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            BURN IT ALL DOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Unforeseen consequences were the heartburn of life, the jellyfish sting during a swim in the ocean, a paper cut from a love letter.

      As Finn Wager sat across from Hope on the bus to Revelations, he felt like a hero. He cradled Theodor’s pocket watch in the web of his fingers, Mike and Wendy’s souls contained inside. He’d saved them from Hell, and soon his friends would be safely back inside their bodies. Once that happened, Hope and Ms. D would have no choice but to welcome him home to Revelations with open arms. Everything he’d done, all the sacrifices and risks he’d taken, would make sense to them considering his ultimate goal.

      But when the bus passed between the twin dragons that guarded the gate to Veil Island and Revelations Institute, everything took a turn for the unexpected. Although the familiar sifting of his soul had produced a small amount of discomfort in the past, this time it caused him heart-stopping pain. He gripped his chest and sent a pleading glance in Hope’s direction. But what could she do? A million pins impaled him, accompanied by the fading of his flesh. His cells came apart, swept backward through the dark electric tunnel of the bus’s magic portal.

      He’d been rejected. The dragons that guarded the gate to Veil Island allowed only Soulkeepers inside. But Finn was a Soulkeeper. He had passed inspection before. Both the angel Gabriel and Hope had confirmed his status as a Horseman. What had changed? And where was he going?

      A voice in his head, the kind that kept a person awake at night mulling over the things they should or shouldn’t have done, called to mind the ruined tree in the cemetery and the spells he’d used to turn it into a portal to Nod, spells he’d bound like enchanted tattoos to every square inch of his flesh. When he re-formed in the heart of the cemetery in New Orleans, the one he’d pictured in his mind, those tattoos were still pulsing and burning in the wake of his travels. He wasn’t sure exactly why he’d been rejected, but one thing was clear:

      He wasn’t a Soulkeeper anymore.

      “Ignite!” Theodor’s tone, high-pitched and frantic, reverberated off the surrounding tombs. Finn reoriented himself to face the tree. At a run, he wove between the graves, reaching his mentor in a few quick strides.

      Theodor had vowed to destroy the tree hours ago and the bridge between worlds it represented. In Lucifer’s hands, it could reconnect the Devil with the source of his power. But the twisting branches of the ancient oak remained stubbornly intact. Despite the magician’s spells, the bark resisted any damage.

      “What’s wrong? Why isn’t it burning?” Finn asked.

      Theodor whirled, his shiny dress shoes kicking up loose gravel. The magician always wore the same black tuxedo. Usually, this formal attire, along with his waxy complexion and stoic personality, served to camouflage his reaction to whatever trouble he encountered. Not today. The magician had broken a sweat, and his usually impassive expression looked strained by exhaustion and frustration.

      “Finn! I thought you were taking the pocket watch back to Revelations.” He glanced at his wrist. “You’re almost out of time.”

      “The watch is still on its way.” Finn hesitated, but there was no hiding from the truth. “The guardians at the gate to Veil Island rejected me. I guess I’m not a Soulkeeper anymore.”

      Theodor stilled, assessing him. One of his cards flipped over his knuckles and between his fingers. “No. I don’t think so. From what I’ve learned, being a Soulkeeper is genetic. It cannot be taken from you. I suspect it is your skin that was rejected by the guardians, and since you cannot harmlessly be separated from it, your entire body was transported here.”

      “So, Ms. D was telling the truth. The symbols are an affront to God and nature.” Finn’s heart pounded, his anger rising like a red tide. “Great. That’s just great.”

      “Some of the symbols. Not all.” Theodor took a deep breath. He gestured toward the tree. “I suspect the portal has something to do with it as well. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I’d intended my spell to transport me once, open and shut. Not to build a bridge between worlds.”

      “You don’t say,” Finn snapped. “It seems as if a magician with your level of experience would realize this was a bad idea. Or that placing a binding spell in my skin might corrupt more than my flesh.” He held out his arms. “When exactly were you going to warn me about the consequences of what we did, Theodor?”

      Theodor lowered his chin. “I did warn you, Finn. And by what you’ve told me, Hope and Victoria warned you as well. Your choices were your own. Don’t deny it.”

      Finn pointed at Theodor’s chest. “I had no choice. I had to save Mike and Wendy, not to mention your sorry ass.”

      “Mike and Wendy may be the reason for your choice,” Theodor said. “But a choice you did have. You made it. I made it. And now we are paying the price.” He tugged at the sleeve of his tuxedo. The thing looked new again, although it had been scorched at the collar and cuffs only a few hours ago. Nothing but magic explained its freshly laundered state. “Now, help me destroy this tree before the consequences become much, much worse.”

      With more grumbling than was necessary, Finn approached his side. “What have you tried so far?”

      Theodor held up half his deck.

      “Let’s try again. We’ll be stronger together,” Finn said. Side by side they tried to ignite the tree, then eviscerate it, then reduce it to dust. Methodically, they worked their way through Theodor’s deck, trying every spell with any hope of ending the bridge. Nothing worked.

