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      Heather thought she had escaped the Between with Ross but soon learns that he’s trapped and enslaved by demons that have taken over the shadowy realm. The world is crumbling, overrun by soulstalkers, deadly poppy fields, and demons harvesting trapped souls.

      Giving up her new life, Heather returns to save the man she loves. As she builds and leads an army of surviving pale angels and souls, Heather finds an unexpected ally in new arrival, Knox, a fierce former soldier. Sparks fly when she’s drawn to his fiery spirit and commanding presence. As they embark on the dangerous rescue mission, Heather struggles with her conflicted feelings for Ross and Knox.

      Can she save Ross and stabilize the Between before darkness and demons consume everything?

      Reprise is the second book in a tense, action-packed urban fantasy series, The Spiral that will leave you on the edge of your seat.
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        Trigger Warning: This work of fiction is about suicide and its aftermath. Suicide isn’t a solution. It won’t fix anything.

      

        

      
        Suicide is permanent. It isn’t romantic. It can’t be undone. It doesn’t resolve your pain. Every person that jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge and lived said that they regretted their decision the moment they stepped off the bridge. But it was too late.

      

      

      
        	
TEXT or CALL 988 for help

        	
TELL someone

        	
ASK for help

        	
REACH OUT no matter how much it hurts

      

      
        
        There are ways to fix what seems unfixable. You are worth fighting for no matter how much it hurts or how much you think you don’t matter. You DO matter. Your light is unique. Without it, the world’s entire spectrum darkens.

      

      

      
        
        If you feel suicidal: Text or Call 988

        Because YOU MATTER
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      Being hit by a bus wasn't high on Heather Billot's list of ways to die. But she'd go through with it if it brought her back to Ross.

      Heather's body stiffened and she tried to fold up inside herself, bracing for the oncoming pain. The air smelled like hot asphalt and burning rubber as the massive bus' brakes squealed like a cat with its tail caught in a door as it skidded across the street, trying to swerve and miss her.

      She stood stone-still in the middle of the street, her brain screaming get out of the road!

      Shouts rang out from the sidewalks.

      “Look out!” someone screamed!”

      Heather smashed her eyes closed, bracing for the impact. She felt Zakhart and Razasha beside her, squeezing her hands.

      “I'm so sorry, Heather,” Zakhart said, tears cracking his voice.

      Razasha laid a hand against Heather's heart. Cringing as the bus slammed into Heather.

      Agony was white hot, burning through muscles and strafing bones as the bus hit her broadside, unable to stop. It tossed her like a rag doll through the air until she slammed against the pavement.

      Faces swam above her. Lungs burned, filling with water. Her heart fluttered and shook with uneven bursts as fire spread through limbs and organs.

      She couldn't move. Couldn't breathe. Every bone and joint felt crushed, shattered, and broken.

      Like her heart.

      Razasha sat beside her, Zakhart cradling her head in his lap as a crowd gathered in the street around Heather. Both pale angels cried as they held her. The bus driver paced around her, a stout fifty-something balding man who wrung his hands, raving, looking despondent as he called 9-1-1.

      A shadow fell across Heather. The mother of that little girl, Michelle. The one she’d given Charles the bear. With a pinched expression, the woman bent over Heather, tilting her head back.

      “I'm a nurse,” said the woman in a calming tone and laid Charles the bear against Heather’s cheek. “I'll stay with you until paramedics get here, okay?”

      Heather gurgled out an okay as the woman tried to stop the bleeding, pressing hard against Heather’s upper thigh. The nurse smoothed a bloody, tangled lock of coppery brown hair out of Heather’s face.

      “Michelle said I should let Charles help you,” said the nurse, tears in her eyes.

      Heather gripped the nurse’s arm with a bloody hand and nuzzled her little white bear. Charles sparkled against her face.

      “Thank you,” she whispered and gazed at Charles.

      Maybe we'll meet again, little guy?

      Pain ripped through every organ, the world turning hazy.

      “Stay with me, now,” the woman said, both hands bloody as she tried to halt the blood pouring out of the artery in her left leg.

      But Heather was bleeding out. She was leaving now. This new life was over now, too.

      Heather shook her head. “Don't…think I can,” she whispered, her voice raspy and weak.

      “No!” the nurse shouted. “Hold on, please! You're just a kid. Hold on!”

      “This will help the pain,” Zakhart whispered in Heather’s ear.

      A wave of crisp white light washed over her body and she relaxed into it. It absorbed the crushing feeling in her lungs and the overwhelming pain throbbing through broken bones.

      “Was it an accident?” the nurse asked.

      Heather felt the light settle into the pit of her stomach, the world beginning to rise, life siphoning away.

      “No,” Heather whispered. “But it was…necessary.”

      Looking horrified, the nurse glanced over at her daughter, Michelle, as her eyes filled with pain and tears.

      Zakhart picked up Heather from the pavement, Razasha beside him as he lifted her essence away from the broken body lying on the road. That went still with all of Seattle flowing with life around her.

      With every step, the sounds of living softened. Her skin cooled, the vibrant blue sky fading as a fog rolled in, immersing her in smoky images and growing quiet. Her eyelids were so heavy, the urge to close them too difficult to fight.

      “It’s time to go, Heather,” said Zakhart, cradling her essence in his arms.

