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​Part 1: In the Beginning




​SEPTEMBER 1, 5509 BCE

In the beginning, there was the earth, formless and empty. Darkness hung over the surface of the deep.

And then there was light.

It spilled over the waters, vast and powerful, and its creation severed the unity that had come before. This light was a separate entity from the darkness. Something novel and cruelly different.

The spirits called it “day.” Its opposite was called “night.” Between them was evening and morning—the First Day.

This division marked the end of peace in the universe.

Everything has been pretty much fucked up since then.




​December 1981

Ariane Kavanagh went into labor while her husband, Isaac, was still skinning the brands off of a dead succubus.

“Now? You’re giving birth now?” Isaac asked. The succubus’s legs were spread in front of him so that he could remove the brands lining her inner thighs. He was covered in blood from fingertip to wrist.

Ariane couldn’t respond. She gripped the chain link fence as she breathed through the contraction, trying to concentrate on everything that the witch midwives had told her to do. She was supposed to imagine herself as a vessel. She was supposed to find her serene inner core. She wasn’t supposed to feel like she was being ripped in half.

When the pain finally subsided, she gasped, “Elise is coming quickly.”

Isaac sighed with annoyance. “I’m almost done.”

He sawed a strip of skin off of the succubus’s thigh and slipped it into a bag for later identification.

Meanwhile, Ariane had dropped to her knees and was crying against the wall.

“Get up,” he said. He had wiped off most of the ichor, but a line of black was still caked around his fingernails. “I’ll get you to Pamela.”

“No!” she hissed. “I won’t go back there—they’ll take her from me!”

“You know the agreement,” Isaac said.

“I’m not going!”

It was an argument they had been repeating incessantly all month. Isaac had already struck her for talking back twice, and Ariane should have known better than to keep pushing at it. But she feared what the coven might do to her unborn daughter more than she feared Isaac’s fists.

“I’m not going to tell you again,” Isaac said. “I’m not taking you to a hospital. Get in the fucking truck or I’ll leave you to shit that thing out in the alley with the succubus.”

“A corpse has more sympathy than you do!”

Isaac shoved Ariane in the chest. She fell into the bloody snow beside the demon’s body. “You’re pathetic,” he said, and he spit on her.

He splashed through the slushy snowmelt to climb into his truck.

Ariane hadn’t believed that Isaac would actually leave her until his taillights retreated, leaving her alone in the alley. Something about the succubus’s raw, skinned thighs made Ariane’s heart twinge with sudden sympathy. Or perhaps it was just the beginning of another contraction.

“Wait,” she called weakly, “come back.”

He didn’t turn the truck around.

Ariane wasn’t familiar with Denver. She didn’t know where any hospitals were located, and in the early hours of Christmas morning, the streets were empty of locals that she might ask. She shuffled past windows sprayed with fake snow, whimpering.

The contractions were powerful enough that she had to stop walking when they hit, and each one was closer than the last.

“Please,” Ariane said to nobody, a snowflake stuck to her eyelash.

She stumbled over a gutter and landed in the street. Cold snow seeped through her skirt. Now she was soaking wet on top of humiliated and exhausted, as if being lost weren’t bad enough on its own.

Ariane struggled to stand. A man appeared in front of her, and he picked her up by the elbows. “Thank you,” she began to say, until she realized who was holding her.

He wore a snug white t-shirt and well-fitting jeans. Though he wore no jacket, he was unperturbed by the snow. Angels weren’t bothered by petty things like the elements.

She tried to pull away from Metaraon, but his hands were iron shackles. He lifted her from her feet and half-carried her onto the sidewalk as a car sluiced through the intersection where she had been sitting.

“How did you find me?” she asked. Ariane had been avoiding the coven, but Metaraon was even worse than those witches.

“I detected your distress and responded.” His narrowed eyes scanned the street. “Where is your kopis?”

The urge to bear down suddenly struck her hard. Ariane crumpled. Metaraon picked her up again. “No,” she said weakly, but he wasn’t listening.

“Hold on,” he said.

The world turned to gray. Her skin warmed.

When she could see again, she was beside a bed that looked like it was carved from marble. The floor was a mosaic of glimmering glass tile. Filmy white curtains fluttered over the window, stirred by a pleasant-smelling breeze. Is that chocolate chip cookies?

