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      Chaos descends on the Between as demons take control. But Heather Billott has stopped running. After discovering a rebellion brewing among the shadow creatures, Heather tries to unite forces and strengthen her pale army with unexpected allies. But, caught in a whirlwind of emotions, Heather is torn between her love for Ross and her undeniable attraction to Knox.

      When trapped souls start to disappear from the soul tree, Zakhart and the pale angels wield a dangerous new weapon of light against the shadowy landscape. With time running out for the missing souls, Heather and her pale army must engage the demons. On Mulciber’s treacherous turf.

      As Ross struggles against Mulciber’s influence and Heather’s distance, Knox wages his own war to win her affection while the pale army trains to take the fight to Mulciber. And destroy the Mechanism.

      Forcing Heather to choose between Knox and Ross.
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      The horrible moment moved in slow motion, inching forward frame by frame, Heather just out of his reach.

      A muffled screech. Rush of air.

      Ross’ strangled shout tore through the chaos like it had come from someone else. He couldn't move. Couldn't stop it. Couldn’t stop that—thing from carrying off Heather.

      “Ross!”

      Heather's cry ripped through him.

      Feathers rustled. Flash of black.  Another scream.

      “Ross, help me!”

      Ross turned.

      Demon claws raked across his chest, pulling him to the ground. They swarmed over him, tearing, scratching. He gagged at their stench, slinging vicious grey demons off him as he scrambled to his feet.

      Heather!

      Step. By. Step. He tried to get to her. But…she was just out of reach.

      He stretched his arms as far as he could, his feet pounding the hard ground toward the soulstalker as it stretched its black wings wide and lifted on the air currents.

      Heather clutched in its arms. She fought hard, but couldn't break free.

      “ROSS!”

      Heather's shout was a razor to his chest, the sound frozen and stuck in his head, playing over and over.

      “Let her go!”

      His body trembled as he ran underneath the soulstalker that still flew low over the tall, swaying grass. He leaped at its legs, clawing the air to catch the edge of its wings.

      “Heather!”

      His feet were cement blocks slogging through heavy mud.

      Every step. One moment. Too late.

      Screaming in frustration, he sprinted faster, his legs pumping hard as he fought for every step.

      The soulstalker rose through the air currents and he jumped after it, lunging, throwing himself at the dark flying thing.

      He grabbed it around its legs, but already, his hands were slipping.

      The soulstalker oozed upward, sliding free of his grasp. Greasy black feathers slipped through his fingers, her name on his lips as he demanded, pleaded—begged for that horrid thing to release her.

      To take him instead.

      “Heather! HEATHER!”

      His voice was raw, aching, her name floating on the air as a handful of black feathers swirled in the breeze, eddying in the updrafts and twisting slowly to the ground.

      Scattering at his feet.

      For several long moments, he could only stare at the sky, watching the love of his life carried away. He'd loved Jessie, but those emotions paled to the white-hot passion that had built like a firestorm between him and Heather.

      Despondent, he sank to his knees, unable to look away from the speck on the horizon.

      Heather was gone. Torn from his grasp.

      Finally, the red haze of rage won out, fueling his attack when two demons wrapped their slimy limbs around his arms, claws tearing into his skin.

      “Mulciber isn’t done with you yet,” one of the demons hissed against his ear.

      He swung his arm around, punching the demon in the throat. Knocking it to the ground.

      Stumbling backward, he turned. And threw himself at the tangle of grey demons as more surged out of the forest. Followed by several larger demons.

      The red ones.

      He gritted his teeth, nurturing a special hatred for them. Remembering the endless beatings. Countless hours of digging tunnels. And twisting his thoughts and memories until he wasn’t sure of anything. Not his life before the Between. His time in the great tree.

      Or his time with Heather.

      God, he felt so weary. He sighed, his chest aching. But regardless of everything the demons had warped and tried to change, they couldn’t touch what he held deep in his heart. Protected even from Mulciber.

      His undying love for Heather Billot.

      But he refused to forget the constant pain they’d inflicted on him. The torture. The incessant probing thoughts that had sliced through his consciousness, trying to disguise themselves as his inner voice. Trying to compel him to do their bidding. To make him believe only the worst in himself. And everyone else—even Heather.

      It made him sick. Tormented him even now.

      He winced at the memory of being herded into a crowded, hot chamber filled with bright lights and a large metal cage in the center where they locked him inside, pitting him against other souls and demons. He shuddered. And hideous creatures he’d never seen before. Forcing him to fight or be tortured.

