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Chapter One
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The crackle of flame haunted Isabella now no matter how far inland she went. But she supposed she deserved as much.

It had been four weeks already since the first spark of Hellfire had lit on the surface and exploded out, catching on every saltwater shore the world over. In a span of seconds, humanity had found itself isolated, more landlocked than it had arguably ever been. The unexpected, unprecedented crisis had rapidly spiraled out of control. Even the angels of Isabella’s armada had panicked, many not knowing whether they should be hunting the demons that continued preying on frightened and vulnerable souls or pushing against the tide of the flame.

The flame, of course, was the greater threat. Though there were moments even Isabella questioned that.

Most days it was all they could do to keep the Hellfire from spreading inland, despite the help of a few sympathetic Archangels and bolstered power from angels who were strictly non-combatant. Ports had been long since lost. Beaches turned to ash. Corpses of already rotting sea life continued to wash up, only to burn away in the inextinguishable blaze. The sulfuric smoke rose higher, and spread wider, with each passing day. Not even the angels were immune to its ill-effects, and neither were their healers.

Isabella had been forced to dedicate nearly all of her resources to containing the apocalyptic fires, for the sake of humanity as a whole. No matter how scattered, angry, sad, or frightened the humans were currently, as long as her angels found a way to stave off the worst of it, they would survive. But every day, the death tolls rose. And every day, the weight on her shoulders got heavier. 

Demon! There’s a demon in our shelter! Please, please save us!

Isabella’s focus sharpened at the panicked call.

With the majority of her armada dedicated to holding the line as best they could, she had been forced to step up as humanity’s primary defender against demonic assault. The demons were not so hindered by the sulfuric smoke, and they reveled in the cloying fear and devastation that shrouded much of the globe. So their attacks had not receded, and as a result, desperate prayers such as the one that had just reached her were the ones Isabella had to focus on.

No matter how badly she wished to answer all of the others.

It required barely a thought to transport herself from the deck of the abandoned resort she was borrowing and flash herself farther inland, until she stood before the woman whose prayer she’d heard. The air was still cleaner here. Musty, perhaps, but lacking the stomach-churning tang of demonic sulfur the Hellfire smoke pumped into the atmosphere. They weren’t so far from a coastal state that it wouldn’t reach them eventually, but it was a nice reprieve, regardless.

Isabella didn’t allow herself to dwell on it and instead swept her gaze outward.

She immediately understood. The woman’s prayer had referred to a shelter, and this looked very much like it was designed for those who needed somewhere to land. Cots lined the walls and the middle, with wide enough space between for walking and probably hauling suitcases or laundry, or children. A kitchen area was off to one side, flavoring the air with the subtle aroma of some meal, and a quick scan assured Isabella the building contained a total of three restrooms—two including bathing options, one without. It was straightforward, but nonetheless efficient.

And, unsurprisingly, crowded.

Isabella reached over, making herself visible and softening her expression as she laid her fingers gently on the woman’s shoulder. “Be at ease,” she whispered. “Where is the demon you prayed about?” There was certainly no demon immediately within her sight, but traces of one lingered in the air. 

The woman’s head snapped up and she gaped, the rosary in her hand sliding nearly off her fingers. “Y-you’re—”

“Here to help.” No sooner were the words past Isabella’s lips than a sense of wrongness, like corruption, raised the hairs on her arms. She took a step to the side and turned, only to see another woman walking up to them. The woman was just shy of Isabella’s own five-foot, ten-inch height, had a full head of red, loosely curled hair, brown eyes, and looked to be in her early thirties. But a closer look assured Isabella that this woman—though technically human—had contaminated her soul in some permanent way.

“Excuse me,” the woman said. She flashed Isabella a tight, tense smile before shifting her focus to the woman who’d prayed for help. “Margaret, may I have a word?”

Margaret clutched her rosary closer to her chest. “You brought a demon here!” she exclaimed, loudly.

Isabella watched more than one head swivel their way. Voices hushed.

The redhead’s smile dropped. “I’m pretty sure I made it clear that everyone is welcome in this shelter, as long as they abide by my two rules. Do you remember my two rules?”

Isabella frowned. “Including demons?”

The redhead snapped her gaze back to her. “I’m sorry. Guests are permitted during the daytime, but you’ll be expected to abide the same rules. If you can’t, you and whomever invited you will be asked to leave.” She shifted her focus back to Margaret. “Well?”

Margaret shifted uncomfortably, glancing around as if looking for someone else. “When you said everyone, I thought you meant ... people.”

“Everyone means everyone, Margaret,” the redhead replied coolly. “Now, what are my rules?”

Margaret huffed. “I haven’t broken your rules.”

