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          Preface

        

      

    
    
      To get the most from the series, and #5 Ties That Bind, I recommend reading the Veil Series prequel, Wings Of Hope. You can download the prequel from Amazon, or sign up to my mailing list here: http://eepurl.com/O5Aq5 to get your FREE e-copy. Reading the prequel is not essential, but it will add depth to the final book and the series as a whole.

      Muse is ready to bring the fight to the demons. Are you?  

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      “Amanat.” My father’s voice branded my thoughts. 

      Pressed against my father’s chest with his arms locked around me, the burned-rubber smell of the netherworld lacing my throat, I observed the scene in the mirror as though watching it happen to someone else—someone a lot braver than me. My smile, crooked as it was, masked the scream inside my head. My eyes—intense, dark, fire-touched—belied the terror racing through my veins. I’d have never thought it possible, but I looked at my father’s reflection, at the Crimson Lord, with his ruby-red hairless skin and pools of sulfuric yellow for eyes, and I held my head high. 

      Ryder’s bellows barely penetrated Asmodeus’s mental embrace. The motel’s bathroom door muffled Ryder’s shouts. Or was it the fog smothering my thoughts? The door rattled from a kick, and distantly, a part of me prayed Ryder didn’t succeed in breaking it down, for his own sake.

      The demon with enough influence to have Akil working for him, observed me in such a way that I couldn’t decipher a thing from his blank expression. White-hot piercings rode the edges of his wings. He smelled of burning flesh, of acrid decay, of Hell. Not so long ago, I’d have fought and probably gotten myself killed. But I was different now. As the Mother of Destruction, I stood tall, calm. I breathed him in. His scent. His touch. We were kin. He couldn’t know how my every instinct screamed at me to fight. 

      Asmodeus bowed his huge head, burying his elongated muzzle in my hair. He inhaled with a shudder. Trapped in his arms, I turned my head toward him and brushed my cheek against his touch. This was the demon part of me, and I was grateful for it. A contented purr resonated through my human body. I stretched my element outward, seeking the touch of his, and embraced the intangible tendrils, coiling his element around mine. His crushing embrace tightened. His lips peeled back. Strings of saliva dripped from rows of jagged triangular teeth. I turned my head away, exposing my throat, even as horror beat at my thoughts. If I gave any indication that I feared him, if the tiniest glimmer of fear slipped through my mask, I had no doubt he’d crush me or tear my throat out. His cool, slippery lips touched my flesh first. His teeth found purchase. 

      Ryder kicked the door in. The sudden sound wrenched me from the nightmare and dumped me back into reality. Asmodeus vanished, but the effects of his presence hadn’t. Nausea barreled over me. I fell forward over the sink and retched, thoughts swirling, body detached. I’d have collapsed if Ryder hadn’t caught me. 

      “What the fuck?” He staggered under my dead weight and fell against the wall. “Shit, Muse…”

      A breathless sob burst from my lips. Just one. I sucked the rest back and swallowed them. “He was here.”

      “Who?”

      We staggered and stumbled out of the bathroom, Ryder half carrying me, half shoving me, until we reached the end of the nearest bed, where he lowered me down. 

      “You can smell him… Taste him… He’s everywhere.”

      Ryder glanced back at the empty bathroom then arched a dark eyebrow at me. “All I smell is mildew.”

      I tried to match the vacant bathroom with the demon-filled vision of a few moments before. No, no, this isn’t right. “Ryder, the burns, the fire…look.” Feverish shivers flushed hot and cold across my skin.

      “I am looking.” He shrugged. “What the fuck am I s’posed to be seeing?”

      No fire. No burns. No smell. “I saw him.” I raked my hands through my hair, hoping to hide how they shook. “He was here.” Ryder gave me the look he reserved for enforcers fresh out of training. “My father,” I growled. His eyes widened, and he bolted for the bathroom. But even I could see—now that my senses were coming back to me—no evidence remained to support my revelation. Ryder turned and raked a hand through his messy chestnut hair. He didn’t sigh, but he might as well have done. “He was there. I don’t care what it looks like. He was right there, Ryder.”

      He crouched in front of me, eye to eye. “Okay, he was there. What did he say?”

      “If you don’t believe me, why’d you kick the door in?”

      “You’d been in there almost twenty minutes. Why didn’t you answer me? I thought...” He flicked his old-soul eyes away. He thought I’d hurt myself. Jesus, was I projecting suicidal vibes? 

      “Twenty minutes? I…” If my father had been there, the room would bear burn marks. I could see from my hunched position that everything looked fine—as filthy as it had been when we’d arrived but no fire damage. “He said Amanat…” I whispered, remembering how he’d held me, how he’d been about to bite me, and how I’d have let him.

      “I’m-a-what?”

      “Amanat. It means in trust or something kept safe.”

      Ryder brushed a thumb across his lips. “And you know that, how?”

      “I don’t know, I... I’ve maybe heard it before...” More like I just knew it in my gut, in my DNA. Like it was a part of me. I had no intention of telling Ryder that, given how he already thought me crazy.

      “Y’know what? I reckon you’re burned out. You don’t sleep. You hardly eat. All you do is kill demons, which I’d usually get on board with, but not when it’s covering up a whole heap of fucked up.”

      My default glower came easily. “You know why I don’t sleep. And I don’t need to eat so much. My demon…” She wasn’t my demon anymore. She was me. “I’m…different.”

      Ryder stood and dragged a hand across his jaw, looking down at me like I was the victim. “You’ve gotta rest.”

      I gave him the middle-finger salute. “I’m not going fruit loop. Okay? Before you start with the, you’ve been through so much BS, I’m fine. I survived my owner, survived the netherworld, survived going nuclear. If the whole goddamn world ends, I’ll survive like a cockroach. It’s the only damn thing I’m good at, so quit with the sad eyes. They don’t suit you.”

      “You saw Akil get picked apart by Dawn.” I shot him a snarl, and he raised his hands. “You’re telling me Asmodeus was right there” —he pointed at the bathroom— “with you, but I ain’t seein’ it. What you’re experiencing, Muse, it’s called exhaustion. You’re emotionally and physically fucked. I’ve seen it before. Hell, I’ve experienced it. Call it what you want. PTSD, maybe.”

      “Fine, whatever you say, Lieutenant.” I saluted. “Just get off my back, already.” I spied Stefan’s coat in the bathroom and wondered if I could retrieve it without falling on my ass in front of Ryder. I needed that coat, needed its familiar touch and fresh, wintery scent.

      “I gotta go back to Boston, Muse. Adam has my kid... I have to go back. You should come. I aint leavin’ you like this.”

      I shook my head and rubbed at my eyes, scratching out the abrasive burn left from witnessing a demon with human eyes. “There’s nothing for me there.” My gaze fell to the coat once more. 

      Ryder noticed what I was staring at and clearly didn’t believe me. “This ain’t over. When the netherworld quits and normal service resumes, people like you an’ me get to go home, maybe fuck off to Vegas, but not yet… I don’t wanna lose you, Muse. Okay? Come back with me, so I can keep an eye on you.”

      “You mean hand me back to Adam?” When Ryder scowled, demons everywhere ran for the hills. He scowled, and I beamed right back at him. “Go. You’re right. It was a hallucination or something. I’ll sleep it off. Order take-out. Whatever. Just go. I don’t need you.”

      “Fuck that.” He yanked on a chair, spun it around so its back faced me, and straddled it. “I don’t do pep talks, Muse. But I do give it to you straight. You’re walking a fine line. You’re more demon now than I’ve ever seen you. There ain’t no way I’m walking out that door without you. I’d never fuckin’ forgive myself if something happened.”

      I locked my gaze on him. “I’ve never been more in control.”

      “And that scares the shit out of me. It should scare the shit out of you too.”

      Maybe he was right. What would I do on my own? Stew over Akil’s death, wonder if Stefan had turned dark, worry over whether Lacy and Rosa had escaped the Boston battlefront, wonder if Adam was, even now, manipulating Dawn? Coleman. Jenna. Jonesy. My home. Did I really want to abandon everything I’d worked so hard to protect? What if I saw Asmodeus again? What if he wasn’t real? What if he was? Did I really want to be on my own? No. I needed help. I couldn’t do this alone anymore. 

      “Okay,” I said. His scowl deepened, not trusting my words. “Okay, Ryder. I’ll go back.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      We were back in Boston by morning. Much of the city had survived the battle, and in the areas where the netherworld still throbbed like an open wound, the authorities had cordoned off fallout zones. My apartment building remained relatively untouched, and my apartment looked exactly as it did the night I’d left it. The protective anti-elemental symbols still lay discarded on the floor where Akil had torn them from the walls right before ripping my ex-owner from my soul. Glass crunched under my boots. I could almost hear him, feel him close… He’d got his wish and bound me to him by soul-lock, or an infusion, as he called it. His heat burned within me as I drifted around my ruined living room, picking up broken pieces of frame only to drop them again. My chest throbbed, the loss heavy. 

      “You shouldn’t be here. The Institute will be all over this place.” Ryder noticed my skewed grin and frowned. “Don’t underestimate Adam.”

      “I won’t, but I guarantee he will underestimate me.” I wasn’t afraid of the Institute, and I certainly wasn’t going to let the threat of their presence dictate my actions. “If he wants to send whatever is left of his people to come get me, let him try.” I wouldn’t be replacing the protective symbols. I was as demon now as I was human. 

      Ryder sighed and shook his head. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “What are they going to do? Wave guns in my face? Their bullets will melt before they’ve made it halfway across the room.”

      “They’ll trank you when you’re not looking, wait until you drop, then pump you full of PC-Thirty-Four.” He arched a brow. “It’s what I’d do.”

      “Duly noted.” The best of friends are the ones who know you’re a mass murderer, and they still stick around—with a back-up plan. 

      Boots hammered against the landing, and Lacy stumbled in beside Ryder. She took one look at Ryder, assessed him as a friendly, loped across the room, and threw her arms around me. I froze. 

      “Oh my God. Charlie, you’re okay.” 

      Was she crying? Oh, hell. I closed my arms around her and patted her uselessly on the shoulder. “I er…” Clearing the hitch from my throat, I tried again. “I’m sorry I didn’t get in touch.”

       “They said all the demons died. I knew you’d be there with Akil… When the bomb went off, I thought… I thought…”

      That so-called bomb had been me. I’d killed an army of demons in one gloriously devastating moment. It wasn’t a righteous act. It wasn’t even a conscious one. I’d reacted. I’d gone nuclear the moment I’d realized Akil was gone. He’d wanted me to be his weapon. He’d tried to mold me, shape me, twist my future for his gain. He hadn’t known it would be his final selfless act to save me that would tip me over the edge. Or maybe he had. I would never know.

      “Is Akil…”

      I didn’t hear her question, not really. Hearing her speak his name, while thoughts of his sacrifice filled my head, brought it all back, and the tears came too quickly for me to fight them. I didn’t make a sound as those tears wet my cheeks, but I pulled Lacy closer. Head bowed, wrapped in the arms of my friend, I couldn’t speak to tell her what happened, couldn’t even form the words to explain why I suddenly didn’t want to let her go. At some point, Ryder closed the door and was gone, leaving Lacy and me, sobbing quietly in a heap on my living room floor, surrounded by broken bits of my old life. 

      

      

      We set about cleaning up my apartment. Lacy explained she’d been looking after Jonesy, but hadn’t been able to muster the courage to clear up my place. She’d hoped we’d survived, me and Akil. Hoped we’d return. 

      “What about Stefan?” She brushed broken glass into a dustpan. She knew all about my brief escapades with Stefan and the trouble it had gotten me. I had to wonder, if he hadn’t walked into my workshop all those months ago, whether any of this would have happened. The princes would have come anyway. Akil had said it was inevitable. But maybe without Stefan blowing my workshop to smithereens, thereby starting a chain reaction of self-discovery, I wouldn’t have been ready for them. Following that train of thought, I remembered Akil had been the one to ‘hire’ Stefan to test me. Akil—that SOB—knew everything and always had. 

      “Stefan, I think he’s okay. I don’t really know.” I beat the couch cushions with the flat of my hand, sending clouds of dust skyward. “I think he survived. He was doing better, but during the battle he stepped in and got a massive dose of Dawn… I’ve heard some things.”

      She straightened and puffed her short, pixie-cut hair off her forehead. “You mean about the ice-demon in Boston?”

      “You’ve heard too?”

      “A bit.” She wandered from the living room into my kitchen area. “The press paint all demons in a bad light after what happened, y’know. I wondered if it was him. But there’s more than one crazy-ass ice-demon, right?” Her Boston accent tilted toward hope.

      “I guess.” My gaze flicked to the coat draped over the couch. Tattered and torn, burned in places, it had once been a vibrant red-leather, but now it had discolored to blood red, nearly black. It was a wonder the thing had survived at all.

      She dumped her dustpan debris in the trash. “If he’s like you, he’ll be alright.”

      I almost laughed. Was I alright?

      Jonesy sauntered in, tail held high, nose turned up, blatantly unaffected by my return. I scooped him up and buried my face in his fur, relishing his feline purrs. It did feel good to be back, even if there were ghosts everywhere I looked. 

      “Will it end?”

      I turned toward Lacy. “The demons?”

      “Yeah.” She chewed on her lip and busied herself by sweeping a cloth over the kitchen counter. “Or is it too late?”

      “It’s never too late.” I set Jonesy down. “If the veil can weaken, then it can strengthen too. I just need to find a way to reverse all of this, to hold the netherworld back for good.”

      “Any ideas?”

      “Maybe.” I dropped into the couch and sighed out a heavy breath. It hurt—being back. Not physically. I’d be fine as long as I didn’t stop to dwell on the bad stuff. Everything would be fine. “Akil said when the king and queen reigned in the netherworld, that things were…better. They maintained balance. Then the queen tried to kill the king, and the princes killed the queen. That’s when it all went to hell. Maybe there’s a way to get that balance back.”

      She gaped. “Hell has a king and queen?” 

      I’d forgotten it wasn’t common knowledge. “A king, yeah.” Jerry. Or whatever his proper name was. Something archaic and terrifying, probably. I preferred him as Jerry the veterinarian, savior to all pedigrees everywhere, demon and animal. 

      “Do they have crowns?” Of all the things Lacy could ask, that was not the question I expected.

      “What?” I smiled. “No. I don’t think so. If they did, the crowns would probably be made out of half-blood bones.”

      She leaned on the kitchen countertop. “So what then? The king needs a queen?”

      The child’s nursery rhyme played in my head. The farmer wants a wife, the farmer wants a wife… “I don’t know. Someone needs to find out.” Yeah, I knew the look she gave me. I’d been thinking the same. Who else could strike up a conversation with the King of Hell if it wasn’t lil’ ol’ me?

      “I know.” I answered her unasked question. “I’m on it.” Sort of. I’d been thinking about it while killing demons, but it would mean summoning the King of Hell, and that had to be right up there on the list of ways to get oneself killed. 

      “He’s really gone, huh?”

      I didn’t need to ask who. She’d had a crush on Akil, and before the world went to hell, she’d chaired his online fan club. He’d once autographed her breast in that archaic swirling handwriting of his. “Not all of him. When we completed the soul-lock, a part of him got tied up inside me. When Dawn attacked… When he died, his essence—or whatever it is that makes us who we are—stayed buried inside me. In a way, he sorta lives…in me. Like my owner did.” I felt Akil, even then: a comforting, radiating, warmth. If I closed my eyes, I’d feel him close, almost hear him whispering. It was why I didn’t sleep. Not that I couldn’t, but that I didn’t want to wake-up. 

      “It just seems…wrong.” Lacy sighed and bowed her head. “Isn’t chaos like, immortal? It’s always here. Everywhere. Chaos doesn’t change, right?”

      “Right.” 

      “Well, isn’t—I mean, wasn’t he chaos fire? Can’t you just say a few magic words, wave a wand, and bring him back like?”

      “Abracadabra?” If only it was possible. “Dawn—the girl who killed him—she is chaos. She tore him apart. Chaos doesn’t change, but it can destroy itself.” A memory bubbled up, a little flicker, a few words… I frowned, reaching for it with my thoughts. Something said in an alley a couple of weeks ago, right before Ryder decided to shoot Akil down. I’d asked Akil if Damien could ever come back. He’d said yes. A soul-lock could be reversed.

      Lacy must have seen my eyes widen. “What?” 

      “There’s a way,” I whispered. “There’s a way to bring him back.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      “Overnight temperatures fell to an unseasonable low, with some parts of Boston waking to several inches of snow. Some experts blame the weather extremes on demons in hiding. I have with me this morning, Professor—”

      I switched off the car radio and sat behind the wheel in silence, my gaze trained on the innocuous detached house with the Ford Taurus parked outside. Before I could get anywhere with trying to bring Akil back, I needed to preempt the Institute’s inevitable lock-her-up move.

      They had electricity in this part of Boston. Several houses on the street were boarded up, their residents having either jumped ship or died in the demon clashes almost two weeks ago. Boston, like many other US cities, would never be the same again. The netherworld had tainted it. Its citizens were doing a fine job of getting back to normal, but some wounds never heal. You can’t sweep an army of demons under a rug and hope it goes away—unless I could restore the veil. No pressure. 

      I left the car, crossed the quiet street, and walked up the driveway. The perfect lawn, swept driveway, and spotless porch spoke of an owner in either denial or control. Smiling, I knocked.

      Adam opened the door. He tensed, as if to run or defend himself. Silvery mussed hair and a few days’ worth of stubble marred his otherwise distinguished appearance. His lips cut a determined line. He’d be thinking about how to alert his team, where the nearest weapon was, whether he had time to find a gun, all before I pounced. And oh, how I wanted to. He’d pulled Dawn’s strings. He’d killed Akil. He’d abused Stefan. He’d imprisoned and manipulated me. My hands itched to close around his neck and choke the life out of him. Both of us stood frozen in a moment between action and reaction.

      “Muse.”

      “Adam.” 

      He surprised me by stepping back and inviting me in with a hand gesture. I stepped over the threshold, and the suffocating press of anti-elemental symbols squeezed my demon aspects deep inside. It didn’t matter. I didn’t need to be demon to kill Adam Harper. 

      Crime scene photographs covered every inch of his living room walls. Files spilled over the table, chairs, and the floor. From outside, on the street, this house appeared to belong to a man in control. But here, inside, Adam was a mess. He let me wander and soak it all in, observing me quietly, analyzing me under the intensity of his intelligent gaze.  

      “So is this the institute now? One man’s obsession?”

      Hanging back by the doorway, he regarded the mess without reaction. “The Institute is regrouping.” This didn’t look like regrouping. He ambled closer, his feet brushing stacks of papers. His linen slacks and loose shirt looked as though he’d slept in them. It would have been easy to allow his disheveled appearance fool me, but I knew Adam. He didn’t have a heart to be wounded by recent events. 

      I kept my back to him, letting him know I wasn’t afraid to, and turned my head, watching him askance. He knew I was quick. He’d signed off on my enforcer training. He also knew I was quite capable of killing him. Perhaps he’d finally learned not to underestimate the half-blood he’d failed to control. 

      “How did you find me?” he asked, voice hoarse. Lack of sleep? 

      “Coleman.” I’d gone to Coleman that morning right after realizing there might be a way to get Akil back. Ex-detective Coleman and I had an understanding. He respected what I was. Coleman led Boston Police Departments Special Response Team and needed my help clearing the city of demons. I’d happily volunteered in exchange for Adam’s whereabouts. I didn’t want to be looking over my shoulder the entire time I was in Boston. The Institute would come for me; they couldn’t help themselves. I had to stop the games, here and now.

      Adam chewed on a reply, working his way around all the things he wanted to call me out on, all the questions and demands he must have. The Institute, if there was anything left of it, wanted me, dead or alive, and there I stood in his living room.

      “What do you want?” He managed to make the question sound lighthearted.

      To kill you. My smile stayed, but my smile of late was a twisted thing, tight with irony. “To talk.”

      His eyes narrowed a fraction. “Just talk?” A twitch of suspicion lifted his voice.

      Turning to face him, I fantasized as to whether I’d make his death quick or slow when the time came. “Where’s Dawn?” Hate simmered inside me, soothed only by Akil’s soul-lock.

      “Safe.”

      “Your Institute half bloods? Where are they?”

      “At this stage, we don’t even know if they’re alive. The only report we had was in LA, but that seems unlikely—”

      “Ryder’s daughter?”

      He blinked and skated his gaze away. “Safe.”

      “Did you think to use her to get to Ryder to get to me?”

      “I…” Lines fractured around his eyes, and he regarded the papers strewn about the floor as though actually seeing them this time. “Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for the right reasons.”

      Did he honestly believe that? Wow, I’d met demons less deluded than Adam Harper. I would never understand him and wasn’t even sure I wanted to. 

      “We need you,” he said. 

      “Why? Why is it so important for you to have me?”

      Resignation softened his eyes. “I believe you can end it all.” 

      “I’m destruction. The clue is in the name.” This wasn’t going to get me anywhere. “Adam, you were never the boss of me. I’m not one of your experiments. I’m not your half-blood project. I never was. If you come for me, I will kill you. If you send your people for me, I will kill them. This is me warning you now, so we can avoid unnecessary deaths of good people, good enforcers. Do not underestimate me again, or their blood will be on your hands.”

      He stole a step closer, invading my personal space, and reached for the collar of my coat—Stefan’s coat. Rubbing the leather between finger and thumb, he flicked his gaze up to meet mine. Regret pinched his expression. “Have you seen him?”

      “No.”

      “He stepped in front of Dawn.” His voice barely betrayed a hint of emotion. Did he feel anything for his son? “She cut through him.”

      I remembered that moment, although I hadn’t exactly been in my right mind at the time. Stefan had tried where Akil had failed. Had I not gone nuclear when I did, I suspected Dawn would have torn Stefan apart too. “Is he alive?” 

      “I believe so. There are numerous reports of an ice-demon on the streets, but nobody has yet confirmed it’s my…that it’s him.”

      “Your son.”

      He let his hand drop. “I need to make this right.” 

      “It’s too late for that.” He flinched as though I’d slapped him. Make it right? How could he make it right? No human being does the things he did to his son. “Where were you when Stefan came back after years across the veil? Where were you when his sister died? Where were you when he struggled to control his demon? When he killed those enforcers? You were on the wrong side, Adam. Trying to trap him, control him, for your own gain. Any hope of making things right with Stefan died long ago.”

      “Can you talk to him?”

      “What? For you?” Now I did laugh, a rapid bark sharp with malice. “No, I’m not talking to him for you.”

      “He won’t listen to me.”

      “No, he won’t. He’ll kill you.” I moved as though about to shove by him. He caught my arm and held me still, fingers digging in. His overbearing stature dwarfed mine, but as I glared up at him, I had the power in that room. He was just a sorry, middle-aged man clinging to a screwed-up life. I had a gun tucked inside my coat and a dagger at my ankle. It wouldn’t take much effort to use either. I considered it. I even wanted it. But it wasn’t my place to finish Adam Harper. “I meant what I said, Adam.” His cheek pulsed as he ground his teeth. “Don’t come after me, or it’ll be the last thing you do.”

      “You can stop this, Muse. You walk both worlds. You control demons, and those you don’t control, you can kill. On the battlefield, you commanded lessers. You beat back the princes. I’ve studied every move you made that night. I know what you’re capable of, but I don’t believe you do.”

      I yanked my arm free. “Oh, I know exactly what I’m capable of.” Finally, he balked and backed off. “Goodbye, Adam, and be sure to return Ryder’s daughter to where she belongs. Or I promise our next encounter will be our last.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      Snow trickled over the George Washington statue, despite the rest of Boston basking in bright sunshine. I’d hoped Stefan would be there. He wasn’t, but the snow was, and that made it okay to just stand and admire Washington’s prancing horse. Snowflakes, like butterfly wings, brushed my face. I pulled Stefan’s coat around me, tucked my hands deep into the pockets and closed my eyes. Cool, wintery air cleared my thoughts and rid me of the disgust, disappointment, and rage the meeting with Adam had left me with. I’d warned him. I’d done my bit. If he came for me, I couldn’t be held responsible for the outcome. If only he was the sort to listen.

      On the drive back into the city, I’d witnessed a netherworld no-go zone where the bruised colors bled through, poisoning a department store, infecting it with creeping black vines and thick, poisonous air. Those wounds weren’t healing. The netherworld wasn’t going away. The demons licked their wounds. Before long, they would come again. They knew about me now. The Mother of Destruction had kicked their hides back to hell. They’d need me out of the picture. No demon would try to take me in a fair fight. They’d come at me from behind, try and take me out in the slyest, most debased way possible. I was ready. Mostly. Before that happened, I hoped to restore the veil.  

      I knew what I had to do, but doing it wasn’t going to be easy. How does one summon the King of Hell? I’d known Jerry as the tough, backstreet vet with the all-over anti-elemental tattoos. I didn’t have a problem talking to him then, but as the King of Hell? I’d seen him at the battlefront, gloriously demon, huge, and elementally terrifying. If I summoned him, he might crush me. Or of course, I could cross over into the netherworld proper and seek him out, but that meant walking among my demon-kin, possibly even my father, who’d been notably absent at the battle. I’d killed hundreds, if not thousands of demons, and while I knew a certain amount of violence won you bragging rights in the netherworld, there’s a line. I’d destroyed the line. The princes were probably sharpening their claws while I collected snow. Would there be a new Prince of Greed? I’d upset the Dark Court, as they liked to call themselves. Perhaps that was why Asmodeus had come to me in that motel bathroom. Or had he?

      He had. It was real. I’d felt him, tasted him, even if my mind had told me at first the presence in that bathroom with me had been Akil. It was mind games. The ability to mind-fuck ran in the family. Val, my deceased brother, had seen the future in flesh, and  wielded lust like a weapon. I read the past in metal. Who knew what Asmodeus could do? Why had he come? What did he want? To see me? He’d admired me, touched…almost tasted. My father was the Prince of Lust. My brother had been bad enough. What could my father do to me?

      Too many unanswered questions. I needed information. I needed to know how to get Akil back and how to close the veil for good. Every second I waited might jeopardize the outcome of both. 

      A snowflake landed on my lip. I licked off the cool, clean melt water.

      “Where is my son?” A sharp point nudged me in the lower back as the woman’s tinkling voice cut through the quiet. I knew her. We’d once fought lesser demons, side by side, in the netherworld. 

      I turned my head just enough to see Yukki Onna over my shoulder and lifted my hands. Her azure cat-like eyes fixed on me. She’d tilted her oval face in a curious nod, but her bleak expression wasn’t friendly. Her gossamer gown did little to hide her naked demon beauty. Her blue-tinged flesh wasn’t going to be mistaken for human, despite the fact she’d hidden her lacy dragonfly wings. 

      “I haven’t seen Stefan,” I said. The point of her sword jabbed deeper, extracting a sharp hiss from between my teeth. 

      “You wear his garment.”

      “He gave me the coat.”

      “When?”

      “When the veil fell.”

      “You were with him?”

      “Yes.” I swallowed. Lazy snowflakes dallied in the air, softening the already subdued sounds of Boston. She would run me through without a second’s thought if she believed I’d hurt Stefan. “I won’t hurt you.”

      “You slaughtered thousands.”

      “Yes. I did.”

      Moments of quiet settled around us like her snowflakes. Finally, the point of her sword vanished from my back. I turned and lowered my hands. She was as beautiful as I remembered and all the more deadly because of it. Kira-Kira glinted in her hand. “You have Stefan’s sword?”

      “He was taken from me for a second time.” Her snow-dusted lashes fluttered. “I want him back.”

      

       

      

      Yukki Onna regarded the furniture in my apartment as though it might, at any moment, come alive and attempt to devour her. I couldn’t blame her. In the netherworld, the undergrowth did exactly that. 

      She paused at my pile of framed protection symbols. “Why do you not display these?”

      I gave a little snort. “These days, the demons need protecting from me.”

      She hesitated as though mulling over my words and proceeded to drift around the living room with all the grace of an angel. I’d thought Stefan was distracting, but she was something else.

      “Could you, y’know, tone down the pretty?” I flicked on the kettle. 

      She blinked at me, face blank. “I do not understand your words.”

      “You’re trying to be human, right?” Leaning back against the counter, I wondered how best to tell her she’d utterly failed. 

      “Yes.”

      “Well, for one, you’re naked underneath that transparent gown. I get that in the netherworld, you’re currently overdressed, but things work differently here. You need to cover up your lady parts.”

      She looked down at herself as though seeing her human body for the first time, but still, she hardly raised an eyebrow. Her beautiful eyes flicked to me and roamed over my skinny jeans and tank top. With an all-over shiver, her gown melted away. In its place, blue denim painted her shapely legs, and the white tank top that looked like part of a pajama set on me, looked disturbingly sexy on her. Stefan’s mom resembled top-shelf anime. 

      She blinked dazzling eyes. “Will this help?”

      “Yeah. Now, can you do anything about the eyes?” 

      “What is wrong with my eyes?”

      “Nothing if you wanna be shot on sight. Look at me. See how drab I look? That’s deliberate.” Sort of. “Think lackluster thoughts.”

      Her lips pinched, and her eyes narrowed slightly, but the diamond dazzle stayed. “How is this?”

      “Erm, yeah… We’ll work on that. Coffee?” Silly question. She tilted her head. “I’ll make you some. You’ll either love it or think I’m trying to poison you.”

      “If you try to poison me, I will freeze your lady parts.”

      A curl of laughter burst free. I hid it behind a cough and turned away. “When did you last see Stefan?”

      “Two of your nights ago. We were sleeping in a place called workshop. He told me it was safe. He was wrong.”

      His workshop. So he had stayed in Boston after the battle. I fixed two coffees, filling Yukki’s with sugar, anticipating her sweet tooth. “Is he… I mean, was he okay?”

      “No.”

      “No?” Stirring the coffee, my hand stilled. 

      “The immortal killer who wields chaos tore his power from him. He was recovering, when he vanished.”

      He’d been wounded. Considering he’d essentially blocked Dawn’s horrible tendrils of chaos, he was lucky to be breathing. “What happened?”

      “I found him after the battle. He was terribly weakened. He told me of a place we could go until he was strong enough to move. We made a temporary home, and I tended him.” She perched on the very edge of the couch, pale hands clamped on her knees. “He spoke of you. He spoke of little else.”

      I’d left him. He’d been weak, and I’d left him on the battlefield. The Institute could have found him. The demons could have torn into him. 

      “Why did you not return to help my son?” She reached to take the coffee. 

      “I…” I ran away. The truth lodged in my throat. “I had my own healing to do.”

      She lowered her gaze. “I also left him, just for a short while to search for sustenance. When I returned, he was no longer there. He left Kira-Kira behind. He would not do that.”

      “Any signs of a struggle?”

      “No.”

      I might have suspected the Institute, had I not already visited Adam. Stefan could have returned to the netherworld, but I didn’t think he’d risk it in a weakened state. The weak die quickly there. Where would he go? And if he didn’t go by choice, who would want him? “How did he seem to you? Demon or human?”

      “Human.” She answered quickly. “No demon would concern himself with your well being.”

      “Thanks.”

      “He said the destruction you wrought would either destroy you or rebuild you. He said Greed’s demise would have hurt you. Did it?”

      Wow, personal much? Yukki hadn’t yet learned the subtleties of social conversations and wouldn’t care for them even if she had. I tasted my coffee, hands clasped around the warm mug. “Yes.”

      She sniffed at her drink. “When immortal demons fall, something is very wrong with the way things are.” She tasted her coffee and licked her lips. Her eyes darted. “Mm… This, I like.”

      “Yukki, did Stefan say anything about wanting to go anywhere? Anything at all that might help?”

      “No. Only that he wanted to find you.” She turned her head and peered at my windows. Her waterfall of curled white hair spilled over her shoulder. Even dressed down, she would never pass as human. “I do not like this world. It is complicated. The humans, the rules, I do not understand any of it.”

      “Then why stay?”

      “I stayed to protect my son. He is my bloodspawn.” Her wide eyes regarded me almost with sympathy. “You do not know. He is my legacy. Besides ourselves, demons protect only our bloodkin. Will you help me find him?” 

      I nodded. “Of course. But you need to lay low. Tone down the demon, okay?” I suspected she was the ice-demon who’d been making the headlines. “If you aren’t careful, the Institute will kill you. Or worse.”

      Her lip rippled. She’d been an Institute prisoner before, when she’d struck up a relationship with Adam. “What do you ask in return?”

      Once, I’d have helped her without strings attached, but times had changed. “I need to see Jerry, the King of Hell.”

      She fluttered her lashes and dropped her gaze. “I will see if Baal will grant an audience. It will not come without a price.”

      “I suspect he and I want the same things, namely the veil back in place, doing its job.” I didn’t mention how I intended to ask Jerry—Baal—how to get Akil back. Information like that was worth too much to the wrong demons. 

      “There cannot be a return to the way things were.”

      “Have hope, Yukki. You’d be surprised how far hope will get you.”

      “Hope.” She echoed, her puzzled expression revealing her inability to understand a simple word that meant so much. 

      

      

      A rapid staccato of knocks on my front door woke me. The bedside alarm glowed 2:15am. My sleep-addled brain told me it was probably Yukki, and I buried my head under the covers. When the knocks came again, it occurred to me that Yukki didn’t need to knock. I’d already invited her in. She could come and go as she pleased.

      The only person who ever turned up unannounced at my door in the wee hours was Akil. My heart skipped, and then reality slapped it down. Warmth throbbed in my chest. I stumbled from the bed, threw on a robe, and drifted from the bedroom, through the living room, to the front door. 

      “This had better be good.” I tugged open the door. 

      Stefan leaned an arm against the frame. “Hey.”

      Sleep dulled my thoughts. “Hey, you’re okay?” When my demon senses started firing off alarm bells, the dregs of sleep muted them. When I should have asked him what the hell he was doing on my doorstep in the middle of the night, I was instead wondering why my thoughts dragged like syrup through my head. “Give me a sec, I just…” My vision swam, and a pounding sounded in my ears. I turned away and reached for the couch.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Sure, I…” Yeah, that was moment, right there, where the demon in me slapped me upside the head and told me to wake the fuck up because that thing outside my door wasn’t Stefan. He wore his leather coat, for one: the same coat I’d recently acquired, made my own, and even now draped over the couch in front of me. The slither of power currently licking up my exposed legs wasn’t anything like Stefan’s. Whoever it was, they had to be suicidal to consider elementally licking the Mother of Destruction, or they knew exactly what they were doing, which meant they didn’t fear me. I should be terrified of any demon not terrified of me. 

      With my back to my demon intruder, I said, “We can do this one of two ways.” The quiet in the room swallowed my voice. No traffic murmur from outside, no distant siren wails. The quiet was so thick I could taste it. A netherworld quiet, or a dream one. “One, we drop the theatrics and talk about this like civilized creatures. Or two, we go at it like demons, and considering I can turn your insides to charcoal in the time it takes you to curse the day you were born, I’d recommend option one.”

      A purely masculine chuckle rippled the quiet. I recognized it. At least, I’d heard it before, many times, but it wasn’t Stefan. I flicked my fingers out and turned slowly on the spot. The lazy stride of his athletic physique, the ruffled platinum blond locks of hair licking about his jaw—he looked like Stefan, even sounded like him, but the demon inside my apartment was not Stefan. 

      “Who are you?”

      “You know me,” not-Stefan said. 

      The element was wrong. “Why are you here?” I caught it then, the scent of burned flesh. Stefan’s scent was clean, fresh. This was the scent I’d breathed in while clutched against my father’s chest. 

      “You are—” he began.

      “If you say magnificent, I’ll turn you into demon jerky.”

      “It is said you captured and tortured your bloodkin, Valenti. He witnessed the rise and fall of the netherworld. He was…gloriously demon.” Not-Stefan’s voice fragmented and crumbled, replaced by a demon brogue so abrasive it set my teeth on edge. “You destroyed thousands of your kin. You shaped the Prince of Greed into a creature of flame, a creature you yourself became to best an immortal prince.”

      “I can also whip up one hell of an omelet. What’s your point?”

      “Your place is by my side.” He took a single step forward, bringing him into the wash of light flowing through the living room windows. His Stefan act wouldn’t have fooled me for long. The face was too harsh, the lips too tight, eyes too flat. Stefan was bright, and alive, even when battling with himself.

      Not-Stefan gestured at himself. “This camouflage ensured you would not attack.” 

      “You have no such guarantees now.” My heart fluttered. With every word, the certainty of who he was chipped away at my confidence. I’d invited him in. He was linked to me. My father. Asmodeus. The demon with enough clout to bend all others to his will. Even now, he manipulated my mind. The room might not even be real. And I stood virtually naked—but not vulnerable, never that—in front of him. “What do you want?”

      “You.”

      My focus rippled, the room tilted, and threads of reality unraveled, spilling open to reveal the terrifying truth of my father. His skin glistened a deep red. The Crimson Lord. Heat poured off him in relentless waves. Each of the countless hoop piercings riddling his vast, angular wings glowed white hot and sizzled against his flesh. Spiral horns twisted from a dramatic face made up of sharp cheekbones and a jutting jawline.

      I lifted my human gaze to meet his. Humans cannot look upon the princes of hell for long. Tears fell from my eyes in a steady stream and promptly evaporated on my hot cheeks.

      Asmodeus reached out a hand. Obsidian claws clicked together. “Come. Refuse, and I will ravage your human mind.” 

      I didn’t doubt his words, but I did doubt he could ruin my mind before I brought the fire. If I attacked, he wouldn’t pull his punches. The resulting battle would likely bring down my apartment building and all the people in it. Lacy slept down the hall. Jonesy was curled up on my bed. This was not the place to throw down with my father. I could fight him, but it wouldn’t accomplish anything. Until I knew the stakes, I was better off playing his game. I was the Mother of Destruction. I didn’t need to fight the Prince of Lust. As far as he knew, I was one badass demon-killing machine. 

      I spilled my demon into my flesh. Between one breath and the next, ember-dashed skin consumed pink human flesh. Heat burned fear from my veins. My one ruined wing burst free. Finally, I witnessed my father through demon eyes. Superheated vapor spiraled around him, lending him a liquid aura of heat. He was the most terrifying—and yet the most wonderful—demon I’d ever seen. My father. 

      “Stand beside me, daughter, and revel in the glory of two conquered worlds.” His voice resonated as though double-exposed. 

      I lifted my clawed hand—dainty in comparison—and placed it inside his palm.  

      His magnificence silenced my panicked thoughts. There was no choice here. The veil had to be restored and the demons once again locked away behind it. Whether Asmodeus was the answer or Jerry was, I had to find a way. I couldn’t run from what I had to do or from my father. I’d come too far. Changed too much. The solution was in the netherworld, not in Boston. I had to go back.

      He closed his hand around mine. Heat swelled. Our elements combined. We were bloodkin. The lava in my veins flowed from his source.

      His lips peeled back in a broad shark-like grin. “Amanat, Daughter.”

      From one liquid moment to the next, he shifted us from my modest apartment to a place that smelled of pine and wood mulch. Not the netherworld. Not yet. Not Boston either. Stars swirled in the night sky as I sought to steady myself. Asmodeus released my hand and strode toward a ragged outline of a house hunched in the dark. His great wings fanned outward, glowing white along their trailing edges. The musculature of his back rippled under the weight of those wings. Among demons, wings were a sign of status, of power. Whether consciously or not, his display told me not to fuck with him. 

      As my eyes adjusted to the dark, I recognized Blackstone’s luxury decor strewn about the once-manicured grounds as though a tornado had torn through the house, gobbled up Akil’s opulence, and spat it back out. The windows and doors hung open, funneling a cold wind through the building. I’d expected it to be bad, but not like this. Sharp wind hissed through the trees and blazed the embers dancing across my skin. Head and wing held high, I followed in my father’s footsteps. At least there wasn’t any sign of the thousands of demons who had made Blackstone their temporary home. They’d fought for Akil, against their own kin, and I’d probably killed them all when I’d burned the battlefield clean of anything demon.

      Asmodeus didn’t venture inside Akil’s house but stopped on the deck, wings spread, and turned. 

      I burned to ask him why we were there. But until I knew what I was dealing with, I opted for silence. I watched, listened, and studied. 

      “Open the veil,” he ordered, his deep voice a bass growl. He could do that himself just as easily, but I obliged with a flick of a mental switch. It hadn’t always been so easy to cut open the veil, and it shouldn’t have been. One day—soon, if I had my way—it would be difficult once more. 

      To my right, smudges of blue, green, and violet licked and twitched. 

      “Home.” The colors of the veil danced in his ochre eyes. “Go.”

      There had been a time the netherworld had chewed me up and spat me out, a time I’d run from everything out to kill me, a time when the netherworld would have destroyed me had I stopped hoping for a better future. If you ceased fighting your other half, you’d have your answer. Akil had been so damn right about so much. Well, I no longer held back, not any more. My demon was me and I her. 

      I stepped through the veil onto a carpet of writhing foliage. My veins throbbed with fire and pulsed, aglow. Ash rained from my fingertips. I flexed my wing, drew the sickly netherworld air into my lungs, and bared my fangs. 

      “Momma’s back…” I purred.

      Thunder rumbled, or perhaps it was the groan of some monstrous demon. The sound snagged my attention, drawing my gaze to where a battlement embraced the outer fringes of a sprawling castle hewn precisely from black rock. Only this fortress was bigger, so large in fact, I couldn’t see it all from outside the walls. Akil—Mammon’s fortress. I’d recognize it blind. As the lessers howled and chittered in the night, I devoured the sight of Mammon’s home. I hadn’t been back since the night he’d saved me. This was why my father had taken me to Blackstone. Akil’s house overlaid the same location as his netherworld fortress. 

      Asmodeus’s heat pushed at my back. My element instinctively reached for his, exploring, entwining. 

      “It seems only fitting you should claim his throne. No?”

      Hell, no. I didn’t want to claim anything of Akil’s. I certainly didn’t want his netherworld fortress or to be anywhere near the Dark Court, if I could help it. I locked my expression down and internally trampled on the panic nipping at my thoughts. “I already have one title. I don’t need another.”

      My father drew up alongside me, his wing curled around behind, embracing me without touching. He lifted his protruding chin. His eyes narrowed before he glided his attention down to me. “You reduced Gluttony to lava. You assisted in the infinite destruction of Envy. Greed stood by your side, and perished. Your mistake is believing you have a choice. You belong among the Dark Court.”

      Where better to meet with Jerry? To ascertain what the princes were planning? To figure out how to restore Akil and the veil? I’d be at the top of the demon food chain. The demon part of me curled a smile across my lips. A half-blood Princess of Hell. Oh, yes, that would do nicely. But I swallowed back the purr of agreement. “You didn’t bring me here for my benefit. What do you want from me?”

      Asmodeus’s lips hooked into a sly grin. “Baal seeks to restore the veil. The Dark Court is not in agreement. You will assist in his destruction.”

      I managed to maintain my smile. It was the demon thing to do. But inside, I recoiled. The court wanted me to help destroy Jerry, the King of Hell? Human loyalties screamed refusals. But this was the netherworld. Loyalty played no part there. 

      Asmodeus waited for my reply. The longer I delayed, the less likely he would be to believe me. I needed to get inside the court. Perhaps I could help Jerry from inside their ranks.  At the very least, I’d be able to study my enemies. There were too many unknowns. To many ifs, buts, and maybes. Asmodeus was right. I didn’t have a choice. “Very well. But I will not adopt Greed’s title. I have my own.”

      Light slid along his sharp teeth. “Agreed.”
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      Mammon’s fortress crawled with demons. Most were of the lesser variety. They clung to the polished stone walls, nestled around exposed beams, and generally filled every nook and crevice. All eyed me warily, ducking leathery heads low. Hisses slipped through clenched teeth. Armored skin rattled. They no more liked me than I liked them. Higher demons had made the fortress their home, and the battlements enclosed a settlement of sorts. Those demons eyed me as they might their next meal. Unlike their lesser brethren, the higher demons saw only a one-winged half-blood whore. Never mind what the Mother of Destruction had reportedly done in the human realm. The netherworld would need proof by way of spilled blood. One, or many, would try to kill me and soon. My skin itched with anticipation. Let them bring it. I’d cremate any demon who tried. 

      Asmodeus left me to wander the fortress. I roamed the halls, as I had once as a naïve half-blood. Despite my missing wing, I threw off enough heat to project a formidable presence. I oozed control, while inside, panic pulled on frayed nerves. Sure, I could bluff my father to a point, but the truth was, I had no idea how to manipulate him or the court. Akil had told me he’d manipulated the princes for years, but he’d never imparted any of that useful skill to me. I was going to have to wing it, so to speak. Not a particularly comforting thought. First things first: gauge how deeply in the shit I was, meet the court, and feel out their plans. Find out how to bring Akil back, and when I was armed with the facts and hopefully with Akil by my side, we’d make for Jerry and tell him everything. If all went well, he’d know how to restore the veil. If I couldn’t find the information beforehand, he’d definitely know how to resurrect Akil, and given how they’d been buddies, I could trust his words. Asmodeus had already admitted Jerry wanted the demons back where they belonged. I was on Team Jerry. Together, we’d figure this out. And all the humans would live happily ever after—as happy as humanity could ever be. Sounded easy. Maybe it would be. And maybe lesser demons could knit. 

      I found my way to the throne room. Protective anti-elemental symbols throbbed inside walls adorned by monstrous demon-head trophies. The cathedral-like proportions swamped my puny body. Behind a vast black granite table on a raised ornately carved dais, stood two empty thrones. I’d seen this hall once before almost seventeen years ago. As a young half-blood fresh from the killing pit in the bowels of the fortress, I’d roamed the halls much as I did now, and I’d stumbled across the Dark Court in session. The Seven Princes of Hell had been engaged in a heated discussion around that very table. To my sheltered half-blood mind, they’d all been beautiful and terrifying in their demon glory. Peeking through the door, I’d seen my father for the first time. Mammon had been there. Leviathan too. How things had changed.

      When I reached out a hand, my touch sizzled against the cool stone tabletop. Below the surface, symbols bobbed out of the solid stone like hungry fish seeking food. I plucked my hand back, watched the glyphs sink into the blackness of the table, and dangled my fingers across the surface once more. Again, the swirling glyphs rose to the surface. Were they alive? Jerry had been coated from head to toe in the same symbols. On the battlefield, they’d hovered around him like armor. Like the original princes, the symbols were ageless. I didn’t understand them or how they worked to temper elemental energy. There was too much about the netherworld I didn’t understand. 

      Being raised as a half-blood chew-toy hadn’t left much room for history lessons. How could I hope to stand around that very table with equally mystifying immortal demons? How was I going to convince the court I was one of them? They would never accept me no matter what Daddy dearest said. I had to prove my worth if I was going to infiltrate their inner circle. How do you prove you’re all demon? I had my theories, and all scenarios involved grotesque violence.

      I sighed, and the sound carried deeply into the empty space. I could have done with having Akil by my side. He’d have known what to do, although extracting any helpful information from him would have been like Chinese water torture. Damn, I missed that son of a bitch. Warmth pulsed in my chest and throbbed through my veins. I pressed my hand over my heart. He was in there—some part of him. His soul, his essence, whatever fuelled our dreams; it was there. I just had to get him out and remake him. It was possible. It had to be. He’d said there was a way.