      While the demons bet on him. For their amusement.

      Ross pivoted right, ducking under the claws of a red demon, and turned, delivering a roundhouse kick that staggered it. Rolling out of the confused creature's reach, he turned, and pounded it with a right cross and an uppercut to the chest that dropped the hulking thing at his feet.

      He'd become their unwilling Champion, forced to defeat a long line of other souls and demons, something that filled him with despair and guilt even now. But somehow, he'd survived. He was grateful that he hadn't known any of those souls. That would have been too much. Now, shaken, angry, and wounded, he was never quite sure if his thoughts were his own.

      Long ago, Thraecius had hinted about some of these horrors in a quiet moment by the great tree's hearth, when it had been just Ross and the Roman gladiator. At the time, Ross saw how those moments had haunted Thraecius, but he had little understanding of what Thraecius had endured. And he never dreamed that he’d follow Thraecius into that hell. Alone.

      The former gladiator had even confessed to him that it was the reason he'd remained behind in the caves. Thraecius couldn't face his parents again after that, knowing what he'd become. He spat when he said he'd become Mulciber’s Champion. The last thing Thraecius said was that afterward, the strain turned him into a volatile mess. When Mulciber realized that the gladiator had become unpredictable in the cages, he gave up on his plans to take Thraecius deeper into their SoulSport.

      Ross understood what those plans had been now. Mulciber had planned to take Ross into the depths of a realm the demons called NetherReach, forcing him to battle in this shadow world’s darkest depths. In its darkest pleasure. SoulSport. A guaranteed one-way trip to oblivion in Ross' eyes. When he’d refused, Mulciber chained him to the wall and left him there to either fade from existence or fight for him in NetherReach. Thankfully, Heather, Zakhart, and Knox rescued him. Saving him from a slow fade of his life force from existence.

      Or a short trip to oblivion in NetherReach.

      From the demons' broken conversations, Ross had figured out that this SoulSport was anything but a sport. It was some sort of gathering where demons chose their leaders and gained power through combat—now that Hell no longer had a king. The lesser demons used lost souls as currency and lesser demons to fuel and populate their twisted campaigns. He sighed. And competitions.

      Zakhart and the others had no idea what hell these creatures had put the lost souls in the Between through. The coalfields and the Mechanism were just the surface of their depravity. And he was grateful that he’d only seen a minor part of it.

      Ross glanced over at Zakhart who battled two demons to his left. The pale angel looked rattled, his gaze not leaving the sky as he flung a bolt of lightning at the demons, disintegrating them into piles of ash.

      The air stank of sulfur, burnt hair, and scorched demon flesh.

      Ross covered his nose, gagging.

      The sight—and smell—of demons made him ill even now. He hated the stench of them, the squishy smacking sound of their sticky skin as they brushed against him, like slimy meat left too long in a refrigerator. He hated their oozing movements and the scritching of their shriveled feet shuffling across the dirt. Like rats running through the sewers.

      Most of all, he hated the empty, hungry expression in their eyes. And their leering smiles. Lesser demons weren't smart enough to recognize that their hair was on fire, much less understand this SoulSport beyond kill or be killed. They seemed to function on impulses, leaping at a bite of meat dangled in front of them or cowering at the sound of their master's voice.

      Mulciber. He gritted his teeth. That monster.

      Disgusted, Ross beat down every demon that attacked him. He felt only fury and despair right now, his chest a raw ache, the panic rising as he tried to think. Tried to plan. To find Heather and bring her back to him.

      Where had that thing taken her? Oh God, would she become like Jessie?

      Had that bastard taken her to the poppy fields? Was she already a posed figure lying frozen in one of those poppy graveyards, her soul left to crumble into dust as pollen drifted like fog around her?

      He couldn't even count all the poppy fields now, there were so many. So many horrible things had happened since they'd carried him below.

      Before he and Heather found the Spiral, there had been some semblance of order in the Between. He sighed. Some inborn instincts that had governed the Between creatures' behavior. Now, it was chaos. Creatures once forbidden to attack human souls had gone crazy, attacking anything—everything—on sight. Flocks of soulstalkers crowded the dusky skies, clutches of demons gathering in caves and outcroppings, and even prides of wild sand runners prowled the grasslands.

      Human souls were the prey—even for Death herself—with very few safe havens to avoid these creatures.

      Shouts and thumping footsteps beat the ground behind him. He turned, looking back at the soul tree.

      Dozens of souls and pale angels rushed out of the glowing ring of trees, throwing themselves into the fight.

