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      For my Blue Bloods family






      
      




Your time will come.
      

      You will face the same evil, and you will defeat it.
      

      – Arwen to Aragorn

      Peter Jackson’s The Fellowship of the Ring

      Knock, knock, knocking on heaven’s door.
      

      – Bob Dylan










      PART THE FIRST
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      SHOULD OLD
ACQUAINTANCE BE FORGOT


      
      Blood and fire are too much for

these restless arms to hold.

      —Indigo Girls, “Blood and Fire”

      




      
      
      ONE

      
      Schuyler

      
      The fireworks burst into a dazzling array of color and sound, shooting a rainbow above the London skyline as the crowd on the
         Victoria Embankment cheered lustily for the beginning of the New Year. Schuyler Van Alen watched the festivities from the
         balcony of a town house across the way in Primrose Hill, admiring the spectacular view of the London Eye glowing silver and
         lavender against the night sky, bordered by a glittering framework of blue lights from the row of trees surrounding the park.
      

      
      “It’s almost midnight,” said Oliver Hazard-Perry as he appeared with two champagne glasses and handed Schuyler one with a
         smile. He was wearing a crisp black tuxedo with shiny silver cuff links, and she was struck by his grown-up manliness—the
         gravity in the way he carried himself, the newfound confidence in his step. His sandy brown hair was combed back from his forehead, his hazel eyes crinkled with a few fine lines. The London girls couldn’t get enough of him—his
         phone beeped constantly with texts to meet them for drinks at Loulou’s or to join them for yet another Pimps and Ho’s party
         at “Harry’s.” Oliver had told her all about his love affair in New York, with the witch who had healed his heart and cured
         his blood of the longing he used to carry as Schuyler’s familiar. He was back to being just her human Conduit, but he was
         still the dear boy who had been her best friend since the beginning.
      

      
      “Cheers,” she said, accepting the glass and clinking it against his. She had agreed to the party despite her mood, and was
         wearing a black velvet dress that suited her. A mourning dress, she couldn’t help but think as she had slipped it over her
         shoulders earlier that evening. It was cut with a deep V-neck, sleeveless. Against the dark fabric, her clavicles were sharp
         lines, and she knew her arms looked painfully thin. She was wearing her bonding ring on her left hand, and a silver circlet
         on her forearm that Oliver had given her as a birthday present years ago.
      

      
      Her friend appraised her thoughtfully. “You look beautiful and tragic, just the way a heroine should on the eve of battle.
         Like Joan of Arc in her silver armor.”
      

      
      “Nice of you to say, although I don’t feel particularly brave,” Schuyler said, fiddling with her new short haircut, a pixie
         with a bit of a “fringe”—what the Brits called bangs. “But maybe the champagne will help.” She smiled even as she felt a strange chill, not from the cold breeze, but from an inexplicable, unshakable feeling that she was being watched.
         Standing on the terrace, she suddenly felt vulnerable and exposed, but she refrained from telling Oliver. She didn’t want
         him to worry any more than he already did. But still—it was there—the feeling that someone was watching her. Watching and
         waiting.
      

      
      She shook off her nerves, and they watched in companionable silence as the fireworks popped and the Ferris wheel spun. In
         the months they had lived in London they’d had yet to visit any of the usual tourist spots. Not that they were there to have
         fun—although with Kingsley Martin around, fun was never far from the agenda.
      

      
      “There you two are!” Kingsley boomed, joining them on the terrace with a jolly crew of guests. The party was his idea—rounding
         up what was left of the London Coven, rallying the troops for one last hurrah before the end. His color was high, and he was
         handsome and dashingly disheveled in black tie—the bow unknotted and dangling roguishly from his shirt collar. They had Kingsley
         to thank for the formal costumes and the vintage champagne. “Let’s meet the new year with style!” he’d insisted.
      

      
      Kingsley and his friends were wearing conical hats and tooting brightly colored horns that shot out crepe paper tongues. He
         handed Schuyler a sparkler, and she waved it off the balcony, sharing a smile with Oliver as the sparks flew in the night
         air. The countdown began and they joined the Venators in chanting, “Ten, nine, eight, seven … three two one …”
      

      
      The noise was deafening as the orchestra blared Beethoven’s Fifth and the fireworks exploded with canonsized booms.

      
      “Happy New Year,” Oliver mouthed.

