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        Silas

      

      

      

      Michael stood before me, concern, or maybe it was disappointment, etched into his perfect features. “You know why I’ve asked you here, Silas?”

      “Yes,” I said, although honestly, there could be any number of “indiscretions,” at least in his eyes, that would cause Michael to call me home for this disciplinary meeting. I didn’t see any of the things I’d done that way, though, but whatever my punishment, I’d have to accept it.

      “You have been warned, many times, that your attachment to the knights of Hell, that your feelings of loyalty toward them is clouding your judgment, yet you persist in putting them and their needs ahead of your own brethren. You continue to disobey, to argue, and yes, betray us, your true family.”

      “Betray? Absolutely not. Everything I’ve done, I’ve done out of⁠—”

      “You have done out of selfishness, to satisfy your own wants and needs and those of the knights,” he said, stunning me into silence. “But this latest report has gone too far, Silas. It can’t be ignored. No slap on the wrist or simple reprimand will be enough this time.”

      Michael said it all without heat, without anger. Everything the archangel did, he did only after looking at a problem from every angle and without emotion. There would be no changing his mind.

      “What am I supposed to have done?” Though seeing that look on his face, I knew. My actions had broken every rule and law we lived by. My punishment would be harsh.

      “I’ve received reports that you met with one of the fates, that you made a deal to influence the outcome of a destined path, and that you did this for none other than the knight Zenon, who is, in fact, the grandson of Lucifer himself.”

      “Michael, if you will let me⁠—”

      “Do you deny it?”

      “Who told you this? It was Nathaniel, wasn’t it? You know he’s been looking for an excuse to destroy me for centuries.”

      “And you have handed him one,” he growled. “Do you deny it?”

      His voice was raised this time, something I had only witnessed twice in my entire life. “No, I don’t deny it.”

      He slammed his fist down on the desk in front of him. “They’re calling for your wings, Silas. Do you have an explanation for what you did? One that will save you from this fate?”

      My heart gripped tight in my chest. “Zenon has been under my charge since he left Hell. I witnessed firsthand the horror, the suffering he endured. I couldn’t allow it to continue any longer,” I rasped. That explanation wouldn’t satisfy those calling for blood, but maybe it would appeal to Michael’s sense of justice.

      Michael paled, his snowy-white wings ruffling behind him. “That excuse isn’t satisfactory, Silas.”

      “Michael—”

      “You have been a loyal soldier in our army. A good male, a devoted brother. But this violation of our laws can’t be ignored. There is no saving you.” Sadness filled his eyes. “Silas, you will fall this day.”

      Somehow, I stayed upright as he laid down my sentence, as I felt my power being stripped from me. My gift of foresight was torn away leaving a gaping wound on my soul. Ironically, I never saw it coming. My sight didn’t work when other angels were involved, but even if I had seen my own fall coming, there wasn’t one thing I would have taken back or done differently.

      “I will pray for you,” Michael said as the doors to his office flew open and several angels stormed in, grabbing me and dragging me from the room.

      Heaven’s gates loomed ahead, surrounded by angels I had once considered my brothers and sisters. The gates swung open, and I was dragged through.

      Nathaniel waited on the other side. “Knife,” he said.

      “No,” Rosalind screamed before she was pulled back.

      No one else tried to stop what was about to happen.

      Someone handed him their blade, and he sneered down at me when I was shoved to my knees. “I’ve dreamed about this for so long,” he said, for my ears only, then lifted his head. “Extend his wings.”

      My wings were forcibly stretched out as I fought and roared, trying to fight them off, but it was no good. With most of my powers gone, I was defenseless against them.

      At the first slice, a roar was torn from me. The pain like no other. My soul screamed from the horror of what was happening, the betrayal. Angels pulled at my wings as Nathaniel continued to slice and, in the end, mostly tore them from me instead.

      “Enjoy the fall,” Nathaniel said, then planted his boot in my back and shoved me over the edge.

      I plummeted toward the earth.

      I fell.
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      “We’re heading out,” Zenon muttered.

      Rocco jerked his chin up. “See you there, Si, yeah?”

      “Right behind you.” I patted my pockets and growled, or I would be when I found my car keys.

      Zen walked out onto the balcony, bounded onto the railing, and dove off in a head-spinning death-drop before bursting into the air, his batlike wings catching the wind, then beating slowly as they carried him up into the night sky. Roc unfurled his white-feathered wings tipped with silver and did the same, but without the death-drop.

