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        Visions of dark shadows past show Angie a terrifying future…

      

      

      New Mexico changed everything for witch Angie Jordan. Now she must face the consequences. And the target on her back that came with her out of the demon realm. Survival means finding answers in the most secret records of the demon hunters. Answers that could save her life, and the life of the man she loves.

      But her search twists in unexpected ways. Revealing centuries-old mysteries. The more she learns, the more questions raised. Questions…and a new demonic threat.

      When allies become enemies and enemies become allies, Angie must question everything she thought she knew about herself and those around her. Saving the people she loves will mean opening herself to powers she never wanted. Powers that could kill her. Powers that can kill.

      And a deadly menace from the demon realms ready to burn down the world.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie Jordan had been back in New York City for a week, restlessly waiting for this moment. And she still wasn’t sure she was ready for it. Yet the time felt overdue. This was something she should have done months ago.

      It had taken New Mexico and the incident in the desert to really push the demon hunters to give in to her requests.

      Now, all this knowledge might be too late.

      She glanced at Sebastian as he stared up at the building in front of them. It was a nondescript office building in Midtown Manhattan, close to Times Square and relatively indistinguishable from all the other buildings around it. Floor after floor of steel and black smoked glass rising up into the bright afternoon sky, casting long shadows across the busy sidewalk.

      Late spring warmth had taken hold of the day, which meant the sunshine felt lovely and warm on her skin, but the shadows were still cool and a good contrast to the growing heat. After time back home in Albuquerque, the cool shadows felt particularly cold. Or maybe that was the ominous sense of dread filling her gut. Even the scent of a nearby food truck selling tacos couldn’t overcome that dread, though the smell did make her stomach growl. She’d eaten before coming this time, not wanting to make the mistake of being hungry before facing this situation, but tacos were always a good idea as far as her stomach was concerned. Except just then, with the churn of anxiety and the weird mixture of anticipation and hesitance holding her here on the overly crowded sidewalks.

      Fortunately, there was a bubble of space around her and Sebastian, a little haven of isolation despite the crowds of tourists and locals pushing past so thickly they moved like one entity. A bubble of peace Sebastian had willed into existence.

      Demon hunters’ wills were awesome things. And Sebastian was one of the best demon hunters working.

      She’d only learned just how powerful he was in the desert, though. And what that meant to the demon hunters.

      And that he was the real reason she had a powerful hunter who wanted her dead.

      “You’re ready?” he asked without looking at her.

      “Past ready. And yet…”

      He finally looked down at her. “And yet,” he echoed with a nod, his soft English accent rolling the words to make them sound less ominous.

      She was tempted to reach out and grab his hand, for the support and reassurance, but she was also afraid she’d read him on accident because her nerves were so jangled, so she kept her hands to herself. Being a touch psychic had its benefits—it was the reason she could do the work she did, giving psychic readings at Dana’s Cauldron in the Village—but it had its drawbacks when she wasn’t feeling as controlled as she might like.

      The time in New Mexico, studying with her original and most beloved mentor, had definitely helped the control that had been slipping before the trip. She did have control of her magic now, all of it, even the magic she’d absorbed on accident in a demon realm.

      It was just that that control felt more delicate than she liked.

      “What if we find out there’s nothing that will help?” she said, voicing her fears. Again.

      This wasn’t the first time she’d talked about this with Sebastian. They’d discussed the situation multiple times over the last two weeks, before they’d even returned from New Mexico. But this was the rubber-hits-the-road moment when she’d find out if her fears were founded. If the hunter who wanted her dead, Morty, had told her the truth in the desert.

      She didn’t feel like she was dying. She didn’t feel like she was being overwhelmed by the demon magic she’d absorbed and worked into her own magic on accident.

      But she no longer felt entirely like herself either.

      More than the thought of dying, that scared the shit out of her.

      “We’ll find something,” Sebastian assured. “According to Morty, you should be dead already. He was lying. We all knew it.”

      “But Jacob hasn’t been in touch either and he wanted to find a solution.”

      “He won’t have access to these records. It’s taken us months to get access to the full histories of the demon witches. Jacob means well⁠—”

      She interrupted that sentiment with a snort. She didn’t have a great opinion of that particularly demon hunter now either. Not since he shoved her into a demon realm.