      I felt the push of my father’s element as he entered the throne room. He said a single word in the old language. It sounded more like a growl than speech. I trained my gaze ahead, resisting the urge to turn. I wasn’t afraid to show him my back. We were equal now. No, not afraid. 

      “The symbols,” he repeated in guttural English. “They respond favorably.” He stopped beside me, wings drawn in. “This is good.”

      Heat lapped at my skin. I fought to ignore his explorative embrace. This was just demon. It was normal. Relax, I ordered myself. I made no comment, even though I wanted to ask if the symbols were alive and what it meant if they responded to me. I would find some other demon to ask. Not my father. He had to think me strong, proud, and infallible.

      “You have learned much under Greed’s tutelage. But still, there is one remaining aspect of our blood you must control.”

      Greed’s tutelage. I didn’t need reminding that Akil had been tasked with my protection. Ryder had been my Institute babysitter, and Akil had been my demon one. He’d finally admitted it, hours before his death on the battlefield. He’d admitted a lot of things. Some hurt too much to recall.

      “What is that, Father?” I turned my head and lifted my gaze. My father’s eyes glowed a brilliant yellow. He tilted his brutish face, ruby lips parted. I might have thought his expression was amusement, but I couldn’t decipher it, not really. The cheekbones were too harsh, cheeks too hollow. I would have to watch him closely, learn what his expressions meant, if I had any hope of besting him. 

      He bowed his head. “I am the Prince of Lust. Your brother wielded lust like a sharpened blade. It is time you were taught to do the same.”

      Oh, god. Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse. I pinned a shallow smile to my lips and hoped to hell he didn’t see the fear in my eyes. “Then let us begin.”

      

      

       

      I’d wondered since discovering who my father was if I had a weakness for lust. I’d tried to avoid encouraging that part of me. Call it denial, but it kept me sane. Mostly. Now, as I stood in front of a whimpering half-blood male, with my father looming hot and huge behind me, I regretted not having explored the matter before that moment. 

      Asmodeus had shooed the syrupy netherworld air from the chamber, allowing the human half-blood to breathe without choking. He was a sorry thing. Skin hung off his bones. Eyes frightened. Mind gone. I looked down at him and saw what I had once been. He looked back at me, pitiful, whimpering—as I’d once looked up at Damien—and I nearly threw up.

      “Show me lust.” Asmodeus’s words pushed at my mind.

      Lust. Right. I had no idea what I was supposed to do, and behind my demon smile, I scrambled around in my memories for any clue as to how to convince my father I could do this without actually doing it. My brother had been the epitome of lust. He’d had me salivating at his feet, eager to do his bidding. He’d destroyed Jenna’s human mind and made her his minion. As far as I could remember, he’d done it all with touch, but there had to be more to it. I’d touched plenty of people and didn’t turn them into salivating lunatics. Sure, I was only half a thing, nothing like my brother, but I must have had something in me for Asmodeus to pursue it. Or did he want to watch me fail?

      “Begin.” Asmodeus grumbled. 

      My fingers twitched. If my father thought me weak, this charade of mine would end. If we threw down here, I might walk away. Or I might not. Either way, I’d have blown my chances of getting answers right out of the water. He’d definitely live, and he’d rally the princes against me. I wasn’t ready for that. I needed Jerry by my side before we came to blows. I needed a way to stop the princes for good.

      Stretching out my wing, I crouched down in front of the man and draped my arms over my knees. He pulled back, trying to disappear into the wall behind him. Nobody had saved this one the way Akil had saved me. He didn’t have a name. He was a toy, passed around the demons until they tired of him. I knew what that nightmare was like. 

      Saliva pooled in my mouth. My smile twisted and died. It didn’t matter. My father couldn’t see, but the half-blood did. He’d see the humanity in my eyes, the sympathy there. What hope did he have? Perhaps a dose of lust might clear the degradation from his mind. For a while, he wouldn’t care about anything else, and maybe that would be a blessing. If I could do this…

      I drew in a breath through my teeth. The half blood flinched. Snivels and hitches babbled from his lips. I reached out my hand, but he cringed away. Ah, my heat. My demon skin would burn his. 

      “Why do you delay?”

      “I like to tease them.” The words cut as I forced them through my teeth. “I’m sorry,” I mouthed. The half blood’s eyes widened. He sprang at me, sensing weakness in my apology. I jerked back, more startled than hurt. His cool hands locked around my throat. We tumbled, and almost immediately, the alarmingly succulent smell of cooking flesh filled my nostrils. If I reverted to human, my father would think me weak. I couldn’t. But my touch would kill the man. He screamed, eyes wild and teeth bared. I couldn’t save this one. Hands clamped around my neck, he clung on, teeth gritted. Spittle rained from his lips as he growled and snapped. No words. Maybe nobody had taught him how to speak. I could kill him. Was that the right thing to do?

      Asmodeus plucked him off me and broke his neck in the time it took me to blink. He tossed the body aside and fixed me beneath his yellow-eyed glare. Propped up on my elbows with my wing crushed beneath me, I glared back. If he challenged me now, I’d fight. He sucked in a breath through his nostrils. His chest expanded. “I have another.” He grunted. “Come.”

      I had to get out of this lesson and fast. “Why is it important I master lust?”

      “You are my daughter.”

      Climbing to my feet, I curled my lip at the sight of sizzling human hair and skin clinging to my demon flesh. Damn. I’d have given anything to be back in Boston, sipping a chai tea latte. Maybe I couldn’t even wield lust. Maybe that delightful talent had skipped me. I hoped so. But I still needed to convince daddy-dearest I could.

      I followed Asmodeus through the fortress, collecting leers and jeers along the way. We descended staircases into the bowels of the castle. I knew there was a fighting pit beneath the halls but couldn’t imagine why we’d be going there. Certainly, no demon would face me in the pit. They’d much prefer stabbing me in the back or cutting my throat while I slept.

      We entered what appeared to be a galley of empty stalls, like stables, but in these stalls, shackles hung from the ceiling. My element flared at the sight of them. Torches spluttered. Chains. A shudder rippled through me, dislodging ash from my skin. Please don’t let there be another half-blood chained down here. Maybe if it’s demon I can put it out of its misery before it suffers any longer.

      The sight greeting me in the last stall ripped the demon smile from my face and tore out my heart. 

      Stefan. 

      Beautiful, deadly, ice-born Stefan. Demon, but without his wings. He lay on his side, eyes closed, wrists shackled. Ice crystals glittered through his glorious demon body. Gashes wept blood. Dark, dried blood marred his hip, thigh, and arm. He’d fought. He’d been beaten.

      Oh, god. No!

      Rage bubbled up from the deepest darkest corners of my soul. I flung myself at my father in a flurry of claws and teeth. I might even have gotten through—had he not caught my skull in one vast hand and slammed me against the wall. He pinned me there, leaning all of his formidable weight into the hold. Grit and stone dug into my skull. Growls tumbled forth. I bucked and writhed until he smothered my little demon body with his own, holding me rigid between demon muscle and dungeon walls.

      “I could rip your skull from your spine,” he purred. His illicit tone made the threat more venomous. 

      Tears sizzled in my eyes. I couldn’t look away from Stefan. What had been done to him? How had they caught him? He was the Prince of Wrath. The symbols had no effect on him. At least, they hadn’t, but they did now. Glyphs glowed around the shackles rubbing his wrists raw. How was he there? Was he…dead? I couldn’t panic. Panic would get me killed. “Yes, Father.” Think quick and smart. 

      Asmodeus threw me to the floor. “You will destroy this one’s mind with lust before you join me at court.”

      No, no, no… I couldn’t. Not Stefan. Even if I knew how, I couldn’t hurt him. 

      “Attack me again, and I will summon the blade and take great pleasure in cleaving your half-blood body in two. You killed my bloodspawn—my son. Do not make the mistake of believing I care for you, Daughter. Your power is of my blood. Prove your allegiance.”

      Stefan’s lashes fluttered. His beautiful eyes opened, and his crystalline gaze speared my soul. He snarled.
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      With my father behind me, I levered myself up onto my arms, and Stefan did the same. He rose from his sprawled position slowly, methodically, showing no signs of weakness. Chain links chinked and rattled. Taut muscles quivered. Demon skin shimmered. His gaze scored though to my very soul. Fury—brittle, sharp, and ice-white—burned in his eyes. The manacles around his wrists restrained his element, but he didn’t need his element to send a chill through me. 

      “Stand.” My father’s order barely penetrated the shock wrapped around me. 

      Stefan’s eyes narrowed. Frigid anger sharpened his glare. His lips thinned as he pulled them back over his teeth. 

      “Stand.” My father repeated.

       I slid my gaze right and caught sight of my father behind me. A clean blue shimmer danced on the walls, thrown there by the elemental blade in Asmodeus’s hand. Only the princes could summon it. I’d seen it a handful of times, usually right before the shit was about to hit the fan. Anti-elemental glyphs licked across the flanks of the sword. It would make quick work of my skin and my element. The threat was clear. 

      Stefan hissed. His chains groaned as he got to his feet. The order was for him? Every breath hissed through his clamped teeth. He’d curled his hands into fists. 

      Asmodeus lunged for Stefan. I winced. Stefan stood firm and let my father clasp his left hand around his throat. Asmodeus’s sword arm tensed, his wing shifted—

      “Stop!” I couldn’t let this happen. Screw the demon act. Fuck the veil. My father was not laying a hand on Stefan.

      Asmodeus held the sword aloft. Ripples of light lapped over them both: my father, his crimson skin aglow and Stefan, glacial, deadly. They glared, challenging. Stefan couldn’t win. He was trapped and weakened. But he outshone my father. Crystal wings bloomed from his back, layer upon layer, until they arched every bit as wide as my father’s. Stefan might have been elementally restrained, but he was still demon and a Prince of Hell.

      Asmodeus’s upper lip curled. “Muse will rip your mind asunder. If she fails, you both die here.”

      Stefan made no reply. A muscle fluttered in his jaw, and ice dusted his face, but he didn’t attack or move to protect himself. A growl bubbled from the depths of my father’s monstrous body until it peeled from his lips. With one great sweep, he threw Stefan against the rear wall of the stall. Stefan’s wings shattered. He fell but sprang forward, lunging for Asmodeus.

      “Stefan, no!” My cry rang out as Asmodeus struck Stefan with a bone-jarring crack of his fist, throwing Stefan to the floor, out cold. Melt water pooled around his motionless body. 

      Hot and bitter rage burned my throat as it bubbled up from inside. I dug my claws into the stones. Raw, elemental heat throbbed from my flesh. 

      I climbed to my feet—movements deliberate and precise—lifted my chin, and closed my eyes. The beacon of heat that was my father blazed like a furnace. Sending my element out, I latched onto his source. He swung the blade. He really would kill me. I ducked and spun, punching my claws into his torso. Hooking them closed, I tore out a handful of muscle and flesh. He roared and turned on me like the demon prince he was. I saw teeth and claws and fire and felt the terrible flash burn of pain down my entire right side. Unconsciousness washed in, but receded just as quickly. The third or fourth time my father slammed me into the wall rattled some sense back into my head. I hissed and tore his heat from inside him like pulling the rug from under his feet. His sledgehammer fists beat into me. He could have killed me, but that wasn’t his intention. When he pinned me underneath his foot and yanked my wing up, panic instantly banished apathy. Not my wing. No. No! Not that! 

      I bucked, writhed, twisted, but like so many years ago, I couldn’t out-muscle a full-blood demon. Sure, when fully charged, I could blast a battlefield, but in a brawl, I was deeply flawed. I surged my element into his, tangled around his heat, and knotted flame with flame. I couldn’t fight fire with fire. I had to wrench it all out of him, to drain him as I had Mammon. I tugged, and it came. 

      The elemental blade carved into my wing membrane. Blinding pain silenced my thoughts and instantly severed my hold on my father’s element.

      He knelt on my back, held my wing under his arm, and bowed low enough that when he spoke, I heard every malicious hiss. “There is no half-blood-chaos-girl here to save you. The only reason I allow you to live is to do my bidding. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      His weight lifted. “You will destroy this one with lust, and prove your worth.” He released my wing. I levered my body up and watched through hooded eyes as my father walked away. The elemental blade dissolved. He didn’t look back. The door swung shut behind him. The lock rattled. And almost immediately, I retched up bloody bits of my insides. But I still had my wing. I ached and throbbed and burned. I wanted to cry and howl and roar. But I was alive.

      My agony paled when my gaze settled on Stefan. Half dragging, half crawling, I inched closer. He lay on his side, chains draped over him. His chest rose and fell, and his eyelids flickered. How long had he been chained down there? His demon protected his body, and even now healed his wounds, but that wouldn’t make any of this hurt less. 

      His eyelids fluttered. His eyes opened, and he jerked back with a growl.

      “Easy.” I held out a hand. “It’s me.”

      “Muse.” And with the sound of my name on his lips, he sighed. “You’re alive.”

      “Against the odds.”

      “The battle… I wasn’t sure… And then, when he came—” He winced and probed at his jaw. “He hits like a truck.”

      There would be time or explanations later. I crawled closer and reached for the manacles. He flinched. I paused, fingers hovering close to the surface of the metal. “I won’t hurt you.”

      “I know, it’s…” His throat moved as he swallowed. Propped up on his elbow, he watched me with wary eyes. “He can twist my thoughts.” Stefan’s smile shifted restlessly on his lips. “Which he did. Regularly. Made me believe things…”

      I gritted my teeth and shuffled into a kneeling position, pulling my bruised wing in behind me. Apologies fought to be free, but I didn’t know where to start. I should never have left him on the battlefield. But the look on his face was about more than that. The fine lines around his fractured smile, around tired eyes—how his gaze skirted mine. Exactly what had my father made him believe? 

      I reached for the manacles once more, feeling my way around the metal. I sent an experimental push of heat into them, but the glyphs deflected it. 

      Stefan hissed sharply. 

      “Sorry,” I uttered. 

      “You can’t get them off without the key.”

      I kept my head bowed and focused on the metal. Curling my claws into the hinge, I tugged, picked, and pulled, but they didn’t move. I supposed I hadn’t really expected them to. I just needed to do something. Anything. “I can’t melt them.” The stall didn’t yield anything helpful. I’d have found more creature comforts in an Institute cell. 

      “Muse.”

      Maybe if I could read the metal, I might discover a way to remove them? A cut, a little blood, and I might—

      “Muse…” Stefan pulled his wrist free of my grip and touched my chin. His icy skin tingled against the fire of mine, sprinkling shivers through my flesh. He tipped my face up. “Now would be a really good time to tell me you have a plan.”

      “I did.” I moistened my lips and watched tiny filaments of ice in his eyes capture the torchlight. “I do.” But I hadn’t planned on him. Asmodeus wasn’t going to accept anything less than Stefan’s mental obliteration, and there was no way in hell I could do that to him, even if I knew how.

      Stefan’s smiled steadied and slanted sideways. “It’s good to see you, y’know. And not only because you’re the only real company I’ve had for weeks.”

      “Weeks?” Oh, god. He’d been here weeks. While I’d been running away, he’d been facing my father. Weeks trapped down here and still he’d looked Asmodeus in the eyes and fought. A nervous chitter rattled from my throat. “Stefan, had I known, I’d have come. I wasn’t in Boston—I… I had to get away. After… After what happened…”

      He pressed his hands to my face—chains rattling—and silenced my rambling with the kind of look that had heat flaring in my veins. “I get it. You’re here now. That’s good enough. Stop agonizing, and help me think of a way out of this.”

      “A way out…” Right. The manacles. A key. Get the key. To do that, I need to get out of this dungeon. “Hold that thought.” I left him and tried the door my father had locked: still locked, obviously. And when I tried to pour hear into it, glyphs bobbed to the surface and volleyed my efforts right back at me. I searched the other stalls for anything we could use or any weaknesses in the walls, but to no avail. We weren’t breaking out; that was for sure. 

      Stefan lifted his head when I returned to his stall. “No luck, huh?”

      “Nope.” 

      I sat beside him against the back wall, hugged my knees to my chest, and sighed. “Yukki found me when I returned to Boston. She told me you were missing. We were going to look for you together, but then my father found me, and…” The memory of my father appearing in my apartment as Stefan reminded me how he must have played the same game with Stefan. “He said he wanted me to stand beside him. I have to find Jerry and figure out how to restore the veil. Figured I’d kill two birds with one stone.”

      Stefan draped his arm over his knee and turned to face me. “But Asmodeus wants proof you’re demon to the core?” I bit into my lip and looked away. “That’s what he meant about proving your worth?”

      “Yeah.” I whispered and cleared my throat. “I thought I could pretend I was part of their evil club, but I didn’t factor you in.”

      “Asmodeus did.”

      “Yeah…” He’d had it planned weeks ago when he’d first taken Stefan. Stefan was my weakness. And like an idiot, I’d walked right into my father’s trap.

      Minutes passed in silence. But it wasn’t a silence that begged to be filled. Stefan’s cool presence grounded my thoughts. There had to be a way out of this. I needed to think.

      “He wants you to wield lust.” Stefan finally said what we were both thinking.

      “Yeah.” I bowed my head and glued my gaze to a crack between the stones. “He’s already tried to force me into it. He killed the half-blood I was meant to mind-fuck when I failed.”

      Stefan shifted beside me. I skewed my gaze sideways. He’d dropped his head back and peered up at the concave stone ceiling. Considering what I’d just told him, the smile on his lips was a mischievous thing. “For once—just once—it’d be great, if the universe would stop screwing with us.”

      I smiled. “Wouldn’t it just.”

      “Chocolate ice cream.”

      “Huh?”

      “When we finally get to go on that date you owe me. There will be chocolate ice cream.”

      “Hell, yes. With chocolate chips.”

       He nodded appreciatively. “Can you do it?”

      “What? The chocolate chips? Yeah, I mean, it’s not like I have to cook them. Don’t ask me to cook anything, ever, by the way. I’m—”

      He turned his head and held my stare, his smile failing. “The lust.”

      Oh, that. “I don’t know. I’ve never tried. And it’s not the sort of thing that comes up in conversation. But my brother could, and my father is… Well, we know what he is.” I had it in me to be a monster. Everyone knew it but me. “I suppose, somewhere inside, I can.” Stefan raked his fingers through his ice-bound hair and sent his gaze skyward again. I couldn’t hurt him. “I won’t.” 

      He sighed. “You will.”
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      I woke curled like a cat inside Stefan’s embrace. My scorching heat and his searing cold somehow plateaued between us, so his touch didn’t so much burn as tingle. Clearly, my chargrilled skin didn’t bother him because he’d draped an arm over my waist. My wing was numb, but I could live with that if it meant I could stay there, watching him sleep. At rest, there was barely a line on his pearly-smooth face. Ice dust sparkled on his lips and lashes. He could almost pass for human: someone who’d spent a few days in a freezer. Fractals occasionally skittered beneath his skin like dallying snowflakes. They were gone as quickly as I spotted them. I lifted a hand between us and poked gently at his cheek. Tiny spikes of ice reached for my finger, as though his ice was alive. I’d seen him craft himself ice-armor, and knew he could power up his defenses. I wondered what else he could do. I trailed my fingertip across his lip and watched the ice sparkle in the wake of my touch. In the past, when I’d been this close to him, he’d usually been trying to kill me or scare me. Demons didn’t do hugs. I’d never been truly intimate with another demon as a demon, at least, not by choice. I’d been curious though. Ever since I’d met Stefan—what felt like centuries ago now—I’d wondered what would it be like to be together as demons? We were elementally opposed. When demons rucked, they did so among their own elements, and it was usually violent. I’d seen it once a long time ago. I’d thought the demons had been trying to kill each other. When I asked Damien, he’d taught me exactly what rucking was—by doing the same to me. 

      “Stop poking me, or suffer the consequences.” Stefan opened his eyes. His pupils dilated. Sparks scattered through the brilliant blue of his irises.

      “Ah, hi.” Stefan’s mock growl sent embers fizzling across my skin. Not for the first time, I was grateful he couldn’t see a blush on my dark skin. “I was, er… I was—you’re beautiful,” I blurted.

      “Beautiful?” After tugging his chain out from under him, he propped his head up on a hand. “Don’t ever tell Ryder you said that. I’ll never live it down.”

      The arm draped over my waist shifted, and his hand settled against the small of my back. The fire in my veins flared. I hoped he didn’t realize how my body betrayed my racing demon heart. “You are, though. I’m… Well, I’m all leathery and burned, and you’re all magnificent and sparkly. It’s not fair.”

      “Seriously?” When he smiled, the glint of his sharp teeth showed. “Muse, you’re like nothing else this side of the veil. You move like fire. When you fought your father, you were so damn fast I could barely track you. And you’re strong too. Proud.”

      “Proud.” I snorted and twisted into him to release my wing, stretching it out behind me. “One raggedy wing, full of holes. It couldn’t be more useless. I’m tiny too. It’s pathetic.”

      “During the battle, before Dawn tore through me, I saw you… Really saw you.” He eased his hand over my hip, sliding his tingling touch higher. “You were fire. You glowed so damn hot, I couldn’t look right at you. Like an avenging angel.”

      Avenging angel. I’d been avenging all right. It had been by luck more than judgment I hadn’t killed every single human being on that battlefield too. I wouldn’t have been much of an angel then. “I have horns.” I rolled my eyes up but couldn’t see the horns in question. They swept back, over my skull, and kicked up behind my ears.

      He grinned. “Horns are cool.”

      “I trail ash everywhere I go.”

      “Yeah, but wherever you are, it’s never dark.”

      A little smile broke through my restraint. “Show me your wings.”

      “Always with the wings.” Even as he spoke, they were forming. Quills of ice layered one over the other. A crystal wing arched over us and behind me, enclosing us. Almost instantly, my heat began to melt those beautiful feathers.

      “Can I touch it?” I asked. He nodded, and I twisted onto my back to reach up and trail my burning fingers along the smooth wing surface. “Can you feel that?” 

      “No. They’re not like your wing. They’re manufactured. Yours is real.”

      Water trailed down my wrist, hissed, and turned to steam. While I swirled patterns in the ice, his hand settled on the flat of my stomach. “Can you fly?” I asked, utterly failing to keep the awe out of my voice. 

      “Not really. Do you remember the night Akil pushed you from the top floor of the Atlantic Hotel?”

      “How could I forget?” I pushed my finger into his wing and drew a smiley face in ice.

      “Well, I followed.”

      “You what?”

      “How do you think I got there in time to yank you out of the drift?”

      “I dunno. I’ve never really thought about it.”

      “Wings. Well. Kind of. I fall with style. Naturally.”

      I remembered it well. Plunging into a snowdrift from a skyscraper tends to leave an impression. 

      “I’d like to tell you my leap of faith was graceful.” He flexed his shoulder. His wing quivered. The quills sighed in unison. Damn, he was something else. Droplets of water rained down and vaporized on my sizzling skin. “But it really wasn’t.”

      An image of him flinging himself out of the window after me had a wild surge of laughter bubbling up my throat. I fought to keep it in behind twitching lips but couldn’t, and once the laughter was out, I couldn’t stop. Stefan’s quizzical look didn’t help. 

      “We could have died.” His lips worked to hold back a smile. “I didn’t know if I could pull my element from the veil and turn it to snow before we hit the ground.”

      I laughed harder. “That was a terrible plan.” I snorted a guttural demon sound. Stefan’s eyes widened. The look on his face as he fought back his own hilarity was priceless and had me laughing so damn hard I couldn’t see or breath or think.

      “You’re insane,” he muttered with a chuckle.

      Considering where we were, I could live with that. “I know, right?” I’d never laughed so hard as a demon before. It was…satisfying. 

      “You’re also glowing a little right now.”

      “I am?” I looked down at myself—the glow of my fiery veins, the crumbling skin—and watched Stefan lift his crystal hand and trail it higher. His smooth fingers skipped over my navel, skimmed the dip of my waist, and danced just below my breast. I wanted him to roam higher, wanted to turn my head and look at him, to read his thoughts on his face, in his eyes. But at the same time, I didn’t. I was still afraid of what it might mean, of what I was supposed to do. 

      His hand lingered, fingers twirling, and I worried my lip between my teeth. Why did it have to be him? I couldn’t hurt him, not even for the world. I had to; I knew that. To get free, to find Jerry, to restore the veil, I had to hurt Stefan. “I can’t.” I spoke so softly I was sure he wouldn’t hear me. 

      His lips brushed my ear. “You can,” he whispered, and then nipped at my cheek. Ice burned, water sizzled. “You’re amazing, Muse.”

      “Stop.”

      He curled his hand around my side, splayed his fingers, and rolled me against him. His eyes were all I could see, at once dazzling and terrifying. Fire surged, but I pulled it back. He didn’t have control of his element. I couldn’t risk pushing too far. 

      “You remember the first time we were together?” His hand was on my face suddenly, holding me still. “Remember how I held back?”

      I blinked and nodded. At the Institute, a lifetime ago, before he’d gone through the veil, he and I had shared ourselves—explored, in the way new couples do. At the time, I’d been dosed up on PC34 and unable to call my demon. He’d tempered his element, his demon, to keep me safe from that half of him.

      “Now it’s your turn to own that control.”

      “Stefan, I—” He pressed his thumb to my mouth, sealing away my denial. 

      “You have to do this. I trust you to do this.”

      I don’t know how! He must have seen the fear in my eyes because he smiled and brushed his ice-lips against the dry heat of mine. “It will be okay. Jenna survived Val. I’ll survive you.”

      His words teased against my mouth. His hand slipped around behind my head, down my neck, my shoulder, and in its wake, sparks flared. Even though I trembled, and needed, in a wholly demon way, fear held me back. I’d faced demons the size of mountains. I’d murdered thousands of my kin in a blink. I’d torn my owner’s throat open and burned him from the inside out. But there, in Stefan’s arms, I quivered, terrified I was about to hurt the only man I’d ever truly loved. A love without conditions, without fear. Honest love. True love. I loved him. Demon and woman. All of me. Every messed up, broken and remade half-blood piece of me loved Stefan. And I was about to break him. 

      “Stefan I—”

      He pulled me into the kind of kiss that robs you of control. Rational thoughts vanished, pushed out by the very real feel of him. He hooked his leg around mine and tugged me tight against him. Sensations spilled over my flesh: hot shivers, cold ones. Fire and ice. Wrong, but so damn right. So exquisitely right. So goddamned demon. Fear burned away beneath pleasure and pain. I fell into that kiss, into him, and held on for the life of me—of us. But I had to tell him the truth. Biting my lip, I pulled away. I lifted my fingers and hovered their tips beside his cheek. Steam swirled around my claws. His cold nipped at my ember-dashed flesh, sending darts of pleasure and pain skittering down my arm. “I’ve lived a life of lies, but there’s one truth nobody can take from me,” I said softly.

      “Muse, I—”

      “Ssh,” I pressed a finger to his lips. He stilled, eyes widening before his gaze sharpened, like a predator fixed on his prey. Ice gathered on his lashes, in his hair. My element licked up his leg, around his thigh, higher. “Whatever happens, know that I love you. I’ve always loved you. Since you walked into my workshop and blew my world to bits, I hated you, but I loved you too. I love your smile, your laugh, and how I know you’ll always try. I love how you’ll fight until there’s nothing left worth fighting for. You’re my hope, Stefan. The reason I’m still here. You’re as broken as I am, and I love you all the more for it.”

      I kissed him, pressed hot lips against the coolness of his mouth. Ice and fire, we clashed and combined. My element surged. Ice nipped at my lips, burned against my tongue. It should have hurt, but it didn’t. Tingles spritzed through me where my body touched his. He kissed me back. Ice pushed against my lips, working its way inside. I fluttered my wing open and leaned into him as he quivered against me. I wanted his cool embrace closed around me. I needed him to touch me. 

      He pulled back, just enough to take a breath and rest his cheek against mine. “You know,” he whispered, “when I first saw you in your workshop, I thought it would be easy. You were just a half-blood pet. But when I watched you working at the forge, hammering the hell out of that half-made sword, I knew… I knew you were so much more. Maybe I knew then that I’d never escape you.” He brushed his cheek against mine and purred. “I hated you for the longest time,” he whispered, “but I’ve loved you for longer.”

      I held him close, so close I couldn’t breathe. Fire and ice entwined. His snowflake kissed settled on my face, my chin, my neck… His cool touch ignited the fire beneath my skin. He couldn’t see the molten tears. They soaked into my cheeks and vanished. “I can’t hurt you.” I closed my eyes and swallowed a sob.

      “You have to…”

      He gathered me off the floor into his lap. I locked my legs around him, holding so tight, afraid of the moment. His cool hands stroked up my back. I opened my wing, allowing him to dance his icy touch across it. 

      “Muse.”

      I can’t do this.

      “Muse.”

      I buried my face against his neck, relishing how our elements repelled, quivered, and danced in their own intimacy. “I’d rather die than hurt you this way.”

      He captured my face in his hands and forced me back, so I had no choice but to look at him. And look I did. He shone, so perfect. His wings splayed behind him, glorious and surreal. The eternal glow from my veins rippled warm orange light over the crystal blue of his body. I touched his face, the way I had a dozen times before, but this time, I touched him as demon, felt the chaos in him, soaked his ethereal touch into me while I pushed inside him with mine.

      “Just enough to convince him. That’s all. We can survive this together. You have to be free of this place, Muse. You have to be one of them to beat them. You can. I know you can.”

      Damn him. Why did he have to be so right? Why couldn’t he be selfish like me? Why couldn’t we have this moment and make it about us? “I don’t know how,” I whispered, searching his brilliant eyes. But it was a lie. There was something in me: a wild hunger. I’d touched it briefly only a few times. Once, as a naïve half-blood girl half in love with the Prince of Greed, I’d used it to seduce Akil and test him for lies—so long ago the memory felt like it belonged to someone else. I had it in me to summon lust. Lust was in my blood.

      “Be demon.” Stefan’s sorry smile chilled my firestone heart.

      I gave a tiny shake of my head, but he held my face too tightly and kissed me hard. He was helping me do what had to be done. He wanted me, demon to demon. Would it be so bad if I poured gasoline on the spark and torched his soul with an inferno of lust? I can’t. I can’t. I CAN’T. 

      He skipped his fingers up my wing and a gasp tore from my lips. Every frozen touch, every ice-fragile kiss, every fluttering whisper…he knew how he burned me.

      I spread my hands on his chest and pushed him down. “I’m sorry.” So goddamned sorry. 

      He lay back on the cool stone floor, wings unfurled. “I know,” he said, crooked wise-ass smile so typically Stefan. 

      He was ready. Demon urges demanded I take him. All I needed to do was shift my straddling position, and I’d have him inside me. I swallowed and leaned over him, my wing arched high. I settled a hot kiss on his chest and swirled my tongue around his nipple. A tight gasp and the twitch of his hips was my reward. “I love you,” I whispered, so quietly that he might not have heard me, but he’d have felt the heat of my words against his skin. Now. It was time. 

      I reared back, lifted my head, splayed my hands on his chest, and opened my mind to the madness. A hungry wash of jagged needles tore from inside, broke free of the mental chains, and poured down my arms, through my hands, and into Stefan. 

      He bucked, back arched, head thrown back. Raging lust spilled into him. His bright eyes clouded. Teeth gritted, he fought, even now, but he wouldn’t win. Lust was madness, and he’d already been skirting its fringes. He twitched and jerked, and I felt every spasm through my thighs and arms. I poured the poison into him and watched how his brilliance dulled, how his smooth ice faded to a dirty gray. His wings wilted, ice-feathers curling inward. 

      A sob broke from my lips. I plucked my hands free, and there, on his chest, were two perfect handprints burned into his tarnished demon skin. “Oh, I’m so sorry… So sorry…”

      He shoved upright, using his blackened wings for leverage, and clamped a hand around my neck. I jerked back and tried to twist off him, but he clamped his free hand on my thigh and sunk his ice-claws in, holding me pinned against him. “Stefan,” I hissed, tugging on his grip. He tightened his fingers around my throat and peered at me. His eyes! They smoldered gray, like ash. Breath sawed through his teeth. “Stefan, let me go.” I dug my claws under his hands and pulled. His hand around my neck released, but my triumph was short lived when he clamped it on my thigh. “Stefan…” I shoved at his chest, avoiding the burns, and beat my wing, trying to fight free. His lips parted, face twisting in pain. He lifted a hand, caught my hip, and dug in. In a tumble of chains, wings, fire, and soiled ice, he pinned me beneath him.

      “No, Stefan—no!”

      He wasn’t Stefan. I wasn’t sure what I’d created, but nothing of Stefan’s spark remained in his eyes. He wedged a knee between my legs and pried them apart. I wasn’t even sure if there was anything conscious left in his rabid glare. No, no! I couldn’t let this happen, for him, for me. His growl resonated. Those dull eyes didn’t even know me, not really. Lust had hold of him. I’d had a taste of what lust could do when my brother had used it against me. It had dropped me to my knees, emptied out my humanity, and turned me into a creature of need. 

      “Don’t.” I shoved at him, twisted, and bucked. He reared up over me. His brilliance snuffed out. His skin burned, wings ragged and stained. And there was nothing in his eyes, nothing at all.

      I cracked a fist across his jaw, once, twice. He snarled, snatched at my wrist, and pinned it down, but I twisted as he grappled with my other arm and worked my leg free. With a vicious jerk, I brought my knee up between his legs and hit him hard. His cry was all beast, a terrible sound. I tore my arm free of his grip, plunged my claws into his side, and shoved him back as he reeled from my assault. 

      I scurried out from under him, away from the reach of the chains. He lunged. The chains snapped taut, yanking him off his feet inches from where I sat. He snapped and snarled, twisted and howled. And I watched, unable to look away. It was…horrible. Lust made my gift for destruction look heaven sent. Lust was ugly. Stefan—burned, soiled—snarled and chittered. He sawed at his own wrists, digging his claws in and then used his teeth, and in every second, his gray eyes flicked back to me, marking me. 

      I turned away. The longer I stayed, the more damage I’d do. At the door, his howls barreled through the dungeon, beating against my back. I gulped the disgust down and turned away from the madness I’d drowned him in. He spat and snarled demon nonsense. Hands clamped over my ears, I blocked it out, blocked the noise, the horrible guilt, the gut-twisting fear that he wouldn’t come back from this. What had I done to him? 

      “Father!” I dropped my hands and lifted my chin. 

      The door opened, and Asmodeus’s yellow eyed-glare slid over me. He pushed me aside at the sound of Stefan’s rapid snarls and growls. I gritted my teeth so tightly that pain flared through my jaw. I had to withstand this. If I buckled now, Stefan’s anguish would be for nothing. 

      I stopped outside the stall as Asmodeus admired the twisted, broken thing I’d turned Stefan into. Bile burned my throat. I swallowed it and gulped down the surge of guilt with it. 

      Asmodeus turned his head toward me. He’d see me standing tall, my face blank, eyes bright with flame because that was the mask I wore. Inside, I screamed and raged. I poured every measure of hatred for my father into thoughts of how I’d be the one to destroy him. My claws twitched with the thought of sinking them into my father’s crimson flesh. I’d tear him to pieces. And soon.

      “Daughter…” He growled and unfurled a huge hand, urging me to take it. “You will sit beside me, as demonkin, as a member of the Court, as the Mother of Destruction, Daughter of Lust. Welcome.”

      I’d become a monster. I settled my hand in his and met his glare. While Stefan’s snarls and groans cut into me, I smiled up at my father and considered all the ways I’d destroy him. I would find Jerry and restore the veil. I’d sacrificed my love for it. Nothing would stand in my way.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    
    
      The ripe netherworld air drifted about the courtyard, bringing with it the scents of burned rubber, countless demons, cooked meat, and things I didn’t want to dwell on long enough to give them a name. I couldn’t move for all the demons and their elements. The gathering inside the fortress battlements was apparently in my honor, but thankfully, I was largely ignored. I skirted the fringes of the courtyard, hiking my wing out of the way to avoid any unwanted contact. I watched them—the demons—slid my gaze over each and every one. Either they hadn’t heard I could disintegrate them with a flick of my fingers, or they didn’t believe it. I’d much rather be ignored than groped by the demon rabble. 

      When my mind wandered to the thought of Stefan chained deep below my feet, I wrenched it back into the moment and caged those thoughts behind cold resolve. Not now. I can’t think about him now. I needed to be detached, to keep it all inside. I twisted sobs into growls and hid my quivering flesh behind flame. The image of how I’d damaged him haunted me. I’d burned away his brilliance. If I let it, the guilt would floor me. For once, I was grateful for the demon in me. Be demon. Don’t feel. Be merciless, unrepentant fire.

       I wanted to ask my father about Stefan, almost had done, but I couldn’t let him think I cared. So I stewed in silence and fretted over how to get the key. Asmodeus had various chambers, but I’d not been able to get inside. Without that key, I couldn’t break Stefan out. 

      Even if I did manage to free him, what would he think of me? It had only been a day since I’d poured raw lust into him. It felt much longer. I swatted that thought aside and watched two demons claw into each other over a roasted thigh joint. The demons here were meant to be higher elementals, but they behaved like lesser beasts. I hated them all. No wonder Akil had tired of them. There was nothing here to aspire to. They cared only for status, and that usually came by the slash of tooth and claw. Demons didn’t strive to better themselves. They didn’t reach for the stars. They didn’t dream. They didn’t hope. They certainly didn’t care. Akil really hadn’t been like them at all. I’d thought him more demon than most, and while I may not have really known him as Mammon, I didn’t believe even Mammon would look upon this rabble with anything but disdain. 

      Akil. I had to find a way to restore him. Demons didn’t have books. The important things, they remembered. Everything else, they forgot. I had to find a demon who would know the answers and who would help me. Jerry. The princes weren’t likely to tell me how to bring Mammon, the Prince of Greed back. They’d hated him. But Jerry would. 

      A glint of light was all the warning I received. I twisted away as a demon lunged in from my left. His dagger kissed my hip, but in the next swift movement, I had my hand around his throat and slammed him against the wall. He was a skinny thing, all branch-like protrusions. No wings. Gaunt, haughty face with beseeching brown eyes.

      I smiled, deliberately revealing fangs. “Hello, Samien.” I’d met Samien some seventeen years earlier when I’d been a pitiful half-blood girl, and he’d been Mammon’s hired help in this very fortress. Samien had been an ass then too, but he’d been following Mammon’s orders. I’d known then it hadn’t all been about orders, though. He’d taken too much joy in stabbing me in the back. “If I didn’t know any better, I might think you’re coming on to me.”

      He hawked and spat. His spittle fizzled dry on my chest with a sweet hiss. I plucked the dagger from his hand and pressed the edge of the blade under his chin, easing his head back. “Who put you up to this?”

      “I do not—”

      “Don’t bullshit me. You wouldn’t attempt this yourself. You’re too wily for that.”

      “Wrath.” He growled. 

      “You mean the ex Prince of Wrath?” As far as I knew, Stefan still held the title. Samien had to mean the huge wolf demon Stefan had knocked off his pedestal.  

      Samien’s brown eyes widened. “He wants you dead so Asmodeus will have no further use for the Winter-King and will kill him.”

      And ex-Wrath gets his title back. I plucked the edge of the blade against Samien’s neck and watched blood bead. “I’m within my rights to kill you here and now.”

      “You are weak—”

      I jerked my knee up between his legs and smothered his body with mine. The sweet smell of burning demon flesh filled my nostrils. “I was weak. Once.” His eyes rolled back, showing me the white around his irises. Panic. Good. He deserved it. I nuzzled his neck and breathed in his scent. “I have you now. The kill is mine, and no beast here will stop me.” I felt the crowd at my back and knew where each demon stood by the heat alone. None cared for our scuffle in shadows. In fact, it was perfectly normal. 

      Samien opened his mouth to issue a cry. I smothered his mouth with a hand and pushed my face close to his. “You are mine. You will do as I say. I own you now. Or I rip out your throat and roast you carcass on the fire as an example to the others here who would think to attack me.” A slither of lust trickled down my spine. I’d do it too. Wetness sizzled dry on my leg. His piss. He nodded or tried to. I should have let him up, but for a few in-between moments, I didn’t move. I felt the race of his heart as it thumped in his chest. Blood throbbed through him. Where his demon skin met mine, his limited power skittered. For once, I was the predator, and I had my catch pinned beneath my claws. Bloodlust surged in place of reasonable thought. I wanted him dead. He’d have killed me. This was just. It was right. But it was stupid, pointless, and typically demon. The human half of me that Samien despised was the half that saved him. 

      I shoved back. “Do you still live here in the fortress?” 

      “Yes,” he croaked. 

      “I will come to you. Tell no beast.”

      He ducked his chin and scuttled off.  I raised the blade to my lips and licked its edge, drawing Samien’s scent and taste across my tongue.

       My father’s demon eyes watched me over the heads of the bickering demons. He stood proud and devastating on the steps—wings spread, piercings aglow—and eyed me with a lascivious grin. I licked the blade. Hello, Daddy dearest, just teaching a demon their place… Satisfied, he turned his attention on the crowd, and I returned to my patrol.
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      Samien stopped short of dropping to his knees when I entered his bedchamber, but he was close to it, and that was good enough for me. “Do you work for Asmodeus in this fortress now?” I wasted no time in getting down to business. I certainly wasn’t there because I wanted to be. 

      “Yes, and the princes when the court is in session.” He bobbed his head up and down, up and down, uncertain whether to look me in the eye or look away from his new owner. 

      “How do they treat you?” I stopped in front of him, hand on hip, wing slightly spread, and sneered. He looked at me like it was a trick question. “Worse or better than Mammon?”

      His gaze dipped, his reply stalling on his gnarled lips. Caught between a rock and hard place: to help me or tell my father everything. 

      “I have a proposition. I can return Mammon to his rightful place as your liege, but I need your help.”

      “Mammon is dead,” Samien hissed.

      “No, not quite.” I flashed sharp teeth. “Trust me, Samien. I want Mammon back, and I will make it happen. Until then, I need you to find me the key to the chains in the stalls below the fortress. Do you know the ones?”

      He nodded.

      “Say it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Bring me the key, and when Mammon is restored, I will make sure you are rewarded with your freedom.”

      He blinked, hands wringing. “Asmodeus will kill me should he discover—”

      I had my element wrapped around the warmth inside him before he could finish his sentence. I put some heat into it, just a little shove. He dropped to his knees, coughing and spluttering. 

      “What do you think I’ll do?” I crouched down at eye level and pushed more inside. He buckled and collapsed onto his side, burning from the inside out. I let him squirm, even relished in it. “Fail me, and I’ll use your ashes for seasoning.”

      He dipped his chin and mustered a nod. I yanked the heat back, released him, and tried not to think about how exactly like my father I’d sounded.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      The arrival of the princes could be felt in the air and seen in the hunched shoulders and uttered grunts of the demons milling about the fortress. I’d woken, tasting anticipation on my lips. The elements teased and crowded, pooling in the furthest corner of the fortress where the throne room waited. What was left of the Princes of Hell would gather there. Envy was dead. Technically, so was Greed, although I still heard Akil’s whispers in my dreams and tasted the cinnamon and clove scent of him when I awoke. Stefan was apparently still the Prince of Wrath, if Samien’s pathetic assassination attempt was anything to go on. I ached to go to Stefan but couldn’t afford for my father to discover my lapse. Any sign of compassion would mark me as too human. If Samien did as he was told and found the key, I’d get Stefan out soon enough. That left Gluttony, Sloth, Lust, and Pride. Gluttony, I’d reduced to lava during the battle of Boston, but like all Princes, the bastard was immortal. He’d have come back from that, and he’d be pissed. Pride and Sloth, I’d seen only from a distance and knew nothing about. I was about to get a lesson in hell etiquette from the biggest, ugliest, most malicious and brutal demons stalking the netherworld. None would take kindly to a one-winged, half-blood whore sitting among their glorious, princely selves. At least my wits and claws were sharp. 

      My objective was clear: infiltrate their circle, learn all I could about their plans to destroy Jerry, and take it all to the King of Hell himself. Jerry would know what to do. He’d also know how to resurrect Akil. Everything was going to be fine. All I had to do was be utterly and unequivocally demon.

      My internal pep talk crumbled and fell away when I entered the throne room. I made sure to fix my gaze somewhere in the middle distance and forced one foot in front of the other. Ethereal touches—the demon equivalent of a handshake—surged over me. Unseen elements whipped and lashed, vying for control. Ice, fire, water, earth, air. I didn’t know which element belonged to which demon and let them all lick over me. Only the touch of my father’s fire dared ease beneath my skin and explore deeper. A shiver tried to crawl up my spine. I burned it out with an internal blast of heat and set my veins aglow. Might as well enter as I mean to go on. I flared my wing outward and trickled fire across its ragged membrane. I didn’t falter. Didn’t hesitate. I stopped beside my father at the table. The two empty thrones loomed behind us.

      Chin up, gaze locked off-center so as to avoid eye contact, I waited. 

      Gluttony stood opposite me, a deliberate move. He’d have chosen that spot. I knew it was him from the gravelly, shark-gray skin. He was considerably smaller than when he’d loomed giant-like on the battlefield, but he still towered over me, and he seethed. His gritty earth element crowded around but didn’t venture too close.

      A demon further down the table growled low at the back of his throat. Besides that, nobody moved. I itched to speak or smile and crack a joke, anything to break the suffocating tension.

      “She’s filth. You disrespect us, Lust—” The demon who’d spoken was a new voice to me—either Pride or Sloth. He trailed off with a few guttural-sounding foreign words. Gluttony grumbled a word I had no hope of deciphering. Then another voice chimed in until it became a gaggle of voices all grumbling and growling over one another. At least they weren’t lashing out. Yet. 

      My father stood perfectly still and quiet beside me. He observed his brethren with a blank look I could only assume was disinterest. I chanced a glance up at him, but he didn’t acknowledge me. I was on my own.

      The first demon brave enough to approach trailed his feathered wings behind him like a cloak. His muscular, panther-black body blurred in and out of focus, as though his form was some kind of projection and not entirely there. A scar cut through his bottom lip, down his chin, and trailed down his neck to a broad chest. The scar was the only thing in focus. The rest of him blurred and churned like stormy midnight seas. Even his eyes clouded. 

      I raised a brow and looked at him sideways. When solid, he wasn’t as heavy as my father or Mammon, but he could easily knock me on my ass. I could probably outrun him. Those trailing wings would slow him down. Of course, he had flight on his side. In that department, I was sorely lacking.

      He hooked a finger under my chin, his touch becoming solid at the last second, and turned my head toward him. “Mm…” His eyes didn’t have pupils, just swirling darkness. He could have been molded from the night itself. “The scent of Greed lingers on her.” He spoke British English clearly, as though he’d spent time practicing or time beyond the veil in the human realm.  

      I jerked my chin free. “Touch me again, and I’ll roast those pretty feathers of yours from your body and pick the meat from your bones like a Thanksgiving turkey.”

      His barely-there lips twitched, and his wings ruffled, sending puffs of black dust into the air. I doubted he understood my reference, but he’d picked up on the tone. I blinked lazily. If he made a move, I’d throw down on the table right there. I’d beaten demons twice my size and three times as nasty by striking first. If he twitched in my direction, I’d bathe him in flame. 