      With a last, deep breath, Heather let go, the frantic beat of her heart slowing like a child's toy winding down. Beats. Growing softer. Slower. Blood halting. The world disappearing.

      With. A last. Beat. Her heart. Stopped.

      One more. Breath. And Heather. Died.

      Again.
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      Twigs snapped. Grasses swished in the cool, dirty breeze that scraped across silvery grasslands, dusk gathering.

      Heather froze, tucking herself deep into the tall sea of silvery green whip-like grass as something screeched overhead.

      She held her breath, hands trembling as a shadow beat the darkening sky with ragged black wings, combing through the reedy grasses. Searching. Its pointed face and needle-sharp features made its pallid eyes look wild and hungry. Spiky teeth in its leering mouth looked so sharp. It beat its fists against its bare, muscled chest and shrieked out a call as it flew in tight circles above the field.

      She gritted her teeth, anger rising as she balled her hands into fists. A soulstalker!

      To her, they were flying cockroaches. But this time, she wouldn't hesitate to fight them with everything she had.

      The suddenly empty cavity of her chest unnerved her almost as much as the shrinking grasslands that had once filled the Between's horizon. Much of the sea of grasses had been overtaken by dusty fields of grey poppies that towered over the landscape like ashen skyscrapers. Grey dust choked the air, the sky darker than she remembered, the forests shrouded and thinning. She looked for the twinkle of amber lights in the grasses or a distant glimmer of warm light from the woods. But the horizon was dark, not a glimmer of light anywhere.

      The Between had grown much worse than she'd expected. And it was pitch black in places.

      Her stomach sank, dread heavy against her hollow chest, the soothing beat of a heart absent again.

      What had happened to Ross?

      She felt sick and it made her hurt all over at the thought of what he must have suffered here after she escaped.

      Alone. Broken. Still grieving the loss of Jessie.

      Heather feared what had happened to the great tree. It had been the only refuge against soulstalkers—and the demons! Besides the Red City.

      She winced. All those confused, lost souls. People that had just needed a little more time…a little more help.

      Zakhart had warned her that the places she remembered were gone now. But she hadn't expected the souls to be gone, too.

      She felt horribly alone.

      Tall grasses rustled nearby.

      Heather jerked her head toward the sound.

      Nothing in the twilight as it began to darken. A burnt smell hung on the wind, the air dry and dusty.

      Another swish of movement.

      She turned, scanning for creatures.

      Ross was out here somewhere. She had to find him! Figure out what happened here, where all the souls she remembered had ended up. Where the smoke people had hidden themselves.

      Where had they taken Ross?

      If she knew Avana, that woman had found a grand place to hide. Avana was resourceful if nothing else. She would have grudgingly taken the others with her—if she could.

      But Ross never got that chance. Her chest ached. He was out there somewhere as the Between crumbled around them.

      And what about Death?

      Would she sense Heather's return and come after her with a vengeance? The one that got away? Had she already carried Ross away, giving Heather no chance to save him?

      No! Zakhart would have known that! He wouldn't have brought her back here if Ross' spirit was gone. There had to be some small chance or he wouldn’t have come for her.

      And if there was any chance—any chance at all—she’d take it. For Ross.

      A shrill voice pierced the silence. Brush rustled. Somewhere behind her.

      Heather turned, crawling on hands and knees through the undulating grass, working her way toward the sound. Avoiding the beat of nearby wings. She kept her head down, getting as close to the forest as she could. She’d get as close to those trees as she could before running out of the tall grasses. Making a run for the dark woods. It was her best chance.

      Again, a voice cried out. Desperate. Piercing.

      Heather froze.

      Wings fluttered past, surging toward the sound like wolves toward an injured animal.

      Heather moved closer, keeping herself camouflaged in the tall grass.

      Soulstalkers screeched, shadows rushing across the grasses.

      She counted at least four of them. A hunting pack.

      Several packs darted across the grasslands, way more than she remembered from her first time in the Between.

      Zakhart was right. It looked so different now.

      The grasslands and the soulstalkers were familiar, but she barely recognized the rest of the landscape. So much had changed.

      For the worse.

      “Let go! Let go!” a terrified female shrieked.

      A scuffle broke out in the willowy grasses ahead, two soulstalkers diving toward it. Dark feathers and silvery grass flew up, scattering on the wind.

      Another human shriek.

      “No! Let her go!” a deeper male voice.

      Two lost souls!

      Heather crept closer, seeing the shadows scuffling among the broken stalks of grass. She shuddered, counting five soulstalkers.

      They were outnumbered.

      Heather gritted her teeth, scrambling to her feet as the rage washed over her.

      Not for long.

      Two soulstalkers screeched, trying to lift a man out of the grass. Heather leaped onto one of the soulstalkers' backs, ripping feathers out of its wings, and slamming her fist into its face until it let him go.

      It turned on her, wings outstretched, teeth bared. Claws extended.

      Heather set herself, arms raised as the soulstalker flew at her. When it was in range, she slammed the heel of her hand upward against its nose.

      The soulstalker crumpled.

      She kicked it in the face until it dropped unconscious into the grass.

      Thanks to Hannah's mom for the ballet lessons.

      Turning, Heather lunged at two more soulstalkers trying to carry the young woman off.

      The four of them tangled into a ball of fog and feathers and careened into the sea of grass. Until something broadsided her, smashing her into the ground.

      Everything went dark, black wings entangling around her. Heather grabbed fistfuls of feathers, tearing them out hard and fast.

