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      About Lost in Prophecy

      Elise Kavanagh is too busy liberating slaves in the City of Dis to worry about what’s happening on Earth. She hasn’t even noticed that more than three thousand people have gone missing—not until an anonymous client hires her organization, The Hunting Club, to rescue them. The man asking for help doesn’t seem to exist. But the trail of clues is too strange to ignore, and she finds herself caught in the investigation. 

      Werewolf Alpha Rylie Gresham is absorbed in troubles of her own. The pack is disobeying her, and the cult camped out in Northgate seems to be the source of the problem. Her mate, Abel, has resolved to fix it one way or another—even if it means going over Rylie’s head and killing their enemies. 

      Through secrets, lies, and assassination attempts, Elise and Rylie find that they have a new enemy in common. And what it takes to prevail might mean shattering the universe…
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      The child was playing outside when Heaven began to fall.

      Marion was sitting in a meadow lush with ice melt. It had been an unusually warm winter, and the foothills were flooding; the fresh growth was taller than her nearly four-year-old body, sheltering her in slender, swaying grass and wildflowers. She smiled widely at a dandelion gone to seed. The wind tugged white puffs away from the flower and sent them drifting into the sky.

      She tracked the seeds’ ascent toward the clouds. The gray sky was beginning to churn. Pale blue light, the same color as Marion’s eyes, flashed in the depths of a silent storm.

      Even Marion knew that this could only mean trouble. Soon Maman would call her inside. Soon it would be time for Maman and Marion to run again.

      But Marion wasn’t ready for playtime to end.

      She got up, swatting clumps of dirt off of her skirt. She was wearing bloomers that made her dress stick out. Everything was lacy and ruffled and satin-pink. Her wild brown curls had started the day in braids, but now hung clumped around her shoulders with spring blossoms dotting the tangles.

      Marion glanced over her shoulder at the silent, lonely cabin hiding in the shadows under the trees. Maman hadn’t noticed the sky changing yet, but she would soon.

      So the girl ran.

      She leaped through the grass and ducked into another copse of trees where she wouldn’t be seen. Caterpillars inched down damp tree bark. Dew-damp spider webs hung, suspended, between the branches. Some of the dandelion seeds had been caught.

      Beyond the canopy, the sky was flashing harder, faster. Marion grabbed a low branch and braced her foot against the trunk, careful not to smash any caterpillars. She kicked and dragged herself into the tree to watch.

      Clouds fell in clumps to bare a jagged white slice across the gray sky. Ash swirled from the gash like snow, and she caught it in her palm.

      Marion smelled it. Stuck out her tongue for a taste.

      Funny. It sort of tasted like apple juice.

      She slithered out of the branches as the wind blew harder, gusting ash and cloud debris over the mountains. She still didn’t return to the quiet cabin. She emerged from the copse on the opposite side of the trees, racing into the last moments of sunlight with her arms wide open.

      A shadow passed over her.

      The child stopped and looked up at the newcomer, who was not her mother, as she had expected. Her smile faded, and she hooked a finger in the corner of her mouth, dragging her lip down to bare square white teeth.

      “Hello, Marion,” said the man.

      She had never met him before. She felt shy. Marion’s head dropped, and she wiggled her big toe into the damp soil.

      “Bonjour,” the girl said. She didn’t speak English.

      He didn’t seem troubled by the language barrier. “You know who I am, don’t you?”

      She nodded. Marion understood what he was saying.

      He extended a hand toward her. His skin was warm brown, and he wore a thick iron bracelet around his wrist. “Are you ready to come with me, Marion?”

      She looked at his hand. She looked at his face. It was the first time that they had met. His features were unrecognizable. But she saw beyond his eyes to what hid within, and what was on his insides was as familiar to her as the sunshine. He was like a puppet. His coarse black hair, round features, and honest brown eyes were only a decoy concealing the hand of the puppeteer within.

      Marion had been seeing him in her dreams for weeks.

      “Ouais,” she said. “Je suis prête.”

      When he smiled, it crinkled the corners of his eyes pleasantly. For a moment she thought his irises were the same color as hers. But that soon faded. She rested her hand in his, and his fingers curled around hers.

      They disappeared as Marion’s mother began calling her name.

      [image: ]

      FOUR MONTHS LATER.

      “Lock the gates!”

      The cry rose from the opposite shore of the Amniosium, carried on humid air to Cornelius’s ears. He sought out the source of the shouting and spotted Rowland, a skeletal nightmare draped in linen and bones, waving his arms wildly over his head.

      “What?” Cornelius shouted back at him. They had more than a quarter mile of roiling fluid between them. A bubble swelled and popped. Black steam momentarily obscured their view of one another.

      “Lock the damn gates!”

      The only part Cornelius understood was “gates,” but that was all he needed. That, and the panic in Rowland’s twisted face.

      He scrambled up the face of the rotten hillside. The Amniosium was nestled in a decaying pit at the literal heart of Malebolge, and Cornelius had to dig his hands into the fatty tissue to get enough traction to pull himself out.

      It was a painfully difficult climb to the top, where the gates stood unguarded. Cornelius wheezed as he struggled higher.

      Nightmares had been dying and rebirthing in the Amniosium in record numbers, so Cornelius had left the gates open to accommodate the sometimes dozens of newly born demons wafting from the pits daily. The safest place in Hell was that pit within Malebolge’s chest cavity, since few outsiders seldom had cause or courage to venture there. In all of Cornelius’s centuries as birth attendant, he had never dealt with an attack, or even the threat of one. It seemed silly to secure the gates.