      “It must be resistant to magic,” Theodor said. “All magic.”

      Finn arched an eyebrow at his mentor. “You’re a genius.” With a snap of his fingers, he conjured a chainsaw and pulled the cord, firing it up. “Nothing magic about this.” Finn lowered the blade to the base of the tree, but no matter how hard he pressed, he couldn’t even nick the trunk.

      “It’s not working,” he said, sending the chainsaw back to where it came from.

      “Only a blessing can break a curse,” a smooth voice said.

      Finn and Theodor pivoted to find Damian Bordeaux glowing behind them like some kind of white-winged lighthouse. “How would you know?” Finn asked. “You’ve had your nose up the Devil’s ass for centuries. Excuse me if I don’t trust that the goose feathers and incandescence you’re putting off isn’t a highly tuned illusion.”

      “Can’t you feel it, Finn? This tree is cursed. It’s surrounded by dark energy. Even the roots under our feet are cursed. Only divine intervention can undo the damage. I can show you.” He pointed at the tree. “I can do it.”

      Finn groaned. “We don’t need your⁠—”

      “Please!” Theodor said, cupping his hand over Finn’s mouth. “We would appreciate your help.”

      Damien stepped forward and raised his hands toward the heavens. Finn pushed Theodor’s hand away and curled his lip in disgust as the angel mumbled a prayer that made him glow more brightly. Where did this guy get off playing the angel after what he’d done to Hope? When he was still a fallen angel, he’d deceived her, played with her emotions. And now, he acted like those actions occurred in the distant past rather than days ago. Redeemed or not, he should have to pay for his crimes. Finn’s only recompense was that the guy was barred from Revelations too. No angels allowed. Only Soulkeepers.

      Glowing like a star, Damien lowered his hands toward the bark but stopped short when the tree began to change. A human-shaped knot formed like a cancer on the trunk. Damien hesitated, as confused as Finn about what was happening.

      “Theodor, what is that?” Finn asked.

      “I-I don’t know. There was no one else where I was,” Theodor said. “Damien, finish this! Nothing good can come from the other side of that bark.”

      But he was too late. Like a pimple popping, the bark split and a blur of hot pink hair whooshed past the angel. In a flash, Kirsa’s fist connected with Finn’s jaw. Theodor cast a card toward her, and she froze, her hand reaching for Finn’s throat. Finn ran to Theodor’s side.

      “That won’t hold.” Theodor shook his head. He turned Damien back toward the tree. “Continue. Don’t stop, no matter what.”

      The angel made no comment as he began again, raising his hands toward the sky.

      Finn regarded Kirsa in her temporary catatonic state. “What was she doing in the tree?” Finn asked, his skin prickling.

      “I don’t know.” Theodor smoothed his mustache.

      “But… this means something,” Finn pressed. “Kirsa has been helping Lucifer for weeks. If she’s here, it means Lucifer has been here too! He must have sent her through. That’s why she wasn’t with him and Ravenguard at the warehouse.”

      “Lucifer can’t set foot on hallowed ground,” Theodor said. But the words seemed to tempt fate. A dark fog rolled into the cemetery and coalesced on the pebbled pathway a few feet in front of them: Lucifer and Ravenguard.

      “Correction, this was hallowed ground. Now it’s mine.” Lucifer raised his hands and released a pulse of dark energy toward the tree. Damien swiveled but couldn’t dodge the blast in time. Pummeled by Lucifer’s power, he broke apart into a spray of shimmering light that rained down at the base of the tree.

      “No!” Finn yelled. He’d never been a fan of Damien’s, but he didn’t want him dead. How would he explain this to Hope? How else would they fix the tree?

      Reflexively, Finn shielded himself while Theodor’s hand gripped his arm. He had a heartbeat to digest that Lucifer had raised his hands again and the look on his face was pure death. And then they were gone, incorporeal and traveling through space at Theodor’s direction. Finn didn’t know where the magician was taking him, but he knew this: they’d failed. Lucifer now had access to the bridge to Nod.

      Wherever they were going, he needed to find a way to contact Hope. Finn and Theodor had made a mistake, and the greatest consequences were still to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            REVELATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike Carson had never intended to come back to Revelations. Even the thought of roaming these halls again, a place where he’d suffered and drowned at the hands of resilience instructor Kirsa Hildburg, seemed inconceivable. Yet here he was. Not only walking the halls but also training in them, participating again. Crazy how life could turn on a dime. He’d wanted normalcy. What he got was a pedestal with his name on it.

      “Try again,” Hope said. “Push yourself. You need to move faster.” She hurled an apple at him. Pressed into the meat of his palm, the triquetra pendent Hope had given him pulsed. The blessed object came alive inside his fist, sending an arc of razor-sharp light over his knuckles. It was a chakram of pure energy, a circular weapon that drew on the power of the heavens above. He had no business wielding it.

      His blow sliced through half the apple as it flew past him, not deep enough to cut in half. Hope winced.

      “I’m moving as fast as I can,” Mike told her, wiping sweat from his brow. “I’m a three-sport athlete, Hope. I’m not dragging ass over here.”

