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      Evil reigns the world. Earth’s been ravaged. The only signs humans survived the war come from those who serve the Demons’ army. To continue his conquest of humanity, Lucas prepares to open the gates of Hell and bring Satan himself to the physical realm.

      With a soul that’s been battered and beaten by both Heaven and Hell, I hold on to a single conviction—my love for my family. My only mission now is to save their souls. But the Angels have other plans for us all.

      My faith in them, in everything is fractured . . . broken. Possibly gone forever.

      I mean, after everything, after all of the loss, who can blame me? Tristan and everyone else still believe—in the Angels and in me. I have to dig deep, though, for the tiniest bit of faith in order to defeat Lucas and win back the world. But first, I must answer the question that’s haunted me for years: How far will I go to save the souls I love—and those I do not?
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      As the world destructed upon itself, the last thing I wanted to be doing was staring into the black abyss of a Demon’s eye. Yet, here I was, standing on the marble steps of the Thomas Jefferson Memorial doing just that, while bombs exploded throughout the city and chunks of black ice crashed into the ground, transporting more Demons into this realm. Along with the ice came a rain of fire. It ignited the dry, autumn landscape, creating an orange glow in the night sky that added to the imagery of Hell on Earth.

      The only thing I did want to be doing at this moment was to be holding my wife and son, or better yet, sweeping them off to safety. But first, I had to finish off this last son of a bitch who blocked my way to the rotunda above. The first few Demons had given me quite the beating, but I learned with each one, and had sent six, so far, chasing after their heads.

      Seven had always been my lucky number. If I believed in such a thing.

      I watched the Demon’s horned head as its membranous wings beat at the air and its barbed tail swished to and fro, while I calculated its next move. Its green and yellow dappled skin seemed to undulate like a separate being with each movement, creating a distraction for the inexperienced. But I focused on its obsidian eyes. And when it glanced to my left, I knew it would actually go right, so I feigned that way too. Then I ducked and weaved to its left and swung my foot up. My boot slammed into its lizard-like nose, shoving its face into its head with a squishing, spurting sound as if it were made out of gelatin.

      Its thick neck twisted, and a fang jutting out of its jaw hooked into my boot. When it gave a shake of its head, as though trying to throw its face back into place, it jerked me off the ground. I flew into the air, bits of black matter from its head flying with me. I flipped in midair and landed on my feet three steps above the Demon. At least I headed in the right direction.

      The Demon let out a screeching, wheezing sound through its smashed nose and mouth, and then it dove at me. Its sharp claws lashed out at my face, and I arched backward out of its reach. Then I sprang back on my hands and launched myself upward, feet first. My thick-soled boots plowed into its barrel chest. The force should have sent it tumbling away, but the powerful beast barely budged a few feet before its wings caught the air. It hung there for a moment, screaming evil curses in the old language as its eyes bulged from the pressure of its crushed nose.

      I glanced at the portico only a dozen steps above me now, straining to listen for heartbeats while trying not to draw the Demon’s attention toward that direction. I’d heard Alexis screaming what must have been hours ago, but she’d been quiet since, and I hoped she’d been hiding somewhere safe with Dorian. Hiding wasn’t like her, not for this long, but I had to hope. I could hear nothing, though, over the squawk of the Demon.

      Almost there, my love. Almost there. Her telepathy had become unreliable, so I prayed that she even heard my thoughts.

      While sliding a shuriken from a hidden pocket inside my jacket’s sleeve, I refocused on the shrieking Demon, analyzing it again so I could seize the perfect opportunity. Since they had no hearts—their bodies weren’t permanently physical—my killing power had no effect on these creatures straight from the depths of Hell. Every time I tried to paralyze them, they broke free in seconds with powerful black magic. The Ancients had once divulged to me, during my previous life when I was their pet, that most Demons were too simpleminded to use the powers they possessed. They preferred the thrill of a physical brawl.

      Which was fortunate for me.

      Because there was only one way to decommission a Demon: decapitate it. It wouldn’t die permanently, of course. It was a spirit of the Otherworld. But it would have to return to that other realm, to Hell specifically, to heal before it could take a physical form again. And decapitation required a closeness their magic would never allow if they chose to use it.

      Shaking its deformed head again, the Demon batted its wings, lifting it higher in the air so it was once again above me. And that was its mistake. It probably thought it had gained a vantage point, but instead, it exposed its vulnerable throat. At the same moment it twitched to lunge at me, I flicked my wrist, sending the shuriken across its neck. It grinned for a moment, likely believing I’d tried another of my powers on it. But the grin faded along with the inky shine in its eyes. A moment later, the head fell from the body, and then both parts disappeared.

      My legs pumped up the steps toward the rotunda as I shouted for my family. “Alexis! Dorian!”

      I continued calling for them, but no answer came. Where the hell were they? Why weren’t they responding? Panic rose and filled my voice as I yelled their names. My heart pounded with the unfamiliar feeling of fear as I reached the center of the portico. Only broken pillars remained, the roof and walls gone. The statue of Thomas Jefferson, where Noah had been magically bound, lay on its side. On a broken piece of wall, written in what appeared to be dried blood and taking the form of Dorian’s handwriting, were the words, “We don’t belong with you. I have to do this. Don’t try to follow.”

      Fuck! Dorian had taken Noah and left, possibly for the Daemoni. That must have been what had Alexis screaming earlier. But where was she now?

      My pulse raced even faster as my eyes swept over the piles of jagged marble and stone until they caught on something a few yards in front of me. My heart came to a screeching halt. Locks of dark coppery hair. A pale hand. A pool of crimson. And I could see nothing else of her under the rubble.

      “Oh, no.” A string of profanities poured out of my mouth as I heaved a large chunk of marble to the side. I lifted another, making my way to her still body, my stomach dropping further with each stone I moved. “God, no. Please no.”

      I couldn’t lose her. I couldn’t fucking lose her, damn it!

      When I cleared another boulder from the pile, my worst nightmare became reality.

      The word ripped out of my chest, taking my heart with it. “NO!”

      I tossed the last two chunks away and lurched forward, still refusing to believe what I saw. My boots splashed in the blood and slid on the wet marble until I crashed down next to her. My fingers automatically darted for her wrist, but I felt no pulse. No breath warmed my fingertips against her pale lips.

