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      “Are you happy, Lady Wrath?”

      His hiss carried just far enough to reach my ears. I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could get out a single word, Belial strode down the bone steps of his dais and held out a hand, like a gentleman offering to escort me. 

      His smile was so hard, with all the brittleness of a diamond. “Your freedom. It’s yours. Here, let me show you out. I wouldn’t want you to waste another moment of your life in my presence.”

      The backs of my eyes burned with unshed tears. “Belial…”

      “Come now,” he said, crooking his fingers. “You wanted it so badly, let’s see what you make of it.”

      I felt like I was floating outside my body as I rose to my feet, sending several dark feathers spiraling into the stands below. Like a dream, I descended the steps and took his hand, instinctively memorizing the warmth of his skin and the rough calluses like I would never feel them again.

      I shoved that thought away forcibly. I would have him once I’d said my piece. Once I made it clear that this wasn’t to get away from him, but to finally stand as a free equal next to him.

      He pulled me across the arena into the hall leading to his quarters. For a brief second, I choked on a sigh of relief- we would be somewhere private, where I could explain. 

      I hadn’t stolen to hurt him, I wasn’t rejecting him- I just couldn’t live my life under a yoke not of my own choosing.

      “Belial, I didn’t do this to get away from you-”

      He held a finger to his lips, that cruel smile still pasted on them. The rage glittering in his eyes would’ve shut me up if that single terse gesture hadn’t.

      The doors opened, but not on his chambers. The Prince of Wrath pulled me into the twilight gloaming of his stable yard, where Capheira’s bright flickers filled the air like summer lightning. 

      Realization hit hard, with all the finesse of a freight train. 

      He really did mean to kick me out. 

      I’d won my freedom, but unlike his other warriors, my conniving and thieving had made me persona non grata in his half of the Seventh Circle. 

      “Please, Belial, I don’t… I didn’t do this with the intention of leaving,” I said, unable to keep the strain of desperation from my voice as I tugged against him. He kept my wrist firmly clasped in his powerful grip.

      Belial gestured to the imps as Azazel materialized in the courtyard in a flurry of smoke. “Belial, think of what you’re doing,” he warned, his violet gaze glacially cold. 

      “This is no business of yours.”

      Belial’s voice was rough and strained, his free hand clenched so hard his knuckles were white. 

      To my surprise, Azazel just shook his head, casting me an unreadable look. “We’ll be waiting for you, Melisande. Lucifer will… he intends to ensure your path home is clear.”

      Everything felt like it was happening from a thousand miles away and I was a ghostly observer.

      This couldn’t be real. The Brightside of the Seventh Circle was my home. 

      He couldn’t make me go.

      Azazel’s lips tightened as he looked me over, but he gave one last warning look at Belial and vanished. 

      My chained followers were streaming into the stable yard as well, silently flowing from around the side of the arena. 

      “You’ll be safe enough,” Belial said, unable to sound careless through gritted teeth. “You’ve got the Watcher-prick and the Morningstar.”

      “That’s unfair,” I whispered around a tongue that felt thick. Pain radiated from my newly-empty palm, up through my arm and shoulder, nestling in my chest like a nest of writhing snakes. It was hard to breathe around the ache. “I don’t want to leave.”

      “No?” Belial’s lips were white at the edges. “You bet on half of my Circle for the fucking fun of it, is that it?”

      The imps led Capheira into the twilight, saddled with the custom tack. He picked me up and put me on her back but jerked away the moment I was settled, like his hands had been burned by the mere contact. 

      I stared down at him, my vision finally blurring with the tears I’d been unable to hold back, and he briefly touched his chest with a grimace. 

      In the same place where I felt an aching void.

      When he saw me looking, he pulled his hand away, his face taking on a hard cast. 

      “Is wanting to keep me in a cage any better than what I did?” I asked, a thin sliver of anger cutting through the pain and exhaustion. I couldn’t help but rub my own hand, my breath shortening with every spike of pain. “I can remain here as a free angel!”

      Belial’s nostrils flared and he leaned in close. It was so tempting to reach out and touch him, but his rage was shimmering off him like a heatwave. “Did I ever keep you in a cage?” 

      His voice was almost unintelligible, thick with pure fury. 

      “Did I ever treat you poorly? Did I chain you? Shackle you? Starve you?”

      I said nothing, every defense I could’ve thought of completely deserting me. My throat tightened around a knot, swelling painfully as I shook my head.

      “Maybe you should’ve had a little more faith in me,” Belial said. His hair was becoming gold, his form trembling. “Now go.” 

      “And if I won’t?” My tears broke free, sliding down my cheeks. 

      “GO!”

      His roar crashed us over like thunder. I cringed, my eardrums aching, and Capheira broke into a gallop, fleeing the bone-trembling force of Belial’s wrath. The ground beneath us was trembling like an earthquake, growing worse by the second.

      I gripped her reins for dear life as lightning sparked under her hooves, looking back over my shoulder to see the flaming tail of a lion whip around the side of the arena and vanish. 

      “Stop,” I gasped, but Capheira kept running, and another earth-shattering roar rumbled down the tiers of the Circles.

      A dark shape lunged in from the streets, grabbing Capheira’s reins and pulling her to a halt. I gripped the saddle as she reared, kicking out with sharp hooves, but the cloaked demon held her fast until she hit the ground on all fours again. 

      I swiped my sleeves across my eyes, wiping away tears. The dim fires in the abyss of Dis were growing brighter, throwing off flares like a storm-

      A dark shape swooped overhead, plunging past the Circles into the Pit. 

      Lucifer. 

      He rocketed downwards, vanishing into that cold fire as my followers surrounded me. 

      “My Lady.” One of them touched my leg, the barest sensation that called my attention. I looked down, blinking gritty eyes, but it was impossible to see past the dark depths of that hood. “The Dragon stirs. We must leave and find shelter.”

      I nodded, but I had no idea where to go. 

      Belial was home. 

      The demon didn’t wait for orders, though. He held Capheira’s reins and led her down the street, the demons forming a neat phalanx around us. 

      I almost choked on hysterical laughter, swallowing it down past the painful lump in my throat. 

      I didn’t have my prince, but I did have demons who looked ready to murder any living thing that stood in my way. I supposed that was one small comfort. 

      I lost track of time completely until we reached the demarcation of the Brightside into the Nightside, and Capheira tossed her head in pleasure as we entered perma-twilight. I stroked her mane as the demons led us on the route Belial had once taken me. At least one of us was happy.

      To my surprise, they didn’t slow until we reached the broken-down arena of the Nightside. 

      The ivy had been cleared off the doors, and the demons unlocked the wrought-iron gates, pushing them open. The rusty hinges shrieked, but they opened wide enough to admit Capheira. 

      I slid from her back in front of the massive ebony doors and a demon led her away. 

      It was like a mirror-image, but not. Belial’s arena was warmth, his spires protection and comfort. 

      This place felt like a graveyard. 

      “Inside, my Lady,” one of the demons muttered, nudging me forward to the crack in the door. 

      I ground my heels in the dirt, refusing to budge an inch. “I can’t go. I need to find Belial.”

      Somewhere above us, there was a lion stalking the wastelands of Hell as the Dragon woke, but if I flew above the city I’d find him for sure. I’d just follow the path of destruction and flames.

      “We cannot.” One of the demons stepped forward and took my hands, their eyes glinting in the darkness of the hood. Their tone brooked absolutely no argument. “The breaking of a bond has far-reaching consequences, my Lady. The Dragon almost certainly felt it and knew who it belonged to.”

      “But Belial-”

      “The Prince of Wrath will be fine, but you must be off the street. He will catch your scent and hunt you.”

      I didn’t need the demon to clarify who he was.

      Satan knew I was free, no longer under Belial’s protection. The quaking earth, the lightning reaching towards the sky- that wasn’t just Belial’s rage, but Satan’s awakening. 

      He knew fresh prey, prey given the invitation of a black rose, was wandering his city.

      I glanced over my shoulder with a shudder, half expecting to see a scarecrow with goat hooves and a cape of insects to be jerking his way up the street like a puppet. 

      But the roads and alleys of the Nightside were empty. All the demons had taken shelter as the Dragon rustled in the abyss far below. 

      “Who are you?” I rasped, allowing the demons to herd me into the darkness of the arena. No, not the arena- my arena. 

      My ill-won property.

      Several lamps flared to life, but the pools of light they cast didn’t touch even a fraction of the darkness around us. 

      “We serve the Divine Chain, my Lady. We are the Chainlings, the sect devoted to its most unholy mysteries.” A wrinkled hand reached out to stroke my cheek, wiping away the remains of half-dried tears. “You are one of the links in the Chain. We serve.”

      Their words barely penetrated the numb haze in my brain. My body still felt eerily disconnected from the rest of me as several of the Chainlings pushed the massive doors shut, blocking off the outside world. 

      The light became a tiny sliver, then died completely as the doors shut and locked. 

      It felt more like being buried alive than coming home.

      The Chainlings herded me down dark hallways that still smelled musty with disuse, beneath draping cobwebs as thick as bridal veils, until we reached an ebony door. 

      “We’ve prepared quarters, Lady Wrath,” their leader said, opening the door. Instead of more must, a breath of fresh, lily-scented air washed over us and down the hall. “There are windows, but they are not street-facing. Even so, you must remain inside.”

      I nodded, but now that I had something that resembled actual privacy, Satan himself could’ve offered me Heaven on a platter and I would’ve turned it down in favor of locking myself in here alone. 

      The Chainling bowed her head as I passed and shut the door behind me. I looked around numbly, taking in the freshly-swept floors, the wide bed dressed with pale linen, the large windows opening on a garden. Luminescent moths drifted past the open windows, alighting on glowing flowers.

      I crossed slowly to a window, bracing my hand on the frame, but the Chainlings were right. The garden was enclosed in a courtyard within the arena. A massive tree with drooping branches blocked out most of the sight, but from the small slivers I could see, the blood-red tone of the Brightside had crept in to stain the indigo darkness of the Nightside like spilled watercolors.

      I was too tired and numb to be alarmed, and left the window, sinking onto the bed.

      Everything felt so cold and dark. The pain radiating from my palm was no longer sharp, but had become a dull burn that ate at my veins like fire. 

      “Belial.” I whispered his name past dry lips. If we were still bound, even the tiniest fraction… he would hear me. I thought his name as hard as I could, every cell in me calling for him.

      If he heard, he gave no response. 

      I curled up on the bed, surrounded by the emptiness I’d won, and stared out the window until the burning in my veins had died away completely. 

      Once the pain was gone, there was only an emptiness that swallowed everything in me.
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      “You’re avoiding him, aren’t you?”

      My fingers tightened on the balustrade of the balcony overlooking my new arena even as I forced a smile for Vyra.

      “I’m not avoiding anyone,” I said archly. “I’ll go over to the Brightside whenever I damn well please.”

      My succubus friend joined me at the balcony, her pale hair glimmering like diamonds in the ghostly light that filled my Nightside arena. Since I’d taken up residence here, she’d hardly left my side.

      Below us, my Chainlings toiled over the arena floor and stands, sanding the obsidian until it shone with a polished gleam and sweeping dust down the tiered stairs.

      Even with their relentless work, it paled in comparison to the life and vigor flowing through Belial’s arena. 

      My lips tightened at the memory of his shadowed eyes. He’d barely spoken to me that night, handing me the reins without a backwards glance.

      It’d felt like my heart was being shredded. I still felt that way, every empty day without him like a fist squeezing my chest.

      I had no choice but to make the Nightside my new home. I’d spilled my own blood on the walls, keying them to my essence. The Cult of the Divine Chain had immediately gone to work after settling themselves in, and it was nearly impossible to walk down a hall without running into one of them. 

      I still wasn’t used to the way they sometimes reached out to me with almost reverential hands. 

      Vyra called me out of my memories with a touch on my shoulder, making me jump. “Your lover is fighting tonight.”

      I tore my eyes away from the working Chainlings and glanced at her. Her rose-pink eyes were full of hope. 

      “Then I’ll go see him.” As the other half of the Seventh Circle, Belial had given me an open invitation to visit his arena whenever I pleased, only days after I’d left like nothing had happened between us. It was the only way I was able to see Tascius. I still wasn’t sure if it was a kindness on Belial’s part, or if he just enjoyed watching me silently yearn for my Nephilim. “Why are you so invested in whether I see Belial or not, anyways?”

      Vyra gave me a secretive smile. “I’m a sucker for a happy ending?”

      “Mmhmm. I’m sure that’s why.”

      She blew out a breath, her glossy lips pursed. “You haven’t been yourself since you left.”

      “It’s been one week. How am I supposed to be acting?” I left the balustrade, heading through the dark halls back to my new chamber with Vyra at my side. The Nightside arena was so like the Brightside’s, but so… empty. The halls lacked the same warmth, and it wasn’t due to the constant lack of sun. 

      It was because it wasn’t Belial’s. It wasn’t the place I’d begun to think of as home.

      “You’ve been crankier, for one thing,” she said, pushing my ebony door open. “Crankier than you were when you first fell, and that’s saying something.”

      So I might’ve refused to let her paint my chipped nails. In Vyra’s eyes, that was a grave offense.

      “Is this because of the nail polish?”

      “No,” she snapped, pushing me into the chair. After the Chainlings had cleared out the vast room with the windows overlooking a luminescent garden, she’d had them move in furniture. Most of it seemed designed to please her aesthetic sensibilities rather than be functional, like the little velvet-covered purple pouf she sat me on. “Look, Melisande. I’ve been friends with Belial for many years.”

      “I’m sure he’d disagree,” I muttered, and she shot me a glare as she braided my hair.

      “See? There’s the bad attitude I’m talking about. But I can say with absolute certainty that I haven’t seen him in this shit of a mood since the last time he had a battle go badly. You’re his battlefield right now, but this is one he doesn’t know how to siege.”

      I raised an eyebrow as she draped a chain of silver and amethyst over the crown of my head. “He can take his siege and shove it up his-”

      “You’re both furious. You worked well together.” She dabbed glitter on my eyelids. “I’m a succubus, so I’m sensitive to these things. I felt the sexual tension from miles away.”

      The last thing I wanted to admit was the odd emptiness I’d felt in my chest since Belial’s brand had vanished from my palm. She’d just push harder. “I’m not apologizing until he frees Tascius or trades him to me.”

      “Why would he? You tricked him with that bet.”

      I glared at her in the mirror. “So I was supposed to be happy with being a captive for the rest of my life? I was never going to win against Yraceli in a fair fight.”

      Vyra walked to the wardrobe and yanked it open, whipping out a glittering black dress just this side of sheer. She shook it out, her lips pressed flat. “I’m not saying that. I’m saying maybe you could’ve put a little more trust in him.”

      I re-dressed myself in the glittery number she’d provided and let her lace up the back. “You know I value your thoughts, Vyra, but asking me to put blind trust in the demon who soul-bound me is asking a little much.”

      She fastened a necklace around my throat, a line appearing between her brows. “Soul-bound?”

      I clenched the palm that was now unmarked. Even my hand felt empty these days. “He branded me.”

      “Melisande, that’s not…” She broke off as a Chainling opened the door, a hooded face popping around the side. 

      “Your horse is ready, Lady Wrath.” 

      “Thank you. Let’s go, Vyra. I can’t promise I’ll apologize, but I think I can manage to sit twenty feet away from him without throwing a knife at his head.”

      She hadn’t stopped frowning, but trailed after me to the stables, where the Chainlings had led Capheira out beneath the twilight sky. I stroked her soft muzzle, pain piercing my chest. I’d been so happy when Belial had given her to me…

      Maybe if he’d offered me freedom to begin with, I wouldn’t have been forced into thievery and tricks.

      This distance was his fault.
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      Tascius sliced upwards, cutting off the Daeva’s cock. The spiny appendage went flying across the arena and landed at Belial’s feet with a wet slap.

      I gritted my teeth, digging my nails into the raven feathers on my throne’s arms. 

      There was nothing I wanted more than to go to him, to take up a sword and help him bring the Daeva demon to its knees.

      The thing looked down at its mutilated penis, which was already healing over, and a wide smile stretched across its lips. Thorny hands shot out to wrap around Tascius’s throat. 

      My muscles quivered. There was a sword right there. All I had to do was grab it and jump down.

      But Belial was watching me with a hawk’s intent gaze, looking for any sign of weakness. 

      I forced myself to lean back on my throne, nonchalantly watching the Daeva strangle my Nephilim mate. Tascius planted a boot in its gut and kicked hard, breaking out of its grasp. 

      The Daeva didn’t get another chance to recover before he punched a hole right through its throat with his dagger. The demon slouched over, gushing greenish blood all over the arena floor.

      “Another one down.” Belial clapped loudly, the sound lost under the roar of his spectators. “How much longer can Exile last?”

      Tascius rose, swiping his arm across his forehead. Sweat gleamed over the broad planes of his chest and abs.

      A chest and abs I hadn’t touched in a week. I knew he’d keep fighting until he was sliced to ribbons just to be near me. 

      I shouldn’t have come tonight. 

      But now that Tascius was on the arena floor, so close but so far away, I was too weak to leave, to waste the few hours I had to just look at him, even though the creatures Belial brought out were growing successively worse. 

      Tascius refused to lose a single round, and Belial knew that as long as he was there, I was there. It was a three-way battle of wills and exhausting to the bone. 

      I sat up straight, refusing to look away. Tascius deserved my full support. 

      “He can outlast anything you throw at him, Prince,” I shouted across the arena. 

      Belial’s aquamarine eyes, glittering with banked anger, flashed at me. “Your confidence in him is unshakeable, Lady.” The subtext was clear and cutting: unlike your confidence in me.

      I’d fucked up something fierce when I’d made my bet with Belial. 

      Demons were twisted creatures.

      I’d asked for my freedom and half of the Seventh Circle. With Tascius claimed as my mate, I’d mistakenly assumed that included him.

      Of course, after I’d stolen from Belial and thrown every kindness he’d done for me back in his face, I should’ve known he would exploit every possible loophole to make my victory sting. 

      “And he deserves every drop of it.” I smiled at Belial, showing my teeth. Unlike you.

      Belial leaned back on his throne, the bones creaking as they shifted under his weight. He looked more delectable than ever, his shirt unbuttoned to show off his sculpted chest, sleeves rolled up around his forearms. “It’s a shame he doesn’t have your cunning.” He’ll never be free.

      “I wouldn’t underestimate him.” Fucking try us.

      Belial swiped his thumb across his lip, as though he wanted to smile and was holding it back.

      God, but I wanted to cross the arena now and beg for his good graces. I hadn’t stolen the knife to stab him in the back with it.

      Was my freedom too much to ask for? 

      But as long as he held Tascius over my head… he was an enemy. 

      Vyra’s eyes darted between us, and most of the demons in the stands within earshot were leaning in, practically panting to see a fight between the Prince and Lady of Wrath. 

      I wouldn’t oblige, no matter how much Belial pissed me off. I knew all too well how I responded to close proximity with the delicious warlord of Hell’s armies.

      It was safe to say my skill in battle wouldn’t be my weakness.

      “Exile is the last one I’d underestimate, Lady.” Belial dragged a hand through dark hair, smirking when my eyes fixed on the movement and remained there. “What should I throw at him next? I want to make sure you’re entertained.”

      You could entertain me by giving him his seventh round.

      The words remained unspoken. Belial had yet to replace Yraceli, which meant the seventh round was now Belial himself. 

      Despite my confidence in Tascius, not even he could defeat the Prince of Wrath in his own element. The demon was nearly untouchable.

      Judging by Belial’s cruel smile, he knew exactly what I was thinking. 

      I forced my gaze back to Tascius, who’d drifted nearly to the stairs of my dais. Midnight-hued eyes looked up at me, full of steel and resolve.

      Tascius would make it out. I knew he would. 

      But right now, with a whole week stretching between us, the sight of my feather tied into his braid… I couldn’t stay away.

      I rose in a sudden movement and strode down the stairs, taking Tascius’s face in my hands. The feeling of his skin against my fingertips after a week apart was like electricity, bolstering me against Belial’s most narrow-eyed glare.

      “I miss you,” I breathed, leaning in close to press my forehead against his. “I will win you from him, no matter what.”

      “Don’t trade yourself away.” His voice was a low growl, hands clenching at his sides. “Don’t do anything he might find a loophole for.”

      Although Tascius was devoted to Belial after the prince had given him a home, his patience clearly had limits, too. Fury flashed in his eyes, washing away all traces of the sorrow the Nephilim carried on his shoulders.

      “Just keep winning. I’ll find a way to free you.”

      Tascius shook his head, closing his eyes briefly. His dark lashes stood out starkly against his skin. “I’m done throwing the fights.” 

      Relief coursed through me, but Belial interrupted with a shout to the arena. “Bring in Lady Savage!”

      The crimson demon strolled onto the arena floor, twirling her knives with a big smile. 

      I bit back a growl of frustration, and kissed Tascius hard enough to hurt. “Do what you have to do.” I touched my feather. “I chose you.”

      Belial leaned on the arms of his throne, looking bored to all outwards appearances, but his smile was brittle. “We’re ready whenever the touching reunion is over. These fine demons came for blood sport, not your relationship drama.”

      Half the arena screamed in agreement. 

      I was going to wear my teeth into stubs as much as I was grinding them these days. I kissed Tascius once again, and he gasped against my lips, but not with pleasure.

      It was with pain. Lady Savage had scored him across the back with her blade, striking out while he was distracted.

      While I’d distracted him. Guilt bit with sharp teeth. I was going to slash that pretty smile right off her face the next time I caught her in a dark alley.

      I released him and he whirled with brutal savagery, blood spraying across the hem of my gown. I’d barely sat down on my throne before Tascius was pushing Lady Savage back, the female demon’s confident smirk fading in the face of his fury.

      I dared pull my eyes from Tascius long enough to cast a baleful glare at Belial. I hope you’re happy, I mouthed, clenching the arms of my throne with white-knuckled hands. 

      Belial’s look was just as dark. Never happy without you, angel.

      It was an arrow straight to the chest, turning my lungs into lead-filled balloons. 

      I could say I was sorry. I could staunch the bleeding wound between us, fill the empty void that opened like a black hole in my heart every time I saw Belial. 

      It ate at me now, its consuming darkness creeping through me, wearing away the edges of everything that made me Melisande. 

      Whatever it was, I hated it. 

      And I hated being so close to both Tascius and Belial, and somehow still a world away from each of them. 

      My Nephilim was beating the piss out of her even now, but Lady Savage’s daggers opened deep wounds on his arms and chest. I set my jaw, accounting for every drop of blood she spilled from him. 

      One day, I would collect on that account. She wouldn’t enjoy it.

      The fight ended when he struck her under the chin, knocking her out cold in a pool of her own blood. Several Overseers herded Tascius out of the arena through the far gate by Belial’s throne, driving him with spears. The Nephilim darkness had taken over his eyes. 

      And there was nothing I could do to help him the way I’d promised I would. I gripped the arms of my chair, poised at the edge of my seat, every muscle taut.

      Belial raised his chin, gazing at me. Waiting for me to go after him and encroach on his territory, where I’d be the trespasser and once again subject to his law.

      Where he could take me to his bedroom and do everything he wanted with lips and teeth and tongue until I was on my knees begging for forgiveness.

      I could’ve apologized now, had both of them back in my arms.

      Instead, I rose and strode down the steps of my dais. Belial tensed, and I forced myself to walk right past him without looking at him and through the arena doors.

      The demons hadn’t named me their Lady of Wrath for nothing.
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      “Well, at least you didn’t throw a knife at his head.”

      I paced my chambers back and forth, stopping at one end, whirling around, and repeating my steps. If I kept this up, I was going to wear a path in the obsidian. “He holds Tascius over my head like bait on a stick. He knows what he’s doing.”

      Vyra lounged on my bed, sorting through one of a thousand boxes of nail polish. Her collection was truly breathtaking. “Of course he does. He’s been around for millennia, he didn’t get to be where he is by taking it easy on people.”

      “It’s bullshit.” I stopped by an open window and looked out in the garden, expelling a harsh breath. 

      I’d won so much, and yet my half of the kingdom felt empty.

      But there was small comfort in what I had. My garden, tended by several silent Chainlings, was slowly being pruned back into some semblance of order. Several stands of tall flowers that hung like small glowing bells filled the air with a jasmine-like scent under my windows. The twisting willow lorded over all, twinkling lights glowing and dying in its branches. 

      It was beautiful. I pressed a hand to my chest, scowling at all that beauty.

      The ache hadn’t stopped. It’d only gotten worse the further I’d ridden from Belial.

      “You could just say sorry,” Vyra sang, holding up a bottle of sapphire polish.

      I snorted. “Right. ‘Belial, I’m so sorry I was desperate to escape your captivity. The fault is all mine’.”

      “How about, ‘Belial, I’m sorry I stole your priceless knife and made a bet under false pretenses after everything you did to keep me alive’?” Vyra countered.

      “Hmm. I think I’d prefer ‘Belial, I’m sorry you’re such a raging asshole that you feel the need to keep my mate away from me because you didn’t expect me to actually think for myself’.”

      Vyra groaned and dropped her head face-first onto my bed, looking up a second later. “Why do you have to be so stubborn? Our ways aren’t Heaven’s ways, Melisande. He did what he thought was best.”

      “But why?” I tore my eyes from the garden and spun around. “The only thing in it for him was getting a new player for his blood sports. He’s just upset because he doesn’t have the draw of a fallen angel in his arena anymore.”

      I knew I was lying even while I said it. Maybe Belial had first seen me as a good business move.

      But it hadn’t stayed that way for long, and I knew that perfectly well.

      We were too well-matched to keep the fire between us from sparking.

      Vyra chewed her lower lip, for once not meeting my eyes. “He kept you safe. And that’s more than you could ask from most of the princes. If the Prince of Treachery had found you first, you’d be living in the Pit now. Belial defied Satan himself to keep you.” 

      I sighed and finally sat down, collapsing on the bed next to her. She was right. Belial might infuriate me, and maybe he had seen me as an investment at first, but he, Azazel, and Lucifer had all put themselves on the line. 

      Now that Satan knew my name and face, there was nowhere in Hell I could go that he wouldn’t find me. Maybe having two princes and a Watcher could keep me safe for a while, but I knew the day of reckoning would soon come.

      And before it did, I needed to possess the Sword of Light. 

      Vyra dumped her nail polish back in the box with a clatter, packing it up and kissing the top of my head when I flopped back on the covers. 

      “I know you’re upset now, but you’ll see.”

      I closed my eyes, listening to the door open and close, wondering if I was the one being too stubborn when I could just say two simple words and fix everything. 

      Maybe.

      God knew I wasn’t very forgiving, and with my luck, Belial was just as stubborn as me. 

      At least there was one thing I could do while I worked on swallowing my pride. If I wanted to steal the Sword of Light, I was going to need back-up. 

      The idea of trusting either of them with my secret sent a wash of coldness through me, raising goosebumps on my arms. I trusted Tascius implicitly, but Lucifer and Azazel…

      I had no choice. They were my only allies now that the Prince of Wrath and I were on the outs.

      I forced myself off the bed and started unlacing the ribbons of my dress, peeling the straps over my shoulders. No more moping. I’d change into something more suitable for flight and go straight to Blackchapel, and ask Azazel why the hell he hadn’t been around-

      A glimmering wind spilled in through my open windows. I snatched my dress back up to cover my breasts as a cloud of stars filled my room, materializing into a familiar shape.

      Azazel ran his fingers over his lapels, the silver raven skulls catching the light. “Melisande.”

      “Azazel.”

      I just stared at him like an idiot, licking my lips to wet them. It’d been a full week since I’d seen any of them. Maybe they were giving me space to settle into my new home.

      It’d been a little too much space, in my humble opinion. 

      “How am I supposed to call you when I need you?” I asked, keeping my arms firmly over my chest. The urge to throw them around the Watcher was almost irresistible.

      Even with Vyra living with me, I’d been feeling… lonely.

      The notion startled me. I’d been trained to deal with isolation. Gabriel had once kept us in locked cells no larger than three feet by three feet for a month, with guards under strict instruction not to speak to us when they brought food. 

      When I’d emerged from the cell, I’d been sure that loneliness would never touch me again. If I could survive a month in that box with nothing but my thoughts for company, a week on the Nightside without them should’ve been a piece of cake.

      But now Azazel was staring at me, just as frozen as I was. His gaze flicked over my bare shoulders, the sheer silk just covering all the important bits, and the hungry something inside him rose to the surface.

      “I can think of one way,” he said, his violet eyes flashing. The baritone of his voice had become a throaty rumble. “Would you like to be branded again?”

      I nearly flinched away. “Keep your brands to yourself.” Then a horrendous thought occurred to me. 

      It was the sixth day. Twilight.

      “But I’m free,” I said, my lips suddenly numb. “You can’t take me. I earned my way out.” 

      Azazel’s lashes lowered and he shook his head, but his gaze was back on me within a second like he couldn’t bear to look away. “I’m not here to take you for training. That said, your training isn’t over. Lucifer wanted- we both wanted to give you time to come to terms with your new life.”

      “A week was more than long enough.” I tried my hardest not to sound too eager at the idea of seeing them again. 

      “I’m glad to hear it.” One of his wry smiles just touched the corners of his mouth, but his eyes were still distant, his hunger focused on me. “Did you miss us?”

      I hesitated. It was so hard to open up to them, knowing what they were.

      But if I didn’t… that creeping loneliness would climb back inside my head, joining the void Belial had left behind. 

      Whatever it was about them, I wanted to be near them. 

      “I did.” The words barely made it out of my mouth, just a whisper.

      “Honesty.” Azazel stepped closer, his shadows reaching to envelop me. I shivered pleasantly at their touch, the palpable tingle they left when they stroked my skin. “It suits you, Melisande.”

      “Azazel… you knew I would win that night, didn’t you?” He was close enough now that I’d barely have to lift my arm to touch him, his clean smell filling my nose. 

      “Of course I did.” There was a purr to his tone, satisfaction filling his voice. “I can’t tell you how glorious it was to watch you stick it to my old enemy.”

      I looked down. Staring into Azazel’s ancient violet eyes was almost too much sometimes, like the Watcher could see right through me and read every thought I’d ever had. “Is Lucifer still upset with me?”

      Large hands rose and caressed my shoulders, his fingertips barely making contact with my skin, but every cell in me focused on those tiny points of contact like a fire had been lit inside me. 

      “No, angel. In fact, he needs to see you right now. That’s why I came.”

      “Ah, so not just to see me.” I regretted the words as soon as they were out of my mouth. They sounded almost petulant. And needy. 

      Two things I didn’t need to be.

      Azazel chuckled, increasing the pressure of his grip. He held me like he could somehow bind us together with a touch. 

      I looked up, forcing myself to meet his eyes again, and almost trembled at what I saw there. 

      That ravenous hunger that always seemed to be hiding under his otherwise-urbane exterior, threatening to break free like a beast, was present in full force.

      “There is no time I don’t want to see you,” he breathed, leaning in close. Goosebumps rose on my shoulders at the touch of his lips on my cheek. “If you let me mark you, you could call me whenever you wish. You would always feel me with you.”

      I swallowed hard. It sounded a lot like the brand between Belial and myself. 

      And now I felt nothing at all. It was terrible.

      “Would you own me?” 

      “No. It would be a mark freely given.” His fingertips brushed my wings, and slid over my shoulder to my collar bone, slipping down to hook into the unlaced front of my dress. “Perhaps we could negotiate a trade. A mark for a token.”

      My wings quivered under his touch. “Like… a mating gift.”

      His smile grew, the hunger ever more apparent. “Like a mating gift.”

      I gazed into his eyes, allured by the pull of him in my chest like he held a string tied to my ribs, as an errant thought bubbled up from the depths of my mind.

      It was more of a realization than a thought. An epiphany.

      What sort of mark could Belial have given me that would supersede Satan’s claim?

      And my stomach filled with ice as I pondered it. If Azazel considered his mark a mating gift…

      “Perhaps we could,” I said, planting my hands on his chest before he drew any closer. The warmth of him was impossible to resist. “But why does Lucifer want to see me?”

      But Azazel’s mind was clearly elsewhere, the void inside him taking over his rational thoughts. He nipped my earlobe, pushing me back towards the bed. “Don’t change the subject, angel.”

      His grip was nearly painful, fully possessive. My nipples tightened when his chest brushed against mine, his tongue licking a line along the side of my neck. 

      Like Tascius’s Nephilim darkness, the hunger was consuming Azazel completely. His teeth grazed my throat, leaving a line of fire everywhere he kissed. 

      He made a low sound that had all the muscles in my stomach clenching in anticipation.

      “Azazel…” I gripped his wrist with one hand and held up my dress with the other, even though I was no match for his strength. I couldn’t let go and just feel good, not when my insides were writhing in horror over my suspicion at what I might’ve done. “Lucifer needs me. Why?”

      He looked down at my hands as I pushed at him, blinking hard and straightening up. 

      “I forgot myself,” he said, his voice thicker. “He needs your magic. This is part of your training, Melisande.”

      Azazel pulled his hands away, releasing me like he’d been burned. The ice in my stomach immediately washed over the rest of me, erasing his warmth like he’d never been there. 

      Shivering, I pulled a black velvet cloak from my wardrobe and pulled it over myself. “I need a little more than that to go on.”

      When I turned to look at him, waiting by the window, Azazel’s cool, unfazed mask was back in place. If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I never would’ve had any idea that there was a creature of endless craving living just beneath his skin. 

      “He’s been hurt. This is your next trial of magic.” Even his clipped tones were back in place. I realized this cold man was the one he wanted everyone to see. His warmer side- the luxuriously sensual side- was the part he kept hidden. “I want to know if you can heal a prince with your power.”

      I froze in place. “How- how could I possibly heal now? It’s holy magic, and mine is still- will always be corrupted.”

      Azazel smiled, but it was tight and strained. “If you could heal while you were holy, you can heal now. You don’t have a choice in this. If you want to survive our more… treacherous plans,” he whispered, “We need to know you can do this. The Prince of Hell needs you.”

      “You could heal him with a touch,” I said suspiciously. 

      What in the Hell, literally, could hurt Lucifer badly enough that he needed another’s magic to heal? 

      The answer was nothing good. 

      “This isn’t about me.” Azazel swept forward, raising his chin as he grabbed me, cloak and all, and shifted us into shadows. “It’s about you. And what you can do.”

      We spilled onto the balmy air of the Nightside, leaving the arena behind. I wrapped my arms around his neck and rested my head on his chest. Being snuggled against Azazel felt so good after a week alone.

      But I couldn’t shake my apprehension. Not after what I saw moments after we swooped out the window, a plant pushing its way through the earth in my garden like an intruder, a blight nestled among the glowing lilies.

      A black rose, its petals crawling with insects.
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      I could’ve flown myself, but Azazel kept his arms wrapped around me in a death grip. 

      We shimmered between brightly-lit high rises, the drooping crowns of dark willows, and past other flying demons as he made his way to the edge of the Fields of Asphodel.

      Blackchapel loomed before us, a more welcome sight than I ever would’ve believed it would become. The thousand stained glass windows, all in shades of gray, glittered in the half-light like beacons, beckoning us inside.

      I released a sigh when Azazel placed me in the stone courtyard. “Where is he?”

      We strode through the broad doors of the cathedral. Azazel’s hand was tangled in mine, but he made no move to pull himself free. “He has his own room here. Quickly.”

      His jaw was set, nostrils white at the edges. 

      I gritted my own teeth as I followed him. If I’d just pushed him away when he’d first come to my arena instead of wrapping myself around him, we could’ve been here much sooner.

      We passed the corridors I knew, flew through the parlor, and went through a hall lined with windows. Several doors of dark wood lined the walls, but I knew which one was Lucifer’s even before Azazel pointed it out.

      It was the one with splashes of fresh blood drying on the floor and smeared on the wall beside it. 

      “What happened to him, Azazel?”

      He pushed the door open, revealing a chamber of pitch darkness. “That’s immaterial right now. We need to see if you can heal him.”

      I scowled, but no more answers were forthcoming. Azazel lit a candle, just illuminating the room beyond. 

      A large bed took up most of the space, draped with black sheets like an altar. The form sprawled across it sent my heart racing into my throat.

      I immediately regretted our last sharp words of parting. Whatever had done this to Lucifer had been only moments away from finishing the job.

      He was facedown, revealing a shredded back and twisted arms. One of his wings hung at a strange angle that made my stomach twist, its dark rainbow hues obscured by the blood soaked through his feathers. 

      “How?” I whispered, turning to glare at Azazel.

      He just shook his head, his violet eyes as cold as ice. 

      Despite my concern for Lucifer, a flame of anger sprung to life inside me. He wanted me to submit to my magic, wanted me to train, wanted me to come when he called… but he didn’t trust me enough to tell me what had done this.

      I turned my back on him and let my cloak slither to the floor in a puddle as I approached the bed, as cautious as someone approaching a wild animal, climbing up and settling on my knees.

      A vivid memory of an injured Tascius rose to the surface. Lucifer looked like he was barely clinging to life, but if there was one thing these princes could claim, it was the ability to be downright deadly even when they were knocking on death’s door.

      He laid on his stomach, face turned towards me and drawn tight with pain. Blood crusted the edge of one of his swollen lips, and a purple bruise had risen around his left eye. 

      “Lucifer.” I reached out and touched an uninjured stretch of skin on his thigh. His muscles twitched under my fingertips, but he didn’t move. 

      I traced the edge of one of his swirling tattoos, steeling myself for what came next. 

      If I could still heal, he might trust me more than Azazel did. 

      If I couldn’t… well, that’d make two graves Azazel would need to dig.

      He needed me. Swallowing my trepidation, I pushed my skirts to the side so I could crawl closer, delicately moving one of his wings out of the way. 

      Lucifer let out a low groan, his fingers reflexively tightening their grip on the sheets.

      That’s when I saw where most of the blood came from. Its flow had slowed to a crawl, but the delicate feathers near his shoulders were in disarray. I reached out to smooth one back into place, wanting to make one small thing right before I potentially burned us both alive from the inside out, but jerked my hand back in horror.

