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GLOSSARY
kopis: A person with improved strength and healing that polices relations between Heaven, Hell, and Earth—often violently. The word is Greek for “sword.”
aspis: A witch that has sworn a magical oath to protect a kopis. The word is Greek for “shield.”



PART ONE
Four Adepts



AUGUST 1979
The three witches standing in front of Pamela Faulkner were young, nervous, and possessed zero self-control. Their energies fluctuated wildly even as they stood, frozen, in front of her desk. She wouldn’t have entrusted a single one of them with a spell that lit candles, much less allowed them to join her in a circle of power.
Pamela drummed her pen on the desk, studying each girl in turn.
The first was Ariane Garin, a petite girl from the south of France with masses of curly brown hair. She was supposedly a healer, although her violently lashing aura was a shade of gold more commonly associated with protection magic. She gnawed on a fingernail and clung to the side of the second adept, Hannah Pritchard, who had a frosty complexion and a glare to match. Pamela felt nothing from her.
The third girl, Christine—well, of course she was powerful. She was Pamela’s niece. Their relationship didn’t seem to make her any less nervous to be in her aunt’s workspace, which was usually off-limits to visitors. It was filled with valuable books, crystals gathering the moonlight’s energy, and a hundred delicate spells in progress.
Yet Pamela was going to have to let these three hormonal, completely untried, preadolescent witches in her office five days a week for the next year.
What fun.
Pamela’s mouth twisted. “Well, Landon certainly has a sense of humor.” She returned her attention to drawing a line in blue ink. “It’s my responsibility to teach you how to control your abilities as witches. If you don’t learn control in the next twelve months, you’ll likely find yourselves dead in the twelve months after that.”
Hannah stiffened. “Dead? Are you threatening us?”
“I don’t need to.” Pamela drew a whorl. “If your capacity for magic wasn’t potentially deadly, you wouldn’t have been given to me. An akashic witch who fails to learn control always dies young, typically because of accidental suicide. It’s a statistical fact.”
“I already have control,” Hannah said.
Pamela shot a look at the adept over her spectacles. The girl’s responding stare could have turned a bonfire into an ice sculpture. “I have two spare bedrooms. The three of you can work out sleeping arrangements among yourselves.”
“This house has four bedrooms in addition to this study,” Hannah said, gesturing toward the cracked door, which was framed by drying herbs. The hinges gave a faint creak, as if stirred by a draft.
“You can count. Congratulations.”
“Then why are any of us sharing?”
“Two of the rooms are occupied,” Christine said, fidgeting with a bejeweled hairclip that shimmered with hints of pink magic. The idiot was already trying to enchant objects? A year was probably too optimistic. Pamela gave her niece a month before she killed herself.
“I already have one adept, and he keeps me very busy,” Pamela said. “He’s already much more powerful than any of you will be as adults—combined—and requires an isolated room to practice his art. He’ll join you for the occasional lesson. Otherwise, none of you are to disturb his studies.”
The French girl spoke up. “Why is he so special?”
“I don’t think I invited you to ask questions, did I?” Pamela finished drawing the rune in glistening ink. She waved the page in the air to dry it. “Consider this your first lesson. Magic is the practice of manipulating the energy intrinsic to everything on Earth. It requires meditation, ritual, and focus.”
Pamela lifted the page she had drawn so her adepts could see the intricate pattern that she had designed. Christine took a step back.
“You three are fortunate. In addition to serving as your coven’s high priestess, I am regarded as the most powerful witch alive, and I have developed ways to channel ritual into an offensive weapon. If you prove yourselves to be more useful than you appear, I may teach you to use this ability.
“In the meantime, you are not permitted to cast magic—or possess enchanted objects—until I’ve given you explicit permission to do so. That is the number one rule of my house. Do you all understand?” The girls nodded, though they seemed somewhat less than enthusiastic about it. “Excellent.”
The priestess spoke a word of power. It fell silently from her lips and resonated off the page.
The room flooded with light, which washed over the girls and then faded. Only pinpricks of starlight remained. They hovered over the crown of each girl and chased away the shadows in the empty hall. Ariane exclaimed and tried to swat the lights out of her hair, but there was nothing to touch.
Hannah’s eyes blazed. “What was that?”
“That was a test of my new detection spell,” Pamela said. “It says that there are five witches here.” She raised her voice. “James, please join us.” After a pause, a slender young boy stepped around the corner. He had brown eyes, black hair, and a bashful expression. “You were listening in, weren’t you?”
He said nothing.
Pamela went on. “These girls are your fellow adepts. You’ll treat them with courtesy and stay out of their rooms.”
James still said nothing. It was Hannah who spoke up. “That’s your other adept? He’s the one that needs his own room? He’s a boy! He can’t be any older than…what, seven?”
She discarded the detection spell, folded her hands, and addressed the new witches again. “Go unpack. Dinner is in an hour.”
They filed out, leaving the high priestess alone with James.
“I’m nine years old,” he said the instant the door closed.
The formal exterior that Pamela used to intimidate her adepts melted away at the sight of James’s pout. She patted her leg, and he came to stand beside her chair. She squeezed his arm. “We’ll whip them into shape yet, sweetheart. Landon tells me that he has big plans for these girls. What do you think of them?”
“They’re weak and uncontrolled. None of them are strong enough to be in the coven,” he said. “Especially Christine.”
“Is that what you think, or are you being mean because she’s your sister?”
His mouth took on a stubborn slant. “I mean it.”
“I hope you’re right,” Pamela said. “I really hope you are.”



NOVEMBER 1979
James was trying to teach the other adepts how to invoke watchtower guardians for a powerful circle of magic, but nobody was listening to him. He had laid out four bowls of ingredients, but they had been pushed aside to make room for Ariane, who was painting Christine’s toenails.
“The guardian of the east likes sea salt,” James said, reaching around her to grab one of the bowls. “Your offering should be made in a glass vessel.”
“I think we should go snow-shoeing once my nails dry. I found some in the shed the other day,” Christine replied, blowing on her spread fingers. Her feet, with painted toenails, were propped up on a floor cushion intended to make lengthy rituals more comfortable.
The boy blinked. “Would that help you learn?”
Nobody responded. The girls seated in his makeshift circle of power were thoroughly ignoring him. Even Hannah, who sat at the window, was gazing dreamily at the gray sky instead of listening. It was snowing, and the forest outside Pamela’s house was a wonderland of flocked trees and icicles.
“This color doesn’t suit you, Christine,” Ariane said. “Let me do the other hand in pink.”
“Aunt Pamela wants us to study,” James protested.
Christine and Ariane exchanged looks—the kind that clearly meant “stupid little boy” without having to say it out loud.
“She’s back,” Hannah said suddenly. “There are two guys with her. They’re heading this way.”
Ariane gasped and almost dropped the bottle of nail polish. “Quick!”
The girls hurried to clean up the living room. By the time Pamela came through the front door, all three of them were sitting in front of James as though they had been listening all along, and he was pouting again.
Pamela was followed by Landon and a man that James had never seen before. The newcomer was willowy, with a hooked nose, cold blue eyes, and brown hair. He wore a plain t-shirt and jeans that fit as though they had been tailored, but no jacket. His impassive stare made James’s blood run cold.
“We were just studying,” Ariane said, even though nobody had asked her.
The adults ignored her.
“Which one?” Landon asked.
The other man scanned the four adepts. “It doesn’t matter.”
“James is the strongest,” Pamela said, peeling off her scarf and jacket and hanging them on the hook. “He’s young, but his potential is remarkable.”
“No. A boy won’t do.” The man glared at James. “Especially that boy. It must be a female.”
“What is this?” Hannah asked, getting to her feet.
Landon addressed the newcomer. “You’ll have to decide, Metaraon. I don’t know what you need.”
“Tell me their names, ages, and what types of magic they cast,” said Metaraon.
The high priestess moved through the room, pointing at each girl in turn. “Hannah turned twelve last month. She has no specialty yet.” Pamela pushed Hannah’s shoulder, forcing her to sit on a cushion again. “Ariane and Christine are thirteen. Ariane, the one with the curls—she shows signs of being a versatile defensive witch. Christine is my niece. She does best with enchantments, despite my best efforts to stop her.”
“They’re all very young,” Metaraon said. “Isaac is eighteen.”
“Young as they are, Christine and Ariane are the best that our coven has to offer. Or, at least, they will be, as long as they mind me in their studies. Given a few years to mature, few witches will match their knowledge and skill,” Pamela said.
Ariane beamed at the rare praise. Christine elbowed her.
The man called Metaraon studied them for a long time in silence. Finally, he nodded to Ariane. “That one will have to do.” He kneeled in front of her, resting his elbows on his bony knees. As he passed James, the summery smell of grass and sunshine wafted through the room. “Tell me what you know of kopides, girl.”
At Pamela’s encouraging nod, she said, “A kopis is a…” Ariane searched for the words in English. “A hunter. A policeman. A diplomat. He is responsible for controlling the balance between humans, angels, and—”
Metaraon cut Ariane off by taking her wrist. “Fine. Come with me.”
She got to her feet and followed him to the door with a stunned expression. Landon patted her on the shoulder. “Good lass.”
“Wait,” Christine said. “Where are you going?”
Ariane put on her jacket. Pamela and Metaraon led her outside.
As soon as the door shut behind them, Landon sank to the couch, covered his face with his hands, and shuddered.
Later, James would learn that it was the first time he had met an archangel.



JULY 1980
It had been almost a year since Pamela had begun working with her three young adepts, and they were all graduating from her program. They stood under the tangled boughs of oak trees to accept their ceremonial athames, encircled by their peers in the coven. James stood among the adult witches, though he was too young to be a member.
The ritual was not a true initiation—they couldn’t join until they were at least sixteen. But it was an open invitation to apply once they came of age.
If they survived that long.
“Do you swear to honor the Mother Goddess and Horned God, and to be ever mindful of the Rule of Three?” Landon asked Hannah, his hand resting atop hers. She was awfully beautiful with a crown of flowers perched atop her ears.
“I do.”
“And harm you none, do what you will.” He brushed a line of oil across her forehead. A blossom fluttering from the tree above caught in her hair. “So mote it be. Walk with grace, adept.”
She stepped back to join the circle. Christine took her place. Instead of wearing flowers, she had woven her headband out of supple twigs. Landon repeated the same words and gestures with her.
James wasn’t listening. He was distracted by two men entering the forest clearing. They hung back from the circle to watch the ceremony. One of them was Metaraon—who James had not seen in months—and the other was a young man with red hair, broad shoulders, and an angry scowl. Neither of them wore the robes of witches.
“Walk with grace, adept,” Landon told Christine, and she joined the circle.
Ariane was the last of them. She wore no crown.
The high priest handed an athame to her, but he did not speak. She made no oath. He only gazed at her for a long, grave moment, let out a sigh, and drew the line of oil across her forehead.
“Walk with grace, Ariane Garin,” Landon whispered.
A few minutes later, they broke the circle. The coven lounged throughout the field, grounding their energies and drinking wine to celebrate. Pamela even let Christine have a sip of her wine.
Sidling up to his sister, James asked, “Who is that with Metaraon?”
“Mind your business and don’t ask so many questions, twerp.” She left to talk with Ariane.
James sat alone on the stump of a fallen tree. He plucked bits of grass from the earth, one by one, and watched the magic fade from the blades.
He was surprised to hear someone speak behind him.
“His name is Isaac,” Hannah said, sitting next to him. “He’s Ariane’s boyfriend.”
“Ariane has a boyfriend?” James found it hard to believe that she could have gotten into a relationship while living with Pamela. None of them were ever allowed out for fun.
“That’s what she said—not that she’d tell me anything other than that. I’m still not cool enough to hang out with Ariane and Christine. But I heard them talking.” Hannah lowered her voice. “Ariane is even having sex.”
As a sheltered ten-year-old who knew much more about magic than the female species, James still wasn’t certain how the mechanics of sex worked, or why anyone would want to do it. But he didn’t want to seem uneducated on the subject, so James only remarked, “Isaac is kind of old.”
“Eighteen. And he’s a kopis, too, which means he kills things for fun. Pretty bad, huh?” She wrinkled her delicate nose. “Don’t ask me what he’s doing with that other guy. Metaraon creeps me out, so I’m staying away. Far away.”
“Do you think they’re going to bind?” James asked. Pamela had refused to teach him how to perform the ritual that bound a witch to a kopis, but he had sneaked into her office to read the book on it once or twice, just for fun.
Hannah dropped her voice to a whisper. “They already have. Don’t tell anyone.”
Ariane left with Isaac and Metaraon that day.
She didn’t show up at the next esbat. Or the next one, either, even though Hannah and Christine were there. And when James finally worked up the courage to ask Pamela what had happened, all his aunt would say was, “Mind your business.”
It was two years before Ariane came back.
James and Hannah returned to Boulder a few weeks after graduation, leaving Christine behind to enjoy Pamela’s loving care.
Hannah was two years older than him and he was homeschooled, so he only ever got to see her on the occasional sabbat and esbat. That meant a glimpse of the beautiful blond girl once every month or so—if he was lucky.
One day, driving home from the grocery store with his father, he glimpsed Hannah on the sidewalk outside a dance studio. She was wearing a unitard and leggings. Her hair was pulled back into an elegant knot, and she was laughing at something her parents had said. Pointe shoes dangled from one hand.
She glanced at the passing Faulkner car, and James noticed that she had very perfect teeth.
“I want to take ballet classes,” he told his parents that night.
His mother dried her hands on a dishtowel. “Is that so? Why would you want to do that?”
“I like music.” That wasn’t a lie. James had been taking piano lessons ever since he could be trusted not to break the baby grand in the foyer, and he always received standing ovations when he performed.
“I think you already have enough activities to fill your day,” said his father. “Ballet. I mean, really.”
His mother sighed. “Richard. Please.”
He held up his hands defensively. “Think about it, James. You spend your mornings in music lessons. Your afternoons are general education, and you spend every evening studying magic until you pass out from exhaustion. I just can’t see how you would have time for something else. I have no problem with ballet as a concept.” And if he did, he was smart enough not to say it in hearing range of his wife.
James folded his arms, ducked his head, and gave his mother The Look. “I want to take ballet.”
So he took ballet.
Unfortunately, it turned out that Hannah had already been dancing for several years, and she was in a much more advanced class than he was. But James was a fast learner when he wanted to be. Magic fell by the wayside as he spent more and more time practicing dance.
The coven noticed.
“Would you like to test for initiation into the coven early?” Landon asked James at the next esbat.
James had been hoping for exactly that outcome since his year studying with Pamela, but the idea suddenly didn’t sound quite as appealing.
“I guess,” he said.
Landon had a very long talk with James’s parents after that. Accusations like “lack of enthusiasm” and “distraction” were bandied around.
“I think it’s love,” his mother whispered.
Soon enough, James found himself placed in Hannah’s ballet class. He was very tall and strong for his age, and the instructor wanted him to practice lifts so that he could join their holiday performance.
“You’re a good dancer,” Hannah said after their first class together. It didn’t sound like a compliment.
James felt hot all over. “Thanks.”
“You’re amazing at witchcraft and pretty much a genius at everything else you try. Did you have to take over dance, too? Can’t you suck at something?”
Hannah whirled and marched out of the room, leaving James alone in the dance studio as he struggled to understand what he had done wrong.



DECEMBER 1980
Christine came home for the holidays, and she was nothing like the sister James had left behind at Pamela’s house. She had to stop to catch her breath every time she walked somewhere, even if it was just across the room.
“What’s wrong with you?” James asked when she took a break in the middle of decorating the house for Christmas. He was balanced precariously atop a chair so that he could hang garland over the kitchen doorway.
“You’re what’s wrong with me, twerp,” she snapped, and then she stretched out on the couch to rest for a few more minutes.
James’s mother entered the living room and snapped the back of his legs with a dishtowel. “Get down from there! You know that belonged to Mama Gray!”
“Then how am I supposed to get up there to string lights?” he asked.
“Get creative. Down. Now.” He grudgingly dropped to the floor and threw the rest of the decorations into the box. Seemingly satisfied that Mama Gray’s legacy was safe once again, their mother put her hand on Christine’s forehead. “You’re looking sick, dear. What’s wrong?”
“I’m just sleepy,” Christine said.
Before she could interrogate her daughter further, the timer in the kitchen started beeping. “Don’t let your brother break priceless antiques.”
James’s mother returned to the cookies.
“I wasn’t going to break anything,” he said, pulling a notebook out of his back pocket and flipping through the pages.
Christine sagged on the couch, apparently too exhausted to argue with him. That worried James more than her lack of color. She had never had problems finding a reason to argue with her little brother.
He tore a piece of paper out of the notebook and blew on it.
Sparkling lights erupted throughout the room and settled like glistening diamonds on the garland he had already hung. James turned the chandelier off, and the living room remained bright enough from his magic to see perfectly.
The twinkling lights reflected in his sister’s hungry eyes. “What is that?” Christine asked.
“It’s a spell I was playing with,” James said, crumpling the scorched page and tossing it in the trash. “It’s just for looks. It’s stupid.”
“No. What’s that?” She pointed at his notebook.
He shrugged as he stuffed it into his pocket again. “Aunt Pamela’s been teaching me about paper magic over the phone and stuff. She wanted my help developing it.”
Christine sat up and reached for him. “Let me see.”
“I’m not supposed to let other witches play with my notebook.”
“Give it here, James,” she insisted, getting to her feet and bracing a hand against the wall. “I’m not just some witch. I’m your sister.”
It was easy to dodge her swiping hands. Christine was awfully slow.
“Pamela told me specifically not to give it to you.”
That stopped her cold. “Pamela told you that?”
“Yeah,” James said. Emboldened by her reaction, he added, “She said that she doesn’t trust you.”
Christine’s face crumpled. “But I’m getting better,” she whispered.
“You’re just not as good as me.”
Her chin trembled, her eyes glistened, and her entire face turned red.
She fled from the living room and slammed her bedroom door.
Christine didn’t show up for the performance of The Nutcracker on Christmas Eve. “Where is she?” James asked his parents backstage after the show, drenched in sweat and abuzz with adrenaline. He was only in the chorus, but he had done well, and he knew it; James felt the same way he always felt after unleashing a successful spell.
“She’s sick,” said his dad as his mother hugged him tightly. “She stayed home to sleep.”
He thought back on telling Christine that she wasn’t as good as he was, and felt guilty. Just a little. Despite their constant conflict, that had seemed to cross some unspoken line that siblings shouldn’t cross. But he was much too excited by his fantastic performance to worry about it for long, and Hannah was meeting her parents a few feet away, too.
She had done even better than James. He had a hard time focusing when he was watching her dance, and he wanted to tell her just that.
He pushed his mom off of him. “Wait a minute.”
Hannah stepped away from her parents so that they could speak. “What do you want, James?”
He wanted to tell her that she was incredible. Perfect. But all that came out was a few incoherent stutters, and, “Amazing.”
“Amazing?” She folded her arms. “What’s amazing?”
You are, Hannah.
“The show,” he said weakly.
She tilted her chin down and arched an eyebrow, which James would later think of as “the Hannah glare.” It would always have the ability to wither him on the spot. “I heard that Landon has invited you to initiate early.”
He was surprised and pleased that she had been paying attention. “Yeah, he did.”
“Tell him no,” Hannah said. “Don’t do it.”
“Why?”
She glanced around, as if to see if anyone were listening. Her parents were talking to his parents now, and she pushed him into the shadow behind a curtain. She was a full inch taller than him. Her lips were shiny with pink gloss. “When you initiate, you’re still not a real member of the coven. Not until you’re an adult, and you get a private meeting with Landon. Then he tells you things. Coven secrets.”
“I probably already know all those secrets. I’m the high priestess’s nephew,” he said.
She shook her head. “Not this. And you don’t want to know.” Hannah peered at their parents around the curtain before going on. “You can’t leave the coven once they make you a full member. You’re stuck for the rest of your life. They made Ariane a full member last year, even though she’s still too young, and you know what she did? She ran away.”
“What are you getting at?”
“Don’t initiate into the coven,” Hannah said. “That’s all.”
“But aren’t you going to do it?” he asked.
She didn’t get a chance to respond. Their parents had realized that they were missing and had located them behind the curtain.
“What’s with the frown?” asked James’s mother, squeezing his shoulders as she led him to the car. She was crying again. She always cried at his performances. “You should be happy! You did so well, sweetie!”
“Can we just go home?” James asked, wriggling out of her grip. He wanted to forget what Hannah had told him. But it wasn’t the last time he heard about problems with the coven.



JUNE 1982
It was summer again, and that meant that it was time for James to study magic at Pamela’s house for three more months. When he arrived, Christine met him at the front door to watch him move his bags into the spare bedroom.
“Ariane’s going to join us soon,” she told James as he set his suitcase on the bed.
“Really?” He could barely summon Ariane’s face from his memory. Even though they had spent an entire year studying together, he had done a lot since that time. He had successfully put the Metaraon thing, as well as all of the unsettling feelings that came with it, out of his mind. “Does that mean Hannah might visit for the summer, too?”
His sister gave him a pitying look. “Hannah’s studies are over. She won’t be back ever again.”
“What? But I see her at every esbat.”
“The coven’s being polite so that her parents don’t get mad and stop paying dues. But when she turns sixteen and applies for full membership, they’re going to refuse her. She’s not a strong enough witch.”
James felt cold all over. Hannah wasn’t joining the coven. She wasn’t strong enough. He wondered if she would be disappointed, considering what she had told him at the Christmas recital.
“But she was the only one of you three who actually studied during our year with Pamela,” he protested.
Christine’s whole face darkened. “Sometimes, studying isn’t enough.”
Ariane arrived that weekend. James watched from his bedroom window as Landon dropped her off. There was no sign of her supposed boyfriend, that Isaac guy. She was alone. Ariane was wearing a long, loose dress with her hair gathered in glittering clips.
Pamela embraced her and led the girl inside. James ran into the living room to meet her, but by the time he got there, she had been taken into one of the bedrooms. Every door was shut.
“What’s going on?” he asked Christine, who was reading a book on the couch.
She placed a bookmark between the pages. “Nothing, as far as you’re concerned. Go outside.”
Disappointed, James did as his sister ordered. She could hardly bully him anymore; he was a very tall twelve-year-old, and she still had to catch her breath when she walked across a room. But nobody nagged like Christine. If she wanted him to go outside, she would make sure that he went outside.
He spent his afternoon wasting time in the forest, but returned a few hours later. He kicked a rock through the garden, sending it jittering and dancing over the brick path. When he passed the open window of his sister’s bedroom, he heard a strange sound: a soft, feminine noise that sounded like it was being muffled into a pillow.
James paused to peer into her room, but the curtains were drawn. He couldn’t see anything. But someone was definitely crying, and it didn’t sound like Christine.
He sneaked into the house and checked Pamela’s office. His aunt was seated in an active circle of power, and she was lost in meditation.
Slipping past her office, he eased the handle of his sister’s door down and opened it to peek through the crack. He could see Ariane sitting on the foot of the bed with her hands in her lap.
“I can’t believe it,” Christine was saying somewhere out of sight. “Why you?”
“He said my skills were most suitable, so I volunteered.”
“You volunteered?”
“It’s important, Christine. There’s nothing more important than this.”
Ariane ran a hand down the front of her dress, and James realized that the voluminous material concealed a strange curve to her stomach. For a moment, he had the unkind thought that she was a lot fatter than he remembered—and then he realized that it was the only place she had gained weight.
She was pregnant.
His sharp intake of breath made Christine look up. Before he could slip back into the shadows, she crossed the room, threw open the door, and grabbed his arm. “You snooping little prick!”
“Hey! Let me go!” he protested. For a weak girl, she had an awfully strong grip.
Ariane’s voice whipped through the air. “Christine! Let him in.”
James shook his sister off and stepped inside. Christine shut the door firmly behind him. “You’re pregnant,” he said, circling around Ariane. She nodded. Her rosy cheeks shone with moisture.
“Yes, I am. That’s why I’ve come here. Isaac is hunting a rogue overlord right now, and it’s too risky for me like…like this.”
“I’m so sorry.”
Her cheeks dimpled. “Don’t be sorry. I’m very happy. The problem is…” Ariane trailed off, and her gaze burrowed deep into James’s skull, as if she was seeing all kinds of things that he didn’t want anyone to see.
He shifted on his feet. “I won’t tell anyone.”
Christine gave a short laugh. “Everyone knows. Landon even congratulated her. Can you believe it?”
There was something wrong about an adult congratulating a sixteen-year-old on her pregnancy. James thought back to the tall man called Metaraon inspecting the adepts, and Ariane binding as an aspis when she couldn’t even drive yet, and the swell of her stomach under her shirt. Yeah, there was definitely something wrong.
James sat on the bed next to her and took her hand. “It’s okay,” he said firmly, even though it wasn’t. But he thought that it sounded reassuring. “Tell me what I can do to help you.”
“You are very sweet,” Ariane said, patting his cheek. “Do you know what you can do to help?”
“What?”
“Never, ever go anywhere near my daughter.”
James spent a lot of time thinking about that short conversation with Ariane. Never, ever go anywhere near my daughter. Was that meant to be for his safety or the baby’s? The latter didn’t make any sense. James was hardly a threat.
One thing he did understand, with sudden clarity, was that there were secrets in his coven. Secrets that even he, the nephew of the high priestess, couldn’t begin to fathom.
Secrets that he could only learn by immersing himself in them.
He went to Pamela that weekend. She was writing another paper spell at her desk, and she looked strangely old and shrunken in her high-backed chair. Her black hair was streaked with white. Her skin was the consistency of the paper she wrote upon. “What do you need, sweetheart?”
“Can you tell Landon that I’m ready to initiate?”
Pamela set down her pen, gave him a sad smile, and nodded.
James was initiated that week. Isaac killed his demon a few days later, and Ariane left to be reunited with her kopis.
Christine died two weeks after that.
Her funeral was held in the woods outside of Pamela’s house. James followed the pallbearers from a distance, watching his father shudder as he carried her casket to a grave that had already been prepared. He could hear his mother sobbing behind him, and it sounded so distant, like James was a million miles away from his family.
Rain sprinkled on the clearing. The entire coven had gathered to honor Christine, and they milled around the disturbed earth of her grave wearing black robes. Ariane and Isaac stood shoulder-to-shoulder on the opposite side of the grave. Even underneath a loose sweater, James could see that she was growing quickly. Isaac looked skinny next to her.
The ceremony was short. Landon said some words about eternity, and cycles, and the everlasting nature of souls.
And then it was over. The crowd broke apart.
James pushed through the coven to reach Ariane’s side.
“Hi,” he said.
She clutched the cross necklace over her heart, as if in prayer. “Do you…do you know what killed her?”
He did. In fact, Pamela had given James two explanations for his sister’s passing: first, the publicly known cause of death that had been allegedly diagnosed by doctors; and second, the actual cause of death that had been diagnosed by the coven.
The first reason was heart failure. An unknown defect.
The second reason was accidental suicide via magic.
Pamela had explained that, apparently, Christine had been struggling to catch up with James so that she could impress their family. She enchanted objects with greater and greater spells, none of which she was capable of handling. When she ran out of animals to sacrifice, she began drawing off of her own life force.
After months of abuse, all it had taken was a single candlelight spell to do her in.
Saying that out loud would have felt like admitting that James had killed his sister, and Ariane was already crying. So what he told her was, “It was an accident. An awful accident.”
She nodded and sobbed even harder.
He didn’t know what to say after that. Ariane and Christine had been close friends—much closer than James and Christine had ever been. He wanted to apologize for telling Christine that he was better than her, and that he was sorry for making her cry, and sorriest of all that he hadn’t trusted her enough to be more involved in her studies. But telling Ariane that wouldn’t fix anything. She had much bigger worries anyway.
Ariane saved him from having to think of consoling words by reaching out to take his hand. “I’m going to name my baby after her. I would like to give her ‘Christine’ as a middle name.”
“She would have liked that,” James said.
“Yes. I think so.”
Isaac finally spoke up. “Sorry for your loss, Faulkner.”
It was the first time that James had ever heard Isaac speak, and it rang out as unemotional and inauthentic. His voice was deep and dead. He didn’t even change expression when he said it.
James studied the kopis in the gray light of the storm. He had a hawk-like nose, eyes slanted in such a way that he would always look angry, even if he smiled, and a long scar running from one temple to the corner of his mouth. Now that he was standing right in front of him, James realized that his original estimation of Isaac’s stature had been wrong. The man wasn’t skinny; he was lean, but densely packed with muscle. He vibrated with tension, as if he might snap at any moment.
Isaac was, in short, absolutely terrifying.
Ariane embraced James. Her belly was a hard lump between them. “You will make the right choices and do good things,” she whispered into his ear. “You won’t let your thirst for knowledge destroy you. Promise me that.”
It seemed like such a weird thing to request, but James would have told her anything to make the crying stop. “I promise.”



DECEMBER 1982
The first Christmas after James’s sister died was somber. The Faulkners didn’t decorate a tree, bake cookies, or sing carols, as they had every year prior to that. Instead, they ate a quiet dinner of ham and sweet potatoes on Christmas Eve, and went to bed early.
James awoke to find snow outside and Pamela talking on the phone in the kitchen. She hung up when he stepped out.
“Merry Christmas, Auntie,” James said, kissing her on the cheek. He hadn’t called her that since he was much younger than his very noble age of twelve, but the name always made her smile, and there were far too few smiles in the house.
She didn’t smile. “And to you, James.”
“Who was that on the phone?”
“That was Landon,” Pamela said, opening the refrigerator to remove a carton of eggs. “Find a whisk. I’m cooking scrambled eggs, and you can make yourself useful by starting on the pancakes.”
He did as instructed. “What did Landon want?”
“Ariane gave birth this morning, just two hours ago. She and the baby are perfectly healthy. Six pounds, fourteen ounces. Nursing well.”
“That’s nice,” he said. His aunt frowned. “That’s…not nice?”
She huffed. “Of course all of that is nice, but the baby has tested positive as a kopis.”
Surprise washed over James. Ariane had seemed so certain that she was pregnant with a girl, but all kopides were men. He supposed that meant that the baby wouldn’t be named after Christine, after all.
“Excellent,” James said. “So what’s his name?”
Pamela cracked an egg. The yolk hit the skillet and sizzled.
“Her name is Elise.”



PART TWO
High Trial



I
NOVEMBER 2009
Elise was sharpening one of her falchions. The steady whisk-whisk of the file scraping along the edge of the blade was as comforting and repetitive as a heartbeat. James had fallen asleep to that sound on so many countless nights that he struggled to sleep without it sometimes.
They were in Saudi Arabia. The room they rented was small, and the window had no glass to keep out the unrelenting heat. Elise had removed her headscarf in the privacy of their room, and her auburn curls stuck out in every direction like she had been electrocuted. Her hair fell all the way down her back and veiled her freckled shoulders, but that wasn’t right. She hadn’t grown her hair that long until after retirement, and James and Elise hadn’t been in the Middle East since she was a teenager.
He watched her work from his bed without sitting up, head propped on his arms. The woman sitting by the window wasn’t a teenager. She was beautiful, mature, battle-worn, scarred. Her hair clung to the hard lines of her cheekbones and jaw.
Elise lifted the blade into the sunlight and blew metal fragments off the edge, but the file continued making a soft whisk-whisk even after she set it aside.
“You could ruin the geometry if you file that much more,” James said. That was what he had told her at the time, when she was sixteen.
In reality, when they had really been visiting Saudi Arabia, she had ignored his words of caution. Now she set her sword beside the whetstone and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “Do you have a lighter?”
“You don’t smoke,” James said.
The cigarette was already lit. She put it to her lips, sucked in a breath, blew out smoke. “You don’t know anything about me.”
He was kneeling in front of her, watching her profile silhouetted against the harsh daylight. Light blazed behind her, but he didn’t know if it was the sun or the glow of a distant garden lit with angelfire.
Elise returned the cigarette to her lips. A line of blood trickled from her nose and detoured around the curve of her lip.
James swallowed against the lump in his throat. “I’m so sorry.” He reached up to brush the blood away with his thumb. It smeared on her cheek.
She didn’t react to his touch. Her skin was so cold that her freckles were turning blue.
Elise’s brow knitted, and she coughed. “Hell,” she muttered in the same tone of voice she used whenever she realized that she had made a mistake in the accounting for Motion and Dance. Annoyed, but casual. Black blood trickled from her hairline down her neck to pool around her collarbone.
James patted his pockets, searching for the Book of Shadows. “I can heal that.”
“You can’t fix everything.” She stubbed the cigarette out on her palm. Flesh sizzled. Above that, he could still hear her sharpening her swords. Whisk, whisk, whisk. It pulsed through the room. “Sometimes, I don’t think you can fix anything.”
There it was. He pulled the Book out of his pocket and opened it.
Every page was blank.
“Wait,” he said, “I’m sure I just filled this last week.”
“I took all your magic with me when I died.” She flicked the cigarette out the window. “You didn’t need it, did you?”
He searched within himself and found her words to be true—he was empty. He couldn’t have reached his magic with or without prefabricated spells. “How am I supposed to help you like this?”
“You’re years too late.”
Elise bent to kiss James. She tasted like blood.
The first time she had kissed him, he had assumed it was on a teenage whim. Maybe a misplaced sense of obligation, like she thought that she owed him something. But there it was again, nine years later—same lips, same pained expression, same resignation when she drew back. Her hair swirled around them, gathered by the wind generated by the blade of a helicopter’s rotor.
“Still?” he asked, unable to think of anything better to say. What an idiot. He should have said something—anything—to keep her from jumping.
“Always,” Elise replied, looking sad. He was never going to forget how sad she looked, as if she had discovered that he had been lying to her for so many years. And then, “Bye, James.”
He tried to grab her wrist, but she was already a ghost. Her arm slipped through his grasp.
She jumped. Fell away from him. He leaned out the door of the helicopter to watch her disappear into the darkness and snow.
That was the last time he would ever see her.
Whisk, whisk, whisk…
Elise was still sharpening her falchions. It wasn’t comforting anymore. The sound taunted him.
It would have been so much easier if you had loved me…
“Sir?”
Always…
“Excuse me, sir?”
Pressure against his arm. The helicopter, the endless night, the sight of a distant Reno fallen under a shadow of evil—it all faded away. The sound of Elise sharpening her swords grew louder. Changed into scraping.
People were moving. Cloth rubbing against cloth. Quiet conversations.
James’s eyelids were so difficult to open. His head was a dead weight pressed against the plastic window of an airplane.
He sat up, wiping drool from the corner of his mouth, and saw that the hand on his arm belonged to a flight attendant. She had brown hair. Freckles on her nose. A round face and a polite-but-concerned smile. Not Elise—a stranger. She smelled like flowery perfume, and he doubted that her soft hands had ever been curled around the hilt of a sword.
Behind her, across the aisle, a small child was rubbing his shoes against the metal strip on the floor over and over again while his parents chatted and ignored him. That was the sound that James had heard. Not Elise sharpening her swords. Some little boy with white-yellow curls rubbing his feet on the ground. The same boy who had been playing noisy games on a smart phone for the entire three-hour trip.
“We’ve arrived in Denver,” said the flight attendant, drawing his attention back to her again. The wings on her blouse said “Eloise.” Cruel irony. “It’s time to disembark.”
He sat up with a groan, rubbing a hand over his eyes. The light drove spikes directly through his reading glasses into his brain and pinned it against his skull.
James thought he managed to say something like, “Thank you.”
He knew he must have managed to remove his carry-on from the overhead storage compartment and navigate the crowded aisle to the exit, because he found himself holding his bag by Gate B14 a few minutes later, not quite sure when he had gotten off or where he was.
Denver—the flight attendant had said Denver. Two long, pointless layovers since he’d left the Sacramento airport, and he was finally in Denver. The Union had given him a free flight to visit his old coven. Apparently “free” didn’t equate to “direct.”
He turned on his cell phone. There was a text message from Hannah Pritchard, his former fiancée, who was picking him up in a silver Honda. They had made the arrangements before he left California.
Her message only said, “I’m waiting in the garage,” and it took James three tries to read it.
The ground pitched beneath him. The crowd was dense. A blur of faces.
He appeared in the bathroom, hands braced against the sink, splashing water over his face. It clung to three days of beard growth and sparkled on his chin. The lines between his eyebrows and on either side of his mouth were deeper than he remembered.
For weeks, every time he had looked in a mirror, he’d seen her. James had grown used to having Elise’s constant presence lurking inside of him, watching him in all of his solitary moments. It was strange and invasive, yet had somehow become comforting. Even when she didn’t want to speak to him, she had always been there. A constant companion.
But now it was just him. Alone.
A man with a toothbrush and a razor loomed over his shoulder. Some stranger with two chins and a t-shirt stained with ketchup. “You using that?”
He stepped back to let the traveler use the sink.
James held his hands under the dryer, blew hot air over his damp fingers, and watched the light glinting off the ring he still wore on his right hand.
And then he was walking again, passing through the busy airport. His feet slid over moving walkways. The roof arched high overhead, blurry and indistinct. He forced his way past a long line winding outside of a McDonald’s.
His mind was back in Saudi Arabia. He could almost hear Elise sharpening her swords.
Whisk, whisk, whisk…
It had only been days since he had last seen his kopis, but he was already struggling to separate true memory of Elise from myth. He wanted to remember her from the times they were happy. He wanted to remember her excitement when she began her first week at college, followed by the typical exhaustion and dread of an overworked freshman; the flush high on her cheekbones when they danced at competitions; the way they played at fighting before dinner, sometimes, just to keep their senses sharp.
But he remembered her sharpening her goddamn swords. Preparing for her next battle. Readying herself to drive a blade through the spine of an enemy. He remembered her haunted by the ghost of her victims, smoking cigarettes and bleeding from her scalp. The spirit of fury and vengeance, the woman who never smiled or slept.
That was the legend. The Godslayer.
Not the woman.
He passed a television next to a souvenir shop and stopped when he recognized a photo of a gaping hole in the street between two casinos. It was a news report on the crisis in Reno, Nevada, which was widely believed to be the result of a volcanic eruption and collapsed mines.
“Recovery efforts continue in Nevada this week,” said the newscaster, whose practiced tone of concern was unconvincingly sincere. “Air quality reports suggest that it may be several weeks before downtown Reno is habitable again, and FEMA is seeking funding to expand operations to accommodate evacuees from Sparks and other surrounding towns. Most buildings in downtown Reno, including three major hotel-casinos, are considered unsalvageable.”
The camera panned over a few select scenes of destruction: cars caked in ash, firefighters quenching a domestic fire, and what used to be a motel.
“Gertrude Priest is currently with Allyson Whatley, who is helping coordinate recovery efforts. Gertrude?”
The image flipped over to a petite woman with blond hair on a hill overlooking downtown Reno. The skyline behind her was almost unidentifiable. Half of the casinos had collapsed or burned, and the camera angle was low enough that the mountains were out of frame. A thick waisted woman in a polo shirt stood beside her.
“Thank you, John,” Gertrude said. “Reno has been through an unfortunate series of natural disasters this year, beginning with earthquakes in the spring, which experts now believe were a precursor to the eruption. Ms. Whatley, can you tell us if we’re at risk for further eruptions soon?”
“Not at all,” Allyson said, her expression hard and unreadable. “Seismic activity has significantly declined. This is the end of disaster for northern Nevada, and everything is under control.”
James took a notebook out of his pocket and flipped to the middle. The pages weren’t blank, as they had been in his dream. Elise had taken everything else with her, but not that.
He found a simple spell, tore it out, and blew on the page.
The lights flickered. The television fuzzed. Allyson, Gertrude, and the destroyed city behind them turned to snow.
“Something’s wrong with the TV,” complained an older woman who had been trying to watch from a nearby bench. “Hey! Something’s wrong with the TV!” The souvenir shop’s clerk picked up the remote and started clicking. Every channel was unavailable.
James tore himself from the television. Found a sign that said “Ground Transportation.” Drifted to the parking garage.
The slap of cold November air on his face helped wake him up. The air smelled different in Colorado than it had in Nevada, or even California. The sky was a different shade of blue. It carried a hint of grass and chlorophyll, more moisture than the desert. It was the smell of home—or, at least, the place that used to be home.
A silver Honda waited for him in the parking garage. James watched it, half-hidden behind a pillar, to make sure that it was Hannah’s. He could only see a woman’s shoulders and arms in the driver’s seat.
She leaned forward. He glimpsed her through the windshield.
Hannah was still beautiful. Until her injury, she had been the prima ballerina of their company, and grace lingered still in the curve of her throat, in the way she rested her hands on the steering wheel. But she had aged. Even through the tinted window, he could tell that the color had gone out of her lips and cheeks, and that her slow motions were more tired than deliberate.
She didn’t smile to see James when he stepped out from behind the pillar and approached. The trunk popped open. He set his carry-on inside, next to a boy’s backpack and some textbooks that had slid across the mat.
James traced a finger over the backpack’s strap. It was a big backpack. Bigger than a small child—like the one on the flight—would have been able to wear. The kind of bag a boy would take to junior high loaded down with textbooks and binders.
Ten years old. That hurt almost as much as the thought of Elise with blood smeared on her cheek.
He shut the trunk and slid into the passenger’s seat.
Hannah’s knuckles were white on the wheel. She gazed at him for a long time without speaking. The silence had such weight to it—the kind of silence that could only be shared by people who had loved each other for many years.
James was surprised to feel a new ache in his heart as his eyes tracked over the delicate bones of her hands, the curve of her elbow. Her fine blond hair was loose around her shoulders, pinned back over one ear with a white clip. She was wearing a plum-colored blouse. Knee-length skirt. Modest shoes. She was not the bright, glowing woman he had left behind to find Elise.
He wondered what Hannah thought of him now, unshowered and wearing the black clothing the Union had given him to replace his abandoned belongings. He scraped a hand down his stubbled jaw.
“Hannah,” he said, just to break the silence.
Her lips pinched. “You look horrible.”
And even though he hadn’t meant to tell her, at least not immediately, he somehow found himself saying, “Elise is dead.”
Surprise registered in her blue eyes. Her fingers relaxed on the wheel. Her hands fluttered into her lap, and she plucked at the lace on the edge of her camisole. Beautiful little gestures. “What’s going to happen?” Hannah asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Have you warned the coven?”
“Not yet.” James hadn’t spoken to anyone about it. He could barely bring himself to think about what had happened to Elise, much less answer questions.
The fact was that he still didn’t know how she had died. Malcolm, the Union commander who had recovered her body, had left a few messages for him. Maybe there were some details in his voicemails. James couldn’t bring himself to listen to them.
Had her neck been snapped, like the greatest kopis that preceded her?
Was it a stray gunshot? Demonic possession?
Had she been alone?
He tipped his head back against the chair and rubbed a hand down his face. Those thoughts had been torturing him for days. He couldn’t escape—not when he was awake, not when he was unconscious, not when he had taken a handful of sleeping pills and passed out for twelve hours the night before traveling to Colorado.
Hannah tipped her chin down and arched an eyebrow. “You’re killing yourself over this, aren’t you?”
James was angry with her for saying it, but he wasn’t sure why.
“Let’s just go,” he said, too exhausted to yell and shout and rail against fate in the way he wanted to.
She pulled out of the parking garage.
James glanced into the back seat of the car as they emerged into the sunlight. There was a pair of shoes with cleats behind Hannah’s chair, and a miniature DVD player hanging on the back of her headrest. They were the kind of accoutrements that he would expect to see in the car of a mother.
It felt so very, very strange to see them in Hannah’s car.
“We’ll have to tell the coven what happened as soon as possible,” she said. “Landon will need to take action.”
“No, I’m not ready to discuss it. Especially with Landon.”
“Unfortunately, James, this isn’t just about you.”
The city that he had left behind so many years before blurred past him. James hadn’t given any consideration to how it might feel to return, but he probably would have guessed that he would be sad. There were a lot of sad memories in Colorado.
But he wasn’t sad. Not about the town, not about his dead sister and aunt, and certainly not about what he had left behind with Hannah. There was no room for any more sadness inside of him.
“What’s the coven been doing lately?” he asked.
She turned the wheel to the left. The car banked around a curve. “How much do you really care?”
James clenched his hands in his lap. “Is every conversation between us going to be an argument for the next few days?”
“If it has to be,” she said. “Don’t forget, I can still smell your bullshit. You’re not saying what’s on your mind. You don’t care about the coven, or Landon, or anything else around here.”
“That’s not true. I care about you—and Nathaniel.”
She gave him that look again. The Hannah look. Her eyes were off the road for only a moment.
James glanced back at the freeway before she did, so he saw the person standing in the left lane a half second before they hit him.
“Watch out!”
Everything moved in slow motion.
She slammed on the brakes and tried to swerve.
The body connected with their bumper. The impact made the entire car shudder, and rubber squealed.
The windshield spider-webbed with cracks and bowed into the passenger compartment as the person they hit bounced over it. Hannah screamed as the thudding traveled over the roof of her car, struck the trunk, and slid off of the back.
Another crunch, another shock. The seatbelt snapped tight over James’s chest. His head whipped forward.
The car skidded across the lane as the truck that had bounced off of their bumper squealed to a halt. Vehicles blew around them, blasting their horns and skidding on asphalt.
They finally stopped moving.
James’s head was spinning, but it was no longer from grief. He couldn’t focus on the dashboard in front of him, and he could barely make out the median on the other side of the shattered windshield; they had been spun forty-five degrees and hit concrete.
He took a short inventory of his injuries. The seatbelt had cut into his neck, but it had saved him from being launched out of his seat. His upper lip was damp. He wiped blood off of it and stared at the glistening crimson on his fingertips. His face was bleeding—why was his face bleeding?
“Are you all right?” he asked Hannah. Her hands were welded to the steering wheel. Her hair had fallen out of its clip. Her mouth moved, but no sound came out.
The engine ticked as it rapidly cooled.
“Mother Goddess,” Hannah finally breathed, “I think I just killed someone.”
James released his seat belt with a hiss of pain, rubbed his collarbone, and shoved his door open. “Stay here,” he said, stepping onto the sliver of space between the side of the car and the median.
Traffic on the freeway was stopped in the lane behind them. People were still going around the other side, inching along and staring through rolled-down windows. Horns filled the air.
James’s shoes crunched on broken glass as he made his way around the trunk to search for a body.
He found a smear of blood on the top of the car and down the trunk. He found the dent where the body had bounced. He also found a red-brown puddle on the asphalt behind their rear tires and a pickup truck a few feet away. The driver looked as stunned as Hannah.
But there was no body.
“What the hell?” he whispered. Had the body been thrown?
Something tickled the nape of his neck.
James slapped at it and spun to search for what had touched him, but there was nothing there. The sensation didn’t alleviate when he turned, either.
The creeping feeling traveled into his hairline and down his spine. It rippled over his bones. With a cold wash of fear, he realized that he wasn’t being touched—he was feeling infernal power. A lot of it.
Red light flared under his feet. He lifted a shoe to see that he was standing on a blazing crimson sigil, which quickly spread over the asphalt and illuminated the shards of glass like fairy lights. An invisible hand drew the line in a wide, sweeping circle that encompassed James and the entirety of Hannah’s car.
A massive demonic rune.
He leaned into the open door of the car again.
“We have to run!”
Hannah hadn’t released the wheel. “Is he dead? Did I kill him?”
He punched the button on her seat belt to release it, grabbed her arm, and dragged her across the seat. “Get out of there, it’s a trap!”
James wrenched Hannah from the car and wrapped his arms around her, hugging her to his chest.
The sigil exploded.
Her car leaped into the air as though blasted by a bomb. It flipped end-over-end, and James couldn’t see where it landed.
The red light surrounded them with leaping flames. His skin boiled.
Beneath their feet, the road vanished, and the sky disappeared a moment later. James felt a wrenching sensation in his gut.
They wheeled and tumbled through black void. His chest hitched with the effort it took to breathe.
And then they hit.
Hannah’s shrieks suddenly cut off. She lost her balance and slipped from his arms, sprawling on the ground.
Being teleported by external forces should have been easier after all the times that James had done it in recent weeks, but it wasn’t. His body rebelled at the change, even before his senses could process what had happened. Nausea swept from his toes to the ends of his hair, rippling down his shoulders and blurring his vision.
He doubled over, braced his hands on his knees, and vomited. James hadn’t been eating much since Elise had died—he’d just had a handful of nuts and black coffee that morning, and a salad the night before. It splattered on the ground in a half-digested mess.
By the time he wiped his mouth clean and had recovered enough to see, Hannah was still on all fours. She flexed her fingers in fistfuls of orange-red clay.
There was no red clay in Denver.
James’s senses finally caught up with him. The air burned his throat with the taste of sulfur, bitterly dry and scraping his mucus membranes with every inhalation. As he bent to take Hannah’s arm, he noticed that it was harder to move, as though he were pushing through fluid. He felt weak. Heavy.
He looked up. They were in a forest, but it was unlike any forest he had ever seen. Iron branches reached for a red sky that roiled with smoke. There was no sun. No moon.
A cry echoed through the air—a scream of absolute despair, like the sounds that he heard in his worst nightmares of Elise’s death. James spun to search for the source of it, but all he saw were the thick black trunks of iron trees as thick around as his body.
Another scream followed from his other side, and then another. They echoed off of the metal trees.
Hannah was hyperventilating. She clutched at her throat with hands that had been stained by the clay. “Where are we?” she gasped. “Who is screaming? I can’t breathe—”
A powerful feeling of wrongness shivered in his stomach, tickled at the back of his neck, made his skin crawl like he had fallen into a pit of snakes. Demons. Infernal energy. It was everywhere—in the forest, the ground beneath his feet, the very air, woven into the fabric of existence in a way that he had never felt on Earth.
He reached out to touch one of the trees. It was hot, as though warmed by fire deep within the earth.
Except that they weren’t on Earth. Not anymore.
Something huge soared overhead, blotting out the red sky. It was bulging and blimp-like, but there wasn’t enough light in the crimson twilight to make out any other detail.
James wrenched Hannah to her feet, and the gesture made his muscles ache. “We have to move.”
“What’s happening, James?”
“I don’t know.” He pulled her through the trees as a chorus of screams floated over the forest. A piercing cry shattered the air beside them.
Hannah broke free to step around a tree, and her eyes widened at what she saw on the other side. Her cry joined the others’.
There was a body in the branches, stretched between the brittle fingers of the tree. It had two legs, two arms, a head, male genitals. But if it had once been human, there was no longer any way to tell.
A y-incision down its torso had been peeled open and the skin had been pinned to the branches, as if the tree had cracked open the body’s abdominal cavity. A stuttering heart spit blood with every pulse. But the body was alive—dear God, it was alive—and its head was thrown back in a scream that James could see trembling in its exposed lungs.
The swollen form floating overhead passed again, casting a shadow over Hannah and the body.
“Don’t stop,” he said, pulling Hannah away from the corpse.
“That body—the screaming—”
Her panic irritated him. Elise would never have panicked.
James shook her arm. “Focus. I think that thing is after us. We must keep moving.”
Hannah stared around the trees, twitching and trembling. “What thing? The bodies?”
“No. That.”
He pointed to the sky. That shadowy blimp was still following them, drifting slowly overhead. It was lower than it had been before. Perhaps just a few dozen meters above the tops of the trees. It looked like it was at least as large as the airplane that James had taken into the Denver airport, but with legs on its underside.
Hannah looked pale, like she might faint. But seeing the hovering creature was enough to get her to shut up and follow him.
James focused on the soft earth beneath his feet and avoiding the tree trunks. Lifting his feet was too difficult, too slow. Running in the iron forest was like trying to jog through sand. Screams chased them.
Hannah shrieked. Flapped an arm. Blood had dripped onto her hand.
There were another two bodies stretched out in the branches of the trees, and they were definitely demons—most likely nightmares. Their skin was slick and transparent, and they made his senses jangle like a cracked bell.
“Keep moving,” he said, pushing her ahead.
The blimp descended, and James got better glimpses of it through the trees as he ran. Those were definitely legs, like those of an insect. Its body was semi-translucent and filled with swirling gas.
James had no idea what it was, but he definitely didn’t want to find out.
“Faster!” he yelled, even though he couldn’t move faster. He was too weak to gain any speed in the dense atmosphere.
A leg swept through the trees and swiped at him. It whistled through the air.
Rough skin brushed his neck. The skin sizzled.
James tried to dodge and stumbled through the trees, breaking out of the forest into empty space—and almost fell off a cliff.
The ground crumbled beneath his feet. He threw himself backwards, landing hard just as the place he had been standing vanished.
A vast desert wasteland filled the space between James and the sliver of black mountains on the horizon. Gashes in the ground exposed bleeding, flaming pits that guttered red flames and spewed smoke.
To his right, the skyline of a city loomed high over plains, as though they had grown out of the earth and had been baked into black arches and peaks. It was hard to tell at that distance, but the city had to be huge—bigger than Reno, bigger than Denver, bigger than both of them combined. He could only see the farthest edge of it. It stretched endlessly beyond the mountains.
And at the center stood a palace. A single tower rose above it all, surrounded by rings of spires and a wall of sleek, towering stone that looked utterly unclimbable.
James had seen illustrations of that palace in ancient books, but never expected to make a firsthand visit. Or, more accurately, he had hoped that he would never visit.
Hannah and James had been sucked into Dis—the sixth level of Hell.
“James!”
He twisted. The blimp-like creature had descended, and one of its long, twisting appendages had curled around Hannah’s arm. The touch of its rough red flesh seemed to burn her. It pulled on her arm and jerked her off of her feet.
“No!” he yelled, scrabbling onto his knees.
He leapt and caught her feet, wrapping his arms around her legs. Hannah’s scream reached a new pitch. But he couldn’t hold on. He slipped and fell.
James hit the dirt again.
He fumbled at his pocket, trying to pull out the notebook. He didn’t know if he had a spell that would help—he didn’t even know if magic would work in Hell. Then he heard shuffling footsteps. Someone approaching from behind.
James rose to his knees, twisting and lifting his fists in defense, but something heavy connected with the back of his skull.
He blacked out before he hit the ground.