      No, Lexi, no. Damn it, no!

      I carefully lifted her broken body and pulled her into my lap. My arms wrapped tightly around her, probably crushing her further as I held her against my chest. But it didn’t matter.

      Because she remained so still. So cold. So . . . lifeless.

      The horrific feeling that exploded within me was unbearable. Unimaginable. Unlike anything I’d ever felt before. I knew physical pain. From all of the wars I’d been in, all of the suffering at the hands of Lucas and the Daemoni Ancients, all of the times they’d tried to take my heart but couldn’t, I knew physical pain very well. I knew emotional pain. I knew misery and regret when my son had been taken. I knew grief and sorrow from others’ deaths, especially Rina’s and Sophia’s, because I’d come to love them. But this . . .

      This unfathomable sensation inside me . . .

      This agony of my heart being bludgeoned by a dull machete with each beat it made that hers did not echo . . .

      This torture of my soul clawing and scrabbling, tearing itself apart as it searched for hers . . .

      I did not know this kind of internal mutilation. I didn’t know how to handle it, what to do with it.

      Senseless words blubbered out of me as I buried my face in her soft hair and sobbed incoherently for my beautiful bride. For my soul mate. For the one person who had loved me unconditionally. Who had taught me what love felt like. Who had warmed this heart of mine that had been cold for centuries. Whose soul had completed mine, making me whole for the first time ever.

      “Alexis, my love, don’t leave me.” My words morphed into some kind of wail mixed with a howl. A sound of desperation that made me recoil, but I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t quell it. The pain, the anger, the overwhelming grief! Emotions that were too violent to be held inside. They erupted in shouts and screams and sobs. But still, the agony remained, ripping me apart from the inside.

      When I could no longer muster the energy to yell, I silently rocked her in my arms as I recalled our lives together. The first time I’d seen her as an adult—young, barely eighteen and still very human, but nonetheless the most beautiful sight I’d known in my many years. I couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was about her, but she’d captured me and enraptured me from the moment I set eyes on her at this very monument. Her laugh had been medicine for my damaged heart. Her love a salve for my wrecked soul.

      And when I thought I couldn’t possibly hold more love in my heart, I met our son for the first time. I’d never imagined I could produce such beauty, but of course, it had come from her. With the many hardships our poor child had suffered, he’d grown into a fine young man. But now . . . Although I’d been expecting this since the day I learned of his birth, a father could never be prepared to lose his son. I could only hope, for his soul’s sake, he’d perished in the bombs before he ever reached the Daemoni.

      They were both gone. I was left alone. With nothing left to live for.

      I pressed my lips into Alexis’s hair and murmured in her ear, praying she heard me. Or that someone heard me. “Lexi, ma lykita, I need you. Don’t leave me here alone. Come back to me, my love. Please come back.”

      I closed my eyes against the brightening sky of morning and slumped backward against a large chunk of marble with my wife still in my arms, her head pressed against my chest as though she were only sleeping. I wanted to sleep with her. The night of fighting the dark magic of the sorcerers and Lucas, and then the Demons that had kept coming, combined with more grief than any one man should have to bear, drained me.

      I’d lost my son. I’d lost my wife and our unborn child. The world seemed to have lost anything still good in it.

      Take me, too.

      “Is that what you really want? Would you come back home if that’s where she is?” The deep, Otherworldly voice spoke the old language of the Daemoni Ancients as evil blanketed over me. I peeled one eye open. An orangish-yellow Demon balanced on the edge of a slab of marble a few feet away. I was too exhausted to fight. Too drained to give a shit anymore. “Shall I find her for you?”

      My eyes fell closed again. I tightened my hold on Alexis’s small body. The word came out as a whisper. “Yes.”

      The Demon’s evil presence disappeared. As the sun rose higher, the odor of burning ozone filled the air. A distant part of my brain urged me to get up, to find shelter from the fallout that would likely blow this way from the mushroom clouds we’d seen near Baltimore and Richmond. Hell, Lucas probably planned a direct hit here in Washington, D.C., at any moment. If I knew him at all, which I did too well, he certainly had. But I couldn’t bring myself to care. I slipped off into a doze.

      “You will follow her where she goes?” The Demon’s voice startled me partially awake.

      I sighed. It didn’t need me to answer. As a spirit, even an evil one, it already knew.

      “Even into the dark?”

      Again, it required no verbal reply. But I knew she wasn’t there. Not my Alexis. She’d be in Heaven with the rest of the Amadis matriarchs.

      “Come with me and make your choice.”

      I went with the Demon.
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      The most important yet surreal question I’d ever asked hung in the air, suspended by the multitude of emotions surrounding it, the last word echoing around me: Dead . . . dead . . . dead . . . The only response came from my soul mate’s wails, calling like a desperate love song, piercing the veil that separated the Earthly realm from the Otherworld.

      That separated him from me.

      My mind tried and failed to wrap itself around this fact, and my soul refused to believe it. I watched Tristan through the veil as his sobs and my question swirled together blocking out all else. The warmth of the tears on my cheeks wasn’t enough to chase away the chill traveling down my spine.

      He held my limp body in his lap, my face pressed into his chest. My hair flowed over his muscular arms that appeared unusually tan compared to the white of my skin. He rocked me back and forth, sobbing my name.

      “Alexis, my love. Please, God, don’t take her. Please make her okay.”

      I wanted so badly to answer him.

      “I’m right here, Tristan,” I called back to him, but, of course, he couldn’t hear me.

      I tried pushing my way to him, but the veil held me back, an invisible curtain that may as well have been a wall as thick as the universe. I could see and hear through it, as clearly as though I stood right before him, but in truth, my love, my soul mate, my other half was in an entirely different dimension.

      How had this happened? How could I change it?

      My hand pressed to the veil and tears streamed down my cheeks as I gazed out to a world that I was no longer a part of. I should have been relieved for my part to be over, especially with everything wrong in the picture before me.

      Tristan sat among the boulder-sized chunks of white marble he’d thrown off of me, his legs spread out before him in a pool of blood. My blood, I assumed. Or, more accurately, the blood of our unborn child. The ruins of the Thomas Jefferson Memorial surrounded him, nothing more than a couple of broken pillars rising from a pile of rubble. We’d gone there to save our son and my uncle when Hell entered the Earthly realm in the form of Demons, nuclear bombs, and fire.