      He studied me, the heavy trawl of his gaze as intimate as if he touched me with his hands. Demons, I silently grumbled. A smile darted across his lips. He poofed out of existence, leaving clouds of dust motes swirling in the spot he’d vacated. A moment later, his slippery whisper poured into my ear. “You are half a thing.”

      I spun but found only air. My father gave a low warning growl. “Pride, enough. My daughter has earned her place. Challenge her if you wish, but you will fail, and we cannot afford to lose another of our kin.”

      A whisper teased across my shoulder. “Would you like to be challenged, half blood?” Shivers trickled down my spine. The fire in my veins throbbed hotter. His words slid through me—over me—like a summer breeze.  

      I clamped my teeth together and bit back a reply. It was a game. Bait me, watch me snap, and see how easily he could crush my spine. Well, I wasn’t playing his games. I’d’ve poked my tongue out if I’d been sure he wouldn’t rip it out. Seconds dragged on, and when I didn’t respond in any way, Pride poofed back into existence beside Gluttony. Ruffling his wings like a rook settling in its roost, he tossed me a wide, hungry grin. I’d have to watch him. The smile didn’t fool me for a second. 

      The princes conversed in demon-English, punctuated with growls and snarls and then digressed into the old language, which I didn’t have a hope of understanding. When I did catch words, I assumed they discussed broken laws, and punishment, which appeared to be execution more often than anything else. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but politics wasn’t it.

      “Baal is secured near Iezah,” Gluttony said, his words as abrasive as his skin. “If he succeeds in permanently restoring the veil, we will be trapped in this dying world. The human world is ripe, ready for our taking. They have no defense against chaos.”

      I maintained a half-bored expression and concentrated on the rhythm of my breathing. Any spike of element would give me away. Pride angled his head. Those eyes without pupils made it almost impossible to see where he was looking, but the flutter of air across my skin left me in no doubt where he focused his element. 

      “He has fled inside the stones where his glyphs are at their strongest,” Asmodeus replied. 

      “Leave him. He can do nothing alone.” This from Pride.

      “No.” My father straightened his back. His wings eased open. “He is weak. He will perish, and his strength will be ours. With Destruction’s help, we can overpower him, and with our combined elements, scatter him. He would never let us near, but Muse… Muse he will permit inside his sanctum. She can lure him out.”

      Bored face. Keep it calm. Be demon. Be as cool as Stefan’s ice. “Baal is no fool,” I said.

      Asmodeus angled toward me, and the heat in his glare lapped against my skin. “He has lived too long in the human world. Like Greed, his mind has suffered. He will allow you close for his loyalty to Greed, if nothing else.”

      Loyalty. It was a foreign concept for demons. Could a King of Hell appreciate loyalty? I hoped so because I was going to him with my heart on my sleeve. He was my last hope this whole mess could be fixed. 

      “And what am I to do when close to him?” Surrounded by the feared and revered Princes of Hell, I plastered a demon expression of mild interest on my face. And against all the odds, it worked. Akil would have been proud.

      “Convince him to leave his sanctuary. Summon the blade, and cleave his element from his physical body. We will do the rest.”

      I smiled, making sure to flash sharp teeth, while inside, my thoughts chased themselves in circles. “Convince him how?”

      It was Asmodeus’s turn to smile, but his turned my bravado into mush. “You entertained Mammon for years. You have talents. Use them.” Asmodeus nodded toward Pride. “Pride will teach you to summon the blade.”

      Oh joy, I got to spend time with him. I dipped my chin in acknowledgement and caught Pride’s sideways leer. 

      The meeting ended without incident. I’d rather hoped I might sharpen my claws on some demon hides. In fact, as I walked away from the throne room and through the fortress corridors, it felt too easy. The princes might not be as reckless as the other higher demons, but they were all Princes of Hell for a reason. At least one should have tested me. Only Pride had seemed inclined. 

      Speak of the devil… 

      The sight of a delicious, black-skinned human male in my bedchamber, sprawled naked on my bed of furs, interrupted my thoughts and tripped my stride. Demon I might have been, but I wasn’t immune to blatant displays of raw masculinity. He wore human skin as well as Akil had, but Pride’s was so dark, he practically absorbed the light pooling in the valleys and ripples of toned muscle. I skipped my gaze away and attempted to ignore him, but he’d already seen my jaw drop and my eyes widen. Damn. Points to him for the surprise factor. While I couldn’t blush, fiery embers did trace through my veins as my heart rate increased.

      “Girl, bring that fine demon ass over here, and let us get down and dirty.”

      My mouth fell open. If the display hadn’t been enough, his contemporary speech did me in. I had no idea what to say. 

      “I have been informed you prefer the human appearance.” And just like that, he’d switched to perfectly precise British English. No hint of a growl. He easily could have been a news anchor with that accent. 

      Eventually, my thoughts reassembled themselves into a coherent order, and I could speak again. “W-why are you here?” I strode toward the cold fireplace, keeping him in the corner of my eye. He rolled onto his side, propped his head on a hand, and stretched out lean, toned limbs. 

      “The blade.” He admired his sharp, claw-like human nails. “Mm, such fragile skin… It is a wonder they do not spend their entire lives bleeding.”

      Ah, the ethereal blade. The weapon I was supposed to use to debilitate Jerry. I was having trouble getting my head round a Prince of Hell who could switch accents the way I switched expressions and looked delicious enough to eat. If I asked him to cover up, he’d assume his nakedness unsettled me and would probably turn an inconvenience into something worse. Demons didn’t do clothing. They didn’t really do human either. Pride did human too well. 

      He caught me watching him and smiled the kind of knowing smile that said he was drop-dead sexy, and he knew it. That’s Pride for you. The expression tugged a little on the scar beginning at his lip. “You do like this form. Interesting. Was this how Greed distracted you?” He propped his head onto a hand and arched a leg. 

      I suddenly found the view beyond the window extremely interesting. “Please,” I blustered. “I preferred you demon.”

      “Your scent reveals otherwise. I have rucked with humans, both male and female, and found it complicated. You are demon. Things are far more straightforward.” He raked his gaze from my wing tip to my toes. “You are Lust’s daughter. Color me intrigued.”

      “No.” My tone shut him down. He pouted. I never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. The Prince of Pride, an immortal chaos demon, pouted. I somehow worked my mouth around a smile and swallowed back a bubble of laughter. “When were you with human men and women?”

      “I’ve spent some time in their settlement called Holly Wood.”

      “Hollywood, Los Angeles?”

      “The City of Angels. Ironic. Don’t you think?” 

       I leaned my rump against the wall beside the window and snaked my arms crossed. Akil had once told me that the devil was in Hollywood. I’d thought he’d been joking. Did that mean the demon currently on my bed was Satan? The Satan. “Do you have a name, besides Pride?”

      “’Li’el.” He pronounced it lee-ell. “But you’d recognize me by my more infamous names.”

      Okay then. Satan was sprawled on my bed. Lacy would throw a squealing fit. “What does the Prince of Pride do in Hollywood?”

      “Much debauchery.” His all black eyes swirled, and his lips tucked into his cheeks, producing a smile that could win an Oscar. 

      Yes, I would have to watch this one. He clearly knew more than the sheltered demons from the netherworld. He certainly knew how to unsettle me. “This is not normal princely behavior. You should be threatening to peel my skin from my bones. Growling, drooling, and brandishing a blade.”

      He flourished a hand to encompass the length of his body. “I am unarmed.”

      His mind was sharp though. “I can clearly see that.”

      “I wanted to converse with you about a number of things.” He pushed himself upright and stood, making a deliberate show of his perfect male form. I refused to look away and pinched my lips closed. He stalked forward like a model on a catwalk. I’m sexy, and I know it. Hell, help me. “I believe you to be an opportunist. In that, we are alike. In Boston, I witnessed you burn thousands of my kin in the time it took to draw breath and flee. I do not doubt your talents. No demon who had witnessed such a display would ever doubt the Mother of Destruction. Unlike Asmodeus, I do not believe you can be controlled. I’d like to keep this handsome vessel unburned.”

      “That’s very…practical of you.”

      “I believe that you, like any prince, have your own motives for walking among us. If you are at all like your tutor, you will manipulate to your last breath to procure your desires.” Evidently, he knew Akil well. Li’el stopped inside my personal space and planted a hand against the wall beside my head. The light from the window illuminated a devastatingly beautiful face. Up close, the scar cut deeply. Ragged edges told me it had healed slowly. Considering how the immortal princes generally healed everything within seconds, I had to wonder what or who had given him that scar. And why. 

      “I will be on the winning side when the dust settles,” he said, head cocked. “You are not what you seem. One wing, half human, half demon. For all your faults, you are stronger.”

      “And you are clearly more intelligent than I’d given you credit for. So where does that leave us?”

      “Should the tide turn in your favor, I will stand beside you. Should you fail, I’ll draw the air from your lungs and suffocate you where you stand.” He leaned in so close I could smell his sweetness. Cheek to cheek, he turned his head so that I found myself peering into those swirling eyes. “Greed lingers about you still. So close, I almost hear him.”

      “Greed is dead.”

      “Mm, so I have been told.” He trailed a fingertip between my breasts and winced as my skin burned him. “I hear a great many things. You killed your owner. Da’mean, was it? An air elemental. I hear you carry his soul inside you.”

      His information was out of date. “I do.”

      “A heavy burden?”

      “What’s your point?”

      “I find your resilience and power highly agreeable.” 

      I’d gathered that from his state of arousal. Typically demon, my being a mass murderer turned him on. That was something I could definitely use. It wouldn’t hurt to have the Prince of Pride on my side. “Show me how to summon the blade.”

      Lifting his chin, he stepped back and swept a hand low in a dramatic bow. “As you wish.” He smirked, and in the next step dropped the human suit for his insubstantial demon form. Wings unfurled behind him, feathers rustling. “The blade comes to those with precise control. This is why it is mostly in the hands of princes. But you already open and close the veil with ease, and the blade is made of the same forces as the veil. Control is something you must master.” 

      I arched a brow. “Control and I don’t get along. Besides, there must be more. Otherwise, you’d all be summoning it whenever you stepped on each others tails.”

      He moved like smoke, drifting, coiling, creeping. One moment, I’d think I had him focused, and the next he’d dissolve and reappear a few feet to the side. It reminded me of ghost stories, and I wondered how many people he’d spooked in his immortal life. 

      He lifted a hand, and with a flick of his wrist, the blade appeared. Blue flame licked across the wide flank of the blade itself.  It was a two-handed broadsword. Pride held it aloft as though it weighed no more than a bag of sugar. Considering it was about as long as I was tall, I’d likely struggle to lift it at all. 

      “Call it as you do your element. Reach out with all you are. If you are not worthy, it will not come.” He let it fall from his hand. I expected it to clatter to the floor, but it dissipated in silence almost immediately after he’d released it. 

      Pride’s body solidified and sharpened. “Try.”

      I lifted a hand and mentally reached inside. The veil rippled gently in the background, much weaker than it should be. I probed at it and formed the image of the blade in my mind. Nothing happened. 

      Pride grinned, apparently taking great pleasure in my failure.

      I tried again, rolled my shoulders, flexed my wing, and closed my eyes. C’mon, how hard can it be if a handful of the netherworlds-most-crazy can do it? Round two was another failure.

      “Perhaps you do not know what you are.”

      “Oh, I know what I am.”

      “Do you?” He circled me. One moment solid, the next liquid smoke. “You have it in you to be great, but you shy away from your potential. The blade will not come to one so conflicted.”

      “I’m part human. I’m always conflicted.”

      “Perhaps. We will have to work on that.” 

      I reached with all the mental strength I had, and still nothing came. Pride’s wispy self drifted and spiraled. Every time I failed, anger and frustration plucked at my patience. Stefan was locked in the bowels of the fortress, and I was playing mind-games with the Prince of Pride. “Again,” Pride would say in that absurd accent. Again. Again. I’ll give you again. When I summon this damn, blade I’m going to carve you a new cakehole. Again. Time had marched on, and the netherworld air thinned. We could have been practicing for hours. Every second I failed was another second Stefan had to spend rotting in that stall, another second demons ran rampant and people died, another second closer to Asmodeus figuring out I was playing him.

      “You’re angry,” Pride said after I’d failed yet again to summon the blade and blasted the fireplace with a burst of flame instead. 

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “Angry. Confused. Grief stricken. Guilt surrounds you like a fog. I’m surprised you can function at all with all those emotions distracting you. Your humanity weakens you.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Please.”

      Ugh. I slumped on the end of the bed and ran my hands over my face, up my horns, and down the back of my neck, dislodging ash and embers. The blade wasn’t coming because I wasn’t ready.

      “There’s an easier way.” Pride solidified a few feet in front of me and crouched down to eye level. Looking into his eyes was like looking into forever. “Be demon.”

      “I am,” I growled. I couldn’t be any more demon. I’d poured lust into Stefan. I’d slaughtered thousands of my kin. I had demon thoughts merrily prancing around my head telling me to shred Pride’s dark chocolate skin and gobble him up. 

      “You’re both. You’re human and demon. While frankly remarkable, your humanity can’t help you here. The blade is elemental. You are in the netherworld. You’re surrounded by immortal elementals. Forget your emotions. I think you’ll find it liberating.”

      His haughty Englishness began to grate. “I don’t want it to be liberating. I just want the blade so I can end the King of Hell and please my father.”

      Pride’s eyes narrowed, and a slippery smile crawled across his lips. “You lie the way he did: with a measure of truth.”

      I blinked. He could only mean Mammon. “I’m not lying.” How the hell did he know? 

      He reached out a hand. I jerked my head away and snarled a warning. “Your human expressions are bleeding through your demon face. My brethren don’t recognize them, but I do.”

      I batted his hand back, stood, and stalked to the fireplace. “Again.”

      He dispersed into a cloud of dust and then reformed facing me. “I enjoy masochism as much as the next demon, but I have better things to do with my infinite time than watch you fret over your human feelings. Summon me when you are ready to let go of your emotional baggage.” He poofed out of my chamber. I spat then added a string of colorful curses. This was too slow. I had to do more. I needed the key, the blade, to get to Jerry, to bring Akil back. I needed to get the hell away from this nightmare. I want to go home. I had to get out of these black walls and away from these wretched demons. Another second in that damned chamber and I’d explode.

      I flung open the chamber door and strode down the halls, out into the courtyard, and through the battlements, into the night gardens, which hugged the fortress boundaries. Demon howls barreled through the thick night air. I dragged that sickly air through my teeth and gulped it down. Bring it on, netherworld. You wanna fuck with me? Here I am. I broke into a loping run and then a sprint and tore through the undergrowth. I didn’t care where I was going or that there were things out here that would devour me in one bite. I couldn’t stay in Mammon’s fortress a moment longer.

      Fire pulsed in my chest and lapped up my wing.

      The foliage spat me out on a rocky outcrop. I skidded to a halt on a large flat rock. In the gorge below, lessers squabbled for scraps. Above, hunters circled, cawing to one another. Lightening scored the sky, but no thunder followed—the netherworld in all of its ugly beauty. Breaths sawed through my teeth. My demon heart hammered. At least the netherworld was honest. It was what it was. 

      Is this what awaited Boston? 

      “It is yours.”

      Panic slammed through my thoughts before I could stop it. Asmodeus stood so close his heat sizzled against my wing. At least I could blame my thundering heart on the sprint. He trailed his hand up the rise of my wing. Oh, god, no. My skin quivered and muscles twitched. I had nowhere to go. Ahead, there was a several-hundred-foot drop into the gorge. At least with my back to him, he couldn’t see my lips curl.

      “You could destroy it all. There is no greater power.”

      I fluttered my eyes closed and thought about anything else besides the press of his body against mine. 

      “Do you feel it?” His hot breath seared my shoulder. He trailed a hand down my side, my hip, and spread his fingers across my stomach, pulling my body back against his. “The lust for the hunt? The ravaging need to own and claim. After your success with Wrath, you must feel the thirst for more.”

      Be demon. Be fucking demon. This is Daddy dearest, and if I’m going to convince him I’m entirely his, I must be his daughter. The daughter of lust…. 

      “Are you mine, daughter?” The smell of scorched flesh swirled in the air.

      “Yes.” I couldn’t say anymore. Bile choked my throat. I gagged and opened my eyes. Asmodeus struck, biting into my shoulder. I bucked, but he clasped me tight against him. My mouth tore open, but I buried the scream inside. He growled into the bite and sank his fangs in deeper. 

      Get away. Get away!  

      Be demon. This is demon. 

      Don’t let him do this. 

      It’s just a bite. Just a bite… Let the fucker get it out of his system. 

      I can’t. I need to get away.

      You’ve had worse. Suck it up. Be his daughter, or he’ll never believe you.

      The slick skin of his vast chest pushed against my back and wing. Crimson wings closed around me, burying me in my father’s touch and scent. He jerked and twitched. Destroy him. Destroy him now. A switch clicked in my head. Fear and disgust shattered and fell away. Demon. I am demon. This is demon. My racing heart slowed, my breathing leveled, and I watched the bruised purple skies of the netherworld broil as my father got his demon kicks. Demon was simple. 

      Demon was easy.
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      “Again.”

      Pride noticed the bite mark the second he’d poofed into my chamber. His nostrils had flared, drawing my scent into him, and he’d said, “You are his.”

      I’d given him the finger. And so the lessons on how to summon the blade began all over again. I’d thought it would come, given how I’d demoned-up to survive my father’s fucked-up brand of familial love, but the blade proved as elusive as before. 

      “You cannot hope to subdue Baal without the blade, half-blood.”

      I didn’t give a damn about the blade. I didn’t want to subdue Baal. I just needed Pride to sign off on my training so my father would tell me where to find the King of Hell and finally let me go. There were other ways. Pride could be bought, but I’d had enough of my share of lust to last a lifetime. Whoring myself out was a last resort, although it would be the demon thing to do. Seduce Pride, get my info, get Stefan, and get the hell away from the monsters. I had hoped I’d survive the netherworld relatively unscathed. Now I realized how foolish a hope that was. I was playing with the biggest, baddest demons who’d ever existed. They weren’t going to be bought by a half-blood’s sweet smile and smooth lies. 

      “I am destruction, not half a thing. Call me half-blood again, and I’ll vaporize your vessel.”

      Pride ruffled his wings. “Again.”

      Every time I reached for the veil to summon the sword, it reminded me how Boston was just a mental swipe away. So close. Too close. My city was vulnerable, my friends in trouble, and I was failing. 

      “There is fire in your soul.”

      I slid my gaze to where Pride stood beside the fireplace and had a sudden image of Akil standing the exact same way. Naked, powerful. I blinked, and the image vanished, replaced by Pride’s darker-than-night glare. “I am fire,” I grumbled. 

      “I see why Asmodeus covets you. Should you stand beside him, the two of you would be unstoppable. You’d bring about the end of all things.”

      I flicked out my wing and grinned maniacally. “Happy days.” 

      A knock at the door brought an abrupt end to my training session. Samien entered and froze like a rabbit caught in the pasture with no place to run. “Samien,” I hissed. Did he have the key? 

      He flicked his gaze to me, but it bounced right back to Li’el, then he dropped to his knees and spouted strings of old words. I had him by the throat, my fingers choking off his words before he could say anymore, but by the fear in his eyes, I saw he’d already spilled enough.

      “Oh, that is interesting,” Pride purred.

      Damnit. “You runt.” I sneered, still choking him. “What did you say?”

      “Asmodeus has the Prince of Wrath inside the fortress walls,” Li’el recited. “A veritable half-blood reunion.”

      I swore at Samien and threw him to the floor. My expression left him in no doubt what I had planned for him. I tugged at his heat just enough to spook him. His sharp face blanched. 

      “I knew, Muse,” Pride said. “I told you. I hear a great many things. I am air and everywhere.” Li’el’s teeth gleamed white against the darkness of his skin. “Samien also said he has retrieved a key.”

      Samien produced a simple iron key and held it out in a trembling hand. “I’ve done enough. Let me go, and I will not speak of this to Asmodeus.”

      “No,” I growled, snatching the key from him. “You come with me. If this key doesn’t fit, you’re in for a whole new world of pain.” Lifting my wing, I turned to Li’el. “Well? Will you drift off and tell Asmodeus that I plan to release the Prince of Wrath?” I readied my element. I’d destroyed my air elemental owner. If necessary, I’d turn Li’el’s vessel into ash. He’d already admitted he’d rather avoid my fiery touch.

      He dipped his chin and looked at me with clouded eyes. “No. If you allow me to join you.”
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      I had no idea what Li’el’s game was, but I didn’t trust him as far as I could throw him. Perhaps he did just want to pick the winning side, but there had to be more to it. He didn’t need to get involved at all. He could easily sit back and watch from the sidelines. He wanted something from me. Of that, I was certain. But I had more important things to worry about. Stefan, for one. I had the key. I couldn’t waste another second getting him to safety. What if he’s still rabid? What then? I shoved that thought aside with a verbal snarl. 

      “The moment you release his prisoner, Asmodeus will know,” Li’el said, impossibly quiet as he drifted ghost-like beside me.

      “I can’t leave him there a second longer. I won’t.”

      He stewed on my words for a few beats. “You care for the Winter King.”

      “His name is Stefan.”

      “You care for this Stefan?”

      “I protect those who’ve earned it.” 

      We descended into the bowels of the fortress, hot on Samien’s tail. Li’el was right, of course. Asmodeus would know, and he’d look to me as the prime suspect. The best thing I could do was get the hell out of Dodge before my father suspected anything. But that wouldn’t help the veil. I had two options. Return to Boston and hole up somewhere with Stefan while he recuperated. Or strike out on my own in the netherworld and hope to find Jerry before something big and nasty found me. Boston seemed like the safest bet, but Asmodeus knew my home. He’d draw me out, probably using my friends as bait. If we ran back there, we’d buy maybe a day or two at the most. Another battle in Boston’s streets was the last thing I wanted. That left option two: on the run in the netherworld, where the wildlife consisted of blood-hungry beasts, hellhounds and all manner of lesser nasties that didn’t give a damn if my name was Destruction.

      Stefan lay against the back wall, eyes closed, breathing slowly. I puffed a sigh of relief. Much of the damage I’d done—the burns, the ash—had healed, and his glacial shimmer had returned. But two burns marred his chest. Two little half-blood handprints: the scars of my twisted talent.

      I fumbled with the key, dropped it, and stumbled over my own feet. Stefan didn’t wake. What if, when he opened his eyes, he lunged for me? What if I’d destroyed our love? What if the damage had buried it deep inside him? What if—what if—what if.

      I picked up the key and fumbled. Li’el plucked it from my hand, crouched beside Stefan, and opened the manacles. Stefan’s eyes flickered but didn’t open. 

      “I could transport him elsewhere,” Li’el offered. 

      “No,” I growled. “I don’t know you. I don’t trust you. If you so much as glance at him wrong, I’ll chargrill your wings.”

      Li’el purred as if the idea actually appealed to him. It was more likely the threat warmed him in that soft spot he had for bloody violence. Goddamn demons. 

      “I have a proposition for you, Muse,” Li’el began.

      “Not now.” I crouched in front of Stefan but couldn’t bring myself to touch him. His eyes moved beneath closed lids. Please don’t hate me. He didn’t deserve any of this. All he’d ever wanted was to be left to get on with a normal life. Demon hunter, mechanic, brother. It wasn’t fair. I reached out but didn’t touch him. The heat of my hand pushed against the ice sparkling in his hair. 

      “I will take Stefan away from here.” Li’el’s voice had tightened with urgency. “You must tell Asmodeus this was my doing. He’s unlikely to pursue me. It will strengthen his belief you are his.”

      “I am his.”

      Li’el gave me a dry look through dark lashes. “And I am virtuous.” 

      Ooh, sarcasm. Li’el was turning out to be something of an anomaly among demons. “You could just as easily take Stefan to Asmodeus and rat me out.”

      “Yes, I could. But I do not wish for Asmodeus to be king. Chaos and control must be restored. If Asmodeus succeeds in killing Baal, balance will never be restored. As I said, I merely want to be on the prevailing side. I saw you in battle. Your father did not. I have no doubt you are quite capable of destroying an army of demons. I do not wish to be one of those turned to dust.”

      Well, what do y’know? A demon who didn’t underestimate me. “But…the blade, the lessons…”

      “You have no intention of using the blade on Baal.”

      Damn. If Li’el had figured it out, so might my father. “But should you need the blade, call to it. It will come, or it won’t.” 

      “Gee, that’s comforting.” To do this, I’d have to trust Li’el, for all intents and purposes, Satan. Trust Satan. Did he think I was born yesterday? “No.”

      “Go.” Stefan growled the word and fluttered his eyes open. He reached out and took Li’el’s offered hand without so much as a sneer. Pride hauled Stefan to his feet. He swayed and clenched his hand around Li’el’s forearm. His gaze skirted mine. I rose to a stand, but still, he wouldn’t look me in the eye. 

      “Stefan, I…” All I wanted to do was take Stefan home and pretend this nightmare was over. He rolled his shoulders, and wings of ice grew slowly, each fractal building on the next. The wings—crystal clear and razor sharp—were a good sign, even if they took an age to rebuild. 

      “Go,” he said again, this time with force. “I’ll be okay. I’m always okay.”

      “Wrath wants you dead.” I’d no more said the words before Samien produced a dirk and lunged. I’d like to say I hesitated, that a part of me was too human to kill, but I didn’t even blink. With unerring calm, I stepped between Samien and Stefan, knocked the dagger aside, clamped my hands around Samien’s skull and twisted, breaking his neck in one jarring twitch. From thought to execution, it took less than a second. Samien’s body crumpled to the floor at my feet. He’d have told Asmodeus everything. He’d have killed Stefan for Wrath. His death was justified. A snarl rippled across my lips. “I protect those who’ve earned it. You were not worthy.”

      Stefan’s cool element coiled around me, pulling me back from the moment. “Muse. Go.”

      “I…” I didn’t want to go without him. 

       “Make this” —he gestured at the burns on his chest— “mean something.”

       Guilt sliced through me. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “I know.” Stefan rolled his shoulders and winced, working out the pain from seized muscles. Li’el gripped his shoulder as he wavered on his feet. He smiled, and his face softened. “I know, Muse. It’s all right. We’ll talk. When this is over. We’ll say everything we need to say. You owe me a date, remember? No backing out.”

      He was being nice, too nice. My lip quivered. “With ice cream?”

      “Exactly.”

      “As delightful as this lovely reunion is,” Li’el drawled, “I would rather be elsewhere when Asmodeus discovers his pet is missing. Winter King, will you leave with me?”

      Stefan lifted tired eyes to the Prince of Pride and nodded. 

      “Li’el, I will destroy you if anything should happen to him.” My wing arched wide—a reflex—the demon equivalent of cracking my knuckles before a fight. My threat gained more weight if one considered the dead demon at my feet. Li’el inclined his head the smallest of degrees. I slid my glare to Stefan. “Don’t do anything stupid, heroic, or typically you. Just don’t do anything until I can get to you.”

      “I’m sure I can refrain from the heroics for a while.” We looked at each other as though we should shake hands, hug, or pat one another on the shoulder. He was beaten up and hurting for sure, but the glint of mischief hadn’t left his eyes. Maybe my burst of lust really had just been a temporary state. I hoped so. I couldn’t stand it if he hated me all over again.  

      Li’el cleared his throat. 

      “Right.” I backed up. “I’ll find you, and soon.” I wanted to go with them. I didn’t care where. The dungeon, the fortress, my father… I wasn’t sure if I could survive it all. 

      Stefan straightened, flexed his wings, and gripped Li’el’s outstretched hand. Black vapor swirled up and embraced them, and in the next moment, they were gone. A cloud of powdered dust drifted where they’d stood a heartbeat before. 

      I knelt by Samien’s body and pushed fire and flame into his flesh, burning his remains to ash. I’d killed a demon with my bare hands and felt nothing. This was different than when I’d devastated hundreds on the battlefield. I’d hungered for Samien’s death. I’d wanted it. I get my wants. I wasn’t sure if I was becoming the monster my father wanted me to be or if I’d always been one. 

      I made my way out of the stalls and back through the fortress, readying myself for Asmodeus’s wrath.
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      I woke with my father’s hot breath searing my cheek, his hand clamped on my arm, and his demon body smothering mine. His breath hissed through his teeth, and his flesh blazed with enough heat to scorch the bed.

      I’d known this moment was coming.

      “Where is he?” Asmodeus seethed.

      “I—” the hand around my arm tightened, squeezing flesh and muscle in his fist. 

      “Lie to me, and I’ll take your wing and your mind. I will bury you in fantasy so deeply you will lose all sense of yourself. I have broken minds far stronger than yours, Daughter.”

      The ghost of my brother drifted back to me in my father’s words, and fear clamped its icy grip around my heart. My element thrashed and knotted around me, eager to protect, but at the same time wanting to combine with my father’s ethereal touch. “I don’t know.” His massive wing arched over me while his huge crimson body pushed down, crushing me. Relentless waves of heat pushed down. I drew it in through my demon skin, embraced it, welcomed it. My father could snap my neck with ease. Inside, I locked my humanity away and wrapped demon thoughts around the most vulnerable parts of me. If I submitted, he’d tear into me. Mammon wouldn’t have looked twice at me had I not been the fighter he’d suspected. 

      I was the Mother of Destruction. I was every demon’s nightmare. I had the Prince of Greed wrapped around my heart and a lifetime of emotional fallout to shore up my conviction. My father would not beat me. No demon would beat me down ever again. I was fire, and I was hungry. I twisted a little, enough to lift my hand and plant it on my father’s face. A touch, that’s all it took. I thrust all of my rage, my disgust, my passion, into the Crimson Lord, poured everything I had into him, wrapped it around the pulsing white hot core, sunk metaphysical claws in and tore it out. His yellow eyes bulged, and he roared. The bellow rolled over me, trembled the floors, and shook the very foundations. But I wasn’t done. Lust: the liquid body of heat he’d threatened to ruin me with. I shoved it all at him. It wasn’t a neat, clinical attack but a ferocious assault. 

      He scrambled back. His wings—thrown wide and searing hot—beat the air, summoning waves of sweltering heat, and still, I pulled his fire into me and pushed the horrible slippery lust into him. On my feet, I stalked toward my father and saw my own fury reflected in his eyes. He hunched, wings draped either side of him, and looked up at me.

      Fire traced through my extended wing membrane. I glowed from within. Flames licked and writhed about me, coiling around their queen, and oh how I wanted more. 

      “I am fire. I am destruction. And I will destroy you, Father.” I reached for the veil, called to the blade, willed it into my hand, and it came. I pointed the tip to his throat. Blue elemental flame coiled its length. 

      I stood tall, as once, Mammon, the Prince of Greed had told me to. The glow faded from my father’s wings; his fire was mine now. I had it all. It lived in me. 

      “Daughter…” He dipped his chin. Huge shoulders bowed, wings limp, he regarded me with a look of cool acceptance. A quiver ran through my body. I was demon, I was destruction, and I reveled in that moment. My own father, a Prince of Hell, hunched before me. I wanted to sink my fangs into his neck and tear out his throat. 

      I dialed down the rage and eased back on his element, allowing it to seep back into him.

      He visibly shook and sucked in, breathing heat back into his body. “You are ready. Go to Baal, draw him out, be the demon you were fated to be.”

      I laughed and gave myself a shake, raining ash around me. Oh, I’d be demon, right up until my humanity told him where to shove the princely blade, my brother’s prophetic words, and all the demons who’d ground me into the dirt over the years. 

      I inclined my head. “We will stand together. Amanat.” A promise kept safe. A debt that must be returned. I was that promise, kept in safe-keeping by Akil. A Prince of Hell’s daughter. And I had returned. I wasn’t done with my father. 

      That was my promise to him.
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      I left the fortress at sunbirth—dawn—walked right on through the gates with demon gazes clawing across my flesh. They’d never seen a half blood walk freely in the netherworld. Half bloods were chained, always escorted. Most were dragged behind their owners. I walked down the charred-earth path, wing relaxed behind me, and didn’t so much as glance back. 

      I strode down the fortress pathway toward the burned forest. The blush red sky to the east was my only guide. And I knew there were beasts between Jerry and me that would indeed chew me up and spit me out. Half-blood deceiver, I’d been called by numerous princes. They were right. I was a walking trap. The demons wouldn’t be able to help themselves. I looked and smelled like weakness. Until I exploded. I’d have to keep my wits about me. I hoped to make it to Jerry’s sanctum before nightfall. Not even the princes willingly roamed the netherworld after sundeath.

      I wove between the naked trees, head up, footfalls light, wing tucked close. I would get to Jerry. But not for Asmodeus. The King of Hell would soon be my ally. At least, I hoped he would. The walk left room for my thoughts to churn and doubts to creep in. What if Jerry was all demon? What if he had no interest in restoring the veil? The princes had said he was trying, but I’d never trusted the words of a Prince of Hell, and I wasn’t about to start then.

      My only battle during that netherworld day, as I traveled on foot toward the east plains, was with myself. Human and demon, complete for the first time, I warred with human emotion while in my demon skin. It was…strange. Until the veil had fallen, I’d been two creatures, but now I was one. The demon was me. I’d always referred to her as a separate entity, but she wasn’t. Maybe she never had been. It was all me. It had taken the fall of the veil, my attempt to kill Stefan, and Akil’s death, for me to finally realize what and who I was. The sum of my parts was deadly. Li’el had doubted if I knew who I really was. I knew. I was the half-blood deceiver who could massacre a battlefield of demons.

      Sundeath came too soon, heralded by distant demon cries. Night crept over the netherworld, and with it, the land drew in a breath. I’d walked all day, only stopping to scoop water from a stream. My feet were sore from the harsh terrain, and my muscles protested. I kept an eye on the darkening skies, wishing I had both wings so I could at least try to fly. What a feeling that must be: the freedom of flight. I pined for my lost wing. I’d lived in a human world, doing human things, with human thoughts. I hadn’t needed my wing in Boston. Being back in the netherworld reminded me of what I’d lost.

      The forest changed to open grassland. Between me and the plains where Jerry’s sanctum was supposed to be, lay miles of savannah. As the light faded and sprites began to dance in the sky above, I knew I should find a hollow and curl myself into it to wait out the night. I swept my gaze over the sea of grass. To begin with, I ignored the ripples in the reeds, assuming the wind riffled through them. But there was no wind. Snakes in the grass… Rivulets of movement cut the grass down ahead of them, coming closer. Six, no, seven… Demons. It had to be. Breath held, pulse fluttering, I watched the veins slither and weave, converging and then pulling apart again. Whatever they were, they were smaller than me. If I reached out with my element, they’d know I was there. Perhaps they’d pass me by and disappear into the trees behind me. I glanced back and saw more veins opening in the grass, weaving toward me. How many? Ten? More? And they were definitely headed for me. I couldn’t stall any longer. I reached inside and surged my element outward in an invisible halo. Fifteen heat sources pinged on my mental map. Fifteen demons burning hot. At the battle of Boston, I’d incinerated more with a flicker of thought. They’d been in my city. And I protected what was mine with everything I had. But here…the netherworld was their home. I had no right to slaughter demons here. I wasn’t like Adam. I’d never be like Adam. 

      One exploded out of the grass, all fangs, claws, scales and armor. I lifted a hand, pushed my element into its body, and blasted a narrow shot of heat into it. The beast— whatever it was—turned to ash the second before it would have slammed into me. An ash cloud of its remains puffed over my body, sticking to my skin, lips, and eyes.

      Another beast sprang up from my left. I spun and thrust flame through its flesh, turning it into a cloud as I had the first one. Another. Flash. Gone. It was a pointless assault, but even as they saw their kin fall, they didn’t stop. They couldn’t. I was a weak thing. Their instincts told them to tear me apart. 

      A battle cry from above was all the warning I received before the hunter struck. Cold talons tore into my shoulder and chest as we tumbled to the earth. Its wings fluttered and beat. An elongated jaw with needle teeth snapped toward my throat. I punched it aside, slammed my hand into its neck, and burned the thing from the inside out. More cries echoed above. Hunters spiraled above like vultures, and all around me the demons crowded closer. 

      I draped myself in flame and flexed elemental muscle, sending out a beat of rippling heat that repelled the demons enough for me to stand, but they weren’t going to flee. I spread my wing and my stance, bolstering my size, and sneered. “I am not what you see. I am killer. I am destroyer, but I will let you live. Just leave me be.”

      Hunter cries barreled through the night, and the beasts surrounding me snarled. I had them all pegged and could blast them to bits in the next heartbeat. Liquid fire dripped from my claws. We stood in that moment, the beasts and me, eyeing one another. More demons spilled in from the fringes of the savanna. A crowd of lessers bore down on me, and a sky full of demons spiraled above. I shone like a star in their center, a star ready to swallow them all. “Don’t make me kill you,” I hissed. They were just lessers, just demons. They didn’t know any better, which was why they wouldn’t back down. Akil had once deterred them with a growl, but not this many, not when bloodlust rode them. 

      I spread my arms and breathed in a world’s worth of heat. Don’t make me do this. I’d killed enough. Wasn’t it time for the killing to stop? The beasts snarled. Tails twitched. Claws clicked. Moments dragged on until I realized they weren’t attacking. I still blazed, a thing of flame, but they neither attacked nor withdrew. They watched, almost as though waiting. What the fu—

      One of the cat-like beasts with scaled skin hunched down on its forepaws and planted its three heads between its legs. Eyeless and blind, it sniffed around my feet, seeking…permission? Another dropped down onto its belly, tail flicking. A rippling prrp from the back of its throat seemed almost…playful. I’d seen one of those beasts before at Blackstone. Akil’d had one in the kitchen while playing poker with the King of Hell.

      I’d controlled lessers the night I’d discovered who I was and ordered them to guard Stefan. Was that what this was on a much larger scale? I turned slowly, not wanting to spook the herd into jumping me. They might still kill me with their countless numbers. Tails danced and entwined. Haunches rolled. They wanted to play? A smile tugged at the tight corner of my mouth, revealing a hint of fang. Just demon… But I’d been wrong. There was more going on here than instinct. They knew me. They accepted me. Did the lesser demons of the netherworld—beasts feared by prince and higher elemental alike—want to play?

      Slowly—so damn slowly—I reached a hand toward the nearest catbeast. One of its heads easily dwarfed my hand. Any moment, it could snap its jaws around my arm and rip it clean off. It sniffed at my hand. I couldn’t touch the creature. My skin would burn it. But I did sweep a hand over its face, gently pushing warmth over its scaled feline features. Three heads purred as one, and a tiny bark of laughter slipped from me. Oh, if Akil could see me now…

      The circle of catbeasts dissipated as they flowed back in to the grass. Some stayed and seemed to deliberately trample the grass down. Hunters caterwauled and sailed off into the night, leaving me with a pair of huge three-headed demon cats for company.

      I released my hold on the heat. “Okay then, I guess we’re buddies.” They circled around and around and dropped their huge bulks onto makeshift beds, heads between their paws, eyes on me. The message was clear. We ain’t movin’, so get your fiery hide over here and sit with us. I obliged with a hand touched to my heart.

      Be all you can be. Demon and human. 

      I curled up between my catbeast companions, pulling my wing close, and listened to their bellows-like breathing. Tiny diamond-lighted sprites danced in the starless netherworld sky. 

      The netherworld had accepted me as its own.
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      “A meńage á trois is not how I envisaged finding you.”

      I snapped awake as did my cat guardians. The three-headed demon kitties hunched, ready to spring, and growled so low the sound tickled my skin. 

      “Li’el.” I sneered, and then, remembering where I was, looked for enemies. A cool newmorn breeze riffled through the grass. Bright light spilled over the distant mountains: the sunbirth about to breach the horizon. The Prince of Pride appeared to be alone. His image shivered and blurred, but the smile on his lips was solid. “Where’s Stefan?” I asked.

      “Safe. As I said he would be.” He ruffled his wings and drew them close against his back. “Where did you find the neko?” He gestured toward my crowd.

      “They found me.”

      Pride’s pupil-less eyes narrowed with suspicion, but a smile softened the effect. “The princes even now assume you will die out here. Most hope it to be the case so they can put their trust in some other creature. All but Asmodeus. There is a change in him. I am neither surprised you have survived, nor am I surprised you have tamed the neko. They are the kings companions.”

      I was surprised. And I wasn’t sure tamed was the right word, but I wasn’t about to tell Pride that. “What do you want?”

      “I am your escort.” He said it with far too much delight in his eyes for my liking. 

      “Well, as you can see, I don’t need an escort.”

      The neko grumbled and growled then proceeded to pad off through the grass, sniffing and shuffling with all the stealth of cattle.  

      Li’el arched a brow. “No, you do not, but ventores will have to drag me from your side. You are far too intriguing to be left alone out here.”

      “Fine, tag along if you must, but don’t expect me to save your ass should the neko need a princely sized snack.” I turned my back on him but not before seeing his smile grow. We fell into an easy stride. The neko wandered off, but when I thought them gone, a rustle in the grass gave them away. Occasionally, they’d veer back in and give me a playful nudge, almost knocking me off my feet. They had all the cat-like attributes of Jonesy plus several hundred pounds of demon flesh. It wouldn’t have surprised me if they’d bounded back and dropped a lesser’s head at my feet. Pride watched all of this with a slight incline of his blurred brow, not least because the neko growled whenever he ventured within five strides of them. Had Jerry sent them for me? Pride had said they belonged to the king. 

      What had begun as a gentle breeze grew into something of a mischievous gale that would gust, fall away, and then sweep across the savannah like waves on an ocean. The wind brought spicy scents, summoning fragments of memories I long ago thought I’d forgotten. I’d been raised in the netherworld, albeit locked away behind one owner or another. What my mind had forgotten, my body hadn’t. I breathed the netherworld in and let it infuse forgotten demon muscles and habits.

      “You wear demon well.” Pride wove through the grass a stride beside me. He solidified his being into the glorious black-skinned man and trailed his feathered wings behind him. 

      “She is me. I am her.”

      “Half bloods… Only a handful of elementals were aware of their potential. When I first traveled to the human world, I rucked with human females—all smooth skin and curves.” He gazed ahead and trailed his hands over tufty grass heads. “One produced a half blood. The thing was quite the curiosity. Human elders burned it alive.” He didn’t see the trip in my stride. I’d perfected my mask, so nothing of my alarm showed on my face. But he did see the flare of fire in my veins, a mere throb, but it was enough. “Mammon’s fury is no trivial thing.”

       A thousand questions burst in my head, but I voiced none. He knew Mammon in the human world. This was huge, and he knew it, hence the dramatic pause, giving me room to reveal my shock. I strode on, heat wilting the grass as I brushed through it.

      “Was Mammon angry the child was killed or angry that you produced a half blood?” I asked, successfully barring the intrigue and disgust from my voice. 

      “He did not like to draw attention to our existence in the human realm, whereas I enjoyed the attention. The half blood was too…unnatural for them. Once, I revealed myself in full view of a gathering. I became air, a mighty storm. I am beautiful. Why would they not want to see this perfection?”

      I hadn’t thought it possible, but I’d met a prince with a bigger ego than Akil. “Indeed.”

      “They worshipped me like a god, and what am I really if not a god?”

      “Demon?”

      “Elemental. We are their gods, their angels, their devils, and their dreams. We could rule them. They see us, and they see the divine. I had followers, those devoted to my contentment. My every whim, they provided for. Mammon did not share my perspective. He believed the truth of us would corrupt them. He wanted to observe, to be embroiled in their lives, to be part of their existence. He wanted to live as they live. Why, I asked him, when we are better in every way?”

      “Not every way.” I found the ghost of Akil’s words in my mind. “Demons do not dream. They do not reach for the stars or strive to better themselves. Demons simply are.”

      Pride grumbled a foreign word. “I hear him in you.” He snagged his hand on one of the peculiar turquoise flowers that had started peppering the savannah and plucked off its head. With a flourish, he turned and presented the bloom to me. 

      I stopped and scowled. From somewhere nearby, the neko growled. “Flowers? For me?” He didn’t recognize the sarcasm, which made the fracturing of his smile all the more delightful when I plucked the bloom from his hand, popped it in my mouth, and ate it.

      He blinked. “Human females like flowers. I have proven this to be the case.”

      “Do you see any human females here?” He looked so sorry with his big black eyes and pouting lips. “Don’t try to manipulate me. The biggest most badass manipulator was my teacher. Your little”— I swept my claws at him— “act, is pitiful in comparison.”

      When he smiled this time, his fangs gleamed. “You are so like him.”

      “Okay, what’s the deal with you and Mammon?”

      Pride rolled his shoulders back and lifted his chin. “Mammon’s jaunts through the veil did not go unnoticed. Most of our kin dismiss the humans as weak and worthless. But I wanted to know why Mammon always returned to their world. I followed and found it to my liking. I stayed. He deemed my visitations too obscene, too public. The humans there worshipped me as the light-bringer. We rucked and feasted and killed. It was glorious. Mammon sought to end all of that.” Li’el’s stormy eyes churned. “He had no authority over my choices. He could have had everything, could have been worshipped as a god. You would think Greed, such as he was, would want everything. But no.” Pride’s wings ruffled. “We fought. They still tell the tale of the battle where I became the fallen one. He turned my humans against me, manipulated their pliable minds so that I became the enemy, the dark one, the opposer, the demon. I had no choice but to return.” Li’el traced a finger down the scar on his lip and chin.

      I now knew who’d given him that mark. “So what is this? You can’t get your revenge on him because he’s gone, so you thought you’d pick on his half blood?”

      Li’el barked a laugh that startled the neko and brought them bounding back to my side. “No. You are not his. You never were. You have always been your father’s bloodspawn. I am here because I believe you can stop Asmodeus.”

      A Prince of Hell believed in me. That was a chilling revelation. “Why did my father sire a half blood?” 

      “Your brother Valenti witnessed in your father’s flesh a one-winged half-blood, who would rain fire from the skies and slaughter an army in a single breath.”

      “Did he know that army was demon?”

      “Yes, Valenti warned him, but Asmodeus believed you could be controlled, as all half bloods must be. He immediately sought a human female so that he might fulfill the prophecy, enlisting Mammon’s help.”

      “What?”

      “Enlisting Mammon’s help,” Li’el repeated, louder. 

      “No, I heard you. I mean… Mammon helped Asmodeus find a human female?”

      “Asmodeus asked Mammon to assist. He was the only demon with widespread knowledge of the human world, more so than even I. Mammon initially refused. We princes do not often seek help. We simply…twist desires, utilize leverage, and so it was with Asmodeus.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Asmodeus threatened to expose Mammon’s existence beyond the veil. His pantomime life would have been ended.” Li’el traced a fingertip down the tip of his scar.

      “Mammon knew my mother,” I whispered. 

      “Mammon chose your mother.”