      He smiled. Two or three at a time, they attacked the flurry of demons as more left the tree to join the fight. Almost a decent force of lost souls to battle these shadow creatures. Maybe it wasn't completely hopeless to fight back? To go out there and bring Heather back.

      He didn’t care. He was going out there and find her. No matter what happened to him.

      Ross wondered if any souls remained at the great tree. The tree that had been here from the beginning. When Ester and Matthew first came to the Between. And Thraecius. If enough souls had survived the demons’ assault on the great tree, maybe they’d come here—to this new place. Maybe between those two groups, they’d have enough souls to create a solid defense?

      He grimaced. Or an assault.

      How had they created this new soul tree so quickly? Had it grown out of the dark or had the pale angels created it?

      He had so many questions and only fleeting memories of Heather mentioning the great tree and this new one last night. He winced.

      When she'd still been safe in his arms.

      Cora and Javier fought their way through the massive force of demons to him. Barb shoved ahead through the thick swarm of demons, her five-ten frame towering over them as she picked them up and threw them out of her way.

      He recognized many of the human souls fighting beside him, still struggling against their inner demons (like him). And so many others that he didn't recognize.

      When had the other souls ever banded together to fight the creatures in the Between?

      Then he remembered, a smile softening his snarl. Heather had come back. Doing what she did best—uniting people. Bringing out the best in them.

      Like she had in him.

      Two more demons leaped at him, knocking him to the ground. Ruining the moment.

      He got to his feet, side-stepping two more, and stumbled into a third demon.

      It sank its talons into his thigh, the others ripping fistfuls of claws across his chest.

      Shouting, he picked up the writhing, little monster with its claws stuck in his thigh, ripped the claws free, and heaved it into the trees.

      Another one rushed at him, but Lamarr Dunkirk was at his elbow now, grinning as he kicked it away like a soccer ball.

      “Going’for the goal,” Lamarr muttered with a chuckle and punted two more demons away from Ross. He slapped Ross on the back. “Good to have you back again, man. Missed you.”

      Ross patted Lamarr's shoulder. “Can’t tell you how glad I am to see you, too, Lamarr.”

      With a nod, Lamarr moved toward Barb to clean up another surge of grey demons. The smarter red demons were falling back now.

      Ross watched the souls working together, fighting side-by-side, and aggressively attacking the demons.

      He couldn't remember a time when all of the souls had banded together into a single force like this. He'd tried since the day he arrived in the Between to spur them to action, but no matter what he did, they just cowered and hid in the great tree. Leaving him to go slowly crazy as the years passed. Every day, he became more and more like them, going through the motions of a life he'd voluntarily extinguished.

      Avana had been right about him. He'd given up, too.

      Until Heather Billot showed up one night in the Between and took his breath away. So beautiful with her burgundy-streaked hair and those black Converses, crouching in the tall grasses, a determined gleam in her haunting big green eyes.

      She’d enchanted him with her patient but fiery spirit. And always made even the most mundane things exciting. Meaningful. He couldn't even count how many times her stubborn persistence had gotten him to act. Yet, no matter how bad things got, she never stopped believing in him. Loving him.

      It stunned him silent just thinking about how she'd given up her new life to come back to this—this wasteland. Giving up everything on a slim chance to rescue him.

      He vowed to do the same.

      Ross grabbed a demon by the shoulder, spinning it around, and wrapped his arm around its neck. With a grunt, he flung it into three other demons running toward him.

      The little grey demon spun like a top, slamming into the others, scattering them like bowling pins across the grass.

      By that time, a flood of lost souls had joined him in the fight. To even the odds a bit.

      He and Zakhart were no longer outnumbered.

      No, Heather's compassion was endless and sometimes, Ross forgot that she'd ended her life like the rest of them. It hurt him deeply to think about her in a moment of quiet despondence so deep that she had killed herself.

      Three demons tackled him, holding his face against the cold ground.

      Anger burned deep as he kicked a nearby demon's legs, tripping it. He struggled until he'd worked his arms free and knocked one demon off him. He slammed the third one against the ground, pounding it until it stopped moving.

      His hands were sticky and slick with inky, black demon essence, his face and clothes spattered.

      With a feral scream, he scrambled to his feet. Propelled himself into the next wave of grey demons shuffling out of the forest.

      He beat another demon into the ground, straddling it, and pounding it with both fists.

      “I'll destroy you! Every last one of you until I find her! You hear me, you slimy bastards! I'll destroy you!”

