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      About Sins of Eden

      There have always been three gods. Always.

      Until Elise Kavanagh murdered them.

      A demon named Belphegor has entered the Origin and become a new god, triggering genesis: the death and rebirth of the entire universe. He wants Elise to join him in Eden for the end of all things, but only once she’s watched everyone she cares about die painfully under his heel.

      With nothing but a dwindling army of werewolves, Elise must enter Eden, slaughter Belphegor, and stop the genesis. But Belphegor’s smarter than Adam ever was, and far crueler. He’s spent lifetimes preparing for this.

      He will have his world of Hellfire. He will have victory. And he will have Elise’s life…
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      It had been an eternity since Nathaniel Faulkner hadn’t been alone.

      Sometimes the trees in the garden spoke to him. They had seen many things in the eons that they had shaded fertile soil from sky and they were happy to tell him about it all. The whispering of the branches told colorful stories wilder than anything he ever could have imagined on his own.

      They said that there was a time when the garden had been filled with laughter and light. It had begun with just three people, and they had been happy with one another’s company.

      The first to arrive had been Lilith. She had been a serpent slithering through the rotting leaves with little interest in the trees, they told Nathaniel with no small amount of disapproval, but her presence had been beneficial. She’d been hungry, always hungry. She ate the rats, pests, and parasites that risked the garden’s health. She ate the fruit that had gone foul. She devoured all things dead and left the living untouched. Her hunger had been good for them, but the garden had found her frightening.

      The second had been Eve—their favorite. She had flown among their branches like the birds, filling the air with song. She nurtured the trees from saplings. Her fingertips had urged their roots to dig deeper in the earth, clutching at the world to hold it in a single piece, and that had been good.

      And then there had been Adam.

      The trees didn’t like to talk about Adam.

      “Why?” Nathaniel asked once.

      The answers had been varied and reluctant. One said that He had burned them centuries earlier, and they had never forgotten the pain of it. Another tree had said what happened to Eve was His fault, though it wouldn’t elaborate on what had happened to her. A third just said that Nathaniel would be happier not knowing anything about Adam at all.

      But the trees liked having Nathaniel’s company. He shared more in common with Eve than Adam, they said. He had brought a sapling with him, and the garden was thrilled to welcome the new life.

      These conversations did little for Nathaniel’s state of mind. The garden couldn’t embrace him with human arms, nor could it listen to his stories; it only told him its own.

      It hadn’t always been like that.

      Nathaniel remembered that he used to live in a place where the sun had shined for many hours a day. He remembered beaches, sand, the smell of seaweed in the ocean.

      He remembered a woman with blond hair and a thin smile, a woman who had probably been beautiful when she was young but became exhausted and fearful with age. He knew that they had some kind of relationship. He couldn’t remember now. It had been too long.

      Yet Nathaniel was certain that he hadn’t always been alone. He knew he hadn’t always lived in twilight underneath trees a thousand times taller than him, with moss-draped branches and bone-white roots.

      But he wasn’t all that certain where or who he used to be.

      To be frank, it had been so long that Nathaniel wasn’t even certain that he hadn’t been hallucinating his conversations with the trees all along.

      “Am I really here?” he asked the garden once. “Who am I?”

      He’d gotten no response to that.

      Sometimes, Nathaniel walked and walked, and when his legs grew tired, he unfurled his wings and flew. He searched for an edge to the garden and found none within the two or three days that he could travel. It was endless, monotonous forest carpeted with ferns and fed by crystalline streams of water bubbling over rocks.

      He usually didn’t try to walk. He waited with his sapling as it grew, until one day it became a Tree. A very special Tree.

      The only apple tree left in the garden, in fact.

      One day, he returned from a walk to find that the Tree had changed. Its roots no longer encompassed a glassy stream; it cupped a still pond of glowing light. The pond was so bright that he couldn’t see the bottom, though he thought that the water had to be fairly shallow.

      Nathaniel didn’t think that the Tree had grown around that pond. He thought the pond might have come to his Tree.

      Its light blanched the roots and lapped at the shore with the whisper of a thousand voices. Strange as its appearance had been, Nathaniel was happy to see its light, if only because it was a break from all the gloom within the garden.

      The trees told him not to go into the water. They said it would ruin him.

      Yet Nathaniel still went swimming in the pond. Later, he couldn’t remember why he’d decided to do that. It had seemed important at the time.

      When he had come out, he hadn’t quite been the same. That swim in the pond was, he suspected, when he had started forgetting everything. He knew it had changed him. He’d emerged, dripping, from the shimmering white waters of eternity, his skin and feathers glowing with a new light.

      He was stronger than ever before, yet his mind grew weak. The Tree towered above him as tall as the others in the garden.

      Nathaniel thought it used to be a sapling. He thought that was a sign that a lot of time had passed since he’d entered the garden.

      He just wasn’t sure. He didn’t know much of anything. Not anymore.

      Which was why it was such a shock when he heard a knocking at his door.