      I’d asked Akil if he knew her. I distinctly remembered the conversation in my apartment. He was being nice at the time. ‘Who was my mother?’ and his answer, ‘I don’t know. I suspect she succumbed during your birth or was killed soon after.’ He’d picked her! He may not have technically known her, but he’d damn well selected her. How? Luck? Did she catch his eye? Did something she said, something she did, incite his distaste? Eeny-meeny-miny-moe, come with me, nobody will know… The bastard had sidestepped the truth. ‘If she was anything like you, she’d have rained hell down on them all.’ The heat within throbbed in time with my heartbeat. I wanted to kill him all over again. I wanted to resurrect his Armani-suit clad ass and then murder him to death with my clawed hands. 

      “I can assume from your expression, you were not aware of this,” Li’el said.

      “No.”

      “If it is any consolation, he volunteered to monitor you, but Asmodeus considered you a failure on sight. Like so many before you, in demon form, you had both wings. He told Valenti to dispose of you, despite your brother’s insistence you were the one. Asmodeus would not believe the runt you were would be the death-bringer. Your brother sold you, but I suspect Mammon never stopped watching the half-blood demon with fire in her heart. And then, of course, when your owner took your wing, Mammon knew for certain who you were and petitioned Asmodeus to let him be your mentor.”

      I knew Akil had tutored me for my father, but I hadn’t known what hold Asmodeus had over him. Now I did. Akil had been protecting his own interests, his pretend human life. He’d wanted me for himself, that hadn’t been a lie. Was it possible he might even have felt something about his part in my mother’s death? He would have known Asmodeus and my brother would never let a human live after everything she’d seen. He’d picked a woman—a normal everyday woman—to die among demons. Had that knowledge hurt him, or had he shrugged it off the way any immortal chaos demon would have? 

      “Mammon’s motives are forever complex.” 

      “Were forever complex,” I corrected.

      Li’el smiled. “Of course.”

      “Wait, you said…like so many before me? My father sired more half bloods?”

      “He did, looking for the one-winged Mother of Destruction, but all infants had both wings. They were killed at birth or sold.”

      All half bloods were killed at birth or sold. All demons knew it. Half bloods were curious playthings. But Asmodeus knew the truth. Mammon and my brother, they’d known. So not all were killed. Some of Asmodeus’s bloodspawn could have been sold. Did that mean I had half-blood brothers or sisters somewhere? I had family? Why had Akil not told me this? “Did Mammon…” A growl clogged my throat. “Were there more women, besides my mother?”

      “Yes. After your birth, Asmodeus tired of your mother’s failure to produce the prophesized half-blood. He ordered Val to kill her and found another human female.”

      My brother had told me he’d cut my mother’s throat. Perhaps it had been a mercy for her? My degenerate upbringing had been nothing compared to what she must have endured beneath the body of the Prince of Lust. And Akil had known. He’d said my father was brutal. He would know. He’d helped him. 

      My smile was a bitter and twisted thing. I turned away from Li’el. “What happened to the other woman?”

      “Killed the moment you were recognized.”

      Akil had delivered human women into the hands of my father, who had used them as brood mares, looking for me, the prophesized Mother of Destruction. I didn’t know my mother. I had no idea what she’d looked like, what her name was, how her voice had sounded, or whether she’d laughed or lived at all. But I cared. The human part of me cared for that poor woman. “I want to find my siblings.” Perhaps in them, I might know her. 

      “Your brother killed the majority of them. Of those he let live, he was the only one to know where they were sold. Their locations are unknown.”

      I had family. Real flesh-and-blood family. They were half bloods. Their lives would have been torture. But if they were like me—like her—they’d be survivors. If I put my mind to it, I could find them. Half bloods were rare. I thought of how Jerry had once told me he’d tried to save one. Jerry might know more. Akil would. He’d watched me. He’d likely watched Asmodeus’s other offspring too. It was more important than ever to get that slippery bastard back on his feet. I was so going to go nuclear on his ass. 

      Li’el, my demon escorts, and I walked in silence the rest of the way across the savannah to a small gulley between the grassland and a rocky, barren stretch of land where Jerry’s sanctum would be. No lessers attacked. I hadn’t expected them too. Li’el sometimes dissolved into mist so that he was hardly by my side at all, but his cool, whispering touch never quite left. 

      “I am sorry if my words distressed you.”

      “No, you’re not,” I said to the swirling cloud hovering over the narrow stream beside me. 

      “You are right. I am not. Human females—”

      My growl was a wonderful baritone ripple. “Sorry doesn’t work unless you mean it. You are demon and the Price of Pride. The day your kind say sorry and mean it is the day hell freezes over.”

      Li’el’s cloud anchored above the water while I stomped on. “You believe we are only demon.”

      “Oh, I know you are.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “You wouldn’t ask me that if you knew the torture I’d endured at the hands of only demons.”

      “Do you believe we are capable of change?”

      “No. Chaos doesn’t change.”

      “And what of Mammon?”

      Clever. I walked on, but I’d already hesitated too long. “Mammon was different.”

      “Ah, so he can change, your lover, but not the rest of us. Does it make you feel better to believe the lies you tell yourself?”

      “You don’t know me or what I had with Ma—Akil.”

      “Child, you are perhaps thirty-something human-years old, and already, you know everything. How wonderful for you.”

      Li’el’s gilded sarcasm was getting old. “Fine. Tell me what I don’t know.” I grumbled, feet stomping ever deeper into the mud. 

      “Akil was but one facet of Mammon, the body he crafted for himself, the words on his tongue, the touch of his fingers. It is lies, a beautiful deception.”

      I scoffed. “I know that.”

      “Of course you do. You know everything.”

      I stopped and lifted my gaze. We had perhaps an hours walk to go. We would make it by nightfall. And here was the Prince of Pride, twittering to me about change. What exactly did he want from me? Slicing my glare behind me revealed Li’el standing on the mud bank, looking every part the beautiful deception he spoke of. 

      “Mammon was as old as the earth beneath your feet,” he said. “He devoted his existence to greed. Nothing would be denied him. That which he could not possess, he stole. He was a liar and a cheat. The humans called me the trickster. He found it amusing that they labeled me as such when he was more worthy of that name. You cannot tell me this does not sound like him.”

      “I know what Mammon is.”

      “Then you must be aware his vessel is a trap, as is mine.”

      “Yes.”

      “I meant what I said. I will follow you, but I asked that you do not restore him.”

      And here was the crux. Li’el peered back at me, his body nonchalant, but his eyes were a swirl of gray. “You are enemies.” I kept my tone level and direct.

      “All of us are enemies. We have lived long lives. It is easier to betray than remain loyal when you have an immortal lifetime of deception.” He sighed. “You carry his soul. Do not deny it. I sense his element in you.”

      I took a leaf out of Akil’s book and skirted the truth. “Mammon changed. Things happened in Boston. He is different.”

      “It is lies.”

      The Akil who’d tried to force me back to the netherworld had been a lying bastard, but the Akil who’d told me he was alarmed to find himself caring, the Akil who’d saved me from going nuclear outside the Institute and lost the half bloods in the process, the Akil who’d blocked Dawn’s wicked power and sacrificed himself doing so… That wasn’t the same demon Li’el knew. “We will have to agree to disagree.”

      Darkness flooded Li’el’s eyes. His upper lip pulled tight over sharp teeth. “You are making a mistake.”

      “No, the mistake is yours. He is different, and I will prove it to you.”

      “Ahkeel will be your undoing.”

      Akil, my undoing? “No demon has the power to be my undoing. If you believe that to be a lie, you’re following the wrong one-winged half blood. I like you, Li’el. Hell knows why. Trust me.”

      “Trust…”

      “It’s a human thing.” I smiled. “We human females have a way of giving you demons the feels.”

      His lashes fluttered as he considered my words, and when I was about to write him off as a lost cause, he nodded once, and then poofed away, far enough away that his gaze no longer fluttered across my skin. At least I now knew what Li’el wanted—or didn’t want—and that was Mammon breathing again. They had a history. 

      I returned to my trek with Jerry’s barren lands ahead, but even as I marched on, I wondered. Akil had led my mother to the slaughter. The Akil I knew would never have done such a thing, not even to protect his life of luxury. It was before, I told myself. He’d admitted I’d been the one who changed him. I’d done the impossible and changed chaos. But that didn’t stop a fracture of doubt working its way through my plans.
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      The King of Hell no longer looked like a backstreet vet. Gone was the muscle-bound human body with its second-skin of tattoos. In its place stood a creature one hundred percent thoroughbred demon. Crocodilian skin served as armor. Claws like scythes tipped long fingers. The tail that lashed behind him carried bunches of spikes, perfect for knocking opponents aside and impaling them. He stood inside a huge stone circle. Each monolith towered over him, and he was by no means small. Three times my demon height with a wingspan that put Mammon’s to shame, Jerry was every part the nightmarish demon from human myths and legends. He looked down his muzzle at me as if he might bite me in two.

      What does one say to the King of Hell? I looked up at him and…stared. He’d watched me approach. The neko had long ago scarpered. All around his sanctum, the plain was flat and featureless. Angry skies churned above. I couldn’t have snuck up on him even if I’d wanted to. Standing there, I had to wonder if my father really thought I could deceive the king. He was formidable, although I didn’t get any sense of the elements from him. The symbols that fluttered like moths inches from his skin probably had something to do with that. Those same symbols throbbed like embers inside the stone circle. 

      Still, he watched me. What did he see? A half blood with one wing or his assassin?

      I dropped to a knee, pulled my wing in close, and made myself small—easily done when facing a giant. “Baal, King of Hell, Jeremiah, I come to you as an ally not foe. Permit me to speak with you. I believe…” I wet my lips, or tried to, but my heat banished the moisture. “We have a common goal.” Flicking my gaze up, I saw that he still watched. As far as I could tell, he hadn’t moved at all. “To restore the veil.”

      Baal laughed, and my little heart stuttered. The depth of the sound, the luscious roll, like honey, swept me up in its magic and wrapped me in serenity. Before I realized I’d moved, I’d dropped to both knees and bowed my head so low I could have curled up on the earth and fallen asleep. Baal’s laughter disarmed me. An urge to throw myself at his feet almost broke me. And he did all that without the elements. No wonder the princes hadn’t yet fought him. He’d probably turned them all to mush as soon as they got within a few strides of the stones. 

      “I have no allies here, half-blood deceiver.” His words shook the ground like thunder. Baal turned away. His magnificent wings swept the air behind him, blasting me with dust in their wake. Like dragon wings, my awe-muted mind remarked. The symbols took flight—startled like a flock of birds—and resettled into an aura around his marvelous form. 

      “No allies among the princes,” I said. “But I am not one of them.”

      “No? Mother of Destruction, Greed’s Minion, Human Pretender, Daughter of Lust. Half Blood Whore.”

      Climbing to my feet, hands fisted at my sides, I growled, “I am not a human pretender.” Baal’s chuckle almost dropped me back to the ground. “Stop that.” He toured the inside of his circle, his stride easy, gait leisurely. He reminded me of a shark cruising around the aquarium. Was that was his sanctum was? A cage? Did the symbols keep him in as well as keeping the princes out? “I came here to help you.”

      “And what is it you want in return?” He slid his crocodile eyes to me. The pupil narrowed to a razor-thin vertical slit, slicing through my bravado to reveal a heady dose of fear. 

      “You know me, Jerry. You helped me. I fought with you on the battlefield.” His tour was bringing him back toward me. With every step, his glare burned, but not with recognition. Did he truly not remember? “Mammon stood beside you. You rallied a demon army—”

      “Many demons perished at your whim, Destruction. You slaughter with enviable efficiency. Old titles die. New titles are born. You are the Deathbringer, the Demonslayer. Would you cleanse our kind from this land?” He let the question hang in the air before saying, “You have it in you to rule. The netherworld listens when destruction talks.”

      An odd sense of pride swelled inside me. “Perhaps, but I don’t want to. I don’t want any of this.”

      “What do you want?” He stopped before me. Two great upright stones stood sentinel beside him. 

      What did I want? The veil restored. Boston to go back to the way it was before the netherworld poisoned it. I wanted to go home, to kick back and watch sports with Ryder. I wanted to catch a movie with Stefan. To paint my nails outlandish colors with Lacy. I wanted a life, a real life, not one manufactured by Adam and the Institute and certainly not the life of a mass-murderer in the netherworld. “I want to be free. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. My life is a cage like your stones. We are not meant for cages, you and I.”

      Baal knelt on one knee on the earth between the stones and leaned closer. He fanned his great wings behind him to maintain his balance but didn’t cross the perimeter of the circle. “The veil cannot be permanently restored without a queen by my side.”

      Did he mean me? No, I couldn’t. It would mean leaving it all behind. The netherworld wasn’t my home. It never would be. “I… I…” I can’t, but I would. What was my life for that of Earth? Of course I would sacrifice it all. I was human, wasn’t I?  

      “Not you, Muse.” Baal’s long smile curled into reptilian cheeks. “You are, and will always be, destruction.”

      “Oh.”

      He huffed a laugh. This one didn’t turn my legs to Jello. “I’ll accept your allegiance, little half blood, but only when you reveal your true reason for being here.”

      “The princes think I—“

      “Not that. I know they sent you. Their elements linger outside my cage. They believe you more demon than human, but I know otherwise. There is another reason you have come to me besides your heroic motives.”

      I blinked up at the King of Hell. His teeth would make short work of my vulnerable mortal hide. He could crush me in one of those hands. His claws would gut me before I could draw my fire. And yet I didn’t get any sense of malevolence from him. I never had. Jerry was one of the good guys. I could trust him. “I need you to bring back Akil.”

      Baal lifted his chin and turned his cheek to me, eyeing me with one wide yellow eye. “Deceiver indeed.” He held out a calloused hand. Claw tips glinted. Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly. I didn’t hesitate. The time for hesitations had been back in the motel room when Ryder had asked me if I was returning to Boston. I planted my itty-bitty hand in the King of Hell’s palm, let him curl his huge claws round my forearm, and stepped inside his circle.
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      “What is this?” My teeth made quick work of the chargrilled meat. 

      “Scorsi.” Jerry reached into the spit-roasted carcass we’d propped over a campfire. Night had gobbled up the land quickly. Beyond the stone circle, demons called and cried in the dark. 

      “Scorsi? Ugh.” Something Stefan had once said came hurtling back to me. “Don’t eat the dark meat. Stefan says it’s poisonous.” I eyed my drumstick warily.

      “I cut the dark out. Don’t worry. I didn’t agree to your allegiance only to poison you.” Jerry chuckled. He did that a lot. But in his human form, as he was now, the effect was muted. He’d packed all of his kingly demon-self into the pro-wrestler body and tucked himself in tight with the all over body tats. He wasn’t naked—I’d seen enough of the ‘male form’ to last a lifetime—and wore patched leather pants with a coat. It reminded me of how my brother had worn demon-skin garments, but his had been perfect, as though he’d taken great care to skin his enemies and clothe himself in their remains. I shivered. Even as a fire demon, my brother had the power to chill me to the bone. But he was gone. Nobody had locked his soul with theirs.

      Around us, the glyphs throbbed inside each stone monolith, similar to how the same markings had covered the throne room in Mammon’s fortress. As soon as I’d crossed the outer fringes of Jerry’s sanctum, the elements vanished. The air thinned. Had I wanted to, I could have worn my human skin and would have been fine. “What is this place? The stones, the symbols, what does it all mean?”

      “Control,” Jerry replied, without looking up. He tore a leg off the roasted Scorsi and cracked it open like a lobster claw, revealing pale flesh inside. “I created these designs, long ago when our worlds were young, and I had a queen by my side. Those you see here subdue the elements. Others amplify them. The ones I wear protect me from attack.”

      “They move.”

      His eyes flicked to me. “They respond to power. The greater the power, the more they must realign to find a balance.”

      “At the table in Mammon’s throne room, the glyphs responded to me.”

      Jerry took a bite and chewed slowly. His gaze drifted. “That table, the throne room, the fortress, they are powerful focal points for chaos energies. They are as ancient as I am. Those symbols—the ones embedded inside that throne room—were my first. The fortress belonged to me. My queen and I…” He blinked and seemed to ground himself back in the moment. “I ruled from that chamber.” He shrugged a massive shoulder. “Control responds to chaos. You are a beast of chaos, more so than most. The symbols were likely attempting to balance your chaos with their control.” He lifted his hand. “That is how we must restore the veil. With balance. Chaos and control, united.” He fixed his gaze on me. “Tell me about Mammon, about…Akil. How is it you are infused with his soul?”

      “I had Damien, my owner, soul-locked inside me.” I tossed the bone back into the campfire. Gristle sizzled and spat. “Akil said it was possible for Damien to come back, even though I’d burned his body to ash. Akil hooked that evil bastard out, destroyed him for good, and planted his own soul in me to help control my…urges. Without his intervention, I’d have been an all-types-of-crazy she-demon by now.” Whatever way I said it, it still sounded wrong on so many levels. I shifted on my stone, avoiding Jerry’s keen gaze. “He was acting weird, saying…things.” 

      “What kind of things?” Jerry plucked at a cooked haunch. Amber firelight washed over his tattooed face.

      “He—er—he started telling the truth.” Jerry stopped chewing. His brow arched up. “Yeah, I know. It freaked me out too. He admitted he’d always known what I was supposed to become, but he talked about caring, and…” Jerry stared wide-eyed at me, as if I had three horns instead of two. “Anyway, long story short, when he blocked Dawn’s power, she killed him.”

      “Wait. Back up there. Who’s Dawn?”

      Despite the topic, Jerry’s very human speech patterns summoned a smile. I couldn’t deny it was good to see him, especially in this nightmare of a world. “The little girl I burned a street full of enforcers for. She slept on your couch.”

      “That little thing with the stuffed bunny killed Mammon? I thought she died?”

      “Yeah, half bloods aren’t that easy to kill, despite being mortal. Anyway, I—”

      “She’s alive?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Adam Harper has her.”

      Jerry’s human-suit rippled. His tattoos shimmied across his skin, slithering, like leeches, before resettling. He didn’t smile, didn’t blink, barely moved at all. “We have to find her,” he growled. “She is chaos.”

      “Well, yeah. She’s chaos all right. That’s how she killed Leviathan and destroyed the Boston Institute and Mammon. But he isn’t all dead. I can get him back. Can I get him back?” 

      Jerry didn’t reply. He stared somewhere over my shoulder, his gaze rigid. “She can make this right.”

      “Dawn?”

      “She is queen.” He blinked slowly and refocused on me. “Will be queen.”

      “Wait, what? No. Hell, no. She’s not even ten years old. She hasn’t lived. I thought she was dead, but Adam—that bastard—squirreled her away. She might be okay. I might be able to bring her around.” He glared hard. “She can’t come here, Jerry.” The netherworld was no place for a nine-year-old girl. “It’d ruin her for good.”

      “This is not debatable. She is chaos to my control.”

      “She’s a little girl.”

      “She’s an immortal killer. She controls chaos. The elements are chaos, Muse. She doesn’t have a choice. None of us do. She must come here, to me. Only with her by my side can we permanently restore the veil from inside these stones. Chaos and control. You must find her, and bring her to me.”

      “No.” I couldn’t hand her over to the netherworld. After everything she’d been through, she didn’t deserve to be the queen of the demons. They’d kill her the way they had the old queen. “Find another chaos demon.”

      “Chaos elementals are anomalies, born at random when demons of opposing elements ruck.”

      “But she’s half-human, so she must have a chaos demon for a parent somewhere?”

      “Yes. In my long life, I’ve only ever met three. We do not have time to scour the netherworld for another chaos elemental. She is close.” He paused. “She was always close. Carol-Anne kept her in an elementally protected cage right around the block from me.” He spat an old-language curse. “It has to be the girl.”

      “No.”

      Jerry frowned. “Would you rather see your world perish? The elementals will not stop. The veil must be irrevocably repaired.”

      “Take me. I’ll be the damn queen. My flavor of destruction is pretty chaotic.”

      His sad smile only further angered me. “You are destruction.”

      “I don’t care about the ridiculous demon names. I can be chaos. That little girl doesn’t deserve you or the netherworld. Everyone she’s ever known has used her, lied to her, betrayed her. No. She should have a chance. One chance.” A fracture split my voice. I covered it with a growl, but Jerry was too perceptive not to notice. 

      “Dawn isn’t you,” he said, his voice so deep it permeated my thoughts.

      “No, she’s not,” I growled back. “There’s still hope for her.”

      Lips pinched tight, he scowled and shook his head. “You must do this. We can restore the veil for good, Muse. No more demons in your world. Your cities, your people, will be safe. And here, balance will return. Peace. The netherworld will heal. If she won’t come of her own free will, you must make sure she comes. You don’t have a choice, and neither does she.”

      This was wrong. So damn wrong. “Can you repair the veil and then give her back?”

      “No. Once my element combines with hers, the veil is sealed for as long as we both live.”

      Half bloods don’t get happy endings. “She’s a half blood though. Mortal. She’ll die.”

      “Your Prince of Wrath enjoyed near-immortality. There’s no knowing what a union with my element would do to her half-blood body. There are risks. But the result outweighs the risks.”

       The King of Hell was right. I sighed, bowed my head, and swallowed back the anger. “If she doesn’t want to come with me, she won’t. She’s already tried to kill me. Twice.”

      “It is the only way. I cannot leave this sanctum. The second I do, the princes will tear into me. Without my queen, I am only a demon.”

      How could I lead her like a lamb to the slaughter? I wasn’t Akil. I wasn’t demon enough to think this way. “Jerry, you don’t understand. I betrayed her once—”

      “No Muse, you don’t understand.” His voice rumbled deeply enough to quiver across my flesh. “No discussions. No bargains. There are no other chaos demons. She is strong, stronger than most, possibly stronger than the previous queen. That half-blood girl is our last hope, and you are the only one who can reach her.”

      “Jerry…” What could I say? Certainly not no, at least, not with conviction. My humanity demanded I protect Dawn, but for the second time, I was going to deliver her into the hands of demons. She’d hate me if she didn’t already. What was the hatred of one little girl compared to the restoration of the veil? Could she be saved? Not if I shoved her back into the netherworld. She’d be demon, a terrifying, chaos-wielding queen of demons. Her humanity would wilt and die. It wouldn’t be Akil delivering her to her enemies. This time, it would be me. 

      “If you wish for me to resurrect Mammon, you must give me your word you will bring the half-blood chaos girl to me.”

      I lifted my gaze. “She’s called Dawn.”

      Jerry stared right back, his tattoos squirming. “Your word.”

      Akil’s resurrection had nothing to do with my decision. This wasn’t about me or him. It was about the life of one little girl weighed against the rest of humanity. “Yes,” I hissed. “Fine. Yes, you have my word. Damnit. Of course I’ll do it. But so help me, Jerry, you’d better look out for her.”

      He nodded. “I’ll protect her with my life.”

      “The way you did the last queen?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Speaking of which, you intend to resurrect the architect of her death.”

      I blinked and managed to keep a perfectly neutral half-smile on my lips. “Mammon killed the previous queen?” 

      Jerry didn’t buy my nonchalance. “The queen was chaos. Her element poisoned her mind. She attacked me, as she often did, but this time, the Seven Princes retaliated. They did so for their own selfish reasons. They coveted her power. Using the elemental blade, they carved her element from her body, tore her asunder, and absorbed her chaos into themselves. Your beloved Greed orchestrated it. He wanted her chaos. I suspect he even had a hand in my queen’s insanity.”

      “But he saved you?”

      Jerry chuckled. “Not out of the kindness of his heart. He’s no fool. If you think you know Ahkeel, you’re wrong. He always has a plan. Understand that, and you understand Greed.” My expression must have revealed too much because Jerry’s tone softened. “I don’t blame him, and you shouldn’t either. You cannot blame a creature for being true to its nature. He is what he is, as are we all. He saved me because he knew— should the loss of the queen unbalance the netherworld, as it has—we’d need a way to repair the damage.”

      Everything went back to the slippery and sly Prince of Greed. “He’s changed.” The conviction I’d started out with had vanished. 

      Jerry’s laughter massaged the quiet like a wicked thing with a life of its own. “Changed?” His chuckles sent flutters shifting low in my belly. “Chaos does not change. What you’ve witnessed in Ahkeel is an elaborate masterpiece of lies. He knew his fate, the same as he knew yours. Valenti surely told him he would die on that battlefield. There was only one way he could ensure the survival of his soul.” Jerry’s chuckles turned dark. “He used you. Are you sure you want him returned? He may not be the demon or the man you think him to be.”

      The doubts I’d harbored since Li’el had left matured into fully-fledged fears. Akil had hand picked my mother and delivered her to the Prince of Lust. He’d watched and manipulated me since the moment of my birth. He’d lied, cheated, and betrayed. He was every part the Prince of Hell, and yet… Jerry didn’t know him the way I did. Neither did Li’el, or Adam, or Stefan. Nobody knew him. I wasn’t even sure Akil knew himself. He’d deceived me. He’d used me. He probably had planned to soul-lock me to ensure his existence, but everyone seemed to forget his sins weren’t all of him. He’d plucked me out of Damien’s hands and taught me how to be human. He’d killed to protect me. He’d stopped me from going nuclear, stopped me from killing, and saved me from myself time and time again. He’d helped keep Boston clear of demons. He’d fought alongside Jerry and Stefan and driven back the netherworld. And when Dawn had been about to tear me apart, he’d made the ultimate sacrifice. 

      I met and held Jerry’s stare. “He died for me. It’s time to bring him back.”
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      Jerry sat close enough that I could pick out delicate flickers on the trailing edges of his tattoos where they hugged his otherwise brutally masculine face. The campfire crackled to my right, and somewhere outside our circle, a lesser demon snarled, but all of my thoughts were filled with Jerry and what was to come.

      “Akil told me there were two ways of removing a soul lock.” I spoke softly, but I still feared the breeze might carry the words into the netherworld and to the princes. “The first would likely kill me. The second was like surgery. He said it takes great control.”

      Jerry’s lips curved into a smile. “You’re in safe hands.”

      “When he removed Damien, he used my—erm—my talent for lust to hide the pain.” I gulped and flicked my gaze between Jerry’s hands as he slowly raised them level with my cheeks. At least he was human. Had he not reverted to his demon-self, I wasn’t sure I could have sat so close and looked him in the eyes. 

      “What I am about to do could kill you, but given your resilience, I doubt you’ll succumb.”

      Oh, lovely. He touched his warm hands to my cheeks and splayed his fingers wide. My smoldering skin had no effect on him. My little demon heart galloped. Peering into the King of Hell’s eyes with mere inches between us was no mean feat. I knew, without looking, that my fiery veins blazed. My element was trapped beneath the press of the symbols, but inside, it churned, sensing apprehension. 

      “Will it hurt?” This was the netherworld. I already knew the answer. 

      Jerry’s lips ticked. “Do you remember when I hypnotized you?”

      I huffed a small laugh. “Yeah.”

      “This begins in a similar way. I will be attempting two things. The first is a summoning, to gather Mammon’s immortal soul to one specific point inside of you, a focal point, if you like. It’s similar to how you would use a flame to summon a demon through the veil.”

      My face tingled. Something moved beneath his touch. A fluttery chitter sounded at the back of my throat. I wanted to pull away but held fast. I could trust Jerry. Trust the King of Hell! When did that become okay? 

      “The second is more trying.” He swallowed, but his gaze didn’t waver. “I must remove his grip on you. He’ll fight my attempts. Souls are stubborn and Mammon’s even more so. Once I’ve pried him out, the summoning will anchor him here, and if all goes well, Mammon will manifest. But Muse, it may take time for his memories to settle. He is an immortal chaos demon. You are a blink in the span of his long life. He may not immediately recognize you.”

      Way to make a girl feel special. “What do I do?”

      “Sit still, and keep your fire alive. The fire—your element and his—will fuel his return.”

      “And if it goes wrong?”

      His lips twitched again. “Don’t let it. Close your eyes. Remember Ahkeel. Remember Mammon.”

      Eyes closed, I listened to my breath and Jerry’s. My heartbeat galloped. The sounds of the netherworld night soaked into my thoughts. Before Mammon, I’d witnessed the netherworld through the bars of a cage. The netherworld had been a nightmare to my young demon mind, pure terror. My cage was safe. My owners protected me. I’d thanked them for their kindness even as they beat me, for what was I? A half-blood slave. A lesser thing diseased with human and weak. But Mammon, he’d found me. He unlocked my cage. He taught me about the human world and gave me the tools to survive. He set me free. When I’d first seen him, I’d thought him a truly magnificent beast: skin, obsidian black, veins alight with fire, and wings so broad, so powerful, he could embrace a world—or so it had seemed. He was the one who’d taught me how to wield fire as a weapon. In Boston, Akil had taught me how to be human. How to live. How humans fought for their beliefs. How to laugh, to cry, to feel…to love. He was my world, my everything. Without him, I’d still be in that cage. I’d still be that wretched half-blood plaything with no hope but to die. 

      Human emotions overwhelmed my demon body. Molten tears escaped my closed eyes. Jerry’s touch sank through my skin and dove inside. I opened to him. As the fire flared bright and hot, I let him sink deep into my center through the fear, the doubt, the love, the regret… Through everything. The fire hissed and spat against the intrusion of control. Emotion. I let it happen, let myself feel the things I’d kept hidden for so long. I let it go: the disgust for what I had once been, the regret for a demon life I’d left behind, and the love—the wicked, destructive love for a Prince of Hell. Yes, I loved him. It was a dangerous, dark love. It wasn’t wrong to love Akil. Love could never be wrong. But it could be poisonous if I let it.

      The rich scent of cinnamon and the warm, spicy hint of cloves laced my nose and throat. Memories blasted. So many memories. Akil driving a sword through Sam’s chest. Akil standing on the harbor’s edge, watching as I plummeted into the cold, dark waters. Akil striding through a fleeing crowd as a dragon-demon scorched the skies over Boston. I remembered punching him, biting him, the salty taste of his blood in my mouth. And I remembered how he’d pleaded with me not to leave him, how he needed me, and how I’d tasted him anew. How his touch had trembled, how he’d whispered ancient words as his body moved inside mine, how he’d pulled me close, how I’d slept cradled against him, his arm curled protectively around me. He had always been there. Always so close when I’d needed him. He’d only ever been himself. A manipulative, deceitful, powerful, Prince of Hell. I could never blame him for being who he was, what he was. If anything, I’d been the one who couldn’t decide who or what I was. 

      Fire—his—flooded my veins. Pain danced through my body. I jerked, teeth clamped, back arched, but Jerry held on. He spoke softly, quickly, his smooth voice serene inside the chaos. I heard Akil’s luscious accent, the way he threatened and teased in the same breath. There was nobody and nothing like him in the netherworld or on earth. He had to come back. Even if it had all been for himself. 

      “Muse…”

      The fire cooled, spluttered. What if I was wrong? What if I was bringing back a monster? What if it had never been love? 

      “Muse, hold the fire. Don’t let it go.” Jerry’s words fluttered like moths. What if Akil was a lie? All of him. The smile, the sex, the promises, the confessions. Li’el had warned me. Jerry too. I knew what Akil was capable of. He was the Prince of Greed. He got his wants, and he’d had an immortal lifetime to perfect his tactics.  What if I was blind to the truth? This was on me. If I brought him back, and he—“Muse, this is not the time for doubts”—was entirely demon. What if he stood beside my father? 

      “Muse, if you pull back now, he’ll be gone. You’ll never get him back. Do you hear me? Don’t falter. You haven’t come this far to fail now. You made a choice. Live with it.”

      I had. Jerry was right. Come back, you lying bastard. Come back, and face me. Good or bad, truth or lies, come back, and answer to me, Prince of Greed, of Lies. Mammon, death does not absolve you.

      The moment he vacated my soul, a cool blast of relief surged through me, tingling through muscle, cleansing my body from the inside out. I doubled over, almost taking Jerry with me, and braced myself against the earth. Lightness breezed over me, a sigh in recognition of something fundamental, and for a few seconds, I couldn’t begin to understand it. I’d never known it before…

      Freedom. 

      I. Was. Free. 

      No owner. No soul-lock. Just me. In my own demon skin.

      I started laughing, even as Jerry urged me to stand. He sounded agitated, his orders urgent, but I couldn’t think about him. The little half-blood creature who’d cowered in the dark had finally risen from the ashes of an old life. I was new. I was me. Complete. And free. Finally, wholly free.  

      A huge black hand scooped me up. Fingers locked tight around my throat and dangled me at arm’s length. Mammon grinned. His saber-fangs gleamed. He fanned his lava-veined wings and eyed me with hungry flame-filled eyes. Like a damned rag doll, my legs flailed uselessly in the air. What the hell? 

      Mammon punched me down into the earth with a blow that would have instantly killed me had I been human. My left horn took most of the impact, as did my left shoulder, wing, and hip. The grip around my throat had gone. Instincts surged, and hooking a knee under me, I levered myself up and bolted. I managed two steps before my wing snagged. My legs tripped out from under me, and I was hauled backward. I reached for fire and flame, but none came inside Jerry’s sanctum. 

       Mammon held me aloft by my wing. “Little half-blood deceiver.” His voice bubbled and snarled around sharp teeth. 

      I kicked out and swung for him, but he stood outside my pathetic reach. “Mammon, let me go!”

      His lips curled, carving a smile into his savage face. “You killed thousands of my kin.”

      No, no… What was this? Why was he treating me like the enemy? “Don’t you remember? I did that to stop the battle, to protect Boston. You were there. We fought together.”

      His molten eyes narrowed. “I fought beside my King. Not a half blood.”

      “Don’t you know me?”

      “I know you. Mother of Destruction. Asmodeus’s daughter. Valenti’s sister. Deathbringer. Demonkiller.”

      This was not how I imagined our reunion. Dangling by my one wing, I craned my neck for Jerry and saw him behind me, leaning against one of the stone uprights, with apparently no intention of intervening. “Jerry… Help me. Explain to Mammon what happened.” 

      Jerry blinked and uncrossed his arms. With a weary sigh, he ran a hand over his shaven head, pushed away from the stone, and came toward me. “Mammon, Muse saved your soul. You owe her a debt. I need her to retrieve the queen. Do not harm her.” He said each word calmly, precisely, with no hint of emotion. Control.

      Mammon’s jaw worked, and the fire tracing through his body flared just that little bit higher. “She is destruction.”

      “She is also human, which makes her reasonable… Most of the time. You told me in the past to trust her. Remember her, Greed. Remember all of her, not just what you see before you.”

      I dangled limply in his grip. I’d have given anything to have strength like his. I was fast, agile, but tiny, compared to Mammon. He’d well and truly caught me, and without my element, I was weak, fragile, demon… I’m just demon… Akil. 

      “Where’s Akil?” I demanded. Both Jerry and Mammon looked at me like I’d just asked them where they’d buried a body. “I know he’s in there.”

      Mammon’s smile faded. “Ahkeel was a vessel of my creation. That vessel perished to save you.”

      “No.” Goddammit, this wasn’t how it was meant to be. “No. You listen to me, Mammon.” I pointed a finger, as ridiculous as the gesture was while dangling from his grip. “If he’s only a vessel, you can bring him back. Make him again. Do whatever it is you do to create a human body in the first place. Bring. Akil. Back.”

      “You are insolent,” he grumbled. 

      “And you’re a huge pain in my ass.” Something like a snort erupted from Jerry, but I dared not look away from Mammon. Looking away was a weakness. I was not letting that big-ass, lava-veined, obsidian-skinned demon ruin everything. “Do it, or kill me because the second I leave this circle, I’m going to rip every last filament of fire right out of your volcanic skin. I’m going to swallow it all, and I’m going to tell the princes exactly where to find the impotent Prince of Greed, so they can tear you off your ego trip all over again because that was so much fun for you last time. Wasn’t it?”

      His grip on my wing tightened. Bone creaked, muscles burned, and for a horrible moment, I thought he’d snap my wing in two. I gasped. Jerry lunged, and somehow got between us with the elemental blade. Mammon dropped me. I landed on my ass with a jarring thump. 

      “Greed, we need her. She speaks the truth. She can and will tear you down. Give her what she wants, and together, bring me my queen.”

      Mammon regarded Jerry with a curl of his lip. “The mighty king reduced to an alliance with a half blood.”

      “The half blood, Mammon. The one-winged Mother of Destruction. The half-demon girl you were tasked to watch. The girl you took to Boston. The girl you taught to be human. Remember, you obstinate fool. Remember it all, or be prepared to lose everything. Asmodeus wants my title. If he succeeds, the netherworld will never be healed, and all of this”— he tossed a hand out—“will devour the human world. You know it to be so. The princes will never stop. You were with them, once. You helped them bring about this unbalance. Make it right, Mammon. You, above all the elementals, are the one who can. Remember how you were as Ahkeel. Remember the things you wanted. Remember everything of their world that you coveted. Their freedom, their imagination. Remember your greed for their lives.”

      Mammon gave a snuffled humph and ruffled his wings. He turned away and paused along the fringe of the circle. Was he about to leave? I glanced at Jerry, but he glared at Mammon, a twitch fluttering in his cheek.

       I flicked my wing, working out the aches, and stiffly got to my feet. “How hard can it be?” I swept a hand over my arms and gave myself a shake, dislodging bits of debris and dirt. “Sexy guy, sexy suit, the smooth tongue, the lies. Mix it all together. Voila. Akil.”

      “He was unique.” Mammon grumbled, sending his gaze into the dark beyond the circle. 

      Gritting my teeth, I growled. “Yes, he is. Now give him back.”

      Mammon stretched his wings wide. He rolled his shoulders and seemed to marvel at the rivulets of fire chasing beneath his skin. “He was me.” He lifted his gaze. “I know those feelings he had for you. Maddening insanity.”

      “Coward.”

      Mammon snarled. “He ended us for you. He is dangerous.”

      “He said the same about you once. Look, I don’t know if you’re him, or he’s you. I don’t care. I’m not leaving here without him. Your king has given you an order. I will destroy you. You do not have a choice.” It seemed choice was a rare commodity these days.

      Mammon cocked his head. His veins flared the way mine often did when battling my own turmoil. He was afraid. I saw it then: the truth. An immortal chaos demon was afraid of being human. I couldn’t blame him. I’d been on both sides, and being human was a lot more difficult than it looked. Demon was easy. Demon was simple. Human was…terrifying. 

      I waited. Jerry waited. The entire netherworld waited, and Mammon held my gaze. Bring him back, and everything will be fine. You’ll see. The worlds need Akil. 

      Mammon closed his eyes. The crackle of energy gathered around his huge body, and I witnessed him change as I had many times before, but this time, everything stopped. My thoughts, my heart. Mammon’s magnificent body rippled and dissolved, peeling open, pulling apart, before folding back in on itself. I’d never scrutinized the transformation before. It’s difficult, even through demon eyes, to observe how they make themselves human, but I watched it all, devoured every tiny detail, waiting for Akil to live again. The outline took shape first, like brushstrokes in a sketchbook. Inside the crackling, warping, mass, the body of a man emerged. Slowly, painfully, it solidified; and then more quickly, color rushed in, bronze skin, dark hair. It seemed to take an age and only a blink. And there he was. 

      Akil.

      A dark suit—tailored to sophisticated perfection—seemed oddly out of place in the brutality of the netherworld. He flicked his wrists out and adjusted the cuffs the way he always did when briefly unbalanced. Could it be? Could he really be back? The tiny curl of his lips, the upward tilt of his glare through dark lashes…he looked every part the seductive know-it-all I fantasized about hating. 

      Jerry sauntered over and extended an arm. A delicious smile slanted across Akil’s lips. He gripped Jerry’s forearm, and they shook in that old style, as if checking for weapons concealed against the wrist. “I can’t say I’m not pleased to see you,” Jerry said. 

      “I see your abode has changed somewhat since we last spoke, Baal.” Akil cast his gaze over the stones.

      “A great deal has changed since we last spoke, Ahkeel.” Jerry turned toward me. 

      My thoughts stuttered. Akil sure sounded like Akil. That luscious accent: American with a hint of the eastern exotic. I hadn’t moved, and even when Akil turned to me, I couldn’t bring myself to go to him. His heated gaze settled on me. Go to him. I couldn’t.  I was afraid, afraid this wasn’t real. He wasn’t real. 

      “Muse.” He inclined his head, a sign of respect and acknowledgement. 

      Since I’d realized I could bring him back, I’d imagined how I’d greet him. He’d have taken me in his arms as if, it had all been some cosmic error. But this wasn’t like that. Why did this feel so wrong? Shouldn’t I have been happy? 

      He seemed to accept the fact I wasn’t going to go to him and moved forward. Lethal grace poured into his stride. He stopped close enough that I had to look up to meet his gaze. His spicy, evocative scent immediately hit me, and with it, the desire to wrap my arms around him, but still I couldn’t move. The eyes—those dark soul-deep eyes. His lips: sometimes hard, especially when pulled into a pressured smile and sometimes soft, like now, when he was relaxed. All my senses told me he was Akil, but…

      He cradled my demon hands in his, lifted them between us, and clasped them together. “I owe you a debt the likes of which can never be repaid.”

      I plucked my hands free and stepped back. “Akil, I…” I don’t trust this. I don’t trust you. How do I know—how can I ever know if you’re real?

      Maybe he saw the doubt in my eyes because the slightest of frowns collected shadows on his face.

      “I would like nothing more than to give you two some space,” Jerry said. “But I cannot leave this circle, and our time is short. You must return to Boston and locate the chaos-girl, Dawn. Be discreet. Should Asmodeus discover she lives, he’ll want her killed before she can be delivered to me.”

      Akil acknowledged the order with a nod. No questions. No hesitation. He offered his hand. “Come.”
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      We returned to my apartment by way of a few uncomfortable reality hops. I retreated to my bedroom and dressed in an old pair of my jeans and a tank top. My fingers trembled. Bruises bloomed in uncomfortable places. My body delighted in reminding me I wasn’t all demon and had taken more than a few knocks. Exhaustion dulled my thoughts, which I considered to be a good thing. There really was too much to think about. Best not to think at all. Get to Adam. Get to Dawn. Save the world. Easy. I could do the thinking when it was over.

      Raking my hands through my scruffy hair, I returned to the living room, only to be struck by the normalcy of Akil standing beside my couch. I lingered in the doorway and deliberately fixed the scene in my mind. His unkempt hair was the only thing about him that had changed, at least on the outside. He must have preferred it that way, considering he could fix it with a thought. How could he appear so perfect, so calm, so…Akil, after everything we’d been through? I knew I barely resembled the naïve young woman I’d once been. I’d gained muscle and a snarl when I smiled. To say I’d collected a few new scars along the way was something of an understatement. But he was exactly the same as he’d always been. I should have found comfort in that, but I didn’t. I’d changed. He hadn’t. In that, there was a simple, painful truth I didn’t want to acknowledge. 

      He allowed me a few moments before meeting my gaze with an inquiring one of his own. He looked me over the same way I’d assessed him, not hungrily, as it would have been once, but studying. “You’re…different.” 

      I stayed quiet.

      “Leaner. Harder. Was it my death that did this?”

      I laughed the comment off. “Don’t flatter yourself. This is just me now. Demon and human. No more internal battles. No more crazy talk. I’m done with all of that.”

      He waited, and an uneasy quiet stretched between us. Considering he’d shared my soul for a few weeks, I couldn’t have felt more detached from him—from us.  Tucking my hands in my pockets, I leaned back against the doorframe. “Akil, I need to ask you something, and I want you to answer honestly. I realize that’s like asking a shark to stop swimming, but I need you to tell me the truth, before I spend another second in your company.”

      “I am the same man you loved to hate.” He stood still, like the demon he was. “That is what you were about to ask?”

      Close enough. “Yes.” But his answer hadn’t allayed my fears. Maybe I just needed time. Or the whole truth. Before I went after Dawn, I needed to know exactly who had my back. “You knew my mother.”

      He blinked back at me, unruffled. “I wouldn’t say I knew her. In fact, I made a point of not knowing her.”

      “Why?”

      He swallowed, and the stoic mask he’d worn since his return fractured a little. “Because of what had to be done.”

      “I asked you about her, and you lied.”

      “I didn’t lie—”

      “Fine. You manipulated the truth, whatever you call it.”

      “What do you want me to say? That I’m sorry? That would be a lie. I am not sorry for the impossible choice I had to make. I will not apologize for my actions, not even to ease your fears. I am demon, Muse. When will you stop trying to see me as anything else? I did what I did because Asmodeus had a hold over me—” A twitch ticked in his jaw. That had been the truth. 

      “You sacrificed a human woman so you could live happily ever after here in Boston. Yes, I know why. Asmodeus was going to rat you out, spoil your little moonlighting gig as a human. So you found him some women to rape until they produced the one-winged half blood.”

      His expression hardened. I knew that look. He knew how to wield expressions the same way humans wielded words, and right now, he was expressionless. Guarded. “Who told you these things?”

      “The Prince of Pride.”

      His lip peeled back in a cutting sneer. “Pride? And I suppose you trust the word of a salacious prince you’ve just met over mine?”

      “No. Had I, you wouldn’t be standing here now.” I’d trusted my gut. Now I was wondering if my gut lied too. “While you were gone, I found out a lot about you.”

      “You know who Li’el is?” Akil snarled again, this time with a demon undertone.

      “Yes.” I pushed away from the door and slowly stalked toward Akil. “And no, I don’t believe a word he says. He’s gunning for you. They all are. I’m fairly certain he wants revenge for you bitch slapping him down a million years ago, or whenever you gave him that scar. He tried damn hard to drag your name through the mud. That’s not the point. The point is, I learned you watched over the half-blood infants, looking for the half blood with one wing among those my brother discarded.”

      Akil’s flame-touched eyes tracked me as I strode closer. His gaze was the only part of him to move. “Yes. Should I be sorry for that as well? You would have me grovel at your feet when you know perfectly well I will do no such thing.” Either he wasn’t trying, or he couldn’t mask the anger clipping the end of each word. Good. I wanted him angry. I wanted him honest.  

      “Are there more?” My own voice feathered with frustration. “Do I have siblings somewhere? A family?” He hesitated. His lashes fluttered, but he didn’t look away. Goddamn him. “I do, don’t I? Why didn’t you tell me?” 

      Akil took a breath to speak and hesitated. Whatever he meant to say—probably a lie—he stopped himself. “They would not be the family you’re looking for.”

      Tears pricked my eyes. I blinked the useless things back and stopped in front of him. “Why must you lie? Why do you have to be like this? Why can’t you stop manipulating everyone and everything for five minutes of your long life.”

      Tiny micro expressions slipped through his mask. There was a time I’d have missed them, but not any more. His eyes narrowed. He’d challenge me before looking away. Amber traced the edges of his dark pupils. “What do you want from me, Muse?”

      I lifted my chin and stared right back. “How about the truth?”

      “The truth.” His brow pinched, and he pressed his lips together. “The truth is, I am Greed. And Greed is all I will ever be.”

      I almost exploded. After all this time, after everything we’d been through, he came back to me with that vague, demon BS. “What kind of stupid demon answer is that?” Anger stripped my voice raw. I let it. And still I held his gaze. He could look away first because I damn well wasn’t going to. “The second I went back to the netherworld, I had demons falling over themselves to tell me how terrible you are, how you’re a liar, how you orchestrated the death of the original queen, asking if I was certain I should bring you back. Even the King of Hell said you’re a bastard.”

      He smiled a tightlipped, flat, joyless smile. “What did you expect? They’re demons. Of course they’d seek to manipulate you.”