      She picked another apple from the basket. “No. I get that. You’re fast for a human.” She frowned. “But you’re not human anymore. Healers—all Soulkeepers—are naturally faster and more agile than any human alive. It’s part of our genetics.”

      “I guess my genetics haven’t kicked in yet.” He thumped his chest. What did she want from him?

      “When you move, try to connect with the base of who you are. Open yourself up to the light. Accept everything good and bad about yourself and channel that into your blow.”

      Mike stopped and stared at her in unveiled annoyance. “I have no idea what the hell you are talking about.” They were in the armory, the same place where Kirsa had once tortured him hour after hour. To his left, there was a bloodstain on the mat of the fighting ring. He was almost certain that was his blood. He remembered Kirsa stabbing him there.

      This place left him rattled. No, he didn’t want to open himself up in here. In fact, if it was possible for a soul to erect reinforced steel walls, Mike had those suckers in place times three. “If I’m off my game, this place ain’t helping.” He pointed to the bloodstain.

      Hope tossed the apple she was holding straight up and caught it in her hand. “I have bad memories of this place as well. That’s why it’s the perfect place to train. When you face the Devil or his devotees, the situation is never optimal. You might be weak or injured. You’ll probably be too hot or too cold or wearing the wrong clothes. Your battles won’t take place in a controlled environment. Believe me. I know.”

      Mike groaned and shook his head. “You don’t know. You were born for this, trained for this from the time you could walk. You have parents who did this before you.” He straightened and moved his neck in an exaggerated circle. “You had your own angel following you around like a puppy dog. That’s not me. I don’t belong here. I don’t want to do this.”

      “Mike…”

      “No. Listen to me.” He charged her, finger pointing at her chest. “I don’t have parents. I have an aunt who is fifty-two years old this year and is the only family I got. I can almost guarantee she isn’t eating right with me away—won’t waste the food budget on herself. I have a truck that needs fixin’, a job that needs doin’, and I live in a house with paint peeling off the siding. I didn’t ask for this. So excuse me if I’m not performing to expectations.” Mike opened his fist and removed the triquetra. He looped the chain over his head to return it to his neck. “I’m done for the day.”

      Hope grumbled, “No way. We have so much more to do. You will never survive against a demon given the shape you’re in.”

      Ignoring her, he headed for the creaky metal stairs that led to the platform overlooking the training ring and the only exit to the main floor of Revelations.

      “Mike,” she called. “I know this is a lot. I didn’t mean to be critical.”

      He paused at the door. All he wanted to do was get out of there, away from the weapons, the scent of dried blood, and his own deficiencies. Couldn’t she see he wasn’t cut out for this? “I need some time.”

      “I’ve never trained anyone before,” she said. “As soon as we are off the island, Gabriel will help you the same way he helped me. He’s better at this than I am.”

      There was a note of regret in her voice. She’d tried hard to teach him, and Mike had taken out all of his frustrations and insecurities on her. It wasn’t her fault God had chosen him to take over for her. Or did Fate choose him? As he understood it, he was born with the Soulkeeper gene, which was science, not magic. He turned back toward her. Hope was a friend. He couldn’t let her dangle like this.

      “No,” he said firmly. “I didn’t mean it like that. You didn’t do anything wrong.” He cracked his neck. “I’m not sure I’m cut out for this. Maybe whoever decides these things has the wrong guy.” There, he said it. There had to be some mistake. Deep in his heart, he didn’t feel right about this. Couldn’t she tell he was an imposter?

      Propping the wicker basket on her hip, Hope began collecting the apples they’d used for practice. For a long time, she didn’t say anything, and Mike wondered if she’d heard him. But once she’d tossed the last one in, she turned toward him.

      He stepped to the metal railing. It was weird, looking down on her from the upper platform of the metal stairs. It was a position of superiority, only he had nothing on Hope. She was brave and accomplished and had a future. She’d probably attend some fancy college and get an overpriced degree to do something vitally important for humanity. He needed to do what he needed to do to feed himself and his aunt. He didn’t have choices. She and the others, they were from a different world. She didn’t understand.

      “There’s something I have to tell you,” she said tentatively.

      “I’m listening.”

      Her eyes might as well have been made of diamonds the way her stare cut right through him. “You have a choice.”

      “Huh?”

      She made a grunt deep in her throat. “I was born a Healer. You were made one. That means you are a potential until you are initiated by the immortals.”

      “What does that mean? Initiated?”

      “It means to achieve full Healer status, you need to cross over to the In-Between—that’s a different realm, a place between Heaven and Earth—where you will be tested. You’ll only become the Healer if you’re worthy. I can’t tell you more than that because I don’t know more. Malini never talks about her experience.” She sighed. “I did go through a trial when I earned my current powers. But it wasn’t the same thing. I’ve heard it’s different for everyone anyway.” She smoothed the hem of her T-shirt.

      “Where does the choice part come in?” Mike chewed his bottom lip.