      “I don’t even have a door,” Nathaniel said to nobody in particular.

      Yet when he turned around, there was indeed a door waiting for him on the other side of the Tree. It looked like an ordinary door. It had four panels carved into the wood, the handle was a silver lever with a simple lock, and the frame was painted blue.

      Someone knocked on the other side again.

      It was a slow beat, slower than his heart. One, two, three knocks, and then a long pause.

      “Someone wants in, don’t they?” he asked the garden.

      He stepped around the door. It looked identical on the other side. There was no wall to support it, but a few inches of plain brown apartment carpeting had grown from the moss at its base. Now Nathaniel thought that he recognized the door. It had been in his bedroom at his mother’s house when he was a small child.

      His mother. That was the blond woman he sometimes remembered. Hannah Pritchard, a woman who had danced ballet until single motherhood forced her to surrender it. She’d worked sixty hours a week as a legal assistant to make ends meet and pay for daycare.

      She’d been a witch, too, like Nathaniel had been at the time, but much weaker than him.

      Nathaniel remembered that now. He actually remembered.

      It was thanks to the knocking. He was sure of it.

      And he began to grow excited.

      Another series of knocks. One, two, three, just as slow and deliberate as before.

      “Who’s there?” He raised his voice as though trying to be heard through a wall, even though there shouldn’t have been anything but door separating him from his visitor.

      Be careful, the trees warned him. Look.

      “Okay,” Nathaniel said, “I’ll look first.”

      There was a peephole in the door now. That wasn’t a feature that his bedroom door had possessed, but its existence didn’t bother him.

      He pressed his eye to the hole.

      There was a woman on the other side.

      Her head hung low so that black hair veiled her face. Nathaniel could make out the slope of pale shoulders, an hourglass body hugged by leather pants laced from ankle to hips, and a pair of combat boots. Compared to everything clean and pure in the garden, she looked dark, dangerous, tainted.

      She also looked familiar. The sight of her made Nathaniel both excited and angry.

      Be careful, the trees warned again.

      The woman lifted her fist. She knocked another three times. Gloves covered her from knuckle to elbow, leaving her fingers exposed.

      “Oh,” he said. “Elise.” The name came to his lips easily as though he had said it a hundred times before.

      That was who knocked: Elise Kavanagh.

      Now that he recognized her, he remembered her. He remembered when he had been nothing but a human boy and she had taken him into Hell with her. He remembered when he had gone into Araboth to save her from Adam. He remembered her forced half-smiles, the way she had ruffled his hair, the way she had consumed all light and yet glowed with something special from the inside.

      He remembered that she had abandoned him to loneliness.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” Nathaniel said to the door. He hoped she could hear him.

      Be careful. The warning came more urgently now.

      The woman on the other side of the peephole didn’t look up. She just knocked again three more times.

      Nathaniel unlocked the door. It gave a very solid, very satisfying click.

      His relief was tempered by anger, the desire to make her answer for what had happened to him. Elise owed him answers. She owed him for endless years of solitude.

      He pushed down on the handle. The door swung open.

      The entire garden screamed in dismay. No, no, no!

      The door blew open the rest of the way, and it was dark on the other side—so very dark.

      It wasn’t Elise Kavanagh who stepped through.

      The man who entered first was tall, with waxen flesh stretched tightly over his skeleton. He wore a black jacket buttoned all the way up his throat, covering his neck to the jaw. His fingers were slender and long. His eyes were blacker than anything else in the garden.

      His gaze fell on Nathaniel. “There you are,” he said. “I’ve arrived to become the second to your first. What’s your name, boy?”

      Nathaniel’s mouth worked soundlessly. When he managed to speak, it was to say, “You’re not Elise.”

      “She’ll be with us soon.”

      The woman that Nathaniel had seen through the peephole entered, and he realized too late that it was only a demon who looked like Elise. She was accompanied by two other similar women, all radiating infernal energy that made the trees try to curl away from them, disgusted by the force of it all.

      They were similar to Lilith, but their hunger benefited no one. They would devour everything and leave nothing behind.

      “Go find the Origin, Lachesis,” the man ordered one of the women.

      She drifted away. Nathaniel felt like he should stop her, even though he wasn’t sure what the Origin was or why it needed to be protected. The other two women continued to flank the man. They reminded Nathaniel of a king on a chessboard watched by twin bishops.

      “Who are you?” Nathaniel asked.

      The man stretched out a hand, as though offering a one-armed embrace. “My name is Belphegor,” he said, “and I will be your God.”
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      In a cold country gripped by ice, a pickup roared toward civilization.

      Its thick treads chewed through the snow, propelling the truck at well over fifty miles per hour, but the pickup’s escorts—a group of wolves pacing it just beyond the tree line—had no trouble keeping up with the pace.

      Elise could only occasionally glimpse them through the window. Even for something like her, werewolves were too stealthy to track unless they wanted to be tracked.