      I tore my eyes away, my heart finding its way into my throat as I strode out into the hall, then stepped into the elevator. The steel box plummeted a floor before the doors slid open.

      I tried not to dwell on what I’d lost, it was an exercise in futility and grossly self-indulgent, but sometimes, like now, the pain hit me out of nowhere so hard it squeezed my chest and drove the oxygen from my lungs.

      Several years had passed since the angels, my own brethren, hacked off my wings and tossed me from Heaven like unwanted trash. At times like this, though, the physical and soul-deep pain made my fall seem but a moment ago.

      The door ahead of me opened and Zenon’s mate, Mia, walked out with Zephyr, their three-year-old son, at her side. He saw me, and his face lit up before he ran at me, his shoulder-length black hair streaming out behind him, holding out his arms.

      “Hey, Zeph.” I scooped him up.

      “You got any candy, Si?” he said in his sweet, raspy voice, his tiny hand delving into the pocket of my leather jacket.

      “Zeph,” Mia said, shaking her head. “How about saying hello before you start searching people’s pockets.”

      He tilted his head back, looking up at me, and planted both of his sticky little hands on my face to make sure he had my attention. “Hello,” he said.

      I smiled, it was impossible not to. “Sorry, bud, no candy today. I’ll make sure I get some for tomorrow though. Yeah?”

      He nodded, his smile widening.

      Mia took him from me. “You’ve done it now.”

      I chuckled.

      “I thought you were on patrol tonight?” she said.

      “Forgot my keys.”

      “Oh.” She gave my arm an affectionate squeeze before turning her attention back to her son. “Right, little monster, let’s go say goodnight to your cousins, then bed.”

      He nodded. “Then Grandpa?”

      “Yes, then you can call Grandpa,” she said.

      His grandpa, well, great-grandfather, was Lucifer, and the pair were thick as thieves. “Night, Zeph,” I said as they headed toward Eve and Lazarus’s quarters.

      Opening my door, I scanned the room.

      I’d lived at the knights of Hell compound ever since I was cast out of Heaven. They’d been good to me, had treated me like one of their own.

      The knights had been protecting Roxburgh from demons for centuries, and now they had help from the hellhounds and Rune, a demon appointed to the city to keep those of his kind that had been granted sanctuary under control, and it mostly worked.

      We still did nightly patrols, picking off the demons that shouldn’t be here, or the ones breaking the rules, but we’d recently turned our focus to Oldwood Forest, where the demon population was increasing rapidly. They were the kind of demons that couldn’t pass as human, but most concerning was the increase in female abductions. The demons dwelling there were actively snatching females off the street and using them as breeders.

      The forest was vast and, with the help of the hellhounds and the Silver Claw wolf pack, we were collectively working to clear out the forest. Which is where I was supposed to be right now. I spotted my keys, snatched them up, and headed out.

      When I finally reached Oldwood, I texted Zen for their coordinates. I got a pin a moment later. “Great,” I muttered. They were half an hour’s walk away, which meant I needed to start running if I was going to catch up. Taking off, I sprinted through the trees, jumping over fallen logs and dodging low branches. I didn’t mind running, it felt good to push myself hard, to focus on my footing and not the thoughts trying to invade my mind whenever it was quiet.

      I’d been running for about five minutes when a sense of anticipation filled me. It wasn’t a negative sensation, not completely, but something was up. There was a wariness in the esthesis washing through me. I searched the trees, scanning my surroundings. Nothing jumped out at me, unpleasant or otherwise.

      Before my wings and my gift of sight had been ripped from me, I would’ve known what was about to happen. Now, I occasionally experienced what I called “knowings”—a surety or sense of something. It had taken a while to get used to it, but when the feeling came, I listened.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. The feeling lighting up my senses was probably just a warning that Roc was about to tell me they were now half an hour in the opposite direction.

      I yanked my phone from my pocket as I slowed.

      Not Roc.

      It was a video call—from Lucifer. The anticipation spiked. The best way to describe it was wary excitement.

      Why the hell would he be calling me, of all people, and why would it invoke this kind of response inside me?

      I’d had plenty of dealings with him over the thousands of years I’d known him, but we didn’t call each other to chitchat.