      The soulstalker screamed and kicked at her legs, trying to knock her over. She grabbed hold of its leg and smashed her foot into its knee and then its shin.

      A shrill cry of pain echoed as she ripped out more feathers until the thing retreated.

      Three left.

      The young man was beside the woman now, backing away from the three remaining soulstalkers that advanced on them. He crouched beside Heather, shielding the young woman as the soulstalkers began tag-teaming them, trying to separate them.

      When the young woman bolted, one soulstalker sprang at her.

      Heather rolled underneath a soulstalker and ran after the young woman.

      The soul stalker had cornered the young woman, its wings spread wide. Swooping.

      Heather lunged at it, tearing free a fistful of feathers.

      It landed beside her and she went for its face, gouging its dark eyes, and bending one of its wings backward.

      A feathered arm wrapped around her throat, squeezing.

      Another one grabbed her around her waist, pulling her off the other soulstalker. Carrying her into the air.

      For once, she was glad that breathing was a remnant of physical life. He couldn't choke her out at least.

      She slammed her foot into its body and grabbed hold of its coarse black hair with both hands. She jerked forward as hard as she could, ripping out handfuls of the thick hair as she squirmed against its hold.

      Heather and the soulstalker plunged toward the grass. She hit the ground hard, shimmied out of its grasp, and crawled through the grass away from it.

      Two soulstalkers rushed at her.

      She ducked, rolling out of their way.

      Turning, she grabbed hold of a wing, tearing out feathers, and bending the wing backward until the soulstalker screeched in pain. She didn't let up her assault until the thing skittered backward and launched itself into the darkening sky, away from her.

      With two stubborn soulstalkers left, she moved slower this time, but she went after the nearest one, wrapping her arm around its throat. Squeezing.

      This time, the two lost souls helped. The young woman tore out feathers while the man pounded on the remaining soulstalker. Didn't take much more battering to get it to flee into the thickening grey dusk.

      After all, the soulstalkers were outnumbered now.

      Chest heaving, Heather dropped down in the grass, the other two strangers collapsing beside her.

      “Who the hell are you?” the man asked with a charming smile.

      He was tall and handsome, muscular beneath silky grey robes, curly dark brown hair framing his chiseled face, perfect nose, full lips, and light blue eyes. For a moment, he took her breath away.

      “Heather,” she said in a thin voice. “Who are you?”

      “I'm Knox.” He motioned to the slight young woman beside him. “This is Zoe.”

      Zoe was all of ninety-nine pounds, silky grey robes hanging on her. She had thick, black hair and warm hazel eyes. Her skin was winter-pale, perfect, round lips soft pink beneath a small, upturned nose. But not a young woman at all. She was a teenager, looking about seventeen. Maybe she was older than she looked. This teenager looked traumatized. Knox was in better shape. He looked at least twenty-three, maybe older.

      “What happened? Did you both just wake up here?” Heather asked.

      Knox sighed, nodding, hands on his hips. He ran his fingers through his curly hair. “I uh…um—died, I guess. Thought I was hallucinating and that it'd all go away when I closed my eyes again. But it didn't.” He motioned at the sea of grasses surrounding them. “I sure as hell didn't expect…this.”

      The girl named Zoe folded her arms against her chest, a faraway look in her eyes.

      “Do you know her?” Heather asked, motioning at the slight teen.

      He shook his head. “Found her in the grass when I—woke up here. She hasn't said much beyond her name.”

      Heather moved toward the slight teen and dropped down on her haunches. Smiling, she brushed the hair out of the teen's desperate hazel eyes.

      “Zoe, for the moment, we're safe. But we need to get out of these grasses. This is where the soulstalkers hunt. Do you understand?”

      Zoe stared at her, past her, and then back at Knox, her hands trembling. Tears reddened her eyes. She bit her lip, her eyes scrunching into an anguished look of despair.

      “Help me,” she whispered. “I don't like this place.”

      Heather took hold of the teen’s hand, pulling her to her feet. The teenager gripped Heather's arm with both hands, cowering beside her. This girl wouldn't last long here if Heather couldn't find a safe place for her.

      “Where are we going?” Knox asked, moving closer. “It's all just grass and darkness.”

      “Toward the trees,” said Heather. “We'll be safer there.”

      “Why should I trust you?” Knox asked, frowning. “You could change into one of those—those things at any moment.”

      “And so could you,” Heather snapped. “I'm taking Zoe into the forest. You can either trust me or take your chances out here. Your choice. But I’m leaving with Zoe. Now.”

      “All right!” he said with a growl. “Let’s go.”

      Heather turned toward the sprawling forest with Zoe in tow and Knox rushed around to her left side, taking hold of Heather's hand. The warmth of his touch sizzled through her fingers and she gasped.

      She tried to ignore the pulsing heat as she led them out of the grasslands. She had no blood flowing in her veins anymore and neither did Knox and Zoe. How was she feeling heat from his hand?

      “Zakhart? Razasha!” she called, the perpetual dusk heavy against the almost skeletal trees.

      “Ssssh!” Knox hissed, thrusting his hand toward her mouth. Heather ducked under his reach. “Are you crazy? You'll bring a whole herd of those things down on us!”

      “Relax,” Heather said. “I'm calling for help.”