      Black sludge splattered his face, flecking his cheeks and chest as the horrid thing beneath him shuddered and heaved a final breath.

      But she was still gone and he was still blind with rage.

      “Every last one of you! You hear me? You're all dead!”

      The memory of her frightened green eyes, so large and luminous, burned through him as that thing carried her off. Like a pike through his chest. Eyes that had cried over him, smiled at him—flirted with him—loved him like no one had ever loved him. He winced, still hearing the screech of that soulstalker in his ears, tearing at his soul.

      “I'll find her!” he shouted, pounding the lump of cold demon flesh. “If I have to go through every single demon to locate her, I will!”

      A hand squeezed his shoulder and he jolted, body turning, fist cocked, and ready to launch, but another hand slowly wrapped around his fist with a gentle squeeze.

      Zakhart.

      “Ross,” he said in a soft, concerned voice. “It's dead. It's over.”

      Ross froze, staring into Zakhart's intense pumpkin-orange eyes, at last, aware of the silence and the retreating demons.

      He glanced past Zakhart's shoulder, the pale angel's robes mottled with black, inky demon blood.

      The demons were retreating.

      The pale angel reached out and slowly slid his arm around Ross' shoulders, pulling him to his feet. Away from the dead demon.

      “Where's Heather?” Ross asked, his voice so small and frail that he wasn't sure he'd even spoken out loud, but the watery expression on the pale angel's face told him he had. “Zakhart, tell me. You must sense her somewhere in the Between. Can't you?”

      Zakhart shook his head.

      Ross pulled away, rubbing his hand over his face, eyes smashed closed. His cheeks were sticky with black sludge and he swiped at them with his sleeve.

      “We don't even know if the soulstalker that took her was one of Mulciber's.” Ross sucked in a breath. “Or Death's. And there are thousands of poppy fields now. Thousands!”

      The pale angel scanned the horizon as Razasha and Lairz burned away the remaining demon carcasses.

      “Then I know you understand that it would be impossible to search for her among the poppies, Ross.”

      Zakhart took him by the shoulders again and this time, Ross let him. He was too heartsick and distracted to think straight right now. He felt Zakhart’s angel light engulf him, burning away the demon blood.

      “We need to take a step back and figure out our next move, Ross. Plan our actions instead of rushing headlong into a trap.”

      Ross nodded. “You’re right,” he said, winded. “Let's take a moment. To organize some search parties. Plan out a route through the warrens. Maybe if we divide up into groups—”

      “That's suicide,” Knox snapped, stepping toward them.

      Ross bristled at the tall, curly-haired soldier. How did Knox fit into things? He had to be fairly new to the Between. Nevertheless, he'd been awfully close to Heather in the caves. Had there been something between them?

      A cold chill shot through his chest. Had Heather fallen for this tall, dark soldier?

      Ross sighed. He'd already lost his heart to Heather. She meant more to him than his own life. Little more than an empty promise here, but he would give up this shadow existence to save her.

      Maybe she preferred Knox after she saw what he’d become in the Demon Veils? Had he already lost her to Knox?

      Ross was six-foot-one, but he looked short—pale and weak—standing beside Knox who had to be at least six-foot-four. This soldier was tanned, broad-shouldered, and muscular with pale blue eyes that made him look like a movie star—like a curly-haired Paul Newman. Ross frowned. Unlike Knox, he was devastatingly average. How could Heather pass that up for average?

      But dammit, he'd fought for her!

      He'd given up everything to get Heather through that Spiral, away from Death, putting himself in Death's wake. He’d barely escaped her deadly embrace when the demons grabbed him first. And he went through hell because of it, too. He wouldn't give Heather up that easily.

      Not to Knox. Not to anyone.

      She had been leaving the Between with him. Not Knox—him. And he would keep fighting for her.

      “You got a better idea?” Ross demanded with a snarl, his tone sharper than he'd intended.

      He squared off, hands on his hips as he glared at Knox. He wasn't intimidated and the last thing he wanted was another competition. Especially another fight to the death.

      With another soul.

      “Ross,” said Zakhart, stepping between them.

      The pale angel reached out and laid his hand on each of their shoulders, drawing both of them onto more neutral ground.

      “I don't think the two of you have formerly met. Ross, this is Knox. He’s a recent arrival to the Between.”

      Knox studied Ross a moment, looking him over carefully. Trying to intimidate him.

      Ross tried to look behind the man's game face, but that mask was on tight.

      “Former Sergeant Knox Travers, United States Marines, but it's just Knox here.” He extended his hand.