      
      “HAPPY HAPPY HAPPY!” Kingsley yelled, giving each of his friends a sloppy drunken kiss on the cheek before leading the merry
         group into a rousing rendition of “Auld Lang Syne” in his rich baritone.
      

      
      Schuyler exchanged a droll smile with Oliver over Kingsley’s antics. For the last few months the two of them had effectively
         acted as the Venator’s jailors, parents, and confidants; and while Schuyler was glad to see him in high spirits, Kingsley
         could be reckless and she worried about him.
      

      
      “Happy New Year, Ollie,” she said, kissing him lightly on the cheek, remembering past New Year’s Eves spent with him, watching
         the televised Times Square ball drop, perennially uninvited to any of the raucous celebrations that their fellow Duchesne
         students were famous for throwing. Once upon a time, Schuyler had yearned to experience a really great party—a date for the
         evening, someone to kiss at midnight, the opportunity to wear a beautiful dress, to look forward to the coming year in the
         arms of a boy she loved. She gave Oliver’s arm an affectionate squeeze even as her heart ached for her true love.
      

      
      It had been several months since she’d said good-bye to Jack Force in the deserts of Egypt. Another climate, another life, it felt like. She had promised him she would move forward
         with her quest, with her mission; to forget about love in favor of duty. She remembered their last night together, the way
         he had held her close, the way they had burrowed into each other, skin against skin, breath against breath, not wanting to
         separate, not for a moment. What had happened to Jack? Was he even still alive? Had Mimi killed him? Schuyler didn’t know.
         There was no way to know. There had been no sign of either of the Force twins for months, and with the Covens broken and the
         vampires in virtual retreat—there was no news anywhere.
      

      
      “I’m sure Jack’s alive,” Oliver said, reading her thoughts as always.

      
      She didn’t answer, just took another sip from her glass.

      
      “Mimi, too—somehow, I don’t think either would be able to destroy the other. I just can’t see it,” he said.

      
      If Jack was dead, she would know it, Schuyler thought. Somehow she would know, wouldn’t she? She would feel it. But all she felt was numb. As if a limb had been cut off, as if her heart was so tired of fearing and grieving that it
         had given up hoping. It was too difficult to think of Jack and what they’d had together. A promise, a bond, a joy, a love
         for the ages, for the history books. … But what was love but pain? It hurt to think of Jack; it distracted her from her work.
         She had to keep him out of her mind. Had to forget so she could concentrate on the task at hand. Lucifer was moving his pieces across the chessboard. Endgame was upon them. The survival of the vampires was in question. The fight for Heaven
         and Earth would begin and end with her.
      

      
      “I know Jack would never lay a hand on her, and I hope you’re right about Mimi,” she said.

      
      “I know I am,” Oliver said staunchly.

      
      He had been defending Mimi for months. Schuyler wasn’t as certain as he was of Mimi’s change of heart. Mimi had ever been
         hell-bent on destroying Jack, on seeking revenge, but Oliver was convinced her affections ran elsewhere now. Schuyler wasn’t
         sure how much she believed that Kingsley had supplanted Jack in Mimi Force’s heart. Besides, Kingsley never talked about Mimi
         and whatever happened between them. According to Oliver, Mimi had given up her soul to get him out of the underworld—which
         was even more troubling, because if Mimi had lost what little soul she’d had—then what did it mean for Jack?
      

      
      Kingsley was certainly a lot more subdued than Schuyler remembered him—plugging away day after day, buried under Repository
         books. There had been rumors in the underworld that the demons had discovered a weapon more powerful than the White Fire of
         Heaven—but if there was such a thing, the Venator had not yet figured it out, and it troubled him that the Blue Bloods remained
         oblivious to the Dark Prince’s malevolent designs. But he certainly wasn’t acting as if he were heartbroken—the sly dog was
         out every night with a different girl on his arm, drinking, carousing, in a whirlwind tour of every nightclub, bar, and pub in the city.
      

      
      Between Kingsley and Oliver and the skeleton crew of hard-living Venators, their flat—a Venator safe house—was crawling with
         girls. At first Schuyler had been amused at their bachelor lifestyle—it was such a contrast to her and Jack’s quiet domicile
         as newlyweds in Alexandria. But her patience had been worn thin by the constant parade of lovely “English chippies” or “Chelsea
         birds” who flocked to their apartment. The bathrooms stunk of perfume, the kitchen counter was always lined with lipstick-stained
         wineglasses, and once she had even pulled a pair of lacy underthings from beneath the couch pillows.
      