      His wing was almost completely ripped away, showing wet red flesh and the ivory gleam of bone. 

      “Oh, God.” I swallowed again, this time to keep myself from throwing up. 

      How had he even managed to get as far as Blackchapel like this? Losing a body part as essential as wings could shock the system so badly all inherent healing would be slowed to a deathly crawl, even for an archangel. 

      No wonder he was still bruised and bleeding.

      My hands fluttered uselessly in the air, looking for somewhere, anywhere I could touch him without causing him further harm.

      A cool breath touched my cheek and Azazel was suddenly behind me, taking my hands and pressing them firmly against Lucifer’s back. My palm slipped against fresh blood and Lucifer drew in a raspy breath of agony, but Azazel pinned my hands there, covering mine with his.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed, but Azazel’s lips were set in a firm line.

      His presence at my back was a solid shield against the horror of it. I was able to take a breath without shaking at the sight of a prince’s wings almost ripped away. “Teaching you.”

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, reaching for my magic, letting it spiral through my limbs. The taste of salt and jasmine filled my mouth, just barely tinged with the bitterness of ash. 

      “You’re not here to make war,” he whispered in my ear, hands pressed against mine hard enough to hurt. “Find the part of you that is drawn to him. Be gentle, coax it out.”

      My magic was thorns, lashes, blades. It wanted to bite and tear and rend everything in my path.

      Underneath it, a small coil of magic so small I might’ve overlooked it peered back at me, almost hopefully.

      I let the thorns and blades slide away and reached out to it, beckoning gently. Against the dark fire, it seemed as wispy and pale as a phantom, but it brightened as I drew closer, allowing it to slide through my fingers. 

      “There it is,” Azazel breathed.

      I opened my eyes. My hands were lit with bright white fire, but it didn’t burn like the darkness. 

      The wounds on Lucifer knit and scarred under the blood, his wing twitching as muscles bound themselves back together. 

      I couldn’t let my concentration waver for a single second. The white fire leaped gleefully from the fingertips into Lucifer’s battered body, but the dark fire was only a step behind, raring to be unleashed.

      Lucifer’s ragged, gurgling breaths slowly eased into a steadier rhythm. 

      Azazel didn’t release me until the white healing fire had stopped racing through the fallen angel, rushing back into my hands when its job was done. 

      The pressure left my hands and I exhaled, suddenly dizzy, and slumped against Azazel. He slid an arm around my waist, holding me upright. 

      Tears of relief and exhaustion pricked the backs of my eyes. I stroked Lucifer’s side with my fingertips, feeling the steady rise and fall of his breath, the warmth of a body no longer threatening to go cold.

      Before Azazel picked me up and carried me from the room, I leaned forward and rested my face against the small of Lucifer’s back, giving praise to any deity who would listen. 

      He was still alive. 

      Azazel closed the door behind us quietly, the lines of tension gone from his face. I reached up and touched the corner of his mouth as he carried me through Blackchapel, smoothing away one of the remaining lines.

      “You could’ve healed him,” I said quietly. “Don’t tell me you don’t have that power.”

      “I do, and I did.” Azazel turned his head a fraction so his lips touched my fingers. They were still bloody, but he either didn’t care or didn’t notice. “I kept him from breathing his last before I fetched you.”

      “Before you almost lost control.” I swallowed back my anger before I could spit any more vitriol. 

      Azazel’s eyes were shadowed. He brought me out to a balcony, the clean air washing away the copper scent that still lingered in my nose. “Yes.”

      His soft agreement wiped away my anger. “But Lucifer was dying,” I whispered. 

      The Watcher settled me on the balustrade, his hands on my hips, still standing between my parted knees. His brow was furrowed. “There is a void inside me,” he said. 

      “Vyra told me. You gave part of your soul to keep her safe.”

      Azazel nodded slowly. “It wasn’t without consequence. There are times… times when it becomes hungry. For sex, blood, fighting… and it’s almost impossible to fight it. It wants something to fill it, but it can never be filled. And it doesn’t matter who it hurts. My own sister- or my oldest friend- could lay dying in front of me, but when the hunger takes over… it doesn’t matter. It brings every primal instinct to the surface, and takes every drop of willpower I have to push them back down.”

      “Like a Nephilim.” 

      “Somewhat,” he said, tucking a bloodied strand of hair behind my ear. “The Nephilim have an inherent rage. They’re nearly unstoppable when they’re taken over by their inner monster. What I have is just an endless hunger that’s always bent on consuming what it wants. It’s a weakness, not a strength.” 

      I couldn’t be angry with him even for delaying our arrival to Lucifer. Azazel had given a part of himself to keep someone he loved from harm. “Does this mean… I should stay away from you?”

      “Perhaps that wouldn’t be a terrible idea,” he mused. His eyes were as distant as the stars when he gazed out at the misty fields. “If I were no longer around you, nobody would lay dying while I fought my own baser desires.”

      Hearing an affirmation spoken aloud hurt more than I’d expected. I toyed with a silver button on his shirt, not looking up to meet his eyes. “But if you were no longer around me, you’d still have the hunger regardless, wouldn’t you?”

      Azazel’s fingers slid under my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. “I would. So there’s really no point in staying away from me, is there, Melisande?”

      It was impossible to tell if it was Azazel or the seduction of the void speaking… or maybe they were one and the same. “No point at all.”

      He blinked, and jerked his eyes away. They’d taken on an almost hypnotic quality, holding me in his thrall like a snake-charmer.

       “Which is why you must understand your magic. I never believed I would be the weak link in the chain.” He scoffed bitterly. “Yet here we are. I’m subject to the whims of a hole in my heart that would allow my best friend to die. If I’m… incapable of doing what needs to be done, then you must be the one.” 

      “Azazel.” I grabbed his hand from under my chin, lacing my fingers through his. “Have you ever tried filling the hole?” 

      It was a ridiculous question, true. Most of the scholars on Old Earth believed the soul was a finite thing. If you tore a soul into pieces, was it multiple souls? Could each of them grow into a new one? Or was it only ever a single shredded remnant of what once was?

      It was the only hope I could think of.

      “By obeying its hunger? No. Satan already has a grasp on me. I’d prefer not to let him have what he wants.”

      I licked my lips, carefully thinking through my next words. “Maybe you haven’t fed it the right things.”

      Azazel’s eyes narrowed as he gazed at me. “What are you suggesting?” His tone was dangerous, clipped and sharp.

      I was about to venture into dangerous territory. Strange territory. 

      The kind there was no coming back from.

      And maybe he would trust me more, if he knew what I was willing to do for them. They’d saved me from curling up and dying, brought down by my circumstances. 

      Maybe I could save him from himself.

      “The mark you spoke of earlier,” I began, my mouth suddenly dry as cotton. “It was a mating gift. The kind that… binds souls together.”

      Pain stabbed my heart. A mark like the kind Belial had given me. 

      I had my own void to contend with.

      Azazel seemed to barely be breathing. “That is what they do, yes. I would feel you as you feel me.” 

      “Well… if you gave me this mark, perhaps it would link you to my soul. You could fill yours with mine. Maybe it wouldn’t feel so empty anymore.”

      My eyes dropped to his lips. Heat rose in me at the memory of what they felt like on my thighs, kissing a blazing trail on my skin… 

      Azazel was my tutor in magic, and not necessarily a kind one, but he drew me like a lodestone. He’d done nothing but raise me up from desperation from the moment I’d fallen. Like Tascius, he made me want to give him parts of myself. 

      To my surprise, his eyes frosted over. “If I gave you this mark, I would expect you not to push me away when Belial is near.” 

      “I…” I was speechless. The first time I’d nearly fallen under his spell of lust, I’d been terrified for my life, uncertain of Belial’s temper. My own temper flared at Azazel’s insinuation that a mating mark would mean nothing between us. “If I gave you my feather, I would expect you to visit more often than once a week or when someone’s in dire need. I don’t hand them out like candy. You would be mine just as much as I would be yours, and that means actually being around.”

      The Watcher pushed a little closer, forcing my legs further apart. “If you could call for me, I would always be there.”

      He practically purred it, his thumb stroking down my chin and over my throat. My lungs seemed unable to draw in a full breath while he was touching me like this. 

      “Then maybe we should give this idea some serious consideration.”

      “Oh, I am.” His fingers moved around the nape of my neck, running over the delicate skin there. “I know exactly where I would place it.” 

      Goosebumps rose under the spot he touched. “Are… are you going to do it now?”

      I was oddly disappointed by the thought. If we were going to be soul-bound, I didn’t want it to be as emotionless as a business transaction. 

      “No.” Azazel’s clipped tones were back in place. He dragged his hand away from my neck. “If we do this, we do it right. I’ve never had the desire to mark someone before. I won’t waste my one opportunity.”

      I breathed a silent sigh of relief. 

      I wanted the same thing, the deep intimacy I’d felt when I claimed Tascius as my own. Azazel was still a mystery in so many ways, but in his shadows, under his stars, I felt at home. 

      And right now, I felt like I’d just arranged myself a marriage of sorts. I hope he didn’t feel it was a bond of convenience, not when I hungered for him in the same way, and still had yet to taste much more of him than his lips.

      But he’d said if. If we do this. 

      I wondered if he felt the same thing for me under his ravenous hunger that I felt for him. I looked down, taking in the dried blood on my hands. 

      “Please, Azazel. Tell me what did this to him.”

      The Watcher stiffened, but said nothing. 

      “I should say goodbye to Lucifer,” I muttered, suddenly self-conscious. Perhaps it was just an arrangement of convenience for him, when I’d all but laid my emotional cards on the table. 

      He still didn’t trust me.

      “You want to leave already?” Azazel demanded. 

      I met flickering violet eyes, refusing to nurse the hope that sprouted in me. “I should give you time to consider this proposition.”

      His lips twisted, but he stepped back, allowing me to slide off the balustrade. “If you wish.” 

      I wasn’t going to cling to him and seem needy, despite my intense desire for their company. I wished he would just come with me back to my half of the Seventh Circle, but he didn’t offer, and I didn’t ask. 

      Or you could shelve your pride for two seconds and just ask.

      I swept the errant thought away. My pride was the engine that kept me running.

      It also fucked up everything I’d had with Belial.

      I pushed open Lucifer’s door. He was still sleeping, his body knitting itself back together after the trauma. 

      I climbed across the covers to brush a kiss over his cheek. He exhaled softly, almost a sigh, and his eyelids flickered, but he remained unconscious. 

      It was terrible to see him brought this low.

      “I’m ready to go home,” I said quietly to Azazel, closing the door behind me. If Lucifer was fine, I’d be able to tell him what I’d meant before, that he wasn’t just something I’d grasped for when I’d had nothing left.

      Azazel bore us back to my Circle on his shadows, materializing us in the middle of my bedroom. 

      I looked up at him, wondering if I should ask him to stay the night… or if that was pushing my proposition too far.

      He gazed back into my eyes, his expression darkening. 

      My words seemed caught in a net, unable to break free. 

      “Good night, Lady Wrath,” he said, and kissed my fingers before he released me. 

      I remained at the window for a long time after he vanished, feeling like I’d had an opportunity in my hands, and let it slip away like quicksilver.

      It was only when one of them was here that this dark place felt like home.
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      He didn’t come back that night. 

      I tossed and turned in the darkness, internally pummeling myself for not just swallowing my pride and saying what I really thought, and when Vyra tapped on my door the next day with an invitation sealed in wax, I took it and sat down on the bench for her to play with my hair without a second thought.

      “Why so sad, Melisande?” she asked, happily beginning her work on what seemed like a hundred braids. 

      “Your brother,” I growled, starting when I saw the seal pressed into the red wax: Belial’s sigil.

      I’d managed to push Azazel away, so I supposed it was cosmic justice that the Prince of Wrath got to rub a bit more salt in my wounds. “I don’t know what to say when I’m around him, and I always end up screwing everything up.” 

      I cracked open the seal, letting my fingers linger a touch too long on the wax that Belial had touched. 

      “At some point, you’re going to have to let go of your pride a little.” Vyra pinned a braid in place, talking around several more she held between her teeth. “Having emotions isn’t a bad thing. It’s called being alive.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at her dry tone. She’d hit the mark dead-on. 

      Gabriel had trained us in pride and hiding our inner selves. It still perversely pleased me to do the exact opposite of what he’d wanted us to do… but at the same time, it was so hard to let go of those lessons.

      I unfolded the letter with trembling fingers, smoothing the creased parchment. Belial’s harsh letters spilled across the pages like slashes. 

      I have a bet for you, angel.

      Bring your finest. You might enjoy the outcome.

      There was no name signed, no sarcastic barbs, just those few aloof words. 

      He wanted to make a bet? I’d bet all day and all night. 

      Anything that would win me Tascius.

      “The longer you pretend you don’t want him, the weaker you’ll be against him.”

      I looked up from the letter, sucking in air like it would fill the hole in my chest. “I don’t think I can pretend I don’t. It’s obvious to anyone who sees me near him.”

      “But it’s your pride you’re fighting against, and it’s always a losing battle for you.” Vyra brushed paint over my lips. “Stop. Being. So. Prideful.”

      “It’s the way I was made,” I muttered, standing up to step into her latest creation. It was another dark dress, with raven feathers at the hem and around my throat. Tiny diamonds studded the fabric like the night sky. 

      “No,” Vyra corrected, lacing the back between my wings. “It’s the way the archangels made you. You’re the Lady of Wrath now. No one’s going to be turned off if you just let yourself loose… least of all Belial or my brother.”

      “It’s just hard to let the words out when I’m feeling it.” 

      Vyra smiled as I slipped my silver claws over my fingertips. “I know. Believe me, I know. There are so many things I wish I could say and somehow, I never find the courage. But I’m not going to let you fall into that hole with me.” 

      I kissed her cheek, smelling jasmine and sugar on her skin. “I don’t deserve you, you know that?”

      “Or maybe I’m exactly what you deserve,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows. “I’m your own personal demon to whisper on your shoulder.”

      “You’re not pocket-sized or I’d let you sit there all day.” 

      “Just go,” she said, nudging me towards the door. “Try to swallow your pride for once. You don’t have to live in a misery of your own making.”
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      I strode into Belial’s arena, already packed to the brim with demons, and the moment his eyes met mine I knew I’d need to nuke my pride with a hellfire explosion before I’d apologize first.

      His smirk was taunting. He knew I wouldn’t have been able to resist his invitation.

      My Chainlings swarmed my dais, raising the raven-feather banners for me. I’d brought only several, but one of them was apparently renowned far and wide as being an Inner Initiate of the Mysteries of the Chain.

      This apparently translated to him being an extreme badass, therefore he was my champion, all the Chainlings agreed.

      I sat on my throne and the demons swarmed in, held back only by the silence of my followers, who surrounded the dais like a bodyguard. 

      My champion sat at the base, patiently waiting. He seemed confident of himself, with no need to twirl his chains or put on an act for the crowd.

      I glanced at Belial, who lounged on his dais lazily, like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      It ripped at me that he’d only called me here because he knew I couldn’t resist the possibility of seeing Tascius. Or himself. It was a weapon he could always use against me.

      “What bet did you have for me, Prince?”

      To my surprise, shadows emerged on the dais opposite me as Azazel arrived. The Watcher settled on his chair, his violet eyes piercing me through. 

      I shivered under that gaze, and it wasn’t unpleasant at all. Perhaps I hadn’t completely pushed him away. 

      Belial gave Azazel an exasperated look before turning his gaze back to me. “Your Chainling against one of my champions. Winner takes all.”

      Excitement stirred low in my stomach. If he offered Tascius…

      I didn’t ask the Chainlings what they thought of my offering one of them up as a bet this time. They’d made it very clear that they were tired of my constant questioning of the orders I gave them, until one of them had approached me and told me that a proper Link in the Chain didn’t ask permission, she just forged her way as she saw fit.

      Leading fanatic cultists who were willing to throw themselves on a dagger on command was turning out to be an eye-opening experience.

      “I accept. I send my Inner Initiate as my champion into the ring.”

      My Chainling champion rose to his feet, dark robes sweeping the floor. He strode to the middle and turned, bowing to me from the waist. 

      “I send…” Belial’s grin grew wider when I leaned forward, unable to conceal my anticipation. “Lady Savage.”

      Fucker. I glared at him, refusing to slump down despite the crushing disappointment. 

      Belial’s eyes glittered dangerously. You thought I’d make it easy? he mouthed. 

      I just shook my head, rage simmering under my skin. 

      It was a cheap trick, but an effective low blow. A lot like being punched in the emotional gut.

      My mood didn’t improve when Lady Savage pranced out, twirling her daggers. 

      The Chainling just waited, still as a statue, while she whipped up the crowd. One of the demons nearly swooned over the wall when she jumped up and clung to the edge to kiss his cheek, leaving a crimson lip print behind.

      I grit my teeth as the fight began, to be astonished almost immediately. The Chainling whipped his murderous spiked chains around, driving Lady Savage back despite her speed. Each chain split into several more like after-images burned into my eyes, until he was a whirling forest of death.

      Even Lady Savage looked taken aback, dodging and ducking the crashing links.

      She wasn’t Tascius, but there was a good chance I’d steal one of Belial’s champions away from him. Maybe she wasn’t the one I’d wanted, and maybe I wanted to cut her a few times myself, but she’d be a worthwhile addition to my fledgling army.

      I looked over at the Prince of Wrath, unable to contain my rising glee, but that emotion was immediately snuffed out and replaced with pure burning fury.

      A succubus I didn’t recognize pulled herself up onto Belial’s bone dais and curled herself next to his leg, her hand roaming over his leg and up to the bend of his knee. She wore what amounted to scraps of sheer silk, and looked up at him with an inviting smile, her lids lowered. He glanced at her coldly, his fire iced over.

      The pounding of my furious heartbeats crashed through me, feeling like they’d explode right through my pressure points. 

      But Belial was staring back at me now. He raised an eyebrow, like he was asking, what are you going to do about this?

      I didn’t realize I’d gotten up until my feet hit the familiar polished stone of the arena, carrying me past the fight to the bone dais. I stepped over one of Yraceli’s forgotten chains and climbed the steps, dark fire sparkling at my fingertips. 

      “Get the fuck out.” 

      The succubus tore her gaze away from Belial and her eyes widened. She was there one moment, scrambling away into the crowd in the next.

      I took a deep breath, forcing my fire back inside me where it belonged. The urge to wipe her off the face of Hell had been far too attractive a temptation. 

      “What’s this, angel?” Belial leaned forward, his grin more feral than ever. “Do I smell jealousy?”

      He could’ve just pushed her away himself instead of forcing me to show my hand. The jealousy simmered in my stomach like a sickness. 

      “Hardly.” I tried to laugh, but the sound was wooden and hollow. I’d wanted to shred the succubus limb from limb. 

      Still wanted to, in fact, just for daring to touch him.

      “Are you sure about that?” He leaned back, looking far too self-satisfied. “You wanted to be free of me so desperately, after all. What else could possibly bring you storming back over here? If you want to work off your territorial aggression, I’ve got a bed, and I can handle anything you dish out.”

      He seemed completely uncaring about the succubus, no matter how inviting she was. The rational side of my brain tried to cool my jealousy, but he wasn’t getting away with it so easily.

      “I’m not jealous,” I hissed, clenching my fists. “And I’m not interested in anything you have to offer.”

      “No? Thanks for scaring away my night’s entertainment, then, since you’re so obviously disinterested.”

      But his smug grin had slipped, the same rage I felt mirrored on his face. He spat the words like he could wound me with them.

      And they did wound, deeply. Even if he immediately looked regretful under the fury.

      Any notion I’d had of destroying my pride and asking him for forgiveness was gone. 

      “Have all the succubi you want, prince,” I said through clenched teeth. “You deserve them. I’m just disappointed you lured me here under false pretenses. Where is my mate?”

      “There were no false pretenses.” Anger simmered under the fake-pleasantry of his tone. “I offered you a bet, and here we are.”

      “You know there’s only one male I’d come here for.”

      Let that blade sink in.

      His aqua eyes flashed, rage deepening into something other than wrath. The desire to strike out and hurt me, too, no matter what was destroyed between us. A cut for a cut, the thousand little slices combining into one mortal wound.

      I could almost see him swallowing back whatever words he was going to say, his teeth snapping together.

      “No, go ahead and say what’s on your mind, Belial. There’s nothing I’d love to hear more right now.” 

      “I don’t think that’s wise, angel.” 

      His smile was pulled tight, almost painful. Strands of gold glittered in his hair, and his teeth were sharper…

      “Then make me a trade.” I felt a stab of guilt for pushing his temper so far, but he averted his eyes, gazing at the fight I wasn’t watching. “Trade me for Tascius. I’ll fight my seven rounds again if you free him to my half of the Circle.”

      Belial’s eyes snapped up to my face, his anger still white-hot. “What good would I get out of that?” 

      “I’d be back under your thumb.” I tried to keep my voice even. “Right where you liked me.”

      “It wasn’t under my thumb where I liked you best,” he growled. 

      I crossed my arms over my chest, hating the way his growl made me feel- like he had a direct line to the strings that made this puppet dance, made her fall into his bed.

      “Then that’s where you’ll have me.” I refused to look away, unwillingly enchanted by the little yellow stars in his eyes. “For all seven rounds once more.”

      The Prince of Wrath looked almost intrigued by the idea, running his hand through his dark hair and pulling it back from his face. If I was being honest with myself, there was nothing I wanted more than to bend down and kiss him, let my lips explore every plane of his features. 

      Kiss away any concept of taking a succubus to bed.

      “Sounds like a raw deal to me.” His gaze shuttered, expression hardening. “I won’t fuck you because you deign to allow it.”

      My breath felt shallow, just the proximity to Belial making my head swim. I wanted the taste of his fire again, no matter how furious he made me. 

      “I have no need of an angel who doesn’t want me.” 

      My nails dug into my arms. Only the sudden sharp pain of silver claws digging into my skin made me stop, forcing myself to relax. “I-”

      “Your trade proposition is bullshit. Take Lady Savage; you’ve earned her.” 

      I made myself look away from Belial, unwilling though I was. 

      Lady Savage was sprawled across the arena floor, unconscious, and my Chainling had calmly returned to his seat on the dais, not even breathing hard. 

      When I looked back at Belial, he waved a hand, his gaze still full of fire. Dismissed.

      I strode down the steps, not looking back as my Chainlings hauled Lady Savage’s limp body upright and pulled her outside, draping her across Capheira’s back. 

      Rage and hopelessness warred inside me the entire way back to the Nightside. The hole in my chest ached so deeply I thought if I looked down, I might see blood spilling all over my front.

      But there was nothing there. It was internal, an unhealing wound that I couldn’t seem to staunch the flow from.

      I had them bring Lady Savage to her new chambers, where they were already inking my symbol of black wings around Belial’s sigil on her palm while she was unconscious, and disappeared into my own quarters.

      It seemed impossible to talk to Belial without fucking up everything I said. 

      I wondered if he’d had the succubus brought to him. If he was just punishing me, if my apologies would mean nothing if I could ever let my rage go long enough to say them. 

      If I’d irrevocably destroyed the bond that had formed between us.

      It seemed that all my wrath did now was poison me from the inside out.
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      I swept into the middle of my arena, looking up at the empty stands. My footsteps echoed off the obsidian walls, bare of any decoration. 

      It was a blank slate, and it was all mine. 

      Instead of daises, I had the overhead balconies. My throne was the sole thing in this massive room that wasn’t untouched. The Chainlings had already draped it with black feathers. 

      I sighed, pacing to the other side. In one more night, it would be open. Warriors of every stripe would come to test themselves against each other and potentially join me under the banners of the Lady of Wrath. 

      My own army against Satan.

      “What does the Lady desire?” A Chainling followed at my elbow like a silent specter.

      I frowned up at the blank walls. “I think it needs… some shazam.” 

      “Oh, you’ve seen the light!” Vyra was perched on the upper balcony, clapping her hands. “This calls for sparkles!”

      I nodded slowly. “Sparkles. Let’s do glittery black banners-”

      “Like One Thousand and One Nights?” Vyra leaned forward. “And lanterns.”

      The picture of how I wanted this place to look was clear in my head. Like the first night I’d realized where I really was, the happiness of winning…

      The hungry amusement on Belial’s face. The lust in Tascius’s. The moment I’d understood I’d stepped into an entirely different world, and yet it was the one I fit into like a long-lost puzzle piece.

      “I think shades of purple and rose for the lanterns,” I said to the Chainling. She nodded under her hood, vanishing instantly. 

      Vyra swooped down to the arena floor, glancing at my bitten nails and choosing not to comment. “Melisande…”

      “I know. I fucked up. Again.” 

      The succubus laid a hand on my shoulder, pearly against the darkness of the arena. “I know it’s hard.”

      A dark shape staggered into the arena, drawing our eyes. 

      Lady Savage’s welts and scratches glistened with healing salve. “You took me,” she said, and for once her voice wasn’t smooth as a blade. It was ragged, wounded.

      “Belial traded you in a bet that I won.” I caught a glimpse of my sigil on her palm, emblazoned with needles and ink, completely unlike the kiss-placed brand Belial had given me. “You belong to my half of the Seventh Circle now.”

      “But… Luck is back there.” Lady Savage blinked at me, seeming oddly lost and unfocused. “He’s on the Brightside.”

      I blinked back before realizing she was talking about Blind Luck, the asshole who’d tried to cut off my wing.

      And realized what I’d done.

      They might have been a mated pair as much as Tascius and I were. Now they would be separated, in the same Circle but on different sides.

      How I sympathized.

      My tension mounted, the last thing I needed. “I’ll make it better.” 

      “You don’t understand.” Lady Savage wiped at her face. “I need him.”

      That would mean facing Belial again, but I couldn’t- wouldn’t- be responsible for separating a pair like that. Not when I knew all too well how much it hurt. “I understand perfectly. One way or another, I’ll make sure-”

      “I can’t live without him,” she pushed, and my temper snapped.

      “Then I will fucking win him for you!” My shout echoed off the arena walls and bounced back to us, a thousand angry shouts multiplied into a storm. 

      Vyra and Lady Savage both stared at me, but at least the traded and possibly concussed fighter seemed a little clearer. 

      Lady Savage exhaled, her eyes wide. “You really need to work off some of that aggression.”

      “Fucking tell me about it,” I muttered, turning away. “The next time I’m there, I’ll make a bet for Blind Luck. If I can’t, you’re free to go. I won’t be responsible for keeping you apart.”

      “You can’t just free me,” she said incredulously. “It’s against the rules.”

      I spread my arms wide, turning back to her. “Do I look like Belial? My arena, my rules.”

      Vyra gripped my shoulders until I lowered my arms, rubbing my taut muscles. “I think you need to go kill a training dummy.” 

      “Right. I’m going to go do that, and you… go make sure the Chainlings have the right kind of sparkles. You’re the sparkle expert.” 

      Lady Savage wandered back to her chambers, apparently sated with my promise to win Blind Luck for her, and I found the training room my little cult had cleared out for me. 

      Within an hour, I’d reduced a dummy to nothing but twisted iron and shards of wood, and my tension hadn’t abated one bit. 

      It was nothing like the high of fighting flesh and blood in an actual arena. 

      I tossed my axe aside and left the annihilated mannequin. 

      Before I even opened my door, I knew someone was waiting for me. There was a strange lack of emptiness to the air, something tugging my heart. 

      “Lucifer!”

      He sat on the edge of my bed, wings carefully folded behind him. All the bruises and scratches on his tattooed limbs had healed perfectly, leaving no sign they’d ever been there at all. 

      I shut the door behind me as he rose, silver gaze taking me in from head to toe. “Melisande…”

      “No, let me say something.” I steeled myself. Step one in swallowing your pride: admitting you were wrong. I could do this. “I’m sorry. The last time I saw you, what I said was… not what I meant. At all. You aren’t a second choice to me, Lucifer. You’re not someone I want just because I have nothing else.”

      I took a step closer, my hands shaking a little. “We are alike. I understand what you mean about free will, and having a choice. When I choose something, it’s because I want it, not because I feel compelled.”

      He smiled, crossing his arms over his chest. He probably knew exactly what the solid flex of his muscles did to me, given the fact that he was shirtless, and my eyes hungrily traced the lines of his tattoos all the way down his well-defined Adonis belt. 

      “Good. Because I came here for a reason.” Lucifer took a step of his own, shrinking the gap between us. “I felt you, when you healed me.”

      “You weren’t awake for it.” I swallowed hard. He was only inches away, the heat of his skin caressing me. 

      “No, but I felt you all the same. And I felt it when you left.” 

      I’d barely blinked before I found myself lying on the bed, Lucifer’s massive form arched over me. His lips found my neck, teeth grazing my vulnerable throat. “Now, where were we before that?”

      “Right here,” I managed to whisper. This time I didn’t hesitate.

      His bare shoulders flexed under my hands. I stroked the silky skin over corded muscle, ran my fingers over his chest, tracing the swirling dark lines that decorated his skin from throat to ankle. 

      “I felt you, and when you were gone, I wanted you back.” He raised himself on his forearm, thumb stroking my lower lip. 

      “I’m right here,” I breathed, my fingers finding his feathers. Lucifer shuddered as I ran my fingers through them. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

      He leaned down and kissed me hard, forcing my mouth open for his tongue. Heat shuddered through me, becoming a fire when he reached up to grip my wrists and pull them down, pinning them over my head. 

      Lucifer’s hips angled forward, his cock already hard and grinding against me. I had no shame at all in wrapping my legs around his waist, pulling him closer and arching my back. After what I’d interrupted last time with my poorly-chosen words, I had no intention of saying a single thing that would stop him this time.

      My tongue ran along the edge of his lower lip before I bit him, gently at first, then harder. Lucifer groaned in my mouth, his tongue searching deeper and legs flexing. 

      I tugged my arms a little, testing the strength of his grip, but he held me fast. 

      “Do I need to call for Azazel and his ropes?” he asked, a tiny smile flickering across his face. “Try to break free and I will.”

      I shuddered pleasurably at the threat. My hard nipples brushed his bare chest, sending shocks through me. “If you don’t hurry up and take all these damn clothes off, you’ll have to. This is just cruel.”

      He laughed a little, transferred both of my wrists to the grip of one of his hands, and tugged one of the laces of my shirt. The ribbon slid open easily under his hand and he pulled it away, eyes darkening as he took in my flushed skin and peaked nipples. 

      Lucifer’s mouth found my throat, working downwards until his teeth grazed a nipple. I gasped, writhing under him as he sucked it, his fingers stroking over my stomach to the edge of my training pants.

      I unclasped my ankles and lifted my hips obediently, letting him peel the thin fabric away. 

      It was still impossible to break his one-handed grip, and he wasn’t even concentrating on holding me down as he yanked off his own pants, settling between my legs so his cock was pressed right against me, sliding against my wetness.

      I slurred some unintelligible string of words when I felt the heat of his cock, arching my hips and wrapping my legs around him again. 

      Lucifer’s wings lowered until they covered us, his quicksilver eyes still shining in the dim light. “This is what I want,” he said, his voice rough. “You and me.” 

      “You and me,” I promised. I folded my fingers together far over my head, practically panting for him to push inside. 

      He thrust forward, the head of his cock just entering me. “Forever. I want to make you mine, understand?”

      Lucifer slid in another inch and my eyes rolled back in my head. I bit down on my swollen lower lip at the thickness of him. 

      “Answer me,” he commanded, and I nodded, the heat in my lower stomach almost unbearable. 

      “Forever. You’re mine, too.” 

      I cried out when he thrust in hard, filling me completely. All of my muscles locked up tight at the sudden pressure. 

      He didn’t pull out until I relaxed again, pumping into me slowly, his metallic gaze pinned to my face. His own eyes were half-lidded, lips swollen from our first hard kiss.

      I tilted my chin up, catching his lip between my teeth again. Lucifer’s cock pulsed, and he ground into me hard, his chiseled stomach rubbing my clit.

      My gasps filled the air between us. He arched his hips against me, and I pushed him aside, forcing him to roll onto his back.

      His face split in a crooked grin, his hands finding my hips and jerking me against him. I ran my hands over his chest and abs, tracing the lines of his tattoos.

      Lucifer groaned and pushed deeper, lifting me off the bed.

      The sight of someone so much stronger than me, so much more powerful than me, groaning in pleasure underneath me filled me with satisfaction. I rode him hard, relishing the feeling of the Morningstar, Hell’s own prince, pulsing inside me.

      He stroked my shoulders and breasts, pinching a nipple and sending a streak of white-hot fire through my nerves. My hips jumped and he drew a hissing breath through his teeth, pinching the other as my strokes grew faster.

      I hit the edge with the force of a tidal wave, clamping down on him when I came. One of my hands instinctively covered my mouth and he grabbed my wrist, jerking my hand away. 

      Lucifer shuddered, releasing himself deep inside me. When his moans became a groan of contentment, I collapsed on top of him, pillowing my head on his chest.

      He stroked my back, running his fingertips from the nape of my neck down to the soft feathers limning my shoulder blades.

      The last thing I expected was for him to ask, “How much do you trust me, Melisande?”

      I looked up, touching his kiss-swollen lower lip. “I thought we already agreed that we trust each other.”

      So why don’t you tell me what you brought you to death’s door?

      I kept the thought to myself. 

      “So we do. But… there’s something I’d like you to do for me.” His quicksilver gaze was dead serious. I propped myself up on my elbow, and the little flex of stomach under me sent butterflies through my own stomach.

      “Lucifer, you just fucked my brains out. I’m feeling pretty generous towards any requests you might have.”

      His crooked grin came back. “Fine, then. What if I asked you to wear one of my feathers?”

      I was immediately on-guard. “Would this be a mating gift, or…?”

      “It could be.” I expected him to smile wider or laugh, but his somber expression hadn’t fully faded. “If you wanted it to be. If not, I’d just like for you to wear it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Does this have anything to do with why you were practically shredded the other night?”

      Lucifer stroked the bridge of my nose, making me wrinkle it. “Perhaps. Let’s save that explanation for another time, yes?”

      “No.” I swatted his hand away, but he began stroking my hair, and it was impossible to dissuade that. “I thought you were dying. Just because I’m in post-orgasmic bliss doesn’t mean I’m willing to hold off on reasonable explanations.”

      He rolled over, swiftly crushing me under him. I inhaled, catching his peppery scent, and found myself pinned. “But that would ruin the bliss,” he murmured, nipping my earlobe. “Why don’t you just agree to my one simple request, and we’ll have this conversation later.”

      I was ready to push for the information I wanted so badly, to have my worst fears confirmed, but it was impossible to concentrate on much of anything with Lucifer nibbling his way down my throat.

      “Yes. I’ll wear your feather.”

      He rumbled in satisfaction, hands flexing around my wrists. “As a gift. I’ve chosen you to wear it.”

      “I accept, Lucifer. If you wear one of mine.” 

      He looked up, eyes dancing, but there was hope hiding behind his light-hearted words. “There’s nothing I want more.”

      “Well then…” I wriggled underneath him, trying and failing to pull my hands free. “Maybe you should let me up so I can give it to you?”

      Lucifer released me, pulling me upright to sit in his lap. His wings rustled, and he reached to the tip to pluck a long pinion free as I did the same to mine, ignoring the sharp bite of pain at its loss.

      I was barely breathing when I took his feather from his palm, tilting it to watch the light play over it in a stream of rich greens and reds tinged with blue. My own feather was a little shorter, but flashed violet in his fingers. 

      He held it up to the light, and when his gaze flicked back to my face, the triumph in his eyes genuinely staggered me. 

      Like he felt like he’d won what he was really after.

      He pulled me forward to kiss me hard. “You’re all mine, Melisande.”

      Something purred deep inside me, like this is what we’d been meant for. Two of the fallen, joined together the way they should be.

      “Or maybe,” I whispered, clutching his feather to my chest, “You’re all mine.”

      Lucifer’s grin widened. “I could live with that.”
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      Lucifer didn’t leave until twilight the next day, which was only signaled by the slightest lightening of what sky was visible through the trees in my courtyard. 

      “We’re opening our doors tonight,” I said, curled around his side, my hair still damp from the shower he’d taken with me. “I’d be happy with just a handful of new fighters.”

      “A handful?” Lucifer snorted. “You’ll get more than that. They’ll come to see you, and they’ll stay once they do.”

      It was my turn to snort. I reached up and tapped the tip of his nose. “You have an extravagant amount of faith in my draw.”

      Lucifer smiled and grabbed my hand, wrapping his fingers around mine. “You have two princes, a Watcher, and a Nephilim vying for your attention. I think my assessment might be fairly accurate.”

      “Well, if they come for blood, they won’t leave unsatisfied. I can promise that.” 

      He tipped my head up for a kiss. “Don’t kill them all. You’ll have no one left.” 

      “They’re not fighting me.” I raked his golden hair, touching the dark feather braided into it. My handiwork wasn’t perfect, but I was just happy to see yet another male I was powerfully attracted to wearing my token, like I’d branded him. “They’re fighting each other.”

      He stretched and sat up, and I ran my fingers over the muscles in his back as he tugged his pants on. “When will I see you again? I wish there was a way for me to call you.”

      Lucifer tugged me into his lap, keeping an arm around my waist to prevent my escape. “Let the feathers be the first step,” he whispered in my ear. “If it makes you happy, I’d like to do something a little more… permanent.” 

      A shiver went through me, both happiness and something darker. “Lucifer. Are mating bonds permanent, or can they be broken?”

      He rested his chin on my shoulder, his arms tightening. When he spoke again, his tone was guarded. “They can be broken, but it’s… extremely painful to the binder.” 

      I winced, turning my face away. 

      I shouldn’t have asked. Now I knew why I felt that empty hole in my chest, why Belial had been so angry, in such agony…

      “I want you to be sure before we do this. Beyond a shadow of a doubt. I’ve never bound someone to myself before, and once I do… that’s the only one for me.”

      I twisted in his lap, wrapping my arms around his neck. “I will be sure,” I said fiercely. If I ever caused another male that sort of pain, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. If it’d hurt for me, I could only fathom how badly breaking the bond had hurt Belial.

      Maybe he was still in pain.