      Knox frowned, his chiseled face scrunching into a confused stare. “Help? How do you know so much about this place? You just got here like us. I saw you appear in the grass.”

      She sighed. “It's a long story. I'll tell you anything you want to know as soon as we find a safe place.”

      “Looking forward to it,” he said, his pale blue eyes wild.

      The flutter of wings whispered around them.

      Zoe shrieked and threw her arms over her head, cowering on the ground against Heather. Knox set himself, face a mask of concentration, fists raised.

      At the wink of pumpkin-orange eyes, Heather relaxed. Zakhart!

      The pale angel landed beside her, flaxen-haired Razasha a moment later.

      “Soulstalkers!” Knox shouted, swinging a fist.

      He tried to lunge at Zakhart, but Heather held him back.

      “No, they're friends! See the pale wings? Warm-colored eyes? That means they're creatures of the light, not shadows.”

      “What light?” Knox asked, dropping his fists against his sides. “There's no light here.”

      Heather nodded. “There is. Pale angels. But they're hiding because they're outnumbered at the moment. They're trying to help us.”

      Knox glared at the angels, his arms crossed. “What if it's a trick?”

      “What if it’s not?” Heather shot back at him. “Gonna have to learn to trust someone here, Knox. It’s a dangerous place to walk alone with a chip on your shoulder the size of Texas.”

      Zakhart unfurled his wings and stretched his arms toward the sky, closing his eyes. Rays of light pierced the Between's dark and gloom, engulfing Zakhart and Razasha in the purest, whitest light that Heather had ever seen. A sense of peace and calm emanated from the light.

      Zoe whimpered, shielding her face.

      Knox gaped at her as he reached toward the tangle of light spilling onto the pale angels. It trickled onto his wrist and covered his hands as it rolled across his entire body.

      “It's incredible,” he said, smiling. “I feel…joy. Calm.” He took Zoe's hand in his and held it out to the vibrant, white light. “Look, kid,” he said. “there's still some hope left.”

      Zoe pulled away. “It's a trick!”

      It took a moment or two before Zoe's face brightened with a smile.

      “No, it's real…see!”

      Knox held out his hands, letting the liquid light drip from his fingers into his other hand.

      Letting go of Heather, Zoe stood up and walked past Knox, toward Zakhart. She stared at him a moment then lifted her hand toward the light, the soft glow washing over her face. Zoe stared into Zakhart's eyes, her face contorting in despair and fear. The pale angel reached for her, his sparrow-grey wings bending toward her, but she stepped back from him.

      “I'm scared,” said Zoe, tears on her cheeks. She hid her eyes.

      “I know,” Zakhart whispered. “But you mustn't give up.”

      “I'll try,” she said with a moan.

      “Promise me you won't give up.”

      Zoe wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and finally nodded at him, stepping back toward Heather.

      “Zakhart, I need to get these people out of the grasslands,” Heather said, hands on her hips, gaze scanning the horizon. “But there are soulstalkers and poppy fields everywhere! The poppies are growing like weeds now, choking off hiding places and spreading darkness. I don't remember the sky ever being this dark. Can we still get to the great tree?”

      He shook his head. “The great tree is gone, Heather. Destroyed by demons.”

      “Destroyed?”

      Shock washed over her and it took a moment or two to process that statement. She bowed her head, remembering how safe she'd felt that first night among the smoke people. And the thin wash of comfort from that small nook she'd carved out for herself in the great tree's upper branches. The three of them wouldn't last long out here, at the soulstalkers' mercy.

      What happened after she and Ross got Thraecius and Shuying out of the Demon Veils? After they’d set out for the Spire?

      A chill danced down her spine, remembering that journey into the Demon Veils. The demons seemed so…uninterested in what happened beyond their cave. She winced at the memory of those clammy, leathery-skinned demons. And Mulciber…with his mental attacks and the sticky gold cords trapping her in the Veils. Like a spider's web. Mulciber had seemed almost harmless until he'd brutalized Ross.

      Was Mulciber behind this shift in the landscape? Or Death?

      “What happened to all the lost souls here?” she asked. “The ones who didn't make it to the Spiral?”

      Zakhart shook his head. “I don't know. Razasha, Halea, and I had to retreat when the tree fell. Everything was in chaos. Everyone from the tree scattered into the forest. That's all I know. Razasha, what can you add?”

      Razasha laid her hand on Heather's shoulder and turned her to face the sparse line of trees in the distance.

      “Do you see that line of trees?” she asked, pointing.

      Heather nodded.

      “That's where the great tree used to be.”

      “What happened to it?” Heather asked.

      The pale angel's face contorted, shadows marring her perfect, oval face.

      “The forest exploded with demons and soulstalkers. They came up out of the ground without warning, capturing souls. People scattered and ran from the tree, others hunkered into their little nooks. I grabbed as many people as I could carry and took to the air. When I looked back, the tree just…sank into the earth and disappeared. Halea was inside. I waited forever until she finally emerged with some of the lost souls.”

      Heather smashed her hand against her mouth, muffling her gasp. “All those people. Barb. Lamarr. Javier…Ross. No!”

      “We saved as many as we could, Heather,” said Zakhart. “We set them down in a ring of trees near the clearing and led the demons away from them. It was all we could do. I don't know where they all ended up. That's when I left to…find you.”

      Razasha opened her palm and flung a golden cord into the air. It slithered through the dark sky toward the trees.