Isabella kept her expression calm as she watched their exchange. She could sense the redhead’s irritation as clearly as she could Margaret’s unease and rising defensiveness.

The redhead sighed, raised one hand as the other settled on her hip, and ticked off her fingers as she spoke. “No stealing, no matter how small or what the reason. And no violence.”

Isabella’s brow furrowed. “In what way has she violated those rules?” And how did this woman expect a demon to obey them?

“I didn’t!” Margaret insisted sharply.

“You intentionally burned someone,” the redhead said, directing her response to Margaret.

Margaret sucked in a breath. “A demon! That man was obviously avoiding my rosary, so I hid it and pressed it against his skin when he wasn’t looking. If I’d been wrong, it would have been fine.”

I see. 

“And where is this demon now?” Isabella asked.

The redhead’s expression hardened. “That is hardly the issue. He didn’t violate the rules. Intentionally trying to harm another person is a form of violence, Margaret—”

“A demon,” Margaret repeated emphatically.

The redhead stomped closer, bent down, and hauled up the suitcase half tucked beneath the cot. She dropped it unceremoniously, nearly on top of Margaret’s feet. “My husband, you mean. I won’t say it again. Be gone by sundown.”

Margaret sucked in an outraged breath.

Isabella’s frown deepened. “Your husband?” She took a step forward as the redhead began to move away, reaching for the woman. “Are you—”

The shadows beneath the cot opposite Margaret’s stretched out and a man, certainly a demon, stepped into the space. He positioned himself immediately at the redhead’s side and pulled her up to him with a partially outstretched arm. He wholly ignored Margaret’s vocal displeasure and narrowed his eyes at Isabella. “Keep your hands to yourself, angel. If you seek shelter, inquire the same as everyone else.”

Isabella materialized her sword. “A shelter is no place for a demon. What are you trying to gain by taking advantage of these people?”

The redhead twisted in place, positioning herself bodily between them. “My husband and I run this shelter. Together. In case your friend there forgot to explain that in her prejudice. The only thing we want is to provide safe haven for as many displaced innocents as we can. Now put that away or get the hell out.”

The demon rested a hand on the redhead’s shoulder in a visibly affectionate gesture, and though he spoke to her in a softer tone, Isabella stood too close not to hear his words. “Let’s not make this more of a scene than it needs to be, Izzy.”

The redhead named Izzy didn’t budge, and neither did her frown. She stared Isabella down without an ounce of fear.

Isabella kept her sword sheathed and cast her consciousness across the space.

Nearly everyone was watching. Tense anticipation of what might be about to happen reverberated around the shelter.

Margaret was alarmingly gleeful at the idea of watching a demon get cut down. She anticipated being made right by default.

But most of the people in the room were only beginning to become fearful—fearful of the fight they assumed was pending, fearful of losing the shelter that had taken them in, and fearful on behalf of their benefactors. The hosts of the shelter had left an overwhelmingly positive impression on the people they’d taken in. The fact that the male was a demon barely rated in their collective opinion.

It was against Isabella’s nature not to strike down any demon that stood before her, but this wouldn’t be the first time she’d made an exception. If she judged him deserving.

Isabella put away her sword for the sake of their audience’s peace of mind. “Perhaps we could speak elsewhere?”

Izzy folded her arms over her chest. “With the apocalypse going on, like, everywhere, I’m sure you have more important things to do than grill one good demon about why he’s helping run a shelter. Or whatever it is you want to know.”

Isabella supposed she hadn’t expected a gracious response. It was easy enough to nudge the other humans’ conscious awareness away from their conversation, despite that she didn’t typically like to be so heavy-handed. “Hellfire or no,” she said, “we cannot ignore the actions of demons among the humans.”

“Then you should worry about the demons that are causing trouble,” Izzy returned. “The angel Kai understood that when we met him.”

Isabella’s eyes widened at the unexpected namedrop. She looked again between the pair. “You’ve met Kai?” 

She couldn’t rule it out. Kai, her Second-in-Command, had worked on the surface more frequently than she had before the Hellfire. Though Kai wasn’t known for leaving demons alive in his wake, he had in more recent years made a few rare exceptions. Exceptions that Isabella understood were never without reason.

“Several years ago,” the demon answered.

“If my Second left you in one piece,” Isabella said, “then I could be inclined to do the same.” She flicked a pointed glance toward the bulk of the space around. “Particularly if this is as straightforward as it appears. But I would still ask your names.”

“Your what?” Izzy asked.

The demon exhaled. “My name is Darr, and I’ll be peaceful so long as there is no immediate threat to my bondmate.”

“This world is our home, too,” Izzy said as she reached up to layer her hand over the one he’d kept on her shoulder. “Pretty sure that means we’re allowed to help out when we have the resources for it. Or is helping only okay when the helper has wings?”