Metaraon placed her on the bed.

“Just a moment,” he said, disappearing from view.

Ariane hadn’t wanted him to stay with her until he was gone. In this beautiful, unfamiliar place, she felt even more alone than she had in the snowy streets of Denver.

The contractions felt endless. There was nothing but one wave of pain after another, and it was all Ariane could do to keep breathing through them. The pain was unlike any she had experienced before—she wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Elise was trying to cut free of her womb.

When Metaraon returned, he brought another angel with him. She was as tall as he was, with waves of soft brown hair and forgiving eyes.

The angel climbed into bed and kneeled in front of Ariane. “My name’s Leliel. You’ll be all right, dear heart. I’ve helped birth thousands of children.”

Ariane was too deep into labor to protest.

Leliel removed her skirt and underwear. Both of them were soaked, but it wasn’t all snow. Ariane’s water had broken. The angel cast the skirt aside and helped Ariane roll onto her side with gentle hands. “You’ll be more comfortable this way. It won’t be much longer.”

Metaraon stood by as Ariane panted, knees clenched tightly together, trying to spare Elise from the cold world that demanded her entry.

Her resistance was fruitless. The baby emerged from her in three hard pushes, falling into Leliel’s hands with a wash of blood and birthing fluids. Ariane screamed—not in pain, but in fury at what the birth meant. And then she sagged against the bed, wasted.

“Oh, well done. She’s so lovely,” Leliel said fondly, swiping fluid from the baby’s mouth with her pinky finger. The infant didn’t cry. “Would you like to see her?” She was asking Metaraon, not Ariane.

He lifted Elise into the moonlight with his hands under her arms. He turned her this way and that, inspecting the wrinkled body covered in vernix, and nodded. Ariane had no idea what Metaraon saw, but whatever it was satisfied him. She could only see a tiny baby—her tiny baby—and longed to hold her.

As Metaraon inspected Elise, Ariane birthed the placenta, which Leliel handled with the same casual air that she had done everything else. Then she placed fresh, dry sheets on the bed.

“There. Do you feel better?” Leliel asked, sliding a sheet over Ariane to conceal her nudity.

Ariane sobbed.

“This one will do fine,” Metaraon said, passing Elise back to Leliel one-handed, more like she was a new puppy than a human child. “Clean the filthy thing.”

Leliel left with the baby while Ariane still struggled to sit up. She was too weak. The labor had been fast but forceful, and every inch of her body ached.

“Let me have her,” Ariane said.

He sat beside her on the bed. “Soon.”

“But she’s taken Elise away!”

“You will leave here with your daughter.” Metaraon touched her arm comfortingly, and Ariane was surprised by the show of sympathy until he spoke again. “She will need a few years of training from Isaac before she’s prepared to face her fate.”

Whether now or in years to come, Elise would be taken.

It had never seemed as real as it did now that Ariane’s belly was deflating. Tears trickled down her cheeks.

“You may recover here with your daughter for a few days,” Metaraon went on, either uncaring or oblivious to Ariane’s crying. “Shamain is a safe place. You will be safe.”

Shamain. Metaraon had carried her to birth in the ethereal metropolis. At any other time, Ariane would have been excited by the prospect of exploring it. But once she began crying, she couldn’t stop.

Isaac would have scorned her, but Metaraon did not. He stroked his hand down her cheek, catching the tears on his fingertips. “Tell me, Ariane Garin,” he said, “what made you agree to conceive a child that you clearly wish to keep?”

She had to struggle to remember her reasoning. It seemed like so many years had passed since Metaraon had asked her to produce a child with Isaac. “Because I believe in the cause,” she said. “Because I hate Him, and what He has done to our world. And the sacrifice is worth it.”

This seemed to be the right answer. Metaraon’s eyes warmed to her. “For a human, you are exquisite.”

Ariane’s cheeks warmed. She was no longer crying. “What of Isaac?”

“I will kill him. Not today. Not until he’s done with his duties. But later, he will die.” His fingers lingered on her chin. “While you rest, I will inform him of your news. And I will make sure he doesn’t dare abandon you again.” The threat in his voice made Ariane’s heart skip a beat.