      Ross gave him a sharp nod. “Ross Shepherd,” he said and shook Knox's hand.

      Knox's upper lip curled into a scowl and he pointed toward the sky, in the direction that soulstalker had carried off Heather.

      “Don't know how long you been out of commission, Ross, but this place isn't the same as it was before you were captured. It's a hot zone now, insurgents everywhere. We're gonna need to recon the field for intel, redefine the perimeter and safe zones, and locate egresses so we have an exit strategy before ever sending out a patrol.”

      “Last I checked, I wasn't drafted,” Ross snapped, glaring now. “So I'm not under your command.”

      Knox snorted. “Drafted? Damn, dude—how old are you?”

      “I came here in 1961,” Ross replied. “When I was twenty-two.”

      “Sounds to me like you don't know shit about S&R either,” Knox said, pressing past Zakhart, getting in Ross' face. “So why don't you leave this to the experts?”

      “You? Someone who's barely seen what's out there?” Ross shoved him backward. “Don't think so. Besides, this isn't a pissing contest! Our goal is to rescue Heather, got it?”

      “I should have left your ass locked up in that demon hole!” Knox shouted. “Think you can just walk in here and take charge?”

      “Enough!” Zakhart shouted, his voice deep and rumbling with thunder, silencing them both. “Bickering like this isn't productive. Now, the two of you better find a way to work together right now or I'm going to get mean.”

      Grudgingly, Ross held up his hands.

      “Okay, okay—truce. I've seen you mean, Zakhart. I don't want to go there.” He extended his hand to Knox again. “Truce?” he repeated.

      Knox's expression was dark and he looked like he was sulking, but finally, Ross shook the curly-haired soldier’s hand.

      “All right,” Knox said with a sigh. “Truce. For Heather, we'll work together.”

      Every time that guy said her name, Ross felt a chill brush down his spine. What had happened between the two of them? Did he kiss her? Tell her that he loved her?

      Ross looked at Zakhart again. And nodded.

      “All right, boss,” Ross replied, folding his arms against his chest. “What happens now?”

      Zakhart watched the two of them in silent concentration for several moments.

      “Ross, you have more knowledge of this terrain than any of us. And Knox, you have a lot of combat experience. I want to combine the two. Working together, I want you to draw up a map of possible locations where that soulstalker might have taken Heather. Then we'll form small groups and go out to search for her according to likely hot spots.”

      Ross scanned the horizon. It was as good a plan as any and as long as they were doing something to find her, he was in.

      “I'm on it,” said Ross finally.

      Zakhart turned to Knox.

      “And Knox, I want you to step up training these souls. You're the best person we have for the job. Because we need to build an army. Quickly.”

      “Army?” Knox and Ross said in unison.

      “Why?” Knox asked. “We already rescued Ross.”

      The pale angel didn't turn around, his gaze still on the horizon.

      “That wave of demons was just child's play,” Zakhart said, his tone grave. “You both know that if Mulciber was serious, he'd have sent an overpowering force against us. I want to know why he didn't.”

      “Maybe this skirmish was a cover-up?” Knox asked, beginning to pace in front of Zakhart.

      The pale angel nodded.

      “Possibly. I feel like he's trying to distract us from something, but what? I think he has another target in mind, but until we know if that soulstalker was Mulciber's or Death’s, we have to assume that Mulciber has captured Heather.”

      “You're right, Zakhart,” said Ross, watching the horizon. “Mulciber's after something else here. The shifts for digging tunnels beneath the Mechanism were increased tenfold. And the coalfields are now bringing in three times the amount of rock.” He ran his fingers through his sandy blond hair. “And Mulciber was absolutely obsessed with his work with those shiny, carved rocks. I could only hear what he was doing out there. Didn’t see it.”

      “We need to figure out what he was researching, Ross,” said Zakhart. “And the purpose of this Mechanism that he’s fueling with souls. It’s critical to understanding what his goal is in the Between.”

      The pale angel walked behind Knox, laying a hand on his back.

      “In the absence of knowing Mulciber's plan, we have to assume that he's going to harm us. Like he destroyed the great tree.”

      Ross' eyes widened, his stomach dropping.

      “Destroyed the great tree?”

      Zakhart nodded, his eyes sad. He motioned toward the south.

      “Yes, Ross. The demons destroyed the great tree. They dug tunnels beneath it until it collapsed. The demons poured inside it and captured many of the souls, carting them off to the caves. We managed to rescue some of the souls who escaped into the forest, but a lot of the souls were taken to the caves.”