      Sebastian tilted his head in acknowledgment of the grace he shouldn’t be giving Jacob and finished, “He wants you to live so you can be used as a tool against the demons.”

      She nodded. That was a much more accurate description of Jacob’s goal in all this.

      “But even he doesn’t have the connections to get into these files. And if there are answers, they’ll be here.

      She let out a slow breath and looked up at the building again. She really hoped Sebastian was right.

      Because the magic she’d intertwined with her own magic inside the demon realm had made itself at home in her web of power, and she couldn’t see any way of removing it without disaster.

      In her world, disasters meant death.

      

      The lobby of the office building was a huge open space with two story high ceilings and a lot of bland gray carpeting against black marble floors. A long reception desk against one wall allowed visitors through to the banks of elevators behind swipe card security entrances. No one got into the building who didn’t belong or wasn’t signed in.

      There were visitor badges waiting for Angie and Sebastian at the desk. No pictures attached. And there were orders with the badges not to take pictures. That the security guards complied with that request meant someone in this building carried a lot of power.

      And why not? The hunters would hardly store their most valuable records in a place that just anyone could get into past guards who couldn’t follow directions.

      She and Sebastian went to the elevator bank farthest from the desk after swiping through the security gates. The floors had to be punched into a panel at one end of the bank and then they were directed to a specific elevator to bring them where they were going. When they entered the fourteenth floor, the digital screen blinked a few times with an error warning. And then abruptly directed them to elevator seven.

      No one else was waiting in front of elevator seven, though there were plenty of people waiting at the other six in the corridor. She and Sebastian didn’t have to wait long either. Elevator seven opened ten seconds after they paused in front of it, as if it had been waiting for them.

      No one else followed them inside.

      When the doors slid closed, the low level noise of the lobby, all the various conversations and talking that had fallen into background white noise for her, cut off abruptly. The silence felt heavy and ominous and didn’t help the jangly nerves tightening her stomach.

      She watched Sebastian in the shiny reflective silver of the elevator doors. He was dressed relatively casually, in dark wash jeans and a white button up shirt that looked sharp and clean against his dark brown skin. His goatee was neatly trimmed and his tightly cut black hair, with just a hint of gray at the temples, gleamed faintly under the elevator light. He looked gorgeous and strong and sometimes she forgot how much he could take her breath away. The urge to touch him, to take comfort in holding hands, made her restless, and she gripped the strap of her large purse where it lay across her chest tighter to stop herself. As she watched him, his hand flex into a fist and then relax as he also resisted the urge to reach out to her. He knew her well, and she’d warned him ahead of time touching might be bad. But not grabbing onto him and holding tight felt retched.

      Instead of touch, she moved a little closer to him, standing close enough, she could practically feel his arm alongside hers, even if they weren’t in direct contact. That helped. Both of them because his shoulders in his reflection relaxed.

      When the doors slid open, Gabriella was waiting for them.

      “I thought you’d stand on the sidewalk all day,” the older woman said, her expression serious and a touch annoyed.

      Angie wasn’t sure why she was surprised the hunters had cameras at the street level to monitor who came in and out of the building. Of course they would. Still, realizing Gabriella had been watching her waffle and hesitate to come upstairs was embarrassing.

      The fact that the hunter was showing her annoyance meant she wanted Angie to know about it, too. Demon hunters only revealed what they wanted to. And while Angie had never seen Gabriella in a demon fight, she was a member of the hunter council and not someone Angie had ever taken lightly.

      She might even say she respected Gabriella on a certain level. If the hunter wasn’t so insistent that Angie should join their ranks and be a demon hunter herself. Months of Gabriella’s insistence, while Angie got no closer to being a proper demon hunter, hadn’t seemed to diminish Gabriella’s commitment to the idea, though.

      She was an average looking woman, as most hunters were, a few inches shorter than Angie, even in her low black heels, wearing dark gray suit pants and a fitted blue dress shirt that would blend in well with any of the suits they’d passed in the lobby. She kept her dark hair, shot through with strands of steel gray, pulled back into a severe bun most of the time, leaving her sharp features sharper and her baring uncompromising.

      That impression was only amplified by her narrowed dark eyes. “Are you dying yet?”