Leliel returned with Elise. She glided across the floor, absorbed with the bundle of blankets in her arms.

“Lovely little lady,” the angel cooed, tickling the baby’s stomach. “It has been so long since there was a baby in the capital. A baby, Metaraon!” The look of adoration on Leliel’s face was intense—frighteningly so.

Ariane was afraid that the angel might not surrender Elise after all. She opened her arms. “Give her to me.”

Leliel hesitated.

“Now,” Metaraon snapped.

Elise settled against Ariane’s chest, warm and soft. Her eyes were open, revealing irises that were a warm shade of gray. It seemed appropriate, given the setting.

“I’m sorry,” Ariane whispered to her daughter. “I’m sorry for everything that is to come.”

“Don’t be,” Metaraon said.




​Kansas – June 1989

Elise received her first mortal wound when she was eight years old. It happened during her second hunt without Mom, which should have been an easy fight; they had another local kopis backing them up, and chupacabras that migrated so far north were more of a livestock threat than a human one. But Dad had made a mistake. Since he had thought they were on the trail of a goat-eating monster, he didn’t have any silver weapons ready when the werewolf attacked.

“A werewolf in Kansas?” he muttered as he dragged Elise’s bleeding body out of the line of fire. He set her next to the back wall of the restaurant. Fidel, the territory’s local kopis, was still grappling with the beast. “There are no damn werewolves in Kansas!”

The six-inch gashes on her stomach begged to differ. Elise clutched her falchions to her chest, gasping for air. The leather-wrapped hilts and steel blades weren’t as soothing as usual.

Dad shoved her arms out of the way so that he could look at the injury. Her eyes were too blurry to make out his expression, but she could tell that the damage was bad by the way he clicked his tongue. If it had been anything less than fatal, he would have told her to walk it off.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” he said, closing her arms over her chest again. She hugged the falchions like teddy bears.

“Where are you going, Dad?” Elise asked, craning around to watch him stepping around the Dumpster. “Dad? Don’t leave me—it hurts!”

“Don’t whine,” he snapped.

He was right. She was whining.

Her mouth closed, fists clenched on the hilts of her swords, and she practiced the breathing exercises he had taught her to get through pain.

The fighting could have been miles away, as far as she could tell. The werewolf’s claws sounded like chisels digging into the pavement.

Men grunted. A beast growled.

Then she heard a gunshot—and everything went silent.

It was quiet for so long that Elise thought that her father must have been killed. She acknowledged that possibility with a calm sense of inevitability. He had warned her it was likely to happen sooner rather than later, and her instructions for that scenario were to stay calm and focus on escaping. She needed to make sure that Mom was safe.

Elise hurt too much to want to move, but Dad never accepted injury as an excuse for failure. She rolled onto her stomach and crawled out from behind the Dumpster, seeking confirmation of her father’s condition.

Dad wasn’t dead. He stood over the immobile body of the werewolf, Fidel’s gun in hand. A pool of blood spread underneath the furred beast.

She would always remember how he looked framed by the light of the full moon, the long muscles of his arm taut as he continued to aim. He was waiting to ensure the werewolf was dead. It didn’t move.

“Madre de Dios,” Fidel said. He sat beside the furred corpse with a hand pressed to his shoulder. “That was no chupacabra, Isaac. You were fucking lucky I had silver bullets with me, else I woulda gotten a lot more than bitten.”

“It bit you?”

“Yeah. Look at this.”

Dad bent to look at the other kopis’s wound. Fidel’s borrowed gun was a small cannon—a Desert Eagle. It glistened in the moonlight, as graceful and deadly as Elise’s swords. It was strange to see it in Dad’s hand. He said that guns were beneath them. Inelegant. He preferred to kill with his bare hands.

Elise’s vision blurred with pain. She grunted and pressed a hand to her stomach. So much blood.

When she looked up again, it was just in time to see Dad shoot Fidel in the head with his own gun.




​Mom was waiting for them in the truck. It had been parked outside a 7-Eleven a safe distance away, where Dad’s quarry wouldn’t be able to hurt her. She cried when she saw Elise, drawing her into her lap like she was a much smaller child. “What happened to you?” she sobbed, pressing her lips to Elise’s cheek.