      Lucifer rested his forehead against mine. His quicksilver eyes became my world for a moment, swirling with infinite depths. “So will I.”
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      Lucifer left through the window, swooping through the garden like a dark shadow. I’d barely pulled a robe on when Vyra started pounding on my door.

      “You are not going to greet your new fighters without your hair done!” she shouted, and stopped dead with her fist still raised in the air when I pulled open the door, a big smile on my face.

      “Nope. And I want this in it.” I held up Lucifer’s feather, revealing the iridescent sheen. 

      Vyra’s mouth fell open, then she shut it with a snap. “You’ve been busy, haven’t you?”

      A huge grin split my face. I couldn’t help myself. 

      She looked from the feather to my face, trying and failing to hold a stern expression. “Damn, woman. For as modest as you were when you got here, you’re learning your way around a dick really fast.”

      I let her in and shut the door behind her. “I had no idea what I’d been missing out on.”

      “A lot,” she said, plucking the feather from my hand and steering me to the chair. “A. Lot.”

      She braided my hair and wove Lucifer’s feather in so it brushed against my collar bone. I stroked the feather as she wove a long piece of fabric around my shoulders and torso, making a dress that revealed bits and pieces of my sides, stomach, and back. 

      “Now for the fun bit.” She started rummaging in a small velvet box.

      I raised an eyebrow. “This wasn’t the fun bit for you?”

      Vyra held up a ring set with a silver orb. “This is hollow. It’s also full of the most virulent poison known to demonkind. Just make sure you keep it away from your mouth.” Then she pulled out silver filigree hairpins, with long, thin needle-like tips. “Just pull one of these out, and stick ‘em in the eye.”

      I held still as a statue as she arranged the eye-sticking hairpins in my braids. “When did you become so bloodthirsty?”

      “Azazel had a few ideas in mind, and I executed them.” She finished arranging my hair with a flourish. “I never thought fashion and killing people would go so well together. It might be my new passion.”

      If I’d been feeling warm towards Azazel before, I was downright on fire now. Now here was a male who understood my penchant for needing to be able to kill anything in a fifty-foot radius.

      I wished he was here so I could thank him in person by shredding off his clothes with the claws he’d given me.

      I turned to look at the new additions in the mirror, and Vyra held up a pair of leather straps. “Oh, we’re not done yet.” 

      She strapped them around my thighs, sliding thin stiletto daggers into the attached holsters. “He’s never given Grigori weapons to a woman before.”

      I pulled one of them free easily, examining the slight but deadly-sharp blade. “I really, really like your brother.”

      “Good.” Vyra beamed up at me as she slid more knives into my boots. “When you have an official bonding ceremony, I get to make your dress.”

      “What makes you so sure there’ll be a ceremony?”

      She stood up and gave her work a last critical look-over. “Melisande, please. What am I?”

      “A succubus,” I muttered.

      “Damn right. And believe me, I’ve had enough centuries’ experience feeling other people’s sexual tension to know when that shit is going places.” She fastened a necklace around my throat. “And if you don’t let me make your dress, I might use one of these daggers on you.”

      I held up my hands in surrender. “Whatever you want, Vyra.”

      She smiled, her luminescently-pale skin practically glowing in the twilight. “Oh, good, I knew you’d say that.”

      We both strode out to the arena balcony. The soft glow of rose and lavender lanterns lit the massive room with a comforting glow, but the crowd gathered on the floor below was anything but comforting.

      Lucifer had been right. At least fifty fighters were arrayed in the arena, each one bristling with weapons and muscle in equal proportion, with more flowing in. They all looked up as I approached the balustrade with Vyra at my side. 

      My Chainlings were arrayed along the arena walls like an honor guard, keeping them from wandering further. I swallowed past a nervous lump in my throat at the weight of all those eyes on me. 

      Before I could speak, a large demon with green, scaled skin went to one knee. “My Lady Wrath!” he called, placing a hand over his heart. “I dedicate my blades to your cause!”

      “You haven’t heard my cause,” I said, nonplussed, but his striated eyes didn’t lose a speck of the blind adoration he held.

      Several others had the same look. It was disconcerting that so many demons were free to declare allegiance to whomever they chose after living for years in the tightly-knit ranks and hierarchy of Heaven.

      “My arena is not like the Prince’s,” I said, holding the balustrade in a death grip. My palms were already clammy. “If you wish to be here, you’re free to stay. If you wish to leave, that’s on you. This arena is not here for entertainment. It’s for a purpose.”

      “Any purpose,” the scaled demon declared fervently.

      I smiled thinly, wondering if he’d regret his words. “This is an army. I’ve hunted many beasts, from lamias to dragons, but now I want the head of the largest one of all.”

      It was as close as I could come to saying “I’m going to rip Satan’s head off” without outright shouting my treachery. 

      To my surprise, only a few blinked, but no one so much as shifted. 

      “If you want to join me, you need to prove yourselves.”

      They did shift now, glancing at each other from the corners of their eyes. 

      “There will be no killing today, but we’ll hold a contest. This arena is your battlefield. The first three demons to third blood will become my generals.”

      Almost on cue, every single one of them drew a blade, dispersing across the arena floor like a tide, arms raised defensively. 

      “Now shed some blood for me!” I shouted, and the fight commenced without preamble. Blades struck blades, the high clear sounds ringing through the room. My scaled devotee moved like liquid, slashing his way through the crowd. 

      Vyra shifted, leaning over the balustrade. “He’s an enthusiastic one.” 

      One of the Chainlings reached out, handing him a black cloth embroidered with feathers. The scaled demon tied it around his bicep, clambering over the side of the arena wall. 

      “One down, two to go.” 

      My plan had been simple: whereas Belial couched his army under the guise of entertainment, my arena would be for those who had a passion to fight. Anyone was free to join, as long as they had the fire of war burning in their heart. 

      My Chainlings would serve as my guardians and highest advisors, but I needed competent demons to keep my arena in check while I was hunting the Sword of Light. They would be the ones to gather new recruits and train them.

      A female demon with a shaved head and silver rings lining her ears joined the scaled one, accepting her armband and tying it on. 

      To my surprise, a familiar face waded into the fray, cutting a swath through them all. Lady Savage’s lips were drawn back over her teeth as she nicked and scratched, turning killing blows into bloody kisses.

      She climbed up the wall, tucking her bloodied daggers away, and held out her hand for her armband. 

      Her eyes met mine from across the arena. I read the message in them as clearly as if she’d spoken it: you know what you promised.

      I nodded. The next time I saw Belial, I was taking Blind Luck with me, or I’d die trying. They weren’t my first choices to have at my back, but with Lady Savage to keep them in line and whip them into flawless form… Satan wouldn’t stand a chance when the time came.

      Without thinking, I stroked Lucifer’s feather, drawing comfort from its presence. This was a very deadly game I was playing. Any one of these fighters could slip out and whisper in Satan’s ear, and yet… 

      I had no fear. With the princes and Grigori backing me, I’d make sure I had the Sword before Satan sent another rose my way. 

      “You have your generals,” Vyra said. “Now, I think we need a Nephilim.” 

      “I agree,” I said softly. “I think I should go win him.”

      “Maybe you should win Belial as well,” Vyra said, just as quietly. 

      I couldn’t stop a cold smile from crossing my face. “If he apologizes first, he can have whatever he wants.”

      Despite my flawless façade of contempt, I ached for him. I needed Tascius, but when it came to the Prince of Wrath, there was almost nothing I wanted to win more. 

      I’d caused him terrible pain, but as long as he kept Tascius away from me, my anger would never cool.

      We were just two people, full of pride and wrath, who couldn’t seem to stop wounding each other.

      It was a match made in Hell.
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      I strode into Belial’s arena with my head held high and a small army of Chainlings around me. 

      Mist shimmered around me and Azazel appeared at my side, materializing out of nowhere. I paused mid-step, looking up into violet eyes, and he smiled and held out an arm.

      “I thought you might want some moral support,” he said quietly. 

      I looped my arm through his, trying to ignore how my heart fluttered at the warmth of his body even through his black coat. “You know I’d never turn down the pleasure of your company, Azazel.”

      He pulled me a little tighter, leaning over me as we approached the dais where my Chainlings had already draped my raven-feather banners, announcing my presence. “Then I’d like the pleasure of yours later tonight.”

      I licked my lips, unable to stop the uneven thud of my heartbeat. “Let’s be clear. When you say ‘pleasure’, do you mean kicking the shit out of me in magic training?”

      Azazel laughed and mock-pushed me into my throne before lounging on the steps at my feet. He draped an arm over my thighs with casual insouciance, but I was suddenly hyper-aware of the fact that the fabric of my skirt was so thin there was almost nothing between us. His fingertips grazed the side of my knee, tickling me.

      It was impossible to tell if he didn’t notice, or if he was deliberately toying with me.

      “I mean leaving business behind for a night,” he said, looking up at me with a slight grin. “There’s an entire half a Circle you have yet to explore. Get out of the dusty old arena and come see my side of Dis.”

      He pulled one of my legs into his lap, casually entangling us and leaving no doubt that he knew exactly what he was doing to me. Especially when his fingers trailed up the bare skin of my calf and back down again, leaving a trail of goosebumps in his wake.

      I swallowed, unable to pull my eyes away from his gaze. His smile was a little forced, but now I knew it was because of the hunger in his eyes.

      There was no doubt in my mind that if he lost his self-control for even a moment, he’d be peeling off my dress right here in front of thousands of demons.

      “Where would you take me, Azazel?” I leaned back in my throne, bracing my elbows on the feathered arms and stretching my legs. “I’ve already seen Blackchapel and the fields.”

      He took my cue, his hand stroking back up my leg. My nerves tingled under his smooth, deliberate touches. 

      “Anywhere you want.” His tongue darted out and ran over his lower lip. I followed the motion with the intensity of a viper eyeing its prey. “You have an entire half of a Circle that belongs to you. There’s more to Wrath than just the arenas.”

      “Like what, underground pit fighting?” I asked with a laugh, but Azazel just raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Under the princes are the noble families of Hell. Do you think they make their money by being squeaky-clean?” Azazel smirked. “No. The arenas are mass entertainment… an easy way to gather loyal followers under your banner. Then there are the rings, the clubs… the invitation-only fights.”

      I realized I was leaning forward in my throne, gripped by every word he said. “How would we manage to get one of these invitations?”

      His fingers trailed back up my calf, moving only a bare inch past the inside of my knee. They lingered there for a long moment as he smiled slowly. “Is the arena not enough for you?”

      I dropped my hand on my thigh, covering his fingers before he could pull them away. “You know I live for a good fight, Azazel. If there’s private fights going on, I want to see them.”

      Hell, I wanted to be in them. My muscles were already clenching in anticipation of picking up a weapon. 

      “I know of a few procurers you might find interesting.” His hand slid higher. My breath caught in my throat at the boldness of it. “Some of the fights are limited to magic. It would be training and entertainment at the same time.”

      “As long as you only bet on me,” I said with a smirk. “Make a good show of confidence.”

      He lowered his hand, grazing all the way down with tempting slowness. “After what I’ve seen, I think it would be wisest to never bet against you.”

      “Damn right.” 

      My words were lost as the door shut with a massive boom and Belial strode into the arena, grinning up at his demons.

      I wasn’t sure if my lungs were frozen because Azazel was still stroking my leg languorously, or because the gleam of Belial’s wide smile still took my breath away. 

      A chain of hellhounds followed him. Each wore an iron muzzle, and chains kept them from bolting at the nearest bystander. The Overseers herding them held them at bay with long poles, prodding the snarling creatures into the center of the arena as Belial ascended his dais.

      The Prince of Wrath finally deigned to look at me. Anger and regret battled in my chest like living things as I met his gaze, still regretting the way we’d parted the last time I saw him.

      I could’ve been less cruel. He could’ve been less cold.

      The moment seemed to stretch between us, everything else slowing to a halt. A thousand unspoken words remained unformed on my tongue as I gazed at him, the phantom taste of spices lingering in my mouth, the memory of how hot his lust burned still emblazoned on my skin.

      Belial paused, gripping the arms of his throne with white-knuckled fingers like he was poised to get up and stride over, but then his gaze dropped to the inky feather brushing my chest. The rainbow sheen immediately gave it away for what it was, who it had belonged to.

      The prince’s face darkened like storm clouds rolling in over a sunny sky. 

      As soon as I saw that look, I knew there was no forgiveness.

      At least not for today.

      My stomach started churning as he turned that black gaze on the hellhounds below. “Let’s see blood tonight, demons!” he bellowed, and the stands cheered back, waving their swords. “No bets. No daring, foolish-” he looked directly at me for a split-second when he said it- “Exploits, no losers. Because the losers will ALL BE DEAD!”

      My ears ached from the cacophony the demons raised. They clanged their swords off one another, and Azazel’s fingers tightened on my thigh. 

      Belial’s lips drew back over his teeth, more of a snarl than a grin. 

      I sat poker-straight in my throne, refusing to be cowed. I had every right to accept Lucifer’s token, every right to claim the mates I wanted.

      Maybe apologizing to Belial wasn’t in my future. Maybe we’d been made under stars too different to ever align.

      The thought turned my own mood black despite the warmth of Azazel’s hands on me.

      “Bring out the new blood,” Belial called, and the Overseers that hadn’t been tasked with herding hellhounds began cranking up the gates. I felt a momentary flash of pity for the newcomers to the arena, most of whom likely wouldn’t get another fighting chance. 

      None of them felt sorry for themselves, though. They came out with hard faces, bristling with weapons, armed and ready to take on whatever Belial threw at them. 

      Most of them were demons from the upper Circles, but one male stood out, his bloodline immediately obvious: Nephilim. 

      Long black hair fell down his back between a pair of leathery, pitch-colored bat wings, but his strong, bronze-skinned face was just as beautiful as Tascius’s. A pair of curling horns twisted over his skull.

      I wondered if he was meant to become Belial’s new seventh-round foe. There was nothing twisted about him, so it seemed unlikely he was to kill my own Nephilim. 

      Perhaps he was seeking asylum, too.

      The Overseers quickly backed out of the ring, prodding the hellhounds away until they were safely behind the wall or gates. As soon as they were gone, the feral beasts turned on the new blood fighters, their eyes gleaming with madness. 

      Belial raised a hand and snapped his fingers. The iron muzzles broke open with sharp clanks and fell away, along with the chains cuffing their necks.

      Their growls rippled through the dead-silent arena, the echoes combining and growing into a noise like thunder. 

      Several of the new fighters went pale, but I watched as the bat-winged Nephilim raised his sword, completely impassive. Belial might’ve thrown a couple of lambs at him for all the reaction he had.

      “To the death!” 

      The hellhounds lunged left and right, streaming between legs and knocking demons over. I held back a wince as the sound of crunching bones filled the air, and the demons in the stands began cheering again, growing wilder with every passing minute.

      Within five minutes, the Nephilim was the only fighter left standing. His blade slashed and whipped, cutting through hellhounds like a white-hot poker through butter, spraying scarlet blood all over his skin. 

      The final hellhound was the biggest of all, the wiliest. It circled the Nephilim carefully, but the male just gave the creature a cold look, and threw the sword. 

      It spun through the air and impaled itself in the hellhound’s chest. The beast slowly collapsed to the floor to thunderous applause.

      I dared to glance at Belial again, who gave the Nephilim a considering look. The bat wings rustled and tucked in against the male’s back. He hadn’t taken so much as a single scratch. 

      It looked like Belial had a new star for his show. I felt vaguely sick at the thought that Tascius would be pitted against this one. 

      This Nephilim still had his wings, the powerful healing ability that made him nearly untouchable. Despite my faith in Tascius, he no longer had those advantages.

      “Who are you?” Belial’s quiet words barely traveled past the arena floor, but I caught them clearly enough. 

      The Nephilim straightened. “Adranos.”

      “Son of…?” Belial prompted, but despite his curiosity, he didn’t look entirely pleased. 

      I realized that Adranos must’ve had a strong demonic heritage to possess both beauty and wings. Whoever his parents were, he wasn’t saying it loudly.  

      He stepped closer to Belial’s dais as he spoke, his answer too quiet to hear.

      Belial’s face split into a wolfish grin. “Very well. Then join us. The Overseer will ink my mark on your palm.”

      Adranos just nodded, as impassive as he was before he’d slaughtered a pack of hellhounds, and followed one of the Overseers back into the depths of the arena. He seemed like he didn’t hear the shouts of the spectators at all despite how obviously enamored they were.

      Belial stood up. Blood had been splattered across his calves and his white shirt. He raised his chin, the lights above illuminating his strong-boned features. 

      “Perhaps it’s someone else’s lucky day,” he said, and the demons booed. “Who will be ruined next?”

      They began chanting for Chain Sister, a fighter I’d never met. 

      Oddly, I had no stomach left to watch the carnage. If Belial wasn’t allowing bets tonight, there was no point in being here to try to win Tascius or Blind Luck. 

      I felt my Nephilim somewhere near, an almost-physical pull, and being able to do nothing about it just enraged and saddened me in equal measure.

      “I’m done tonight,” I murmured to Azazel. “Procure these invitations, please? I need something to take my mind off things.”

      The Watcher had been… well, watching the Nephilim with the same disquiet I had. He turned distant violet eyes up to me, tiny stars swirling in their depths. “You want to fight?” 

      I managed a smile. “Doesn’t that qualify as training?” The dark fire of my magic was already prickling at my veins. 

      Azazel stood up slowly, casting me in shadow. “For you, it does.” He took my hand and brushed a kiss across my knuckles, not showy enough to make a scene.

      Just obvious enough to draw Belial’s gaze like a striking snake.

      Azazel gave me a secretive smile and vanished, winking out of existence and leaving nothing but a swirl of mist behind.

      I descended the dais, holding up my skirts so they wouldn’t drag through a puddle of congealing blood on my way out.

      I’d just passed an open gateway when a pair of strong hands grabbed me, yanking me into the privacy of darkness. For a hopeful split-second, I thought Tascius was there, that he’d slipped Belial’s orders for a few moments alone.

      Instead, glittering aqua eyes glared down at me as Belial dragged me further down the corridor. 

      He spun around and pushed me against the wall, holding my hands above my head. 

      “Leaving so soon, angel?” Belial’s lips moved against my ear, hushed and intimate even though there was no one around to witness us.

      I was sure I wasn’t imagining the weakening in my knees, or that the heat coming off him was more than just rage.

      “I’m free, remember?” I spat back. “I go where I want, when I want.”

      “And I hope it’s treating you well,” he said, his voice lowering to a growl. “Freedom clearly… suits you.”

      He released one of my hands to brush the feather Lucifer had given me. In the dim light, it was just possible to make out the sneer on his full lips.

      “Jealousy doesn’t suit you.” 

      I braced my hand on his chest, meaning to push him away, but touching him at all was a mistake. 

      There was nothing I wanted more than to rip his shirt open and see if the marks I’d made on him were still there.

      I knew I didn’t deserve even that much.

      “Why are you wearing Lucifer’s token?” he asked, his growl becoming a smooth purr, like he was trying to lure me into a trap.

      I raised my chin, refusing to look away. “I can choose to wear the token of whomever I like. What does it matter to you?” 

      “It doesn’t matter to me at all.” Even though it was obviously a blatant lie, hearing that still hurt. He smiled when he saw that his barb had struck home. It was impossible to hold back my grimace. “So you’ve stolen half my Circle and the heart of the Prince of Hell. If I’d known you had such high aspirations, I would’ve made it easy and never marked you at all.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “That is too low a blow, Belial. I didn’t come here to fuck my way into ruling Hell.”

      “From where I stand, surely you can see why that explanation is complete bullshit.” Belial pushed my braid with Lucifer’s feather over my shoulder, where he couldn’t see it. Like he couldn’t stand to see it.

      “I never asked you to mark me,” I said quietly, but pain crept into my voice.

      If he would do it again, I would never remove it. How was it so hard to say something so simple aloud?

      “Did you ask Lucifer?” 

      His tone was sharp again, the purr hidden under the snarl.

      I licked my lips, my breath shallowing. Being this close to Belial was like torture for both body and mind. As angry as I was at his prodding, I still wanted him. He was so close, and yet so far away.

      “He offered. I accepted. Simple as that.” I forced myself to hold his gaze even though I wanted to shrink under it. I felt about three inches tall.

      “I’m sure you gave him one of yours in return.” He saw the answer written all over my face, and his eyes hardened to crystalline ice. “So Lucifer and the Nephilim are worthy of your high regard.”

      “Belial…” I forced myself to not whisper. There were so many things that needed to be said. “I didn’t make that bet to escape you. I wanted to stay here, but I needed you to know I was serious about my plans, and I need power to accomplish them. I’m sor-”

      “Oh, you’ll get your revenge, I’m sure.” He cut me off, eyes narrowed. “The last thing I want to hear is your apologies. See, even if you asked me to mark you again- if you got down on your knees and begged me- you don’t deserve my regard.”

      I was struck silent, my throat aching. Tears burned the corners of my eyes as he leaned in close. Only his hot, seething anger kept me from trying to kiss him, from making him feel how sorry I was for ruining everything.

      “Your tokens are cheap. You’d rather break your bonds than put a single drop of faith in someone who did everything in their power to make you happy.”

      Belial dropped my hands in disgust as a tear broke free and slid down my cheek.

      “You deserve each other.”

      He strode away, leaving me alone in the darkness of the tunnel. 

      I bit down on my knuckle hard, but not even the pain stopped the tears from sliding down my face. I cried until they ran dry, then wiped my face, steeling my resolve as I listened to new fighters dying on the arena floor.

      I tucked the regret and sadness away, locked it behind an iron door deep inside me. It would only hold me back from doing what I needed to do.

      I’d had no faith in Belial, and now his faith in me was completely broken. 

      Even if it killed me, I would earn it back.
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      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Azazel stroked my cheek, his thumb catching the remains of a tear I hadn’t wiped away well enough. 

      I took a deep breath of Nightside air, my fists clenched at my sides. My chest felt like iron bands were steadily tightening around me, making it hard to breathe.

      Belial hadn’t come back. I’d left the arena with all the dignity I could muster, but the demons were blinded by bloodlust for the upcoming fight, and I’d managed to escape more or less unnoticed.

      My Chainlings had refused to leave my side until Azazel appeared in a swirl of smoky stars, his face going dark as he took in my expression. 

      “There is nothing you need to fear from confiding in me,” he said, his thumb brushing my lip. “And there’s no shame in feeling sorrow.”

      I blinked hard. Several glowing fireflies drifted past, fracturing my vision into a thousand points of light. “I loathe crying in front of other people. Actually, I loathe crying, period.”

      The sound of beating wings filled the air and went silent. A dark presence rose behind me, a pair of hands landing on my shoulders and enveloping them.

      “Why are you crying?” Lucifer asked quietly, his tone dangerous. “Is there someone I should kill?”

      I scrubbed my hand across my eyes, trying to erase all signs of my weakness. “I’m crying because I was told something I deserved to hear, but I’m done now.”

      Lucifer’s hands tightened, his fingers pressing into my arms. “I’ll take care of this.”

      “No,” I said, at the exact moment Azazel snapped, “And start another war?”

      The fallen angel was silent for a long moment, in which I knew he was likely contemplating all manner of ways to pull Belial from his fortress and kill him.

      “I don’t need you to handle him for me.” I placed one of my hands over his, stroking his fingers. “I can handle him. And he was right. Everything he did for me… I threw it back in his face like it meant nothing.”

      A strange emotion flickered in Azazel’s eyes, and he looked away.

      “I know what I did,” I said, my voice hollow. “It wasn’t a brand. He gave me a mating mark, and I broke it.”

      The Watcher’s lips twisted. “We’re not accusing you of anything.”

      “You don’t need to. It must’ve been… extraordinarily painful for him to break that bond. It hurt me, and I probably felt only a fraction of it.” I pressed my blank left palm against my chest with a wince. “Do you think it was? Be truthful.”

      Lucifer sighed. “It was, but you shouldn’t blame yourself. You didn’t know.”

      “And that’s the problem. I should’ve known. His actions were never meant to harm me, but because of his words, all I did was assume I was his prisoner. His slave. I didn’t take the scales from my eyes.” My voice broke and I finished with a whisper. “I was blind to everything around me. I still am.”

      Azazel made a movement like he meant to hold me back when I turned to look up at Lucifer. 

      A gasp tore out of me. 

      He was bloody, yellow and plum bruises rising around his eye sockets, his cheekbones, his chest. His lower lip had been split, and slowly healed as I watched.

      All at once, my sorrow flared with anger. “What is doing this to you?” 

      I closed my eyes, summoning my magic to the surface. The white fire was easier to find this time, dancing through the black flames like it sensed Lucifer was near.

      I cupped it in my hands and pressed them flat against his chest, letting my power cross into his wounded body. 

      Lucifer sighed, wincing as his lip healed over and the bruises slowly faded. 

      “There are some things it’s better for you to not know, Melisande.”

      My eyelids cracked open and I scowled up at him. “If you want me to keep healing you, I want answers.” 

      I had an unshakeable conviction that whatever was doing this to Lucifer… it was because of me. 

      I’d been nothing but an inconvenient mess for them from the moment I’d crash-landed in Hell. I was tired of being everyone’s problem. 

      If they could be shields for me, it was only right that they let me shield them, too.

      Azazel’s clipped tones grew soft. “Just let yourself have peace.”

      My magic finally burned out, having done all it could for Lucifer. At least his wounds were no longer sluggishly bleeding. I kept my hands splayed over his chest, taking comfort in his warmth. “Lucifer, Azazel… do I strike you as being made of glass?”

      “No,” Lucifer said with a slight smile. “More like very thorny iron.”

      “If you’re glass, it’s because you want to cut everyone around you,” Azazel muttered.

      “True. There are many, many things I don’t want to hear.” I flexed my fingers, just barely digging my nails into Lucifer’s inked skin. “But if it’s something to do with one of you, while I’m wearing a feather that proclaims you as mine, then I want to hear it. All of it. In extreme detail. What hurts you, hurts me.”

      Lucifer’s silver eyes flicked from me to Azazel, and back down to my face. I felt his acquiescence before he even sighed. “Very well. Only because I want there to be no secrets between us.”

      A pang of guilt bit at me. My scarred palm told a story I didn’t want many in Hell to hear… but if Lucifer trusted me enough to claim me for himself, I would need to trust him. 

      “My father is determined to have you for himself.” His gaze hardened, but he looked distant, like he was seeing something else besides me. Something horrifying. “Satan is nothing but a creature of cruel, endless appetite.”

      Azazel shifted uncomfortably, and I reached out to touch his arm reassuringly. He might share that in common with Satan, but he was nothing like the Red Dragon. Not even in the slightest. 

      “I made it very clear that you were not going to become one of his Brides. I took you for myself.” Lucifer brushed the feather in my hair, and his smile came back. This time it was brittle. “He didn’t take it well.”

      “Satan’s been doing this to you?” I whispered, horrified.

      How much torment could a body stand, even that of a fallen prince, before it broke?

      “He felt your bond to Belial break. That sort of breaking has repercussions. Everyone in Hell who’s gifted with the slightest hint of magic felt it dissolve, and they all knew you were no longer under his protection.”

      “So he thought he could come back.” I lowered my head, leaning against Lucifer’s chest. “The night I left the Brightside…”

      “I went into the Pit to stop him from climbing out.” Lucifer stroked my shoulders reassuringly, but there was nothing reassuring about his words. “He sent his little puppets out to search for you. But by wearing my token, you have… some small measure of protection.”

      “But it’s not as strong as the soul-brand?” I asked, my voice dull. 

      He paused in his stroking. “No. It’s enough to make it clear where my allegiances lay. A soul-brand would be stronger.”

      I winced. As lovely as that protection sounded, I didn’t want Lucifer to brand me for the sake of my own safety. Not on that level. It was something that should be given because I wanted to belong to him, not because I needed him.

      “The token is fine. As long as he knows. I just…” I looked back up at him, guilt constricting my chest. “I just wish you could stay away from him. Every time you defy him, he punishes you, and it’s all over me. I’m not worth that sort of pain, Lucifer.”

      His lips pressed into a flat line. “You don’t get to tell me what you’re worth. I can decide that for myself.”

      “Even if it means getting the shit kicked out of you by Satan?” I asked incredulously. 

      Lucifer gripped one of my hands almost hard enough to hurt. “Free will. If I decide I’m capable of getting my teeth kicked in, then so be it.”

      “This is one of the reasons we were insistent on training your magical abilities,” Azazel said. He dragged a hand through his dark curls. “You can heal the injuries caused by Satan’s fury. Very few Hell-born demons can claim that, but an angel… an angel, even a fallen one, has inherent abilities. Your holy provenance dispels the Dragon’s touch.”

      “Lucifer…” I set my jaw, glaring up at him, but there was nothing I could do to stop him. 

      “Melisande?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. 

      I let out an exasperated groan. 

      “Let us be the arbiters of what we can handle, Melisande.” Azazel raised my chin, forcing me to look at him. “No, don’t glare at me like that. We will not allow Satan to have you, understand?” 

      “I understand,” I said quietly. Even if I hated that they put themselves on the line for me, and I had never even told them why I was here.

      “Now, you promised me magical training tonight.” Azazel’s deep voice was all business again. “And you can work out your anger in the ring.”

      It was impossible to not perk up at that. “What ring?” 

      Lucifer slid an arm around my shoulder and pulled me along, with Azazel sandwiching me on the other side. “The Consortium. Fortunately, both Morningstar and I have long-standing open invitations.”

      We walked through a dusting of still-luminescent petals raining from a massive willow draped above us. “You’re just trying to distract me.”

      “Is it working?” Lucifer asked, his arm tightening. My hand brushed Azazel’s, and my heart lightened a little when the Watcher didn’t pull away. 

      So I hadn’t completely scared him away with my half-baked plan to save his soul.

      “Maybe a little,” I allowed.

      We took winding streets and alleys, and cut through a garden with creatures lurking in the dark corners that never quite resolved into shape outside the corners of my eye. All I got was the distinct impression of many teeth.

      Like the streets of the Brightside, the Nightside was also packed with demons, but they were all creatures of the twilight. I saw fins, scales, luminescent body parts, glowing appendages, and I was still dazzled by the time an enormous obsidian tower loomed into sight. 

      Its crenellations were draped with softly-glowing lanterns, and the doorway was set with gilt scrollwork. 

      A demon wearing a leather suit cut in sharp lines guarded the door, but he blinked all six eyes when he saw Lucifer and Azazel. “Prince Morningstar, Master Grigori. Mister Celamentum and Madame Silenda will be pleased to hear you’re joining us tonight. Your guest is…?”

      The way he looked at me made it clear he knew exactly who I was, but there seemed to be some social conventions here I wasn’t privy to.

      Azazel gave him a tight smile. “The Lady of Wrath, Melisande.”

      The demon bowed from the waist and opened the door with gloved hands. “My Lady. Come forth and be welcome.”

      I only had a moment to hesitate before Lucifer nudged me, and I followed Azazel into the dim interior of the Consortium.

      My heart jumped right into my throat as the doorman pulled the door shut behind us, locking us inside. This place was nothing like Belial’s loud, raucous arena, or my own quiet home.

      A dining room extended for several stories overhead, with ivy-dripping balconies looking over the main floor. Shades roved between the tables as silent waiters, some carrying flutes of bubbling, glowing drinks, others holding goblets filled with a thick scarlet liquid I was sure was blood.

      “This isn’t what we’re here for,” Azazel said quietly.

       I tried not to gawk as a woman in a tight snakeskin dress at the table closest to us opened her painted mouth, and an imp climbing on her shoulder lifted a fork to her lips. She had no arms at her shoulders, only thrashing tentacles that whipped at the table setting.

      Lucifer led me through a short hall, where another doorman, this one crowned with horns, waited in front of a red door. He bowed at the sight of Lucifer’s wings and opened it, his gaze crawling over each one of us as we passed.

      Lucifer and Azazel led me down a flight of stairs, traveling below the street-level of Wrath, and the light grew even dimmer. Smoke spiraled through the air like a living thing, redolent of spices and tobacco, and I caught sight of long couches piled with lazing demons. 

      They were smoking from hookahs, and when they exhaled, the smoke twisted into shapes that moved before dissipating.

      “What is all this?” I whispered, taking Lucifer’s hand as he led me down yet another hall that curved like a maze. 

      “The Consortium is an elite club of sorts,” he said, wrapping his fingers around mine. “Invitation only, and you have to be in high places or have a massive pile of gold to your name to be asked in.”

      “So we’re going further down?” 

      Azazel’s teeth were white in the darkness when he smiled. “It’s always further down.”

      There was another door, this one glazed with pure gold, but the doorman was a tall man with piercing yellow eyes and a pair of pointed, black-tipped ears pointing out of the top of his russet hair. He wore a scarlet yukata, and several fox tails twitched at the sight of us.

      “Morningstar.” His greeting was a touch cooler than the reverence of the other doormen. 

      Lucifer didn’t release my hand, even under the kitsune’s sharp gaze. “Haru.”

      I found myself counting the waving fox tails. There were four, each luxurious with shiny red fur that faded to cream. 

      “Did you bring me a snack?” Haru smiled, showing pointed teeth. I felt like he could see right through me.

      I narrowed my eyes in return. “I’ll-”

      Lucifer squeezed my hand hard enough to stop me in my tracks. I glanced at him quizzically, but he just shrugged lazily at the fox demon. “She’s my snack, thank you. Last time I saw you, you were set on returning to Yomi.”

      Haru’s smile grew sharper, like the blade of a knife. “I prefer Dis, for now. Less… strictures.” 

      “Mm. Interesting to hear.” Lucifer gestured at the door beyond. “We’re here for Mister Celamentum.”

      Haru stroked the golden door with clawed fingers and it shimmered open. “Be our guest, Master Morningstar. As always.”

      “Enjoy your stay in Dis, Haru Sakai. As always.”

      The fox licked his teeth as we passed, amber eyes glinting.

      We walked into a quiet vestibule. Like the door, the walls were burnished gold, shining with the faintest possible light.

      I waited until the door closed again, but Lucifer leaned in before I could ask. “Do not ever go anywhere alone with Haru, unless you do want to end up as a snack.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it. Why didn’t you let me speak?”

      Azazel had taken on his shimmery half-form, where only bits and pieces of him were visible. “The highest law in the Consortium is that no words of violence will be spoken outside of this chamber. Not so much as an idle threat. The law applies to everyone.”

      “What makes you think I was going to make a threat?” I asked indignantly. 

      Lucifer gave me a dry look. “You were going to threaten to beat his ass. No, don’t even try to deny it.”

      I swallowed my denial. 

      “If Lucifer himself walked back out there and threatened Haru in any way, he would be banned from the Consortium forever. Or Haru would have the right to claim penance.”

      “What does claiming penance involve?” 

      “He could… ask for a part of you relative to the strength of the threat. If I told him I would kill him, he could petition for one of my wings. The Master and Madame here would likely grant it.”

      “How do they get away with that?” I demanded. Lucifer tugged my braid forward so his feather was clearly showing. “Doesn’t that supersede your rule here?”

      Azazel shook his head. “Remember that talk we had about interdimensional deities? There are a few places in Hell that they’ve touched. Small places, like spiritual cold spots. Laws are… different here. The usual hierarchy doesn’t apply.”

      “Let’s just say the Tower of the Consortium was already here when Satan built his kingdom,” Lucifer said grimly. “Parts of Dis were built around it.”

      “And… now it’s a restaurant. Seems like a steep dive from being an interdimensional cold spot. Doesn’t have quite the same ring to it.”

      Lucifer led me to another door past the interior vestibule. “The restaurant is a front to bring in money and keep Master and Madame rich and happy. This is where the true power of the Consortium lives.”

      We were on a broad balcony overlooking a tiered Circle. Tables were clustered in private groups, small fighting arenas had been set up on the tiers, but at the very center, where an arena floor should be…

      Instead of an obsidian floor, there was a giant eye.
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      It was milky and sightless, gazing upwards. All the light in the room emanated from the pearl-and-snow striations in the iris.

      I could hardly breathe from the enormity of it. 

      “What the fuck is that?” I asked, ashamed to hear a small quiver in my voice.

      As I watched, the eye rolled a little to the right, but the edges of the pupil, like a vast dark lake, didn’t move. It was so massive, I felt like I could jump inside that foggy center and keep falling forever.

      “Remains,” Azazel said with a note of distaste. “Whatever touched this place left a little of itself behind.”

      “And you know this how?” 

      He glanced at the eye again and looked away. “I spent quite a few years here after my sacrifice. When I was mad and unable to come back to myself.”

      “A few years? Try a century.”

      The new voice was deep and unctuous. I tore my gaze from the giant eye and looked up at a man in a plum pin-striped suit. 

      He was nearly as wide as he was tall, with a shaved head and little curling horns. A small button nose jarred incongruously against the rest of his broad facial features. 

      “Pleasure to see you, Mister Celamentum.” Azazel sounded like it was anything but. 

      “And what about me?” a breathy female voice asked. Mister Celamentum turned to the side, and a woman walked around him. 

      Or that’s what I thought at first. I realized they were walking in tandem, because Madame Silenda was fused to his side from hip to shoulder. His suit segued neatly into a shimmering satin gown in the same shade, but where his face seemed like a mish-mash of proportions, hers was flawless planes, like she’d been cut from a diamond. 

      “And even more of a pleasure to see you,” Azazel said politely, and Celamentum laughed. 

      “You always say the kindest things.” Silenda smiled, but even the warmest expression on a face that sharp would still look cold.

      “What’s this?” Celamentum asked, and the two of them moved forward smoothly. Too late, I realized I was the target of his curiosity. “Ahhh, you have the angel. Must be nice, not being alone anymore, eh, Morningstar?” He looked me up and down greedily. “I would know.”

      Lucifer kept his arm firmly around my shoulder. “She’s not for sale.”

      I wasn’t ashamed to say I nestled myself a little closer than necessary, glad that Lucifer had pulled his token forward in my hair for all to see. The way Celamentum looked at me was the way a starving man looked at a steak.

      “That’s too bad, too bad,” he murmured, stroking the belly of his suit. 

      Silenda reached around herself and slapped his hand. “Please. You have your choice of flesh.”