II
In the center of the Palace of Dis, on a platform raised above the courtyard, stood the torturing room.
Its current occupant was a megaira. Slender, beaded serpents draped from its skull and hung limply over the demon’s shoulders. Black brands marched down its bony collarbones and imprinted on its sagging breasts, including two centered directly over its pale brown nipples. Though watery blood coursed over its flesh and needles had been driven underneath its thumbnails, it was still trying to laugh.
Unlike their frail cousins, the succubi, megaira couldn’t bleed to death, and they delighted in the taste of aggression, rather than sex. Torturing them required someone who didn’t get aggressive, emotional, or angry while inflicting pain.
Isaac Kavanagh was perfect for the job.
He paced in a circle around the megaira, cupping a fistful of silver needles the length of his hand. He had started the day with forty-eight needles; now he held thirty-six. The others were buried in the megaira’s various body parts. Two in the thumbs, of course—that was a given. One in the hollow of the collarbone. One through the navel to pierce its shriveled womb. One for each toenail—that was another eight.
What next? The underside of the jaw was always a good place to pierce, but it made speech difficult, and pain was only the secondary goal of the interrogation.
“Weak,” said the megaira. “You are weak and puny.”
Isaac didn’t reply. He could feel it attempting to probe him with its energies, searching for weak points, the things that would make him angry. It was like being jabbed in the forehead with doughy fingers.
“Take an eyeball!” called a nightmare from the opposite walkway, skeletal fingers curved around iron columns as it watched him work.
Another passerby suggested, “Up her quim!”
Isaac was accustomed to having admirers suggest ways to coerce his subjects into talking, but he didn’t pay them any mind. They were too emotional about it. Too excited. Their aggression could feed the megaira and let it heal.
He stopped behind the demon and tipped his head to study it. As with all prisoners kept in the Palace, the demon was naked so that it couldn’t conceal any tangible weapons. The sharp lines of its hipbones jutted out under its ribs like the ears of a cat. The arms were jerked over its head by an iron chain, and blood trickled from its thumbnails to its wrists. It had started its day standing, but those two needles alone had made its knees give out.
The kneecaps. Hmm.
“I will ravage your wife and shit on her face,” said the megaira in the infernal tongue.
Isaac’s mouth twitched at its attempted threat, which was as close to laughing as he ever came.
“I think I’m going to drive a needle up your right nostril next,” he replied in the same language that the demon spoke, almost smoothly enough to pass for fluent. It wasn’t a threat. It was a statement of fact. “By law, I am required to explain—again—that you can belay this act by surrendering the information desired by the Council and naming the leader of the rebellion.”
The megaira’s skin flickered, baring the curves of its bones underneath. “My serpents will violate your wife’s every orifice and impregnate her with venom so that she dies from a rotting cunt.”
Isaac gripped the demon’s chin in one hand while onlookers cheered. His subject attempted to squirm away, but the chains had little slack. Its stubby feet slipped on the tile. One end of the needle was blunted, making it easy to thread the point into one nostril and shove with the pad of his thumb. He met resistance and pushed through.
That made the megaira stop talking and start screaming. Inky blood dribbled down Isaac’s thumb as tears squeezed from the corners of its eyes. He barely heard it wail over the delighted cries of his audience.
He shoved the needle deeper, until the end barely stuck out from its nostril, and then wiped the blood on his hand onto the demon’s shoulder.
“By law, I am required to warn you that my next action will not be to insert another needle, but to use the two in your thumbs to peel off the nails,” Isaac said. He doubted the demon heard him, since it was still screaming, but that wasn’t his concern. “You may belay this act by naming the leader of the rebellion.”
The trap door to his left groaned open. The head of security, Veronika, stuck her head through without climbing onto the platform. Her arrival was met with disappointed shouts from the walkway. They knew what her presence meant.
She had to catch her breath before speaking. “Inquisitor?” One of Veronika’s many jobs was to escort people to Earth, so she spoke smooth, perfect English.
Isaac flicked the needle in the megaira’s nose. That light touch drew a reaction down the entire body of his subject. An arched spine, gritted teeth, another wail bubbling in its throat. Good.
“Yes, Veronika?”
“A new prisoner is on his way. He’s a human.”
“I’m making progress here,” Isaac said. “Go ask Ariane to take care of this one. She enjoys processing the mortals.”
Veronika glanced at the people watching from the walkway. The bloody sky behind them turned the figures to indistinguishable shadows, distant enough that they would be unlikely to hear anything quieter than a yell. She lowered her voice anyway. “He’s not getting processed. He’s going to court right now. You’ll want to see this personally.”
If the head of security thought that the new prisoner needed Isaac’s personal attention, then it was likely to be the case. He examined his handiwork again. Something besides blood and ichor was dripping out of the megaira’s nose now. Brain matter, perhaps? Isaac wasn’t even sure that the demon had such a thing.
“I’m going to leave these needles in place,” he explained to the megaira, who had replaced the screaming with sweating and panting. “I don’t have any particular desire to remove your thumbnails or cause you further damage, but I will do it when I come back if I must. I hope a few hours of thinking will help you make the right decision.”
He felt another jab of its mind against his. A sharp pinch in his temple said that it had plucked a thought from the undercurrent trickling through his brain.
The megaira labored to speak. Its voice whined around the needle in its nasal cavity. “If you’re not so concerned about your wife…” A cough. A gurgle. “Perhaps I could become carnally acquainted with your daughter’s corpse.”
Isaac sucked a hard breath through his nose.
“I don’t think I want you to talk until I come back,” he said, his voice cracking on the last word.
He selected one more needle and slammed it into the underside of the megaira’s jaw.
Its muffled squeals followed him down the ladder.
The courtyard was quiet at that time of morning; most demons were already at work, so only gardeners wandered through the flesh orchards. They gave the limbs protruding from the earth the occasional jab with a stick to make sure they were still fresh enough to twitch. As Isaac passed, one of the hands failed to react. The gardener jerked it from the soil, roots and all.
Veronika was waiting for him nearby, beside the sculpture of Lucifer. She wore the leathers of Palace security—it was almost like the biker gear that humans wore on Earth. It was a recent change to the livery of Palace employees. The citizens of Dis liked to be trendy and emulate whatever was happening topside, but official garb was slower to update, so the security team had only recently stopped wearing scale armor.
She had her daggers—which were more like butcher knives—sheathed at her thighs, but every line of her body said that she was on edge, as though waiting for an attack. The nightmare’s mouth was in such a severe frown that it nearly bisected her jaw from her face.
“What is it?” Isaac asked, wiping his hands clean on the towel she handed him. The open air of Dis scratched at his raw throat and burned his skin. He failed to suppress a cough.
Veronika headed for the door to the south wing, and he matched her stride. “Bounty hunters, sir. They’re bringing a man down from Earth. He’s scheduled to arrive this morning and will be immediately put in front of the Council.”
“But there were no bounties on any topside humans. I would have seen it.”
Veronika waved her wrist in front of the door, and it unlocked. “The Council already paid a fee to the ones bringing this man in, so they must have put out the call.” She rested her hand on the handle without opening it, as if waiting to see Isaac’s reaction. He gave none. A secret bounty from the Council was interesting, but not unusual. “Abraxas paid in cash. Earth money.”
“How much?”
“Half a million American dollars,” she said. “Taken straight out of our security budget, according to the treasurer—and please keep that to yourself, because I’m not supposed to know.”
Now that was interesting. Isaac struggled to keep his face blank. “What’s his crime?”
“Transubstantiation and violation of The second law. He’s accused of turning from a human into a demon.” Veronika opened the door and he went inside.
“That’s not possible,” Isaac said.
“Yeah, I thought so, too. But James Faulkner is apparently the most powerful witch on Earth, so he must have found a way.”
Isaac stopped halfway into the hall.
“What did you say his name was?”
The ground shifted and swayed underneath James. He could hear the fluid in his skull swooshing from side to side with every motion.
For a moment, he was so grateful to have slept without dreaming that he neither remembered nor cared what had happened to him. It had been days since he’d been able to close his eyes without seeing Elise’s cold, bloodless face on the other side. But the smell of sulfur crept over him, and it was followed by an awareness of his raw nasal passage and his throbbing skull.
Memory returned all at once.
James was in Hell.
He tongued the wound on the side of his mouth. The skin was sticky—he had been bleeding profusely—but it had already clotted and dried into a caked mass on his cheek. The injury must have been hours old.
Forcing his eyes open, he saw a pair of feet. Dainty black loafers. Ankles bound with leather cord.
Hannah.
His blurry gaze traveled up her feet to her knees, and then her face. Hannah was unconscious. Her wrists were tied in front of her, and her skin and clothing were covered in a layer of red dust.
He tried to say her name, but his tongue wouldn’t articulate words. It stuck to his dry lips.
James swallowed, coughed, and cleared his throat. “Hannah?” His voice came out as a croak. The air tasted sulfuric and bitter.
She didn’t respond.
He relaxed into the swaying motion of the floor. It was grainy—some kind of rough reddish wood, although not a wood that he was familiar with. The floor was throbbing. It sounded like wind was rushing outside. Hard orange light shot through the gaps between boards so brightly that it made his eyeballs ache. James’s shirt and slacks were as dusty as Hannah’s, as if he had been rolling around on the surface of Mars.
He assumed that his stiff, unmoving arms meant that he was tied, too, but he felt so strange and disconnected from his own flesh that he couldn’t tell.
James rolled onto his stomach with a groan. Wriggling closer to the wall, he pressed one eye to a slit between two boards.
Whatever he was in, it wasn’t a ship. There were buildings passing by, and the doors and shop fronts resembled the slums of Dubai. A strange language was scrawled across the walls in red-brown paint, but it was gone before he could try to decipher the language.
Dark forms slipped into view and out again. People walking past his transport.
But not humans.
James’s scalp itched and crawled as his stomach knotted. The feelings swelled and then subsided every time he passed another pedestrian. It wasn’t nausea from his head injury—it was the feeling that he got from demons.
He was still in Hell. And judging by the fences, the cement paths, and the iron trees that he glimpsed, he had been taken into the City of Dis.
There were shouts in a foreign tongue, and an explosion thudded in the distance. He squinted through the sliver in time to see a squat creature with a smashed face throw something at his transport.
Something thudded against the other side of the wood, making the entire vehicle shake. James jerked away.
Hannah sat up and pushed her hair out of her face with both hands. The right side of her face was swelling. “Where are we?” She sounded as raw as he felt.
“We’re in Dis.”
“We can’t be in Dis. I have to get home. Nathaniel—”
“It’s better for him to be there than here.” James started wriggling, trying to free his wrists from their bindings behind his back. Every little motion hurt. “But trust me when I say this isn’t my first choice of vacation spot, either.”
“How can you be joking at a time like this?”
He didn’t respond. Of all the things that he had been through with Elise—being sacrificed and possessed by a powerful demon, the threat of apocalypse, and delving deep into infernal undercities—falling into Hell was just one more episode in his miserable life.
But Hannah had barely been outside Colorado, much less to another dimension. She had certainly never been held captive. And she looked like she was about to hyperventilate from the sulfuric air.
“I’m going to protect you, Hannah. You will get home to Nathaniel, and I will take both of you to safety.”
“Those are some bold goddamn words from the man who just got the two of us dragged into Hell!”
“Relax,” he said. Their vehicle bounced over something, bumping the back of James’s sore head against the wall.
Hannah glared. “Relax? Relax?”
She had found the end of his patience.
“Yes. Relax. Now shut your damn mouth and stop distracting me, woman.”
Fury flashed across Hannah’s face, but she didn’t try speaking again. She lifted her wrists to her mouth and bit at the leather strap.
James concentrated on his own bindings. If only they had tied him in front…but he was confident he could loosen them, if only he could reach the knot with his fingers…
The vehicle jerked to a halt. There was commotion outside. More shouts, more quiet explosions. They were growing closer, like a riot was moving up the street. The next explosion was loud enough to make James’s ears ring and the vehicle shake.
Every hint of anger had vanished from Hannah’s face and had been replaced by fear. A tiny whimper rose from her throat.
James turned his head to peer out of a slit again. There were no shop windows visible now—just a blank wall reflecting the harsh orange-red light.
Nearby voices spoke outside of the cart, jabbering in a rough, guttural language. It was vo-ani, the infernal tongue. He had studied the demonic language for years so that he could study ancient infernal spells, and James considered himself fluent in it. He practiced using it on Earth with demons whenever he had the chance—which was not often, considering that most of his interactions with demons ended in their abrupt death.
But there was a difference between speaking with Earth-bound creatures that had human mouthparts and trying to understand a regional accent in Hell. He only picked up a word here and there: things like “Palace,” “market,” and “bounty.”
Hannah was still whimpering.
He started twisting his wrists harder, flexing his muscles to strain against the leather.
A click, a clatter. The back wall of their enclosure dropped open.
The demon that stood on the other side was like nothing James had ever seen on Earth. A face protruded from its chest. Its eyes bulged, a tongue hung over its missing jaw, and a fall of tattered red feathers coated its arms.
James had seen etchings of such demons before. They were called “brutes.” Something prevented them from being able to breathe in Earth’s atmosphere, so they had never crossed dimensions. It was the first time he had seen such a strange creature in the flesh.
Yet that was nowhere near as strange as the sight beyond the brute’s back. They had left behind the shops that he had glimpsed earlier, and a city block stretched as far as he could see, with towering skyscrapers that wouldn’t have been out of place in Chicago. Red dust blew over the concrete streets.
It was familiar, but just different enough to be unsettling. There were no cars, no streetlights—just a row of mirrored buildings and a mob of demons barely restrained by security guards in leather biker gear. The line of bodies stood shoulder-to-shoulder, trying to hold back the crowd, but they were giving way one step at a time.
“Tika tho ngilo tin?” the brute asked, tongue flapping in the air as it addressed someone that James couldn’t see.
A second demon joined the first, blocking James’s view of Dis. It was tall, broad, and humanoid; judging by the papery skin and the way the corners of its mouth almost reached its ears, it had to be some flavor of nightmare. It wore a leather vest just a few shades darker than its own skin, which was almost peach in color.
“Giho tim,” said the nightmare, and James actually understood that one; it meant, “They want the man.” Its teeth were shattered yellow stubs.
He swallowed and coughed again, preparing to speak. Maybe the dry, horrible air would help with his accent. “I think we have a misunderstanding,” James said in his very best attempt at the infernal tongue. Neither of the demons acknowledged that he had spoken.
Hannah edged toward him. “What are they saying?”
James leaned to the side, partially shielding her body from their view with his shoulders. “I think they’re trying to decide what to do with us.”
“Goha?” said the brute. It sounded more like a wet cough than a word.
The nightmare gave a dismissive wave of its skeletal hand and responded in its more refined dialect, “I don’t need that one. Sell her.”
James hadn’t researched infernal culture beyond what he needed to know for his studies in magic, but he knew that humans were numerous in Hell. And they were almost entirely used as slaves or for food.
Sell her.
He got onto his knees as the squat demon reached a three-fingered hand inside the enclosure. “Don’t touch her!” James said. He didn’t bother trying to speak the infernal tongue. They weren’t listening anyway.
Hannah gasped and slid back, but the demon’s meaty hand closed on her ankle. Her skirt slid up her hips as the demon dragged her into the street.
James lunged after her, jumping out of the back of the vehicle they had been riding in.
His feet connected with the red concrete, and a dizzying wave of energy swept over him, as though centuries of ancient magic shocked through his bones. Earth became sky, the buildings tipped underneath him, and he felt like he was going to fall into the dust-clouded air.
Hannah was shrieking, but he couldn’t see her through his blurred vision. His fingers brushed hers, then slipped. His eyes cleared in time to see the brute wrapping Hannah in a tight embrace, hauling her off of her feet, and dragging her toward the milling crowd.
“No!” he yelled.
The nightmare swung. Its fist struck James’s face, and stars flashed in his vision.
Between the multiple blows and the strange swells of arcane magic, James couldn’t keep his footing. He slipped. Staggered. Flung his hands out to catch himself, and failed. His side hit the concrete. He glimpsed the vehicle that he and Hannah had been transported in—an old, dirty pickup truck that had patches of leather covering holes in the metal—and then his gaze focused on what lay beyond it.
The spires of the Palace jutted into the sky, shining with glass panels and iron arches. The truck was waiting at the elaborate gates separating the demonic city from the Palace itself.
The nightmare was taking James to the Council.
His stomach pitched, and he tried to get to his feet. “Hannah!”
James’s captor drove a knee into his gut, and all the breath rushed out of his lungs. “Easy money,” laughed the nightmare as it tossed James into the back of the truck again.
He heard the door close and latch again, leaving him on the inside, and Hannah on the outside with the riot.
“James!” she screamed, her voice distant in the crowd.
He slammed his fists against the door. The wood rattled, but held strong. The vehicle shifted underneath him as it began to move again, making the bars of harsh light slide across the floor once more.
Then he was inside the gates, and all light vanished.
James wasn’t given enough time in the truck to plot his escape before it stopped again. The back gate opened, and the nightmare blindfolded him before he could see where he had been taken. A cloth was shoved into his mouth and bound with a leather strap. The material tasted like sweat and dust, and he gagged on it.
“Let’s move,” the nightmare said. Its hands dug into his arms as it pushed him forward. He tried to grunt a protest, but he couldn’t speak around the gag. All he could do was walk.
Although James couldn’t see where he was being taken, he could gather some clues from his other senses. The sound of the nightmare walking was joined by another set of footsteps, maybe two. The strides were short and shuffling. Were they more demons, or human slaves? There was no way to distinguish one creature from another. Everything around him felt powerfully infernal, to the point that he thought he might vomit again.
The air turned hotter and drier; the ground crunched beneath his feet. A door opened, a door closed. The air grew cooler.
There was the hissing of steam and the sensation of dropping. He smelled brass and oil, smoke and vapor.
Stubby fingers jabbed him in the spine, urging him onward. And then it was hot again, and he was going down a long set of stairs.
Hinges whined. A hand shoved him in the back, and his knees hit stone.
The blindfold was whipped from James’s face.
He knelt in the center of a stone ring that was as warm beneath his knees as the hearth of a fireplace. The only light came from grates set into the floor—a dim red glow that danced like flame. A smoky haze gathered around the floor, making his eyes sting. Stands loomed over him, like the seats of a judge and jury. Perhaps a dozen of the seats were filled, though there was enough space for a hundred creatures to watch him. Every one of the watchers wore robes that concealed their faces.
He shifted on his knees and inched toward the edge of the ring. Demonic runes were carved into the edge. It stung his knees with heat when he approached, and he shrunk back. The onlookers didn’t react to his weak escape attempt.
The door opened again. A slender woman with a severe face that looked like it had been carved out of wood stepped through. She wore a leather uniform and had a butcher knife strapped to each hip.
He tried to ask what was going on, but all he could do was mumble.
She drew one butcher knife. He shirked back, and his foot touched one of the brands. Instant pain shocked through his leg.
The guard pushed him to the floor and began to work.
She sliced his shirt down the neck, baring his chest and stomach. He had a scar on the upper right side of his chest that was shaped somewhat like a sunburst; another mess of scars marked his solar plexus. The creatures hidden inside the robes muttered among themselves when the scar was bared, speaking so quickly and so softly in the infernal tongue that James could make nothing out.
After two more slices to open his sleeves, James’s shirt was gone. He gave a grunt of protest as she dragged his pants down over his hips and tossed them aside. His shoes and socks followed. Then his watch.
It wasn’t until he was naked on the floor that the guard cut the gag free and stepped back.
He groaned and rolled onto his knees.
“James Faulkner.” The voice boomed through the stone around him, making his bones shake. “You have been brought before me, Judge Abraxas, and standing members of the Council to be indicted for crimes against the Treaty of Dis. How do you plead?”
He stared at the shadowy figure that had spoken. Abraxas sat on the tallest chair directly in front of him, which was carved of elaborate black stone. He was draped in the same crimson robes as everyone else in the room.
James tried to speak, but his throat was ragged from breathing the harsh air for too long. All that came out was a croak.
Silence responded. The shifting of bodies in chairs.
“How do you plead?” asked the voice again.
His heart started beating faster. He struggled to gather saliva on his tongue and swallow it down. There was little moisture in his body—too little to blink, much less salivate.
James finally managed to croak, “I don’t understand. Why have I been brought here?”
The guard with the butcher knives stepped forward again. This time, she didn’t approach James—she approached the stand.
A red-hooded creature handed her a piece of paper. The guard read off of it. “Blood will remain pure. Infernal and ethereal creatures can interbreed with mortals, but angels cannot breed with demons. Angels can fall, but cannot become mortal. Demons can ascend within Hell, but cannot become ethereal. Mortals must not possess immortality, and a human that is born without mixed blood must remain human. This is The second law of the Treaty of Dis.”
More shifting in the stands. Someone in the stands muttered, “So mote it be.”
James waited for an explanation, but the guard only stepped into the shadows under the stands again.
“But I haven’t broken any laws,” he said.
The judge spoke once more. “This is our accusation: you have tampered with fate, turned yourself from a human into a demon, and now possess immortality. Your blood is impure. You are charged with violating the Treaty of Dis. How do you plead?”
James’s head spun, and he wasn’t sure if it was from the smoke, the heat, or the accusation. “Innocent,” he said. “I’m innocent. I’m not a demon.”
“Then we will collect the full Council, and you will go on high trial.” A hand rose from within the robes. It looked like a human hand, just like any other, but the skin was pale and the fingers were delicate. “Take him to the prison.”



III
DECEMBER 2009
It was almost midnight on a cold, snowy evening, and Gary Zettel was patrolling the Union warehouse’s perimeter. Leather gloves and a black scarf protected him from the chilly wind, and his gun, vest, and slacks blended in with the darkness of the night. Only the white, six-inch letters stamped on his chest in reflective tape caught any light.
He shifted his grip on the gun to keep his fingers limber as he headed down the south side of the fence. The dirt had been packed down and laced with pressure-sensitive wire that could pinpoint the position of an intruding mouse, but beyond the barbed wire was nothing but wild, unguarded desert. Sagebrush and sparse trees made formless shadows that Zettel could imagine as a hundred hostile beings—a mob of angry human survivors, possessed demons, or some other foe they had yet to face.
But the night was quiet. An icy breeze whispered through the sagebrush. His footsteps crunched on the dirt, and his leather gloves creaked as he checked his gun’s safety yet again.
Zettel reached the corner of the fence, swiveled, and headed in the other direction.
His aspis, Allyson Whatley, hurried out of the building. She was bundled in a heavy jacket zipped to her chin. He felt her approach an instant before he saw her; he always knew where she was, even when they were in different states.
Her square face was triumphant. “I did it.” She faced the cold desert as she spoke, and she barely moved her lips. “I finally did it.”
Zettel turned off his earpiece. “Let me see.”
She removed a scrap of cloth from her pocket. A complex symbol was embroidered in the center of the white linen square and stained by a bloody thumbprint. From her other pocket, she took out a folded piece of paper on which she had drawn the same symbol.
“Watch,” she said, and she flicked the paper in the air.
It burst into flame and turned to ash in her hand. The paper was gone so quickly that Zettel almost didn’t believe that he had seen it.
Allyson had finally replicated written magic.
“Does this mean you can make the wedge?” he asked, pulse speeding.
“I’ve already started.”
Zettel struggled to suppress his excitement, but the implications of this were dizzying. He punched his fist in the air. “Yes,” he hissed. It was the only moment of celebration he would allow himself.
“I’m going to finish it,” she said. “You can contact HQ when you’re ready. But…quietly.”
He nodded. Yes, quietly. Nobody could know what they had found. Not yet. And especially not his commander.
“I have two hours left on my shift,” he said. “Do you think you’ll be done by then?” She hesitated, and then nodded. “Good. Great. I’ll see you in two hours.”
“We’re so close,” Allyson whispered.
He nodded stiffly as she stuffed the cloth back into her jacket again. It took all of his strength not to follow her as she spun on her heel and returned to the building. Instead, he stared at the flakes of ash settling on the tightly packed earth and felt his stomach flip-flop. Not with nerves—Zettel didn’t get nervous—but with anticipation.
So close.
But not for a few more hours.
He flicked his earpiece back on. Composed his features. Resumed walking the perimeter of the fence.
Zettel was so distracted by the heady, dizzying sense of impending victory that he didn’t feel the tingle at the back of his neck until it was almost too late.
A pale flash caught the corner of his eye—too far to the south to be a guard at the nearest watchtower.
He froze, watching for another hint of motion.
The night was still.
Scanning the compound’s exterior, he took inventory of everything that was meant to be there: spotlights focused on the outside of the warehouse, a man patrolling the opposite fence in the same black uniform he wore, the waiting SUV that had been left with the driver’s side door open.
All quiet. Unremarkable.
Unease crawled over him. Zettel wasn’t skittish, and he didn’t imagine things. Especially not people that weren’t there.
He picked up his pace and headed toward the SUV, putting two fingers to the bluetooth headset in his ear. His excitement was suppressed by a rising sensation of something gone awry. “Mack? Anything registering on the pressure sensors?”
A buzz, and then, “Just you and Mason.”
There were shadows on the ground on the other side of the SUV—two dark shapes that looked like feet.
“What’s Mason’s position?” he asked, lowering his voice to a whisper.
Another buzz. “Northeast corner.”
Nowhere near the SUV.
Zettel lifted his gun. “Suspected intruder by the garage. I’m going to engage. Verify reinforcements.”
“Negative, Gary. There’s nothing with you.”
Then who was standing on the other side of the SUV?
He stood by the hood for a moment, taking measured breaths and preparing to engage. His pulse thudded in his throat and temples.
Zettel leapt around the vehicle and brought his weapon to bear.
Nobody was there.
The ground was empty, and the door stood open. There was no sign of what had caused the shadows. The earpiece was buzzing again, and he put his fingers to it to hear the transmission. “I repeat, Gary: do not engage. There’s nothing there.”
He pushed the talk button. “Roger.”
Zettel scanned the door into the garage, the open land, the total absence of unusual shadows. He wasn’t the kind of person who imagined things, but maybe the stress of surviving the apocalypse was starting to get to him. Just a little bit.
Lowering his sidearm, he put a hand on the SUV’s driver’s side door to shut it.
A blinking blue light caught his eye. Whoever had driven the vehicle last had removed their earpiece and forgotten it in the cup holder. That was the kind of laziness that their new commander, Malcolm, was letting the unit get away with. When Zettel had been in charge of the unit, he would have brought swift, harsh retribution upon whoever was stupid enough to lose their equipment.
But Zettel wasn’t in charge anymore—for the time being.
Muttering a few choice swear words, he leaned in to grab the earpiece.
Black eyes stared at him from the backseat.
Adrenaline rushed through him, slowing time to a crawl and making his vision sharpen. Zettel took a step back. Reached for his gun.
He couldn’t move fast enough.
A white flash rushed through the air and connected with his chest. They both hit the ground. His head bounced, blurring his vision and making his ears ring.
The sensitive wiring in the ground should have registered someone sitting on top of him and made his earpiece blow up with chatter. He could see her—pale face, black eyes, black hair, lips peeled back in a grimace. He could certainly feel her, with her hands digging into his vest and knees pressing against his gut.
But there were no alarms. His earpiece remained silent.
She ripped the gun from his hands and flung it across the ground. And then she vanished into midair, scattering into shadow like a flock of ravens.
A buzz. “We’re registering unusual activity in your sector. Did you fall over?” The tiny voice had a hint of laughter to it. The dick in the control booth was laughing at him. Nobody fucking laughed at him when he had been commander. When the Union put him in charge again, Mack was going to be the first on latrine duty.
He tried to punch the button his earpiece and missed. He hit it on the second try.
“I just got attacked,” Zettel said, scrambling to his feet and grabbing his gun. “There is an intruder, and it’s not registering on the sensors.”
“Negative, Gary—”
But control was cut off by jangling alarms. They shattered the air, echoed over the plains, and made his eardrums vibrate. The spotlights on the building turned red and began to flash.
A dozen voices began speaking in his earpiece simultaneously.
“Something just entered the garage level—”
“—registering a bogey, moving fast—”
“What did you see? What is it?”
Zettel felt a surge of satisfaction that was almost as strong as his confusion. He pressed the talk button as he ran toward the door, but he didn’t know what to tell them he had seen. The pale skin, dark hair, and how it had vanished into the shadows—those things always meant a demon of some flavor, like a nightmare or a succubus.
But what he had seen couldn’t have been a demon. It couldn’t.
Mason rushed to meet him at the side door, which stood ajar. The lights inside were on alarm, too, and black shapes rushed through the halls as sleeping kopides began to awake and mobilize.
“Jesus, what was it?” Mason asked.
I think it was a ghost.
That would have sounded insane, so all Zettel said was, “I’m going after the bogey. Drag Malcolm’s drunken ass out of bed and have him find me.”
And then he slammed through the door and entered total chaos.
The screeching alarms were worse inside the warehouse. They rattled and bounced off of the walls, and the pitch made his eardrums tremble. The alarm lights were red, so it took no time for his eyes to adjust after the darkness outside.
He was surrounded by shipping trucks and the crates they had been carrying, each turned to black cubes by the strobes.
Nobody was working in the garage that late at night. The only active personnel should have been patrolling, just like Zettel had been outside. But as far as he could see, the room was empty.
Footsteps banged on the metal walkway above. He whirled to follow the sound, raising his gun.
The runner vanished before he could target.
Swearing under his breath, he launched himself up the ladder and onto the walkway. The shadow had already reappeared on the opposite catwalk, shoved open the swinging doors into the hallway, and passed through.
Ragged breaths tore through his throat as he chased the disappearing and reappearing shadow. The chatter on his earpiece fuzzed in and out of static.
The shadow swept through the halls ahead of him, darkening a few feet at a time, like a black hand was moving over the lights one by one. Doors slammed around him, opening and closing of their own volition.
Occasionally, he saw a flash of a hand, a slender throat, a face glancing over a shoulder—like he was chasing a beautiful ghost through a forest of fluttering darkness.
He was never going to catch up.
“Issue a quarantine protocol on my level!” he shouted into the earpiece.
Mack moved fast. The fire shields began to slide over the hallway doors.
Zettel slid under the nearest one just in time to see the shadow pass around the next corner, near the armory. He could cut it off if he reached the next level first.
He leaped up the stairs, taking them two at a time. His shoulder bumped into a kopis as he passed his quarters. He recognized the cry of protest, even under the blaring alarms—Malcolm.
Then the shadow swept over them.
For an instant, it was utterly black. Something cold washed down Zettel’s spine. The back of his neck itched and crawled.
It was gone an instant later.
“The hell?” Malcolm asked. He slept naked, like he was still a bachelor at university, but he had his clothes bundled under one arm and a gun in the other hand. What a goddamn pig.
Zettel hit the button on his earpiece. “This level also needs to be closed, control. I think the bogey must be going for artifact storage.”
The commander tried to follow him down the hall, bouncing on one leg to pull on his pants. “Oi! Gary! What bogey?”
Between control’s shouts on the earpiece and the blasting alarms, the rest of the units in the warehouse were mobilizing, but it was too late. Men stepped into the hall seconds after Malcolm had already run past them, and the shadow was already long gone.
That meant that the lift would be too slow, too. Zettel launched himself up the stairwell, Malcolm just a few steps behind with his trousers around his knees.
He got out on the fourth floor. Went two halls down.
There was nobody in sight, and the door into artifact storage was still closed. Totally silent. No shadows, no ghosts, no intruders.
Uttering a silent thanks, Zettel punched his access code into the panel to check the logs. Text scrolled past on the screen, but he wasn’t sure what he expected to find. If the door was locked, then even a shadowy bogey wasn’t going to be able to break through three inches of heavy steel without leaving some traces.
No attempts at opening the door showed on the log for six hours. He had beaten the bogey there.
He squinted through the reinforced glass. There were no alarm lights inside the secure storage room, so he could barely make out the shelves of crates and containers inside as the strobes behind him flashed.
A strobe momentarily illuminated the aisle between the shelves. A woman stood at the end, wearing the shadows like armor.
Cold shock washed over him. For a moment, all he could do was stand with his mouth agape, face pressed to the glass. The intruder glanced up at him as she pulled a box off of the shelves. It was the size of a suitcase, and marked with the Union insignia.
How had she gotten inside?
Zettel inputted his access code, but it took a few seconds for the whirring locks to disengage. He slammed his fist into the door, as if that could make it go faster.
“You bitch!” he yelled, spit flecking on the door.
The woman saluted him with two fingers to her temple.
Click. The locks released. Zettel flung the door open.
Everything went black.
The heavy hand of darkness pressed against his mouth and nose, squeezing into his throat, down his chest, and gripping his lungs. The rattle of alarms filled his skull. An impact rocked through his spine.
And then the darkness was gone—and so was the bogey, the box, and any sign of her shadow.
Zettel had somehow ended up sprawled out on his back, and he wasn’t sure how or when it had happened. Maybe that had been the pain he’d felt. The bitch must have pushed him.
Before he could get up, Malcolm ran out of the stairwell, one hand hanging onto the pants around his thighs and the other holding a 9mm. He jerked his trousers over his hips and belted them. He was still shirtless and barefoot. He must have abandoned the rest of his clothing somewhere in the stairwell.
“Did you see her?” Zettel asked, scrambling onto his hands and knees.
“Her who?” Malcolm grimaced and pressed a hand to his temple. “God, that shrieking—someone turn that shit off. Hear me?” When the alarms continued, he put a hand to his earpiece. “Come on, you bastards, turn off the bells!”
Silence flooded the hall. Control was still chattering away, the useless fucks. Zettel turned the volume down on his earpiece.
“We’ve got a problem, sir,” he said, getting to his feet.
“We’d better have a problem, if people are waking me at midnight when I was having a good dream. What in the seven burning hells is going on, Gary?” His Irish accent was even harder to understand when he had been woken up from a drunken stupor.
“Intruder. Thief. We’re under attack.”
“What?” He blinked stupidly as the red spotlights cut out and turned white again. “What kind of intruder? Nightmare? Succubus?” He gave a low chuckle. “A succubus would definitely explain the dream.”
Zettel took a deep breath. Let it out. “She was on me for a second. I only saw a glimpse, but I think I recognized her. And considering what she took…”
“Hang on. Back up a few steps. Who is ‘she?’”
He braced himself for the ridiculous, impossible truth.
“It was Elise Kavanagh.”
Malcolm only stared at him, as if waiting for the punch line to a joke. It never came. “Elise Kavanagh’s body is in cold storage,” the commander said.
“I know.”
“She’s been dead for weeks. You were there when we picked up her body.”
Zettel nodded. “I know.” That day was permanently emblazoned on his memory—the first sunrise that touched Reno after days of darkness, the swirling snow and ash, the decimated buildings. Elise had gone down after killing Yatai, the mother of all demons.
She had already been cold by the time they’d found her. And what sweet satisfaction that had been. It was Elise’s fault that Zettel had been demoted.
He had watched the video of the autopsy with great pleasure. Had seen the mortician weighing her organs. Had read the report on her unusually low body fat and blood volume, her missing reproductive organs, her severed arm.
Elise was definitely dead. But she was also, almost as certainly, the thing that had attacked him.
Malcolm strode for the stairs and hit the button on his earpiece. “Control, I need you to get in touch with Union HQ and have someone check the refrigerators. See if there are any missing bodies.”
A buzz, and the response piped over Zettel’s earpiece, as well. “Roger that.” They jogged down the stairs to the garage, and it didn’t take long for control to respond—nobody ever slept at Union HQ. “Everything is intact, sir.”
“Shit,” Malcolm said. He jumped in the first SUV they came across and waved to Zettel. “You’re coming with me, Gary. Let’s get the bitch that stole Elise’s face.”
Anthony Morales paced across the empty highway, hands jammed into his pockets and breath fogging around his face. He wore a path in the snow, tracing his footprints back and forth across the same ten-foot patch of ground. The snow boots were borrowed, and too big for him. They rubbed his toes raw through his woolen socks. The discomfort wasn’t enough to stop his worried fidgeting.
“Come on,” he muttered, staring hard at I-80 heading out of town.
The pickup that Anthony had been using was parked a good mile back—far enough that the Union monitors shouldn’t register it as someone attempting to violate the quarantine. But it made him nervous to be so far from his mode of transportation. If the Union showed up with one of those heavily loaded SUVs, they could run him down before he reached the truck. And they had made it pretty clear that they would consider anyone out after curfew to be a demon and a threat.
He blew another breath under his scarf and checked his phone. Almost one o’clock in the morning. Elise had said she would be back by then.
Anthony wasn’t worried about her. He didn’t think that the Union could kill Elise—hell, he was pretty sure they couldn’t even contain her anymore. There were no ropes strong enough for that. But the longer it took for her to come back, the more likely the Union monitors would be to scan his section of highway, notice the trail of footprints to his pickup, and come to investigate.
He slapped his gloved hands together, trying to bring circulation into his fingers. “Come on, come on.”
Something moved farther down the highway, and Anthony’s shoulders tensed.
It was small and dark. Too distant to tell if it was Elise, or something even less friendly.
He considered jumping the median and hiding until it got closer, but it definitely wasn’t Union—they were never that subtle on the approach. So he waited and prayed.
As it came closer, Anthony realized that it was a boy. A human boy.
That didn’t ease the tension in his shoulders. Not even a little. Anthony reached back and slid his shotgun out of his spine scabbard, warming the metal in his gloved hands.
The boy spoke. “Hello?”
“Stay back,” Anthony responded, lifting the shotgun. “I’m armed, and I will shoot.”
That should have been enough to make any normal child run away. This boy just stopped. Anthony wasn’t surprised—normal kids had no reason to be on an empty freeway near the edges of the Reno-Sparks quarantine in the first place.
Anthony stepped closer.
The kid seemed normal enough. He had shaggy black hair and square glasses. He was dwarfed inside an adult-size jacket with a furred neck that fanned out around his round face. He was probably nine or ten years old; he was pretty tall for his age, and a little bit gangly.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” the boy said.
Definitely not a normal kid. “What are you doing out here? You know curfew was six hours ago, right?”
The boy blinked. “Curfew?”
Anthony’s suspicion ratcheted up a few notches. “Let me see your hands,” he said, and the boy held up his arms. His bare fingers were turning blue with cold as he shivered. Aside from the jacket, he wasn’t dressed for the cold at all. “What are you doing on the freeway? How did you get to this side of the quarantine?”
“I caught a ride to Fernley on a semi and walked the rest of the way. My name is Nathaniel, and I’m looking for my parents.” After a pause, he added in a bold voice, “I said I wasn’t going to hurt you, right?”
Anthony stretched out with all his senses, including the one that told him when evil was nearby. It seemed to have gotten more sensitive ever since he had been possessed by the mother of all demons. But he got nothing off of Nathaniel. Definitely human.
He lowered the shotgun. “You picked a really bad time for a visit, kid. It’s not just the quarantine. The Union’s got a curfew after sundown, and trust me when I say they don’t care how old you are. You could get arrested. Do you want to be locked up?”
Nathaniel shrugged. “They wouldn’t be able to hold me.”
“How sure are you of that?”
“Pretty sure. I’m tougher than I look.”
Anthony almost lifted the shotgun again. “Are you human?”
That question seemed to surprise the boy. “What else would I be?”
Sirens shattered the night, and distant spotlights flashed to life over the hills.
Anthony raised the shotgun reflexively as Nathaniel pulled a notebook out of his pocket and ripped out a page. Complex black runes were drawn across it in ink.
Paper magic.
Anthony stared. “Where did you get that?”
“I made it,” Nathaniel said, like it was no big deal to be in possession of obscure and powerful magic.
Motion farther down the freeway caught his attention. The snow darkened, as though black velvet was being dragged over the surface, and Anthony’s scalp started itching. That was the feeling that he had expected from Nathaniel—the sense of something powerful and hellish.
It was the same way that Yatai had made him feel. But Yatai was dead, and what was coming for him now was almost worse.
The shadows resolved into a pale woman with long hair. She was wearing a t-shirt, men’s jeans, and no shoes, and she cradled a box in her arms.
It had been two days since Anthony had found Elise’s body floating in the middle of Lake Tahoe. Two whole days, and he still couldn’t get used to seeing his girlfriend with snowy-pale skin and hair that bled into the night. She looked like a dead woman who had crawled out of her grave, but that was probably because she was.
And Elise was running. That was never a good sign.
Spotlights flared behind her—twin lights that slowly grew. Kind of like the headlights of an SUV filled with Union soldiers out to shoot them.
A lot like the headlights of an SUV, actually.
“Anthony! Move!” Elise shouted. Her voice carried over the night like she had used a megaphone.
He didn’t need to be told twice. He started backpedaling in his own footprints, trying to slip the shotgun back into its scabbard to free his hands, but it took him three tries to get it under his scarf.
Nathaniel was frozen where he stood. He clutched the paper spell in both hands.
“You better run,” Anthony said, and then he took his own advice and broke into a flat-out sprint.
The sound of sirens grew louder. One by one, the streetlights over the freeway slammed on, splashing yellow light over the snow. Anthony heard Nathaniel scrambling to keep up with him as the engine noises grew.
Elise drew level with Anthony. “Who’s the kid?” she asked. She wasn’t even breathing hard, and she didn’t leave any footprints in the snow.
“You said you weren’t going to alert the Union!” Anthony yelled. His chest heaved, throat raw and breathing ragged from the cold. “You said you could get in and out without being spotted!”
The SUV gunned it, spraying slushy snow in its wake.
She snagged Anthony’s hand and dragged him over the median, onto the other side of the freeway, and down an off-ramp. Nathaniel followed.
Unfortunately, so did the Union.
The SUV smashed into the barrier. Concrete cracked.
Anthony didn’t look back to see if they had flipped. He let his momentum carry him down the slope, shoving Nathaniel so that he was running in front.
They jumped off of the freeway near a waterpark. The swimming pools were filled with ash and snow. “The truck is back that way!” Anthony tugged on Elise’s arm, but she ignored him.
The Union was right behind them, just yards away. Its horn blared as it squealed down the ramp.
“Wait,” Nathaniel said, stopping in the middle of the street.
He flung the strip of paper into the air and spoke a word of power.
Magic erupted through the street beneath their feet and made the air shimmer. Something huge coalesced over the SUV as it approached—a boulder the size of a car.
The boulder dropped.
It crashed into the hood of the SUV, and the metal crunched under it. Brakes squealed. The back tires lifted off the ground as glass exploded everywhere.
Elise stared at him hard, as if the Union had vanished and she was seeing the child for the first time. Her eyes were endless pits, and if she had looked at Anthony like that, he probably would have shit himself. But the boy just started searching through his notebook for another page.
Taking out one SUV wasn’t enough. Another vehicle rounded the bend to block the intersection, and Elise stopped short. Anthony ran into her back.
A third vehicle appeared around the corner, and a fourth.
They were trapped.
Anthony edged backward, even though there was nowhere to go. “Elise…”
“You’re right,” Elise said as the SUVs closed in. She shifted the box so it was under one arm and addressed Nathaniel. “Hey kid, are you scared of the dark?”
“No. Why?”
She lifted him under the arms, even though he was barely any shorter than she was, and threw him over her shoulder like he was a much smaller child. Then she grabbed Anthony’s wrist. The contact made his stomach cramp with nausea, and he wanted desperately to shove her away.
Maybe the kid wasn’t scared of the dark, but Anthony was—he knew what was waiting inside.
Elise erupted into fragments of shadow.
Her swarming cloud of night was a few shades darker than the world surrounding them, and it consumed everything until all Anthony could see was blackness. It was as though a huge fist had clamped down on him, smothering his face and chest and jerking him off of the ground.
He was buffeted inside a storm. Wind whipped around his ears.
There were still sirens, and he could still hear the roaring engine of the SUV, but it quickly grew distant.
“Hey!” someone shouted. “Stop them!”
Popping noises. Gunfire.
It rapidly faded, and was replaced by a roar like a tornado. Anthony couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see anything, and he felt dizzy with panic—
But then it was over.
Anthony fell onto the frozen, crunchy grass of a yard where the snow hadn’t stuck, and Nathaniel flopped a few feet away from him. The shadow burst with the fluttering of wings. Oxygen rushed into Anthony’s lungs.
The boy immediately scrambled to his feet and spun, as if searching for the freeway. There was no sign of it.
They were on a peaceful, suburban street, empty of cars or other life. The landscaping on that block was worse than on the surrounding streets—every single bush, tree, and blade of grass was shriveled and dead. They were in the outer edges of Sparks again, near Vista Boulevard, where James had a house with his girlfriend.
Nathaniel’s jaw dropped. “Whoa.”
Anthony flopped onto his back. It was the second time that Elise had done that to him, and it didn’t feel any better than the first. It wasn’t less frightening, either. Both times, it had felt like he was going to die.
The shadows coalesced into Elise’s form again, and she rolled onto the pavement a few feet away.
Her hair spilled over her shoulder as she pushed herself up onto her elbows. “Are you okay, Anthony?” she asked.
He shook his head, but he said, “Yeah. I think we’re fine.”
“Good.”
She groaned and gripped her stomach. Her back arched. Her shoulders strained. With a wet heave, something heavy and black splashed out of her mouth, like a slug dragged from her stomach. Another jerk, and a second slippery organ fell from her lips.
“What’s going on?” Anthony asked, getting onto his knees.
“Oh God,” she moaned, sitting back on her heels. Black fluid marked her bottom lip. She wiped it off and then plucked something from one of the puddles she had vomited—a flattened bullet.
She flung it aside, sending the bullet skittering across the icy pavement. Elise swore as she lifted her t-shirt. Her abdomen was riddled with holes that didn’t bleed, and her shirt was destroyed. “Fuck! Those assholes shot me!”
“Yeah, and it obviously did a lot of damage,” Anthony said.
Elise shot him an angry glare. It was a lot scarier now that it looked like her pupils had dilated to fill the entire iris. “It hurts. Okay?”
She dug her fingers into one of the bullet wounds and pulled out another bullet.
“Oh my God,” Nathaniel said. “What are you?”
Elise discarded two more bullets, and the holes closed as soon as her fingers withdrew, leaving the skin underneath smooth and unmarked. “‘What am I?’” she echoed. “Isn’t that just the question of the day?” She got to her feet and scanned the street. “I guess what matters is that we just saved your life, kid. The Union’s not too careful about who they shoot after curfew.” She glanced at him for an instant. “Not that you’re helpless, apparently.”
Her eyes fell on the box she had been carrying down the freeway. It was in a bush down the street. Anthony hung back with Nathaniel when she went to retrieve it.
The boy’s mouth hung open. He looked pretty much exactly the same way Anthony had felt ever since he’d recovered Elise’s body only to discover that she wasn’t as dead as he’d expected. But the story behind that was way too long to tell a random person, much less one as young as Nathaniel.
How could he begin to understand that Elise had died and been reborn as something inhuman when nobody else seemed to understand it, either?
So he settled for saying, “It’s okay. She’s one of the good guys.” He hoped that was still true, at least. “What did you do? That magic thing?”
“I summoned a rock,” Nathaniel said.
“You…summoned…a rock.”
“Yeah. From a cave by my house. I tagged it before I left, just in case.”
Anthony gaped.
Elise took the box out of the bush, set it on the sidewalk, and opened the latches. She removed two swords, each as long as her forearm. Anthony couldn’t see much detail in the dark, but he knew that one was cast in steel and engraved with religious symbols. The other one used to be a perfect twin, but, just like Elise, it had been taken by something demonic. Now it was glossy and black, like obsidian.
Nathaniel watched with his jaw dropped. “The swords. That’s Elise Kavanagh, isn’t it? But she’s nothing like the pictures.”
“You’ve seen pictures of Elise?” Anthony asked.
The boy looked sheepish. “When I said that I came here looking for my parents…um, I kind of meant that I was looking for someone to help me find them.”
Anthony was about to ask him who his parents were when he noticed that the boy was still gripping his notebook in both hands. “Let me see that.”
He jerked the paper out of the boy’s hands and ignored his protesting cry.
Magic wasn’t Anthony’s strong suit, but he had seen his cousin, Betty, messing with paper magic often enough that he recognized some of the symbols. It looked a lot like the kind of magic James cast—the kind of magic that only James was supposed to know how to perform.
It was powerful stuff. Too powerful for the average witch. And definitely too powerful for a ten-year-old boy.
“Who did you steal this from?” he asked, flipping through the pages.
Nathaniel reached for it, but Anthony held it over his head. “I didn’t steal anything. I drew those myself. Give it back!”
“You drew these? That’s not possible. There’s no way you could know how to do paper magic.”
The boy had written an address on the front page of the notebook in very precise cursive—a number, a street name, and a zip code.
It was the name of the street they were standing on.
Elise joined them, carrying both of her swords and her spine sheath under her arm. A ring glimmered on her right hand.
“Check this out,” Anthony said, holding up the page so that she could see it.
She glanced at the spell drawn on the page and the address written at the top, and her face darkened. She rounded on Nathaniel. “You have about five seconds to explain this,” Elise said, jabbing her finger at the page. “Or else I’m going to have to assume you’re evil.”
He took a step back. “Okay. Um. My name is Nathaniel Pritchard. I came here because my mom went missing—and my dad. I know where they are, but I need help getting them back, so I came looking for Elise Kavanagh. I mean, I came looking for you.”
“You’re looking for me? Why?”
“Because my dad’s your aspis. And two weeks ago, James Faulkner—and my mother—were both taken to Hell.”