      Across the Tidal Basin that looked like black ink, as if refusing to reflect the lightening sky, the Washington Monument resembled a broken toothpick. The once pyramid-shaped top had been cleaved off, leaving blackened, serrated edges reaching for the sky. Fire and ice shot through the air and blasted into the ground. Sparks trailed the fireballs and fell in an orange and yellow rain that ignited whatever they landed on. Fire blossomed everywhere and spread instantly, easily traveling through the trees and grass that had been dried out from the autumn weather, consuming everything in its path as it went. The ice balls shattered into shards on impact, and winged creatures exploded out of them.

      The colors of the beings’ mottled skin seemed to change as they moved, like a separate creature rippling over their somewhat human-like bodies. They had one head, though horns sprouted from it, some with two and some with many. Their thickly muscled torsos and powerful limbs—two arms and two legs—would make a body-builder weep. They had claws for hands and hooves for feet, a long tail with a barbed tip, and leathery, bat-like wings that spread out from their shoulder blades. They were the things of nightmares, but were part of reality on Earth now.

      Demons.

      Tristan had been fighting them when the memorial fell to pieces, crushing me. Now, all of the Demons flew toward the National Mall, where undead norms had been limping and shuffling around like zombies, which they’d essentially become. The Demons’ shapes disintegrated into a black fog that enveloped the human bodies and then disappeared inside them, possessing them.

      Lucas had brought Hell to Earth.

      His words slithered through my mind: “The apocalypse is here, and you, darling Alexis, weren’t able to stop it. And now you’re out of time.”

      He hadn’t acted alone, though. With a little encouragement from him and the Daemoni, the norms had done their share. They’d gone to war against each other. Bombed each other’s lands. Even allowed genocide. Some had committed these acts in the name of protecting their own, but others had been controlled by Lucas’s hand of pure evil. And now the norms had done the ultimate act, resorting to nuclear bombs that had created a forest of mushroom clouds earlier in the night.

      “There goes Richmond.” Lucas’s tone had been sharp, filled with a demented thrill. “And Baltimore. See what I mean about the Normans? So eager to destroy. Like I said, you can’t stop this . . . It’s just a matter of me opening the veil and letting Satan and his Demons in. I’m ready for him! And then . . . the spirits of my lord can come and save this world from itself. Humans are so eager to destroy their home and themselves. He will be a good king over them. The true god who will empower them and give them everything their hearts desire. You can’t stop this . . . you can’t stop this.”

      That one phrase echoed, louder than anything else. Because he’d been right.

      We hadn’t been able to stop him. We’d been too slow, always five steps behind him. We’d been too naïve. Not even Tristan had anticipated Lucas would go this far, this fast. Because we’d been too good to fathom the depth of evil Lucas possessed. Too honorable to conceive such an outlandish idea as calling Satan to Earth so he could have the ultimate power over humanity. Who does that? My sperm donor. That’s who. And I was supposed to lead the crusade to stop him.

      But I’d failed.

      As morning came, the sun rose on an unrecognizable world.

      My vision through the veil panned out, and for as far as I could see, the land burned or was already blanketed in ash. The mushroom clouds had lost their shapes long ago, but their fallout drifted and settled. Homes and buildings were destroyed. And worst of all—thousands of blackened corpses lay in yards and on the sides of roads and highways. Tens of thousands sat in the shells of burned-out cars. They’d probably been trying to escape, but there’d been no place to go. How many more lay in their beds or in shelters not made for nuclear disaster? I didn’t want to know.

      But I already did.

      All of them.

      Nobody but Lucas and the Daemoni had been prepared for this final act. And now the only sign of life came from the Demons.

      And my grieving husband.

      I fell to my knees, clawing at my throat and chest as tears streaked down my cheeks. I’d failed everyone so miserably—the world and humanity, my people, my friends, my family, my son. I’d failed the man sitting before me who’d fought so hard against the evil that had created him, who’d fought so hard to learn goodness and love. Who’d loved me like no other being ever could. And I’d left him. Alone. Heartbroken. Weeping for me.

      “How do I help him?” I asked, sensing the others behind me, although they’d never answered my first question and apparently weren’t going to answer this one. “What will happen to him? What about Dorian?”

      My poor son. What had I done? My eyes zoomed in on the broken wall behind Tristan, where written in dried, dark blood were Dorian’s words.

      “Is Dorian at least alive?” I demanded when no answers came. I could at least hope for that. Maybe Noah warned him. Maybe they found shelter somewhere. Maybe there was still hope for him. Or, with the state of the world as it was, perhaps even better would be that he was in Heaven. “Is his soul safe?”

      Still no answers, and my stomach dropped. I didn’t know what silence meant.

      “Answer me!”

      More dead air greeted me. Not even the whisper of movement. On this side of the veil, anyway. On the other side, Tristan’s cries had deteriorated to moans as he scooted back to lean against a piece of marble with me still in his arms. I watched as his head dropped back, propped by the marble, and his eyes fell closed. The scene before me disappeared, erased, as if it no longer mattered. As if Tristan and I and the rest of the world no longer existed.

      “Tristan,” I whispered.

      “Alexis.” My mom’s voice finally came quietly behind me, dismissing my string of questions.

      “What’s happening? Where is everyone?”

      “Alexis.” Rina’s voice this time, and I didn’t have to read minds to know from the tone of that single word that she wouldn’t answer me.

      Ignoring her just as they ignored me, I stared at the place where my husband sat on the other side of the veil, now obliterated by a thick mist. When he didn’t return, I finally glanced around and found myself in a white, foggy space of nothingness seeming to stretch into infinity. I’d seen Stefan, Solomon, and Winston before, along with others, but nobody remained anymore, as though the fog had swallowed them up.

      “Where am I?” I asked, because this vast emptiness couldn’t possibly be Heaven. Where were the golden roads and the walls made of jewels? Where were the souls singing with joy? Where were my husband and son? My team? My people?

      “We’re in the Otherworld.” Mom finally gave me a straight answer. Sort of. The Otherworld consisted of an entire dimension, vaster than Earth, perhaps larger than the universe. Full of many realms.