      “Not that I’ve noticed,” Angie said with matching bluntness. She actually appreciated Gabriella being blunt. They were well past dancing around information, trying to keep as much from the other as possible.

      “Good. Follow me.” Gabriella turned on her heels and walked them down a long corridor that led away from the elevator bank.

      Angie realized with a start that where the rest of the elevators should be, there were only light brown walls with a few nondescript paintings hanging on them. Either that was an illusion, the hunter was willing her not to see the other elevators, or the other building elevators just simply couldn’t stop here.

      Probably the latter.

      “I think she meant that good,” Sebastian leaned in to whisper to Angie.

      “I did,” Gabriella said, without missing a beat. “I don’t want you dead, Angela. You should know that by now.”

      “Wouldn’t want to take your feelings on the matter for granted,” Angie said. “Especially after what happened in New Mexico.”

      Gabriella glanced back, her mouth flattened into a line. She sucked in a breath through her nostrils, then let it out on a huff. “Morty and Jacob have a great deal to answer for.”

      Angie couldn’t agree more.

      Gabriella led them through what seemed like an empty office space, though there were no desks or conference tables or even those open-plan dividers sectioning off work spaces. Even the thought of those made Angie shiver so she didn’t dwell on the image—office work was anathema to her—but she did make note of the very obvious absence of actual office furnishings.

      “Not even pretending here, huh?” she asked Gabriella.

      “This space is the padding,” Gabriella said. “The gauntlet, if you will. Passing through here without an escort is…more dangerous than it seems on the surface.”

      That got Angie looking closer at her surroundings, this time opening her senses. And there, just at the edge of her peripheral vision, impossible to see if she tried to look directly at it, but there nonetheless, a series of sporadic blue lights, faint but clear. Magical spells.

      “Traps,” she murmured, nodding. Then frowned. “A witch set these.”

      Demon hunters didn’t have magic or do magic most of the time. Their will and the way they wielded it could look like magic from the outside. But it wasn’t technical magic.

      The spell traps set around the open office space were actual magic, witch magic by the flavor and look of it. Which meant the hunters had to have hired the spells put into place.

      “It’s amazing what you can get done these days,” Gabriella said. “People selling all kinds of services. And in this case, the price was very reasonable since a hunter had saved the witch in question from her own hubris.” Gabriella glanced over her shoulder. “This was many years back. And she wasn’t a demon witch.”

      “Figured,” Angie said. Because, according to what little information the hunters would admit to her, there hadn’t been another demon witch in centuries. And all the witches they had records on had turned toward evil, tried to unleash demons on the world, and had to be killed—or were killed by the demons they let loose. So Angie doubted the hunters would hire one to set traps protecting their most precious histories.

      Gabriella walked through a door that led into an empty conference room. This time Angie felt the magic the minute she crossed the threshold. A sort of searching spell that tingled along her nerve endings. The moment she was through, the tingling stopped. She blinked and looked back at the doorway.

      “A portal?” she asked.

      “Of a sort,” Gabriella confirmed.

      So. Now they weren’t technically in the building in the middle of Midtown anymore. Or at least not precisely. Angie wasn’t sure where they were—or when for that matter. Magical portals were tricky that way—and it might not even be that far away from where they’d been just moments ago. They might have just moved to a different building in Midtown. But they were definitely now “somewhere else.”

      A level of security she had to admired.

      “Always suspected you all used portals,” she said to Gabriella’s back as the hunter crossed the empty board room to another door.

      “The fireplace in the council’s meeting room?” Gabriella opened the door and stood to one side to let Angie and Sebastian through first. “Yes. There’s a portal there.”

      “I knew it.” Angie tried not to get too smug about having figured that out. But it did feel good to know the hunters hadn’t gotten anything over on her.

      She paused at the threshold, looking past Gabriella. The doorway opened onto a storage room, with row after row of metal shelves all stacked with boxes and crates. And beyond those shelves, Angie caught sight of what looked like a library, wooden shelves this time, all lined with books.

      “Portal again? Or trap?” She glanced at Gabriella.

      “No traps here. If you’ve gotten this far, you’ve been invited.”

      Angie respected Gabriella hadn’t even blinked at her suspicions. “So portal then.”

      “Portal.” Gabriella moved just a little in front of Angie, though, before Angie could step through the doorway. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes. There’s information in there I need.”