      My hand itched to slap him. I wanted to grab his suit jacket in my fists and shake him until the truth fell out. I breathed in through my nose, subdued the rage, and asked, “Did you know you would die on that battlefield? Did you deliberately infuse your soul with mine so you’d survive?”

      His gaze skittered away, and I knew the answer before he’d spoken a word. It didn’t matter what he said. Icy numbness came over me, spread from my chest, and seeped through the rage, until I felt…nothing. 

      “If I remember correctly, I died on that battlefield to save you. Be careful where you place the blame, Muse.”

       “Answer the goddamn question, Ahkeel.”

      “Yes.”

      That single admission punched deep and precise, like a nail in a coffin. His admission buried everything I thought we’d gained. He’d used me. I gritted my teeth.  “Did you lock my soul with yours so you’d survive?”

      He looked into my eyes, deep into the soul he’d shared. “What difference does the motive make? You needed control. I gave it to you. The fact I happened to benefit from the union—”

      My hand curled into a fist. “Answer the question.” 

      “Yes.” Another nail. “But—”

      I swung for him. Or more accurately, I tried to, but he caught my wrist inches from his face and held it in his vise-like grip. I glared while he scowled down at me. Embers sizzled in his eyes. Did I ever truly know him? Could I ever know him? Clearly not. 

      “What about those things you said?” I hissed. “Were they lies too? How you were afraid of your own feelings, how you cared for me.” Please don’t lie to me, I silently prayed. “How you needed me. The grief you felt after you believed me dead. That night, at Blackstone, before you handed Dawn over to the Institute. That night we spent together…. Goddamn you, Akil. Stop lying—stop! Tell me the truth. Now. I’ve earned that much.”

      His fingers tightened, crushing my wrist. He moved in close—close enough to kiss. When he spoke, the whisper hissed, sly and malevolent. “I. Am. Greed.” He shoved me away and straightened his hair, cufflinks glinting. 

      “I don’t believe you.” How could he do this to me? I bring him back, and he treats me like a stranger, another tool? This wasn’t right. It was more lies. It had to be.

      His dry laugh grated on my already ragged emotions. “I tell you the truth, and you don’t believe me? You’re an impossible woman.”

      “I refuse to believe the man I knew, the man who saved me on that battlefield, would stand there and be so cold.”

      A tiny fracture cut through his stern face. “Then perhaps I am not that man.”

      Was that what my senses were trying to tell me? Was that why a distance had opened up between us? Was I wrong? Had he changed? Was he just demon and nothing else? 

      I turned away before he could see the myriad of emotions twist my features and snatched my coat. Fuck him. I couldn’t deal with this—with him—not when the world was falling apart around us. 

      Flinging open the door, I strode from my apartment. With every step, I stomped on everything I’d felt for him. I’d have kicked it all into the gutter if I could. 

       Was Jerry right? Could I blame Akil for being Greed? For being simply demon? “We find Dawn,” I called back, voice flat. “We take her to Jerry.” I hammered down the stairs. “And then you never come near me again. Are we clear?” My words echoed down the stairs. I stopped, hugged my coat closer, and looked up at the landing.

      Akil leaned on the bannister, looking down. I searched for any sign of emotion on his face, any fracture of grief or widening of the eyes, any damn thing. But his flawless mask was back in place. He looked like Akil Vitalis always had, like the clean-cut businessman with fire in his eyes. The trap. “We are perfectly and unequivocally clear, Muse.”
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      “Remarkable.” Akil spoke so softly that I almost didn’t hear him. He stood, cool and calm, beside me on the sidewalk outside Adam’s house. At least, I assumed it was Adam’s house. It was difficult to make it out beneath the foot-thick layer of frost. Icicles hung like daggers over the doorway. Cresting waves had frozen where they’d crashed against the façade. Even the manicured lawn and parked car had crystalized beneath a blanket of ice. Considering the rest of the street was frost-free beneath the amber glow from flickering streetlights, I could safely assume this was a demon incident, and I had my likely suspect. 

      “Maybe you should—”

      Akil sliced me a predatory smile. “There’s no need to concern yourself. This is not the Prince of Wrath’s doing.”

      “One, I’m not concerned about you. Two, how do you know Stefan didn’t do this?” It sure looked like Stefan’s work, and then there was the fact this was his father’s house. Stefan had been quite clear regarding what he’d do to Adam. 

      “I hear Wrath, especially as we’re both this side of the veil. He’s some distance away. The others, through the veil, are more difficult to locate and decipher.” 

      Prince FM. I wondered how that worked. Something to do with the flow of chaos, perhaps. I wondered if Akil knew what I’d done to Stefan. “Is he okay?”

      Akil closed his eyes and tilted his head. “He isn’t in danger or distressed.” He blinked open his eyes and studied me, waiting for the explanation he wasn’t going to get.

      At least Stefan was okay. Li’el had kept his word. Well, wasn’t the Prince of Pride a bundle of surprises? 

      “Did something happen?”

      “No,” I tore my gaze away and immediately winced, knowing Akil would see that lie with his eyes closed. “Nothing. It’s none of your business. Forget it. We need to get inside this house.”

      “The precise application of an element, such as this...” He turned his attention back to the ice sculpture. He gestured at the splash of ice branching out from a downpipe. “It takes experience and delicate control.”

      “If this isn’t Stefan’s doing, then whose? There’s only one other ice—Oh!” I bolted for the door, skidded a few times, but made it up the steps. “Adam—Adam, are you in there? Can you hear me?” I gestured for Akil to follow. “We need him alive. He’s the only one who knows where Dawn is.”

      Immune to all sense of urgency, Akil sauntered up the steps and sidestepped the icicles. “He’s alive, somewhere close, on the ground floor. I can dispatch the ice, but I’m prevented from entering without an invitation.”

      “I can.”

      “The anti-elemental glyphs will subdue your heat. You’ll be vulnerable.”

      Me? Vulnerable? I flashed a bright smile. “I think you have me confused with the old Muse.”

      “Do you know the demon responsible?”

      “Yes.” I pressed my palms to the ice smothering the door and pushed the heat through my touch. “Yukki Onna.”

      “The snow witch,” Akil confirmed, sliding his gaze back to the door.

      “Adam’s ex.”

      He splayed his hand next to mine and let loose a pulse of heat that vaporized the ice and scorched the door. He knocked, I guess because barging in would have been rude. “I’ll be close by.”

      I nodded and gave the door a shove. The inside was ice-free, probably due to those anti-elemental symbols, but Yukki didn’t need ice to go to town on Adam. The sight greeting me in his living room was proof of that. Blood. The metallic smell saturated the air, as did other odors I didn’t want to dwell on. Adam sat hunched in a chair, his back to me, wrists tied behind him. Patches of dried blood stained his shirt and plastered it against his skin. I couldn’t see his face, but I could hear his strained breathing. At least he was alive.

      “Muse.” I turned my head toward Yukki’s voice.

      She sat crossed-legged on the table at the back of the room, naked, but for a gauze-like gown. Kira-Kira glinted bloodied and dull across her lap. I’d seen her fight lesser demons. She was as ruthless and efficient as that blade. Dried blood peppered her pale body. Her cat-like demon eyes sparkled. 

      “You cannot have him.” She hopped off the table, light as a ballet dancer, and strode through Adam’s toppled piles of paperwork. Her waterfall of white hair trailed between her shoulders blades. She was stunning, and deadly, like winter poured into the body of a woman. 

      Yukki pressed the tip of her sword into Adam’s shoulder. He grunted and jerked, pulling tight on his restraints, but he wasn’t going anywhere. Yukki’s malicious smile chilled me to the core. She gripped the blade and circled around Adam, twisting the sword with her. His hoarse cry turned my stomach. 

      She stopped in front of him, snatched at his chin, and jerked his head up. “This one is mine until I am done with him.”

      Who was I to argue? Adam deserved every cut she gave him. Another time, I might have brought popcorn, but I needed Adam alive. He couldn’t die in that chair, no matter how much I sympathized with Yukki. 

      She saw my reluctance. “No. He is mine. He took my bloodkin from me—my son!”

      Adam decided that moment was as good as any to plead for his life. “Muse, please, don’t let—” Yukki backhanded him. The crack snapped like gunfire and whipped his head around. His bloodshot eyes found me standing by the doorway and locked on. He knew he would die here. 

      Why did the universe insist on me being his hero? I didn’t want to save him. He didn’t deserve it. He’d treated me like a number. He’d experimented on his own son and locked him away from the world. He’d lied. He’d sent his own daughter in to spy on a Prince of Hell. Adam had repeatedly tried to kill both me and Stefan. I wasn’t sure if there was any part of Adam Harper that was good. He’d told me he was doing it for the right reasons. For the Institute. For Boston. Well, the Institute was dead. His daughter, Nica, was dead. Boston would soon be a ruin. The only good thing left in Adam’s life was Stefan, and he couldn’t even see his son behind all the prejudice. Adam was broken inside. But the son of a bitch had to live long enough for us to find Dawn. 

      I sighed. “You can’t kill him.”

      “Oh, I do not intend to kill him. Yet. I will use him as he used me and mine. I have waited a long time for this moment, for the veil to weaken so I might find him, for my son to be free of his control. I will not squander my revenge.” She pointed the sword at me. “You cannot have him. Nobody can have him.”

      Find Adam. Get Dawn. Save the world. Why wasn’t anything simple? I didn’t want to fight Yukki. She wouldn’t hold back. There was murder in her eyes, and if I got in her way, she’d try to kill me. I wasn’t entirely sure if she was immortal, but I suspected she was one of the higher demons. She hadn’t aged, which was a good indication of immortality. If we went toe to toe, without our elements, she’d kick my ass. 

      “I know you have Greed outside,” she hissed. “He cannot stop me. No higher elemental may enter this home, this place of stability, without an invitation. And no human cares enough about this man to save him. I know you do not, Muse. I see the truth in your eyes. You want him hurt”—She jabbed the blade into Adam’s thigh and grinned as he groaned—“as much as I wish it. I will not share in his pain. He is mine.”

      “I don’t want to share. In fact, you can do what you like with him, but I need to borrow him—”

      “No.”

      “Just for a little bit, then you can have him back and turn him into sushi for all I care.”

      “No.”

      She wasn’t going to let him out of her sight. In my haste to get away from my apartment and Akil, I’d left my gun behind. Adam would have a weapon somewhere, but he couldn’t tell me where while Yukki hovered over him. “Just… Just…wait here.” She wasn’t going anywhere. “I’ll be right back.”

      Outside, Akil leaned against a flickering streetlamp, hand tucked casually in his pants pocket. His stoic gaze tracked my every step toward him. “Well?” 

      “Adam’s alive, but Yukki has him. I can’t talk her down…”

      Akil pushed off the streetlight and squared his shoulders. “There’s a silent question in your statement.”

      “But I know someone who can.”

      The beginnings of a frown upset Akil’s indifferent face. “You want me to collect Wrath?”

      “Not necessarily. Is he close? Can I drive there?”

      Akil’s frown cut deeper. “He is on the city’s outskirts. I can find him and bring him here in the time it would take you to procure a vehicle. That is, if he’ll agree to come. He and I…”

      “Yes, I know. You aren’t the best of buddies.”

      “That’s quite the understatement.”

      I couldn’t argue that. “Look, he’s not as strong as he was. After you did your grand exit on the battlefield, I tried to kill Dawn, she lashed out at me. Stefan got in the way. She tore through him and ripped out much of his power. As he is, I doubt he’ll attack you.” There was also the fact I’d poured raw lust into him. Now was not the time to explain that to Akil. “He’ll wait until he has his mojo back.” 

      “That’s comforting,” Akil said, deadpan.

      “Besides, he fought with you at the frontline. He might have reconsidered his view of you.”

      “You do understand the meaning of the word wrath?”

      “Oh, for hell’s sake Akil, would you stop thinking beyond your own ego and consider the bigger picture here? Yukki is killing Adam. We need him to find Dawn. Stefan is the only person Yukki will listen to, and even then, it’s a long shot.”

      “And what if Stefan decides to kill Adam?”

      “He won’t. He’s a half blood. Half bloods can be reasoned with.”

      I knew I had him when he sighed. “Fine. But he’ll not listen to reason from me.”

      “I’ll convince him.” I held out my hand, ready for the reality hop that would deliver us to Stefan. Akil treated my thin smile with suspicion. “Bigger picture. He’ll get it.”

      Akil closed his hand around mine, and almost immediately the street blurred and shattered. Worry gnawed at my thinly veiled bravado. Stefan would listen to reason, wouldn’t he?
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      The street outside Stefan’s workshop had recovered since I’d had my elemental breakdown and almost burned everything to the ground. Ryder’s house bore a few singe marks, not surprising, considering Val and his half bloods had laid siege to the place. The netherworld had retreated, and there were signs that Boston was trying to salvage some normalcy from the rubble. New block work, scaffolding, and fresh paint gave the street a hopeful vibe, even in the pre-dawn light. I felt a little like a criminal returning to the scene of the crime, especially as a few doors down, I’d tried to kill Stefan, and had he not been a prince, I’d have probably succeeded. 

      Stefan’s workshop door was up. I stepped into the orange light spilling across the sidewalk. Radio chatter talked about the recovery effort, and how the people of Boston had rallied around one another.

      Akil hung back. We shared a glance. I knew what he was thinking. This was almost too calm when compared to the chaos of the last few weeks.

      Stefan emerged from the door at the back of the workshop, wiping his hands on a rag. His casual jeans and old shirt bore splashes of white paint. His stride faltered a beat, and his gaze slid from me to Akil and back to me. I wouldn’t say he smiled exactly, but he didn’t scowl either. He strode on, meeting me at the workshop threshold, with no hint of turmoil or emotion on his face. “Nice coat,” he drawled, wiping paint from his hands.

      A smudge of paint blurred across his cheek and splatters dashed his hair. It was so normal, so domestic, that I couldn’t help smiling. Maybe this was going to be easier than I’d thought.

      Stefan jerked his chin in Akil’s direction. “You have a stalker.”

      I didn’t turn to see how Akil reacted. I hoped he didn’t react at all. Besides, I didn’t want to look away from Stefan. When I’d last seen him, he’d barely been able to stand. Now though, he looked good. The permanent scowl had vanished, as had many of the sharp lines. A playful glimmer danced in his startling eyes. “I figured it was too much to hope that the Prince of Greed would stay dead.” The slant of his smile suggested humor, but I knew otherwise. He meant those words. 

      “You can’t keep a good demon down,” Akil said.

      Stefan laughed, properly laughed, not a care in the world laughter that echoed down the empty street and skipped my withered heart. I should have known it was going too well. In the space of a heartbeat, Stefan’s laughter cut off. He plucked the Desert Eagle from the small of his back and bore down on Akil in two strides. 

      Akil simply smiled in that infuriating way he did when faced with death. “You’d have a better chance of hitting me if you shot me in the back,” he said, no doubt keen to rouse the memory of Stefan doing exactly that. 

      Stefan held the muzzle of the gun less than an inch from Akil’s forehead. If he pulled the trigger, he wouldn’t miss. A Desert Eagle round would shatter Akil’s skull, as it had my brother’s. I’d only just convinced Mammon to resurrect the bastard. These two throwing down on the street was not going to solve any of our immediate problems.  

      “Stefan, stop.” Please be less like your mother and more like the man I know you can be.

      “Why?” His aim held steady. Not a quiver. No doubts in his mind.

      There were too many reasons to list on the street, too many arguments to be had. “Because I’ve asked you to.”

      His fingers rippled on the grip. His lips twisted. Murder gleamed in his eyes as it had in his mother’s gaze. Akil waited. Neither of them had called their demon aspects. This was personal.  

      “Muse,” Akil said. “Now would be a good time to explain the bigger picture to Wrath.”

      Stefan jerked the gun forward, pressing it against Akil’s head. “You know this is coming,” he hissed. “You know I’m going to be the one to put a bullet in your head.” 

      “But not here,” Akil replied, the picture of calm.

      Stefan stepped back, flicked the safety on, and tucked the gun against his back. He turned, scooped up the rag, and returned to his workshop. 

      Okay. Murder averted. Briefly. I sucked in a deep breath. I must have been insane to consider getting the two of them to work together, even for a few minutes. Akil’s I-told-you-so look didn’t help. “Wait here.”

      I found Stefan in the backroom of his workshop, where once he’d stored enough demon-killing weapons to start a small war. Now it had undergone something of a transformation. He’d painted the walls and erected shelving. A little seed of hope sprouted. He was getting a life back. That meant everything to the likes of hopeless half bloods. 

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.” He popped the lids back on cans of paint and dumped a roller in a bucket of water. “You brought him here for a reason.” He tossed the rag onto a workbench, leaned back against the edge, and braced his hands either side of him. This was the first time we’d been alone since I’d poured lust into him, and I couldn’t be the only one feeling the unease stretch tight between us.    

      Might as well just come right out and say it. “Yukki has Adam.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You do?”

      He crossed his paint-splattered arms. “When Li’el brought me back, she was here, looking for someone to blame.” Lifting his gaze, he said, “I told her where to find Adam.”

      “She’s killing him.”

      “It’s about time someone did.” His gaze skittered, and my prickling unease grew. 

      “Yesterday, I’d have agreed with you.” He couldn’t look me in the eye. I pinched my bottom lip between my teeth and tucked my thumbs over my waistband. I didn’t mean to hurt you. The words were there, on the tip of my tongue, but fear held them back. Maybe we could pretend it hadn’t happened. It was a dream—no, a nightmare. It wasn’t us, wasn’t me. I’m not that monster. “We need him,” I said quietly. “We need Dawn if we’re going to restore the veil, and Adam knows where she is.” 

      Stefan took my words on board and sighed. “That changes things.”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed and looked away, seeing only the memory of how I’d pinned him down and turned him into that twisted lust-poisoned thing. Please, don’t let it ruin us. My gaze flicked back to him. His eyes were bright, healed, but pinched with doubt. If I didn’t say something now, this unspoken wound between us would fester. 

       “Look, about what happened… I…” His frown twitched, deepened. “I’m sorry,” I babbled, afraid to stop. “I didn’t know how to control it. I used too much lust or something, and I… I didn’t mean to hurt you… Not like that. God, it was awful—” Words failed me. I’d seen him, trying to claw through the shackles, the naked need on his face, his body. Guilt burned in my throat. 

      “Stop.” He threaded his fingers into his hair and pulled the platinum locks back from his face, accentuating the savage downturn of his lips. “I know. It’s okay. It happened. We’re okay. We will be okay.”

      I inched closer, but immediately tension strummed through his body, as though expecting an attack—from me. “You know that wasn’t me, the real me. I would never use you like that. If there had been another way—” 

       A gentle smile lightened his lips. “It’s okay. I… I don’t blame you. I made you do it. There wasn’t any other way.”

      But that didn’t heal the damage. “How can I fix this?”

      “Time, I think.” He dropped his hands to his sides. “I just need time. When Asmodeus got inside my head, Muse, he showed me things, about you. Ugly, untrue things, I know, but…” Stefan struggled with the words. “And then, when we… I er…” He pressed a hand to his chest, and I wasn’t sure if it was because he was hurting or because of the memory of the burns I’d given him. A delicate smile fluttered across his lips. “It will be okay. I promise. Just give me time.”

      Time. The one thing I didn’t have. “Okay.” All I wanted to do was throw my arms around him, but that wasn’t going to happen. Not yet. He’d been trapped at the mercy of my twisted father and then dealt a maddening dose of lust. He needed time, and that would have to be enough. 

       “I er…” He winced. “What I did—tried to do…” His lips twisted around a grimace. “You know I would never hurt you.”

       “I do know.”

      A touch of hope widened his eyes. “We’re good?”

      “Yup.” Sometime in all of this, I’d perfected a face that told the people around me that everything was going to be all right. A shallow mask. Inside, I wondered if I’d damaged our fragile love beyond repair. Half bloods don’t get happy endings. “We still have that date…”

      “We do.” His smiled bloomed. “We’ve earned it.”

      “When this is over.”

      “Definitely.”

      “Good.” We’d talked. Got it out there. That had to be enough. For a little while. I cleared my throat and forced all the angst to the back of my mind where I could deal with it later. Right now, we had a job to do. “So here’s the rundown. I’ve spent the last few netherworld days trying to outmaneuver my father and the Dark Court, bargaining with the King of Hell, playing with lesser beasts, plucking Mammon’s soul out of me—”

      “Good job—”

      “Thanks—To find Dawn and dump her in the netherworld, so she might be able to save the rest of us. And now there’s one badass mother of an ice-demon beating on Adam, which I could totally get on board with once we use the bastard to get what we want. But she won’t listen to me, so I had to hitch a ride with Akil to get here in the hope that you’ll help.” 

      He smiled warmly. “You know what you’re doing wrong?”

      “I’m not doing anything wrong. I’m doing everything I can.” 

      “Sure you are.” He shoved off the bench and stopped close enough for me to feel the tug of his element. He flicked my coat collar up. “This coat looks better on you than it ever did on me.” I lifted a hand to lay it gently on his chest, but he backed up, shying away. “You’re trying to do everything alone. You’re not alone anymore, Muse. I’ll always have your back.”

      I gulped and found my throat painfully tight. When all this was over, I’d lock him in my apartment with a few days supply of ice cream, and we wouldn’t resurface again until we’d created new memories, ones that would stifle the horror of those summoned by lust. 

      “C’mon.” Stefan hooked a smile onto his lips, his own type of mask. “Before my demon mother kills my bastard father.”

      “What about Akil?”

      There were things he wanted to say. I could see it in his eyes, the pain, the despair, but he kept those thoughts to himself. “Just don’t ask me to trust him.”
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      Stefan had to save his father. The irony wasn’t lost on us. He made a start by banishing the ice barricade, so the house didn’t attract the wrong kind of attention when the nearby residents woke. Leaving Akil at the curbside, we ventured inside Adam’s home. 

      Little had changed. Yukki continued to stab Adam with Kira-Kira. He still slumped in the chair, comatose but for a few twitches. 

      Yukki beamed at Stefan, proud of her achievement. He sidestepped around the mess, skirting the edges of the room so he could close in on Adam from the front. Beside his mother, the resemblance was uncanny: same striking features, same dazzling eyes. She didn’t look a day older than him. Side by side, tall, both of them were too beautiful to be real. I wondered what she’d think if she knew how I’d mentally and physically burned her son.

      Stefan crouched down, gripped Adam’s face, and peered into his father’s eyes. “Where’s Dawn?” As cool and smooth as ice. No emotion. Certainly no anger. He’d become an expert in showing the world a fraction of what was going on inside him.  

      Adam murmured something I couldn’t catch. I could have moved closer, but this wasn’t my fight. I still itched to land a few of my own punches for all the pain Adam had dealt me. I’d have to pick a number and get in line.  

      Stefan shook his head. “That’s not gonna happen, Adam. You can’t protect Dawn. She has a more important role than propping up your dream. Tell us where she is.” More mumbling from Adam. From the tightening of Stefan’s lips, I could assume his father wasn’t cooperating. “Don’t make this any harder.”

      Adam’s upper body trembled, and I’d be damned if I didn’t hear sobs. I flicked my gaze away and willed myself to stay still. How long had he been here? Li’el brought Stefan back a few days ago, netherworld time, perhaps a week, Boston time. Had Yukki been torturing him for a week? From the blood-loss and smell, I could assume so. I hated Adam, but even I didn’t have the stomach to see him tortured.  

      “What does he want?” I asked.

      “To be free,” Yukki sneered. “And you will not free him, Muse. My son understands. He knows. We are kin.”

      Stefan straightened. I wasn’t sure about him understanding. From the tight press of his lips, he looked as weary as I felt. “He says he’ll take us. That’s the only way we’ll get to her.”

      “No.” Yukki stamped her foot. “He’s mine.”

      Stefan pulled his gun on his mother, wedged the nozzle under her chin, and backed her up. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he growled. “But we have bigger issues than your thirst for revenge.” Wide-eyed and shocked into silence, Yukki stumbled back. Stefan plucked the sword from her hand and held it out behind him to me. I darted to his side, took the weapon, and scooted back.

      “Cut Adam free, Muse,” Stefan ordered.

       Kira-Kira’s razor sharp edges made short work of Adam’s ropes. I managed to get my arm around his broad shoulders, but he weighed twice as much as me. Dropping the sword, I heaved him upright.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank—” Adam mumbled.

      “Shut up. And don’t thank me. Thank your son.” He managed to find some strength in his legs and stood. We wobbled and stumbled a few times on the way to the door. At the porch, Akil took Adam from me like he weighed no more than a postage stamp. I headed back inside.

      Stefan eased off Yukki. “Okay, this is what’s going to happen. We’re leaving with Adam. Don’t come after us. If you do, remember he’s now under the protection of two princes, and the Mother of Destruction. Your chances of walking away from that fight are slim. I don’t want to hurt you, Yukki. I genuinely don’t. You’ve helped me and Muse…” He stole a few more steps backward, bringing him closer to me, but kept the gun up and aimed at Yukki. She seethed, body trembling, eyes ablaze with white flames. “But I will. As much as it sickens me to say it, we need Adam. Give me your word, as the Ice Witch, that you won’t follow.”

      “You are not my son. No son of mine would let that creature live. He is not even a man. He has no honor. He is a lesser thing.”

      “Yeah, I know what Adam is.” His words were flippant, but a slight crack in his voice betrayed the real emotion. “Give me your word.”

      “I give you one earth day and night, then I come for him.”

      Stefan lowered the gun. “That’ll do.” We hurried outside and found Adam propped up in the back seat of an Institute Ford Taurus with Akil beside the open driver’s door. 

      Stefan strode across the lawn beside me. He tucked the gun away. “I’m not riding in that car if he’s driving.”

      “Seriously?” The fierce glare silenced me. Hell would have to freeze over before Stefan let Akil drive. It was like dealing with children—deadly, all-powerful, testosterone-pumped children. “Well, I’m not riding in the car if you’re driving.” I grumbled. “It’s bad luck. For me. Akil…” I thumbed over my shoulder. “You’re in the back. Stefan, you get shotgun. I’m driving.” This was a terrible idea. Akil glowered. Stefan simmered. Adam looked to be on the verge of death while we bickered. “Move,” I snapped. 

      Yukki’s pale face peered through Adam’s living room window. Her icy glare burned while I fired up the Taurus and gunned it away from the curb. And thus began the most awkward and trying car journey of my entire life.
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      To say the atmosphere in the car was tense was an understatement of epic proportions. The somewhat strained history among the four of us sucked the air out of the car, making it damned difficult to breathe. Stefan wanted to kill Akil. We all knew that. Who knew what Akil wanted? But whatever it was, it wouldn’t complement Stefan’s plan. I wanted them both to get along, just for a little while longer. We all wanted Adam dead, which made the fact we were supposed to protect him all the more frustrating. 

      Adam had muttered “Middlesex Fells.” The underground base of operations was some thirty minutes out of town. Akil argued we should kill Adam and walk right in through the front doors, citing the fact that, not long ago, he’d walked out of their facility without so much as a scratch. Stefan replied by saying the lower levels weren’t so easily infiltrated. Akil muttered something about it being easy for a true prince, a low blow, even for him. Stefan growled and retaliated by saying we might not get inside without Adam’s security clearance. More snarls ensued. Thirty minutes. That was the time they’d need to keep their claws sheathed. One thousand and eight hundred seconds. I knew that because I’d figured it out in an effort to think of anything else besides the two princes with more than enough ego between them to suffocate us all. 

      Stefan jabbed at the radio. He found something screechy and angry—Linkin Park—and settled back in his seat, brooding in silence. That lasted about a minute before the radio mysteriously died. The swirl of smoke rising from the dash, of course, had nothing to do with Akil.

      “How’s the view back there?” Stefan asked, lips twitching around a roguish smile.

      “Delightful,” Akil purred. “Having spent several weeks sharing Muse’s soul, it’s not as though she and I need to be physically close. I know her like no other.”

      Perfect. If these two could wield words the way they wielded their elements, we weren’t going to make it another mile. I rolled my eyes and checked the illuminated display for the time. We’d been traveling for almost ten minutes. “Akil, can it.”

      Stefan allowed himself a little victory chuckle. 

      “You too.” He gave me the hey-I’m-innocent expression, but the crooked smile cheapened it. Nineteen minutes to go. “How’s Adam?” I flicked my gaze to the rear view mirror. 

      Akil’s dark eyes met mine. “His heart rate is concerning. He’ll need medical attention after we’ve secured Dawn. But he’ll live.” He said it with a growl, most perturbed that Adam had to breathe the same air as him.

      “Until tomorrow night,” Stefan said. Nobody had anything to add to that.

      An awkward silence ensued. And by awkward, I mean every second of every minute dragged by as though time sunk its claws in and refused to budge. The sound of the tires rumbling on the road surface and Adam’s deep breathing kept us company. An insane urge to giggle tickled my throat. I cleared it. “So…” I dragged that one little word out to three syllables. “Crazy weather, huh?”

      Stefan’s glance said, “seriously?”

      Akil’s dulcet tones rolled over my attempt at small talk. “Do you hear them, Wrath?”

      Stefan’s lashes fluttered. He swallowed and propped his elbow against the door. “Yeah, the princes are bickering, something about a death-bringer.”

      Oh. I lifted a hand. “That’d be me.”

      “Really?” Stefan twisted to look me over. His smiled turned devilish.

      “What?” 

      “That’s a name. Wrath is too vague. But Death-bringer? C’mon, that’s pretty sweet.”

      I allowed myself a selfish smile. “It is pretty cool, huh? I thought maybe I’d get a tattoo. Across the knuckles.”

      Stefan played along. “You don’t have enough knuckles.”

      “Well, there is that—”

      Akil’s snarl from the back dashed my humor. “The names are variations on primal motives. Many demons have died in pursuit of such names. Titles should be treated with reverence.”

      Stefan quick-fired back, “Aren’t there any less sadistic titles?”

      “What would you suggest? The Prince of Loyalty, perhaps? Or the Prince of Hope?” 

      “Why not?”

      It was Akil’s turn to chuckle. “Those things don’t exist in the netherworld.”

      “That’s why it’s dying. You need a little hope to keep things alive.”

      “Why don’t you petition the King of Hell. I’m sure he’ll acquiesce to your request. It’s not as though he’s had eons to consider whether his world might be dying because the netherworld isn’t nice enough.”

      I tried not to laugh, which resulted in an unattractive snort. Stefan shot me a dry look. The fact the two of them were able to hold a fairly civil conversation had me riveted.

      “Muse, if we can perhaps discuss something more pressing than Wrath’s complaints, the princes, including your father, actively seek you. They know I’ve returned and suspect you of deception. It will not take them long to realize you’re near me.”

      “Then why are you here?” Stefan asked, tone sharp. He twisted in his seat and glared into the back.

      I flicked my gaze to the mirror again. Sparks of fire glowed in Akil’s dark eyes. “Because, Prince of Impudence, the last time Muse attempted to restrain Dawn, the girl almost killed her, as you well know. When we find Dawn, Muse will need help to restrain her.”

      I shivered. “It won’t come to that. She’ll listen.”

      “Yeah.” Stefan ignored me and mock-frowned in disbelief at Akil. “But weren’t you the one who betrayed Dawn the first time?”

      Akil’s eyes narrowed. “I think you’ll find I saved her from Leviathan’s clutches.”

      “Sure you did. It’s not like she could look after herself. Oh wait, she could. She killed Leviathan.”

      Okay, this topic was starting to head toward the do-not-discuss zone. Time for me to referee. “Guys.”

      “You, Prince of Sarcasm, are not entirely without blame in all of this.”

      “Excuse me?” Stefan growled, all traces of humor simmering dry behind mounting tension.

      “Seven enforcers, wasn’t it?” Akil inquired. 

      A muscle jumped in Stefan’s jaw. I caught the twitch out of the corner of my eye. “Akil,” I warned. Ten minutes to go. Just ten little minutes. Was that ice on the inside of the windshield? I reached forward and tried to brush it off. Definitely ice. 

      “Do you know how many enforcers I’ve killed?” Akil asked.

      “Why don’t you go right ahead and regale us with your infamy,” Stefan replied dryly.

      “None.”

      “Actually,” I said, before I could stop myself from wading into their argument. “You killed one. Sam.”

      “The spy,” Akil replied, not impressed.

      “Yes, he was a spy, but you did kill him.”

      He hesitated. “I stand corrected. I killed one to protect Muse.”

      Stefan barked cold laughter. “To protect Muse? Right. It’s not as though she could think for herself, or y’know, maybe make a judgment call, had you told her the truth.”

      This wasn’t going to work. Nine minutes to go, and it might as well have been an hour. These two weren’t going to last another minute trapped in the car together. Really, it had been a miracle they’d lasted that long. “Guys.”

      “Said by the man who stabbed her through the chest.”

      The growl that bubbled up Stefan’s throat was pure demon, and laden with threat. “That was an accident.”

      “Of course it was.”

      “You sent hellhounds after her,” Stefan scoffed. “Hellhounds.”

      “Er, guys.”

      “As a test. She survived. As a demon of her caliber should.”

      “Only because I gave her the heads up. You can’t even see past your own BS, can you? You tried to kill Muse. Multiple times.”

      “I don’t try to do anything.” Akil’s responding growl rumbled the windows. “You have no idea—Prince of Mistakes—what it means to live as I do. You are but a quarter of a century old. If you had lived as long as I have, you would know how some desires must be sacrificed so that other needs live on. Life is a balancing act. You are not qualified to judge me or my actions.”

      “I may not be, but Muse is.”

      While they quick-fired insults, I leaned forward and narrowed my eyes at the blob of white light low in the sun-blushed dawn sky ahead of us. “What’s that?”

      “Muse knows me intimately—”

      Stefan made a disgusted sound at the back of his throat. “Only because she had no choice. She would never have agreed to an infusion with you. You had to coerce her into it.”

      The orb of light bobbed and then plummeted between the trees lining the roadside. When the beam reared up ahead of us, I caught the outline of a chopper before the wash of light flooded the car. I slammed my foot on the brake. The car hooked, slid to a sideways halt, and stalled just as the chopper swooped in low and fast, buzzing over the roof. 

      “Drive!” Stefan barked.

      I started the engine and fished around for a gear. A pair of car headlights bore down on us from ahead. A glance out of Stefan’s window revealed the same coming in hot from behind.

      “Institute,” Stefan snarled, echoing my thoughts.  

      Adam was still out cold, slumped at an awkward angle against the door. “Dammit,” I snarled, “how could he have told them?”

      “He couldn’t have,” Akil confirmed calmly.

      “Then how do they know?”

      “A tracker on the car? Doesn’t matter,” Stefan said. “We’re screwed unless Adam wakes up and tells them to stand down.”

      Akil clutched Adam by the shirt and backhanded him with enough force to make both Stefan and me flinch. 

      “Damnit, Akil,” I said. “The idea is to wake him up, not make sure he never does.” A wretched little groan peeled from Adam’s lips. His eyes moved behind closed lids, but he didn’t wake.

      The metallic chink-chink of a Desert Eagle’s slide being cranked back drew my eye to Stefan. “We’re sitting ducks.” He peered through the window as the cars fanned out and blocked the road.

      “We can’t fight them.” I checked my own two incoming cars. They pulled to a stop a few yards away. The helicopter beat the air. 

      “No?” Stefan asked. “Then how do you think we’re getting out of this? Last time I checked, I was at the top of their hit list.”

      “Muse is right.” Akil leaned forward behind me and braced a hand on the seat. “We’ll only appear more guilty if we emerge from this car as demons.”

      Stefan gave the Prince of Greed a dry look. “Right. As soon as it gets too hot, you’ll vanish, leaving me and Muse to soak up the crossfire.”

      The only outward sign of Akil’s frustration was the slight press of his lips. “I was charged with Muse’s protection while you were learning to walk. Don’t presume to anticipate my actions.”

      Stefan blinked, brow arched incredulously. “That’s wrong on so many twisted demon levels.”

      “Would you two stop? They haven’t opened fire. They’re waiting. If we just get out, nice and slowly, we can explain what’s happening.” Stefan muttered something about suicide and reached for the door handle. “Leave the gun,” I said. “It’s not like you need it.”

      “It’s not for them.” But he placed the Desert Eagle on the dash and cracked the door open. 

      “On three.” I said. If the Institute didn’t fill us full of bullet holes before my boots touched the road it’d be a miracle. “One, two—” Akil was out in one swift movement. Stefan followed. “Three,” I said to myself, gulped a measure of courage, and climbed from the car.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    
    
      Sabine Sturgill, Adam’s boss, stood roughly thirty feet away, flanked on either side by enforcers with a demon-killing glean in their determined glares. Her light gray pantsuit complemented her dark skin. I’d only met her once before, when I’d entered the underground facility in search of Akil and Project Typhon’s half bloods. She’d seemed reasonable enough. But seeing her there, I wondered how much of her geniality had been an Institute guise. If she was anything like Adam, we were going to have a hard time convincing her not to shoot us up with PC34 and toss us in cells.

      I stood within arm’s reach of Stefan. Akil stood off to Stefan’s left. We all held our hands up at shoulder height, as though our lack of weapons meant we were harmless. 

      “You have Adam Harper,” Sabine said. “Is he alive?” Her voice carried into the dark trees hugging the roadside.

      “Yes.” I replied before Akil or Stefan could land us in a world of trouble. “We’re protecting him. Will you hear us out?”

      A delicate breeze filtered through the spruces. The helicopter hovered high enough to remind us it was close by. It would have thermal imaging cameras. Stefan might have a chance of tricking its sensors, but I sure wouldn’t. Akil could vanish at any second, but he seemed to be playing along. 

      Sabine took a long, evaluative look at Stefan, Akil, and me. She took her time and made her assessment without so much as a smile or frown on her professionally unexpressive face. “The three of you are protecting Adam Harper? I would have thought he’d need protecting from you, not by you. What do the Prince of Greed, the Prince of Wrath, and the Mother of Destruction want with our Head of Operations?”

      Oh, only to break Dawn out of your underground lair. I licked my lips, testing out various sentences in my head—none of then good.

      Akil slid his gaze to me. He could kill them all. So could I. Stefan might hesitate, given his past, but there was also a chance he’d impale them all without so much as breaking a sweat. The Institute could be armed with anti-elemental rounds. They would have learned their effectiveness on the battlefield. The outcome of this fight would depend on who pulled the trigger first. Stefan could freeze their weapons before they could fire. The Institute was outgunned. They’d know it too. 

      “Ask Adam to step out of the car, please,” Sabine said.

      “Er… There’s a bit of a problem.” I cleared my throat. “You see, his ex, Stefan’s mom, got to him before we did, and…well… He’s had better days.”

      Sabine reminded me of a school principal, all smiles until she had to lay down some laws, and then we’d find ourselves at her mercy. “Ask him to step out of the car, please, Muse.”

       Stefan tensed beside me, which in turn had my pulse racing. “Well, I would, but… Look, we can stop the demons—all the demons, okay. Why else would the three of us be here? Together? There’s a way to restore the veil. We need Adam’s help. Your help.”

      She wasn’t stupid. She knew the three of us wouldn’t be in the same time zone unless we had a damn good reason to be. But there was also the fact Adam wasn’t moving in the back of our car.

      “This isn’t working,” Stefan whispered out of the corner of his mouth. 

      “Sure it is. Just smile, and look non-threatening,” I whispered back.

      He shifted. “I can’t do any less threatening.”

      I swallowed hard. What would Ryder do? He’d tell me there wasn’t a chance in hell the Institute would let us walk free. While we dallied, they’d probably called in back up. Before long, there would be snipers in the woods. This was on me. Whatever I decided, the two Princes of Hell would listen. Two enemies, united at my command. No pressure.

      One of the trigger-happy enforcers twitched. At least, I assumed that’s what happened. I heard a click and knew it was already too late. They would all die. Why? I thought, as a squall of ice blasted us from above.

      Stefan raised a vast ice shield in one dramatic thrust of his element. It burst open like an umbrella caught in the wind and arched around us both. Bullets pinched into the barrier. Ice chips exploded. I flinched, expecting the ice to shatter. But it held.

      Behind us, Akil summoned a wall of heat, invisible, but for how it warped the scene behind it. Bullets plunged into it on one side and vaporized. By the pinch of his pale lips and glare of absolute concentration, I could see it was no easy thing to control. Likewise, Stefan crouched behind his shield, hand out, funneling his element through himself into the shield. He quivered under the strain.

      “Now would be a good time to make a call, Muse. Anytime now…  Their bullets aren’t getting any slower.”

      I cursed. “Don’t fight back, not yet.”

      Stefan gritted his teeth and hunkered down. Fractals shimmied beneath his skin, but he hadn’t yet turned full demon. They both had much more to give. 

      I jogged back to the car, sandwiched between fire and ice, and yanked open Adam’s door. He tumbled into my arms, mumbling nonsense. His eyes rolled, but at least they were open. “Adam, you need to snap out of it.” I manhandled him, trying to lever his weight under my arms, and wedged his body upright, so I could at least look him in the eyes. Gripping his face, I leaned in close. “I don’t much like you. You’ve done some pretty nasty things—things bordering on evil—and you blamed it on science. But you know what? I reckon there’s a part of you—probably hidden so damn deep you may not even know it, but it’s there—and it knows you haven’t exactly been the best kind of guy. You’re a father. You loved your daughter, Nica. You have it in you somewhere to be good. You loved Yukki.” He flinched. His eyes glistened. He could hear me. “You told me as much.” The sounds of cracking ice and bullets ricocheted into the night. “You wanted me to be your hero. That was never going to happen, but you know what? You can be. It might never make up for the shit you’ve dealt me and Stefan, but it’d be a start.” Ahead, ethereal heat hissed and throbbed. Akil glared through his shield at the line of enforcers. 

      Adam’s hand came down on my shoulder. He rolled his eyes to me and fixed his glassy glare on my face. “Muse, Yukki…will kill me.”

      “I know,” I said softly. “But before she does, you can save Boston from the netherworld. That’s all you’ve ever wanted to do, right?”

      His eyelids dropped and flickered. He forced them open. His head bowed, but he fought to stay conscious. His fingers dug into my shoulder, and his face hardened. He glared, breathing hard and fast. It almost looked like hatred etched into the hard lines of his face, but it wasn’t. It was a trait all the Harpers shared: stubborn defiance.

      “We need your help. Tell Sabine to cease firing. Ask them to help us. Please. Do the right thing now, Adam.”

      He dragged a broken gasp through his teeth and nodded. “Help me stand,” he wheezed. I wedged myself under his arm and heaved him onto his feet. Stefan flicked me a concerned glare. I couldn’t blame him for not trusting his father. 

      “Ready?” Stefan growled, bowing under the strain of his melting shield. 

      I nodded and faced ahead. The shield fractured. Cracks like webs splintered through the ice. The barrier thinned, and shattered. I flinched away from the ice, and the expected gunfire, but the retorts fell silent. Enforcers stared and cursed their now-frozen guns. Adam’s labored breathing sawed against the background of sudden quiet. He lifted his head, the effort enough to start a barrage of tremors. 

      C’mon, Adam. Prove to me there is a good man somewhere inside all of that Institute BS.

      “Stand down…” He croaked, and then louder, “Stand down.”

      The enforcers looked to Sabine. She nodded, and her troops lowered their weapons. A glance behind told me Akil’s line had ceased their attack. He met my gaze over the roof of the car and inclined his head. A hopeful smile lightened my lips. This was huge. This was astonishing. The Institute wasn’t going to shoot to kill. Was it possible? Were they really capable of helping us?

      I helped Adam hobble forward, acutely aware of the stares from two princes burning into my back. Sabine approached, her face ashen as she took in Adam’s beaten state.

      “He needs medical attention immediately.”

      “No.” This from Adam, which surprised Sabine as much as me. “I… Until we arrive at the base, I stay with Muse.”

      “I could order you.”

      “You could.” Adam sounded like he really didn’t give a damn, and in his shoes, neither would I. Yukki wouldn’t stop until she’d found him. His chances of survival were greater with me. 

      “Where are you headed?” Sabine asked. 

      “The base,” I replied.

      Sabine’s scowl could have cut glass. I shifted Adam’s weight. “Look, we can sit down and discuss everything once we’re there, but this guy ain’t getting any lighter. Will you let us go?”

      “Yes. But Muse, I will need a full explanation of this as soon as you step foot on Institute grounds.”

      “Agreed.” I managed to get Adam back to the car. Akil took over from there and helped fold the big guy back into the passenger seat with surprising care. Stefan hung back, eyeing the enforcers, waiting for the next one to accidentally-on-purpose start firing. Watching the enforcers climb back into their vehicles also meant he could avoid eye contact with his father. 

      As I was about to climb behind the wheel, Akil settled his hand gently over mine. “I’m going to take a more direct route. I don’t trust these people not to trap you on arrival.”

      It made sense, but it also meant he was out of my sight for the first time since his resurrection. That thought squirmed like something slippery and unwanted inside my mind. Whatever existed between us, it felt fractured, broken, and after his words in my apartment, I wasn’t entirely sure if I could or should fix it. Perhaps it was only to be expected. So much had changed. I was a fool to believe we wouldn’t have. 

      The way he looked at me now, reserved, composed, but there was something… Something about him, something had been missing since his return that I couldn’t pin down. A smile feathered across his lips. “I’d suggest that you need not concern yourself with my wellbeing, but I rather suspect that is not the reason for the worry I see in your eyes.”

      “It’s nothing. I’ll see you at the Institute.”

      Akil searched my face, and for a few moments, neither of us moved or spoke. His dark eyes held the same infinite intelligence, his lips, the same sensuous curve. Perhaps, this feeling of change wasn’t from him. Perhaps it was all about me. Since the battlefield, I was a changed creature. Wholly demon, wholly human. I’d made peace with myself. And now, after his return, I was free. Entirely free. The control he’d had over me since petitioning my father for my guardianship had vanished. I looked at him anew on that road to Middlesex Fells. And I wondered, were we supposed to be enemies? Had we always been?

      He bowed his head, hesitated as though snagging on something unsaid, and turned away. Within a few steps, he vanished. I climbed into the car and met Stefan’s expectant expression with a sigh. Adam sat upright in the back, eyelids drooping, but awake. We followed the line of enforcer cars toward their base without a single word spoken between us.
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      The Institute’s gates hung open and unguarded. The grounds, once clipped and manicured, now hosted bunches of weeds and sprouting grasses. 

      “They’re winding the Boston operation down,” Adam said quietly from the back of the car. “There’s only a handful of crew here. Dawn was to be the last Project moved.” 

      We rolled inside the perimeter and parked beside one of the single-story buildings capping the vast underground warren of tunnels and labs.

      Enforcer cars pulled alongside, unloading their cargo of armed bad-asses. There was no sign of Akil in the pale dawn light, but I couldn’t see much beyond the parked cars and humble buildings. 

      Gripping the back of Stefan’s seat, I twisted and fixed my glare on Adam. “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that Stefan and I are the only things standing between you and Yukki right now.” Adam’s weary eyes flicked to his son but quickly skipped away. They hadn’t spoken since Stefan had saved him from Yukki. Considering that Stefan hadn’t been shy with Akil, his silence was deliberate. “We need to get to Dawn. I’m assuming she’s locked down somewhere in the facility, locked away so damn tight that when Akil stayed here, he couldn’t sense her. Is that the case?”