      She didn’t care enough to attempt it. She could feel the pack outside and that was enough. They wouldn’t be leaving any time soon—not when she had the body of their dead Alpha in her possession. Rylie Gresham’s corpse, turned to stone by the obsidian falchion, was hidden underneath blankets on the far side of the pickup bed.

      Elise was much more concerned with her living cargo.

      James Faulkner still hadn’t woken up. Not when Elise carried him into the pickup, not when Anthony and Brianna began shouting about the changes in the sky over Oymyakon, not when they began their rough journey toward Harbin.

      He was alive. His brain registered activity that Elise could easily see, if not understand. She thought he might have been dreaming. She wasn’t sure.

      It had been a very long time since Elise had looked at James and had no idea what was going on in his head.

      “It’s looking worse.” The voice came from the front of the pickup. Brianna was in the passenger’s seat, leaning forward so that she could look at the sky through the windshield.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Anthony said tightly.

      “How am I not supposed to worry about it? The whole sky is falling apart!”

      “Just don’t look. Okay?”

      Brianna might not have been able to follow Anthony’s advice, but Elise could all too easily.

      She already knew that the angels had succeeded in ripping the universe asunder. She didn’t need to look outside to know that there was no longer any sky remaining.

      Where the velvety blackness of night should have been, roiling void waited, flashing the occasional glimpse of distant buildings and trees. Sometimes those buildings were colorless gray, like something out of Heaven. Sometimes they were spires of obsidian. They peeked through the shifting clouds in breathless instants before fading again.

      The walls between universes had been shattered, and Elise didn’t need to stare to be able to tell death was approaching.

      James’s face, however, was far more interesting. He had changed in subtle but important ways.

      His hair was completely white, unhidden by a glamor. The skin underneath his closed eyes was purpled from fatigue. Horizontal lines marked his forehead.

      Every single one of his long years was imprinted on his flesh, and when she looked deeper within, his heart reflected a similar wearing. He looked like he was dying by the minute. Not now, possibly not even in the next thirty years, but James was mortal and he was going to die.

      Elise had always expected to die before him.

      “Whoa!”

      Anthony’s shout from the driver’s seat was the only warning before the truck flipped.

      Elise reacted the instant that she felt the floor buck underneath her. She released her skin and wrapped herself around James.

      In a blink, they were outside.

      She set him on the ground beside the road and watched as the truck rolled into a ditch.

      It hadn’t been traveling quickly enough to roll onto its roof; it only tipped onto its side, sliding laterally until it stopped at the bottom of the hill. A hard thump after it stopped told her that Rylie’s body had shifted within the truck bed.

      The fear radiating from the driver’s compartment indicated that Anthony and Brianna were fine, but it didn’t tell her why Anthony had wrecked the pickup.

      Then she saw the young man standing in the middle of the road.

      He was little more than a silhouette in the darkness, even with Elise’s keen night vision. There were no stars, no moon, no light from nearby cities—not this far into the wilderness. There was nothing to see.

      Lightning flashed inside the billowing clouds, briefly highlighting the man on the road.

      He was tall and leanly muscled, not yet grown into his adult frame. His dense brown curls had been cut an inch from his scalp. He wore a metal bracelet on one arm—an intake bracelet for a drug called lethe, Elise knew—and wore jeans, a black button-down shirt, sneakers much too flimsy for the Russian winter.

      Benjamin Flynn. She had found him.

      Or, to be more precise, he had found her.

      She expanded her senses until she brushed against Benjamin’s mind. He crackled like a live electric wire. There was so much going on inside of his skull that it was completely unreadable to her. She couldn’t even tell if his intentions were friendly or hostile.

      Considering that he had just made Anthony crash, Elise suspected Benjamin wasn’t entirely friendly.

      She reached back to loosen the falchion in her sheath.

      A wolf emerged from the trees, shapeshifting into human form. Most werewolves needed to wait for the Alpha to make the change, but not Summer Gresham. She was one of the few who had been born with the wolf spirit inside of her, and she switched between the two forms as easily as most people got dressed in the morning.

      The young woman was naked when she finished changing. Her skin steamed from contact with the freezing air. “You okay?” Summer asked, helping Anthony and Brianna climb from the pickup. She hadn’t noticed the man in the road.

      Benjamin bolted at the sound of her voice, veering to the left and vanishing into the trees.

      Elise tore herself from the crashed pickup and flashed through the night.

      For the past several weeks, she had been sick, incapable of feeding well enough to regain control of all of her powers. Now, she loosed herself into the night without hesitation. There wasn’t even a microgram of anathema powder remaining inside of her.

      More than that, she felt like she had fed on an entire army of victims, with blood and sex and flesh and fear, and she was strong enough to take on a second army if she wanted to.

      Elise saw everything as she expanded to fill the unnaturally dark night. She saw the werewolves closing in on the pickup, ripping the doors off to help Anthony and Brianna climb out. She saw the careful transfer of Rylie’s body to flat ground and Ariane Kavanagh emerging from a second vehicle behind them.