      “And if it doesn’t answer your questions?”

      “Then I’ll know where I have to forge answers for myself.”

      Gabriella dipped her head in acknowledgement. Then stepped to the side.

      And Angie crossed through the doorway.
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      The portal doorway left a stinging sort of buzz along Angie’s skin as she stepped though. Into what had looked like a storage room while still standing inside the conference room that may or may not have still been in Midtown Manhattan. Now that she stood on this side of the portal, the “storage room” looked more like the basement of a museum. Still a storage room. But one with an extensive collection of artifacts and art that could rival the greatest museums in the world.

      The smell of the place even reminded Angie of a museum. That sort of clean ancient smell, the smell of old things filtered through modern air purifiers.

      Rows and rows of wooden and metal shelves spread out to each side of her. The floor was red marble, polished so smoothly, Angie could see her reflection in it. The ceiling above was decorated with elaborate crown molding etched in gold and beautiful murals of scenes she couldn’t quite make out from her vantage. She suspected the scenes would make more sense if she was standing in the middle of the huge room.

      A series of crystal chandeliers lit the space as well as electric lamps scattered around the room. The walls were lined with more wooden shelves, all filled with books, some covered by glass, others open. The bookshelves went all the way to the ceiling, and a narrow, wrought iron balcony circled at about the midpoint on the shelves, providing access to the higher sections.

      In between all the shelves and stacks on the main floor, there were also long wooden reading tables. Some of them piled with books or other artifacts. Some empty. There were only a handful of chairs around the tables, though. And none of the chair looked like comfortable reading seats—all hard, straight-backed wood without cushion or padding.

      The space had looked large from the other side of the portal, but from this side, it looked enormous.

      Sebastian stepped up beside her and let out a low whistle.

      She glanced at him. He was scanning the giant room, his eyes wide. In this light, she barely saw the faint dot of red in the depths of brown.

      “Is it what you thought it would be?” she asked. There were other records that most hunters could see, but this was the secret archive, and he’d never been here either.

      “Bigger,” he said. Then glanced back at Gabriella. “A lot more’s been kept secret than I realized.”

      “There are some things it’s best not many people know,” Gabriella said.

      When Angie glanced at her, she realized the door back to the conference room was gone. No door was there at all. Just more of the enormous room, spreading out behind Gabriella as far as it spread out in front of Angie and Sebastian.

      “We’ve been keeping history for millennia,” Gabriella added with a shrug. “Can’t keep all of it in one place.”

      “That’s not why the other hunters haven’t seen this room,” Angie said.

      “No. It’s not. This way. What you need is all in one section.”

      Angie and Sebastian fell into step behind Gabriella, both of them gawking at the room as they wove around shelves and tables.

      “Is that…a Botticelli?” Angie asked, nodding to a wall fresco that had been removed from some wall somewhere and was now leaning up against a shelf, casually, like it wasn’t particularly valuable.

      “Always loved the way he drew women,” Sebastian commented without confirming or denying if the fresco was actually a Botticelli.

      “Has Aidan been here?” Angie asked. If she had been, she’d never told Sebastian.

      “Three times,” Gabriella said. “As far as I know.”

      “As far as you know?”

      “I was not privy to all of Aidan’s movements before I joined the council. And of course, I wouldn’t have known anything about how often she’d visited this place before I became a demon hunter myself.”

      Angie blinked a few times, as Gabriella oh-so-casually upended her world with that last sentence.

      Aidan was a legendary demon hunter, and Sebastian’s mentor. She was the hunter who’d rescued Angie when Angie was only five and had accidentally unleashed a hoard of demons on her father’s church parking lot because, at the time, Angie hadn’t known that looking into the V of a tree trunk would breach the barrier between this realm and the demon realm. At least for her. Aiden had shown up, somehow returned the demons to their realm, and proceeded to ensure Angie’s family understood what she was capable of and introduced Angie to the witch that would prove the most foundational magic mentor of Angie’s life. The very mentor she’d just gone to Albuquerque to train with.