      “Yes. She’s elementally protected in the high-security sub-levels. I have the access codes.”

      “That’s what I thought. Are you up to this?”

      Adam glanced at his son again, but Stefan faced ahead, muscles jumping in his jaw as he clamped his teeth together. Whatever Adam thought he could say wouldn’t suddenly fix his relationship with his son. Perhaps that thought crossed his mind because he made no attempt to engage Stefan. “I could do with a drink, maybe some fresh clothes.”

      “Sure, once we have Dawn, you can have whatever the hell you want, but until then, you’re not leaving my side.”

      Adam rubbed his red-rimmed eyes, fingers trembling. “How can I trust you, Muse? Dawn is our best hope at fighting back the demons. If the Institute hands her over, we have nothing left to fight them with.”

      “How can you trust me? One, you’re still alive, despite the entire demon population of two worlds wanting you dead. And two, if you search that one-track mind of yours, you’ll realize I’ve only ever wanted to help. Forget trust for a second, and let’s look at the facts. On this side of the veil, Dawn is a little girl with one hell of a talent for killing demons, but beyond the veil, she can be so much more. She’s chaos, Adam. Pure chaos. Only chaos and control together can reel in the netherworld. The king is there. He needs a queen if he’s going to stop the demons and restore the veil. He can do this. Dawn’s destiny is much bigger than yours or mine. She belongs in the netherworld.”

      Adam stared out of the car windows at the waiting enforcers. “I believed in the Institute. But it failed to protect the people, I failed.”

      I smiled. “Not yet.”

      Adam was a man facing his final hours. When death breathes down your neck and the path ahead is dark, you finally realize who you are. For some, it’s too late to change. For others, they don’t need to. Adam wasn’t one of those. He had a chance to right his wrongs, and the ashen color of his skin and washed-out look in his eyes told me he knew it. 

      “Stefan, I—” Adam began.

      Stefan snatched the gun from the dash and climbed from the car, slamming the door behind him.

      “I failed him,” Adam sighed.

      Yeah, that was putting it mildly. “Ready?” I climbed from the car, propped up Adam, and joined Stefan, near the inconspicuous entrance to the underground base. Enforcers flanked us, weapons lowered, but safeties off. Whatever I’ve said about enforcers, they sure knew how to wield the military-grade stare. Stefan had tucked his gun away against the small of his back.

      Akil appeared in our path, spooking our audience and sparking off a few muttered curses. His dark eyes raked over the enforcer lines. He’d sauntered out of their super-secret base with their entire cadre of demons in tow, like the Pied Piper. He’d played the Institute the same as he’d played all of us at some point. That had to grate on our heavily armed crowd. Every single one would love to put a bullet in Akil’s head.

      “Well?” I asked Akil as we drew closer. Adam clutched my arm and scanned the grounds, looking for Yukki. He had reason to be nervous. Yukki’s word was as good as that of any demon’s. 

      Akil blinked lazily. “They appear to be in the process of abandoning this facility. There’s no indication of Dawn being within a five-mile radius.”

      “She’s here.” Adam winced. 

      Sabine joined us and demanded answers from Adam. While they discussed what it meant to allow three demons inside their base, albeit a decommissioned base, a grumbling V8 engine snagged my attention. A battered mustang pulled into the parking area. Different colored doors, mismatched tires—the car had seen some action, much like its owner. Ryder climbed from inside and grinned over the roof at me. Despite the weight of the world on my shoulders, I grinned back. I’d missed that surly badass. Jenna climbed from the passenger seat. Her face bore the swirls and symbols of anti-elemental tattoos. Protection from Val. They weren’t nearly as deep or as abundant as Jerry’s. On her, they looked almost pretty. She no longer needed them. My brother was dead and gone for good, but it looked as though she was happy to keep them. The markings made her elementally untouchable. A nice trick to have for an enforcer. 

      Ryder and Jenna crossed the parking lot together, hands in pockets, swaggers almost identical. They were made for each other. His idea of a date would be a few hours down the range, and she’d be right there, firing off a few rounds, trying to outdo him. It was sweet and what they both deserved. 

      “Hey, lil’ firecracker.” He offered me his fist. We bumped. It was only Adam’s steely grip that stopped me from throwing my arms around Ryder. At some point in all of this chaos, we’d become the type of friends who hugged. 

      “Hey,” I clicked my tongue, “last on scene buys the beers, y’know. You owe me one.”

      “C’mon, I was in Boston when the call came in. Two Princes of Hell and the Mother of Destruction are holding Adam Harper hostage. That ain’t a call I’m gonna miss.” Ryder acknowledged Stefan with a nod. A smile cracked across Stefan’s mask. He nodded back, and then settled into sentinel mode. Ryder’s keen eyed gaze hooked on the Prince of Greed. For a moment, both men locked gazes like rams looking horns, and then Ryder shrugged off Akil’s gaze and grinned at me. “So this is where the party’s at?” I wanted to hug him all over again.

      Sabine cleared her throat. “I am fully aware that the three of you could quite easily reduce this facility to rubble. Please know that we’re in the process of moving our operations elsewhere. Epsilon was to be transported at first light. There is very little here worth destroying. I only ask that you keep it civil and maintain absolute control of your element while below ground level. I understand you’re here for Project Epsilon. I have the necessary access codes. I will walk you to her containing cell. She is heavily sedated. I don’t envisage any problems. I appreciate the fact you have so far behaved cordially. I do not wish an incident and certainly do not want to lose any lives here today. Stefan, in light of the recent events, which somewhat overshadow the termination order on you, I hereby rescind that order.” Sabine checked her men and us for any sign of dissent. “Can we all agree to keep our fingers off our triggers?”

      I waited a few beats for anyone to speak up and nodded. “Agreed.”

      First Akil and Stefan were able to withstand each others company without one trying to kill the other, then Adam started to see sense, and now the Institute agreed a truce. This is too easy. Nothing is easy in my world. Where’s the catch? 

      We filed inside the facility, exchanging wary glances.
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      Akil walked ahead, a few steps behind Sabine’s straight-backed stride. I followed with Adam clinging tight to my shoulder. Stefan walked close behind. Ryder and Jenna brought up the rear. We’d descended to a level not marked on the elevator control panel. I couldn’t feel the push of any anti-elemental symbols, which wasn’t entirely surprising. The Institute didn’t employ the symbols in the areas where they experimented on demons. 

      We appeared to be so far underground that the heat of the earth pushed in from behind the walls. Subdued lighting pushed down. The narrow hallway ceilings were so low Akil could have reached up and touched them as we walked. A sense of wrongness crawled across my skin. Had I been in my demon skin, I’d have wrapped my element around me. If the oppressive atmosphere wasn’t creepy enough, the whoop-whoop of fans beat out of sight, not unlike the beat of a heart. 

      Sabine’s voice rang crisp and clear through the empty, intersecting tunnels. “Akil Vitalis, I hope you won’t mind me thanking you for the restraint you showed during your last visit to our facility.” Akil remained quiet, probably wondering where she was going with this, as were the rest of us. “We were obviously ill-equipped to capture and hold a demon such as yourself. You could very easily have destroyed this facility and everyone in it. As it was, you showed remarkable restraint. Not a single member of my staff died the day you broke free, despite our best efforts to disable you.”

      “It wasn’t your staff I was interested in.”

      “No, of course not. You wanted our demons.” Was that a trace of anger in her voice or admiration? “How are the two half bloods? Did they survive?”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Stefan. He arched an eyebrow and continued to scan the tunnel for any signs of deceit.  

      “Your Projects,” Akil snarled, “were taken by Valenti. I do not recall seeing them during the battle. As for their current whereabouts, I haven’t the slightest idea. I’ve been somewhat distracted by death.”

      Only Akil could be distracted by death, as though dying was a minor inconvenience. He’d certainly done a grand job of brushing his death off like a spec of dust from his sleeve. 

      Up ahead, a huge steel pressure door blocked our path. Beside it, a keypad blinked red. If Dawn was inside, I couldn’t feel her power. Maybe Sabine hoped to trap us all behind that door. I checked Adam’s haggard face. His glassy-eyed expression said he wasn’t up to double-crossing us. I sensed Stefan ease closer to me, no doubt thinking the same. Akil stopped behind Sabine at the door as she tapped in a code. 

      “In a few hours, this facility will be empty. We’re vacating Boston entirely. We had planned to move Epsilon to New York, but, if what you say is true, her talents are better employed with you, Muse.”

      “I have no reason to lie about any of this.”

      “I know,” Sabine said. “Had it been any other person but you, I wouldn’t let Dawn out of my sight. Don’t fail us.” The keypad beeped, and the sound of heavy locks disengaging echoed down the tunnels. “The operation here was a failure. There were signs—the enforcer murders, for one—which I ignored, for the sake of friendships. But we can’t afford to pump money and resources into a failed venture.”

      Adam sagged against me, but it was Stefan who stepped in and helped his father stay upright. Adam whispered his thanks. Stefan remained quiet and glared at the door, expecting the worst. 

      When I checked Ryder for any clue as to what may be about to greet us, he shrugged. Jenna waited, hand on her hip, her weapon un-holstered a few inches. Nerves tightened my gut. The door swung open with a gasp of depressurized air.

      Sabine drifted inside first. Akil hesitated, but only for as long as it took me to notice. I was the only one who did. He silently stalked around the examination bed in the center of a dome chamber. Demon instincts urged me to flee. White walls, white floor, white sheets, white everything. Sterile. Vacuous. Control. I stepped across the threshold and shivered. Anti-elemental symbols stripped me of my heat. I couldn’t see them, but they were there, in the construction of the chamber. Dawn lay on the bed, a single sheet draped over her tiny body. Only the movement beneath closed eyelids confirmed she lived. Sabine’s voice drifted over me. I ignored it. That little girl could save the world. I’d shared donuts with her, taught her the finer points of retail therapy, and had so badly wanted to free her. Now I was about to deliver her into the hands of demons—not just any demons, but the Princes and the King of Hell. It wasn’t fair. There was no right way out of this, no happy ending for her. 

      I didn’t have a choice. 

      Neither did she.

      Stefan with Adam, Ryder, and Jenna hung back outside the room. The walls pushed in, or appeared to. The air thinned, or seemed to. We were far below ground level, buried inside the Institute. The lab techs could shut the door and forget about us. I wanted out. Tiny flurries of breath raced through my lips. My heart fluttered. Stefan’s eyes narrowed. Jenna’s gun hand twitched. 

      “Let’s get this done and get out of here,” I said.

      Akil stopped beside Dawn, fingertips resting on her bedside. That skinny little girl had very almost brought an end to his timeless existence. That was no trivial thing. What did he think of her? His expression was set, lips pressed thin, eyes scrutinizing. Even after all the years I’d known him, I couldn’t read his face. 

      “She isn’t aware,” Sabine said. “She’s heavily sedated. Once she’s free of the IV drip, the drug will wear off in a few hours, but until then, you’ll have to closely monitor her.”

      Akil brushed his fingertips down one side of Dawn’s face and leaned in to brush her ringlets back. He touched her like she was a fragile piece of art. Priceless. And I think, for a moment, he lost himself in thought.

      “Akil?” 

      His head lifted and something, some tiny fragment of emotion flickered in his eyes. He blinked, and it was gone. “Yes.”

      “Let’s go.” Had it been fear? 

      He eased an arm beneath her lower back and rolled her limp sheet-wrapped body into his arms. With her head tucked into his shoulder, she looked almost peaceful, and Akil… He carried her out of that vacuum of a room, past Stefan and Adam, through Ryder and Jenna, toward the elevator, without so much as a glance at anyone. 

      “Muse?”

      Sabine called me back while the others filed behind Akil. She locked the door. “Should you return to this facility, you’ll find it deserted.”

      “I have no intention of returning here, ever.” A demon growl rumbled beneath my words.

      She watched my group file down the hallway away from us. “Adam tells me you’re protecting him—”

      “I protect those who’ve earned it.” If this was going to be another we-don’t-trust-you talk, I’d heard enough already. “Adam brought us here, and if we leave without incident, I’ll consider him halfway to worthy. It doesn’t change the past, but there might be hope for him yet.”

      She closed her eyes a moment longer than a blink and smiled when she looked at me again. “For all the wrong we’ve done you, you continue to survive and fight for what you believe in. I’ve never met anyone quite like you. You are remarkable. And I am sorry for the mistakes we’ve made.” I wasn’t sure what I had expected her to say, but a genuine apology wasn’t it. I stalled. My gut told me to laugh it off and make some snarky comment, but I couldn’t. I absorbed her words. It was real. It was mine. 

      “Apology accepted.”

      I walked a little lighter as we each filed into the elevator and returned to ground level. Outside, rain had set in, drenching the avenue of enforcers guarding our path back to the cars. 

      “What now?” Stefan asked. He’d handed his father over to three medics who helped him toward the back of an SUV, where they could administer some much-needed medical attention. Adam would want to stay with us, but I wasn’t sure if I needed the extra weight around my neck. I scanned the tree-lined parking lot, brushing my wet bangs back. Akil carried Dawn toward our car. She wouldn’t be cold. I could feel the steady pull of his element. He kept her warm. Considering she was demon kryptonite, Akil seemed to almost revere her. Was it because she would be queen? Jerry had said Akil had likely orchestrated the original queen’s downfall. And here he was, helping to reinstate a new queen. 

      “…going on with him?”

      “Huh?”

      “Akil? Why is he here?” Stefan slanted his head away and watched the Prince of Greed. Rainwater dripped from his paint-splattered hair.

      “Jerry told him to.”

      “As easy as that?”

      “Yeah. King of Hell.” I shrugged.

      Enforcers murmured amongst themselves. Heavy rain hissed against asphalt.  Ryder and Jenna stood off to one side, discussing something. Behind me, the doors to the Institute facility clicked closed and locked, but my shivers remained. Stefan stepped away. He reached behind him and freed the Desert Eagle. “Hey,” he called. The patter of rain drowned out much of his shout.

      I peered around Stefan and through the crowd to see what was happening and spotted Akil. He’d walked a few steps beyond our car, his back to us, Dawn cradled in his arms. The steady crawl of heat increased. Oh no. Please…no. 

      “Greed!” Stefan called, gun at his side as he broke into a jog.

      Akil stopped. Rain hissed. Turn. Turn, you bastard. I bolted forward, shoving through the meandering enforcers. Stefan lifted the gun. And Akil turned. 

      Amber fringed his dark eyes so that even in the low light, they glowed. His slow blink, his slight smile. He’d won. It was written all over his face and in his confident stance. Even as the rain poured over him, and swirls of steam rose from his suit jacket, he couldn’t have looked more triumphant. I knew that look. I’d seen it on the street outside Stone’s Throw when he’d told me he’d brought down the Institute for their own good, when he’d strode across Boston Garden’s to save the city from a feral dragon the size of an airliner, and when he’d put me in a pit surrounded by demons and watched me fight for my life. Dread hardened in my gut. Someone—Ryder, I think—shouted my name. I ignored it and stopped beside Stefan. Akil stood at the tree line, Dawn draped in his arms. 

      “Akil… What are you doing?” I asked. Stefan’s finger twitched on the trigger guard. 

      “The veil will not be restored,” Akil said.

      This can’t be happening. “What?” 

      Stefan lifted the gun and flexed his grip. “Put Dawn down.” 

      Akil slid his amber glare to Stefan. “I’ll break her neck before you pull the trigger.”

      Stefan asked my next question for me. “Why are you doing this?”

      “I have my reasons, as I’ve said, one such as you cannot possibly understand how to maintain balance in a world flooded with chaos. This chaos girl is not the answer.”

      “Akil,” I snapped, “are you taking her to Jerry?”

      “No.”

      I swallowed. “To Asmodeus?” A muscle fluttered in his cheek. Damn him. Damn him to hell. “He’ll kill her. We might never restore the veil, not until some other chaos demon is found. You would ruin Boston, other cities, kill thousands, for what? Why?”

      He smiled. Just…smiled. 

      I strode forward, closing the distance between us with each stride. Cool rainwater dripped down my neck. “Don’t do this. This isn’t you.”

      His lips curled into a sly smile. “Isn’t me…” he repeated, tasting the words. “I’ve lost count of the times I’ve told you how humanity is your greatest strength, Muse, but also your greatest weakness. You want to believe I’m good. You always have. You want to trust me. Your humanity gives you hope that I can somehow be changed. You know what I am. You’ve always known. I am demon. I am greed. I want everything, I want these mortals to bow before me. I want every marvelous creation of theirs—”

      Heart hammering, I asked softly, “I thought there was only one thing you needed?” 

      His dark lashes fluttered. “Chaos does not change.”

      Lies. I’d seen him change. He’d mourned me. He’d sacrificed himself for me. He’d saved me. This. Now. Was lies. I just couldn’t figure out why… “Don’t be this demon, Akil. Please.”

      His dark eyes held mine, and he looked back at me with stone-cold resolution. What had I done? I’d brought back the demon who would destroy the queen the way he had before. I’d delivered Dawn into the arms of her killer. I’d been so sure…so damn sure he was different, despite the demons telling me otherwise. I’d believed him. “You’re not Akil,” I whispered. 

      The words tore away as a swirl of ice bloomed between Akil and me and whisked around him and Dawn. A jagged tear in the veil opened close to my right. He’d take Dawn to the netherworld, to my father, and destroy our last hope. 

      Ice snapped and hissed into a wall beside me, blocking the tear in the veil, as Akil’s icy cage shattered, and he emerged, heat haze rippling around him, Dawn sprawled on the ground at his feet. She was the only thing that mattered. I lunged for her as Stefan—sparkling ice and razor sharp edges—gleamed into sight. He produced a blade of shimmering ice and swung it at Akil. I ducked down and scooped Dawn into my arms. Struggling to lift her unconscious weight, I staggered to my feet and lurched for the trees. Akil’s hand snagged my coat. He yanked me back. With a cry, I twisted and pulled. His sneer drove a dagger of fear and shock into my chest. I stumbled, clutching Dawn close. He wouldn’t have her. Damn him. He’d never have her again. 

      Stefan’s dazzling wings unfurled behind Akil, and in the next second, the blade of ice burst from Akil’s chest. Blood and ice dashed my face. Time stopped. A gasp ripped across my lips. Akil’s eyes widened. His back arched. He clutched at the blade and looked at me, into me, through me. Fire and accusations bubbled in his eyes. I stumbled backward, icy horror spilling through my veins. Akil’s body broke apart, remodeled itself, fire twisted and lashed, and then the magnificence of Mammon took his place and the ice-blade fizzled away to nothing. The Prince of Greed, mighty and devastating, peered down at me, spread his vast wings wide, and roared. 

      I turned on my heel and ran. He wouldn’t have Dawn. He wouldn’t have me. Never again. 

      The sounds of battle faded inside the forest.  Thick shadows smothered Dawn and me. I dropped behind a bank and nestled her into a gnarl of tree roots. Her little chest rose and fell. Her eyes fluttered, but she slept on. “I’m not leaving you.” Blasts of orange and white light danced through the trees. I peered over the mound of dirt. Ice and fire clawed at the dark. Blinding washes of color burst into the shadows. Demon growls rumbled like thunder. I couldn’t leave Stefan to fight Mammon alone. Neither would stop until one of them was dead. 

      I touched Dawn’s face. “It’s okay.” A quick glance confirmed we were alone in the woods. “It will be okay. I won’t be gone long.” Shrugging off my coat—I spread it over her, tucked her in tight, and turned toward the dance of firelight and ice.
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      Snow banked up over the Institute facility, burying cars and scattering the enforcers into hiding. Fire burned the barricade of trees behind Mammon. In the storm of elements, Mammon and Stefan clashed. Stefan moved like spilled diamonds, fast and light. He twisted and sidestepped, dashed and parried. Two handprint scars burned his glacial brilliance but didn’t appear to impede him. When his strikes got through, the twin ice-blades cut into Mammon’s obsidian black flesh, spilling fire in great liquid arcs. 

      Mammon wielded the elemental blade. Wings ablaze, he summoned the heat of the earth from beneath our feet and poured it over Stefan. Fire ate ice. Ice pierced flame. I froze, trapped between the two.

      Mammon swung the blade at Stefan. Stefan skipped back, wings streaming water. He snarled and lunged. Blades clashed, elements spat. Stefan seemed so small compared to Mammon, but his strength held. His blades didn’t. They shattered. Mammon lunged, and cracked his fist into Stefan’s chest, throwing him back. 

      Enough. Stepping from the forest, I reached into Mammon’s fiery soul, latched on, and pulled. Mammon’s horned head whipped around. His molten eyes fixed on me. His nostrils flared, and he let loose a demon bellow that the netherworld surely heard. In my demon skin, I planted my feet, spread my hands at my sides and drank his power in. “Destruction doesn’t take prisoners.”

      “I am fire,” he growled. “I am immortal.” He pointed a claw-tipped finger at me. “Your little Dawn is not.” He swept his hand toward the trees. Fire poured forth, washed through the canopy, and licked into the rainclouds. Superheated wind rushed behind it, pushing the flames on. Wildfire. Dawn was in there. He knew I couldn’t have taken her far.

       I freed my hold on his firestone center and turned my attention toward the burning forest. The fire raged—Mammon’s fury made flame. It fought against my hold and slipped from my grasp. The fire was a fierce, terrible thing. I tried again and again to corral the flames, but they slipped free and surged around my efforts. The wind tore past me, pushing the flames on while I pulled them back. “No! You can’t have her!” 

      The wind dropped as suddenly as it had arrived, and finally the flames heeded my control.

      When I turned back to the battle, Mammon sensed my gaze on him and cast a wave of fire into the trees once more. I drew it all in, swallowed it down. More and more. 

       Stefan twirled a lance of ice and bore down on Mammon. His cuts and jabs came hard and fast. This moment had been coming since they’d first locked horns, long before I knew Stefan. Their hatred had swelled during their shared sentence in the netherworld. Only one would walk away from this. Murder gleamed in Stefan’s boreal eyes, and this time, I wouldn’t stop him. While I kept the flames away from Dawn, Stefan’s blurred stokes penetrated Mammon’s blocks. The Prince of Greed’s growls confirmed it. They turned and parried in an eerie dance of devil and angel, fire and ice. As often as the elemental blade shattered Stefan’s blades, he rebuilt them with a gesture and began his razor-edged assault all over again.

      The veil rippled above, torn open by the chaos energies lashing the air. I could reach inside Mammon, tear out his fire, and send it through the veil. I’d survive. Would he? With half my attention divided by the forest fire, I wove my ethereal touch around Mammon and surged it inside. He staggered. Stefan plunged a sword of ice into Mammon’s thigh and tore a wide arc through one of Mammon’s wings. With a strangled roar, Mammon fell to a knee in the mud. I can do this. I have to do this. I sank mental claws inside Mammon’s center. This might not kill him, but it would ruin him. Worse than before. He might never be prince again. He deserved it. For the lies. For Dawn. For the betrayal.  

      Mammon turned his head and fixed me in his demon glare. The scent of clove and cinnamon laced my throat, tugging on memories. Akil. No, I could do this. He was using my feelings for Akil to distract me. Akil was gone… Mammon was just demon. He’d proven it. He didn’t want the veil restored. I had to end this. I can’t. Stefan plunged a jagged blade of ice through Mammon’s chest. In a blink, the blade vaporized, but the wound remained. The elemental blade slipped from Mammon’s grip and vanished before it hit the ground. Stefan plunged a second, shorter blade into Mammon’s chest. The Prince of Greed bowed backward. His wings twitched. Fire dripped from their edges. He slumped forward, bracing himself against the ground. Stefan backed up, breathing hard, wings limp and melting. He stumbled but stayed upright. 

      He could finish Mammon. He would finish him. Stefan knew what had to be done. 

      Wings draped either side of him, Mammon breathed hard and with great effort. He was beaten. Lava blood pooled from his torn wing. His veins throbbed with dying embers. It was over. 

      Glistening obsidian muscle and skin twisted, warped, and dissolved, leaving a slumped and breathless Akil in its place. Stefan shook off his demon guise, snatched Akil by the throat, and pressed the Desert Eagle hard against Akil’s temple. I expected the shot to come in the next second. My heart stuttered. The shout to stop lodged in my throat. 

      I clung to Akil’s heat, even as my feet carried me forward. Even now, I didn’t trust him. I would never trust him again. This Akil was a stranger to me.

      Akil said something to Stefan too lightly for me to hear above the hissing and cracking of the many fires and melting ice. Whatever it was, Stefan’s face twisted with alarm. He spoke too softly for me to hear, and then he let Akil go. Just like that—released him and staggered back. In my next step, Akil vanished, and the hole in the fragile veil knitted together, sealing itself shut. 

      “Stefan, what…what happened? Why did you let him go?” 

      Stefan stumbled and reached for me. I caught his arm, and let him lean into me. Cuts marred his face, and blood stained his clothes. He hadn’t escaped unscathed. But his eyes were bright, even if his lips were twisted in a gaunt line. “Where’s Dawn?”

      “In the woods... I stopped Mammon’s fire before it got too close.” I helped him move forward and glanced back at the silent Institute. “Are they—”

      “The enforcers are fine. They retreated inside. Mammon didn’t want them.” He flinched and hissed in a breath. 

      “Stefan… You let him go?”

      “He was done. Forget him. We have to get Dawn.” 

      Stefan wouldn’t have stopped. He’d have killed Akil. He’d wanted to pull that trigger more than anything in this world, so why hadn’t he? He could have beaten Akil into oblivion. Something stopped him. “What did he say?” Stefan leaned on me as we trudged into the cool forest shadows. Embers rained over us. The canopy above had burned to skeletal branches. “Stefan?”

      “Nothing. It was nothing.”

      “I thought we were done with lies?” He flinched. “Whatever he said, I saw your face. It meant something to you.” I waited for my explanation as we trudged through leaf mulch and smoldering branches.  

      “You trust me, right?” He winced. 

      “You’re hurt.”

      “I’ll be fine. Listen.” He stopped, drew in a breath, and peered down at me. “I will tell you everything, but not yet. Just…just trust me.” Behind the haggard expression of pain, his eyes beseeched, practically begged me not to pursue this. 

      I did trust him. Clearly there was a reason he couldn’t tell me, and I trusted his judgment. “But you will tell me? Eventually?”

      “Yes.” He waited, unblinking. 

      “Okay.”

      Dawn lay where I’d left her, still asleep. Stefan slumped against the bank. “We have to get her to Jerry. We have to end this.”

      “We either go through the veil here, and take Dawn to Jerry in the netherworld. Or I know where Jerry’s sanctuary overlaps Boston. We’ll need a car, but I can get us there, so we hop through the veil right on top of him.” The girl still slept as though the world didn’t revolve around her. 

      “We go there this side of the veil first. I’m not strong enough to fend off lesser demons.” He raked a trembling hand through his hair. His skittish gaze settled on Dawn once more. “Neither is she.”

      

      

      We left Adam with Ryder and advised they both stay behind anti-elemental symbols if Adam wanted to avoid Yukki and live beyond the night. Ryder offered to keep an unbiased eye on him. He couldn’t help us take Dawn into the netherworld. His time was better spent guarding Adam. We might still need him. Borrowing Ryder’s beat-up Mustang, Stefan and I turned tail and headed back toward Boston. Sitting in the back of the car, I chewed on my lip and peered through the rain-streaked windows while Boston’s outskirts blurred by. Dawn’s head rested in my lap. I twirled one of her ringlets around my finger. 

      It didn’t make sense. Akil didn’t make sense. 

      Why did he betray us? He’d said it was because he was greed, and he wanted the veil down for good to suit his own greedy desires, but I didn’t believe that. I couldn’t. If I believed that, then I had to believe the Akil I’d known had died over a week ago on the battlefield, and he wasn’t coming back. Ever. That couldn’t be. That slippery son of a bitch would survive when all the worlds were dust. Or perhaps it was worse than that. Perhaps Akil had always been like this. He’d bound his soul to mine to save his ass. Maybe everything he’d done had been about him.

      “You okay?” Stefan glanced in the rearview mirror. 

      “Uh-huh.” If Akil wanted us to fail, he could have broken Dawn’s neck in a heartbeat. He wanted her the way he wanted everything, but he knew she was capable of killing him all over again. She was a risk to his existence. The logical demon move was to kill her before she woke up. He hadn’t. Clearly. So this wasn’t about the restoration of the veil.  He wanted Dawn alive…for a reason. 

      Wipers sloshed, and the car heater hummed. Stefan switched hands on the wheel, fingers clenching. “He deserved it.”

      I flicked my gaze to his in the mirror. “He wasn’t Akil.”

      “Yes.” Stefan’s ice-blue eyes hardened. “He was.”

      “No, Stefan… I know Akil—” If you think you know Ahkeel, you’re wrong. Damn Jerry’s words. 

      “He was always like this.” Stefan said, softly. “You were too close to him to see the truth.”

      I slid my gaze away. Stefan would believe that. I’d spent half my life with Akil, and once, I would have said he was a sly manipulative bastard—well, he’d always been that—but he was something else too. He wasn’t just demon. I refused to believe it. He was a man, a powerful, dangerous, clever man who drove me batshit crazy because he could. A demon could never touch my heart, my soul, the way Akil had. “Mammon either tricked me and couldn’t bring the original Akil back, or…or he did bring him back, and Akil has a plan.”

      “Muse, he’s a liar. That’s all there is. He used you. Played the long game.”

      That was true. He had used me as a carryall for his soul. “If he did have a plan, what could he hope to gain from behaving like this?”

      “There isn’t a plan. He’s demon. A Prince of Hell. He’s just doing what comes naturally.”

      “So are you.” I snapped back and then regretted it when Stefan flinched. 

      “You think that? After everything we’ve been through?”

      “No, I’m sorry I said that. I’m…” I rubbed at my forehead. “I’m just so damn sick and tired of demons.”

      “If all goes well, we’ll get Dawn to Jerry. Together, they’ll restore the veil. Everyone lives happily ever after.” He sounded about as convinced as me.

      “Half bloods don’t get happy endings,” I mumbled. 

      “Who told you that?”

      “Ryder.”

      Stefan snorted a dry laugh. “He’s a terrible life coach.”

      But he did have a degree in straight talking. The little girl asleep in my lap certainly wasn’t going to get a happy ending. Part of me hoped she didn’t wake up until we were already with Jerry. But a larger part wanted her to wake so I could at least attempt to explain why I had to hand her over to the netherworld. She’d probably try to turn me into confetti. Stefan had suggested we tie her up, but after one look at my glare, he hadn’t mentioned it again. I stroked a hand over her hair. She was such a tiny thing. How could she be Queen of the Netherworld? The Dark Court would chew her up and spit her out the second she let her guard down. She had a life of violence ahead of her. She wouldn’t get to see the beach and make sandcastles, eat more donuts, or go shopping. She wouldn’t date. She’d never find ‘the one’ because love didn’t exist in the netherworld. Nobody would love her there. Nobody would care for her. Her humanity would wilt and die. It wasn’t fair. 

      I brushed at the unexpected wetness on my face. Like me, she’d survived everything the netherworld had done to her and then survived the Institute. She’d survived it all. For what? So everyone she believed cared for her could turn her over to a nightmare life? I could tell her that her sacrifice was noble, it was the right thing to do, she’d be a hero, but she was nine years old. My words didn’t mean a damn thing. All she wanted was to be free. She was nine. She could get out. Hell knew, she deserved it. All I had to do was ask Stefan to turn around, and drive. And just keep on driving. 

      Veins of rain crept across the window. Alongside the coast road, gray seas churned and bubbled below dark skies. 

      “Stefan, pull over.”

      He glanced back and without a word pulled over. I climbed out, scooped Dawn up, wrapped in my coat and tucking my head down, against the rain, I carried her onto the beach. My boots sank in the sand. A vicious wind snatched at my clothes. Pooling some extra heat into my body, I trudged closer to the surf. The hiss of rolling waves and the howl of the wind drowned out everything but the beat of my heart and Dawn’s soft breaths.

      “We’re not far from Jerry’s sanctum, and I…” I dropped to my knees in the wet sand and cradled her against me. “I know it’s not much, but this might be the last time you’re in Boston.” The sea churned, and rain pummeled us both, but the embrace of my element kept the worst at bay. 

      “Muse…?”

      I swallowed and looked into her sleep-heavy eyes. “Hey there.”

      For a few moments, she huddled close, soaking up my warmth, drifting between awake and asleep. Warm and safe. Despite the angry seas and bitter rain, a peace settled around us. Nothing could penetrate that one special moment. “Is this a dream?” she asked.

      “No.” If it was, it’d be a nightmare.

      “Where are we?”

      “Revere Beach. We’re not really seeing it at its best.”

      “What’s that smell?” She lifted her head and peeked around the collar of the coat.

      “Salt and rain.” She wriggled and twisted in my lap, turning her face toward the sea. The wind whipped her hair about her, but she didn’t seem to mind. “Dawn, I promised you freedom—”

      “Are we free now?” She gazed into the storm.

      I was. “You’re very special. There’s only one of you in two worlds. Nobody can do what you do. Sometimes, life has a plan for special people like us, and even if we fight it, there are forces we can’t control.”

      “Fate.”

      “I didn’t used to believe in fate, but after everything I’ve seen, I wonder if some things are meant to happen, and nothing we can do will change it.”

      She turned her head and looked deep into my eyes. “I’m not free, am I?”

      “No, honey. The veil fell. Demons are spilling through into our world, and the princes want to rule here too.”

      “I can unmake princes.” 

      A cool touch of apprehension trickled down my spine. “I know you can. But chaos will rule without them. We have to restore the veil, and we need your help to do it.” 

      “Will I be free then?” She blinked those innocent doe-eyes.

      I tried to smile, but it slipped from my lips. I should lie to her. She’s too dangerous. If I told her she had to stay in hell, she’d lash out, kill me and Stefan, kill anyone and anything that tried to contain her. Hope filled her eyes. I had to lie. What was the betrayal of one little girl’s trust for the fate of two worlds? “Yes.” Just one word, but it almost choked me. I hissed it through my teeth, dragging the burn of guilt behind it.

      Dawn tucked her head under my chin. “I knew you’d save me. You said you would. The big Institute man with the gentle eyes told me you were all demon, that you were like Mammon, that I should unmake you too. But you’re not demon, are you Muse?”

      How I looked in her eyes and smiled, I don’t know, but I did—and lost a piece of my humanity in the process. Akil had said life was a balancing act. Sacrifices had to be made for the long-term gain. He’d had thousands of years to hone his act to perfection. As I looked into Dawn’s wide, hopeful eyes, I finally understood exactly what he’d meant. 

      The wind carried a peculiar sound to us: a whooping cackle, like hyenas laughing. I peered into the rain, down the beach. Dark blurs marred the pale sand. I couldn’t make them out, and climbed to my feet. The catcalls continued, wails, barks and yips. Demon.

      Stefan vaulted over the concrete seawall. “Muse, c’mon!”

      I looked from him, to Dawn, to the pack of demons. “Take her. Go.” Dawn clung to my leg and whimpered. I sunk my hand into her hair and smiled down at her. “It’ll be alright. Stefan won’t hurt you. Go with him. He’ll keep you safe.” Lies, lies, lies. Was this how Akil did it? Lie after lie, until it became the only way?

      “I can stay.” She begged, lower lip wobbling. “I can help you.”

      “No, I don’t want them knowing you’re alive. We need to keep you off their radar for as long as possible.”

      Stefan skidded to a halt in the sand. “Muse, come with us.”

      “I’ll hold them back.” I peeled Dawn from my leg and gave her a little shove toward Stefan. “Take her and go. Do the right thing.”

      He ground his jaw, about to argue. Dawn slipped her little hand in his and worked him over with her sweet face. He didn’t stand a chance. “Can we have donuts?” 

      Stefan—the master of hiding his true thoughts—grinned at her. “That sounds like a great idea.”

      “You need to go a few more miles up the bay, take a right, and head for Nahant.” Demon howls and hollers almost buried my voice. “Once you’re over the causeway, go through the veil. You’ll find Jerry’s sanctum nearby.”

      He nodded and held out the Desert Eagle. “I’ll come back for you.” 

      I took the gun. “Of course.” Heat wove around my ankles, skin-crawling, flesh-sizzling heat. Asmodeus. If Stefan sensed my father was close, he’d never leave. “Go. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Stefan backed up. Dawn, wrapped in my too-long coat, looked up at the Winter King. She trusted him because I’d told her too. She shouldn’t. She shouldn’t trust anyone or anything. She never would again. She dragged the coat behind her as they turned away. Stefan scooped her up and carried her back toward the Mustang. She peered over his shoulder at me and waved her tiny hand. My smile fractured and crumbled away. The rain and wind blurred them out of focus. She wouldn’t see how my strength broke. Now it was up to Stefan to get her to the King of Hell. I had every faith he would, and that broke my heart. Was this the last time I’d see her? This lie?

      Gun heavy in my hand, I lifted my gaze and watched the demons gallop and bound closer. Their combined scents drenched me: burned rubber, sweet sweat, and my father’s stench of burning flesh. Asmodeus blazed crimson in the squall, burning the storm off him like the hellish beast he was. They’d been waiting for my return. Did he think me a traitor? I smiled, dipped my chin, and pinned him in my sights. I was about to give him a lesson in destruction as only a Prince of Hell’s daughter could.
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      Lesser demons spilled over the seawall. They came from the surf, rising up out of the water. The wind tore at me, and rain beat against my clothes and face as though the elements themselves urged me to run. But I had to make my stand. I had to hold them off here. I flexed my fingers on the Desert Eagle, taking comfort in its machined human construction. 

      I stood my ground as a human long enough for it to drive the lesser wild. But as the baying crowd parted, revealing my father in all of his fire-licked glory, I tucked the gun against my back and poured fire into my veins, turning demon. Spreading my one wing wide, I gave it a flick, rolled my shoulders, and stood tall. Eager flame spilled across my skin. Demons eyed me. Saliva streamed from exposed fangs. None dared venture too close; but as before, my apparent weakness plucked on their instincts to hunt and kill those weaker than them. 

      “Hello, Father.”

      He stepped from the crowd and into the clearing with me. Molten sand pooled around his clawed feet. He stretched his wings wide, scattering a few skittish lessers. Tiny in comparison, I raked my gaze up his muscle-bound legs and over the twitching planes of his chest. He was every inch the demon from human nightmares and legends. He’d created me. I was part monster too. I knew that now. 

      “It is too late to redeem yourself.” He growled, and my fiery veins throbbed hotter.

      No mention of Dawn. Did that mean Akil hadn’t told him about her? Relief sent ripples of flame down my wing. “If you’re sightseeing, it’s the wrong time of year to see the sandcastles.” 

      Asmodeus’s upper lip peeled back. “Why did you not use the blade on Baal?”

      I shrugged a shoulder. Embers fluttered from my wing and twirled in the wind. “Yeah, I was never going to follow your orders, or anyone’s, Daddy dearest. I’m a pain in the ass. I never listen. I’d have thought Mammon would have told you that in all the years you allowed him to keep me.”

      Asmodeus’s wings flexed, and his nostrils flared. “Mammon died a fool.”

      Akil hadn’t told my father anything. From the look on his face, I saw he didn’t even know Mammon was alive. So why had Akil let me believe the Court was aware of his resurrection? Why did he let me believe he was taking Dawn to Asmodeus? Why, why, why…

      Asmodeus read the truth in the jaunty little smile on my demon lips. “You lied.”

      “Yeah.” I examined my claws. “I was never the demon you thought me to be. Not bad, huh? For a half-blood whore.”

      Rage twisted Asmodeus’s hideous face. “You used lust on the Winter King. I witnessed the results. You are the Daughter of Lust. My daughter. My fire burns within you.” That wasn’t pride in his grumbling voice. It sounded more like disgust. How dare I be demon and care?

      A spark of anger flared hot and bright. “Yeah, it does, but you know what else burns in me? Pride. I’m half human, you sick son of a bitch, and you should know by now never to piss humans off. They’ll fight until there’s nothing left to fight for, and they’ll still damn-well fight, rather than give in to the likes of you.” I dropped my hand to my side. “For what you made me do to Stefan... I’d destroy you for that alone, but here’s the thing. Boston is my city, and I don’t want demons crawling all over my city. You don’t belong here. This world is not meant for you. So why don’t you and your groupies scurry on back to your hellhole? Leave now, and I won’t snuff your little entourage out of existence.”

      My father’s leathery lips twitched. “This world is weak. Chaos will reign, and we will follow. It has begun. Your posturing is pointless. Stand beside us not against us. This is your last chance.”

      “My last chance?” I laughed, and the wind tossed the sound of my laughter around us. “I don’t want a chance to be like you. I never did.”

      He recoiled, yellow eyes blinking. “You are destruction made flesh.”

      “Whatever. You just keep telling yourself that.”

      A demon to my left snarled. I clicked my fingers and poof, he was gone. The bitter wind scattered his ashes. Fire trilled up my spine. My smile was a wicked, slippery, thing, as were the flames in my eyes. “Care to test me, Daddy?” Nearby lessers hunkered low and submissive. I had their firestone-hearts pinned on the thermal map in my mind. A thought, a glance, and I could incinerate them all. All but my father. He wasn’t so easy to dismiss. Damn immortality. Still, while they were here, Stefan had more time to get Dawn to Jerry. Once she was inside the stones, she’d be safe from the princes. Time. I needed to buy time.

      I imagined my smile resembled Asmodeus’s. After all, we were family. As the wind tore around us and the rain beat down, I faced my father: one winged, puny human size, riddled with faults. He looked back at me, smooth crimson skin aglow with heat, every muscular inch of him demon, right down to his immortal DNA. The firelight in his eyes declared him untouchable. He thought he controlled me. He wasn’t the first to think that. But he would be the last. 

      I spread my hands and called to Boston’s heat. Asmodeus jerked his chin up. He’d felt our element shift. The lessers whimpered. “Your element is mine, Daughter. You cannot hope to best me with fire.”

      So predictable. “Typically demon. You think everything’s about you.”

      Raging heat pooled beneath my feet. I gathered it closer. Asmodeus watched, curious. The lessers knew better. Their numbers thinned as they chittered and howled, attempting to flee.

      “They don’t call me destruction for nothing.” I borrowed Ryder’s wink, ripped the heat from the earth, and blasted it out in all directions. The wave washed over fleeing lessers, devoured them whole, and spat out their ashes in its wake. I blinked and stood inside a perfect circle of molten glass. 

      Asmodeus decided he’d seen enough and lunged. I ducked, twisted under his arm, and launched a right hook. My extended claws punched into his wing membrane. Using his turning momentum, I swung myself onto his back, landed between his wings, and punched my claws deep into his shoulder muscles. “Lesson one,” I hissed against his neck. “What I lack in strength, I make up for in agility.”

      He groped behind him, reaching for my leg, but his huge size made it impossible to reach me. His roar rattled my ribs and drilled into my skull. Crimson skin sizzled beneath my touch. The angrier he became, the more heat poured off him. I soaked it all into my demon skin and laughed. “Lesson two: never throw down with a half blood unless you are one. It takes half bloods to stop half bloods.”

      He rattled off a string of what I assumed to be ancient curses then twisted and staggered, reaching and bucking. 

      “I can dance all day.” I pulled myself in tight against his back, fighting against the quiver in my strained muscles. “Lesson three,” I hissed. “I. Own. You.” I plunged my teeth into his neck, sank them in so damn deep I nicked bone. A roar, thick with indignant disgust, tore from him. Fiery blood filled my mouth. I. Claim. You. I tore a chunk of his throat out and plunged my teeth into his shoulder. 

      The wind snagged on my wing and tossed it open. Asmodeus grabbed at its arch and yanked me free. I had a few seconds of blissful weightlessness and slammed into the concrete seawall. My horns saved my skull, but the rest of me wasn’t as lucky. An icy pain chilled my shoulder blade where my wing sprouted. Ears ringing, I blinked and tried to focus on the wall of red bearing down on me. Oh, hell. Asmodeus plucked me off the sand and held me by the neck. 

      He cocked his hideous head and licked his lips. “Broken wing. Better to rip it off.”

      Hell, no. The fact that half his throat was missing didn’t seem to concern him. I pushed my element inside him, hooked mental claws in, and yanked. His fire surged down his arms and rushed over me, into me. But Asmodeus wasn’t about to stand there and let it happen. His thick fingers squeezed my scrawny neck. Air heaved in my chest, trapped inside burning lungs. I kicked and clawed at his fingers. 

      He yanked me close, narrowed his piss-yellow eyes, and grinned. “For all your talk, you are still weak.”

      I closed my eyes and mentally reached for the veil—but not to open it. I needed the elemental blade. I flicked open my right hand as my father throttled me. My heart thumped. My chest burned. The sounds of wind, rain, and fire faded away. And then a cool tickle of energy tingled through my palm. Chaos. I’d felt it when touching Stefan. A sudden weight, like an anvil, filled my grip. I poured every last ounce of strength into my thrust and punched the blade forward. 

      Asmodeus roared. He threw me down and tore the sword from my grip and towered over me. Blazing. Magnificently demon. He laughed and reached down, curled his hand around my upper arm, spread his wings, and pushed off the beach, launching us skyward. Those vast wings beat the air, and I clutched his arm. I hadn’t counted on him taking flight. This was not part of my plan. I was so screwed. 

      The beach shrank below my feet until clouds blotted it out. Rain gusted and swirled. Higher and higher we climbed until I could no longer see the beach through the storm or feel the heat of Boston. Nothing but lashings of rain. 

      The higher we went, the more my chances of survival were whittled away. 

      “Don’t do this,” I shouted over the beat of his wings. 

      “One wing.” His eyes flared white-hot. “Human is your disease, your weakness.”

      He’s going to drop me. I looked down into the soup of gray clouds. How high were we? He had the blade. I didn’t even have fire. The veil. No, he’d sense it the second I opened it and drop me. I didn’t have anything else. There was no way out. Panic set my heart racing and my thoughts into a flurry. There had to be a way. Higher, and higher. If I had both wings, I might have had a chance. Stefan could fall with style. I just fell.  

      Stefan.

      The gun. 

      I dropped my demon guise, reverting to human in a blink. Asmodeus’s touch sizzled through clothes and skin. Pain blanched my thoughts. The smell of my burning human skin choked me. I reached behind me, hooked my fingers around the Desert Eagle, plucked it free, aimed, and fired. Nothing happened. 

      Asmodeus’s eyes widened. 

      Turn the safety off.  

      Flick—click—boom. The recoil shot up my arm. The round punched through my father’s skull and blasted it to pieces. His grip opened. His fingers peeled from the burns on my skin, and we both tumbled through the air. My clothes flapped, my hair whipped, I fell, and knew—even as I turned demon—that I might not survive this time.
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      I’d never been particularly inclined to try sky diving, bungee jumping, or anything involving falling toward the ground at high speed. Had I attempted these things, I might have known what to expect. I was fairly confident I’d have quite the landing anytime now… I still flailed. The air still whooshed around me. Maybe adrenaline slowed my perception. Maybe we’d been higher than I’d thought. Any second now, I’d splatter all over the beach. Any second. 