      “I'll search for them, Heather. My light can sense any creatures near it,” Razasha explained. “Avana kept close to the trees, so that's where she probably hid. The other souls were all scattered.”

      “So, our first task is to find a safe place?” Heather asked. “And then find the scattered souls?”

      “Yes,” Razasha said, smiling. “Let my energy work on locating the others while we find a safe place among those trees. When we have a safe place, we'll lead the others there.”

      “And fortify it with light,” Zakhart added. “I need to find Halea and call in as many pale angels as I can. This will take all three of us to summon them.”

      Heather's eyes widened.  “How many pale angels can you summon?”

      Zakhart's gaze turned toward the ground and he muttered to himself, counting on his fingers.

      “Around thirty, I'd guess.”

      “What?” Heather cried. “Aren't there thousands of angels?”

      “Yes, of course,” Zakhart replied as he paced, tucking his arms behind his back. “But we can only summon certain angels for certain tasks. It's a complex, tiered system, Heather. Outside your physical world, the realms are phased, requiring specific skills and abilities. Angels assigned to each realm have to learn and train to serve there. The Between is…well, a lost—that is—transitional realm.”

      Heather folded her arms against her chest. “You mean, forgotten, don't you?”

      “Misunderstood,” Razasha offered. “Most angels accept that humans choose to go there. Choose to not find their way back. Zakhart defied the hierarchy to even come here.”

      Heather glanced at Zakhart.

      “Razasha, hush—”

      “What do you mean defied?” Heather asked Zakhart, stepping toward him.

      He shook his head, warm pumpkin-orange gaze slipping away from her face. “I defied my hierarchy because I was curious.”

      “About what?” Heather asked, reaching out to his shoulder.

      Zakhart flinched away from her hand.

      “Curious to learn why creatures that have been favored above all others choose to extinguish the amazing gift they've been given.” His voice trembled with anger, a shadow brushing across his face. “To give up hope. To throw away that gift so easily. And to expect emptiness on the other side—nothingness—is to receive it. A realm created and nourished by your own despair.”

      Created by despair? Had her suicide helped keep this place in existence? But how could she have known what was beyond her own physical world? Her own mind?

      His features hardened, lips pressed into an angry line. His eyes darkened with anger, hands clasped into fists.

      “To settle for the dusk and never imagine beyond it, to never see the wonders of the wellspring from which their lives emerged.” He glanced at Heather. “Think of what you've already seen, Heather. Now, imagine what the dawn can bring.”

      “Back then, I couldn't see past the pain, Zakhart. The loss. None of us can. That's why we're here. I fought my own demons in this place. And when I saw hope, I recognized it, something I could never do in my physical life.” She nudged his sparrow-grey wing. “Not without some help. From you.”

      “Zakhart was punished for defying the hierarchy, Heather,” said Razasha. She pointed to his wings. “Turned grey by his—”

      “Misguided arrogance, was the official term,” said Zakhart, his wings drooping against his shoulders.

      “Zakhart, I'm sorry,” said Heather, her voice quiet now.

      “I've been sent here indefinitely,” he said with a sigh. “To finish my task of rescuing these forgotten souls.” His face brightened. “You were my first success. Despite what's transpired here with the demons.”

      Heather nodded, remembering the moment that she, Ross, and the others entered the Spiral, drawing Death away. She winced. That tiny success had probably rallied the demons to attack the great tree.

      “Because of my limited success, they've allowed me to seek more angels from the upper realms, but that will take time,” said Zakhart, pacing now. “Time we don't have. I don't even know if they will get here in time.”

      “So, we'll have to make do with what we have,” Heather replied.

      “All of this is just more crazy talk!” Knox shouted, face red, eyes wild as he grabbed hold of Zakhart's robes and spun him around, baring his teeth. “Who are you, people? One minute I'm jumping off a bridge and the next, I'm running around this freak show movie set, running from flying assholes and talking about raising an army! I don't know who's on what side! Or why I'm fighting anyone! What the fuck's happening?”

      Zoe sank to the ground and pulled her knees up to her chest, rocking, hands over her ears.

      Knox whirled around, pointing a finger at Heather. “And you! You show up after me and start ninja-punching and yanking these flying bastards out of the sky until they turn tail and run. Who are you?” His face scrunched up and he gripped his hair as he sank to his knees. “I just want out of here, okay? Out of here! I shouldn't be seeing any of this! I died! Everything was supposed to just shut the hell up!”

      Heather knelt beside him and slid her arm around his shaking shoulders. He didn't try to push her away.

      “It's all too much, I get it. I felt just like you do when I woke up here. One minute, I stepped in front of a bus in Seattle and the next moment, I was here. Just like you, okay?”

      His Adam's apple rose and fell as he sucked in a breath. He took her by the shoulders, his eyes intense. She felt the heat roll over her again.

      “You killed yourself, too?” he asked, eyes wide.

      Heather nodded, motioning toward Zoe who rocked and mumbled to herself. “So did Zoe. That's why we're here. In the Between. That's what this place is, Knox. It's where people end up when they kill themselves.”

      He winced. “Is this…hell?”

      “No, it just feels like it,” said Heather, offering him an encouraging smile.

      She took hold of Knox’s hand and squeezed, feeling sparks churn through her belly. He was so beautiful. She concentrated on her hands.

      “This place is your last chance. To figure out why you gave up and to learn how to…to go on again.”