      Like most other hunters, Aidan was pretty unremarkable looking. An ordinary woman moving through the world without drawing too much attention to herself. At least, that was how she presented herself, how she appeared every time Angie had seen her. And Angie had known Aidan was older than she looked because she hadn’t appeared to age in all the years Angie had known her. Twenty-three years was a long time for a person to never show signs of aging. Hunters didn’t have to show their age. They didn’t even have to age at a normal human rate. They willed themselves to age slower. So most of them were much older than they looked. Even Sebastian, who had allowed some gray to thread through his dark black curls, didn’t look his forty-three years.

      So Aidan being older than she appeared wasn’t a surprise. What was surprising was that, in the back of her mind, Angie had always assumed Aidan was in her fifties or sixties. Still young enough that the vague mid-thirties look she presented the world wasn’t all that far off her real age.

      Gabriella had just implied that Aidan was a lot older than that.

      “Did you…know?” she murmured to Sebastian.

      “Suspected,” he said, knowing what Angie was asking without her having to say the words. “But never confirmed.”

      “So you don’t know how old she is either?”

      “Not that she’s admitted. I’ve never asked.” He flashed her a charming smile. “Bit of a cheeky question to ask a woman, though, innit?”

      Angie rolled her eyes, snorting a laugh that surprised her in the midst of all this.

      They ended up in a section of the room that wasn’t too dissimilar to the rest of the place. There was a long wooden table in front of a wall of bookshelves and a few standing shelves in front of it. The area created a sort of room inside the room, with the standing bookshelves serving as a wall on two sides of the table, leaving only one side open to walk in.

      There was glass covering the standing shelves, and Angie had to get closer to them to see what was behind the glass. What she’d assumed were ordinary books, turned out to be artifacts alongside books that didn’t look like they should be outside the glass.

      Not demon books, she thought. The dangerous ones, the ones the demon hunters took out of circulation when they found them and stored safely. She imagined those were collected in a different part of the room. She’d encountered some of those over the years. Nearly gotten rolled under by one that had a connection to a Molder demon last fall. They weren’t the sort of books she wanted to come into contact with again, especially now that she had this demon magic now solidly threaded through her magic web.

      But those weren’t the books behind the glass in this section. The books here were magic books. Witches’ books. Grimoires. If she turned her head and looked at them just right, she could even see their auras. Magic glistened with blue light around them. Some of that blue magic was dark dark blue. Darker than she’d ever encountered.

      And some of it was demon witch red.

      The artifacts with the books seemed to be an odd collection of household objects. Metal bowls. Marble mortar and pestles. Glass and pewter goblets. A few wooden spoons and bowls. A lot of cloth wrapped around things she couldn’t see. The cloth itself seemed infused with magic, so she assumed that was a protective barrier of some kind to whatever the material covered. There were a few pieces of jewelry, too. Necklaces and amulets. Some rings. And one whole case filled with athames, the small knives witches often used during ceremonial magic. Usually to cut herbs or to cut magical lines. Sometimes used as extensions of a witch’s power finger.

      In certain blood magic, an athame could be used as a real knife.

      Angie didn’t deal in blood magic at all, had avoided it as much as possible in her life. There were times when drops of blood were necessary to spells. And she’d encountered witches who used blood magic, both for ill and for good, depending on the witch. But it wasn’t a type of magic she came to naturally.

      Given her demon witch skills, that was probably for the best. Mixing demon and blood had always felt like a bad idea.

      She paused at the cabinet of athames and considered some of them. A lot of very simple, small daggers. Ordinary silver blades. One or two with beautiful crystal hilts. Another few with the hilt wrapped in leather. There was one quite elaborate dagger with symbols etched on the short thick blade and copper wire wound tightly around the hilt. That entire dagger glowed in a light blue color that was almost purple. Most of the other daggers were without that glow of magic, looking perfectly harmless.

      Given they were set behind glass, which Angie suspected had blocks for magic on it, she knew that harmless appearance was deceptive.

      “The histories aren’t just written records,” Gabriella said, coming up next to Angie to consider the athames, not looking directly at Angie. “The histories are kept in the belongings of those who came before as well.”

      “That’s why there are artifacts here and not just books.”

      Gabriella nodded, finally glanced at her. “What you want is all here. Everything we have on the demon witches. Everything we’ve been able to find anyway. We know there are things out in the world that we haven’t been able to retrieve.”

      “Older records?”