      Yet Rowland was not a paranoid creature. He was the very spirit of the fear of falling, the fear of tumbling and striking the earth and having one’s bones pulverized by the sudden stop. He, like all nightmares, reveled in terror.

      If Rowland was truly afraid, there was reason to fear.

      Cornelius lifted himself onto the breastbone. A spiked barrier rimmed the chest’s borehole and jutted toward the roof of the cavern containing the city. Beyond the spikes, the cracked and spread ribs of Malebolge formed a series of arches sheltering the mass of the city. The buildings below looked like oozing warts grown from the meat of the cadaver.

      Today, those warts were seething. They were twenty, thirty, fifty stories high in places, and they were covered in activity. Demons poured from the windows and scrambled down toward the streets of bone.

      Those crowds were climbing, ultimately, toward the borehole.

      Close the gates, indeed.

      Cornelius seized the open gate and heaved with all his strength, teeth gritted, bones creaking. The metal was heavy but not beyond his ability to lift. Unfortunately, something white and hard had grown around the gate since he opened it, ossifying into a solid mass.

      It wouldn’t budge.

      The masses were approaching, scrambling up the ribs. Shouts filled the fetid air of Malebolge.

      Cornelius took several steps back, whipped the hatchet off his belt. “Damnation above and below!” He hated to injure Malebolge. He always felt like the damn cadaver that formed the city might sit up and slap him down.

      He hacked and sawed at the gate. Bone chipped away. When he began to cut into the flesh, the ground underneath him groaned, rolled, trembled.

      But the gate was free. It wobbled where it had held firm moments earlier.

      He tossed the hatchet aside, braced both hands against the metal, and shoved.

      The leading edge of demons crested the hill carrying cudgels and blades. They were screaming obscenities in vo-ani, the infernal tongue. Cornelius heard enough to know that they were shrieking of an attack.

      Not just any attack, but an invasion from a higher level.

      An army had, apparently, descended from the City of Dis.

      The residents of Malebolge had feared such a movement ever since the coup in Dis resulted in a new administration in the Palace. A powerful demon had risen from seemingly nowhere to seize control, and her radical ideas rankled at every demon’s sense of tradition, honor, and chaos.

      Unfortunately, she also seemed wily enough to avoid a well-deserved ousting. She had been occupying the Palace for more than half a human year now. Worse, she had the strength to force some of the most ancient Houses to bow to her unconscionable demands.

      Once the Father had taken Dis, it had been a matter of when she would attempt to force Malebolge to kiss her feet—not if.

      Tension had been rising for months. There had been threats from small insurgent groups and requests for protection sent to Coccytus. None of the nobility had risen to take charge of Malebolge’s security. Even The Dark Man had only moved to secure his home, closing it to all travelers.

      Now the brewing fear had given way to this.

      The Father had arrived, and Malebolge was rioting.

      The gate screeched as Cornelius shoved it. It was more than five meters wide and stiff with age; even with strength unbound by the limitations of muscles, he struggled to close it.

      Demons pounded toward him, feet squishing in the rot over the breastbone.

      He forced the gate into place. Cornelius fumbled with the lock, dropped it, and then clicked it shut. Ancient warlock wards blossomed around him with a crimson glow, fortifying the iron fence encircling the borehole.

      The rioters slammed into the other side. Flesh sizzled. They shrieked at the contact.

      “Get away!” Cornelius roared, brandishing the hatchet. “Do you hear me? I will sever the fingers of those stupid enough to reach for me!”

      A megaira gripped the gate in both of her hands. It must have burned her—he could smell cooking meat and the serpents dangling from her skull thrashed—but her eyes were crazed. She didn’t care. “If you shelter the invaders, we will starve you and shove the unforgiving light of day right up your ass!”

      “I shelter none but the young of Malebolge.” The Amniosium was the only place where nightmares could incubate; they had no breeding alternatives. He and Rowland were their sole protectors.

      “But the army is within!”

      “I have seen no such army.” Cornelius waved his arms. “Go, run! Find somewhere else to vent your furies!”

      The megaira’s hiss was lost underneath the shouts of the other demons surrounding her. They were a thrashing mass of limbs. Weapons slammed into the iron bars. Even as the wards burned them, they struggled to break through.

      His entire body hummed with sweet fear as he slipped toward the borehole again, riding high on the mob’s panic. The taste of a demon was not as satisfying as that of a human, but mortals were rare in Malebolge; he enjoyed his thrills where he could get them.

      On his way down the slope, smoke flashed in the corner of his vision.

      Cornelius was not initially worried by the sight of it. The death of so many nightmares meant the rebirth of an almost equal number; he believed that glimpse of smoke to be another birth and nothing more. The wards were impenetrable, though. That soul would simply have to wait until the mob subsided to be released.

      Climbing down to the Amniosium, he approached the brink of the pit, letting the fluid lap at his toes. It was pure, liquid fear cradled within a vat of bone. Every atom of sludge was a living creature. Truly, it was a single living creature—all nightmares sprouted from the same root. Even Cornelius had.

      “We are well,” he called across the Amniosium to Rowland. “The gates are closed!”

      Rowland didn’t look well. He was still shouting and flailing his bony arms. Cornelius couldn’t hear him, but the other nightmare seemed to be pointing at the hillside.