      Sickened, Ross bowed his head.

      “Most of them were probably enslaved to the Mechanism or forced to dig more tunnels. Or wagered into the SoulSport. The ones they can’t control end up in the coalfields. But usually, the end result is annihilation.”

      Zakhart fell silent. He turned away, his gaze connecting with a few of the other pale angels near him. He toned some somber tenor notes that played like a requiem, three other angels joining him in the conversation. Their harmonies were melancholy, the notes aching in the quiet, carried away on the wind. Ross had never heard them sing notes so dark before.

      Finally, the pale angel turned around to face them again.

      “The best thing we can do right now is prepare. Learn to work as one unit—souls and angels. Because the demons have chosen to break the Golden Edict. That means they will do anything and everything to achieve their goal—like harm souls and physical humans. So, we have to stop them. Using whatever tools we have at our disposal.”

      Knox shook his head. “Too bad we're fresh out of tools.”

      A curious smile brightened Zakhart's face.

      “Not exactly. In certain circumstances, Archangel Uriel has allowed certain individuals to channel the Maker's Light.”

      Ross stepped toward Zakhart.

      “Individuals? You mean angels?”

      The pale angel shook his head.

      “Souls. We have a few possible candidates. If they can control it, we'll train them to channel the light like we do.”

      “Does that include the wings?” Ross asked with a smirk.

      To his surprise, the pale angel didn't crack a smile. His face was shadowed with an intensity that Ross hadn't seen before.

      “We'll have to see how this progresses,” Zakhart replied. “If we have one or two channelers, then maybe we can become a serious opposing force against these demons. Stop them before they complete this Mechanism. And find Heather. Heather is the glue that holds all of us together.”

      Ross watched Zakhart pace through the ashes of demon carcasses. The pale angel looked rattled. Concerned. Pensive. He remembered when Zakhart had always brought optimism and hope to the great tree, but now, the angel seemed almost jaded. Like Ross. And militant.

      “I don't understand what the poppy petals accomplished and I've never seen that strange grey pearl that Mulciber took from Heather,” Zakhart declared, hands on his hips as he turned back to Ross. “Mulciber wanted her for something and honestly, he seemed surprised when the soulstalker took her.”

      “Do you think that soulstalker belonged to Death?” Ross asked, fear washing cold against his chest.

      “I don’t know,” said Zakhart in a quiet voice. “But I’m certain that soulstalker didn’t serve Mulciber. So, we need to get to Heather before that demon.”

      Dozens of thoughts spun through Ross' head like fan blades as he chewed on Zakhart's observation. The pale angel was right. Mulciber had been as surprised as Zakhart when the soulstalker carried off Heather. But Zakhart didn’t seem convinced it was one of Death’s creatures. If it wasn’t demonic or part of Death’s domain, then who controlled it? Who was it stealing souls for? And why?

      Regardless, they had to find Heather fast.

      Before anything else in the Between found her. Like Death.

      “Zakhart,” Ross asked, turning toward the pale angel. “What if that soulstalker didn’t belong to Death or Mulciber? Who else could control them? Someone in the Red City?”

      The pale angel opened his mouth to speak, but stopped, staring at Ross as his gaze tracked toward the horizon.

      “Is that even possible?” Zakhart asked finally. “That something else we don’t know about could be controlling soulstalkers?”

      “I've seen a lot of strange things here—including within the Red City,” said Ross, turning to scan the forest surrounding them. “Anything's possible. Especially now that the demons have declared war on the human souls here.”

      The Between was a huge place and he'd only seen a fraction of it. Zakhart and the others had only seen small swatches. But Ross had only spent a short time inside the Red City—long enough to search for Jessie. He’d go back there again if it meant finding Heather. There was no telling what else prowled past the sea of grasses and poppy fields. But drastic changes had happened to the Between since he’d been trapped in the Demon Veils. They needed to delve deeper. Find out if new enemies lurked out there. Something else they hadn't even considered yet.

      Something else that could destroy them.
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      Dangling high above the Between, clutched in the arms of a hideous soulstalker, Heather stopped struggling. The distance to the ground terrified her even though she was already dead. What would happen if she hit the ground? Would it shatter her soul into a million pieces or would she bounce off like nothing happened?

      Regardless, her fear of heights had taken hold.

