garden with her blood.

And then everything stopped.

The falling petals and dripping amber froze in midair. The trees stopped swaying, the roots went still. Even James couldn’t seem to breathe.

Only the Origin stirred.

A human hand erupted from the surface, slapping wetly on the shore.

Short fingernails dug into the bark of the Tree. Muscles flexed as the arm pulled, and a second hand smacked down ahead of the first.

A naked female body emerged, veiled in wet, streaming hair that hung limply over muscular shoulders.

It was a woman with broad hips, strong thighs, a lean torso. There was a deliberate kind of grace in her steps as she dragged her body out of the pool of light, as though every movement had been previously rehearsed.

Fluid streamed from her elbows and chin as she got to her feet, slowly straightening her spine. White light limned her shoulders and hips, silhouetting her features.

James recognized that silhouette, but he hadn’t seen it in years. From the curly hair to her slender ankles, he’d spent many long days and nights trying not to stare at that silhouette. He had seen it resting on the drawer of a freezer after she had died in the demon apocalypse many years earlier, too—the last time he had gotten to see that body.

The light faded a fraction once she emerged from it, and James found himself gazing up at Elise.

Not a demon. Not the Father.

Just Elise.

She ran her fingers through soaking curls that were wet enough to look brown, patted down her chest and ribs, spread her hands in front of her. Her skin was peach. When tanned, she would have dark freckles across her cheekbones and shoulders.

“Elise,” he whispered.

Her gaze lifted to his. He expected that jolt of familiarity, the connection between two people who had known each other for so long.

Yet there was no recognition in her eyes. She didn’t even seem to really see him. She saw through him, beyond the garden, into the depths of infinity.

She had become God.

It hurt to look at Elise’s face, so much worse than it had before she had used the dampening spell to protect him from her infernal powers. She shone like starlight.

Elise stepped down the root and picked up the obsidian falchion from where it rested on a bed of moss.

She was still carrying the steel falchion, but it wasn’t steel anymore. It was gleaming white metal just as bright as she was. Even when James closed his eyes against the brilliance of it, he could still see the shapes that had been engraved into the blade dancing behind his eyelids.

“How do you feel?” Belphegor asked.

“Better,” Elise said. Her voice was strange, as though multiple people were speaking at once. There was a masculine undertone to it, and a much more feminine one as well. A choir singing instead of a woman speaking.

James could have sworn that his eyes were still closed, but somehow, he saw Elise drift across the garden to his side. Her feet didn’t seem to touch the ground.

She flickered. James glimpsed a man with black hair and almond-shaped eyes, and he realized why the masculine undertone to her voice had sounded so familiar. That was Yatam, the demon who had given his life to make Elise into the inhuman creature she had become. The Father.

Another flicker, and she was herself again. Auburn hair. Bare, freckled shoulders.

“You may feel overwhelmed at the moment,” Belphegor said. “You’ll have time to adjust after the genesis.”

She sank to her knees beside Nathaniel and gazed down at him with a face that wasn’t hers. It was much softer, with lips shaped like a rosebud and sympathetic blue eyes. Eve’s face.

Elise’s hand smoothed the hair from his forehead.

A hand fisted James’s collar. Belphegor had taken hold of him, dragging him to his feet. Pain flushed through his entire body. He couldn’t even find the strength to groan anymore.

“Something isn’t right,” the demon said. For the first time, he sounded alarmed.

“You only just noticed?” James whispered with a weak smile.

“It appears that you don’t have your infernal majority, Steward,” Elise said. “Strange that this should be a concern at this point. I seem to recall binding you to Hell for the rest of eternity, and as far as I can tell, eternity still exists.”

No, that wasn’t Elise speaking. It was Yatam again. His cool, emotionless, unaccented voice. Sheets of black hair draped over one narrow shoulder. Yatam had always been slender for a man, barely distinguishable from his female twin in form.

Belphegor stepped toward her then hesitated. “What have you done?”

James wasn’t sure if that question was intended for him or Elise, but he thought that he had an answer.

Elise wasn’t a single soul. She was a triad of her own, intertwined in a single body: the Father, the First Angel, and the Greatest Kopis all in one. Demon, angel, human.

Entering the Origin hadn’t completed Belphegor’s pantheon. She had shattered the rules.

There had always been three—until now.

“I think you’ve made a mistake,” James said.

Elise smiled at him. Or maybe that was Eve, or all three of them. He couldn’t tell. “A mistake indeed.” She leaned down to brush a kiss over Nathaniel’s forehead, down the bridge of his nose, the lightest moment on his lips.

She raised the silver falchion high over her head.

James had known it would come to this the moment that the gaean spell failed against Belphegor. It still hurt to see her aiming the blade at Nathaniel’s heart.

“Do it, and the man dies!” Belphegor roared, clasping his hand over James’s throat.

There was no hesitation in Elise’s movements, no regret in her eyes. Only apology as she gazed at James. “It needs to be done,” she said. “It’s the only way.”

That was definitely Elise.

He wanted to tell her that he understood. If Belphegor ever allowed Nathaniel to reach consciousness again, it would be a life in servitude, a life beyond sanity. He was broken beyond repair. If Nathaniel couldn’t be saved, then James wouldn’t want him to live that life.

James, Elise, and Nathaniel were not going to come out of this genesis and spend their lives together.

Yes, he understood, but he couldn’t breathe enough to speak. He probably didn’t need to. There was nothing left to be said.

Elise brought the sword down, burying it deep in Nathaniel’s chest. It wasn’t blood that erupted from the wound, but brilliant, shining light that flooded Eden.

He didn’t even wake up.

In the same instant, Belphegor ripped James’s head off.







Becoming God was somehow less difficult than Elise had expected. She had thought that it would be difficult, overwhelming, confusing, just like when she had woken up with her demon powers for the first time.

This was much easier.

She sank into the Origin. It wasn’t filled with water like the spring from the fissure; it was made of something denser than air, yet without any sensation of suffocation. It was bright but did not burn. The Origin felt like a blanket gently engulfing her body, wrapping her in perfect warmth, embracing her tightly.

It felt like coming home.

About damn time, Yatam said.

Be kind, Eve said. Choosing to die is never easy.

Their voices remained even as Elise’s body decayed.

Her skin stripped away, her physical form vanishing within the Origin, and she felt no fear.

There was no need for that mundane flesh, demon or otherwise. Her body was irrelevant. Her muscles melted into the warm fluid engulfing her and her bones flaked away. Everything was gone within seconds.

The Origin removed the things that made her weak.

What remained was beyond strong.

Eve and Yatam were with her there, gripping her hands, forming a triad of the most powerful of their kind. A triad beyond Nathaniel and Belphegor.

Eve pushed Elise gently toward Eden, but Elise didn’t want to go. It was comfortable inside the Origin. Elise could see and feel everything simultaneously, from the smallest growth of moss to the whisper of water between two stones. She could see what remained of the Earth, burning within Belphegor’s hellfire, and the decaying scraps of Heaven.

It all hurtled toward the end.

Everything was dying, and it was good in the same way that losing her body had been good. The universe was shedding everything that was weak and leaving the energy at its core. Everything would be reborn fresh and strong.

Not yet, Yatam said. You’re not done. There’s more work to do.

He was right. With Nathaniel unconscious, Belphegor would shape the rebirth of the universe, using their power to construct an all-encompassing Hell. A universe broken to meet his whims, not a healthy new world.

Belphegor needed to be removed from the equation.

So Elise followed Eve’s urgings and emerged from the Origin. That was easy, too. She willed her body back into existence—the illusion of a body—and found herself rising as a human.

Elise dragged herself out of the waters and stood on the roots of the Tree. Yatam and Eve stood in the same position. They moved as a single unit. Three people occupying a single position in space.

The garden was frozen around her: Nathaniel asleep, Belphegor beside James, the whirlwind of blossoms and weeping amber frozen in midair.

She knew what she needed to do.

Like becoming God, killing Nathaniel was much easier than she expected, too.

James’s death was equally simple.

In the moment that Belphegor killed James, Elise could see everything that he had ever done. She saw him christened by the White Ash Coven and lifted to princely status among witches. He’d been told from the moment he could open his eyes that he would be the greatest of them, a savior, a man of importance. He grew knowing that he was better than everyone else.

He weaved magic unlike any the world had ever seen, unconsciously tapping into the ethereal plane and proving his coven’s suspicions correct.

And then she saw him abandoned by the coven. Left to hunt down Elise and deliver her to God. A king without kingdom.

The years of fighting, the tumult, the confusion, the pain. She had experienced so much of that with him the first time around. It was easier to watch it all like this, separated from emotion: their binding as kopis and aspis, his years of self-loathing, and eventual estrangement.

James had always been a deeply disturbed man. He’d never stood a chance at being anything else. And when he had tried to be the hero he was told he’d be, he’d become the villain instead.

Now he was dead, his head severed from his body, his intestines spilled across the soil of Eden.

There would be no more opportunities for him to redeem himself.

Elise lingered over the moment in time where they had decided to retire from the demon-hunting business and decided to open a dance studio. They had agreed to fund it largely through prize money rather than draining money they had stolen from one of their richer enemies, and James had started teaching her ballroom in earnest that night.

She watched the memory of James guiding her across an empty gas station parking lot, both smiling and laughing, and she couldn’t maintain her sense of godly detachment.

It hurt.

“He had to die,” Yatam said. It sounded like he stood behind Elise, just out of her eyesight, alongside Eve. “He was Belphegor’s leverage—he and Nathaniel both. Without them, your power is flawless.”

“I know,” Elise said as reality faded back in around her. A cold reality where there was a dead boy in front of her and Belphegor with James’s blood on his hands.

Elise understood that James needed to die, and yet she felt like she had already lost against Belphegor. Like there wasn’t anything left worth fighting over.

Belphegor didn’t look triumphant. He looked angry.

Angry, and afraid.

“Killing Nathaniel won’t stop the genesis,” Belphegor said. “Furthermore, you can’t assemble a new pantheon unless you kill yourself as well—and whatever else you have dredged from the Origin. The only way out of this is suicide. What’s victory worth to you?”

At this point, when almost everyone Elise loved was dead, beyond her reach?