Isabella studied them without responding for a beat, replaying the demon’s name in her memory.

It took a moment, but she did recall Kai mentioning a demon and human pair he’d encountered while in pursuit of a different, more dangerous demon. The human woman had prayed for help, and the demon he’d spared had been notably loyal to her, and she to him. That demon’s name had been Darr.

Isabella let her expression soften. “I believe I understand your situation now. I shall encourage Margaret to find a shelter more suited to her.” She paused, took a single step back, toward the woman whose prayer she’d originally heard, and added, “Thank you for the good work you’re doing for these people.”

“Just like that?” Izzy asked, her tone skeptical.

Isabella offered the guarded, but honest, woman a small smile. “The hearts of the people here have spoken for you. So yes, just like that.” There was a time, not all that long ago, when she might have been slower to relent. The hard truth was, wherever she could spare her energy, she needed to. If this didn’t have to be a fight—if the people around them felt safe and wanted to stay—she needed to let that be enough.

She kept her word and resettled Margaret in a Catholic shelter one county over, then returned to the surface-based temporary headquarters she had established in California. It was late enough to be dark even without the heavy blanket of sulfuric smoke that obscured the sky, and as her feet touched down on the newly familiar wooden decking, Isabella admitted to herself that she was tired. As with every other day for the past month, she had spent much of her time and energy flying around the globe, resolving as many demonic conflicts as she could.

She looked out, toward the forest that scarcely moved, and the exhaustion pulled a sigh from her chest. Perhaps, just for an hour...

In that moment, at least, she sensed no repulsive presence indicative of the Warriors of Hell—soulless monstrosities with brute strength that nearly rivaled an Archangel’s, consumed by the driving impulse to slaughter all which lived. Whenever they were released upon the surface, she could not afford to let them linger. But this day had been pleasantly devoid of those fiends. She would capitalize on that blessing and allow herself just one singular hour of sleep.

****
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Ash glared down at the old parchment and the smeared blood ink faded across it. It had taken far too long to unearth the damn thing. The fact that he now had the information they needed did little to cool his blood. The information was objectively useful. But there was no time left to risk making wrong guesses.

A month earlier, Lazarus had succeeded in breaking the first of three seals—a very specific series of seals designed to keep Hell separate from the living world. They were not tangible seals, not locations that needed to be reached and conquered. They were acts of purposeful, violent magic, which themselves led to worse, unimaginable things.

It had taken Lazarus exactly six months to break the border seal and release the first wave of Hellfire upon the earth. And since he had taken that step, he had only one choice left to him—continue forward. The border seal could not be re-sealed unless the timeline remaining for releasing the rest fully expired. In which case, there would be severe consequences for the reigning King of Hell.

Ash had every intention of making his bastard half-brother pay those consequences.

The second seal was the tipping point. For as bad as the fire was, it had an expiration date. It would vanish from the surface if the third seal remained intact when the countdown expired. If Laz completed the goal of the second seal, there was no doubt in Ash’s mind he would meet the third. The third was more of a test to weed out those who were both power-hungry and overconfident. Laz was an arrogant fuck, but he wouldn’t bet it all on a gamble he couldn’t win.

No. Lazarus had chosen now to proceed with tackling the seals because he was ready.

Ash felt a growl of displeasure build up in his chest. A fucking Archangel, of all things. The second seal required a full set of Archangel’s wings, coated in that angel’s blood, to be severed but otherwise intact and swiftly delivered to the King of Hell. The king needed to take possession of them while the blood still dripped. And he needed to do it at the end of the sixth week after the Hellfire sparked on the surface.

Which meant there were only two weeks left.

Frustration filled him and Ash grabbed up the parchment he’d spent the last too-many hours digging up and coaxing back into some form of readability. He scanned it one more time to make sure he hadn’t missed anything, then dissolved it entirely. There was no need to leave that sort of manual lying around. Even if he was one of very few capable of reading it.

It had been too much to hope there would be an interval of six months between each seal.

There was the chance Laz would just turn on his long-time partner in evil, the traitorous Archangel, Uriah. But Ash’s gut told him that wasn’t Laz’s first choice. It was too easy and too obvious. Laz was an arrogant bastard. He would want to take down an Archangel that mattered, one whose cessation left a hole in the remaining angels’ defenses as well as their morale. He would want a fucking trophy.

But he would need to choose from the Archangels who were actually accessible, as most of them were barricaded far out of reach.

Ash climbed up from the old, crumbling chamber and his nose crinkled at the invasion of sulfuric smoke violating the air. Islands like the one he stood on were suffering the most. The smallest of them had been completely eradicated, but even larger, more generally habitable islands had already become ruins of their former selves. Yet it was such a more desirable state than what they would be if Lazarus got his hands on those Archangel wings.