      Lucifer also wasn’t one to be ignored. If I did, he’d just keep calling until I answered, or he’d find some other, probably disturbing way of getting my attention. Cursing under my breath, I tapped the screen. “What do you want?”

      Lucifer was standing in a cavern, firelight dancing on the wall behind him. Blood splattered his tattooed neck and chest and someone’s pained groans echoed in the background. “Don’t pretend your dick didn’t get a little hard when you saw my name,” he said and grinned, flashing his white teeth.

      “How did you get my number?”

      “My grandson.”

      Zenon wouldn’t give it to him unless he thought I’d be interested in whatever Lucifer had to say. Still, the king of Hell was an asshole who loved to talk shit and I wasn’t in the mood to deal with him. “Why on earth do you want to talk to me?” I bit out, and he didn’t miss the impatient growl in my voice.

      His gaze sharpened. “All right, Si, no need to get all hot under the collar. I’ll get to the gosh-darned point.”

      Prick. “I’d appreciate it.”

      “The Tartarean is coming up, and I’d like you to represent Hell.”

      My head jerked back.

      “I’ve surprised you.”

      Major understatement. “Why would I want to do that?”

      Lucifer shrugged. “Why wouldn’t you? I hear the angels are sending Nathaniel to represent them. That male will stop at nothing to win, and I need someone just as ruthless representing me.”

      Nathaniel was a duplicitous agitator who’d made it his mission to destroy me. The wannabe despot had been angling for a promotion for centuries and thought betraying his brethren, or spying on them and reporting to certain archangels, was the fastest way of accomplishing that goal. He was also a sick and depraved narcissist with a penchant for mutilation. I’d love the chance to take that fucker down and Lucifer knew it, too. “Why me?”

      “We both know you would have been their first choice if you hadn’t been cast out. You would’ve been taking part anyway, only now you’ll be playing for the other team.”

      “I have no interest in risking my neck for you. I don’t owe you shit.”

      “Correct, you do not,” he said. “But the angels are up to something, and since you’ve lost your ability of foresight, trust me when I say that it won’t only affect me—and all signs are pointing to it being my head on the chopping block—but a whole lot of other not good stuff is coming.”

      Was he lying to get me on side? I had no fucking idea. “What do they have planned?”

      “That isn’t clear yet, things are still…unraveling, but believe me, those fucks are up to no good.”

      “Okay, but I’m still not sure what that has to do with me or why you want me in this tournament?”

      He ignored my questions and carried on talking. “The male who runs The Tartarean, Felditch, has powers like nothing you’ve seen before, and I’ll need the prize that weird motherfucker is offering to ensure the angels don’t have an advantage when the shit eventually hits the fan.”

      “What prize?”

      “A favor,” Lucifer said. “It’s the same every tournament.”

      “That’s it?”

      “A favor from Felditch is nothing to sniff at. The freakish mofo is the whelp of an ancient god and has the power to prove it.”

      I shoved my fingers through my hair. “Okay, but again, why me?”

      “As you know, each team is made up of two representatives, and I find myself in need of someone with…well, a level head, shall we say, to partner with the handmaid I’ll be sending.”

      “I’m not sure why you think I care?” I growled, getting more heated with this whole conversation by the minute.

      Lucifer’s head tilted to the side. “The handmaid I’m sending is bloodthirsty, highly skilled in battle, and I have someone on the inside that assures me that her specialty will be more than useful in this tournament. But she’s known for losing her temper and lashing out. For occasionally making rash decisions.” His yellow gaze bored into mine through the screen, and my gut clenched. “I need someone with a steadying influence, someone who can talk her down when she wants to slaughter every competitor with a big mouth before the first event can even start and get us disqualified. Someone who can also match her as a warrior to ensure we win this.” His gaze flashed and his eyes glowed. “Because we need to win this, Silas.”

      If he was talking about who I suspected he was, he’d lost his senses.

      “Will you say yes?” he asked.

      “Who do you want me to compete with?” I asked, and my gut clenched in anticipation of his reply.

      He grinned. “Come now, Si, you know exactly which handmaid I’m talking about.”

      I swallowed thickly. Yeah, I knew. At least that explained the wary excitement I felt right before Lucifer’s call, a feeling that still throbbed through me now. “She won’t go for it,” I said instead of flat-out refusing like I should.

      “She’ll come around.”