      Cornelius turned and found with a sickening wash of disappointment that they had been invaded, but not by the army the rioters had feared. Not even close.

      It was a pair of females.

      They looked similar enough that they could have been sisters. Both were pale-skinned, black-haired and -eyed, and beautiful by mortal standards. Both wore the livery of the Palace of Dis’s new administration: leather body armor with red darts at the hips and shoulders. One of them was slight of figure and carried a whip coiled around one wrist, while the other stood as though she were ten feet tall with a holster under her arm.

      When they spotted Cornelius, the second woman drew her handgun.

      He stopped in mid-step, though he was entirely unconcerned by the unspoken threat. A gun couldn’t do anything to him.

      “It’s a nightmare,” said the one with the whip, addressing her cohort. The speaker’s body armor was unzipped to her navel, baring ample swells of cleavage. Clearly a succubus. Dull creatures obsessed with pleasures of the flesh. “Birth attendant, I think.”

      The other woman lowered her sidearm. Her eyes had bled to black, from her pupils all the way to the edge of the sclera. “Okay, birth attendant. I want you to pull a nightmare out of the pit for me.”

      “No,” Cornelius said, punctuating it with a yawn.

      “Let’s try it this way: Pull a nightmare out of the pit for me, or I will end your miserable existence.”

      He remained unconcerned. The rioters above were far more a threat than these two scouts, and he had thwarted the chaff of Malebolge easily enough. He’d expected worse from the Father’s invading forces. “You intend to end me with what weapon, exactly?”

      She responded by advancing on him until they stood nose-to-nose. She was not tall—she only came to his shoulder—but her power butted against his, surging and swelling and curving to surround him.

      He ached at the force of it. Cornelius wavered, sinking to one knee in the mire.

      But this was his domain. The place where he had originally spawned and now reigned as protector. He would not be cowed by an idiot with a gun, of all things.

      Cornelius pushed back with all his will. Nightmare thrall usually wouldn’t work on other demons, but here, near the bottom of the borehole, standing on the brink of the Amniosium, he could have struck fear deep into the heart of a dumb rock if he wanted to.

      This woman was far dumber than a rock for facing him here.

      He thrust the power into her belly and watched hungrily for the fear to overtake her. Cornelius made images dance through her mind: the idea of burning to death, the choke of cloying smoke, the way that flesh peeled and melted from the immense heat. He summoned the images of fires more vast and terrifying than any that burned in Hell or on Earth, and he made his opponent see it all.

      The woman’s eyebrows knitted. Lines bracketed either side of her mouth as she frowned, marring the smooth perfection of her skin. He felt a dent in her defenses and pushed at it, preparing to enter her mind to conjure darker fears.

      Soon, the weeping would begin. And, soon after that, the begging.

      Cornelius grinned.

      But the woman flicked her hand, dismissing the images.

      His thrall fragmented. Shriveled.

      “Are you done?” she asked, and she shoved his power back at him.

      The fires licked at his mind, consuming him with dreadful, immense heat. Worse, she had somehow changed the flavor of his fears, coloring them with images of the burning pits of Dis. She summoned the images as though she had deep, intimate knowledge of those fires, where many mortal souls burned.

      Through it all he saw her eyes, black and all-consuming.

      “No,” he whimpered. “Please.”

      He could feel the fires. They had never burned him before, but now he was smothering, scorching, melting…

      “Do you obey the Father?” Her voice broke through the illusion, making his bones vibrate.

      Only then did he realize that he had made a horrible mistake.

      It was her.

      Cornelius had come face-to-face with the woman who had almost singlehandedly toppled Dis. Who had slaughtered both Abraxas and Aquiel, ancient and noble demons, in order to take their Palace. The woman who had forbidden slavery of mortals, enforcing her insane laws with cunning that few could comprehend. She was so very strong—much stronger than he had expected to see from someone naïve enough to carry a handgun into Hell.

      He did not obey the Father. He had not sworn allegiance to her. But he wasn’t foolish enough to defy a demon-god to her face. Not if he expected to survive.

      “Forgive me,” he whispered, crossing his arms over his chest, forming the X that was her icon.

      Her gloved hand rested on his forehead. The touch was light, but it made him tremble. She could have probably plucked the brain from his skull with as little effort as she had dismissed his thrall. “I have no interest in dispensing forgiveness. I just want a nightmare dredged from the pits.”

      “It’s not possible. They emerge of their own volition when they’re ready.”

      “This one is ready,” the Father said. “I’ll make her ready, dammit.”

      The sound of footsteps slapping against the ground drew his attention to the shore of the pit.

      Cornelius realized Rowland was attacking only a split-second before the other nightmare hurtled out of the mist, screaming a battle cry. He held a cleaver over his head.

      “Rowland, no!”

      The Father moved swiftly. She jerked a black box out of her boot. Her thumb depressed the button on the side. She drove it into Rowland’s gut.

      Blue lightning arced over his breastbone, wrapping him in wicked fingers of light.

      His cleaver sank into her shoulder—a final act of revenge.

      She had brought electricity to the Amniosium.

      Hot tears streaked down Cornelius’s cheeks.

      The Father ignored him, swearing under her breath. She reached back to touch the injury. “Dammit, Neuma!”

      Her succubus companion reached up to jerk the blade free. Sludgy amber blood oozed down the Father’s shoulder. “It’s okay, doll. He didn’t cut deep, and it’s only steel. You’ll be okay.”