“Don’t coddle her,” Dad snapped. He was drenched in his daughter’s blood with Fidel’s gun at the small of his back. “Every kopis does this a few times. She’ll be fine if we’re fast enough. You know that, Ariane. I can’t believe I have to tell you again.”

He pushed Elise into the backseat, tossed a jacket over her, and gunned the engine.

Elise was embarrassed by her mother’s show of weakness, even as much as she longed to be in Mom’s arms. She tried not to make any noise.

“The hospital is that way,” Mom said.

“We can’t afford it. You know where we have to go.”

“Please, Isaac. We can’t take her there yet. She’s too young.”

If he replied, Elise didn’t hear it. She drifted in and out of consciousness, alone with the pain.

She replayed the fight against the werewolf in her dreams.

It had moved like lightning—a blur of fur that was impossible to focus on, much less attack. Elise had been shocked to stillness at the sight of it. None of her practice fights against Dad could have ever prepared her for a beast the size of a horse that moved with supernatural speed.

So she had failed. She tried to jump left too slowly; the werewolf’s claws had been waiting for her. Elise hadn’t gotten a single blow in before it knocked her down.

No wonder Dad was so disappointed.

It hurts so much.

“Ma fille,” Mom whispered, smoothing her hand over Elise’s forehead. She murmured words of comfort, separated from Elise by the seats of the truck and Dad’s will. None of Mom’s French made any sense to Elise in her dazed condition, but it was nice to be touched.

She slipped into unconsciousness again.

What if she had jumped right instead of left? What if she had brought up her falchion in time, the way that she had originally intended? The blades weren’t silver, but surely a werewolf couldn’t survive decapitation.

If only Elise had gone right, she wouldn’t be pouring blood all over Dad’s truck. He wouldn’t be so annoyed with her. Mom wouldn’t be crying.

“Je t’aime,” Mom said, her words punctuated by Isaac’s grunt of irritation.

Elise wished that Mom would stop babying her. Real kopides didn’t get babied by anyone.

Failure.

She drifted. She bled.




​Elise woke up fully healed with the sour aftertaste of magic lingering on her tongue. “There,” said the witch, sitting back on her heels. She was an elegant older woman with gray-streaked hair sleeked into a bun, and she wore a silk bathrobe, like she had just stepped out of a spa.

“Thank God for you, Pamela,” Mom said.

Pamela grimaced. “Well, don’t do that. You never know who’s listening these days.”

Elise peered at her mother through bleary eyes. Mom’s cheeks were wet and her nose was running, but she still managed a grateful smile for the witch named Pamela. “I would have taken her to the hospital. I know we should have. But Isaac thought that—”

“You did the right thing. We’re far too invested in Elise to allow her care to fall to mundane doctors.”

“Will she become a werewolf?”

“No. Claws don’t transfer the curse. Many kopides are immune anyway.” Pamela finally noticed that Elise had opened her eyes. She wiped the blood off of Elise’s stomach with a damp cloth, and the skin underneath was undamaged. “How do you feel, Elise?”

“Fine,” she said, because Dad would have hated it if she had complained about her sore back and the strange taste in her mouth.

Elise pushed her mother away and sat up on her own. She was surprised to find, as her senses returned to her, that she was outside in a forest. The only light came from a bonfire that Elise glimpsed through the trees. Silhouettes of dancers flitted around the flames to the slow beating of drums.

“It’s Litha,” Pamela explained at Elise’s confused expression. “Midsummer. My coven is celebrating the sabbat tonight. Would you like to see?”

“But the hunt,” Elise protested. “The werewolf’s body—I have to get back.”

“Your father has returned to take care of the dead,” Mom said, smoothing her hand down Elise’s hair. “We have nothing else to do there.”

Elise hung her head.

Isaac had left them rather than wait for his daughter to be healed. He must have been even more disappointed than she feared.

She nodded, resisting the urge to wallow. Dad wouldn’t have wallowed.

“I’m going to join the circle,” Mom said. She stood and—to Elise’s surprise—began to strip.

She abandoned her skirt and blouse on a tree, like the branch was a hanger. She fluffed out her curls, smiled at her daughter, and stepped into the clearing.

Pamela washed Elise’s blood off of her hands with the remaining water.