      “But not in Heaven.” I didn’t state it as a question. I felt too much pain for this to be Heaven. Besides, I didn’t belong there. “How do I physically feel when Tristan holds my body in the Earthly realm? How am I even here? Why?”

      “No, not Heaven, but very near it,” Rina said, evading my other questions.

      The fog shifted in the distance, revealing a crowd of people. Stefan, Solomon, and Winston had returned, along with other Amadis whose funerals I’d attended. For as far as I could see behind them stood a sea of people.

      “Everybody’s dead,” I whispered. Having seen the mushroom clouds on Earth and the lifeless world before it had disappeared, this truth couldn’t have been more obvious. Confirmed by prolonged silence.

      Tears slid down my cheeks as I stared at the endless crowd, looking for familiar faces. A large group of women with very similar looks—coppery hair, large, dark eyes, olive skin—stood up front, glaring at me. At once, they turned their backs on me, and then a thin cloud floated in, erasing everyone from sight once again. The previous Amadis matriarchs had made no effort to hide their disappointment in me.

      They’d trusted me to defeat our enemy and win this war. I’d failed them, like I’d failed everyone else.

      I swallowed hard. “So if not Heaven, where are we?”

      “We are close,” Rina assured. “At the gates.”

      I glanced around but saw nothing but whiteness. We couldn’t be that close.

      “We’re as close as a twitch of the hand,” Mom said. “As close as a final decision.”

      I understood her implication—I only needed to make the choice for my soul. “Are Tristan and Dorian already there?”

      Mom’s lips curved downward. “They do not belong there.”

      My stomach plummeted, and tears filled my eyes. I shook my head in denial. “No. This isn’t right. If they don’t, then neither do I.”

      “Darling . . .”

      “No.” No part of me could accept this. Not this fate. Not this place. Not after what I’d done.

      I rocked back onto my butt, crossed my ankles, and pulled my knees to my chest. The big, feathery wings that had burst out of my back in an explosion of pain only moments ago wrapped around me, closing me in, as though comforting and protecting me. I pressed my forehead to my knees and squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t deserve to be here. I didn’t deserve comfort and protection.

      I most certainly didn’t deserve fucking wings.

      Not these kind anyway. Not the huge, white, feathery kind that belonged to Angels. If I’d earned any wings at all, they should have been thin and leathery and accompanied by horns, a tail, and cloven hooves.

      “Alexis, honey,” Mom tried again, and the warm tone and term of endearment enraged me.

      My wings flew back, and I jumped to my feet, spinning around to face Mom, Rina, and Cassandra, who’d suddenly appeared. They stood there with their white leathery dresses, swords strapped to their backs, and huge wings spread wide. Their wings weren’t white, as I’d thought before, but a pearlescent color that gave off a pale lavender hue. All three women were inhumanly beautiful, even with the grim expressions on their faces. Expressions of displeasure with me. The feeling was mutual.

      “How could you let this happen?” I demanded, waving my hand back toward where I’d seen Earth and Tristan holding my dead body. “How could you do this to me? To the Amadis, to humanity and the world?”

      “Alexis, darling,” Rina began once more.

      I thought my soul would explode into pieces as anger and hurt, and every emotion that had been swirling together, built to a point where they could no longer be contained.

      “YOU LEFT ME!” I bellowed at them, my hands balling into fists. “You said I was ready for this. You said I’d never be alone. No matter how many times I begged for help, no matter how many times I told you I couldn’t do this, you insisted. But you never helped! You never gave me messages in my book. You left me to fight a war I could never win. You even took away my telepathy. My one advantage! You set me up for failure. And now look at what’s left of the world. You kept saying we’d win, that I could beat Lucas and lead the Amadis to victory, but you lied. And now the entire world has paid for it.”

      Like a thick, hot waterfall, grief crashed over me and drenched me in misery. I fell to my knees again.

      “Alexis, it is not over.” Cassandra’s voice remained calm in contrast to my rage. She’d moved to float right above me, and I lifted my head to glare at her.

      “It is,” I said through a tight jaw. “It’s all over. Lucas and the Daemoni have won. I just want to be with my son and my husband and be done with it. I know I don’t deserve any favors, but can you please bring them here? Or take me to them?”

      “They cannot be here,” Rina said. “They do not belong here.”

      My chest rumbled.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” I snapped. “If that’s possible, surely they can be here, too. They certainly don’t deserve to be in that Hell down there.”

      “They still have a purpose to serve. As do you,” Cassandra said.

      I huffed out a breath. The phrase, the idea of it, the philosophy about serving one’s purpose that had been driving me for so long sounded so contrite anymore. No, more like a joke. The insane urge to laugh bubbled up in my chest, but died instantly.

      “I have no purpose now,” I said flatly. “I’m dead.”

      “You do. It has not changed.”

      My gaze snapped up to her. “How can you say that? There are no souls to save. No humans to protect.”

      “No, Alexis. The war wages on.” Cassandra swept her arm out, clearing away a thick fog behind them, and revealing a scene like none on Earth.

      A fierce battle encircled the entire world, seemingly in a layer hidden between the troposphere and the ozone—between where I was now and the Earthly realm—and every one of the warriors were winged. Some had magnificent white, feathery wings that glowed, although there was really no light in this space. These were creatures of majestic beauty with powerful bodies that fought with finesse and skill. The others were no different than the Demons that had invaded Earth—horned, bat-winged, and terrifyingly ugly. The beauties and the beasts fought each other with a ferocity that could only exist between Angels and Demons.

      Swords swished through the air, clanging against each other. Maces swung, and their spiked ends lodged into shields or flesh. Fangs were bared, and jaws snapped. Claws struck out. Silver and black blood splattered and mixed together. The hand-to-hand combat resembled bloody battles of the past, between Vikings or Romans and their enemies. I couldn’t help but duck when a long blade swung toward my head, not knowing whether it could reach me here or not.

      Cassandra’s hand descended, as though closing a window shade to hide the scene once again. Our surroundings returned to the soft glow of white nothingness that was near the entrance to Heaven, like its foyer or ground floor. Since I was here, probably more like its sub-basement.

      “The Angels and Demons have been at war in the Otherworld since the beginning of mankind,” Cassandra said. “They fight for human souls. The Demons try to ensnare the souls before their time, and the Angels protect them until the humans decide their eternal fate. Never have they fought with such fierce passion and determination as now.”