      “And even some more recent, relatively speaking. That notorious witch who was killed by her coven? Her cottage was subsumed under a larger mansion built up around it, similarly to the way Sarah Winchester built extensions constantly onto the Winchester house in California. This house has been under constant construction for the last few centuries. There are still relics there, but the ancestors of that witch don’t allow access to the mansion.”

      “No one’s tried to break in and just steal the stuff?” Angie asked, somewhat cynically. Technically, the demon hunters were the good guys. But there was a lot of gray in this world, and that gray found its way into hunter morals just as fast as it did the morals of other people. Sometimes it was hard to tell the good guys from the bad guys.

      “No one has…been able to break in. I won’t say there haven’t been attempts.”

      Angie snorted. Of course.

      “At any rate, what we do have is all here. Very few have had access to this information. And if Morty and Jacob hadn’t nearly killed you and Sebastian, if you hadn’t managed to survive a demon realm and get out alive, I’m not sure I could have talked the council into letting you see this now.”

      “Is Morty still on the council?” No one had said he’d been relieved of that position. Or removed himself.

      “He is. Though he’s lost a lot of the power he’d built up. His…opinions are more suspect now.”

      “Now?” Angie shook her head. “He’s been advocating for my death for months, maybe years, and it’s only now you all decided to be suspicious of his opinions?”

      “His was a pragmatic opinion, not considered particularly sinister.”

      Angie almost choked on that comment. Except, standing here surrounded by all the records of people like her, knowing what she did know about the hunters’ encounters with demon witches over the years, she supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised. Especially given how pragmatic hunters could be. Almost to a fault. And killing someone who could unleash a hoard of demons directly onto this realm would seem to make sense from a certain perspective.

      If you weren’t that someone they were talking about killing.

      Angie had no intention of releasing a hoard of demons onto this world. Not if she could help it. Not if she had any say in the matter.

      But she couldn’t entirely blame the hunters for not trusting her opinion on what she would or wouldn’t do when what she could do was so dangerous.

      Learning just recently that only Sebastian and Aidan were strong enough to send back freed demons of a certain power level had only made the position of some of the other hunters more understandable.

      Again, so long as you weren’t the one they wanted to kill.

      Angie decided to let that argument go. Whether Morty kept his position on the demon hunter council or not wasn’t her decision. She’d like for it to not be her problem either. She wanted to convince the council—Gabriella in particular—that she wasn’t suited to being a demon hunter, which Gabriella insisted she was born for, and that she wasn’t a danger, which Morty insisted she was. If she could just convince them of these two facts, they could all leave her alone and she could go back to just being a witch.

      A witch with a demon hunter boyfriend she had no intention of giving up ever again, the way she’d once tried to in order to get out of the demon hunter world. But still. Just a witch.

      Unfortunately, she couldn’t do any of that convincing at the moment. Because thanks to her time in a demon realm, she was both more dangerous and more useful to the hunters now.

      In ways no one could have predicted.

      She looked at the collection of artifacts and books around her. “Where do I start?”

      “Here.” Gabrialle went to one of the shelves lining the wall and plucked a leatherbound book off a middle shelf. “This will get you started. It’s the complete history of everything we know, in broad strokes. We can move from this into the specifics once you’re done.”

      Angie looked at the size and thickness of the book Gabriella set down on the wooden table in the center of the cubby. A table that had exactly one, very uncomfortable looking chair around it.

      “This is going to take a while,” she muttered.

      “That’s why I fed you before we came,” Sebastian said, coming up behind her. “And I brought snacks.”

      Smart man.
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      The reading was fascinating. Horrifying. Enlightening.

      And incomplete.

      Angie knew the records wouldn’t be complete. Of course they weren’t. No history ever was. And despite their best efforts, demon hunters weren’t omnipresent. They couldn’t know and keep everything. Gabriella had even said there were artifacts and information they knew existed but they couldn’t get at that stuff for reasons.

      The missing information was frustrating. But the stuff that was in those records…

      Angie had a whole new appreciation for both Gabriella and Morty’s logic for dealing with someone like her.

      Demon witches had not had the most auspicious histories.

      Gabriella had not lied about all the encounters the demon hunters had had with demon witches over the centuries. None of them ended well. For anyone, but least of all for the witch herself—and going through the records confirmed all the demon witches appeared to be women. Hard to say if this was accurate or not when tracing back so far, and it was possible some of the witches being referred to as her were not, in fact, hers, but the records maintained by the hunters pointed in that direction.