He drew up his power and with a thought the devil’s magic had taken him elsewhere, somewhere slightly less polluted. Then he pulled out his phone. He could use more magic for a search of his own, but he saw no need. The demon on the other end of the line had wanted to drag him into this. The least that over-ambitious fool could do was answer a question.

“Ash,” Sinclair greeted after a single ring. “Do you have it?”

“I found it. And I need to know which of the surface-side Archangels would be the biggest win for Lazarus.” Because whoever it was, and as unpleasant as the idea was, they were about to make his acquaintance.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Warriors of Hell had again ascended to the mortal realm.

It was still late, or debatably early, when the revolting sensation of their particular brand of darkness rippled over Isabella’s skin. Her one hour of allotted sleep had come and gone, and she was already in the field again when she felt it. 

There were four of them, trudging behind a more common demon. It was clear the demon was guiding them, and though she couldn’t guess it, she assumed there was some reason they were traipsing through a cemetery in Kansas. All the inland states had seen a population swelling in the weeks after the Hellfire had caught, but even so, there weren’t exactly a plethora of living souls for the demons to be terrorizing in a cemetery. It was curious.

But not curious enough to keep her quietly observant.

Isabella made her entrance by severing one Warrior’s grotesque, double-faced head from its shoulders and spinning to land well out of reach of the others. “You’ve caused more than enough trouble, demon.”

The demon she assumed to be leading this batch of Warriors came to an abrupt halt, his lips curling. “Didn’t know the armada still had an angel they could spare.”

Isabella let a trickle of ivory-colored flame dance down her blade. “What we cannot do,” she said, “is allow you the freedom to terrorize and torture.”

His eyes lit with a cold smirk. “You’re in luck,” he said. “We’re not lookin’ for humans tonight.”

“Tell me your purpose,” she challenged. She doubted he would be so upfront, and she had no intention of falling into a verbal sparring match. But she would spare the effort once.

The demon rolled his eyes and raised an arm, a twist of dark energy spiraling around his finger. “What’s it matter? You’re just gonna die here.” He snapped his finger forward and the remaining three Warriors surged, their earlier slow lumber replaced with a more purposeful, almost leaping lope.

The most concerning part of that was the visual impact of watching three grotesque, misshapen forms with too much muscle, too many limbs, and dark energy seeping from their pores launch themselves at her. But Isabella remained calm and raised her sword to intercept the nearest of the three. She could handle all of them.

She had just swept her sword through the bulging torso of the closest fiend when she sensed three more rise up from the depths behind her.

Alarm rang through her. A trap?

Another wave of dark energy rolled toward her and suddenly Isabella needed to swing backward and forward simultaneously. Her sword could handle the enemies, but it couldn’t be everywhere at once. She would need to up her tactics if she wanted to escape unscathed. Upping her tactics meant draining more power.

She hadn’t yet decided her course of action when another voice, male and dark, but equally unfamiliar, spoke over the battlefield from somewhere farther behind her. “I’m surprised he sent someone so weak.”

Isabella pivoted, putting each gathering of Warriors at her sides, and risked a glance in the newcomer’s direction. There had been a calmness in the speaker’s voice that only came from power, yet she couldn’t sense another presence. Even as she laid eyes on the source—on who, or what, had to be the source—she felt only the slightest fluctuation of demonic energy around her.

The man, surely a demon, approached at a walk. It looked as though he had his hands tucked into pockets. But every detail was obscured behind the undulating, nauseating cocoon of dark energy that encompassed him. He moved freely with the power, as if displaying it in such a manner were familiar or easy.

The other demon—the one who’d been given this group of Warriors to lead—made a startled sound and snarled, “Who the hell are you? Get out of my way!”

Isabella was forced to split her focus as another Warrior reached for her. Even with the newcomer’s arrival, these monstrosities were intent on her. That had to mean she had been lured into some kind of trap. Warriors of Hell weren’t known for being single-minded about anything beyond destruction as a concept.

“I don’t think I will,” the newcomer replied. His tone held a subtle edge of irritation that somehow felt as if it mirrored the feeling in Isabella’s chest as she cut down another Warrior.

As that amalgamated corpse fell, a sheet of darkness descended over the newest trio. It blocked their path for a heartbeat, then snapped inward with the beasts trapped inside. All three Warriors burst like rotten fruit.

There weren’t a lot of entities with that kind of power, and alarm stiffened Isabella’s spine.

The remaining Warrior swung two of its four meaty fists at her, uncaring of anything beyond crushing her.

Isabella parried the blow with the broad side of her burning blade and pushed a pulse of her own power outward at the moment of contact. The Warrior reared back, its head lolling in the aching beat where it should have screamed, and then it dropped.