      “I think… if you don’t complete the initiation or you tell Gabriel no, I think the Healer status passes to someone else. The Soulkeepers can’t operate without a Healer. God eventually finds a way to replace you.”

      “Eventually.” Mike couldn’t miss the way she’d stressed the word.

      “It will take time. Time we don’t have.”

      Mike snorted. “That’s not my problem.”

      Hope climbed the metal stairs, her feet stomping with each step, and met him at the top. “Finn didn’t make it through the guardians at the gate. He’s not a Soulkeeper anymore.”

      “So you said.”

      “He’s not a Soulkeeper anymore because of what he did… for you.” She said the last through her teeth.

      Mike balked, narrowing his eyes at her. Where did she get off blaming him for Finn’s choices? He had no control over the guy. He certainly hadn’t asked Finn to do what he did. He cursed. “None of what Finn did was because of me!” His voice rose with each word and his head felt hot.

      Hope pushed him in the chest and he took a step back. “Seriously? You’re going to wash your hands of any responsibility for Finn’s predicament?”

      “Responsibility? Why would I be responsible for Wager’s predicament?” Now he was angry. “Finn did what he did for Theodor and Wendy. I might as well have been along for the ride. In case you haven’t noticed, we haven’t exactly been best bros lately. Not since the day he got me involved with this place. If anyone is responsible for what’s happening to you now, it’s Finn.”

      “You were invited to this school because Finn was looking out for you. Yes, Revelations turned out to be a horrible experience, but Finn didn’t know that. He thought he was helping you.”

      “Almost killed me.” Mike used his fist to brace his chin and cracked his neck.

      “Yes, Kirsa almost killed you, and she would have succeeded if Finn and the rest of us hadn’t saved your ass.” Hope’s grip on the edge of the wicker basket tightened until her knuckles turned white. “The only reason Lucifer targeted you was because he knew you were Finn’s friend. He was trying to flush us out. And it worked. Finn risked his life to save you. If it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t have had your body here to put your soul back into. Ever think of that? That had nothing to do with saving Theodor.”

      A heavy feeling formed in Mike’s chest. He remembered seeing Finn locked in Kirsa’s grip. That dumbass had challenged Lucifer to try to save him and Wendy. He scowled and shook his head. He didn’t want to hear this.

      “Yeah, you’re starting to connect the dots now, aren’t you? Good, I’ll keep going.” Hope wagged her finger in the air. “Finn put those spells into his skin so he’d be strong enough to perform the ritual that brought you, Wendy, and Theodor back to Earth. Not only did he save your body, he saved your soul.”

      “I’ll buy him a fruit basket.” Mike sneered. “He did those things for Wendy. If it had been me alone, he wouldn’t have bothered.” He never asked Finn to do any of those things. Any sane person would have run the other way in those circumstances. Finn knew what he was getting into. There was no way to make something like that up to another person. What did she expect him to do?

      “Save the sarcasm. You don’t believe that for a minute. Finn loves you like a brother. He always has.” Mike opened his mouth, but she shut him down. “I’m not done! All of what Finn did for you, it corrupted his soul. It’s the reason he’s not a Soulkeeper anymore.”

      “Oh?” Mike shifted uncomfortably.

      “And because he was performing the spell to bring you back, he wasn’t helping us with our mission, which I believe is why I’m not the Healer anymore. So our already small team is down a Horseman and a Healer⁠—”

      “Because of me?”

      “Because of you.”

      Mike stared at her for a beat, her sharp features becoming ugly with her anger. She was right and he knew it, but he wasn’t ready to admit as much. It was a lot of weight to bear on his shoulders.

      “So, you can choose not to be initiated as the Healer.” Her head shook in disgust. “You can deny what you’ve been called to do and go back to working construction and having a normal life, whatever that means. But at least accept responsibility for putting the rest of us in a deadly position.” Hope stepped in closer until the basket in her arms hit him in the stomach. “Lucifer is still out there. I have power but not like I used to. I’m too weak now to face him alone. Paul is still crippled. Jenny is a Helper and can’t fight. That leaves Damien, if he doesn’t ascend to Heaven, Jayden, and the instructors who, aside from Ms. D, haven’t faced demons yet because they were too busy adjusting to a completely new life in the real world. Untrained. Leaderless. Not exactly optimal when you’re up against the ultimate evil.” Her words stung and the heaviness in Mike’s chest was almost to the point he couldn’t breathe.

      “I see your point,” he said, clearing his throat.

      “Do you? Because there’s one more thing you need to think about.”

      He didn’t want to know. He really didn’t. “What?” he asked.

      “Lucifer knows who you are and where you live. Where your aunt lives. We’ve been protecting her but if he gets much stronger, who knows if it will hold. He used you once, Mike. I’m fairly sure he won’t hesitate to use you again.”

      His jaw dropped, memories of Hell flooding his brain. The burning, the anguished souls. He rubbed his eyes. “I don’t want this. I don’t want any of this. Tell Gabriel I pass. God can give it to someone else.”