“Everything,” she said. “Anything.”

Elise lifted her swords, and with Yatam and Eve at her back, she attacked.

Without any physical limitations remaining, Elise was no longer merely fast. She saw every possibility played out in front of her in every instant: Belphegor’s possible dodge to the left or right, how she would chase, which of them would succumb first.

The next heartbeat brought another cascade of possibilities, and so did the next. A million different ways either of them could die.

It would only take the right moment, the right possibility, to slaughter Belphegor.

They danced together at a speed beyond comprehension, moving through time as well as space. When Belphegor dodged, he didn’t just move to the left; he slid into an ancient desert crossed by spice merchants on camels before sliding back into Eden, outside of time and space. Elise pursued him through it.

Her thrusts drove him back to a time where the Earth was unpopulated, chasing him over a log that bridged an icy river through the mist.

Belphegor didn’t have any weapons, but he didn’t need them. His forearms were stone deflecting her attacks.

He shoved her hard enough to send her flying. Elise felt time vortex around them, punching her out of ancient history into modernity.

Almost modernity. She smashed into parquet flooring hard enough to shake the entire building, and looked up to see that Belphegor had tossed her into Motion and Dance, the studio that she had once run with James. It was nighttime outside. Blue exercise mats were spread across the floor.

She was stunned to stillness, hands tight on the falchions.

There was a photo on the wall—a poster-sized shot of Elise and James at a competition.

Pain punched through her at the sight of it.

Elise had let Belphegor kill James just so she wouldn’t be weak.

“Move,” Yatam said from behind her, almost casually.

She rolled. A fist smashed into the parquet where she had been resting, cratering the wooden floor. The hole it left was much larger than the gauntlet that Belphegor wore in his armored form. She glimpsed a vast body that could crush the streets of Dis under his skeletal foot, and then he attacked her again as the steward.

Elise leaped away from him—and away from Motion and Dance.

She threw herself into a place where she was strong, a place without the painful reminder of what had happened to James.

The crystal bridge from the Palace of Dis to the fissure gleamed among the smoke over the city. Elise had leaped into a time when everything was intact, when she had still ruled.

Belphegor strode up the bridge, smoke billowing away from him as he approached her. Fire burned within his eyes.

“You learn quickly,” he said. “It took me centuries to learn how to travel temporally.”

“You haven’t had centuries.” She leaped back when he lunged at her, leaving several yards between the specters of their physical forms. Dis pitched around them. The crystal bridge was suddenly shattered again and the city was burning.

“I’ve always been God,” Belphegor said. “I’ve had eternity.”

She thought she understood what he meant now. Her soul was stretching in every direction, expanding to fill the universe with herself.

It did feel like she’d lived forever. Like she’d always been on this side of the Origin, just waiting to wake up to it.

Belphegor thrust his will against her, manifested as a fist to the gut. She staggered as reality swam dizzily around her.

They were in a doctor’s office. James and a girl who looked like Elise were sitting across from a doctor, who was calmly explaining that she had been born an aberration. She had complete androgen insensitivity. She was genetically male in an otherwise female body.

She had always assumed, until that day, that being a female kopis was just the luck of the draw. That she was one among thousands only by coincidence. She hadn’t known that all kopides were male, and that there was something significantly wrong with her.

Metaraon had made her that way. A female to be Adam’s bride, yet also male enough to be kopis, and strong enough to murder gods.

James had been there for that appointment. He had held her hand through it. He had reassured her that there was nothing “wrong” with her at all. He had made her feel as close to normal as a teenage girl who slaughtered demons could ever feel.

He had loved her, even then. He had taken care of her when nobody else would. When Elise wouldn’t even admit she might need the help.

The reminder was emotional warfare from Belphegor.

“Stop it,” she said, shoving both of them out of the office.

“Does it hurt?” Belphegor asked.

He knew it hurt. He was guiding her to the most painful places in her memory deliberately.

A god might not have been able to kill another god easily, but he could make her wither.

“Fire with fire,” Eve said. “Let’s take Belphegor where he hurts the most.”

It was Yatam who supplied the responding setting. They appeared in an ancient version of Dis with a river running through its center, flooded by the fissure to Eden.

At the time, Dis had been a desert oasis. The wind smelled like sage, the trees hung heavy with dates, and what few buildings stood in the shadow of Mount Anathema resembled the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.

Lilith, the serpentine demon goddess, stood among the trees and fountains. A man groveled at her feet.

Not a man—a skeleton.

Belphegor.

He didn’t look like any of the forms that Elise was familiar with. Not the steward, nor the general, nor the towering monster. He was a shriveled, pathetic thing, like a runt that had been abandoned by its mother and wasted away to nothing. He had two arms, two legs, something like a face, and the resemblance ended there.

But it was definitely Belphegor. Elise could feel him.

“You sicken me,” Lilith said. “Your obsessions are perverse.” It was somehow worse to hear that coming from a demon than it would have been from an angel.

And indeed, Eve was there, too—Eve, and younger forms of Yatam and his sister, Yatai. They all glared at Belphegor with total disgust in their eyes. It looked like the one issue that they had all ever agreed upon was the fact that this creature, this skeleton, was an abomination.

“Kill him,” Yatam urged.

“We can’t,” Eve said.

Yatai’s lip curled. “Sentimentality.”

“She’s right. We cannot,” Lilith said. “It’s impossible. This thing is beyond our ability to kill.” She seemed to look at Elise when she said it, even though Elise wasn’t really there. “Belphegor has been settled too deeply within the fabric of time. He must exist now, as he must exist centuries in the future.”

Belphegor the god stood apart from the conversation, staring at it in disgust.

“They turned on me, the only surviving ancient, when they should have worshipped me,” he hissed, rounding on Elise. “You turned on me.” She understood that he was speaking to Yatam and Eve, her other aspects.

Elise drove the glowing white point of her godsword into his chest.

He was too stunned by the sight of the ancient city to react in time. He didn’t even attempt to dodge the blow.

Instead, Belphegor looked down at the sword. His thin lips stretched into an expression that didn’t seem quite like a grimace or a smile. He seized Elise’s wrist and pulled her in closer. Blade scraped against bone, the hilt vibrating in time with his heart fluttering against metal.

The desert oasis of Dis melted away.

Darkness consumed them. Vast nothingness.

There was no time, no world—only the space between Belphegor and Elise as his body’s systems rapidly shut down. “What do you know of avatars?” The whisper of his breath over her lips tasted like old graveyards.

Elise didn’t know much beyond what James had told her of avatars—that gods needed them to walk on Earth, like Nathaniel did through Benjamin. Her thoughts unfolded between them. She didn’t need to speak for him to know it.

Belphegor responded with equal candor, both mentally and verbally. “I am an avatar. Nothing more. And I’m not the only one.”

He died before Elise could ask how that was possible.

At least, his avatar died.

Elise jerked the sword free and allowed Belphegor to fall. He landed on the ground beside the Tree, though she wasn’t certain when they had ended up in the garden again.

His body flickered between those of the steward, the armored general, and the monster. When it settled, he was only a skeleton, quickly devoured by Eden’s mossy ground. Green tendrils crept over him, sank into his bones, sucked him away into nothingness.

The garden didn’t react to his death. She didn’t feel him leaving the way that she had felt Nathaniel leave.

The Belphegor that Elise had known for years wasn’t the real thing at all. She had always been dealing with an avatar—and that was all she had killed. An avatar. Not the real thing.

“How the hell has he had an avatar longer than he’s been a god?” Elise asked.

Yatam scoffed. “Don’t think so linearly.”

She stretched herself across existence, searching through Heaven and Hell and Earth for any sign of Belphegor’s true form. He should have been easy to find. He shared in the same godhood she did; he should have burned like a flare.

“Where did he go?” she asked, sensing nothing.

“Try Malebolge,” Eve whispered.

Elise appeared in the moldy yellow wasteland. She was surprised to see that Malebolge hadn’t changed much during Belphegor’s rampage. He’d made Heaven and Earth burn, but left Malebolge largely untouched. There were obvious sinkholes dotting the landscape in Hell, but the sky was intact, giving no glimpse of any other dimension.

Lights still burned in the market, situated deep within the pelvis of the giant skeleton that formed the city. The population remained there. In fact, judging by how full the staircases along the walls of the city were, it looked like Malebolge was taking refugees from elsewhere in Hell.

“He’s in there?” Elise asked, frowning.

“Not exactly,” Yatam said.

She heard distant screaming, and she realized that the dimension was starting to deteriorate, just like the rest of the universe. The city was shifting. The ground trembled, bones rolled, people begin to leap out of the pelvis. Elise braced herself, prepared to see how the dimension would fall apart and where they would end up next.

Yet her position didn’t change. It wasn’t the dimension moving—only the skeleton of Malebolge itself.

The first arm to lift was so large that Elise felt like she was falling, rather than the bones simply rising. There was no muscle to propel the movement. No tendons held them together. Yet they moved anyway, wrenching free of the yellow soil with a mighty groan.

Once freed to the shoulder, the arm twisted, planting a skeletal hand on the ground.

It pushed. The skull ripped from Coccytus, tearing the ground between the two worlds apart.

The entire skeleton sat up slowly.

Newborn god or not, dread swarmed Elise at the sight of the ribcage emerging from the ground. The skeleton became erect enough that the dwellings built into the rotten meat of the cadaver began to tumble out.

Something that big wasn’t meant to move.

Belphegor wasn’t inside Malebolge.

He was Malebolge.

Rather, he was Ba’al—the three-faced ancient demon that entire Hells had been built around, apparently by Lilith as a prison for a creature she found entirely repulsive.

“This was his original avatar,” Eve said, sounding far too calm about the whole situation. “We killed this one, but he’s easy enough to reanimate, as you can see.”

Elise could see.

She also had no idea how she was going to kill him.

















Twenty-One




Ba’al shifted his weight onto one hand to wrench the other arm free of the wasteland. Stone crumbled away from him. Putrid, rotting tissue stirred with the motion, making the entire dimension reek of garbage and death.

More of the city fell away. The apartments in his chest seemed to tumble from between his ribs in slow motion, splattering in the sludge and erupting like pus. The borehole through his breastbone poured incorporeal nightmares into the air.