      
      Schuyler downed her glass and Kingsley appeared at her elbow with a magnum of Bolly. She raised her hand in protest, but it
         was futile. He filled it to the top until the bubbles overflowed.
      

      
      “Bingo, Archie, Gig, and the rest of the crew are talking of streaking through the crowd on the Thames—you guys in?” he asked,
         his blue eyes sparkling with mischief.
      

      
      “In this weather?” Oliver balked.

      
      “Come on, man, it’ll be a hoot!” Kingsley said.

      
      Oliver hesitated. He looked at Schuyler, who shook her head. “You’ll be all right?” he asked.

      
      “I’m fine, go ahead. Kingsley’s right, it’ll be fun.” Schuyler smiled at the two of them as they joined the merry crew already
         shedding clothing at the front door.
      

      
      * * *

      
      
      Since the three of them had arrived in town, they had accomplished a lot, including identifying the physical location of the
         Gate of Promise, a closely guarded secret that only they shared. Kingsley, as the highest-ranking among them (Schuyler had
         not yet achieved a real place in their society) had sent word out to the remaining Covens to come to London and await orders,
         and little by little, vampires had made their way back into the city. A number of them were at the party that night, but they
         were anxious and suspicious, and many were talking about returning underground instead. They had no idea what they were waiting
         for, and Schuyler wasn’t yet ready to tell them. Kingsley had cautioned against sharing what they knew of Lucifer’s plan—fearing
         more traitors within their midst.
      

      
      The Gate of Promise had been established during the glory days of the Roman Empire, when the Order of the Seven was founded,
         with the discovery of the Paths of the Dead. Allegra Van Alen, or Gabrielle, as was her true name, determined that the Gate
         of Promise was bisected, and that while one path led to the underworld, another path, a secret path, led back to the paradise
         they had lost. Charles Force, the archangel Michael, had suspected such a path existed, and it was why he had ordered the
         paths to be guarded but not destroyed.
      

      
      So what had happened in Rome? Why had Gabrielle kept her discovery a secret from Michael? It had been during the Crisis in
         Rome that the Blue Bloods had discovered that the Silver Bloods were hiding among them. Caligula was unmasked as Lucifer, but the archangel Michael had triumphed,
         sending him back to the underworld. The Silver Bloods were supposed to have been defeated. But instead, they continued to
         thrive in the shadows, and to menace the Blue Bloods for centuries after, preying on the young, until the present chaos. The
         victory Michael had won had been temporary at best.
      

      
      Gabrielle’s daughter will bring us salvation. She will lead the Fallen back into Paradise. Her grandfather Lawrence Van Alen had always believed it, and Schuyler knew in her heart that he was right, that she held
         the key. There was just one problem: she had no idea what that meant. The gate was immovable, as solid as a vault, and immune
         to every spell and incantation she threw at it. She had been trying for months and failing. Time was running out—the Dark
         Prince had set his sights on destroying the gate and was gathering his forces for battle to reclaim the throne he had been
         denied. The Silver Bloods could attack at any moment and take up the rebellion that had been subdued so long ago.
      

      
      So where do I fit in? How do I fulfill my legacy?

      
      Schuyler was still mulling over the questions when the boys trooped back in, cheeks blazing red from the cold, in various
         states of undress—Kingsley stripped to the waist, his strong chest heaving with deep breaths as he sprawled down on the couch
         in his tuxedo pants; Oliver standing in his boxer shorts, holding a flask of whiskey and grinning.
      

      
      
      “You didn’t get caught? I thought the bobbies were out in force,” Schuyler said, taking a seat across from them and crossing
         her arms, feeling a bit like a schoolmarm tending to her naughty pupils. “Where’s everyone else?”
      

      
      “After-party in Notting Hill,” replied Oliver as he threw the flask to Kingsley, who caught it and took a slug.

      
      “Jolly good show,” Kingsley said to Oliver. “Didn’t think you’d be able to keep up with us.”

      
      Oliver smirked, flexing his broad shoulders. All those workouts in the underworld had paid off. “Your age is showing, old
         man. …”
      

      
      “Anyway—good news, yeah?” Kingsley said. “Tell her.”

      
      “Tell me what?” Schuyler asked, fully expecting to hear of some new conquest one of them had made.

      
      “While we were running across the riverbank, we bumped into someone.” Oliver grinned.

      
      “Who?”

      
      “Lucas Mendrion, a retired Venator captain. He—ahem—recognized Kingsley.”