      My stomach started churning. What the hell kind of place was this?

      And I’d thought Belial’s arena was hard to adapt to.

      “So if you’re not interested in selling, perhaps you’re here for entertainment?” Celamentum asked, tearing his eyes from me with an effort. 

      “There’s the rub, Mister Celamentum.” Lucifer’s smile was cold and haughty, the remote expression I’d seen on his face the first time I ever met him. To them, he wasn’t Lucifer. He was Prince Morningstar, as distant as another planet to them. “She is the entertainment.”

      Madame Silenda’s cool eyes, one blue, one yellow, looked me over. “In bed or on the floor?”

      The thought of being in bed with either of them- or I supposed both, since they were fused together- kicked the nausea into high-gear.

      “On the floor.” Azazel shifted casually, but the tiny movement blocked most of me from view. “She’s my pupil, and I’m searching for the biggest, meanest motherfucker of a sorcerer you have here.”

      Oh god, what was he getting me into?

      Mister Celamentum’s smile widened. “Besides yourself?”

      Azazel inclined his head ever so slightly. 

      “You always had a talent for finding the gifted ones first,” Celamentum said thoughtfully. “Some think it a little uncanny.”

      “I’m a motivated teacher.” Azazel glanced down at me. 

      “Motivated… or opportunistic?” There was something a little too knowing in Madame Silenda’s mismatched eyes. I wondered how many people knew that Azazel would hunt down what he wanted, no matter the cost.

      The Watcher just smiled thinly. “Opportunity is when Lady Luck knocks on the door of preparedness. I’m always ready to answer.”

      Despite his light tone, his hand had crept to the small of my back, and his fingers pressed into my waist.

      “We wouldn’t begrudge you what you’ve found.” Celamentum looked over me ruefully for a last time. “Though I wish our procurers had been a little faster.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. All those demons who had been racing out to the crater when I first fell… if Belial hadn’t taken me first, this is the kind of place I could’ve ended up in. Not as a fighter, but as a delicacy of flesh for warped demons like Celamentum and Silenda.

      Not for the first time, I said a silent thank you to the prince who had saved me from that fate, pain stabbing my heart at the thought of him.

      “Do you have a sorcerer here who fits our needs?” Lucifer asked, his tone light. 

      Mister Celamentum let out a deep belly-laugh, throwing his head back. “Do I? One of Azazel’s former pupils is here. Come.”

      We followed him around the balcony and down a set of winding stairs. Despite their mixed bodies, Celamentum and Silenda moved smoothly, gracefully cutting through crowds and navigating the steps. 

      The entire time, I tried not to look at the massive eyeball rolling in the middle of the floor. Just because Azazel said it was remains didn’t bring me comfort. It didn’t look quite as dead as I usually liked remains to look, and the enormity of it gave me a headache.

      We passed through a small lounge. Some of the demons watched us pass, their eyes gleaming with curiosity, but I forgot all about them when we reached a small fighting ring. 

      A gilt fence separated the ring from the lounge, and a long bar and polished stools lined the edges. Several identical demons in pure-white suits were already sitting there, silently drinking whiskey. A male with graying hair and scarred face watched from the opposite side with interest as we approached.

      “So where’s this former pupil?” I asked Azazel, already rolling my shoulders in anticipation.

      Celamentum opened the gate to the ring. “My dear angel, you’re standing right next to him.”

      I glanced up at Lucifer in surprise. “I thought-”

      Lucifer’s mouth flattened. “Clever.”

      “Besides your former master, you would be the biggest, meanest motherfucker gracing my home at the moment.” Celamentum waved a hand, ushering us into the ring. “Don’t go easy on her. We do love a good show.”

      I stepped into the ring, licking my lips with nervousness, and Lucifer followed me in. Celamentum closed the gate, and he and Silenda settled themselves on several barstools, accompanied by the ominous creaks of straining wood. “Have a seat, Azazel. Let us catch up on old times while your two protégées beat the piss out of each other.”

      The Watcher settled next to them, his violet eyes burning. I doubt this is what he had intended, but… I did have yet to test myself against Lucifer, an idea that was a little too appealing for my own good.

      Lucifer brushed back his hair and smiled at me. 

      “He’s right,” I said, flexing my hand in anticipation of my magic. “Don’t take it easy. That’s not what I came here for.”

      “If you insist,” he murmured, and clenched his fists.

      Brilliant light spilled between his fingers, like he held a dying sun cupped in each palm.

      My own dark fire came roaring to life, prickling my skin as thorny whips spilled from my hands. I swallowed hard, hating the idea of hurting him, but if Lucifer could survive the might of the angels unscathed during the Apocalypse, well… I was likely to be about as deadly to him as a mouse to a cat.

      I had all of two seconds to reconsider before his wings snapped out, blotting out the sight of Celamentum, Silenda, and Azazel, and he barreled forward. 

      The wind of his passage battered me as I ducked aside, just barely missing his fist. His light crashed into the bar outside the gate, splintering wood and sending out flares of light. 

      The man drinking alone was only inches from the destruction, but he raised his hands and clapped politely, picked a shard of wood out of his drink, and tossed the rest of it back.

      “Oh, don’t hold back!” Silenda shouted, sounding enthralled.

      Lucifer hadn’t held back, so neither would I. 

      I sent my thorns snaking after him. They wound up his arms and legs, digging into his wings, and I clapped my hands together, summoning an ebony spear.

      This time it was longer, just a touch straighter. Belial would be proud.

      Lucifer laughed and flexed his arms so his muscles popped, and the thorny vines dissipated and died under the light spilling off his skin.

      I threw my spear. The second it left my palm I was summoning another, ripping it out of the aether of magic by sheer force.

      Lucifer ducked easily, his smile becoming a grin. The spear sailed over the heads of the white-suited demons and dissolved in the air.

      My second spear bolted right for his chest, but Lucifer just raised a hand, almost lazily, and disintegrated it in midair.

      Back to vines it was, then. My magic flowed through me easily, the taste of petals in my mouth as they spilled from my hands and wove towards him. The dark fire in my veins warmed me, the prickling almost pleasant, and the thorns that sprouted from my vines were long and sharp.

      Lucifer’s light increased, flaring so brightly that white spots bloomed in front of my eyes. My vines coiled towards him once more, determined to outlast the light.

      I felt him on the other end of my magic. Like the white fire I kept locked away inside me, the dark magic recognized him. The vines weren’t curling around him with the intent to crush and choke, no matter how hard I pushed them.

      They were joyful, touching every inch of him they could before dying in the light.

      My own magic was a traitor to me.

      “Fuck,” I whispered, shaking my hands and cutting off the connection. The last of my magic climbed over Lucifer in exhilaration before vanishing.

      I needed a real spear. Something that wouldn’t betray me while I was fighting my however-temporary enemy.

      “Catch,” someone said lazily, and without thinking, I reached out. Something solid hit my palms and I wrapped my fingers around the hilt of a long, slightly-curved katana.

      I glanced at the bar incredulously. Next to Azazel was Haru, his amber eyes bright with amusement. 

      But hell, a sword was a sword.

      I lifted the heavy weight, holding it crossed diagonal to my chest. “Let’s try this again,” I said to Lucifer, who flicked a tiny bit of residual dark fire from his arm. 

      “I haven’t even broken a sweat, love,” he said, his lips curled in a crooked grin.

      Love? I faltered, almost lowering the sword, which was a mistake.

      The light in Lucifer’s hand blazed white-hot, extending into the shape of a sword, and he came smashing into me.

      The edge of Haru’s blade just caught the light-sword, but tears pooled in my eyes from the brightness. It was like staring directly into the sun, Lucifer’s silver gaze dancing over his magic.

      I broke free, and we danced across the arena in a series of blurred cuts and slashes. Lucifer backed me into a corner, looming over me, pressing down with his sword of light with slow, inexorable pressure.

      There was no way I was losing just because I lo- liked him.

      I summoned my magic again, chastising it as it grew and swelled. He’s not your friend right now, so knock it off with the lovey-dovey bullshit-

      I breathed out, exhaling violet flames in his face.

      Lucifer ducked and rolled away, and the sword in his hand became a spear. His wings spread and he took flight towards the cathedral ceiling high overhead. 

      He looked down at me, and I suddenly knew what his enemies on the battlefield felt. It was impossible not to feel terror at something so incongruous- a prince among demons, blazing with the light of the brightest star in the sky.

      The best of Heaven and worst of Hell combined.

      He plummeted downwards, and I had just enough time to draw my magic around me in a cage when his spear shattered on the floor at my feet, sending out a thousand smaller spears. They bounced off my cage, ripping holes in the dark fire. 

      I went down, my mind straining under the pressure of keeping the cage up for as long as possible, but the fire flickered and died.

      “I concede,” I whispered. 

      I’d only lasted that long because he was taking it easy on me. That blow was just a drop in the bucket compared to what he could unleash when he wanted to make death.

      The sound of polite clapping cut through my amazement. Lucifer held out a hand and pulled me up when I took it. 

      Celamentum and Silenda smirked at each other. The gilt bars of the ring were blackened by Lucifer’s final blast of light, but somehow he’d kept it from scorching all of the observers.

      The white-suited demons silently passed piles of coins to each other, settling their bets.

      And Azazel’s hands were clasped in front of him, white-knuckled.

      I got up on wobbly knees and gave Haru his sword, carefully holding the blade so it didn’t slice through my fingers.

       The kitsune took it with a secretive smile and sheathed it. “One day, you and I must show off for each other.” 

      “You can find me in the Seventh Circle whenever you please,” I said, wiping a hand across my forehead. Sweat had beaded in a fine mist, and my tears had broken free at some point without me realizing. My cheeks were wet.

      “I’ll consider the invitation. With that being said, not even I am arrogant enough to play with the Morningstar.” Haru nodded to Lucifer and strode away, his tails streaming behind him.

      “Because he’d make a snack out of you,” I muttered. 

      Lucifer bumped my shoulder. “Too gristly,” he whispered.

      Azazel opened the gate and pulled me out, wiping tears from my dazzled eyes. I looked up at him. “Your face is blurry.”

      “You’re star-blind, and now you’ve learned an important lesson.” Azazel’s thumb stroked my lip. “Your magic has a will.”

      “Definitely got that. It was more interested in snuggling him than doing anything useful.”

      “Your magic can snuggle me any time you like,” Lucifer said with a purr in his voice, but he touched my face, too. “I’m sorry, Melisande. It wasn’t bright enough to burn your eyes, but things might be…”

      “A little sparkly for a while?” I blinked hard, but white spots still drifted across my vision when I looked at him. “I just want to know how I can attack you the way you attacked me. Your light wasn’t trying to snuggle.”

      “That’s one of the things you must learn. I’d intended for you to fight someone less formidable, but Celamentum and Silenda like their little jokes.” Azazel shot a cold look at the Mister. 

      Celamentum shrugged, raising his hands in a broad gesture. “You were very specific in your request, Azazel. We merely obliged, and have no regrets.”

      “You are always welcome, Morningstar.” Silenda dabbed at her wet cheeks with a handkerchief, gazing at Lucifer with lovestruck blindness. 

      “The next time you visit, we’ll find someone to match your angel. Don’t be a stranger, Azazel.” Celamentum raised a glass. “Melisande. All doors are open to you, as Azazel’s student and the Lady of Wrath. Don’t let our eyeball put you off.”

      At the mention of the eyeball, I shuddered, but there was one benefit to being blinded by Lucifer’s light. 

      I wouldn’t have to see it as we left.
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      Azazel let me fly back to the arena, but he gripped my hand the entire time, extending his shadowy protection to me. I glided through the air like a streak of stars and mist, only solidifying when we landed on the roof of my arena. 

      Lucifer touched down next to me, his hand on my elbow. “Are you still blind?” he asked, tilting my face up. 

      “Not anymore.” I smiled ruefully. “One day I might be able to match you.”

      It was a pipe dream, but still, the allure of the prince’s power was breathtaking. I couldn’t fathom being able to rip through an entire battlefield on the force of blinding light.

      “A better question might be, do you feel better?” Azazel hadn’t released my hand, his violet gaze concerned.

      My heart hadn’t hurt the entire time I’d been fighting Lucifer. The pain was still there, but it was a dull ache now, bandaged by my resolve to fix things between myself and Belial. “I do. It was what I needed.”

      “Good.” He nodded and released my hand, pulling his reserve around himself like a cloak. “I’ll let you two be for the night.”

      “Azazel…” I paused, wondering what I’d been planning on asking. 

      What did I want from him? He was determined to make me better, but every time I felt like I got close, one of us drew back again. 

      “Will you stay?” I asked, barely above a whisper.

      Azazel’s violet gaze flicked to the feather in my hair. He reached up and stroked it carefully, then let his hand drop. “Not tonight.”

      My disappointment was a solid weight in my chest, but it eased a little when he lifted my chin and brushed a slight kiss on my lips. 

      I rose on my tiptoes, deepening it past what he’d intended, raising my hands to cup his face. The Watcher let out a soft sound, his hands tightening on my shoulders-

      Azazel broke away, his nostrils flared. “No. Not like this.” 

      He became a shimmering mist, ethereal and weightless. My hands passed right through him. 

      “Enjoy your night with Lucifer,” he whispered in my ear. I shivered at the slight touch. “When I have my time, I want to be the only one on your mind.”

      “Azazel, you’re always on my damn mind,” I hissed, but I was too late. He dissolved on the slightest breath of wind, vanishing from my hold completely.

      Lucifer wrapped his arms around me from behind. “He’ll find a way,” he said quietly. “He struggles with what he is.”

      “I already have an idea for how to help him,” I said, gazing at the sky for any sign of stars that weren’t quite natural. “If he bound himself to me, if he used my soul, he wouldn’t feel the void anymore.”

      “Come on.” Lucifer tugged my hand, leading me to the rooftop door and a set of stairs winding downwards. “Azazel is… proud. He hates the idea of thinking he’s using you to fix himself.”

      “Well, fuck his pride,” I muttered, following Lucifer to my bedroom. “I offered freely. He wouldn’t be taking anything I hadn’t given.”

      It was too easy to tell someone else to forget their pride while putting my own on a pedestal.

      Lucifer smiled crookedly and opened my door. “Let him have his pride for a little longer. It means I get more of you to myself for now.”

      I closed the door and locked it behind us, then pushed Lucifer onto my bed. “How selfish of you, but who am I to judge?”

      He untied the laces of my dress easily. “Judge all you want. I’ll make you forget it soon enough.”
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      Three days passed in relative quiet. My arena grew by the day, fighters spilling in to find their place in the ranks of my ragtag army. 

      It was nothing like Belial’s arena. I had the Chainlings set up several communal rooms where they ate, slept, and trained. Any of them were free to go if they wished, but none left.

      It seemed that every other hour a Chainling approached me with a request: they would like more training dummies. A larger stable needed to be built to train the mounted warriors. We had a dearth of throwing knives.

      I approved each request, tending to my fighters’ needs, and they all received my mark without a word of dissent.

      On the third day of quiet building, a Chainling knocked on my door while I was enduring a pedicure from Vyra.

      “Letters, my Lady,” he said, passing me two folded notes before bowing and backing out.

      The door quietly snicked shut.

      “I wish they wouldn’t bow so much,” I breathed. “I’m just an angel. I wasn’t even high up in the ranks in Heaven.”

      “The Cult of the Chain is a little more old-school,” Vyra said, shaking a bottle of scarlet nail polish. “They like all the bowing and serving, and you basically gave them an entire arena to play with. Haven’t you seen all the chains they’ve hung around?”

      I had. They fell from the ceilings like a forest, each black chain shining with one silver link. 

      “This is fun to them, just let them have it. The last time the Chainlings got seriously involved with a new queen, it was like three thousand years ago and they mostly got wiped out in the following battle. This is their time to shine again.”

      I chose to ignore the ‘new queen’ statement. I wasn’t here to fuck my way into ruling Hell. 

      Instead, I glanced at the writing on the notes. They were both addressed to me, and one was written in an unfamiliar, swirling script.

      I knew the harsh lines of the other one by heart. My hand trembled when I lowered it to my lap, saving the best- or possibly worst- for last.

      The first note was from the Consortium, extending a formal open invitation to join them, and posing Mister Celamentum’s interest in as transparent a way as possible without being openly offensive. 

      Never gonna happen.

      I almost tore Belial’s note when I cracked the seal and unfolded it, my hands were so unsteady. Amazing how a little ink on paper could have my heart thumping unevenly in my throat.

      I regret my words. Come, let me show you atonement, my angry angel.

      My throat tightened. Vyra looked up from painting my baby toes. “What’s wrong?” she asked, misinterpreting the shine in my eyes.

      “Belial just sent me a note that might contain the closest he’s ever come to an apology. I just hope…”

      Vyra twisted the nail polish shut and placed it back in its box. “Well, clearly there’s only one thing to be done for this.”

      “What?” I gazed at her in horror as she stood up, her face grave. 

      Would she tell me to leave it? Did Belial apologizing mean he’d given up, that I was no longer worth the fight?

      “Get dressed up so he knows what he’s missing out on.” She grabbed my hands and pulled me upright. “Honestly, what else is there, Melisande? All’s fair in love and war.”
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      She wasn’t joking. The dress she tied me in revealed almost as much skin as my One Thousand and One Nights costume, with even more sparkles, which I hadn’t thought possible.

      I took a shallow breath as I gazed up at the Brightside arena. Red lanterns gleamed among the spires, casting ruby light over the demons streaming in.

      I dismounted Capheira, patted her nose, and slipped her a sugar cube, watching it slide down her throat when she flashed transparent with ghostly lightning. “Do you miss him?”

      She snorted and butted her head against my palm. 

      “Yeah. Me, too.”

      One of my Chainlings took her reins and led her away. I steeled my nerves before forcing myself to walk inside the arena doors, still hating how it felt like coming home. 

      A shadow detached from the stands just inside and pulled me into a dark corner.

      I looked up into Belial’s face, my heart icing over. 

      But unlike the last time I saw him, there was no simmering rage in his eyes. His full lips were twisted. 

      “You came,” he said, touching my face and closing his eyes for a moment with relief. He didn’t even sneer at Lucifer’s feather. 

      “You asked.” It was hard to talk around the tightness in my throat, but at least I didn’t sound shaky.

      “I haven’t slept, I can’t eat- not after what I said.” There were shadows under his eyes, lines of tension that hadn’t been there before. “I was needlessly cruel. There is nothing worthless about anything you have to offer, and I know I don’t deserve it.”

      It was impossible to not reach up and touch his cheek, tracing the shadow beneath his eyes. His aqua eyes stood out, glittering feverishly against the darkness.

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I whispered, and the massive boom of the arena doors closing cut me off. “I know what I did was just as cruel.”

      He glanced at the crowd, then leaned in close, making me shiver. “His weak spot is his back. Ask for anything you want,” he breathed, and pulled me out of the shadows and into the lights of the arena.

      I  couldn’t tear my eyes away from him as he led me to my dais, holding my hand as I ascended the steps. He backed away, and gestured to an Overseer as he took his own throne. 

      What the hell did a weak spot have to do with anything?

      All I wanted was to call a stop to the fights and talk to him, but several new blood fighters were already streaming onto the arena floor, eyeing each other suspiciously and flexing for the crowds.

      I didn’t even hear the screaming spectators. Belial caught my eyes, the depths of his agony visible and cutting right through me.

      Anything, he mouthed.

      Hope reared its ugly head. 

      The fights passed in a blur. One of the new bloods went up against the new Nephilim, Adranos, who tore through them like a hot knife through butter.

      I didn’t see anything. Not the blood, the flash of blades, the technical perfection of a battle. My eyes kept drifting back to Belial, and my hands clenched the arms of my chair so hard they ached.

      Finally, he rose to his feet and clapped, pulling on the mask he wore when he wanted to rile up his followers.

      “I have a proposition for my Lady Wrath,” he called across the arena floor. Every eye in the place flicked my way, weighing on me. “A bet.”

      Take it, he mouthed.

      I nodded and stood up, smiling at the demons held back by my Chainlings. The little girl from my first-ever fight was there, wearing the veil I’d given her, her father pushing through the crowd to get closer. 

      I twinkled my fingers at her. 

      “Our champions against each other, to third blood. Winner takes their choice.”

      A flash of pale hair caught my eye. Tascius. 

      He slid into the spectators’ box next to Belial’s dais, midnight eyes burning into me. Blind Luck and Razorclaw both watched the fights like they were bored, their arms crossed over their chests, but Luck was tense as well.

      He’d said anything I wanted. 

      My need to touch Belial had never been stronger. “Bring your best, Belial.”

      I managed to sound haughty and careless, but I was shaking inside. He was giving me everything I wanted to make amends. 

      I wished I could make amends as well, make him see that I hadn’t left because I hadn’t wanted him.

      “Oh, I will, my Lady,” he said, his familiar wicked grin spreading across his face. “For my champion, I choose…”

      He let the moment draw out, the demons leaning forward as they waited to hear his choice.

      “The Iron Knight!”

      A behemoth came striding out of one of the tunnels, bellowing and beating the iron plate mail over his chest. The demons went wild, screaming as he raised his gauntlets. Bloody sigils had been painted over every inch of his armor.

      The Iron Knight turned around. Except for his back. The sigils there were weaker, with gaps in his armor between his arms and torso. 

      The weak spot was his back.

      “Who do you choose as your champion, Lady Wrath?”

      Belial’s shout called me back to myself. I gazed at him, hoping he could read the gratitude in my eyes. 

      I unclasped my cloak and let it drop. “For old time’s sake, I choose… myself.”

      The dress Vyra had put me in wasn’t meant for fighting at all, but fuck it, I’d killed Snake Bite wearing nothing but a ragged tunic. This was the height of luxury in comparison.

      Belial’s answering smile was wide and genuine, nothing showman-like about it. 

      I stepped down onto the arena floor, and Belial plucked a spear from the armory. It was ebony wood, inlaid with silver swirls. “For you, my Lady,” he said, and tossed it down.

      I caught it easily and lifted it, testing its weight. It was perfectly balanced, the right length for someone of my height.

      I was close enough that I didn’t have to mouth my words. “Someone might think you had this made just for them,” I said, unable to hold back a smile.

      “Someone might be right.” 

      He sat on his throne, but every muscle in his body was clenched in anticipation. I twirled the spear and turned to face the Iron Knight.

      The monstrous demon held a two-handed broadsword and came in hard, swinging it in a massive loop. 

      I took to the air, leaving several feathers behind. The Iron Knight crashed into the base of Belial’s dais, his sword burying itself in a thigh bone.

      While he strained to pull it back out, I dropped behind him and jabbed the spear at his back, aiming for the weak point between his plate armor.

      The Knight jerked to the side and the tip of my spear skittered off, leaving a dent in the metal.

      I growled, kicking my gauzy skirt out of the way and taking several fluttering leaps backwards as the Knight tore his sword free. He was big and strong, but there was no art to his style. Like a bull, he charged directly at me, screaming behind his helmet.

      I whirled aside, planting the butt of my spear on the floor right in front of his feet.

      The Knight hit it and went flying into the wall, his helmet clanging off the obsidian. While he was clambering to his feet, I jabbed again, this time finding skin beneath.

      My spear point came away bloody. 

      “First blood to Lady Wrath!” Belial shouted. 

      The Iron Knight glared at me between the slits in his helmet, breathing heavily. His eyes were red as wine. 

      I jumped into the air as he charged forward, but this time he expected it. The sharp tips of his gauntlet grazed my calf, ripping away a scrap of cloth along with my skin. Blood spattered on the arena floor.

      “First blood to the Iron Knight.” This time Belial didn’t sound joyous at all, fury roiling under his tone.

      Even a blind, angry bull was nothing to be fucked with. I let a vine of dark fire spill from my hand as I touched down on the opposite side of the arena, favoring my injured leg. His claws had gone deeper than I’d expected.

      The thorns on my vine grew long and sharp, feeding on my pain. 

      Oh, but I’d make him feel it, too.

      The Iron Knight didn’t see what hit him. I whipped the vines out, trapping his arms at his sides, and flew into the air to land behind him. 

      I jabbed twice more, drawing enough blood to paint half of my spear’s shaft, and had to resist the urge to drive the last strike home to his heart, holding back everything I’d been trained to do.

      “Second and third blood to Lady Wrath,” Belial announced. “My Lady is the champion.”

      I couldn’t be imagining the relief in his voice.

      The Iron Knight broke free of my vines and spun around, howling incoherently. 

      He charged at me, ignoring the rules of the fight, and with no time to fly, I raised my spear to either impale him or be crushed by his bulk.

      The Knight stopped dead and was yanked backwards, dangling from a fist.

      Belial glared at him. 

      “My Lady won the round,” he said, his voice soft and dangerous. “You disrespect the rules of my arena.”

      Instead of listening, the Knight struggled against his grip, his bloody gaze still focused on me.

      Belial clicked his tongue, and plunged his fist into the Knight’s back, punching right through the steel plate and cage of the demon’s ribs. The Knight shrieked, his body tensing, and he went still as Belial crushed his heart in his fist.

      The Prince of Wrath dropped the Knight’s corpse on the floor. He was breathing hard, but not from exertion. 

      It was from sheer anger.

      “No disrespect meant to my Lady,” he said, his teeth a touch too long, and I shook my head. 

      “None taken,” I breathed, my heart thumping unevenly at his rage on my behalf.

      Tascius leaned halfway over the spectator box, clearly holding back the urge to come to me.

      Belial held out his unbloodied hand and I took it, relishing the feel of his calloused palm against mine as he raised my fist in the air.

      “No Saint, your Lady of Wrath, wins us all over again!” 

      I held up my bloody spear, drinking in the screams of delight. 

      God, but it felt good to be home. At Belial’s side, glorying in the violence.

      “I offer a token of penance for my champion’s misbehavior. You’ve earned two warriors of your choice,” he said. He looked down at me, then up at the crowd. “Who will she steal from me?”

      The demons shouted a multitude of names, all of them blending together, but one name stood out above the rest. 

      Exile.

      I thought about choosing Belial, too, warping the rules of his own game, but I could repair the rift between us without being coy. I’d already separated two lovers who needed to be back together.

      I spoke loudly enough to let my voice carry over the arena, playing along. “Exile and Blind Luck are mine now. Your loss, my Prince.”

      Belial’s hand tightened around mine. Before Tascius could jump over the arena wall, he leaned in close, almost pulling me into an embrace without caring who saw it. “I wish you every happiness,” he said quietly, completely genuine. 

      I looked up at him, my eyes prickling. “Never happy without you,” I whispered back. 

      Before Tascius picked me up and planted a deep, slow, and long-overdue kiss on my lips to the demons’ roars of delight, hope flared in Belial’s eyes. 

      It was only a small amount of mending, but my heart felt lighter than it’d been in weeks.
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      The taste of change was on the air tonight. I felt the glimmer of Belial’s power, the breaking of bonds. 

      And the taste of an angel’s happiness.

      My young Nephilim came striding out of the Brightside arena, cradling Melisande against his chest like a prize. He was limping.

      I reached out, examining his inner workings. His leg had been broken in his last fight.

      With a sigh, I pulled my shadows back inside myself, revealing my true face to the light again. Melisande looked up, her eyes brightening even more, if that was possible.

      “You came!” She patted the Nephilim’s chest with her mysteriously-scarred hand, the one she thought she kept hidden from me.

       I’d thought I’d seen true joy on Tascius’s face when I’d first brought him to Belial’s arena and he’d found where he belonged.

      His true home was clearly elsewhere now. He was lit up with happiness, making his angelic heritage even more obvious.

      “Of course I did.” I reached out and touched her, unable to stop myself, like always.

      It was an impossible compulsion to resist. She had no idea how close she’d come to me putting my mark on her permanently, ensuring we were linked forever.

      But I needed to be sure she wanted it. Once it was done, I would die before it would be undone… and maybe not even then.

      Tascius lowered Melisande to the ground, his face tight despite his happiness. 

      “Your bones are broken,” I told him. Upon further examination, there was more than one fracture. The bones in his foot had been crushed. It was amazing he was walking at all.

      “I’m fine,” Tascius said stubbornly, but Melisande looked up at him with her brow furrowed. 

      She gripped his hand tightly, refusing to let him go. “You’re not fine if your bones are broken, friend. Azazel, does my healing only work on… on injuries caused by the Dragon, or-?”

      “You can heal him.” I ground my teeth with the effort of not snatching her away from him. He was my student for a time, too. He deserved forbearance, even if he’d found a more likely mentor in Belial. “We should go to Blackchapel. I can help you if your magic breaks away from you.”

      Melisande nodded fervently, and gestured to the Chainlings, who’d brought Capheira out. A blind fighter stood next to them, almost humming with tension. “Bring Blind Luck back to my arena, please,” she said, slipping a sugar lump to the ghostly horse. “Someone is waiting for him.”

      The Chainlings set off, but Blind Luck held back for a moment. “I can’t take back what I’ve done,” he said slowly. “But I can make up for it.”

      “As long as you two don’t try to cut my throat in my sleep, I think we’ll get on just fine,” she said with a smile, waving him on. His apologies made, Blind Luck hurried after the Chainlings, desperate to get back to the person who’d bound his heart. The cords of it were invisible, but they shone around him with scarlet light.

      Melisande let out a sigh. “I’m glad that’s taken care of. I felt guilty for separating them.”

      “Come, let’s get to Blackchapel.” I extended a hand to Tascius, who raised an eyebrow. “You’re not walking.”

      “Friend, please,” Melisande said softly, tugging him towards me. “Let me do this for you.”

      He looked like he was about to resist, but Melisande’s pleas softened him. I knew that feeling all too well. 

      Tascius put his hand in mine and allowed me to dissolve him into stardust, making him weightless. 

      Melisande took his other side, linking her hands with what she could of him and spreading her wings.

      Not for the first time, I tried and failed to fathom what the Nephilim must feel like with such a vital part of himself missing. When I’d sacrificed my wings, the pain had driven me to madness, but the gift of the shadows had slowly brought me back. 

      He’d had no such mercy, but he hadn’t been broken by it.

      We rose into the air and flew over the Circles, crossing from Brightside to Nightside in silence. Melisande’s wings beat the air rhythmically, and sometimes she glided along, carried on the wind like she was no more than a feather herself. 

      Some of the tension emanating from her eased when we passed over Limbo and Blackchapel rose out of the mist. 

      She shot upwards to the balcony, beating us by only seconds. I released Tascius as soon as we landed, not wanting to bruise his pride any further.

      The angel looped her arm around his waist and pulled him inside. I paused, looking up at the roof for a familiar figure. Lucifer Morningstar was perched on the rim of a large, round stained-glass window instead of his usual rooftop haunt, gliding down to meet me in the courtyard.

      “I’m glad you’re here. We’ve been putting off this talk for far too long.” 

      Lucifer crossed his arms over his chest. “Has anyone ever told you ‘we need to talk’ is the worst way to say hello to someone?”

      I shot him a look. 

      The Morningstar wasn’t put off. He knew me too well. “So she has her Nephilim back. Perhaps we can make plans that are a little more concrete, now.”

      “And that’s exactly why we need to talk.”

      We strode into Blackchapel, following Melisande’s perfume to the parlor. She had the big Nephilim stretched out on a velveteen couch, and was already crouched next to him, her hands on his leg and glowing with white fire. 

      I jerked my head at the balcony. “Give them space. She has it under control.”

      Lucifer sat on the balustrade, watching Melisande heal Tascius. If he was jealous, he didn’t show it, but his face was hard. “Her magic recognizes us.” 

      “Yes.” I leaned back, trying to seem at ease even if every cell in my body was drawn to the pulsing power in her hands. I felt it even from across the room, a steady, pulsing drumming like a heartbeat. “She feels at ease with us all. If any one of us became her enemy, she’d be fucked.”

      “I don’t want to teach her to fear me,” Lucifer said softly. “She has nothing to fear from me. I would never be her enemy.”

      I glanced at him. “You can’t be sure.”

      “I can, and I am.” He glared back, a warning in his silver eyes. “I intend to mark her as mine.”

      My mouth watered at the thought of putting my own mark on her. She had no idea how close she’d come to me losing all control and burning a brand into her. 

      It was the little bit of me that cared for free will that had held me back. She would do it consciously and in good faith of what it meant, or not at all.

      “Do you really trust her?” I asked. 

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” But Lucifer had gone still, his eyes still fixed on the angel healing the Nephilim.

      “You’ve seen the marks on her palm. They were there the night Belial brought her in and bonded to her, which means they were there when she fell.”

      His jaw tightened. “You think they’re why she fell.”

      “I do.”

      Lucifer blew out a sigh. “And what’s your theory? You always have a damn pet theory, Azazel.”

      “Where else have you seen that pattern, Morningstar? Think back a few millennia.” I knew he had the same suspicions I did. She was one of Gabriel’s, and if there was one thing I knew Gabriel was capable of, it was sacrificing one of his own to get closer to the heart of Hell.

      Another thing I knew: Melisande wasn’t capable of pretending her attachment. Her magic responded to us. Whatever she’d been sent for, her feelings for us were real.

      No matter why she’d fallen, Gabriel had made a mistake in giving her up. He would never have her back.

      “On the Sword of Light.” His words were so quiet, I almost didn’t catch them. 

      “Yes. She touched it, but she didn’t die. Touching the Sword alone isn’t enough of a sin to break her halo. I believe she was telling the truth: Gabriel cast her out for it.”

      Lucifer looked at me, tearing his eyes away from her reluctantly. “So what’s the problem? She wants the same thing we want. If she survived touching the Sword, all the better, because we need it if we’re going to kill my father.”

      “My problem is how hard she fell.” I felt like snapping, but managed to keep my calm. “She’s only been here for months, and she’s made Hell her home completely.”

      “She’s had us to ease the transition.”

      She had. Without us, she might’ve survived by sheer force of will alone, but she wouldn’t have been happy about it. 

      “So she has. But she’s proven to be as cunning as a demon when she has a goal in mind.”

      For once, I found myself at a loss of words, unable to articulate what I really thought. She was cunning and dangerous. Both of these qualities made me like her more, not less. 

      I trusted Melisande enough to mark her, and for the first time in millennia, I felt something I’d thought I was immune to: vulnerability. 

      I’d never marked someone before. When I finally did, I intended it to last as long as I lived. 

      If Melisande kept falling, weaving herself into the tapestry of Hell, she might not feel the same way.

      Lucifer pushed himself off the balustrade, his eyes peering right through me. “Ah, I see now.” 

      “Don’t teach your teacher, Morningstar.”

      He shook his head. “You’ve closed yourself off to relationships for so long you no longer see what’s right in front of you. You think they’re something to be held at arm’s length, and now you’re coming up with excuses for why you should push her back.”

      I just stared at him stonily. 

      Lucifer and his fucking intuition. He’d been a pain in the ass when he was still my student, too.

      “Well, you can come up with excuses all night and all day for why you should push her away. ‘She touched the Sword’, ‘she was Gabriel’s student’, ‘she’s adjusted to Hell too quickly’,” Lucifer said. He advanced on me, lowering his voice. “Excuses are all they are. How can we expect her to trust in us if we don’t trust in her? If she wants to know that I’m the only thing standing between her and Satan, she gets to know. If she wants to tell me why Gabriel pushed her, she’ll tell us. Trust is a two-way street, Azazel.”

      He strode back towards the parlor, but paused and turned back.

      “I don’t care what she did to fall. I’ll ally with anyone to keep her safe. My only advice to you is to let yourself out of the tomb you’ve locked yourself in. No one blames you for what you are now. Anyone who loves Vyra would get down and thank you for your sacrifice.” Lucifer’s lips tightened. “You’re only punishing yourself now, and you’ll end up alone for all the millennia after this if you find reasons to be suspicious of anyone you might possibly care for.”

      He turned on his heel and drifted closer to Melisande, who was sitting up. The color had come back to my adopted Nephilim’s face, and he pulled the angel onto his lap, burying his face in her hair. 

      She laughed and held out a hand to Lucifer, saying something I couldn’t quite hear.

      It was like watching a family, and I was on the other side of a glass wall, seeing everything but separate from it all. 

      The void in my chest ached, pulsing for her. It wanted to taste her, touch her… mark her, and never share her.

      If I let that jealous, hungry creature inside take over, I would destroy her happiness. 

      But if she was right, if my demon-cunning angel’s soul mended mine… 

      I could be happy, too. 

      Melisande looked up and saw me watching. She beckoned, a wide smile on her face, inviting me into her happy bubble. 

      My fingers tightened. I felt the tomb Lucifer had spoken of, all my iron self-control wrapped around me in layers, holding me back from everything but duty and responsibility. The tomb was necessary. It kept the hunger in check.

      It was a weight on my chest, a vise around my soul. It dragged me into the deepest trenches of darkness, where love was treated as a suspicion and a crime. 

      Deep down, I knew I trusted her. She trusted us, her magic linking her to us more deeply every day. If Lucifer and I wanted to accomplish our plans, she was now an irrevocable part of it. 

      She’d made Hell her home because of us. 

      I exhaled, forced my muscles to loosen. Let the vise break apart. I knew where I stood, where I wanted to belong.

      Then I left my tomb and walked inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

        

    

    







            Melisande

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It felt like being home, being surrounded by the ones I loved.

      There was just one gap, a hole where another belonged, waiting for him to fill it with his presence.

      “I healed him,” I said, extending a hand to Azazel to pull him onto the couch next to me. He seemed different after his tense talk with Lucifer, like a weight had been pulled from his shoulders. 

      To my surprise, he wove his fingers through mine in front of everybody. “I knew you could do it. You’ve learned quickly,” he said, his violet eyes unshadowed. Little stars spangled the air around him.

      “Thanks to the best teacher in Hell.” I squeezed his hand. “But I think it’s time we had a talk.”

      “Everybody wants to have talks today,” Lucifer muttered.

      I shot him a look. “I have something important to tell you. Remember the night when we were all together, and we discussed… regicide?”

      “Nobody could forget that particular discussion, friend.” Tascius still held me on his lap, refusing to let go. 

      Lucifer leaned forward, bracing his arms on his knees. “Now I’m intrigued.”