IV
Elise Kavanagh stared in the mirror and didn’t recognize the face staring back. She had spent her entire life looking at the same woman in her reflection. Freckles had marked the tops of her cheekbones. She had thick eyebrows, wide lips, and a bend in the bridge of her aquiline nose that was the result of a poorly healed break. Her hair should have been soft and red-brown and curly.
That was the woman she knew. This…this was a stranger.
Now when she looked in the mirror, Elise saw a woman with flawless, porcelain skin. That familiar bend in her nose was gone. Her lips were just as wide, but they were fuller and redder, like they became after kissing her boyfriend and flushing with blood. Her hair was sleek and straight and well past her elbows—several inches longer than the last time she had seen herself.
And she had black irises, as deep as pools of ink splashed across the darkness of space.
It was though an artist had picked out her flaws and smoothed them down. Sculpted her from ivory, moonlight, and marble.
She looked like a demon.
Elise sat on the lid of the closed toilet and covered her face with her hands so she wouldn’t have to see it anymore. That didn’t help, either. Her hands had changed, too—or, at least, one of them had. Both of her palms had borne ethereal marks before she died, but Yatai had taken one of them, along with her entire right arm. Elise had been reborn with only one of the marks intact.
Her shoulders began to tremble. Once she started shaking, it was hard to stop.
Elise shuddered and clenched her hand into a fist.
“Are you okay?” Anthony asked outside the bathroom door. “You’ve been in there for almost an hour.”
Had it really been so long? She had become lost while staring into the pit of her own eyes, trying to find some familiar feature and failing.
She fought against the surge of panic that rose inside of her. Elise twisted the thumb ring that James had given her as she struggled to find the usual emotional silence that she found so comforting. But reminding herself of James didn’t help at all. Not when a boy that claimed to be his son was sitting in the kitchen, just a few feet away, with the worst news that Elise could imagine receiving.
“I’ll be out soon,” she whispered, unsure if Anthony would be able to hear her.
Her hand found the faucet. She could feel the pores of metal under her fingers as she twisted it. The water that came out was brown. A pipe must have broken somewhere.
Flipping her hand over, she looked at her bare palm, where there should have been a mark.
Nothing was right. The water, the city, her body, her emotions—wrong, it was all wrong.
Elise turned off the faucet, pulled her hair back into a messy knot, and pulled a scarf over it. She stepped out of the bathroom just as Anthony was about to knock again.
“Hey,” he said. “Are you okay?”
A pulse thudded in Anthony’s throat. She could watch the blood flowing beneath his skin, and the subtle shift of shades as his heartbeat sent fresh fluids pulsing over his face, down his shoulders, and to his hands. The blood fed into his brain, where neurons sparked and flashed. She couldn’t quite see them through his skull, but she was aware of them. It was like closing her eyes, putting her fingers into a dark box, and stroking whatever was inside.
Elise thought that maybe—just maybe—if she could figure out the patterns in the dancing electricity, in the waves of blood and the way his muscles sang as they tensed and released, she would be able to read Anthony’s mind like reading musical notes stamped onto a page. Yatam had been able to do it. Surely she could, too.
“I’m fine,” she said, even though it had been too long since he’d asked her the question, and it was a complete and utter lie.
Elise wasn’t fine. Nothing was fine.
She should have been dead.
Anthony followed her into the living room. “What happened at the warehouse?”
Elise paced across the carpet. It felt strange under her bare toes. Synthetic grass. A million tiny fibers. Sensory overload.
She stepped back onto the tile.
“I broke in. I found where they keep the things they consider to be dangerous. I took the box with my stuff.” Elise lifted the hand with the ring to show him. “It set off alarms.”
“Oh,” he said, and that was all.
Flashing neurons, the shift in his brow. He still thought that there was a good chance that she wasn’t who she claimed to be. That maybe she was a ghost, or a demon pretending to be Elise. He didn’t feel safe around her. She plucked the thought out of the air, but it was gone as soon as she sensed it.
So many emotions coming from him, so many hormones.
“Stop it,” Elise said. “Stop thinking. Stop…feeling.”
Anthony held out his hands, like he was trying to soothe a spooked horse. “Just take a deep breath.”
Anger surged in her, a black fist between her ribs. “Breathe? That’s your answer? That’s fucking stupid.”
Anthony gave a shaking laugh. “Okay, I guess you haven’t changed all that much.” His eyes flicked down to her chest. Flicked back up. She had replaced her bullet-riddled shirt with a button-down taken from James’s hamper. It was much too loose on her, and the collar gapped to bare the curve of one pale breast.
His blood pressure increased as the flow of blood redirected toward his pelvis. Arousal.
Elise’s physical reaction to it was more powerful than she expected. She responded in kind: heat gathered between her legs, her heart sped up, and her mouth went dry.
Hungry.
Blinking rapidly, she tried to clear her head of the thought.
“I don’t know what’s happened, but I’m still Elise,” she said in a voice that was as level as she could make it. It was hard not to scream. “I’m not going to hurt you, so you can stop thinking about that.”
Saying that she knew what he was thinking only made the fireworks in his brain double. “Nathaniel’s still waiting in the kitchen,” Anthony said, voice shaking. “We should do something about him.”
She nodded. If there was a problem with James, then that was something she could handle. There would be enemies to fight and kill. Facing the tangible issues was a hell of a lot easier than dealing with the intangible ones.
“Let’s see what he has to say.”
Elise let Anthony take point down the hallway.
Anthony went in and sat down on the stool across from Nathaniel while she hung back in the hallway to study their visitor. He was seated at the kitchen island eating granola bars.
Nathaniel Pritchard was ten years old, almost eleven. Not yet in puberty. Still very childlike—soft skin, soft hair, that childish musk of sweaty feet and hair. But growing quickly. She could feel the stretch of his bones and muscles. She could hear the blood rush as it flooded to his cheeks. She could smell the rush of hormones.
He may have been a child at the moment, but his body was a time bomb; it would be about twelve months, perhaps eighteen, before his growth exploded and he would begin sweating like an adult and growing all of that ancillary hair.
“So you said that you’re James’s son,” Anthony said, and Elise picked up a hint of suspicion. Worry. He was mistrustful of children now, since he had been possessed by a demon that wore a mask of innocence.
Elise inched around the corner, peering at the boy without leaving the shelter of the shadows. His hair was dark brown and tousled. He wore thick-framed glasses over puppy-brown eyes, and a blue cardigan with jeans. The notebook stuck out of his pocket. A silver pentacle protruded from the neck of his shirt.
Every inch of him said “witch.” A child witch.
Now that she was away from the Union and had had a few minutes to settle down, she realized that she had seen him before. James had a photo of Nathaniel on his cell phone. Elise had been too distracted when she had first seen it to consider the shape of his mouth and nose, and what those features meant.
Plastic crinkled. Teeth sank into granola. Saliva slopped over a tongue as he chewed. The boy swallowed before speaking.
“That’s right,” said Nathaniel in the carefully patient voice of someone who was tired of repeating himself. “My parents are James Faulkner and Hannah Pritchard. They were going to get married, but he left before I was born. I’ve never met him.” A wrapper crinkled. She heard him swallow again. “I’m still hungry.”
Elise struggled with alien emotions, unable to tell what the twisting in her stomach might mean. Was that a feeling of betrayal? Was she jealous, or angry? Or was this a normal feeling that demons always carried around, like coals burning in their belly?
She didn’t trust herself to control those emotions around a child, and especially not that child. She took another step back, receding into the hall.
Her body wanted to melt into the darkness, uniting with the late evening gloom. It felt like she had no bones, no muscle. Her skin barely contained the vibrating energy in her core.
Anthony spoke. “Well, everything in the fridge is bad. There’s cereal—oh, no, there’s no cereal. It’s really stale. Well, do you like vegetables? They’re canned, so they should still be okay.”
“What kind of vegetables?”
“There’s green beans, and…yeah, just green beans.”
“That’s gross,” Nathaniel said.
“I’ll open it anyway. It’s all that’s left.” Drawers opened and closed. Metal rattled. “So tell me again how you got to Reno.”
“I took an airplane to Salt Lake City. And then I caught a ride on a truck heading toward Fernley.”
“Are you alone?”
“Yes,” said the boy.
“What makes you think that James and your mom got taken to Hell?” Anthony asked.
“Grandma told Grandpa that James was going to visit. She was really excited, so I heard them talking about it. My mom left to get him from the airport a couple of days ago, and they never made it back to the house.”
That made Elise stop pacing. She peered into the kitchen again.
Nathaniel peeled the wrapper of another granola bar open. There were already three of them scattered across the counter top, and the empty box lay on its side. “I had felt a portal to Hell open, so I did a seeking spell and couldn’t find them. They’ve been taken. I know it.”
He popped the rest of the granola bar into his mouth.
“You felt a portal to Hell open,” Elise said.
He nodded. His cheek was pouched with food. “That’s what I’m good at—interdimensional manipulation.” Nathaniel swallowed. The slurping of saliva and responding swoosh of stomach acid was thunderous in Elise’s ears. “I’m only the second witch on record that can do it. Pretty cool, huh? It means that I can jump into Hell if I have the right tools—I did it once before, on accident. But once I get there, I’m going to need help to save my mom and James.”
His neurons were flashing, too, and his brain was full of color and light. It was all bright. Uncomplicated. Elise wouldn’t have known how to spot a lie, but he didn’t seem suspicious.
“So you came looking for me,” she said.
“Pretty much.”
“How did you even know where to find Elise?” Anthony asked. His brain wasn’t quite so uncomplicated. He had chosen to sit down between Elise and Nathaniel, just in case she tried to attack the child. She would have been offended if she hadn’t been worried about doing the same thing.
“My mom doesn’t talk about James—ever. But the rest of the coven talks.” Nathaniel’s face brightened. “He’s bound to the most powerful kopis in the world because he’s the most powerful witch in the world. He saves people. So I asked Landon—the high priest—where I could find James’s kopis, and he wouldn’t tell me. But Landon has journals. I read them.” Nathaniel touched the notebook sticking out of his pocket. “That’s also how I learned paper magic. My grandaunt, Pamela—she invented it before she died. She had a lot of journals, too. I learned a lot of things that nobody wanted to teach me.”
That was less surprising. Elise had stayed with Pamela for a few months, and the main thing she remembered about that woman was that she wrote everything down—everything. She put James’s meticulous level of organization to shame.
“How certain are you that James and your mom are in Hell?” Elise asked.
“One hundred percent.”
Elise and Anthony exchanged glances. His suspicion had been replaced by panic. Fear.
She made up her mind about what to do, even as he came to the complete opposite decision.
Anthony must have seen what she was thinking on her face, because he started shaking his head. “No, Elise. No. That’s a really, really bad idea.”
“What’s a bad idea?” Nathaniel asked.
Elise strode toward the hallway, pushing Anthony’s trepidation out of her mind.
“I’m going to Hell,” she said. “And James’s son is going to take me there.”
Before moving in with another roommate, Elise had cohabitated with James in the apartment above his dance studio for months, so she knew exactly where he liked to keep everything. His bedroom had been packed with books and smelled like a library. If Elise closed her eyes, she could still see his shoes neatly lined up on the side of his bed, could smell the incense on his altar, and could still hear the ticking of the clock over his mirror.
But nothing in James’s new bedroom was where she expected it to be. It didn’t feel like somewhere he had even visited before, much less lived. There were no books—only decorative candles on geometric shelves. The closet didn’t even have his clothes in it. The master bathroom was filled with makeup, hairbrushes, and bath oils. Everything reeked of Stephanie, James’s girlfriend.
So where did he keep all of his belongings?
Anthony caught Elise stepping out the door. “What are you doing?” he asked.
“I want to confirm if James is really in Hell, so I want to try a tracking spell. Help me find a Book of Shadows.”
“No.” The word was absolute and final. Weighty silence followed.
Elise stopped in the middle of the hall and turned to face Anthony. He hadn’t taken so much as one step to follow her out of the room. “You want to go to Hell? Fine. But I’m not following you.”
Elise planted her hands on her hips. “Are you afraid?”
“You know what? Maybe I am. I’ve always been scared shitless, and I’ve gone ahead and done everything you wanted anyway, but…” Anthony shook his head. “This is dangerous, and not a normal level of dangerous. Nathaniel is just a kid, and you’re…” The rest of the sentence hung between them, unspoken.
“So you aren’t going to help me recover James,” Elise said.
“He’s in Hell. You’ve realized that, right? Have you even thought about what that means?”
“He’s not dead.”
“Hell, Elise,” Anthony said. “You’re not going into the mines to stop a demonic overlord. You’re not flying to Las Vegas to confront the Union. You’re going to the City of fucking Dis to save someone who probably isn’t even alive, as if your last attempt to kill yourself wasn’t good enough.”
She advanced on him, avoiding the shadows at the edge of the room. A fist of anger gripped her heart.
“I could easily have left you for dead when Yatai possessed you,” Elise said. “This—this thing that’s happened to me?” She swept her hand down the line of her body. “This was for you, Anthony.”
“So you think I owe you my life now?”
She circled around him. Anthony’s spine stiffened, but he continued to face the door. His hands clenched and unclenched.
“You could show some gratitude,” Elise said.
“I’ve done a lot for you. I’ve given up everything. My scholarships, my life, my—my cousin.” He hesitated. Wavered on his feet. “I think we’re even.”
She stepped up to his back and took a long smell without touching him. She remembered Anthony smelling like aftershave and toothpaste, but her nose didn’t detect any of that. Instead, she picked up the spicy odor of fear, and it made her abs clench with hunger.
Elise stepped away. “Fine. I don’t need you anyway.”
But even as she said it, her body was disagreeing. Moving away from Anthony when he looked so delicious was like trying to escape the gravitational field of a dying star. She wasn’t strong enough.
She pressed herself to his chest.
Anthony’s breath hitched and his warm brown skin went pale. She could hear blood redirecting from his head to his hips again. Fear rapidly becoming sexual. He was responding to her proximity like Elise had always reacted to Neuma’s—with reluctant, unintended arousal.
In the two days since Elise had woken up in Anthony’s motorboat, she had been subject to a lot of bizarre instincts. Everything that she had witnessed nightmares and succubi doing for years as she’d hunted and killed them, Elise found herself mimicking, even when she wasn’t sure how she did it or why.
But this…this hunger. It was like she was waking up after being asleep for years.
She pressed her cheek against his chest and inhaled.
“What are you doing?” She heard his voice vibrating through his ribs.
Elise dug her fingers into his chest. God, his beating heart—it pulsed under her palms, sloshing blood just on the other side of the bone. All she had to do was push, and she could grip that beating muscle, twist it free of the tendons, drink its sweet juices.
Anthony made a strangled noise.
“Elise—”
The fear was delicious.
“Let me have a taste,” she whispered, burying her fingernails into his shirt.
That voice—it didn’t sound anything like her. It sounded like Yatam.
The dissonance of having the wrong voice come from her body was enough to shock Elise free of her reverie. She pushed away from Anthony. It was hard to tear her hands free without taking his heart with them.
She took three steps back, and then another three, until they were on opposite ends of the hallway. It wasn’t enough distance.
Anthony panted as he sagged against the wall. He pulled out the neck of his shirt to peer at his chest. She couldn’t see what was underneath from that distance, but she caught a flash in his mind. He had red bruises in the shape of her hands.
“That hurt,” he gasped, gripping his chest. “That fucking hurt.” He straightened, rubbing a hand over his heart. “You want to know why I’m not going with you? Because there’s a line, Elise. There’s a place where I can’t follow you. And you are so far over that line now that I can’t even see where you’ve gone.”
His pulse throbbed in her ears. Her tongue was dry and swollen. Her throat tasted like a desert.
“Get out,” she said.
“I think I should take Nathaniel back to his family.”
“No.”
“Elise, he’s just a—”
“A witch that can write and perform paper magic? The son of James Faulkner, most powerful witch in the world? The only person who knows what happened to James?”
“A child,” Anthony finished. “You remember your childhood, right? Running around in the street? Christmas with family? Homework and—and puppies and shit?”
She could see the memories he was trying to evoke dance over his brain like lightning, but it didn’t summon anything for her. That wasn’t the childhood Elise remembered.
“I was slaughtering demons when I was ten. I’d already had my falchions for years.”
He barked a laugh. “Yeah. And look at you now.”
Elise wasn’t insulted. It was hard to get angry over the truth.
She pressed a hand to her forehead, trying to contain the ache of hunger. “You can leave, but you’re not taking that child with you. Do you understand me?”
He went into the kitchen. Elise remained as still as the statue of Nügua as he exchanged brief words with Nathaniel. When the front door opened and closed, he exited alone, and the child remained in the house.
Anthony was gone.
It was easier to concentrate once Anthony was gone. Elise could stop thinking about blood, pounding hearts, and the dancing electrical currents inside of his skull. Instead, she could focus on the first of many impossible tasks: figuring out how to get inside James’s office so that she could find his Book of Shadows.
She was still inspecting his locked door when she felt a new life approach her from behind.
“Where did Anthony go?”
Elise glanced over her shoulder. Nathaniel was standing at the edge of the hallway with his arms folded and a quizzical look. “Anthony left. He’s not coming back,” she said.
“Oh.” He contemplated this fact with a tilted head, and seemed to come to the conclusion that it didn’t matter. He and Elise were of a mind on that subject. “So now what are you doing?”
“I’m trying to get into this office,” she said, running her hands over the doorway. “James has locked it down with wards.”
Nathaniel came to her side with a reverent expression.
After Elise had performed an exorcism on James in the spring, they had exchanged some of their abilities. He had acquired the strength of a kopis, and she had become capable of seeing spells. The wood of the door frame rippled in the corner of her vision, like it was underwater, but magic made the barrier as hard as stone. She couldn’t even touch the doorknob without burning her fingers. All of his magic was elegant, but the spells around the door were doubly so.
Judging by Nathaniel’s expression, it must have been pretty impressive to him, too. “Why do you need inside?” the boy asked, pushing his glasses up his nose and leaning close.
“I want to find James’s Book of Shadows so I can cast a tracking spell.”
“You can’t get in there.” The boy pointed at one of the symbols. “This means that the wards are bound to the spell crafter’s bones. And this one over here means the spell is self-healing, so it would reseal after a few minutes.”
“Move over and shut up so I can concentrate,” Elise said.
“I might be able to open it.” Nathaniel pulled out his notebook again. He glanced at her under his bangs as he flipped through the pages. “Kopides can’t cast spells.”
“You know a lot about kopides,” she said, and she didn’t bother trying to hide her irritation.
The conceited tilt to his chin was entirely James. “I know a lot about a lot of things. The Treaty of Dis says that kopides, demons, and angels can’t cast magic.”
“I’m a special case,” Elise said.
Nathaniel kept flipping through the pages. “I think you’re lying.”
She caught sight of a familiar rune and held up a hand. “Wait, go back. That was a tracking spell.”
“So?”
“So if you already have a tracking spell, then we don’t need to break into the office.”
He gazed longingly at the door. “I guess.” Nathaniel ripped the page out and offered it to Elise with an expectant look. He was testing her. Fine.
Elise took the page into the laundry room. There were two baskets of clothing—heaven forbid Stephanie let her dirty underwear mingle with James’s. She plucked a t-shirt off of the top of his pile. It smelled like James’s skin, his hair, his sweat.
Nathaniel drifted behind her. “I can cast the spell if you can’t.”
“I already told you that I can,” she said as she twisted the warding ring off of her finger, trying to keep the doubt out of her voice. She hadn’t attempted to cast any magic since her rebirth. She assumed that it was still possible—she was seeing magic like she had before. But a lot of other things had changed.
Better to find out what she could and couldn’t do before they went to Hell.
Elise hoped that she wasn’t about to make herself look like an idiot in front of a ten-year-old, and blew on the edge of the paper.
The magic unfolded.
It wasn’t like the magic Elise had previously experienced. The spells that James wrote drew off of the energy of the Earth and all its life, leaving Elise feeling drained. But when she activated the paper spell that Nathaniel gave her, she felt like she was reaching her mind into an entirely new world.
Her vision darkened, and she heard a distant chime. Stars whirled through her mind—galaxies and suns and stardust and black matter. The ground was above her, and the sky below.
And then she saw something red.
Mountains. Red mountains.
Elise was suddenly drifting over a vast, dark city isolated in the center of a massive desert. Smoke plumed into the hazy air, where there was no sun, no moon, no light.
Her vision blurred again, and she saw shining towers—like no skyscraper she had ever seen before.
Another blur, and she was underground. Somewhere dark. Somewhere hot and dry.
A man was sitting in the corner of a stone cell, completely naked except for a gold band on his finger. He hugged his knees to his chest. His face was covered in gray stubble and blood, and his expression… Elise had seen that expression on the faces of a hundred demons right before she killed them. It was utter despair.
Her aspis was in Hell, in more ways than one.
Just as suddenly as she had found herself spinning through the universe, Elise’s vision cleared, and she saw Nathaniel gaping at her.
She braced herself on the washing machine and dropped the ashes of the paper spell on Stephanie’s perfectly clean tile.
“No way,” Nathaniel said.
Elise couldn’t respond. She still didn’t feel like she was back in her skin. There was nothing anchoring her to the earth and air, to her blood and bones. She felt like losing concentration for an instant would make her lose her entire body.
“You were right,” she said, voice ragged. “He’s in a prison in Dis. He must have been arrested.”
“How did you do that?” Nathaniel asked. He was astonished, like the foundations of his entire world had been shaken. But even as his mind processed the shock, she could see him analyzing it, too—adjusting his perceptions, considering the implications, analyzing the benefits.
“I told you I was special.”
“No,” he said. “Not the magic thing. I mean the part where you disappeared.”
She had disappeared? Elise glanced down at herself, half-expecting to see that she was fading out of reality into shadows again. But she felt solid enough. “Well, I’m special in other ways, too.”
Nathaniel grabbed his jacket and rushed after Elise when she swept into the entryway. “Did you see my mom?”
“No. James was alone in a cell.” Just saying the words made fear rise inside her. James in the hands of demons.
She would kill every last fucking one of them.
Nathaniel gripped the notebook in both of his hands, his knuckles white. “Why would he have been arrested?”
“You tell me,” Elise said.
She pulled her spine sheath on over the shirt she’d borrowed from James like a backpack. Blood was caked on one of the straps and she picked at it with a fingernail. Was it her blood, or was it Yatam’s? It didn’t seem like there was much of a difference anymore.
Elise slipped the falchions into the scabbard as Nathaniel watched.
“Can I have one?” he asked.
“No.”
“Then can I have another weapon?”
She almost said “no” again, but then she stopped to give him a critical look. His hands were smooth, unscarred. That didn’t mean much. Elise had started out unscarred, too.
“Maybe later,” she said. Elise had to let out the buckles around the chest on her sheath to clip it in the front. She was a lot more voluptuous than she used to be, and it didn’t sit right on her back. “What do we need to jump dimensions?”
“A lot of stuff. Some of it might be hard to find, but I can make a list.”
“Then we’d better start getting everything together,” Elise said.
She opened the front door.
Spotlights blazed to life, shining brilliant beams through the windows of the house and blinding her. Elise flung up a hand to shield her eyes. She could just barely make out the shapes of SUVs on the street—at least a half a dozen of them.
Men in black uniforms vaulted over the white picket fence and kneeled on the dead grass to aim at Elise. The nearest one had shaggy hair and an eye patch.
“Freeze!” he shouted, aiming his firearm straight at her chest.
Malcolm had found them.



V
The creature calling herself Elise Kavanagh was a very, very convincing liar.
The Union had captured her at James Faulkner’s house, transported her to the warehouse, and put her in the secure area where they kept semi-corporeal demons: a cavernous cement room with twelve spotlights aimed at a spelled circle. There wasn’t a single shadow in the entire room.
After her hurried exit from the warehouse earlier in the day, Zettel hadn’t been confident that the room would be able to hold her. But she hadn’t escaped, and she had been trying. She had been trying very, very hard.
Zettel didn’t pretend that it made him happy to see the demon fight and fail. He felt a powerful sense of smug satisfaction when she tried to phase out of the lights and stopped with a cry.
“It looks a lot like her,” Malcolm said, leaning in close to the monitors. They were one level above the demon, where they could watch through the six cameras focusing on her from every angle. There was also a switch on the wall that would electrify the floor. It was one of the few ways in which the Union was able to injure an otherwise untouchable demon.
“Shapeshifter?” Allyson asked, drumming a wooden pentagram against her knuckles as she paced.
A soft voice piped up from the back of the room. “That’s not a shapeshifter. That’s Elise.”
Zettel faced the boy that they had seized along with the demon. He was a human child who had refused to identify himself, although he hadn’t shut up on the entire ride out to Fernley about how the Union needed to give his notebook back to him and let him go—or else they would “regret it.”
“How do you know her?” Zettel asked. He had the Book of Shadows that he had confiscated from the child in his back pocket, and hadn’t told Malcolm about it yet.
The boy’s mouth shut. He folded his arms.
Malcolm turned from the monitors and sat down beside the boy like a friendly uncle. “You see that thing on the monitor there? That looks like Elise, but it’s not Elise. Whoever you think she is—however you’ve been unlucky enough to get to know her—you’ve made a mistake.”
“It’s not a mistake. You have to let us go so she can help me get to Hell.”
“And why would you want to go to Hell?” Malcolm asked.
He folded his arms. “That’s not your business.”
A tinny voice came over the speakers. The demon was speaking.
“Where’s Malcolm?” she asked. “I want to speak with the commander.” She even had Elise’s obnoxiously demanding tone of voice.
Malcolm stared into the monitor. “She knows my name.”
“Demons, sir,” Allyson said. “They know a lot of things.”
But Elise wasn’t done speaking. “I know you’re watching, Malcolm. The Union is always watching. And I also know that I don’t look the way you expect, but I am Elise. You need to let me out of here.”
He stood from the chair. His hand hovered near the button for the intercom—not far from the switch to electrify the floor.
“Sir,” Zettel said sharply.
Malcolm’s hand dropped. The expression that crossed his face was a mixture of fear and admiration. “It looks just like her,” he said again.
On the monitors, the demon folded her arms and stared at the ceiling, as though counting silently. “The safeword is ‘cricket,’” she said, as if the words pained her.
Malcolm burst into laughter. Zettel’s hand made it halfway to the gun in his shoulder rig before he realized what Malcolm was doing.
“Oh God, woman. I had forgotten about that.”
“What’s a safeword?” the boy asked.
Malcolm ruffled his hair. “It’s like a password for a lockbox or…something. Anyway, I’m going to go talk with our visitor. Allyson, I want you with me. Gary, keep an eye on the kid.”
“Sir, that’s not a good idea,” Zettel said.
But Malcolm dismissed his worries with a wave of his hand. “I’m just going to talk with her. Allyson won’t let me get eaten. Right, Allyson?”
She gave him a hard stare.
The locks buzzed as they left the room. The door closed, and Zettel was alone with the child.
“I want my notebook,” he said.
Zettel took the Book of Shadows out. “You mean this?” The boy reached for it, but Zettel held it just out of reach. “You said you want to get to Hell.”
“Yeah, and I’m not going to tell you why, so don’t bother asking again.”
“That’s fine. I don’t care.” Zettel pointed at the monitor. “Is that really Elise Kavanagh?” The kid nodded. “Let’s say I believe you. Let’s say that’s Elise Kavanagh, who has magically come back from the dead, and for some reason you two are heading down to Hell. It wouldn’t have anything to do with James Faulkner going on high trial, would it?”
The boy’s mouth dropped open. “You know about that?”
“I have contacts in Dis,” Zettel said. “If you’re traveling with Elise Kavanagh and going to Hell to chase after James Faulkner, then that means that you can only be the prodigal son—Nathaniel Pritchard. Is that right?” He didn’t really need the boy to verify that. The Book of Shadows was more than enough.
But Nathaniel did nod, slowly and reluctantly. “Does everyone know?”
Zettel pulled a chair in front of the boy and straddled it, holding the Book of Shadows in both hands. “Probably not. Malcolm’s an idiot.” And it was a good thing that he was—Nathaniel Pritchard was on the Union’s most wanted list.
If Malcolm realized what a treasure he had stumbled across, the boy wouldn’t have been sitting in one of their observation rooms. He would have been on the first transport to HQ, along with the demon pretending to be Elise.
But Zettel had a much better plan for the boy.
He held out the Book of Shadows. After a moment of hesitation, Nathaniel took it. “Thanks,” he said, hugging the notebook to his chest.
Zettel forced himself to smile, and he tried to make it as friendly as possible. Kids were idiots. “I can break you out of here and send you to Hell. You and Elise. But I need you to do something for me when you get there.”
“What?”
“I need you to give a message to a demon called Judge Abraxas, preferably while he’s visiting the portal room. He’s expecting this note. Allyson has already written it down on a piece of paper for me, so all you have to do is hand it to him. I would do it myself, but I need someone…” Zettel’s smile faded a little. “Someone that the Union won’t notice has gone missing.”
“That sounds dangerous. Why would you help me?”
“Because I need someone brave to deliver this message. Someone crafty.”
That made Nathaniel’s eyes brighten.
Before he could respond, the speakers crackled to life again. Malcolm had entered the secure room with Elise.
Nathaniel frowned. “What about the commander?”
“Don’t worry about him,” Zettel said. “He doesn’t have to know about it—and it would be better if Elise didn’t know about it, either. This is between you and me. A secret.”
“So you’ll let us go. You’ll send the two of us to Hell, and all I have to do is deliver a note to a demon named Abraxas.”
“That’s right.” Zettel held out a hand, offering it to Nathaniel. “So what do you think? Do you want to go to Hell? Are you brave enough to deliver my message?”
Nathaniel considered Zettel’s hand, brow furrowed.
They shook.
The light burned. Elise hugged her knees to her chest and buried her face in her legs to shield her eyes from the glare, but it wasn’t enough. It felt like she was unraveling piece by piece—skull severing from her spine, heart fragmenting into a thousand pieces, skin scorching and shriveling.
She needed the shadows. She needed safety. Her entire body longed for it, and if she could have a moment of shadow—just a moment—she could escape into the pleasant void of darkness.
But there were no shadows. Not with so many spotlights beaming down on her.
Relief flooded over her when a door groaned open a moment later.
Malcolm stepped into the ring of light, gun drawn. It might have been the first time that Elise had seen him without that idiotic grin, and one of the only times she had ever been happy to see him approach. Allyson Whatley stood at his back, a hand on the gun at her hip.
“Hi there,” Malcolm said. “Used the safeword already? Your tolerance has dropped.”
It wasn’t funny. Not when her skin was going to slide off of her bones.
“Get me out of here,” she said through gritted teeth.
“There’s a little problem with that. Namely, the fact that we have your corpse on ice at Union HQ. So forgive me if I’m somewhat skeptical about who you are—even if you do seem to have a weirdly intimate knowledge of Elise’s sex life.”
She couldn’t think of a response. Not when his blood was rushing through his veins, roaring like an ocean in her ears, rolling down the back of her throat. Her gaze fixed on the pulse beneath his jaw.
Hungry…
Elise’s tongue slid out to moisten her lips. All of his sweet, sticky juices were waiting to be tasted. His muscles were vibrating with fear. The joints of his fingers creaked on the gun. And every one of her slight motions made his heart beat a little faster, which sent the rushing blood thumping harder in his system, washing over the tendons and pinkening his flesh and—
“Is it really you, Elise?” he asked, interrupting her thoughts.
She finally remembered how to make her tongue work. “Yes,” she said, and then she added, “As far as I can tell.”
“What happened to you?” Malcolm asked.
If only she had an answer to that. “We can discuss my condition later. Right now, I need you to turn off these lights.”
“Why? So you can escape and steal more Union property?”
Anger flared in her chest, and it pushed away the haze suppressing her senses. Elise’s fingers dug into her shins. Better than digging them into Malcolm’s throat.
“I only took my ring and the swords. Those are my property.”
“I hate to break it to you, but you’re dead, darling,” he said. “The dead can’t have anything.”
She lifted her head and lowered her legs, spreading her arms wide. “Do I look dead? Listen—you have to let me go. There’s a problem. When was the last time you were in contact with James?”
“That was the morning after…” Malcolm’s throat worked. “I can’t exactly say the morning after you died, given the circumstances, but—”
“So it was in November,” Elise interrupted.
“It was shortly after he arrived in Sacramento. I called him. He hung up on me after I told him that you—you know, after what happened. Didn’t hear from him again.”
Elise rubbed a hand over her eyes. God, it was so bright. “You don’t know where he went after Sacramento?”
“The Union arranged for him to be transported to Colorado. I know he got on the plane. I know the plane touched down successfully. Beyond that…” Malcolm shrugged. “He missed his transport to the Haven. I assumed that he’d changed his mind.”
Elise didn’t get a chance to respond. Allyson shifted in the back of the room, putting a hand to her ear, as though listening to the earpiece. After a moment, she said, “Yes, sir,” and then, “Very well, sir.”
Malcolm glanced at her. “What is it, Allyson?”
“Just control checking in with us,” she said, and even though her face and voice were smooth, there was a spike in her heart rate that said she was lying.
Malcolm didn’t pick up on it. He faced Elise again. “I can’t let you go, darling.”
But Elise wasn’t listening to him—she was watching as Allyson drew her gun behind Malcolm, gripped it by the muzzle, and raised it over her head.
Allyson whipped her pistol across the back of Malcolm’s skull.
Elise saw the damage unfold the instant it happened, as though in slow motion: the way the brain bounced against the inside of his skull, the rupture of minor vessels, the sloshing of fluid. She saw a jump in his thoughts, and then total failure.
His mind blanked. Malcolm collapsed to the floor, unconscious.
“Get up,” Allyson told Elise, holstering her gun again. The spotlights turned off at once, as though a switch had been flipped in another room. It took all of her concentration to hold her skin against the muscles and keep from vanishing into the sudden darkness.
“Why did you do that to Malcolm?” she asked. She was standing, but she didn’t remember getting to her feet. All it took was a thought, and she had phased through shadow to the witch’s side.
“Who cares? Just be grateful that we’re getting your ass out of here.”
The door opened again, and Zettel appeared on the other side. He was a squat, ugly ape of a man, and he was followed closely by Nathaniel, who was still dwarfed by his camel jacket, still holding onto his Book of Shadows. Strange, powerful relief swept over Elise at the sight of the boy.
“Is he dead?” Zettel asked, delivering a swift kick to Malcolm’s side.
“He’s alive,” Elise said.
“Then we’d better move before he wakes up.”
Elise followed Nathaniel into the hall. Zettel locked the door behind them, leaving Malcolm unconscious on the concrete floor.
Zettel strode ahead, leaving them no choice but to follow. He whispered to Allyson as they walked, too quietly for Elise to hear them. Zettel and Allyson were bound as kopis and aspis, and it was almost like they shared unified brain signals. It filled Elise’s senses with white noise that she couldn’t seem to shake.
In the middle of the morning, the hallways of the Union warehouse were busy. Kopides hustled from one place to the next without stopping to talk, much like Elise had seen Army soldiers do on base. It was easy to tell which ones were bound to an aspis, because she couldn’t read their minds. There was white noise everywhere, a buzzing like flies. It felt like steel wool against the inside of her skull.
“What’s going on?” she murmured to Nathaniel, who was hanging a few steps behind the others.
He had to take two steps for every one of Elise’s. His cheeks were pink. “I asked Gary to let us go, and he said okay.”
“That’s it? You just…asked him to let us go?”
The boy’s mind was smooth and unreadable, like he had put a wall of opaque glass between them. “Yes.”
“You’re lying to me.”
“No, I’m not. I think Gary likes kids,” Nathaniel said.
She shot a look at Zettel’s back. She was pretty sure that he only liked two things: shooting people and being a dickweed. She couldn’t fathom him showing a soft spot for a child, especially one that was allied with her. But why else would he let them go?
Allyson split off near the exit, rushing up a flight of stairs. “Follow me,” Zettel said.
“Where’s she going?” Elise asked.
“Doesn’t matter. She’ll be back in a minute.”
Zettel led them to the ground level, walked past the garage, and headed outside. Snow drifted from the steely gray sky. A thin layer of white covered the desert.
Fortunately, they didn’t have far to go. Zettel took them to a second, smaller construction behind the warehouse, unlocked the doors, and ushered them inside.
The building was one large room, filled with huge monitors and terminals like NASA’s ground control. The equipment surrounded a low basin constructed from crumbling stone, which looked centuries old and horribly out of place among the best and newest Union technology.
Elise had seen such a thing once before. Just once, when she was a child.
It was a portal.
A man and two women sat at desks to the side of the basin. A pair of them were playing a game of twenty-one. The other was browsing the internet at her terminal and scrolling through pictures of women wearing bikinis.
As soon as the technicians saw Zettel enter, they hurried to hide what they had been doing.
He snapped his fingers. “Everyone out.”
The technicians rose from their desks. Each of them wore pentagram pins on the lapels of their black polos, marking them as witches. “What’s going on?” asked the male witch, gathering his playing cards into a pile.
“You’re all done for the day. Return to the barracks.”
One of the other witches lifted a hand to her ear. “On whose orders? I should contact Malcolm to verify.”
“Malcolm’s been put on temporary leave. I’m in charge in his absence.”
The door opened again and Allyson stepped through, propping it open with her foot. She cradled a shotgun in the crook of her arm. “Move!” she barked.
An order backed by a gun was a lot more effective than Zettel’s shout. They dropped the playing cards and filed out quickly, muttering among themselves.
As soon as they were gone, Zettel locked the door behind them.
“We have to hurry,” Allyson said. “I think Malcolm’s out. People are moving this way.”
“Shit,” Zettel said, and he rushed to the nearest terminal.
“You have a portal to Hell outside my city,” Elise said. “That’s what this is, isn’t it?”
He began typing on the keyboard. “It’s not your city anymore.”
“We keep lines of communication open with the Council of Dis,” Allyson explained, steering Nathaniel to the side of the portal by his shoulders. “The only way to do it is via interdimensional portal. We open it every hour, on the hour—an Earth hour—and transmit updates to the Council. It’s a secure path. You might be able to get in unseen if we transmit between the usual hours.”
Elise circled the basin, giving it a wide berth. She could almost read the infernal writing scrawled across the crumbling stones, even though she had never been able to read it before. Danger. Fire. “Where does it lead?” she asked.
“To the top of the grand tower,” Zettel said. “All traffic enters there, so you’ll have to move fast. When they realize that something living has gotten through, they’ll kill you.”
“I can carry us out unseen,” Elise said.
The memory of her shadow in the warehouse flicked across Zettel’s mind and then vanished. “I suppose you can.”
“I’ll need a map, though. I need to know where I’m going.”
Allyson went to another terminal and brought up a detailed schematic of the Palace and surrounding areas. She pointed to the left side of the map. “There. That’s where you’ll pop in.”
As Zettel continued to work, Elise drank in the map, trying to memorize as much of it as possible.
She recognized a few of the towers on the 3D schematics. When she was six years old, her father had taken her on a short trip to Dis. Even though she had been very young and they hadn’t even stayed there for a full day, it had left quite an impression on her.
That box indicated the courtyard—that was where the flesh orchards were grown and prisoners were tortured. Elise had witnessed a cambion being flayed as she walked past, and she could still remember how much everyone had cheered when its spraying blood was funneled into the orchard. She still wondered what was on the other end of the arms, buried deep in the earth.
“Where do they keep prisoners that aren’t being interrogated?” she asked.
Allyson pointed to the base of another tower, and Elise’s eyes traced the path between the Union’s portal and the prison. They were on opposite ends of the Palace. “Under there. It’s guarded. A direct approach would be suicide.”
“What’s the indirect approach?” Elise asked.
The witch smiled unpleasantly. “There isn’t one.”
“We’re ready,” Zettel said as the humming around the basin intensified.
Nathaniel moved to step into the portal, but Elise caught his arm. She addressed Zettel. “Can you get this kid back to his family?”
“What?” Nathaniel asked, his mouth dropping open. “But you said—”
“There’s a portal here. I don’t need your help to cross into Hell, and it’s too dangerous for you to come.” She shrugged and stepped over the portal’s ledge. “You should get back to your grandparents in Colorado. They’re probably worried.”
His whole face crumpled. “Then how would you get back?”
The door to the room rattled. Fists pounded on the other side. “Open up!” shouted Malcolm, his voice muffled by three inches of steel.
“Nathaniel is going,” Zettel said curtly. “End of discussion. Allyson?”
She pushed the boy into the basin. Nathaniel almost tripped over the side.
“Wait,” Elise said.
But Zettel had already gone back to his terminal and flipped the switch.



VI
It was very dark, and Elise was sharpening her swords again.
Whisk, whisk, whisk…
A light.
James walked down a long, empty beach as the wind roared over him. Chunks of ice floated on an ocean the color of molten steel, cracking and crunching and popping with the tide. The water sluiced toward his feet with foamy fingers.
Elise sat on the dock, feet dangling into the ice. She had one of her swords across her lap and a sharpening stone in her hand. She wasn’t dressed well for the cold. She was in a black dress, like the ones she had worn at dance competitions after they had retired from hunting, and her hair hung over her neck in a loose, elegant knot.
“You could ruin the geometry if you file that much more,” he said.
Elise stood with the sword, swinging it easily through the air in a figure eight and then driving it through an invisible enemy. Her bicep rippled.
“Don’t worry about it so much, James. Sometimes swords break. They have to be melted down, reforged, refolded. But they’re sharper the second time. Stronger. Better.”
“What are you talking about?” James asked.
“Destiny. Inevitability.” She offered the hilt of the sword to him. It was covered in blood.
“I don’t want that.”
“Who better to wield it than you?” She tilted her head to the side and gave him a thoughtful look. “I don’t think anyone understands me. Other than you, anyway.”
He gave her a warm smile. “I’m not sure I would say that I understand you. Your layers of mystery are one of your greatest charms.”
Elise stretched up onto her toes, balancing herself against his chest with a careful hand.
She kissed him—a light brush of her lips against his.
James froze where he stood, and the reality of how he reacted warred against the way he wished he had responded. Memory and regret clashed.
In reality, he hadn’t reacted at all. Elise had stepped back, disappointed, and he had apologized. In less than thirty seconds, the way they interacted was changed profoundly, for the rest of Elise’s too-short life, and probably for the worse—and good God, did he wish he could take that back.
He didn’t want to make that mistake again.
A voice spoke from behind him.
“Maybe I wouldn’t have died if you hadn’t been so selfish,” said the other, older Elise as she stepped around them, just out of sight. “Maybe if you had trusted me with the truth, we could have found a solution together. Maybe I would be alive. But it’s too late now, isn’t it?”
He released the girl in his arms and realized with a shock that she was already stiff and blue-lipped.
Elise fell to the dock. Her gloved hand flopped over the side. Dead.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered to her corpse.
James backed away from Elise. Even though she wasn’t moving, she was still sharpening her swords somewhere. Still running the stone along the blade of the falchion, honing the edge to a deadly point. Still preparing to hunt and kill, even in death.
Whisk, whisk, whisk. It pulsed in time with his heartbeat.
He opened his eyes.
There was no sound inside of his cell. Everything glowed a very faint, very nauseating shade of red.
So he hadn’t dreamed that part. He really was in Hell.
James groaned in the dry air. His stomach knotted with hunger, his tongue was thick and heavy, and his very eyeballs felt like they were shriveling. He needed water. Desperately.
But there was nothing to drink or eat in his miserable cell. In fact, there wasn’t even a bed, or a latrine. The stone room was six feet wide by six feet long, with a narrow inset for the door. A small cell—but it was private, if nothing else. Small mercy. He wouldn’t have wanted to be confined with the denizens of Hell.
The door opened, startling him out of his groggy haze.
A human entered, but James’s instant of relief was short-lived as his eyes skimmed up the legs of his captor, to his narrow shoulders, and then to the brush of flaming red hair atop his head. The man had a goatee with blond stripes on either side of his lips, as well as a scar running from the edge of his eye to the corner of his mouth. His eyes were green, and slanted in such a way that they probably always looked angry.
Those were Elise’s eyes.
It had been a long time since James had seen Isaac Kavanagh—maybe twenty years, although his brain was too sluggish to work out the math. Yet the kopis had barely aged a day. He looked like a very grizzled thirty-year-old.
He also looked furious, and James decided immediately that Isaac was not there to rescue him.
“There’s been a mistake,” James forced out of his dry mouth. His lips cracked at the corners where he had been gagged.
Isaac crossed the cell in two steps and punched him across the face.
Brilliant pain flared at the corners of James’s vision as his ears rang. The hinge of his jaw ached. “Yes, I would definitely say that there’s been a mistake,” Isaac said. A growl rose deep in his chest. “You let her die.”
So he had received the news of Elise’s death. That was surprising. Her parents hadn’t shown any indication that they cared what happened to their daughter for over a decade—why would they care if she was suddenly gone from the face of the Earth?
James didn’t get a chance to say that.
Isaac punched him again.
He lay still as blow after blow landed on his cheeks and jaw, forcing his back flat on the floor and snapping his head from side to side.
Isaac’s knuckles split the skin on James’s lips. A burning welt formed on James’s cheekbone. The pain was white hot and shocking—but still, it was so little in comparison to everything else. It didn’t seem worth fighting back.
The sound of flesh on flesh was deep and meaty. James’s eyes blurred, unfocused.
He almost didn’t notice when Isaac stopped hitting him.
“Too bad killing you now would spare you from what the Council has planned,” Isaac said, and his voice swam in and out of James’s ears, echoing hollowly.
He tasted blood on his tongue. The moisture was a welcome change. “I would have done anything to save her.” James’s voice was hoarse, barely louder than a whisper.
Isaac lifted his fist one more time—but let it fall. “Why have you been brought in for high trial? You’re not a demon. You must have done something to piss off Abraxas.”
“I don’t know.”
“I can interrogate you for being uncooperative. I could drag you to the torture room right now and peel the skin off of your face, if I wished, and demons would cheer as I did it.”
“At least it would be a change in scenery,” James said dully. “But before you mutilate me, someone needs to find Hannah.”
Isaac’s face loomed in his vision. His mouth was tilted into a frown. “Hannah?”
“Hannah Pritchard. She was one of Ariane’s classmates in the coven. We were separated outside the Palace gates.”
“You should be much, much more worried about what’s going to happen to you,” he said, cracking his knuckles. “You killed Elise. No matter what happens at the trial—whether you burn in fire or get flayed on the rack—I am going to have my pound of flesh.”
The anger swelled inside of James, surprisingly powerful and sudden. It gave him enough strength to sit up and glare at Isaac. The man could have passed for a demon himself—he wore leather slacks and arm guards, along with a necklace of bones that hung over his black shirt. Hell had rubbed off on him.
“I didn’t kill her,” James said. “I would never have hurt Elise. And you would know that if you had bothered to involve yourself in her life.”
Isaac crouched in front of James and seized his jaw. “You know that you killed her as soon as you bound, you sick fuck.” His eyes were like emerald shards, dark and sharp. “I have never been so satisfied to see justice dispensed.”
He released James and strode out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
It had been years, and that man was still a goddamn bastard.
The lingering anger gave James enough strength to flex his arms, and he twisted his wrists until the leather cut into his skin like a stripe of fire against the bone.
With a roar, he ripped one arm free of the straps, and then the other. He flung the cord to the ground.
His arms had been tied behind his back for so long that moving them forward shot pain down his shoulders, his biceps, his back muscles. James sagged against the wall with a groan. His perspiration felt tackier than usual—he didn’t even have enough moisture left in his body to sweat properly.
But if Isaac wasn’t going to find Hannah, then there was no choice but for James to do it himself. Nathaniel had already spent the first ten years of his life without a father. He wasn’t going to lose his mother, too.
James dipped a finger in the blood on his wrist and hissed at the sting.
Slowly, carefully, he began painting a circle on the floor.
Twenty years after Elise’s first visit to Hell, she still remembered what it was like when she had first passed the portal. It had hurt, of course—it wasn’t easy for mortals to pass through the barriers between dimensions. Hot prickles had spread down her spine, like having pins driven between the vertebrae. She had felt like her skin was disconnecting from her muscles, her heart stopped for several beats, and she thought she might be suffocating. But it hadn’t lasted long—just an instant. It was still more than enough to imprint itself permanently on her memory.
That wasn’t what happened after Zettel flipped the switch and activated the Union’s portal.
The control room disappeared, and so did the basin beneath Elise’s feet.
Nathaniel cried out, and she instinctively seized his hand. He wrapped his arms around her neck and gripped her tightly. She couldn’t see his face in the darkness, but she could feel him trying to breathe, though there was no air to inhale.
And then she was home.
The black city she had seen in her vision unfolded beneath her, sprawling out in fractal lines, like it had grown as a mold on the underside of a rock rather than been planned by engineers. It was huge, climbing up the face of viciously jagged mountains and spreading out into a desert of crimson dunes. A hundred million lives sparkled amongst the shadows. Stars in a galaxy. She could smell them, even from miles overhead.
She floated above it all for an instant, peaceful and breathless, and felt totally right for being there. Nathaniel’s arms were still locked around her neck—the only sense she had that there was still a fleshy body containing her soul.
Then she felt a jerk. Her slow drift toward the glimmering spires at the center of the city halted.
Something pierced deep within her belly, like a hook driven into her intestines.
Everything blurred as she was hauled away from the city.
She was falling. She was going to crash. If she could have breathed, Elise might have screamed.
And then she stopped.
The rushing noise vanished from her ears. She was standing on a mosaic of sparkling obsidian tile, like someone had cracked lava rock with a hammer. The room wasn’t large, and there were no walls—only pillars joined by arches. And beyond them, the sky was a shade of red so dark that it was almost black.
A short altar stood in the middle of the room with the figurine of a genderless form standing in the middle. A temple?
Nathaniel still had his arms locked around Elise. She grabbed his wrists and disengaged him. The boy stepped back, looking embarrassed at the way that he had grabbed her. “Sorry,” he said.
Elise frowned. “You’re not vomiting.”
“Uh…no. I’m not.”
“And neither am I,” she said, running her hands over her stomach. She was still wearing James’s shirt and jeans, with the hems tied so that everything fit around her curvy form, and her swords were still on her back.
Nathaniel’s eyebrows knitted. “Is that…bad?” His voice was raspy. He coughed.
No, the lack of vomiting wasn’t bad—it was kind of refreshing, actually. Elise had been teleported between dimensions by Yatam, and had reacted badly every time. But it wasn’t just that she didn’t feel sick; she actually felt…good.
Elise took a deep smell of the air. Sulfur, ash, sage, cooking meat—it was simultaneously the strangest and best thing she had ever smelled, and she let the flavors roll over her tongue as she savored them.
Nathaniel didn’t look like he was doing as well. He gagged on the heat and pulled at the neck of his sweater. “Oh man, this is gross.”
“This isn’t the Palace of Dis,” she said, stepping up to the archway. “It’s too quiet. We should have been attacked by now.”
The quiet made sense as soon as she leaned out the arches and looked into endless desert. The mountains that she had glimpsed were so far in the distance that they made barely any impression on the horizon. There was no sign of the city, either.
Instead, they were near one of the flaming pits—a canyon that dropped off just a few feet away from the archway in which Elise stood. Smoke guttered out of its depths. She couldn’t see any leaping flames, but she knew they had to be there; she could feel the patterns of their heat dancing over her bare arms.
A hot wind whistled between the arches and carried noise out of the canyon. At first, Elise thought it was just the air whipping over the rock and making a piercing noise like a whistle, but then she realized that there were voices. Shouts. Sobbing.
There were people inside the chasm.
Nathaniel must have heard it, too. He moved to step out of the temple, but Elise stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “Get rid of the jacket,” she said. “And the jumper. We need to find a way across the desert, and you’ll want to be comfortable.”
He pulled off his jacket as Elise attempted to mentally calculate the distance. Anthony had complained that he couldn’t breathe when she carried him through shadow. If Elise tried to jump Nathaniel all the way across the desert, she might suffocate him.
“How are we going to do it?” he asked, folding his jacket neatly over one of the railings. He definitely shared James’s tidy genes. “Are we going to walk?”
Elise opened her mouth to respond.
Something whistled through the air and struck her in the shoulder.
The force of the impact made her stagger. She craned her neck around to see her back. A long, slender bone jutted out of her shirt, and she reached around to wrench it free. The tip was sharpened to a point—an arrow.
Dark shapes were advancing on the temple on the opposite side of the desert at a flat-out run. They were fast. Much faster than any human would have been able to move in the heavy air.
And they were all armed.
“Get down!” she shouted, shoving Nathaniel behind the altar.
He dropped to the floor just in time for another two arrows to whizz through the temple. The first one missed her. The second glanced off of her bicep, leaving a burning stripe that faded instantly.
Elise drew her swords and leaped out of the temple.
The wave of demons crashed into her. They were as varied as all the stones in the earth—some short, some tall, some humanoid, some four-legged and furred. Elise didn’t waste any time identifying them.
She whirled and sliced with her falchions, moving entirely on instinct.
They had seemed to be approaching quickly, but now everything was slow—she could see the hand reaching for her face extend as if it floated through sludge. It was easy to knock the clawed arm aside and drive her blade into the attacker’s gut. Its twisted, ugly face went slack. She kicked it and sent it to the dirt.
Another arrow. Elise flashed out of its path with a thought, and it buried in the throat of the nightmare behind her instead.
The archer was an incubus, and he was carrying a crossbow with mechanisms of brass. He didn’t have to manually reload. Another bone whirred into place, and he lifted it to fire again.
With another thought, Elise appeared behind the incubus, wrenched the automatic crossbow out of his hands, and kicked him in the back.
They were all too slow. It was much too easy.
Slow as the attackers were, they were also numerous. A few of them slipped around her and fell upon the temple.
Nathaniel’s cry broke over the desert.
She whipped through the air to the temple. A brute had Nathaniel by the arms and was lifting his slender body into the air as he kicked and hollered.
Elise plowed into the brute’s gut. All three of them fell.
The brute’s fist connected with her face. Even though it didn’t hurt, his weight was still enough to pin her, and she couldn’t melt away from the knee in her gut when he flashed a brilliant light in her face. It flared for only a dizzying instant, but it left green shapes floating in her vision.
When she could see again, the incubus archer was reaching for Nathaniel.
She shoved the brute away.
“Don’t you fucking touch him!” Her voice hit a screaming pitch on the last word, and she came completely undone.
Elise’s skin, her hair, her bones—it all whipped away from her. She was a million shards of glass shattering in the void. She was the darkness between the stars. She was the heat of the fire, and the shadow in the pit.
She felt infinite.
The incubus dropped Nathaniel, and he spilled to the floor.
“Get behind me, kid,” she said, though she wasn’t sure how she had spoken words with no mouth, no teeth, and no tongue.
After a heartbeat’s hesitation, he scrambled towards her as Elise drew back into herself. Collapsing was so much harder than exploding—it took all of her concentration to reform her bones, her organs, her muscles, and contain it within her skin.
For a moment, she thought that it wasn’t going to hold. That she was going to fly away into the eternity of the moonless night.
But her skin did solidify. Nathaniel was touching her elbow.
She was whole again.
Their attackers hadn’t moved since dropping Nathaniel. But once she stood in front of them, wearing James’s jeans and with the falchions on her back, they began to stir.
“Father,” said the nearest creature. He dropped to his knees and lowered his forehead to touch the ground.
The entire mob fell one by one, murmuring the same thing: Father. Father. Father…
Elise ran her hands over her own face. It felt the same as it had since she had been reborn, and she was fairly certain that she didn’t look like a man.
“What’s going on?” Nathaniel asked, hugging close to her back.
Realization dawned on her, as bright as the fire in the pits. Her black hair and eyes, her white skin, the bleed of her energy.
They thought that she was Yatam, the father of all demons.
“It’s okay,” Elise said. “They’re not going to hurt us.” She addressed them. “Are you?”
No response. It sounded like they were muttering prayers.
Elise stepped toward the nearest demon. He drew a knife and she froze—but he didn’t move to attack. He held it out to her in both of his clawed hands like an offering.
After a moment’s hesitation, she took it. The demon lifted his chin to expose his throat. “It would bring me such pleasure to bleed for you,” it said. It was speaking the infernal tongue. There was no way she should have understood it so easily.
“Why do you think I’m Yatam?” she asked, fingers clenched around the dagger.
“You appeared in your temple. It’s been centuries since you visited us. We thought that no love remained for your children.” She could see the pulse throbbing in his neck and tried not to stare.
“But how did you identify me? I don’t look like Yatam.”
“We know the smell of your blood, Father. It runs through all of us.”
Elise stepped back without cutting.
Was that what had happened to her? She had exchanged blood with Yatam once. He had drunk deep from her femoral artery and consummated the exchange before the goddess who birthed him. Elise had stabbed him during the act, and their blood had mingled on their flesh. It had been intended to make Yatam mortal, and it had succeeded. It shouldn’t have done anything to her at all.
But now she had his powers. More than that: she seemed to have his blood.
“Stand up,” Elise said, and the demon obeyed her instantly. She gave the knife back to him. “I’m not going to kill you. But I need your help. I need to get into the Palace of Dis.”
“You can walk upon the city and flatten it beneath your feet. Why do you need us?”
She frowned. “Because I’m only going in to bring two people out, and I don’t need to kill everyone in the process.”
“But—”
“Don’t question me,” Elise snapped. “What are all of you doing in the desert, anyway? Why did you attack us?”
“We thought that you were touchstones arriving for the trial. We pulled you out of the portal so that we could seize you.” After a nervous pause, the demon added, “We didn’t intend to kill you. Only capture.”
Elise picked up one of the bone arrows. The tip was barbed. For an attack that wasn’t meant to kill, it was a hell of a weapon. She tossed it aside. “Everyone—get up. You weren’t wandering around the desert for fun, so you’ve got to have a way to move fast. Right?”
They moved slowly, as if reluctant to stand around her. Nathaniel tugged on her arm.
“What’s going on?” he whispered. “Who’s Yatam?”
“I’ll explain later. Are you okay?”
He shut his mouth and nodded. No complaints from him. Stubbornness sparked behind his brown puppy eyes—tough little bastard.
“Can we trust these people?” he asked.
Elise barked a laugh. “No.”
The incubus sauntered up to her, narrow hips swaying as he walked, almost as though he were a woman. “They will want to see you at the Nether Palace. You’re exactly the kind of help we need.”
“Nether Palace?”
“The center of the rebellion.” He arched an eyebrow. “Don’t you know about the rebellion?”
“I don’t have time to screw around.”
“Well enough.” The incubus turned, put his fingers to his lips, and blasted an eardrum-shattering whistle. Nathaniel clapped his hands over his ears. “Transportation will be here soon,” he said, and he drifted away to collect his arrows.
But the demons weren’t done with her yet. “You’re not our Father,” said a squat little demon that Elise didn’t recall seeing in the attack. He was draped in folds of leather and his head looked like it had been smashed between two rocks.
“Are you going to attack me?”
“No. It would be too easy for you to end my life.” A sly smile crossed his frog-like mouth. “But you don’t know that, do you? My name is Hyzakis. Nobody important. But perhaps we can help each other, you and I.”
Before she could respond, something darker than the night loomed overhead. It was bigger than an airplane, and swollen like a tick filled with blood. Its semi-translucent skin danced with reflected gold and crimson. A hundred writhing legs, like worms that terminated in hooked claws, dangled from its underbelly.
“What is that?” Elise asked, grabbing Nathaniel’s arm as its wriggling legs descended towards them.
Hyzakis grinned. “Transportation.”