      “I know,” the Father said. “But the bleeding—I can’t afford that, not if I end up having to use the runes.”

      “It’s okay. It’ll be okay.” It sounded as though Neuma were trying to convince herself.

      Cornelius barely registered the conversation the women were having above him. He stared at the place Rowland had been standing. The tang of electricity lingered in the air.

      The Father had used a mortal weapon to kill a nightmare. Now Rowland’s essence wisped down the hill, melding with the bubbling vat that cradled the monoentity of his brethren.

      He would be back. The nightmares always came back. But it wouldn’t be the same, this new life—rebirth changed a creature.

      Though Cornelius didn’t consider himself sentimental, his heart clenched at the idea that he had lost his long-time companion. “How dare you, Father?” he whispered.

      “I am a vengeful god,” she said dryly. She licked her own blood off the fingers of her gloves. The wound had already closed. “He attacked me and got what he deserved. The nightmare I want back—she didn’t deserve this. Will you help me retrieve her from the vat?”

      “It’s impossible,” Cornelius said.

      Neuma paced, twisting the whip in her fists. “He might be right. I don’t know, doll. Maybe this was a bad idea.”

      The Father was glaring hard at the Amniosium as Rowland settled into it, making the surface of the fluid roil anew, unsettling the balance. His death was one more of too many.

      “It’s calling to me,” the Father said.

      Neuma stopped pacing. “What do you mean, calling to you?”

      “I’m going in to get her.”

      “Elise, wait!”

      But the Father didn’t listen to her companion. She handed the gun and the Taser to Neuma, unzipped her leather body armor, and stepped out of it. She stripped off her underwear as well. The near-flawless body underneath was lean and lightly muscled. A long scar glistened on the inside of one forearm and a tattoo marked the same palm.

      She stood on the brink of the vat wearing nothing but a gold ring, hair blown out of her face by Malebolge’s wheezing winds.

      “What are you doing?” Cornelius asked, struggling to his feet.

      She swan-dived into the Amniosium and vanished.

      [image: ]

      Neuma braced herself for terror as Elise plunged into the pit of seething nightmares.

      The instant her pale toes disappeared, slipping under the surface with barely a ripple, her protective aura vanished, too. Neuma was only a half-succubus, meaning that the other half of her was human. She was susceptible to most of the same things humans were. That included nightmare thrall.

      And now she was alone in the place where nightmares were born.

      She clenched her fist around the handle of the whip as terror clawed up the back of her skull, gaining traction on her mind.

      “No!” shouted the birthing attendant, flinging a hand at the ripple left behind by Elise’s dive. He stumbled for the pit.

      Neuma introduced the braided end of the whip to his ankles with a snap of her wrist. It lashed around him. She jerked him off of his feet, and he gave an extremely satisfying grunt as he hit the ground.

      “Don’t you dare screw with her,” Neuma said, planting a boot on his chest.

      He gazed up at her with desperate eyes. “She will unbalance everything. She could destroy the Amniosium.” His supplication was gratifying. He didn’t know that Neuma was a flickering candle in comparison to Elise’s bonfire, and he feared her even as his fear sucked the breath out of her lungs.

      Neuma did well enough in the City of Dis, but Malebolge was much wilder. To the locals, half-blooded Gray were no better than mortals. As long as nobody realized what she was—or, more precisely, what she wasn’t—she enjoyed some vicarious benefits as Elise’s right hand. Demons seemed to regard them as nearly equal.

      She couldn’t show the fear. She had to remain in control.

      Disturbing mental images penetrated her resolve. She thought of dark rooms that smelled of feces and a woman screaming shrilly. A woman who needed her, a woman who Neuma simultaneously wished would die and hoped would never leave her.

      It’s just the thrall. She pushed it away.

      “Please,” the birth attendant said, drawing her attention to him again. “Malebolge is already struggling. The pit’s status is…tenuous.”

      Neuma leaned her weight harder on him, digging her spiked heel into his spongy flesh. “Shut your face. It’s done. She’s in there. Just gotta wait for her to come out on her own now.”

      And wait they did.

      She stood on the birth attendant for several minutes without any sign of Elise within the pit. Not so much as an air bubble broke the surface. The entire time, Neuma struggled against the choking fear, overwhelmed by horrible thoughts that pushed back when she tried to dismiss them.

      It didn’t help that she could hear the rioters outside the gate. Elise had made the mistake of phasing them into the market, claiming that nobody would recognize them, or at least, that nobody would care.

      She had been wrong. Everyone had known who they were. One glance at the livery and everything had gone fucking insane.

      Dis wasn’t happy to have Elise residing in the Palace, but Malebolge was furious she even dared to exist.

      It wouldn’t matter soon. Bringing Malebolge to heel wasn’t on the to-do list—not with so much left to do in Dis. Once they had what they wanted from the Amniosium, Neuma and Elise could phase away and forget this hideous, stinking place existed.

      Elise just needed to come out now. If she didn’t, then how would Neuma get back to Dis?

      “Please come out,” Neuma whispered, trying not to follow her spiraling thoughts down to their dark conclusion—the idea that Elise might never return.

      “There!” said the nightmare suddenly.

      Elise’s head broke the surface. Her hair was plastered to her cheeks, forehead, shoulders; the primordial soup of nightmares drizzled from the tip of her nose.