      I took a deep breath. God, but telling the truth was hard. “This is about… why I fell. And why I would be useful to you. I haven’t been entirely honest.”

      Azazel was silent as I disentangled my hand from his and turned it towards them so they could see the diamond pattern scarred on my palm. “I want to destroy Gabriel because he threw me out of Heaven. I touched the Sword of Light and didn’t burn. I think if I could get close to it again, maybe… maybe I could do it again. And use it to kill him.”

      They didn’t need to ask which him I was referring to, but oddly, none of them seemed shocked by the news that I’d done the impossible and lived.

      “Why is no one surprised?”

      “Well, angel, we already knew.” Azazel smiled slightly, stroking my palm with his fingertips. “I saw the scars when Belial first brought you to his Circle and realized what they were.”

      I was struck dumb for a moment. “You already knew and didn’t say anything?” 

      They could’ve bagged a fortune if they’d sold me off when they first realized. Many higher demons would’ve been overjoyed to have a fallen angel who’d once poked Gabriel in the eye, however inadvertently.

      They could’ve used me as a weapon against Gabriel himself.

      Lucifer gave me a crooked smile of his own. “I wanted you to trust us enough to tell us yourself.”

      “Of course I trust you.” I curled my fingers around Azazel’s. “I wouldn’t have given you my feather if I didn’t trust you. It’s just… the time didn’t seem right, you know. I’m not going to talk about that prick Gabriel while I’m in bed with another man.”

      Lucifer nodded gravely. “It would’ve been a buzzkill, yes.”

      “I’m glad you told us,” Azazel said quietly. “And you know perfectly well what we’re planning. I think you are the last piece of the puzzle we need. You belong with us.”

      He said it with such conviction all I could do was stare for a moment. Then he raised my hand to his mouth and kissed my knuckles. 

      What the hell had Lucifer said to him?

      The Morningstar held my gaze, his swirling tattoos rippling as his arms tightened. “We need you as much as we want you. I refused to serve in Heaven, but now I serve in Hell… and all I serve is more chaos and insanity. If we do this, we do it together.”

      I nodded. His feather touched my neck, a phantom caress from his fingers. “Of course. I’ve chosen you all, and I hope… I hope that now all the secrets are out between us.”

      Tascius held me tighter. “I have no secrets to speak of that you don’t already know.”

      Azazel opened my palm again, frowning at the scars. “No more secrets… but I am curious. You were innocent of any crime, so why didn’t God intervene on your behalf?”

      The room fell silent and everyone’s gaze fell on my palm.

      I itched to close my fingers again and hide the scars. “I don’t know. Nobody has heard God’s word in years. The archangels tell us they’re acting on his word, though.”

      His frown deepened. “It seems to me that they’re acting on their own orders.”

      Lucifer cocked his head. “Don’t tell me you’re suggesting we make war on Heaven, too.”

      “Once we’ve deposed the Red Dragon, we can do whatever we like.” Azazel allowed me to close my hand again. “And somebody still wants Gabriel’s head.”

      He gave me a meaningful look. 

      “Oh, yes.” I shivered in delight at the thought. “I very much do.” 

      Azazel’s brow smoothed. “Give me some time to think on this, Melisande. If you can wield the Sword of Light, that changes a few things. But you’ve fallen.”

      “You might not be able to wield it now.” Lucifer scowled. “I won’t risk you being burned alive to test a theory.”

      “I maintain that it’s possible, but you said it yourself,” I pointed out. “‘Or we need its polar opposite’. Who could create an inverse of the Sword of Light?”

      Azazel stared into space for a long moment. “I might have an idea. Give me some time to research. For now, take your Nephilim home, make up for lost time.”

      “Azazel…”

      He leaned in and cupped my face, then kissed me. In front of everyone. 

      I didn’t care in the slightest. I melted into the kiss, tasting mint and magic, the softness of his tongue running over my lips. 

      An eternity could’ve passed and I wouldn’t have noticed.

      Azazel broke away first, his pupils expanding to eat up the violet irises. “You should go. I’m still… the void is still there. Still calling.”

      I touched his cheek, stroking the sharp line of his jaw, smoothing back a black curl. “When you’re ready, I’m here,” I said. I stared into his eyes, forcing myself to look into that abyss, expecting to see emptiness. 

      All I saw was Azazel. 

      He swallowed hard and turned away, his fists clenched so tight his knuckles were white.

      “We should go,” Lucifer said. “It might take some time before he can control it.”

      I touched Azazel’s face one last time, and rose to go, dragging Tascius with me. 

      The Nephilim looked after the Watcher, concern on his face, but he let me drag him out into the cathedral. “What have you done to him, Morningstar?”

      Lucifer glanced at Tascius, but the looks he gave him were no longer glacially cold. “It’s more like, what did he do to himself. He’s missing half his soul and he’s kept the void under control until now. It’ll take time for him to learn how to handle letting it out.”

      “He’s doing it for me,” I said quietly. “If he wants to mark me as his, I think part of myself will spill over and fill the void.”

      Tascius picked me up, hugging me tight, and I wrapped my arms around his neck. 

      “If anyone can make it happen, you can,” he growled in my ear.

      Lucifer paused on the edge of the balcony, waiting for Tascius to put me down. 

      The Nephilim gazed over the edge, a hard look in his eyes. I stroked his back, not trying to touch his scars, but not avoiding them, either. That wide-open drop was his birthright, the same as mine, and I knew that he felt like a bird without wings.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” he muttered. Lucifer took his hand, and I took the other and tried to smile up at him encouragingly. 

      All of Tascius’s good cheer had faltered at the sight of the drop and the reminder of what he’d lost.

      We stepped off the edge together.
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      “I’m of no use to you,” he said, dropping his head in his hands.

      Tascius was sprawled across my bed. Vyra hadn’t looked surprised at the sight of him loping into the Nightside arena, given that Blind Luck had arrived earlier and given her the news before disappearing into Lady Savage’s chambers.

      “Don’t you dare say that.” I locked the door, then climbed on the bed and crawled over him to straddle his lap. He let me pull his hands away and force him to look up. “I don’t care what your use is. Just having you is a privilege, and I don’t know what I did to deserve it.” 

      He traced my cheek down to the edges of my lips. “You saw what Yraceli was like. That should be me. Without my wings, I’m crippled, only half the Nephilim I should be.” His thumb lingered on my chin. “I can’t keep up with you in what should be our native element. I can’t protect you if a prince comes for you.”

      I grabbed his hands and laced our fingers together. 

      “Friends are honest,” I said, resting my forehead against his. “I don’t care if you’re not invulnerable like she was. I’m vulnerable, Tascius. I’m not like the princes, either. And if you’re going to mope on the first night we’ve had together in weeks, I swear I’m going to drag you right down to that arena and beat on you until you’re smiling again.”

      He did actually smile at that, some of his sadness melting away. “Is that what it takes to put me in a good mood?”

      “I’m hoping just the threat of it works.”

      “Well, you’re right,” he said, laying back and pulling me with him. “It does. It’s been many, many years since I’ve been to Blackchapel, and I hate it just as much now as I did then.”

      Of course a little Nephilim with his wings sawed off would hate a floating cathedral. He would’ve been a prisoner, trapped by his own mutilation.

      “Then we make our home on the ground.” I stroked the strong bridge of his nose. “And I promise I will find a way to get your wings back.”

      He shook his head, running his fingers through my hair. I rested my cheek on his chest and listened to his steady heartbeat. “I don’t give a damn about my wings, Melisande. Not as long as I’m with you.”

      I just nodded, letting him hide all his yearning and regret. He did give a damn, and so did I.

      And I didn’t make promises I couldn’t keep. 

      “Really.” He made me look up at him. “It doesn’t matter. The only thing I care about is that we’re together again.”

      “Me, too,” I said, and kissed him. 

      The heat of a long-denied touch stirred to life inside me. He was the first one I’d chosen, the first one I’d entrusted my life and secrets to. 

      Without consciously thinking about it, I yanked the ties of my flimsy dress and hooked my fingers in his pants, pulling them down. He made a low noise as I ripped them over his thighs, stroking the long, firm muscles in his legs along the way. 

      I climbed back over him, drawing in a hissing breath when his cock slid against my wet core. 

      The Nephilim darkness flickered in his eyes, taking over the deep blue.

      “Yes, just let it happen,” I whispered, pressing my nails into his chest, gently at first, and then harder. 

      He gripped my hips, forcing me up on my knees. I felt the thick head of his cock push against me, then he pulled down, plunging into me as deep as he would go.

      A tiny hint of pain was overwhelmed by the flood of desire for him. I unleashed all my pent-up need for him, riding him hard as the darkness washed over his eyes.

      Tascius sat up, cradling me in his lap to kiss me, then rolled over, arching over my body. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he pounded into me, his lips devouring my mouth and moving down over my neck, biting and sucking the whole way. 

      His growl reverberated in my chest. I gripped a handful of his hair, and his cock hardened, his growl becoming a groan. 

      I tightened my legs, forcing him deeper inside me, and the pounding of his hard lower stomach against my clit sent waves of tension through my limbs.

      Tascius’s hips smoothed into long, even strokes, grinding against me with every thrust until I was shaking. I sank my teeth into his shoulder when the orgasm ripped through me, squeezing my eyes shut so tight I saw stars.

      He felt me clamp around him and shuddered, pushing into my pussy with several more hard strokes until he came. His muscles relaxed, his breath heavy as he leaned into me and kissed my mouth hard.

      “I fucking missed you,” he said, his voice ragged.

      I tangled my fingers in his hair, keeping my legs wrapped around him so he couldn’t pull away. “I fucking missed you more.”

      He laughed, but it was a breathless sound. He’d gotten the shit kicked out of him, his bones broken and healed, dropped off the side of Blackchapel, and had his brains fucked out all in one day. 

      It was no surprise that his eyelids were closing already.

      I finally let him go, curling up against his side. “Go to sleep. You’ll still be here, free with me, when you wake up.”

      Tascius gave me a sleepy half-smile. “I meant for all of that to last longer.”

      “We’ve got forever now.” I watched his eyes flutter closed, his lashes dark against his cheeks, and soon enough his breathing evened and slowed.

      I stayed awake for a long time, a strange prickling sensation running over me. There was no reason for it; I had almost everything I wanted here. All that was left was Belial.

      Still, I felt like something weighed on me. 

      I slid out of bed and pulled on a silk dressing gown Vyra had embroidered with life-like poisonous flowers, and stepped to the window. The glimpses of the Nightside sky had darkened a little with what passed for true night here.

      The garden was empty, but I still felt that awful sensation of being watched. 

      I glanced at Tascius, who was still fast asleep in my bed, right where he belonged, and climbed out the window, spreading my wings to drift down to the garden below.

      Several fireflies drifted past languidly, and crickets that had quieted when I landed began singing again. The grass was cool and springy under my feet.

      I reached out and touched a stand of luminescent lilies as I walked, their glow brightening when I touched them and dimming again when I passed. The further I walked, the stronger the sensation became.

      I took a deep breath of jasmine so heady and sweet I could almost taste it, but there was something rotten under it. Something spoiled.

      Pushing aside a stand of ferns, I saw what had intruded on my peace.

      Several pitch-black, thorny stems pushed out of the loam in a dark corner, their stems catching the light like wet ink. Two of the roses were just buds, but one was in full bloom, its dark petals as black as deepest night. The shining carapaces of carrion beetles scuttled between them. 

      I knelt next to the unwelcome roses and summoned my magic, relishing the taste of ash and petals.

      “I hope you enjoy tormenting me,” I said quietly, watching one of the beetles fall off and plop in the dirt. “I hope you think about this day and night, your little games, fucking with Lucifer. I hope you wring what satisfaction you can out of it.” 

      Dark flames kindled in my palm, the inverse of light. Shadows that moved oddly danced across the garden wall.

      “Because every time you do, I feel a little more determined. I’m going to make you suffer for what you’ve done. To Vyra, to Azazel, to Lucifer. I’m going to pay you back tenfold for all the torment you’ve heaped on them.”

      I cupped the rose and the tightly-furled buds, watched the beetles crawl between my fingers.

      “You think you’re the king of all evil. You have no fucking idea what I’m going to do to you.”

      My shadowy fire ate them to ash, all the way down to the roots.
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      Even after burning Satan’s unwelcome gift to ash, I couldn’t sleep. I wandered the garden until the small visible sliver of moon faded, the sky washing from indigo to the violet of day, and sat on a bench in the shade of the willow tree, glaring broodily at the blackened patch of soil every once in a while.

      Footsteps pulled me from my darker thoughts. I looked up and saw Tascius striding through the grass, his pants slung low over his hips, hair falling like silver water down his back.

      He settled on the bench next to me and linked his hand in mine. “Have you been happier here?”

      I draped my legs over his thighs, rubbing my tired face. I couldn’t be anything but honest with Tascius. “Not really. It’s all so beautiful, but it doesn’t feel like home yet.”

      He paused for a moment. “Do you still plan on climbing back to Heaven?”

      I tore my eyes away from the burnt soil and gazed up at his face. His midnight blue eyes were level. If I were to go back to Heaven, I knew he’d be at my side for the whole journey.

      But the thought of climbing up so far… it exhausted me to the bone. How could I climb back up when I had so much here that I wanted, but couldn’t quite keep in my grasp?

      “I don’t know.” I pulled a long lock of his hair over his shoulder, wrapping the moon-white silk around my fingers. “I know I won’t be able to rest until Gabriel has paid for what he’s done. If I could have everything I wanted, I’d kill Barachiel, Raguel, and Selaphiel, too. But I’ve found so much more here than I’d ever hoped for. Sometimes I think Gabriel did me a favor.”

      He pulled me in close and I rested my head on his chest.

      “I know he didn’t mean it as a favor,” I amended. “He wanted me to suffer before I died, because he’s a jealous bastard who doesn’t want anyone else touching his toys. But… the way I feel for you… and Lucifer and Azazel… sometimes it frightens me how intense those feelings are. I thought revenge was my driving force, and then there’s days when I’m with all of you, and I’m so happy that I forget how much I hate the archangels.”

      He let out a low laugh. “Is that really a bad thing, friend?”

      “I guess not. I feel cliche saying love conquers all, but… it feels good to not be full of rage and venom all the time.”

      Tascius stroked my hair, his fingers trailing over my shoulder. “But if you chose to give up on your revenge, you might regret it.”

      “Yes.” I sighed and closed my eyes. “I want both. I want all of you with me. I want to kill Gabriel. But I’m afraid seeking revenge means I’ll lose one of you.”

      “Not if we seek it with you.” His arm tightened around me. “I can’t say I’m sorry Gabriel pushed you out of Heaven, because it means I found you. But none of us would say no to helping you destroy him.”

      When I slipped my hand around his back, I felt the ridged scars of his lost wings under my fingertips. “And what if you end up hurt? You don’t have the same invincibility Yraceli had.”

      Tascius’s chest moved under my cheek when he exhaled a deep breath. “When I lost my wings, I lost that power. It’s like being half of what I was meant to be. But, you forget…” He raised my chin to look at him. “I’ve survived over twenty years in Belial’s Circle. I don’t need to be invincible to survive.”

      “I know,” I said quietly. “But I’ve seen Gabriel in the midst of war. I’ve seen him destroy a legion of demons like it was an afterthought. Any one of us is vulnerable to him.”

      “Then why do you worry? It’ll be four against one.” 

      I held him tighter for a moment, pushing my face against him. “I don’t know. Sometimes it feels like I was given too much when I was supposed to be punished. Like I still owe some suffering to the universe before all of this is done.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, pulling me all the way onto his lap. “You shouldn’t have been punished in the first place.”

      I traced slow circles on the silky skin of his chest. “I wish I could mark you, like Belial did to me. So I would always feel you and know you were okay.” 

      Tascius rested his chin on top of my head. I felt like I was in a small sanctuary, a place where no one could touch me, when I was cradled close to him. “We’ll figure it out, little friend.” 

      “I hope so, big friend.” I looked up at the cut lines of his jaw and throat. The three little words I wanted to say didn’t feel big enough to encompass all I felt for him. 

      They were burning on the tip of my tongue when several shadows darted across the roof of the arena. Tascius’s entire body went tense at the sight. 

      “What is it?” 

      I slid to the ground and grabbed his hand, hurrying back inside and up the stairs. Several Chainlings fell in behind us. 

      We burst onto the roof, following the pack of Chainlings to the battlements. Vyra was already there, gripping the rail with white-knuckled fingers.

      Our quiet moment in the courtyard was completely and utterly destroyed by the tense whispers and hisses, and a cloud of stars and smoke burst into life next to us.

      “Azazel, what’s happening?” I looked over my shoulder at the Watcher took solid form. “Where’s Lucifer?”

      His sharp face was utterly grim. “With his father. The Dragon decided to stir last night.”

      All the blood drained out of my face. 

      I’d caused this, by burning his roses and threatening him. But what was he doing?

      A molten arc of fire streaked across the sky, and my throat tightened. I would know the thundering ash of Arcturus’s hooves anywhere, as Belial headed straight for the Nightside. 

      I slipped out of Tascius’s grip and fell in at Vyra’s side. She was staring at the streets below, where the smaller roads converged on the large thoroughfare that led up and down the Circles of Dis.

      Demons lined the streets, and the one thing that stood out immediately was that all of them were male. 

      Except for a small group, pulling two women along with them. The demon females went silently, tears streaming down their faces as they headed towards the thoroughfare that a procession had begun to descend.

      It was all women. Some were from Lust, dressed in barely-there veils, some from Heresy painted with arcane symbols. A female from Greed dripped golden coins. 

      The demons herded them downwards, towards the Eighth Circle, as the demons outside my arena pulled their women towards the procession.

      “They’re Satan’s Brides,” Vyra whispered through bloodless lips. Her large, dark pink eyes swam with unshed tears. “Sacrifices. The Dragon called for more women.”

      I placed my hand over hers, feeling her tendons standing out from the strain of gripping the rail so hard. “Vyra. He won’t have you.”

      “He sees us all.” She took a shuddering breath and sobbed. “He knows where we are.”

      I whirled around, finding Azazel close enough to touch. “Azazel, take her to Blackchapel. Take her now.”

      He pried his sister’s hands off the rail. Vyra stared wide-eyed until he spun her around and hugged her, holding her close and pushing her face against his chest so she couldn’t see. She gripped two handfuls of his shirt, hyperventilating in ragged gasps.

      His violet eyes held mine as they vanished into shadows, and I saw the faintest glimmer of stars in the air as they shot towards Blackchapel, away from the horrifying parade of sacrificial lambs. 

      No sooner had they left than Arcturus’s flaming hooves hit the roof of my arena, sending up sparks. The horse tossed his head as Belial jumped down from his back, his lips pulled back over his teeth in a snarl. 

      “Where-” He stopped dead when he saw me at the rail, his shoulders tight, fists clenched at his sides. “You should be inside.”

      The tension coiled inside me had eased a little when Azazel spirited Vyra away, but there were other women walking to their deaths now.

      “Belial, you can’t let them go.” I jerked my head back towards the procession. Most of them had passed into the Eighth Circle, Fraud, but there were still some descending from the Sixth. 

      Even though I was powerless to do anything, he was a prince. A prince who’d come all the way from the Brightside just to make sure I was still safe.

      Despite my horror, a warm glow kindled inside me.

      “They belong to the Dragon now,” he rumbled, eyes flashing, but he’d taken a step forward, then another, until he was almost close enough to touch. Tascius kept his arm wrapped around me, like he was afraid I’d jump off the roof and join the doomed women.

      “Are you the Prince of Wrath or aren’t you?” I breathed, my hands shaking. “Please do something for them!”

      Belial gritted his teeth, his eyes flicking from me to the streets below, and threads of gold twined through his dark hair. 

      I gasped when he jumped over the side of my arena, shifting in midair as he fell eighty feet to the ground below. The enormous golden lion hit the ground on all fours, opening craters beneath him and setting fire to a glowing bush with a switch of his flaming tail.

      I leaned over the rail, watching as demons threw themselves out of the way as the lion rampaged into the streets, knocking carts, food stalls, and people aside without a second thought.

      The male demons running the procession with whips turned as his roar echoed down the street, some flinching and covering their ears. One dropped the whip and ran, and the women left in the Sixth and Seventh Circles paused, looking askance at the lion. 

      Some looked relieved, and my heart tightened in my chest.

      “These are for the Dragon!” one shouted, waving his arms. He looked like a mouse next to Belial, waving his arms to catch the golden lion’s attention. 

      Surprise filled me when Belial stretched open his massive jaws and roared, but there were words in the rumble and growl of his beast-speech.

       “I CLAIM THESE WOMEN AS MY TRIBUTE.” His roared words echoed down the street like thunder.

      The demon faltered as Belial crept closer. His lion’s mouth could swallow the demon whole. “The Red Dragon demanded-”

      Belial let out a low, rumbling chuckle, his tail flicking and knocking another slaver aside. “DO I LOOK LIKE I GIVE A FUCK WHAT THE DRAGON WANTS?”

      The women had herded together in a tight circle, their arms wrapped around each other. I pounded on the rail, silently urging Belial to eat the motherfucker if that’s what it took to free them.

      “He… they’re chosen sacrifices.” The demon straightened up and brandished his whip. “They were chosen for Satan himself.”

      Belial sat back on his haunches, aquamarine eyes glittering dangerously. “I CHOOSE THEM. THEY ARE THE PRICE OF YOUR SAFE PASSAGE.”

      The demon opened his mouth to argue again, and Belial brought down a titanic paw, crushing him against the obsidian. A pool of blood slowly spread on the stone beneath his claws.

      The other slaver who’d dropped his whip pushed the remaining women forward. “Take them, Prince! Take them! They’re yours as tribute.”

      “WISE MAN.” Belial got up and prowled around them, herding them down the side street towards the arena and leaving a crowd of terrified demons behind him. “GET OUT OF MY FUCKING CIRCLE.”

      The remaining demons scattered, and the denizens of Wrath gave them looks that promised extreme violence if they returned. I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, the tension melting away and leaving me exhausted.

      We hadn’t saved them all, but we’d done what we could. 

      I touched Tascius’s face. “Please help the Chainlings find places for the women. We’ll bring them home when it’s safe.”

      He grabbed my hand and kissed my palm, his eyes dark. “Don’t get yourself hurt.”

      “You know me.” I smiled and replaced my palm with my mouth, nipping his lip. “It’s time to go hunting.”

      Tascius disappeared inside, and I summoned my magic, forming a thorny spear. When I looked over the edge of the battlements, the women were making their way towards the gates of the arena. My Chainlings were opening the way.

      There was one thing left that I needed to do.

      I jumped over the edge and spiraled downwards, landing next to one of Belial’s paw prints. It was big enough that I could’ve curled up inside it if I wanted to. 

      The females streaked past me, darting for the refuge of the arena. Belial was still a lion, taking up most of the street, and his gaze landed on me as I stepped out of the iron gates and into his path.

      He lowered his head, and I placed my hand on his wide nose, the short, silky fur as hot as a furnace and tickling my palm. “I want the bastards from this Circle who tried to sacrifice our women.”

      “WHAT MY LADY DEMANDS, MY LADY GETS.”

      His voice was enough to nearly knock me over, pain spiking in my eardrums from being this close to him when he spoke as a lion.

      He raised his head and shook out his mane, then turned and loped down the street, careful to keep from planting one of his enormous paws on me. I took flight, hovering overhead, holding my spear in a death-grip. 

      It didn’t take long to find the ones who’d betrayed our own. Two were held tight by an angry crowd, and Belial’s lope became a quick lunge. He pinned one to the street, his claws framing the demon’s head like a cage.

      “WHERE IS THE LAST?” he demanded, the demons flinching under his roar.

      One of the demons pointed further up the street, and I caught sight of a fleeing back. 

      I swooped forward, putting all my strength and a touch of magic into my spear, which flew from my hand as straight as an arrow.

      The barbed head buried itself between the fleeing demon’s shoulder blades, severing his spinal cord. My magic spear melted as he died.

      I wheeled over the top of a tall building and landed lightly in the thoroughfare, only yards from Belial’s paws. The two demons being held down by their own looked up at me beseechingly, grimacing at the pain of so many hands dug into their flesh.

      “Lady Wrath, the Dragon demanded it,” one said, gasping as a chef’s cleaver bit into his neck. 

      Belial’s low chuckle sounded more like an earthquake, shaking the ground beneath my feet.

      “As you can see, the other citizens of this Circle don’t agree with you,” I said mildly. 

      How many women had they lost over the years? 

      I glanced up the thoroughfare and saw a similar crowd in the Sixth Circle, but they were mourning their loss. I hoped at least one of the women we’d claimed would be able to return home to them.

      “We can’t disregard his desires.” The other demon winced. “He’s the King of Hell.”

      I looked them over, then glanced at the one panting under Belial’s paw. He reeked of fear.

      So had the women, and they hadn’t had a choice. A pang of guilt stabbed at me, knowing I was the one who’d set off this round of sacrifices.

      “You will disregard him from this day on.” I called on my magic and made a sword. “Any citizen of the Seventh Circle who willingly gives up or forces one of their own will deal with the wrath this Circle is known for.”

      “You can’t-” one the demons began, but Belial rumbled out a warning growl and leaned forward, snorting steam out of his nostrils. 

      “DO YOU QUESTION MY LADY’S JUDGMENT?”

      The demon shook his head. 

      “Bring him forward,” I said quietly. 

      The chef and two merchants dragged the first one forward, forcing him on his knees. 

      I took a deep breath, and put my all into the slice of my blade, making the cut clean. His head rolled away, bouncing across the stone.

      They dragged away his body and his head as the other was brought forth. I hated it, killing in cold blood against defenseless enemies, but I couldn’t forgive them. They had clean deaths compared to what the other sacrifices would receive. At least their last moments weren’t a torment. 

      Belial raised his paw and extended one claw, neatly taking off the last demon’s head. 

      I let my sword flicker and die, feeling exhausted to the bone, sick and weary. 

      He rumbled a low growl, and I looked over my shoulder. The angry demons had strung up their bodies in a macabre display over the streets.

      “Well, at least it’ll be very clear to anyone else what happens if they try that again,” I said softly, turning my back on the gory sight. 

      Belial took long, slow strides as I walked back to my arena, too emotionally wiped out to enjoy flying. I passed through the gates and felt a shiver in the air, and when I looked back, Belial had shed his lion’s skin. He wore only pants, leaving his chest bare, and I fought the urge to wince when I saw the faint silver lines scored across his chest.

      He’d left my marks on him. 

      Arcturus galloped down to the grass, his hooves scorching the grass, and nudged Belial with his nose. I didn’t even have the energy to return the horse’s smug side-eye.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly. “For helping them, and… and looking after me. Hell, thank you for backing me up.”

      Belial took a step closer. “When this happens again, stay inside,” he said roughly. 

      I paused, wetting my lips, and took a step closer. “I can’t make that promise. I won’t let them take our women. They’re under our protection, aren’t they?”

      He smirked, a little of his tension fading away, and took another step. “If you’d been born in Hell, you would’ve been a succubus. Protector of women.”

      “Seems to be a running theme in this Circle,” I said lightly, taking another step. 

      He closed the gap, close enough to touch. “We don’t like assholes taking what’s ours to protect.”

      I smiled, and against my will, my hand rose. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to touch first, but then his aquamarine gaze looked over my shoulder. 

      I followed his gaze and found Tascius striding out of the arena gates, his expression hard as stone. 

      When I turned back, Belial was already climbing astride Arcturus. I let out a breath, feeling like something had been stolen from me. 

      “Stay safe, Lady Wrath,” Belial said, his face closed off again, and even as Tascius’s hands wrapped around my shoulders, I couldn’t help but watch as Arcturus streaked into the sky, becoming a meteor that faded from sight.
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      I washed the blood off myself, leaning against Tascius as he worked shampoo through my hair, closing my eyes and pretending I couldn’t still see the sight of the demon’s heads rolling away.

      I realized I wasn’t sorry. They’d been willing to sacrifice others, and they’d gotten what they deserved.

      Tascius let me have my silence in peace, knowing I was struggling. If I could make orders the demons would obey, then I not only had the power, but the responsibility to ensure their safety, and the weight of it felt like a boulder on my chest.

      We dressed and I opened the bedroom door to a surprising sight: Azazel, with his hand raised in the air. 

      “I was going to knock,” he said, his eyes lingering on my still-wet hair. 

      “You don’t have to knock.” I took a chance, and stepped forward and rose on my toes to kiss him. 

      Instead of turning to stone or pushing me away, his hands rose to cup my face, his tongue parting my lips. I was breathing hard, my heart pounding in my throat, when he finally released me and looked up at Tascius.

      “Maybe choose somewhere that isn’t next to a conveniently-close bed if you’re going to start that.” Tascius’s eyes were growing dark with Nephilim lust.

      I stepped back from Azazel. Appealing though the idea was, I still needed to make sure Vyra was okay and that the women were taken care of.

      “No beds right now. We need to find Lucifer and discuss something.”

      I was done with Satan. The time for waiting was long past. 

      “To Blackchapel, then.” Azazel held out a hand to Tascius, who scowled only briefly before taking it and allowing the Watcher to dissolve him into smoke. 

      “I’ll meet you there.” I brushed my fingers through their stars and headed to the window, taking flight and following their glittering trail.
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        * * *

      

      “Vyra.”

      I ran my fingers through her hair soothingly, like she was a child. The succubus was curled up on her bed, wrapped in sparkling pink sheets and staring at the opposite wall. 

      When I’d opened her bedroom door in Blackchapel, the last thing I’d been expected to be greeted with was an explosion of pink and black. An entire wall was studded with nails that necklaces and bracelets were draped over, and several dress-forms still had half finished projects pinned to them. A multitude of baskets spilled over with every color and finish of fabric imaginable. 

      She sighed, clutching her sheet a little tighter. “I’m sorry I ran.”

      “Don’t be.” I made her lift her head and pulled a velvet pouf under her. “You’ve already had to deal with enough bullshit. Let us deal with Satan, but when I made you a promise that he’d never have you, I meant it. If you’d feel safer here in Blackchapel, then you should stay here.”

      She blinked lashes that were incongruously dark against her pale skin. “I’m so tired of running away, Melisande. Sometimes I think everything will be fine, but when I see them, all I feel is that despair again. It feels like he’ll take me, that they’ll parade me through the streets, and nobody will be able to do anything to save me.”

      “None of us would let you go.” I stroked her back until her pale bat-like wings stopped shivering. “Belial went out and saved some of the women. He claimed them as tribute. I know we didn’t save them all, but some of them will get to go home.”

      “That’s better than none,” she whispered, closing her eyes. Purple shock-circles had formed under them. 

      “Go to sleep. When you wake up, you’ll feel better. Some of the women will need you.”

      “And what about you?” she asked, cracking one eyelid open. 

      “Well…” I looked down at my other hand, clenched in my lap. “I have some bloody work ahead of me.”

      A faint smile crossed Vyra’s face, and when her breath evened out, I crept out of the room and shut the door.

      Azazel and Tascius waited for me in the parlor, and the moment I swept into the room, Lucifer landed on the balcony. He swiped a forearm over his mouth, wiping away the blood from his split lips. 

      Weariness gnawed at me as I beckoned him over. He sat obediently on the couch, and I summoned the white fire of my healing magic.

      As long as Satan lived, Vyra would always live in terror, and Lucifer in torment. 

      There was no more time to waste.

      “You know why we’re all here, I think.” I released my magic when Lucifer stretched, his wings spreading and pulling back in. Under the glaze of blood, he was healed. “That was my last straw. I’m not going to wait around while he takes women just because he’s pissy about something, and we know what we need to accomplish it.”

      “The Sword of Light is out,” Azazel said, his violet eyes sweeping over me, and I knew what he was thinking: that if I touched it now, I’d be burned alive in an instant.

      “But there was another option.” I glanced up at Lucifer. “The inverse sword.”

      Lucifer leaned back on the couch, settling his arm around my shoulders and drawing me close. “The problem is that an inverse sword doesn’t exist yet. We would need to have one made.”

      I chewed my lower lip, mulling it over as Azazel leaned forward. “I’ve done a little research into the issue of an inverse sword, and we’re in luck, for once. The finest smith in Hell resides not far from Dis, at the foot of Hekla Fell.”

      “What is Hekla Fell?” I asked, squinting at him.

      Azazel smiled. “The Forge of the Gods. A volcano on the outskirts of the wastelands. There was once an entire sect of smiths who lived there, but if my research is accurate, there is one left who might be able to help us.”

      “So we make a new sword, or we find a way to turn the Sword of Light. We’d have to take on Gabriel, and probably Raguel and Barachiel, just to get our hands on the Sword- and there’s no guarantee we’d be able to pick it up and move it.” I gripped Lucifer’s hand, squeezing his fingers tightly. “Our best bet is the smith.”

      Tascius nodded in agreement. “To Hekla Fell, then.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Azazel cast a sleeping spell over Vyra before we left, ensuring she’d slumber through the rest of the day and the night after. He kissed her forehead and shut her door, and we descended to the ground below. 

      “Melisande’s horse is a little too small for you, Nephilim,” Azazel said, looking over Tascius. “We need something a little… larger.”

      “Are there horses in the Fields?” I asked, ducking around a shade with a mouth full of asphodel. 

      “There are if you know where to look.” He smiled thinly, then placed a finger in his mouth and whistled. 

      Instead of the sound being swallowed by the swirling fog, the piercing note seemed to grow, splintering into a chorus of sound that swept away across the Fields. I waited with bated breath, clutching Tascius with one hand and Lucifer with the other. 

      Several of the roaming shades looked up and wandered away, the grass hissing from their retreat. I strained my ears, and under the swish of grass, a sound that seemed like a quiet heartbeat began to pick up its pace.

      It grew louder and louder as the whistle died away. A dark shape burst through the mist, trampling the grass underfoot.

      My mouth fell open at the sight of the dark horse. It was dark as night, with tiny purple asphodel flowers braided in its mane, and dwarfed Capheira even from a distance. 

      Its hooves were dense iron, as well as the spiraling horn protruding from its forehead.

      “You want me to ride a unicorn.” Tascius’s voice was emotionless.

      The unicorn slowed to a trot, then a walk as it approached Azazel. He reached out and touched the velvety dark nose. “He’s a very nice unicorn.”

      “Oh, come on friend, how many people get to say they rode a unicorn?” I tugged his sleeve, grinning up at him. 

      Tascius rolled his eyes upwards, then stepped forward. I pressed a spare sugar lump in his hand. “Here, give him this.”

      The unicorn watched him approach with dark, unfathomable eyes. I held my breath, wondering if my poor Nephilim was about to get himself gored with that pointed iron spiral, but Tascius held out the sugar. “You do look like a very nice unicorn,” he muttered. 

      It accepted the offering, licking his palm for more.

      The unicorn didn’t stir as Tascius swung himself up on its back, a graceful-looking feat for a man so large, but I could’ve sat cross-legged on the creature’s back with room to spare. With his silvery hair and carved features, he almost looked like a prince from a fairy tale.

      “Where’d you make friends with a unicorn?” I asked Azazel, who stepped back from the horse. “Does he have a name?”

      “He’s always lived here, and no. He just… is.” 

      “Do you think the old tales are true, that unicorns only approach virgins…?” I wondered aloud, and Azazel growled.

      “No more questions,” the Watcher said briskly. 

      “One would think you’d encourage a healthy curiosity in your students-”

      “Not today, I don’t.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Lucifer as Tascius nudged the unicorn into a trot, picking his way down the sloping fields. 

      “I’m pretty sure he’s not,” Lucifer whispered with a conspiratorial smile. “But I could always be wrong.”

      Azazel gave us a scathing look and dissolved into mist, following the unicorn overhead.

      Lucifer and I took flight, dancing around each other as we followed the unicorn to the edge of the fields, where the soil gave way to black sand. The dunes were smaller, flowing more gently than those in the Starsea, and I raised a hand to shield my eyes as I peered in the distance. 

      The rim of the crater I’d made when I’d fallen was just visible. The shards of my broken halo were probably buried somewhere under all that sand.

      We rounded Dis, careful to keep a distance from the city as we headed towards the mountains in the distance. They rose in jagged spires and pillars, painting the rim of the sky like a set of teeth. 

      Tascius’s unicorn trotted lightly over the sand like it was as solid as the ground of the Fields of Asphodel, and I occasionally swooped down low to fly alongside him, reaching out to touch his hand. 

      Despite the fact that he was riding a unicorn, he gave me a smile every time, his fingers tickling my palm when we touched. 

      But when we were flying, and he looked up, there were flickers of loss in his face, pain at knowing what he was missing out on.

      It took two hours to reach the edge of the wasteland, where the first spikes of jagged, glassy stone rose out of the sand. My back muscles were burning from the strain of flight on such still air, and a fine layer of sweat coated my forehead. 

      I spiraled down to the smooth rock and landed, my wings gratefully pulling in against my back. 

      “The way to Hekla Fell is through here.” Azazel re-materialized, looking up at the crags dispassionately. “We’ll go on foot from here on out. There is a tunnel we’ll need to pass through.”

      Tascius patted his unicorn’s neck and dismounted, and I gave him another bit of sugar to pass over. Thank god for Belial and the little sack of horse-treats he’d given me. The unicorn preened under Tascius’s touch, even though I knew very well that he wasn’t a virgin by any means.

      Lucifer, to my annoyance, looked as cool as if the flight to the edge of the wastes had been nothing but a walk in the park. He gripped my hand, pulling me up to the edge of a trail worn in the stones.

      “There will be an answer here.” His silver eyes flashed as he looked up at the mountains. “I know it.”

      “If there’s not, we always have the back-up plan,” I reminded him. 

      He glanced down at me, his brow furrowed. “You’re not touching the Sword of Light. Not even if all hope is lost. I’d rather serve in Hell than watch you die screaming.”

      “Nobody’s going to die screaming,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt.

      It was a question that weighed on me heavily, assuming we found no demon smith. Would I be able to hold the Sword again?

      I took a deep breath and hiked up the trail on his heels, with Tascius bringing up the rear behind me.

      We wove through jagged pillars that arched overhead, climbing higher and higher as the sun beat down on us. Within an hour, I was almost grateful for the sight of the open mouth of a cavern, almost nothing more than a slot in the dark stone ahead of us. 