      This was the first time she'd ever seen the Between’s entire expanse laid out before her. The Between's persistent greyness held even from this height. The forest seemed concentrated in the Between's center, the swamplands (and caves) separating the forest from the mountainous area to the north (what felt like north, at any rate). Where the Spiral gleamed, even though she couldn't see its brilliance through the pervasive grey mist that hung like clouds of pollution across the terrain. To the west and south, a sea of silvery green grass stretched far into the distance, poppy fields dotting the landscape as small, ashen grey squares. To the east, the forest thickened, darkened—appearing misty, tree trunks obscured. But, at the edge of the grasslands, something deep and metallic blue-grey loomed, covering a huge area.

      The soulstalker flapped its great black wings in a steady, staccato rhythm that thrummed above the swift air currents until the creature caught an updraft and soared higher, wings spread wide.

      At this height, the air felt cold, pressing against Heather's face. She shivered, chills dancing across her skin. The air tasted sweet against her dry lips, the smell of dirty rain dissipating.

      The shadow creature squawked a bright soprano note that lingered on the wind like an eagle's call, its steely black gaze focused ahead on something in the distance. Its face was long, human-like features angular, its skin smooth and putty-colored. It had large, round dark eyes, widely spaced, a beak-like human nose, and pointy teeth resting against thin lips. Its thick, black hair was shaggy, wavy, and wild against a long, slender neck as the flowing locks trailed like a banner in the wind, brushing across rounded shoulders.

      Dark, shimmery fabric draped its chest, crisscrossing across small breasts that revealed a shapely waist and torso. More fabric crisscrossed its hips and pelvis and wrapped in loose folds around its legs to the knees. At last, Heather realized that this creature was female.

      Where was it taking her? The poppy fields? Death's hovel?

      They'd already passed over several poppy fields until the landscape became an unbroken sea of silvery green grasslands. Pristine, not a single foot trail winding through them. Not a single poppy poked its heavy grey petals through the undulating meadows of grasslands. If this creature belonged to Mulciber, then it should have been headed far to the northeast, toward the demon caves. Maybe it was carrying her to Death's doorstep? Heather had no idea where Death resided in the Between. She'd only traveled through the center of the Between, never to its edges—not even when she'd entered the Spiral which lay at the edge of the northern mountain range.

      Then she saw the heavy black fog that curved like a snake through the forest, obscuring a crystal-clear stream where the heartlilies grew in a blushing glow of orange in the dark. Just north of where Zakhart and Razasha had built the new soul tree. The soulstalker was flying directly south from the soul tree. If she could get to the ground without shattering everything, she'd head north toward the mountains. Get back to the new soul tree.

      As the soulstalker soared farther west, a large, flat area took shape. It was gunmetal blue, its surface almost mirror-like, covering a great distance as it stretched far to the west.

      A body of water?

      The whole landscape changed as they got nearer to the water. A lake? Maybe an ocean?

      Abruptly, the grasslands shifted into taller, thicker blades that were golden almost like wheat or straw.

      The wind picked up, carrying a dry, musty scent.

      The creature caught another updraft and sailed on the currents, the feathers of her great black wings fluttering in the cool winds. She drifted a long time, gliding on the updrafts until Heather saw trees below. They weren't like the spindly, bone-white tree trunks that filled the central forests. Those trees had always reminded Heather of river birch or aspens. The trees ahead reminded her more of the old-growth trees that had become soul trees. Huge, thick, dark trunks, but the bark was patterned like herringbone.

      With a soft trill, the winged creature banked right and made a graceful turn, heading toward the water.

      Her wings beat the air with steady thumps. They were descending.

      The staccato rhythm quickened until Heather felt an upsurge of wind that seemed to take hold of them and lift them higher in the sky. Heather's feet dangled, touching clouds that hung in the sky as the soulstalker accelerated. They passed through the low-hanging clouds, edging closer to the ground.

      The occasional thump of wings echoed in the silence as the soulstalker corrected course.

      The water was so close now. Heather saw it lapping at the Between's grassy edges, a gentle tide nuzzling sandy banks.

      The soulstalker passed through the fog banks that collected at the edge of the water, sinking softly toward land. All along the shoreline, Heather saw massive, egg-shaped spheres, woven from the golden-brown strands of dried grass that hung from the massive trees growing along the water's edge. The trees reminded Heather of Redwoods or the Live Oaks that grew in Georgia with tufts of something that resembled Spanish moss clinging to the branches. A cottony soft blue that trailed in long, delicate strands from the massive trees' bare limbs. Like wisteria. Everything in the Between was perpetually autumn, so the pale blue stuck out.

      As the soulstalker soared nearer to the ground, Heather heard the din of noise below. Like a colony of seagulls. Her fingers turned cold, her stomach falling into her feet. Worse than that.