      Neuma darted to the edge, heart fluttering wildly, but stopped on the brink.

      Another handful of staggering steps, and Elise’s chest emerged. A head rested against her breasts.

      Not a head—a skull.

      “Babe,” Neuma whimpered.

      Step by torturous step, Elise rose from the pit. A body dangled in her arms, little more than a collection of bones and connective tissue, lacking enough flesh to be obviously male or female—barely even humanoid. The bones looked to be molding, but Neuma knew it was the growth of new flesh.

      The sight cracked Neuma’s heart in half. She wanted to plunge into the surf to help, but didn’t dare. Elise had the power of the father of all demons woven into the fiber of her being. Neuma was just a really ambitious bartender. She wasn’t sure she’d survive the skinny-dip.

      She grabbed Elise the instant that she reached the edge of the pit. “That was insane!”

      Elise collapsed to her knees, holding the pieces of the nightmare to her heart. “I’m going to drop her,” she said, voice ragged. “Help me.”

      Neuma quickly moved to take the fragile bones of the nightmare into her own arms.

      The nightmare exhaled. Her eyelids peeled open. White-filmed eyes gazed blindly above. The tongue moved inside her mouth, but without real lips, she could form no words. She only groaned.

      The nightmare was alive. For the love of all that was holy—she was aware.

      “You cruel bastards,” said the nightmare on the ground a few feet away. He stared at them in horror.

      Neuma ignored him. “Babe,” she whispered again. Tears stung her eyes as she pressed a kiss to the top of the exposed skull. The bone was strangely cold against her lips. “I got you. I won’t let you go again. I got you.” She repeated it under her breath like a prayer.

      “Come on.” Elise wrapped her arm around Neuma’s shoulders. “Let’s get Jerica back to the Palace.”
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      They took what remained of Jerica to feed upon Elise’s enemies.

      Elise set Jerica carefully inside an iron cage padded by blankets. They were a thoughtful gesture from Neuma, but not entirely useful. Compared to having one’s body reduced to ichor and forced to reform cell by cell, lying on a hard surface was probably negligibly painful. Worse, Jerica’s filmy, still-forming skin was sticking to the cloth, and it tore the fragile tissue when Elise tried to adjust her.

      “You’ll be okay soon,” Neuma whispered, wiggling her fingers through the bars to touch Jerica’s knuckles.

      The nightmare didn’t reply.

      Elise seized a chain as wide as her forearms and hooked it to the center of the cage. Then she heaved her weight on the opposite end, using a pulley to jerk the cage into the air. It swayed over their heads.

      She pushed Jerica’s cage out over the dungeons—a series of warded rooms with no roofs, allowing Elise to watch the misery of her prisoners like a scientist looking upon rats in a maze.

      For months now, Elise had been going from House to House in the City of Dis to demand fealty. Most demons had ignored her. Others had laughed. And she had allowed most of them to get away with that…on her first visit. She was not quite as understanding on the second visit, especially if the Householders started fighting back.

      Those assholes got tossed in the dungeons. It wasn’t the most diplomatic response, but it was extremely satisfying.

      Seeing the bourgeois of Hell forced to live in sparsely furnished cells hadn’t lost its entertainment factor. They had nothing but hard beds and a few pages of fiend-skin paper so that they could write to their Houses of origin. The latter wasn’t a gesture of sympathy so much as practicality; Houses needed to be run, even when their leaders were holding unwilling court in the Palace.

      “Do you think it’ll take long?” Neuma asked, clinging to Elise’s arm. “Jerica’s healing, I mean.”

      Elise lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “No way to tell.”

      Few of the prisoners had human blood in them, so they would be the only ones susceptible to Jerica’s thrall. Those prisoners were about to have a few very bad weeks. Starving, newborn nightmares were hungry creatures. Jerica wouldn’t be able to take it easy on them even if she wanted to.

      Neuma and Elise stood on the mezzanine in silence, watching Jerica shudder. Below, the prisoners were beginning to react to the presence of a nightmare feeding off of them. Or, to be more precise, the woman who had brought the nightmare.

      Shouted threats echoed through the hollow chamber.

      “I will rape your children’s eye sockets for what you’ve done to me, you dumb bitch!” That was Davithon from the House of Courevore.

      And from a lamia in the back corner of the dungeon: “You will regret this! Release me now and your death will be swift!”

      Others were trying to bribe her for their freedom, and a few even begged, but the threats were far more prevalent. None of them were saying what she wanted to hear: “I will release my human slaves and agree to abide by your laws.”

      Was that really so hard?

      Elise was tempted to just kill the lot of them, communicating with demons in the way that she had learned as a girl-child. She didn’t need compliance if they were dead. She could crack their skulls and their battlements and free the mortals that way, too.

      But what a pain in the ass that would be. The Houses wouldn’t run themselves, and Elise sure as heck wasn’t taking on that much responsibility. She just wanted these assholes to get their shit together and obey her. If she left the city’s governing structure largely untouched, Dis would continue to run after she achieved her goals and returned to Earth.

      Elise was increasingly doubtful such a day would ever come.

      She leaned over the banister. “Listen,” she said. She barely had to raise her voice for the word to carry throughout the entire room. Whoever had designed the dungeon had done great with the acoustics. It had been carved directly into the igneous rock deep underneath the Palace, and the faceted walls multiplied every sound a dozen times. Unfortunately, after capturing so many prisoners, the noise could get cacophonous.