      “Nothing but death and destruction as far as the eye can see,” she muttered as she flipped through yet another book, this one on a particularly bad encounter with a witch in the fifth century c.e. who wanted to overthrow the Byzantine Empire. The witch had unleashed so many demons on a small village not far from modern day Istanbul that the town had literally been buried in blood and bodies and had to be burned afterward. The hunters had nearly lost that fight. And the witch had been one of the bodies, destroyed by the demons she’d unleashed.

      “I tried to warn you,” Gabriella said.

      “Don’t be smug.”

      “You can stop at any time if it’s too much.”

      “I haven’t found what I need yet.”

      “I’m not sure there’s anything that can help you.” This Gabriella said more quietly. “I’ve never heard of anyone going into a demon realm and surviving. Nonetheless coming out with…more than they went in with.”

      “That was a very delicate way of putting it.”

      “What I’m trying to say is that what has happened to you, what you’ve survived, what you can do now… If it’s ever happened in the history of demon witches, it’s a footnote about a witch who died quickly.”

      “I’m not dead yet.”

      “True. And I have to say, this irritates the hell out of Morty.”

      Angie chuckled at that. “I’m delighted to hear it.”

      “But he was right in saying you probably should be. Humans can’t…handle the kind of magic you now have in your body.”

      “Then why can I?”

      “Got me,” Gabriella said with a shrug. “Maybe it’s to do with some combination of your other powers? Everyone is unique.”

      “But…?” Angie had heard the hanging “but” as surely as if Gabriella had said it.

      “But…I’m afraid Morty is right and there’s no way for you to survive this.”

      That, coming from the blunt Gabriella, was a blow Angie hadn’t been prepared for. She leaned back against the straight, hard chairback and stared across the table at Gabriella. The hunter was leaning a hip on the table, her arms crossed, her gaze steady. But her eyes softened as she held Angie’s gaze.

      “I’m very sorry,” she said quietly.

      “I’m not dying,” Angie said. “I would know I was dying if I was dying.”

      “How?”

      “I’m psychic. I’d know.”

      “Have you ever gotten psychic readings on yourself?”

      Angie flattened her mouth, annoyed that Gabriella had pointed out the obvious flaw in Angie’s logic. Angie couldn’t see her own aura, couldn’t touch her hand and see her future or her past, couldn’t stare into a bowl of water and receive visions of her own future. The closest she’d come was getting flashes of possibilities during spell work, but even that was usually just her subconscious trying to work out what her conscious brain couldn’t grasp. Her touch psychic skills were reserved for reading other people and other things.

      Still… “I would feel it if I were dying. I feel fine. A little tired sometimes, but I’ve also been doing a lot of magic work to get my control back. I’m supposed to be tired after all that.”

      She refused to admit the magic work actually hadn’t been making her tired. In fact, she felt electrified after working magic, especially when she carefully nudged up against the red threads of demon magic in her web of power. What left her exhausted were the times when she didn’t access that web for a long period of time. That was new, and not something she was prepared to discuss with Gabriella, though she had talked about that with her teacher, Esmerelda, and with Sebastian.

      “If the magic overwhelms you,” Gabriella said, “you might not know until too late.”

      “It’s not overwhelming me, though. It’s actually remained perfectly contained.”

      Unlike her own demon witch magic, which had, not too long ago, started to bleed into her witch magic and screw up her control, the threads of demon magic she’d brought out of the demon realm remained as their own, distinct part of her magic, not mixing with anything else. The new magic had even succeeded, where other things hadn’t, at realigning her demon witch magic back into its own thread. Her powers were more balanced now than they’d been since discovering the vision of a spiderweb that was her way of visualizing her magic.

      She wasn’t prepared to say or accept that perhaps she was made to hold this kind of power. The very thought left her panicky and ready to run. But her body didn’t seem terribly bothered by it all.

      “We can hope,” Gabriella said. “Perhaps this really won’t kill you. And maybe it’s just that no other demon witch has survived long enough in a demon realm to return with whatever magic they accumulated there.”

      “I had help.” Sebastian had been there with her. But he hadn’t been the only one.