      She stepped back from him, a look of absolute disgust on her face. Grabbing the door handle, she threw it open with unnecessary force. It slammed against the doorstop, then bounced back. She held it open with her foot. “Tell him yourself. I’m going to find Victoria. It’s time for us to hit the road. Once we’re off the island, you can talk to Gabriel directly about your decision. If you’re not going to be our Healer, there’s no sense in wasting our time training you.”

      She stormed out, allowing the door to close slowly behind her.
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      Lucifer needed to feed again. The power he’d used to fight the Soulkeepers and that traitor Damien had left his cheek and thigh aching and his illusion in need of repair. It had been a mistake to pause to nourish himself after the battle in the warehouse, damaged or not. But Hope’s trick with the vines had taken the life of one of his hunters, Applegate, and he was afraid he’d lose Ravenguard too if he didn’t care for him. Even with the meal, Ravenguard showed signs of strain. Beside him, the hunter’s fangs were extended and his face sagged around rheumy, vacant eyes. If he didn’t know better, he’d think the man was grieving his long-time partner. But of course that couldn’t be the case. You had to have a heart to grieve someone, and Ravenguard was far beyond such vital organs.

      He should have known Theodor would try to close the portal. The magician was smart enough to understand the implications, even if he was too slow to finish what he started. Luck was on his side. He’d shown up before Damien could do any real damage.

      “Bring us someone to eat,” he said to Kirsa, who was huddled against the chipped plaster-and-brick wall of a mausoleum, conspicuously silent. Her clothes were charred and stained and she blinked as if the light was too bright for her. She raised her chin. Dead inside, he thought. If he blew in her ear, would the wind howl in the empty cavity that once held her soul? Good. It was about time he broke her spirit.

      With a shiver, the woman found her voice. “You,” she said through her teeth. “You pushed me into that tree. Do you know where I’ve been?” She pointed her finger toward the tree accusingly.

      “I have an inkling.” He gave her a dark look but backed off, allowing her room to speak. Once she confirmed what he suspected, he’d make her do his bidding.

      “It was dark. So dark. A desert filled with thorns. It took me ages to make my way blindly down the path to the city. A ghost town. Empty buildings and empty cages. Filthy cages. There was nothing there. No food. No water. It was Hell!”

      “No. Not Hell but close to it. It’s a place called Nod. A very important place that has been hidden from me for a long time.” He rubbed his hands together slowly. “Tell me more. I need details. Did you see where Theodor was staying?”

      Kirsa shook her head, the spark returning to her eyes with her burgeoning anger. “If you wanted to know, you should have gone yourself! I’m not telling you anything. I’m not your guinea pig.” She crossed her arms and started for the gate.

      Lucifer stilled, and when he spoke again, his voice was quiet and his thoughts were lethal. “You signed your soul over to me. You will do as I please.” With a twist of two fingers, he stopped her in her tracks, her body tensing under his control, unable to advance.

      She whirled to face him, her teeth clenched, her bottom lip trembling.

      “The dilemma I face, Ms. Hildburg, is if I cross over this bridge, I may not be able to return. Believe me, if I could have gone myself, I would have, but alas your help was required.” He gestured toward himself and she slid along the pathway without moving a muscle. He stopped her when her face was only inches from his. “I’ll tell you a secret. The tree helps me. Now that I know what’s on the other side, I can use its proximity to strengthen my power. It is a thread connecting this world to the next, a tiny tear in the fabric that separates realms. But for me to come into my full power, I’ll need more than a tear—I’ll need a gate. I’ll need ancient magic, strong enough to break my curse and widen this tear into a hole big enough to merge worlds. Still, this is a start.” He swept a hand toward the tree. A bit of drool oozed from the corner of Kirsa’s mouth and he loosened his grip on her, allowing her to swallow.

      Ravenguard sniffed, looking like he might keel over from exhaustion at any moment. “Where do we find this ancient magic powerful enough to merge worlds?”

      Rubbing his jaw, Lucifer wished he had a Scotch and a young soul to ease his own growing fatigue. But, he didn’t dare leave the tree, not for anything. “It starts with the obsidian blade. Once we find it, we can capture the Healer and complete the ritual to end my curse. The energy we’ll create will merge dimensions. All we need to do is destroy something of Heaven’s using something of Hell’s. A Healer’s soul will make the perfect sacrifice. The obsidian blade, the perfect tool to do the job.”

      “Now that Hope is no longer the Healer, who will we use in the ritual?” Ravenguard asked.

      “What’s he talking about?” Kirsa asked softly, still recovering from his hold on her. She curled her lip. “Since when is Hope not the Healer anymore?”

      Was Lucifer mistaken or did the woman seem disappointed? Although Kirsa was indestructible on the outside, he occasionally wondered if her inner workings were more vulnerable than she let on. “Did you have feelings for Ms. Laudner? Will you miss her?” he asked, tone dripping with contempt.

      “No,” she responded defensively. “But I didn’t think it was possible to kill a Healer. Don’t they come back or something? How did you do it?”

      “Hmm. Well, she isn’t dead, unfortunately. Damien decided to redeem himself using her power and become an angel of God again. Idiot fallen angel upset the balance between good and evil and cost her the Healer status. She’s still alive, still a Soulkeeper, but not the Healer.”