“Many rituals are performed skyclad,” the witch explained. Pamela sounded like what Elise imagined a teacher would sound like, though Elise had never been to school. “It helps witches feel connected to the elements. Young and old alike participate. Strange as it seems to the uninitiated, it’s not sexual.”

The idea hadn’t even occurred to Elise, but having Pamela mention it brought heat to her cheeks.

“I’m not getting naked,” she said, folding her arms tightly across her chest. She didn’t have any of her mother’s physical features yet—and, hopefully, never would—but she wasn’t prepared to advertise their absence, either.

Pamela rubbed her back. “You’re not a witch. Nobody would expect you to join the ritual. But you can’t stay in the trees unsupervised, and I’m not babysitting you. Come, you can sit on this log over here.”

Elise would have preferred to face another werewolf than enter that clearing. But Pamela drew her onward, guiding her to a fallen tree at the edge of the meadow, and sat her down on the tree.

Mom had jumped in with the other witches as if she belonged there, and they greeted her with cheers of joy. The coven already knew her.

The shouts and cheers of the coven sounded a lot like the yipping of the werewolf as they had hunted it through the Kansas strip mall. The witches were more animal than human. Beasts of the earth and trees. Mom’s magic had never been like that before—it was a sedate, passive thing, best for making potions and poultices. Elise wondered if it was her mother who was strange, or the coven itself.

That was Elise’s first real impression of witchcraft: naked bodies dancing around the fire to the beat of primal drums, with the taste of blood and magic at the back of her throat.

But not everyone around the circle was a joyful participant in the bacchanalia. A man stood on the opposite side of the bonfire, occasionally visible through the licking flames. He wore a button-down shirt. His hair was charcoal black, like Pamela’s must have been when she was younger. And he was deep in argument with a naked old man whose skin was like leather.

“Who’s that?” Elise asked, tugging Pamela’s sleeve.

Pamela turned to see whom Elise was referring to. The younger man was shaking his fist in the face of the older man, silently threatening, even though Elise couldn’t hear the words over the drumming.

“That’s my nephew, James,” Pamela said. There was a strange expression on her face. Somewhere between wistful and worried. “I think you’d like him. Would you like to be introduced?”

How could Pamela possibly know what kind of people Elise would like? They had never even met before.

As frightening as the coven’s weird ritual was, the contrast between their joyous shrieks and James’s anger was stark. Among all of them, this was the man with the real power—the only one of them that didn’t succumb to the crowd’s energy, and was unafraid to stand apart. Of all the witches she faced that night, he was the one she would least want to fight.

“No,” Elise said. “I’m staying here.”

Pamela looked relieved. “Probably best, for now. Plenty of time for that later.” She let the robe fall from her shoulders, then joined the circle again.

Power drifted into the sky, gathered from motion, dance, and drums. Elise sat on the log and tried not to show her fear.

The next time she looked through the flames, James was gone.




​Dad came back for Elise the next morning. The Desert Eagle was gone. The blood had been scrubbed out of the truck. And the first thing he said to Elise was, “What did you learn last night?”

“Never underestimate,” she replied promptly.

She didn’t just mean the werewolf that they had failed to anticipate. She couldn’t shake the image of her mother with those pagans, or her father calmly shooting Fidel in the face. She understood now that there were many things she didn’t know about her parents and the world at large—and many of those things were likely to be bad.

“Good,” Dad said. “Very good.”




​January 1995

Pamela Faulkner was a woman of rules. Her house was full of them, and she made sure to lay them out clearly from day one. “Just so that there won’t be any confusion,” she had said, handing Elise a laminated card with bullet points printed on one side and emergency phone numbers on the other.

No swordplay inside.

No drills until after breakfast.

No interfering with Pamela’s spellwork.

No foul language.

No staying awake past nine o’clock.

Elise Kavanagh, daughter of a wandering demon hunter, had never had a place to call home, much less a home with rules.

She was not a fan of it.

Pamela called it “structure,” claiming that it was the kind of thing that a “wayward teenage girl” needed in her life, but Elise recognized it for what it was: a desperate desire to be in control. And only someone who feared the consequences of losing that control would be so obsessive about keeping it.

Ultimately, it did not make Pamela strong to have so many rules to exert over Elise; it made her weak, brittle, breakable. And it just wasn’t fair. Elise didn’t even like eating breakfast.