      A colony of soulstalkers.

      Would this creature toss her out to them? As their evening meal?

      Screeches and shrieks chattered around her, making her skin crawl. Flashes of black wings passed in front of her, above her—below her—as three of the creatures took flight, sailing past. Heather began to shake. Their faces were fierce, eyes wild, expressions angry as they soared in packs across the lake.

      As the soulstalker got close to the colony, Heather realized that the fog banks she'd seen were steam clouds rolling off the lake. From geysers spouting water high into the air. As they passed over the water toward a jutting finger of land on the edge of the colony, hot steam roiled over her. The water bubbled and hissed with vapor as the soulstalker landed beside an isolated tree.

      She stood Heather on her feet, but her taloned claws were still wrapped around Heather's arms. Heather felt their sharp points pressing into her flesh, but not puncturing it. As the soulstalker stood up straight, wings folding against her back, Heather realized how tall she was. The creature towered over her, well over six feet tall. Taller than Knox.

      The heat from the nearby sea almost knocked her down. It boiled like a pan of gravy, thick, gloopy bubbles churning across the surface, steam rising.

      The soulstalker let out a soft, scratchy call as she pulled Heather alongside her, toward a huge, woven structure that hung about twelve feet off the ground. It resembled the soulstalker warrens she'd seen in the grasses near the forest, but these looked different somehow. These hanging nests looked larger, wider.

      Shadows flashed across her from all sides, so many soulstalkers that she lost count. Their wings looked fuller than the soulstalkers she’d encountered. They were shiny and the fabrics they wore seemed different somehow. Shimmery, not smoky like the grasslands soulstalkers. Their skin was a soft putty color, not fleshy and pink like the almost human skin of the other soulstalkers. The grasslands soulstalkers looked spongy, their faces bloated and shadowed.

      The faces of these soulstalkers seemed a little different, more refined, and natural with their hawk-like noses and softer cheekbones. At first glance, their eyes looked black and empty, but looking closer, she found their eyes intense, animated with large, owl-like pupils and irises flecked gold and brown like illuminated tortoiseshell. They didn't have the wild-eyed, hungry gaze of the other soulstalkers she'd seen.

      No, these water soulstalkers were different.

      “What do you want with me?” Heather demanded as the soulstalker dragged her toward the looming tree with its hanging nest.

      The soulstalker cocked her head, staring at Heather with a confused stare. She let out a tiny chirp and then pushed Heather forward, prodding her toward the tree.

      “Why did you kidnap me?” Heather shouted, unable to dig her heels into the soft, sandy ground. “Take me back. Now!”

      Finally, Heather's foot hit a root and she dug her toe underneath it, pulling back from the shadow creature when she finally got some leverage. The stumble broke the soulstalker's grip.

      Heather bolted left, zigzagging across the ground, trying to dodge the soulstalker's talons.

      She bolted right, turned left again, running toward the nearest tree, but the shadow of wings fell over her.

      That's when her feet left the ground.

      Heather kicked and screamed as the soulstalker lifted her off the ground, floating high in the air. She kept screaming and fighting until the soulstalker smashed her hand over Heather's mouth, carrying her up toward the nest.

      “No!” Heather shouted against the creature's hand, her voice muffled. “Let me go!”

      The soulstalker threw her into the dark structure and slipped inside behind her in the darkness. She pulled a woven grass mat over the opening and tied it into place as Heather struggled to sit up in a dry pile of grass. It had a crisp, pungent scent like freshly mown grass or cilantro, but the dried grass was surprisingly soft, not prickly or scratchy. It also held in the heat.

      Her eyes began to adjust to the darkness as she watched the soulstalker spread parts of the weave apart with long, taloned fingers. Letting in the light, Heather realized. She looked around the small structure that was larger inside than she'd expected. Maybe about eight feet across. There were three piles of grass against the nest walls and what looked like four wooden crates arranged in a circle in the center of the nest. Three tin cans sat on top of one of the crates. From the ceiling hung several cloth sacks and what looked like three hammocks.

      The soulstalker moved toward her and she scrambled backward, huddling against the nest wall.

      What did it want with her? Was she a prize? A meal? What exactly did these creatures eat? Lost souls?

      The soulstalker folded her wings tightly against her back and knelt on the ground about three feet in front of Heather. Staring. With those intense, luminous tortoiseshell eyes.

      Studying her, Heather wondered, keeping as still as possible. Or getting ready to eat her?
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