The new demon continued past her, not seeming to even look her way.

The other took a step back, eyes widening as the smirk slid from his face. “You idiot,” he said. “You don’t know what you’re doing!” Dark energy swirled at his feet. “The King—”

Isabella frowned.

A snapping whip of energy lashed out from the late arrival, seeming to shatter the gathered energy beneath the other’s feet before twisting up and around that demon’s body, binding him in place. As the single tendril of darkness lifted the other demon off the ground, the newcomer spoke again. The edge of irritation in his voice was clearer than before. “I have no king.”

He was going to kill the demon who’d been playing shepherd to those Warriors of Hell. Isabella had no doubt in her mind of that, or that he could. Their power discrepancy had already become obvious. And though she wasn’t fond of any particular demon, the one soon for death still owed her some answers.

Keeping firm grip of her sword, Isabella said, “Do not think I’ll be content to act as some toy to be fought over.”

She thought the more powerful demon might have tilted his head in her direction. It was difficult to tell, because he was mostly a man-shaped swirl of darkness. Looking too closely made her stomach turn.

The other demon let out a ragged laugh. “Oh, fuck both of you.” He heaved a breath. “The King of Hell is coming, angel bitch,” he added with a sneer. “He’ll pluck your feathers one by one and use them to fluff his pillow.”

Isabella opened her mouth to ask how that was supposed to be newsworthy. The Hellfire plaguing the surface was a clear sign of that demon’s intention to climb out of Hell. But she was too slow.

“You say that,” the newcomer said as he stretched out an arm. Something that might have been fingers obscured beneath the seamless shroud of darkness curled slowly together. “As if I give a fuck.”

The suspended demon let out a strangled, pained scream as his constraints tightened. His back bowed, his hands twitched helplessly at his sides, and all at once he imploded. The flesh and bone of his form snapped and ripped, blood sprayed, and the darker essence of his power oozed out from somewhere inside.

Isabella expected the remaining demon to try absorbing the power for himself, but instead he merely released his hold and let the mess fall to the ground. She narrowed her eyes at him. “That demon had information I need.”

The being across from her shifted, turning as though to face her. She thought she identified two spatial voids where his eyes should have been, somewhere behind the swirling black veil. “You assume,” he said. “That fool only knew he needed to apprehend you and that he’d die if he failed.” He tilted his head toward the bloody mess in the dirt. “Looks like he failed.”

****
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Ash stared across at the oppressively bright, painfully pure-looking angel and wondered for just an instant if he’d lost his mind. If there were more than three seals, if the second seal weren’t the tipping point in keeping Lazarus from getting too much momentum, he would probably be doing things differently. That would certainly have been better than the situation he’d stepped into.

But he supposed he’d known that already.

The angel Isabella was as stunningly beautiful as she was powerful. By nature, of course. She was a goddamn angel. Adding to her natural beauty was the sight of a woman comfortable with a sword and the way she carried herself, the way she didn’t lose her head at realizing she’d been lured into a trap or even at being effectively rescued by a demon.

She was dangerous in ways she did not understand.

It hurt to look at her, with her divine fire rolling across her skin. She’d ignited it for defense. It was a smart tactic when going solo against enemies like the Warriors of Hell. She probably thought it would give her an edge with him, too. Her shining blue eyes didn’t hold still, as if tracking movement between them. She was strong enough to see the sheath of dark energy surrounding him.

Ash locked his jaw for a second. It wasn’t as though his people and hers were historically fond of each other. 

“What is your aim, demon? Are you here to take credit for the mission that one was assigned?” Isabella asked.

Ash scoffed. “We wouldn’t be chatting if I were.” He let that linger for a scant moment. “My form only bothers you because you force yourself to see it. This will be easier if you stop doing that.”

Her brow furrowed. “I beg your pardon?”

“You understand you were the target tonight, correct?”

“It seems I still am.”

Ash had never been one for babysitting grown adults, in any species. He hadn’t for a second thought this would be easy. But if they were going to be successful here, he had to suck it up. “That’s not incorrect,” he said. “The part you’re wrong about is assuming I’m on Team Lazarus.”

Her eyes widened, her composure faltering almost predictably at the verbal use of the name most living beings avoided speaking aloud. To her credit, the reaction would have been subtle on anyone else. “You are a demon. You’re either on his side or hoping to use something he desires to gain your own advantage. Either way” —she positioned her sword between them— “that means you have intentions to harm me. However ill-advised.”

Ash bit back a sigh. “You know, for an angel with so many demonic connections, you’re awfully quick to judge.” He motioned to himself. “I’m here to keep you living, ivory angel. But don’t take my word for it. Call up one of your better-connected colleagues. Tell them to ask about Ash.”