      Still, despite my desperation to be out of the sun, there was something about the darkness crawling inside it that made my hackles rise.

      Azazel stared into the darkness, his eyes narrowed. “I’ll light the way. Melisande, stay between us.”

      It was an order, not a suggestion. 

      The Watcher went first, and as he disappeared into the cavern, tiny stars flickered to life in the air around him like fireflies.

      “You next,” Lucifer said, and Tascius nodded in agreement. I swallowed hard, and stepped into the darkness after Azazel.

      The heat of the sun dissipated instantly, like the shadows had sucked away every bit of warmth from my body. I shivered and drew closer to Azazel, staying within the little cloud of his stars.

      With Lucifer at my back, some of the latent fear left my body. We wove through the darkness, sometimes hearing small scuffles of an unseen something moving around, but Lucifer always reached out to touch me when I paused, listening intently.

      It felt like something was watching us, like we were no longer really in the mountains at the edge of a wasteland, but under the eye of something too enormous and vast to comprehend.

      I couldn’t even bring myself to speak until light filtered into a distant crack far ahead, and my eyes teared up at the red-hot brilliance of it.

      As soon as we stepped out of the tunnel, the weight of watching eyes vanished, but a heat that made the wasteland sun seem like winter blasted against us.

      I gaped open-mouthed at the mountain that loomed high above us. A woman’s face had been carved in the sheer drop, and a fall of lava gushed steadily from her open mouth, splashing viscously into the lake of fire that shimmered before us. 

      “Hekla Fell,” Azazel said softly. “The Forge of the Gods.”

      I dropped my gaze. We stood on a broad shelf of polished obsidian, and a ramshackle little hut had been built under an overhang, only yards away from the lake of molten stone.

      As I watched, a demon crept under tarp hung across the open door, slithering on a long body to the edge of the lake, and used a long pair of tongs to hold a crucible over the lava-flow. He had more arms than I could count, and the rest of him was still in the hut. Lank gray hair hung over two sets of his shoulders, and scorch marks smudged his scaled skin.

      He tilted the crucible, revealing the flash of molten gold, and sighed in satisfaction before retreating to his hut. Before his head popped back inside, it swiveled to face us, revealing one normal eye, and one that was a round, polished ruby.

      “Well, are you coming in or not?”

      Then he vanished.

      I glanced up at Azazel. “Is that what you were expecting?”

      He blinked at the hut. “I’d expected a little more grandeur, but I’ll take what I can get.”

      I took a deep breath and carefully walked over the sharp stone, avoiding razor-like ridges underfoot until we reached the door of the smith’s hut. Sweat ran down my back, and I could’ve sworn I felt my wings crisping from the proximity of the lake.

      I paused outside the cloth door. 

      “Oh, do come in,” the smith said silkily, and I pulled aside the cloth and stepped inside.
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      I blinked and let my eyes adjust to the darkness. 

      The first thing I saw was a rivulet of pure liquid gold, sparkling as the smith poured it from the crucible into a mold. 

      His body was coiled all around the interior of the hut, brushing up against tables laden with polished armor, over trunks packed with glimmering jewelry, and my breath caught at the sight of a sword hung on the wall, with a rippling blade of blue steel.

      It was flawless. My fingers itched to take it down and test its weight.

      “What are you here for, then?” The smith lowered the crucible. 

      I met his eyes, gazing at the ruby that looked like a bloody orb stuffed in his skull, and lost my voice. 

      Azazel ducked under the tarp, pressing his hand to the small of my back. “We’re here about a sword.”

      The smith just laughed, a gurgling chuckle. “I have all kinds of swords. I have swords from Old Earth, swords from across worlds, swords made of gems and feathers and wood. But all my swords will kill someone, take your pick.”

      “We’re here for a specific sword,” I said firmly, not backing up even as the smith’s centipede-like upper body drew closer. “Would you be able to make a sword that was the perfect inverse of the Sword of Light?”

      The smith paused, and his tongue crept out and ran over his upper lip. 

      I felt movement at my back and moved aside to make room for Lucifer and Tascius, which put me uncomfortably close to the centipede demon, but if I could handle seeing giant eyeballs in the floors, I could handle being close to him.

      “An inverse to the Sword of Light,” he repeated slowly, his good eye flicking over the new additions to his tiny hut. “You mean Gabriel’s sword?”

      I resisted the urge to ask, how many Swords of Light are there? “Yes. I want a sword that is its polar opposite.”

      The smith leaned back, and I dared to breathe a little deeper. 

      “Oh, but he would be furious,” the smith whispered to himself. “So angry. It’d be delightful to watch. But the means…”

      “What would you need in payment?” I asked evenly.

      The smith looked at me like he’d forgotten I was there. “What you need to worry about is where to get the raw material.”

      I must’ve looked confused, because the smith’s face broke into a wide, slow grin. “Ebonite, little angel. You’ll need ebonite for a sword like this.”

      “Why would finding ebonite be an issue?” Belial had a dagger made of it. Surely there were more blades that could be used.

      “Because you need raw, unformed ebonite.” The smith rummaged in a box and held up a tiny, pitted chunk of dark metal. “Ebonite that has already been forged with a purpose in mind is useless. It has metal-memories. You take a helmet of ebonite forged to protect the wearer and melt it down, all you have left is metal that will always protect its wearer. You could make a shield, make armor… but it would be useless as a sword. You take an ebonite cup made to never spill, melt it down, you end up with the most useless pile of shit any smith’s ever seen.”

      “I think I get it,” I said, cutting him off before he could give me more examples. 

      It made sense. Belial’s knife had been forged to hurt those with angelic or demonic blood, like the Nephilim, but it was too small for my prey. To kill Satan, I needed a sword of awesome power.

      “Where do we find raw ebonite?” Lucifer asked. 

      The smith tucked away his little chunk of metal again. “I could tell you to dig in the Deeps, but odds’re good you’d never come out, the lot of you, and I know of a much easier mine than that.” If anything, his smile got even wider, almost touching his ears. “It’d be my payment, as well. That, and the joy of knowing Gabriel is no longer the special snowflake he thinks he is.”

      “Tell us. We’ll bring your payment if you can do this.” I wiped sweat off my forehead, almost suffocating in the heat of his forge.

      “If I can do this? If I can do this? I’m Wayland the Smith! Of course I can fuckin’ do this, woman, otherwise I’d’ve sent you home when you first walked in my door.” He glared at me, the ruby twinkling. “It’d be my pleasure to stick it to that overgrown bundle of a goose’s ass-feathers. What you need to do is find the outcast oracle.”

      “Where-”

      “You’ll need to go to the City of Sight to find out where the ol’ bitch is living now. I once made her the most beautiful scryin’ mirror, and the hag never paid me. I want her hands and that mirror as payment, but when I was toiling over my stolen work, I saw that she had a cache of raw ebonite. It was enough for a sword. Bring me that ebonite, the mirror, and her hands, and I’ll make you the Sword of Mourning.”

      A shiver ran over my skin as an odd sensation pulsed between us.

      Whatever he’d done, it was a bound promise. A compact. Even the air of Hell had heard the promise of a Sword of Mourning and had stood still in anticipation. 

      “I’ll get you what you need,” I said, licking my dry lips, and ducked out of the hut as Wayland the Smith laughed. 
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      The journey back was mostly silent. I hovered low and swooped over dunes, sticking close to Tascius. A sigh of relief escaped me when we hit the cool mist of the Fields of Asphodel, and Tascius turned his unicorn loose with a pat on the neck.

      I landed in the grass and looked up at the three of them. “How long will it take us to journey to the City of Sight?”

      Azazel gazed towards the wastelands, which were obscured by a veil of fog. “We’ll have to travel north along the River Styx and past Acheron. I’d say… three days by flight. A week on foot.”

      I appreciated that he took walking into account. Tascius’s eyes had darkened at the mention of flying. I gripped his hand, squeezing his fingers. “Two weeks, then.”

      “We can spare them.” Lucifer crossed his arms over his chest. “Belial will serve as regent for your half of the Seventh Circle in your absence.”

      My lungs seemed to freeze. Two weeks, there and back, all the while leaving Belial far behind me. 

      “Well, we’d better be as quick as we can.” I pushed the grass towards the city. “I’m not giving Satan a chance to gather any more Brides.”

      Azazel began to dissipate at my side, and I thought I felt him reach out to touch me. “I will wait for Vyra to awaken and make arrangements.” 

      “Good. I need to speak to my Chainlings. They’ll have to hold down the fort.” 

      I smiled up at him despite my weariness and sweat-soaked skin, and he leaned in to brush a careful kiss across my mouth before vanishing entirely.

      We made our way to the edge of Dis and walked down the main thoroughfare, ignoring the stares of thousands of demons. I had zero illusions now that some of the bystanders reported straight back to Satan, and unless I missed my mark, Belial likely had spies tailing me, too.

      The Chainlings were in an uproar when we arrived.

      “I felt the links of the Chain shiver and tighten, my Lady,” the leader said. “You’re leaving us.”

      I blinked, wondering if they’d felt that sensation of Wayland making us a pact, the promise to create a sword that might change the very landscape of Hell.

      “Only for a few weeks. Prince Belial and Vyra will watch this half in my absence.”

      The Chainling followed me inside, and I stopped dead in my tracks.

      Haru Sakai was in my arena. He was stripped to the waist, revealing sculpted muscle, and wielding his katana against Blind Luck. 

      “What is he doing here?” I asked, and his pointed ears twitched.

      He dodged a blow from Luck with a smooth motion and grinned at me. “I come with a letter of recommendation, Lady Wrath.”

      “Did you need a change in scenery that badly?” Lucifer asked, his voice dry.

      “Better than Yomi, and better than guarding a door day and night.” Haru’s smile faded as he parried a series of blows from Luck’s daggers. “I promise not to snack too much.”

      “You won’t snack at all here unless the food is already dead,” I said sternly. “While I’m gone, whatever Vyra says, goes.”

      “Vyra.” Haru said her name with a caress in his voice, then swung his sword low, forcing Luck to stumble. He flickered in and out of sight, appearing behind the stunned fighter, and placed his blade at Luck’s throat. “Yield or die. That’s a lovely name.”

      He didn’t sound winded at all. 

      “Yield,” Luck gasped.

      Haru smiled and wiped the blade of his sword with careful deliberation before sheathing it in a lacquered case. “Ah, I won my first fight. I suppose I’m now sworn to you, Lady Wrath?”

      I eyed him suspiciously but found no reason to kick him out. I’d taken in Lady Savage and Blind Luck, after all. “If you’d like to be. I don’t need to warn you what will happen if you disregard our rules.”

      “Not at all.” He tossed a sheet of auburn hair over his shoulders. “I’m at your service. Mister Celamentum asked me to pass on his regards.”

      We stared at each other, but Haru broke into a sly grin, seemingly incapable of being serious.

      “Welcome to the arena, then.” 

      I moved to go up the stairs, but Haru flickered again and was suddenly blocking them, leaning insouciantly against the rail. “Where are you going? Perhaps you should consider an extra sword.” His tails waved behind him as he spoke.

      “Nowhere that’s any business of yours,” I growled, unable to push aside my initial dislike for the smirking kitsune. There was no way I could possibly like anyone who looked at me like I was food. “If you want to make yourself useful, help Vyra keep these fighters under control. I don’t want to come back and find my arena reduced to rubble.”

      Haru held out an arm to lead the way. “Then on with you, Lady Wrath. I’ll put all my considerable talent to helping your Vyra.”

      Lucifer and Tascius strode past, but I paused when I was just level with Haru’s eyes, several steps above him. “And you keep your hands off her. Understand? Unless she explicitly asks you, she’s not to be touched.”

      Haru touched his chest, his smile never faltering. “You have my word.”

      I caught up with Lucifer, who was already in my room, tossing clothes on the bed. “Can we trust him?”

      “Haru?” Lucifer held up one of my Azazel-gifted leather corsets. “Yes. Celamentum, unlike most demons, has a reputation to uphold and does extensive background checks on his employees. He wouldn’t have given him a recommendation unless he strongly approved of him.”

      He handed me the corset and grabbed a pair of boots. “Besides, it might be helpful to have him around. He’s the sneakiest bastard I’ve ever had the fortune- or possibly misfortune- of meeting.”

      I laid out my clothes and sat at my small desk, pausing with my pen over a piece of parchment. What could I tell Belial that didn’t sound like I was running away from him or avoiding him at all?

      After nearly half an hour of staring at a blank page, I laid down the pen. 

      I wasn’t going to write him a note. I’d tell him in person, the way he deserved.

      Tascius and Lucifer had packed several bags of necessities when I turned around. Then I realized it was the three of us, alone in my room, and that they were giving each other death-glares.

      “Um… why are you staring at each other like that?”

      Tascius’s arms were crossed over his chest. “We’re settling which one of us gets to shower with you.”

      My eyes flicked between the two of them, unable to linger on only one. They were both shirtless, showing off the admirable ridges of their chests and abs, streaked with sand and dirt that I was dying to wash off with my own hands.

      “Well, this might sound like a wild and crazy idea, but… how about both of you. At the same time.” 

      My mouth went dry when they both looked at me. 

      Then Lucifer cast a narrow-eyed glance at Tacius. “We both wear her feathers.”

      “That’s true.” Tascius glanced back. 

      “One way or another, we’ll need to learn to share.”

      “Agreed.”

      “The lady has a point.”

      “That she does.”

      They stood and deliberated for a moment. Lucifer finally nodded, and his shoulders relaxed. “We’ll give your wild and crazy idea a try, Melisande.”

      They both came towards me at once, and I found myself being stripped down by multiple hands that seemed to work in unison, like they were reading each others’ minds. 

      Tascius picked me up, and Lucifer’s mouth twitched, but he let the Nephilim carry me into the large bathroom and pull the chain. A waterfall of steaming water crashed down on our heads. 

      Lucifer slid his pants down and stepped out of them, kicking them aside and wading into the shower to take me from Tascius so the Nephilim could lose his clothes, too.

      When they were both totally nude, every muscle on display, I realized the drumming in my skull and chest wasn’t the water pouring down on me, but my heart in my throat, threatening to burst free from my ribs.

      There was so much naked male in here at once, I had no idea what to do with myself.

      “I’m not really sure what to do with my hands,” I said, sounding a lot smaller than I felt. 

      Tascius ran his over my hips, his cock pressing against my ass. “You put them wherever you want.”

      “Everywhere you want,” Lucifer purred, cupping my face, then slid his fingers down over my collar bone, to my peaked nipples, and lower. 

      I was sure my heart was galloping so hard it was actually going to implode. 

      His fingers delved between my legs, stroking my slick folds and clit. I wobbled, but Tascius held me up, his cock throbbing as he pushed closer to me. 

      Lucifer leaned down and kissed me, his tongue sliding in and catching mine even as he kept swirling slow circles against my pussy. I wrapped my arms around his neck, caught between the desire to pull myself closer to him, and the need to push back against Tascius’s cock.

      The Nephilim made my choice for me, cupping my breasts and gently pinching my nipples while Lucifer kissed me. I was gasping for breath when he finally released me, grazing his teeth over my lower lip. 

      “Bed, now,” I said shakily. 

      It was the most perfunctory shower I’d ever taken. I wasn’t even sure real shampoo was involved, just that they were both all over me, their thick cocks sliding against me as they moved.

      Lucifer picked me up when the water finally slowed to a trickle and died, carrying me out to the bed with a low growl. I bit back a shriek when he tossed me on the bed, climbing between my legs and sliding his cock over my aching clit.

      I beckoned to Tascius, writhing against Lucifer the entire time. 

      The Nephilim climbed up too, getting on his knees beside me. I wrapped my fingers around his thick length, lightly gliding my fingers up and down the silky shaft. A droplet beaded at the tip of his flared head, and without thinking, I opened my mouth and licked him, running my tongue all around the crown. 

      Lucifer groaned, watching me suck Tascius, and my muscles bunched up as he pushed inside me. The pressure of his cock stretching me out made me moan around Tascius’s cock, and the Nephilim lowered his hand, tangling it in my hair. 

      This was Heaven, having two men I adored more than my own life all over me. I arched against Lucifer as he pumped into me, his thumb stroking my clit in time with his thrusts.

      The heat kindled inside me, swirling through my abdomen. They were the two I’d chosen first, the ones who made me feel like I was protected no matter what. They were my shield against the darkness of Hell.

      Being filled with them felt right, like everything I wanted was right here in this room. I was meant to be here.

      I ran my tongue along the underside of Tascius’s cock, enjoying the way it jumped in my mouth and the sound of his rasping groan. 

      Lucifer pushed my legs up, which made it feel like his cock was going deeper, filling my pussy to capacity. I pulled Tascius’s cock from my mouth with a gasp, the pressure building low in my stomach. 

      “Come for me, angel,” Lucifer whispered, his thumb stroking my clit.

      I tightened my muscles, clenching around him, and was rewarded with the sight of Lucifer’s eyes rolling back in his head. 

      “No, you come for me,” I gasped, and wrapped my mouth around Tascius again, taking as much of him as I could.

      The Nephilim’s fingers tightened in my hair, and Lucifer groaned, his cock hardening before he came. He slammed in hard, spilling all of himself in me.

      “My turn,” Tascius growled, and he pulled me off his cock by my hair, somehow managing to be rough and gentle at the same time. Lucifer pulled out, his stomach flexing as his cock slid free.

      I licked my lips, the salt taste of Tascius still in my mouth when he grabbed my hips and pulled me to the edge of the bed. 

      He angled his cock, pushing the thick head inside me. “Fucking eat her, Lucifer,” he demanded, sliding in inch by inch.

      The fallen angel kissed my mouth, working his way down my throat and sucking my nipple. He let go and dragged his tongue down my stomach until his tongue flicked against my clit.

      Tascius lifted my legs, holding me open so he could thrust into my pussy while Lucifer’s tongue lashed me. I gripped the sheets, my entire body shaking from Tascius’s pounding hips. 

      Lucifer wrapped his lips around my clit and sucked, sending a zing through all of my nerve endings. I gasped, bucking against Tascius, and the fallen angel gave me a sly grin before he did it again. 

      That, combined with Tascius’s thick cock, sent my heart into overdrive. “I can’t last,” I gasped, struggling to push against him harder.

      Tascius obliged, moving in long, slow strokes, and Lucifer swirled his tongue over my clit.

      I came apart as the orgasm tore through me, my legs shaking uncontrollably. Tascius held my hips and pushed his cock deeper, refusing to let me dislodge him. His cock hardened and pulsed, and with several quick strokes he gasped, his hips jerking as he came.

      Lucifer rose back up to kiss along my throat and jaw. “Is it everything you dreamed of, angel?”

      I wrapped my legs around Tascius and pulled him in close. The two of them surrounded me, making me feel untouchable. 

      “I couldn’t have dreamed of something this good.” They laid on either side of me as I panted, feeling wrung-out, but happier than I’d been in a long time. “I think I belong here.”

      Tascius rested his hand on my stomach. “Little friend, you were made to be in Hell.”
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      Vyra held my hands and sighed mournfully. “I can’t fathom how awful your nails will get in two weeks.”

      “That’s hardly any time at all.” I squeezed my friend’s hands, careful not to jab myself on her claws. “Look, if it makes you feel better, I’ll let you do everything when I get back. Every nail, without a word of complaint.”

      She lost a little of her hangdog expression. “Glitter?” she asked piteously.

      I winced. “Even glitter.”

      Watching Vyra perk up was like watching a wilting daisy get a shot of sunlight. “And a hair trim?”

      “Even a hair trim,” I agreed, wondering if I’d regret what I’d signed up for.

      “Well, that’s okay, then,” she said, not looking like she’d been depressingly glum only moments ago. “I have a few themed fight-nights I’d like to plan out and decorate for, and the Chainlings have already set up the barracks for the new fighters.”

      She gave me a two-week rundown of the plans as we swept down the stairs, but Vyra stopped dead halfway down. “Who is that?” she asked, her eyes narrowed.

      I followed her gaze. Haru was back on the arena floor, training with wooden swords against a Chainling. 

      “That’s Haru Sakai. Lucifer knows him from the Consortium.” I glanced up at my friend. “He’s already been instructed in very clear terms that he’s to keep his hands to himself. Crystal clear. I practically spelled it out.”

      “He’s a fox,” she muttered. “They’re trouble.”

      “Well, he might be trouble, but he’s also going to make sure this place stays safe for you while I’m gone.” We both watched Haru dance around his opponent without breaking a sweat. “Better to have a trickster on your side, isn’t it?”

      Haru looked up at us, apparently having felt eyes on him. He grinned at me, but the sly expression faltered at the sight of Vyra. The succubus raised her chin in the air.

      “As long as he doesn’t interfere with my planning or get underfoot- which he probably will- I’m sure I can tolerate him.” 

      I hooked my arm through hers and we descended the rest of the way. “I just want him here to protect you,” I said quietly. “Belial will be around, but I want you to feel safe.”

      Vyra patted my arm. “I’ll be fine, Melisande. I have to be fine.”

      She said the last part so quietly I was sure I wasn’t supposed to hear it. 

      Lucifer strode into the arena and his silver gaze found me instantly. “Preparations are done. Stay safe, Vyra. Keep to the arena.” 

      He kissed the back of her hand and Vyra sighed. “I’m not made of porcelain.”

      “Girl, same,” I muttered, and hugged her hard. “The Chainlings will keep everyone from killing each other. Feel free to make Haru scrub dishes or something to prove his worth.”

      “Oh, I might,” Vyra said, smiling. She waved as we walked out, and I glanced back once to see Haru already creeping up on her, his ears pricked up.

      He was in for a shock if he tried to fuck with her. I had no doubt she’d sit his ass down and paint every one of his claws until he was begging for mercy.

      Lucifer handed me a cloak. “Wear this until we’re outside the city.” 

      I draped it around my shoulders, covering my wings, and he fastened the silver clasp under my throat. It completely obscured the leather outfit Azazel had made for me, which seemed like a wiser choice than a pretty dress for this sort of travel. 

      Tascius was waiting for us in the stables. Instead of taking Capheira, who seemed perfectly happy to stay behind and spend her days wading in a lily pond and chopping down the gardens, Lucifer had gone out late last night and come back with two horses. 

      One was small enough for me to ride, with a snowy-white body and a silky black mane and tail. The other, for Tascius, was enormous, and there was an odd sheen to its green hide that spoke of aquatic origins.

      I gave Capheira her daily sugar lump and stroked her nose before Tascius lifted me on the white horse. “These ones are accustomed to the heat outside,” he said. “I doubt your Capheira would like it.”

      “She’d hate it,” I said. It felt odd to be riding a new horse that wasn’t my ghostly, lightning-filled mount. “I want to see Belial before we go.”

      “Azazel will meet us outside the gates of Dis.” Lucifer had eschewed riding a horse entirely. He helped Tascius attach saddlebags to the green horse’s saddle. “We can pass through the Brightside on the way.”

      I held back a sigh of relief. I’d been sure that someone would tell me no, that I should push Belial to the back of my mind, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave the city without seeing him. 

      Lucifer took my horse’s reins and led her out into the twilight, with Tascius behind us. I waved towards the arena’s open door, catching a glint of silvery hair in the darkness, and hoped Vyra would be okay.

      Of course she’ll be okay, I told myself. She’s armed with nail polish and ten thousand types of glitter.

      I tried not to fidget in the saddle all the way to the Brightside, and when the dark crown of Belial’s arena came into view, my hands were suddenly clammy.

      But the banners were rolled up. We paused in the shadow of the building, and I caught the eye of an imp. “Is your Master home?”

      The little demon chittered in some unrecognizable language, but the emphatic shake of his head told me what I needed to know. The imp pointed one tiny claw, aiming up the thoroughfare to the gates of Dis.

      I bit my lip, disappointed, but Lucifer stroked my thigh. “We’ll find him,” he promised. His gold hair caught the light like fire as he led my new horse past the arena. “We won’t leave until you do.”

      We made it up to First Circle without comment, though Lucifer himself stood out in the crowd. In the upper Circles, the streets were crowded marketplaces, packed with demons of every stripe, and our presence blended in better than in the lower levels, but no one could miss the Prince of Dis walking among them.

      When we trotted out through the massive gates, a swirl of shadow appeared and Azazel took form. 

      “Melisande,” he said, reaching up to touch my hand. I gripped his fingers and looked out at the wasteland of black sand before us.

      “I’m embarrassed to admit I have no idea which way is north,” I said. 

      “We’ll cut around the city.” Azazel went to Lucifer’s side, and the two led the way into the desert. “Once we’re through the pass and near the Styx, the climate will be much more tolerable.” 

      Tascius steered his green horse to ride alongside me, and I smiled up at him before unclasping my cloak and shoving it in a saddlebag. It felt nice to ruffle my feathers again despite the heat. 

      Dis was so huge that it was almost impossible to tell that the city’s edges curved, but the buildings finally fell away, and I could just make out the sharpened peaks of the mountains to the west. 

      The sands were empty, devoid of life, so when I finally caught sight of a familiar form, he practically sparkled like a beacon out in the wastes. 

      “There’s Belial!” I said, jumping from the horse’s back before Lucifer could say anything. I ran several feet before stopping and turning around, my heels sending up a spray of sand. “Stay here, please. I want to talk to him alone.”

      Azazel nodded curtly, and Tascius raised his hand. “Give him our regards.”

      I spread my wings and took flight, eating up the distance over the sand to the golden lion prowling over the empty dunes.

      He tossed his mane when he caught sight of me, pausing at the top of a dune with his tail twitching.

      I landed in front of him, my heart thumping in my throat. 

      “Belial… I have to leave the city for a while. We’ll only be gone for two weeks, but my side of the Circle is empty, and Vyra will be alone…” 

      The lion just gazed at me evenly. I dared to take a step closer, extending my hand. 

      After a long moment, he leaned forward, pressing the wide bridge of his nose against my palm. 

      I let my hand rest there for a second, but I didn’t want to go with just this tiny touch between us. I wrapped my arms around him, resting my head on his nose. He closed his eyes and made a rumble that was more of an earthquake than a purr.

      “We know how to make the sword we need,” I whispered, stroking his soft fur. “We need ebonite. The oracles in the City of Sight will be able to tell us where to find it. Will you please watch over Vyra while we’re gone?”

      There was an odd rippling sensation in the air, and a moment later I wasn’t holding a lion, but a man. 

      Belial’s tangled dark hair spilled around his shoulders, brushing my face as he shifted to wrap his arms around me, too. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to her.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to let go of him. Releasing him after so long apart would’ve felt like tearing myself apart. “Would you come with us?”

      Belial let out a rough laugh. “No. Your little expedition would fail, because I don’t think I’d be able to resist ripping off the Morningstar’s pretty head.”

      I looked up at him, picking out the yellow stars in his eyes I’d desperately missed. “You have more self-control than that.”

      “No, angel. Besides, I have a particular quest of my own.” His smile was cruel, but it wasn’t cruelty aimed at me. “I think you of all people will appreciate the results.”

      I frowned. “What are you doing, Belial?”

      He raised a hand, tracing the edge of my lips with his thumb. “I’m not going to ruin the surprise. Go fetch your ebonite, and when you bring it back…” His voice became the rough purr that sent pleasurable shivers down my spine. “You and I have many things we need to discuss.”

      “Belial, I-”

      He put a finger to my lips, cutting me off. “Let me make it clear. We’ll discuss these things in your bed. Until then, I don’t want to hear another word of apology. You did what you had to do, and I am doing what I need to do.”

      His eyes were alight with a brilliant, manic light. 

      I swallowed back apologies and protests, my heart a painful thud against my ribs. “I’ll remember that when I’m back. You will be in my bed that night.”

      “That’s a promise, angel.” 

      He leaned down and kissed me hard, his tongue sliding into my mouth. I would’ve melted right there on the hot sand if he wasn’t holding me up, one arm around my waist and the other hand tangled in my hair. 

      It felt like all the antagonism between us fell away, like it had never existed at all, and I was right back where I was supposed to be.

      I poured all my regret into the kiss, hoping he knew how I felt, that when I came back I wanted him and his mark and would never leave without him again.

      Belial bit my lip, his eyes glittering when he pulled back. “Go now, before I decide you need to stay here.”

      I nodded, breathless and wordless, but traced the faint white lines over his chest like I could etch myself there all over again. 

      “Goodbye for now, my Prince,” I said, forcing myself to take a step back. 

      “Goodbye for now, my angry angel.” His teeth were already lengthening. “But not for long.”

      My throat tightened and I took flight, blaming the tears in my eyes on the sun’s glare. One of my feathers broke loose and spiraled down, and I looked back in time to see the lion snatch at it, catching it in his teeth. 

      He prowled towards Dis, breaking into a long stride, and I flew back to my waiting men with at least one small part of my fractured heart healed again.

      I silently settled back on my horse, looking over my shoulder at the lion and not turning forward again until his gleaming golden fur was gone from sight.
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      The Styx stretched before us, a dark ribbon of still water winding across the landscape. On our side, the black dunes stretched back between cliffs in a passage that led to Dis.

      On the other side of the river, the land was a blasted gray waste, dotted with the gnarled remains of dead trees. I nudged Titan, as I’d been thinking of the enormous water-horse, closer to Melisande’s little white mare.

      My angel dismounted, striding through the mix of sand and dust to peer over a short drop at the river below. 

      All three of us followed her. I dropped from Titan’s back and looped his lead around an outcropping of rock, then instinctively reached out to touch Melisande’s back, ready to grab her at a moment’s notice.

      She was still as a statue, peering into the oily, pitch-black water.

      “Don’t touch it,” Azazel said quietly. His voice was the only sound in this place. Not even the wind blew. “Don’t drink it.”

      “It doesn’t look like anything I’d want in my mouth,” she said, then flushed at the implication of her words and glanced up at me. 

      I would’ve made a joke about my little friend’s mouth, but something chose that exact moment to rise out of the water, a pale, ridged spine breaking the oily surface before vanishing again without so much as a ripple.

      Melisande stiffened, and reached out to grab Lucifer’s arm. “Was that a person?”

      “Seems likely,” he said, raising his eyes towards the middle of the river, and I followed his gaze. 

      Several human hands extended from the river like they were pleading for help, only to be dragged under again by an invisible current. 

      “Stay away from the edge.” I gripped her shoulder, and she took several paces back. My muscles loosened a little once she was out of immediate harm’s way. 

      People said the spirits trapped in the Styx couldn’t climb out, but I wasn’t taking chances. I’d seen weirder shit than that happen in Dis.

      Melisande gazed out at the river for a moment longer, her face pale, before turning her back on it. The violet of her hair was vibrant against the gray expanse before us, like a flower blooming in the most unlikely of places.

      “Do we need to cross it to get to the City of Sight?”

      Lucifer broke away and gathered the horses’ leads. “No, we wouldn’t want to be on the far bank. Acheron is on that side.” He gave Azazel a meaningful look. “The Styx itself should provide some defense, if things come to that.”

      Melisande’s hand fell to the hilt of her dagger. “Are we expecting to be attacked?”

      A strange feeling coiled in my stomach: trepidation at seeing the city where I’d been born, an odd relief that I’d have no choice. I’d always known I would have to face it again one day. 

      Better to do it in the company of someone I loved.

      “There’s a good chance, friend,” I said, taking Titan’s lead. “They’re supposedly confined, but hunting parties have made it out from under the dome before.”

      Melisande fell in at my side as we began to follow the Styx, keeping a healthy distance from the river and any loose outcroppings of earth. 

      This wasn’t the way I’d wanted to introduce her to my kind. She thought she’d seen the worst in Yraceli, but the captive Nephilim was nothing more than a rabid dog. 

      It was the intelligent ones we needed to be wary of, the ones who’d escaped Acheron and would hunt the roads crisscrossing the Underworld.

      “Keep your eyes open for traps or anything out of place,” Azazel said, moving beside in his ghostly form. 

      Pebbles crunched underfoot as we walked, following a trail beaten into the ground. The Styx was an omnipresent companion, winding in and out, but never out of our sight.

      Melisande laid her hand on my forearm as we walked. “If you had the chance, would you ask the sibyls for your past or your future?” It was obvious what she meant.

      I wrestled with the question. There was one mystery about my life that burned me: the need to know who had sired me. 

      Who had condemned me to having snow-white wings that were sawn from my back like they were a crime.

      And why he hadn’t come back for either of us.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I want to know, but will having the answer make my hate any lesser? I don’t think so… and finding out that he just didn’t care at all would be worse than thinking he’d hated us. Either way, the moment I knew his name, there would only be one thing to do.”

      “Revenge,” she said quietly. 

      I nodded. “Revenge. Whether it was out of spite or indifference, he cost my mother her life. He cost me my wings. Whoever he was, I would make him pay.” I glanced down at her, at the fan of lashes over her pale gold eyes. “As for my future… that one I already know. It’s wherever you are.”

      Her taut features split into an open smile, outshining the obscured sun. “And mine is with you. With all of you.”

      She slid her fingers in mine, linking us together.

      Still, the temptation gnawed at me, refusing to leave my mind.

      If a sibyl could give me all the answers, would I want them?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three days later, all idle questions fell to the wayside when we climbed a hill. Melisande’s gaze was darker, more shuttered than ever, but her eyes widened at the sight below us.

      The Styx rippled down a fall of boulders, continuing on in the distance. The hills of Dis’s territory gave way to flat plainland, but Acheron was impossible to miss. 

      My heart clenched at the sight.

      “How?” was all she could ask. “How is this possible?”

      “Magic,” Azazel said, stopping at her shoulder.

      The city of Acheron was entirely enclosed in a dome of magical energy. The ten thousand towers looked like they were enclosed in a soap bubble that was half-sunk into the ground, and unlike the relatively clear air outside, the inside of the dome was dark with fog and steam. 

      I’d been so young when I’d left, I didn’t have many clear memories outside of the towers. But looking at it now, the leviathan size of the city was awe-inspiring, flavored with fear.

      Some of the worst of Hell lived inside that dome, and they knew ways out. 

      “From here on out, we move in silence,” I said, keeping my voice pitched low. “Azazel, if you could-”

      The Watcher understood. He lifted Melisande on her horse, and for once, she didn’t protest being manhandled, even jokingly. 

      Lucifer’s hand rested on his sword, and his gaze had become cold as he surveyed the plains and the enclosed city. 

      I climbed on Titan, remaining between Melisande and the city, and the Watcher drifted between the horses, reaching out to both of us. 

      He closed his eyes, placing his palms flat against our legs. I heard Melisande’s quiet inhale of surprise as his shadows swirled around us, the stars flickering and dying as we became incorporeal. 

      Soon, we looked like nothing more than a cloud of smoke, barely visible from anything but a short distance. 

      Lucifer placed his hand on Melisande’s other leg, and the shadows crept out to surround him. “Let’s move quickly,” he said. 

      She was mostly obscured, but Melisande was rigid as a board as we descended the hill, her shadowy face turned towards Acheron. As much as I wanted to gaze through the dome into the city, I kept scanning the surrounding wastelands, looking for something- anything, even a stray coin or an oddly-placed dead tree- that might be a snare for unwary travelers.

      As we hit level ground and the city grew in size, she dropped her hand to Azazel’s, dark flames growing around her fingertips and disappearing into his. I realized she was feeding him magic, ensuring we’d remain nearly invisible to anyone nearby.

      A stick cracked and the horses stopped dead. Lucifer drew his sword without ever breaking contact with Melisande.

      Several long minutes passed in taut silence, but the only living thing besides ourselves was a gray lizard sunning itself on a rock. 

      We kept going, barely breathing, and finally I was no longer able to keep my eyes away from Acheron. I stared across the Styx, making out an enormous clock tower. The surface of the magical bubble made it look like it was rippling, the details fading in and out of perspective. Several other towers gushed smoke in the air, and one of the towers was crumbling, a ruin gutted by fire.

      My veins ran cold at the sight. For the first time, I was thankful my mother was dead at a Watcher’s hands. 

      Better to have your soul gently pulled from your body, than to be torn into pieces and have your corpse thrown on a pyre that would choke thousands with the flames and smoke.

      Several figures wandered the far edge of the Styx outside the dome. We moved as quickly as we could, but sweat prickled my back at the sight of my fellow Nephilim. It was impossible to tell what was wrong with them, but even from this distance, it was apparent what they were: the twisted ones.

      The next hour passed like syrup, as if time itself had decided to keep us in a hellish infinite loop where we were always in danger of being sighted. All it would take was one Nephilim peering from a tower with a spyglass to catch sight of the smoky anomaly traveling the road.

      The dark scrub of a forest finally overtook the wasteland, and when the road brought us beneath the branches of gnarled trees, everyone let out a long breath and Azazel released his shadows. 

      “Can we speak now?” Melisande whispered, but she looked over her shoulder with a twitch, like Acheron might’ve moved closer when we weren’t looking. The city itself was finally blocked from sight. 

      I felt nothing but relief now. I’d finally faced the home I’d been born in, and it was just as nightmarish-looking as I remembered. 

      “We can speak.” I dismounted Titan, feeling the inexplicable urge to be on solid earth, and she slid to the ground next to me and wrapped her arms around my waist.

      I stroked her hair, wondering if she’d seen the Nephilim. If she lumped me in with them, knew that I came from the same twisted stock.

      “Was it hard?” she asked, looking up at me. I touched her face, tracing her straight brows and high cheekbones. 

      “Not as hard as I thought it’d be.” I held her tight for a moment, feeling the tension in her own limbs. She was still afraid. “I’d burn it all to the ground if I could.”

      She cast a look towards the sparse treeline. “Let’s just get as far away as we can.”

      The gnarled trees grew higher until we were surrounded by dense forest, but Melisande finally opened up after her fear of Acheron. A pale blue bird flitted overhead and she actually smiled, especially when we passed through a thicker dense with vines and flowers.

      “It’s so pretty here,” she said, brushing a flower that closed under her touch.

      “We’ve passed through the wastelands,” Lucifer said, much more at ease than he’d been earlier. “We’re closer to Elysium than Dis now.”

      Everything became greener, the wasted trees becoming tall, living oaks, but true night fell within several hours. 