But when Mom and Dad left Elise in Pamela’s care, they told her that she was to follow the house rules, obey orders, and be polite. This was unusual advice, especially coming from Dad, for whom law breaking was an art form.

“How long?” Elise had asked her parents as they walked out Pamela’s front door. They didn’t stop to answer her, so she jumped down the stairs and grabbed her father’s elbow. “How long do I have to put up with this shit?”

“For as long as it takes,” Dad had said. “And don’t use that language.” He had never cared if Elise used swear words before. It felt like a betrayal to be admonished for it now, when they were leaving her.

Mom had sobbed, hugged Elise again, and waved goodbye.

Elise didn’t wave back.

“As long as it takes” turned out to be several months.

Twenty-three weeks after her parents left—not that Elise was counting—she was still doing her best to follow Pamela Faulkner’s megalomaniacal rules. She didn’t unsheathe her falchions while she was inside, ate breakfast before practicing her fighting techniques, and retired to her bedroom at nine o’clock every night, even though it was stupid for a fourteen-year-old to have a bedtime.

A bedtime, for fuck’s sake.

Restrictions aside, the days weren’t too bad. Pamela wouldn’t let Elise go into town or meet any of the teenagers in the coven, but she had free reign of the surrounding forest. Swimming in the river, climbing trees, and lifting boulders were all great ways to remain conditioned. When Dad came back for Elise, she would be in the best shape of her life. Their next hunt together would be killer. Literally.

But weeks wore on with no sign of Elise’s parents, and Pamela started inviting her to go on walks together. Elise couldn’t exactly say no. She spent all day outside anyway.

A daily walk became routine, during which Pamela taught her about herbs and flowers. Elise tried to pretend that it was boring, since it didn’t involve punching anything.

About a month later, Pamela invited Elise to help with a spell. She asked Elise to read from the Book of Shadows as Pamela performed the ritual. The old witch even let her watch while magic and light swirled through the air. Elise tried to pretend that was boring, too, but it was hard. Pamela was so much better at magic than Mom had ever been, and the process was fascinating.

Then Pamela started asking Elise to join her in front of the fireplace for shared reading time after dinner. They didn’t talk during this particular activity. They just sat together on the couch and read until the stupid nine o’clock bedtime.

This was the quietest of all special activities, yet Elise thought it was fascinating. She had never really read books before. Nothing that wasn’t about history, demonology, or fighting techniques, anyway. Elise liked fiction. It was fun.

But more than that, Mom and Dad had never gone out of their way to spend time with Elise. It was weird having an adult treat her like she was a teenager, a family member, and not a weapon.

Sitting in front of the fireplace with Pamela was the best part of the day.

“Can I read in bed?” Elise asked one night. It was nine o’clock, but she only had two chapters left—she couldn’t put the book down now.

This question seemed to please Pamela. Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “No, I don’t think so,” she said, licking her thumb and turning a page. “It’s time to sleep. But you can finish reading it at breakfast.”

While Pamela’s laws required Elise to be in bed at nine, even the most stringent rules couldn’t force her to go to sleep. She pretended to put the book back on the shelf, then tucked it under her shirt and took it to bed instead. She finished the romance novel by moonlight, holding the book open with the weight of a dagger while her hands were occupied by sharpening the falchions. She was quiet about it. Pamela never knew.

Sneaking a book to bed and reading until midnight became the last special activity Elise had at Pamela’s house, but it was definitely her favorite.

Even when she was reading in bed, Elise kept her ears perked for hints of motion in the forest outside her open window. When hunting with Dad, one of them had always been awake at any given time. They had to be prepared for anything. For the first twenty-three weeks with Pamela, there were no attacks or danger at the house to watch for, but habits were hard to break.

On the twenty-fourth week, Elise broke the habit. She fell asleep early, at nine o’clock sharp, facedown in a book.

That was why she wasn’t awake to see Pamela’s killers coming.




​Elise awoke to the sound of her bedroom door opening.

She sat up, shocked and confused, head foggy, mouth dry. The room was darker than usual. Pamela had always left a light on in the hallway in case Elise needed to navigate to the bathroom in the middle of the night. But that light was extinguished.