      
      “Venator tattoo.” Kingsley explained with a smirk. “Invisible to the human eye.”

      
      Oliver ignored him. “He said he didn’t know any vampires were still around—he’d thought everyone had gone underground—he hadn’t
         heard Kingsley had sent out a bulletin, and we got to talking and it turned out he’d been one of Gabrielle’s Protectors during
         Rome.”
      

      
      “What’s that?”

      
      
      “Exactly what it means. Venators assigned to her protection,” Oliver said.

      
      “And?” Schuyler leaned forward.

      
      “He said he has something important to tell you.” Kingsley grinned. “About your mother’s legacy.”

      
      “You think it might be about the three remaining gatekeepers?” Schuyler asked. She had thought that if anyone knew anything
         to help them unlock the secret of the Gate of Promise, it would be one of the surviving members of the original order. Three
         left of the original Order of the Seven—Onbasius, Pantaleum, and Octilla were still alive, their whereabouts unknown.
      

      
      “Maybe. He said it wasn’t safe to talk, so he’s coming to meet with us here. Tomorrow. I mean, tonight,” Oliver said, looking
         at the clock, which showed that it was half past three in the morning. “Caught a break finally.” He punched Kingsley on the
         shoulder, and the two of them looked at Schuyler like eager puppies hoping for a treat.
      

      
      It was just as Jack used to say—one lead was all they needed—one light against the darkness and all would be illuminated.
         Jack … if only he was here with her now … but Schuyler couldn’t continue to dwell on his absence. She had vowed to move forward.
         There was that feeling again—that odd sensation that she was not alone, but she ignored it. She was just paranoid.
      

      
      So Schuyler returned their smiles, happy to bestow praise. “Happy New Year indeed.”

   



      
      
      TWO

      
      Mimi

      
      “What are you singing?” Jack asked, whispering.
      

      
      Mimi started. She hadn’t noticed she was humming out loud. She began to sing: “‘Leaving on a midnight train to Georgia …’”
         Her voice carried through the empty cabin, low and soft. They were on a train headed from the Ninth Circle of Hell back up
         to the gatepost at the crossing, back to their world, at their master’s bidding. Unlike the dirty subway car that had taken
         her back to the surface last time, now she was seated in a first-class carriage, complete with reclining seats and troll attendants
         on call. There was a difference in trying to escape from Hell and willingly leaving with its master’s permission.
      

      
      “‘Bought a one-way ticket to a life he once knew,’” Jack sang, his voice a complement to hers. When the song ended, they shared
         a rueful smile, identical down to the dimples on their chins. Just like looking in a mirror, Mimi thought, glancing at her twin. How could she have ever hated him? Jack was part of her, had always been. She didn’t know how she could
         have survived all these long years in the underworld without him by her side. Time was different down here: she understood
         it intellectually, but it was still disorienting to live outside of the circadian rhythms. There was no day, no night, just
         an endless present. She had no idea how long they had been away from their own world.
      

      
      Once again, they had been yoked to each other for a difficult task—Dark Angels secretly fighting for the Light, hiding their
         better natures in order to win their freedom from each other.
      

      
      She removed a jeweled compact from her purse and powdered her nose, admiring her reflection. She was the Mighty Azrael, Angel
         of the Apocalypse. The most beautiful girl in the underworld. Even the Dark Prince—that old rat bastard—had hinted that if
         she ever tired of Abbadon, he wouldn’t mind getting to know her a little better. How ironic that her legendary beauty had
         not been enough to keep her twin by her side.
      

      
      No, she had never been enough for Abbadon, which was why they shared this burden. She had loved him once, more than he had
         ever loved her, and the rejection still stung, but now it was like the buzzing of a gnat, a flea bite, inconsequential, annoying
         at best, merely a hairline crack in an otherwise formidable fortress. She had been living with it for so long—his worship
         of Gabrielle, casting his lot with that … Abomina—No, she couldn’t call her that anymore. … With Schuyler. There. Mimi could not bear to think her name even if they were adversaries no longer. Schuyler had won, for sure. Not that it mattered.
      

      
      It was too late to think of what might have been. She had committed to this task, and she would see it through. She looked
         out the window, the landscape a monotonous gray rock, the red-hot cinders from the Black Fire the only light for miles. It
         seemed like centuries since she had felt sunshine on her face, even though Jack had assured her they had been in Lucifer’s
         service for only a few months, and that when they reached aboveground it would be right around New Year’s.
      