VII
Isaac knew that his wife would be expecting him at their quarters soon. She would have heard of the trial and expected news. But he didn’t want to deal with her—not with his blood boiling and his fists still aching from James Faulkner’s face.
Isaac detoured at the library instead. He sat at a desk and folded his hands on top of the wooden surface. A knife concealed underneath one sleeve pressed hard into his forearm.
The thing on the opposite side of the table was barely recognizable as a sentient creature, much less a librarian. A head similar to a goat’s protruded from the shadowed depths of her orange hood, and she had a feathered chest and goat’s legs underneath.
“Onoskelis,” Isaac began.
She held up one dainty finger to silence him as she finished writing on a piece of paper. Her hand wouldn’t have been out of place on a small human child, aside from the black fingernails and leathery skin.
“I have a question,” he went on.
She whispered, “A moment.”
He gritted his teeth and watched the surrounding desks as he waited. Onoskelis wasn’t the only one busy in the library. The dozens of tables were occupied by dozens more demons, all of them writing, all of them wearing the orange robes of scribes. Thick hoods draped over their twisted, inhuman heads, making each of them indistinguishable from the next.
The library was in the east tower, and it took up the entire lower half of the building. The roof vanished into darkness overhead. The walls were covered in impossibly tall shelves, which were occupied by row upon row of documents. Beneath Isaac’s feet, the floor was frosted glass, and he could make out the blurred shape of more shelves below. He had always wondered what the demons kept in the basement of the library, but he wasn’t allowed down there—and the librarians weren’t talking.
Onoskelis was writing in one of the ledgers. Her pen scratched on paper that wasn’t made from trees. It was a peachy-gray color, and shone strangely in the light. Wood was scarce in Dis, so they made paper out of the flesh of fiends.
Isaac bounced his knee, drummed his fingers on the desk, and tried to be patient. But the thought of James Faulkner in one of his cells made it impossible to wait. “Onoskelis, I need to ask you something,” he said, doing his very best to wrap his mouth around the infernal tongue.
Again, she held up one finger.
“Shh,” she whispered. “A moment.”
“I don’t have a moment. Why was there a secret bounty placed on James Faulkner? What’s his crime?”
Onoskelis continued to write.
He angled his head to try to read the runes she etched on the page. He only got through one line, which said something about ethereal influences and apotheosis, before she turned the page.
She wrote three more lines, signed the page with a flourish, and blew on it. The ink flared with flame.
“When a bounty isn’t public, it’s for a reason, Isaac Kavanagh,” Onoskelis said. Her voice was low, throaty, and strangely human, considering that it came out of a goat’s muzzle. Her mouth barely moved.
“I’m a touchstone and the Inquisitor. I handle prisoners. I’m not the public.”
“Then you should ask yourself who would place a bounty without telling you, and why. And you should ask yourself if the answers to your questions are worth the cost of learning them.” Onoskelis carefully folded the paper and shut the leather cover.
“So you know why he was arrested,” Isaac said.
“Of course,” she said, and she leaned back to sift through her desk drawer. She came up with a rubber stamp and licked it. Her tongue was thin and purple. “I know everything that happens in this Palace, Isaac Kavanagh. I would be of no use as a record-keeper if I didn’t.”
“Well?” he asked.
She wrapped a cord around the ledger and stamped its cover. “That answer isn’t worth my life. Is it worth yours, I wonder?” Onoskelis didn’t wait for an answer. She rose from the desk. “Follow me. I have some filing to do.”
“Now, listen to me—”
The demon cut him off with a guttural bleat. It was loud enough to draw the attention of the other scribes, but as soon as they saw Isaac, they quickly returned to their work.
Onoskelis repeated herself, carefully enunciating each word with her furred lips. “Follow me. I have some filing to do.”
She swept off to the spiral stairs, leaving Isaac no choice but to follow.
Every level of the library’s catwalks was lit by standing lamps, and no two of them matched. It was as though the decorator had picked them up at rummage sales on Earth. One had a brass stand with a shade that looked like turtle shell; another was a white, modern torchiere. Onoskelis turned them on as she passed, marking her trail.
Isaac followed her to a quiet level two hundred feet above the floor of the library before she stopped climbing. She limped toward a stack at the end of the row. “James Faulkner is on high trial,” he said, staying far enough back that he wouldn’t step on her snakelike tail. “Humans never go on high trial.”
Onoskelis snuffled, nostrils flaring. “Martin Beaumont was on high trial in 1932. He took an ethereal artifact to the Coccytus and destroyed the Maw. His sentence was eternity in Hellfire, where he waits to this day. Genevieve Teufel was on high trial in 1765 for casting arcane ethereal magic—impressive for a human, and also worth Hellfire. Aksinya Samov—”
“So there’s a precedent,” Isaac said.
“But it’s rare. Mortals go on high trial for the most catastrophic of reasons, and none that have gone before the entire Council have faced a punishment less than Hellfire.” Onoskelis handed him the ledger. “Your reach is better than mine. Put this on the shelf over your head, beside the blue book.”
He stretched onto his toes to file it where she ordered. “You’re telling me that Faulkner must have nearly destroyed the world to earn high trial, but that’s not the accusation. They said that he’s changed species and become a demon. It’s impossible. That man’s as much of a demon as I am.”
Onoskelis swept up the next set of stairs as if she hadn’t heard him. She was fast when she wanted to be. He had to hurry to keep up with the beating of her hooves against the catwalk.
The librarian took him to the highest level of books, and kept going. The east tower held the offices of lesser infernal nobility, and none of them would meet eyes with Isaac as he passed their doors. Everyone enjoyed watching him practice his arts in the courtyard, but nobody wanted to deal with him outside of the torture room. Or inside of it, for that matter. Too many of their friends had passed through the Inquisitor’s office.
Onoskelis moved onto the open walkway that led to the grand tower. The winds were strong that high off of the ground, and even the dust storm wasn’t enough to spare Isaac’s skin from the harsh air. He felt the bridge of his nose immediately begin to burn. He flipped his hood over his head, tugged his sleeves down to the knuckles, and followed her across the black bridge.
“Not all of our records are kept in the library anymore,” Onoskelis said, her voice soft underneath the whipping wind. She moved as confidently and smoothly as though there was no wind at all, even though the cloak beat at her furred legs and Isaac had to grip the bone railings. “There are more secrets in Dis than there used to be, and they have never been in short supply.”
“If they aren’t being kept in the library, where are they?” Isaac asked, words raspy.
“Localized regions around the palace. Private offices or what have you. I would retrieve them if I knew.” She vibrated with barely-controlled fury. “Withholding records from the librarians is criminal. Perverse.”
The admission that there might have been something that escaped Onoskelis stunned him. He stopped walking halfway across the bridge.
He stared down at the city spread around him, far below the walkway between towers. The streets looked like a spider’s web spread over offal. Isaac never went into the city if he could avoid it; it wasn’t safe for humans, even ones employed by the Council.
But if records were being hidden from the librarians…
Onoskelis had reached the entrance to the grand tower, and Isaac’s fingers were being worn raw by the dusty gale. He rushed to catch up with her, elbowing past a line of nightmares on their way to the library. “Who would do that?” he whispered as they stepped into the foyer. The floor’s mosaic sparkled in the harsh light. “Nobody even has that ability.”
She gave him a blank look.
So they weren’t going to discuss missing records within the Palace walls. Isaac clenched his jaw and nodded.
Onoskelis took him to the elevator and flipped the lever to take them higher. She tucked her sleeves around her to keep them from catching on the walls as they ascended. “The Council has done a lot of work to encourage people to see it as a nonpartisan organization. They have forged a tenuous agreement with the human Union. They hired mortal ambassadors to visit Heaven. Building such a reputation is expensive, and it has been paid in blood.”
“I know that,” Isaac said.
“This James Faulkner—a human on high trial following a private bounty—he is swathed in secrets. I would be curious to know what other secrets surround him.”
“For your records?”
“The library’s records are already complete,” Onoskelis said. “Of course.”
The elevator stopped. Fiends were waiting in the hall beyond, and each of them was so riddled with black brands that there was barely an inch of unmarked skin remaining upon them.
They stepped back to allow Onoskelis to lead Isaac down the glossy black hall. The windows were tall, open arches that funneled the wind through the tower with a whistle that sounded like screaming.
She took him to a public temple that overlooked the courtyard. A dozen worshipers kneeled around the room, supervised by guards that stood on either side of a massive statue. Isaac had passed by it once or twice, but had never paid attention to it. The placard said, “The First Summit.”
It was there that Onoskelis stopped. Backed by the flaming red sky, her doe-like face and ovular pupils were almost beautiful. “Times are changing,” she murmured, keeping her voice low enough that it wouldn’t disrupt the praying demons ringed around the statue. “But how much? Does time progress, or regress? Should we look to the future for answers, or to the past? What ancient battles have yet to be won?” She touched Isaac’s arm. His skin crawled. “Knowledge for the sake of knowledge is a dangerous thing, Isaac Kavanagh.”
“What in the seven Hells are you getting at?” he hissed.
She touched her furred forehead, her heart, and kissed her fingertips. “I’ll be interested to know what you learn about James Faulkner.”
Onoskelis walked away, hooves giving metallic claps against the tile.
He gazed up at the statue that the demons worshiped. The statue commemorated the entities that had originally conceived of the Treaty of Dis: Yatam, the father of all demons, depicted as a smiling, flirtatious man with eight arms and a sword; the mortal king of Sparta, crowned and robed; and Metaraon, the voice of God and the highest of archangels. The latter was as severe and cold in marble as he was in person.
Isaac had been led to the temple for a reason. But why? Did Onoskelis think that James Faulkner’s crimes had something to do with the conception of the Council? Or was there something else afoot?
There was an empty pew nearby. Glancing around to make sure nobody was watching—nobody dared look at the Palace’s Inquisitor, lest he think of a reason to question them—he knelt at the stone bench and folded his hands.
He was a man of God, so he didn’t pray to those idols. But he whispered a single question: “Why?”
Isaac was Inquisitor. He had a way of finding answers.
And it all began with James Faulkner.
James felt like a jack-o-lantern shriveling in the sun. The skin around his wounds was puckering. His flesh was taking on a dull hue, as if he had been bleached by the harsh air of Hell.
The wounds on his wrists had clotted again; there wasn’t enough fresh blood there to keep painting. He lifted his wrist to his mouth and bit. It didn’t even hurt anymore, although hot prickles spread down his spine at the discomfiting sensation of teeth sinking through the scabby, caking blood to the meat underneath. He had to bite a little harder than before to make himself bleed again.
Thick blood flowed out of the wound and dripped onto the floor. He scooped it up with his thumb and rubbed it against his finger as he returned his attention to the wall.
Though he had no way of tracking time, he had probably been drawing for hours. Maybe days. He had started painting in the corner opposite the door, focusing on the precise curlicues of the kinds of spells he usually considered to be too dangerous to perform.
Every line, every angle, had a meaning in the arcane language of magic. That first line meant a very specific kind of fire, pulled through the air in a very specific shape. The next line indicated where he wanted that lick of flame to travel before it was extinguished. The third line was a plea to fire spirits. And so on.
Without any of his usual shortcuts—herbs, crystals, stones, ink—he had to spell out, very precisely, everything he wanted to happen. It was like writing binary code. Ones and zeroes of James’s arterial blood drawn on stone.
He had been afraid of being discovered, at first—that someone would come in to find that he had covered the wall in his fluids. But nobody came. Aside from the occasional vibration of stone, as though something had shifted deep in the earth below him, there was no noise, no light, no sign that anyone lived beyond his six-foot cube.
James used the tip of his pinky to draw a short, half-inch slash through one line near the ceiling.
He had already covered two walls and half of the floor. He had probably used too much of his blood. He needed food and drink, sustenance, replenishment.
But nobody came. The lightless day wore on in Hell, and he continued to paint.
James lost himself in the rhythm of the magic, and his mind wandered as his hands continued to spread crimson symbols on the stone.
He thought of Elise sharpening her swords, and how amused she would have been to see him casting spells from scratch with his own blood. It was the kind of insane escape plan that she would have approved of.
He thought of Hannah, somewhere out there in the rioting city. He thought of rusty meat hooks and delicate legs that terminated in black loafers. He thought of the way she had screamed to him as the demons had hauled him away, and of the very first time they had made love on the grass in the Colorado forest.
And James thought of his son—or, at least, the amorphous idea of having a son. Someone who carried his blood. The legacy of it.
His thumb smeared another line. It was paler than the others. He was running out of blood again.
He touched his wrist and found the wound tacky. Was he healing with the speed of a kopis, or was he just running out? He felt so dry, so heavy, so exhausted.
James peeled the scab off of his arm. It caught at the edges and ripped. New blood trickled forth.
Oh God, did that hurt.
And still, he continued to paint.
Near the desert temple, the floating demon descended upon Elise. A rope lowered, and the demons climbed onto its broad back one by one. “It’s called a kibbeth,” Hyzakis told Elise. “It’s one of the few old beasts still roaming about.” He caught the rope and offered it to her. “Join us?”
It was better than trying to carry Nathaniel across the desert. Elise scaled the rope easily, going slowly enough that the boy could keep up, and she reached the top in moments.
The body of the kibbeth was broad enough that the rebels had placed a three-story construction of bone and iron across its back, moored with spikes underneath the scales. It had open windows like the temple below, and the demons milled inside of them with no apparent concern for the fact that their vehicle was living and breathing.
But they did care about Elise’s presence. They pointed at her and whispered. She picked up Yatam’s name here and there, as well as “father” and “blood.”
“I’d rather walk,” Nathaniel whispered to Elise.
Hyzakis appeared behind them. “The third level will be empty. Let’s ascend and have a talk.”
He was right—the top of the building was unoccupied. Oil lamps sheltered in glass sconces flickered on the pillars; a mirror stood at the end, near another small altar. So it was some kind of mobile temple.
As soon as Elise set foot on the tiled floor, the kibbeth shifted into motion, and a hot breeze drifted through the open room. It felt a lot like being on a ship, but with smoke surrounding them instead of sea. “What do you want from us?” Elise asked, positioning herself between Hyzakis and Nathaniel.
“You have the blood,” Hyzakis said, fluttering his fingers at her. “You must be Yatam’s daughter, I would think. Not one of the millions of watered-down bastards produced by his children’s children. You can get the Palace back.”
She frowned. “Back?”
“There’s been an upset at the Palace, and the administration has changed. We’re considered rebels, but in truth, we are loyalists. The judge presiding over the Council is a fraud, so you will enter the Palace and kill him.” Hyzakis said it casually, like assassinating the demon in charge was as easy as walking down to the street corner.
“I’m not interested in infernal politics,” Elise said. “And I’m not the daughter of Yatam.”
“Are you sure? Your blood smells like his.”
She glanced down at her arm. The lacework of veins under her wrist seemed brighter than usual, and she could see a blue line running through the heel of her palm and vanishing under the sole remaining mark. Elise clenched her fist. “A man has been arrested by the Council. All I want to do is free him.”
Hyzakis’s broad lips spread into a sly smile. “Arrested, hmm? We may be able to help each other after all.” He flapped a hand at her. “But you can’t walk into Dis like that. Human fashion on a demon? They’ll assume you’re from the Palace, and this is a terrible time to be seen as sympathizing with the administration.” His eyes skimmed Nathaniel’s body. “And we’ll need to make you look less…human. I’ll be back shortly.”
He waddled down the stairs, leaving them alone.
Elise went to an open window and leaned out. The wind whistled through her headscarf, warm and sulfurous, and she took a deep sniff of the air. As they drifted closer to Dis, inch by inch, she could smell more fires and grease and life. The writhing tentacles beneath the kibbeth occasionally flashed into view, then receded.
“What’s he like?” Nathaniel asked from behind her. “My dad, I mean. James Faulkner.” It was weird the way that he said James’s name—like he was a celebrity. Someone he would never dream of actually meeting. Elise ached a little to hear it, but she wasn’t sure why.
She turned to face him, leaning back against the railing. “Tall. Black hair. He’s going gray pretty fast now. He wears glasses, and he—”
Nathaniel interrupted her. “Not like that. I mean…what’s he like?” There was a hint of desperation to the question the second time around.
Although Isaac had never been the most affectionate father, she had still spent her childhood traveling with her parents most of the time. She had loved it whenever Isaac had guided her through exercises with the sword. She had longed for his attention and approval, and strived to earn his greatest compliment: “Good. Very good.”
She didn’t remember him ever saying that he loved her, but she could almost believe that it was true when he said that.
Nathaniel hadn’t been raised by James. Even those miserable, painful memories were out of his reach, and his only relationship with his father would have been through coven rumors.
His expression made something inside Elise fracture a little bit.
She leaned back against the railing, folded her arms over her chest, and frowned, trying to think of what James was “like”—and not the physical characteristics. “Sometimes, he’s condescending,” she said slowly. “Conceited. He knows that he’s the best at what he does, so he has reason to be confident.”
“Conceited,” Nathaniel echoed softly, wrapping his mouth around the word. And there it was again—she could see him assessing, evaluating, adjusting his expectations.
“But he’s warm and affectionate, too. When he cares about something, he’s very passionate. Music and dance and magic…it makes him radiate.” She felt a smile flit across her lips and then fade. “Most of all, James is resourceful. And smart. He won’t let anything happen to your mom.”
The cogs in Nathaniel’s head stopped. There was nothing there but uncomplicated hope. “Do you think they might get married after all?”
Elise frowned. “No.”
“Oh,” he said.
Hyzakis returned, climbing up the stairs with a bag over his shoulder. “You’re lucky,” he said. “We recently raided a colony out in the fringes, so we have more than enough clothing to choose from.”
He opened the bag and dumped a pile of clothing onto the floor. Elise picked through it. The texture felt like leather, but the colors were strange. Some of it was tan, some of it peach, some of it dark brown. It was threaded with a cord that reminded her of a softer kind of horsehair, too.
She lifted one of the items. It was a bustier, almost black in color, with a belt around the waist and silver buckles up the front. But that wasn’t cow leather.
Elise traced a finger down the hem and realized what kind of animal it must have come from.
“Cool,” Nathaniel said, reaching out to take it from her.
She held it out of his reach. “Is all of this from the slaves?” she asked Hyzakis, keeping the revulsion out of her voice. She didn’t want Nathaniel to know what they would be wearing.
“Some of it. There is some from the fiends, too,” he said. “Slave leather is expensive.”
“What’s slave leather?” Nathaniel asked.
Elise held up the jacket. “What’s this?”
“Slave,” Hyzakis said. He looked like he was getting impatient.
“And these?” She lifted a smaller set of clothing that seemed like it would fit Nathaniel.
“Fiend. The shirt is woven from harpy wool.”
She gave them to the boy. He seemed delighted to pull on the leather pants, but he turned his back before shucking his shirt and replacing it with the harpy wool. There were also leather arm guards, like ones he might wear during archery. “This is awesome,” he said, pulling them on over his hands.
Elise didn’t respond. She turned away from him, removed her swords and shirt, and donned the bustier. As long as Nathaniel didn’t know that she was wearing human flesh, it didn’t really matter—refusing the disguise wouldn’t save anyone’s life. She still felt a little nauseous when she began doing up the buckles.
Between the boning and the buckles, the material held her snugly, like a fist wrapped around her ribs. It pushed her cleavage up to the window below the collar. But when she bent and twisted experimentally, she found the motion was good, and she didn’t feel suffocated—demons apparently didn’t need much room to breathe.
The leggings were made of the same black wool as Nathaniel’s shirt. They were snug and stretchy. All that was left were the boots—only the best of infernal fashion. She stepped into them and tightened the laces. Elise didn’t check her reflection in the altar’s mirror when she was done. She already knew that she would look like one of Neuma’s coworkers.
When she turned around, the boy was finishing dressing with his back turned, too. Hyzakis was watching her.
“And you say you’re not Yatam’s daughter,” he said. “Your skin is silken moonlight. You have no muscle. You are more beautiful than a succubus, and more powerful than the most frightening nightmare. You fought a dozen of the rebellion’s best and didn’t sweat, so you’re certainly not human. Maybe you’re too pure to be Yatam’s daughter. Maybe you’re the fruit of Nügua’s hands.”
“I don’t want to hear it,” Elise said.
“You have the blood,” Hyzakis repeated. “You’ll kill the judge for us and restore the administration.”
They were above the edges of Dis now. Slums spread beneath them, filled with ancient, leaning buildings that were little more than sticks and cloth propped against crumbling walls. Elise could see that the streets became concrete as they moved closer to the Palace, and that the buildings became more human, more modern, on the approach, as well.
Elise pulled on her spine sheath over the bustier and buckled it. She felt better, more secure, with the falchions on her back.
“Thanks for the ride,” she said, taking Nathaniel’s hand.
Hyzakis hobbled toward her, leaning on a cane. “Daughter—”
Elise focused on the shadows, the looming darkness, the acid air, and wrapped her arms around James’s son.
She phased them off of the kibbeth, away from the rebels, and into the night.



VIII
The body used to belong to a touchstone, but it had become the property of the gore crows now. They perched on its face and chest, carefully balanced by their leathery wings as they dug their shining steel beaks into rubbery flesh. The only way to tell it had been a touchstone was the tattoo on the inside of its wrist, but beyond that, Veronika had no way to tell if it had been male, female, human, or demon. Most creatures bled in much the same way.
“Damn birds,” Veronika muttered, flapping her hands in an attempt to drive them away. “Go, you bastards! This is a crime scene!”
They ignored her. One of them ripped the nose off of the touchstone and swallowed it.
“There’s not going to be any evidence by the time the birds are done,” said the coroner, stabbing at the crows with a long wooden wand. They snapped at the edge of it. A beak caught and broke the end of the wood off.
Veronika threw her hands into the air. “Great. Just fucking great. How did these things even get into the tower? Why didn’t the wards stop them?”
A new woman entered the cafe, clucking softly at the gore crows. A dozen exposed skulls snapped around to focus glistening black eyes on her.
But they didn’t attack her. She reached into the bag and extracted something red and slippery, which she flung across the room. Most of the birds descended upon it, but one crow landed on her bare shoulder, lightly digging its razor-sharp claws into her skin. She smiled as she fed it a sliver of meat out of her palm.
“Ariane,” Veronika said, relieved. She switched from vo-ani to English. Ariane had never gotten very good at the language. “Where’s the Inquisitor?”
Ariane Kavanagh extracted another handful of meat and let the crow nibble at it. “He’s busy. What happened?”
“No way to tell now,” said the coroner, exasperated. He was a wan, skeletal figure that had to stoop nearly twelve feet to prod the touchstone’s body with his wand. “I thought I saw a stab wound, maybe, but after those damn birds, I can’t tell you what the depth of the injury was, or what kind of weapon inflicted it, or if it even existed in the first place!”
The gore crow on Ariane’s shoulder snapped more meat into its beak, swallowed, and then rubbed its skull against her cheek. She lifted a finger to stroke its bony foot. “Would you hold this, please?” She handed the bag of meat to the coroner.
She knelt beside the body and arranged her sweeping black dress around her knees so that it wouldn’t fall into the blood. The change in posture made the crow on her shoulder fly away.
“How long will this take?” Veronika asked.
“A few minutes. Is there espresso, by any chance?”
“I’ll check.”
Veronika strode across the café to the kitchen. The employees had been taken elsewhere for questioning, but the food remained, and she checked the freezer and pantry. No coffee beans. Trade had been suffering ever since the Union seized several of the normal interdimensional frequencies. All Earth commodities were growing scarce, but none so much as the delicious, bitter drink that was only becoming more fashionable as it grew more difficult to obtain.
“Death of a touchstone, gore crows inside the wards, no coffee left in the goddamn city,” Veronika muttered, slamming the cabinets shut. It must have been a Monday on Earth. She could always fucking tell. Those hours were the worst.
When she returned to the cafe, she found that Ariane had pushed aside several tables to make room for ritual space. She extracted glass vials from the depths of her skirt and laid them out in a row—some round, some square, but all in a dozen shades of red and orange.
“Well?” Veronika asked, sitting on the edge of one of the tables and folding her arms across her chest.
Ariane held up a finger, indicating that she was still working.
Veronika peered out into the courtyard. It was just another dark day in Dis, indistinguishable from any other. The flesh orchards were stretching and flexing in the heat. Demonic nobles from the various levels of Hell strolled together, deep in conversation. Probably talking bribes, corruption, underhanded deals. Normal business for politicians, topside or below. The walkways around the torture room were empty, so whatever was keeping Isaac from attending the murder scene was not his usual business.
Ariane began chanting and gesturing. Veronika saw nothing happening, but she imagined that the witch must have been performing something powerful and elaborate by the way she moved her hands, like she was weaving on an invisible loom.
A fog coalesced over the body, filling in the holes that the gore crows had torn, until it appeared that it bulged with translucent fluid. And then the touchstone’s ghost sat upright.
“There we are,” Ariane said, sitting back. She looked suddenly tired. “Jeremiah Sohigian, I believe.”
She was right. It was hard to make out his hazy features, but Veronika had seen the itinerary of the arriving touchstones, read their files, memorized their photos. Veronika had been studying the details when she was called to the murder scene, so she had been looking at his image just a few minutes earlier. She recognized his flat nose, thin lips, and broad shoulders.
It was one of the witches that had been meant to attend James Faulkner’s trial.
Ariane splashed a potion on the body, and all of her magic vanished instantly. All that remained was the corpse.
She gathered her bottles and stood, tucking them down the collared neck of her bodice. It was little more than a collection of straps that covered her breasts and navel. “There,” she said, sweeping the thick brown curls over her shoulder. A silver butterfly sparkled in her hair. “I had no clue Jeremiah was visiting. He was a beautiful man.”
The coroner whirled a finger through the air impatiently, prompting her to go on. “And the murder weapon?”
“My ability to reconstruct is limited. You’ll have to resort to traditional methods of investigation.” Ariane held out a delicate hand. “I want the files for the touchstones. I know you must have them. You’re not surprised to see him here.”
Damn perceptive mortals.
“You don’t have the clearance,” Veronika said.
“My husband does.”
“And you’re not your husband.”
The door to the café opened again. Grateful for the distraction, Veronika turned to face the incoming figure, hoping that it would be the cleanup crew. But then she saw the red robes, the shadowed hood, the aura of darkness.
The entire flock of gore crows took to the air, screeching and cawing. They swept out the door before it could swing closed again.
Veronika dropped to one knee, and the coroner followed suit. It took a moment for Ariane to do the same.
“Judge Abraxas,” Ariane murmured, head bowed.
“What have you determined?” Abraxas asked, voice echoing from the depths of his robes. It was resonant and chilling, even to Veronika, and it made her briefly contemplate phasing away into shadow. Just having him nearby made her feel as though she were guilty and on the brink of execution.
“Jeremiah Sohigian,” Ariane said. “Why would Jeremiah Sohigian be in Dis without my knowledge? I attend to the matters of all human guests.”
Veronika got to her feet, certain that she was about to watch the Inquisitor’s wife get thrown across the room, or disemboweled, or something else equally unpleasant. The apology formed on her lips immediately. “Judge Abraxas—”
She fell silent when the darkness in his hood angled to face her.
Veronika wondered, not for the first time, what was waiting inside those robes. Abraxas was older than she was by at least a thousand years, and she had only been the head of security in Dis for a mortal century. She hadn’t glimpsed the judge even once. Not since he took on the role.
“Veronika—notify the alternate touchstone, incinerate the body, and check on our newest prisoner,” Abraxas said. “Ariane, follow me.”
The coroner gaped. “Incinerate? But—”
All it took was one look from the hood to shut him up.
The judge turned. Ariane got to her feet and followed him, gown trailing behind her. Its tail dipped in the puddle of blood.
Veronika glimpsed a gore crow landing on Ariane’s shoulder before the door shut.
Ariane Kavanagh followed the specter of red robes through the halls until they reached Judge Abraxas’s rooms in the west tower. That floor had been occupied by many judges over the years, and each of them applied a personal touch; Abraxas’s customizations were massive murals on every wall of the hallway depicting bloody wars between towering beasts. The paintings were no less ugly than the last hundred times Ariane had seen them.
She waited to speak until they were in front of his door. “Do you want to tell me what is going on here?”
“It’s not your concern.”
“Jeremiah Sohigian was a human touchstone. That’s my only concern.”
He opened the door to his quarters. The foyer served as a receiving room and office, and only Belphegor was in attendance at the moment.
“Sir,” Belphegor said, standing from his desk in the corner.
A single word emanated from beneath the hood: “Leave.”
The attendant ducked his head, pressed his fist to his chest, and left.
“You told me that you would keep no more secrets from me,” Ariane said.
“I told you what you wanted to hear.”
She threw her hands into the air. “Of course I know that, but I had hoped…”
“It’s for your protection.” It almost sounded gentle. He stepped across the room to the window and folded his hands behind his back as he surveyed the city below.
“Isn’t it always ‘for my protection?’ Everything has supposedly been for my protection, and yet nothing has changed.”
“James Faulkner has been brought to Dis for high trial.”
Ariane felt as though she had walked face-first into a wall. “James?”
“I’m surprised Isaac didn’t tell you,” he said, although he didn’t sound surprised at all. “All touchstones and Council members have been summoned. We’ll have a full Palace soon. Very soon.”
“My God,” she said. “You’re doing it. You’re finally doing it, aren’t you? But…how? Now that Elise is—”
“We work in mysterious ways.”
She planted her hands on her hips. “You think you’re hilarious.”
“I am many things, Ariane Garin. Hilarious is not one of them.”
“What do I need to do?” she asked. “What’s the plan?”
“You’ll do nothing. I didn’t tell you about this for a reason, so you will trust in that.”
Ariane pressed a hand to her temple. “If you won’t tell me the truth, then why did you bring me here?”
He faced her. His hand cupped her jaw. “You know why.”
Ariane sighed. She did. Of course she did, and she could never deny him.
She leaned into the darkness of the hood and pressed her lips against his. His skin was cold—he was always a little cold. He was also stiff, unrelenting, and completely unresponsive in comparison to a human man. He smelled like cut grass and dandelions.
When Ariane stepped back, he still hadn’t responded to her kiss, nor did he attempt to touch her. But he surveyed her from the depths of his robes with a gaze that made her skin prickle with heat. When he spoke, the voice wasn’t unkind.
“Discard your dress.”
Ariane didn’t hesitate to remove her collar. She unhooked the buckle and peeled the straps to her hips, revealing pendulous breasts and a flat stomach marked with the spidery imprint of healed stretch marks. Ariane allowed the cloth to puddle around her feet with no shame. She wasn’t wearing underwear—she had been expecting to meet him.
The judge gave no sign of a reaction.
Ariane kicked aside her gown, stepped into his private bedroom, and climbed onto the bed. It required a set of wooden steps to reach the top of the mattress, which was caged inside ribs of black iron. She sprawled onto his multitudinous pillows, arms spread and ankles crossed.
“Judge,” she said in a too-serious voice, though a smile played across her lips.
He stepped into the bedroom and closed the door, sealing the rest of the world away.
Done. James sagged against the corner of the cell as it spun around him. He could no longer tell the difference between the floor, the ceiling, and the walls. They flipped and whirled and fuzzed in and out of his head.
Every side of his cell was painted. Every inch was covered in a symbol, some as large as his chest and others as small as his fingernail. The story it illustrated was immense: the collection and release of energy from his surroundings, the separation of the atoms in the stones, the dissolution of mortar. The explosion.
All it needed was a word of power, but he could barely move his injured mouth.
James tried not to think about what would follow once he activated the spell. It would release him from the cell, yes, but what then? He could crawl out onto the surface of Hell. A lone mortal with no strength, no clothing, no protections.
None except the one he had drawn onto his left fist and forearm with a fingernail.
That was the process of paper magic: the initial spell had to be designed, and then the energy could be channeled into a single icon. James had always drawn that icon on paper and saved it for later. Never before had he tried to draw it on living flesh. Especially his own.
But he needed some defense once he escaped, and he had no paper in his cell. So he had drawn the magic on his arm. He was bleeding from the lacework of lines, but he couldn’t even tell the difference between that pain and the rest of his body. Not anymore.
He was so tired.
James’s eyelids dragged closed. His shallow breaths roared in his ears, like a frozen ocean rolling in and out at high tide, lapping at the beach of his skull.
He dozed.
Whisk, whisk, whisk…
Dreams flitted through his mind. Distant oceans, the crack of ice, soft lips and callused hands and a sword melted in the forge.
The sound of his door opening woke him up.
James should have panicked. It was dark in his cell, but not so dark that an intruder wouldn’t be able to tell what he had done. All it took was smearing one symbol, or washing off a single rune, and all of his hard work would be destroyed.
But he couldn’t panic. His heart couldn’t seem to beat fast enough.
His eyes opened a fraction, and he saw the nightmare guard standing in the doorway. She wore her leather uniform with butcher knives sheathed at her hips and held a bottle of water in one hand.
She gaped soundlessly at the walls, mouth hanging so low that he could see every tooth and all the way to the back of her throat. Nothing emoted quite like a nightmare.
At any other time, he might have taken her shock as a compliment. But James only saw the bottle in her hands. It was a small, plastic, ordinary thing—the kind of bottle he might have paid six dollars for at a baseball game. Not something he expected to find in Dis.
But it was water. Real water.
“What have you done?” she asked, her hard face drawing into furious lines.
James’s injured hand crawled up the wall.
He touched one of the radial points and spoke a word of power.
All of his bloody symbols caught fire instantly, illuminating with black fire that drilled into his eye sockets.
The opposite wall vanished. He heard the explosion a second after it had actually happened, and the shock of the blast came even later. It ripped from his chest, rocked through his muscles, and tore into the stone.
James could see everything he had written come to pass, one instruction at a time.
The mortar melting. The atomization of rock.
The shock traveled through the earth to tunnel a path leading to the surface. The flames raced up the rubble and disappeared, but he knew they would spread out at the top in a fireball that would melt everything within twenty feet—a preemptive strike to clear his path.
What remained was an easily climbed tunnel to the surface, through which relatively fresh air rushed.
Everything had happened exactly as he had planned.
But he didn’t anticipate the way that the cell would pitch around him, making the ground rock underneath his body. He didn’t expect the nightmare guard would fall to her knees and almost slip through a crack that appeared in the floor. There had been no way for him to know that his cell was situated on top of one of those flaming pits, either, so he was surprised when fire leapt out of the gap and turned his cell into a brick oven.
The nightmare screamed as her leg slipped through the spreading crack and fire raced up her hip. She had dropped the water bottle and it rolled across the floor.
That got him moving.
James grabbed for it. Almost missed. Then his fingers closed on warm plastic, and he stumbled to his feet.
It was worse than an ordinary pit beneath his cell: they were suspended over a deep, endless chasm. Distant fires smoldered in the hazy darkness. He could hear screaming. He was fairly certain that it wasn’t his imagination.
“No!” the nightmare shouted, trying to scrabble to her knees so that she could chase him.
Another rumble, and the crack split further. She dug her nails into the stone to keep from falling.
He hugged the bottle to his chest and stepped over her arms. He crossed the crumbling cell in two steps, stumbled into the tunnel, and began to climb. The earth had been melted into a hard, shiny tube by his fire, and it was already cooling—as much as anything in Hell could cool.
But it was shaking, too. Just like the cell.
Everything was going to fall into the pit.
He didn’t stop to drink the water, even though every inch of his desperately parched flesh ached for it. James hauled himself up the tunnel’s slope, leaving behind the screams of souls and the nightmare that was about to join them.
He rolled onto the cobblestone courtyard with a groan. The harsh light immediately bore down upon his ragged, exposed flesh.
Something was shrieking on the surface, too.
James pushed onto his hands and knees and blinked, trying to clear his hazy vision. His fireball had done more damage than he expected. A shriveled corpse lay nearby with blister-riddled flesh, and a pile of something indeterminate was still burning just beyond that. A demon—some kind of succubus—stood just outside the range of the damage. Her hands were plastered to her face as she shrieked.
It was hard to focus further than that, but he saw a glistening tower over her, and a wall encompassing him and the building. He was still in the Palace. The city—and relative freedom—was just beyond.
James got to his knees. Unscrewed the bottle. Splashed a few drops on his face.
Relief flooded through him as he licked the moisture off of his cracked lips. It was sweeter than the best cider, more satisfying than a steak dinner, and easily as pleasurable as any of his long nights with Hannah when they were teenagers.
He recapped it and stood.
“Guards!” the succubus screamed. “Guards!”
James staggered toward the outer wall, barely able to keep his footing. He focused on taking one step at a time.
Footsteps thudded behind him. Men approaching.
“James Faulkner!” barked a familiar voice, and he didn’t have to turn to see that it was goddamn Isaac Kavanagh.
James slumped against the wall. Too weak to fight. Too weak to run.
Isaac blurred and distorted as he ran closer, backed by a half-dozen creatures in leather armor. One was another nightmare, like the one that James had left underground. There was a brute, too, and two fiends. He couldn’t identify the others. He had never seen anything with that many teeth.
“Fuck off,” he whispered to Isaac, unsure if anyone could hear him. The sentiment felt good.
Isaac drew a leather cord—more bindings.
James wasn’t going to be returned to prison. “Step back,” he warned.
The Inquisitor’s dark, angry eyes glowed in response. God, he looked so much like Elise.
James pressed his hand to the wall and spoke a word of power.
Without the blood in his cell, the energy for the spell had to come from within him, and there wasn’t enough strength left for that, either. So instead, his magic sought out more powerful sources of life.
Like the guards surrounding Isaac.
Screams filled the air as the demons fell to their knees, flesh shriveling and eyes bulging. James’s cries joined theirs. The flesh on his arm was peeling off of the muscle.
The shouts were soon drowned out by the resonant boom of an explosion rocking the Palace wall. There it was again—the separation of atoms and the nuclear energy of the fireball tunneling its way through the stone.
The skin on James’s arm turned to ash.
And the wall crumbled away to reveal the city on the other side.
Isaac roared his fury, but James didn’t stop to confront him again. He held his destroyed, blackened arm and the water bottle to his stomach and hurried through the exit he had made for himself.
He fell to the street on the other side and got up.
The street was similar to the one he had seen as he had been brought into the Palace with Hannah. There were tall, mirrored buildings decorated by ancient stonework and slavering grotesques. The walls had been vandalized with phosphorescent paint—profanities and insults in the written form of vo-ani, and the occasional inverted crucifix. More of a joke than anything, really. Demons thought human theology was hilarious.
But there were no actual demons in sight.
James stumbled down the street without checking to see if Isaac and his guards were capable of following. He lost himself in the slap of his bare feet on concrete. Buildings blurred past him. Windows and walls and street lamps built of iron, like the trees in the forest, entered his vision and disappeared as quickly.
He rounded a corner and stumbled into a riot.
Demons were spread everywhere—on the street, climbing the buildings, inside the shops. They screamed as they flung rocks through the windows. He should have heard them as he approached, but his ears were still filled with the rushing of the ocean, and all he could make out was a dull buzz.
They didn’t seem to notice him staggering into the fray. An elbow caught his side and knocked the breath out of him. A rock hurtled just past his face and shattered a window. Warped glass scattered across the sidewalk and cut into his feet.
He kept moving. Kept running. Didn’t look at the rioters.
A demon grabbed him by the neck. It was something with a serpentine face and long fangs. “Escaped slave?” it asked in vo-ani.
“No—”
The snake-demon’s head whipped around as it focused on something over the crowd.
It swore, its thin tongue lashing against its fangs, and dropped James. He unbalanced and fell to the sidewalk.
The tenor of the chaos changed instantly. The crowd’s focus shifted from the buildings to something that he couldn’t see at the end of the street. It must have been the Palace guards, because James heard people shouting about Council sympathizers and the Treaty.
He didn’t wait to see if the rioters could stop Isaac.
James stumbled down an alley, following its narrow, twisting paths until he was so thoroughly lost that he had no idea which direction he had come from. He splashed through muck and effluence. The moist splatter burned on his legs.
The alley was much quieter than the one he had left behind. Shops had doors and signs facing into the grimy passage, and he could read some of them. One said “Books.” Another said “Curiosities.” He didn’t stop to read any others.
There weren’t as many demons in the alley—they must have been distracted by the riot. But there were a few. They hollered obscenities at him as he shoved past.
Can’t stop running.
His body had better ideas. James staggered down another corner, and even though he intended to continue, his legs simply stopped working. His shoulder slammed into the wall.
End of the line.
There was an apothecary shop jutting into the dark alley. Its red brick face had a lacework of cracks through it. It looked ancient, medieval, and abandoned. Safe.
He dragged himself into the sliver of space between the apothecary shop and the building next door. The street end was blocked by a tall iron fence, and there were no lights in his hole, so nothing would be able to see him from the alley.
It was only then that James allowed himself to collapse.
He let his head fall back against the wall, and he waited until his heart slowed before he opened the water bottle and sipped at its contents. He wanted to guzzle it—it was still delicious, like honey and sex and hot showers—but he didn’t know when he would encounter water again. So he wet his lips. Let it trickle down his throat. Splashed a little on his face.
Then he capped the bottle and examined the damage on his arm.
Every inch of his left arm was a black, flaking mess, as though he had shoved it into a furnace. The only thing that remained untouched was the scar on his underarm, running from his wrist to the inside of his elbow. The white line stuck out among the black like a ghostly signature.
The burns didn’t even hurt. They felt kind of cold.
His eyes fell shut. He slid to the side, leaning against some kind of wooden bin that smelled like rotting animals, and let out a sigh.
The pain, the exhaustion, the dehydration—it finally won.
James passed out, and sweet oblivion sucked him under.