Elise glimpsed Yatam in the corner of her vision. He looked bored, inspecting his fingernails. “You should probably kill that.”

Her mouth worked silently. She wanted to snap at him, shoot back an angry response.

She didn’t manage to say anything at all.

Elise had done the impossible before. She had killed enemies exponentially larger than her with and without magic. She had entered quarantined dimensions, killed Adam, and brought down ethereal cities.

This was something else entirely.

“You can do it,” Eve said. It felt like she touched the back of Elise’s neck, spreading warmth and reassurance through her. “We’ll all do it together. You’re not alone.”

It did make her feel slightly better to hear that. It did not make Elise feel more optimistic about her odds. “This whole ‘Belphegor is a city’ thing would have been great to know in advance,” she said, gathering her resolve, squaring her shoulders.

Yatam’s smirk smoldered through her mind. “I’ll keep that in mind for all the future city-sized demons you’re required to fight.”

Elise had never really liked that guy.

Ba’al stood. Ice crusted his skull, flames leaping from the three mouths. His hands stroked his chins, his chest, his bared hips, as though searching for missing bones.

Then he turned his attention on Elise.

She felt the moment that he noticed her. They were gods of the same pantheon, so there was nowhere to hide; he would have been able to find her anywhere, given the time.

The weight of his eyeless gaze made her feel puny.

“It’s only an avatar,” Eve reminded her.

Only. Right.

Ba’al’s hand swung through the space between them, reaching for Elise.

Instinctively, she wanted to phase to him—the way she would have crossed that distance as a demon. But now she was so much more than that. Omnipresence meant that she existed everywhere simultaneously, including the center of Malebolge.

She moved her consciousness to the pelvis where the market had been. Now most of the ramshackle buildings had fallen away. A few demons clung to the bones, crying their woes.

Elise hovered off of the street, seeking the light of Belphegor’s true form among the chaos. She only saw demons filled with fear—demons that had believed Malebolge was their final refuge, and now didn’t know where to go when that was taken from them. They clung to their tables and stalls until those also collapsed, and then fell with the debris.

Bones larger than redwoods swept toward the market. Ba’al was moving to scratch Elise like an itch.

She scaled the ribs, darting through his bones in search of Belphegor’s true form as the city collapsed around her. Ba’al was moving too, striding across the wasteland toward the side of the cavern that formed Malebolge. He shed the remaining pieces of the city inside the cadaver as he shifted.

A steady pulsing filled the air. A rotten heart rested at the bottom of what had been the Amniosium, beginning to beat now that Belphegor had reanimated his avatar. Every contraction of the muscles squeezed fresh sludge out over the breastbone, cascading over down his chest in a sludgy waterfall.

Belphegor wasn’t there, either. Only nightmares. Elise recognized a few of them in passing, people who had worked for her, and people she had killed.

When she reached the collarbone, that massive hand caught up with her, swatting her away from his neck.

She hung in the air in front of him.

The face tipped down to look at her. Hovering near his frontmost chin, she couldn’t even see his eyes above her. Flames smoldered beyond his fangs, inside his skeletal maw. The fissure to Limbo was gone now. All that remained was blazing fire, as incredibly hot as the icicles dangling from his jawbones were cold.

Those flames were so bright that she almost missed the glint of Belphegor’s presence inside Ba’al’s skull.

“There he is,” Yatam said.

Finger bones pinched down on Elise, crashing together with the sound of a collapsing skyscraper.

He’d caught her.

Ba’al pushed her toward one of the mouths. He was trying to push her into the flames, seeing if the brilliance could kill her as it would have killed her before she entered the Origin.

Maybe it would have worked if Elise had still been a demon like Yatam, but she wasn’t exactly a demon anymore, and Belphegor was going to have to try harder than that.

She slipped from his grip effortlessly and reappeared inside Ba’al’s skull, near the ear canal.

The skull bones weren’t as barren as the rest of the giant cadaver. Tissue remained inside, swimming with crimson-tinted fluid, pulsing in time with the beating of the heart. The inner half of the canal was a jungle of rotten organic matter that dangled in long, veined ropes.

Belphegor glowed brighter here. He was definitely within.

The falchions were in her hands. She cut through the rot, tearing a route for herself deep inside Ba’al.

It was a safari through rot and memory. She passed through the canal to enter cranial tissue, and when the godsword sliced through the gray clumps, she was shocked with flashes of Ba’al’s thoughts.

The avatar had walked the Earth in a time when there had still been other demons his size. Creatures like Volac, who had once held a House in Dis, but existed in another dimension without gravity where her tumescent body could flourish. Ba’al hadn’t even been the largest of them.

It was a lightless world, and entirely inhospitable to humans. Its atmosphere had been liquid acid and its oceans flame. He had thrived there. He had been happy.

Then he had become hungry.

Elise hacked through another piece of tissue, and she saw Ba’al breaking through the walls between worlds to attack Earth. He had walked through ancient villages—no more than seasonal gatherings of nomadic mortals—and attempted to devour them all.

He had been trying to exterminate humanity, and from what Elise saw in brief flashes, he had done fairly well.

Until Lilith intervened. Until she and her compatriots slaughtered Ba’al and bound Belphegor.

Elise’s falchion tore through a wall of tissue, and she stumbled forward with nothing on the other side to stop her.

She found herself within a large chamber where blood dripped from the fleshy walls to echo hollowly around her, like a soft echo of Ba’al’s beating heart. His skull was hollow, a cavern.

Yatam was already waiting for her in there.

“He was always angry that we didn’t let him have the humans,” Yatam said. “He was among the movement—before the Treaty of Dis was instated—that believed mortals only existed as cattle, food for the infernal and ethereal.”

“So he tried to conquer using one of his avatars,” Elise said. She was skeptical. “He’s only been a god for days. He couldn’t have had an avatar back then.”

“Days, eternity. Nathaniel didn’t go insane over a span of mere years. He has walked the universe as long as Belphegor.”

“By that rationale, I should have existed for eternity, too.”

“You have,” Yatam said. “You have always been God. Your reach extends further into the past than you realize. Someday, you might recognize your influence on history.”

Elise slipped down the curved floor of Ba’al’s cranial cavity toward the center. The veins all flowed toward spurs of bone jutting from the floor, as though Ba’al’s nasal bones had been shoved back through his skull. They would have pierced his brain if he’d had one.

“I’ve definitely only been like this for a few hours,” Elise said.

Eve appeared beside the bone spurs. Her long white gown was untouched by the blood and ichor within Ba’al’s skull. Aside from Elise’s godsword, she was the only light in the darkness. “You’re still focusing upon a mortal perception of time. When you let it go, you will find your omnipotence.”

“You’re stubborn,” Yatam agreed, somewhat less flatteringly. “The fact that you still walk with a body and attempt to phase shows that.”

Elise’s hands clenched on the falchions.

Call her stubborn, call her determined—it didn’t matter.

Whatever it took to kill Belphegor, she would do it.

“He’s in there, by the way,” Eve said, gesturing.

Elise stepped around the bone spurs, and there he was.

Belphegor’s true body was sleeping inside Ba’al’s skull. How long he had been there, Elise couldn’t be certain. With the strange way that time flowed for gods, he could have been resting in there for millennia after taking over Eden.

Maybe she could have waltzed down to Coccytus and slain Belphegor within the cranium of Ba’al years ago.

Too late to worry about that now.

It looked like Belphegor had already been slain, though. The skull was certainly a tomb. Belphegor’s shriveled corpse, resting on the stone dais, looked like it hadn’t moved for a long time. Mold had grown to consume much of his body, caking his arms and legs and neck, leaving only part of his face exposed.

This form of Belphegor was far less human-like than either of the avatars. Tusks jutted through his lips. Tiny scales rimmed his eyes.

Ba’al’s bone spurs formed a cage of bone around his body. Elise couldn’t reach him.

She circled it, considering how she might be able to gain access. Belphegor had gotten in somehow. There must have been a way to do it.

A beam of light radiated across the cavernous skull, splashing over the floor.

There was a wide crack in Ba’al’s skull, through which Elise could see that the city was still walking. He had moved past a source of light. Some kind of fire. It briefly illuminated the entire skull.

Elise climbed up the inside of his forehead to look out.

Ba’al was breaking out of Malebolge. His massive hands ripped at the walls of the cavern, exposing a sinkhole that showed Earth on the other side. There were rolling hills, suburbs, a black sky.

The trees and buildings were being sucked into a distant black hole. At least, that was what it looked like to Elise, though she had never expected to see a black hole on Earth.

That was where Ba’al was going. He was trying to reach the black hole.

“What is that?” Elise asked.

Yatam appeared to stand beside her. “The genesis vortex. It will consume everything. That’s where it all ends, and where the next phase begins.”

Ba’al was moving faster now that he had spotted it. If the avatar got inside—and took Belphegor with him—then they would both be beyond Elise’s ability to stop. Belphegor would control the genesis.

She couldn’t let them get that far.

Elise rounded on the cage of bone. There was still no obvious way to get inside; the spurs were too close together for her to slip through.

If she had been able to do as Yatam said and let go of her stubborn adherence to linearity, maybe there would have been a way inside to kill him, but she couldn’t seem to place herself inside by sheer willpower.

“Damn,” she said.

She had come so far and sacrificed so much to get to this point. She had given up everything.

Even James.

A few bones weren’t going to stop her from killing Belphegor.

Elise swung her obsidian falchion at the cage.

Eve flung a hand toward her. “Wait!”

The blade connected with the bone.

It didn’t cut through. It struck the bone with a loud crack, sinking less than a millimeter into the hard surface, and sticking to it. Belphegor’s hand exploded from its moldy encasement, shooting out to grip Elise by the wrist.

The world shattered around Elise. Pain coursed through every fiber of her existence, vast as it had become.

And she immediately felt that existence begin to recede.

Death loomed over her, dark and permanent.

Yatam wrenched her out of Belphegor’s grip. She fell backward, collapsing in a wet puddle of rot. “Belphegor’s not the only one who can be killed by attacking his true body,” Yatam admonished. “You’re not an avatar. You’re still walking around with your vulnerable core exposed. You can’t go near him unless you want to die as surely as Nathaniel has.”