      
      Do you think we’ll find it? she sent to Jack.
      

      
      I hope not.
      

      
      Don’t, she warned, alarmed at his cavalier attitude. They might hear.
      

      
      They can’t hear us, Mimi. I told you. Not when we talk like this. The bond allows us that privacy at least.
      

      
      He was her twin. The same dark star had birthed them. Bound to each other from the beginning. Sealed in blood and fire.

      
      The bond was the reason they were slaves to the Dark Prince in the first place. Its unbreaking had cost them an internship
         in Hell. Divorce lawyers had nothing on Lucifer. Mimi was appalled and yet amused at the same time. Was it worth it? They
         were playing a dangerous game. If Lucifer suspected they were false … She shuddered to think of the consequences. He held their very souls captive unless they delivered.
         They would pay the ultimate price if they did not.
      

      
      Whose idea was this, anyway? Mimi remembered how close she had been to destroying Jack, holding her sword aloft, ready for
         revenge. She could have struck him down. It was so tiring being good. Sacrifice just wasn’t her style.
      

      
      Oh, well. Too late now.

      
      At least they had each other. Mimi would have gone mad if she hadn’t had Jack to lean on. Their former commander had kept
         himself scarce. Lucifer was always thus, Mimi remembered—aloof, withdrawn, prone to seek his own counsel. And once they had
         returned to the dark fold, they had been surrounded by old comrades and enemies. Angels with whom they had fought side by
         side. Angels they had betrayed during that last terrible struggle for dominion of Paradise. Needless to say, they had been
         given a chilly reception.
      

      
      That first night back in the underworld they walked in to find a hostile crowd at the local watering hole. She and Oliver
         had frequented it during their sojourn, but the management had changed, and the place was not what it was.
      

      
      “Look, everyone—it’s the ones who lost the war for us,” Danel had said. He had been one of their oldest friends, a warrior,
         tall and golden and proud, beautiful as ever except for the ugly scar that bisected his face. Now he sneered at them. “If
         it wasn’t for you …”
      

      
      
      “Traitors. Thieves. Turncoats,” came the silky voice of the angel Barachiel. “Welcome to the underworld. You will find you
         are right at home here.” He smiled.
      

      
      “You are kidding yourselves if you think you can return to his service so easily,” hissed Tensi, a formidable avenging angel
         who had led the charge from the left flank all those millennia ago, when the world was young.
      

      
      But in the end the angels left them alone. They still feared Abbadon’s hammer, still cowered at the flaming sword of Azrael.

      
      “We have no place here,” Mimi had said to Jack later in their private quarters. The twins had merited a lavish suite in the
         palace, a rival to the ducal estate that Kingsley had once called home. “Michael and Gabrielle never trusted us—and neither
         does this sorry lot.”
      

      
      “They will come around. They have no choice.”

      
      Jack had turned out to be right. While the Silver Bloods were strong in number, they were also fearful and scattered. They
         still remembered the power of the White Fire of Heaven, the wrathful armies of Paradise, how they had been cast out of Elysium
         and into hellfire. Since Leviathan was tasked with assembling the demon army in the deep bowels of Hell, Jack had stepped
         into his former position as the head of the Dark Fallen.
      

      
      Every night Jack drank and feasted with them, singing old war songs, drinking the blood ale, skirmishing in the training courtyards,
         testing his strength against theirs, gaining their trust, their respect, their admiration, and whatever tenderness was left in their Corrupted souls that passed
         for love. He impressed them with the depth of the power at his command. Abbadon had truly returned to Hell, they said. Abbadon,
         Destroyer of Worlds. Hell’s true son.
      

      
      How strange that after their long and twisted history, Mimi and Jack were only just friends now, with a deep and abiding affection
         between them. They would always share their past, but their future together was unknown. She still loved him, she would always
         love him, but it was the kind of love that was muted, safely seen through the rearview window, like a place you used to call
         home but no longer visited. There would always be a wound there, but the healing had begun.
      

      
      All because of Kingsley Martin, the boy who loved her.

      
      How could she have lost her heart to a Silver Blood?

      
      If she was to have a future with anyone, she would have it with Kingsley. She held on to her love, to the memories of his
         wicked smile, to the feel of his strong arms around her, his soft tears on her cheek. She had broken him, he had broken her,
         there was no more posturing, no more lies. They had pledged their love to each other. It made the deception and the fear easier
         to bear. What a naked fear it was. Azrael, Angel of Death, who was afraid of nothing and no one on earth, was afraid. She
         was afraid for her life, for her love. If the Dark Prince knew the truth. …
      

      
      Lucifer could unmake her. He could unmake her and Jack both … would do to them what they had failed to do to each other.
      