      She saw the angel named Nashriel skimming the border between air and void in the sky above, wheeling in circles as he watched for enemies that might threaten the wolf pack.

      Elise saw every inch of shadows under the canopy of the trees, between the grains of topsoil, deep within the layers of ice.

      And she saw Benjamin Flynn running.

      With a thought, she materialized in front of him, arms flung wide so that she formed a wall with her mortal body.

      Benjamin skidded to a stop before striking her. Now that they were closer, she realized he wasn’t impervious to the cold after all. His whole body was trembling, his lips pale, his runny nose frozen. He didn’t cut the most imposing figure.

      “What do you want with us?” Elise asked.

      He looked confused. “What do I want? What does that even mean?”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but wasn’t sure what to say. Something in his tone told her that he wouldn’t have understood.

      Benjamin shoved her.

      Elise let out a small cry of shock as she lost her grip on the trees and fell backwards.

      She never hit the ground. She flashed into shadow inches before she contacted ice.

      When she reappeared, she found herself standing in New Eden.

      Elise’s jaw dropped. Her boots crunched on frozen ground as she turned. That ground belonged in Russia. The trees framing her view of the city were likewise the trees of the tundra, with their desperate branches grasping for any brush of sunlight they could get in the long winters.

      Everything else surrounding her was ethereal. The frozen ground turned to white cobblestone a few feet to her left, and one of the angels’ newer buildings thrust toward the clouds, its upper floors of shimmering crystal hidden by storm clouds.

      Smoke spiraled into the black sky. Some of the trees were burning.

      Lightning flashed through the clouds over New Eden. For an instant, Elise glimpsed a familiar landscape high above her head: an icy road framed by forest and a pickup truck so far away that it looked to be half the size of her pinky nail.

      Benjamin had pushed her into another dimension.

      He was nowhere in sight now. When Elise searched for him with her other senses, ethereal power crashed over her, smothering her ability to sense anything else.

      This wasn’t just a vision. She was really in New Eden.

      Some part of her was perversely amused that she had stumbled back there after all it had taken to reach New Eden the first time. A much larger part of her was horrified by the implications.

      What other worlds would be spilling onto Earth next?

      She stormed deeper into New Eden, searching for Benjamin’s movement among the swaying branches. The wind was picking up. The city groaned and crumbled around her.

      Another consciousness pushed against hers, powerful and brief.

      Leliel.

      The angels knew Elise had come back.

      She raced down the twisting cobblestone road faster.

      Benjamin was scurrying over a bridge when she found him, rubbing the circulation back into his arms. On the other side of the road, Elise could see Earth again—not the tundra that they had left behind, but somewhere with waving grass the color of sunshine.

      The sky was blue over there. Benjamin was fleeing to a place where the sky hadn’t yet shattered, where it would be too bright for Elise to give chase.

      She had to catch him while he was still in New Eden.

      Rage erupted inside of her. She didn’t fight it. She embraced it, fed into it, and unleashed nightmarish fear in a wave.

      “Stop!” Elise shouted, and he did.

      Benjamin cried out as he fell, clutching his chest.

      She sank the hooks of her power into him. Once caught, it was trivial to make his fear grow, paralyzing him as he struggled to breathe.

      But what strange fears for Benjamin to have. Through the ropes of energy tying them together, she could see his nightmares played out like a movie: a blond woman drenched in her own blood, a towering Tree that Elise hadn’t seen intact for years, a dark garden that she had never visited at all.

      She stopped at his side, but Benjamin didn’t see her. He writhed, clawing at his back, as if trying to rip away wings that weren’t there.

      “Let me go!” he cried.

      Elise eased her power away from him.

      Color slowly returned to Benjamin’s cheeks as he panted on the ground. His palms were dirty with Earth soil where he had fallen. The knees of his jeans were ripped.

      Elise could think of a thousand questions for him, starting with “How did you escape Dis?” and ending with “This is all your fault, isn’t it?” But she had no idea how long she could hold on to Benjamin, and only one of those questions mattered. “You told me that Marion was in New Eden,” Elise said. “She’s not here. I don’t think she’s ever been here.”

      “I lied,” Benjamin gasped.

      “But why?”

      “Because I wanted you to go back here. I wanted you to punish the angels for what they’ve done. I think. I’m not sure.”

      And she had taken the bait without thinking twice.

      Anger burned in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t appreciate being manipulated, especially not when those manipulations had led to the walls between all of the universes falling apart.

      “Why do you care what the angels have done? Did they take someone you care about? Is that why we’ve come back?”

      “I don’t know anyone here. It’s just that they killed Nathaniel’s mother,” Benjamin said. “I hate angels. I hate all of them.”

      The sound of Nathaniel’s name from Benjamin’s lips stunned her. He spoke with such heat.

      Metaraon had indeed killed Nathaniel’s mother, a woman who James had once been engaged to marry, but that angel was dead now. Adam had ripped his head off.