      “Maybe someone should tell them it’s over,” I suggested.

      “But it’s not,” Mom said.

      My head flinched back. “But there are no humans left to fight for. There’s nothing left to fight for.”

      “There is everything left.” Cassandra’s mahogany eyes sparked with the same resolve that filled her voice. “But the outcome has never been more at risk than now. The consequences have never been so dire. The future of the world, of humanity, is at stake.”

      Her tone had turned into one of urgency, borderline desperation. Her eyes and expression pleaded with me, as though I could do anything to solve the problem. My heart squeezed for her pain, but I lifted my hands in the air.

      “I’m sorry that you put your bets on the wrong daughter. I really, truly am. But I warned you, and now I’ve destroyed whatever hopes you might have had, along with the entire world. What more can you possibly expect from me?”

      “We expect you to keep fighting,” Cassandra said simply, as though that were obvious.

      My fingers pressed at my forehead as an ache set in, and I squinted at her. “Fight who? The Demons?”

      Cassandra’s head nodded once. “Yes, the Demons. And Lucas and the Daemoni.”

      My hand dropped to my side and hit my thigh with a soft thud as I stared at her. “But how? I’m dead. From what I can see, humanity is, too. Lucas and the Daemoni have already won.”

      “No, they have not. Not yet.”

      I stared at the very first matriarch, apparently sent to be the messenger on behalf of the Angels. Her words, their request didn’t compute. Were they unable to see through the veil for some reason? Were they blind to the complete destruction Lucas had caused? Did they forget that I’m freaking dead?

      “You must not give up,” Mom said. She moved closer to me and took my hands into hers. “We still need you.”

      I closed my eyes and blew out a long breath as I slowly shook my head. “I think I’ve caused enough loss and devastation. I won’t cause any more.”

      “The Angels need you, darling,” Rina added.

      Cassandra moved closer to me, and her voice softened. “There is still hope, Alexis. There is still love, which you know is worth fighting for. You only need to have faith, and we will be victorious.”

      My body, with these ridiculous wings, sagged, feeling so heavy that I was surprised I didn’t fall through the floor. Faith? I had none left. Everything I’d believed in had died with my body . . . with the world.

      “I can’t fight for you,” I said.

      “You can,” Mom insisted. “You are our hope, Alexis. The Angels depend on you to do your part. All of the souls of Heaven and Earth need you. You are the only one who can finish this war.”

      I shook my head and let out a humorless chuckle. I couldn’t even keep myself alive, let alone what remained of humanity. Either I’d missed the Angels’ messages, or I never received any because I wasn’t really one of them. Because I didn’t really belong with the Amadis. Perhaps Lucas had been right—perhaps I had too much of him in me. He might have pulled the trigger or pressed the red buttons or whatever he’d done, but by failing to protect the world as I was supposed to have done, I was nearly as guilty for the destruction. The end of the world was just as much on me as it was on him.

      “You’re wrong,” I said. “Everything I do benefits Lucas. I’m not one of you. How can I fight for the Angels? For Heaven?”

      With a blast of air that lifted my hair and wings, our surroundings returned to the Otherworldly battle, only now we were smack dab in the middle of it. When a mace swung at my shoulder, it actually hit me, and the force knocked me back a few steps. I ducked as it came at me again.

      “You must fight,” Cassandra ordered as she drew her sword, twisted around, and stabbed a Demon in its chest. “We all must.”

      Confused and bewildered, I gestured behind me, to the limitless, empty space that was supposedly at Heaven’s gates where we’d just been.

      “But I don’t even belong here!” I shouted.

      An Angel, several times my size with blond hair and the face of Adonis, turned from the Demon he’d just decapitated and faced me. With a heated glare, he raised his powerful arms out to the side, a sword in each hand. I cowered backwards, stumbling over my feet as I stared up into his brutal but perfect face that looked familiar, like one of the angel statues that used to hang at the top of the meeting room in the Amadis Council Hall.

      “Alexis Katerina,” his voice boomed, “you are correct.”

      His hand came toward me, his sword barely missing my face as his fist shoved into my chest.

      “You do not belong here!”

      His voice echoed in my ears and brain as I began to fall.

      Away from him. Away from my mom and Rina and Cassandra. Away from Heaven’s gates.

      “I know,” I whispered, and the feeling of falling changed into the sensation of being swept away and pulled downward.

      I didn’t fight the tug. I didn’t try to use these wings on my back that maybe could have provided a means of escape. I knew very well I didn’t belong in Heaven or anywhere near it.

      After passing through heavier white fog, the Earthly realm surrounded me with its dirty air and the pungent odor of life being torched. My wings broke and bent, extracting a scream as I fell into my body, but I didn’t stop there. I was dragged through it, instead. I stared into Tristan’s face, his eyes closed and his head lolled to the side as he still held me pressed against his body. I lifted my arms and tried to reach out for him, to touch him, to hold on to him or on to my corporeal self or on to something in the real world, but my hands only grasped at air as I passed through.

      And I continued traveling down, down, down.

      Heat blasted at me from below. Then fire surrounded me, hot and searing, singeing my broken wings. I screamed again as my skin blistered and bubbled, the sweltering air filling my lungs and suffocating me, the flames consuming me. But I didn’t actually burn into ash. No, that would bring relief, and, it appeared, I would never have relief again. I’d live in the fire for eternity.

      Except I didn’t stop in the fire, either. Whatever dragged me maintained my downward descent, through the fire, and below it, into a cold so deep, my bones froze immediately, and ice crystals hung in the air as I continued exhaling the same breath I’d started with in Heaven.

      And still, my fall through Hell continued, making me wonder how many levels existed and just how far down I’d go. Apparently, to the bottom.

      Perhaps, after all the deaths I’d caused, the lowest bowel of Hell was exactly where I belonged.

      Just as I began to think that falling for eternity would be my Hell, I slammed into a hard floor, shattering my frozen bones. The cracks and snaps echoed in the air, and excruciating pain devoured me. Although I had no idea how I felt anything physical when my body remained in the Earthly realm, at least pain made sense here in the deepest, darkest pits of Hell.