      Black feathers swirled in the clouds. The flutter of wings blurred the corners of my vision. I twisted over and around, trying to get a lock on my freefalling companion. Black eyes opened in the rushing gray, eyes that swirled exactly like storm clouds. “Li’el!” I’d never been so happy to see an air demon in my entire life. An outline of feathers and the curve of a muscle here and there hinted at his presence. “Wait, you are saving me, right?”

      His presence surged and flowed over me like a cool breeze, sending a deep chill into my bones. With a hiss, the clouds rolled back, far back out to sea, and sunlight poured in. Li’el captured me in his arms. He flung open his wings, and we jolted back, wrenched out of the free fall. Air rippled over his feathers, and I watched, fascinated where his wingtips curled up at their fringes. He’d want something for this. Some...recompense. A deal. No demon went this far without payment in kind. We glided in to land on the beach. I stumbled out of his embrace, breathing fast, heart about to burst from my chest. I was alive. Blue skies, blue seas. Everything looked so damn perfect. I almost didn’t believe it. Glass sparkled in the sand. Goddamn, it felt good to be on solid ground again.  

      “Where’s Asmodeus?” Li’el stood demon-still and eyed the stretch of beach for any sign of my father. His precise English accent helped ground me in more ways than one. 

      I squinted into the sun and searched up and down the beach. We were alone. “I don’t know. And don’t care. He’ll be down for the count for a while.” Maybe he’d fallen into the sea. I could hope. Bright sunlight threw Li’el’s formidable form into silhouette. Shielding my eyes, I frowned up at him. “What are you doing here?”

      He regarded me with all the detached composure I expected from a demon. “Asmodeus and the Princes converged on Baal’s sanctuary. When he sensed you near, he planned to confront you.”

      I blinked up at the Prince of Pride. “You just saved my life.”

      He inclined his head. No, bargaining, no counter-offer, no manipulation of tit-for-tat. What the hell was he?

      Tires squealed on the road behind the seawall. A door slammed. Li’el and I both turned to find Jenna standing by the wall, a hand shielding her eyes. “Figured you might need back up?” 

      Typical Institute. Turn up in time to take the credit. “C’mon.” I waved Li’el forward. “We need to get moving.”

      “Muse, Asmodeus will recover. And something… Something is happening in the netherworld.”

      “Something, what?” 

      “I hear, alarm… Fear. The princes are in distress.”

      I grinned and marched toward the seawall. “Good.”

      Jenna’s eyes widened as she saw Li’el trailing his downy wings and exposing his Adonis self for the world to see. It took a lot to surprise the steely enforcer training out of her. Watching Li’el throw his leg over the seawall and stride up to her car just about did her in. 

      “Li’el, this is Jenna,” I said. He cocked his head, probably admiring her anti-elemental tattoos. “Jenna, this is Li’el, the Prince of Pride. Also known as Satan, Lucifer, and Sarcastic Smartass.”

      She blinked rapidly. Opened her mouth. Closed it again. “Muse, you keep the oddest company.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Jenna and I climbed into Jenna’s Ford Taurus. Li’el eyed the car like he’d rather cut off one of his own wings than get inside. I wasn’t even sure he’d fit. 

      I raised my brow at Li’el. “Well?”

      Jenna leaned forward and whispered under her breath, “He’s naked.”

      “Thank you, Queen of the Obvious,” I whispered back.

      She blinked again. “He’s very naked.”

      “Jenna, bigger issues.”

      “Bigger?”

      Don’t look. Don’t look. Ah, hell. “Li’el.” I averted my eyes. “Are you coming or not?”

      Jenna made a sound, somewhere between a snort and a squeak, and gulped back a laugh. 

      “I do not climb inside human vehicles.” Li’el ruffled his wings and puffed out his chest. 

      “Oh, for hell’s sake. You’re scared of cars? Really?” Prima donna demons. What next?

      A passing car screeched to a halt. The driver immediately climbed out, lifted his cell, and snapped a few pictures. Li’el, in all his Prince of Pride wisdom, flashed a devastating smile and spread his wings. Another incoming car slowed to a halt. 

      “Hey,” I rolled my eyes and snapped my fingers, distracting Pride. “Focus. We’re going to Baal’s sanctum. Are you with us?”

      “I will meet you there.” With that, he clamped his wings closed and dissolved into thin air. 

      “Wonderful,” I muttered, slamming the car door. “Step on it Jenna.”

      “Right, yeah…” She pulled the car away from the curb. We’d arrive at Nahant in a few minutes. “He’s demon, right?” she asked. “I mean, there aren’t angels, just demons. He’s not an angel. Is he?”

      He’d saved me without a price. “He’s one hundred percent higher elemental. Demon, angel, those are convenient labels.” I paused. No. No such thing as angels. “He’s a trap, like all the others. Don’t let the feathers and the sexy disarm you.” I was hardly in a position to judge. He’d disarmed me the first time I’d seen all of him too. “Jenna, when we get there, I can’t say how long we’ll be in the netherworld, but if we succeed and Jerry restores the veil, the demons are going to be pissed. They won’t let us leave without a fight. We might need some help when we come back through.”

      “Okay, want me to call in a team, just in case?”

      “Only if you can personally guarantee they won’t shoot Stefan or me.” She pursed her lips. “Yeah, didn’t think so. I’d much rather you had my back than a trigger-happy enforcer with an axe to grind.”

      “I should call Ryder. He’ll want to be here. He can bring Coleman and SRT.”

      “Do what you gotta do.”

      A wash of blinding light blanched everything, including the insides of my eyelids. With a hiss, I flinched away, lurching in the seat. Jenna cursed and slammed on the brakes. For a few seconds, I couldn’t see a thing and blinked into the brightness. Gradually, color bled back into the world. We’d reached the halfway point along the two-mile causeway stretching between the island of Nahant and the mainland. I expected to see houses crowding the peninsula, but Nahant was gone. In its place, a mile wide hole throbbed purple and black against the serene Massachusetts sky. 

      “Er, Muse, I don’t think that’s normal.” 

      The netherworld heaved, spewing coils of tangled undergrowth around cars and houses. Lesser demons crawled through broken windows, over roofs. Over a thousand people must have lived on that island. By the looks of the abandoned cars and discarded bikes, they hadn’t escaped in time. Ryder’s discarded Mustang blocked the road ahead. I was out of Jenna’s car before I could think what any of this meant. Chaos tugged on my demon, urging me forward. I glanced at Jenna over the hood of the car. A muscle fluttered in her jaw. Her hand rested on her sidearm. She stared into the nightmare like she might do something stupid. “You can’t go any closer,” I warned. 

      “There are people…”

      “There were people. If the demons didn’t get them, the netherworld air would have.” I stepped forward. “Call the Institute. They need to seal off this causeway.” I had to get inside the netherworld. Stefan was in there. Something had caused the veil to tear and spill over here, and my gut told me that something was Dawn.  

      “What are you going to do?” Jenna asked. “You can’t go in there.”

      I rolled my shoulders, freed the demon in me, and flashed her some fang. “Nothing in the netherworld can hurt me. Not anymore.” She looked at me with awe in her eyes, but her hand stayed on her gun. 

      In a flurry of black feathers and glossy black skin, Li’el poofed into existence beside me. Jenna had her gun out, finger on the trigger, before he could say “boo.” 

      “Holy shit,” she snarled. “Demon, that’s a grand way to get yourself shot.”

      Li’el rolled his eyes in a purely human way. “Come, Destruction, Baal’s sanctuary has been breached. The King is missing. We must find him before the princes do.”

      My heart sank as my hope we’d restore the veil drifted further out of reach. “Call Ryder. Get him here. Contain the demons. I’ll stop this…” Or die trying, I added in my own mind. 

      Jenna nodded, and after I’d walked a few steps with Li’el, she called, “End it, Muse. End them.” I didn’t need to see the desperation on her face. Her words were weighed down with it. I was the Deathbringer, the Destroyer, the Mother of Destruction. I was made for the end of all things. This was my time.   

      

      

      Jerry’s stones had toppled, fractured, and broken apart as though split apart from the inside. Any debris larger than a fist bore scorch marks. The waterlogged ground squelched and hissed under my superheated footfalls. Chaos hung ripe and sweet in the air and licked across my skin. The princes had attacked. 

      “Can you hear them?” I asked Li’el, who’d been uncharacteristically quiet since leaving Jenna. “The other princes?”

      He’d drawn his wings in, wrapping them around him like a cloak. “They are scattered. I hear…fragments.”

      “What are they saying?”

      He cocked his head. “They hunt the half blood made of chaos. She attacked. Ah…” He winced. “It’s fragmented.”

      My demon heart spluttered. “Do you know where they are?”

      “Mammon’s fortress.”

      I faced him, brow raised. “And you didn’t think to tell me this before now?”

      “I did not know. It is difficult to ascertain their location when in the human realm, especially when chaos is in flux.”

      Ugh, demons. “Take me there.”

      Li’el’s churning eyes assessed me. “What do you plan to do?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe go all destruction on their asses.” 

      “Muse, you are mortal. You cannot possibly hope to repel the Princes of Hell and subdue the chaos girl alone.”

      “I’m not alone. I have you, the all-powerful, deliciously sexy Prince of Pride.” I knew he’d buy it. Pride loved nothing better than to hear how wonderful he was.  

      With a resigned sigh, he opened his arms. “Very well, but quench your fire.”

      It was probably for the best I’d lost my wing all those years ago, because it turned out, I was afraid of heights—or more accurately, afraid of falling. I clung to Li’el’s barely-there body, tucked my wing in, and thought happy thoughts as the wind rushed around us. Things screeched and cawed in the swirling air, unseen behind clouds of chaos energy.

      “It will be more difficult to restore the veil with his sanctum destroyed.” Li’el’s voice whisked inside the wind. “Those stones and Baal’s markings contained the energies dispersed in the ritual.”

      Wonderful. 

      Because nothing was ever easy in the netherworld.

      The clouds thinned as we approached Mammon’s fortress. Hewn from a mountainside, the fortress clung to cliff-like slopes. A sea of demons churned around its grounds. Battlements crawled with lessers. From our height, they looked like glistening rivers of ants flowing through the fortress gates and lapping at its towers. 

      “Looks like the party started without us.” I’d have sounded blasé, if not for the quiver in my voice. 

      Li’el tucked me into his embrace, pulled his wings in, and we dove, fast and sleek. My insides felt as though they’d dropped through my feet. Wind whistled past my face. I wasn’t cut out for flying. We landed on a battlement with the sea of demons rippling below. Li’el let me go. Head spinning, I staggered back and breathed.

      “Mammon is inside.” He straightened his spine, threw his shoulders back, and glowered. “You resurrected him.”

      “Yeah.” I peered over the edge and gulped. Demons. Thousands. I could snuff out a few, but the second I did, they’d sense me and rush in. Li’el was right. I was mortal. They had mind-boggling numbers on their side. Above, cawing hunters circled, turning the netherworld sky black. I’d pulled off some impressive pyrotechnics the day of the Boston battle but had no idea if I’d survive the same again. And even if I could, more demons would spill in to fill the void my meltdown would create. 

      “He is not what you expected, is he?” Li’el asked.

      “No. But I know him now.” If you think you know Ahkeel, you don’t. With a growl, I shoved Jerry’s little nugget of wisdom aside.

      “I’ll rip the air from his lungs while you quench his fire. Together, we can make him lesser.” Li’el spread his wings, bolstering his size, as though making himself bigger did the same for his words.

      He would tear into Mammon without much thought. That kind of revenge was dangerous and foolhardy. I’d been there. Demons rush in where angels fear to tread. If pretty Li’el went against Mammon, my money was on the lava-veined badass. Pride had saved me. I couldn’t let him do something foolish. “Mammon is mine.” I’d expected Li’el to bristle and bluster. His swirling eyes narrowed—the argument was coming—and then he nodded, accepting my authority. No fight? Could Li’el genuinely be good? All I’d had from him was honesty, allegiance, and respect. If I hadn’t been in the middle of a war, I’d have sat him down and talked him around in circles, trying to figure out what made him tick. Now, all I had was my less than reliable gut, which told me Li’el was one hundred percent thoroughbred demon, who was setting me up for a fall, probably from a great height. “How are we going to get inside?”

      Li’el moved to the edge alongside me and scanned the fortress. “They will head for the throne room where the king’s original symbols control the elements. The entrance is blocked, but if we enter there” —he pointed at the highest tower, crawling with Scorsi scorpion bodies— “we will find the halls less choked.”

      “Why are they all here?”

      “Chaos. It calls.”

       Chaos. “Do you mean Dawn?”

      “The girl?” He narrowed his eyes and listened. “Yes, it would seem so.”

      “Is she…controlling them?”

      “I believe so. We will know more once we’re inside.” He moved to wrap his arms around me.

      “Wait.” I shivered. “Do you hear Stefan?”

      “The Winter King is close. We must hurry.”

      Li’el carried me close to the tower. He hovered outside a window, allowing me to ignite the Scorsi clinging to the stones, and then shoved me inside with an ungainly push. I fell to the floor of a chamber. Thirty or so pairs of Scorsi eyes swiveled toward me. They clung to the walls and ceiling, their barbed scorpion tales twitching.

      “Lovely.” Straightening slowly, careful not to make any sudden movements, I stoked the fire inside me. “Hi, there. I don’t suppose we could talk about this—” They lunged. All of them. At once. Instinct blasted fire from my flesh as I cringed away. Thirty demons burst into ash clouds, and dust rained over my lava-veined skin. I spat out their remains with a curse.

      Li’el-shaped air swirled in through the window, churning ash in his wake. “Come.” The door flung open, seemingly of its own accord, and lessers spilled into the room. With no time to think, I focused tight bulbs of heat and struck at anything that moved. They burst apart, one after another, after another, until the flow slowed, and I was able to press forward into a hall. The walls rippled with demons. The ceiling heaved. I killed them all, cremated them as easily as the flick of a light switch, and walked on, leaving a trail of settling ash in my wake. 

      Yes, this was my purpose. Was it any wonder they called me destroyer and death-bringer? They were right. It felt right. As I carved through the demons, their numbers blurred until I no longer saw individuals. Their deaths continued around me, and I walked through their ashes—chin up, wing relaxed—toward the throne room.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 30

        

      

    
    
      The scene greeting me inside the vast throne room was, predictably, one of chaos. I‘d entered a storm of demons, and for a few breathless seconds, couldn’t make any sense of the madness. Jerry, in his huge multi-winged reptilian body, pinned a screaming Dawn down onto the massive table. Eel-like chaos tendrils lashed and knotted around her, trying to unmake the King of Hell, but the aura of symbols around his body deflected her horrible power. She bucked and snarled, fury burning in her ink-black eyes. 

      I took a step inside, and time slowed. 

      Demons poured in through the windows and spilled across the floor. A wave of claws, wings, teeth, and blood—so much blood—swelled around two princes of fire and ice. Stefan and Mammon fought, side by side, one with a sword and shield of ice, the other brandishing the elemental blade. Were they holding back the demons so Jerry could kill Dawn? The walls, the ceiling, crawled with demons, all desperate to tear into Jerry. Chaos swirled in the air, the colors of the veil spiraling in a furious maelstrom above our heads. And Dawn’s screams rose above the baying demons.

      Li’el hovered around me like a fog and then vanished, only to reappear a blink later behind Mammon. He hooked his arm around Mammon’s throat, spread his wings, and yanked the Prince of Greed out of the melee. I drew in a breath to warn Li’el. Maybe that was my cue to tear the fire from Mammon’s soul, but even if I had, it wouldn’t have been in time to save Li’el. Mammon turned on Li’el with a bone-jarring roar. He didn’t hesitate, didn’t even blink. He snatched Li’el by the throat, dwarfing the Prince of Pride. Liquid fire rolled over Li’el’s flesh, rushed up his wings, and flash burned his feathers to dust, all before he could pull his vanishing act. Li’el let out a terrible, heart-wrenching howl and burst into a cloud of dust, not dead but definitely gone. It had all happened in the space of a few seconds. No time to react, to think. Li’el was a fool, blinded by his own foolish pride. Demons surged into the space he’d occupied. Stefan reeled in a flurry of biting ice. Dawn screamed, and finally instinct kicked me into the melee. I funneled a blast of heat ahead of me and carved a path through the demons toward the heaving mass of chaos that was Dawn. “Jerry, stop!” Demon snarls smothered my shout. A claw nicked my wing. I spun and blasted the nearest demon. Another knocked into me from behind. I twirled, kicking out, pinned him down with fire, and blasted him apart. But there were too many. They rained from the ceiling. The floor boiled with demon bodies. “Jerry!” I tugged my arm free of a grip, punched at something, blasted another. I was tiny compared to these demons. As quickly as I incinerated them, more rushed in. I turned, stumbled, and fell to a knee. Claws tore at my wing, my shoulder, my arms. They’d rip me to shreds in seconds. If I went nuclear, I’d kill every demon in that chamber, including Stefan and Dawn. If I didn’t, I’d be dead in minutes. 

      A leathery cat-like beast burst through the demons, knocking them aside. It whipped its three heads around and tore chunks out of anything that moved. Another surged in from my left. Jerry’s neko demons, my guardians. They were protecting me. Fire surged across my flesh, but it wasn’t enough. Hunkered down, I blocked out the sting of claws and the bite of teeth and called to the netherworld heat. It came, fast and hungry, spilled over my flesh, and burned blue. As I rose to my feet and called it all, liquid flame turned blinding white. Demons scrambled and tore over each other to get away. Finally able to breathe, I pushed forward toward the table.

      The King of Hell loomed over Dawn, terribly demon. He leaned all of his monstrous weight through his arms and pinned her tiny thrashing body down. Underneath Dawn, inside the stone table, the anti-elemental symbols swirled. She seemed so small, held down by the King of Hell, but the fury rolling off her was no small thing. Chaos tendrils whipped and lashed. 

      “Stop.” My demon voice came from the part of me crowned Destruction. It was an order spoken with enough weight to pull Jerry’s slitted eyes to me. 

      “Destruction, go!” Jerry snarled. “You should not be here.”

      “Let her go—”

      Mammon hooked an arm around my waist, swung me around, and shoved me into the mêlée of demons. It had to be Mammon. He was the only demon in that room who could touch me without bursting into flames. Demon bodies tumbled over me and promptly exploded in clouds of ash. I pushed to my feet and turned to find Mammon standing between Dawn and me, wings spread, head dipped as though ready to charge. Demons clawed at him. He plucked them off and tossed them aside. Fire churned in his dark eyes.

      Dawn’s cries sharpened, and she broke into sobs. “Muse—M-Muse! Make them stop! Make them stop.”

      Mammon stretched his wings wide and stood firm. He knew I could tear the fire out of him, knew I could destroy him. “Half blood, Destroyer, leave. There is no place for you here.” Mammon’s thick demon voice reached me even through the din. It always had.

      “Don’t do this to her!” 

      “It is the only way.” 

      The only way? I’d thought he wanted to hand Dawn over to my father, and here he was, fighting side by side with Stefan? Just whose side was he on? “No, there must be…” The floor trembled. Tightness stretched across my skin, and a cool blast of fresh air trickled over me. I smelled pine and wood mulch, scents I knew well. Demons bayed and yipped. The veil rippled. The air thinned, and behind Jerry, behind the empty thrones, the shimmering veil dissolved, revealing the inside of Blackstone, Akil’s house. A groan rumbled through the fortress. Great jagged cracks snapped through the walls. Debris rained from above. Chunks of stone fell and clattered into the scattering demons. 

      Dawn’s little voice turned dark and vicious. “I will unmake you all! Let me go! Let me go!” Her dark tendrils spun outward in all directions and plucked with blinding speed at anything and everything. She hooked into one of Mammon’s wings and ripped through the membrane. Jerry’s unearthly roar scattered demons, and still the very air itself shook. She was unmaking everything. This had to stop. Now. 

      I lunged for Mammon, but he knew me too well. When I dodged the sweep of the elemental blade, he anticipated my low lunge. He scooped me out of my dash and tossed me as easily as tossing a ragdoll across the room. I plowed into a bank of demons and tumbled in a mass of demon flesh, vaporizing those unlucky enough to cushion my fall. Dawn’s screams and howls clawed at my skull. My humanity told me this was wrong. It was all so very wrong. There had to be another way. 

      “Muse…” An ice-encrusted hand appeared in front of my eyes. Stefan shone like the Winter King he was, but for the two black handprints branding his chest.

      “You have to stop them.” I reined my heat in and settled my hand in his. He tugged me to my feet. I was ready to go back into the fray and stop Jerry, when Stefan blocked my path. “Get out of my way,” I snarled.

      “No.” His wings opened wide. “You have to let her go, Muse.”

      I pushed by him, ignoring the sparks where we touched. Any demons in my way, I incinerated. Stefan’s icy touch coiled around my leg. Bars of ice locked together directly in front of me, and Stefan’s presence burned cold against my back. I could melt his ice. I could melt him. I flicked out my claws. I could fight him, but I...wouldn’t. 

      “Muse, she can’t be saved. But you can.”

      “What?” Slowly, I turned.

      A lesser demon flew in from Stefan’s right. He launched a dagger at it. The beast cried out and collapsed at Stefan’s feet. He kicked it aside without taking his eyes off me. “She’s chaos. If you save her, she’ll create chaos in Boston—wherever she goes. She can’t go back. Ever. She belongs here, but you don’t. Jerry’s restoring the veil. For good. No more calling power from beyond the veil, no more demons in Boston. Once the veil’s up, it’s over. Anything this side stays this side, forever. The most important thing you can do right now, for her and for you, is nothing.”

      Walk away? Leave? But Dawn… “They’re killing her.”

      “No, they’re controlling her.” He held out his hand. Behind him, Akil’s house shimmered like I was looking through a mirror into a life I’d fought so hard to protect. A real human life. My life. 

      Jerry’s deep and powerful voice rippled through the air, and the veil quivered. Chaos lashed above. The demons hunkered down, caught between fleeing and obeying their king. He spoke in the old language with an accent deep and rich. On the walls, inside the surface of the table, and all over Jerry, the symbols throbbed and twitched. 

      “Muse, look at me,” Stefan said. “Look at me, just me, not Dawn, not the demons. See me.” I did. He stood close enough for me to see how his ice armor sparkled, how honesty warmed his eyes. “Let go of the netherworld.”

      “Muse, save me!” Dawn shrieked. “You said I’d be free! Don’t leave me here.”

      Guilt sliced through me. I couldn’t leave her. I couldn’t let her go through this alone, surrounded by monsters. If she stayed, I stayed. Nobody should be alone in the netherworld. Stefan must have seen the horror on my face. He snatched at my hand and yanked me after him. 

      “No!”

      He dragged me behind him and ran for the hole in the veil. I pulled and jerked. Ice latticed around my forearm, pushing into my flames. It locked around my wrist like a manacle. He yanked me through the hole, and from one step to the next, I was back in Akil’s house, naked, steam rolling off my pink human skin. Behind, the veil fizzled, and Dawn’s bloodcurdling screams went on and on. 

      “Don’t.” Stefan panted, turning on me, eyes wide with fear. “Don’t go back.”

      “I…” I swallowed. She cried my name. Over and over and over. “Save me. You said you would. You promised. Don’t leave me. Don’t go!” Stay with Stefan, or fulfill the promise to a lost little girl? 

      “Muse…” Stefan rushed me and clutched my face in his cool hands. “There’s nothing you can do. Let her go. Please. I can’t let you go back. I won’t let you sacrifice your freedom.”

      She couldn’t be saved. But I could. Walk away. It was the right thing to do. “You’re right...” I panted. “You’re right, Stefan.” I had to leave her. I’d known it since Jerry had asked me to save her, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. She’d trusted me. I’d betrayed her as Akil had betrayed me. I would have to live with that.  

      “Wait—” I tore free of Stefan’s grip and spun to face the breach. “Akil?” 

      Stefan gripped my shoulders, fingers digging in. “No.”

      The edges of the veil fluttered and wove themselves together. Healing. Once it closed, there was no going back. Inside the hole, demons quivered, Jerry loomed over the table, and Dawn thrashed—screaming my name. Mammon stood at the foot of the table, his eyes not on Dawn, not on the demons, but on me. 

      “Stefan, let me go.” I fixed my gaze with Mammon’s. Stefan’s grip tightened. “You said everything this side stays this side. Forever?”

       “Don’t—”

      “I can’t leave him like this.” I twisted out of Stefan’s grip. He snatched at my arm, yanking me around to face him, and held tight. “Dammit, Stefan.” I pushed against him. “I have time. I can get to him. Don’t make me fight you.”

      “Muse.” He growled, eyes sharp. He’d fight to keep me here. He always fought for what he believed in, right to the very end. “You’d said you’d always be here.”

      “I will.” The pain on his face struck at my heart like a dagger. He thought I’d chosen Akil. My determination fizzled but didn’t die. An honest, hopeful smile tugged at my lips. “I’m coming back.” I touched his face. I wanted to explain that this wasn’t about leaving him, but there was no time. He didn’t believe my words. And when I pulled back, he let me go. 

      I turned to face the netherworld, took a sharp breath, ready to dive back into the storm.

       “This is what he wants.” Stefan’s words captured my heart in ice.

      “What?” Inside the churning madness, Mammon glared back at me. 

      Stefan said, “When we fought Akil outside the Institute, I’d have killed him, Muse. I wanted to. But the words he said... He said it had to be this way. That I didn’t need to kill him because he’d make sure this was the end. He told me to tell you, that when the time came, you have to let him go.”

      I froze. My gaze burned Mammon’s, and while the storm of chaos raged around us, I read the naked truth in his demon eyes. This was his final goodbye. “No.” I stepped through or tried to. But Mammon appeared an inch from my face and shoved me back into Stefan’s iron grip.

      Caught in Stefan’s arms, I snarled, “Mammon, you son of a bitch, you let Akil make this call! Don’t shut him away like this. He’d want to be here. He’s Greed. This is his choice. Don’t take his freedom, Mammon.”

      “Freedom?” Dark laughter rumbled from Mammon’s throat. His wings flexed. “I am Akil. He is I.” His skin quivered and peeled apart. 

      Stefan’s grip relaxed, and I blinked away for a second. When I looked back, there stood Akil on the other side of the veil. I sighed, thank god. “Ahkeel, step through. Quickly, before it closes for good.”

      He looked down and adjusted his cuffs as though he had all the time in the world. A muscle fluttered in his jaw. It was absurd. While chaos churned the throne room into madness, while the demons howled and Dawn’s screams punctured it all, he stood there, immune to it all. 

      “Akil?” I whispered, my voice so quiet inside the empty house. But he heard me. While the netherworld crumbled around him, he heard me. His dark eyes met mine. 

       “Before you saved my soul,” Akil said, “you spoke of freedom. Do you remember?”

      “What? No.” The ragged edges of the veil constricted, shrinking ever closer. He could still step through. There was still time. “Quickly… Please.” Move, damn you! “It’s closing fast.”

      “You said, ‘To be free, I cannot be with you.’”

      I had a vague memory of saying something like that, but now was not the time to quibble over words. We could argue about it to our hearts’ content once the bastard stepped through the veil. I held out my hand. “Take it, Akil.” He didn’t even look down, just peered into my eyes while I glared back at him. Amber burned the fringes of his black pupils. His lips quirked in his typical sardonic smile. You stubborn, impossible bastard. Tiny lines gathered at the corners of his mouth. They hadn’t been there before. It was as though he’d aged—changed. 

      “You were right,” he said softly. “You are not meant for a creature such as I. I am demon. You would never escape my hold, and I would never let you go. I am greed.”

      Tears blurred my vision of him. They fell, cool against my cheeks. I didn’t want to hear, to understand, to know. A sneer masked the quiver of my lips. “You can’t do this,” I growled. “I won’t let you do this!” I reached inside the veil, but he twisted away. Stefan rested a hand on my shoulder and held me back. I could have fought him. I already knew he’d let me go, if I chose it. But Akil would keep pushing me away. Dread and a hollow fear, the likes of which I’d never felt before, seeped through my chest, my body, leaving me numb. I couldn’t do anything to stop this. He was wrong, so very, very wrong. “Akil… If you’re greed, you can’t do this. Don’t you see? A creature of greed wouldn’t do this.”

      His smile said it all. He knew it. He knew. In that moment, he was more than demon, more than his name, his purpose. No demon could ever care enough to let go.

      It was too late. The hole in the veil shrank to mere inches. Threads of blue and black chaos wove and knotted between us. The howling netherworld dulled to little more than a background din. And Akil looked back at me from hell, an infinite sadness in his eyes, but stubborn triumph too. “I’m sorry it has to be this way.”

      “No! No, don’t be sorry… You’re never sorry. You don’t have it in you to be sorry!”

      “Remember me.”

      My heart broke apart, and the fragments crumbled to ashes and dust. I lifted my hand, wanting to reach through the veil and touch him one last time. “How could I forget?”

      “Love her, Stefan.” Akil’s gaze stayed fixed on me, only on me. “In every way, love her better than I ever could.”

      Stefan’s grip tightened. I am greed, Akil had said after his return. I’d asked him to stop lying to me, to tell me the truth, and he had. He’d said he would always be greed. Why hadn’t I seen this coming? I should have known. I should have guessed something, anything. I could have talked him out of it. I could have stopped him. “You were always the same Akil, weren’t you?” I whispered. “After I brought you back, you pushed me away to save me…from you.”

      “Goodbye, Muse. You will forever be the half blood who changed chaos.”

      I held his stare—his beautiful, fire-kissed eyes—until the veil knitted closed. The wound between worlds healed. And I stood, staring into Akil’s abandoned living room with a hole in my heart that could never be filled. “No.” I reached for the veil, sending out a sharp mental swipe, but nothing happened. I reached again. And again. I couldn’t even sense the veil. It was gone. And so was Akil. Forever. “No!” He’d live on, so close, just a veil away, but forever out of reach. I’d never see him again, never feel the warmth of his gaze. I’d never touch his fire again. He’d been my protector—to the very end. 

      I turned to Stefan, face wet. I wanted him to tell me it wasn’t over, that we could find a way. We could get him back. But the words wouldn’t come. With a gentle shake of his head, Stefan told me all I needed to know. It was over. 

      I fell into his arms and broke down. I cried for the little girl who would be the Queen of Demons. I cried for the Prince of Hell who’d saved me from everything and everyone, including himself, the same demon who’d set me free. I cried for a love recognized only when it was lost. And I cried because, for the first time in what felt like forever, I could hope, from that moment on, that I was truly free.
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      A day after all the wounds in the veil had simultaneously sealed themselves shut, the press speculated as to whether the demon invasion was over or not. On the news channels, various professionals shared strong opinions. Only a handful of people knew the truth. 

      I’d called Sabine at the Institute and given her a rundown of events. She’d asked me to go in and debrief their team. I’d refused. It felt good, telling her no. She’d then asked me if I’d seen Adam. Considering Yukki’s twenty-four hour deadline had come and gone, I suspected she’d gotten to him.

      By the end of the week, news channels were already covering normal stories with no mention of demons. Sure, there were a few pockets of lessers left. I’d spent my evenings walking some of the abandoned netherworld zones and killing any netherworld leftovers. Freedom was…weird. I could do anything. Go anywhere. And nobody was going to stop me. Demons weren’t going to appear at my door or smack into my window. I slept every night, comfy and safe, knowing the nightmares would eventually fade. But one thing hadn’t waned. A few times, I’d expected a knock on my door and to feel the creep of heat. Or I’d picked up my cell, expecting to see Akil’s name in my missed calls list. I’d had a call from a lawyer, who wanted to meet to discuss Akil’s estate. As his only living relative—his ‘niece’—his assets passed to me, should events arise such as those explicitly detailed in his lawyer’s instructions. He’d planned it all, right down to when he would no longer be around. I hadn’t yet processed that information but planned to discuss it with Stefan that evening.

      I spent the day tidying my apartment, and getting ready for our date—a real, actual, date with Stefan. The last date I’d been on, Akil had shoved me into the Mystic River at Boston harbor. I stopped those thoughts before they dragged down my mood. Nope. This was the new me. The free me. 

      I fretted over what to wear. Bizarre, considering Stefan had seen me naked and demoned up more times than any other man this side of the veil. Maybe that was why I agonized over what to wear: because this was new. I settled for an above-the-knee plum dress with knee-high boots, of course the kind with killer heels. I’d even pinned my hair back and applied makeup the way normal girls did. Lacy helped because I was more used to the finesse of wielding daggers and claws than mascara and lipstick. 

      “You’re gonna do just fine.” Lacy planted herself cross-legged on the edge of the bed while I tugged on my boots.

      “I’ve never been on a date. Not a real one. I mean, there was Sam, but he was fake. And then there was Akil, but his idea of a date ended in attempted murder. In college, Akil stared in that way he does at anyone who dared come near me. Then they’d mysteriously vanish and reappear...in therapy.” I wrinkled my nose. “Come to think of it, that happened a few times. I dropped out, and problems like that went away.”

      Lacy chuckled.

      The zipper on my boot jammed. I gave it a tug, but the sucker wasn’t budging. Memories of Akil blurred in front of my eyes. I bit my lip and fought the zipper.

      “Hey, you know this is good for you, right?”

      She didn’t mean the boot or the date. I stomped my foot down and flicked my hair out of my eyes. “What?”

      “He’d want this.”

      I’d told her about Akil—all of it—right down to how he’d told his enemy to love me better. I planted my hand on my hip and avoided my friend’s glare. “He chose for me, Lacy. That’s not fair.”

      “He chose because you weren’t going to. He did the only thing he could. He let you go. And he was right.” She paused, maybe wondering how to word whatever was on her mind.  “You think I don’t really know him.” She bit into her lip a little but held herself together. “But I know enough. He could never have loved you the way you deserve. He wouldn’t take you on dates or go to movies.”

      “I didn’t want those things from him,” I said quietly.

      “Muse, since I’ve known you, all you ever wanted was a normal life. Akil could never do normal. Ever. What about when you’re growing old gracefully, and he’s still thirty-something sexy-as-sin Akil?” 

      I picked at an imaginary bit of fluff on my dress. “Age was never an issue.”

       “He’d never be there when you needed him.” Lacy’s sad smile humored me. I was reaching, and we both knew it. “He’d always fuck you up or screw you up because that’s what he was. There was never going to be a Happy Ever After with Akil. You must have known that?”

      I did. I’d told him it could never happen—we could never happen—but not for the reasons Lacy thought. Trust was everything. Relationships hinged on trust. It would have been wrong and foolish and destructive to trust Akil. He knew it. I knew it.

      I met Lacy’s sympathetic gaze. “I’ll never see him again.” Tears swam in my eyes. An ache bloomed through my chest. I’d always thought heartache was a myth, but I felt it. I was missing a vital piece of me. If I lingered on thoughts of Akil, the empty pain grew. If I let it, grief would swallow me down. 

      Unable to meet Lacy’s tear-filled eyes, I cast my gaze out the window, seeing nothing outside of my own thoughts. “Does it ever stop hurting?”

      “I’ve never really lost anyone. But my mom has. She said it gets easier, but it never really goes away.”

      It might have been easier had Akil stayed dead. At least then, it was final. But to know he was just a veil away... I’d tried to summon him. When the summoning failed for the fifth time, I’d cursed his many stupid demon titles until my throat burned, and my voice failed. 

      In the fortress, he could have stepped through. He could have been in Boston and played at being Akil Vitalis. It could have worked. I would still have hated to love him. We’d have fought because that’s what we did. He’d have driven me crazy with his veiled truths. I’d have told him where to go as I had once before. Five years, I’d lasted on my own, but I’d gone back. I’d always go back to him. And that was why he’d chosen for me. He knew I’d never let him go. Why did the bastard have to be so damn right? 

      “I hate him.”

      Lacy’s smile warmed. “I know you do.” She climbed off the bed and threw her arms around me. I froze as I often did when hugged. She laughed, gripped my upper arms, and peered into my eyes. “He gave you your freedom. Now go live it.” 

      “Yes, ma’am.” 

      Lacy swaggered to the doorway, paused, and glanced back, “If Stefan messes with my Charley, I’ll kick his tight, icy ass.”

      “I’d like to see that.”

      “I know Jujitsu.” She waggled her hands and burst into fits of giggles then demanded an update in the morning. I watched her leave, wiped my face dry, and zipped up my stubborn boot. 

      

      I rang and left Stefan a message to say I’d be at the restaurant for seven, apologizing for running late. 

      By the time I arrived at the restaurant, nerves had me shivering in my boots. It didn’t matter that I’d regularly tangoed with demons or fought and won against the Princes of Hell. When I sat at the table, I was vulnerable in an entirely human way. Now I knew why demons didn’t date. Humans were complicated. The irrational terror only intensified when Stefan arrived. He wore slacks and a loose fitting shirt and had tossed a scarf casually around his neck. He looked far too sophisticated to be a demon-killing mechanic. I stood as he approached. He kissed me lightly on the cheek, and wayward little tingles brought a blush to my cheeks. Demon-up, I told myself. It wasn’t as though we didn’t know each other. He smells good enough to eat. Oh hell, that was my demon senses waking up.

      “Sorry I’m late.”

      We settled at our table. “That’s good—I mean, not good. That’s okay…” I straightened my fork against my knife then pushed it back out of alignment and picked up a napkin. He was calm. Why wasn’t I? His brilliant eyes sparkled. A perpetual smile played on his lips, almost a smile, but not quite. 

      He caught me staring and chuckled. “I er… I didn’t expect this to be so…”

      “Awkward?” I blurted. “Tell me about it.” 

      The restaurant buzzed with activity. The people of Boston were trying to get their lives back. They had hope. Laughter tickled the air. Glasses chinked in celebration of a new start. I couldn’t blame them for relaxing, even if I struggled to do the same. Even then, seated among them, I wasn’t sure if I would ever fit in. They believed the demons gone, blissfully unaware that one of the most badass demons of all time—the Mother of Destruction—sat a few tables from them. My insides squirmed. Human pretender, Jerry had called me. He was right. Well, half right. Demon pretender fit too. 

      “Okay?”

      “Yeah.” I laughed it off. “We should have taken a leaf out of Ryder and Jenna’s book and hit the range instead.”

      Stefan arched an eyebrow and gave me the sort of look that told me exactly what he’d like to do with me at the range. I chuckled and felt the tension melt from my body. This was going to be okay. We were going to be okay. 

      “Can you imagine Ryder somewhere like this?” He leaned in conspiratorially. “He’d hate it.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, Ryder is better at blending in than we give him credit for.” We laughed and chatted about how Ryder and Jenna had both quit the Institute. Ryder wanted to spend some time with his daughter, and Jenna wanted time away from anything demon related. Hell knew they’d both earned t.

      I smelled something meaty and seasoned. My stomach rumbled. “Mm, something smells good.” Stefan and I ordered from the menu and ate and chatted like normal people do. Considering our usual conversations revolved around world-ending drama, talking about the weather and movies, was...nice.

      “So what have you been up to this week?” I asked.  

      The waiter cleared our table. Either Stefan’s company or the wine had worked their magic. I’d stopped quivering in my boots and relaxed. 

      “Oh, y’know, tying up a few lose ends. You?”

      “Being normal.” I winced as a sudden headache sliced through my skull. Too much wine. I shoved my glass aside. How many glasses had I had? I’d stopped drinking alcohol the day I’d slaughtered hundreds of demons on the battlefield. 

      “You okay?” Stefan asked. 

      Rubbing my forehead, I blinked up at his blurry outline. “Yeah, I’m good. Just tired.” Ryder would chew me out, claiming I needed rest and therapy, lots and lots of therapy. His idea of therapy involved explosives and the gun range. I made a mental note to try it and soon. “Let’s get some dessert.” I suggested, forcing a smile onto my face. 

      “Sure.”

      Pain hammered behind my eyes. “I’m er…” I willed myself to stand. “I’ll be right back—ladies room.” I didn’t hang around long enough to catch his expression. Inside the bathroom, sparkling lights dancing off polished tile and stainless steel, sending tiny stabs of pain through my eyeballs into my skull. I hunched over a basin and breathed. Typical. My first real date, and I’m sick. If I couldn’t shake it, I’d have to make my excuses and call the date off. I growled at my reflection, startling a woman leaving one of the stalls. She gave me a wide berth. “Take a picture, it’ll last longer,” I grumbled. 

      Slowly, the pain faded until I could at least look at my reflection without squinting. If it wasn’t for the haggard look, I almost looked normal. Leaning in close, I tugged a little of the heat out of the lights and pooled fire in my eyes. There. That was better. With an all-over shiver, I rolled my shoulders and used a little demon strength to shore myself up. 

      By the time I returned to our table, I almost felt like myself again. “You ordered.” I smiled, noting the large sundae waiting for me. 

      Stefan had cake, which he hadn’t started. I sat down and admired the elaborate sundae with its multi-layers, chocolate sauce, and wafers. “You have to share this. I might be half demon, but even I can’t eat all that.”

      He poked his cake with a fork. “You go ahead.”

      I wasn’t going to say no. “You didn’t order yourself one?”

      “I don’t like ice cream.”

       My spoon hovered half way toward the overflowing sundae. A little laugh fluttered from my lips. “You don’t like ice cream?”

      He flicked his gaze up. “No, why?”

      “No reason.” My thoughts—along with the moment—came to a screeching halt. The man sitting opposite me was not Stefan. He sure looked like him. The cocky smile, the curious glint in his eye, the way he moved, spoke, laughed. It was perfect. Too perfect. I spooned out some ice cream and ate it, instantly forgetting the taste. Maybe fifty people sat at their tables around us. Fifty normal people. Couples. Colleagues. Not to mention the staff, who milled between the tables. They were all in danger. There was one man here who was far from normal. He wasn’t even a man. He’d fooled me for over an hour. We’d chatted, and gossiped, and…enjoyed each other’s company. All of that had been a trap, and I’d fallen right into it. 

      Not-Stefan said something about Ryder, and I slid my gaze back to him. “When was the last time you saw Ryder?” I asked, keeping my tone light. 

      “Few days ago, why?”

      The speech pattern was almost perfect. He’d been listening, practicing. Anger simmered in my gut. I pinned a smile to my lips and hoped he didn’t notice it twitch. Why was he doing this? What did he hope to get from me? Or was it all a game?

      “I thought you were due to meet him yesterday, some top secret project you’re both working on, so secret I’m not allowed to ask you about it. Remember?” I asked, not quite meeting his eyes. 

      “Right.” He smiled, flashing white teeth. 

      I couldn’t let on that I’d caught him. These people were potential targets. Swallowing hard, I dug into my ice cream. My hand trembled. He noticed. Damn. Our eyes met.

      Not-Stefan pursed his lips and smiled. He shoved his cake to one side and leaned forward. “What gave me away?” 

      I caught it then, the sweet smell of burning flesh. I’d been so preoccupied with nerves I hadn’t listened to what my senses had been trying to tell me since he’d arrived. I pushed my sundae aside. “Stefan has an unhealthy obsession with ice cream. There’s no way in hell he’d say no to a sundae.”

      Not-Stefan blinked. “Mm.” He leaned back, and the act began to melt away. His body shifted, hardened with demon control. “Well, as I am trapped here, I had hoped to amuse myself among these”—he tossed a gesture at the room— “lesser human creatures.”

      I dumped my napkin on the table. “What do you want, and where’s Stefan?”

      “You’re a half blood. You can open the veil so I might return. I have tried.”

      I clicked my tongue. “Hate to disappoint you, but the veil is closed for good. The King of Hell got his Queen. Didn’t you get the memo?”

      He sat perfectly still, as only pure demons can. “That is most…unfortunate.” He licked his lips. “Then is it safe to assume you can no longer draw your great wealth of power from the veil, daughter of mine?”

      Shit. I smiled a tight-lipped smile and drew in some of the latent heat. Nearby candles flickered. 

      Asmodeus smiled back. He burst from his seat—turning demon mid-flight—toppled the table, and slammed into me. We tumbled and sprawled across the floor, sending nearby diners fleeing. I twisted away from him and scrambled to my feet. But my heels hindered my escape. I slipped. He caught my leg and yanked me backward. I fell hard on my front, chin smacking the floor. Get away. Get him out of here. Kicking wasn’t helping. His heat crawled up my leg. Claws dug into my calf. The acrid smell of singed hair and clothing burned my nose. I twisted onto my side and looked up at the demon straight out of biblical nightmares. Crimson wings spread, he whipped up a superheated wind and prowled up my body. Screams peppered my hearing, glass smashed, people scattered, but I only had eyes for my father. 

      “Human,” he sneered. “A mortal, fragile, failure.”

      Fire dripped from his body and sizzled through my dress. Fire. I could drain him, but I’d need to send the power somewhere, and the veil was closed. If I kept it inside, it would kill me. He’d tug it back and could snap my neck before we finished our game of fiery tug-of-war. I faced my immortal demon father, out-muscled and out-powered, puny, compared to his gorilla-like dimensions, and I did the only thing I could. I poked him in the eye. He hollered and recoiled. Heart in my throat, I twisted, kicked my three-inch heel between his legs, and lunged for the door. Like a rabid dog, Asmodeus surged after me. 

      I burst out onto the street. Legs pumping, head down, I pummeled the sidewalk. I didn’t need to turn to see my flame-embraced father chasing me down. The sound of his wings beat the air, and his suffocating heat nipped at my ankles. I darted across the road and headed for a park, luring my father away from the public. He was right about one thing. I was fragile. Mortal. And without the veil, I was half demon and wholly fucked. 

      

      
        ***

      

      

      I veered around a childrens’ climbing structure. A heartbeat later, metal groaned as Asmodeus vaulted over it. His wings blasted hot hair against my back, whipping up dried leaves and debris. I’d managed to get him away from the public, but now what was I supposed to do with him? I could outrun him for a while, but I needed a better plan. Fast.

      Asmodeus must have launched himself skyward because he landed in a crouch in front of me. I got a face full of crimson muscle, reeled backwards, and fell on my ass. 

      “They told me to pursue the one-winged half blood was folly.” He growled, prowling forward on his hands and legs like an animal. “My bloodkin, my son, read my flesh and foretold how the wretched half blood would destroy it all. Valenti warned me.” The city lights slid over his slippery fangs. “He urged me to kill you. He’d have killed you himself, had I permitted it.” I scrambled backward and bumped into the slide. “He said you would be the destroyer of all things. I told him half bloods must be owned, tamed, controlled. But you…” A deep growl simmered deep inside him. “You defy control. You are disobedient. You are impossible strength in a weak human body. You are a monster.”

      “From you, I take that as a compliment.” My thoughts churned. I needed a solution and fast. Fire wouldn’t stop him. If anything, it would make him stronger. He also had that nasty knack for rising from the dead because: immortal. I could drain him the way I had Akil, but I’d need to funnel all that excess power somewhere. Damn, I’d have given my one wing for the Desert Eagle. My only weapon was lies.

      “Without the veil, you are as trapped as I am,” he snarled.

      Behind my back, I curled my fingers around the scaffolding holding up the slide and pushed heat through my touch. “Trapped? No. This world is ripe for the picking. Few demons remain, and those who do welcome leadership.”