As he spoke, Belphegor woke up. His hands stripped away the mold that had grown around him. He sat up, and though it was far less dramatic than Ba’al’s rise from Malebolge, it was somehow far more terrifying.

He looked just as dead as the skeleton, just as impossible to move. But he radiated with power that neither of the avatars had. He blazed as bright as Adam had. Brighter, even.

“Godslayer.” His rotten lips slid together, slicked by ichor. “I see you.”

Yeah, she saw him too, and she wished that she didn’t have to.

“Let me in,” Elise said. “You still have to give me that free shot.”

Belphegor glanced toward the crack in Ba’al’s skull. They were close enough to the genesis void now that Elise could hear its raging winds through the thick wall of bone. “All I have to do now is wait,” he said as Ba’al pitched toward the vortex.

Elise steeled herself and lifted the falchions to attack again, but a gentle hand stopped her. “You must leave,” Eve said. “If you get within his reach, he will kill you.”

“Not before I kill him,” Elise said.

“But without any surviving gods, the genesis will never finish. Everything will die without rebirth. Everything will be lost. You must survive this, Elise.” Her name sounded so sweet on Eve’s lips, as though the woman were speaking the name of her favorite child.

Elise understood Eve’s reasoning, but she was only a few feet from Belphegor’s shriveled form.

She had almost gotten revenge against the thing that had killed everyone she loved.

“He can’t enter the genesis alive,” Elise said, frustration twisting within her.

“Yes, I know. We’ll address that issue, as we should have many centuries past,” Yatam said. “He will be dead before this avatar plummets into the vortex.”

“And you two?” Elise asked.

A smile touched Eve’s lips. “We are only ghosts. It’s inconsequential.” She brushed a kiss over Elise’s forehead. “It’s been an honor sharing your life with you.”

The angel pushed hard.

Elise felt something tearing as she stumbled backward, as if someone were ripping her soul down its axis, shredding her apart.

She dropped to her knees, gasping.

That had hurt.

Now she was incomplete, her raw heart aching. She felt strangely empty and alone. The two other aspects of herself stepped away, standing independently of her body.

For the first time in years, Elise was alone within herself—no longer a demon like Yatam, no longer conflicted with Eve’s tenderness.

She was only Elise, a kopis become deity.

Eve extended a hand to Yatam with a gentle smile. “Together?”

“Don’t insult me,” he said with a sneer.

That only made Eve smile more broadly, as though he had done something cute. She obviously loved Yatam the same way that she loved everyone else. Eve’s magnanimity really was boundless.

Yatam took the obsidian falchion. Eve took the newly forged godsword. Together, they were day and night, and they turned to face Belphegor as though animosity had never divided them.

“Go,” Eve said over her shoulder.

Elise left Ba’al’s skull.

Since she was God, she couldn’t truly leave. Her omnipresence touched the entire universe—what little of it remained. She could see the few patches of Earth, Heaven, and Hell shrinking away, sucked into the genesis vortex. She saw the last of the trees wrenched from the soil, roots and all, shedding their leaves and then becoming compressed into pinpoints of plant matter.

Animals fell without oxygen; the last of the humans were wrenched away into nothingness.

Elise looked for the place she had left her friends on Mount Anathema, and found that the mountain no longer existed. The same applied to the Himalayas and the gate that looked like Lilith.

They simply didn’t exist anymore.

Only a few anchor points remained: Rylie and Seth’s obsidian bodies, and a few miles of Earth surrounding the genesis vortex.

There was nowhere for her to go.

So she waited, and she watched Yatam and Eve.

They shed the illusion of bodies as they approached Belphegor’s shriveled cadaver, leaving nothing behind but the light and darkness. The falchions swung. Blades severed the veins binding Belphegor to his avatar.

He wrenched free of his dais and moved with impossible speed toward Yatam and Eve.

The battle was short. They were two, and he was one.

Both plunged their blades into him as he lunged. Their points joined deep within his belly, pushing through his back.

At the same moment, Belphegor’s hands gripped their wrists.

He looked over their shoulders at Elise, seeing her through time and space. She could feel it like silver nails raking down her spine.

“Godslayer,” he whispered, blood dripping down his bottom lip.

The three died together.

Elise was no longer connected to Yatam and Eve, so she didn’t feel their deaths. She only watched them. Yet her heart wrenched with sudden, unexpected loneliness—the knowledge that the two people who had made her whole for so many years were gone.

Dead.

Even if it meant taking Belphegor with them, it was two more deaths than she wanted to face.

Ba’al stumbled and began to fall.

He collapsed over Los Angeles, sinking to his knees, crushing buildings and hills and roads underneath him. He was big enough that he smothered whole neighborhoods underneath his rot. The ragged hole he had torn between Earth and Malebolge blighted the valley as well—though that, too, was being sucked into the vortex.

Everything was gone except for the land around Ba’al, and he didn’t have much longer, either.

When his body finally settled, Elise stood on the ground beside him.

The final survivor. The only soul left remaining within all the dimensions that had once existed.

Belphegor and Nathaniel were dead, and she had survived. Genesis was almost complete.

Elise would be the only one to see it through.

“What am I going to do?” she asked Ba’al’s rotting corpse.

Lilith had been a sculptor—an artist with a vision. She had probably known exactly what she was doing when she made a new universe. Even Belphegor had planned on taking that responsibility all along. He’d had plans.

Elise had no plans. She had only thought to survive, and now she had. But she had thought that she would survive in a world that was still partially intact. She had never planned on changing anything—she’d just wanted it back the way it was before.

She had no idea what to do from there.

Staring deep into the depths of the genesis vortex, she realized that it wasn’t really complete darkness. There was faint light within it. Everything that had ever existed was now twisting inside—everything on Earth and Heaven and Hell, all of history and time, and every single soul that had ever lived.

Elise wasn’t really alone. She could remake everything exactly as she wanted it, despite the fact she didn’t want anything at all.

The idea was daunting. She was no Lilith, no master architect.

“Might as well get started,” Elise said to nobody in particular.

She stepped toward the vortex, away from the receding edge of crumbled road underneath Ba’al.

Then she realized Ba’al was still moving.

At least, something very small was moving on Ba’al’s body. A tiny figure was clambering from the ear canal, sliding down the collarbone, and leaping to the arm bones that were stretched toward the genesis.

Belphegor had survived Yatam and Eve’s attempt to kill him. He was running for the vortex.

If he got there first…

“Fuck,” she hissed.

Elise chased, and Belphegor ran, shockingly fast for such a shriveled little raisin of a body.

She met him on the wrist, knocking him over with the full weight of her will. He fell easily. Her physical form was still that of a kopis, and as strong as she had ever been; he was an atrophied cadaver with sword wounds in his belly. It was almost pathetic how quickly he dropped.

The genesis vortex was just a few feet away now, devouring Ba’al’s finger bones. There was no more roaring wind. Only silence. If she didn’t kill him before the vortex closed, then it wouldn’t matter who had the stronger physical body. Belphegor would win.

Elise lifted her fists, feeling empty without her swords. “Don’t move,” she said. “Don’t go anywhere near that void.”

His rasping voice entered her mind directly. “I don’t need to. It’s coming to us. You can’t kill me, and you can’t touch me without dying, too. We’re going into this genesis together. It’s over, Godslayer.”

It couldn’t be over. This couldn’t be the end.

Damn it, he was supposed to be dead.

The other side of the genesis vortex was chewing its way through Ba’al’s spine now, as though they stood at the center of a contracting globe. Elise couldn’t see anything beyond its hips or the road underneath them. The entire universe had been reduced to the upper body of a demon.

Belphegor smiled, and his lips cracked, gushing fresh ichor over his chin. He dragged himself forward a few inches toward the knucklebones.

Elise didn’t have a choice.

She grabbed him by the shoulders and hauled him back.

His hands immediately clamped down on her wrists, and an overwhelming sense of death swept over her. Belphegor’s face filled her vision, all scales and beady eyes and blood. “Wrong choice,” he whispered.

The words echoed through her skull.

He drained the life from her, drawing on the immense power of her godhood, dragging her down toward oblivion the way that he had ended Yatam and Eve.

But Elise wasn’t just a god. She was the Godslayer. A weapon forged to kill Adam and Belphegor and any other sorry asshole who’d made the mistake of entering the Origin. And she was the last person who could protect the whole fucking universe from being subjected to Belphegor’s sick vision of eternity.

She wasn’t going to die alone.

Elise gathered the full force of her will and clamped it down on Belphegor, dragging him toward the darkness with her.

Surprise registered in his eyes.

He tried to let go of her, but she just gripped him tighter, digging her fingers into his shoulders and sinking her will into his. “You killed everyone I care about,” Elise whispered. “You’re coming with me.”

“I killed them all. I shattered your willpower completely. You were broken.” He sounded like he was trying to convince her of it—not like he believed it himself.

He didn’t realize that broken metal was always stronger where it was mended. The shattered link on a chain was the one least likely to snap under stress after its repair.

Even if losing her friends had broken her, Elise had been forged into something much stronger than herself.

She didn’t need weapons to kill Belphegor. She was the weapon.

They spiraled toward death together, souls locked as one.

Elise poured all of her hurt into him, all her pain and loathing and frustration—and while she was at it, she threw all the love at him, too. Love for friends. Love for family. Love for the people who deserved to be reborn into a beautiful world that didn’t burn with eternal hellfire.

She might have been broken, but he was weak.

Belphegor died first.

This time, Elise watched him die, making sure that he vanished into nothingness as completely as Adam had. She didn’t let him go until there was nothing left to grip.

No body, no soul, no consciousness.

One more dead god.

Then she was alone, and she collapsed on Ba’al’s knucklebones, utterly drained.

She rested at the center of the vortex. All that remained was a few square feet around her, which she had no strength to resist. Weak as he’d been, Belphegor had still been strong enough to kill her.

Elise was unwinding into eternity, her soul fragmenting.

Some small part of her wanted to get up and save the world, but there was nothing left to save. Nothing but the last god in a dying pantheon and a few inches of bone.

Elise opened her arms wide, embracing the void as it consumed the last of the Earth. She used the last of her will to push the genesis to its climax.