      Forever and a day seemed to pass as I simply lay there, on my side, my cheek pressed against a floor of solid obsidian ice that stretched out as far as I could see. I stared ahead into a darkness so black, I had no idea where it began or ended. The cold eventually went away, though the ice did not. My pain subsided as well, and I pushed myself halfway up, bracing myself on my hand.

      Nothing surrounded me. Nothing to see. Nothing to smell. Nothing to feel, hear, or taste. Absolutely nothing.

      And a very different nothing compared to the white, empty space of Heaven’s lobby. There I could see those who presented themselves and the movement of the white fog. I could smell and taste the clean, crisp air, and feel tears on my skin. If anyone stood before me now, they could be a centimeter from my face, and I wouldn’t know it. They could be breathing on me, and I couldn’t feel it or smell their exhale.

      This was a true void.

      And apparently my Hell. This was how I’d spend my eternity—what the powers-that-be must have deemed as my punishment. I didn’t find it surprising that my Hell would be one of nothingness. One that lacked any sense of touch, sight, smell, taste, and sound. After all, a warrior relies on all of her senses, as does an author. I’d used them to create beauty and to destroy it. Now I’d forget what it was ever like to watch a sunset on the beach while inhaling the sweet scent of my love or to feel the softness of my son’s cheek. I’d never again hear either of them say “I love you,” and even the echoes of previous times would fade.

      “I hate you!” I yelled at said powers-that-be, my voice falling flat almost as soon as the words left my mouth. But I spewed more, hatred filling me. “You were as much at fault as I was. You were supposed to help me, but You abandoned me! And You allowed it all to happen! It was Your will! Now You’ve sent me here?”

      My passion, my vehemence, my ability to care anymore slowly died away with everything else.

      I do belong here.

      Acceptance of this fate had come, and much easier than accepting any place in Heaven. I crossed my legs, pulled the remnants of my broken, charred wings around me, and sat on the hard, black ice. Immediately, the deafening silence filled my ears, the blankness in front of me pressed on my eyes, and the lack of feeling made my muscles twitch as though my body checked to make sure everything was still there. The pressure of the void compressed my head, and my brain felt as though it would be crushed like a watermelon in a vise. Yet, it never would give, but forever and always would linger right at the point just before implosion.

      Without sensory input, I went mad.

      And it didn’t take long. Or maybe it had. Loss of all senses also meant loss of the concept of time. Although I’d arrived here with my memories and my imagination, they dissolved into the nothingness surrounding me, my mind becoming just as blank and dark.

      I screamed only to hear the sound of my own voice, because at least it was something, but the sound was swallowed by the void. I dug my fingernails into the flesh of my arms to feel pain, because at least it was something, but it dulled quickly and my skin grew numb. My tears tasted like nothing, and then they stopped falling. My whole being seemed to teeter on the brink of nonexistence, but never fell over the edge.

      And then the voices started. The screaming in my head. The images that came along, too. Apparently, I hadn’t lost all memories. My soul hung on to the worst ones, the nightmares, the pain and grief others had suffered because of me. I relived every death I’d caused, from the werewolf I’d killed in Hades to those who’d died in the bombs on the fateful night that ended the world. If that wasn’t enough, the voices of Hell’s burning souls cried out for me, too. They filled every passing moment with grief and despair—thousands of needles tattooing their agony onto my heart and hot coals raking across my soul. I begged and pleaded for the nothingness to return.

      “If you wanted mercy, you should have stayed in Heaven,” a loud, gravelly voice thundered around me, and the sound made me jump at first, but then it sent chills over my skin and down my spine. The malevolent feeling went all the way to my soul, and I knew instantly this wasn’t an everyday Demon with a sarcastic tongue.

      Satan himself had spoken to me.
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      “Please. Call me Lucifer.” The voice came as less of a boom this time. A flash of light and color—red or orange maybe, but too quick to be certain—flickered off to my right. My head automatically snapped that way, but it was gone before I could be sure I even saw it. “Satan, Abaddon, Apollyon, Beelzebub, Leviathan, Devil . . . The list of names I’ve been known by goes on, some more terrifying than others.” Another flash, like an orange spark of fire, this time to my left, and my head whiplashed that way, but only pitch blackness remained. Like the sound of boulders falling but ending with a hiss, his words carried across it. “Lucifer, however, sounds the most civilized and refined, does it not? Less frightening? After all, it was the name my Father gave me.”

      The blackness separated for a longer moment now, exposing a massive, muscular shoulder, arm, and part of a torso with red and orange marbled skin. The body moved just enough for me to catch a glimpse of a head with horns that curved back and out to the sides and eyes that glowed a greenish-yellow. Then solid blackness fell once again.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” he continued, his voice circling and surrounding me at the same time, making it impossible to know where he was. “Terrorizing souls brings me a great thrill, and the names Satan and the Devil evoke so much fear. Ah, the smell of such dread! Like a ripe, wet pussy. It makes my cock so fucking hard.”

      Another glimpse—one that made me recoil. A clawed hand with the same dappled skin and curling black nails stroked an enormous red and black penis directly in front of me. I jerked back as bile launched into my throat, and instinctively shot a bolt of electricity at him. A shudder racked through him as he thrust hard into his palm before disappearing.

      “Oh, yessss! You know how I like it,” he said with an extra helping of joy, and laughter crackled around me.

      I shivered with revulsion. It probably wasn’t even real. He probably only wished he was that big—that he even had a penis. His laughter died down, followed by heavy breaths. Whether or not it was real, he was certainly getting off on himself as he mind-fucked me. Heh. Disgusting. But could I expect any better from Satan, the king of all things sinful, including lust and depravity?

      “I apologize, Alexis. Sometimes I cannot help myself, especially with an Amadis daughter in my presence. Ahhh. I’ve been waiting for this day and began to wonder if any of them would have the intelligence to see that my way is best. I had nearly given up hope, but then you came along. Fiercely protective of all the wrong things—according to them, anyway. I, however, appreciate your selfishness—” he groaned and grunted “—your passion to protect your own interests—” a lustful sigh “—and your willingness to kill as long as it serves your needs.” A sensual moan turned my stomach. “Yet you hold on to just enough of those repellent qualities of love, empathy, and generosity that the thought of breaking you makes me want to come. Almost there,” he groaned. “Yessss. You’re so sssssweet and tantalizing. Deliciousssss.”