      “How do you know that?” he asked, shaking his head.

      Heather sighed. “Because I was here before.”

      “You got out of here and then killed yourself again?” Knox replied and barked out a belly laugh. “Damn, you must be completely messed up!”

      “Failed comedian in your former life,” Heather shot back at him, eyes narrowing. “With jokes like that, no wonder you jumped off that bridge.”

      Zakhart muffled his laughter, turning away as Knox fell quiet.

      “I came back here to help someone else get out, okay, smart guy. Believe me, the last thing I wanted to do was return here. Good thing I did, otherwise you'd already be in the endless sleep among the poppy fields.”

      “Okay, you're right,” Knox replied with a sigh. “I owe you for saving me just now.”

      “You're welcome,” she said and crossed her arms.

      “Truce?” he asked, holding out his hand to her.

      She stared at his thick, squared hand for a moment. Finally, she nodded and shook it, those sparks electrifying her skin for a moment as she looked into his light blue eyes. Like pools of warm Caribbean seawater.

      “Truce. Okay, so we find a safe place and gather the lost souls there,” she said, glancing at Zakhart. “Now, what happened to Ross?” She bit her lip, the empty space in her chest aching now. “I can't do this without Ross. Where do I start searching for him?”

      “Heather, we'll talk about Ross as soon as we get these two to safety,” Zakhart replied, looking troubled. “All right?”

      He wasn't telling her everything. Had something terrible happened to Ross?

      Had Death already killed him with her scythe and Zakhart just couldn't bring himself to tell her?

      She was worried sick, imagining hundreds of horrible things that had happened to him. But she ached to be in his arms, to hear his comforting voice in her ear, feel his mouth against hers. They'd barely discovered each other and now he was so far away.

      “Only if you tell me everything,” she said, hands on her hips.

      “All right. Everything, Heather. Sure you want that?”

      She nodded. She had to know where Ross was and what was at stake. When she'd be with him again. It was the only way she'd survive this place a second time.

      “Everything, Zakhart,” she demanded, glaring at him.

      The sound of wings thumped against the silence. Heather glanced up as Halea descended from the dark sky. And landed beside Zakhart.

      “You needed more help?” she asked, glancing around. Her soft, copper eyes widened when her gaze met Heather's and she gasped. “Heather! You've come back? Oh, no! This is terrible!”

      Heather started to respond when a smile curved across the pale angel's face. “Oh…Ross, right?” Halea replied.

      Heather couldn't deny it. She nodded.

      “He saved me from Death. It's my turn to save him.”

      “That's…good,” said Halea.

      “Time to go,” said Zakhart. “Before the hunting packs turn out.”

      Zakhart lifted Heather into his arms. “All right, let's carry them toward the forest, see what Razasha's searchlight found. We won't set any of you down until we've found a safe place for you.”

      “A base of operations,” Heather corrected him as Razasha gathered Zoe into her arms.

      Halea picked up Knox.

      Zakhart raised an eyebrow at Heather. “Base of operations?”

      “Gotta have a base of operations to raise an army, Zakhart.”

      “An army?” Knox gasped. “What the hell? You were serious, weren't you?”

      “If we have any chance of getting out of this place,” said Heather, “then we'll need an army. It's the only way now, Knox. We’re going to war.”

      Her gut told her that Mulciber was behind this and she'd need an army to rescue Ross. She'd let Zakhart explain that as soon as they got to safety. For now, they needed a safe place to gather other souls.

      “I did two tours in Afghanistan,” Knox replied and settled back against Halea. “Fifteen months each. I'll do one more here if I have to, but not until I have some answers. I've got a lot of questions.”

      Halea rose into the air, Knox in her arms as they flew toward the trees in the distance.

      Get in line, Heather thought with a snarl. Right now, all she had was questions and no answers. And an ache in her chest that wouldn’t stop.

      Where was Ross? Who changed the Between and why? Who was trying to take over a place of infinite despair? A place where people went when they'd given up on everything.
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      Zakhart held Heather close, the air smelling dirty and burned as they left the grasslands behind. Beyond the horizon, poppies crouched like smoke stacks, belching out thick swaths of dust that fell like snow through the poppy fields that looked like ashes across the landscape. Darkening it. Choking it with clouds of grey dust.

      Heather covered her mouth, a cough rattling through her chest as she inhaled grit. So much of the grasslands had disappeared, gouged out by tight furrows of ashen soil where poppies sprouted like dandelions.

      “Don’t worry,” said Zakhart. “The poppy dust won’t harm you. It only changes into the final sleep after the sand runners gather it.”

      “Good to know,” said Heather as a flash of light peeked out from her grey sleeves.

      Startled, she pulled up her sleeves, staring at the strange coils of light tangled around her wrists. Like glowing bracelets.

      “Zakhart? What are these things?” she asked, holding up her right arm to show him the writhing strands of gold light. “I’ve never seen them before.”

      The pale angel glanced at them and smiled, his gaze shifting back to the thin, broken forest ahead (or what was left of it). His grip around her tightened.

      “They're from the Spiral, Heather,” he said, nodding at the horizon. “They'll lead you back to it when it's time.”

      Heather ran her fingers over the thin bracelets of light, their presence oddly comforting.

      “When I find Ross,” she replied.

      Zakhart stiffened.