The vortex closed around her as she died.

That was how the world ended—in absolute silence and darkness, without a single person to see it happen.

















Twenty-Two




Abel woke up in the forest with a shock. He flung his hands in front of him, grabbing for the obsidian body of his mate—but she wasn’t there.

Trees loomed above him. A sparrow swooped from one branch to the next, then caught a breeze and fluttered away.

On that breeze, Abel could smell deer. They stunk of fleas. Always a problem, fleas. Werewolf healing couldn’t do much about bugs that burrowed into fur, and it always sucked to have to end a full moon hunt with a flea bath.

As frustrated as he’d been by all the bathing, the fact that he could be frustrated at all meant one thing.

He’d died and gone to Heaven. Or whatever came in the afterlife.

It was the only reason that he could have been sucked into some creepy dark tornado and ended up in a forest that looked a hell of a lot like home.

Someone shifted softly beside him.

Abel tensed all over and didn’t immediately look to see who was next to him.

His whole body was telling him who had woken up alongside him in the forest, and he was afraid his senses were wrong. That the womanly scent drifting through the air didn’t belong to his mate. That he was going to roll over and find out that he was still horribly alone.

He couldn’t block out her tremulous voice.

“Abel?”

He looked. He had to look.

Rylie was propped over him on one arm, her blond hair falling in a sheet that spilled over a bed of dried pine needles. The wide eyes that gazed at him were the luminous gold of a full moon in autumn.

She reached for him with slender fingers, and he caught her wrist.

There were bones under the smooth skin. She was solid and real. Not a ghost or his imagination.

He didn’t trust his sense of touch, so he jerked her hand toward him, running his nose along the inside of her arm as he inhaled her scent.

Rylie giggled and twitched when he brushed against her elbow joint. She’d always been ticklish there.

It was really her.

Words left him, but he didn’t need words.

He rolled them, pinning her to the ground underneath him so that he could feel the full length of her body against his, all softness and curves and those damn bony knees that dug into his hip.

Abel fisted her hair in both hands and kissed her with all of the pent up grief and regrets that had chased him through the long hours without her, and she tasted just as alive as she smelled. She responded exactly how he expected her to respond. That little shocked intake of air, like she was still surprised and thrilled by every kiss. The way her fingers immediately moved to the scars on his cheek, touching him where he hurt the most.

“Don’t tell me if I’ve gone crazy,” Abel mumbled against her lips. “I don’t wanna know.” He kissed her again, longer and slower, and Rylie clung to him just as desperately.

He didn’t know how long they held each other. Long enough that it started to get brighter. Long enough that the birds started moving back into the nearby trees, even though smart wildlife had a tendency to avoid Alpha werewolves.

Abel came up for air eventually, just so he could stare at her. Rylie looked embarrassed by the scrutiny.

“I’m fine,” she said. “I’m better than fine. I feel great.”

“I know about Abram and Seth.” It came out of him before he could think better of saying it. Rylie’s eyes widened, but he didn’t let her talk. “I don’t care. If you think that means that you can leave me or something, just because the kid’s not mine, then I’m gonna tell you right now that I don’t care, he’s mine even if he isn’t mine, and I’m not going to fucking let you go anywhere again, no matter what you—”

“Abel. Stop it.” She caught his face in both of her hands. “I love you.” She kissed him firmly.

“Yeah, you better,” Abel said.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“You’re sure as hell not.”

“Good. Since we’ve got that settled.” Another giggle escaped her. “I think there are ants crawling on me.”

He let her sit up. She was wearing one of those white sundresses that drove him crazy, and there were, in fact, ants crawling down the back of it. He plucked them off.

Then he swept her off her feet into another hug, burying his face in her hair.

So much had happened since she died. He felt like he should tell her all about the demon armies, and the wolf spirits, and the end of the world. All of that felt like a distant nightmare now that he had Rylie in his arms while the forest swayed around them, though. He didn’t really want to remember any of it.

“Abram’s gay, by the way,” he said instead.

Rylie pushed herself against his chest and looked at him. “What?”

“Yeah. He’s with Levi.”

“Levi?”

“He’s still mine,” Abel said stubbornly. “I’m gonna be his daddy the right way now, whatever it takes. We’ve got a second chance. We’re going to do this right. If I can deal with Nash as my son-in-law, I’ll figure out a way to deal with fucking Levi.”

“Honey, the world just ended,” Rylie said. “I think we’ve got bigger problems than who Abram is dating.” A pause. “Ugh, but Levi? Really?”

At least they agreed on that.

“Speaking of the world ending,” Abel said, eyeballing the forest around them. It didn’t look like the end of the world. In fact, it looked like the first beautiful morning he’d seen in months.

“It was Elise.” She giggled wetly, wiping her wrist over her eyes. “She’s God now, Abel. She saved us. She saved all of us.”

How could Rylie know that? She had been dead.

That sounded like bullshit to him anyway. Some demon couldn’t become God.

But hey, if that’s what Rylie wanted to believe, he was fine with it. He would have agreed with her if she told him that the trees were made with toothpicks and cotton balls.

“Wait,” he said. “What do you mean, she saved all of us?”

Rylie stepped up to the edge of the rocks, gazing down at the valley below with a huge grin.

“All of us,” she said.

He stood over her shoulder to see what had her smiling.

The werewolf sanctuary was spread below them, just as it had been before the Breaking. It looked like spring. The waterfall was roaring with snowmelt, the lake strained at its banks, the fields were filled with flowers in full bloom. The cottages were all cute and perfect and intact, even some of the ones that had been seriously damaged in the winter that had followed all the ash fall.

And the streets were filled with pack.

They were going to be as happy to see Rylie alive as Abel was. Okay, not as happy—she was his mate, she was everything to him—but he still wanted to show off.

“Come on,” he said, starting to drag her down the hill.

“Wait,” Rylie said. “There’s something I was waiting to tell you. I wish I hadn’t waited, but I didn’t know that I was going to get—well, you know. I thought I had more time. And now I realize, we just don’t know, and… Anyway, I guess you should just feel this.”

She grabbed his hand and pressed it to her navel.

There was motion underneath his palm. Something inside her belly was kicking.

Shocked, Abel jerked back.

His first thought was that Rylie had been infected by a demon or something. Like she was about to tell him that she had come back to life just to die again. Then he realized that there was a much more obvious, much less stupid reason for her stomach to move.

“Holy shit,” Abel said.

Rylie’s smile was nervous. “Surprised?”

He wasn’t surprised. He was fucking floored.

“This one’s mine?” he asked. Seemed like a stupid question, considering he and Rylie had been together for ages, but he’d been pretty sure about Abram too.

“Yours,” she said firmly.

He’d meant to take her down to the sanctuary immediately, to share the good news with everyone, but this news was too good to have to share.

A laugh erupted from him, and he picked her up in a hug, swinging her around and around. Rylie laughed, too. The sound filled the trees and made those birds fly away again and Abel didn’t care about anything, because everything was perfect.

His baby. His mate.

They really were saved.







The last thing that Seth Wilder remembered was dying. He remembered every millimeter of his body becoming consumed by ichor, especially the instant that his lungs had begun to turn to stone and lost the ability to expand.

He also remembered Rylie’s expression as she watched his every organ fail.

That was the last thing he remembered.

So he was kind of confused when he woke up in bed, at home in the werewolf sanctuary, with no sense of time passing and no sensation of pain.

Seth opened his eyes.

He was resting on his side in bed. His arm was curled underneath the pillow under his head. The fitted sheet on his mattress was crisp and white, making it easy for them to bleach their linens when they got dirty, as they so often did in a sanctuary of werewolves.

The blue light of early morning streamed through the window. It was cracked so that he could smell fresh pine and hear the waterfall rushing outside.

Sunrise was creeping up on him even though it had been dark when he died.

“Rylie,” Seth said, pushing himself upright. He was alone in the bedroom. And it wasn’t actually his bedroom, for that matter. He was in one of the vacant guest cottages.

He lifted the sheets to look down at himself. He was wearing the outfit he had died in, but it was whole, undamaged. Just like the body underneath it. There was no cut in his shirt where Elise’s sword had sliced through him and cut into his guts.

A cry outside the window had him on his feet in an instant. He flung the shutters open and looked outside.

The pack was streaming out of the other cottages onto the street. Pyper, Trevin, and Crystal were nearest—familiar faces that he felt exhilarated to see. He’d left the sanctuary never intending to see any of those faces again, but any thoughts he’d had about leaving suddenly seemed stupid.

Everyone looked to be celebrating outside. Pointing up at the pristine blue sky, the trees, the cottages. Hugging each other and crying. Lifting their hands as if in prayer. Spinning around in the streets.

Seth emerged from the front door of the cottage, blinking in the growing light. The sun peeked through a pair of trees on the ridge to shine on the step where he stood.

Almost instantly, the street went silent.

He felt a momentary thrill of fear until he realized that everyone had gone quiet because they were looking at him.

The near-identical stunned expressions would have been kind of funny had they not been aimed at him.

Trevin managed to speak first. “Seth?”

And then the pack was surging forward to drag him into the street, and everyone was trying to touch him, hug him, patting him on the back.

Seth was overwhelmed. He tried to laugh, but he couldn’t seem to get it out. “I think I missed something,” he said, shaking hands with a werewolf named Michael, who had never shown any interest in him before.

“You were dead, man,” Trevin said. “We had a funeral. We practically had a parade!”

“The amount of crying was embarrassing.” Crystal was sobbing as she said it, though she quickly scrubbed the tears off of her cheeks.

Seth definitely hadn’t concocted those memories of dying, unless the entire pack had been taken by mass hysteria.

Elise really had killed him.

“Oh my God,” Trevin said, looking over Seth’s shoulder.

He turned. Rylie and Abel were coming down the trail from the mountain. Even though Seth’s last memory was of Rylie, he still felt like he hadn’t seen her in so long—not just weeks or months, but years. An entire lifetime.

She spotted him among the pack, and her jaw dropped.

Seth shoved his way free of the werewolves and met her halfway. Rylie tackled him. He engulfed her in his arms, holding her as tightly as he possibly could.