Elise could barely make out the shape of a figure stepping into her bedroom, broad-shouldered and tall. Her first wild thought was that her parents had finally come back for her. But this man was much too tall to be Dad.

Men didn’t visit Pamela’s house. Especially not men with wings.

Dad’s voice rolled through her mind as she leaped out of bed, allowing her muscles to activate on instinct.

You fell asleep, you useless piece of shit.

Elise’s weapon safe was locked with the falchions inside. She grabbed a knife off of the dresser.

You let your guard down.

The angel was within arm’s reach. She swung the knife for his heart, using every ounce of speed she could muster in her sleep-sluggish state.

He caught her wrist with a crushing grip, squeezing until she dropped the knife.

Your enemies never sleep.

He brought his other arm from behind his back, and Elise realized that he was holding a sword: a blade as long as his arm with a single edge, curved and wicked. It was larger than one of Elise’s falchions, more like some kind of saber. It would be slower to swing, and useless for thrusting. She needed to get in close.

Elise drove her knee between his legs. Stomped on his instep.

He didn’t even grunt.

If you get caught sleeping, you deserve what’s coming to you, Dad whispered.

Elise attempted to disarm the angel, to take the sword for herself. But when her fingers brushed the hilt, they flamed with pain. She cried out.

The winged man forced her to her knees and backhanded her. Her lips tasted like blood.

“Pamela!” Elise shouted.

You failed, kid.

But in her lessons with her father, there had been second chances. She had been able to recover from the fights and try again. Dad said that she should remember that real fights never had do-overs, and that if she failed in reality, it was a permanent failure.

It was one thing to be told she would have no second chances, and another to have a booted foot driven into her face.

A flickering light filled the room. The man’s sword had ignited with flame. Though he held it several feet above her head, it scorched the finest hairs on her face. A lock of auburn hair near her eye curled with the heat. Elise twisted under the boot to see the man’s face illuminated by the sword. It was impossible to make out any details, but she could see one thing: the angel’s eyes were a very pale shade of blue.

He slammed the pommel of the saber into her skull, and her head bounced off of the floor.

Dazed, she couldn’t move as he dragged her out the door by the ankle.

The office door was open. Elise could see Pamela’s feet on the other side of the desk, as if she were asleep on the floor beyond it. Pamela was dead. Her rules didn’t apply anymore.

Elise’s head cleared enough to realize that she was still being dragged.

Never let them take you, Dad had said once. If the enemy takes you off of the battlefield, you’re dead.

She was in the living room now. The front door was open. Darkness and death waited on the other side. Elise kicked and struggled, trying not to allow herself to be dragged any farther. She grabbed the couch as they passed, and her fingers slipped, tearing free. The man with the sword and the mighty wings was too strong to stop.

Dad would have been so annoyed with her.

You deserve whatever is coming, his voice whispered in the back of her mind.

The angel dragged Elise through the front door.

But it wasn’t darkness waiting on the other side. It was gray light, so impossibly bright, and there was someone waiting for her within it.

The door closed.

















​Part 2: The Bride

















​Chapter 1




​JANUARY 2010

ELISE Kavanagh was burning.

The flesh peeled from her body. Flaming fingers drove into her skull, plucked out her eyes, and pierced her brain. She arched her back and screamed until there was no breath remaining in her lungs.

It was gray. Everything was gray. She was going to die.

Why haven’t I died yet?

Hands hauled her through the light. She lashed out with booted feet, kicking and thrashing and trying to find some way to dig in before it was too late.

Her vision swam with green shapes in the wake of passing through the void, much too bright for her demon eyes to process. Even before she could see, she smelled burning leaves, heard the shifting of branches, felt the dead weight of the air.

The last thing that she remembered seeing was the reception area of Motion and Dance. The desk where she used to do the accounting had been dusty. The blue carpet and curtains had been bleached by sunlight. Outside, there had been snow on the ground, dead trees, the staring faces of empty buildings—hallmarks of a now-desolate Reno, Nevada.

She hadn’t cared about any of it. Elise had been heading upstairs to join James for breakfast, and even though her body was sore from recent fights, she was the happiest she had ever been.

Until she had stepped through the front door.

Elise’s eyes cleared, letting her watch as she was dragged underneath a stone arch into a different world.