      
      Was it worth it?

      
      All this for love?

      
      All this for Kingsley?

      
      Yes. Yes. Yes.

      
      Mimi sighed. The last time she’d seen him she had been soulless, and she had screamed at him to get away from her, had laughed
         in his face and mocked his love. Did this mean they would have to start all over again? She wondered what he was doing now.
         Having a great old time, probably. Kingsley Martin was never down for long.
      

      
      At least she and Jack had done something right. They had arrived in the underworld at just the right time. The demons of Hell
         had discovered the secret to a weapon that would stand up to the White Fire of Heaven—they aimed to create a godsfire of their
         own. But there was a catch. None of their tools, which had been wrought in the underworld, could be trusted to hold and direct
         the blaze.
      

      
      The Dark Prince needed the Holy Grail to hold his weapon. Only the sacred chalice would contain the righteous flame. And so
         Mimi and Jack had been dispatched to fetch it. There were many cups, many grails in the history of the world. The task was
         to find the right one.
      

      
      Once they crossed into their world, Mimi would make her way to a chapel in Scotland, while Jack would travel to Spain. And
         if they were successful in finding the Holy Grail, what then? Would they turn it over to the Dark Prince? Mimi wasn’t sure what Jack was planning, although he’d assured her
         he would never let that happen. If they found it, they would lie and say they had not, and Jack was counting on the knights
         to have hidden the grails well. Mimi was certain Lucifer would not be so understanding of their failure and would suspect
         treason, but Jack was adamant in his belief that it would all work out, that they would figure out a way to get what they
         wanted without forfeiting their souls or destroying Heaven and Hell in the process.
      

      
      The train reached its destination and stopped at the crossing. They disembarked, walking to the same barriers guarded by the
         same handful of trolls that she had encountered during her journey with Oliver. Once they got past the First Circle of Hell,
         then they would slip through the gates and find themselves back in mid-world.
      

      
      A troll slouched over to block their way. “Papers?”

      
      “Papers?” Mimi said, affronted. “Do you know who we work for?”

      
      “Helda hasn’t approved your transfer,” the troll sneered. “You’ll need to go back to get the right papers if you mean to leave
         the kingdom of the Queen of the Dead.”
      

      
      Without a word, Jack raised his hand and stunned the troll, sending him flying, crashing against the barrier. The other troll
         guards lifted their spears, but Jack stood his ground. “Let us pass. I shall not be so gentle next time.”
      

      
      
      Mimi was impressed. She was sure he would have turned back and done the right thing. But that was the old Jack Force. The
         former Venator, the one who used to follow the rules. There were no rules now.
      

      
      The trolls backed off, fear in their ugly faces.

      
      The Force twins stepped through the Gates of Hell.

      
      “Admit it, you enjoyed that. You like being evil again,” Mimi teased.
      

      
      Jack did not reply, but the sly smile on his face said it all. “Come on. Let’s find this thing and end it once and for all.”

   



      
      
      THREE

      
      Bliss

      
      Emerging from the Passages of Time was always a disconcerting experience, as if your entire being had been taken apart and
         then re-formed, the molecules and the memories haphazardly patched together. Bliss Llewellyn felt the familiar dizziness and
         disorientation, but it was worse now, since they were not just traveling through time but back to the underworld, back to
         her father’s domain, back to Hell, where the wolves were turned into Hellhounds, where Lawson and the pack had been kept in
         chains.
      

      
      She had come upon the boys by chance—had been shown a vision of a wolf in the glom, and had tracked it to a butcher shop in
         a small town in Ohio. There, she had befriended Lawson and his brothers, and together they had traveled to the dawn of Rome,
         to the beginning of the Empire, to solve a mystery of the wolves’ ancestry. Lawson was revealed to be the wolf Fenrir, the greatest wolf of the underworld, and he had bested Romulus, the Beast of Hell, the
         Hound of Hounds; had killed him with Michael’s sword, an archangel’s blade. With the help of his pack, he had stopped the
         Sabine massacre, and in doing so had saved the wolves from extinction. Now they had returned to Hell to fulfill his promise
         to free his people from the Silver Blood demons.
      