      “Then who is?” Kirsa asked.

      “That is the question, isn’t it?” Lucifer scowled. “Even if we find the dagger, it will take some doing to find the new Healer. It could be anyone. It’s possible that even the Soulkeepers don’t know who it is yet.” There was something else as well… one more ingredient he needed to awaken the ancient magic and complete the spell. But it wasn’t his way to tip his hand. Letting Kirsa or anyone else know exactly what he needed was unwise and left him vulnerable.

      Kirsa scoffed. “You said you need something of Heaven. Why not sacrifice Damien instead of the new Healer? You said he was redeemed. That means he’s a full-fledged angel now, right? Sounds like something from Heaven.”

      Tired of her questions, Lucifer rolled his eyes. “You underestimate the angel’s abilities. If I had the power to restrain or control an archangel, I would not have to perform the sacrifice.”

      “But—”

      He stepped in closer to her, cutting her off. “Enough! Ravenguard and I are hungry and require rest. You will find us souls to consume and bring them here. Go, now.”

      She ran a hand through her hot pink hair, and Lucifer made note of her sunken cheeks and the wear her clothing had sustained during her time in Nod. With a curse, he realized he needed her strong as well. “The bus is in the same place it was before. Clean up and get yourself something to eat.” He handed her a wad of cash. “I doubt you’ll find anyone of value if you remain dressed like that.”

      Eyes widening, she snatched the money from his hand and bolted for the exit without another word.

      “I won’t take that personally,” Lucifer mumbled around a wry smile.

      “My lord, about the dagger,” Ravenguard said, looking tired. The man staggered and Lucifer caught him by the shoulders.

      “Come. Rest near the tree.” Lucifer led him to the patch of grass near the roots of the giant oak, which was now a portal to another world. Gently, he helped him lie down. He wasn’t sure exactly what was happening to Ravenguard, but his health had deteriorated since Applegate’s death. Were they connected somehow, or was it grief that yellowed his skin and darkened the area under his eyes? At the moment, he looked like a fresh corpse.

      “When she died, something of me went with her,” he whispered in answer to the unasked question.

      “Oh, Perhaps all those years on the island bonded the two of you.” The Devil perused Ravenguard, analyzing the dark stuff he was made of. “Never mind. Whatever the cause of this ailment, I will not allow you to end until I have what I want.” Lucifer placed a hand on the hunter’s chest and passed a dark seed of power into him. It left Lucifer even weaker, but the expense couldn’t be helped.

      Ravenguard groaned and curled on his side. His eyes closed. He winced in pain.

      “You were saying about the dagger?” Lucifer leaned his head closer.

      The hunter blinked rapidly and grimaced. His voice was a burly thread when he answered. “When the wind blows just right, I can smell it.”

      “You smell the dagger? Here? Now?” Lucifer looked right, then left.

      “Not always, only when the wind blows.”

      Lucifer tensed. “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as a hunter can be. It is the same scent as was on the mattress in the house in Colorado. It smells of sin and darkness, sulfur and arsenic.” The old man’s voice slipped away, his eyes closed again, and Lucifer felt his consciousness slip through his fingers. His body drifted into a deep sleep. Lucifer was tempted to force him awake, but in Ravenguard’s weakened state, he was afraid the magic necessary to do so would end him. Whatever effect Applegate’s death had on Ravenguard must be ameliorated. Rest was necessary. Lucifer needed the hunter. He’d wait until Kirsa was back with sustenance and have the man feed before he probed further.

      But if Ravenguard’s senses were to be believed and he truly smelled the obsidian blade on the wind, that meant one of two things: either the blade was close but not too close, perhaps hidden in one of the businesses or homes outside the wall of the cemetery, or the blade was here, shrouded by Soulkeeper magic. Either Theodor or Victoria Duvall must have cloaked it. That would explain why Lucifer could not smell it, but the hunter could. As admissions counselor, he was partly immune to the magic of Veil Island. This immunity was why Juliette’s song had little effect on Ravenguard and he was the only one other than the Devil who could overpower Kirsa.

      Lucifer stood and sniffed the air experimentally, but all he could detect were the smells of the city: Cajun cooking, beignets, the remnants of alcohol and vomit from Bourbon Street, all layered under vehicle exhaust and suspended in lingering humidity. Closer still, he smelled the sweetness of flowers left at a few of the graves, and under it all, the plaster and dried bones of the graves themselves. Not a hint of obsidian.

      As he scanned the mausoleums, a plan formed in his brain, ugly and genius. It curled the corners of his mouth. As soon as he was strong enough, he’d make this cemetery his home. A little magic, a little sorcery, and the humans would forget it ever existed. He’d erect a cabin here, close to the tree, and leave only to use Juliette to attract new souls. He’d grow stronger here.