      Such as when all of them started screaming and roaring in response to Elise’s voice.

      She waited until they quieted down again, counting to ten inside her head. And then twenty. And then thirty. Eventually, they fell quiet.

      Davithon was the nearest of them. He was an ugly little demon that dressed as a fop, wearing a curled wig and a white domino mask. A black tongue lashed from his fanged mouth. He had no legs and hovered a few feet above the floor, arms stretched above him—trying to reach her, but unable to pass the invisible roof on his cell.

      Face to face, he was a little scary. From above, his clawing was laughable.

      “You can all earn your freedom by releasing the slaves and swearing fealty,” Elise said, looking specifically at Davithon. His House alone had nineteen slaves. “Let me know when you’ve changed your minds.”

      She backed away from the edge as they all resumed gnashing their teeth.

      Whatever.

      Neuma was standing back a few feet, gazing up at Jerica. She didn’t seem to have heard Elise’s latest attempts at negotiation, which were about as effective as all her previous attempts.

      “Let’s go upstairs,” Elise said. “Gerard’s waiting.”

      “I’d like to stay,” Neuma said. “I’m half-human. Jerica can feed on me, too.”

      “Do you think that she would want you to sacrifice your mental health for her rebirth?”

      “Doesn’t matter all that much to me. She needs it. I’ll give it to her.”

      Elise didn’t like that. It wasn’t that Neuma was the only person that Elise currently used to feed her own demonic hungers—she just didn’t like the thought of Neuma being forced to relive her worst nightmares over and over. It would break her long before Jerica became strong.

      “Don’t martyr yourself,” Elise said.

      Neuma’s eyes glistened. “Love is sacrifice.”

      The words corkscrewed right into Elise’s belly. Her jaw hardened.

      She nodded once, lips sealed against further arguments, and Neuma pulled up a folding chair to sit at the edge of the mezzanine. The half-succubus could just barely reach the edge of Jerica’s cage if she reached out. She hooked one long finger in the bar and managed a trembling smile at the nightmare’s shivering bones.

      Elise left without looking back at them, but the image of the two together was permanently burned into the backs of her eyes.
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      Gerard met Elise in the hallway outside her rooms. She wasn’t sure how he knew that she had returned from Malebolge, but he always seemed to know where everyone was in the Palace at any given moment. For a human, Gerard pulled off the illusion of omnipresence pretty well.

      “We caught him,” he announced, unable to contain a wide grin.

      Elise didn’t smile back, but dark satisfaction uncurled in her heart. “Finally.”

      She changed directions and Gerard fell into step beside her. He wore her livery, though he had stripped off the jacket and wore a Black Parade t-shirt instead, which matched the leather boots surprisingly well.

      “Where have you taken Gremory?” Elise asked.

      “We’ve got him in the interrogation room. It’s the only place that the wards are strong enough. Plus, the chains are designed for his breed.”

      Gerard had done well, as always. She didn’t have to force her smile of gratitude.

      He held open the doors to the courtyard, allowing Elise to exit first. The Palace of Dis had never been busier. A new market had sprung up within the walls, trading goods brought down from Earth, and it had become the primary source of supplies for the Palace’s human residents. And she had a lot of residents to care for now. Of the thousand or so slaves that she had rescued, a full third of them had remained to help.

      The survivors weren’t even half of the creatures living in the Palace, though. Elise had begun allowing certain demons to live within the battlements. She trusted few members of Belphegor’s army—her army—and kept most of them outside her defenses, where they wouldn’t be able to easily stage a coup; instead, she had taken in the artisans and servants, the lowest of the low who served with gratitude.

      These demon additions to her staff had stalls in the new market, too. Products made from human byproducts weren’t permitted, but there were an impressive number of handcrafted tools and trinkets made from Dis’s more natural resources: blown glass, stone cookware, harpy wool blankets.

      When Hell wasn’t murderous, it could be downright beautiful.

      A hush fell over the market as Elise passed through the stalls, heading toward the interrogation room. She had been spending so much time with the army outside the walls that people freaked out when they saw her within the Palace. Neuma said it was because they admired her; Gerard claimed it was fear.

      Neither of those were pleasant possibilities.

      By the time she reached the ladder into the interrogation room, her face was fixed into a severe frown and tension was knotted between her shoulders. The nearby walkways were filling with people, all eager to watch.

      The interrogation room was a suspended platform surrounded by magical walls that allowed spectators to watch the proceedings within. It used to be where the Inquisitor plied his trade—a role occupied by Elise’s father in the previous administration, the irony of which did not escape her—but now it was the best place to torture high-profile prisoners.

      The wards were inviolable. And everyone could see exactly how merciful Elise was toward those who didn’t obey the Father.

      Every time she went in there, it was like being on stage again. Elise hadn’t performed in years, not since she and James had advertised their fledgling dance studio by participating in competitions. She had never been a fan of the attention, but James had thrived on it.

      She couldn’t hide behind a dance partner anymore. Elise was a soloist now, and with a blade rather than high-heeled shoes and a fixed smile.

      The corner of her mouth quirked at what James would have thought of Elise’s latest performances.

      She climbed hand-over-hand into the interrogation room. Gremory was supervised by a group of human guards and a single gibborim. He was so large that he had to crouch to fit under the arched roof. Elise wished she had seen how he managed to get into the room in the first place.