      
      Lawson turned around, his dark eyes sparkling, and he smiled. The sigul on his cheek, the one that matched Bliss’s and marked
         them as part of the same pack, the blue crescent moon, shone in the dim light. “You okay back there?” he asked.
      

      
      Bliss nodded, keeping pace with his long step. She was scared but determined to see it through. This was what her mother had
         tasked her to do—to bring the wolves back into the fold, to help the vampires in their war against their enemies—but she had
         her own reasons for pursuing this quest. Bliss had a dark history behind her: for centuries upon centuries she had been an
         unknowing party to evil. As the vehicle for the Dark Prince, she had kept his spirit alive on earth, and in doing so had brought
         death and grief to the vampires. Bliss wanted not only redemption, but revenge.
      

      
      She had pinned her hopes on the pack—Lawson, impulsive, reckless, and powerfully strong, and his brothers—Edon, Rafe, and
         Malcolm—loyal soldiers all—along with Ahramin, the dark one—the wolf who had been turned into a hound and reclaimed her soul. They surrounded her now, and Bliss found solace in their number and strength. They were ready to fight.
      

      
      Lawson stumbled out of the passage, and everyone else followed after. Bliss looked around—steeling herself for the worst—expecting
         to breathe the smoke of the underworld—to see gray skies and barren lands—or to be met by a thousand demons with crimson eyes
         and burning tongues, wielding swords of dark flame.
      

      
      But what was this? There was grass beneath her feet. Trees forming a canopy over her head. The sweet smell of morning dew.
         This wasn’t the underworld. … This looked strangely familiar. … This was … Ohio?
      

      
      “Where are we?” she asked Lawson, who was standing next to her. She looked to the rest of the pack. Malcolm wiped his eyeglasses
         on his sleeve. Rafe appeared confused, and Ahramin and Edon were whispering to each other.
      

      
      “Guys?” she asked. “Um … are we where I think we are?”

      
      Lawson nodded grimly. “Yeah. We’re back in Hunting Valley.” He kicked a tree stump. “We must have made a wrong turn somewhere.”

      
      They’d landed in the middle of rural suburbia, not far from where Bliss had found them in the beginning. This was the clearing
         in the woods, a few miles away from the center of town, where the boys lived above a butcher shop.
      

      
      “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go back in.” She removed the chronolog from her jeans pocket. The time-keeper was rotating, its hands spinning out of control. “Wait—there’s
         something wrong with it. Mac, can you look at it?”
      

      
      “Sure,” Malcolm said. He took it from her hand and studied it. “It looks like it’s trying to make a reading, but something’s
         preventing it from doing so.”
      

      
      Bliss looked back from where they came from. The passage had closed behind them. “Maybe because we’re out of the passage?
         Lawson, can you open it back up?”
      

      
      Lawson nodded; his face took on a look of deep concentration.

      
      They waited, but nothing happened.

      
      “Come on, Lawson, get on with it,” Ahramin said, a trace of annoyance in her voice.

      
      “I’m trying,” Lawson said. “Something’s wrong. I can’t open the portal.”

      
      “Are you doing something different?” Malcolm asked. “Can we help?”

      
      Of course he’d offer to help, Bliss thought. Malcolm was the youngest in the pack, and by far the sweetest. Bliss had come
         to adore him in the time they’d spent together. Edon and Rafe had been tougher nuts to crack, though she felt close to them
         as well. As for Ahramin, the former Hellhound was one of them now, her past transgressions forgiven when she’d proved herself
         worthy of the pack by fighting against Romulus’s will and breaking her collar. They were a team, a unit, and if Bliss had any lingering suspicions concerning Ahramin, she chided herself for them. For if she felt that way
         about Ahramin, how could she expect anyone to forgive her for her own dark past? Ahramin was merely a former Hellhound, but
         Bliss was Lucifer’s daughter. The Dark Prince had cursed the wolves, had turned them into slaves. In the underworld, the Silver
         Bloods had been the wolves’ masters.
      

      
      “Tell us what you need us to do,” she urged Lawson.

      
      “This has never happened before,” he grumbled. “But sure, why not? Guys, everyone focus. We just need to clear our minds,
         imagine the passage opening. Maybe if we all work together we can do it.”
      

      
      The pack huddled together. Bliss pushed away her fear, pushed away her doubt, and pictured the Passages of Time opening before
         her. Her head ached, and she put her hands to her temples, feeling them throb and pulse, and for a moment she was convinced
         it was working. She could feel the passage opening behind her, felt the wind through the tunnels.
      