He remembered everything now. Not just dying, but being in a place beyond death, and having Rylie with him. He wasn’t sure how to describe it. He just knew that she had died, too, and that they had both been given second chances. That it was a miracle for either of them to be there, right in that moment.

He also knew that it had something to do with Elise.

If he strained hard enough, he could almost remember sitting down for a lengthy conversation with Elise and that witch boyfriend of hers, James. Rylie might have been there, too. Seth couldn’t remember where they had that conversation. He couldn’t even remember when they would have had the conversation.

The harder he tried to remember that conversation, the faster it slipped away.

It didn’t seem to matter.

“Fuck, man,” Abel said, and Seth grabbed his brother by the arm, dragging him toward them. They embraced tightly. His brother smelled awful, like he always did, but Seth was thrilled to deal with it.

All those old grudges between them were meaningless now. The fights that had divided them, and the resentment that had driven Seth away.

None of that mattered anymore. He was alive. He was safe.

He was home.







James Faulkner was walking on a beach. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been walking, but his legs felt as tired as though he’d been trudging along the sand all day, and the hems of his slacks were damp.

It was approaching nighttime now. High tide slopped over the sand. The crystalline waters reflected the darkening violet of the sky.

When he realized that he didn’t know where he was or where he was going, he stopped.

The white condominiums to his right were familiar in their sparse lines, as was the well-kept road leading to a park that he could see at the end of the block. People were out bicycling and jogging, even though the air rapidly cooled with nightfall. Nobody even glanced in his direction. None of them seemed to realize anything might be awry.

There was also a familiar pier nearby. Its steps had been mostly worn away by seawater, wind, and time, but it looked very much the same way that it had last time James had been there.

He was in Klampenborg, a town north of Copenhagen. He’d once rented one of those white condos overlooking the fjord because he needed the private space to perform the lengthy ritual that had bound him to Elise as her aspis.

That part, he remembered well.

Recent memories were somewhat hazier.

He touched a hand to his throat, feeling where it had been severed. There was no sign of injury there.

“Elise,” he said softly. The breeze carried her name away from him.

The fact that James had appeared on this familiar beach in Klampenborg and that it looked so normal meant that Belphegor hadn’t seized control of the genesis.

Elise had done it. She had ended the world…and then saved it.

James closed his eyes and took a long inhale of the clean air. Not a hint of smoke or brimstone. Everything was normal.

When he opened his eyes again, someone was standing on the end of the pier. James was certain that she hadn’t been there a moment before. She looked out of place alongside the leggy Danish joggers in their athletic gear; nobody else wore hip-hugging leather and a cropped black tank that revealed two inches of skin between her belt and the hem of her shirt.

She was gazing out at the fjord, hands on her hips, as though surveying a recently finished painting for flaws. Wind lifted auburn curls around her freckled shoulders, tossing it aside so that James could see the hard line of her jaw.

He stopped at the bottom of the steps, toes sinking into the sand. It felt like his heart wouldn’t beat. His legs certainly wouldn’t carry him another step.

James tried to call out to her, but he couldn’t speak, either.

He didn’t need to. She turned around as though she could feel him behind her. Sunset painted her peach skin in tones of crimson, and actual sunlight touched her cheekbones with no sign that it hurt her. The fact that she didn’t glow like liquid moonlight anymore made James ache.

Elise’s scarred left eyebrow lifted as she smirked, silently asking, What do you think?

James pulled himself free of the sand. He scaled the steps of the pier. The rough, uneven boards creaked underneath him as he approached her.

“It’s perfect,” he said, answering her unspoken question. He tucked a curl behind her ear. Her skin was warm and smooth.

She felt entirely human. Not a demon, not a god. Just Elise.

He didn’t understand why, but there would be time for questions later. Much later.

Only one question couldn’t wait.

“About Nathaniel,” James said hesitantly.

“I took care of him,” Elise said. “He’s fine.”

“How so?”

She told him.

It wasn’t a perfect answer, but it was fitting. And Nathaniel would be happy. He would be safe.

“Thank you,” James said.

Elise just nodded. Then she took his hand in hers. Their fingers laced together as they both turned to look out at the sunset.

They stood together, side by side in the new world that Elise had made for them, and it was good.

It was all very good.

















Twenty-Three




FOUR MONTHS LATER.

The wedding was held outside on a warm, sunny day, with just enough of a breeze that Rylie could smell the field of flowers on the far side of the pavilion. The weather reports had threatened an eighty percent chance of rain, but luck was on their side—there wasn’t even a cloud in the sky.

It was the perfect day for Summer and Nash to get married.

The angel had healed from the wounds inflicted in the war. There wasn’t a hint of scarring on his face, and what remained on his chest was covered by a dove-gray suit. It was off the rack—with a few adjustments performed by Rylie’s Aunt Gwyneth, of course—but the way he stood made it look like a designer piece.

Nash didn’t seem to care all that much about his suit, or the decorations that the pack had spent the last three days putting up, or even the weather. He only had eyes for Summer.

Who could blame him? She looked amazing, too. They’d had to get an entirely new dress for her after the genesis, since the last one seemed not to have survived the death and rebirth of the entire universe, but Rylie thought this gown suited her much better anyway. It fell just above her knees and buttoned down the front with tiny flowers embroidered along the hem. Not a traditional wedding dress by far—more like a particularly fancy sundress. But it suited Summer perfectly.

She quivered with excitement.

“You may now kiss,” said the priest.

Nash leaned toward her, but he only made it about two inches before Summer lost control of herself. She jumped on him, flinging her arms around his neck, kicking her feet off the ground, and giving him the kind of kiss that definitely would not have been church-appropriate.

Good thing they weren’t in a church.

“For fuck’s sake,” Abel muttered as the watching pack exploded in cheers.

It was so loud that Rylie thought that the whole world would be able to hear the pack celebrating.

She laughed and stretched up on her toes to kiss Abel, clutching the sleeve of his tuxedo to keep from tipping over. He still had to help her by bending down several inches. As a supernaturally graceful werewolf, Rylie had spent most of her pregnancy relatively agile, but even she was getting to be clumsy at nine months. It wasn’t possible to compensate for the sheer size of her stomach anymore.

When she dropped back down, Summer was still kissing Nash. His hands were tangled in her hair, ruining the perfect updo that Aunt Gwyn had put together. Summer seemed okay with this.

Cheers were turning to laughs.

“Get a room!” Trevin yelled.

Summer finally broke away. She wasn’t even blushing. She grinned, gave Trevin the finger, and went back to kissing her new husband.

Rylie watched the crowd, and seeing how happy everyone looked made her feel like her heart might just explode out of her chest.

Abram was right in front, standing between Seth and Levi. She didn’t even care that Levi was there anymore. He’d been less of an asshole since the genesis. Most people had been nicer in the ensuing months, actually.

Nothing quite like the whole world dying to make everyone get a better grasp on their priorities.

Ariane Kavanagh had come to the wedding, too. She was seated in a corner watching Marion and Dana McIntyre, both of whom Ariane was raising now. The girls weren’t paying any attention to the wedding. They fought with branches they had ripped off a tree, practicing sword-fighting and getting mud all over their fancy shoes.

Aunt Gwyn wasn’t far away from them. She’d brought her girlfriend with her, who looked a little astonished by Summer and Nash’s extremely unabashed display of affection.

Brianna and Anthony, in the row behind them, didn’t look much more enthusiastic about it. The witch was making gagging faces at Anthony. He looked like he was trying to ignore her.

Even that just made Rylie smile harder. She hadn’t thought that she would ever see a day like this again. There was no ash in the trees and no gloom in the sky at all—no evidence that there had ever been a Breaking. The sanctuary was in great condition. So was Northgate. The town was still mostly empty, but people were moving back into the more rural parts of the United States now that they realized that the horror everyone had survived over the last couple of years had ended.

Without any scarcity of food or supplies, the pack was growing again, and Rylie didn’t really want it to stop. They were a big, happy family.

It had been a long time since Rylie felt this content.

Actually, she wasn’t sure she had ever felt this content.

Summer and Nash were still kissing.

“Okay, that’s enough,” Abel said, stepping toward his daughter.

Rylie held him tight. “Don’t even think about it.”

The priest rolled his eyes, dropped his book of poetry, and walked away, leaving Summer and Nash at the altar.

They did stop kissing after a few more seconds, and the pack pelted Summer and Nash with birdseed as they walked back down the aisle. Rylie hung back with Abel. She didn’t want hair full of birdseed.

Through the seed and streamers, Rylie glimpsed two people standing at the very back of the pavilion, hanging apart from the rest of the crowd. She felt a stir of surprise.

The woman was wearing a red cotton dress and sandals. A thick braid hung over her shoulder, decorated just over the ear with a big white flower the size of her palm. She looked so pretty in such an ordinary way that Rylie wouldn’t have recognized her if she hadn’t been standing between James Faulkner and a muscular pit bull with a pink nose.

Elise Kavanagh had come to Summer’s wedding after all.

Rylie had invited her a long time ago, but she hadn’t actually thought Elise would come. Especially since nobody had seen her since the genesis. Everyone had assumed that Elise just hadn’t survived her last fight against Belphegor.

She wasn’t just alive. She looked great.

Rylie had so many questions for them.

She moved to follow Summer and Nash down the aisle, clinging to Abel’s hand for balance. She only made it two steps down from the stage before she felt a strange pop, like a rubber band snapping deep inside of her belly.

Warm fluid gushed down her legs.

Rylie looked down. She couldn’t see past her massive stomach to her feet, but a puddle was spreading over the steps, and she could still feel fluid draining from her belly.

“Um,” she said.

Abel smelled it an instant later and looked down. “Did you just…?”

“Yes,” Rylie said faintly. “I think I did.”

Aunt Gwyn was up the stairs in two seconds flat. A contraction hit Rylie hard, wrapping around from her back to the front of her stomach, radiating down her thighs, and sucking her breath away.

She staggered, but her aunt caught her.

“I think you’re going to have to miss the reception, babe,” Gwyn said.

Rylie thought she was probably right.







Once the news of the baby’s arrival hit the reception, it quickly turned from a celebration of a wedding to a belated baby shower.