      The prisoner was chained on his knees with his arms above his head. His scale armor had been stripped away, leaving his muscular, human-like body bared to the harsh air of Dis. His skin was bone-white and translucent. Red veins gripped his ribs and crawled down his thighs.

      “Father,” Gremory said, “what a pleasure to meet you.”

      Elise didn’t bother replying.

      Gremory had been Belphegor’s praetor when he still possessed the army. They were also the same type of demon, although Gremory was much weaker. That didn’t mean much. Considering Belphegor’s power, it would have been hard for anyone to match him.

      “We found him trying to lead one of your centuria away,” Gerard explained, taking position beside the gibborim. “The twenty-sixth.”

      Elise lifted an eyebrow. It wasn’t surprising that Gremory had been trying to undermine her, but the twenty-sixth had been camping right by the gates—a dangerous place for a dissident to appear. “Were they leaving willingly?”

      “It seems so. He was trying to transport them to the House of Volac.”

      That House wasn’t allied with her yet, but she did have its daughter, Sallosa, as centurion of another century. More dissent within the ranks. “Send men to watch the thirtieth century—the one that Sallosa is commanding. Reassign the twenty-sixth to the wasteland perimeter. Kill the ones that resist.”

      “Sure we shouldn’t kill them all?” Gerard asked.

      Tempting. But Elise couldn’t kill every single demon that didn’t like her. Besides, she’d needed to move more forces into the hostile wastelands anyway. The forces she sent to patrol there kept going missing. Might as well put the centuries that disobeyed at risk.

      “You heard my order,” Elise said.

      Gerard sent one of his men out to take care of the twenty-sixth centuria. The trap door opened and slammed shut again.

      Elise held out her hand. Without asking, Gerard gave her a knife.

      Gremory’s eyes tracked the motion of the blade. There was no fear in his eyes. Elise would have to see if she could change that attitude.

      “What’s at the House of Volac? Is that where you were going to meet Belphegor?”

      The answer came from him easily. No threatening required. “He’s not there. I was merely planning to run an errand for him.”

      “Then where is he?” she asked, circling Gremory.

      “You already know that I won’t tell you. Attempt to torture me.”

      He sounded so calm about it.

      Elise’s eyes flicked up to the walkways ringing the room. Half of the Palace was watching. She needed to handle this as she did all things—swiftly, and without bullshit.

      She stepped close to Gremory. “This isn’t going to end well,” she muttered. “We don’t need to do it like this. It’s a waste of time.”

      “However long you waste attempting to beat information out of me is entirely within your control, Father.” A lazy smirk curved over his lips, and it was unsettling on a face so similar to Belphegor’s. Belphegor didn’t smile. Not like that. “There’s an alternative way to reach my master, you know. Let me go. I’ll arrange the meeting.”

      Belphegor had offered to teach her to perform warlock magic. He was the only surviving demon that knew the archaic skill now that Abraxas was dead.

      Elise hadn’t taken him up on the offer. She still didn’t know why Belphegor regarded her as an ally, and, frankly, she didn’t want to know. There would be a price for that knowledge, and Elise wasn’t going to pay it.

      She dug the knife into Gremory’s chest.

      At least, she attempted to dig it into his chest. The blade deflected from his skin, grating as though he were made of stone.

      When she struck again a second time, harder than before, the blade simply shattered.

      Gremory was still smirking.

      Elise slipped the hilt of the broken knife into Gerard’s hand, careful not to let the spectators see that it had failed.

      “What’s your backup plan?” Gremory asked casually, as if he were one of the guards ringing the room rather than the prisoner.

      Gerard barked a laugh. “You think that was her primary plan? You really thought she was going to try to stab you?” He said it loudly, grandly, playing to the audience. They all laughed. Of course they all knew how hard Gremory was. Of course the Father knew better than to hope she could damage him physically.

      She couldn’t falter when people were watching. She couldn’t have doubts.

      Gerard was right, though. She had already suspected that torturing Gremory wouldn’t be possible.

      Elise paused to gather herself, eyes closed, taking a deep breath. This is just another performance. She was about to go on stage to compete for a regional title. She only had to dance for a board of harsh judges and walk away with the prize. The fact that her dance partner of the day was in chains and the only accompaniment was the pounding of her heart didn’t change the fact that it was just another performance.

      It would have been easier with James beside her.

      She opened her eyes and turned to face the spectators. With her teeth, she tugged on each finger of her left-hand glove, loosening it. Then she peeled it away.

      Gasps and hushed whispers spread over the walkways.

      Her hand was covered in fiery orange runes that crawled over her knuckles, slithered between her fingers, orbited the joint of her thumb.

      Infernal runes.

      Elise lowered her arm and turned back to Gremory before the spectators could see that the runes were flickering. Not the flicker of fire, but the flicker of failing power. Every time the symbols darkened, pain lanced to her elbow.

      She didn’t let it show on her face.

      “Do you recognize this?” she asked, curling her fist around the magic, concealing the weakening runes from his view. Flames licked between her fingers.

      Doubt had crept into Gremory’s features. He pulled on his chains, as if testing their strength. “Impossible.”

      “Tell me where to find Belphegor.”

      After a beat, he said, “No.”

      She wasn’t going to ask him again.

      Elise took off her warding ring, letting the full sense of magic settle over her. With her opposite hand, she gripped his throat. “I am the Father,” she said, loud enough for everyone to hear her. “Behold.”

      Time to do the tango.