      
      Then it stopped.

      
      The feeling went away.

      
      She opened her eyes and looked around. Nothing had changed.

      
      They were still standing in the clearing.

      
      “What’s going on?” Rafe asked, frustrated.

      
      “Did you do something?” Ahramin asked Lawson. “Like accidentally seal the passage behind us when we went through?”
      

      
      “Why do you always assume it was me who did something wrong?” Lawson protested.

      
      “Because you’ve screwed up before,” she snapped. “Remember how I got left behind the last time?”

      
      They sounded like an old married couple, Bliss thought. Which implied a certain kind of intimacy that she didn’t want to think
         about too much. Besides, it was ridiculous to even consider. Ahramin and Lawson? If they hadn’t been in the same pack, it
         was clear they would have despised each other. Besides, Ahramin had been pledged to Edon from the beginning. No, they weren’t
         like a married couple—more like bickering siblings, which made more sense.
      

      
      “Don’t be so hard on him, Ahri; he’s doing his best,” Edon said.

      
      “It wasn’t Lawson,” Malcolm said. “It’s like the passages have closed up on their own. Can’t you feel it?”

      
      Rafe nodded. “It did feel different, like something was blocking them.”

      
      “Or someone,” Bliss said.

   



      
      
      FOUR

      
      Tomasia (Florence, 1452)

      
      The castle came into view at the edge of a black and winding river, its tall gray walls rising forty feet above the dark waters.
         Steep cliffs backed the fortress, which meant the stone bridge was the only way in or out. The keep was well fortified, designed
         to repel a siege. But its defenses would soon prove useless.
      

      
      “We’ll stop here, lest we give away our location,” Tomasia Fosari decided, and the team drifted into the shadows of the forest.
         The air was damp and smelled of the rotting river, its murky waters rippling with the current.
      

      
      “Are you certain you can do this?” Giovanni Rustici asked. In the moonlight his hair was like a halo around his handsome face.
         Gio was not only the best Venator among them, he was also a fellow sculptor at Donatello’s studio, and Tomasia’s closest friend.
         He knew how hard this was for her. They had spent days on the road tracking the Dark Prince to his hiding place in Verona.
      

      
      “Yes,” Tomasia told him, her face set. She had believed that Andreas del Pollaiuolo was the love of her life. Michael to her
         Gabrielle. But she had been deceived. Dre carried the spirit of Lucifer within him. Simonetta de Vespucci had named him as
         the father of her baby. “The Mistress,” Simonetta was called, consort to the Dark Prince, his human bride, the mother of Nephilim.
      

      
      The dark-haired beauty had cowered from Gio’s blade.

      
      “We shall not suffer the demon child to live,” Gio growled.

      
      But Tomi had stayed his hand. “No. She will be kept under guard, protected and watched by our finest Venators. We would be
         no better than our Silver Blood brethren if we kill her. We shall not shed devil blood, not in the name of all that is Divine.”
      

      
      Simonetta had revealed Andreas’s location, had begged them to show her lover mercy. They had left the weeping, pregnant woman
         in the care of the Petruvian priests tasked with her safety.
      

      
      Tomi shivered at the thought of what might have been if they had not discovered the deception. She would have bonded with
         Dre, with Lucifer. She would have pledged her troth to his. How could she not have known? How was it that she had been able
         to see her mate in his soul? It did not make sense.
      

      
      
      She looked at the castle looming in the distance. Andreas was hiding inside with a Coven of Silver Bloods, and she was going
         to burn it down with the Black Fire.
      

      
      “I know you loved him once,” Gio said softly. “I know how hard this is.”

      
      Gio—Dear, lovely Gio. Tomi put a hand on his. “I cannot love one who has been false.” She scanned the castle once more for
         any sign of life. Torchlight flickered in a distant window. She heard horses neigh, and a shadow of a hawk passed over her
         head. Otherwise, the night was quiet and nothing moved. The castle towers’ red terra-cotta roofs glowed in the dark. Truly,
         no terrestrial fire could harm this place, but the Black Fire of Hell was another matter.
      

      
      She pulled a tinderbox from her cloak and motioned the others to gather around. There were five of them in all. Five Venators,
         five sides of a pentagram.
      

      
      The small container glowed with an unearthly light, and the air around it hummed with energy. Tomi ran a finger along the
         box top, and the lid slid open to reveal a small glowing spark, red flames with a black heart. The air smelled of sulfur and
         smoke.
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