      That frightened her. He’d been so tight-lipped about what had happened to Ross. So vague that she feared the worst. A fate she hadn’t been able to imagine.

      “Heather, look at the forest as I fly over it. Tell me what you see.”

      Zakhart turned in a wide circle, banking low against a swift wind. He floated on an updraft and soared just above the trees as the forest floor took shape. Small, black mounds dotted the ground among mostly saplings and young trees. He flew in deeper, toward the taller, older trees that stretched long branches into a thin canopy, protecting the forest floor and blocking the sky. Dozens of black mounds dotted the ground, dissipating as the forest got thicker and darker.

      “The older trees can still protect us,” said Heather.

      “Agreed.”

      “But it's so dark down there. Not a light to be seen. So much devastation.”

      It made her stomach ache.

      Zakhart nodded.

      Her chest tightened. She missed those amber lights twinkling in the dark. Lanterns the lost souls had carried under Avana's direction. She sighed. Where she’d first met Ross Shepherd. Those lights—and Ross—had once guided her and others to the safety of the great tree.

      Gone now. All of it.

      “Something used our escape through the Spiral as an opportunity, didn't it?” she asked, studying his pumpkin-orange eyes, trying to gauge his reaction. “It was a diversion. And it allowed them to set all of…this in motion.”

      “Yes, they did. I knew you'd figure that out, Heather.” He was smiling.

      Her eyes were drawn back to the black mounds sprinkled across the landscape.

      “What are these black mounds? I've never seen them before. Were they part of the attack on the great tree?”

      “Yes.” Zakhart sucked in a breath, a troubled expression shadowing his pearly complexion.

      “Mulciber,” she said with a low growl.

      His eyes widened and he stared at her. “How'd you know that?”

      “Come on, Zakhart, he's a demon! He was not happy when we led half his slaves out of there. And he attacked Ross, singling him out from everyone.” Heather stared at the mounds of black dirt. “There were tons of workers inside that cave, Zakhart, working what they called the coal fields. And so many tunnels.” She let out a gasp, everything clicking into place. “Zakhart…they've been digging tunnels underneath the entire Between, haven't they?”

      Sighing, Zakhart bowed his head and nodded.

      “That's how they attacked the great tree, isn't it?” Heather cried. “They probably killed its roots slowly, hollowing out the ground beneath it until it fell through. Capturing all the souls inside!”

      She curled her hands into fists, anger seething through her. Why had she and Ross dismissed the demons' danger so quickly?

      “They've got Ross, don't they?” she demanded.

      Zakhart pointed. “Look, this is the tree I wanted you to see,” he said, flying into a small ring of thick-trunked trees. They were half the size of the great tree, but there were five hearty trees, sturdy like oaks.

      “Tell me!” she shouted, struggling against his hold.

      He ignored her, landing beside the tallest, widest tree in the small grove. He let her go and turned to the tree, patting its rugged bark. “I think we can defend ourselves from here, don't you?” he asked.

      “Zakhart! Tell me!”

      “Not here,” Zakhart hissed, his eyes taking on a strange glow.

      Halea circled above them, setting down in the small ring of trees. A moment later, Razasha landed. They set Zoe and Knox down beside Heather. Knox and Zoe moved closer to her, gazes still frightened and confused. Zoe clung to Knox.

      Heather reached out and squeezed their hands, knowing how terrified they must feel. This place was bad enough, but with no haven, they were like rabbits running from owls and hawks. Except they didn't know the paths and trails.

      “This is a good spot, Zakhart,” Razasha cried as she flitted around the circle of trees, touching each trunk. “This place is perfect. We can rebuild here.”

      “Are you sure?” Halea asked, glancing at the dark forest and the strange scritching sounds rising above the screech of soulstalkers.

      She pulled her wings tighter around her.

      The sounds made Heather's skin crawl.

      “What do you mean, Halea?” Razasha asked, her doe-eyed expression filling with concern. She laid her hand on Halea's arm, but the other pale angel moved away.

      “This place doesn't feel right. I don't think it'll be safe. Razasha, reason with him, please. It's not safe.”

      Razasha turned to Zakhart and chimed soft soprano tones at him. She turned to Halea, toned again, and then trilled a long chorus. Halea joined her, laying down a repeating, alto harmony that lifted the sound, the notes entangled and the little clearing filled with a warm, comforting haze.

      As beautiful as it was, they were arguing. Heather saw Zakhart's intense expression.

      Zakhart thumped his fist against the bark of the largest tree.

      “This is the one,” he announced in a firm voice. “I've chosen this one. We'll convert it into a haven.”

      Halea's gaze darkened and she turned away, arms against her chest, wings shaking. With anger.

      Zakhart gave her a moment until the melodies dissipated.

      “How long will it take to change it?” he asked in a soft voice.

      Razasha glanced at Halea who shrugged. “Not long. We'll get started.”

      She nodded at Halea. The two of them clasped hands around the big tree, closing their eyes and lifting their faces to the soot-grey sky.

      A puddle of white light bubbled up from the soil, collecting around the tree's base. It eddied around Razasha's feet, swirling toward Halea until it deepened, rising to their ankles.

      The pale angels lifted their arms and the watery, gold light danced at their fingertips, flowing up through the ragged channels in the bark toward limbs and leaves. Extending them. At their feet, the puddle widened, deepened as it spread across the ground. Toward the other four trees in the grove.