      Carmen, a witch whose vigilante efforts seemed to cause more trouble than they solved, had also been there. Angie had thought of Carmen as an enemy once. She was responsible for Angie breaking open her demon witch magic and learning to use it in ways that she hadn’t even suspected were possible. Carmen had also nearly gotten Sebastian killed. Angie did not like Carmen. She didn’t trust her. And she was certain the woman would stab her in the back as soon as look at her.

      But she didn’t really think of Carmen as the enemy anymore either. Not an ally for sure. But not an enemy. Their time in the demon realm had…shifted things.

      Gabriella sighed and glanced around the shelves surrounding their nook, her gaze settling on Sebastian. He was behind Angie, studying some of the shelves lining the walls, occasionally bringing a new book to add to the stack of things Angie was reading. He hadn’t commented during the entire conversation, and now Angie was very curious what he was thinking.

      “We can’t afford to lose either of you,” Gabriella said. “Not if we want to keep the demons at bay. The last century has seen too many compromises. Too much gone wrong. Not enough hunters. And not enough hunters who are strong enough to do what needs doing. We need both of you. Which is the entire reason you’ve been allowed here. Because, outside of Morty, and maybe Karen, the rest of the council wants you to live.”

      “Gee, thanks?”

      “You can kill demons now,” Gabriella said bluntly.

      This wasn’t a topic Angie liked to talk about and so had refused to really face since she’d killed a Molder demon. Humans couldn’t kill demons. They could summon them, they could will them back to their realm, they could fight them, they could be possessed and die by them. But they couldn’t kill them.

      Only a demon could kill another demon.

      Yet, Angie had killed not one, but two demons. One a very powerful Molder demon.

      That, more than her potential impending death, was the thing that had brought her here. If word got out what she could do, there’d be a target on her back so glaring and bright, even normal humans might see it.

      And worse, that target would put Sebastian in danger. A thought she really couldn’t tolerate.

      “I’m not going to go around killing demons. You know that, right?”

      “I’m not asking you to right now,” Gabriella said. “I’m saying it is a valuable skill and if necessary… Well, I will ask you to. But only if necessary.”

      “None of this is helping,” Sebastian said, his first comment for hours. He handed Angie a protein bar he pulled from somewhere, which she took gratefully. Then said, “Angie can’t have been the only one this has happened to. Somewhere in here, we’ll find the answers. And if not here, somewhere else. Someone has to know how this was done and how it can be reversed.”

      “Reversed?” Gabriella straightened away from the table. “Why reversed?”

      “To save her life.”

      “She just said she’s not dying.”

      “And you just said I probably was and just don’t know it,” Angie pointed out.

      “I’m not talking about the demon magic killing her,” Sebastian said. “I’m talking about the demons that will come after her once they realize she can kill them. The longer she stays this way, the better chance word of her condition spreads to demons who will come after her for it. I won’t allow that.”

      Angie blinked up at him, her heart pounding hard. This was the crux of the problem and they both knew it. Hearing it said aloud to Gabriella made it all so much more real and worse.

      She watched him reach for her and then check the gesture, letting his hand fall back to his side. Angie turned her focus inward long enough to ensure her touch psychic skills were locked down—she’d been keeping them that way with all the books she’d been touching, but she didn’t want to take chances something had slipped while she was distracted—and then she reached out for Sebastian’s hand. He gripped her instantly, his fingers wrapping tight around her palm. And she felt the tremor that shivered through him.

      He let out a long breath through his nose, then handed her another book with his free hand. “Try this one,” he said quietly to her. “This witch apparently knew more about the demon realms than some of the others. She sketched out the different realms. Had some thoughts on the various places that I haven’t seen before.”

      Angie took the book, not loosening her grip on his hand, and began flipping through it with her free hand, ignoring the slight headshake Gabriella gave them.

      
      Several hours later, the closest Angie could find to any of the answers she needed came in one of the more innocuous looking books that Sebastian handed her. Simple brown cardboard backing, no leather or elaborate symbols. A handwritten accounting of a demon witch from an outsider’s perspective, but not one of the demon hunters. The book was a diary of a woman who’d been in love with a demon witch, and had gone through the witch’s rise and descent with her.

      The diarist talked about her lover taking “journeys” through the demon realms, though it was hard to tell from the writing—which was
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