      It made no sense at all that Benjamin cared who had murdered Hannah Pritchard.

      “Then where is Marion?” Elise asked.

      “I took her somewhere safe, where nobody would be able to find her. Not even me. It was for her own good. She’s a mage, you know. Leliel would have taken her. Or James would have.” Hatred twisted Benjamin’s features. “You know what happens whenever James gets involved.”

      Not long ago, she would have agreed with that sentiment. She wasn’t sure that she still didn’t.

      Benjamin shouldn’t have known James at all.

      “Have you seen him in your visions of the future?” Elise asked. Benjamin Flynn was a precognitive; he knew her with uncomfortable intimacy because he had seen her in previous visions. “James and Nathaniel—have you been having premonitions of them?”

      “No. God, no,” Benjamin said. He gripped his head in both hands. “Yes. All the time.” He lunged for her. Elise took a quick step back, but he still managed to catch her shoulders, clinging to her desperately. Thunder rolled over New Eden, followed by the conflicting scents of rain and smoke. “I still see you, Elise. I know you. I never wanted to hurt you, but I hate you. How could you do this to me?”

      His touch made her flesh roil. “I think the visions have damaged your mind. We need to isolate you from them again.”

      “Like the Union did?” He laughed bitterly. “Their equipment failed. They thought they were cutting off premonitions, but they were trying to sever me from godhood. No matter what they do, I’ll become him again. Men are too weak to control me now.”

      He was rambling. Insane.

      “James can—” Elise cut herself off. No, James couldn’t do anything. He was never going to use magic to heal someone ever again. “I can do magic now, Benjamin.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “If anyone’s strong enough to repair you, it’s me,” Elise said. “Let’s figure this out. There’s still time to save you, and save the world.”

      A laugh shivered through his body. A tear dripped down his cheek. “It’s too late. It’s much too late.”

      “It’s not too late until we’re all dead.”

      “How do you know that we aren’t?” Benjamin asked. “You’re going to destroy the world, Elise. How could you?”

      Crack. The bridge behind them snapped in half. The pieces fell into the canal, washing downstream.

      Elise pushed Benjamin away before they could fall in.

      The ground grew hot under her feet, just a few feet from the wavering image of Earth. She could feel it through the thick soles of her boots.

      The long grass caught fire.

      “Watch out!” Benjamin dragged Elise under the shelter of another tree that wasn’t yet burning. Its low branches shielded them from the wind.

      Elise watched in horror as the street collapsed in on itself, exposing a burning core of magma underneath. Red-hot fire flowed like an underground river.

      That shouldn’t have been underneath Heaven.

      “What’s going on?” Elise asked, clutching Benjamin’s shirt in a fist. “What have you done?”

      “It’s Belphegor.” His eyes were suddenly clear, as if struck for the first time by sanity. “Yeah, Belphegor. That’s why I came looking for you. I almost forgot because of all the threads—because the messages are so unclear now, and I can’t… No.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “I have to warn you what he did before I forget again.”

      “What? Belphegor?” It had been weeks since she’d heard anything from him. She was half-convinced that he had just wanted to sit back and enjoy watching Elise wage war for no good reason.

      Benjamin’s voice dropped to an urgent whisper. “As soon as the walls fell, he joined me. I let him in. If he could find me, that means he’ll find her. He’ll find Marion. And—and now he’s gone into the Origin.”

      Elise’s heart plummeted.

      The Origin was the central point from which everything in the universe had spawned. It had also bestowed the powers of God upon Adam, who had once been an ordinary man.

      Which meant that Belphegor now had those powers too.

      A fresh plume of magma erupted from the ground behind Benjamin, so close that it seared Elise’s eyebrows. It smelled of sulfur. It smelled of home.

      Because Belphegor was causing it. He had become God and was trying to make Heaven into Hell.

      The molten fire flowed into the canal, drying the last of the water with a sizzle and streaking deeper into the city. When it brushed the roots of the trees dangling into the canal, they caught fire.

      Before long, New Eden wasn’t going to exist at all.

      The open hole between Heaven and Earth wavered harder. Elise couldn’t tell if it was closing or if the heat from the magma was just making it shimmer.

      “Get to Earth, Benjamin,” Elise said, pulling free of his grip. “Get through there, find somewhere as safe as possible, and wait for me to find you. I will find you.”

      “What are you going to do?” Benjamin asked.

      “There are still humans in New Eden,” she said. “I’m not going to let them burn.”

      [image: ]

      Most of the bodies that Elise passed in New Eden had been killed by her hand just hours earlier, though she couldn’t recall slaughtering them.

      Her memory was good enough that she could remember what she had eaten for lunch with Anthony at the Hard Rock Casino’s buffet last April—but she couldn’t remember this. Surrendering herself to Eve had done her a small favor. For once, her memory was blissfully fuzzy.

      Elise could still tell which ones she had killed because their wounds oozed with ichor from the obsidian falchion.