      “It’s not a good idea,” I said, even as my heart pounded harder, faster at the idea of seeing her again, of being close to her.

      He was silent several beats before his gaze locked on mine again. “No? Then let me ask you this. Do you trust anyone else to go with Ursula in your place?”

      My heart slammed against the back of my ribs, just hearing her name.

      No.

      No, I did not.

      “Thought you’d see it that way,” he said when my silence dragged on. “Just remember, Si, when Urs feels threatened or exposed, she lashes out.” His gaze darkened. “And if someone she truly cares about is stupid enough to cause her pain, she will cut them the deepest.”

      Was he saying she constantly lashed out at me because she cared? Or was it just another way to manipulate me into doing what he wanted? “What are you implying?”

      His grin returned, and he shrugged. “Not a thing.”

      He was purposely being abstruse. Prick. I should say no. It would be the sanest thing to do. “If I agree to this,” I said despite myself. “You need to know that I won’t kill for you, not for something like this.” Yes, I killed demons regularly, but only those who had gone rogue. Killing for a tournament wasn’t something I would do. And that included Nathaniel, even if I’d love to hack him into tiny pieces. It couldn’t happen, for several reasons.

      “I never asked you to, Si.” Lucifer turned to whoever was in his torture chamber and flashed them an evil grin. A terrified cry echoed down the phone. His gaze slid back to me and he winked. “Glad to have you on board,” he said, knowing he had me. “I’ll be in touch soon.”
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      I walked into the common room after showering off the demon blood and dirt and gotten rid of the forest worth of leaves I’d somehow gotten down my shirt and in my hair. Zen, Roc, Laz, and Kryos turned my way when I stopped in the doorway. All four were sitting on the floor surrounded by toy cars and trucks and several dolls. Zen was leaning on the couch, Zeph asleep on his chest, the scarred and inked warrior’s hand protectively resting on his son’s back. Lysander and Revere, Laz and Roc’s sons were lying on a huge beanbag chair together watching one of their favorite shows. And Astra stood behind Kryos, putting sparkly barrettes in her father’s hair.

      “You look so pretty, Daddy,” she said, leaning around to look at his face.

      He grinned at her. “I feel pretty, bug.”

      His brothers chuckled.

      “The blue ones match your eyes,” Roc said.

      Astra smiled proudly. “I’ll do your hair next, Uncle Roc. I have lots of blue barrettes left.”

      He winked at her. “I’d love that, bug.”

      All the children had the markings of a knight, even Astra, and so far, she was the only female to bear them. They were young to have the markings, and none of us knew what that meant yet, but it definitely meant something.

      Zen spotted me and lifted his chin in greeting. “Been expecting you.”

      “Lucifer told you why he wanted my number?” My stomach muscles clenched again, like they had been doing all night when I thought about the tournament.

      Zen nodded. “Yeah, I also just met him at a gateway. He gave me something for Ursula.”

      “What is it?”

      “Official invitation for the tournament. He needed someone with his bloodline to hand it to her. That’s the way it’s done apparently.”

      I crossed my arms. “Why can’t he just give it to her himself? She’s in Hell with him, right?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “No idea. Timing, apparently. He said she’s leaving in a couple days with Roxy and Lothar, heading off on some mission, but he wants to wait before he clues her in on what he’s got planned for her.”

      Seemed like an asshole move to me. Lucifer was all about his mysterious ways, some bullshit about the greater good, meanwhile, as a result, he frequently hurt the people he purported to love the most.

      “So you’ll be spending quality time with Urs?” Laz said, a smug look on his face. “How do you think she’ll feel about that?”

      “Yeah, how’s this gonna work?” Roc said. “You just gonna show up and give the female a jump scare? Like hey, it’s me, the cheating ex-boyfriend of Christmas past here to ruin your night, only in this case it’ll be longer.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Ursula was going to be pissed. I knew this, yet still, I couldn’t stay away. The idea of anyone else going with her didn’t sit right with me. This tournament was dangerous, competitors died. The female didn’t need my protection, but I wanted to be the one to have her back during whatever tasks and trials they threw at us.

      “You think you’re gonna get her to forgive you, don’t you?” Kryos said and kind of winced.

      I said nothing, because yeah, after what Lucifer said about her lashing out at those she cared about most, it had crossed my mind, but before I could reply, I got hit with a pity tsunami of epic proportions, the combined emotional runoff from every male in the room slapping me in the face.