Isabella studied him for several seconds. “We both know I would have survived this ambush. What sort of favor are you looking to gain?”

Ash tucked his hands into his coat pockets. “They’ll keep coming. You’re the only one with the power of an Archangel who isn’t formally considered one—but labels don’t matter to old magic. Only the power.”

Her eyes narrowed and the thin layer of her flame spiked. “You know nothing of me.”

He let his lips twitch, though he doubted she’d see it, because he doubted she’d taken his advice earlier. “You’re the one being presumptuous. I didn’t come to you by coincidence. I’ve been doing my homework. Laz needs an Archangel to break the second seal, and you, Isabella, are objectively the best target.”

He watched her jaw clench and guessed some part of her was already working out his meaning. Perhaps even worrying that, if his words were true, there had to be a degree of risk hanging over the titled Archangels who lingered on the surface to help with the burning shores. If he was right about her momentary pause, she deserved credit. Just because she was the least protected did not mean she was either the weakest or the only option.

“I am not an Archangel,” Isabella said firmly.

This time Ash did sigh, just a little. “Like I said, the label thing means shit.”

Isabella took two steps forward and pressed the tip of her blade against the outermost layer of his energy. The ivory-hued flame flared, blindingly bright for a moment, before settling again. “Surrender, demon, or I will show you just how thoroughly I do not require your aid.”

Ash felt a smile tug at his lips and stomped it down. “Since we’re going to be spending time together for the next little while, I’ll let you in on a secret.” With barely a thought, his energy expanded, encompassing the tip of her sword. An audible sizzle wafted into the air as her fire snuffed out, extinguished by the weight of his power.

She did have the potential to hurt him, but she wasn’t putting the effort in. Locking herself down as she was, she couldn’t touch him. A fact she didn’t seem to have believed, judging from the visible shock on her face.

Ash held still, letting his energy recede to its previous neutral position. “You may not be willing to embrace the entirety of what you are, but I don’t shy away from my truth.” He lowered his voice out of instinct, or reflex. Not that it mattered. She was more than close enough to hear him. “I am an Archdemon.”

Her eyes widened. That was fair. True Archdemons were practically extinct.

“That’s impossible,” Isabella said.

“Denying me to my face. I feel like there’s a Biblical reference in there somewhere, but I don’t have the energy for it.” Ash reached out and flicked pointedly at her sword. “Put the paper cutter away, Isabella. You may call me Ash, or you may stubbornly choose not to address me at all. Either way, I’m all that stands between you and Laz and the end of humanity. So get used to me.”

Isabella finally stepped back and, after another second, lowered her sword. She remained visibly cautious, but whatever she’d seen of his energy was enough to convince her his claim was at least plausible. “Do you truly insist on standing against him? Why?”

“It’s my reason for living. That’s all you need to know.”

“No,” Isabella said firmly. “That is far from all I would need to know. How can you expect me to allow an Archdemon to roam freely?”

He chuckled, but the sound came out cold. “You’re not listening, ivory angel. I go where you go, from now until one or all three of us dies.” Her mouth opened, so he motioned over himself again. “You really might want to look past this.”

She scowled at him, but finally put her sword away. “Even if I believed you, you are delusional if you think I would permit you to accompany me. If you are truly in opposition to him, then I wish you luck. But that does not make us allies.”

He almost laughed. She was downright cute with the stubborn way she clung to her position like it made any difference. It grated on him, but he enjoyed a challenge. He took a single step closer, shrinking the distance between them, and said, “Allies? No, ivory. That’s much too fragile a word for the unity we’re going to need. From now until this job is done, you and I will function as one.” She wouldn’t like that at all, but it was the most effective way to keep her alive and intact.

Isabella reared back, attempting to gain distance from him even as displeasure darkened her naturally softer, brighter features. “Absolutely no—”

Ash curled his fingers around her forearm, keeping her close.

Ivory flame surged up from her skin, attempting to repel him or entirely obliterate his offending limb. “Unhand me.”

Ash smiled and squeezed tighter. “Tickles.” He let a drop of magic seep from his palm and spoke again, this time in his native language—the devil’s tongue. “Insert mark.”

Isabella stiffened, the rolling flame of her natural power wavered, and the faintest tremor shook her arm as his power slipped beneath her skin. It wasn’t enough to cause her harm, but she would notice it until it settled. “What is that? What did you do, demon? How did you touch my flame?”

Ash reached up with his free hand and caught her chin, pulling her in until they were almost chest to chest. She was tall for the average woman, but still more than half a foot shorter than his six-foot-six. “Think of it like a magic tracking device, tailored specifically to me. I’ll deactivate it if we both survive this fight. It will purge from your system without my energy to sustain it if I should be the one who dies.” His thumb stroked her skin. “Eventually, you’ll come to accept that I don’t mean you harm. It’s that simple.”