Summer didn’t seem to mind. If anything, she seemed happy to have the excuse to duck out of the party with Nash. Elise spotted them enjoying private time in the forest. The kind of private time that occupied their attention enough that they didn’t even notice Elise passing with James.

“Seems like it won’t be long before the pack’s celebrating the arrival of another new member,” he muttered once they were safely out of Summer’s enhanced earshot, his voice muffled by the sounds of carousing in the sanctuary.

Elise didn’t respond. She and Ace had stopped just outside the second pavilion, where the reception was being held, and her dog’s tail had started wagging wildly. Ace had smelled familiar people. No longer broken by his time with the cult, he wanted to join the party.

It did look like they were having fun. Seth and Anthony were pouring congratulatory beer down Abel’s throat while others cheered them on. Luckily, werewolves were more or less impervious to alcohol poisoning. Abel would have to drink a lot more beer than anyone had brewed since the genesis to get sick.

She liked seeing Seth and Anthony enjoying themselves. She had been keeping an eye on them for the last several weeks, and they had mostly been working together. Starting a new version of the Hunting Club, just the two of them with Brianna. They had a new office in Las Vegas. McIntyre would have been proud. Elise knew that she was.

Part of her wished that she could join them.

A much larger part of her was far happier in seclusion with James. And Ace, of course.

Evening had fallen since the wedding, and the entire pavilion was lit with gold lanterns, casting the party with an inviting glow. But even though Elise didn’t have problems with light anymore—something she occasionally forgot—she hung back in the shadows.

Anthony probably would have been happy to see her, but she didn’t think she and James would be welcome guests where anyone else was concerned. Too many bad memories. Too much trauma.

It didn’t matter. Elise hadn’t gone to the wedding to visit with the pack.

“Let’s go talk to her,” Elise said.

They headed to Rylie’s cottage. There were people talking outside, and more women in the living room. Elise and James slipped around back. The bedroom window was open and Rylie reclined in bed, alone except for her new son.

Summer had made it clear that Rylie wasn’t taking visitors yet when she had announced the new baby at the reception, but Elise didn’t ask permission to visit. She unleashed Ace to let him sniff around in the forest, then entered through the back door, taking James along with her.

Elise knocked twice on the bedroom door. Rylie said, “Come in.” She didn’t need to ask who was visiting her—not with her sense of smell.

Rylie was propped up in bed with a few pillows, and if there hadn’t been the top of a fuzzy head sticking out from the top of the blanket, Elise never would have known that there was a brand new baby on her chest. Rylie looked calm, smiling, maybe even glowing.

The woman looked exhausted, though not as terrible as Leticia McIntyre had looked after her births—a thought that immediately swamped Elise with fresh grief. But Leticia had been a normal person. Rylie had werewolf healing on her side. It would take a lot more than a baby to knock her down.

The TV in the corner was playing. It was muted, but the press conference on the screen was closed-captioned. The new secretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs’s speech rolled along the bottom of the screen at a rapid clip.

Secretary Friederling didn’t look like as much of an asshole as his predecessor, Secretary Zettel, but that wasn’t saying much. Elise had never met anyone who was as much of an asshole as Gary Zettel.

“Anything good in the speech?” Elise asked.

“I guess,” Rylie said. “He’s saying that the OPA isn’t going to pursue some of the laws they started before…you know, before. No registration or anything.”

“I’d say that’s good.”

“I guess so.” She didn’t seem all that interested in that line of questioning. Rylie turned the TV off with a remote control and returned her attention to the bundle on her chest.

James sat on the mattress beside Rylie. He hooked a finger on the blanket and pulled it down an inch so that he could see the baby. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Well done,” he said.

“Yeah, I think he turned out pretty good,” Rylie said. “Not a whole universe or anything, but I’m proud of myself.”

“We can’t really compare the two. I didn’t push the universe out of my body,” Elise said. “I only had to die.”

Rylie didn’t laugh. “I don’t understand how that works. Actually, I have no idea what happened at all.”

Elise clenched her jaw. Glanced at James. He pretended that his attention was still on the baby, but she knew he was listening.

They still hadn’t talked very much about what had happened before, during, and after the genesis.

How was Elise supposed to distill the experience of being a god into words?

She’d known she was going to have to talk about it someday, though. Elise had spent months preparing answers just for this. “Belphegor killed me in the last fight, but not before the genesis consumed me. When all the other people who had fallen into the vortex came back, I came back with them. Human. Normal.” She sighed. “But I had a minute to…direct things.”

“A minute?” Rylie asked.

“A minute’s a long time when you exist outside of time.” Elise hooked her thumbs in her belt loops, rocked back on her heels. “I gave the rebirth of the universe a nudge. Rearranged things a little.”

“Understated as always,” James muttered.

He had no idea exactly how understated. Nobody did yet.

Everyone knew that something had changed when the genesis occurred. Almost everyone who was alive now remembered their cities falling apart, getting pulled into the void, and dying.

They also remembered waking up like nothing had happened in a world that was nearly identical to the one that had been shattered. Some people thought that everything that had happened after the Breaking was some weird, collective nightmare.

Others thought it was a demon conspiracy. A lot of people outright denied that anything had happened at all.

The truth was so much stranger.

“You brought me back,” Rylie said. “You brought Seth back.”

“I brought back everyone that I was capable of bringing back,” Elise said. “Everyone whose souls hadn’t been recycled yet.”

The bridge of Rylie’s nose wrinkled. “Recycled.”

“It’s hard to explain.”

She would have brought back everyone else, if she could have. The McIntyres and Neuma and everyone who had served her among the werewolves and former slaves.

But just as Nathaniel hadn’t been able to resurrect his mother, Elise couldn’t work miracles.

She had saved everyone she was capable of saving.

It hurt that she couldn’t do more, but that was just how the world worked, and even Elise hadn’t been able to change that rule. Her friends had been lost. They’d be reborn as entirely new people someday, unrecognizable as the people they had once been. Recycled. As good as gone.

Elise cleared her throat. “You and Seth were preserved in obsidian. Not just your bodies, but your souls. That’s why I could resurrect you both long after you died.”

“Me, Seth, and this little guy.” Rylie’s finger smoothed over the little head resting on her chest, making the soft curls spring back. “There’s so much to thank you for, Elise. Not just for me and the baby, but most of the pack, and…everything, I guess.”

Elise shrugged. What was she supposed to say?

Rylie shifted her grip on the baby. “Want to hold him for a minute? I need to adjust my pillows and get a drink of water and stuff.”

James started to reply. “No, I don’t think she—”

“I’ll hold him,” Elise said.

James couldn’t have looked more surprised if she’d announced her plans to join a knitting circle. “Really?”

Rylie grabbed a baby blanket, wrapped her newborn, and lifted him. Elise ignored James’s expression and collected the infant. She thought it couldn’t be that bad—she’d hauled her sister around a lot when she was a baby, not to mention the McIntyre girls, and this thing wasn’t going to be nearly as squirmy as those two.

It was still incredibly awkward to pull Rylie’s son to her chest and figure out how to hold him.

After making an entire universe, it was still sort of terrifying to take a brand new baby. He looked like a doll and felt like a droopy bag of rice.

Elise took a close look at him, one hand under his head, the other under his butt. The blankets fell open to show his face and the dry, wrinkled hands curled against his chest. Dense black curls were matted to his scalp. His skin was surprisingly dark, considering that Summer and Abram were fairly light-skinned.

“Not bad,” Elise said. There wasn’t much else to say about him. He was a pretty normal-looking baby, after all.

Rylie grinned. “So maybe you and James might…?”

“No,” Elise said.

James looked thoughtful. “Well—”

“Never.” She put extra emphasis on the word.

“Never,” he agreed dutifully.

“I was actually going to ask what you thought about being godparents,” Rylie said, closing her nightgown around her chest and carefully getting out of bed. “But okay.”

Elise’s upper lip curled. James tried to hide a smile behind his hand as he replied. “I’m terribly flattered, but regarding my history with the werewolf pack, I don’t think anyone would think very much of my involvement with your offspring. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m surprised that you’d even ask.”

“My Aunt Gwyn has some pretty strong feelings about forgiveness. And gratitude. She rubbed off on me.” Her cheeks turned pink. She didn’t look at them as she grabbed another bottle of water and set it on her bedside. “I thought it was a nice idea.”

“Does Abel think it’s a nice idea?” James asked.

“Gwyn’s not the only one with strong feelings about gratitude.”

Elise frowned at the baby in her hands. His face flexed in sleep, nose wrinkling, lips twisting.

“You can take time to think about it,” Rylie added.

“Yeah, sure,” Elise said. “Godparents. Fine.”

The Alpha giggled. “You sound so enthusiastic.”

“I planned on keeping an eye on him anyway. Might as well attach a name to it.”

Rylie immediately stopped laughing. “You’re keeping an eye on him? Are you worried about him? Why? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Elise said. “You have a very healthy baby. He’ll grow up fine. I guess you could say I have strong feelings about duty, just like you do about gratitude.” She held him out. “You want him back?”

“In a second.” Rylie crawled back into bed and shifted her millions of pillows around. James helped fluff the ones behind her head. “Are you guys staying for very long? I have so many questions about what’s changed and why.” She looked embarrassed. “Secretary Friederling has been calling me.”

Amusement twisted James’s lips. “Has he, now?”

“The OPA is starting this new council. They want to write a new treaty between angels, demons, humans, and I guess gaeans. Since werewolves are the biggest gaean species, and I’m the Alpha…” Rylie rolled her eyes. “Well, you know. I’m supposed to get involved.”

“You could do well at politics,” James said.

Elise nodded. “Better you than me.”

“But you’re the one who knows everything,” Rylie said, almost desperately. “I mean, you set it all up.”

“The fewer people who know that, the better. Besides, I’m not gaean. James and I are both human now. Normal people. They’ll need someone special like you to help.” Rylie looked like she wanted to keep arguing, but Elise cut her off. The baby was starting to squirm. “Can you take him back now? I’m done holding him.”

Mischief sparked in Rylie’s eyes. “It depends.”

“On what?”

“Can you talk to Secretary Friederling? Just, like, give him an anonymous phone call and answer a few questions?”