      She was surprised to see how many more had died in the time since. Several burned corpses were half-submerged in magma, and those definitely weren’t her work. A few hung from the lower branches of scorched trees, and some smoldered among the orchards. Elise lost count of the additional dead around two dozen.

      The survivors still hadn’t abandoned New Eden. Angels whirled through the smoky sky, their wings lonely points of white light against the darkness of the void beyond, carrying water from the remaining canals to extinguish fires.

      Elise spotted one accidentally crossing into another dimension. He swooped toward a tree, skimmed a wavering patch of air, and vanished.

      She phased from one side of the city to the cemetery at its center. They would need a much bigger hill to fit memorials for all the angels killed in New Eden that day. Although considering the rate at which Belphegor’s fire approached the hill, the angels would soon be lucky to have any cemetery at all.

      Elise strode toward the stairs at the center of the hill, sword drawn, eyes open for any sign that the angels were coming for her. It seemed that they were far too absorbed in their suicidal struggle to fight her.

      There was another sinkhole between dimensions near the top of the spiral stairs. Elise hesitated above it, looking down into an endless puddle of blue-black fluid. It dribbled waterfalls onto the steps. That sinkhole might have led to one of Earth’s oceans. It also could have been opening into Phlegethon, or even Zebul—neither of which Elise wanted to visit.

      The air hummed as she skirted around it and descended.

      All of the mist that had clung to the cavern underneath the cemetery had dispersed, but the smoke from the fires above was climbing, not dropping. The air was still breathable. The mortals unconscious on the stone slabs were unaffected by the catastrophe above.

      Hope stirred in Elise’s chest.

      Maybe, just maybe, she was going to get to save these people.

      But save them for what? An Earth that was falling apart?

      She stepped off of the stairs into an inch of water and examined a man resting on the nearest slab. He was naked. Stone spikes were embedded directly into the veins at his wrists. His eyes danced under his eyelids.

      The man’s dreams were so vivid that she could glimpse them through his brain signals: he imagined that he was running barefoot on a desert trail, chest heaving with pleasant exertion, a dog by his side.

      Opening his eyes to Heaven on fire was going to be a hell of a wake-up call.

      Elise moved to jerk his arms free of the stone spikes.

      “Don’t do that.”

      She lifted her sword as she turned to address the speaker. It was an angel wearing a filmy peach gown, her hair tumbling over her shoulders, blood smeared on her hands.

      Leliel. Eve’s first and most beloved daughter.

      Eve almost always had something to say about running into another angel, especially one as important as Leliel, but she was silent within Elise this time. Maybe James had healed Elise so damn well that the first angel was gone completely. She could only hope.

      “Give it up,” Elise said. “Your city’s lost. Let these people go.”

      “He’ll die if you tear him away from the support system like that,” Leliel said.

      “Then how do I free them? Is there a master switch that will let everyone go?”

      “They were never meant to be released. There’s no easy way to wake them.”

      “But there is a way.”

      Leliel gazed across the room, anguish twisting her beautiful features into a hideous mask. Magma was starting to drip down the wall of the cavern, making the angel glow crimson.

      “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said. “We were only attempting to isolate ourselves, not shatter the universe. We worked on our machines and hybridized magic for years with Metaraon’s assistance—there’s no reason that it shouldn’t have worked.”

      “Someone could have sabotaged it,” Elise said.

      “But why? A shattered world benefits no one.”

      No one except the demon trying to get into Eden. “Who else helped you with the severance?” Elise asked.

      Leliel looked uncomfortable. “Infernal architects. Abraxas.”

      “Belphegor.”

      “Yes, Belphegor worked closely with Abraxas and Aquiel.”

      But only Belphegor had wanted into Eden. The other demons had wanted to isolate the angels for selfish reasons—removing the only faction that might have been able to keep them from conquering Earth. Maybe they would have succeeded in their imperialism if Elise hadn’t intervened.

      Belphegor’s sights had been set on something much larger the entire time.

      “I’m going to fix this,” Elise said. The dripping magma was cooking bodies of the sleeping mortals nearest the walls. “How do I free these people, Leliel?”

      Something in Elise’s expression must have convinced Leliel that there wasn’t any point in arguing anymore. “You have to wake them up gently. Only angels can do it.” She gave Elise an appraising look. “Is she still there? My mother?”

      Elise turned her attention inward, searching for the spirit that had been riding her since she escaped imprisonment in the Tree.

      There was a faint glimmer of the ethereal inside of her—very faint—but Eve was still silent.

      “I don’t know,” Elise said.

      Leliel actually looked heartbroken. “All right. Try this and see if it works.”

      She rested her hand on the forehead of the man on the slab. Elise felt a small surge of power, and the man’s eyes opened. His expression remained blank as the stone spears began to withdraw from him. He woke slowly, the dream falling away from him.

      Elise sheathed her swords and put her hand on the forehead of another victim. “Tell me what you did to wake him up.”

      “If you still have Eve within you, she’ll know what to do.”