The blue of her eyes glowed, her power rising within her. He could feel it heating her skin. “Everything you say is one step removed from the realm of absolute impossibility. If a demon as powerful as you stood in opposition to him, Hell would be coming for you. I would have heard your name.”

“Archdemon,” Ash said, “and Hell thinks I’m dead. I’ve been very careful about keeping it that way.”

Isabella tugged against his hold again.

He let go, though something inside him ached at the choice, and watched her take a large step back.

“Touch me again and you will be,” Isabella said as a set of almost shining, ivory-hued wings unfurled from her back. They stretched out to their full capacity, each individual feather sparking with her inner flame.

Ash bit down on his instinctive grin. The average demon wouldn’t last long enough to appreciate the sight she made in that form, as the outward rush of divine power would have burned away their twisted essences within a few heartbeats. All angels achieved a sort of power boost with their wings exposed. It was the cosmic equivalent of ‘greater the risk, greater the reward’. While Isabella was no different, she continued to hold back.

That understanding dampened his strange rapture at the sight of her. “You underestimate me, ivory angel.”

Her wings flexed once. “My name is Isabella. Do not cross my path again.” She didn’t wait for him to respond before launching into the air, leaving a briefly lingering trail of divine flame flickering in her wake.

Ash let a smile finally twist his lips. When he’d realized Lazarus’s intent, he’d been less than thrilled about the idea of attaching himself as any sort of protector to an Archangel. Perhaps if Laz were targeting one of the ranked Archangels it would still have been more misery than it was worth. But the bastard was doing exactly what Ash had expected, attempting to use the goal’s requirement as an opportunity to rid himself of a particular foe, and to Ash’s surprise, he was intrigued. Not by anything Laz had done, but by her.

Isabella. The Archangel who had rejected her position in order to lead the warriors of her race.

He looked forward to getting under her skin.
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Chapter Three
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She was rattled. That was the best description for the shaky, unsettled feeling that plagued her after she had returned to her temporary dwelling. She’d even shut the wide, sliding veranda doors.

Isabella allowed herself to recline in the cushioned, faintly worn-down chair she had been sleeping in for the past few weeks. On the nights she slept. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so off-center.

The smart thing to do would be to reach out to those she trusted, those with connections she herself had never cultivated, and see what she might be able to learn about this so-called Archdemon named Ash. Ash, of course, was only an alias. He may have been using it for centuries or only for the past five minutes. She had no way of knowing. And while a demon’s true name held power, that wasn’t her most pressing curiosity.

Archdemon? Was it possible? There had been rumor that Achan, the former Right Hand of Hell, had been sired by one. But even he had not held such a claim. So far as Isabella knew, the only living Archdemon was Lazarus himself, the reigning King of Hell. As she had heard it, Lazarus had categorically eliminated any rivals for power he might have had. Those rivals, of course, would have been the other Archdemons. The other demons with the blood of Satan coursing through their veins.

Yet the one called Ash claimed to be such.

Isabella frowned. Even if it were true—and she had her doubts—she could not fathom why such a being would do anything other than go for her head the moment their paths crossed.

She needed more information.

Something dark and uncomfortable vibrated down her spine, like a single plucked chord on an instrument, and Isabella straightened.

“Not very angelic of you to be squatting in abandoned human territory,” Ash said. His voice was as calm as if he’d been invited in and had merely taken a casual look around.

Isabella felt her breath catch, just for a second, at the back of her throat. How? How was he there? How had he slipped past her protective warding? The wards were still in place. Even the one that had triggered, that was only a proximity alarm. And if he was there, leaning against the doorframe facing her, all of her alarms should have been screaming. Or shattered.

Yet there he was, shoulder propped up against the doorframe, his arms and ankles crossed as if he had all the time in the world.

Isabella shoved to her feet. “I do not know how you broke into this place—”

“Broke?” Ash interrupted. “I don’t hear your alarms blaring. Nothing’s repelling me. I was even kind enough to brush up against one for you.”

He was mocking her. This demon, whatever brand of demon he was, thought he could mock her. And it was true, he’d proven he could withstand the sight of her usual wings. That was not something most demons could claim. It was that, more than anything, that forced her to consider his Archdemon claim. But none of that made this acceptable. She could not allow him to continue taunting her.

Isabella drew her sword and let her main set of wings expand into view. She kept them in their energized state, so as to avoid crashing into walls and furniture, and swept her sword forward. “You have gone too far.”