Elise lifted her eyebrows at Rylie. Was the Alpha actually using Elise’s discomfort with babies to try to talk her into dealing with the OPA?

“Please, ladies. Infants aren’t methods of advanced interrogation.” James took him from Elise, settling the baby easily into the crook of one arm. “Rylie, we’ve decided that we prefer to lay low for now. We’d appreciate your respect in this matter.”

She sighed and sagged against the pillows. “Yeah, okay. I wouldn’t mind a little more information, though. Maybe just a bullet point list of the ‘nudges’ you gave the universe when it was remade?”

Elise sighed, stepping to the window. A yellow moon was cresting over the trees. “I’m not sure what I did. I don’t remember everything.”

“Really?”

“I can tell you that there are no more gods. No higher power watching over everyone. Nobody to go crazy and take it out on the entire universe, and no more geneses. This is it.” Elise turned from the window. “The less intervention, the better.”

Rylie considered this for a moment. She nodded slowly. “That’s actually kind of a relief.” After a beat, she added, “And don’t worry, I won’t give Secretary Friederling your phone number. Assuming you even have one.” The unspoken question hung between them.

They seemed to have lost James in the conversation. He was swaying, watching the baby sleeping in his arms. “We do have an answering machine.” Elise plucked a business card out of James’s shirt pocket. It was plain white with black numbers stamped in the center. “If you need me, just leave a message.”

Rylie took it. “Thank you.” She set it on the side table then tilted her head to the side to give Elise a long look. “You know, I think I liked you better with the black hair.”

Elise touched the thick braid hanging over her shoulder reflexively. She kept forgetting that she looked human again. Even after so many months walking around in her old skin, she was still shocked every time she looked in the mirror. “You’re probably the only one who thinks that. But thanks. I miss it.” She swallowed hard. “I miss a lot of things.”

Judging by Rylie’s expression, she understood completely.

“Just so you know, I’m happy for you,” Rylie said. “Really, really happy. You deserve a break.”

“You do too.” Elise sat down on the bed and rested her hand on Rylie’s. “I’m sorry I didn’t turn you human when I brought you back. I could have, but it didn’t seem right.”

“I’m not sure I would have been all that grateful about it anyway.” Rylie smiled tremulously. “Someone needs to keep the pack in line, right?”

“And all the other shifters to come,” Elise said.

Before Rylie could ask what she meant, the door opened. Abel stepped inside. He was still wearing his tuxedo, but the jacket was gone and his tie was undone. Considering that Seth and Anthony had been trying to drain an entire keg into him, he looked pretty well put together.

Elise tensed, but Abel’s usual temper was nowhere in sight. He didn’t seem surprised or bothered to see them visiting with Rylie.

“Hey,” he grunted. “You done yet? Rylie needs to rest.”

“I think so,” Elise said, stepping back to let James pass the baby over to Abel.

Rylie looked like she wasn’t done at all. Elise could practically see all the questions caught on her tongue, and those questions were only going to multiply in the coming years. Why did you do everything you did? What’s going to happen? What am I supposed to do with all this responsibility?

“The wedding was lovely,” James said. “Thank you for having us.”

Another grunt from Abel. Once he was holding his baby, it was like nobody else in the room existed.

Together, Rylie and Abel seemed to glow.

Elise headed for the exit. She didn’t need to see them together like this. It was a private moment, a family thing, and she didn’t belong in the room.

James lingered a few steps behind her, slightly more reluctant to leave. “By the way—what did you name your new son?”

Elise kept walking. She didn’t need to wait for the answer because she already knew it.

James knew his name, too, but he just couldn’t resist asking.

Rylie’s soft response drifted through the doorway as Elise headed out of the cottage.

“We named him Benjamin.”







The reception didn’t end so much as spread out through the sanctuary. Judging by the werewolves’ good moods, Seth thought it was probably going to be days before the pack stopped celebrating.

Summer and Nash had gotten married. The Alphas had a new baby. The world still existed.

All things considered, it was a pretty decent week.

Seth hung out in the pavilion long after everyone else had moved on to enjoy the party elsewhere. Voices were raised in song throughout the sanctuary, the surrounding valley, the whole damn forest. It was a warm night. The waxing moon was bright, only two nights from full. He nursed another beer and watched the band continue to play for the few remaining couples on the dance floor.

“Well, today was some major fairytale stuff,” Brianna said, dropping into the chair next to him. “Water breaking at the altar. Babies and marriage and happily ever after. Almost enough to make me throw up.” She actually did look a little sickly. She pressed a hand to her mouth. “Maybe that’s the beer.”

“Probably the beer,” Seth agreed.

Anthony staggered over. He hadn’t had nearly as much to drink as most of the other wedding guests, but he also didn’t have a werewolf metabolism. He pulled his suit jacket over his face and slumped in the chair. “Wake me up when I’ve already gotten through the hangover.”

“Nice try,” Seth said. “You’re still doing at least a quarter of the driving back to Vegas tomorrow.” They were taking Abram back with them, so they’d have four people to rotate out behind the wheel of the Chevelle. Not as bad, but still a long goddamn trip.

A responding groan rumbled from underneath the jacket.

“Let’s just stay a few more days,” Brianna said. “Are you in a rush to get back? I’m not in a rush to get back. Because I don’t know about you, but I’m not in a hurry to take a cross-country trip back to hundred-degree weather.”

Seth took a long, slow sip of his beer. They hadn’t been planning to stick around for long. There had already been a few messages from prospective clients in the Hunting Club’s new email—mostly from police departments needing consultations. Considering how new their business was, they should have been working hard, not taking days off before they’d started.

He did have a new nephew. It surprised him how little it hurt to see Abel and Rylie together now, especially since Abram had told Seth the truth of his parentage.

Seth had briefly considered making trouble over it, but the emotion just wasn’t there. He wasn’t bitter at all anymore. He didn’t want to fight over Rylie with Abel ever again. That was the past, and Seth wanted to look forward to the future.

So a few extra days hanging out at the sanctuary, drinking with the pack, putting off work? “Yeah, sure,” Seth said. “I’m easy. We can wait a little longer.”

“I love you, Brianna,” Anthony said, still under his jacket.

She rolled her eyes. “Shut up.” But she was definitely blushing as she stood up. She smoothed her dress down, rearranged her hair. “Even if we don’t have an early morning, I think it’s time to sleep. Can you help me drag Anthony back to the cottage?”

“No problem,” Seth said. He was in such a good mood that he would have agreed to virtually anything, even a late-night swim in the snowmelt-flooded lake.

Together, they dragged Anthony to his feet and pulled his arms over their shoulders. They staggered down the path in a clumsy, drunken, six-legged race, although Seth was pleasantly surprised to find that he wasn’t nearly as inebriated as he had expected.

He helped Brianna dump Anthony in bed. They were all staying in the same cottage, so Seth’s bed wasn’t far away. He’d planned to sleep, too. But he felt too good to end the night yet.

Seth left them to sleep, returning to the forest outside.

He closed his eyes, tipped his head back, inhaled the scents of the sanctuary. He didn’t need a werewolf’s nose to pick up all the familiar odors drifting over the air. Pine and cooked beef and damp soil.

Although he’d moved to Las Vegas to help Anthony with the new Hunting Club and enroll in UNLV’s medical program, the sanctuary was still home.

Nothing would ever change that.

It was getting quieter out as the hours grew later, but the band was still playing at the pavilion. Seth wandered back that way in pursuit of more beer. The lights appeared through the trees, as inviting as the warm glow of the moon.

Before he reached them, the band stopped playing a song halfway through and started something new—a slow version of “Für Elise.”

Seth pushed a branch aside to find that there was only one couple left on the dance floor.

James and Elise were swaying in time to the song with the practiced grace of professional dancers. Seth hadn’t had any idea they were at the wedding. He’d never bought into Rylie’s fear that they were dead, but his niece’s reception was still the last place he’d expected to stumble across them.

He froze among the trees, watching them dance in stunned silence.

They both looked young, healthy, happy. The fact that they were alone didn’t seem to be a problem, even though they easily could have danced for an audience.

James led Elise in a turn, and her gaze cut across the pavilion, through the trees, and landed on Seth.

Even at that distance, Elise’s eyes flashed with a distant light that reflected universes, swirling galaxies, vast fields of stars. For an instant there was no iris or sclera or pupil—only infinity. Seth felt like he could fall into her gaze and never land.

She turned in James’s arms again, and that glimpse was gone.

The dance slowed. He folded her in his arms, resting his chin on top of her head. They swayed in place.

Elise pulled James down to kiss him like they were the only people in the world.

Seth broke free of his reverie and strode toward them.

“Hey!” he began, not quite sure where he was going to go from there. There was too much to be said, too much to ask. He didn’t even know where to start.

“What?” That response came from behind him. He glanced over his shoulder to see Trevin lingering at the edge of the gazebo.

When Seth turned back, the dance floor was empty. The band wasn’t even playing. They were packing up their instruments and looked like they had been for several minutes. All the cables had already been unplugged, the cello packed into its case, the microphone stands collapsed.

The only sound was the distant roaring of a waterfall, the laughter of werewolves in the trees, and a quiet breeze.

“You okay, man?” Trevin asked, easily hefting a keg with one arm.

Seth stared hard at the place Elise and James had been a few moments earlier.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’m fine.”

He was pretty sure that Elise and James were fine, too. Better than fine. But wherever they had gone, he doubted anyone would be seeing either for a very long time.


Dear reader,

Although this is the end of The Ascension Series, it’s not the end of books in this universe! You may be interested in reading the Preternatural Affairs series next, which shares the Union’s side of the story.

I’m also going to start at least one new series in this universe in 2015. Which characters would you like to see get books of their own? Seth? Anthony and Brianna? The werewolves? Visit my Facebook page and chime in with your opinion!

In the meantime, if you’d like to know the instant my new books come out, visit my website to sign up for my new release email alerts. I hope you’ll also leave a review with your thoughts on the site where you bought this. It helps other readers find the series, and it would mean a lot to me!

Thanks so much for your ongoing support. Happy reading!




Sara (SM Reine)

http://authorsmreine.com/

http://facebook.com/authorsmreine 
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