      Yes, it was all clear now. New Orleans had welcomed its newest resident. If the obsidian blade was here, the Soulkeepers would do anything to retrieve it. The one thing he could count on when it came to Soulkeepers was their frustrating propensity toward self-sacrifice. One of them would come for it. They’d risk their life to keep it from him. And when they came, he would be watching, waiting. They’d lead him right to it.

      He leaned back in the grass next to Ravenguard, his head resting in the web of his threaded fingers, and smiled at the clear blue sky. The trap was set. All he had to do was wait.
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      Finn stumbled forward as he and Theodor materialized on a sidewalk near a weathered yellow building with a wrought iron balcony. Although he was proficient at disseminating now, he’d never done it with someone else in the driver’s seat. Being broken apart and towed through space and time was a disorienting experience, and he caught himself on his knees, breath coming in quick gulps as his heart pounded in his chest.

      “I had to get us out of there,” Theodor said. “Whatever he did to Damien, Lucifer would do far worse to us.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Dumaine Street. Not far from the cemetery, but far enough.” Theodor glanced toward the setting sun. The gas lamps along the buildings flickered to life in the twilight.

      “Is Damien dead?” Finn recalled the look on the angel’s face as he’d blown apart into a shower of sparkling light.

      “Angels are immortal. I do not believe what Lucifer did to him is permanent, but I have a feeling it will be some time before we see Damien again.”

      “Great. So… why are we here?” Finn frowned at a shop window to their left. It was filled with voodoo paraphernalia. The shop door was open, and Finn spied a selection of carved wooden statues and hanging herbs. A dark and unsettling vibe made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. Were those dried entrails? A shrunken head?

      “This city is one of the oldest in America. These walls harbor old magic. Voodoo magic.” Theodor took a step toward a separate door to the right, lit with a gas lamp. A few mailboxes were built into the wall, each with their own number. Apartments. “We need a place to stay and this place is safer than most from Lucifer’s power. Come with me.”

      “How do you know there’s a room for rent?” Finn didn’t see any signs.

      “Perhaps I read an ad in the paper this morning while you were getting ready.” Theodor knocked on the door and waited.

      Finn narrowed his eyes on his mentor. There just so happened to be an ad for a rental in the very building with voodoo magic in its walls? He didn’t think so.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Finn whirled to find Wendy standing behind him. “Wendy! You’re back!” He jogged toward her and swept her into a hug, which she thankfully returned.

      “You shaved your head!” she said, her smile widening.

      Finn ran a hand along the smooth skin of his crown. “Uh, yeah.”

      “I like it! You look tough.”

      “So, the transition was successful… for both you and Mike?”

      “Ms. D put me back into my body on the island and lo and behold, I got kicked out again. Ended up here. Sorry, I don’t know about Mike. I saw a flash of Ms. D hovering over me, and then I was gone.”

      Theodor rubbed his chin. “It’s possible Michael returned home. Finn, when you were ejected, you said you thought of me and arrived by my side. Michael would likely think of his aunt.”

      Finn agreed, which meant that Wendy, for the second time, had thought of him. He smiled at her, warmth blooming in his chest, and pulled her into his side. Her freckles fanned out across her nose when she looked up at him. Sweet.

      Behind them, the door to the building opened with a long, slow, creak. Theodor hadn’t even knocked. “Can I help you?” The foyer inside was dark. Finn could barely make out a silhouette beyond the door, but the voice was distinctly male, a double bass that seemed to reverberate in the narrow space.

      “We’re here to rent the apartment,” Theodor said.

      “Come in. I’ve been expecting you. Watch your step.” A dark hand pointed toward the legs of a coat rack that extended into the walkway.

      Theodor entered first and Finn followed, wondering how the man could possibly be expecting them. Had Theodor planned for this? Why? If he’d believed he could close the portal, why would he need an apartment?

      There was a click as Wendy closed the door behind her and the dull lights took over for the gas lamps that lit the streets. Finn blinked until his eyes adjusted. The man inside was dressed in a flowing white shirt and khaki linen pants. Despite the dim lighting, he wore sunglasses, and it didn’t take long for Finn to guess he was either fully blind or close to it.

      “I am Dr. Louis Beauvoir, landlord of this building and owner of Beauvoir’s Voodoo Emporium.” Finn wondered what kind of doctor the man was.

      Theodor extended his hand. “Theodor Florea, and this is Finn and Wendy, my students.”

      “I smell magic on you like ozone after a rain. What have you three been up to?”

      “Fighting with the Devil,” Theodor said flatly.

      Dr. Beauvoir grinned slowly and broke into a laugh. “A worthy pastime. Come. I’ll show you the apartment. You do know it’s a studio flat? Plenty of square footage but only the one room.” He turned in Wendy’s general direction, his nostrils flaring.

      “That will be sufficient,” Theodor said.

      They followed him to a set of doors at the back of the building and up a flight of stairs. “There’s a small courtyard out back. We share with the neighbors. No magic allowed.”

      “I understand.” Theodor tugged at his collar. The stairwell was hot and dark. At the top was a metal door that looked heavy and out of place. The man produced a key and let them in.

      “Wow,” Finn heard Wendy say from behind him. He was thinking the same thing.