IX
Ariane slept, and when she woke up, she was alone in Abraxas’s vast bed. She stretched, languorous in all of her wounds and sore muscles— the blossoming bruises on her thighs, and the rips in her skin, which had been limited to the areas that her clothing would hide. Her nipples were still marked with the imprints of her lover’s teeth.
He only knew how to love with pain, inflicted casually and with a severity that never failed to stun her. But at least he did love. Some men didn’t manage that at all.
He stood by the window, robed and hooded once more.
“Come back,” she said, rolling onto her belly and burying her face in a pillow. It smelled like garden soil, sweat, and the musk of blossoms on a hot day. Her blood left a moist imprint of her body on the sheets, though the cloth was so dark that she couldn’t see it. “And take off that damn robe.”
“I have work to do.” He nodded toward the city below. “Do you see?”
Ariane sighed and slipped from underneath the sheets. She limped as she crossed the room and leaned on his side. The rough red fabric stung her wounded flesh.
There was a hole in the very back wall of the Palace—a gaping maw that led straight into the city. The rioters were trying to enter through it, although security held them at bay for the moment. The rebellion had been beating at their walls for months, and now someone had opened a door for them.
It wasn’t the only damage to the courtyard. There was also a roped-off hole behind the flesh orchards from which smoke plumed.
“What happened?” she asked.
“James Faulkner.” The name dripped from his lips like venom.
Ariane’s eyes traveled from the chasm in the ground to the hole in the outer walls. James must have been imprisoned in the isolation ward above the pits. Escaping into the city might be an improvement over Hellfire—but not by much. “Where does he think he’s going? The only way back to Earth is contained within our towers. He won’t be able to get back like that.”
“He wasn’t brought into the city alone.”
Ariane gasped. “Elise?”
The hood shook slowly from side to side. “Hannah Pritchard.”
Though it had been years, Ariane still felt a pinch of annoyance at the name of the other witch. Hannah was a cold, unfriendly woman. Even eternal flames wouldn’t have been able to melt the ice packed around her heart. But if she was in Hell, and not in the Palace…
“He’s trying to save her,” Ariane said. James had always been a determined young man. He wouldn’t care that Hannah was already, more than likely, on the butcher’s block. “That means we can intercept him. I’ll contact the markets to see if she’s passed through.”
“That won’t be necessary. I already know where she is.” He turned and moved toward the doors of his quarters. “I purchased her at auction.”
She followed him into the foyer, scooping her dress off of the ground. “You purchased…?” She clipped the collar at her throat as she struggled to find a way to express her anger. “First, you didn’t tell me that James was on trial. Then you didn’t tell me that—”
“Sir,” said a demon waiting in the foyer.
She had been so angry that she didn’t notice that they had company. Belphegor could have passed for a human, though his smooth white skin and bald pate gave him the appearance of bones that had been bleached by too many hours in the sun. He wore a black suit buttoned up to the throat and a necklace of human teeth, which commemorated the passing of his favorite slaves.
He was Abraxas’s right-hand man, and he was obviously trying very hard not to notice the Inquisitor’s wife walking out of the judge’s private quarters with her breasts exposed.
Ariane’s lover moved to shield her with his body, but it was too late. “What do you want, Belphegor?” he asked.
“The Inquisitor has requested additional forces to comb the city for the escaped prisoner,” Belphegor said.
“Send one of my centuriae. Get out of here.”
With a sharp nod, Belphegor left. Ariane arranged the straps of her dress to hide the worst of the injuries and fluffed out her curls to conceal the rest. Isaac never looked very closely. But if Belphegor told him what he had seen, it wouldn’t matter how well she hid her love bites.
The voice emanating from the hood’s depths was strangely gentle. “Belphegor is extremely loyal to Abraxas. He won’t say anything.”
“I’m not worried about it,” Ariane lied. “But maybe I should seek out James myself. He’s smart. He won’t be easy to catch, even for a trained centuria.”
“That won’t be necessary. James Faulkner is no threat. The city will kill him, or I will.” Even though she couldn’t see him underneath the robes, his gaze chilled her. “Regardless, the touchstones will continue to arrive. Mark my words, Ariane—I will have my trial.”
Something was chewing on James’s leg. For a moment, he thought it was a dream—just another torturous part of his lurking subconscious. But then the teeth penetrated his calf, and he jerked awake to see a rat the size of dog hunched over him.
He kicked it off with a shout. Its teeth ripped free, taking an inch of skin with it.
The rat tumbled end-over-end into the wall. As soon as it hit, it sprung to its feet and bared its teeth in a hiss. Its tongue looked like a black slug trapped inside its dripping maw.
It lunged again. James tried to deliver a swift kick to its skull, but it was ready the second time—much too smart for any average alley-lurking rodent. Its mouth snapped closed on his toes and scraped when he jerked free.
He jumped to his feet, and it snapped at his heels as he scrambled to the other side of the narrow alley. There wasn’t far to run—the end was boarded up, and there were six feet of refuse between him and the exit.
James’s gaze fell on a broken bone jutting out of a pile of waste. It was the femur of an animal that had to be as big as a horse.
He jerked it out of the pile.
The rat jumped, and he swung the bone like a baseball bat. The bone connected with a meaty thud, like punching his fist into a wall. The rat fell. James didn’t wait for it to recover. He struck again and again.
Only when it was pulverized—skull flattened, cheek split, nostrils dribbling with ichor—did he drop the bone and fling off a thumb-sized maggot that had been inching toward his elbow.
God, he hurt. The alley was shaded from the worst of the ambient light of Hell’s deserts, but his skin was still drying, still flaking. Every breath dragged sandpaper down his throat. Every blink ached. And he felt so heavy, too sluggish to move. If he hadn’t taken on some of Elise’s strength as a kopis, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to move in Hell at all.
The half-filled water bottle was on the ground nearby. He picked it up, tried to wipe ichor off of the side, but only smeared it. He allowed himself a sip.
The hinges of a door squealed, and James ducked behind the refuse.
A demon lurched out of the apothecary shop. It was a tall, hunched creature with curling horns that spiraled all the way to its fanged mouth. It didn’t seem to have any interest in Hell’s current fashions, so instead of wearing leather or human-like garments, it had a tattered shroud that swathed its entire body.
Such an outfit would have concealed James more than adequately. With a pinch of glamor, he might even pass for a demon.
His hand fell on the broken femur again.
The demon lurched down the alley, muttering under its breath in the infernal tongue. It left the door ajar. James slipped inside the apothecary shop.
Inside, the room was lit by a single oil lamp that stained the walls and smelled like melted fat. Dried limbs hung from every inch of the ceiling, and the walls were packed with shelves of herbs, powders, and gels. The apothecary’s counter was in the middle of it all, where it could watch every inch of shelf space. Judging by the mortar and pestle and bowl of bone meal, the demon must have been in the middle of preparing something when it departed.
There was a back room, too—also empty of life, aside from a cage suspended in the corner with a crow that James thought was dead until it tried to ruffle its sticky feathers. There was a bed, a desk, some books. No windows. The shop didn’t have a door to the main streets.
Perfect.
He caught a glimpse of himself in a piece of broken mirror dangling from a mobile of crow feet. If he had thought that he looked terrible in the airport bathroom, it was nothing in comparison to the effect imprisonment in Hell had had on him. Blood caked the corners of his mouth, and several days’ worth of beard growth shadowed the lower half of his face. His skin was dry, dusty, cracked. He looked gaunt and old.
“Damn,” he muttered, scanning the room for something that he could use to wipe up his face. There were no sinks or other ways to access fresh water—it was too scarce a resource in Hell to waste on cleaning.
The door in the front room creaked. The apothecary had returned.
James pressed his back to the wall by the door, fist tightening on the femur. He listened to the demon shuffle through the shop to its counter. Heard it start humming as it went back to work. Stone ground against stone as it continued its work on the bone meal.
Peering around the corner, James saw that the demon’s back was turned.
He jumped, bringing the femur cracking down on the back of the demon’s horned skull. It didn’t even get a chance to cry out. It staggered and hit the counter, flailed for a grip, found none. The mortar and pestle crashed to the ground with it.
James ripped the shroud from its shoulders, and wrapped it around its neck.
He had seen Elise kill a dozen demons by strangling them, but had never attempted it himself—he hadn’t been strong enough, and didn’t have the resolve. But desperation made it strangely easy to tighten the ligature and jerk back with all of his strength.
It gagged. Clawed at his hands. He twisted the shroud even tighter, and the demon’s thrashing slowed.
James waited until it went slack, and then held for a good minute longer. His burned arm was shaking. The back of his hand was bleeding from being rubbed raw with cloth. But it worked. The demon was unconscious.
He searched the counters until he found a knife. James tried to imagine Elise standing beside him, and thought of what she would have done to kill a demon of unknown origin. Would stabbing it be enough? Slitting the throat? Decapitation?
She had once told him how easy it was to access the heart from between the ribs if you went below the breastbone. And very few creatures could survive having that organ removed.
He rolled it onto its back, stripped off the robes for his use, and pondered its concave stomach. Could James really cut out a heart—even that of a demon?
The apothecary stirred beneath him, eyelids fluttering.
James drove the knife into its stomach. A wet gasp fell from its lips.
He worked as quickly as he could, but it was so much messier than his kopis made it appear. The ichor stung his wounded arm, and his left hand was too weak to do the work, so he used only his right as he sliced through the stomach and felt around for its still-beating heart.
Sawing through the muscle was difficult from that angle, especially when he couldn’t see what he was doing. There was barely any room for his hand. Yet he felt the heart’s moorings sever, and he was able to squirm his fingers around it and fight the suction to pull it free, arm black with blood almost to his wrist.
James dropped the heart. The demon didn’t move.
“Good God,” he whispered in the reverent silence of the shop.
It may have been years since Elise had visited the City of Dis, but very little had changed. Every awful thing that she recalled from her childhood was still there: the bleached human skulls hanging over doors for luck, the penned yards where compliant slaves were kept, the slurping and growling sounds of vo-ani sliding off of inhuman mouth-parts. The narrow streets were crowded. Demons bustled, shoved, shouted.
But it wasn’t as horrifying or as nauseating as it used to be. It felt familiar, in the same way that James’s dance studio was familiar—just another place she had been a thousand times before. Almost like home.
Nathaniel’s fear radiated behind her, so obviously human, and so very delectable. “Don’t stare,” Elise said under her breath as she strode down the sidewalk. He picked up his pace to draw level with her side.
“Sorry.” He kept his head ducked, but he still peeked through his bangs. “Are the demons looking at me?”
She shot a glare at a fiend that focused its watery eyeballs on Nathaniel as it lurched past.
“No,” she said when it scurried away.
Nathaniel lowered his voice until even Elise could barely hear it. “Can they understand us?”
“Some of them.”
“What are they speaking?”
Elise pushed him into an alley so that a pickup truck could pass by. “Some of it is the infernal tongue,” she said, keeping him pressed to the wall with a hand in his chest. “I also hear some Latin and Babylonian. But a lot of them speak English. Watch yourself.”
Nathaniel stared after the truck like he hadn’t heard her. She nudged his chin with a knuckle, and his mouth snapped shut.
“Sorry,” he said again.
“And stop apologizing.”
Elise led him down the street once it was clear again, heading for the shimmering glass towers of the Palace of Dis. “Why don’t we just…” He fluttered his hand through the air, mimicking an airplane.
“They’re used to creatures that can phase, so it’s going to be protected with strong wards,” Elise said. “Do you want to phase again?”
“No. It feels like suffocating.”
“Then we’ll walk.”
Elise spotted a meat market ahead and steered Nathaniel to the next street before he could see anything. The meat market looked like any other butcher’s shop; it was impossible to tell the difference between a skinned rack of human ribs and ordinary pork. But not all of the meat had been dressed yet. Elise had glimpsed at least two recognizably human heads with gaping, empty eye sockets.
Rats darted around her ankles as she strode along the street. She kicked them away.
Just a few more blocks until the Palace.
“It might be hard to get inside the walls,” she said softly. “There will be guards. Magic. Trouble. So if I tell you to do something, don’t question me. Okay?”
“Okay,” he whispered back. “What’s the plan?”
Elise didn’t have one. “I’ll tell you when we get there.”
A kibbeth drifted overhead, momentarily blotting out the glow of the fires. Elise kept her head down. Did it belong to the rebellion? Would they try to seize her?
It drifted on.
They reached the walls without being attacked. Elise stretched out her senses, probing for wards.
She didn’t feel anything.
Elise examined the glossy black stones with a critical eye. That couldn’t be right. There was no way that the Palace would be unprotected.
“What’s wrong?” Nathaniel asked as she stepped into the shadow of a statue in the courtyard. It was a gray behemoth with the wings of a bat and magma fountaining from its palms.
She nodded toward the walls. “What do you feel? Do you detect any wards?”
He reached into his pocket and slipped his Book of Shadows out. “Is it okay if I cast a spell?”
Elise glanced around. The courtyard was empty, aside from a few guards in leather that were marching in the opposite direction. The rebellion had everyone drawn to another part of the city. “Be quick about it.”
He ripped out a page and whispered a word. Magic blossomed around her, strange and distorted in the Hell’s heat.
“There are wards,” he said, eyes blank as he stared at nothing. “But they’re broken. There’s a hole in the wall on the other side, so whatever punched through must have destroyed everything they had.” Nathaniel blinked rapidly and shook his head. “There’s a witch working on restoring it right now.”
So they didn’t have much time. Elise waited until he tucked the notebook into his pocket again, and then took his hand.
“This won’t feel good,” she said.
Nathaniel paled, but he nodded.
Elise phased.
She still wasn’t used to the sensation of letting herself melt into shadow, but it was easier in Hell than it had been on Earth. It took almost no thought to wrap Nathaniel tightly in the depths of her body and launch over the wall.
It felt like everything moved in slow motion as she looked over the other side. Elise recognized the gardens from the Union’s diagrams and the layout of the towers. Plenty of demons and humans alike were pacing the grounds, talking amongst themselves in vo-ani and English, and their chatter drifted through her.
“…never had a prisoner escape…”
“Think we’re safe?”
“Are you kidding? We’re in Hell. Of course we’re not safe.”
Elise focused on a dark corner behind the west tower. She dropped Nathaniel and resubstantiated.
He staggered, throwing out a hand as he sucked in a hard gasp. Elise grabbed his arm to keep him from falling.
“You okay?” she asked as soon as she had a proper mouth again.
Dry coughs wracked Nathaniel’s chest, but he nodded.
Elise gestured for him to stay while she peeked around the corner of the tower. The collection of people talking among the flesh gardens was strange—some nightmares, a succubus, a few humans. They all looked more normal than the citizenry of Dis, like anyone Elise might have seen on Earth. But most humans would have been a lot more bothered by the disembodied hands jutting out of the soil.
She stepped back to Nathaniel. He was still catching his breath.
“That hurt,” he whispered. “I don’t like that phasing thing.”
She slapped him on the back. “Stand up straight. Look casual.”
“How?”
There was a reason Elise had tried to avoid teaching the children’s classes at James’s dance studio. “I don’t know. Just…think casual thoughts.”
She peered around the corner again. More of those guards in leather were encouraging the crowds to disperse. Elise recognized a familiar face—a lean female nightmare with sharp features. The last time Elise had seen her, Veronika had been escorting the greatest kopis at the semi-centennial summit. Now it looked like she was working with Palace security.
At Veronika’s direction, everyone left, leaving only security behind. And it was then that Elise realized that she recognized one more person.
He had short red hair, a goatee, and scarred hands. Judging by the badge on his chest, he ranked higher than the rest of security. And he carried himself with the confidence of a man who had never lost a fight—probably because he never had.
Isaac Kavanagh. Her father.
Elise gripped the wall for balance. She had known that her parents were both probably still hanging around Hell, but it hadn’t occurred to her that she might run into them. She hadn’t had time to consider the possibility.
She barely breathed as he gestured Veronika to his side. Together, they walked into the shadow of a tower where nobody would be able to hear them. Elise crept closer to hear their conversation, crouching behind a half-wall so she could hear without being seen.
“Something strange happened earlier today,” Veronika said. “The Union transmission channel opened between the usual hours, but whatever they were sending got intercepted.”
“Did you see where it was taken?” Isaac asked. His voice was deep, unemotional.
“One of the desert shrines, but there was nothing there when I checked it out. It makes me think that the rebellion is trying to snatch interdimensional traffic. This might sound like a leap in logic, sir, but there are a lot of touchstones arriving from topside, so maybe the rebellion was hoping to get one. And if the rebels are going after touchstones, then I think it’s safe to assume that Sohigian…”
“Are any touchstones missing?”
“No,” Veronika said, sounding impatient. “But the rebellion—”
“They aren’t my concern. What of James Faulkner? Any sign?”
Elise’s heart skipped a beat. Nathaniel had joined her behind the wall, and his round face was pale. He opened his mouth. She shook her head to keep him silent.
“Not since he shattered the wall and disappeared into the city. We’re still looking for him,” Veronika said.
So he had escaped. Elise glanced back at the hole in the wall and felt the warmth of pride. She could only imagine what James must have done to rip a hole through the Palace wards—it must have been very loud and very bloody. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.
“Redouble our search and prepare a team. I’m going out to search myself. I want that bastard back in my hands,” Isaac said, and Elise’s smile immediately disappeared.
She grabbed Nathaniel’s arm and slipped away from Isaac and Veronika before she could hear anything else.
Her father was out to get James. She wanted to be surprised, but she couldn’t seem to work up the emotion.
“So James is in the city?” Nathaniel asked once they were a safe distance from Isaac. “How do we find him?”
“The same way you find anything else: you search,” Elise said.
She turned the corner, preparing to phase Nathaniel over the wall again.
And she came face-to-face with her mother.



X
Ariane Kavanagh hadn’t aged a day since the last time Elise had spoken to her. Her hair was still chestnut brown, and she didn’t have a single new wrinkle. She could have passed for the same age that Elise had been when she died. “The courtyard is meant to be off-limits until I finish restoring the wards. What are you doing here?”
Elise’s mouth worked silently.
Her mother’s head was a buzz of white noise with the volume turned low, but she showed no indication of recognizing her own daughter. Not after fifteen years of aging, a rebirth, and new clothing.
Elise couldn’t feel her hands. Couldn’t think. Could barely breathe.
“We’re just looking around,” Nathaniel said finally when Elise was silent for too long.
Worry darkened Ariane’s eyes. “You are a human boy.”
“I’m visiting.”
“I wasn’t told of any children visiting,” Ariane said. “Children don’t visit the Palace.”
His brain sparked as he searched for a lie. “Uh…”
“I’m searching for Hannah Pritchard,” Elise said suddenly.
Ariane paled. She glanced around the corner where Elise had last seen Isaac. “Where did you hear that name?”
“She was recently brought to Hell. I think she should be in the Palace,” Elise said, speaking a little too quickly, her words a jumble.
The witch picked up a collection of bottles she had set on the ground, tucked them in her bodice, and pushed her hair out of her face. “We can’t talk here.”
She waved her wrist over the nearby tower door and led them inside. Nathaniel stayed glued to Elise’s side as they navigated dark, narrow corridors. “Hannah—” Elise began again.
Ariane cut her off. “Wait.”
When the elevator stopped on the ninth floor, she opened the cage and strode ahead.
Nathaniel hung back with Elise. “Who is that?”
“That’s my mother.” She clenched her jaw. “She doesn’t know who I am.”
They followed her to private quarters in a hallway on the east side of the tower. The rooms were large, but modest, and Elise recognized the battle-axes mounted on the wall as her father’s. He had almost cut off one of her fingers when he’d trained her to use them at eight years old. The axes were the only way that her parents had personalized the sitting room—that, and the family photo in a wooden frame on the table by the door.
Elise studied it as Ariane shut the door behind them. Her father was young and handsome. Ariane, mostly unchanged, had her arm around the shoulders of a little girl with auburn hair, freckled skin, and a big smile.
Ariane flitted around the room, flicking her fingers at totems on each wall. Magic flashed in the corners of Elise’s vision and a cool mist washed down her arms. Nathaniel watched the wards fall into place with great interest.
“Who are you?” Ariane asked as soon as she was done. “How do you know Hannah?”
“She’s my mom,” Nathaniel said.
Even through the buzz of Ariane’s protected mind, the flare of shock was impossible to miss. “Mon dieu.”
“I’ve brought Nathaniel to Hell so that we can get her back,” Elise said. “We need to find her as soon as possible. If you deal with all of the humans in Hell…”
“Let’s speak privately,” she told Elise.
Her mother led her into the next room—a kitchen—while Nathaniel continued to wander around the foyer to examine Ariane’s totems.
There were a lot of normal human supplies in the kitchen: a block of knives that Elise thought had probably been ordered off of the Home Shopping Network, nonstick skillets hanging on the wall, a basket of plastic measuring cups. But there was no toaster, no coffee machine, no refrigerator. Nothing that required electricity.
Ariane stopped in the middle of the floor, crossing her arms over her chest.
“What’s your name?” she asked.
“Betty,” Elise said. “My name is Betty.”
Her mother tipped her head to the side. “Betty?” It was an awfully cute name for a demon. But Elise set her jaw and met her mother’s gaze. “You’re a fool for bringing Hannah’s son to Hell, Betty, no matter how pure your motivation. This is no place for normal adults, much less a child.”
Elise’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, really?”
“And the boy is wearing fiend leather. Hardly appropriate.” Ariane puffed air through her lips. “I didn’t know Hannah had a son. The father—where is he?”
Elise’s responding silence was enough of an answer for Ariane. The buzz of white noise in her head increased in intensity, and then she answered her own question.
“James.” She took a deep breath and straightened her spine, like she was gathering her strength. “I can tell you where Hannah is, but I can’t let you take Nathaniel to her. I’ll watch him here.” She faced the counter and began writing on a piece of paper. “There is a demon named Abraxas who is serving as judge for the Council. Though he has rooms in the Palace, he also keeps a property in the mountain district. Matters of the household are attended to by mortal slaves. Hannah is among them.”
Elise took the paper. It was a rudimentary map of the city of Dis, with the Palace marked on one side of the page, and a box on the other labeled “The House of Abraxas.” A word was written at the top of the paper as well: “Belphegor.”
“What’s Belphegor?” Elise asked.
“That’s the name of Abraxas’s steward. Watch for him—he will kill you and Hannah and every other slave if he feels it’s necessary to protect Abraxas’s interests.” Ariane peered around the corner of the kitchen door. Nathaniel was probing one of the animal skull totems with his fingertip.
“I could be killed for sharing this information.”
“Then why did you tell me?” Elise asked.
“I didn’t know that Hannah and James had a son,” she said simply. “Be swift. Be watchful. Be safe.”
Elise remembered Ariane telling her father the same thing: to be swift, watchful, and safe. There was power in the wish, traces of magic that Elise had never been able to see before. She had never realized that her mother was blessing her father every time he went out to hunt.
“Thank you,” Elise said, and she meant it. It was the most meaningful conversation she had shared with her mother in over fifteen years. Maybe in her entire life.
Ariane didn’t respond except to open the door.
Elise moved for the exit. When Nathaniel tried to follow, Ariane grabbed his shoulder. “You’re staying here with me,” she said in a falsely upbeat voice. “Don’t worry. Betty will be back soon.”
Nathaniel looked so shocked by the idea of getting left behind that he didn’t even react to the fake name. “Where are you going?”
There was no point in lying. He was a child, not an idiot. “Hannah’s being kept in the House of Abraxas. I’m going to get her back. It’ll be faster if you stay here.”
“Abraxas,” Nathaniel echoed.
“Yeah. Big, bad demon. Don’t worry about it; I’ve killed worse.”
He grabbed Elise’s hand, and his desperation swelled, crashing over her and making her skin rise in goosebumps. “But I need to come with you. I can help.”
She tugged free of his grip. Elise was prepared to tell him the truth—that he was just a child, useless in a fight, and a huge liability. But as Nathaniel’s thoughts fuzzed in and out of her head, she picked up a few images. He was imagining his mother in peril. Being helpless to save her. Elise had never had the luxury of worrying about her parents like that.
So instead of telling him that he was useless, Elise stooped a few inches so that their faces were level. “You’re too important to risk. I promise that I will bring your mother back to you. Do you trust me?”
Nathaniel hung his head, but he nodded.
“I trust you.”
“Good,” she said. She squeezed his shoulders. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
Elise opened the door and phased into shadow.
As soon as the door closed, Nathaniel faced Ariane. “I’m hungry,” he said. “And thirsty.”
She gave him a kind smile and ruffled his hair. “They’ll start serving dinner in a few hours. I’ll be happy to bring you something.”
“But I’m hungry now. I’ve been running around Hell for a while, and there’s nothing to eat.”
Ariane’s mouth drew downward in a frown. “I don’t have anything here.”
“Oh.” He sat down hard on one of the couches, doing his very best impression of sullen and miserable.
“Would you like to help me with a potion to restore the wards on the outer wall? I have just one or two more things to do, but I would appreciate the help.”
Nathaniel brightened at that. “Sure.”
She led him through a narrow door and into her ritual space, which was little bigger than a closet. There was a table on the wall opposite the altar, where she had a collection of bowls and jars. “You’re Hannah’s son, so you’ve grown up with the coven in Colorado, haven’t you?” Ariane asked. He nodded. “Did you know that I used to be with that coven, as well? I joined when I was just a little older than you.”
“I’ve never heard about you,” he said.
She started opening jars. “I suppose they don’t talk about me anymore. That’s probably for the best.”
“What’s a touchstone?” Nathaniel asked. “I’ve heard people talking about it.”
Ariane’s hands stilled. “Touchstones are people, not objects. It’s…an elected position, so to speak.” She tipped her head to the side to study him. “Have you discussed soul links with Landon?”
He nodded, even though he had actually only read about them in Landon’s journals. The coven didn’t want him to know about that kind of magic. “It’s a way to enchant something using your soul as a battery. So people who become touchstones are used for big spells, like the Palace wards?”
“No, it isn’t always for mere enchantments. The soul of one man or demon is linked to each principle of the Treaty of Dis, such as the law of blood, or the law of order. As long as that man lives, that law is as firmly entrenched in the fabric of existence as the laws of physics.” Ariane held out a hand. “Dragon’s blood, please.”
Nathaniel handed her a bag of red powder. “I don’t understand.”
“When the Treaty was established, it required immense power to enact. Angels and demons walked on every plane, and forcing these creatures to their individual realms was a challenge.” She drizzled oil on top of her herbs and began to mix. “The first touchstones were gods.”
“And now?”
“Gods have better things to do. The honor is bestowed upon the mightiest of heroes, instead.” Ariane gave a wan smile. “Such as my husband.”
“Wow. Which precept does he uphold?”
“Nobody knows—not even Isaac. Keeping such things secret is meant to help protect the touchstones from assassination attempts.” She slid the bowl across the table. “Give this your blessing.”
She was testing him, in much the same way that Nathaniel had tested Elise. But he didn’t want Ariane to know what he could do. He didn’t want anyone to know what he could do.
He blinked innocently. “Blessing?”
“Never mind.” Ariane etched the symbols in the air over the bowl with her fingertips. There was a pop, and the air smelled like gunpowder. “I’m ready to restore the wards, I think. You must stay in the room while I work. If you’re discovered… I can’t imagine your mother would be happy if I let you get killed, would she?”
“I won’t go anywhere,” Nathaniel promised.
“Good boy.”
“I’m still hungry, though.”
Ariane gathered her supplies. “Very well. I’ll bring something back for you to eat.” He smiled and nodded. She stepped out of the room, and the door shut behind her.
Nathaniel counted to twenty, just to be certain that she was gone, and then he left, too.
James’s suspicion had been correct. Wearing the dead apothecary’s shroud was very effective at making him look like a demon. Unfortunately, he also smelled like a demon: bloody, stale, and a little sour.
He used a bottle of liquor to scrub the blood off of his face and clean his wounds, then bandaged his arm. He pulled the shroud over his head and took one more look at himself in the shard of mirror. He didn’t even recognize himself. He tucked a knife with a broad, triangular blade into his robes and ventured into Dis.
James kept his head down and moved quickly. He wasn’t the only human walking the streets, but he was the only one that wasn’t escorted. Even sheltered by the robes, he felt like he was being watched.
Dis was an immense patchwork of strange places. He crossed through the area that resembled Dubai, and then through the street that was like Chicago again, and a few other blocks where he couldn’t determine the influence. The Palace loomed in his periphery, and it felt like the grand tower was watching him, too.
The slave market was one of the oldest parts of the city, and there was nothing human about the buildings surrounding the square. They were made of black stone and jagged spires, like the Earth’s teeth biting at the dark sky. Independent security teams armed with swords and guns scrutinized everyone entering the district, so James hunched over, tucked his bandaged arm inside the apothecary’s robes, and kept his head down as he entered the slave market.
Demons were milling about as they waited for the next auction to begin. The hand on the clock at the head of the square was inching toward Saturday, and he tried to remember what day of the week it had been on Earth when he and Hannah were taken. Wednesday? But that gave him no context for how much time had passed. The clocks only marked the days passing on Earth, not the weeks.
James found a spot toward the back of the square and examined the iron structure that everyone was watching. It resembled a sleek metal gallows, but silver hooks hung from the bar over the stage instead of nooses.
A line of humans mounted the steps. Their wrists were jerked over their head by a brute, one by one, and they were suspended from the hooks. Another brute cranked a wheel, and the slaves were lifted off their toes. The man on the end was crying. His belly jiggled every time he sobbed.
“Help me,” moaned another man. “Please—someone help me!”
They were all in good condition, physically speaking. None of them had so much as a scrape on their bodies. For now.
Demons near the front of the crowd whooped and waved, but the ones toward the back seemed to be those actually looking to purchase; they were obviously the cream of Dis’s society, and they held signs with numbers on them, like James had seen at art auctions. They were all nightmares, incubi, mara—the beautiful, rich, and most human-like demons that could afford to cross between Earth and Hell and make a profit from it.
One succubus wore an A-line skirt, a white blouse, and a tan blazer. Aside from her four-inch heels and vivid red lipstick, she looked like she was more prepared to trade stocks than buy a slave. But when the robed creature on the stage called for initial bids, she was the first to raise her sign.
Each slave was sold quickly, one at a time. Within minutes, they were removed from the hooks, marched off the stage, and replaced with new slaves. The humans that had been sold were marched past a desk before disappearing behind the stage. James crept over to see why.
The desk was manned by an orange-robed creature with a muzzle like a goat. It was obviously employed at the Palace—the gold cord at its waist matched those he had seen on the judge and jury at his initial trial.
He glanced at the book it was writing in as he passed. James was better with written vo-ani than the spoken language, so all it took was a glimpse to realize that the goat demon was recording the buyers’ names. Or, more specifically, the sole buyer’s name.
More than a dozen humans were listed, and every single one had been taken to the House of Abraxas.
James waited behind the gallows for the next auction to complete, and then watched as the three slaves were received by a slender, colorless demon that wore a black suit and a house insignia on his breast pocket. The supervisor counted out cash—Earth cash, probably Euros—and handed it to a waiting nightmare.
Then he waved to a group of fiends, which led the new slaves down the street. Two of them were sobbing. One of them seemed to have lost the ability to cry.
James followed.
The slave market wasn’t far from their destination. They were taken to gates marked by the same insignia that had been on the supervising demon’s breast: the House of Abraxas. He could barely make out the vast, sprawling property beyond the sleek black walls.
He stepped behind the corner of a building to watch the slaves get lined up. He knew that he needed to go with them if he wanted to find Hannah, but the human slaves were being transported naked. None of them would have been permitted to wear James’s robes. He could deal with a few more hours of exposure, but the new slaves were also in good physical condition, and James was not. His left arm still had to be completely bandaged if he wanted to spare the wounds from infection. He was bruised, scraped, and dirty. He might pass as a slave that had already been put to use, but a new purchase?
Fortunately for James, when the gates to the House of Abraxas opened to let in the new arrivals, a few humans came out, as well. They were escorted by more fiends, and looked a lot like James. Dirty. Exhausted. Scared.
The slaves were taken away for a few minutes, and then returned sweatier and even more tired than when they had left. They were being exercised like a family dog, and the guarding fiends were obviously bored by it.
The next group of slaves taken out for their run was bigger than the last. Almost a dozen of them.
Time for him to move.
He ducked into the space between buildings and peeled the robes off. Just standing in the shadow of the building, utterly naked, was enough to make him feel like he was being dragged over the jagged rocks of the cliff.
James slipped in among the humans as they passed on their way to the gate. One woman looked askance at him, but the fiends didn’t react.
The metal bars jangled as the gates opened again. Another group of humans were led out. James’s group was prodded forward.
He barely breathed as they entered the House of Abraxas.



XI
Elise was halfway across the city when she realized that she was being followed by a short, stooped figure in a hood. She turned left, and it turned left. She doubled back through an alley, and it was waiting for her when she emerged. Whatever the creature was, it was dogged—a fiend? Something sent by her mother, maybe?
She continued walking as though she hadn’t seen anything, and the hooded figure followed.
Elise occasionally glanced at the map that Ariane had drawn for her, but she discarded it when she saw the gates for the House of Abraxas approaching.
It was a sprawling, castle-like property, positioned on the highly defensible slopes of the mountain district. There was no way to approach from behind unless she wanted to hike up the mountain and jump down. A narrow road led up from the only entry point at the gates to a second, inner set of walls—the perfect place to ambush attackers. Of course, an intruder would have to make it through the outer walls first, which were marked with symbols of magical wards. The kind of wards that would blow anyone up if they got too close.
The House of Abraxas was more of a stronghold than a house. And judging by the number of fiends she could see teeming on the mountain, it was heavily occupied.
Fantastic.
A glance in the window of the shop behind her told Elise that she was still being shadowed. It spurred her into motion again, and she took a roundabout path to the gates, hoping that she could lose the creature following her.
It stayed a few yards behind her, never gaining, never slipping back. Persistent little bastard.
Elise turned a corner, jumped into an alley between two sagging shacks, and waited for it to pass.
A few moments later, the cloaked figure walked up to the mouth of the alley.
She grabbed her stalker by the throat, dragged it into the darkness, and shoved it against the wall. “Why are you following me?” she growled, lifting it off of the ground so that their faces were level.
Nathaniel smiled sheepishly from underneath the hood. “Hi.”
Elise dropped him. His feet hit the ground. He stumbled, but caught himself.
“Goddammit, Nathaniel,” she hissed, keeping her voice low so that the brute staggering past the alley’s mouth wouldn’t hear. “I told you to stay at the Palace!” She didn’t want to think about everything that could have gone wrong while he was following her—some demon sniffing out his human odors, a butcher dragging him to its shop—whatever. For fuck’s sake, he had walked straight through the slave market.
“Your mom left me alone in her room, so I left,” he said.
“You just…left?”
He straightened his robes, like being manhandled had offended him. “I had a good reason. That guy with the Union, Gary Zettel, he wanted me to give a note to Abraxas. I had to come with you so that I could deliver it. I promised.”
“A note? Why didn’t you mention that earlier?”
“I’m not supposed to let you see it.”
Elise pushed him against the wall again, ignoring his protests, and patted down his pockets. The Book of Shadows was in the left. The right had a folded piece of paper. She yanked it out of his jeans.
The stationary was thick and silky, like the kind used for wedding invitations. Elise hadn’t seen Zettel or Allyson give it to him—they must have slipped it to him when they were at the portal. The end was taped together and obviously hadn’t been opened by the boy.
Elise broke the seal and unfolded it. The UKA logo marked the top of the page, and the rest was covered by a symbol drawn with an unsteady hand. It wasn’t nearly as elegant as the kind of spells that James crafted, but it sparked with magic when she opened it to the air.
She clenched her fist on it, crumpling the edge. “You didn’t draw this? Zettel gave it to you?” Nathaniel’s head bobbed in a vigorous nod.
The Union could write paper magic.
Elise breathed a string of colorful curses as she looked at the spell again. It was different from James’s spells in other ways, too—it didn’t “speak” to her as clearly as his did, and the hard lines reminded her more of Alain Daladier’s idea of paper magic than James’s graceful swoops. Alain had mimicked James’s magic to weave powerful wards, which he had left behind at the dark gates in Reno. The Union must have found and deconstructed them.
“But this isn’t warding magic,” Elise muttered, glaring at the page, like she could force it to yield its secrets. “I need James. He could tell me what this is supposed to do.”
Nathaniel stopped her before she could put away the paper. “Let me see.” He held it up to the light, rotated it a few degrees, and squinted. “It’s just some stupid dimensional wedge,” he said, sounding disappointed. “You can use it to force a portal open. See this glyph?” He pointed at the edge. “That’s a redirect. This isn’t good enough to open any doors, but it can make a door stay open, and it can make it open to a different room…kinda. But it’s really blunt. There’s nothing pretty about the magic.”
Blunt and unpretty? Sounded a lot like Allyson Whatley’s work.
Elise tucked the spell into her bustier. “Next time the Union asks you to do something, tell them to shove it.”
“But they said it was just a note.”
“They lied to you.” She planted her hands on her hips and studied Nathaniel. “You’ve got the Book of Shadows fully stocked with spells, right?” He nodded and pulled it out of his robes. Where had he even found robes? She didn’t really want to know. “Any battle magic in there?”
“Not exactly, but I do have this,” he said, flipping to a page in the middle and showing it to her. Nathaniel’s magic made Allyson’s attempts at writing spells look like finger painting. It was gorgeous, full of light and color—and absolutely incoherent to Elise.
She pushed his hands down, glancing over her shoulder to make sure nobody had seen it. It wouldn’t mean anything to demons, but if a passing witch spotted it, Nathaniel’s Book would shine like a beacon.
“I can’t read it. Just tell me what it does,” Elise said.
“It throws the target into a random location elsewhere in this dimension. Anything that’s attacking, no matter how big, will just…” He shrugged. “Pop.” A little bashfully, he added, “It will probably not throw the target into a pit of fire, but it’s hard to tell.”
Elise’s eyebrows lifted. “Remind me not to piss you off.”
Nathaniel beamed.
She could only imagine how James would have reacted if he had known that Elise was seriously considering taking a child into battle, but Nathaniel wasn’t just any child, and her options were limited.
“Okay, you can come,” she said, pulling his hood over his head again to conceal his face. “Stay out of the way and let me take care of the fighting. Don’t get killed.”
A cloaked figure appeared at the end of the alley. It was Hyzakis.
“That last part is going to be difficult,” he said. “The House of Abraxas homes almost three hundred demons.”
He leaned on a cane as he hobbled toward them, and the alley felt much darker for his presence. She expected him to be angry that she jumped out of the kibbeth, but he was smiling—like he was happy to see her there. She didn’t trust it.
“You again,” Elise said. “Great. What do you know about the House of Abraxas?”
His frog-like mouth spread even wider. “I know a few things. I know every single ward on those gates. I know that the centuriae have been patrolling the slums. I know that if you wait until the right time, there will be only one hundred demons in residence.”
“When does that happen?”
His watery eyes pierced her, like he could see through her skull and into her mind. “Why do you want to get into the House?”
“He bought a slave recently,” she said. “I want to get her back.”
“You’re not interested in killing Abraxas, perhaps?”
“Not even remotely.”
Hyzakis sighed. “Very well. Let me tell you a secret.” He leaned forward, and in a stage whisper, he said, “There are no wards on those gates. They are bound to Abraxas’s blood, and he has not been inside to renew them in months. If you enter when the tower chimes with Sunday’s bell, you can step inside and only have to evade a hundred of his army.”
“How do you know that?” Elise asked.
The demon’s smile slipped off of his face. He pointed at the gates with his cane. “Sunday is coming. I can show you where the slaves are kept, but you’re going to owe me.”
She clenched her jaw. Elise didn’t trust him—not at all. But he had given them passage across the desert, and disguises, and had shown no inclination of killing them. That was probably as good as it got in Hell.
“I still can’t do anything about the Palace for you,” Elise said.
“We can discuss how you’ll repay me if you survive the House. We’ll have a chat in the Nether Palace afterward. But you must promise me one thing: that you’ll kill as few of Abraxas’s soldiers as possible, and only take away one slave. Agreed?”
Elise frowned, but nodded. “Agreed.”
Hyzakis gestured, sweeping his hand through the air. “Come closer. Come.”
Reluctantly, she stepped forward, and bent over when he gestured again. His gnarled hand brushed over her forehead. A chill settled over her flesh.
Elise’s mind opened to his, and she saw the Nether Palace’s location with sudden clarity. It was only a glimpse before her mind soared back to the House of Abraxas, its castle, the barracks, the formations of the centuria. She saw the kennels and the naked humans penned within.
And she saw how she could walk in without being touched.
“Fly, daughter of Yatam,” Hyzakis said, thin lips curled into a wicked smile.
Her body unraveled, and she flew.
James mostly kept his head down as the fiends led him up the path to the House of Abraxas, but he couldn’t resist sneaking a few glances at the stronghold. Where Dis reveled in mocking the uglier sides of Earth’s major cities, Abraxas seemed to revel in Hell’s heritage instead; there was no hint of mimicry in his architecture. The beautifully ancient buildings were spindly mixtures of iron, hardened magma, and black bricks. It looked like viewing Heaven’s ruins through a distorted mirror.
The House itself was huge, but the fiends didn’t take them to it. They skirted around the landscaping—iron trees transplanted from the desert forest—and went to the buildings behind it.
The slave quarters were not so grand. They were simple concrete boxes with large doors, big enough to drive a truck through—or march several lines of humans inside at once.
Cages lined the walls of the kennels, like James had seen before at animal shelters. They were small enough that only one or two people could fit in them at a time, and only while sitting. A strange, hollow wailing filled the cavernous building, even though he couldn’t see anyone actually crying. It was too dark to make out the slaves beyond the first few rows.
The smell of effluence and sweat slapped him in the face as they took the stairs down to a lower level, where the people inside the cages were denser and the cries were louder.
The building was obviously designed to isolate humans from one another. Dispirit them. Make them feel like animals. And the sounds the slaves made were so far from human that James was confident that it worked. They weren’t even trying to escape, even though the cages weren’t locked—just tied shut with leather cord.
Short-fingered hands seized his elbow and steered him toward an open cage. He balked at the entrance, but the fiend shoved him in the back. He stumbled into the cage.
There was already someone else in there—a skinny black man that stunk of ammonia. He was curled into a ball at the back, and he didn’t react to having James pushed in with him.
The door slammed shut. Clumsy fingers tied the cord.
A low moan rose from the cage next to him, and a hand prodded at him through the chain link. James tried to squirm away, but there was nowhere to go. The neighboring slave kept scraping at him. In the dim light, he could see fingernails chewed to the bloody quick.
The fiends shuffled away with the remaining slaves. Doors slammed.
After a moment, the noises subsided.
“How long have you been here?” James whispered to the other man in the cage. “Why don’t you try to escape?”
“Belphegor,” he whispered, punctuating it with a shudder.
“Belphegor? What’s Belphegor?”
The slave was shaking too badly to speak. His teeth ground together, and the sound made the hair on the back of James’s neck stand up.
“Have you seen a blond woman brought in?” James asked. “She’s short and thin…”
“Belphegor,” said the slave again.
So much for that.
James didn’t feel any fiends nearby, so he grabbed the knotted rope that was holding the cage closed and began to wiggle it loose.
A raw voice exploded from the back of the cage. “No!”
The slave lunged at him, and blows rained on James’s shoulders and arms. He kicked out, striking the man in the face, but it didn’t stop the attack. He bit James’s foot.
With a cry, James shoved him to the back of the cage, opened the door, and tumbled out.
The slave slammed the door shut and clung to the bars. “Belphegor,” he hissed. “You idiot!”
And then he receded into the darkness at the back of his cage.
James didn’t bother inspecting the injury on his foot—it was throbbing, but what was one more wound among all the others?
He staggered between the cages, peering into the darkness. The only light came from a single lamp at the end of the hall. The shadows were too deep. “Hannah? Hannah, are you in here?”
The only response was more cries.
He took the stairs down to the next level, and the next, but nobody in any of those kennels responded to his calls, either. The bottommost floor was totally empty.
Which left him with nowhere to go but up.
James peered over the top step before climbing onto the ground floor of the slave quarters. There were no fiends watching the cages. They weren’t even stationed at the door leading outside. What the hell could Belphegor be that was terrible enough to keep all the slaves willingly locked away?
“Hannah,” he whispered, creeping down the aisle.
A small voice responded near the door. “Who’s there?”
He scrambled over to the cage at the end and peered inside. A woman sat cross-legged at the back, head tipped back so that she could stare at the ceiling. Blond, slender, graceful—Hannah. As soon as her gaze fixed on James, her entire face lit up.
Hannah scrambled to the bars and pushed her fingers through. All things considered, she was in much better shape than James. “How did you find me?” she asked as he touched her hands.
“Magic, naturally,” he said with a small smile. “Let me untie this knot…”
She craned her head around, trying to see the door. “How did you get rid of Belphegor?”
“What in the world is Belphegor?”
“You mean he’s still out there?” Hannah gave a low, desperate groan. “Shit.”
He loosened the ropes and opened the door. “You’re welcome.”
Hannah crawled out, motions stiff and slow. He had to help her stand. Once she was upright, she hugged him tightly. “I thought I wasn’t going to get out of there,” she said, and then she released him and slapped his arm.
James shirked back. “What?”
“You got us dragged to Hell!”
“And now I’m going to get us out,” he said, grabbing her arm and hauling her to the door.
She dug her heels in, but she had been confined for too long to struggle against him. He pulled her outside into the hot air. “But what about Belphegor?”
He didn’t get a chance to ask again.
There was a commotion near the gates at the bottom of the mountain. The entire centuria was gathered near the entrance, protesting in garbled voices. James was grateful for the distraction—until he realized what was upsetting them. Isaac Kavanagh strode up the path, flanked by two members of Palace security armed with bludgeons. Isaac’s eyes skimmed the property as he rubbed a hand over his beard.
“Wrong way,” James said, turning Hannah around to steer her back to the other side of the kennel before they were spotted. He wasn’t fast enough to keep her from seeing who had come searching for them, though.
“Was that Isaac Kavanagh?” Hannah asked. “That couldn’t have been Isaac.”
“That was Isaac.”
“This just keeps getting better. How are we going to get out of here?”
He cast a glance around the mountainside. There were only so many places they could go: back into the kennels, or down the path toward the centuria. The face of the mountain behind them was sheer.
More noise from the gates. It sounded like Isaac had pushed through the centuria.
“Climb,” James urged, pushing Hannah toward the cliff.
He tried not to look down as he forced his hands into tiny crevices and sought footholds. His injured arm wouldn’t support his weight for long, so his ascension was painfully slow. Hannah climbed a little faster while muttering under her breath, but she didn’t complain. Her eyes were fixed on the few inches of rock in front of her face.
James’s toes slipped on the slick, sharpened rocks, and he lost his grip.
His belly slid down the rocks. He didn’t have far to go. They hadn’t made it very high.
James flopped onto his back, rolled, and found himself stopping in front of a pair of booted feet.
Hatred blackened Isaac’s features. The blond streaks in his goatee looked like shocks of lightning framing his mouth. “You should have run as far as you could instead of coming back,” Isaac said. “At least you could have died in the desert instead of burning for eternity.”
He heard a feminine shriek. One of the Palace guards had thrown a rock and knocked Hannah off of the cliff.
“Got another runner,” said the female nightmare, dragging Hannah over to Isaac by the ankle. It was the same woman that had stripped James in front of the court. “Did we want this one?”
“She’s not mine,” Isaac said. “Go find Belphegor.”
“That won’t be necessary.”
James wasn’t sure when it happened, but another demon had joined them behind the kennels. He wore a slim black suit, which offset his colorless skin and milky eyes. He stood as stiffly, as though his spine was made from a steel rod, with his hands folded in front of him.
Belphegor.
He didn’t look frightening enough to keep slaves in unlocked cages, but James had seen more unassuming things turn out to be horrible. The only difference was that Belphegor didn’t feel like anything powerful, either. In fact, he didn’t feel like a demon at all. James felt nothing from him—total silence.
“Isaac, you rat bastard, you know me!” Hannah yelled, struggling against the guard’s grip as she was offered to Belphegor. Falling a few yards off of a cliff didn’t seem to have even winded her.
Isaac finally glanced at her, but it was with total disdain. Like checking a piece of shit stuck to his boots. “What’s your point?”
“My point is…” She searched for words, but couldn’t seem to find any. Hannah finally settled on shouting, “You know what? Fuck you!”
Belphegor took Hannah’s hand more like he was greeting royalty than seizing a slave. The color drained from her lips. “Let’s go back now,” he said. His voice echoed a little, as if he were speaking from the bottom of a deep grave. It sent visible shivers through all of the humans watching. James, Hannah—even Isaac.
James used the moment of distraction to drive his elbow into Isaac’s solar plexus. The other man grunted and doubled over, and James ripped the knife from his belt.
“Hannah!” he yelled, throwing it to her.
She slashed clumsily at Belphegor’s face, but he didn’t attempt to dodge it or even flinch. The knife’s blade shattered on his cheek.
Isaac rounded on him.
Cries split the air at the bottom of the mountain and echoed off of the cliffs. The fiends had begun to shout in their garbled, barely-coherent language. James understood a couple of words—like father, and run.
Isaac obviously understood more than James did, because he stopped in mid-stride to stare at the gates. “What?”
The gates slammed open, and shadow waited beyond. The city had disappeared.
James blinked hard, but it didn’t change anything. There was a wall of lightless fog beyond the walls, towering and huge. A dust storm?
Belphegor stepped forward. “Please watch her,” he said, handing Hannah to Isaac. “I’ll take care of this.” He drifted down the path, spreading his arms wide as if to greet the fog. At Isaac’s nod, the two Palace security guards followed him. “You don’t have permission to enter.” His voice was calm and quiet, the kind of tone one might use while having a conversation over lunch, but it resonated over the entire House of Abraxas.
The fog didn’t respond. It blew through the gates to occupy the bottom of the street.
A finger of black mist swarmed the closest fiend, jerking it into the shadow. It disappeared with a muffled yelp.
Everyone was staring at Belphegor and the darkness—Hannah, the fiends, Isaac. James realized that he was staring, too, instead of trying to escape.
He swung at Isaac again. This time, the man didn’t let the blow land.
Isaac released Hannah and sidestepped James’s attack, whirling through the air to slam his own fist into James’s belly. James rolled with the punch and struck back.
They exchanged a flurry of blows. James was taller and much stronger than he used to be, but not strong enough—and his hundreds of play-fights against Elise could never have prepared him to fight against the man that had trained her.
Isaac was dizzyingly fast, and his form never faltered. Some distant part of James almost admired him. He seamlessly blended so many forms of martial arts. The man didn’t need knives or swords, like Elise did; his body was a weapon all its own.
James didn’t stand a chance.
But he also wasn’t alone. Hannah jumped onto Isaac’s back, locking her arms around his throat and squeezing. “I never liked you,” she growled. “You goddamn—”
He threw himself against the cliff and smashed Hannah’s head into the rocks.
She didn’t even cry out before going unconscious.
“Hannah!” James yelled, but he could barely hear his own voice. A wind had risen. Pebbles showered against his legs.
The centuria were disappearing one by one at the bottom of the mountain, sucked into the darkness as it rolled over the ground. And still, Belphegor walked calmly towards it. “This is your last chance,” he said in that enormous, resonant voice.
No response.
Isaac shoved Hannah’s limp body off of him. There was blood on his lip. He wiped it away and glared at James. “Maybe I’ll just kill you, after all,” he said.
That was when Belphegor became a colossus.
The creature in the suit was suddenly massive—as tall as the tallest tower of the House, each limb as long as two men. His skin didn’t seem to grow with him. It thinned and gapped, baring bone underneath. His cheeks ripped into a skeletal grin.
His massive hands plunged into the fog, and the groan that spilled from his chest was a thousand times louder than his words had been.
The shadow began to shrink.
A small figure darted out of the fog with a battle cry. It wasn’t one of the fiends—it looked human. James glimpsed black hair, a round face, glasses. He thought that he recognized that face.
Magic slammed through the air, making the mountain shiver. Rocks bounced off the cliff. The ground gave a mighty crack, and Belphegor staggered back. A foot the size of a small car landed near James, bouncing him off of his feet.
Something popped, and then the foot was gone—and everything attached to it.
Belphegor had vanished with a clap of thunder, and the air rushed to fill the void left by his body.
The shadow had already eaten half of the centuria. The other half were fleeing, scrabbling up the mountain, screaming as they ran. They blew past Isaac as he advanced on James again, and one of them clipped the Inquisitor, sending them both to the ground.
James tried to shield Hannah from the stampede with his body. Fiends bumped into him, and an elbow connected with his temple. They were still on steep ground, so one blow was enough to make James slip. Light flashed through his vision, blanketing everything in an agonizing red haze. The pain followed a moment later, like an ice pick through his temple.
His hands almost lost their grip on Hannah, but then he caught her wrist. Rocks scraped down his belly as he slid several feet, dragging her with him.
They rolled onto the path. Isaac struggled to get through the rushing fiends, but their bodies pushed him back. “Faulkner!” he roared.
James pulled Hannah into his arms and staggered to his feet. He wobbled on unsteady legs. Too many falls and not enough water had left him weak and dizzy. It didn’t matter, though, because there was nowhere to run—the wall of shadow had almost reached him.
He had come so far only to fail.
Three steps down the road, his knees gave out. He had enough strength to make sure that he fell backward and didn’t land on Hannah. She slipped from his arms and fell into the edge of the looming fog.
“No!” he cried, reaching out, but the shadow didn’t take her.
Piece by piece, the darkness coalesced into a human figure. A pair of legs appeared, and then a pale face, full lips. She crouched over him. “I’ve come for you,” said the darkness.
He blinked. His vision blurred. “Elise?”
He passed out before he could hear the response.