      “Brother,” Roc said, looking pained. “You don’t need me to tell you this, but Urs is a proud, take-no-shit female. You kissed her sister, Si. You made out with her twin.”

      “I know what I did,” I said, feeling like shit all over again. It had been an accident. I knew how weak that sounded, but it was the truth. Urs wouldn’t believe me, though, no matter how many times I told her or tried to explain. Uma, her biological twin, had known exactly what she was doing that night—and whatever fucked-up game she’d been playing had worked spectacularly well.

      “I say this with love, my man,” Roc said. “It’s not gonna happen.”

      He was right, of course. It’d been several years since we’d been together, but no matter how I tried to hide how I felt, no one had missed I still had feelings for her. “Maybe she and I can be friends,” I said.

      Roc’s and Kryos’s pitying looks told me what their emotional bombardment already had, and yeah, what I knew deep down.

      That wasn’t going to happen either.

      Ursula wanted nothing to do with me, and there was no changing that female’s mind once she’d made a decision. Lucifer had only said the shit he had to manipulate me into doing what he wanted, but I would have said yes anyway. As soon as he’d said her name, my mind had been made up.

      “I’m heading back out on patrol,” I said and strode from the room. Gunner and Chaos were already in the city. I was rostered off the rest of the night, but what else was I going to do? Maybe I’d get to kill a rogue demon. That always made me feel a bit better.
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      The city was quiet for a change.

      Pity.

      I needed something to quiet my mind. All I could think about was Lucifer’s request. Was I really going to do it? I shouldn’t. I should stay away from that tournament, from Ursula, but everything in me demanded I make sure she came out of this, The Tartarean, alive. That was the only reason I’d given in. Urs despised me, and no matter how many times I’d apologized, she’d refused to accept it. Hurting her was a failing I couldn’t seem to get past no matter how hard I tried, and Kryos was right, I wanted her forgiveness more than anything.

      A strong gust blew past me, and the cemetery gate squeaked loudly as I drew closer. I paused and listened for movement.

      Most of the city stayed awake, but there were parts of it, like here, that gave in to the night. After checking the usual demon haunts, making a few detours down dark alleys and through abandoned buildings, I headed here, the largest human cemetery in the city. There’d been several burials today, and rogue ibwa demons could periodically be found munching on newly buried corpses.

      The heavy iron gates squeaked louder as I approached. I scanned the shadows, searching for movement, and scented the air for the unmistakable scent of formaldehyde on the breeze.

      So far so good. I headed deeper into the large cemetery. This one was old, and I guessed there probably weren’t many plots left.

      Something moved in the shadows near a large oak tree several yards away.

      I sensed nothing, there were no alarm bells, no inner warnings. Throwing out a hand, I called my sword forth. It appeared, the hilt cool and comforting against my palm. At least Michael hadn’t taken it when he’d relieved me of a substantial portion of my powers. I wasn’t totally helpless, but my abilities were nothing like they used to be.

      “Show yourself, demon,” I called into the night. “Or die.” They were going to die anyway. Eating humans, dead or alive, was most definitely in the “breaking the rules” category set out by the knights, but I found telling them the truth at times like these caused them to run like hell, and chasing someone would expend far more energy than I had tonight.

      A small figure stepped out from behind the tree. Definitely not a demon.

      Power vibrated across my skin, tingling down my arms. I gritted my teeth as the kiss of power, the tiny taste of home, rushed over me, giving me a small, taunting bite of all I’d lost. If I’d been at full strength, I would have felt her presence instantly.

      “Rosalind? What are you doing here?” I said, and my voice came out rough as residual power undulated through my chest and over my stomach. She was doing it on purpose.

      Her wings rustled and the peach-colored feathers brushed with gold glinted in the moonlight as she stepped forward. “Silas, my dear, it has been far too long.” A serene smile curved her pretty lips as she weaved her way through the headstones. When she reached me, she rested a hand on my chest. “I’ve missed you so very much.”

      Had she? “Why are you here, Rosa?”

      Her lashes fluttered at my informal use of her name. “Are you not pleased to see me?”