      She felt nothing while touching the human except stirring hunger. Her dominant demon side had a thousand ideas for constructive activities to do with an unconscious mortal. Neuma had described how to mount someone while they slept, inject sexual nightmares into their mind, and feed off of the energy. Elise was pretty confident she could follow those instructions.

      Eve had nothing for her.

      Elise dropped her hand. “Guess I can’t do it.”

      Magma oozed past the stairs, contacting the water dribbling from another dimension. Steam jetted toward the roof of the cavern with a hiss.

      “I’ll summon the survivors to help me,” Leliel said. “We’ll return as many to Earth as possible.”

      “Why should I believe you’ll do that? You dragged everyone here in the first place.”

      “We can’t feed off of them. We also can’t stay in this city. We’ll have to take refuge on Earth.” And an Earth populated by as many humans as possible was the best way for angels to continue to feed.

      Well, at least Leliel was being honest for once.

      Elise stepped back before the stream of magma could contact the toe of her boots.

      If this was New Eden, then what was happening on Earth?

      “You don’t have much time.” She slipped back into the shadows under the stairs so that she could phase. “Make it fast.”

      “As fast as possible,” Leliel said.

      Elise paused before slipping into darkness. “Just because you regret the damage that’s happened here doesn’t mean you’re not culpable for it. We’re not done here, you and me.”

      The angel was pale. “Vengeance changes nothing.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      Elise phased back to the Earth portal—and, she hoped, Benjamin.
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      Gora Hotel wasn’t unoccupied when the werewolf pack arrived.

      Five minutes later, it was completely empty.

      “Everybody, get out!” Abel roared as he slammed through the front doors mid-shapeshift.

      The family that had been sitting in the entryway scattered, screaming. The desk clerk lasted a few seconds longer—until she saw the rest of the werewolf pack entering behind Abel.

      Most were in human form again. The others remained in their half-wolf juvenile forms, towering above everyone else with shaggy fur on their shoulders and fangs like knives.

      Abram allowed the clerk to escape before shuffling into the hotel with his hands wrapped around the legs of his mother’s body. Summer held Rylie by the shoulders. His twin sister’s cheeks were streaked with tears, her normally bouncy curls limp, her whole body trembling. They’d covered Rylie in a blanket so that they wouldn’t have to keep looking at her, but seeing her once had been enough. Rylie’s pained expression had been immortalized in stone, and Abram had memorized it instantly.

      Gora Hotel was an old hunting lodge outside Belogorsk, all of its furniture comprised of huge slabs of wood decorated by antlers and boar skins—including the coffee table. More than enough room for an obsidian corpse.

      Carefully, Abram and Summer lowered Rylie to its surface. The blanket had slipped off of one of her blackened feet. He pulled it back into place and tucked it underneath her so that she wouldn’t be exposed again.

      “Watch her,” Abel snapped. His voice was no less growling now that he was fully human again. His eyes blazed a brighter shade of gold than usual. His pupils looked entirely animal. It was like some part of him had completely lost control of his humanity when Rylie died.

      Abram didn’t have an inner wolf, but he glared back with equal anger.

      Meeting Abel’s gaze with his head held high should have been a challenge to dominance that the Alpha couldn’t ignore. Now Abel didn’t seem to react at all. He wasn’t really looking at Abram. He wasn’t really looking at anything.

      He stormed up the stairs. Judging by the muffled sounds of shouts and screams that followed, he was clearing out the rest of the hotel, too.

      “What’s with the roaring?” Anthony asked, entering the lobby with one arm around Brianna and his other hand gripping Ariane’s.

      Abram had been introduced to these people in Oymyakon. He knew that they were somehow important, that they had come to help Elise rescue the pack. Abram didn’t want to talk to them.

      It was Paetrick, another one of the werewolves, who said, “I think we’ve just claimed the hotel.”

      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t bite anyone,” Anthony said, settling the witches down by the fire and drawing a gun.

      There was no way that confronting Abel with a gun could be anything resembling a good idea. Abram thought about stopping him.

      But he didn’t follow when Anthony mounted the stairs and disappeared.

      Abram dropped onto the couch beside the table and stared at Rylie. Summer hovered nearby, too antsy to sit, gnawing on her thumbnail as she gazed at that blanket with the same intensity as her brother.

      They hadn’t talked about what had happened yet. The silence from Summer was worse than crying.

      He didn’t have tears inside of him. He felt hollow.

      Abram had only had a mother for a few months. He’d had a father for even less time than that. Both had died the same way, and he got to possess a permanent reminder of their deaths in the form of these hideous statues.

      He’d spent so much time in the mausoleum with Seth after his death that he thought that he’d become inured to the full-body shock of grief, but it was back again, even more powerful than before.

      Abram didn’t even think that he’d ever told Rylie that he loved her.

      “I can’t,” Summer said, breaking their silence. “I can’t do this.”

      They didn’t have a choice. It was already done. She was dead and she wasn’t coming back.