PART THREE
Secrets and Mistakes



MARCH 1984
James finally got to kiss Hannah after they won the blue ribbon at an international ballroom competition. They were only fifteen and seventeen, respectively, but they were no longer permitted to compete against other adolescents; parents had complained, the planning boards agreed that it wasn’t fair, and they were required to compete with adults who had been dancing for longer than either of them had been alive.
They stepped and twirled and made magic with their bodies. James gazed down at the girl in his arms and thought about how beautiful she looked with her hair in an elegant chignon and her frozen smile.
When their names were called after the judging and he realized that they had won first prize, he didn’t give any thought to looping an arm around her lower back, pulling her tight against his body, and kissing her. She was still out of breath and too overwhelmed to fight back. She tasted like strawberries, just like he thought she would.
He expected her to slap him. But she just accepted her flowers and curtseyed to the cheering audience.
Then she pulled him backstage, and they kissed among the curtains until her mother found them and said it was time to leave. He was pretty sure he had gotten to touch her left breast at some point—he planned to never wash that hand again.
It was the best day of James’s entire life up until that moment.
“You could do better,” Aunt Pamela had said at the celebratory dinner later that night. Their family was talking loudly, laughing, recounting the performances of other witches. Nobody had heard her speak but James, whose father had let him have a beer with his steak, despite his mother’s protests. His head was buzzing and spinning.
“It doesn’t get better than first place,” James said.
“I mean Hannah,” Pamela said. “There are a lot of other girls—girls who are in the coven—that you would be better suited for.”
She must have spoken to Hannah’s mother. James was too tipsy to be embarrassed.
“You’re probably right,” he said, because he knew better than to argue with someone like Pamela. Unfortunately, his prompt agreement wasn’t enough to make her drop the subject.
She leaned in close. Several gray hairs fell into her face. “Please, just keep in mind that you’re not a normal man. You have responsibilities. Commitments. A destiny. Decisions have been made, agreements from the time before you were even born—”
“Relax. It’s not like I’m going to marry her, Auntie,” James said. That was a lie. He had already decided, somewhere between training together as adepts of the coven and a blue ribbon for first prize, that he was absolutely going to make her Mrs. Hannah Faulkner. But it was going to be a while before he convinced his future wife of that.
“Don’t be selfish,” Pamela said, like she could read his mind. “You owe everything to the coven.”
He drained the last dregs of beer from his glass and wondered what his dad would say if he tried to have another one. “I know that.”
Family dinners weren’t the best time to discuss such weighty subjects as destiny. Pamela sat back and joined a conversation with some second cousin that James barely knew, and he hoped that that would be the last time they talked about destiny.
Something changed with the coven after that night. The next several times that James walked into Landon’s house for an esbat, he found the senior members whispering about something, but they cut off immediately when they realized that James had joined them.
It was hard to worry about it too much when they welcomed his appearance like he was some kind of prince. They said flattering things and asked his opinion on important subjects. He was more than just welcome among the more experienced witches—he was wanted. Important. And Pamela was still teaching him paper magic, which nobody else knew how to do. He was happy to be the talk of the coven.
James got an inkling of what was wrong when he visited Landon’s house before the Imbolc ceremony. James heard someone say Hannah’s name through an open window, and he stopped to listen.
“Hannah’s family isn’t moving, after all,” someone said. Was that Pamela? “This could be dangerous. Did you know that they’re dating?”
The voice that responded sounded like Landon’s. “Who cares? He’s still just a boy. When the time comes, we’ll make sure he understands his responsibilities. He’ll do the right thing.”
“But when it’s time for the child—”
“That’s years away.”
“And what about Elise?” Pamela pushed.
Landon shushed her loudly. “Don’t talk about her. Not here.”
“Metaraon’s not going to like this if he finds out.”
“Then he’d better not find out about it. Let James have his fun! I wasn’t fifteen that long ago—I remember what it’s like. His little thing with Hannah will self-destruct sooner or later, with or without our intervention, and we can tell him then. But for now, we can relax.”
James slipped away as quietly as possible, heading for his parents’ car so that he could don his robes and prepare to lead the night’s ceremony.
His head whirled. What about children? What about Hannah? What about Elise?
None of it sounded good.
“Quit,” Hannah had said as they walked home, hand-in-hand, after another late night rehearsal. He had been telling her everything that had happened—even the part about his aunt being much too interested in their love life. “You need to quit the coven.”
“But I’m still not in the inner circle. There’s still so much I need to know,” James said, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. She used to look down on him, but he was rapidly approaching six feet tall, and now he looked down on her. He liked it much better that way.
“They’re spiraling like vultures waiting for you to fall over dead. It’s messing with you, it’s messing with me, and I don’t like any of it.” She leaned against him underneath his arm. “I told you a long time ago that I didn’t think you should initiate.”
“But I did.”
“But you did,” Hannah said. “This is only going to get worse. They’re going to get what they want, like they always do.” She glared at the street around them, like the entire coven was watching them saunter home in the darkness. “Maybe we should stop dating now, before they figure out some horrible way to make it happen. God knows what they’ll do next.”
“Maybe,” James said doubtfully.
“It would be easier.”
“Oh, yes. Much easier.”
“So it’s settled,” Hannah said. “We’ll just have to be friends. We can keep dancing. We’ll just stay out of this whole…destiny thing.”
“Friends,” James agreed. “Good idea.”
And that was that.



JULY 1989
Hannah Pritchard was one goddamn beautiful woman. Her skin was liquid, radiant gold. Her breasts were perfect handfuls. Her waist was so slender that it was almost possible to wrap two hands around her and have the fingertips meet. And all of that delicate, delicious perfection belonged entirely to James.
He ran his hands up her bare legs, cupped the curves of her hipbones, and traced the plane of her stomach to her ribs. She squirmed under his touch, giving a breathless giggle as she twisted onto her belly.
“Stop that,” she said, trying to kick James away with a bare, dainty foot. Her toes were crooked from years of dancing en pointe, and the pads of her feet were dirty. “You know how ticklish I am.”
James pressed his bare chest against her back. His hand slipped between her stomach and the blanket and traveled lower. “Of course I know. That’s why it’s so much fun,” he murmured into the back of her neck. She smelled like strawberries.
Hannah tipped her head back against his shoulder and sighed. The motion bared the long line of her throat. Such a sensual part of a woman—it was hard seeing those lines when she danced without getting embarrassingly aroused, which was a terrible thing to deal with when he was clad in nothing but a skin-tight bodysuit. He’d had more than a few awkwardly close calls with their traveling performance troupe over the years. There were many things he missed about being a professional dancer, but that was not one of them.
James’s fingers dipped between her legs, following the soft curls toward her most sensitive areas. “Mr. Faulkner,” she murmured with a little gasp, “you are not doing a very good job studying, are you?”
He bit gently into the soft skin of her shoulder, then sucked on the tiny imprints he left behind. “Oh, I’m studying. I’m studying very…hard.”
“You’re ridiculous. Pamela’s going to know you were up to something if you show up at the next esbat and don’t know the ritual.”
“I already know it perfectly,” he said. “I memorized their entire Book of Shadows last year, and I haven’t studied any of their stupid spells in months. I’m years ahead of those morons, which means that I’m free to study much more important things.”
She twisted onto her back and hooked her ankles around him. God, that look. James could barely control himself when she looked at him like that. “What important things do you mean, exactly?”
James was done with talking. He decided to show her.
Before he could do anything, the grass rustled beyond the shelter of their bushes, and voices rose in the distance.
“Over here should work. I recall a stream down that way…”
Hannah gasped, and it was only James’s hand over her mouth that muffled her even louder cry.
They held still for a long moment to listen to the intruders. Judging by their voices, it sounded like a family—a man, a woman, and a young girl. And they were heading straight for the bushes.
“Quickly,” James whispered, rolling off of Hannah.
He tried not to laugh as she jerked the picnic blanket around her shoulders. He flipped onto his back, arched his hips off the ground, and squirmed into his jeans. No time for underwear. He wasn’t even sure what he had done with it.
The voices came closer.
“I want to see if my favorite tree is still in the grove,” said a woman with a thick French accent. “Go on without me, ma sucre.”
“Where’s my bra?” Hannah hissed, splaying her hands to cover her small breasts.
James glimpsed a hint of pink under the leaves and snagged it for her. There was a ladybug on one of the straps. He flicked it off. “Here.”
The footsteps were just outside. Hannah pushed him. “Don’t let anyone see me!”
He spilled out of the bushes onto the grass…and looked straight up at the inverted face of Ariane Garin.
“Is that…little James Faulkner?” she asked as he scrambled to his feet. He straightened, and she had to tip her head back to meet his eyes. She covered a disbelieving laugh with her hand. “Not little anymore, I see!”
“Ariane,” he said, out of breath as he buttoned his jeans. “You are—well, I’m surprised to see you here.”
She was just as lovely as he remembered, albeit much shorter. Her cheeks dimpled when she smiled. “I hope it’s a pleasant surprise. Is it still James? Or are you something less formal now, like Jim?”
“James, please,” he said.
Ariane patted his cheek, wafting the smell of her shampoo towards him. “Always very serious.”
He glanced into the bushes, where Hannah was presumably still dressing. “Not quite as serious as I used to be,” he said, and he wasn’t sure if he imagined that he heard his girlfriend laughing or not. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Last I heard, you and Isaac were on some kind of secret mission.”
“That’s true. I’m only in town to visit with Pamela and Landon. It’s not an advertised trip, I’m afraid—we won’t be long.”
“I understand,” James said, even though he didn’t. “So, if you’re here to see Pamela, then…what are you doing here?”
Ariane cast a glare around at the grassy fields. The sunlight shined through the leaves, dappling the path with dancing triangles of gold and green. “Here at the park? I’m searching for Christine’s memorial tree.”
“I thought I heard others with you.”
“Oh.” The tops of her cheeks turned pink. “Isaac and Elise are with me, of course.”
“There’s a new playground up that way,” James said. He gestured toward the opposite path on the other side of the stream. “The coven installed it for member children. It’s very popular.”
She dismissed the suggestion with a wave of her hand. “Elise doesn’t really play. She’ll be doing drills with her father in one of the clearings now.”
“Drills.” He blinked. “How old is she?”
“Nine years old,” Ariane said. Those dimples returned. She wrapped a curl around her finger and gave a little laugh. “The same age you were when we met. Isn’t it funny how that goes?”
“Very funny,” he said faintly.
A nine-year-old doing drills with Isaac. It had been a good decade since James had last seen the man, but he recalled him as being looming and frightening. He somehow doubted that Isaac would take it easy on anyone training with him, even his own daughter.
“Isaac and I have been invited to participate in some—well, I suppose some ‘secret missions,’ you might say. It will be dangerous. We thought that Pamela might like to keep Elise for a few months while we take care of things,” Ariane said. “Pamela is used to having young vagabonds in her house. Of course, Elise isn’t one for witchcraft, but I found my experience with the coven to be very educational.”
So educational that she had ended up pregnant just a few months later.
James hadn’t even seen the girl yet, but he suddenly felt very bad for Elise.
“I think Pamela’s busy now. Her studies have been consuming her,” he said. “In fact, her studies have been consuming me, too.”
Ariane shrugged. “Maybe.” It seemed to have only just occurred to her that James wasn’t wearing a shirt, and a mischievous look crossed her face. “What are you doing in the park, James?”
Hannah was silent in the bushes.
“Jogging,” he said, seizing on the first idea that drifted across his mind. He coughed into his hand. “And other kinds of exercise.”
Was that a very quiet giggle? Ariane didn’t seem to have heard anything.
“Well, perhaps you could help me find the memorial grove,” she said. “It’s been a long time since I visited. I’m not even sure I remember where it is.”
“Sure. So we’ll go look at her tree, then,” James said, raising his voice a little to make sure that Hannah would hear him. “It won’t take a minute.”
He started walking, maybe a bit too quickly to be subtle about it, and Ariane followed. She had matured into a composed, graceful woman. She drifted over the path without seeming to actually touch the ground. She wore a knee-length skirt and a simple blouse, but she would have been suited just as well to the kind of dresses that James imagined queens might wear.
“How is Hannah?” Ariane asked after they had left the bushes behind.
He twitched. “Why do you ask?”
She gave him a private smile. “Because I seem to remember that you were rather enamored with her.”
That was one word for it.
James gave the answer he had prepared for the coven when they asked the same thing. “Hannah and I partner together in dance competitions, but we don’t see each other outside rehearsal very much. It’s too stressful.” Ariane didn’t seem convinced, so he added, “And she’s a frosty bitch.”
She laughed. “Are you dating now?”
“No, of course not,” he said. “Frosty. I said that part, right?”
“You don’t have to let the coven control you, James. They’ve always had very specific ideas about who we are all meant to be, but they’re not the ones living our lives. I think it’s wonderful that you’ve found love, and it’s better for you to be with someone you care about than with whoever the coven thinks you should care about.”
They entered the memorial grove. The trees were all much younger here, and were encircled by protective rings of chicken wire; inside, miniature altars hugged the slender trunks. Some of the older trees had begun to grow around the statues of the Horned God and Mother Goddess.
James took Ariane to a tree with a placard that said “Christine Kavanagh.” It seemed like it was growing a little slower than the others.
He waited in silence as she knelt and whispered to the tree in French. She didn’t take long. After just a minute, she straightened and dried her cheeks. “Thank you, James,” she said. “I should find my daughter.”
A few moments earlier, he had wanted desperately to be far away from Ariane and her grief. But she still looked so sad. He told her, “I’ll walk with you.”
They moved through the park together, quiet and slow. The trees became denser as they moved upstream, so the only way that James could tell they were reaching Isaac and Elise was by the sound of metal clashing on metal. Ariane hadn’t been joking about running drills.
James saw a flash of red hair darting between the trees, but Elise was immediately concealed by her father’s shoulder as he moved in front of her. “Thank you for sharing Christine’s memorial with me,” Ariane said, drawing his attention back to her. She took one of his hands in both of hers and held it tight. “I miss her. She would have loved Elise—she’s such a beautiful soul.”
“I’m sure that’s true,” James said.
She patted his cheek again. “Remember, James: this is your life. Not Landon’s. And definitely not Metaraon’s.”
“Strange advice, coming from you.”
Ariane glanced at Isaac. Her smile slipped. “Not that strange.” She embraced James. He held her a little tighter than he really needed to, and then let go. “Goodbye, James.”
“Goodbye, Ariane.”
She joined her family, and James left.
“We need to talk,” Pamela said while the coven was grounding after a ritual.
James was sitting outside on the grass, propped on one elbow as he nibbled at a handful of nuts. He spit the shell onto the ground. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to miss our last lesson. Rehearsals ran long, and I promised the owner of the studio that I would teach the advanced ballet class, so—”
“That’s not what I want to talk about.”
A sense of dread securely fastened itself to his gut. Pamela must have found out that he was still dating Hannah, all protests aside. It didn’t surprise him. She knew goddamn everything.
He sat up as his aunt settled onto the grass beside him, and prepared to defend himself. He thought of what Ariane had told him—how it was his life to live, regardless of what the coven wanted—and he tried to summon the same conviction she had had when she’d said it.
But Pamela didn’t let him speak. “Elise Kavanagh is going to begin visiting me for the summers,” she said.
That hadn’t been what he had expected her to say at all. James was taken completely off-guard.
“Oh,” he said, because he thought he probably wasn’t supposed to have already known that.
“I want you to help me with her lessons.”
“You’re going to try to teach her magic?” James asked, brow furrowing. “But she’s a kopis.”
“No. No magic. That would be a waste of time. We’ll be studying demonology, angels, and history.” Pamela plucked a dandelion out of the earth, popped its bud off with her thumb, and began stripping open the stem. “I thought you would like to help me. I know you’ve been studying those things independently, and the breadth of your knowledge is probably greater than mine by now. I also thought you’d like to teach her how to dance.”
James laughed. “Dance? Really?”
“We don’t have any fighters in the coven. None of us can throw a punch, much less help the girl refine her skill with swords. But she’s still an athlete, and she’ll need exercise.”
He had the sudden, uncomfortable feeling that this was one of the things the coven had been discussing while his back was turned. But why? What would any of them get from teaching some kid how to dance?
“I’m too busy this summer,” he said. “Maybe next summer.”
Pamela flicked the shredded stem into the grass again and stood up. “Next summer.” She smiled thinly. “I’ll hold you to that, James. Don’t forget.”



JUNE 1990
James and Hannah quietly bought a condo in Boulder together. They didn’t have any real furniture, but they had a mattress and an altar, and that was all he really cared about. Their nights were spent tangled together, naked and sweaty. He didn’t sleep for months. They stayed awake, holding hands and talking about their future. Maybe marriage. Maybe children.
And they tried to never talk about the coven.
During the day, Hannah went to work. She had found a job as a legal assistant. It was barely enough to cover their bills, but the company had a retirement program, which they agreed was more important than the better-paying job that had been offered to her by the dance studio. They could always dance on the weekends.
Except that James spent every day dancing and teaching dance. His skill improved. Hannah’s waned.
And in the evenings, he studied magic—deeper and more arcane than anything the coven had studied before. He emerged sometimes to join the other witches and share what he had discovered. They started treating him like a king instead of a prince. They whispered about who would one day succeed Landon as high priest. And if they asked questions about James’s personal life, he told them that he was living in the city—alone—to be close to the dance studio.
The accident happened later in the fall.
Hannah had begun to attend twice the number of rehearsals in preparation for the holiday season. She practiced in the mornings before work and tried to join James on her lunch break, as well. She was improving again—she had always been so graceful, and so talented, but months of deskwork had made her slow. Her form wasn’t what it used to be.
She attempted a jump that she had made a thousand times before, and slipped off the stage. Her ankle twisted. James heard her cry from the other side of the curtains.
He rushed past the orchestra pit and jumped into the audience. He was the first to reach Hannah’s side, and he could immediately tell that it was bad. Her foot was twisted in the wrong direction, and the ankle was already purple. “It’s okay,” he said, shielding the injury with his body so that the rest of the company wouldn’t see the extent of the damage. He scooped Hannah up into his arms. “She’s fine. I think it’s just twisted.”
He rushed her to the dressing rooms and set her down. Her breathing was staccato and hiccupping.
“It’s over,” Hannah said, her forehead soaked with sweat.
“Don’t be melodramatic,” James said. He found his jeans, pulled out a leather-bound notebook, and sat down at her side again. He was prepared for this. He had been making new healing spells just last weekend.
But Hannah pushed him away. “Don’t. I don’t want your aunt’s witchcraft anywhere near me.”
“This isn’t her magic; this is mine,” he said, stroking a hand down her knee. “I can save your ankle. Your career. I can do it—you know I can do it.”
“Who am I kidding? I don’t have a career anymore,” she said, and only then did she begin to cry.
She forced him to take her to the hospital. They said it would take months to heal. James gripped his Book of Shadows and tried not to yell at the doctors.
Hannah went home in a cast that covered her leg from her knee to her toes.
“This is ridiculous,” he said as he positioned her on the couch. “I’m more than powerful enough to fix this. I have to hide the kind of destruction I can wreak from the coven so that I don’t scare them. And you would rather heal for six months than let me fix you?”
All she said was, “Fuck you, fuck the coven, and fuck your magic.”
James danced with a new partner at the next performance. Hannah stayed home.
It took almost six full months for Hannah to apologize. She showed her contrition by appearing at James’s spring performance with her cast removed, a dozen roses for his dance partner, and a guilty smile. “Don’t get too excited. These are for Monique,” Hannah said, pushing the flowers into his arms.
He took them. “You hate Monique.”
“I hate that Monique is dancing with you while I’m helping the Millers file divorce paperwork. She’s a lovely dancer.” Hannah’s smile grew chilly. “Not as lovely as I was, but…lovely.”
James wanted to say, you could still be lovely, but it probably wouldn’t have been true. She didn’t want it badly enough anymore. Instead, he leaned forward and kissed her. “How does the leg feel?”
“Good,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
She didn’t say what she was apologizing for, but he understood.
“I love you,” James said.
Hannah leaned close to his ear and lowered her voice. “And I love seeing you in a unitard. Keep it on under your jacket so I can take it off when we get home.” She kissed his neck, then sashayed away with only the smallest of limps.
Good God, did James love that woman.



APRIL 1993
Over time, James’s studies into magic became so involved that he required a dedicated ritual space, which his condo lacked. The coven was happy to finance a move into a bigger home. He told Hannah that he had inherited money from a distant relative and wanted to buy a house, and she agreed.
So James and Hannah traded up from their cozy condo to a four-bedroom, two-bath cabin in the woods, at which point it became impossible to deny that they were still involved—especially since they hadn’t had dancing as an excuse to see each other for years.
Nobody mentioned their relationship to his face, but Pamela’s attempts at matchmaking grew more insistent, and telling her “I’m already involved” didn’t do a damn bit of good.
“She’s done trying to get me together with Beatrice and attempting to set me up with someone from international covens instead,” he told Hannah at dinner on their monthly date night. It was a quiet Italian restaurant that they had been to a dozen times—nothing special or exciting, but the food was reliably good. “She offered to bring in some fire witch from Florence. Florence! It’s like she thinks I just need to be tempted by someone more exotic.”
Hannah pushed a piece of penne around her plate, chin propped on one hand. “They really want you married off, don’t they?”
“They haven’t said it to my face, but—well, yes. They want me to marry and produce offspring, because apparently I’m lazy and selfish for failing to prioritize these things at twenty-three years old.”
“It’s the unfortunate side-effect of being the focus of their clumsy attempts at Machiavellian scheming.” The corner of her mouth quirked into a half-smile. “Although, I have to say, it’s almost cute. The coven’s idea of scheming is remarkably similar to my great-aunt Rita’s scheming. She thinks the same thing about me. Twenty-five, unmarried, no babies? My womb will shrivel into a husk. But she’s only worried because some of the batty old women in her knitting circle are starting to have great-grandchildren, not because they think I’m Merlin and might produce the next king of the world.”
“I’m not Merlin,” James said. “I think I’m a little more attractive than that.”
She slid her foot up the inside of his leg under the table. “If they want your babies that badly, you could always jerk off into a jar and throw it through Landon’s window.”
“I love it when you talk dirty.”
“I’m just so tired of dating the entire coven,” Hannah said. “When I climb into bed with you at night, it feels like every single witch in Colorado is in there with us. And, frankly, I’m not all that into group sex. Maybe you should date one of these girls just to shut up Pamela for a few months.” She winced at the thought. “But don’t tell me about it, please.”
“Not a chance,” James said, leaning over to fork a piece of her pasta into his mouth. “I can’t imagine keeping any secrets from you, anyway. I don’t want anything to be unsaid between us.”
She attacked his fork with hers. “Hey, stick to your ravioli. Don’t steal my dinner.”
“I’m not stealing; I’m trading.”
Without any further preamble, he set a diamond ring on the table by her plate.
Hannah arched an eyebrow. “I bet you that my pasta tastes a lot better than that ring.”
James gave her his very best serious expression. “Sorry. Best I could do.”
“Fine,” Hannah said, slipping it onto her ring finger. She looked like she was trying really hard not to smile, and failing. She stretched out her hand to study the diamonds sparkling on her finger. “I guess this means you’ll own fifty percent of all of my dinners, anyway.”
“I’m cleverer than I look,” he said, taking one more bite of her pasta.
He leaned across the table and kissed her. Even though she had been eating penne with bechamel sauce, she still tasted like strawberries—just the way he liked her.
James and Hannah told no one about their plans to marry. They selected a date, picked their color theme—blue and gold, Hannah’s favorite—and acted like nothing had changed.
Landon summoned James to his house a week later.
The high priest kept an office in the back of his home, which was deep in the forest outside the city limits. His herb garden was unmatched. The greenhouse was almost bigger than the rest of the building.
James got out of his car and rang the doorbell. It was answered by Landon’s wife—a plump, smiling woman who had no interest in witches or magic, though she had been watching children at esbats since possibly the dawn of time. Holly had even changed James’s diapers, and she never let him forget it. “Hello, dear,” she said cheerfully, stepping aside so that he could enter. “What a pleasant surprise! I wasn’t expecting a visit.”
He kissed her cheek. She smelled like talcum powder. “Landon asked for me to come. I drove for over an hour to get here.”
“Did he, now? And he didn’t warn me that you were on the way? That’s just asking for trouble! Good thing I have dinner in the oven.” She waved her hand through the air, as if wafting the odor of cooking meat and potatoes in his direction.
“Yet another prize roast from Holly’s kitchen, I assume.”
“None other.”
“Unfortunately, I have to get back to Hannah soon.” James raised his voice, even though there was no sign of Landon in their foyer. “You know, Hannah. My fiancée. I don’t think I can stay for dinner—but it’s okay, I had a big lunch.” He added the last part when he saw the unmistakable expression of a woman about to attempt to force-feed him leftovers.
She squeezed his arm. “Nonsense. I have to send some home with you to share with Hannah, if nothing else. You love my roasts. I used to cook them while you played in a bouncer in the kitchen, you know!” Holly waddled toward the kitchen. “Landon’s in his office.”
James sighed and headed toward the back of the house. He was definitely going to get roped into staying for dinner.
The high priest was hanging herbs to dry in his office when James entered. “There you are,” Landon said. “You’re tall—hang this rosemary above the top shelf, on that hook over there.”
He did as he was told. “Is this why I just drove sixty miles to your house?”
“No, I wanted to talk you out of your impending nuptials.”
And so there it was, laid out in the open without any attempt at deceit.
“I love Hannah,” James said. “I’m going to marry her. We’ve already picked a date next summer. I know that the coven had other hopes, but that’s just how it is.”
Landon sighed as he hung another bundle of herbs. They were so fresh that his fingers were stained green. “Pamela would lecture you on responsibility, but I’m not Pamela. I’m not going to appeal to your sense of duty. I know why you initiated—I know that you’re hungry for information.”
“Which you’ve never given me.”
He wiped his hands clean on his slacks. “You’re right. And it’s time for you to know the truth, James. Once you know the whole story, I’ll let you choose whether or not you want to do as the coven asks.”
That sounded much too easy. James folded his arms. “And when I decide that I’m going to marry Hannah anyway…”
“If that’s your decision, I’ll respect it. And I’ll make sure that Pamela does, too.” Landon moved around his desk and parted the curtain on the wall behind it. There was a hallway beyond it. James had been to the house hundreds of times before and had never realized there was anything he hadn’t seen. It must have extended into the cliff backing his house.
And inside that hallway loomed mystery, knowledge—answers.
He followed Landon, and the curtain swung shut behind them.
The hallway sloped down into the earth. The air cooled, and the building grew silent, until he was certain that they had to be deep underground. They walked for almost a full minute before Landon spoke again. “Watch your step. There are stairs here.”
The descent was steep, and every inch made James a little colder.
Finally, the high priest touched his shoulder to stop him. They stood in front of a door with a sliver of gray light rimming the edge. The floor and walls hummed faintly.
“Where are we?” James asked.
“This is my private ritual space. Generations of akashic witches in your family and mine have used it to cast their most powerful spells. To be frank, I don’t use it. I can’t. Some things skip generations, and I just don’t have the right stuff. But you do.” The silver light etched the side of Landon’s face, highlighting the wrinkles at the corners of his mouth and the brush of white hair falling over his ears. “Once you see what’s beyond this door, everything is going to change. Everything.”
It wasn’t a warning—not really—because Landon knew that there was no way James would be able to resist finding out what waited on the other side.
Even so, James hesitated, scanning what little he could see of the door in the darkness. It was much, much older than the house above. Much older than any building he had ever seen in any part of America. It was hewn from white stone, almost like marble, with black marks marching up the frame.
In all of James’s studies, he had never seen such runes. They reminded him of some of the arcane infernal spells that he had found in ancient books, but there was a more elegant slant to the lines, more swirls and swoops. Whatever it was, it hadn’t come from Hell. There must have been so many secrets locked inside of those icons.
“I’m ready,” James said, his heart speeding with excitement. “I’ve been ready for years.”
Landon patted him on the shoulder. “Of course you have.”
The high priest stepped back, and made no move to follow when James approached the door. The humming intensified with every step he took toward it.
James lifted his hand. Rested it on the silver-wrought doorknob.
He opened the door, and he saw.



MAY 1993
It was an eternity before James went home to Hannah.
He found her sleeping in bed with a pillow hugged to her chest and another wedged between her knees. James bent down to kiss her forehead. She stirred. Opened her eyes to slits. As soon as she saw that he was there, her eyes shot open the rest of the way.
“James?” She grabbed his hand. “What the hell? Where have you been?”
He sat beside her and stroked the silvery-blond hair away from her forehead. The gesture was meant to comfort him more than it was meant to comfort her. “Landon should have told you that I was on a trip for the coven. Just taking care of some business as a favor to my aunt.”
“Yeah, he told me that, but you didn’t tell me that you were going on a business trip. It’s been two weeks! You never even called me!”
“I’m sorry,” James said. “I was busy, and I didn’t have access to any phones.”
“For two weeks?”
“I was distracted by studying some very special magic. I’m sorry. You know how I get.”
She snorted, blowing hair out of her face. “That’s not an excuse. What were you doing? What’s wrong with your eyes? You look different.”
James turned his head away and focused on the window. “I can’t tell you what I’ve been doing,” he said, massaging two fingers against the left side of his chest. “Coven business. They invited me into the inner circle.”
“And you agreed,” Hannah said. “Why am I not surprised? You don’t listen to me. You never listen to me.”
“No, I didn’t agree. In fact, I want to move.”
That immediately cooled her fury. Her hand dropped to his leg. “Move? What’s wrong with our house?”
“Nothing,” he said without facing her. “But I would like to leave Boulder. Specifically, I would like to be much farther away from the coven.”
Silence.
Slowly, Hannah nodded. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s move out of Boulder.”
They moved to Denver, leaving behind the house that the coven had bought for them. But they didn’t discuss getting married again, though Hannah still wore the ring. It would have required too much money to organize a ceremony, and moving had drained their savings. James apologized once for the situation, but Hannah was happy enough to have escaped the coven that she didn’t complain.
Summer came and passed. Months faded into years. James studied, he danced, he slept beside Hannah. Everything seemed exactly the way it had been before his so-called business trip, aside from the absence of the coven’s looming presence. Pamela called him once or twice, trying to get him to make good on his promise to teach Elise, who was visiting again, how to dance. James started avoiding the phone.
Landon was right. Everything had changed.
Pamela was speaking to a man. James could see her face drifting through the haze, though he wasn’t sure why—the last thing he remembered was climbing into bed with Hannah, and it had been months since he had visited his dear aunt. But the familiar smell of incense and brass meant that they must have been standing in her office. He had no clue how he had gotten there.
“She’s still so young. Barely fourteen years old,” Pamela was saying. Her gray-streaked hair was gathered into an elegant knot at the nape of her neck, and she was pacing, twisting her hands, frowning. “I don’t think she’s ready.”
“Her parents disagree,” said the man.
Pamela’s lips drew into a severe frown. “Those idiots also sold their morals and genetic material to a mutinous archangel in exchange for being a part of history. They don’t even see her as a daughter. They don’t care what happens to her.”
“And you do?”
“Yes. I care for all of my adepts as though they were my own children.”
“Is that why you surrendered Ariane Garin to me when I requested it?” He held up a hand when she opened her mouth to respond. “I have no patience for your human hypocrisy. Tell me where she is and we will leave for the garden immediately.”
“Ariane was Landon’s choice, and I had no control over any of that. But Elise is my responsibility now, and I say that she’s still too young to be used as—as some kind of tool. At least the other children were guaranteed some longevity, but this—this mission—there’s no way she could survive! Maybe if I could just—”
And suddenly, there was a pale hand at her throat, lifting her off of her feet. She kicked. Her toes swept just inches from the floor.
That hand was attached to a long arm, broad shoulders, a tall man with soft brown curls—Metaraon. He looked exactly the same as he had the first time that James had seen him. He was even wearing that same well-fitted pair of jeans and a t-shirt, like a very casual fashion model. And his impassive expression didn’t change as he began to squeeze.
“Where is Elise?” Metaraon asked, voice calm.
Pamela shook her head. Kicked harder. Didn’t reply.
He dropped her and said, “Ah, yes. Of course. Thank you.”
She crumpled to the floor. Metaraon turned to leave, and the witch scrambled on all fours to her desk, grabbing a huge binder off of the blotter. It was filled with thousands of spells. James knew this because he had spent years helping his aunt put them together.
Pamela flipped it open to the orange tab—the section in which they kept their experimental battle magic—and ripped out a page.
The word of power spilled from her lips. The room shook. James’s foggy perception shivered.
Metaraon faced the witch again.
He didn’t speak a word as he crushed her esophagus in one hand.
James’s eyes flew open, and he sat up in bed with a gasp.
He wasn’t in Pamela’s office. He wasn’t even anywhere near Boulder. Hannah was sleeping beside him, curled on her side with an arm flung over her head as she snored softly. The altar was undisturbed. The bookshelves were full. The paperback he had been reading was still resting facedown on the bedside table.
And Pamela’s strangled cry was echoing in his skull.
He rubbed the side of his chest as he slipped out from underneath the sheets. Hannah didn’t stir as he stuffed his feet into slippers, padded into the hallway, and shut the door behind him. James called Pamela’s phone from the kitchen. It rang six times, and the answering machine picked up. He returned his phone to the cradle without leaving a message.
James braced his hands against the counter and stared at the clock on the wall. He shouldn’t have expected her to answer. It was the middle of the night. She would have been asleep.
It was only a dream. A nightmare. And no wonder—James had been terrified of Metaraon for years.
Still, he found himself pulling on a jacket, trading his slippers for shoes, and slipping silently down to his Honda.
It was a long drive out to Pamela’s house, and the nauseating feeling from his dream didn’t fade as he traveled long stretches of highway through flat plains. Dawn was approaching by the time he arrived. All of the lights were off in the house, except for Pamela’s office. It cast a square of golden light on the grass.
The front door was ajar.
“Aunt Pamela?” James called, pushing it with a finger. The hinges whined as it swung open.
The living room stood empty. There was an unfamiliar pair of shoes on the rack by the door—a pair of girl’s sneakers, size six, unlaced and muddy and hanging upside-down to dry. It wasn’t the only new feature of the room. There were history books on the couch, the coffee table, the floor, like the living room had been converted into a disorganized school.
It was summer, so Ariane’s daughter must have been visiting. Elise. Pamela had mentioned that girl’s name in the dream.
All of the doors were closed, except for one. It used to be his bedroom when he visited. When he peeked inside, he saw that there was a safe at the foot of the bed, like the kind people used to store guns. Sweat pants and sports bras were piled on the floor. The pillows were rumpled.
Nobody in sight.
“Pamela,” he said again as he stepped back, a little louder than before.
He knocked lightly on her office door before opening it.
Everything looked the way that it had in his dream. Tidy desk. Open curtains. Pamela’s binder on the floor, opened to the orange tab.
And he saw a pair of legs protruding from behind the desk.
James let out a long line of curses under his breath as he rounded the furniture. Pamela was slumped against the wall, her eyes still open, as though she had simply decided to sit down and rest for a few minutes. A few locks of hair had escaped her bun and fallen in her face. She wasn’t moving or breathing.
So it hadn’t been just a dream.
He clapped a hand over his mouth and fought the urge to scream. To cry. To shout and beg with God and maybe throw up everything he had ever eaten on the floor of his aunt’s office.
In that silence, James heard the floorboards creak.
He wasn’t alone.
James turned. Metaraon stood in the doorway, calm and unruffled, arms folded.
“Hello, Mr. Faulkner,” he said. “Let’s talk.”