      Lucifer and I pulled the horses through a thicket at the sound of running water, and Melisande picked sticks and burrs out of their manes and tails. Azazel became a cloud and drifted off, checking for signs of hostile life. 

      I helped Melisande pile dry twigs under several logs. She closed her eyes and summoned her dark fire, sending a spark into the heart of the tinder.

      We collapsed around the flames. 

      Melisande climbed into my lap and took my face in her hands. 

      “You’re not like them,” she said softly. “I saw the look on your face. You might be Nephilim, but you don’t have to be like that.”

      I rested my hand over hers. “I have the same monster inside me that they do. I just have a different face over it.”

      She shook her head. “I refuse to believe that because you have the same darkness that you can’t possibly be good. You don’t trap people and torment them.” 

      I laid back on the ground, feeling my sore back muscles stretch with a pain that was more pleasant than not, and she stretched out next to me. The fire’s reflection flickered in her eyes, deepening them to liquid gold. 

      “You have too much faith in me, friend.”

      She reached out and traced the bridge of my nose. “No, I have just enough.”

      Lucifer stretched his legs, the rustle of his wings reminding me that other people were there besides us. “Get some sleep, Tascius. You’ve got the pre-dawn watch.”

      Melisande propped herself on her elbow and kissed me. “He’s right. I’ll keep watch for now.”

      I’d only get a few hours, likely. Enough to keep me in fighting shape if we were hunted down. 

      Her face was the last thing I saw before I closed my eyes.

      And went right into dreams of an invisible sire, the one who’d made me… and as always, there was something so familiar about him. Something close enough to touch, like the bright gleam of gold, but when I opened my eyes, it would be gone. 

      Like always.
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      I watched Tascius fall into sleep, the rise and fall of his chest evening out, and his eyelashes flickered with the first touches of a dream.

      “He’s not lying,” Lucifer said quietly, gazing at me over the fire. “He has the darkness they have.”

      “I know.” I sat up and moved between them, stretching out my legs so my foot bumped Lucifer’s. “I trust him not to hurt me with it.”

      He glanced at Tascius. “I wouldn’t say this about most Nephilim, but I do, too.” 

      “See what bonding in the shower gets you?” I asked, unable to prevent a leer. My relief at being away from the horrid towers of Acheron and its violent denizens made me want to laugh out loud, maybe a little hysterically.

      Lucifer smiled, but it was strained, and his eyes roamed the forest non-stop. 

      I leaned in, but the appearance of a cloud of smoke right in front of me almost had my heart bursting out of my chest. “Azazel, don’t just… appear like that.”

      He took solid form, crouching over my sprawled legs. He’d shed his dark jacket with its raven-skull pins, and his white shirt was rolled up over his forearms. 

      “You need to be vigilant.” Violet eyes roamed over me from head to toe. “If we’d been keeping up with your training, you wouldn’t have been taken by surprise.” 

      “I’m pretty sure I still would’ve been,” I grumbled, but the Watcher grabbed my hand and pulled me upright.

      “You’ve got the first watch, Morningstar. I’m going to make sure she hasn’t forgotten everything she’s learned.” 

      Lucifer just gave him a half-cocked salute, leaning back on his elbows. 

      I didn’t protest as Azazel extended his shadows to me, pulling me right through trees and brambles until the warmth and light of the campfire had completely vanished. The woods around us now- Elysium’s territory- were as beautiful as the wasteland around Acheron had been terrifying.

      Azazel brought me through the trees to an open bank overlooking a large pond. A small tree grew in the middle of it, the underside of its leaves flashing gold and reflecting the light of the moon.

      “This place is beautiful. It’s hard to believe we’re in Hell,” I said, but Azazel walked out into the middle of the soft grass, unbuttoning his shirt. 

      My mouth instantly went dry at the sight. Unlike the others, who seemed perfectly at ease with walking around half-naked, I’d never seen Azazel looking anything but buttoned-up and stiff.

      He stripped off his shirt, revealing a physique that was all lean, chiseled muscle. A trail of dark hair extended below the waistband of his trousers, and I realized my mouth was hanging open. 

      I shut it with a snap, determined that he wouldn’t know my stomach was now a churning pool of heat. That’s what he was keeping hidden? In my opinion, he shouldn’t wear clothes at all. It should be forbidden.

      “I thought we were training,” I said, barely managing to get the words out. 

      “We are.” His precise tones brooked no argument. How was I supposed to concentrate when he was standing there looking like that? “I realized that I’ve left an important part of your education to the wayside. My mistake became clear to me when we were passing the shadow of Acheron. If Lucifer, Tascius, or I fell in battle, you’d be alone. I need you to be able to defend yourself.”

      “I can defend myself.” My hackles rose despite my urge to go touch him everywhere. With my hands and my mouth. “I have weapons and wings.”

      His violet eyes flashed, and the sharp planes of his face took on an imperious look. “What if you drop your weapons? What if your wings are broken?”

      I winced at the mental image, the worst thing that could happen to an angel besides losing them outright.

      “Weapons are all well and good, but I need to know you can shield yourself.” He stalked closer, and I might’ve started hyperventilating the tiniest bit. “Holding them off for five minutes could be the difference between life and death.”

      “None of you will die.” My fists clenched when I spoke. Just the thought of it was anathema to me. It was impossible for any of them to die without me. 

      I couldn’t bear it.

      “There are no guarantees,” Azazel said, forcing my chin up to look at him. “There is never a guarantee on life. If the worst comes to pass, I won’t leave you unable to escape.”

      “Please don’t even say these things.” 

      “It’s realistic.”

      “It’s bullshit!” I snapped, jerking my face out of his hand. “I won’t let that happen to any of you.”

      “No?” Tiny stars drifted from his skin. “Then prove to me that you can make a shield. Keep me out.”

      Shadows made solid burst to life, and for the first time, as I ducked away, I realized what Azazel was. 

      He was a beautiful face over something distant, dangerous, and possibly even monstrous. He was obscured in shadows, cold fire crackling where his eyes had been, long talons of darkness elongating from his fingers. 

      “Keep me away, angel,” he said, in a voice that sounded nothing like his precise baritone voice. It buzzed and crackled with power, an electric current coursing through his words.

      I took flight without thought, hoping to make it to the island or that the water would slow him down, but something wrapped around my ankle and pulled me back down to earth.

      My magic slithered through my veins, fear making the thorns of fire grow longer, sharper, but the vines that lashed out at him passed right through him like air.

      I struggled against the shadow-bonds, urging my magic to take on a different shape. It didn’t need to be spears or thorns or ropes, but a shield, something to cut between me and those grasping shadows-

      Violet fire flickered to life in the air between us, but Shadow-Azazel’s face pushed forward, and the magic flickered out.

      “Not good enough,” he whispered, his voice crackling, and I did the only thing I could think of and formed a dagger of violet fire in my hands. 

      A shadow moved like a whip, slapping it right out of my hand. 

      I needed the shield. He wasn’t going to let me get away with daggers or spears, not when he wanted to teach me to defend.

      Instead of extending the shield, I envisioned my fire creeping over my skin, surrounding me like a coat of armor. The sharp prickle of my magic raised goosebumps over every inch of my body, but the tight grips around my ankles and legs slowly gave way.

      His shadows fell aside, melting from the thorny touch of my armor.

      But the effort of holding my magic so close cost me, and I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. He couldn’t.

      Shadow-Azazel gazed at me impassively, his shadows swirling around him.

      I released the magic with a gasp. “There’s your damn shield.”

      He smiled. 

      Two shadow whips wrapped around my wrists and hoisted me upwards. My feet dangled a foot above the ground. 

      He circled me slowly, and when he came back around to my front the shadows had fallen away, to my relief. 

      “You trusted too soon,” he said, violet gaze glittering as he looked me over. “And now look at you. Entirely at my mercy.”

      I wrapped my fingers around the shadow-bonds, which looked like barely-corporeal dark ropes. They hummed under my touch, but didn’t break, not even when I unleashed my fire.

      Azazel closed the gap between us, one of his fingers tracing a burning line down my chest from the hollow of my throat to the seam of my shirt. His violet eyes burned with inner fire.

      He wasn’t there. The hunger he always strived to keep at bay was in control. 

      And I was under his.

      “You don’t need these,” he said roughly. Dark claws like blades extended from his fingertips, and he sliced right through the front, exposing my breasts to him. My nipples hardened, not from the cool of the night air, but from the pure carnal hunger in his gaze.

      He cut away the corset, and the blades vanished before he hooked his thumbs in my pants, pulling them over my hips. 

      I gasped when his mouth found a nipple and he swirled his tongue over it, teasing the sensitive flesh. 

      He dropped the rest of my clothes on the grass and growled before he released my nipple with a faint pop. 

      Azazel looked into my face, and something flickered in his expression. He looked like himself again. 

      “Just say no,” he whispered, then the greed was back, washing away any hint of the usual Azazel, and his hands were cupping my breasts, his thumbs rolling over me. “Don’t say anything, angel. You’re all mine.”

      He couldn’t help himself, but I didn’t want to say no. I wanted him to touch the rest of me. 

      “Please,” I rasped out, straining against the shadows and going nowhere. “I’m yours, Azazel.”

      He kissed me, bruising my lips from the force, and gripped my ass to pull me closer. The shadows moved with him, making a puppet of me. 

      I was only breathless from the thought of what he might do with it.

      The hardness of his cock rubbed against my thighs, as high up as the bonds held me. I whimpered when he kissed me harder, his tongue snaking into my mouth, and the Watcher made a low noise in his throat.

      He kissed over my chin and down my neck, but he wasn’t gentle, biting and nipping along the way. I was so distracted I didn’t even notice the shadows snaking around my ankles. 

      They pulled my legs apart, and the bonds around my wrists pulled me higher. Azazel wrapped his hands around the backs of my thighs and buried his mouth between my legs, his tongue sliding along the seam of my pussy.

      I writhed in my bonds, making a strangled sound as his tongue plunged into me. He licked and sucked, wrapping his lips around my clit and sucking until I was shaking against him and unable to shy away. 

      His fingers threatened to leave bruises from how hard he gripped me, groaning when I shivered and came, the orgasm ripping cries from me despite being out in the open, fire burning through my limbs. 

      But I wasn’t getting away that easily.

      He unbuttoned his trousers and slid them down as the shadow-bonds lowered me several feet. I was still gasping for breath and seeing stars when he crooked a finger and the shadows moved, turning me in place.

      Azazel’s cock slid against my ass, thick and hot, and I shivered with anticipation of what was coming next. 

      He slid himself against my wet pussy, then angled up and thrust in, filling me completely with one stroke. I tightened, gripping the shadow-ropes as he sank in deep.

      His rumble of satisfaction sent a tremor through me, my abdomen blazing with heat and pressure as he thrust in and out, and I hooked my ankles around the backs of his legs, pushing against him. It was hard with the ropes holding me in place, but Azazel obliged my desires, pounding into me with deep thrusts.

      I felt myself stretching around him, the shadows reaching out to slither around my abdomen and hold me in place. Even if I’d wanted to escape, there wouldn’t have been any escaping this, every limb trapped by shadows, my clit aching with every stroke.

      He reached around to tease the aching bit of flesh, and the bonds around my wrists lifted my upper body so he could graze my shoulder with his teeth.

      Azazel released my hips, but the bonds kept me in place as he wrapped my loose hair around a hand and pulled my head back. 

      God, but he was dangerous, if only because I was dying for him to mark me. 

      My skin tightened when I felt his breath on my neck, then a pair of lips that were soft in contrast to the thick cock plunging into me. 

      He kissed my shoulders, working his way to the nape of my neck. 

      I moaned when he slammed in and stayed there, his fingers still teasing my clit. The heated pulse of his cock seemed connected to my own heartbeat, and I tried to writhe back onto him, to take even more.

      Azazel stroked me hard, making my muscles twitch, and pushed in deep enough to almost hurt. 

      Instead of pain, a pleasurable molten sensation spread through me, and when he circled my clit again. My hips bucked, and this time, the orgasm was deeper, twisting through my stomach like a never-ending spiral of bliss.

      He thrust in again, then harder, until he was pummeling my tightened core. I heard him groan with release before his lips found the base of my neck and a flash of pain streaked through me.

      Instead of shocking me out of the orgasm, it seemed to twine through me, pleasure and pain melding into one. 

      His breath was heavy when he finally removed his lips, brushing gentler kisses over my shoulders, and when he slid free, the shadow-bonds lowered me to the ground and vanished like so much mist.

      Azazel caught me in his arms as my legs wobbled.

      I felt a connection to him, like the irresistible urge that had kept me away from Belial. “You marked me,” I breathed, finally given the chance to run my hands all over him. I wanted to touch every inch of skin he hadn’t allowed me to have yet.

      The rabid hunger was gone, and his violet gaze was almost shuttered. The ravenous hunger had burned itself out for now. “Do you… regret this?”

      Even though I mostly wanted to melt into a puddle, I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him, showing him the same unbridled affection I gave to everyone else. 

      If I didn’t do it while his walls were down, he might push me away again.

      “I don’t regret a single moment, and I want to do it all again.” I nipped his earlobe and slid my tongue down his neck, luxuriating in the salt-and-herb taste of him. 

      He relaxed, almost imperceptibly, and gathered me in his arms. 

      “But don’t you want to see your mark?”

      I stopped trying to seduce him into round two and touched the spot at the apex of my spine that was still slightly sore. “Yes.”

      He flicked his fingers, and two mirrors formed in midair, surrounded by wisps of smoke. He angled them so I could just make out the little mark by what moonlight there was.

      It was a six-pointed star of deepest violet, the color of the sky just before the first rays of dawn. 

      I touched it again, almost unable to believe it was really on me, that I had now had every right to touch and taste Azazel as much as I wanted.

      That maybe my soul would spill over and heal the void in his.

      “I love it,” I said, my voice coming out in a rasp. “I want it there forever.”

      Azazel’s mirrors vanished, and the Watcher grabbed me to kiss me again. 

      “Then that’s where it stays.”
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      I woke up instantly. 

      A twig had cracked in the forest. There was something secretive in the sound, a furtive footstep that had landed in the wrong place.

      The fire had smoldered down to embers. I was draped over Azazel’s chest, and one of Lucifer’s legs was flung over mine. Any other time, I would’ve been happy to go right back to sleep, but I caught sight of Tascius on the far side of the dead firepit, slowly and silently rising to his feet.

      He saw me struggling to sit up in the pile of limbs and raised a finger to his lips.

      Azazel moved next, his eyelids snapping open into immediate wakefulness. I was pulled into the air by Lucifer, who stood in front of me protectively as they scanned the wall of solid trunks and foliage surrounding our camp.

      My blades were lying on top of a saddlebag. I crept towards them, pulling one from its sheath as quietly as possible, but one of the horses whickered and pawed the ground. 

      In the unnatural dead-silence of the forest, that little movement sounded as loud as a gunshot. 

      Several more snapping sounds echoed from the forest, spreading around us. A gurgling chuckle sent shivers down my spine, and I knew that we hadn’t passed Acheron unseen. 

      They’d just been waiting for the right moment.

      “Fly away, Melisande,” Lucifer said, his voice strained. The Nephilim stalking us knew we were here; there was no point in staying silent any longer.

      I gripped my daggers firmly. “Absolutely fucking not.”

      Tascius hefted a heavy axe, his eyes flickering from one gap in the trees to the next. He raised his head and sniffed the air, his arms bulging from the strain of holding the axe at the ready.

      Then he moved so quickly it was shocking, swinging the blade and slamming it into what I could’ve sworn was only a tangled patch of brush. 

      Something shrieked, sending every bird flying into the canopy for cover.

      A twisted creature ripped through the brush, shoving Tascius aside and landing sprawled over the smoldering fire. All I could make out was several lanky limbs and a wide, yawning mouth before it was on Tascius, tearing at him with clawed fingers.

      My Nephilim shoved it back, but his axe was plain iron, not designed to cut through an unaltered Nephilim’s flesh.

      Azazel dissipated in a swirl of shadows, becoming the creature I’d seen last night. He was no less eerie for the daylight, his features hidden beneath black fog. 

      Tascius gripped two of the Nephilim’s arms, holding as much of it back as he could as Azazel glided forward and plunged his hand into the thing’s chest up to his wrist.

      The Nephilim let out a grating gargle that tapered into silence as the Watcher crushed its heart in his fist and withdrew his hand. Not a single speck of blood clung to his shadow-hidden skin.

      Tascius dumped the body over the fire, and the thing’s clothes crackled and slowly caught fire.

      I’d been frozen through the entire thing, my lungs frozen in my chest. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the gouges in Tascius’s skin. 

      “Fly away, Melisande!” Lucifer said again, almost snarling the words. He ripped a blade of pure light from the air and brought it down on the horses’ leads, freeing them from the tree that held them captive.

      They both reared and spun, vanishing into the forest as their thundering hoofbeats faded away. 

      I took a deep breath, steeling myself as the remaining Nephilim began to whisper from their hiding places in the forest, speaking a garbled language.

      Despite his still-dripping wounds, Tascius cocked his head to listen. “At least three more.” He picked up his axe again, but he had to know it wouldn’t help.

      There was no way in Hell I was flying away when he was trapped here with them with a useless axe.

      I’d just stepped forward to touch him, to heal what I could of his slashed arms and chest, when I heard the sound of claws scraping away at tree trunks behind me.

      My heart was in my throat when I spun around, raising my knives to catch the first slash of a jagged, rusty blade.

      This Nephilim was taller, a whole head above Tascius, and had the body of a beautiful man. His face, though… his face was all eyes and mouths, opening and closing, hissing words that I knew were insults even if I couldn’t understand them.

      He laughed and swung again, the shock of blade against blade jarring through my arms. 

      The clang of swords meeting echoed crazily through the clearing behind me, and I heard Lucifer growl as light flared behind us, illuminating the Nephilim’s multitude of eyes until they looked like tiny suns.

      Straining against the sword that was slowly descending towards my face, I kicked out and caught the Nephilim in the gut. He staggered back a pace, but wasn’t stunned for long, recovering and dropping into a crouch. 

      I circled him, ignoring the swish in the air of a sword nearly coming down on me from behind. I felt the passage of air against my feathers, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the drooling Nephilim that waited for the perfect opening to gut me.

      Tascius gasped in pain, and several grunts filled the clearing, becoming mangled shrieks. 

      Even the Nephilim circling me looked, half of his eyes flicking away just for an instant. I lunged forward, my magic boiling through my arm to elongate my blade. 

      It should’ve gone right through his throat, but his skin repelled my magic and the blade danced right off without leaving a mark. 

      The Nephilim laughed, then a spear of light split the air and buried itself in his back, and Azazel swept forward in a storm of raging shadows, blowing right through him. 

      The Watcher passed right through his body, and I had the strangest sense of double-vision: the Nephilim’s body was still standing, but Azazel’s dark claws gripped a shadowy, pale gray version of it that struggled in his grasp.

      The Watcher’s inhuman face opened wide, swallowing the Nephilim’s soul whole. The shade vanished, narrowing into an event horizon deep inside the roiling mass that Azazel had become.

      I backed away, a tiny bit of fear striking me despite the intense protectiveness I felt through our bond. Azazel was always so upright, so reticent… it was hard to believe that something like this lived under his skin.

      I almost tripped over something and spun around.

      Tascius’s cheek was cut open, blood pouring in a freshet over his chin and chest, and Lucifer was holding a spear of light, raising it overhead to plunge into the… thing they’d made.

      I realized what Azazel had been doing while I was distracted.

      Two of the Nephilim, already monstrous on their own, had been turned to smoke, then solid, fused together into a single mass of flesh and bone.

      It was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began. Arms and legs stuck out at odd angles, and one of the heads was crushed beneath it as the ungainly thing tried to crawl away.

      Lucifer brought his spear down in the center mass of the Nephilim, pinning it to the ground. A shockwave burst through the air, stealing the breath from my lungs, and it seemed like time slowed down to a complete stop as the Heavenly light burst to life in the spearhead, incinerating the Nephilim from the inside out.

      I blinked as the light faded, a blazing star burned into my vision.

      Lucifer released the spear. “We need to go now.”

      “What about the horses?” I asked, feeling like my brain’s internal gears were grinding, too clogged to function normally. 

      “They’re safer on their own,” Tascius said, throwing a pack over his shoulder despite his wounds. “Let them run as far and fast as they want.”

      Smoke crept over my shoulders. My skin prickled as Azazel approached me, his smoky arms wrapping around me. 

      I’d just seen him turn Nephilim to smoke and fuse them together, crush one’s heart in its chest, and swallow another’s soul, but I felt nothing but protected as the shadow-version of himself wrapped me in his swirling mist. 

      The mark on the back of my neck seemed to pulse in time with my heartbeat.

      “Did they touch you, lover?” he asked, his voice crackling with electric energy again.

      Shadows drifted across my eyes, turning everything in the clearing into shades of gray. 

      I leaned back into him, feeling him condense and become solid to catch me like a cradle. “They didn’t hurt me, no.”

      Lucifer was breathing hard, eyeing the scorched pile of Nephilim remains. “To the road. Melisande…” He stalked closer, and I felt Azazel’s low but silent growl rumble through my bones. “When I tell you to fly and save yourself, will you just listen for once?”

      “No.” I extricated myself from Azazel’s soothing embrace and glared up at him, still gripping my daggers in clammy palms. “I won’t leave any of you alone here to deal with this shit yourself. If any of you stay, I stay, too.”

      “You don’t have the protection we have.” His silvery eyes were far away, still distant and gleaming with the internal light of his soul. 

      I snorted, trying my hardest to clamp down on my anger. He just wanted to know I was safe, but I hadn’t made it this far to turn my back and run from a fight. “I might not be a big, strong man with inherent capabilities, but I have you three at my back, and that’s more than enough protection for me.”

      He let out a hissing breath of exasperation through his teeth, and I strode to Tascius’s side, summoning the white fire of my healing magic. It sank into him, glimmering under his skin and swirling around the wounds the Nephilim had made.

      Tascius wrapped his arms around me and held me tight. “He has a point, friend,” he said softly in my ear.

      “Not you, too.” When the last of the wounds had sealed themselves, leaving nothing but a fine glaze of blood behind, I rose up to press a kiss to the corner of his mouth, then turned around. “Let’s make this clear once and for all. I refuse to leave while you stay behind and fight. This is what I was made for. I didn’t spend years in Heaven being tortured by Gabriel to run like a coward at the first sign of trouble.”

      Azazel’s shadows were slipping back under his skin, his features taking on his usual austere cast. “Then you’ll practice your shields.”

      I glared at him mutinously for a moment.

      “That’s not a request,” he added, his voice sharp, and I finally nodded.

      “I’ll practice, if all of you agree to let me do what I have to do. If you try to keep me back, all that’ll do is make me weak and out of shape when I need it the most.”

      Lucifer’s eyes flashed. “We’ll discuss this further when we get to the City of Sight. For now, I want us out of this forest in the next five minutes.” He gathered the last pack, and his wings quivered, ready for flight. “Tascius, you’re flying. We’re cutting this journey short.”

      As much as I knew my Nephilim loathed depending on others for flight, for once, he didn’t have so much as a grimace about it.

      He glanced at me, and I realized it was because he was in firm agreement with Lucifer: if it meant getting me out of here faster, there was nothing he wouldn’t do. Of them all, I was the one most likely to sustain a mortal wound against a Nephilim. 

      One was bad enough. If I was surrounded by three on my own, I knew I wouldn’t live to see the next sunrise. I wished I’d thought to ask Belial to borrow his knife.

      Azazel touched Tascius’s shoulder, and the two of them became shadows. They didn’t rise until I spread my wings and flapped hard, pelting upwards until I burst through the canopy overhead in a spray of leaves and twigs.

      The pale sun glimmered off the bluish-green leaves, making the spread of the forest look like a glimmering, oddly-rippling sea.

      Lucifer exploded through the trees, leaving a sizable gap, and the sun lit him up like a halo. I felt the shadowy presence of Azazel and Tascius at my side, though the stars were faded by the sunlight.

      “That way,” he said, pointing west. “To the City of Sight.”

      He glanced back down through the canopy at the bodies below. “Others might come looking. When they find their brethren dead, we don’t want to be anywhere near this place.”

      I took his hint and caught a gust of air, riding it to the west as my shadow flickered over the treetops. Lucifer joined me only moments later, ducking under me and playfully flicking me with his wingtips.

      “Melisande, I don’t think you’re fragile.” He rose to fly near me, his hair tousled by the wind. I was sure my own was a mess after all the last day had entailed. “But I couldn’t stand to see you needlessly hurt, understand?”

      “I understand.” I glanced at him sideways and smiled, just enough to let him know he was forgiven. “But I also meant what I said. I wasn’t made to hide behind you.”

      Lucifer drifted closer, so the shadows we cast far below merged almost into one. “I know. And that’s one of the reasons you were meant to be mine.”
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      We flew for almost a day straight over a sea of unending trees, and when the City of Sight finally came into view, first as a glimmer on the horizon, and resolving into an enormous tree that towered over the rest, I found a burst of energy I hadn’t known I had.

      My muscles ached from flying so far, but we’d cut three days off our journey. I released a deep breath as we passed over a gap in the trees overlooking a broad lake of perfect blue water, with tiny demons in white robes gathered at its edge.

      “Sibyls,” Lucifer said, drawing closer again. “We’re almost there, Melisande.”

      The City itself seemed to be made from glass spires and domes that were fused to the trunk of the enormous tree and spilled out into the surrounding forest. Several platforms of clear glass had been hoisted in the branches, and as we rounded the city, looking for a clear place to land, I saw more of the white-robed sibyls lying on the panes of the platforms, staring at the ground far below.

      “What are they doing?” I looked up as we descended, spiraling towards a broad courtyard of deep blue glass.

      “They don’t have our enthusiasm for open air,” Lucifer said dryly. “They’re wingless. Some of the sibyls use sensations like extreme vertigo to induce visions.”

      We sank into the depths of the City, our feet touching down lightly on the blue glass. The buildings glimmered like kaleidoscopes, and I could swear I saw some of the round glass abodes slowly shifting shape from the corner of my eye. 

      The sibyls clearly loved their plants. Every wall was lined with planters, and the center of the glass courtyard had been devoted to an entire garden. White, bell-shaped flowers spilled over shaded planters full of mushrooms, and red poppies bobbed in the wind, gleaming like splashes of blood.

      Azazel saw me looking, and leaned down to my ear with a secretive smile. “They’re all powerful psychoactives. You see the datura there, along with henbane and mandrake, next to the psilocybin mushrooms. The sibyls don’t grow a single plant that can’t be taken to induce hallucinations.”

      “You seem like you know a lot about this place.” I cracked half a smile when I saw the smug look cross his face.

      “I might’ve spent some time here in the course of my studies.”

      “See anything good?”

      Azazel shook his head, looking ruefully at the garden of visions. “You don’t summon ancient eldritch entities with a lucid mind. On the other hand, I’m not sure I’d say I want to see them again at all.”

      I stared at him as a white-robed sibyl dashed up a winding set of stairs towards us. “So… you’re telling me you were high out of your mind when you opened an interdimensional nightmare portal and started bartering your own body parts?”

      Azazel’s perfect composure cracked for a moment, and he grinned. “Yes.”

      Tascius shook his head, but Lucifer threw back his head and laughed. The sibyl skidded to a halt near him, staring up at the belly-laughing fallen prince.

      “You’re all insane,” I muttered through a smirk I couldn’t suppress. 

      Azazel easily looped an arm around my waist. “And you love it.”

      The way he just grabbed me now, like he’d just been waiting for the right moment to start lavishing affection all over me, sent flutters through my chest. “I guess I might love it a little bit,” I said, my words muffled against his chest. “Or a lot.” 

      “Um.” The sibyl gave us a tentative wave. Lucifer straightened up, looking down at the little white-robed demon. 

      I blinked when I saw the sibyl’s face. All six of her eyes were swirling with different colors like jewels. 

      When she was sure she had our attention, she beamed up at us. “Visionary Xrita welcomes you to the City of Sight, and will see you at midnight, when the liminal doors of opportunity are at their most efficacious. I am Seer Antava, and I will show you to your accommodations and fetch you when the Visionary is ready.

      Tascius rose to his feet and fell in behind me as I followed the tiny sibyl down the glassy stairs. “Did she already know we were coming?” I asked curiously.

      Seer Antava turned to face me, somehow managing to walk down the tiny spiral staircase backwards without falling off. 

      “Oh, yes,” she said, her face utterly serious. “She received a vision of a falling star, a hungry shadow, a child of Heaven, and a warrior victorious. In her Sight, they came to us seeking advice before their journey could continue. We’ve been prepared for your arrival for some time.”

      We passed through a hallway of opalescent glass before crossing another terrace and taking two more staircases. The sunlight slowly disappeared as we wove below the tree line, and the glass steps ended on cool white marble. 

      Everything below the trees looked like it’d been transported from the past, tall Ionic columns lining a seeing pool, and we were led to a marble rotunda overgrown with ivy. Seer Antava opened a door and gestured for us to go in.

      “These are one of our guest chambers,” she said, stepping after us into what looked like a fully furnished home. Several beds lined the circular walls, and wide windows looked out on the peaceful forests. I glanced at a pond swirling with brilliantly copper and orange fish. “Everything you will need to be comfortable is here. I will be back at midnight to bring you to the Visionary.”

      With that, she backed out of the room and shut the door, leaving us in silence.

      I opened another set of doors across the room, finding a bathroom with a large shower. Oddly, my mouth went dry at the sight of it, and the memories of my last enjoyable hot shower assailed me. 

      Would it be odd to ask them all to join me? I gnawed my lower lip, wondering how to approach being with all three of them now that we were in a confined space together.

      Lucifer and Tascius had been willing to put their differences aside a week ago, all to make me happy. Would too much pushing shove them apart again?

      Either way, I was coated in days’ worth of dust and forest grime, and I just wanted to feel clean again. 

      I stepped inside and began unlacing my corset and kicking off my boots. “I’m taking a shower,” I announced. 

      Three pairs of eyes bored into me, each one with his own laser-like focus as I stripped off my pants. 

      “And you’re all welcome to join. If you want,” I added hastily, almost tripping over my discarded clothes. 

      Smooth, Melisande.

      I yanked a chain that sent waterfall cascading overhead and ducked beneath it, flicking my wings under the downpour to clean them. God, but hot water had never felt so good.

      Whichever sibyl had prepared the rooms had thought to leave behind soap and shampoo. I scrubbed my hair, keeping my eyes closed against the downpour, and my ears pricked up at the quiet murmurs coming from the next room. 

      It was impossible to make out what they were saying. I rinsed out my shampoo and opened my eyes, and almost jumped back. 

      Tascius was almost nose to nose with me. He chuckled as water blasted me in the face, then pulled me out of the downpour again. “Gotcha.”

      “Silent as a cat,” I said, yanking him in. He was already undressed for my viewing pleasure, and I leaned in and wrapped my arms around him, resting my head on his chest regardless of the water beating down on me. 

      “Sly like a fox,” someone whispered in my ear, and Lucifer pinched my ass.

      I whirled around, intending to- I don’t know, pinch his cock in retaliation? - when a pair of nearly-invisible hands slid around me from behind and ran up my stomach to cup my breasts. 

      “Stealthy as a shadow.” Azazel’s purr vibrated in my chest, and the mark on the back of my neck seemed to pulse at his proximity. He ran his thumbs over my nipples, hissing when they hardened under his touch.

      I was so fucking gleeful at having all three of them together without them fighting, I could’ve broken into a victory dance right then and there.

      They had other ideas.

      Tascius grinned at me as he ran soap all over himself, apparently competing with Lucifer to see who could be the first one done. He shook his silvery hair out, tipping his head back under the water, and I couldn’t help but admire the thick column on his throat, the muscles that stood out in ripples. 

      Then my gaze was drawn to Lucifer, his golden hair and skin in stark contrast to Tascius’ moonlight coloring, the tattoos swirling down over his torso to almost touch his already-stiffening cock.

      I swallowed hard as Tascius stepped out of the water and shook himself, then grabbed me from Azazel’s arms and wrapped a fluffy white towel around me. 

      I wrung out my hair, my stomach flip-flopping as the Nephilim gave them a lazy smile. “Dibs.”

      “We’ll see,” Lucifer said, running a hand through locks darkened to bronze by the water.

      Tascius raised an eyebrow and scooped me up, striding back into the bedroom.

      Whatever they’d been debating, they’d been busy while doing it. All the windows were shuttered, and the beds had been pushed together.

      Tascius dropped me in the middle of the fluffy pile, tossing the towel aside. His eyes were almost perfectly clear, only the faintest hint of darkness in them as he gripped my knees and forced my legs open. 

      My flipping stomach dove straight downwards, becoming a tingling heat as he got on his knees. 

      “When did you all agree to get along on this?” I asked breathlessly, resisting the omnipresent latent urge to cover myself. They’d all seen me naked before. There was no point in being embarrassed.

      “About five minutes ago,” he said, kissing the inside of my knee. “When it was settled that none of us were willing to walk away, therefore, sharing would be in order.” 

      He planted kisses all the way up my inner thigh, nipping here and there and leaving faint red marks behind. 

      “Of course, there will be times that I’m not in the mood to share, little friend,” he continued. He ran his tongue along the seam of my pussy, teasing me with the tiniest flick of his tongue. All of my muscles clenched at the sensation that zipped through me. “But right now, there’s nothing I’d love more than to see you come for us as many times as possible.”

      I leaned back on my elbows as he slid his hands up my hips, pulling me up to feast on me. His tongue ran slowly upwards, parting my folds before swirling around my aching clit.

      My heart was already galloping a mile a minute, and when something snaked around my wrists, I barely noticed until my arms were pulled up over my head. 

      Azazel climbed onto the bed with the lithe grace of a panther. I gripped the shadow-bonds around my wrists, my breasts already feeling heavy and hot as he cast his gaze over me and ducked his head. 

      His teeth grazed one of my hard nipples, then the other as he reached up to cup them, massaging and stroking every inch of skin his mouth wasn’t touching. 

      My eyes rolled back in my head. So far I didn’t even see Lucifer until he caught my open mouth in a kiss, tongue sliding over mine.

      Having so many hands all over me almost made me feel like I was drowning, but it wasn’t the kind of drowning I wanted to stop. I wanted them to sink inside me, feel every part of them while they kissed and stroked and licked, sending shudders of pure heat through me.

      The stubble on Tascius’s face scratched against my thighs in stark contrast to the hot, wet softness of his tongue. He growled when my hips jerked, holding me down so he could push deeper, curling his tongue in my pussy in a way that made me feel like I was going to squirm right off the bed.

      I wasn’t going to fucking last for three orgasms at this rate, but there was no way to tell him to push inside me already with Lucifer’s lips on mine.

      Tascius sucked my clit and, like he’d magically read my mind, he released me before the molten feeling of coming apart took over. He kissed my lower stomach, raising my ankles on his shoulders before lining himself up.

      I felt the thick head brush my pussy, then he thrust in hard and fast, bottoming out with a groan. 

      Even with Lucifer’s mouth on mine, I took a sharp breath at the sudden pressure inside. A tiny sliver of pain became pleasure when Tascius pulled out and slid in slower, inch by inch, his fingers stroking my clit.

      The Nephilim’s hips pumped against me, rocking my entire body. Azazel ran his tongue down my stomach and back up, raising goosebumps everywhere he touched, and Lucifer worked his way down my throat.

      It was like being the center of the world, all the weight on my shoulders forgotten. 

      Tascius’s long strokes never stopped, and my pussy tightened around him. He felt how close I was, sucking in a breath when I clamped down on his cock, and then his thrusting became harder, deeper, my clit aching under the pressure of his fingers. 

      I strained against the bonds, wanting to touch him, but the three of them seemed to like that I couldn’t do anything but enjoy it. 

      There was no way to resist falling off the edge, not with so much of him inside me. I shuddered, feeling like I was melting on the inside, and the heat exploded. Tascius grabbed my hips, grinding against my clit as he pounded into me. 

      I felt his cock harden and twitch, and a sudden slickness on my ass and thighs when he came inside me, matching my climax with his own. 

      Stars glittered in front of my eyes for a moment, and I slowly realized it wasn’t just from a mind-wrenching orgasm.

      Azazel licked me all the way up my throat, then kissed my mouth softly. I blinked, seeing the stars in the violet shade of his eyes. 

      “My turn,” he said softly, biting my lower lip. 

      Words were somewhere beyond me by that point.

      I felt Tascius pull out, and he leaned over me to take Azazel’s place and kiss me. I felt the shadows weaken and wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders, but then greedy hands pulled me against another hard chest. 

      Azazel pulled me into his lap and I straddled him, feeling the thick length of his cock sliding against me. I couldn’t call him greedy when I felt that way myself, rising up and sinking down on him with a gasp. 

      My nerve endings sparked again at the sensation of a new cock inside me, already pulsing with need.

      “I want Lucifer in you, too.” Azazel looked over my face with heavy-lidded eyes. “If you think you can.”

      I bit my swollen lower lip, sucking the tender flesh in my mouth. I tasted like all three of them. “How?”

      Lucifer tucked my damp hair behind my ear. “We can show you, if you want.”

      I hesitated for only a second. Whatever they were going to do, I was sure they’d stop if I hated it. 

      But I had the feeling I wouldn’t hate it at all.

      Azazel leaned back on the bed, bringing me with him. A slave to my desires, I rode against him, moaning at the new pressure on my clit.

      Then Lucifer’s fingers trailed over my back, and my wings shivered as he passed between my wings and rounded my hip. He dipped down to my pussy, dragging moisture up over my ass. I felt his fingers against the entrance, stroking and gliding, and Azazel chose that moment to arch his hips, driving deeper.

      In that same instant, one of Lucifer’s fingers slipped inside me.

      I froze in place, caught between shock and the fire ripping through my nerves. It didn’t hurt; the sensation was odd, but when Azazel ground into me, it seemed like everything below the waist had suddenly become extra sensitive.

      Lucifer knelt behind me, working in several more fingers in time with Azazel’s strokes. I finally settled enough to keep riding him, even with Lucifer’s fingers in me.