      As though his tongue had actually slid up the side of my face, the serpentine hiss made me shudder, and the gurgling noise of release that followed made my stomach lurch. He fell quiet and dark for so long, I hoped he had left, but his presence was so heavy and commanding, I knew he was still somewhere nearby. Whether he expected me to say anything or not, I remained silent. Besides the fact that I had no desire to encourage him, I was afraid vomit would shoot out of my mouth if I so much as opened it. When he finally spoke again, his voice changed significantly.

      “Oh, dear,” he said, and now the longer he spoke, the less monstrous and more human he sounded. “I’m afraid I’ve gone and offended you. I am very sorry, Alexis. I’d so wanted to start off on the right foot.” A hoof and a leg shaped like an ox’s, but with the same skin tone as the rest of him, appeared briefly before hiding behind the blackness again. Deep laughter ensued. “Pardon my humor. Maybe this is better?”

      Before me, a bright light shone, and I had to blink and squint against the sudden brilliance in the thorough blackness. As my eyes adjusted, the full body of a striking man with white-blond hair and cerulean blue eyes, broad shoulders, and wearing a black suit with a thin, red tie came into focus, looking as though a spotlight illuminated him, but from within. Although his coloring was like Lucas’s, Victor’s, and, I assumed, other descendants of Jordan, their attractiveness paled in comparison. He was breathtakingly beautiful.

      But still a far cry from Tristan.

      The sound of a deep growl rumbled around me.

      “I was the most beautiful of them all,” Satan said, his voice a mesmerizing song that I wanted to ignore, but could not possibly. “Still am, in any of my forms, if you ask me.”

      The beautiful man disappeared, replaced by the horned beast with red and orange skin, glowing eyes, a tail with a barbed end, and huge wings with claws on their tips. Like hot coals, his skin lit up, glowing in the colors of flames, and I lifted my arm to shield my eyes from the glare, so much more intense than before. Darkness instantly surrounded me, but when I lowered my arm, the attractive man stood before me.

      “I will hold this form for you.” He sounded as though he were doing me a great favor. “I don’t particularly like it. It’s quite uncomfortable, but my comfort matters not. I’m more concerned about yours.”

      I dropped my arm completely, my hand landing in my lap, and stared at him. My throat felt thick and dry, but I managed to form together a few words, because now he made no sense.

      “You just said I’d receive no mercy here, but you’re concerned about my comfort?”

      “See there? It’s easier to speak to me when I’m like this, isn’t it? That is all I want. A conversation. And I am happy to make you comfortable enough for that.”

      I hesitated, knowing that by asking, I’d be entering into exactly what he wanted, and what Satan wanted was probably not a good thing for me to deliver. But bewildered and unable to help myself, I asked nonetheless. “A conversation? What on Earth about?”

      “No, not on Earth. In Hell.”

      I blinked. Was that supposed to be a joke? He had the oddest sense of humor. “Okay. What in Hell do you want to talk to me about?”

      “About this—your comforts, your needs and desires. I assume you don’t like my home as it is, do you? The ice and the cold? I always laugh when humans talk about Hell freezing over. Guess what? It already has!” He let out a deep laugh that sounded more like his beastly self than this gentleman-like version, and then he quieted as he stroked his chin. “You do know I could provide you with every creature comfort of the world you used to know . . . and more. Right?”

      A maroon, velvet-covered wingback chair suddenly appeared with him sitting in it, his legs crossed at the knee and a cigar between his perfectly shaped lips. The tip glowed as he puffed, and with long, elegant fingers, he flicked the ash into an ashtray that sat on a dark, polished wood table next to the chair. His hand twitched, and a whole sitting room appeared with me propped on a cushy settee, beautiful paintings hanging on the luxuriously covered walls, and a fire crackling in the oversized hearth. A grand piano sat in the corner.

      “There’s a suite upstairs with your name on it, Alexis,” Satan said with the eyes of a lover. “A soft bed with the highest quality silk linens. A private bathroom with every essential you could need and more, including a hot, scented bubble bath. When was the last time you had a bath? Slept in a bed?”

      He puffed on his cigar again, as though waiting for my answer. I remained silent, not wanting to reveal how enticing a bath and bed sounded. I didn’t have to say anything, though. He already knew my selfish desires. A smile danced in his eyes as he exhaled smoke rings.

      “And I have so much else to give you beyond a bed and a bath,” he promised. “A castle, a claim on any part of that Earth that you want, or down here if you prefer, servants to grant your every wish. All the food you and twenty others could ever need. The freedom to do as you please, with no rules, standards, or expectations tying you down and limiting your potential.” He leaned forward, resting his arms on his knee. “You see, I don’t demand sacrifices or require that you deny yourself in any way. I want everyone to be happy, including you, Alexis. Especially you. I offer everything you could possibly want, as well as everything you don’t even know you desire.”

      “In exchange for what?” I dared to ask, only out of curiosity. Because I knew there had to be something. This was Satan, after all.

      He gave a sweltering grin that could easily seduce the panties off the most austere woman . . . or man. “Your soul, of course.”

      And there it was. At least he didn’t beat around the bush. I rolled my eyes. I may have accepted my fate to be here, but I wouldn’t simply hand my soul over to him. “I’d rather rot here in Hell.”

      The room disappeared, my butt hit the black ice, and I was surrounded once again by complete darkness. Utter nothingness. Except the screaming in my head. The images of those I’d killed played on a loop, their pain carving into my soul with the jagged edge of a dull blade. Then other faces, some I knew and most I didn’t recognize. They were lives I didn’t personally take, but my actions had led to their deaths, such as the children in the train car we’d abandoned in Moscow. Whether they actually died or not didn’t matter. I still felt the guilt. I watched everyone suffer and fall, over and over and over again. My people. My team. Their screams and wails filled my head, pushing out everything else, and I clutched at my skull, screaming along with them as an eternity passed.

      “Are you sure about that?” Satan asked, and the nightmarish images were gone, my head silent, the beautiful sitting room returned. “Your soul will become mine anyway, but in a way that is unnecessarily torturous for you.”

      “I deserve it,” I muttered, lowering my hands into my lap, my heart still pounding from the onslaught of horrific memories. “Into eternity.”