      She let a word of power roll off of her tongue.

      It spilled from her core, striking the air like a tuning fork rapped against stone. The tone was almost right. A little sharp.

      The rune under her thumb flared.

      Fire washed over Gremory. He radiated bonfire heat, veins burning bright red.

      His head fell back and he screamed.

      It was burning him—actually hurting a demon like Belphegor—so Elise didn’t let go. But she felt the wrongness in the spell. It was flickering harder. Her bones were shaking. The burn was creeping up her arm, lashing back against the wielder.

      If she held it, she would be reduced to ash.

      She gritted her teeth and pushed hard with all her willpower, trying to shove the magic into him.

      Gremory’s eyes opened again. He glared at her.

      “No,” he repeated.

      His will was weaker than hers, but he wasn’t the one draining himself by using untested, hacked-together warlock magic.

      She pushed, and Gremory pushed back.

      The runes fizzled out. Her hand went blank.

      “Shit,” Elise said.

      With a roar, Gremory wrenched his arms down. The chains had been weakened by Elise’s faulty magic, too—they snapped.

      His fist seemed to come from nowhere.

      The blow sent Elise flying. Her back smacked into the wall, and she bounced off onto the floor.

      Gremory was laughing as the humans fired on him with human guns. The bullets didn’t touch him.

      And the spectators were watching every moment of it.

      Elise had just fallen on a grand jeté.

      Have to recover.

      The gibborim threw himself on top of Gremory, and they wrestled, rolling across the tiled floor with a rain of meaty slaps and grunts. Her guard didn’t stand a chance against the prisoner. But the distraction gave her an instant to pull out her failsafe.

      She wrenched off her other glove.

      The ethereal runes blazed to life, making her entire body shake, blanking out her vision so that all she could see were green shapes when she blinked. This magic had been waiting for her for weeks. She hadn’t dared use it—not when it weakened her so much.

      Now Gremory was slamming the gibborim’s head into the floor, and the gibborim wasn’t fighting back. Gremory got to his feet and turned to face Elise again.

      She unleashed the ethereal runes.

      Lightning lanced to Gremory, engulfing him in brilliant, burning light. It hurt. She was screaming. But it was so much more powerful than the warlock spell had been, and it was her only chance to kill him. There was no point containing something like Gremory for long.

      The spectators shrieked with pain. Many were demons, and just as susceptible to ethereal light as Elise.

      She didn’t stop to see if they were smart enough to run. She threw all of her strength into the spells, roaring as the magic ripped through her to consume Gremory.

      He didn’t have any of Belphegor’s anti-magic defenses. He fell.

      Elise stood over him for a full minute—about thirty seconds longer than she needed to—and kept pouring the rune magic into him, lighting up the interrogation room and the courtyard with nuclear white. She could actually watch as her skin faded away and the bones appeared underneath. But she kept electrocuting Gremory until he stopped moving, stopped breathing, until he was nothing but charcoal at her feet.

      Then there was nothing left in her. The magic cut off.

      She staggered, arms clutching her stomach. Hunger roared through her body.

      “Elise!” Gerard moved to catch her.

      She regained her footing and shoved him away. “Don’t,” she snarled. Just being near him made her hungrier. The heartbeats of her human guards made her salivate. Her body pulsed in time with their flowing blood.

      “You killed him,” said another guard, Aniruddha. “But he could have told us where Belphegor was.”

      Elise couldn’t respond. She stumbled toward the trap door.

      “He wasn’t going to talk,” Gerard said from behind her. He still sounded confident. Unbothered. His trust in Elise was unaffected. “Send a cleaning crew up here. We’ll fertilize the flesh gardens with Gremory’s ashes.”

      She wrenched open the exit and took a last glance around. The walkways had mostly cleared out, but not entirely. There were witnesses to Elise’s failure. Word would spread.

      Elise had finished her dance, and the judges had awarded her a row of zeroes.

      [image: ]

      Onoskelis’s desk in the Great Library was unoccupied.

      “Where is she?” Elise snarled, whirling on the other librarian.

      Paimon squinted at her through gold-rimmed spectacles that magnified his eyes. “I take it that something of interest has happened?”

      Elise thrust her bare hand at him. “The warlock magic failed. That’s what happened.”

      Paimon slid his spectacles to the tip of his nose and studied her with cool indifference. The rune had burned into her skin, leaving the flesh blistered. Using the ethereal magic had drained her too much to heal it.

      In order to replenish her stores she was going to have to feed again, even though she had fed barely two days earlier. In the meantime, her stomach was a painful pit and every mortal she had passed on the way to the library had looked like meat to her.

      Elise had promised herself that she wouldn’t end up like this again.

      “I don’t know what’s become of Onoskelis,” Paimon said in the smoothest vo-ani that Elise had ever heard. His voice was melted butter. “The fact that she has gone missing would suggest that she’s no longer needed.”

      Clenching her hand into a fist again made the blisters stretch, but the ache helped her focus on his words rather than the beat of his heart. “No longer needed? Where, in the library? In service to the fucking Palace administration?”

      “There’s no need for hysterics.”

      Elise wasn’t hysterical. She was furious.

      With a sweep of her arms, she sent Paimon’s papers scattering over the floor, then slammed her knuckles into his bare desk hard enough to dent the wood. Another shock of pain. It was good.

      “The information she gave me wasn’t enough,” Elise said, enunciating each syllable. “I looked
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