      None of those words would have comforted Summer, so Abram didn’t say them. She followed Anthony upstairs, passing more escaping hotel guests.

      With all of the mundane inhabitants of Gora Hotel evacuated, there would be plenty of room to house the too-large party that they’d dragged away from Oymyakon. The old members of the pack, the new members of the pack, Elise’s friends.

      Considering that they had no way to get more than fifty goddamn people from Russia back to Northgate, it was probably best that they’d picked a building where they would be comfortable for an indefinite length of time.

      It didn’t seem too important to rush back home at this point anyway. Abram had been watching the sky. It seemed that “home” was about as likely to exist in a week as the rest of the world—which was to say, not at all.

      Maybe it was better that Rylie had died before she had to live through that. At least she wouldn’t have to deal with the fear, the fighting, and the pain at the end.

      It would have been nice to see her smile again, though.

      Abram sat with her body as more people moved into the lobby, and the rest of the hotel’s inhabitants vanished. Nash carried James Faulkner into one of the rooms upstairs. The floor above thumped and creaked. Abel’s growl made everything shake, even muffled by the walls. Werewolves settled onto the other couches.

      Levi entered last and sat beside Abram.

      He expected to see satisfaction in Levi’s eyes. After all, he’d hated both Rylie and Abel for years. He’d never made it a secret that he wanted both of them out of the pack, no matter what it took, and now he had half of that victory in Rylie’s death.

      But Levi looked just as pained as Abram felt.

      “In high school, I dated this guy named Tate,” Levi said. “Tate Peterson. You’ve probably heard of him.”

      Abram had. The Peterson family had been the driving force behind the Preternatural Regulation Act. After the assassination of Senator Peterson, his grandson Tate had become the face of the movement, speaking for his family, giving humanity to the grief. He’d managed to stir an entire nation to revolt against preternaturals, and that was before the Breaking had dumped a war in the laps of people worldwide.

      That Tate Peterson.

      Levi was a dick, but he was also a werewolf. The idea that he’d dated someone whose entire career had been built on ruining the lives of preternaturals had a kind of sickening irony to it.

      “Can’t imagine that,” Abram said. His voice felt like it was stuck in his throat.

      “Tate wasn’t a politician, then. He was a stoner and a gamer. And he didn’t know about me.” Levi gazed at Rylie. “He didn’t know about her, either. They were best friends until she got sick with silver poisoning. She killed his mother in a delusional rampage.”

      Abram hadn’t known that, either. Seemed like he was learning all kinds of shit he didn’t want to know that day. “Shut up, Levi. Not right now.”

      “Listen to me, asshole,” Levi said. “I’m getting at something sympathetic.”

      Abram seriously doubted it.

      When he didn’t respond, Levi tried to go on. “When Tate found his mom dead—”

      “I told you to shut up.”

      Levi’s mouth clamped shut. His eyes narrowed. “Fine. You know what? Fine. I don’t care.”

      Abram got to his feet. He couldn’t stay in the hotel anymore. It was too crowded with people he couldn’t stand.

      He slammed through the front doors to stand outside the hotel. Considering the gracelessness with which Abel had evacuated the hotel, he wouldn’t have been surprised to find local law enforcement waiting for them, but the only activity on the street was people jumping into cars to drive away.

      Rural Russia was a far cry from Northgate, but it still reminded him of his home town had after the Breaking. All the smoke, the panic, the breaking glass. Nobody even looked at him.

      Most people seemed to have their attention for nothing but the shattered sky.

      Abram chose not to look up at it again. It was dizzying to see flashes of another city above him, and it terrified him to know there was nothing to be done about it. He almost envied the residents of Belogorsk for thinking that there was somewhere they could run to escape it all.

      He’d thought that he would feel better getting away from Levi, Rylie’s body, and the sounds of Abel’s grief. There was something impersonal about the panic on the street. He could deal with that.

      But Abram could still hear Summer crying somewhere upstairs, in one of the rooms with the windows opened to the cold winter air. Her ragged sobs punched right through his heart.

      Screams erupted farther down the street.

      Abram had become so numb to people panicking that he didn’t look up, at first. It was only when they kept screaming that he turned to investigate what was wrong.

      A pair of creatures was walking up the street. Superficially, neither of them looked all that similar. One had scaly feet like a bird’s and bull horns; the other was red-skinned and more human-like. Both towered over the people running from them. Both had shriveled black wings that dripped ichor.

      Rylie had told him a little about the hybrid offspring of angels and demons before. She’d been reluctant to talk about fighting them in Las Vegas, but what little she had said was more than enough for Abram to know he couldn’t beat them.

      They must have been looking for Elise.

      He drew his handgun as he backed toward the hotel. Rylie had been able to kill the hybrids—surely Abel could too, if he was done throwing tantrums.

      Abram wasn’t looking where he was going. His heel caught on a rock in the middle of the road. He stumbled.

      When he looked up again, there was only a single
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