      He studied me with a peculiar look in his blue eyes. “I don’t think you realize just how long an eternity can be, child. You thought an eternity had just passed, but it had been mere minutes in your terms.” He cocked his head to the side and steepled his long fingers together, tapping the tips against each other. “You have no idea the gift I am offering and how rarely it is given. You said you don’t belong in Heaven, because deep down, you know you belong here with me. You can be my daughter. Be my princess. We can rule Hell and Earth, which is ready and waiting for me, together. You can be with your son.”

      My ears pricked. I narrowed my eyes.

      He lifted his chin, acknowledging my reaction as minute as it was. “You know deep in your heart and soul that he belongs with me, too.”

      “He doesn’t!”

      “Of course he does. Why fight it any longer? You can be together now. He can rule, too. Your husband, as well, by your side as always.”

      “Leave him out of this,” I seethed. Tristan’s soul was not a bargaining chip. Neither was my son’s, regardless of what he’d done. I would never stop fighting for him. “Leave them both out of this!”

      “Well, maybe you should tell them that. Dorian’s already made the first move, so it’s only a matter of time before his soul becomes mine. Would you like to see?” He waved his hand, and the heavy draperies on the window parted, showing not a landscape outside, but the interior of a dark and dirty apartment. “Oh, yes, I can see into the Earthly realm, just like you can elsewhere in the Otherworld.”

      Crouched over a trash can, feeding balls of newspaper into a fire that blazed in the bin, was a man wearing black pants and a sweater. His long, brown hair was pulled into a low ponytail, and his chiseled face reflected the shadows and light of the flames. Thick, straight brows, one with a scar through it, pulled low over his dark eyes. Noah—Mom’s twin, my uncle, and a Summoned son who was part of the Daemoni. With him, sitting on a stained, bare mattress on the floor with litter scattered around his feet, was a younger looking man, a teenager, with dark blond hair and hazel eyes full of determination. My son.

      I gasped and sprang to my feet. “Oh my god! He’s alive? On Earth?”

      Satan hissed at my choice of words.

      “For now,” he answered, sounding annoyed. But . . . he answered. When Mom and Rina never would.

      I ran to the window and pressed my hands and forehead against it as I stared at my son, new emotions welling within me. He still had on the same jeans and blue sweater he’d worn the last time I saw him. They appeared to have shrunk three sizes, though, showing how much he’d grown since the day I’d said “see you later” at the gates to the campus and he’d told me, “not if I see you first.” I’d thought it a joke then. How had I not known?

      “Dorian,” I called out to him, but, being on the other side of the veil, he couldn’t hear or see me.

      When he spoke to Noah, though, his words came clearly across the veil. “Kali said I was the key to breaking the curse on you and the others.”

      My jaw slackened, and my fingers curled against the glass. “What?”

      Satan snickered behind me.

      Noah looked up from the fire that caused light and shadows to dance on his face. “I’ve heard that, too, and she would know.”

      “So she was telling the truth that if I offer myself to the Daemoni, my parents and baby sister will be okay?”

      Those new feelings—a flicker of hope—turned upside down, and my heart sank. Was this the lie he’d been told? Was this why he’d left us? “No, Dorian. Don’t you do it!”

      “My understanding is that you must be offering yourself as a sacrifice.” Noah dropped down to sit on the floor. He crossed his long legs at the ankles and rested his forearms on his bent knees. “The rest of us went willingly to the Daemoni. They offered us power, wealth, everything we could possibly want, everything the Amadis could not. Any power went to our sisters. We were wanted by the Daemoni. Not so much by the Amadis. The decision was simple. But that cannot be the decision for you, if you want to break the curse.”

      Dorian gnawed on his bottom lip. “My mother and father love me. I love them. I don’t want to do this, but I think I have to.”

      “No, you don’t, Dorian!” I banged on the window, but in vain.

      “A sacrifice might break the curse, but there’s no guarantee it will save your family or anyone else.”

      “If I do break it and you’re freed, though, you will fight for them?”

      Noah nodded. “I will. But I might be the only one.”

      Dorian’s eyes darkened. “Even after what Kali and my grandfather did to the others?”

      Noah didn’t reply at first, his own eyes storming, probably at the memory of what he’d been through when Lucas and the sorcerers controlled him. “I do not know. Some, such as Edmund, have already given their souls over, so it is too late for them.”

      “But the rest?”

      “There’s a possibility they will convert and fight for your mother.”

      Dorian leaned his elbow on his knee and dropped his chin into his hand as he gazed at the fire. The reflection of the flames danced in his eyes, looking so much like the eyes of his father at one time.

      “Then I have to at least try,” he said. “I don’t want my baby sister to be a part of this war.”

      “NO! Dorian, no!” I screamed, banging harder on the window with both fists until the glass broke and cut through my palms and wrists.

      I prepared to dive through, but the scene had disappeared, the window displaying a black wall beyond it. The draperies closed on their own, and I spun around, still shaking my fists. Blood droplets splattered on the thick carpet. How could I even bleed, or hurt in this place, for that matter?

      “Oh, I ensure you feel physical pain, just as if your body were here,” Satan replied to my silent question. “What fun would it be if you didn’t? Emotional and mental pain is the best, but the physical just adds an extra dimension, so to speak.” He held his hand out to the settee I’d been sitting on before he’d opened the view to the Earthly realm. “Sit down, won’t you?”

      I refused, standing there with my fists on my hips, blood still dripping on his luxury grade carpet. His finger jumped, the bleeding stopped, and the stains disappeared. I didn’t acknowledge him.

      “This is Dorian’s purpose, don’t you know?” Satan asked, and I only responded by glaring at him harder, my chest rising as I heaved for breath. “They would never tell you that, of course, but his purpose has always been to break the curse.”

      The breath flew out of me as though I’d been sucker punched. Why had nobody ever told me that? Mom, Rina, Cassandra . . . the blasted Angels? They’d kept this critical piece of information to themselves! He was my son, and they couldn’t have told me this?

      “Ah.” Satan sighed. “I love the hatred and anger burning in you. Delightful.”

      I pulled back, quickly reigning in my emotions before he whipped his ugly dick out again.

      He frowned, and then swished his wrist in the air. “Yes, that’s what they want him to do. Something about helping you win the war and saving your daughter . . . blah blah blah. As if you could beat me.”

      “I lost the
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