She wasn’t in Reno anymore.

Elise was in the garden.

A pair of cherubim held her in an iron grip. Their eyes were empty holes, and silver blood tracked their cheeks. Swords hung from their belts.

The gate retreated as they carried her away. There were only a few yards of grass between the edge of the world and the garden wall. Vines gripped gray stone, punching through slivers in the brick, just like she remembered from the last time she had been trapped there.

Once she was on the other side of that wall, He would never let her out again.

James. Elise had to get back to James.

She craned her head around and bit. Teeth sank into angel flesh. Blood filled her mouth. It tasted like sweet pain, and part of her wanted to drink it deep, draw it into her belly, drown in the bitter flavor.

Elise was rewarded by a scream. The wounded hand flinched away.

She blindly elbowed the other cherub in the gut. She must have hit something good, because his hand dropped, too.

Freedom.

Reaching back, she felt around her shoulders for the spine sheath. It was gone, and so were the twin falchions.

She was unarmed.

Elise made a break for gate, sprinting across the field even as the gray light of Heaven seared her, peeling her flesh away with white fingers and burning her bones.

The gate approached slowly. Too slowly. Heaven rendered her sluggish.

A wind stirred her hair, and wings drummed behind her. The angels had taken flight.

Just a few more steps…

Elise stretched her fingers toward the light within the gate.

Almost there…

Pain flared at the back of her head.

Darkness.




​A few minutes or a few hours later, Elise shocked back to consciousness. The eyeless faces of the cherubim were above her. One of them had long, braided hair that swung over his shoulders. When he adjusted his grip on Elise’s wrists, she noticed that his hand trickled blood from the circular imprint of tooth marks. The other had pale features, pale hair, and a determined grimace. He held her ankles now.

She was being hauled over grass again, but now the gate was nowhere in sight and the garden wall loomed. She could barely make out the skeletal fingers of branches stabbing the sky, blackened by time and bare of leaves or fruit.

They were almost inside.

Elise screamed.

The noise must have surprised the cherubim, because the grip on her legs slipped—the barest of motions, but it was enough. She ripped one leg free and snapped a kick into the cherub’s face. His nose crunched satisfyingly under her heel. He dropped her.

The angel with the braids was not so easily thwarted a second time. He kept hold of her wrists.

All the better.

She used the momentum of falling to flip him over her shoulder, and his weight broke the grip.

As soon as he was flat on his back, she straddled his chest. Elise dug her fingers into his throat and squeezed.

She had ripped a cherub’s throat out before. She would be more than happy to do it again.

But her fingernails had barely begun to sink into his flesh when the second angel recovered. One warm hand grabbed her jaw. The other took the back of her head.

He whipped her chin to the side. Something popped inside her skull.

Elise had a disconcerting moment to realize her neck had snapped before darkness swallowed her again.

It didn’t last long.




​Elise’s eyes snapped open. Her senses flooded back to life.

Gray light. Curling brown leaves. Burning flesh. And the sound of the cherubim’s footsteps on grass.

She was still alive.

Goddammit, I’m still alive!

The cherubim dragged her through the bushes on the inside of the garden wall. Brambles tore at her flesh, sharp and cruel, leaving red imprints on her pale skin. Her left hip scraped along dry soil. Pressure pinned her arms above her head. One of the cherubim had wrapped a vine around her wrists to keep her restrained.

Elise couldn’t go anywhere, so she had plenty of time to look at the garden surrounding her. It wasn’t like the garden that she had left so long ago, however vague the recollections were.

Hadn’t the flora inside the wall once been lush, blossoming, moist? Hadn’t there been flowers? Now it was a colorless place filled with fog like San Francisco summer, dense enough that she could barely see the cruel thorns scratching her, much less the shape of the Tree’s distant trunk. It was a faint specter among the gray.

Water splashed her legs as they carried Elise past the river Mnemosyne, which roared with an eon’s worth of fury. The spray over its banks was acid to her skin, but she resisted the urge to cry out.

Instead, she went completely limp.

Elise swayed between the cherubim’s hands, biting the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. Pretending to be asleep when her entire body burned wasn’t easy. She focused on the memory of tearing out a cherub’s throat in Hell to distract herself.
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