      “Of course,” I said, and in a lot of ways I was. She hadn’t been manipulative like some, and once upon a time she’d been my intended. “But it’s been a long time since we’ve spoken. I assume this visit isn’t because you wanted to check on my well-being?” I smiled to soften my directness. She was always extremely softhearted. We probably would have been good together if things had been different. Angels didn’t choose each other. We didn’t seek love matches. Those higher up decided when and who would be paired. Then after an arbitrary timeline set out for us, a short ceremony was held where we signed the book of alliance.

      But before our arranged union could come about—I’d “sinned” in the eyes of my brethren when I’d lain with Ursula. Rosalind had been angry, of course, when she’d learned of my transgressions. She’d been humiliated that others knew what I’d done, but her feelings hadn’t been injured because Rosalind didn’t love me in the romantic sense. I had disrespected her, though, embarrassed her, and for that I would always be sorry. She’d still wanted to go ahead with our alliance, while I’d planned to petition to have our assigned union nullified. I’d only wanted Ursula even if she hadn’t felt the same. But before I could speak to Michael about ending things with Rosalind, I’d fallen.

      She chewed her lip, and her hands fluttered about in front of her.

      I slid my fingers under her chin and tilted her head up so I could see into her eyes. “Rosa? Why are you trembling? Tell me what has you so distressed?”

      Her lips quivered. “I-I come to you with a message…from Michael.”

      I stilled. The last time I saw him was when he’d sentenced me to fall. “What message?”

      “He and Uriel know you are taking part in The Tartarean, that you are risking your life, your very soul…for Lucifer,” she said, lowering her voice when she spoke Lucifer’s name.

      My back straightened. “I’m not beholden to Heaven. Not to Michael and certainly not to Uriel. Not to anyone but myself. They have no authority over me. Not any longer.”

      She nodded quickly. “I know that, Silas, and so does Michael. He’s the one who asked me to bring this offer for your consideration, and it is a most generous one.”

      Against all logic, hope filled me. “What kind of offer?”

      “Michael wants you to take part in the tournament like you’ve planned. He knows with your skill and strength you can make it to the final round.”

      My chest tightened. “And then?”

      “He believes the final event will be between you…um, Hell”—she said it like she’d said Lucifer, as if saying it out loud would summon the devil himself—“and Heaven, then during the final battle⁠—”

      “He wants me to throw the tournament. To help the angels win,” I said, fury pulsing through me. The angels had won every tournament since The Tartarean came to be, but with me competing against them, it seemed they weren’t feeling as confident. Hell had always been their biggest threat, their only real competition, at least in their eyes, so securing my assistance now meant eliminating any chance of a loss.

      “Yes.”

      “Why would I do that? I have no desire to help Michael’s cause⁠—”

      “He will give your wings back, Silas. He will forgive you for your betrayal, for your…” She looked down. “Sins, and he will welcome you home with open arms. All will be as it once was.” Her cheeks turned pink, and she smiled softly. “We can sign our names in the book of alliance. We can have a child.”

      Everything seized inside me.

      It’s all I’d ever wanted. At least before I’d found Ursula. For a very long time, Rosalind had been my future. I couldn’t lie and say I didn’t miss Heaven, because I did, and I missed my wings so much that some mornings when I woke, I was convinced they were still there, positive I heard the rustle of my feathers and felt the stretch and pull of the muscles on my back from their movement.

      “And you want this?” I asked her.

      Her cheeks grew darker as she curled her slight fingers around mine. “Very much.” She squeezed my hands. “We were meant for each other, and you were always meant to be our champion, Silas. You are our best warrior, and Michael hasn’t forgotten it.”

      “He said this to you?”

      She shook her head. “You know Michael. He is a male of few words, but it was most ardently implied. He knows it’s the truth, and so does our brethren.”

      My heart was racing. Being exiled had hurt in ways I didn’t know were possible and had left wounds that would never heal. I missed Heaven so badly that I ached to go home—but this?

      Ursula would never forgive me if I betrayed her again.

      She also despises you. You have no future with her.

      “Will you do it?”

      Would I? Could I do it?

      The scars on my back throbbed. It was probably all in my mind, but the absence of my wings was suddenly too much to bear. I dragged in a shuddering breath.

      “Silas?” She squeezed my forearm. “I need your answer.”

      I’d be a fool to say no. “What does he plan to do with the prize?”

      “He only wants to ensure our good fortune, nothing more.”