      The space inside was wide open, with a wall of windows that faced the balcony. Aside from a galley kitchen and a single bathroom with a pedestal sink, there was nothing but space. Not even a bed. There was, however, a small loft.

      “You have access to the roof. View of the quarter and the river. It’s twelve hundred a month,” Dr. Beauvoir said.

      Theodor walked to the windows, his lanky silhouette breaking the light from the street. “We’ll need protective wards,” he said. “Ones that our enemies cannot detect as our own.”

      “I already have a few in place, but if you’re expecting me to keep out the Devil… Fifteen hundred dollars per month. And the rule is if you shed blood in this space, you cleanse the area of all negative energy after you finish.”

      “Deal.” Theodor reached out and shook the man’s hand, then produced a wad of cash from his pocket.

      “A pleasure to have another practitioner on the property. Welcome.” The man nodded and retreated from the room with careful, measured steps.

      Once the door was closed, Finn spoke up. “I thought you were confident you could destroy the tree this morning? When did you have the time or the inclination to line this place up?”

      Theodor glanced at Wendy who was hugging herself in front of the windows.

      “I didn’t line this place up. I saw an ad for it in the paper this morning, and when I disseminated from the cemetery, it was the first place to pop into my head.”

      “But Beauvoir said he’d been expecting you.”

      Theodor shrugged. “He’s the preeminent voodoo practitioner in New Orleans. We’ve never met before, and I didn’t call to say we were coming if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “But if that’s true…” Finn frowned. “Creepy as hell.”

      “Powerful,” Theodor said. “Exactly what we need to mask our whereabouts, especially once we start practicing again.”

      Wendy pivoted to face them. “So, this has been fun, chaps, but I guess this is when we talk about how I get home. Unfortunately, I don’t have any money or power, so… Can one of you spring for a bus ticket? I don’t think calling my parents will go over well.”

      A wave of disappointment washed over Finn. He liked Wendy a lot and had hoped she would stay for a while. But he supposed she had to go home to her parents.

      “I’d like you to stay and help us,” Theodor said.

      “What?” Wendy’s eyebrows shot up and Finn’s head whipped around.

      Theodor glanced between the two of them. “You may not be a Soulkeeper, Wendy, but my experienced eye tells me you have the potential to practice magic. If you’d like to learn, I would like to teach you.”

      Wendy’s mouth dropped open. “Are you serious? Me? You think I could learn magic?”

      “Yes.” Theodor grinned. “You were able to learn to fly on the island. Soulkeeper or not, you have potential for the extraordinary. I can teach you the craft.”

      Finn’s stomach twisted. “No. I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “What? Finn!” Wendy shot him a scathing look.

      “It’s dangerous. There are side effects… consequences.”

      “Dangerous?” She laughed. “How is it any more dangerous than falling off a high wire or starting myself on fire? After Revelations, I imagine magic will be a piece of cake.” She pushed her hair out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ear.

      “I didn’t shave my head,” he blurted. “Using magic did this to me!”

      Wendy balked at that. For a few minutes, she stared at him, taking him in. Then she stepped closer and cupped his face in her hands, turning it left, then right. “Your eyes are different too. Silver…”

      Finn looked down at his toes.

      “They’re beautiful.” His gaze snapped up to find her smiling. She placed a kiss on his forehead. “I’m staying.”

      At once, Theodor clapped his hands together and announced, “It’s settled. We will train here and become a coven. Lucifer won’t stand a chance against us.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Finn whispered and touched his forehead to hers, her brown hair falling like curtains on either side of his face.

      “No, I don’t. But I want to.” Her breath smelled like cinnamon gum. Finn breathed it in and allowed the happiness that was filling him to creep like a blush all the way to his eyes.

      She pulled back abruptly and looked at Theodor. “Hey, before we become a coven, can we get something to eat? I’m starving. This body hasn’t eaten in weeks.” Incredibly, Finn hadn’t noticed until then how peaky her complexion looked.

      He held out his hand to her. “I know just the place.”

      “Finn?” Theodor cast him a sideways glance.

      But as soon as her fingers met his, he carried her away.
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        * * *

      

      After a meal that started with gumbo and ended with pecan pie and plenty of flirting in the middle, Finn returned to the apartment with Wendy to find that Theodor had done some decorating while they were gone. There were three chairs: one made of ornately carved wood, one plush leather, and one upholstered in a floral fabric with sleek nailhead trim. There were beds too—one upstairs in the loft for Wendy and old-timey ones with curtains for privacy in the main room for Finn and Theodor.

      “Excellent. Where did you find all this?” Finn asked Theodor while Wendy tested the floral chair.

      Theodor cleared his throat. “Found the chairs in a local antique shop. The rest I conjured. That was the best I could do… left to my own devices.” The magician gave him a harsh look. Conjured products came from somewhere, which meant the beds were stolen. He was sure the magician would have preferred to obtain them the traditional and legal way but clearly couldn’t do so on his own.

      “Sorry about that,” Finn said guiltily. “Wendy and I needed time to catch up, and I thought you’d want some
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