PART FOUR
Disestablishment



XII
Isaac Kavanagh had been in Dis for years, but not once had he stepped foot past the border of the city without several weapons, a guard, and armored transport; to do otherwise was considered attempted suicide by the Palace. So it was with no small amount of trepidation that he took one of the trucks from the Palace’s security fleet and drove into the desert alone.
He didn’t go far. Isaac drove to the nearest pit and parked a few feet from the edge, where he was fairly confident that the earth wouldn’t sink and devour his vehicle. He double-checked the letter Onoskelis had given him to make sure he was in the right place, and then strolled along the edge of the pit to the other side. Smoke stung his eyes. Screams drifted from the depths of the ground.
When he was on the north-most edge of the gash, he waited.
After twenty minutes, Belphegor appeared on the horizon, approaching him at a slow pace. His normally pristine suit was covered in dust. One of his shoes was missing, baring a foot that had no muscle, no skin—only exposed bones connected by raw yellow tendons.
He skirted the edge of the pit as calmly as though he had been going on his morning stroll, and then collapsed six feet away. A cloud of dust puffed around him.
Isaac put his hands in his pockets and examined the steward. The desert had done a number on him. His colorless skin was slimy, like he was beginning to decompose.
“Will you survive?” Isaac asked.
Belphegor responded in the infernal tongue, and it sounded like it took a lot of effort, though he should have been able to speak vo-ani as fluently as English or Swahili. He spoke every language that had ever existed. “I’m not certain.”
“Bad luck,” Isaac said. “I’m going to touch you. Fair warning.”
Belphegor nodded, so Isaac stooped and pulled the steward’s arm over his shoulder. Lifting him from the ground, they staggered together toward the truck parked on the other side of the gash in the Earth. “How did you find me?” Belphegor asked.
“The spell that flung you into the desert left residue. One of the security witches tracked it and reported it to the librarians. They record everything.”
The demon nodded. “I owe you.”
Isaac shrugged as best he could with Belphegor’s arm still over his shoulder. “It’s my job.”
“Your jurisdiction doesn’t extend beyond the city’s borders. You have gone out of your way to help me, and I’m grateful.”
“Good for you.”
He helped Belphegor into the truck. The steward sat against the side of the bed, pulled his exposed foot into his lap, and began brushing dust off of the bone with delicate fingers. “Isaac Kavanagh,” he said in that strange, awkward, too-formal voice.
“Belphegor.”
“I have served the presiding judge in Dis loyally for decades. His secrets are mine. So I hope you understand that I don’t tell you this lightly.”
Isaac’s brow lowered. His hands hesitated on the door of the truck bed. “If you’re meant to keep secrets, then you’d do well to keep your mouth shut.”
“Hear me, Isaac Kavanagh. I walked into Judge Abraxas’s private rooms at the Palace of Dis, where I have been discouraged from visiting for some months now, and saw Ariane Kavanagh emerge naked. The air smelled like sex and blood.” He said it matter-of-factly. His words were flowing more smoothly now than they had before.
Isaac finished latching the gate of the pickup. He stepped back and faced the mountains.
“Interesting,” he said.
“Judge Abraxas has no interest in mortal women—as lovers or as slaves. Yet he has purchased almost every human that has crossed dimensions to enter Dis this year. The House of Abraxas is filled with mortals. They are not kept as food, or intended for any service I can identify. They are confined to kennels, fed, and exercised.”
Isaac understood that Belphegor was trying to tell him something, but he wasn’t sure what, and he couldn’t seem to think of anything other than his whore of a wife naked in the bed of the judge.
The steward went on. “I serve the presiding judge. His secrets are mine.” Belphegor gave him an impassive look. “I can’t tell you any of the presiding judge’s secrets.”
Belphegor’s intended meaning dawned on Isaac.
Onoskelis had complained of records going missing, and she claimed that they were likely being held in private rooms. Now Belphegor had said that he was not allowed in Judge Abraxas’s quarters. What was worse was that Belphegor was telling him at all—because he shouldn’t have been able to tell the judge’s secrets.
Which meant that Abraxas was no longer the judge.
“I believe my debt to you is repaid,” Belphegor said. He picked a rock out from between two bones and flicked it over the side of the truck, and then he added, “My apologies about your wife.”
“Thank you,” Isaac said. The leaden weight of certainty filled him, making it hard to step away so that he could approach the driver’s seat. His words fell flat on the air. “I’ll take care of everything.”
Isaac entered the Palace of Dis, took the hydraulic lift to the private quarters of Judge Abraxas, and walked inside.
The doors were guarded by a pair of fiends, which openly gaped at him, as though questioning whether or not they should permit someone to enter Abraxas’s rooms. Or maybe Isaac was reading too much into their dumb shock. Thinking wasn’t really a fiend’s strong suit.
He waved his wrist in front of the door. He didn’t hear it unlock.
The time it took for him to consider his options was more than enough time for the fiends to finally decide that Isaac didn’t belong there, Inquisitor or not.
Feet shuffled on the floor behind him.
Isaac evaluated the situation. Two fiends, each armed. Flanking position. No obstacles. No witnesses. Easy.
He spun and punched the nearest fiend in the eye. When it shrieked, he grasped its writhing tongue and jerked it free. It felt like trying to tear through an undercooked piece of steak with his fingertips. Ichor gushed over its jaw, and it loosened its grip on the blunt sword.
He took the blade from its hand and plunged it into the gut of the other attacking fiend. He twisted, dragged, and pulverized the heart.
Once that one was dead, he finished the first, and dropped the sword.
Isaac returned his attention to the door. His heart wasn’t even beating quickly.
He passed his wrist in front of the lock a second time, but again, there was no responding click. Isaac frowned. As Inquisitor, he should have had access to all of the private rooms—it was his privilege to arrest anyone he wanted, at any time. Even judges.
On impulse, he grabbed the handle. The door swung open.
Isaac stared into the empty foyer, eyebrows lifting. “So it’s true,” he muttered, stroking a hand down his beard. The wards would have been bound to Abraxas when he took office, so if he wasn’t living there anymore, the wards wouldn’t work properly. Easier for his whore of a wife to get inside, he supposed.
He searched the foyer, but he found no records. No surprise there. The foyer was where the judge would have met guests—he wouldn’t leave contraband so easy to find.
Isaac stepped into the bedroom. It had tall windows overlooking the courtyard, and a massive bed encased in an iron skeleton. Belphegor had said it had smelled like sex. All Isaac smelled was blood. He walked up to the bed, jaw trembling from being clenched so tightly.
It was hard to see the blood staining the sheets, but there were other, more obvious stains. It must have been a long time since the so-called judge had allowed anyone into his quarters to clean. That wasn’t the kind of mess left behind from a single tryst, or even a handful of them; they were the marks of a long, deliberate affair.
“I’ll kill her,” he told the pile of pillows. It didn’t make him feel any better to say it aloud.
He knelt and looked under the bed’s rails. The floor was empty, but when he slid his hand underneath the mattress, his fingers came up against something hard. Isaac extracted a ledger—the kind of ledger that belonged in the library—and paced to the window to read it using the light from outside.
The first page was more detail on James Faulkner’s indictment. Despite what had been said at the trial, the witch wasn’t being accused of being a demon. He was being accused of being ethereal Gray. A smear of blood on the next page—a thumbprint—had apparently been used as evidence to issue the arrest warrant.
James Faulkner couldn’t be ethereal Gray. The idea was ridiculous. Anyone with half a brain should have realized that the most powerful witch on Earth had to be human, through and through. It was completely impossible, by the laws of the Treaty of Dis, for anyone with angel or demon blood to perform magic.
Which meant that the ethereal blood must have come from somewhere else. Somewhere beyond Hell.
An idea dawned on him, and he shuffled through the folder to the travel itinerary he had glimpsed. Isaac skimmed the page, searching names and times. They were all from the same date, which was six months past—over four years on Earth. Humans arriving, humans leaving. Union transmissions. A visit from an overlord.
Then he read the last arrival for the day, which was marked at the end of the page.
Metaraon.
“No,” Isaac murmured, though his denial had no effect on the truth. Itineraries were automatically logged. It was impossible to forge them.
But it also should have also been impossible for an angel to enter Hell.
Footsteps echoed in the foyer. Isaac’s muscles buzzed with tension as he closed the folder again and tucked it under his arm.
He emerged to find a fiend gaping at the bodies of its dead brethren.
“Summon the rest of the security team,” Isaac barked. “We have a breach. Where’s Judge Abraxas?”
“Alok,” it said. Flecks of spit spattered from its thin lip. That wasn’t a real word in the infernal tongue—fiends were too stupid to speak properly. But it was a shortened form of akilothika, the word for “portal.”
The rest of the touchstones should have been arriving that afternoon for James Faulkner’s trial, so it was no surprise that Metaraon was at the portal. It was the role of the judge to greet visiting touchstones, after all.
Touchstones that wouldn’t be expecting attack, just like Sohigian.
He strode out, leaving all the doors open behind him.
Isaac intended on confronting Metaraon immediately, but his feet had a mind of their own. While his brain was occupied with thoughts of his wife, he soon found himself at the doors of the library. He located Onoskelis at her table and dropped the ledger in front of her.
“Here,” he said. “I’ve found my answers.”
Onoskelis gestured at the opposite chair with her pen. “Set it aside. I’ll sort that later.”
The absence of gratitude filled him with heat, and Isaac slammed his hands onto the desk. “I brought your missing files to you, and you won’t even look at me?”
“They’re in my way.”
“You goddamn—”
He cut off when she looked up at him. Her oblong pupils glowed with internal fire. “Were the answers worth it?”
Isaac thought of what Belphegor had said about Ariane, and how much he was going to enjoy killing the judge’s replacement. “Yes,” he said. “Oh, fuck yes.”
Onoskelis’s eyelashes fluttered. Her lip peeled back and then relaxed. It was impossible to read the expressions of a goat, but he got the impression that she was silently laughing at him. “I hope you enjoy your truths,” she said, and she returned her attention to the ledger, writing a fresh line around the edge of the box without moving it.
“I plan on it,” Isaac said.
Ariane checked the clock on the wall. It was almost time for the high trial, and the judge had yet to arrive to greet the touchstones.
Light thrashed over the broad stone basin that formed the portal through which all visitors had to pass. It shot beams of white energy that arced from the domed ceiling of the portal room all the way to the floor. It occasionally crackled louder as a form stepped forth—someone from another dimension of Hell, or the planes of Earth—and Ariane had to look away to preserve her vision.
Since the portal room was the first impression all visitors would have of Dis, it was designed to instill something between a sense of grandeur and a sense of comfort. Wood had been imported from Earth so that there could be dark wainscoting on the bottom half of the walls. The chandeliers made it a little brighter than usual, and strips of red carpeting led to the doors. Ariane had always thought it resembled the lobby of a very eccentric, very expensive hotel.
A hotel that happened to be filled with armed guards in leather.
The leader of the guards, Veronika, didn’t waver when a stray arc of energy licked the floor near her foot. Her eyes were shielded by opaque sunglasses.
“Only three left,” Ariane said, making note on her ledger. “Have you heard from Judge Abraxas?”
Veronika shook her head without responding. Her primary job as head of Palace security was to look tough. Tough demons didn’t chat.
The portal brightened. Crackled louder. Another figure stepped through.
It was a dark-skinned woman whose scalp was covered in cascades of thin black braids. Ariane could almost see through the glamour if she tipped her head just the right way—this touchstone wasn’t human. It must have been Baphomet.
Ariane stepped forward and spread her dress in a curtsy.
“Welcome to Dis,” she said without rising. Baphomet was a goddess among her people, and such infernal creatures didn’t take kindly to eye contact. “You honor us with your presence.”
Baphomet brushed past her and out the doors.
“Maudite vache,” Ariane said once the doors swung shut. She straightened and smoothed her skirts. “Two remaining. We should be able to begin the trial shortly.”
The doors opened again. Ariane faced them, relieved that Metaraon had finally arrived to do the judge’s duty.
It was not Metaraon who stepped through.
Isaac was in full uniform. Jacket, badge, leather slacks, boots, gloves. Even after so many years of marriage, he cut an imposing figure.
He didn’t speak when he entered. He beckoned Ariane toward him with two fingers. “I can’t right now, Isaac,” she said. “I’m welcoming visitors.”
“Now.” He bit out that one word in a way that left no room for argument.
Ariane took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Her shoulders began to tremble.
She handed the ledger to Veronika and followed Isaac into the hall.
He took her outside, to a walkway between towers. Ariane tried to never step outside without full veils, and the heat of the wind shocked her with its cruelty. The black night bore down on her, heavy and dry. She could feel it creeping under the straps of her dress and irritating her wounds.
Only when they stood in the center of the walkway, totally alone, did Isaac face her again.
Ariane could tell instantly that he knew. He knew everything.
“Isaac,” she began.
He silenced her with the back of his hand. The blow connected with her cheek so hard that she staggered.
Ariane’s fingers flew to her face reflexively, but she didn’t otherwise react. She didn’t cry out. She didn’t even flinch. She knew better than to make a show of her pain—Isaac’s anger would only get worse.
“You disrespect me,” he said.
“Let me explain.”
“Explain what? That you’re a whore?”
He hit her again, and Ariane heard the ringing in her ears before she even felt the crack of his knuckles on her jaw.
When Metaraon made love to Ariane, he might have wounded her, but he took care not to leave injuries where people would see them and become suspicious. Isaac had no such concerns. He was the Inquisitor, and pain was his profession as well as his passion; it wouldn’t be the first time that Ariane had walked the halls of the Palace with a black eye. He struck her again and again. When she finally faltered, staggering against the railing, he grabbed a fistful of hair and slammed her head into the iron bars.
Dust stung her temple as it split open. A hot trickle of blood slid down her cheek.
That was usually the end of it. Ariane’s only comfort when she was subject to Isaac’s intentions was the knowledge that he was seeking a specific outcome—a certain level of pain to soothe the balm of his wounded pride.
But there was no end to his anger this time. The blood wasn’t enough to satiate him.
“How long?” Isaac hissed, grabbing the collar of her dress and jerking Ariane to her knees. She remained limp and silent in his grip.
He slammed her head into the railing again, and her vision sparked with stars.
Isaac’s voice rose to a roar. “How long, Ariane?”
This time, he didn’t give her the chance to respond. He grabbed fistfuls of her dress, hauled her to her feet, and shoved her against the low rail.
Ariane shrieked as she unbalanced, her head tipping backwards over the side. Only Isaac’s grip and his weight pressed against her legs kept her from falling. The Palace grounds and city spun beneath her, a dizzying whirl of red and gray and gold. Smoke burned her eyes.
“Isaac! Isaac, please!” she cried. She wasn’t sure that he could hear her. It was so loud. Her heart was pounding.
He was going to kill her.
A deep, resonant voice broke through the night. “Put her down.”
The blood rushed through her head as Isaac dragged her upright again and shoved her to the walkway. Ariane fell on her side. She cried out.
A red-robed figure stood a few feet away. Though Ariane couldn’t see his face, she could see anger in the way he held his arms and shoulders. The silence was as black as night.
“Judge,” Isaac said in greeting, irony dripping from that single word.
Metaraon lowered his hood. His features were always too beautiful, too perfect, for all the trappings of Dis. He was almost too painfully perfect to look upon. “You weren’t given a bride so that you could kill her.”
“You’ve been fucking my wife.”
Metaraon moved too quickly for Ariane to see him.
Suddenly, Isaac was falling onto his back on the walkway. His shout was carried away by the wind. The angel had hit him, and Metaraon’s expression didn’t change as he struck again, and again.
Metaraon crouched over Isaac. Though Ariane couldn’t see very well around the wind-whipped robes of the judge, she was sure that Isaac must have done his best to fight back; he always fought back. But all she heard were grunts, meaty strikes, and then Metaraon was shoving Isaac’s cheek to the floor with one hand.
“How did you even get into Hell?” Isaac croaked, trying to focus through the ruined mess that was the right side of his face.
Ariane had wondered the same thing when she had first encountered Metaraon in Hell, and asked him, “How did you fall?” It was the only way an angel could enter Hell—to become a demon. Yet he lacked the distorted, bestial limbs of a fallen angel, and Ariane had been afraid that she knew his response before he said it.
He had gently touched her chin as he said, “I didn’t have to.”
The implications were just as chilling now as they were then.
Metaraon didn’t give any such answer to Isaac.
The angel punched him. Once, twice, three times. Ariane quickly lost count. He only stopped hitting when his fist was drenched, Isaac’s face was covered in blood, and the man was no longer moving.
Or breathing.
Metaraon stepped back, and Ariane remembered that nothing was restraining her. She crawled to her husband’s side to check his throat for a pulse. Her fingers slid against the slick skin, but she found the place where his carotid should have been. No motion. She held her damp fingers over his mouth and nose, and the air didn’t move, either.
Metaraon stepped around her and slammed his foot into Isaac’s face.
There was a crack. Another splat. Ariane covered her mouth with her hands to muffle her shriek.
Isaac’s presence vanished from her mind. Her left arm burned. The void of his absence filled her, consumed her with darkness, and she knew that he was gone.
He was dead.
“You didn’t have to do that for me,” she said, and she couldn’t seem to manage to raise her voice above a whisper. The dead weight of her heart was choking her.
Metaraon wiped his hands clean on Isaac’s shirt. “I didn’t do it for you.”
Yet he was gentle as he helped Ariane stand. She flinched at his touch, but for once, the archangel wasn’t trying to cause her pain. He cupped her face in his hands to tilt her head gently from side to side and inspect her injuries. Whatever he thought of them didn’t show on his face.
“I’m fine,” Ariane said. Her voice broke on the second word, so she sucked in a breath and tried again. “I’m not hurt. I’m fine.”
Oh God, Isaac was dead.
“Your husband entered the judge’s quarters. He found my secrets. It was time for his death.” A flash of darkness crossed Metaraon’s eyes, but only a flash. “But he’s deserved death for years.” He said the last sentence with a note of finality in his voice. End of conversation.
Ariane tried to lean into his chest, seeking comfort that she knew he had no interest in giving. She wasn’t surprised when he dropped his hands and stepped away.
Isaac had stopped bleeding. The puddle of crimson inched across the black stone, creeping over tiles and filling the slender grout. She felt light-headed, like she was the one who had had her skull cracked open and spilled across the walkway.
“What am I supposed to do?” Ariane asked, and even she didn’t know if she was asking about cleaning up the body or the path her life would take now that she was alone.
Metaraon turned from her. “Clean yourself up. Leave his body. And then join me in the courtroom, because the trial is about to begin.”
He disappeared into the tower.
Ariane tried to follow him. She made it two steps before she hit the ground on both hands. She didn’t cry—there were no tears inside of her, not in the dry air of Dis. And not after so many years of enduring marriage to Isaac, and everything that followed that.
But never again. Never again.
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Whisk, whisk, whisk…
Elise was sharpening her sword again.
James didn’t move, didn’t open his eyes. He didn’t want to see how his dreams were going to torment him this time.
Would she be in Saudi Arabia? On that goddamn frozen beach in Denmark? Or maybe his subconscious would be crueler than usual and place him back in Reno, the city that they had chosen as their home.
He could already imagine that Elise would be in one of the dresses she had worn while they rehearsed at Motion and Dance, or perhaps ready to jog in her sweat pants and sneakers, or wearing her favorite Black Death concert tee. He didn’t want to see it. Any of it. Goddammit, he never wanted to see Elise again.
Whisk, whisk, whisk…
But there was something strange about this dream. He felt like he was prone, and covered in something scratchy—a woolen blanket, maybe. He felt heavy. His mouth was dry. The sensations were all too real for him to be sleeping.
James peeled his eyelids open.
There was no ocean, no beach, no sun. The roof had exposed steel beams. The walls were plain concrete. There were several oil lamps in the room, but only one was illuminated—the one in the corner where Elise was sitting.
She was on the floor with her back against the wall. Her hair was wrapped in a scarf, which James thought might have belonged to Stephanie. He didn’t recognize the rest of her outfit—a snug leather corset, black leggings, boots with silver buckles. She had one falchion propped against her leg as she ran a stone across the sharp end of the blade, and the symbols carved into the metal glinted dully in the light.
His eyes fell on the other falchion. James’s heart skipped a beat.
The blade was obsidian. In his dreams, Elise never had the obsidian sword.
Memory flitted through his mind—finding Hannah at the House of Abraxas, the invasion of the shadow, and Elise’s face bending over his as he fell into unconsciousness.
He hadn’t imagined seeing her. Elise was alive.
James sat up, and the motion attracted her attention. A smile spread across her face—the kind of genuine smile that Elise reserved for James, and James alone, which he had thought he would never see again. “You’re awake,” she said, setting the falchion aside.
He tried to get up. “You’re alive! The Union said—”
“The Union was confused. Stop moving. You haven’t eaten in a while, and you’ll probably fall over.” She planted a hand in his chest, pushed him back into the bed, and sat on the corner of the mattress. “I’d hate for you to crack your skull open after Nathaniel put all of that effort into healing you.”
His head spun. “Nathaniel?”
“Yeah. You begat a pretty powerful kid, James,” Elise said. “It took maybe five minutes for him to fix all of your wounds. What did you do to your arm?”
James lifted his arm, but the bandages that had been wrapped around his destroyed limb were gone, and the skin was unmarked. “I carved a spell into my skin.”
She looked impressed. “And that worked?”
Elise had come back from the dead, and she wanted to know how his experimental magic had performed?
“Well enough,” he said slowly. “Where are we? Are we still in Dis?”
“This is the Nether Palace, where the rebellion lives. It’s a stronghold out in the desert.” She glanced around the room, and her pale shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Not much to look at.”
He barely heard her. “I didn’t think I was going to see you again,” James said. “When I heard that you had died…”
“Don’t worry about it. I’m fine.”
He took her hand. She was wearing the ring that he had given her, which sparked and flashed with gold magic.
But she wasn’t wearing a glove.
“Jesus, Elise, your hands—”
Her smile vanished. She clenched her fist, but not before he saw that her palm was bare. No mark.
It wasn’t Elise.
Even though he was horizontal, he felt dizzy again, like he was going to fall. The brief, brilliant moment of hope was gone, and he felt like an idiot for having been so relieved.
James shoved her away from him and got out of bed. His legs were unsteady beneath him, like it had been weeks since he had last attempted to walk. Someone had dressed him in a pair of loose pants while he was sleeping, but he was barefoot, and he could feel warmth radiating through the concrete floor.
He tried to pick out the subtle errors in her face. Her nose wasn’t crooked. Her eyes were too dark—he had thought it was the dim lighting in the room, but the irises were definitely black. No freckles.
Why hadn’t he seen it immediately?
“James,” she said, a note of warning in her voice. “Let me explain.”
“Who are you? Did Isaac send you to question me? Is this the Council’s idea of torture?”
She backed away, holding her hands up in front of her. “Sit down. You’re going to hurt yourself.”
James ripped a book off of the table beside him and hurled it at her. She didn’t dodge it—she didn’t even move. But the book hit the wall behind her and fell to the floor. Somehow, she was a good six inches to the right of where she had been standing before.
He had only ever seen Yatam do that.
But her shift had cleared a path to the exit. He bolted for the door.
She was standing in front of him before he could take three steps, and he bounced off of her outstretched hands. James twisted away. He balled his hand into a fist and swung.
The demon ducked under his arm and stepped around him. He remembered that Elise usually won fights against bigger men with agility, and by choking them, but it was a few seconds too late—she leapt onto his back before he could react. She weighed nothing. He didn’t even stagger.
An arm snaked around his neck and applied pressure. “Nice try, James, but dead or alive, I’ll always be able to kick your ass,” she said in his ear.
It was Elise’s dry sense of humor, and her familiar voice. But the contact of her skin against his was nothing like when he touched his kopis. The back of his neck erupted with prickles, like when he came into contact with any other demon. His skin crawled. And he noticed, with no small amount of embarrassment, that his body reacted in other ways, too—the same way that he had been unable to resist becoming aroused around Neuma or Yatam, even when he wasn’t attracted to them.
He pushed her arm off. She let him go without fighting, and circled around so that he could see her.
“Look,” she said, flashing her left arm at him. The skin between the inside joint of her elbow and wrist was marked with a white line. “And look!” She flashed her opposite palm, which had the mark he had feared for years. It was the same hand that had the ring he had given her. There was no mistaking the rings for any other—the enchantments on the band were powerful and impossible to mimic.
His fists dropped, but the tension didn’t leave his shoulders.
When a long moment passed in silence, she closed her fist on the symbol again.
“It’s me,” she said. “I am Elise, and I did die. But I came back. I’m just…different.”
“You’re a demon,” James said.
Hurt flashed across her face. “Yeah. I’m a demon.”
The door opened, and a new creature entered. The top of his head barely reached James’s chest. His head was oblong, and he leaned on a cane with every step.
“Hyzakis,” Elise said, turning from James. Their struggle had loosened her headscarf, and a few locks of black hair dangled on the back of her neck. The texture looked soft, but not glossy. Demon hair.
“You’re up and about,” Hyzakis said to James, but not like he cared all that much. “Fine. You can help us plan our next move.”
“Our next move?” Elise echoed.
Hyzakis hobbled up to her and jabbed her in the chest with a knuckle. “I take you from the desert. I clothe you. I transport you to the city, and let you into my home when you find the kind of trouble that would kill anyone else. I didn’t do any of that from the kindness of my heart.”
She pushed his hand away. “I didn’t ask you to do any of that. You volunteered. I don’t owe you shit.”
James forced himself to focus on Hyzakis. “What do you want?” he asked, backing into the corner by the bed. “Who are you?”
The demon grinned. “I’m known here as Hyzakis, the leader of the loyalists. And that’s all the information the rebels need. But…” He pushed up his sleeve to bare his arm to the elbow. His skin was marked with a dozen tattoos. James had seen them before—it was what the Palace of Dis used instead of keys. That many marks meant that he must have once had a lot of access to the Palace.
“My mother has two of those.” Elise pointed near his elbow. “Those two.”
“Your mother is only the Inquisitor’s wife, so she doesn’t need access to many areas. She should only have one tattoo, where Isaac has three. I know, because I supervised the day they arrived and were tattooed.” Hyzakis dropped his sleeve. “It’s the pleasure of the presiding judge to issue access to new employees.”
“The presiding judge is Abraxas,” James said.
Hyzakis scowled. “The man you know as the ‘presiding judge’ is a fraud. He’s taken my job. My quarters. My house.” He saw Elise’s hard glare and lifted his chin. “That’s right. I’m Abraxas.”
It was too hard to keep standing. As much as James didn’t want to let down his guard, he had to sit on the bed again. “Impossible. Abraxas was at my trial. He’s a tall man with a deep voice.”
“Metaraon is a tall man with a deep voice,” Hyzakis said. “And he’s taken my life so that he can dismantle every single safeguard that protects the souls on Heaven, Hell, and Earth from interdimensional war.”
He curled his hands over the top of his cane, and seemed to relish the responding shock and silence.
James rubbed a hand over his jaw, staring at Elise without seeing her. The light from the oil lamp cast shifting yellow shadows on her clothes, but not her skin. That remained a pale, translucent shade of white, a few shades lighter than the tan she should have had.
If Metaraon was in Hell, that violated laws that had been in place for centuries. But why would Metaraon have arrested James?
“You see why you need to help me.” Hyzakis—Abraxas—lifted his cane and nudged Elise’s shoulder with the end. “You have the blood, and Hell will recognize you as one of its own. You are the only one capable of getting full access to the Palace of Dis. With the right preparation, no ward will be able to block you. No door can stop you. No prison can hold you. You can get in to kill Metaraon, and I can do everything in my power to restore the Treaty of Dis before the world as we know it is destroyed.”
The rebels’ communal area in the Nether Palace was on a ledge overlooking the depths of a fiery pit in the desert. Some kind of magic protected it from the billowing smoke, which left the air hot, dry, and clear, so that it was safe for every member of the rebellion to pass through.
But the enchantments didn’t block the screaming. The cries of damned souls drifted through the air, like a song that resonated deep inside of Elise’s body. It was almost pleasant.
None of her human companions seemed to agree.
“This is creepy,” Nathaniel said, hands pressed over his ears as he sat on a stone bench near the ledge. He didn’t like the Nether Palace. Of course he didn’t like it. He hadn’t liked a single thing since they’d left Earth.
But Elise smoothed a hand over his hair. She couldn’t resist the urge. “We won’t be here much longer.”
She realized that Hannah was watching her with the same calculating stare that her son got when he was evaluating something, and Elise dropped her hand.
James joined them. It had taken Abraxas a while to find clothing that fit him among the fruits of their last raid, but they had done a good job dressing him—he wore a long-sleeved shirt of harpy wool that would protect his arms from Dis’s dry air, and black leather slacks that looked much more likely to have come from some flavor of demon than a human slave. He had also found a razor and shaved his face.
He almost looked normal, except for the fact that he was avoiding Elise’s eyes.
“Dinner,” he said, setting the tray he carried on another bench. “I made sure that all of it is safe for us to eat. This was taken from a Palace transport—all imports from Earth.”
James removed bottles of water, bags of chips, wrapped sandwiches. Nathaniel guzzled an entire bottle of water before falling on the chips like a beast. Hannah acted only slightly less ravenous. She actually took a sandwich to another bench before taking huge bites of it.
A hand appeared in Elise’s vision holding one of the sandwiches. She followed the arm up to James’s shoulder, and then his shaved throat, where his pulse was beating
Okay, so maybe she did have a little bit of an appetite.
When she didn’t reach for the sandwich, he moved away without speaking to her. She paced across the ledge, trying to distance herself from the sound of James’s blood rushing through his veins, and the almost irresistible beat of his heart.
He hadn’t spoken to her since Abraxas had told them what they needed to do. Not once. It wasn’t exactly the reunion Elise had been planning on having.
She watched the three of them eat from a safe position against the back wall. Hannah and Nathaniel were side by side, and James took the bench opposite them. The boy kept gazing between his parents, and even at that distance, his thoughts were loud and clear: he was very happy. And hopeful. And thinking of weddings, younger siblings, and holidays with two parents.
Elise felt something fracture inside of her.
“So how are we getting back?” Hannah asked. Her voice was soft, but it still carried over the screaming from within the chasm.
“I can jump us between dimensions,” Nathaniel said. “I just need some supplies and a few hours to cast the spell.” He sounded so restrained, like he was struggling not to show off in front of James.
“You can cross dimensions?” James asked.
Nathaniel radiated pride. “I’ve been doing it since I was seven.”
“Not intentionally,” Hannah said sharply.
“But I can do it on purpose.” He shoved another fistful of chips into his mouth and swallowed before continuing. “Elise can help me get what I need. She’s fast.”
Hannah glanced over her shoulder, and Elise pretended she wasn’t listening. “You’ve never carried four people before,” Hannah said doubtfully. “You’re strong, Nate, but you’re still learning. I just don’t know if—”
“It won’t be four people,” James said softly.
His words were quiet, but it killed the conversation instantly. Screaming, soft and melodic, drifted on a breeze.
Hannah was the first to speak again. “You’re not coming.”
“There’s a problem at the Palace. It’s desperate. Elise and I…” James hesitated. Sighed. “Someone has to get control of the Council. I’ll follow you two as soon as I can.”
“But how will you get back without me?” Nathaniel asked. All of the hope and pride had vanished from his voice.
“There’s a portal inside the Palace. As soon as we’ve gotten control again, we can pass through.”
Nathaniel sat up straighter. “I can help.”
“You can help,” James said. “You can get your mother to safety.”
The conversation may have continued, but Elise didn’t hear it. Abraxas appeared in the archway and crooked a finger at her. “Daughter,” he called.
She bit back an angry response and appeared in front of him. “What?”
He was holding a book under one arm and leaning on his cane with the other. “I’ve prepared the tools and space for your tattooing,” he told Elise, handing her the book. She flipped through it. Every page had a different mark on it, and there were hundreds of pages.
“Which ones do I need?” she asked.
“If you want to be able to get inside the most secure areas where the Council works? All of them.”
James rose to meet them, watching over Elise’s shoulder as she went through the pages again, more slowly than before. The marks were elaborate. There was no way that she could fit all of them—even tattooed as small as they were on Abraxas’s arm—on a single limb. She was going to have to be covered in the arcane alphabet of Hell.
“Fine,” she said, although it was about as far from “fine” as she could imagine.
Abraxas reached for the book. “Come with me. We can get started immediately.”
She didn’t move. “I want James to do it.”
Her aspis reacted with shock—and he all but buzzed with reluctance. But despite the violence of his internal response, his voice was calm. “Okay. I’ll take care of the tattoos.”
Abraxas’s forehead wrinkled. “Suit yourself. The first chapter has instructions on activating the keys once they’re marked. But get moving. The high trial is scheduled for Friday in Earth time, and today is already Tuesday.”
He hobbled away on the cane.
James took the book. It was impossible to read his mind the way that she had figured out how to read Nathaniel’s mind. The boy was uncomplicated, but James was in constant tumult—like his thoughts were tangled in knots.
“I’ll get ready,” he said, and followed Abraxas down the hall.
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It didn’t take Elise long to collect the supplies Nathaniel would need to perform his spell. She soared through Hell’s black skies, darted into the nearest market, and returned to dump a box of crystals and herbs into his lap a few minutes later. “That should be everything,” she said.
Nathaniel was already drawing his circle of power in a private room overlooking the pit. It was sheltered by the same magic as the communal area, and supervised by a trio of nightmares at the doors. Hannah stood between the demons and her son like another guard.
“Thanks.” Nathaniel took the box and poked through it, examining the ingredients.
Elise scanned the circle of power. It was much more complicated than the kinds of circles James typically drew, and Nathaniel wasn’t even finished yet. “Will this take long?”
“A couple of hours.”
“Good. James and I have to take care of something, but I think I’ll return before you finish your spell.” She hesitated, and then reached over the line of salt to tweak Nathaniel’s chin. “Don’t leave without saying goodbye.”
Elise was rewarded with a big smile.
Abraxas had put his tattooing materials in his study, which was a level below Nathaniel’s temporary ritual space. James was seated at the desk to examine the needles when she entered.
“What should I do?” Elise asked.
“These tattoos will be permanent, so we should put them somewhere discreet. Your back, maybe. Find somewhere to stretch out in Abraxas’s bedroom. Get comfortable. I’ll be there in a moment.”
She nodded and headed into the bedroom, shutting the door behind her.
Abraxas’s rooms were at the bottom of the Nether Palace, and it was hotter than the levels above. Flames licked his windows. She thought that she could see shadowy figures among the fire beyond—figures with reaching hands and stricken faces. But the screams of the damned were muffled by enchantments. Elise heard nothing but her own heartbeat as she removed her bustier and the bra she wore underneath and set both on the side table.
She had forgotten that Zettel had given Nathaniel that “note” until it fell out of her bustier. Elise scooped it off the floor, peeled it open, and considered the mark again.
An interdimensional wedge. It couldn’t open a portal, but it could change the direction in which a preexisting one was aimed and force it to remain open. Calling it a “wedge” was a misnomer—Elise saw it for what it really was: a weapon.
She folded the page and carefully placed it inside of her clothing so that she wouldn’t lose it.
Something was rumbling deep in the earth below her, and Elise could feel that the demons of the Nether Palace were restless. Unhappy. It was like every fiber of Hell knew that it had been violated, invaded by angels and the Union and its Treaty violated, and it was rejecting the presence of the invaders.
But Elise wasn’t restless. She was strangely comfortable as she stretched out on his bed and rested her chin on her folded arms. The sheets were warm. Everything in Hell was so warm.
She felt lethargic. Cozy. Like she was wrapped in a down comforter on a cold morning, with nowhere to go and a pot of coffee brewing in the kitchen. The air smelled as familiar and comforting as it did when she smelled James cooking breakfast on Sunday mornings. And when she heard the door open and shut and felt her aspis enter, her languor only grew.
It felt right, being in Hell with him. Like they belonged among the bones and blood.
James didn’t look at her as he sat down. The bowl of pigment went on the floor by her face, and she wondered what he had ground together to get such a fine powder, some of it black, some of it a darker red than blood. After what she had seen on sale in the markets of Dis, she imagined that it probably used to be alive. And it was going into her skin—inside her body.
“I have no way to keep this from hurting you,” James said, sitting on the edge of the bed. She twisted around so that she could watch him prepare the needle. It was long, sharp, and polished white. Probably made from the bone of some hellborn creature.
Elise pulled her hair over her shoulder and smoothed it down her arm. “That’s fine. I think I’ll heal it pretty fast.”
“Not this,” he said. “I’ll have to curse the ink to imprint a permanent tattoo on the skin of a…” He didn’t finish the sentence, but Elise heard the unspoken word at the end of the sentence: demon.
His gaze was intent upon the task at hand as he separated out a portion of the powder and mixed it with some kind of fluid in another bowl. But his heart was beating quickly.
She frowned. Was he afraid?
James propped Abraxas’s book open next to her, and the stirring stick clacked against the bowl as he turned the pigment into ink. “I’m going to begin,” he said. “Tell me if it gets too uncomfortable.”
Elise sighed and shifted on the hard mattress. “Go ahead.”
The bone needle pressed into her shoulder blade, and sharp pain flared as he used it to tap the ink into her skin.
James moved quickly, but the distances were so minor that it felt like it took hours for him to inch down her flesh. He was silent as he worked. Occasionally, he stopped to dab at the fresh brands with a cloth and wick away blood. A line trickled down her side before he could clean it up.
“How does it look?” she asked, resting her cheek on the backs of her folded hands.
James sighed. “You look like you’ve been branded.”
“Does this mean that you’re my master?”
“I am not a demon. We are not forming a hierarchy, and you are not bound to my will.” She had been joking, but his response was sharper than the tattooing needle. “You can relax for a moment. I need to mix more ink.”
He moved back, and Elise rolled onto her side, keeping her arms folded across her breasts. The movement pulled the skin on her back and stung, and fresh blood dribbled down to her back. It felt like being stroked with cool fingers.
Elise got a good look at James for the first time since he’d reentered the room. He was cloaked in robes, like the kind she had glimpsed the Palace officials wearing. They hung open over his chest, revealing his black shirt and slacks. The robes suited him. They made him look like an actual sorcerer.
“I think you could start a new fashion trend on Earth,” she said, reaching out to snag the hem of the robe.
“Roll over. I’ll do a few more marks.”
She did as he asked, relaxing into the warmth of the bed again as he worked. Elise lost herself in the repetitive sensation—the tap, the sting, the spread of heat. She sighed. He hesitated.
“Is something wrong?” she asked.
James continued to work without replying.
Time passed, and the fires outside the window continued to roil. He moved down one hemisphere of her back, and then the other, until there were two broad stripes on her skin that ached pleasantly. The third went straight down her spine and hurt more than the others combined.
She lolled in the sensations. Under normal circumstances, she might have fallen asleep.
He finally spoke again when he reached the small of her back.
“I need…” James coughed. “I need more room. More skin, that is.”
“Where? My chest?” Elise pushed up on her elbows.
“No. Your legs.”
She sat back on her heels. Her hair swung over her chest, but it didn’t conceal anything—she was totally bare, with rivulets of blood trickling down her back to pool in the dimples at the base of her spine.
James mashed the pestle into the mortar harder, twisting his wrist to grind what was already fine powder into dust.
His eyes were inscrutable, but there were other ways to read what he was thinking, even without the barrier of the rings between them. The pressure of the blood in his veins was increasing, and his heart rate was elevated. It sounded like the thudding of taiko drums.
Elise watched for a reaction as she hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her pants and slid them down over her hips.
James’s face didn’t change, but something sparked deep in his brain.
It had been years since she’d studied basic anatomy, and reading his signals was much more confusing than reading illustrations in a book. Yatam would have known what was happening inside James’s head, and what it meant, but Elise felt like she was listening to a conversation in a foreign language. And what was even more confusing was that she couldn’t read James’s thoughts. They didn’t skim the surface at all.
Elise pushed down her pants. She sat back to kick them off, leaving her completely naked.
No response. Not the slightest visual change. But the signals in his brain were going wild.
James glanced at her, as if to make sure that she was done. His pupils were dilated, but his face was impassive. “Lie down again. I’m going to start on the back of your legs.”
How could he speak so calmly when his skull was full of fireworks? Was she misreading him, or imagining things?
But then she saw the flush of blood sweeping over his muscles, and heard the thrum of his growing arousal, and she realized that James was lying. He was lying with every fiber of his being. She never would have known without the powers of a demon.
He was a good liar. A very good liar.
Elise didn’t lie down.
She rested her hand on his wrist, stopping him in mid-motion as he mixed a new tablespoon of ink. His heart skipped a beat, and hers skipped with it. Elise’s fingers curled around the inside of his arm, resting on top of the pulse point at the top of the scar that bound them. “Wait,” she said when he tensed.
“We can take a break if it’s hurting you, but I still have another dozen marks to tattoo,” James said. His head was swimming. “And we don’t have much time. We should leave for the Palace as soon as we know that Hannah and Nathaniel are gone.”
She slid her hand up his arm and onto his chest, splaying her fingers over the beat of his betraying heart. Her body mirrored his reactions. The flush of heat, the swell of blood. Elise felt like she could reach out, touch his nerves, and play his reactions like the strings of an instrument. She could suppress his arousal, or heighten it.
Her fingers slid up to the back of his neck, and James grabbed her hand. “Stop that. What are you doing?”
“What’s going on in there?” she asked, stroking the gray at his left temple. He pushed her arm away.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Lie back, Elise. In case you’ve forgotten, you’re naked, and we have work to do.”
“I know I’m naked, and you know it, too. I’m a demon, not a moron.”
“Don’t say that,” James said.
Elise let her hands fall into her lap. “What? That I’m a demon? Or that I can see that you’re thinking very hard about my body right now?”
His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. So much blood running through his body.
“You’re not Elise,” he said. “My kopis wouldn’t…” He trailed off. Closed his mouth. Picked up the mortar and pestle, and measured out more pigment.
He still didn’t believe her.
“What do I have to say to convince you?” Elise asked. “I look the same. I sound the same. I know everything that I should know—like how you found me in Russia. Near Oymyakon. We called the woman who owned the house that we stayed in Babushka, and she fed us soup for a week before I could walk. She was terrified of me.”
James shook his head. “No.”
“We went to the Middle East for a while, and you insisted on teaching me how to dance. I hated it. But the dancing turned into sparring, and my fighting improved for it.” Elise searched for something else, something that nobody but them could have known. “You were there when I was diagnosed with androgen insensitivity. Afterward, we burned down Mr. Black’s house together. And you were with me the first time that I broke my femur, but the second time was when I went hunting an overlord without you. I killed him with a battle axe.”
He was still shaking his head.
“When I got a parasite from a tepid lake in Bolivia, it took you three days to write a spell that could heal me. I spent the whole time throwing up. Afterward, I laughed at the idea of getting killed by a bug instead of a demon, and you got mad at me for thinking that it was funny.”
“Any nightmare could learn that by stalking me,” James said.
Elise’s eyebrows lifted. “You have nightmares about that?”
“Not lately, but…” He seemed to realize that he had responded to her, and her mouth shut.
She threw her hands into the air. “We’ve been everywhere together, James. What do I have to say to convince you? Do I have to talk about the first time we piggybacked at the hospital in Denmark? Or talk about the details of the first offer we made on Motion and Dance, and how the owners were so insulted that they countered by raising their price? Do you think a nightmare could learn that by stalking you?”
“Elise,” he began, but she wasn’t done.
Now that the frustration had risen with her, it triggered a torrent of other emotions—and it was feeding off of James’s stress, his anxiety.
“Do I have to tell you about how much I hated Stephanie, and how angry I was that you two bought a house together without telling me?” She grabbed a fistful of his shirt—not to pull herself against him this time, but to force him to look at her. “And right before I left you to defeat Yatai…”
She stared at his mouth and at the magic lingering at the corner of his lips. Speaking so many words of power had permanently etched the spells onto his skin.
I kissed you.
James’s eyes roved over her face, like he was trying to memorize every changed line. The silence between them was powerful and weighty.
“I wouldn’t have done it if I knew I wasn’t going to stay dead,” Elise said.
Something about that worked where nothing else had. A line appeared between his eyebrows, and he reached up to pull a lock of silky black hair between his fingers. “Don’t apologize.”
Elise put her fingers over his, stopping his hand. “I wasn’t planning on it.” His gaze dropped to the place they touched, and she realized that the glimmer of the ring had caught his eye.
“How?” he asked.
“I’m not sure. I think Yatam must have done this to me. He had a statue—a sculpture of the goddess that turned him from a man into a demon. I died at her feet. I think that’s what brought me back.”
“So maybe there’s a cure.”
Her heart felt heavy. “I don’t think there is.”
“God, Elise,” James murmured, sadness etching the lines of his face. “I missed you. I missed you so damn much. When I thought you were gone…” He closed his eyes. When he looked at her again, the sadness was gone. “And then you came back, and for about a half a minute, I was relieved.” He picked up the bowl of pigment again. “Lie down on your side, and for God’s sake, cover yourself.”
Stung, she grabbed another robe off of Abraxas’s chair and then returned to bed.
James continued to tattoo lines of ink down her hip.
She watched the fiery pit behind his back for a long time, struggling not to let annoyance overtake her. But it wouldn’t be ignored. Tension clenched in her gut, and after several minutes, she knew that she had to say something. “I came to Hell for you,” Elise said. “I saved you and Hannah.”
He finished etching a symbol onto the flesh of her thigh. “And I’m grateful.”
“You have a funny way of showing it.”
“How do you expect me to react? I warned you that your collusion with demons wouldn’t end well. Give me your other leg. Just a few more marks left.”
She rolled onto the opposite side so that her back faced him and adjusted the robe to protect his delicate sensibilities. “If I hadn’t been colluding with demons, I really would be dead right now. Would that be better? If I was a dead human instead of a living…whatever the fuck I am?”
James’s hand moved down her leg slowly, tracing a line of fire parallel to her femur. “If you hadn’t jumped out of that helicopter in the first place, you could have evacuated with me.”
“I didn’t have a choice,” Elise said. It was easier to argue when she didn’t actually have to see him. She wouldn’t have to feel guilty for digging in deep. “And it’s not like there was anything waiting for me if I did evacuate. Maybe I wouldn’t have died in the first place if you had supported me instead of being a condescending asshole that rejected my lifestyle choices. Did you think about that?”
The bone needle stilled. The point pressed hard against her skin.
When he finally replied, the anger had vanished from his voice. “Yes. I thought about it a lot. I’ve had plenty of time to dwell on my regrets, Elise. Trust me.”
It was easy to forget what he must have gone through when all Elise had known was a moment of darkness, and then rebirth. She almost felt bad for snapping at him. Almost. But he had started it.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I am.”
James cleared his throat, finished the last mark, and set the needle down.
“There. Done.” He pressed a fingertip into the marks to activate them. Another flare of pain, another rush of magic. “You’re a skeleton key to the Palace of Dis. Congratulations.”
Elise went to the mirror in the corner, slipping the robe down her shoulders and twisting so that she could see her back. There was a strange beauty to the marks, even though he hadn’t managed to completely wipe away the rivulets of blood; it left stains on her shoulders and hip like splatters of ink. The curves emphasized her pale figure and destroyed the purity of Yatam’s form.
Good.
She could see James watching her in the reflection. As soon as she turned around, he hurried to clean up.
“It’s okay to look,” Elise said. “I’m not going to shatter under the weight of a glance.”
He absorbed himself in the task of putting the now empty bowls and needle on Abraxas’s desk. “It’s not the looking I’m worried about,” James muttered, wiping the blood off the tip of the needle onto his robe.
She lifted a questioning eyebrow, but he didn’t elaborate.
He walked out into the office again.
Elise picked up her clothing, discarded the underwear, and shimmied into her leggings. She had to drop the robes to pull on the bustier. She latched the buckles, tucked the square of paper magic into her shirt, and grabbed her sheath before following him into the next room. “Do we have a problem, James?”
“A problem?” He gave a short laugh. “No, there’s no problem. But now that you’re…” He gestured at her body, then paced across the room, running a hand through his hair. There was that increase in his stress hormones again. “Jesus.”
It was fascinating to watch the internal battle play out in James’s mind, even as his expression remained fairly opaque. He was arguing with himself. Trying to make a decision.
She didn’t realize that she had stepped in close to stare at the play of light and color over his aura until he held up a hand to stop her from getting closer. “What does all of that mean?” she asked, stopping beside the desk. She pointed at his skull. “All of that…activity.”
She saw it the instant that he came to a decision. It was like a hurricane suddenly dissipating, leaving the tumultuous waters of his mind calm and focused.
“It means that I’m only a man, and my self-control isn’t infinite,” James said, and he sounded defeated. He tossed the bone needle onto the desk.
“I don’t understand.”
“I said that I’ve had plenty of time to think about my regrets, Elise,” he said, mouth drawn into a frown. It carved deep lines on either side of his lips and between his eyebrows. “And my God, are they numerous. I’ve thought—what would you do, if you knew you were about to lose someone you care about?” He sighed and cupped her jaw in his hand. “What would I do differently if I knew I was about to lose you?”
Elise wasn’t sure if that was a rhetorical question or not, but her silence only seemed to frustrate him.
“I’m trying to tell you something here,” he said.
“You’re going to have to be clearer than that, James.”
The muscles in his neck worked as his jaw clenched. “Fine.”
And then he grabbed her arms, pulled her against him, and kissed her hard.
There was a moment of pure shock where she only managed to stiffen and think a few swear words. Elise was certain that if she could have seen the activity in her own mind, it would have been red and flashing, like an alarm bell.
She shoved him and took a big step backward.
Her fingers flew to her mouth, feeling the blood rush to her lips and cheeks. Her demon flesh was happy to kiss James—more than happy. But the human parts of her that remained were somewhere between confused and hurt. “What the hell was that supposed to be?”
He didn’t look hurt by her rejection, but guilt colored the flashes in his brain—and determination. James rubbed a hand down his face. “I have so many regrets, and the number only keeps growing.” He dropped his hand to his side and moved closer to her again. “What do a few more mistakes mean after that?”
“Is that what that was? A mistake?”
“Not exactly.” His brow knitted, and his thumb traced the edge of her bottom lip. “I never should have let you leave.”
It was hard to catch her breath enough to speak. “You are confusing the hell out of me.”
“Sorry,” he said, and she thought that he meant it.
She couldn’t read his thoughts or understand his emotions. In fact, the more she saw from James, the less she understood him. It was like he was an open book written in a language that she didn’t understand. Elise felt helplessly illiterate.
Which, she decided after a moment, didn’t matter all that much.
Ten years. Elise had been waiting for James to notice her for ten goddamn years. She’d have to be stupid to reject him when he finally seemed to have woken up.
“I think incarceration in Hell has probably driven you insane,” she said. Her hands found their way to the back of his neck, linking together so that she could pull herself against his chest.
His hands curved over her waist. “Unfortunately, I feel very sane right now.” He gave a shuddering breath. “I wish I didn’t.”
She stretched onto her toes, and, very hesitantly, brushed her lips over his. It was hard to trust that he wasn’t going to pull away again. But he didn’t.
The shift in her weight made him unbalance. He stepped back, bumped into Abraxas’s claw-footed chair, and sat down hard. Elise followed him, climbing into his lap. It was a big chair. There was enough room for her knees on either side of his legs.
It was physically easier to kiss him when they weren’t standing and didn’t have twelve inches’ height difference between them. But it wasn’t any less strange. Elise had to stop to breathe. She hadn’t even realized that breathing was still a necessity until she suddenly couldn’t do it anymore.
James only gave her a moment before pulling her down to crush his lips against hers again, like he was afraid that if he stopped for too long, she would think better of what they were doing—or maybe that he would be the one to lose his nerve.
Maybe one of them would have come to their senses if they had a few more minutes alone in Abraxas’s office, but they didn’t get a chance to find out.
The door creaked open.
“Uh,” someone said—someone that sounded a lot like a ten-year-old boy.
Elise straightened to see Nathaniel standing in the doorway, his features slack with shock.
The visual of what was happening inside of him was a thousand times worse. He had been having daydreams of his parents falling in love again, getting married, and completing their family, only to find his father—with whom he had still not had a single real conversation—kissing another woman.
It was like she could see his heart breaking.
She stood on bare feet and took two steps toward the door. “Nathaniel…”
Anger flashed through his eyes. “Don’t,” he said, and then he fled.
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Elise pushed past the nightmare guards and entered the workroom just as Nathaniel activated his circle of power. Lightning arced between the symbols around the circumference and joined at the center, splitting the air with a sliver of impossibly bright light.
She lifted a hand to shield her eyes and stepped back reflexively. It wasn’t just a reaction to the brightness—the sense of magic in the room was overpowering, as if the air had been replaced by liquid electricity.
Hannah hadn’t noticed Elise’s entrance. She was too busy smoothing down the collar of Nathaniel’s shirt and flipping the hem so that it laid flat. “Don’t you want to say goodbye to them?”
“No.” His face was very, very red. “Let’s go.”
Elise opened her mouth to speak, but a voice rose behind her first.
“Wait.”
James entered the room. He had dropped the robes back in Abraxas’s office and wore only the borrowed shirt and slacks, which made him look no less intimidating when he approached his son. Nathaniel seemed tall when considered on his own, but compared to James, he was still very small.
“That’s quite a circle,” James said.
The boy didn’t react to being praised. Hannah stepped between them, folding her arms. “Did you take care of everything you need?” she asked, her voice several degrees cooler than when she was speaking to Nathaniel.
James glanced at Elise. “Yes. Thank you. But I thought…maybe Nathaniel and I should…”
“You can talk when you follow us back,” Hannah said curtly. “We need to leave while we still can.”
Pain flashed across James’s eyes. “I suppose you do.”
Nathaniel walked toward his father and then passed him to stand in front of Elise. He radiated with the residue of magic. It sparked at his fingertips and glittered over his skin.
He didn’t speak, and neither did she. They shared a long stare.
After a moment, Elise reached back, drew the falchion that hadn’t been damaged by Yatai, and offered it to Nathaniel hilt-first.
His eyebrows lifted into his bangs.
“Just in case,” she said. “Don’t get attached and don’t cut your foot off. I’ll be back for it soon.”
He took it and tested the weight in his hand. Falchions were small, as far as swords went; the curved blade was just over two feet long. Perfect size for a child. “Thanks.” Nathaniel stepped toward the portal, but hesitated. White light haloed his messy hair and darkened his face, making his expression hard to read. “It’s okay. I mean, I get it. I’m not mad at you.” He didn’t look at James when he spoke, which made it clear exactly who Nathaniel blamed for James and Hannah’s estrangement.
The door slammed open, and one of the nightmare guards ran in, skidding to a stop on the sleek black tile. His face was unusually pale, even for a demon. “We’ve been found,” he said. “Palace security is coming down the stairs. You need to go now.”
“Come with us,” Nathaniel told Elise.
“We can’t,” she said.
Shouts from above, the slamming of doors. The walls shook. Dust showered from the roof and vanished in the brilliant white portal.
“Hurry,” James urged, pushing Hannah toward the portal. “There’s no time.”
“But—”
“Go!”
Abraxas strode into the room, carrying the cane under his arm as if he had never needed to rely on such a thing. One of the other nightmares followed and slammed the door behind them. Its face was splattered with ichor.
“They must have followed you, daughter of Yatam,” Abraxas said with an ugly scowl. “Our sanctuary has been violated.”
Fists pounded on the other side of the door, making it shake on its hinges. Hannah wrapped her arms around Nathaniel.
“We’ll see you soon,” Elise said.
Hannah stepped over the line of the circle and pulled her son through the portal. Their two figures became one shadow in the center of the storm. The energy intensified, glowing so brightly that Elise could see nothing else for a single, burning moment.
With a clap of thunder, the circle of power ignited. Then the light vanished, and they were gone—and so was the circle.
The door exploded open an instant later.
Metal flashed, a scream broke the air, and the nightmares that had been guarding Nathaniel were gone.
Bodies flooded into the room.
“Get on your knees!” a woman shouted. It was Veronika—the nightmare from the Palace. There were a dozen other demons with her, all wearing the same leather uniform. A basandere, two aatxegorri, more nightmares, even an incubus.
Abraxas spat at her. “Fuck you.”
He disappeared.
Elise jerked her other sword out of its sheath, backing up against James as the Palace guards filled the edges of the room.
“James Faulkner,” Veronika said, pushing through the line of guards, “you’re under arrest for violation of the Treaty of Dis. Again.”
“You can’t contain us,” Elise said, and she could feel her skin rippling, like her body was nothing more than a heat mirage on the pavement. All it would take was a thought, and she would disappear into shadow, untouchable and immense.
James focused on something over Elise’s shoulder.
“Watch out!” he yelled.
Elise didn’t react quickly enough. The basandere whipped the chain off of its belt, flung it over her head, and jerked it tight against her throat. Magic and light sparked, showering down her flesh.
Her skin suddenly felt too tight against her bones, as if it had contracted. Her glimpse of freedom was gone.
She tried to grab the chains, but they burned like reaching into the center of the sun. Raised burns striped across her fingers.
“Got her,” the basandere said triumphantly.
A red-robed figure entered the room.
His hood covered his face, and there was no way to tell the shape of his body under layers of voluminous cloth, but there was blood on his knuckles. He radiated with power. It left a sour taste in the back of Elise’s throat, and she knew that it had to be Metaraon, dressed as the judge.
“I have him, sir,” Veronika said, sweeping a hand toward James. “What should we do with everyone else we find?”
“Arrest as many rebels as you can,” Metaraon said. “Kill the ones that resist.”
“And this one?” the basandere asked, jerking the chain tighter against Elise’s throat. She gurgled.
“Bring her to the Palace, too. I have special plans for her.”
He swept out of the room, robes trailing behind him.
James had known that they were going to have to return to the Palace of Dis, but he hadn’t planned on being taken to the gates as a prisoner again. It was even more intimidating to be forced to kneel in front of them when he knew what was waiting on the other side.
The basandere never eased up on Elise, even as it forced her beside James. The glowing chain chafed at her throat and left scorch marks on her flesh.
The black doors swung wide.
Metaraon swept into the courtyard first, and the rest of the security team followed. James was jerked to his feet again and pushed forward.
The courtyard still bore all the markings of James’s escape. The wall had been reconstructed, but the new stone was a different color, and the hole he had burrowed through the earth still gaped like an open wound. The flora of the flesh orchards were leaning toward it, as though hungry for its warmth.
The Palace’s inhabitants had collected to watch them arrive, and they stood around the path as Metaraon led the prisoners toward the grand tower. James scanned the crowd for Isaac Kavanagh, but didn’t see him or his wife.
“Move aside!” Veronika barked, and the path to the door was cleared.
They entered the tower. Once the doors shut, Metaraon addressed the guards. “Take her to the portal,” he said, indicating Elise with a gesture. Then he pointed at the demons surrounding James. “Veronika, stay with me. We’re going to court immediately.”
The basandere dragged Elise down the hall, still choking her with the chain. It reminded him eerily of being separated from Hannah when he first arrived in Hell, but Elise wasn’t helpless, she didn’t cry out, and she didn’t look afraid. The promise of violence swirled in her black eyes.
She couldn’t speak with the chain jerked tight around her throat, but she held up her forefinger, as if to tell James, just a minute.
And then she was taken around the corner by a dozen guards, and he was alone.
James was taken in the other direction by Veronika, following the swaying hem of Metaraon’s stolen robes into the cage of a lift.
“I know your secret,” James said to Metaraon’s back. “I know who you are.”
The guard’s fingers tightened on his bicep. The point of her knife pressed against his spine. “Be quiet.”
But the hood of the judge’s robes turned to face him. There was nothing but darkness inside, but James struggled to pick out something, anything—a hint of that hooked nose, those cold eyes, the frowning lips. “You know who I am, goddammit,” James growled. “Acknowledge me.”
“Very well. I acknowledge you, James Faulkner.” He almost sounded amused as he added, “It’s been many years.” The voice rumbling from the depths of the hood was painfully deep, and it resonated over James’s skin as the lift dropped. It was hard to make out the words over the loud pumping of the hydraulic pistons.
Chills rolled down James’s spine. It wasn’t that he hadn’t believed Abraxas’s claim that Metaraon was the judge, but he hadn’t wanted to. And having confirmation of the truth—that there was an angel in Hell—made him sick.
What other parts of the Treaty had been violated?
He swallowed hard. “You know that I’m not a half-demon. You know who I am, and what I do.”
No response. The hood turned away from him again, and Metaraon folded his hands behind his back.
Their lift arrived, one of the other security guards opened the cage, and James was pushed through the dark hall.
James had been blindfolded on his last trip through the Palace, so he didn’t recognize the murals painted on the black walls, though he knew from his studies that they were meant to depict epic battles throughout history between demons and angels—with the demons winning, of course, which wasn’t historically accurate. He did recognize the quality of the air, the sound of his footsteps on the floor, the way his ears popped at the change in pressure.
James was being taken back to the courtroom.
The doors at the end of the hall were twice as tall as he was, and built from heavy black stone mined from the mountains. Leering faces were carved into its surface, and the massive handles were made of heavy brass in the shape of flames.
Metaraon pushed the doors open. Light flooded the hall.
The courtroom was the same as the last time he had been there: a tall stadium with a judge’s stand and a ring of chairs. There were more people in the audience this time, and they weren’t all demons. The watching human faces were somehow a thousand times more terrible than the others. They stood and bowed as Metaraon mounted the stairs to the judge’s stand, sat down, and settled his robes around him.
There was more motion around the edges of the room. James couldn’t see through the darkness, but his crown prickled and the unpleasant sensation of biting ants crept down his chest and arms.
It was the feeling of angels. Powerful ones. But it wasn’t coming from Metaraon—James still felt nothing from him. His robes must have concealed his energy. The new creatures had no such protection. The Council didn’t seem to notice.
The trial was a trap, but not for James.
“Let’s begin,” Metaraon said, and the room grew darker.
Another woman—a human woman—stepped out of the shadows behind Metaraon’s chair.
For a dizzying instant, James thought that it was Elise. Her dark curls hung to her waist, and her full lips were curved into that familiar frown. But then he remembered that Elise’s hair was no longer curly, and that she hadn’t been wearing a black dress like that, and that Elise seldom cried.
Ariane Kavanagh’s eyes were puffy and her cheeks were damp as she descended to the floor, skirts gathered in both hands. She knelt beside the circle.
“Ariane,” he said, but she didn’t look up at him. Judging by the streaks of tears on her face, she had been crying hard, and for a long time. And no wonder: when she leaned over one of the grates, James saw that her face was covered in bruises.
She touched the lines carved into the floor. A flare of energy punched through James’s stomach.
“Ready,” she said.
The nightmare shoved James into the circle. Ariane snapped her fingers, and energy flared again.
Trapped.
Ariane straightened. She finally looked at James, and her expression was one of pity. He begged her with his eyes, trying to silently communicate his plea for help, but she turned and ascended the stairs without responding.
“Veronika,” said Metaraon from the judge’s stand. The nightmare guard with the severe features and butcher knives at her hips stepped into James’s line of sight. “Prepare the prisoner.”
It wasn’t any easier to be kicked to the ground and have his clothing sliced from his body a second time. She pulled his shoes off, cut his shirt, and left him naked and cold on the ground. He didn’t even have a protective coat of dust on his skin this time. Somehow, it was so much worse to be exposed when he was clean.
She grabbed his hair and hauled him onto his knees again. “He’s prepared,” she said in a clear voice that echoed off of the stands.
“Listen to me,” James whispered urgently, trying to twist around to catch her eye. He could feel the hair ripping from his scalp as he fought against her grip. “This is a trap. That’s not Judge Abraxas. It’s an archangel, and he’s planning to—”
The guard whipped the hilt of her butcher knife across his face. Pain exploded in his jaw.
“High trial begins,” Metaraon said. “Witnesses, identify yourselves.”
Voices rose from around the room, one by one.
“I am Baphomet, infernal touchstone, and I bear witness to this trial.” Her voice was silken, and came from the chairs in the stands to James’s left.
And then, from the right: “I am Felix Block, mortal touchstone, and I bear witness to this trial.”
More than a dozen voices spoke up. One for each precept of the Treaty of Dis.
They were all there. Every single goddamn demon and human touchstone. There should have been a few angelic touchstones, too, but they wouldn’t have attended a trial in Hell—and James doubted any of them were still alive, anyway.
It took a few minutes for everyone to chime in, and when they were done, silence followed. Metaraon’s hood bobbed slowly up and down, as if pleased to acknowledge that every touchstone was there.
James struggled to speak through his gag. Veronika smacked him again, and it felt like his brain bounced against the front of his skull. His vision swam.
“James Faulkner,” Metaraon said. “You have been brought before the Council and all standing touchstones to be indicted for crimes against the Treaty of Dis. You have violated the purity of blood and endangered The second law. How do you plead?”
He could only mumble in response. Nobody really cared if he thought that he wasn’t guilty, anyway.
“Bring forth the seal,” said the judge.
As the audience watched, Ariane stepped into the circle once more, carrying a stone disc the size of her hand. Through James’s vision as both a witch and kopis, he could see that it was an infernal artifact painted with human magic. The marks around the edges would illuminate when in contact with the skin of non-human creatures, but it was dark in Ariane’s grip.
Veronika held her knife to James’s throat as the witch approached. He struggled anew, but there was nowhere to go.
Ariane pressed the seal to his chest.
The marks illuminated.