Ash sighed, pushed off the wall, and stepped closer. His arms swung down to his sides, yet the darkness that always shrouded him swelled outward. Again, a raspy, growling sound came from him that she couldn’t identify. This time she noted distinct fluctuations in his vibrato. She even thought she heard a click.

Then he was pushing her extended arm to the side, her flame snuffed out as easily as one might snuff a flickering candle, and she could hear nothing of the outside world. No ambient noise filtered in.

Isabella opened her mouth, refusing to acknowledge the thing that felt like fear in her chest.

Ash laid a finger over her lips. “Your pride is admirable, Isabella, but you really need to learn to listen. I will tell you this exactly once, and you will never repeat these words to another in any form.”

Her power was not responding, as if it had suddenly been locked within her, but she had enough sensory awareness to understand that he was not asking.

Ash moved his finger from her lips and trailed it over her jaw. His hand curled loosely, ominously, around her throat and rested there. “I am Shreyan, and I am the first-born Son of Satan.”

Her eyes widened as understanding slammed into her. She nearly dropped her sword.

That explained his power. If it was true, if it was possible, this demon in front of her was the closest thing to a dark god that existed in the present time.

“The only thing I want is to see Lazarus and his empire fall to ruin,” Ash continued. “Part of that means keeping the surface world living and separate from Hell. Right now, that includes not allowing Laz’s fucking minions to soak your pretty wings in your lifeblood.” His fingers squeezed faintly, his thumb brushing over her surely pounding pulse point. “So, for the next little while, you and I are going to be attached at the fucking hip.” Ash leaned closer, until the nose she still couldn’t distinctly see ghosted against hers. “I’m not asking to be your best friend. But get used to me, Isabella, because I’ll be around whether you like it or not.”

A distinctly different type of chill rolled through her, and she did not like it. Not at all.

He eased back. “Now, I’m going to release this spell, and you’re going to tell me you understand.”

She tried not to gasp dramatically when he pulled his touch from her skin, but the warm, faintly rough, feeling almost scraped off her and practically forced air into her lungs. Heat rushed through her as her power unlocked, yet the flush she felt inside was entirely different. Less familiar. Far less acceptable.

Ash had taken only one step backward, keeping himself well within her reach.

Part of her was tempted to strike, but Isabella held the urge in check. “How ... did you do that?”

She couldn’t see his expression clearly, but when he spoke, it sounded as though he were frowning. “That’s not what I asked of you.”

She scowled. “You asked nothing.”

“Hn.”

Accepting, at least, that she was not prepared for a confrontation with this creature, Isabella put away her sword and tucked away her wings. “All right,” she said carefully, too many confusing things tumbling inside her. “Let’s say I believe your claims. Is your plan to lock me away for eternity? To keep me out of reach?”

“Of course not. If I did that, Laz would be forced to choose an alternate.” Ash turned as if to look beyond her, out the still-closed sliding windows. “You’ll do your work. You’ll stay visible. You’ll be the most delicious carrot, tied up and dangling on a string, forever out of reach.”

Isabella frowned. “I don’t care for that analogy.”

His attention refocused on her. “You also don’t care for what you see when you look at me, yet still you refuse to see anything different.”

She didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure what the appropriate response was. He wasn’t wrong, and if he truly intended to be a persistent presence in her life for the next while, there might be a certain value in taking his suggestion. Though she was loathe to do so in general.

Instead of making that decision, Isabella folded her arms around herself and asked, “And after you’ve accomplished your goal, what will you do? Is your intention to build your own monarchy in Hell? Are you gathering rebellious forces here to stake a claim on the surface?”

It sounded like he chuckled, just for a second. “I’m not interested in anyone’s throne. I just want to fuck up my bastard brother’s life, like he did for mine, and have somewhere to go back to when I’m done.”

Isabella blinked. Somehow, she hadn’t considered that this man’s ultimate purpose could be so simple—so straightforward—as revenge.

Ash turned and stepped up to the wall.

Isabella watched as he began rolling his hand over the surface. No, he was tracing something. She bit back a sigh. She really couldn’t see him clearly enough with that dark shroud encompassing him. Just at this level, then. She could attune her sight to see anything that spiked higher, to make her aware if he tried anything.

She hoped.

“What are you doing?” she asked while her vision faded in and out for a second, adjusting to her will.

Without stopping, he replied, “Upgrading your security.”

Isabella opened her mouth to respond to that ludicrous statement, but it was too late. He’d come into view. He didn’t get any smaller with the shroud of darkness gone. Part of her had expected that. Still, none of her expectations prepared her for the sight of him. Work boots that disappeared into the cuffs of jeans, and broad shoulders obscured by a high-collared coat that hung to the backs of his knees. All the clothing she could see was black, and he had long, equally black hair, restrained behind his neck.
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