      One by one, the ring of trees lit with the watery gold light, the glow spreading up their trunks, to limbs, into leaves as puddles collected at their bases. Bark turned into a hard shell, fresh new leaves sprouting from stronger, wider limbs, roots anchoring deeper, wider into the darkening soil. The rich, loamy smell of fertile soil hung in the air, reminding Heather of opening bags of rich, black potting soil for her mom's salsa garden every spring.

      Shiny red, grapefruit-sized heirloom tomatoes. Sweet, fist-sized Walla Walla onions. Green, waxy jalapenos and lacy stalks of bright, sharp-smelling cilantro. Her mouth watered just thinking about Mom's salsa. She thought of Hannah's mom now, planting delicate pink English roses that filled the backyard with their heady, spring scent. She remembered Hannah's dad sprinkling the fragrant, loose petals across Hannah's mom's pillow once.

      Heather had cared a lot for them and Grandpa Jimmy, but she loved her first mom and dad. It was sad leaving Emily and Dan. Hannah had just turned eighteen, but Heather didn't feel like she'd lived all eighteen of those years. She'd felt like an imposter much of the time, like she hadn't belonged there, something that had troubled her long before Zakhart showed up. Even though she hadn’t understood why she felt that way. Until Zakhart reminded her.

      “Zakhart, how many moms and dads do I have now?” she asked.

      He studied her face a moment. “Just one mom and one dad.” He brushed his hand across her cheek. “You're troubled.”

      “I wasn't supposed to be there, in that life, was I?”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I was never supposed to become Hannah Girard-Davies, was I?” she asked. “Hannah had a friend, Rebecca Ross. Her twin brother, Rick died in a car accident. He should have graduated with her and Hannah. Everyone called him Ross. Too many coincidences, wouldn't you say?”

      Zakhart cupped her chin in his hand. “No. You're right. You were supposed to begin again. A new life. Like Ross. But when Death snatched Ross out of the Spiral, everything changed. See, Hannah had a fatal heart condition. She'd been born with it.”

      “I know,” Heather replied. “I had to keep medication with me all the time, take all these crazy blood tests. I had a huge scar on my chest from two open heart surgeries.” She laid her hand to her chest, the once almost-familiar scar gone now.

      “Hannah's life should have ended at fourteen,” said Zakhart, crossing his arms as he watched the pools of light collecting on the forest floor.

      Razasha and Halea stood motionless now as the streams of light did their work.

      “Her heart fell into a fatal rhythm and they rushed her to the hospital,” Zakhart continued. “Hannah coded and for fifteen minutes, the hospital struggled to bring her back.”

      Heather nodded. “That's when I arrived, wasn't it?”

      The pale angel nodded, a solemn look on his face. “Yes. When Death opened the hole in the physical world, we struggled to fill it quickly. Imagine the awkward exchange I had with Death as I passed her in the ER. You in my arms, Hannah Girard-Davies in hers.”

      Heather rolled her eyes. “Oh, snap! How embarrassing, Death—we're wearing the exact same soul. Who knew?”

      “I had no other choice that day, Heather,” Zakhart replied, bristling, annoyance in his pumpkin-orange eyes. “When you came back as Hannah, they rushed you into emergency heart surgery which saved Hannah's life. But I placed you in Hannah's body for two reasons. One, it was a convenient but good match, I won't lie. Two, placing your soul in her body gave her family a reprieve. Gave them a little more time with their daughter. But more importantly, it was a short life. Like the one I chose for Ross.”

      “Don't get cranky. I was just kidding,” said Heather, patting his arm. “What do you mean you gave her family a reprieve?”

      “You were right about Rick Ross,” Zakhart continued, his annoyance fading. “I was ready to put Ross into Rick Ross' life as the teenager lay dying in the ER. I wanted to give that family a reprieve, too, but I couldn't. I had to let Rick Ross' life go because I also had to watch Death carry Rick Ross and Ross Shepherd away, knowing the two of you would never meet now.”

      Heather fought back the tears welling her eyes and turned away, walking toward Razasha and Halea.

      Was it all over now? Was Ross lost to her forever?

      She folded her arms against her chest, her head spinning with too much information and too much grief. She missed Ross so much.

      A hand touched her shoulder. Zakhart.

      “I only wanted you and Ross to have a little time together in the physical world before letting your souls go on again. Like they should.”

      He was right. They both chose to end their lives. Getting a second chance was more than she'd deserved, but she'd been so grateful for it. So had Ross. She never expected to live a long, full life after throwing hers away. But she was glad to know that Hannah would have left them sooner if she hadn't stepped into that life. She'd done a little good there.

      “This is just so confusing, Zakhart,” she said, her voice cracking. “I miss Ross so much. Why can't you tell me where he is?”

      “We'll do our best to find him, Heather,” said Zakhart. “I promise.”

      The pale angel wrapped his arms around her, holding her tighter as Razasha and Halea stepped back from the massive oak, the light illuminating its branches fading now.

      “Too many ears, Heather,” Zakhart whispered in her ear. “Trust me. When it's safe.”

      Heather cast an uneasy glance around the clearing, unsure what Zakhart meant about too many ears. She'd trusted him with her life before. She'd trust him with Ross now.

      “Razasha, Halea, how are things progressing?” Zakhart called.

      “The trees will absorb the rest of this light into their roots over the next few days,” said Razasha, rubbing her forehead.
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