XVI
The basandere pulled Elise through the halls of the Palace of Dis. A dozen demons escorted them, and they stuck so close to her that she could barely see her surroundings. She still tried to memorize her path by focusing on the engraved ceilings and rafters, but she quickly lost track of them. It was hard to focus with burning chains wrapped around her throat.
Even so, Elise decided that she was going to kill her guards, and then she was going back to James.
Her captor was going to have to release her at some point, and he would die first. She thought she might choke him with his own chain—it would hurt to touch the metal, but the idea of it was all too satisfying. He was carrying her falchion anyway, and she wanted that back so that she could decapitate the other twelve.
Elise’s violent fantasies occupied her as they took her to a lift and unlocked it with a tattoo on the wrist of one of the nightmares.
They took the lift to the highest level of the tower. A black hallway with tall windows stretched in front of her. Five squat fiends guarded it—ugly little bastards. She would kill them, too.
Elise didn’t want to be dragged anymore, so she got her feet underneath her and walked with the demons down the hall. The city sprawled beneath her. Dry air whipped through her hair. She eyeballed the glistening black blade of her sword on the hip of her captor as it flashed in and out of her vision.
Could she grab it and kill him before he tightened the chain again?
There was one more door at the end of the hall, crowned by a trio of symbols. Elise recognized them from Abraxas’s book of tattoos. She had two of them on her back, hidden by the leather bustier, and one on her thigh. But the locks didn’t matter when the door had been propped open. The dozen guards led Elise inside.
An angel stood on the other side.
The basandere took the chain off of Elise’s neck and shoved her. The instant of freedom was what she had been waiting for, but she was too shocked to react. She stumbled and landed on her knees.
“Who are you?” asked one of the nightmares.
The angel didn’t respond. He didn’t have to.
Elise knew a cherub when she saw one—they were truly beautiful creatures, as were all angels. This one resembled a college football player in stature, broad-shouldered and dark-skinned. Though his flesh was a deep shade of brown, it shimmered with blue-gold undertones, like starlight. His hair was black, coarse, and curly, and cut to an inch from his scalp.
It wasn’t the first time she had encountered a cherub, but this was the first one she had seen that had no eyes. Silvery blood stained his cheeks, and there was nothing beyond his eyelids—neither empty sockets nor skull. Just the endless emptiness of space.
That entire class of angels had been designed for one reason: to protect God and the Tree. So there was only one reason Metaraon would have brought cherubim with him.
She wasn’t going to let that thing lay a single fucking hand on her.
Its fingers stretched for her arm, and Elise focused on the darkness in the room. She willed herself into shadow. All it should have taken was a thought, a moment of desire, and she should have been hanging among the rafters, well out of reach.
Her skin unraveled. She felt herself extend, fade, shift.
The angel unfurled his wings.
They appeared at his back with a burst of blazing light, as though a miniature sun had gone supernova. A flurry of feathers exploded and swirled around him. Gray light pervaded the room until it was brighter than the brightest day.
Elise was only halfway into the darkness when the cherub’s glow pierced her. She twisted away from it, throwing up one arm to guard her eyes while the other lashed out, reaching for the basandere that still stood just behind her.
The nightmares were drawing their knives, screaming, suffering from the same pain that Elise was at the light of the cherub. They couldn’t fight back. Not against Elise, and not against the angel.
Her hand fell on the basandere’s chain, which sagged uselessly between his fists. She ripped it from his grip and looped it around his throat. He was too shocked by the appearance of the angel’s wings to react in time. Elise shoved her bare foot into his chest, pulled her arms back, and tightened the chain.
Elise had always been strong, but even she was surprised when she pulled hard enough to sever the basandere’s head from its neck.
There was more screaming—but it wasn’t a reaction to the decapitation. One of the weaker nightmares had evaporated from the brilliance of the angel’s glow. Elise could feel herself coming undone, too. She didn’t have long.
Dropping the chain, she jerked her black-bladed falchion from the dead basandere’s belt and plunged it into the gut of the nearest creature.
The cherub grabbed her arm.
Elise thrust the sword forward, but he twisted around her, forcing her hand behind her back. He marched her through the foyer toward another door, which was marked with even more locking symbols than the first.
“Wait!” shouted another nightmare. Other shouts followed in the infernal tongue.
The cherub waved his hand. Light blazed.
Elise couldn’t turn to see what was happening, but she felt each of their lives vanish instantly, like snuffed candles at a church altar.
The other door was propped open, and a portal waited on the other side. It matched the one at the Union compound, though it was in much more glamorous lodgings: genuine Earth wood decorated the walls, polished and gleaming; chandeliers hung from the ceiling; and when the cherub forced Elise to walk to the side of the basin, it was over plush red carpet.
As they approached, the portal vibrated to life. Symbols illuminated around the rim as a light appeared in the air a good three feet above the basin. It started out as the size of her fingernail. Waves rippled from it, like tangible puffs of crystalline smoke filled with diamond starlight.
The pinprick whipped into a lightning bolt that arced from the floor to the ceiling. The sliver became a gap. It widened.
Gray sunlight poured forth, so much brighter than anything Elise had seen in Hell, brighter than even the angel’s wings.
On the other side, there was a stretch of grass. Gray walls. A gate of stone that had no obvious seam. Ivy and creepers clung to the arched doorway, as though it hadn’t been crossed in years.
And beyond it—far beyond—stood a mighty Tree.
The garden.
Elise felt a scream rise within her throat. She spun so that she could flee for the door, but the cherub stood in the way. His eyeless gaze bore down on her.
She dived for him, slicing the falchion in a wide arc. He easily sidestepped it, darting through the light like Elise did the shadow.
She swung again, and again. She missed every time.
And as he dodged, he approached her slowly, one step at a time, forcing her to back towards the portal.
The gray light burned. She could see her bones through the skin. She was losing herself.
Elise reached into the her bustier and drew out the spell that Zettel had given Nathaniel, even as she feinted to the left. The cherub silently avoided her.
He reached out, and his hand closed on her throat. His other hand slammed into the joint of her arm.
The shock jolted through her spine. Her fingers went slack and the sword clattered to the ground.
Immense pressure tightened underneath her jaw as the cherub lifted her off of her feet, but no matter how she clawed at his arm, he remained as immobile as a golem. He stepped toward the portal. The garden blurred in the corner of her vision, and a whiff of cool air blew over her skin. She smelled ripe apples and damp soil.
Elise thrashed, kicking out. Her feet slammed into the cherub’s breastplate. He didn’t budge.
Energy danced around her. Just inches from the portal.
She threw the square of paper at the image of the garden.
Elise wasn’t sure that anything would happen—she could barely force air into her lungs, much less attempt to speak a word of power. And though she had performed magic created by James and Nathaniel, Allyson Whatley’s brand of paper magic was new, unfamiliar, different.
For an instant, the paper only fluttered through the air.
It caught in a beam of light, and magic exploded.
The energy had all the subtlety that Elise expected from Allyson—which was to say, none at all. The magic pounded through Elise’s core, sucked the color out of her vision, made her ears ring. They were at the top of a tower. She had nowhere to draw energy from but herself, and it hurt.
All of her nerves lit up with flame. Her blood burned molten-hot in her veins.
And the garden vanished.
The cherub dropped Elise. Her foot caught in the dancing energy of the portal as she fell, and it instantly went numb below the knee.
She jerked her leg free and scrambled across the floor to her sword while the magic continued to feed off of her. She stretched her fingers toward the hilt—and caught it.
Elise twisted in time to see a new image appear within the dancing light of the portal: the room at the Union warehouse that she had left behind. Men in black were ringing the stone basin on the other side. They held guns, wore body armor, and carried oxygen tanks. They were prepared to invade Hell.
The cherub gave a wordless shout and rounded on her. Allyson’s magic had faded, and she was ready for him.
Leaping to her feet, Elise seized the cherub by his armor and flung him to the ground.
“You aren’t sending me back,” she growled. “I am never going back.”
She buried her hand in his throat, tensing her fingers around his esophagus. His expression remained impassive as he grabbed her wrist.
God, he was strong. At least as strong as she was.
Elise roared as she dug her fingers into his skin. She felt her fingernails pierce him. It was a struggle to force her way through whatever ethereal materials stood in place of his muscles, and silvery blood gushed out of the wounds, slicking her hand. She kept squeezing, tightening harder and harder, until one fingertip met her thumb.
Then she ripped his throat out.
Fluid splashed over her and immediately evaporated. The angel’s mouth finally opened, and the scream that came from him wasn’t a scream at all—it was a noiseless explosion that rocked the room, making the stones of the portal quiver.
Elise swung her sword to point it at his breast. Before he could react, she plunged it through the metal and pierced his heart.
Fingers of shadow grew from the puncture wound, crept over his chest, slithered up his throat, and consumed his screaming mouth. The light of his wings flickered. Feathers shed on the floor even as they were devoured by darkness, one by one, and then shattered like delicate crystals on the ground.
And that was when the Union men began marching through the portal.
Several of them jumped through at once and fanned out, and Elise was suddenly faced with three fully automatic weapons.
They fired.
She phased into shadow, slid around them, and appeared at their backs.
Metal churned in her gut as she resubstantiated—she had been hit. Elise reached around and ripped the oxygen mask off of one of the men. He cried out, hands flying to his mouth. She jerked the gun out of his hand.
The other two whirled on her, but she pressed the muzzle to the head of her new hostage.
“Don’t you fucking shoot me again,” Elise said. It was made somewhat less intimidating by the thickness of her voice and the way she wavered on her legs. Her abs were clenching as her body rejected the damage.
The man she’d disarmed gasped, hand at his throat—he looked like he was shocked to be able to breathe.
Another two people stepped through. Zettel and Allyson. Zettel ripped off his oxygen mask. “Don’t waste ammo,” he said. “It won’t work on her. Lock down the room.”
They lowered the guns just in time for Elise to start vomiting bullets. Thick wads of black mucous slid out of her throat and splattered on the floor as Zettel stood over her, watching with disdain.
Another pair of Union soldiers jumped through, and then another. Most of the men arrayed themselves around the room, but a few of them had taken position over the cherub’s body. There was no point in guarding him—he was solid obsidian, and definitely not going anywhere.
“What is this?” Elise asked, her voice raspy. She climbed to her feet. “An invasion?”
“We’re taking control of the Palace. Where’s Abraxas?” Zettel demanded.
She grabbed his shirt in a fist and pulled his face toward hers. “You sent a boy into Hell with a booby trap. If he had been holding it when it activated, he could have died. You asshole.”
He shoved her off. Straightened his shirt. “I didn’t have to let either of you go at all. You could have been dead at my base or dead in Hell. What’s the difference?”
“What the fuck are you doing here, anyway? Where’s Malcolm?”
He smiled thinly. “Malcolm’s not in charge anymore.”
Anger choked her, but she had bigger problems than Zettel.
“Abraxas isn’t here,” Elise said, sheathing her falchion. “He’s been replaced by an archangel—Metaraon, the voice of God. They have my aspis on trial right now.” The disbelief surrounding Zettel and Allyson was palpable, but Elise didn’t feel like trying to convince them. She strode toward the door, calling to them over her shoulder, “If you want to save the Treaty of Dis and keep the world from falling apart, you’re going to help me get James back and kill Metaraon. Or you can sit here and play with yourselves. I don’t care.”
She left it all behind—the portal, the Union, and the body of the dead cherub.
Every door between the portal room and the elevator was locked. It wasn’t only meant to keep people out—it should have kept people in, too. But every time Elise stepped up to the doors, the locks opened instantly.
The Union followed.
A half-dozen of them got onto the lift with her. More could have fit, but Zettel was the only one who would stand anywhere near her. Everyone else stayed at the edges, breathing loudly into their oxygen masks. Elise was tempted to rip them off and throw them down the shaft.
She didn’t know where the courtroom was, but she imagined it had to be somewhere secure, probably underground. She lowered the lever as far as it would go.
They didn’t make it far. The lift jerked to a stop halfway between two levels.
There was a short hall and a temple on the other side of the doors. Steam sighed as the pressure in the pistons emptied. Hot, moist air gushed over the sides of the lift.
“Someone knows we’re coming,” Zettel said, lifting the rifle to his shoulder.
“It doesn’t matter,” Elise said. “Nobody is going to see me coming.”
She phased.
Everything was strangely peaceful when she vanished into shadow. The first time she had done it was an unpleasant surprise, but every time since had been better and better, like she was meant to sink into the darkness. She spread into the hallway outside the elevator and examined the temple with detached interest. There was a trio of statues labeled “The First Summit.” She didn’t recognize the angel or the human, but she knew the face of the eight-armed demon. It was a face she now shared—the stone image of Yatam.
A strange mix of demons were on their knees in worship, but they weren’t Elise’s problem. The security guards rushing up the opposite hall were.
Elise let herself expand to fill the room with a sigh. The glossy black stones welcomed her. Every molecule of the Palace hummed and vibrated with pleasure at her presence.
The worshipers stood and began to shout as the Union slid out of the elevator one by one and dropped to the floor. The sounds of gunfire registered faintly, although Elise felt only faint bemusement as she watched demons fall under the Union’s gunfire.
She waited until the security guards entered the temple, and then she wrapped herself around them…and tightened.
Hazy screams swam in and out of her consciousness, as if she was hearing everything through twenty feet of water. She plucked the flesh from the bones of the security guards and then devoured their bones, too, as she had with the fiends at the House of Abraxas. They spilled blood and ichor. She drank it all.
It was easy. A moment later, they were gone, and she was satiated.
The Union had stopped shooting, stunned to inaction by the sight of Elise descending upon security. In the resulting silence, she heard murmurs spread through the crowd. Elise only understood one word, whispered in several human languages, as well as the infernal tongue: Father.
She resubstantiated beside the statues, and all of her senses came rushing back to her, as though the volume had been turned up again and her ears had cleared.
Hands lifted to her in worship.
“Father!”
The Union was still standing by the elevators, and she could see them gaping as the demons between them dropped to their knees and pressed their foreheads to the floor. Elise plucked a bit of leather out from between her teeth—a scrap of uniform from one of the guards she had absorbed—and flicked it at the statue of Yatam before addressing the demons.
“Listen,” she called. “There are traitors in Dis that would pull down this Palace. I’ve come to stop them, but I need to get to the courtroom. Where is it?”
A hundred fingers pointed at once.



XVII
In the same instant that the demonic artifact illuminated on James’s chest, three other things happened in the courtroom.
His eyes met Ariane’s. She looked sad.
Several of the audience members shouted angrily, as if realizing that James had betrayed them and the Treaty.
And the angels standing in the back of the room attacked.
There were only two, but they were both massive creatures. One of them was a foot taller than James, and she was the smaller of the two. She wore the glistening gold breastplate of a cherub, but her eyes had been gouged from her face. It destroyed the perfect beauty of the angels that usually guarded the garden.
The other was like no angel that James had ever seen before.
It had to be at least ten feet tall, with ruddy skin and long, inky black hair. He wouldn’t have thought it was an angel at all if not for the burning wings at its back.
They descended upon the onlookers from separate directions, and the monstrous one ripped Baphomet’s head off of her shoulders before she even realized something was happening.
“Merde,” Ariane swore, clutching the seal in both hands.
Adrenaline swamped James’s veins as chaos erupted in the audience. The Council and touchstones stood simultaneously to face their attackers, and nobody was watching him anymore—nobody except Metaraon.
He grabbed Ariane by the throat. She struggled against him. “Release the circle,” he growled into her ear.
“James—”
“Release it!”
Ariane kicked out one of her feet and nudged the line of the circle. The magic faded. He dropped her.
Blood and ichor splattered into the ring, dripping into the grates and vanishing into the pits below. There were hisses, and the smell of something burning.
For an instant, James was torn between running for the door and trying to save the touchstones. They all fell as he watched, skewered on the blade of the cherub, or worse, in the jaws of the other angel. It had silver teeth like fangs, and it ripped into one of the human men as though he were nothing more than a particularly juicy hamburger.
Metaraon rose. James could feel the archangel watching him.
So he ran.
He slammed through the doors and raced up the hall, bare feet pounding against the warm ground. The sounds of battle echoed behind him. It wouldn’t last long. Some of the demons would be able to put up a fight against the angels, and maybe even kill one of them. But a hundred demons didn’t have the strength of a single angel, much less two.
James grabbed the cage for the lift at the hall and wrenched it open.
“James Faulkner,” a voice boomed behind him.
Metaraon was following him.
He jumped inside the lift, slammed the cage shut, and shoved the lever into position to ascend.
Nothing happened. It was locked, and James didn’t have any keys.
Metaraon slammed into the other side of the doors and reached a robed arm through. The pale hand closed on his throat, and Metaraon jerked him forward, slamming his face into the bars. James’s vision erupted into stars.
The archangel entered the lift and towered over James. The darkness in his hood was immense, even now.
Instead of dragging James out again, he pushed the lever down. Twice.
And he did have the right keys.
James had thought that they were at the bottommost level of the Palace before, so he was shocked when the lift jerked and began to lower again.
“What do you want from me?” James asked.
No response.
It was only when the heat began to build in the lift and James heard distant, echoing screams that Metaraon’s intent began to dawn on him. The lift stopped after a few more moments, and there was dancing light in the short hallway on the other end of the cage—the flickering reflection of fire. It shined through the fogged glass on the door.
Metaraon hauled James to the door. There were a dozen symbols on the top of the doorway, so the room on the other side was secure—very secure. But he waved an arm in front of the door, and it opened.
They stepped through to the narrow edge of a vast cavern filled with flame.
It was chokingly hot and smoky above the pit, which James had only glimpsed when he had first escaped his cell. The fires emanating from the earth below made the hair on his arms curl and his throat dry.
There were dark shapes thrashing in the flames. Bodies burning for eternity. Their wails echoed through his skull.
Metaraon shoved him toward the edge of the pit.
“What did you hope to accomplish?” James asked, sprawled on all fours. “You deposed Abraxas. You killed the touchstones. You’ve broken the Treaty, and ensured that angels and demons can cross freely between the worlds. There is no law that can protect mankind now!”
The archangel pushed his hood off, exposing his curly hair and hooked nose. The instant he emerged from the protective covering of his robes, the sense of power radiating from him flushed over James’s skin. “Yes,” he said. “I know.
“So you know that He can break free now,” James said. “Everything that He did before you trapped and fascinated him with mortal women—it’s all going to happen again.”
The angel didn’t respond, and a horrible sense of the truth settled over James.
That must have been exactly what Metaraon wanted.
“Why?” he asked.
Metaraon lifted him once more, using a tight grip on his shoulders to raise his feet off of the floor. “I had high hopes for you, Mr. Faulkner,” said the angel.
James heard commotion in the hallway. A pounding on the door, like fists. Someone had come to rescue him—the rebellion?—but the door was locked. He stared at the pit beneath his toes and saw dark figures thrashing in the flames. So many lost souls burning for all eternity, and one more about to join them.
Something gave a quiet click.
It was a small sound—so much softer than the screams emanating from the fires. Under normal circumstances, James wouldn’t have even noticed it.
Except that it was the sound of an impenetrable door with a dozen locks opening.
The doors slammed open, and Metaraon opened his hands. James’s stomach rose into his throat as he began to fall.
He screamed, but the sound was impossible to distinguish from the rest of the voices echoing throughout the cavern. He tumbled end over end toward the flame, rushing toward those reaching hands, the heat scorching his eyebrows—
Complete darkness consumed him.
For an instant, he thought that he was dead. It was too cool, too peaceful, too quiet for him to be in the fire, and he couldn’t seem to draw air into his lungs. But when he felt his heart speed up with panic, he realized that he still had to be alive.
His instant of peace was shattered when he slammed into the stone wall and fell to the ledge again at Metaraon’s feet. Elise dropped beside him, bounced off the floor, and almost slid into the pit. She caught herself with her fingertips.
The archangel had tossed his robes aside and stood in front of them wearing nothing but a tailored shirt and jeans. He had exposed his skin, unfurled his wings, and beamed with a powerful light that pierced straight through Elise’s darkness.
She hauled herself onto the ledge again.
“I passed through the courtroom. The touchstones are dead,” she said, glaring at Metaraon.
He lifted an eyebrow. “Excellent.”
His wings grew behind him, becoming so much brighter than the fire, brighter than the sun itself. He reached for Elise and James, and she struggled to her feet to face him.
His light clashed against shadow.
She braced herself in front of James, her arms spread wide, and he couldn’t see the line where she ended and the darkness began—they were one, singular and united. She was the night and the void.
Metaraon didn’t move, but his light brightened, forcing Elise back. She took one step. Two. Then she grunted and stepped forward instead.
Energy clashed like cracked cymbals rattling inside of James’s skull. He clapped his hands over his ears, but it wasn’t a sound that he could block—it was the power of one mighty creature against another, and neither of them were yielding. Elise was as beautiful as she had ever been, but it was a strange and deadly kind of beauty, like a sleek black eagle perched upon the spilled intestines of her victim. The muscles on her neck tensed into long, hard lines as she roared, teeth bared, eyes squinted, fists clenched.
She pushed forward.
James felt dull shock when Metaraon took a step back.
Bit by bit, the balance began shifting. The immense gray light gave way to the void—and then vanished entirely.
The cavern went dark.
The sudden absence of Metaraon’s wings left James blind, and he blinked rapidly, trying to clear the green shapes out of his vision.
Someone was laughing. It took a moment for James to realize that it was Metaraon.
“Finally,” the angel said, and as James’s eyesight cleared, he saw Metaraon sitting up from the floor. “Finally. After so long.” He turned his brilliant blue eyes on Elise, and instead of hatred or anger, they were filled with adoration. Worship. “The sword is complete. You can kill Him.”
“You’ve ruined everything,” Elise said as he stood.
“No,” he said. “For the first time in centuries, everything has been put right.”
Metaraon took her hand and bowed his head to her knuckles. Disgust twisted her face as she jerked free. “Don’t you fucking touch me,” she said. “I’m not a sword. I’m not a weapon. My name is Elise, and I’m a human being, goddammit. I don’t belong to anyone.”
His finger fell on her lips. “Swords don’t speak.” His fingers snaked around her face and gripped tightly, digging into her cheeks and blocking her mouth. “You are the product of angels, and you belong to me as surely as your mother does. At least she came willingly.”
Elise reached back to draw the obsidian sword. He caught her wrist before she could attack and used it to drag her against him.
Metaraon dropped his lips to hers, his eyes sliding closed as though he was in rapture.
He released her after a moment and tossed Elise aside almost casually. She stumbled. James caught her before she could fall.
The angel’s wings appeared behind him again. There was a line of blood dribbling from one of his ears. Metaraon wiped it way with his fingers, looked at the silvery blood on his skin, and he smiled. He smiled.
His wings curled around him. “No,” Elise growled, pushing James back to lunge at Metaraon again. “No!”
She jumped—and tripped on empty air.
Elise spun to search the room, but she was alone with James and the screams of a thousand tortured souls.
Passing through the courtroom was a grim journey. Every single touchstone was dismembered and dead, draped over their chairs with blood slicking the ground. The worst part—if there could be such a thing—was that James only saw the body of one angel as he passed: the cherub. No sign of the monster.
“What are we going to do?” he asked, hugging Metaraon’s robes around him.
Elise didn’t respond.
The Union was standing in the hall outside the portal room when James and Elise returned. She strode up to a uniformed man by the door who was one of the few humans in the area not wearing an oxygen mask. It took James a moment to recognize Gary Zettel—one of the men that Malcolm had introduced to James at the warehouse back on Earth.
“What are you all doing out here?” she asked.
Zettel looked annoyed to see her. “One of our recruits let the door close, and now we can’t open it again. We have to wait until more men come through the other side of the portal to let us in.”
“That won’t work,” Elise said. “These doors are locked on both sides.”
“Then what the hell are we going to do?”
“I don’t know.” She folded her arms. “What are you going to do? Why did you want to invade Dis in the first place?”
“We’re bringing justice to this unholy place. The Treaty’s been in danger for years now—we’ve had our ear to the ground, and what we’ve heard isn’t good. If we don’t act fast to secure the Palace, we might not have any Treaty at all.”
The Union didn’t realize what had happened yet. “Good thing you acted fast,” she said dully.
“Not fast enough. We’ve arrested some of the surviving conspirators, but we can’t get them back to HQ to answer for their crimes if we’re trapped in Hell.” Judging by his tone of voice, James was pretty sure that Zettel thought that Elise was among those who should be brought in front of Union HQ.
“Yeah,” Elise said. “Too bad.” She glanced at James, swathed in Metaraon’s discarded robes. “Look, we need clothing, and transport back to Earth.”
“You’re not in a place to make demands.” Zettel grunted. “Our supplies are still in the portal room, anyway.”
She laid her hand on the doorknob, pushed it open, and headed inside. Zettel stopped laughing.
James followed Elise.
The portal was still open, and James stood beside Elise as the Union rushed inside. James contemplated the sight of the Union’s warehouse on the other side of the dancing light. Not just the compound—Earth. The mortal planes.
Fear knotted in his stomach.
“Here,” Zettel said, crouching beside a crate that his men had dragged into the room. He opened it, removed a Union uniform, and tossed it to James. “Might be a little baggy on you.”
James quickly donned the slacks and discarded Metaraon’s robes. They stunk of angel, and he was glad to be rid of them. “You do realize what the death of all the touchstones means, Elise,” he said, pulling on the shirt and straightening it out before doing the buttons one at a time.
Elise nodded stiffly. “Yeah. I do.” It meant that Isaac, touchstone and Inquisitor, had to be dead, too. And it also meant that Elise wasn’t safe from God anymore. There was nowhere that He couldn’t reach her, once He realized all of the barriers were gone. Not on Earth, or in Hell.
She leaned her arm against his and let out a sigh. That was it. No panic, no fear. Just resignation.
“Are you going to be okay?” he asked.
Her expression made her feelings on the matter perfectly clear. “Don’t worry about it.”
James cupped Elise’s chin in one hand. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry for everything.”
A tiny line formed between her eyebrows. Her frowns were different from when she was human, like emotion couldn’t pierce the marble perfection of her features. “I’m sorry, too. When we get back to Earth, we’re fucked. It’s going to be war.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
The corner of Elise’s mouth quirked. “You’re not worried about Heaven and Hell warring on Earth again? The kind of thing that kopides were specifically designed to stop?”
“Perhaps a little worried,” he said. “But I have bigger problems.”
“Like what?”
James bent to brush his lips over hers. Her lips were cool and moist, completely unaffected by the harsh atmosphere of Hell, and she tasted strangely like blood and leather. After a moment’s hesitation, Elise tangled her fingers with his, and she squeezed his hand tightly. The edge of her thumb ring cut into his palm.
He released her, but he kept a hand at the back of her neck, pressing their foreheads together.
Elise smiled. It was a small smile, and it didn’t touch the shadowy, endless depths of her black eyes. But it was extremely gratifying to see. A confirmation that she wasn’t angry at him—not yet.
“No,” someone said.
They broke away, and James looked up to see that Ariane had been brought into the portal room. She was handcuffed and being led by a pair of kopides at gunpoint, but she had stopped to stare at Elise and James.
Elise’s hand tensed as Ariane stepped toward them. Her bruised face seemed even worse in the lighting from the portal. James could see every wound in detail—the ring of bruises around her eye, the split on her cheekbone, the bruises peppering her jaw.
“Fille?” Ariane whispered. “Ma sucre?”
Somehow, Elise’s expression didn’t change. She was as stony and cold as Isaac had ever been. It was a terrifying expression—the kind of look she took on before killing something.
“Hello, Mother,” Elise said, voice dead.
The confirmation of her identity filled Ariane’s face with horror.
“Keep moving,” said one of the kopis guards, jamming his gun into the small of Ariane’s back.
The woman turned on James, cheeks pinkening with rage. It might not have been as chilling as Elise’s expression, but she had a temper of her own, and he had apparently managed to inspire the worst of it. “You’ve betrayed us all,” she told James. Then she reached into the neck of her dress and pulled out a vial. “Je suis désolé, Elise.”
One of the kopides shouted, and the other reached for her—too late.
Ariane flung the glass bottle at the portal. It exploded, and silvery fluid gushed over the stones, splattering on the floor.
James felt all the magic in the portal’s basin instantly vanish, as if it had never existed at all. Ariane had just canceled out the magic in the portal—the magic that bound together everything in the Palace.
The light of the portal blinked out in an instant. The Union warehouse on the other side vanished.
And so did Elise and James’s route home.
The guard smashed the butt of his gun into the back of Ariane’s skull, and she fell just as she attempted to extract another potion from the bodice of her dress. It was flung from her hand and shattered on the stone. It was the same color as the last potion, and James felt more magic leech out of the tower.
“Shit,” Gary Zettel said, “shit! Allyson—”
His aspis ran across the room to lay her hands on the symbols ringing the basin, but there was no reaction.
The room began to tremble.
Ariane tipped her face up toward Elise. “I love you,” she whispered, reaching her fingers toward her daughter’s booted foot.
Elise stepped back before they could touch.
“We have a problem,” James said as a rumbling rose throughout the room, making the floor shake beneath their feet.
Something cracked. A brick tumbled out of the ceiling, crashed to the floor, and shattered.
James dragged Elise toward the door. The Union didn’t try to stop them—they were yelling, panicking, focusing on the basin of the portal as it began falling apart. “What just happened?” she asked.
“Your mother—she closed the portal and destroyed the magic holding the room together. The tower is falling.”
They were about to cross into the foyer when the wall over the doorway split. Bricks crashed to the ground in front of them, and Elise pulled James back at the last moment, shielding him from the debris. Broken stone pelted his skin.
Elise swore loudly, but he could barely hear her under the shouts of the rest of the Union.
The floor tipped beneath them. Deep, thudding explosions of collapsing stone rocked the tower. James could feel the magic dissolving around him, loosening the mortar and making the walls lose their structure.
There were no windows in the room, no other doors, and no portal—no escape.
“Hold on!” Elise yelled, wrapping her arms around James.
And then the tower vanished.
There was peace in the darkness. No noise, no light, no Union or cherubim or witches with potions that destroyed magic at a touch. Just Elise and James, a gentle buffeting, a drifting.
She hadn’t had a plan for escaping the Palace—all she knew was that they needed to be somewhere else, and suddenly, they were. Elise and James appeared in the desert fringes of Dis.
The nearby cliffs were carpeted in iron trees. A fiery gash in the earth separated them from the city. A wild kibbeth floated not too far away, legs twisting and tangling as it traveled on a cushion of air. The desert was quiet except for a hot breeze, which showered sand against her legs. Distant echoes that could have been the wind through the chasms or the screaming of lost souls whispered over the desolation.
With sensation and clarity of sight came emotion, and all Elise could feel was dread.
A few miles away—so close, but so impossibly useless—stood the Palace and the destroyed portal room. “No,” Elise whispered, staring at the black city. A new plume of smoke rose from one of the towers and spiraled into the sky.
It looked peaceful.
“We’re trapped.” James sounded empty, numb. His voice was rough. “We’re trapped in Hell.”
And it was Ariane’s fault.
“So that’s it, m�re,” she said into the wind.
Anger vibrated through her, radiating from her crown over her skin to her fingertips and toes, until the fury suffused her every fiber.
She seized a rock the size of a softball that had been warmed by the fires deep below them and hurled it at Dis’s distant skyline as she screamed wordlessly into the endless night.
Someone spoke behind Elise in a silky-smooth voice that dripped with careful control. “I would be angry, too, if I had just surrendered the most ancient and powerful bastion of justice in our universe to a hive of bumbling mortal idiots.”
Abraxas—the real Abraxas—stood behind them, and his squashed face was twisted into a fury that rivaled Elise’s. “Are you only here to taunt us, or do you have something helpful to offer?” James asked.
“Why should I offer anything at all? I didn’t let you into the House of Abraxas for fun. I didn’t heal you, shelter you, guide you to victory in the Palace of Dis so that you could surrender it to humans. The Union!” He spat onto the red dirt. “I don’t owe you anything.”
“You think that being trapped in Dis is some kind of victory?”
Abraxas sneered. “You’re alive. Your son is safely on Earth. You’re not tormented in a pit of eternal Hellfire.” He leaned hard on his cane so that he could gesture at them with his other hand. “You’re together, and please, have my blessings on that. You’re welcome, you ungrateful maggots.”
“You let Metaraon take Hell,” James said.
“Oh, and the Union is a vast improvement in leadership.”
Elise advanced on him. “You’ve got a way to cross dimensions—don’t you?”
Abraxas didn’t step back. He worked his mouth around like he was chewing his own teeth. “There’s no other portal. We shut all of them down centuries ago. It’ll be years before they can craft a new portal—and that’s years in Hell, in case you were wondering. Not years on Earth. So multiply that by seven if you want to imagine how much you’ll be missing out on while you twiddle your thumbs and try to live off the fruit of the iron forest.”
“Fuck,” Elise said.
“But there’s another way back.”
James spread his arms wide. “Well? We’re all ears.”
“There’s a price for that information,” Abraxas said. “The price is higher now that you’ve fucked up my life.” He extracted a knife from within his robes. It had a long, triangular blade—almost more of a sword. “I want your blood, daughter of Nügua.”
“No,” James said immediately.
Elise considered the blade, and Abraxas, and her throbbing heart. Her blood was power—what kind of power, she didn’t know. Bleeding herself into Yatam had rendered him mortal, but that was when she had been mortal, too. Who knew what it would do now that she had changed?
“How much would you need?” she asked.
Abraxas produced a second object: a teardrop vial with a stopper. It was smaller than his thumb. “Enough.”
James hovered in the corner of her vision, rubbing a hand over his gray stubble. “Elise…” Her name was laced with warning.
She ignored him to address Abraxas. “Why?”
“I’ll need to get my Palace back somehow.”
It was ominously vague, but there was no way that Abraxas could know what her blood would or would not do—not when she didn’t even know herself. Maybe it would do nothing at all. What price was she willing to pay to get James home?
Elise extended her hand. The palm was bare.
“The other one,” Abraxas said.
James caught her wrist when she began to reach out. “Think about this, Elise.” His eyes were very blue. “If there is another way out of here, we can find it without him.”
The judge’s lips split to bare his twisted black tongue behind the cage of his teeth. “And how old will your son be by the time you reach him again?”
James’s hand tensed, but he didn’t fight back when Elise pulled away from him.
Abraxas struck swiftly, burying the point of the dagger in the center of the mark on her palm. Blood, thick and dark, welled forth from the wound, and she closed her fist. He moved the vial underneath as she squeezed her hand.
Three drops fell into the vial, one at a time.
He corked it, and the blood stuck to the sides of the vial like a rich red wine.
Elise sucked the rest of the fluid into her mouth. Any blood worth bartering for was too dangerous to spill on Hell’s soil. It tasted sweet, a little more metallic than she’d expected, almost peppery.
Abraxas kissed the glass with his wrinkled lips. “Perfect.”
Then he turned and began to walk away.
“Hey!” Elise said sharply, phasing across the stretch of land between them to block his path. “What about getting us back?”
Abraxas tweaked the hollow of Elise’s throat with a knobbly finger. His touch made her stomach cramp. “You bear the most dire blood, with the powers of Hell’s father and his mother before him. You’ve been able to jump between dimensions as long as your veins have run thick with it. You’ve just got to want it badly enough.”
He thumbed his nose, winked, and disappeared. Elise grabbed at the place he had been standing, much too late.
“Motherfucker,” Elise said without any real ire. She was too exhausted for that.
A long silence followed, filled only with the wind, and the occasional punctuation of a voice crying out from a pit deeper in the desert.
Then, an echoing crack.
Elise turned to face Dis as the Palace’s grand tower fell, collapsing in the center of its brethren. At that distance, it was as quiet and peaceful as everything else. Almost graceful. Light rippled over its windows as the glass shattered. Its glimmering spire arced through the air, slow and soft, as though pillowed on air, and vanished behind the walls of the city.
Had Ariane managed to escape? The Union? The surviving touchstones?
Did Elise care?
She sank to a crouch, gripping her head in both hands as she stared at the place where her feet dug into the soil. The Treaty was shattered. Everything that protected her from His wandering eye and looming grasp was gone. Hell, Heaven, Earth—it didn’t matter. She wouldn’t be safe anywhere. She might as well fight for survival in Hell as on Earth.
“We should find shelter,” she said, standing up as a cloud of dust rose from the collapsed tower over the Palace on the horizon. “We can figure this out later.”
James’s hand took her elbow as she stood. “You just have to want it badly enough,” he echoed.
“You think I want to be out here? It’s not like I can click my heels and take us back to Earth. I don’t think Yatam could even jump a dimensional gap that wide.”
His brow creased. “Maybe.” His eyes scanned her face, and she could pick up glimpses of what he saw, despite the warding rings: the hair that had escaped her scarf; the inky, endless depths of her eyes; the strange contrast of her lips against her skin. The days in Hell hadn’t made nearly the same imprint on her that they had on him.
“Forgive me,” he said.
James bent and kissed Elise again. His skin was hot, his lips were dry, and there was hesitancy in his hands on her shoulders.
The sound of blood rushed through her head—hers or his, she wasn’t certain. The barrage of sensation from him was cacophonous. His hypothalamus all but buzzed. And what were those hormones? Vasopressin? Cortisol? Oxytocin? She could see the shapes, taste them on her tongue as it tangled with James’s, but it was so hard to interpret without Yatam’s centuries of knowledge.
It was a dizzying, confusing mix of unfamiliar emotions. James felt a thousand things that Elise didn’t know how to name. Her own mind reacted by flushing her with the same hormones he produced, and the same feelings of need, desperation—desire.
He became bolder, more confident. His hands traced from her shoulders to her hips, and she clung to his shirt, unable to tell if her feet were even touching the dirt.
Elise knew that the other towers must have been falling. She heard the soft thunder cracks of stone and glass collapsing on itself, and the wind stung with dust and debris. But she didn’t care. Not when she finally, finally had James to herself, in the endless desolation of Hell. She couldn’t have cared if the ground yawned open beneath their feet and dropped them into the fires of the pit itself.
Let the Council die, the Palace fall, and the Treaty shatter in its belly, taking her mother and father and every fucking touchstone with it. She just wanted to be with James. She wanted to be home.
And suddenly, they were.
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Elise was only peripherally aware that they had returned to Earth and that the mirrored walls, dusty parquet, and weirdly moist air meant that her longing had dragged them across dimensions to Motion and Dance. She felt weak, disconnected, misplaced. She also felt herself stumbling back without releasing her grip on James, and knew that when her hip bumped painfully against a hard corner, that it was the barre at her back.
But James hadn’t released her, either. His hand slid into her hair, cupping the back of her head so that she couldn’t draw away.
Those hands—those familiar hands. They had held her when she had been wounded a thousand times, and had healed her a thousand more. She had fought with him, danced with him, and even cast spells with those hands on her body. But he had never touched her like this. Not in the entire decade that they had been together.
Elise didn’t want to protest when she finally had what she wanted after so long. But it was wrong—the Treaty was gone, they were still in danger, and Hannah and Nathaniel were waiting for them somewhere in the wide world.
She pulled herself against him, leveraging herself against the barre to kiss him harder for an instant, and then pushed back.
“Wait,” Elise said, even though her eyes couldn’t quite seem to focus.
James’s hair was rumpled, the top button of his shirt had gone missing at some point, and she could hear blood swelling his lips. His gaze burned her as he stroked the hair off of her forehead, pushing it behind her ear, baring her neck.
He lowered his lips to her shoulder as if she hadn’t spoken, and Elise tilted her head to rub her cheek against the softness of his hair.
God, he felt good. Better than Anthony. Better even than Yatam.
She tried to speak again. “James.”
“Later,” he said, breathing warmth down her chest.
“But we should find Nathaniel and—”
He silenced her with a finger on her lips, and he shook his head, almost imperceptibly. “Later, Elise.” Hearing her name spoken like that made her skin prickle.
It was hard to question the sudden absence of his reluctance when he was pushing her against the corner made by the piano and the mirror, forcing her off-balance so that she had to lean on the wall to remain upright. His fingers traced a line from the hollow of her collarbone to the top buckle on her corset. The sight of the dance hall, the baby grand, and the snow-fogged windows blurred and swam and seemed all too distant.
But wasn’t that wrong? Hadn’t he pushed her away every time she’d tried to kiss him? How could he want her so badly, but deny her for years?
There was a soft clink, and the first buckle was undone.
Something was wrong.
Another buckle, and then another.
The pressure of the boning against her abdomen relaxed. James’s hand slipped under the material and his fingers spanned over her ribs, stroking over her skin to the hollow of her spine.
He brushed over the line of tattoos. Elise hissed softly.
“Does it hurt?” he asked. She nodded wordlessly. “Is it bad?” And she shook her head.
James responded by pressing his fingertips into them a little harder. Pleasure rippled through her, like blood dripping from fresh wounds, and she burrowed her face into his neck with a sigh. The sound dragged a groan from his chest.
His hand slid lower and pressed harder against the base of her spine. Elise’s head smacked backward against the mirrors. She barely even felt it.
When she looked up, he was staring hard at her, as though trying to see through her skin. “What must that feel like?” James asked in a low voice, walking his fingers down the line of tattoos to her backside. “That pain.” His hand cupped her thigh, pulled her knee under his arm, and pressed his body flush against hers.
She thought that she should stop him, maybe, and make him see sense. But her hands had taken on minds of their own. They slid down the buttons on his shirt, opening them one by one, pulling the hem free of his slacks, and pushing the cloth off of his shoulders. It puddled on the floor. He threw her bustier on top of it.
He drew back to take in the sight of her naked body. “My God,” James said, tracing the curves of her breasts with the backs of his knuckles.
Maybe we should stop.
The thought flitted across Elise’s mind, and was gone just as fast.
She counted his scars with lips and tongue—the white starburst on the left side of his chest, the slender line of a knife wound over his heart, the elaborate sigil permanently carved into his solar plexus. And then she slid lower, dropped to her knees, and opened his belt buckle.
James took her hand before she could proceed, tugging her to her feet.
For an instant, she thought that he was going to stop her—that sanity had struck, and he was suddenly going to tell her they could never be like that, like he had before. But he didn’t release her hand. Instead, he rolled the warding ring between his fingers, as if contemplating it.
Elise realized what he had decided to do too late to stop him.
James tugged it the ring free and threw it across the room. Metal bounced against wood. It vanished into darkness, and a moment later, his ring was gone, too.
She tried to protest. “But—”
James kissed her again, forcing her hips on top of the piano’s lid. “I want to feel you,” he whispered against her lips. “Just this once.”
Just this once? The words were meaningless when her sense of body had just completely unraveled.
Elise felt duplicitous, like she stood between her own legs, and she was the one gazing down at the most perfect pair of breasts she had ever seen, with a painful erection in her slacks. Adrenaline raced through her veins and closed her throat.
The shared desire was suffocating, but it was somewhat dampened by embarrassment when she realized that James was feeling everything she did, too. He felt her trepidation mingling with the desperate need to believe that he hadn’t really gone crazy. He felt the repressed longing warring with excitement and hunger. And when she sensed his sympathy, that just made the embarrassment worse.
Trying to swim to the surface of their cascading minds was like fighting against the undertow. She couldn’t escape. Couldn’t do anything but feel.
James did want her. He wanted her badly. And he felt guilty about it.
It was almost enough to kill the mood. He drew back, bracing his hands against the edge of the piano and letting his head hang between his shoulders.
“Are you okay?” Elise asked, and then she realized how stupidly unnecessary that question was.
He didn’t bother trying to speak.
The last walls between them had vanished. She picked up glimpses of his thoughts—more images than words. He was thinking about frozen beaches and helicopters. Graves and swords and cold things. Elise was in the middle of all of it, like she had taken up permanent residence in his skull long before they had ever bound to each other as kopis and aspis. It was a warm feeling, something more solid than lust, and completely foreign to her. She didn’t know how to put a label to that emotion.
“What does it mean?” she asked, brushing the sweep of bangs off of his forehead and drawing a line down to his jaw. “That thing you feel when you look at me?”
He turned his head and kissed the sigil on her palm. It was a strangely intimate gesture—somehow, much more intimate than kissing him or wrapping her legs around his waist. “It means that you’re oblivious,” James said.
His mouth trailed up the scar on her arm, over her collarbone, and found her lips again.
When he released her, Elise glimpsed their reflection in the mirror across the room. It was strange to see that they were still two distinct entities, even when she could feel the air brushing over the lean, muscular expanse of his back and the glossy piano wood braced beneath his hands.
She looked so soft against him, so strange, so unlike herself. She should have been the one made of hard lines. But time and blood and fate had changed her—had changed both of them. Their bodies were linked in a way that was more than flesh.
He saw what she saw through her eyes, and there was a thrum of satisfaction between them.
James unraveled the lacing at the hips of her leggings and then stripped them off. It was too chilly on Earth without the protection of leather, but she was only cold for an instant. He returned to occupy the space between her legs, and his hands braced her thighs. His fingertips bit into the still-fresh tattoos that he had branded on her skin.
Elise felt it through more than just her skin—she felt it as James did, too.
His eyes shut. His brow furrowed.
An electric shock of thought and memory pulsed from him. The idea that he had never liked pain, not like that, even when Stephanie had asked him to try it, and the fact that it aroused him now almost bothered him. But it was gone quickly. He was having as much trouble thinking as Elise was.
She opened the button on his slacks, slid her hand inside the waistband, and curved her hand around him.
James sucked in a hard breath. His fingers tightened on her hips, drawing more jolts of pain through her nerves—and through him.
“Elise,” he said, and then, “now.”
She pushed his clothing aside. They fitted their bodies together, and everything fell into place.
It was strange, filling and being filled; she was lost in the places they connected, hips and mouths and hands. Elise felt fingers stroking breasts, and she wasn’t sure who owned those fingers, or those breasts. Two hearts pounded. Four lungs labored to breathe. It was delirium, the haze of a dream, where she was blind and deaf and mute and nothing more than a sum of their combined parts.
One of them was moving—maybe both. It was a new kind of dance with a silent rhythm.
Too many hands, too much skin, too much feeling.
She was going to break.
“James,” she gasped, digging fingernails into her shoulders—no, those were his shoulders, even if she felt the bite of it. The sting was good. It made goosebumps ripple down to her nipples and blood swell in her vulva.
He responded with a low groan, wordless and incoherent. Lips and tongues tangled. Saliva mingled.
There were sparks inside his brain. James was close, and so was she.
“Elise,” someone said, and it was pointless trying to delineate between whose vocal cords were vibrating, because everything was one. United. And the climax hit them simultaneously.
Time shattered.
Elise didn’t sleep, but James did. They curled up in a pile of their own clothing on top of mats dragged out of the storage closet that she used to use when she was working out, practicing her flips and kicks and throws. The mats worked as a bed about as well as they worked as a landing pad for her falls.
For hours, she watched James’s chest rise and fall with the deep, even breaths of sleep. Dreams danced through his mind, and though she couldn’t pick up any of the specifics, she knew it wasn’t pleasant. But the sleep was restful, and he desperately needed it. She didn’t want to disturb him.
She rested her cheek on his chest, and his heart thumped underneath the bone, steady and reassuring.
James awoke when the light outside the icy windows began to brighten. His eyelids fluttered open, and he grimaced at first. But his expression relaxed when he saw her beside him. “Good morning,” he said, voice thick and groggy.
She rolled onto her stomach. “Good morning, James.”
“What time is it?”
“I have no idea.”
“That’s fine,” he said. “I don’t really care.” James touched his lips to the curve of her shoulder. He was thinking about how beautiful she looked, and wishing that she still had freckles.
“Sorry,” she said.
“Sorry?”
Elise immediately wished she hadn’t said anything aloud. It was bad enough that he was going to skim it from the surface of her brain. “For my skin. And…everything else.” Her hair, her eyes, her demon heart.
“You’re still beautiful,” James said, and she could tell that he meant it. She could also tell that, despite the new absence of flaws, he preferred the way she used to be. He wrapped his hand around hers, toying with the bare spot on her thumb where she had worn the warding ring. “You’re also troubled. You didn’t sleep at all, did you?”
She made herself smile. “You probably know more about it than I do.”
The silence that followed was long and companionable. Neither of them wanted to break it.
James couldn’t seem to stop touching her, so she rolled onto her side to give him access. He traced the places on her body that should have had lines, but didn’t. Her ribs. Her concave stomach. Her hip. The sunlight filtering through the ash-caked windows warmed the parquet and turned the room a hazy shade of gold, so different from the all-consuming shadows of Hell.
But nothing could last forever. Not even silence. Questions hung over them, things unspoken, and Elise had to know.
She reached up to gently rub a knuckle against his jaw. “How long?” She didn’t need to specify what she meant.
“Always,” James said, barely above a whisper.
“When we were living together?” she asked, and she could feel that the answer was yes. “When Death’s Hand came back? When you moved in with Stephanie?”
“Always,” he repeated. There was nothing else to be said.
“Then what the hell have we been doing for a decade? Why did you keep rejecting me?”
The corners of James’s mouth drew down in a frown. “It’s complicated.”
Those two words were enough to make the warmth in the room fade just a few degrees.
He cupped a hand at the back of her head as he kissed her, tangling in the black hair that wasn’t hers so that she couldn’t pull away. Not that she would have wanted to anyway.
They pressed their foreheads together and didn’t move for a long time, breathing each other’s breath and feeling their hearts beat in rhythm. “We really need to go now,” Elise said, and the moment was gone. “We should have gone hours ago.”
James released her. Nodded. “You’re probably right. I’m hungry—I think I’ll see if Candace left any canned food upstairs. Do you want anything?”
She shook her head and stretched out on the mats to watch him dress. The view from the floor was pleasant. Seeing him naked was different now that she knew what it felt like to be against him, skin against skin, and remembered the salty taste of sweat on her tongue.
Even though she knew they still had to find out what had happened to Hannah and Nathaniel, it was hard to feel much urgency while watching James’s muscles flex and his body twist. He pulled his shirt on and his fingers slipped along the buttons one by one. Several of them were missing. Elise hadn’t been careful about undressing him. “Are you going to stay down there all day?”
She stretched onto her back, extending her fingers and toes to their maximum like a cat after a long nap. “It’s tempting.”
He knelt beside her with a half-smile. She knew that weird expression because she probably had the same one, herself: disbelief.
James handed her clothes to her. “I’ll see you upstairs,” he said, brushing her hair over her ear again. His fingers trailed over her temple, and a line formed between his eyebrows. His mind was a buzz of unreadable thoughts. “You should know that I love you, Elise. I’m sure you realize that now.”
Something about the way he said it didn’t come across as a romantic confession so much as an apology, so all she did was nod silently.
He lingered in the doorway for a moment, as though to give her some small amount of privacy as she dressed in the leggings and bustier. By the time she went searching for her spine sheath, he had gone upstairs and she was alone.
Elise stared at her unfamiliar reflection in the mirrors, twisting the ring on her thumb.
She didn’t look anything like she used to. She didn’t feel the same, either. It didn’t really matter if she was the daughter of Nügua, the daughter of Yatam, or the daughter of Hell—none of those names meant anything to her. What mattered was that she had changed, profoundly and irrevocably.
One other thing had changed, too. And he was upstairs making breakfast.
She found herself smiling as she laced her leggings again. It was stuck to her face, and she couldn’t have stopped if she tried.
Elise found an old jacket in the closet and tugged it over her shoulders before opening the front door. There was more snow outside than she’d expected. James’s footprints led around the side of the building to the apartment’s stairs.
But everything vanished the instant she crossed the threshold.
She was surrounded by gray void—inside and outside.
Elise couldn’t turn back to the studio. There was no studio, and she had no body to turn. She couldn’t scream without a voice.
And she wasn’t alone in the void.
He had come.
Elise, He said in a voice as massive as His presence, I have missed you so very much. It’s time to come home.
She wanted to cry, to flee, to scream a thousand furies at the nothingness. But it was too late. Pale hands engulfed her, cradling nonexistent flesh and enclosing her in chains. All she could see was flaming light.
James! Elise shrieked without lungs.
And then she was gone.
The apartment above the studio was just as quiet and empty as it had been downstairs. The last occupant had been one of the former instructors at Motion and Dance. Candace and all of her most important belongings were gone—photo albums, her laptop, some knick-knacks that James remembered being on the bookshelf. Candace and her husband must have evacuated.
James couldn’t hear Elise moving downstairs, but he could feel her. His last image of her was when she had twisted her arms to adjust her leggings, and he could still see the way her scapula jutted from her back, the line of her spine, the curve of her hip, and the spill of her hair like ink on snow.
That was how he wanted to think of her. Bare shoulders and a hint of a smile on her lips.
He didn’t open the pantry to search for canned food when he got upstairs. He braced his hands on the counter and stared out the dusty window. The street beyond was normal, aside from the emptiness. It was going to be a beautiful morning.
James felt Elise approach the front door. Something shifted when she crossed the warded line that separated the entryway from the lawn.
An instant later, she vanished.
Though he didn’t see it happen, he felt it as surely as he had felt her body under his hands the night before. All their years of running and hiding—and all of their struggles to keep her safe from His searching gaze—had ended in one swift moment.
God had come. He had Elise.
All the tension drained from James’s muscles. He sagged against the counter.
“Finally,” he sighed.
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