      Even if I’d still had my foresight, it wouldn’t have been able to guide me in this instance. Not when angels were directly involved. I had no idea if Rosalind or Michael had come to me with this deal in good faith. “And you’re sure that’s all?” The things Lucifer said, that the angels were up to something, kept playing through my mind.

      “You know Michael. Are you truly questioning his motives?”

      Michael was good. If there was anything fucked up going on, he wouldn’t be the one behind it. “This request is unusual; can you blame me for being suspicious?”

      “Michael is only concerned with maintaining balance, that is all. You know Hell doesn’t play fair. We need as much good fortune as we can get.”

      It definitely sounded like something Michael would say. He’d always been fair, and what Rosalind said made sense. Before I’d fallen, he’d covered for me, protected me, until I’d made it impossible for him to do it any longer. “I want to believe you, but you must understand that until today I’ve had no communication from any of you. You cast me out and forgot I existed.”

      “I never forgot about you, Silas. I have prayed for you every night since we lost you.” A card appeared in her hand. “But if you need proof, this is from Michael, with the assurances you require.”

      His seal was on it, his name scrawled above.

      My heart raced faster. She was telling the truth. “If he can assure me that no harm will come to my teammate⁠—”

      “You’ll do it?”

      “First, I need an answer. My teammate⁠—”

      “They will not be harmed,” she said and waved her hand over the card, adding my stipulations. “So it is written.”

      It all seemed too good to be true, and honestly, I still wasn’t sure I could do it. “Will Nathaniel know if I agree to do this?”

      She shook her head. “You will be acting alone. Heaven’s team in the tournament will have no knowledge of your deal with Michael.”

      If I did this, if I agreed to Michael’s deal, I would get my wings back. I’d be whole again.

      I could finally go home.
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        Ursula

      

      

      
      “Thanks for this,” I said, taking the package Rune held out. “Especially on such short notice.”

      “Any time, though I confess I’m curious why the hurry?”

      “I’ll be away for a while and don’t want to be caught short.” I was heading off for an undisclosed length of time, first tagging along with Roxy and Lothar, one of Lucifer’s hellhounds, then off on a mission of my own, the details of which were, for the time being, a mystery even to me. I thought I knew, hoped I did, but with Lucifer, it could be anything. He’d told me to stock up on my poisons, so that’s what I was doing. I slid them into my pack.

      “You sure you won’t stay and play?” Rune said, leaning against his bar and crossing muscled arms over his very nice chest. His lips were perfectly formed, and the sensual smile he gave me could entice the most pious nun to sin.

      I’d indulged many times over the centuries, and Rune made sure a girl always had a good time. “As tempting as your offer is, I have places I need to be.”

      He pushed away from the bar and closed the space between us. He didn’t touch me, though, even Rune wouldn’t touch me without invitation. He didn’t have a death wish.

      “It’s been a while for us, Urs.” He tilted his head to the side. “We used to have fun, you and I.”

      We had, but over the last few years I hadn’t been interested in the pleasures of the flesh. I’d had dry spells before, you did when you were as old as I was. Things became boring, even sex. That was the only reason the idea of fucking Rune made my skin crawl, nothing else—no one else. I grinned. “Maybe another time. Don’t tell me the great Rune, renowned lover and sexy-as-fuck leader of demons, is having trouble getting laid?”

      He chuckled, dark and sexy. “You know better, lovely.”

      I did. He literally had females vying for a place in his bed each night. They showed up at the door of the decommissioned asylum Rune now occupied with his small army of loyal demon soldiers, and in most cases, it was first in, first to get lucky. “I do. Sadly, I know exactly what I’m missing out on.” I slid on my pack. “But time isn’t on my side. I’m not even sure if I’ll see you next month, but I’ll let you know.”

      He inclined his head. “Maybe next time you won’t be in such a rush to leave.”

      “Maybe,” I said and headed for the door.

      “Give my regards to Lucifer, won’t you?”

      “Sure thing.” I strode out of his apartment that had once been a rooftop garden. It had more windows than walls and was a much nicer space than the rest of the haunted building that smelled like old hospital and despair.

      Relief washed over me when I walked out of the main doors of the ground floor, and I dragged in a cleansing breath. Instead of opening a gateway and heading directly back to Hell, I started down the street. There was a light, warm breeze that you only got to experience above ground, and the moon was full, which always affected people, human and other. If there was weird shit about to go down, I
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