      His chin lifted, and his eyes pinched with suspicion. He crawled closer, clawed hands fencing in my legs. Raw heat beat against my shins. “You kill those who remain.”

      Teeth gritted against the heat and pain, I fought my instinct to turn demon. Not yet. Once demon, he’d fight, and he’d crush my half-blood body. “I do kill them, the weak ones.” Oh, how easily the lies came. “But there are others I’ve let live. These humans will soon forget. I am the Mother of Destruction, and I’m not finished.”

      His red lips curled into a savage smile. “You lie as easily as Greed.” Boiling hot saliva streamed from his fangs onto my chest. “He taught you well. Too well.” Asmodeus’s body crowded over me. His flesh simmered. The stench of him seared my throat. Tears streamed from my eyes, but I refused to look away. Mammon had taught me many things: never to submit, to always stand tall when faced with impossible odds. 

      “I do not lie,” I purred. “I merely manipulate the truth.” I yanked on the scaffold pole, tore it free, and cracked it across my father’s thick skull with a resounding thwack. He reared up with a roar. I wedged the pole under my arm, braced it, and thrust forward as he lunged. The scaffold pole pierced his chest and lodged against something hard, hopefully his spine. He thrust his head forward and snapped his teeth together inches from my face. Enough games. I embraced my demon and let loose a roar Mammon would have been proud of. Asmodeus took a swipe at me. I thrust the scaffold pole one way and rolled the other onto my front. Wing tucked in, I twisted and ducked through the climbing frame. Asmodeus’s claws caught my ankle, but I tore free and sprinted across the playground. Metal screamed and groaned as my father plowed through the climbing frame. If he catches me, I’m dead. 

      Where was the Institute when you needed them? 

      Asmodeus bore down on me. His bellows-like breathing, thunderous gallop, and the whooshing beat of his wings almost had me. My heart hammered against my ribs. Panic twitched through rational thought. Maybe I could lead him somewhere. Get him out of the city somehow. Water. I needed water. The harbor? But even if I did manage to get him there, a quick dip would just piss him off even more. 

      The roar of an engine momentarily drowned out the sounds of my father. What the hell? A car bounced over the sidewalk and barreled through the park fence. The rear end fishtailed, but the driver got it under control, put a foot down, and gunned the engine. Headlight glare washed over me. Think fast. I veered left. The car’s rear wheels locked up, throwing the vehicle into a sideways slide. It slammed into Asmodeus’s huge bulk, sending my demon father tumbling in a mass of fire and wings.

      Dodge Charger. I know that car. The passenger door swung open. “Get in.” Stefan grinned. He grinned.

      I ran, threw myself inside—dismissing my demon in a blink—and clung to the seat as Stefan stamped on the throttle, lurching us forward. Asmodeus’s roar shook the windows. Something heavy snagged the Charger’s tail. I twisted and got a fabulous view of my father’s eyes blazing through the rear window. “Go-go-go!”

      Stefan plowed the car through the fence, and we bounced, skidded, and slid onto the street. The engine snarled a protest. Stefan fought for control, planted his foot on the throttle, and we surged forward, weaving through traffic.

      “He’s following,” I panted. 

      “Good.”

      “What?”

      “Tell me if he gets too far behind.”

      Kneeling backward on the passenger seat, I glanced over my shoulder through the windshield and gulped. Stefan threaded the Dodge through Boston traffic at killer speeds. “I should drive.”

      “No way.”

      “You crash. Every. Damn. Time.”

      He flashed me a sideways smile. “Those were extenuating circumstances.”

      “These circumstances are pretty damn extenuating.”

      “Muse,” he drawled. “Worry more about the Prince of Hell in our rear view mirrors and less about my mad driving skills.”

      Asmodeus part flew, part bounded after us, using cars as springboards. Behind us, trailed a path of chaos. Stefan growled a curse. The car lurched violently to the side, throwing me against the door. I clung on, teeth gritted. 

      “We’re good…” He chuckled, wresting the car back under control and ramping up the revs. 

      Asmodeus bounded closer. “Speed it up, unless you want the Prince of Lust in the back seat.” Closer. “Oh, God.” Claws punched out the back window. 

      “Take the wheel!” Stefan shouted. I grabbed at the wheel, sprawled halfway across the front seats, while Stefan twisted, aimed the Desert Eagle through the back window, and fired.

      An intersection blinked red lights ahead. The front right fender clipped a passing car. I squealed. Stefan grabbed the wheel, sliced us off to the side of the road, bumped us up the curb, and funneled the car down a sidewalk. We scattered pedestrians, miraculously avoiding them all. I couldn’t look and couldn’t look away. 

      We shot through the intersection, Stefan working the car like a stunt driver. “Where the hell did you learn to drive like this?”

      “Ryder.”

      “Figures.” No wonder I was never the first on scene.

      Stefan’s eyes darted to the rear view mirror. “He still there?”

      I peered through the broken rear window. Wind whipped my hair about my face. I smelled hot rubber and metal, but no burning flesh. Searching the street revealed no sign of my father. “No.” 

      “Damn.” Stefan stamped on the brakes and yanked the car to the side of the road. I hit the dash. The tires squealed. We rocked to a halt. The engine bubbled. 

      “Put your belt on.” Stefan’s eyes sparkled. 

      I rolled the pain out of my shoulder and dropped into the seat. “Give me that gun.”

      He tossed it into my lap. “Just like old times.” Draping an arm over the back of his seat, he cocked his head, brow slightly furrowed, and arched an eyebrow. “Nice dress.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I flexed my grip on the gun, happy to have the weapon back in my hand.

      “You look like you’ve survived a bushfire and smell like a barbeque.”

      I dipped my chin and fluttered my lashes. “You say the sweetest things.”

      “So…” His wicked smile made me sure his next words would be at my expense. “You went on a date without me?”

      Twisting in the seat, I checked the rear window, avoiding his smirk. “Actually I went on a date with you. I just didn’t know it wasn’t you.”

      “How’d it go? D’ya get to second base?”

      “Oh, you think this is funny?”

      His lips twitched. “You didn’t notice the horns?”

      “He looked like you, obviously.” If I weren’t already flushed, my cheeks would have been burning. 

      Stefan leaned closer with a devilish growl. “Nobody looks like me.”

      I could have punched that smile off his face. “He was charming. We clicked. It was love at first sight.”

      “Oh, well,” he chuckled and straightened behind the wheel. “If you’d like me to drop you off somewhere, maybe you two can get a room?”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek and peered outside. The traffic flowed. A few drivers gave us some well-earned sneers. “At least he didn’t have the smug-ass attitude,” I mumbled with a grin. “How’d you know to find me?”

      “You left me some jumbled message about running late. I had no idea what you were talking about, and you turned your cell off, so I dropped by your place. Lacy laid into me. I’m fairly certain she hates me—”

      “You’re right.” I released the magazine on the gun and checked the rounds. Etched. Good. “Although maybe hate is too strong a word.” I reassembled the gun. 

      “She thought I’d stood you up.” He still wore a smile that held back his laughter. “By then, I figured you’d fallen for a bait-and-switch. You didn’t wonder if maybe something was off with your date?”

      I sighed. “Oh, c’mon, cut me some slack. I was nervous—”

      “You?” His smile quirked. “Nervous of dating? Me?”

      Oh hell, if we escaped my father, I was never going to live this down. “Laugh it u—”

      The roof caved in. Metal screamed. So did I. The car jumped. Noise and light and ice? Stefan punched a blade of ice up through the ceiling. Hot black blood streamed down the blade.

      A crimson hand swiped through the passenger window at me. I aimed the gun up and fired. “Hold on!” Stefan barked. He found a gear and lurched the Dodge forward. We sideswiped another car and sent them spinning, but the impact jarred our unwanted passenger enough to toss him from the roof. Asmodeus rolled in a tangle of wings and talons and came after us again. 

      “Stefan, we need a plan.” 

      “I have one.”

      “This plan of yours looks a lot like running.”

      Stefan cut across a line of traffic and plowed up the on-ramp. Evidently, we were headed out of town. “We need to keep him close.”

      Gauging from the rage twisting my father’s face, I could be fairly certain he wasn’t going anywhere until he’d made half-blood mincemeat out of me.  “Then what?”

      “I have a welcoming party all set up.” He grinned.

      I couldn’t help smiling back at him. “You get off on this crazy, huh?”

      “Like I said, just like old times.”

      Asmodeus lashed out with a whip of fire. I sensed it coming, mentally flung up a hook, and absorbed the heat before it could touch the car. But it wasn’t easy. Wincing, I sank back in the seat. “Okay, he’s onto us. Wherever we’re going, get there fast.”
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      The Institute’s Middlesex Fells facility shone like a beacon in the kind of night that holds its breath. Stefan anchored up the Charger on the parking lot inside a cloud of tire smoke. We flung the doors open and abandoned the car for the safety of the building. I’d reached the entrance when the car exploded. Heat, light, and debris blasted us from behind. 

       “Seriously?” Stefan snarled, reeling. “My car!” He produced an ice-blade with a thick demon growl.

      “Stefan.” I hung back, the safety of the Institute so close.

      Asmodeus landed in a crouch. Fire licked across his crimson flesh and glowed in his eyes. He shook his wings out, raining sparks. “The Winter King,” he chuckled. “I know your mind, half blood. I know your weakness.” He thrust out a hand and twisted it into a fist.

       Wildfire—my father’s—boiled in my gut, surged up my insides, and tore from my flesh. I dropped inside the agony of too much power at once. My demon, I have to call my demon. Panic whipped my thoughts into chaos. I couldn’t focus, couldn’t think. 

      Ice slid over my human skin and trickled down my back. Stefan’s ethereal touch sliced through the madness. With a relieved gasp, I summoned my demon. I was back in the game in time to see Asmodeus knock Stefan aside as though he was a child’s toy. My father—a heaving mountain of slick red muscle, claws, and teeth—swaggered forward. Nobody hurts what’s mine. Never. Again. I ran at him, claws out, ducked beneath a wide right hook, hooked my claws into his wing, and tore through the leathery membrane in one easy motion. He roared and took a swing that would have shattered my skull had it connected. But his bulk made him slow. I was already behind him, climbing up his back, punching my claws in with every reach. He swung wildly. We’d danced to this tune before, but this time, he couldn’t take to the skies, not with shredded wings. I sunk my fangs into the ridge of his left wing and crunched down on bone. His bellow rattled the earth, the air. His huge hand came around, clamped on my skull, and tore me off. He flung me away. I twisted mid-air and landed in a roll. 

      “Get inside!” Stefan yelled, running for me. “Dawn’s chamber. Go!”

       We entered the building together, skidded through the empty foyer, and stopped outside the closed elevator doors. “You have to be kidding me.” I jabbed at the button and watched the numbers count excruciatingly slowly toward ground level. 

      Asmodeus slammed his way inside the building, taking out the doors and much of the wall like a wrecking ball. Rage burned in his eyes. Nothing else, no recognition. Nothing remotely reasonable.

      Stefan powered up his ice-armor, turning full demon. “The stairs—” He bolted behind for the stairwell, and I followed, my father hot on my heels. This game of cat and mouse was insane. One slip, one mistake, and the Prince of Lust would kill us both.

       We hammered down the steps. Booming growls and snarls tumbled down the stairs after us. “Stefan, please tell me you have a foolproof escape plan?”

      “Yeah, about that. We get him to the chamber. Ryder—”

      Plaster, concrete, and dust blasted us both. Something as hard and heavy as a truck slammed me against the wall. I know I cried out, although I couldn’t hear it over the ringing in my ears. I clawed and kicked, but a hand clamped around my throat, swung me around, and dangled me backward over the bannister. Chunks of debris from the partially destroyed stairwell tumbled fifteen floors down, and in moments, I’d follow. 

      Fire surged through me and rushed over my father’s glistening skin. His lips peeled back over dripping teeth. He leaned all of his weight into me. Blazing pain burned through my back and chest. The bannister groaned as it bent around us both. “I am Prince. You are nothing.”

      Ice cracked and snarled around my father and plunged into his flesh from all sides. A dozen lances pierced his chest, shoulders, and wings, distorting his body. But Stefan’s attack didn’t last. Fire blasted outward, instantly vaporizing Stefan’s icy cage.

      The bannister gave way. 

      My gut leaped into my throat. I fell, oddly weightless, and reached for my father. He twisted and tried to clutch at the broken rails. He missed, clawed hands scrabbling for purchase. I snatched at anything and everything—tumbling, falling—and snagged the bannister on another floor. Pain jarred down my arm and shoulder, but I curled my claws over the rail, swung my other hand up, and—

      Asmodeus grabbed my ankle. His weight yanked on every damn muscle in my body. My right hand slipped free, and I dangled, the only things saving me from a rapid plunge, were the claws of my left hand currently slicing through the rail. Asmodeus flapped and bucked, twisting and writhing. Fiery agony lapped over me. I couldn’t hold on. We were going down. Together. 

      “Muse, take my hand!” Stefan lunged forward against the bannister and grabbed at my arm. His icy touch sizzled against my demon skin. I tried to reach up, but fire blazed in response to pain, and Stefan briefly shied away. “Shake off your demon. I can’t hold you when you’re superheated.”

      “I can’t! He’ll tear me in two.”

      My claws sliced through the bannister, and I fell away from Stefan’s reaching hands. He snatched at my wrist, barked a cry, and held. Teeth gritted, face twisted, he growled. “I’m. Not. Letting. You. Go.”

      Jenna leaned over the rail. “Reach up, Muse.” She curled her tattoo-protected fingers around my arm and tugged with Stefan.

      Below, Asmodeus clamped a hand around my thigh and heaved his weight higher. “He’ll kill you both. Let me go!” I cried. 

      Jenna freed her sidearm with one hand and fired beside my cheek. The gun blast momentarily deafened me, but it was worth it when my father’s grip faltered. Another shot. Again. The grip around my thigh loosened, and the roar came, and fire rolled with it. Stefan tore away from the wash of flame, but Jenna clung on, protected.

      Asmodeus finally let go. Jenna heaved me over the bannister. Panting, burning, I scrambled to the edge and watched my father tumble between the stairs and hit the floor with a ground-shuddering thump. 

      “He has anti-elemental rounds in him, but that won’t keep him down for long.” Jenna started down the steps. “Ryder’s down there. Get moving.”

      “Ugh.” My aching body felt as though all the joints were dislocated. I didn’t dare change back to human. Hell knew what mess my father had made of me. I was better off trying to heal the worst of the damage as demon. 

      “You okay?” Stefan started down the stairs after Jenna and reached an ice-dusted hand back for me. 

      “Yeah. Brilliant. Two inches taller. But great. I don’t think much of your plan though.” His hand closed around mine, sprinkling shivers up my arm. 

      We found Ryder waiting at the foot of the stairs, gun in hand, standing guard over my father’s unconscious body. By the rise and fall of Asmodeus’s barrel chest, I saw he still breathed. Unfortunately. Heat haze beat the air around him. “How are we going to move him to Dawn’s chamber?” It’d be like manhandling a roasted rhino. 

      Ryder chewed on a toothpick. “Well, if you’d have got him in the goods elevator, like I said…”

      Stefan made a disgusted demon sound. “There was no way he was gonna fit in the elevator.”

      I bounced my gaze between them both. “Did you guys even think this plan through?”

      Ryder plucked the toothpick free and pointed it at me. “This was the best we could come up with while you were wining and dining him. You got a better idea, I’m all ears.”

      “I didn’t know it was him.” Ryder fought back a smile. “Don’t start. Stefan’s already delighted in my screw-up.” Stefan and Ryder shared a knowing glance. “Can it.” I rolled my shoulders, working out the kinks. “We’re gonna have to drag him.”

      Ryder lifted his hands, gun still palmed in one. “Too human. I’ll direct, you pull.”

      Stefan, anti-elemental Jenna, and I grabbed my father’s arms and heaved. We’d got him as far as the door. when it opened, and Adam regarded us all with his usual stoic expression. “The chamber is ready.”

      “Nice to see you, Adam,” I purred, in my smoothest, most sarcastic, demon timbre.

      “Muse.”

      Wow, it really was just like old times if Adam was back to being Adam. “Yukki not punched your ticket yet then?”

      He visibly paled. “No, she waits outside. Has done since the deadline passed.”

      I might have taken pleasure in that thought, but given everything that had happened, I felt terribly sad. I lifted my gaze and found Stefan’s eyes on me, his lips turned down. He had a choice. Yukki could be stopped. He knew I would help him, whatever he chose. He could save his demon mother or his father. But not both. 

      We heaved, tugged, pushed and pulled 500lbs of demon muscle and awkward limp wings through the bright white Institute corridors. 

      “I’ll be in the observation room.” Adam peeled away from our group down a side-corridor. “Once he’s inside, I’ll set the locks and change the codes. After that, nobody gets inside.”

      “Destroy it.” I spoke up. “Destroy the controls.” Adam’s stride faltered before he could disappear out of sight. He paused, about to argue. I’d heard all his arguments before. “Take Ryder.” He was the only one I trusted to do the right thing, no matter what the cost. 

      Ryder didn’t hesitate and sauntered up to Adam’s side, gun holstered, thumbs tucked in his pants pockets. They gave each other a typically male glare. Ryder was no longer on the Institute payroll. He didn’t have to take Adam’s bullshit any more than the rest of us. From the glint in his eye, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Ryder’s fist accidentally met with Adam’s face at some point very soon. Adam shoved through a doorway. Ryder cast me a salute and followed. 

      The steel pressure door to Dawn’s chamber hung open a few meters ahead. We’d dragged my father for what felt like miles. Stefan hefted one of my father’s wings out of the way, hissing as heat played havoc with his element. 

      “Just a little further,” I said. “The chamber has anti-elemental symbols inside. Once he’s in, no more elemental outbursts. We fill him full of PC-Thirty-Four and lock the door. It’s over.” I had one of my father’s arms looped around my chest and leaned into it, inching his dead weight forward. Stefan stayed quiet, likely due to his father’s proximity. “Y’know, nobody will blame you, whatever you decide.”

      He mustered a shallow smile. “I can’t let Yukki roam free.”

      She had to die. The chances of her playing at being human were slim to none. If she didn’t want to do something, she wouldn’t. Nothing and nobody could tell her otherwise.

      “Well, I know a nice place by a lake, near the White Mountains. A demon like her… Maybe she’d like a vacation?”

      “Maybe.” He didn’t look convinced. 

      Asmodeus’s arm lashed out like a bowstring and slammed Stefan against the wall. “No!” Stefan crumpled to the floor. Asmodeus’s bulk rose up, blocking my view and my escape. His wings flapped open, sweeping Jenna back in one easy glide. My father crouched before me, eyes wide, lips parted. “You will not be the end of me, Daughter.” Fire bubbled from his skin and rippled across the floor. Jenna. Stefan. They’d suffocate and burn in these corridors. This had to end now. Only a few more feet and my father would be trapped. Just a few more steps… 

      I yanked on the inferno burning inside him, opened myself to his heat, and welcomed it all. Flames peeled back and lapped at my legs, my body, my wing. I embraced it all and called more from my father’s soul. He stumbled, gasping. 

      “You demons…” I growled. “So convinced you’re superior. I may not be able to draw from the veil, but I can drink you down, ruin you, destroy you—” He stumbled closer to the door. Fire swirled around me—through me—alive and free. I couldn’t let my father leave this place. Ever. It had to end here, no matter what. 

      I planted my superheated hands against his chest and shoved. He stumbled backward inside the chamber and laughed. “It will kill you, Daughter. Your mortal body cannot contain my fire, half-blood whore. You are not worthy!” Bright sterile light flooded the room. 

      “The fire disagrees.” I slammed the door closed and ripped the touchpad from the wall. Asmodeus slammed against the other side, throwing me back, but the door held. For now.

      “Muse,” Adam’s voice came over a speaker. “That’s not enough. We needed him unconscious to administer PC-Thirty-Four.”

      “It won’t work!” Too late now anyway. I dropped to my knees as wildfire throbbed through me. 

      Jenna approached but shied away from the heat. “Muse, what’s happening?”

      “Get Stefan out. Get everyone out.” Pain. Hot and wild and hungry. I could hold it back, but not for long.  

      She struggled to get an arm under Stefan’s and lift him. “What about you?” 

      “Too much power.” And no water in sight. What I wouldn’t give for a plunge in Boston harbor. “Go, I’ll be fine.” An easy lie. Funny, how lies are easy when the truth is too painful. “Tell Stefan…” Blue flames wrapped around my arms and lashed up my wing. “Tell him it’s okay. It’s better this way.”

      “Muse…”

      She was taking too long. “Get out.” Once I let go, the chaos fire would devour everything, tearing the Institute facility down around me and burying my father under fifteen floors of rubble. It would be enough. It had to be. 

      Ryder skidded into sight, saw me, and knew what had to be done without me having to say a word. He just knew…the way good friends do. With a simple nod, he helped Jenna lift Stefan. 

      I slumped forward and counted the seconds. Asmodeus beat against the door. He roared and raged, and I listened to my father’s howls with a triumphant smile on my lips. The likes of him were not meant for this world. Neither was I, the Mother of Destruction. 

      “Muse.” Adam crouched in front of me.

       I could have laughed. Maybe I did, but the sound was lost in the bubbling flames. Of all people, Adam was the last person I wanted to see before I burned out. “Get out of here, Adam,” I growled. The floor liquefied around me. 

      “No. There’s time.”

      “Time for what?” I snarled, lifting my head. Fire reflected in his beguiling eyes—such soft, understanding eyes for a man capable of inhuman cruelty. Sweat beaded on his forehead, but he didn’t look away. “I have to end this. I am destruction—” A sob choked my words. I knew my fate, but I didn’t want to die in that place. “I will let it go, and bury him, Adam. Go, now. I can’t hold it much longer.”

      “You’re going to give up?” He shook his head and frowned. “Now? After everything you’ve been through?”

      “I’m not giving up. I have to do this. He’ll get free. I have to bury him.”

      “I may have believed you were many things, Muse, but I never believed you to be a coward.”

      Was he for real? “Coward?” I laughed. “You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you.”

      He sat and leaned a shoulder against the wall. “If you’re staying, so am I.”

      “What? Don’t be a dumbass.” ‘Ass’ came out as a satisfying demon hiss. “Suicide by demon fire? That’s not how it works.”

      “I’m dead anyway.”

      Damn him. I growled behind clenched teeth. “You’re a stubborn fool.” I’d thought Stefan had inherited his stubbornness from his mother. Now I was rethinking my assumption. Stefan. I couldn’t let Adam die down there. It wasn’t my place to kill him. It never had been. That was Stefan’s fight. Or Yukki’s. I wobbled to my feet and soaked up every ripple and beat of heat. One foot in front of the other. Always moving forward… If I could get topside in time, I might be able to funnel the heat through the facility. How many steps to the elevator? …three, four, five…

      “You’re the most remarkable demon—”

      “Shut up, Adam.” …nine, ten, eleven, twelve…

      “You defied the demons, Princes of Hell, and me—the Institute.”

      Was he going to preach all the way? I might have to accidentally-on-purpose spontaneously combust him inside the elevator. Fire licked my thoughts, tugging on my instincts to let it go. It would be wonderful. I knew what freedom was. It was choice. It would be so easy to choose to kill him. 

      Adam’s voice acted as an anchor. I don’t know what he said on the ride up from the sub-levels, but the sound of his voice grounded me while destruction flirted at the tips of my fingertips. 

      I stumbled out of the elevator car, and the building shook beneath my feet. “Asmodeus.” I staggered for the gaping hole that had once been the doors, relief so close I could taste it. Fire dripped in my wake. 

      “Muse!” Finally topside. Stefan broke free of Ryder’s grip, but he hesitated and raised an arm to shield himself from my heat. His gaze flicked from me to his father. Teeth clamped closed, I spun, flicked out my wing, breathed in and released my hold. The blast ripped through me, tore out my thoughts, and scattered them like ashes. On and on it went, a storm of heat, blinding light, and madness. I pushed a half blood’s lifetime worth of rage behind it. Anger for the lost little girl, grief for the love of a demon, fear for an uncertain future, I used it all as fuel for the flames, as Akil had taught me, so many years ago. The building crumbled to dust, and below ground, corridors buckled. Destruction poured through every doorway, pooled in every room, and flooded the facility, tearing it to pieces from the inside out. It was pure destruction, driven by the inferno of emotion only a half-human-half-demon was capable of. 

      Spent, I came back to myself as human, kneeling on scorched earth before a debris-field of smoldering rubble. Smoke spiraled skyward. Quiet settled over me. I waited, expecting my father’s roar or a lick of fire to peel across the ground, but nothing happened. Seconds ticked by. Was it…really over?

      “Muse,” Ryder sauntered in front of me and crouched, arms draped over his knees, head tilted in his ever-so-curious way. “Hey there, lil’ firecracker. You still with us?” 

      I licked cracked lips. “I er…” My voice scratched my throat. “I think so.”

      He placed his rough hand in mine and squeezed. “I reckon you did all right.”

      Ryder helped me stand, and I let him. In that moment, I needed him to be real, to be my friend. Adam hung back with Jenna, but Stefan surged forward, took my face in his hands, and peered into my eyes as though afraid. His bright eyes sparkled with what looked like unshed tears, but it couldn’t be because if he cried, I’d cry. He yanked me against him and wrapped his arms around me. “I thought you were gone.” His cool whispers fluttered against my cheek. “Goddamnit, Muse… If I can survive loving you, I can survive anything.”

      I hugged him back, shirt clutched in my fists, and never wanted to let him go. This time, the sob broke free, and I let it. It really was over. I’d been waiting, wondering, walking around in a dream world, expecting chaos to claim me once more, and it had. But now, Asmodeus—my father— was buried beneath 160 feet of Institute scorched rubble, inside a pressure chamber sealed with anti-elemental markings. The veil was closed for good. And I was free. 

      “It was Adam,” I whispered. 

      Stefan threaded his fingers through my hair and tilted my head back. “Adam?”

      “He spouted off some nonsense about dying with me, but I… I think he…” I glanced behind Stefan at his father, the man I’d hated for the longest time. I still hated him, but maybe, just maybe…after the events of the last few weeks, there was a thread of good in Adam Harper. “I think he knew I wouldn’t let him die down there.” His face didn’t show any trace of satisfaction. He just looked back at me with that same Adam Harper thoughtfully detached expression.

      A glimmer of light glanced off ice near the tree line. Stefan turned toward it. Yukki strode out of the trees. Moonlight poured over her crystalline body. Her glacial blue eyes glowed. Adam tensed, human senses alerting him to danger. There was time. Stefan could have rushed forward, knocked his father aside, and blocked his mother, but he stood immobile beside me and watched Yukki circle Adam. She flicked her wrist, producing Kira-Kira. Ice snapped down the blade, lending it a cruel saw-toothed edge. She purred as she stalked. Her hair and skin, sparkled. Stefan reached behind his back and freed the Desert Eagle. Etched rounds would stop Yukki, maybe even kill her. But he kept the weapon lowered. I itched to intervene, to stop what was to come.

      “There’s nowhere left to run, to hide. There is nothing between us, Adam Harper.” Yukki’s smooth voice belied her bristling presence. 

      Adam’s hands clenched at his sides. He stood firm and let her circle him. He had to be afraid, but he showed no sign of it. A muscle twitched in his cheek, and he breathed hard. He was a dead man. We all knew it. Ryder’s old-soul eyes checked me, and his fingers twitched. Jenna stood back, eyes narrowed, hand hovering near her weapon. And beside me, Stefan simmered, waiting.

      Hell knew Adam had earned this. Not a single one of us thought he deserved to be saved. And we were human. We could be reasoned with. Yukki didn’t have it in her to forgive.  

      “You said you loved me. Do you remember?” Yukki asked. She circled behind him and lifted Kira-Kira, arching it over his shoulder until the ice encrusted blade kissed his neck. Adam turned his head.

      “I did.” His eyes flicked to Stefan, his look laden with unspoken apologies. “And I’m paying the price.”

      “The price?” She hissed. “The price for trapping me like a lesser beast. The price for stealing my bloodkin. The price—”

      “He’s my son too,” he said calmly. “I couldn’t let the netherworld have him. You turn half bloods into monsters there. I kept him safe from demons in the only place they couldn’t get to him. I did what I could to protect him from his nature.” Adam’s gaze stayed on Stefan as he spoke. His words weren’t meant for Yukki. Only for Stefan. 

      Stefan lifted the gun, and when he finally spoke, his words snapped through the quiet like breaking ice. “You planted your own daughter as a spy beside a Prince of Hell. Nica died because she turned to demons to help her rather than ask you. You sanctioned experiments on me—your own son.” He swallowed hard. “You have no idea what it means to live behind Institute bars, to spend night and day strapped to an examination table, staring at the same white walls, wishing for a real life, any kind of life.” His fingers flexed on the grip. “You insisted Jenna play a Class A demon so you could get information, knowing full well Valenti raped her mind and body every time you got your intel.” Stefan stepped closer under Yukki’s watchful eye. “You used a vulnerable nine-year-old girl as a weapon. You know the last words Dawn said to me? She wanted to know what it was like to be loved, to have someone—anyone—care for her as a little girl, as a human being, not as a goddamn demon or something to be exploited. I couldn’t tell her.” Anger broke through Stefan’s mask. His lower lip quivered with barely restrained rage. “All I ever wanted was a father who cared.”

      Yukki’s startling eyes narrowed. 

      Stefan squeezed the trigger. The gun fired, recoiled. And the bullet smacked into Yukki’s forehead. She fell backward and collapsed to the ground, motionless. The silence rushed in. Smoke drifted from the gun muzzle. “You, Father,” Stefan spat the word, “have to live with what you’ve done.” 

      Adam dropped to his knees and sobbed. I don’t know if he sobbed for himself, for Yukki, or for the truth. Maybe all of it.

      Stefan tucked the gun away and turned his back on his father. He slipped an arm around my waist and drew me in close against him. Only then did I realize how he trembled. Maybe he hadn’t known until the last moment who to aim at. He wouldn’t be human if he didn’t hurt.  We walked to where Jenna and Ryder stood in silence. Ryder gave Stefan a resolute nod and threw his arm around Jenna’s shoulders and pulled her close. 

      We left Adam and the Institute in ruins.
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      “So what did you talk about, on this…date?” Stefan asked. 

      Oh, for hell’s sake. If he brought up The Date one more time, I was going to summon the fires of hell and singe his hair. I rolled my eyes, hid my smile, and peeled Ryder’s Mustang out of slow-moving traffic. “Anyone would think you had an inferiority complex, the way you keep mentioning it.”

      The look he gave me was priceless and sexy as hell: a cocked eyebrow, crooked smile, and a come-hither look. Damn him. “Inferior?” he purred, deliberately adding a dash of demon brogue, knowing full went what it did to me.

      “Save it.” I waved a hand dismissively and shifted gear. “You still haven’t told me where we’re going.”

      The smile stayed, maybe even grew a little. “Well, that kinda defeats the purpose of it being a surprise.” 

      “I don’t like surprises.”

      “You’ll like this one.”

      “They have a tendency to end in near-death experiences.”

      “Not this time.”

      “Oh, you have a crystal ball now?”

      “No, but I can make you one.”

      Familiar road signs dotted the roadside. “We going to see Ryder?” 

      “Maybe.”

      “You’re just pissed because I won’t let you drive.” Stefan’s driving gave a whole new meaning to white-knuckle ride.

      “We’d be there by now if I was driving. You drive like an old woman.”

      “I do not. I’d just like to arrive at our destination in one piece, for once.” I checked him out of the corner of my eye. Yup, still smiling. “So we are going to see Ryder?”

      “Hang a right.”

      I growled and followed his directions. I’d not seen Ryder for a couple of days, not since we’d returned to Boston. I’d spent much of that time with Lacy, painting my toenails and discussing what the two hot guys got wrong about demons in her favorite TV show. It was pretty cool, being normal, although I might never figure out how to dry nail polish without smudging it. Lacy assured me these were things normal women worried about: TV shows, hot guys, and nail polish. I could get on board with that. It sure beat worrying about whether I had an Institute tail or what demons were lining up to take me down. But as nice as normal was, a large part of me still hankered after the hunt. Exactly half of me, to be precise. I couldn’t escape my demon and didn’t want to. I was human, but I had demon needs too. I needed something to occupy the wild, hungry part of me. Not yet, but soon. I was jobless. The Institute had packed up their operations and moved down the coast to New York. Coleman had called, but I’d avoided him, uncertain whether I should get back in the saddle so soon. I would discuss it with Stefan. He’d be feeling the demon restlessness too, but not today. Today we were going for a drive.

      “I checked on Adam.” Stefan said it nonchalantly enough, but ice traced his words.

      “And?”

      “He’s alive,” he sighed, “which means Yukki isn’t.”

      We hadn’t been sure if Yukki was gone. The etched rounds killed lesser demons and could kill an immortal higher demon’s human vessel, but Yukki had been something of an anomaly. We hadn’t been certain if she was mortal, immortal, or something else. If Adam was alive, it seemed safe to assume Stefan had killed Yukki. I wasn’t sure what to say. Words alone were insufficient. “I’m here if you need to talk.”

      He slid his gaze to me, propped an elbow on the door, and leaned on his fist. “I’m okay. It had to happen. Anyone and anything that crossed her, she’d have killed. She wasn’t meant for this world.”

      “Yeah, still hurts like a bitch though.” I’d liked Yukki. I could appreciate her ruthless efficiency. But Stefan was right. She’d have killed Adam and then created chaos because that’s what demons did.

      Stefan watched the Boston scenery blur by. “Adam’s back at home. Alone. No sign of the Institute.”

      “Do you think he’ll go to New York? Try to get his job back?”

      “I don’t think they’ll have him back.” 

      I hoped not, but I also knew Adam could be very persuasive. He’d helped us. In the end, he’d done the right thing. But it was too much to hope he’d changed. Adam was still Adam. I’d place a bet with Ryder we’d be seeing him again.

      “Do you think he feels remorse for the things he’s done?” 

      Stefan sighed. “I genuinely don’t know.”

      I remembered Adam’s words about wanting to protect Stefan. I’d had Akil protecting me from the demons. Without the Institute and their enforcer training, Stefan would have been on his own. The netherworld would have killed him before he had a chance to survive. Without his demon-hunter training, he’d never have survived years in the netherworld. Those thoughts led to Dawn and the terrible thing she would become. “You never told me what happened when you took Dawn through the veil at Nahant…” I was almost afraid to ask.

      Stefan’s expression twitched. He sucked in a breath. “She saw Jerry, the markings, the netherworld. It was too much. I barely got three feet inside the veil before she lashed out. Jerry left the stones, I guess to try to subdue her, but the Princes rushed in, and she tore into them all. Then pretty much everything went to hell.” He licked his lips, eyes tracking the street outside. “She yanked on chaos, and it was like… Like the entire netherworld rippled. Her power is…” He hesitated, searching for the right word. “She needed to be stopped. Jerry was the only one who could get close to her. He grabbed her, and they vanished.”

      “To the fortress… How did you get there?”

      “Akil. He watched the whole thing play out. I was about to return for you, and…”

      “What?”

      “He stopped me.” Stefan smiled at my frown. “He said you were safer in Boston. That destruction was the last thing we needed. That if you came, you’d try to save Dawn because you couldn’t help yourself.” Damn. He’d been right. “I wasn’t convinced whose side he was on. He was just as likely to want to stop Jerry. I figured you’d be right behind us, so I went with him, ready to stop him if he turned on Dawn.”

      The rest I knew because I’d blundered in, typically destruction, and almost let my hope for a little girl get in the way of ending the madness. “Thank you.” I sighed.

      “For what?”

      “Getting me out of there.”

      His delicious chuckle roused the demon in me. “I’m not sure if that was brave or foolish. I expected you to go all she-demon on me...” His smile faded a little. “I was prepared to fight you, even if you hated me for it.”

      I peered at the road ahead, afraid that if I looked at him, in his honest eyes, I’d well up. I was grateful I had someone like him, who could see what I needed, even when I couldn’t. 

      “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask...” Stefan’s tone changed, lightened, and we were back in lighthearted territory. “The demon who saved me from the dungeons, Li’el? What happened to him? Jenna’s needling Ryder by mentioning the guy’s prowess every time he’s within earshot.” 

      Ha. Jenna needling Ryder. That I had to see. “The Prince of Pride. Well, he was a prince.” Considering how I’d last seen him, burned to the bone, I wasn’t sure what he was now.

      “Is he.... Is he only a demon?” Stefan frowned, “The way Jenna talks, and how he saved me... I thought...”

      “Did she mention the word angel?”

      “Maybe.” He chuckled. “About fifty times.”

      Man, that would rub Ryder’s fur the wrong way. I opened my mouth to spout the usual line about angels being a myth but couldn’t bring myself to say the words. I’d told Jenna angel and demon were just convenient labels. But Li’el...? Li’el had been...nice. A nice demon. He’d saved Stefan. Me. “I think maybe…” I chewed on the inside of my lip, wondering if I’d lost my mind to say the next words. “Li’el was good. Sort of. I mean, his pride got him chargrilled, but I spent a few days with him. He was a pain in my ass, had an ego the size of Kansas, like all demons do, but he... He didn’t lie. Not a single lie the whole time. He didn’t try to manipulate me. He was honest. And he helped. He did what he said he would. Maybe... I dunno...” I shrugged a shoulder. “Maybe angels do exist, and they’re just good demons?”

      Stefan mulled over those words in silence until I pulled the Mustang into Ryder’s street and bumped it up the curb outside Stefan’s old workshop. “Here?” The shutters were down and the street virtually empty.

      “Yeah.” He flashed me a smile and climbed out the car. I unclipped the belt. Maybe he’d found himself another Dodge to restore. It had only been a few days since my father had incinerated Stefan’s Charger. I felt bad about that. It seemed that whenever I was around, Stefan’s cars turned into mangled, burned-out shells. Or perhaps it was when the two of us were together that things ended up twisted and in flames?

      I ambled around the front of the car. Six feet of half-blood enforcer blocked the workshop’s side door. “You stay out here.” His grin was far too mischievous to mean anything good.

      “Erm, okay. What the hell have you got in there? Please tell me it’s not a demon.”

      “What?” he laughed. “Why would I— Never mind. Just stay here. I’ll open the main door.” He disappeared inside.

      I heard a deep, monotonous rumble. Given my past experience with surprises, I considered reaching for my demon, just in case. The doors rattled and rolled upward. I backed up against the Mustang, tucked my thumbs in my pockets, and watched the workshop reveal its treasures. New workbenches and racks sparkled. I smelled coal dust, heat, and metal. I knew those evocative scents. The door rolled fully open. A lit forge roared near the back. I hadn’t been sure, not until that moment, but seeing the forge. “Oh…” A metalworking shop, like the one Stefan had blown to bits a lifetime ago. 

      Stefan jogged to my side and turned to admire the workshop. “Well?” 

      I couldn’t speak. No words. No thoughts. A workshop? For me?

      He lifted my hand—his touch gentle— and dropped a key into my palm. The very key he’d taken from me months ago at a time I thought we’d been so broken nothing would fix us again. “It’s yours.” 

      Mouth open, I grappled with what to say but still couldn’t make a sound.

      “It’s a fresh start.” He blinked blue eyes. An unsure, tentative smile pulled at the corner of his lips. “The forge is one of those new, quiet models. Ryder waffled on about it, bored me to tears. And out the back… C’mon—” He took my hand and tugged me inside.

      “I…” Nope—still couldn’t speak. I trailed my fingertips over the shiny new benches and gawked at the forge. It was huge. I could have several pieces on the go at once. Swords. I’d start with those. I could etch anti-elemental symbols into the blades. Just in case. Stefan pulled me into the small side room, once his office. It had a lick of fresh paint and a shiny new desk. Through the office window, I saw Ryder loiter by the workshop entrance. He lifted a six-pack of beers and pointed at me. Jenna entered behind him, bright smile on her tattooed face. 

      “There’s more…”

      Stefan pulled me into the narrow rear corridor then whipped around and faced me. I tried to peek around him, but he blocked my view. “Okay, this part is kind of a joint venture.” He scratched at his cheek. “We figured you were never going to be happy living the nine-to-five. You’ll get bored, and then there’s the demon in you, who definitely isn’t going to be satisfied with normality. So we added a little something on the side.”

      I blinked up at him. My heart fluttered. “I… I didn’t… I’ve… I mean—it’s—” Oh, to hell with it, I pressed my hands to his face and rose up on my tiptoes. “Thank you.”

      “You haven’t seen—”

      I kissed him. I only meant for it to be a gentle kiss, but something happened between my decision to kiss him and the moment my lips touched his. Emotion happened. Overwhelming thanks and heartwarming love. I could never tell him what the workshop meant to me. But I could show him. I slipped my arms round his neck and kissed him with everything I had. For a heart-wrenching moment, I felt him tense and thought he might push away, but the tension melted. He closed his arms around me, folded me against him, and kissed me back like we were the only two people in the world. Everything else was forgotten. The lust I’d poured into him, the scars I’d left him with. He could have pulled back, and I would have understood, but he didn’t. We’d been through so much, the kind of horrors that tore most people apart. But not him. Not us. We’d survived. Together.

      He drew back and cupped my face in his hands, peering deeply into my eyes. “We’re free.”

      “I know,” I whispered. It hadn’t quite sunk in yet. Free. “It’s over. The nightmare.”

      He pinched his bottom lip between his teeth, afraid to say it. “It is.”

      Those winter eyes sparkled. He felt it too: the kind of overwhelming emotion you can’t express with words. I brushed his bangs out of his eyes. Was it happiness? Was that what this feeling was?

      “There were times…” His gaze flicked over my face, his eyes intense. “I thought we’d never live to see this. I mean, I hoped... I dreamed...”

      So many times… I rose up on my tiptoes again, hooked my arms around his neck and locked my stare on his, so close I could see my fire-touched gaze reflected in his diamond glare. “I said I’d never let you go. I don’t make empty threats.”

      He made a sound deep in his throat, somewhere between a growl and a purr, and delicious demon shivers skittered beneath my skin. In one powerful move, he hitched me up and pressed me back into the wall. I hooked my legs around his waist and lost myself in the cool burn of a kiss so raw with true, soul-deep emotion that it reached into the parts of me I kept locked away where nobody could touch them. Where hope lived. It truly was over because we’d stared into the eye of the storm and, against the odds, survived.   

      Ryder cleared his throat.

      Jenna said, “They didn’t even make it to the den.”

      Stefan and I separated. Slowly. Lips, mouth, body, gaze. I didn’t want to let him go. What I wanted to do with him would make our seasoned audience blush. My gaze told him it would happen. Soon. With copious amounts of ice cream. 

      “Den?” I asked, flicking my hair out of my face and straightening my clothes. 

      Jenna wasn’t wrong. The room at the back of the workshop had once housed Stefan’s demon-killing arsenal. And it did again, but this time there was order in the chaos: guns on one wall, swords on the other, TV on the back wall, and couches in the middle. My battered red leather coat lay over the back of a couch. I saw a coffee machine and even a cooler, which Ryder was already finding use for by popping his beers inside. He straightened, pointed to the right. “That there is a ChayTac Intervention bolt-action rifle, fed by a seven-round detachable single stack magazine. I’ll take you out to the quarry where the Institute tested their weapons, and we’ll fire off a few rounds to see if you get a feel for it. The three daggers you see over there have been etched with anti-elemental symbols, courtesy of Jenna’s tattoo artist, perfect for slippery all-up-in-your-face lessers.” He spread his arms and grinned. “Fuckin’ A, right?”

      I drifted into the room between the couches, looked up at Ryder’s thrilled but slightly apprehensive expression, and couldn’t hold back the smile any longer. “This is—amazing!”

      “Just don’t cry, okay? I can’t handle that shit.” Ryder offered me his fist. I threw my arms around him and hugged him tight.

      “The demons left on this side still need to be dealt with.” Stefan said, moving around the couch to touch his old coat, now mine. “Coleman and Boston PD’s SRT need consultants, and they want us.”

      Oh yes, I was ready for this. Abandoning my Ryder hug, I wandered around the room, touching the swords, feeling the spark of metal memories. One sword drew my eye: a katana with an elaborate guard. Recognition darted through me. A slight gasp trawled through my lips. I’d shared a moment in history with that sword. I’d witnessed the metal memories in its blade and watched Akil kill an institute spy. He’d done it to protect me like so many other sacrifices he’d made. Some desires must be sacrificed so that other needs live on. Life is a balancing act. My heart constricted, and for a few moments, I just...remembered.

      “We can take it away, if you want. We just thought…” Stefan trailed off. 

      Akil’s sword. I reached out and hovered my fingertips close to the scabbard, but not touching. Ryder—Stefan, they knew I’d read the past in metal. This wasn’t just a sword. It was a touchstone to the past, so the memory of Akil would never fade. “No, it’s okay.” My throat tightened. “It should be here. He’d want it to be here.” 

      The sword. The workshop. The weapons. This was perfect. It was right. It felt like home, as only my friends could know it would. I faced them: steely-eyed Jenna, smug-ass Ryder, and the half-blood Winter King, Stefan. “Thank you.”

      Ryder cracked open a beer. “Thank you, Muse. If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t be here.”

      I met Stefan’s warm gaze. “I didn’t do it alone.”

      I would never be alone again. It hadn’t been without great cost, to all of us. But these people, my friends, they were priceless. I had a life. I had the love of loyal people, the love of a man who understood the good and the bad in me, who loved me all the more for my faults. I was complete. 

      And finally, absolutely, free.  

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      
        Ahkeel/Mammon.

      

      

      Fire flows through valleys and over grassland, feasting like the hungry, wild thing I used to be. Demons scream. I absorb their agony. It may mask my own. Fire cleanses. It will cleanse this world, though it doesn’t cleanse her from my soul. I can’t burn away the memories. But even now, I feel…nothing. What am I prince of? I don’t want this mockery of an immortal life. I never did. Freedom. I gave her mine.   

      Burning dust gusts against my flesh. The scorched wind carries with it the girl-queen’s screams like echoes of a queen long dead. The time will come. The girl will beg for freedom. History repeats. I know. I’ve lived enough of it. Soon. When the Court thinks her silent, her mind gone, her power controlled and dormant, the little girl-queen will ask for it to end. I’ve freed a queen before, and two worlds collided. Chaos and control must be maintained. But should she ask—that little chaos girl—should she look me in the eyes and plead for freedom, I may oblige. Not for her. No. For me. I am greed. I get my wants. My needs? I. Need. Muse, the impossible half blood who defies chaos. I always did. Always will. An immortal lifetime of wanting, needing, awaits me. She’ll age and die. And still I will need her. Unless...

      Chaos abhors control. The King cannot control the Queen forever. The girl-queen will rise up. And when chaos reigns, the veil falls.

      I smile into the raging firestorm, into the future—History repeats. I will guarantee it.

      

      

      Every review really does make a difference. Please leave a review for Ties That Bind, and if you haven’t already, leave a review on Book 1, Beyond The Veil’s page; your review will help readers know what to expect from the series just before they dive right in and meet Muse for the first time. 
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