      The heat drove me on, filling my abdomen and bursting through my limbs. Tascius kissed me, catching my cheek with his hand, and when Lucifer withdrew his fingers, I groaned in protest.

      A moment later, I felt the silky crown of his cock push against my ass.

      I paused, my pussy tightening around Azazel as the new sensation of pressure filled me. There was a moment of pain, then a sense of fullness as Lucifer slid in, his hands on my shoulders, hips driving against my ass.

      I shivered uncontrollably, and a smirk crossed Tascius’s face as he watched the play of emotions on mine. “Do you like it?”

      My nipples were so hard they hurt, and he reached up to pinch them, rolling them between his thumb and fingers. Pleasure ripped through me like they were connected to my pussy and ass.

      “I’m going to come if any of you move so much as a single muscle,” I said raggedly.

      “That good?” Lucifer leaned forward to whisper in my ear, and the shift in his weight, grinding my clit down against Azazel, almost did it. 

      “Beyond good.” I took a breath to brace myself, but the Watcher and fallen angel both moved, both withdrawing a few inches before plunging in deep. 

      Lucifer’s hands tightened on my shoulder until it was almost painful. He pushed me down on Azazel, and the Watcher licked his lower lip as he watched me from below, hungrily taking in whatever was happening on my face as Lucifer pumped into my ass.

      I was close to the edge, my muscles tightening around them. Azazel grabbed my hips and moved them, grinding me against him, and I couldn’t hold it back anymore.

      My scream was muffled by Tascius’s mouth on mine, but my hips jerked and I devolved into wild bucking. All I wanted was to draw out the fire in my abdomen, the sensation of total fullness as two of my men pounded home, grunting when they came. 

      Lucifer’s breath was ragged as he pushed in deep, and he gently pulled my head back by my hair, nibbling my earlobe. I felt his cock throbbing inside me, and every muscle in my body was satisfied by what they’d wrung out of me. 

      They bundled me between them, tucking my wings, peppering gentle kisses over my forehead, mouth, and chin. Tascius stroked my legs and came back with a warm wet cloth to clean me. 

      “Did any of that hurt?” Lucifer asked, worry lurking in the back of his silver eyes. 

      I was a little sore, but half of that was from the fight this morning and the journey, and the other half was bone-deep satisfaction. “Not at all, and I want more. Tonight. And tomorrow. Maybe the next day, too.”

      Azazel kissed the mating mark on the back of my neck, sending a frisson of sensation and awareness through me. “We’ve created a monster,” he whispered against the nape of my neck. “A beautiful, bloodthirsty, sex-starved monster.”

      “I’m here for it,” Lucifer said with a smirk.
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      I shrugged a light robe around my shoulders and stepped out onto the porch overlooking the seeing pool. 

      True night had fallen over the City of Sight. Glowing lanterns were strung through the trees and along the marble columns, casting glittering light over the pool. I watched a row of sibyls troop between the trees towards the city, each one blindfolded. 

      I was so lost in thought I almost didn’t notice the presence at my elbow until Azazel leaned in to kiss my cheek, his fingers stroking the mark on the nape of my neck.

      “Can’t sleep?” he asked, standing behind me and wrapping his arms around me. I tucked my wings in tight and leaned back against him.

      “It’s hard to sleep when there’s so much to see.” I reached up to stroke the hand he’d pressed against my chest. “And when I’m wondering if Vyra is okay.”

      “She’s fine. Belial wouldn’t allow the other half of his Circle to descend into anarchy just because you’re gone.”

      I exhaled, watching the shimmer of lights on the water. If I let my eyes unfocus a tiny bit, it almost did seem like I could see visions in the water.

      I knew perfectly well that Vyra was probably cracking the whip right now. All of the Chainlings had probably been manicured. Haru was probably trailing around behind her, carrying dress-forms and boxes of makeup.

      She was fine. If there was one thing I had faith in, it was that Belial wouldn’t let everything go to shit if Satan showed his ugly face again.

      I had to worry about what was in front of me, the single mission I needed to accomplish. If I returned without the raw ebonite, this would all have been for nothing, and I’d be back at square one.

      “You’re right,” I murmured, lacing my fingers through Azazel’s. “I’m just nervous about what’s coming next.”

      “I don’t think the smith had any reason to lie to us.” 

      “Not that. He seemed a little too gleeful at the prospect to send us on a wild chase. What if we can’t find the oracle? What if she’s already dead?”

      Azazel squeezed me a little tighter. “She’s not. We’ll get the ebonite and fly back. You’ll be home with everything you need.”

      “Everything we need,” I automatically corrected. “How long have you two been planning this?” 

      He shrugged. I felt his muscles contract with the quick, smooth motion. “Only about a thousand years or so. We didn’t come to a truce on our differences until recently.”

      “Define ‘recently’.”

      He smiled, burying his face in my hair as he did it. “Only about fifty years or so. We’ve had a complicated friendship over the eons. Lucifer and I have found ourselves on opposite sides too many times to count, but in the end, we always seem to end up on the same side again.”

      I brooded, still staring at the water. “That’s a long time to plan this. I don’t have a thousand years to wait.”

      “You don’t need a thousand years. All we needed was you. We’ve made more progress in the past few months than we’ve made in years.” Azazel raked his fingers through my hair, making me shiver. “Perhaps we were just missing sufficient motivation.”

      I didn’t get a chance to answer. Seer Antava was scurrying down the path on the far side of the seeing pool, and Tascius and Lucifer were both still sprawled on the bed inside, dead to the world.

      “Let’s go wake them up.”

      Azazel kept his arms around my shoulders as he opened the door, and I discarded the robe before leaning over the bed.

      Lucifer looked angelic in sleep, every line of tension smoothed out of his face. I stroked his forehead, tucking a blond curl away and straightening my feather, and his eyes flicked open. 

      He smiled lazily and pulled me down on his chest. “Good morning to you, too,” he breathed, rolling over and trapping me beneath him for a deep kiss. 

      “I’m trying to wake you up.” I tried to squirm away, but where these men were concerned, there was no squirming out from under their bulk. It felt like being trapped under a very warm and rather breathtaking boulder. “The seer is almost here.”

      Tascius stirred from less than a foot away, coming awake almost instantly. He yawned and stretched, showing off the ripped muscles in his stomach and sides. “Are we doing this again?”

      “No,” I hissed, as the seer knocked on the door. “Do not show her your morning- well, your evening wood.”

      Tascius craned his head to grin at me. “Don’t worry, no one else is allowed to touch it.”

      It was pretty impressive, and I pictured telling Seer Antava to tell the Visionary she might have to wait a few hours. 

      But no. We were here for a reason. 

      “Damn right they’re not. I don’t want them looking at it, either. It’s a feast for my eyes only.” I finally managed to squirm away from their limbs, and heard Azazel answer the door and quietly respond to a feminine voice.

      “I guess if you don’t want to join us, we have no choice.” Lucifer faked a sad sigh, and I balled up his shirt and threw at his head with perfect accuracy.

      While they were pulling their clothes on, I smoothed out my hair in the mirror, and Azazel came up behind me. 

      “You look as beautiful as always,” he said in my ear, running his fingers through my feathers. I shivered under the delicate touch.

      I caught sight of Tascius and Lucifer, the darkness of my feathers against their light-toned hair. “You’re missing something,” I said, turning around to face Azazel. He raised an eyebrow. 

      I might have a permanent token from him, but I wanted to make sure it was extremely obvious that I had just as much of a claim on him. 

      I plucked a feather from my wings and reached up to unclasp one of his raven-skull lapel pins, working the sharp point of the pin through the shaft of my feather, and re-pinned it. He watched with an unidentifiable expression as I smoothed the feather, which almost blended in against his black suit.

      “There,” I murmured, making sure each pin was straight. 

      Azazel looked down at the feather, then pushed me back against the wall and kissed me hard, tilting my face up as his tongue slid into my mouth. I opened wider, heat spiraling through my abdomen as his teeth caught my lip-

      “So… are we doing this now?” A certain fallen angel’s voice cut through my reverie.

      Azazel broke away, a hard but possessive light shining in his violet eyes. I glanced at Lucifer, who smirked at me knowingly.

      “We aren’t doing this now.”

      “You’re sending mixed messages, friend.” Tascius strapped his axe over his back and tied up his silver hair. “That looked a lot like doing it now.”

      “No, I was just straightening his suit.” I threw him a narrow-eyed look, and he looked back, all innocence.

      “Were you straightening his tonsils, too?” Lucifer inquired. “Mine are crooked, want to lend a helping tongue?”

      He barely dodged the second shirt I threw at his head.

      “Is everything all right in there?” Seer Antava’s voice was muffled, but she sounded concerned.

      “No, we are not doing this now,” Azazel said, the slightest dangerous hiss in his voice. He crossed the room in several quick strides and threw the door open, startling the small seer. “We’re ready to see the Visionary.”

      I saw Tascius and Lucifer exchange a silent high-five from the corner of my eye. 

      The last thing I’d expected was for the two possessive males to find the kindred spirit of fucking with people in each other.

      I followed Azazel outside, and Tascius was right behind me, winding a lock of my hair through his fingers. His lips twitched when I glared up at him, but under Seer Antava’s eyes, he was suddenly all business.

      Lucifer closed the door and joined us. I bid a fond farewell to the little respite; as soon as we knew where we could find the Oracle, we’d be setting out immediately. 

      “She’s waiting in the Crystal Pavilion,” the seer said, beckoning us along. 

      Instead of turning towards the glassy stairs, we went right, the men ducking under the hanging boughs of willow trees. 

      “Through here,” Antava said, and my mouth fell open. 

      The Crystal Pavilion took its name very literally. It was a cluster of milky quartz crystals the size of a house, but the inside was lit with a soft glow, and faint shadows gave away the presence of someone inside.

      I followed Antava through a doorway carved in the stone. The interior opened up, widening so we could look up into the hollow bores of each crystal point.

      There wasn’t much inside but a low table set with a teapot and several cups. Round silk pillows had been piled on the floor around the table, and a demonic woman gazed at us evenly from the opposite end, her hands folded in her lap.

      I slowed to a stop before I reached the pillows. Her eyes were white, just as milky as the crystal overhead, but her eyes roamed over each one of us. She wasn’t blind, but somehow I thought she must be able to see other things beyond normality with eyes like that.

      “Sit, Melisande.” The Visionary pointed at one of the pillows, and I folded my legs under me as I sat across from her. She smiled as my men each chose their own, pulling close to me. 

      I watched warily as she poured a cup of tea, unsure of why she made me nervous. 

      Maybe it was because she’d already seen part of my future. 

      Would it be better to know the truth if everything was going to go horribly awry, or would she save me from the knowledge that all my plans were for nothing?

      She passed me a cup of tea and I took a deep breath of rose-scented steam. 

      “We’ve known of your arrival for some time,” the Visionary said, passing more cups around. From the corner of my eye, I saw Tascius give the tea a suspicious eye. “As soon as your plans solidified, the visions became clearer.”

      “So you know what we’re here for.” I blew on the tea and sipped it.

      Visionary Xrita smiled, those unnerving milky eyes focusing directly on me. “You seek raw ebonite from one of our fallen sisters.”

      She lowered the tea pot and extended a hand across the table. A small dark pebble rested in the center of her palm. 

      I picked it up when she motioned for me to take it, rolling the pebble between my fingers. It was a chunk of inky metal, rough at the edges, and cold as ice even though it should’ve been warmed by skin contact.

      Something Tascius had told me came to mind. Whatever magic Wayland the Smith infused the raw ebonite with, it would always take on those properties. This tiny piece of ebonite had the potential to become anything… even a blade that could slay a dragon or an archangel.

      “I’m going to be honest with you. We made an agreement with the smith,” I said quietly. “He wants her hands. Our meeting with her will likely not end well.”

      I’d already accepted that acquiring both the scrying mirror and her hands would likely end in death for one of us. 

      Visionary Xrita shook her head and sipped her own tea. “She made her choice when she committed the sins of theft and murder, and scorned our sisterhood.”

      She seemed completely at ease with the fact that the oracle was going to die at our hands. 

      “Where can we find her?” Tascius put his tea on the table, clearly ill at ease here. 

      The Visionary’s eyes moved towards him, but he didn’t avoid her gaze. He just stared back, a warning in the etched line between his brows. A slow smile spread across her face at whatever she saw there. 

      “She took shelter in the barrens at the edge of Elysium. You’ll find her living in a cave like the sibyls of old.” The Visionary sipped her tea, still peering at Tascius. “You have a hard path ahead of you, child of Heaven.”

      My breath caught in my throat. When Seer Antava had told us what they’d seen- a falling star, a hungry shadow, a warrior victorious, a child of Heaven- I’d assumed I was the last piece in that puzzle. 

      If I was the warrior victorious… I could dare to hope that we’d succeed.

      But Tascius’s expression grew even blacker, the lines of his body tight.

      I couldn’t help but ask. “Why are you so eager to help us?” I extended my hand across the table, meaning to drop the chunk of ebonite back in her palm. The Visionary waved me away.

      “That piece is yours,” she said. “When the Dragon dies, Hell will be free to become what it was meant to be. After much deliberation, the other Visionaries and I have deemed this the wisest course of all the possible futures we have foreseen.” 

      I tucked the ebonite away in a pocket. It felt like ice against my skin, even with fabric between me and it. 

      “The death of a lost sister is a small enough price to pay, and there are sibyls here who would be glad to see her dead, regardless. She only ever used her Sight for selfish causes and to bring pain to others.” Visionary Xrita sighed. “Fly to the west. You’ll find the cavern easily. And whatever she offers you, don’t take it. Her only joy is to sow discord and uncertainty.”

      Azazel and Lucifer were the first to rise, clearly ready to find this cavern now. Tascius rose, and I heard Seer Antava softly speaking to them. 

      But the Visionary leaned forward when they were gone, pinning me with her gaze from across the table. 

      “When the time comes, the path will fork before you. One path is a straight road, but there is a charnel house at the end of it. The other path is a cliff, and your eyes cannot see beyond, but there is happiness to be found there. A sword is only a sword. A feather is more than a feather.” 

      Goosebumps rose on my skin. Her voice sounded layered, like several people speaking at once, and her eyes were wide and unblinking.

      “Trust in your heart. Make the right choice.”

      She sighed and closed her eyes, and I whispered a thank you as I got to my feet, eager to be free of her and carrying an unknown future choice on my shoulders like a weight.
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      We touched down on a bluff overlooking the edge of the forest. A ridge of higher cliffs rose in front of us, extending over the horizon, and dark crevices and caverns peppered the sandy stone.

      The City of Sight was hours behind us, and I wrapped my hand around the hilt of the sword, scanning for any signs of life. 

      Elysium was beautiful, but I didn’t need anyone to tell me that this was the edge where all beauty came to a halt. The bluffs looked utterly inhospitable, and a faint whistle of wind reached my ears as the breeze kicked sand over the hills.

      Lucifer folded his wings, eyes narrowed as he scanned the bluffs. His shoulders relaxed a moment later, and he nodded at the distant hills to our left. “There. Smoke.”

      I peered into the distance, and just caught a wisp of gray smoke before the wind swept it away. 

      “Let’s go get our ebonite.” I jumped down from the sandstone outcropping, landing next to Azazel. He’d released Tascius, and now the Watcher was absent-mindedly smoothing the feather on his chest. I stroked his arm as I passed and was rewarded with a faint smile.

      Of all of them, only Tascius seemed reticent about finding the outcast oracle. He eyed the bluffs, his broad shoulders tight. 

      I gestured for Lucifer to lead the way and fell in next to my Nephilim as we followed them into the maze of stone. 

      Tascius looked down at me when I took his hand. 

      “Just listen to the Visionary,” I said quietly. “Whatever the oracle says, ignore it. It means nothing.”

      Tascius’s lips were pulled tight. “Or it means everything.”

      “No matter where you come from, you’re still Tascius. That’s not going to change just because of something some old witch says.”

      He had to duck under a low stone arch to avoid cracking his head. I caught sight of Azazel dissipating into mist just ahead of us. 

      “You know where I come from, and so do the seers.” Tascius shook his head. “Whatever she says, there will be a grain of truth in it.”

      I bit my lip, trying and failing to think of something to say that would comfort him.

      He’d had snowy white wings. I could picture them, the soft little pinfeathers of a child… and I could also picture them stained red as his mother sawed them from his back. 

      “Whether there’s truth or not, nothing would change the way I feel for you, or that you belong with us.” I pulled him after me, not wanting to lose sight of Azazel and Lucifer. “Nor are we sure that it would be the truth. Just because she was a sibyl doesn’t make her honest.”

      Tascius’s midnight eyes were sad again as he scanned my face. “There’s one thing I can agree to. No matter what she says, I would never leave your side.”

      He brushed a kiss over my lips, and when I started walking again, I almost ran right into Lucifer’s wings.

      Both of them had stopped in the middle of the narrow trail, and I rose on my tiptoes to peer around him.

      The trail opened on a clear floor of stone, in which a tiny campfire sent up green sparks and the column of smoke that was torn away by the wind overhead. Behind it, the dark mouth of a cave was nestled at the foot of a tall bluff. 

      Sigils had been painted in dripping red around the mouth, and figures made out of bundles of twigs hung from nails jammed into the stone.

      “We get in, we take what we need, we get out,” Lucifer said quietly, just as a voice called from the cave.

      “I see you, fallen star.” A loud cackle echoed eerily off the bluffs. “I see angelspawn and dealers of death. Come in and have your future told.”

      We glanced warily at each other. 

      This was my mission, my idea, my plan. I released Tascius’s hand and pushed past Lucifer, scraping my elbows on the stone behind me. “I’ll go first.”

      “You will not,” Azazel said, but I ducked away from his grasp and skirted the fire. The cavern loomed before me, seeming more like the mouth of a large creature that wanted to swallow me whole. 

      Gripping my sword, I climbed up the slight incline and climbed inside.

      “There you are,” a raspy voice whispered. “Come in, come in. I can give you all the knowledge you seek… for a price.”

      I blinked, letting my eyes adjust to the abrupt darkness. 

      The outcast oracle was a crone, her back humped in several ridges. Rotting black fabric covered her in layers, hiding much of the shape of her body, but a leathery face seamed with deep grooves turned up to me.

      She was crouched on the ground inside a cave that was far more spacious inside than it looked from the outside. Chests and boxes were piled on the floors in the back, scattered haphazardly over each other, but my breath caught when I saw the mirror. 

      It had to be the mirror Wayland spoke of; it was no wider than a foot across and a foot high, and gilt nymphs were frozen forever in a dance on the frame. The mirror itself wasn’t reflective, but pure black, seeming to absorb all the light around it. 

      The oracle extended a wizened hand from her robes and tossed a handful of objects on the floor. I watched as bones, twigs, and stones clattered in a circle inscribed on the stone.

      “Oh, the things I see,” she rasped. “A history of pain, a future of… turmoil.” 

      The oracle looked up at me and smiled. “Bloodshed. Despair and agony. Do you keep a close eye on the friends of your heart?”

      “That’s none of your business,” I breathed. The light was temporarily cut off as the others ducked inside the cave after me; Tascius was taut, his hands clenched. 

      The oracle’s gaze searched us and landed on Lucifer. Her wizened face split into a grin. 

      “Morningstar. You honor me. Was it worth giving up the light to serve in the dark?”

      Lucifer said nothing, his silver eyes cold. He shifted closer to me and raised his chin. The oracle’s gaze roamed along us, catching Azazel next. 

      “I smell the ancient ones on you. Do you know what you traffic with, Grigori?”

      Azazel inclined his head, a small, secretive smile on his lips. “I’m perfectly aware. There is nothing you can frighten me with, oracle.”

      She licked her own lips with a pale tongue. “You have no fear of opening forbidden doors and looking into the abyss, but do you not wonder- did the abyss look back into you?”

      He lifted a shoulder, still smiling. “I was a monster long before I opened that door.”

      The oracle grimaced, twitching in irritation that her barbs had failed to strike Azazel. I suppressed the urge to smile at him; if he could come back from the insanity of looking on cosmic horror and trading his wings, there was nothing this bitch could say that would bother him.

      My stomach sank as her gaze roamed again and landed on a likely target.

      “Angelspawn.” Her voice was a menacing hiss. “Such anger. Do you see him when you look in the mirror?” 

      She pointed to the gilt-framed mirror.

      “I see nothing,” Tascius said tonelessly.

      The oracle laughed, and ended in a cough. “I think you lie. I know what I see. The cruelty of Heaven, the sorrow of an abandoned woman.”

      He pulled out a dagger, so fast my eyes hadn’t been able to track the movement, but held himself still. I felt the tension emanating from his massive form and didn’t have to look to know the darkness was rising inside him.

      “He turns to the blade first,” the oracle said with another cackle. “Hide the truth with violence. Like father, like son.”

      “Stop talking,” I said quietly, and her gimlet eyes returned to me. “We’re here for the mirror you stole.”

      She gathered her bones and twigs and threw them again. “Doesn’t he seem familiar, little angel?”

      She was about to get very familiar with my knife.

      “Morningstar, I offer a trade.” The oracle scooped her bones up and tucked them in a pouch somewhere under all those rotting layers. “You’ve always been hungry for knowledge. I hear things, I see things-” She tapped her ears and eyes. “You want to kill the Dragon and wear his hide. A commendable aspiration. I divined my future from the entrails of my own tutor. It takes a strong student to surpass the mentor.”

      She showed blackened teeth in a wide smile. No wonder Visionary Xrita was so complacent about us killing her.

      “Give me your little angel. Let me slice her open and divine your path from the inner workings of her heart. I would consider this a fair trade to upend Hell.” She cast a mournful gaze my way. “It’s been so long since I had anything to eat besides rat. She looks delicious. I would even share.”

      Tascius was on her before I even realized he’d moved. The crone shrieked and he pinned a bundle of fabric to the wall with his knife, driving it straight into the stone.

      She slithered beneath him, shedding most of her robes like a second skin and revealing a skeleton-thin body under the bulk of the cloth, and shot towards the door.

      Tascius turned, ripping his blunted dagger from the wall, and his eyes were completely black, lips drawn back over his teeth in a feral snarl. He tore after the fleeing oracle, disappearing through the mouth of the cave.

      “Fuck,” Lucifer muttered. “Azazel, Melisande, take the mirror and find the ebonite. I need to stop him before he shreds her hands.”

      I was frozen in place, astonished by how quickly the change had overcome him. Lucifer squeezed my hand and vanished, blazing with light as he launched into the air outside.

      Tascius hadn’t even tried to hold it back. One moment he’d been himself, then he’d been a snarling animal, hellbent on blood.

      I managed to unglue my feet from the floor and stepped to the back of the cave, planting my boots in piles of dusty coins, in dried bundles of that crackled underfoot, and almost tripped over a chipped marble bust.

      Several of my nails broke painfully in my haste to tear through the chests and boxes, tossing them aside as each one revealed treasures that couldn’t have mattered less to me: one held a pile of emeralds the size of birds’ eggs, nestled in ancient silk like a nest; another was full of golden needles.

       I found several jars of eyeballs, a rusted sword, and dried things that I was sure were more body parts.

      I finally hit paydirt when I dragged a small but heavy chest from a dark corner. Both the pale polished wood and the metal handles were ice cold; I lifted the lid with shaking hands, my heart in my throat, and saw twisted lumps of darkness.

       I picked up a chunk of ebonite the size of a human heart, cradling it in my palm and letting the cold numb the pain in my bleeding fingertips. It was rough and pitted, in its raw state, so dark the color looked almost velvety.

      “You found it,” Azazel said, kicking aside another chest of gemstones. 

      “It’s raw,” I said, kneeling over the chest and dropping the chunk of ebonite back in. For all its weight, it made a hollow sound when it hit the rest. “It’s just enough.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d been terrified the oracle might’ve traded it away and the smith’s information was outdated; luckily, she seemed like the kind of packrat who would never trade away something so valuable.

      “How are we going to get this back?” I asked, and Azazel leaned over me, stroking my shoulders. 

      “Let me handle the logistics.” He closed the lid of the chest and locked it, and then made several hand gestures that I was sure most human hands wouldn’t be able to make without breaking bones. 

      The chest started shaking, rattling its contents, and I had the impression of violet trails of light before it vanished from sight. 

      “You’re going to teach me how to do that, right?” 

      Azazel shook his head. “The only way to learn how to use interdimensional pockets is to become familiar with them. That is where I draw the line at teaching you.”

      “You managed it.” I looked for the mirror and saw that it was already gone. 

      Azazel pressed a hand to the small of my back and guided me towards the door. “I was willing to risk my own life and limb. I’m not risking yours.”

      We emerged to find the campfire’s ashes strewn across the empty space, several of the coals still smoldering, and several streaks of soot marked the trail we’d taken in. There was no sign of Tascius, Lucifer, or the oracle.

      A high shriek rose from the bluffs beyond, and several birds flew over the sky overhead, startled away from the sound.

      My heart clenched in my chest. Surely Lucifer or Tascius couldn’t be hurt by her? She was wizened and thin, not much of a threat.

      “Let’s find them before this turns into a bloodbath,” Azazel said, and I spread my wings and launched upwards. 

      From above, the bluffs were a warren of tunnels and paths, but I knew where I’d find my men. There was a brilliant flash of light from the edge of Elysium’s forest. 

      “It might be too late for the bloodbath part,” I said grimly.

      Tascius’s roar echoed in my ears as I shot towards the forest with Azazel at my side.
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      I didn’t think twice about following the Nephilim as he charged out of the cave.

      He barreled towards the shrieking oracle, who fell back into her fire and sent coals scattering everywhere. She climbed to her feet, her remaining robes smoldering, and darted towards the path. 

      Tascius slid to a stop with all the grace of a lion and followed, mindlessly roaring his rage.

      I couldn’t find a single drop of sympathy in me for her. The moment she’d suggested eating my mate, her number was up.

      I flapped hard and rose above the bluffs, drawing my sword and following them from above. Tascius was only a step behind the preternaturally fast crone; he swung his dagger and sliced away a hank of gray hair, but in his rage, his strike went wide and the blade skittered off the sandstone, sending out a spray of sparks.

      His knife was blunt and bent, but it’d still serve its purpose if he caught her. In the grip of Nephilim rage, he would probably lose the knife altogether and use his hands alone.

      I just wanted her hands before he tore her to pieces.

      The oracle tore from the bluffs, darting like a spider over the rocks for the safety of the trees. I followed her, catching a drift of wind before plummeting downwards and landing at the edge of the forest like a meteor.

      The ground shook under my fall, and she halted, breathing heavily and staring at me with wide eyes. 

      “I didn’t mean it, damn you!” she shrieked. “It was just a trade!”

      “You’d think with your sight, you would’ve foreseen that asking for a trade like that was a really shit idea.” As soon as I had what I needed from her, Tascius could do whatever he pleased. 

      I’d see her dead just for looking at Melisande like she was a meal.

      She turned away from me just in time to see Tascius stalking from the sandstone maze, his nostrils flaring as he caught her scent. 

      The oracle tried to flee, and I was on her in an instant, my sword at her throat. I drew it back for a powerful downswing, a clean beheading.

      And then I went flying through the air, smacking into a boulder. A jolt of pain ran through me from the sheer force of impact. 

      Tascius snarled at me like an animal, and reached down for the oracle. His fingers wrapped around her throat, but before they tightened, she loosed the loudest scream yet, clawing at his arm and opening red scratches.

      He gripped her head and turned it with a sharp crack. The oracle fell silent. 

      But he wasn’t done. 

      The Nephilim dropped the limp body and stalked towards me. He was caught in the madness, the pure bloodlust that afflicted every one of his kind, and now that he’d seen me crouched over his prey, I’d been placed firmly in that category as well. 

      I raised my sword and backed away. 

      It went against everything in my nature, but the only way to stop a Nephilim was through pure force. Melisande would never forgive me if I damaged him just for being what he was.

      “Tascius, stop.” 

      He prowled closer, then picked up a small boulder and raised it over his head, throwing it at me with a bellow. 

      I dodged the stone and heard it shatter into pieces on the bluff behind me. He drew his axe off his back, holding it like it weighed nothing.

      “I’m not your enemy, Nephilim.”

      He moved like lightning, from ten feet away to only inches in the blink of an eye. I raised my sword and caught the axe’s downswing, the impact jarring through my arms. He was fucking ungodly strong, swinging again without missing a beat.

      I parried him, the muscles in my arms going numb with every sweeping stroke I caught. I summoned the light from inside myself, hoping to blind him, and Tascius growled low in his throat.

      The sound of beating wings filled the air. I gritted my teeth, hoping Melisande had chosen a high perch away from the blindly-swinging blades.

      There was no way he was going to burn out his rage if I just defended myself. Maybe pain would pull him out. 

      I lashed out with a kick, catching his thigh just above the knee. Tascius’s leg buckled and he dropped the axe, but his recovery time was amazingly fast, and I felt a hand close around my sword-arm. 

      He squeezed, grinding my bones together and forcing me to drop my sword. 

      I swung in with an uppercut to the jaw, a last-resort that had dropped many an enemy. 

      Tascius’s head snapped back, but he raised it again, a wild animal grin showing through the blood spilling from his mouth. 

      His fist found my stomach, pummeling into me with the force of a train. Dimly, I heard Melisande screaming something, but all my focus went on keeping the Nephilim from breaking loose. 

      I charged into him, knocking him to the ground and laying several heavy punches into his face and throat. He gripped my fists and kicked, rolling me in the dirt, and then it was my turn to feel knuckles meeting my nose.

      A snap echoed through my skull as my nose shattered. Hot blood poured over my face, coating my mouth and chin, and through a bright burst of pain I saw Tascius draw his fist back to put it right through my head.

      I jammed a knee upwards, driving it right into his balls. I would’ve felt worse about it if he hadn’t just shattered half my face.

      I might as well have kicked a wall for all the good it did. He didn’t make a sound except the low, constant snarling, and seconds before he got in another punch, I heaved upwards and managed to flip him off me.

      Tascius got up and bent low to charge, then my worst nightmare came true. 

      Melisande darted between us, her arms thrown out wide. “Stop! Tascius, stop, he’s not your enemy!”

      The Nephilim had already been moving before she spoke. I was too far away, too slow to drag her aside before he ripped right through her.

       Time seemed to slow to a halt; Melisande between us, Tascius barreling forward, the look on Azazel’s face as he looked up from sawing the oracle’s hands from her wrists.

      Horror was stronger than the worst physical pain, my lungs freezing on a shout. 

      Tascius couldn’t stop in time; the Nephilim barreled into her and the pair went flying to the ground. 

      My chest felt like a vise as I hurried forward. There was a billow of darkness as Azazel took form next to us, both of us reaching down to lift Tascius away.

      I blinked, unable to believe what I was seeing. 

      Melisande had thrown her arms around the Nephilim’s neck; she was kissing him furiously, and Tascius had one arm wrapped around her waist and the other braced on the ground, holding her just inches above it.

      Whatever went on in the darkness inside his skull, he’d had the awareness to keep her from being crushed, from having her brains splattered all over the stone.

      I dropped into a crouch, breathing a sigh of relief. 

      The Nephilim felt me near him and growled, and Melisande stroked his shoulders, calming the beast inside him. 

      I felt a twinge of pain as my nose started to heal and reached up through the gore to hold it straight. 

      Melisande finally broke the kiss, hugging him closer as he relaxed and resting her chin on his shoulder.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered, still tracing little circles over his back. “You’re with me. Everything is fine.”

      Her lower lip was swollen and bruised from how hard he’d run into her. She cracked an eye open, giving me a warning glare without saying a word.

      Tascius released a long breath and slowly got to his feet, bringing her with him and picking her up. He hugged her so hard she groaned.

       “I could’ve fucking murdered you,” he said hoarsely. “I could’ve killed you.”

      He seemed dazed, but the angel didn’t release him. “You didn’t, though. Wherever you go when it happens, you still knew me.”

      “I told you to stay in the air,” Azazel said tightly. He was staring at Melisande, his eyes hard. “You put yourself directly in harm’s way.”

      She raised her chin. “They were going to beat each other to death.”

      “I gave you explicit instructions that were there to keep you safe.” He was ice-cold, an emotion I knew all too well from a man who could be a harsh teacher.

      “He wouldn’t hurt me,” Melisande said, her voice firm. 

      “You don’t know that!” Shadows wisped from Azazel’s skin, disappearing into the air like smoke. 

      Melisande shimmied out of Tascius’s arms, but the Nephilim didn’t let her walk far. He was still breathing heavily, coming down from the bloodlust. 

      “I do know him,” she said, pointing at Azazel accusingly. “I know what he is. I accepted that the day I asked him to be mine, and I’m not going to turn my back on him when he needs me, nor on you, or Lucifer.”

      “He’s right, Melisande.” Tascius sounded pained, and not just from my fists in his face and throat. “I’m a danger to you.”

      She swung around, glaring dangerously. “Don’t you dare take his side.”

      “Oh, please do,” Azazel said silkily. 

      From the way Azazel looked about ready to take full shadow-form, his body wavering at the edges, I was going to have to be the one to settle this.

      I strode forward and took her hands, folding up her fingers in mine.

       “I know you love him, and I wouldn’t ask you not to help him,” I said, looking in her eyes. Her gaze flicked from mine and down to the blood drying on my mouth. “But at the very least, could you not get in between him and whatever he’s trying to kill at the moment?”

      She snorted an angry little breath and used her sleeve to wipe away some of the blood on my face. “That’s… reasonable, I guess.”

      She released me and stepped back, folding her arms over her chest the way she did when she was feeling defensive. 

      “Look, every single one of you is a danger to me in some way. Lucifer handed my ass to me without breaking a sweat. Tascius goes mad with rage. Belial could eat me in literally one bite. And you can’t claim to be any less of a danger,” she said to Azazel. “If you wanted to, you could open a door to some fucking nightmare dimension and shove me through.”

      “I would never do that,” he said, his voice stiff.

      “But can we know that?” she asked, parroting his earlier words. “If you tried to contact another entity and lost yourself again, would you know me? If the abyss opened up further and took over your soul completely, could you say beyond a shadow of a doubt that I would be in no danger from it?”

      Azazel was silent, but his violet eyes burned furiously.

      “I love you all not just in spite of your deadliness, but because of it. Every single one of you means more than my own life to me, and I wouldn’t turn my back on any of you, even if you were mad with bloodlust or no longer yourself. It is equal. You all chose me; I chose you, and no matter what you are, I will not run away from you.”

      She stared at us all, clearly expecting some resistance, and getting none.

      I was just floored by her admission. She loved us.

      I caught Azazel’s eye, the softening in his harsh expression, and realized he was thinking the same thing. Tascius was staring at her, eyes wide.

      “So… are we agreed?” she asked, eyeing us suspiciously. She didn’t even see that she’d just dropped a bomb on us.

      I couldn’t fault Tascius for what he was if she’d chosen him. Hell, he’d been the first. 

      “We’re agreed,” I said cheerfully, breaking the tense silence. “Love you, too.”

      “I love you, too,” Tascius said. Her mouth opened in astonishment, and I enjoyed watching the slide of emotions play on her features: surprise, confusion, and finally, understanding followed by embarrassment.

      Azazel slid forward on his shadows, tipping up her chin. “I love you, stubborn little monster.” He kissed her, being careful of her bruised lip, and didn’t scowl until he drew back. “But next time I give you an order-”

      “I will follow it to a T up until the moment I decide not to.” She looked flustered, cheeks red, but couldn’t hold back a smile.

      Azazel rolled his eyes. “I expected no less.”

      “You always get the problem students,” I added, striding past to the oracle’s body. 

      Azazel had neatly cut away her hands, leaving stumps behind. We had everything we needed: the mirror, the ebonite, her hands. 

      Tascius cast a dark look at the body, and I knew he was mulling over the oracle’s last taunts. 

      “Don’t take it to heart,” I heard Melisande say. “She didn’t know a damn thing. We’re not going to take predictions from a crazy lady who wanted to turn me into stew.”

      Tascius just managed to wipe the grim look from his face. “Consider it forgotten.”

      It was clear he was lying, but Melisande patted his arm reassuringly all the same.

      “We’re flying,” Azazel said. He was already shimmering, extending a hand to Tascius. “The sooner we create the new sword, the sooner we finish this.”

      Melisande glanced at him and sucked in her lip thoughtfully, then winced when she hit the bruise. 

      Whatever was on her mind, it was clearly not happy thoughts or confessions of adoration. 

      I took her hand, extending my wings. “Let’s go, love.”

      She gave me a crooked smile. “You’re not going to let that go, are you?”

      “Don’t tell me you’re embarrassed.”

      “No, but…” She burst into the air next to me, drawing away just enough to give us both room to gain height. “I probably could’ve done it in a more romantic way. Maybe when we weren’t fighting.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” I caught a draft and soared after Azazel’s shadow, Melisande just above me. “Right after a brutal fistfight is the best time to confess your deepest, darkest feelings.”

      “You would think that, wouldn’t you?” Her wry look was impossible to miss.

      “Come on, you think kicking ass and taking names is the most romantic thing ever.”

      “I’m glad you know me so well,” she said, catching an updraft and soaring higher.

      I caught up easily, flying wingtip to wingtip. “So you’re telling me if I fought against you in your arena, you wouldn’t think it’s the sexiest thing ever?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying at all,” she said, pink touching her cheekbones. “You do get me.”

      “Good. Because as soon as they realize that they’re all going to want a turn.”

      “You’re all welcome to take me on.” Melisande grinned at me, the wind whipping her hair back.

      “Oh, that’s exactly what we’re going to do, love,” I said with a leer.

      She rolled her eyes, affecting Azazel’s world-weariness, but she had no idea how much those words had hit me. 

      The minute we were alone again, I was going to take the next step. 

      Azazel had his mark. 

      Now she needed mine.
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      We touched down near the Styx, and I wiped sweat off my forehead, my back clenching up tight.

      We’d shaved nearly a week off our journey and managed to bypass Acheron completely, flying over the dead, gray land, but days of flying had taken its toll on largely-unused wings, and night was falling. Exhaustion dragged at my bones, pulling my eyelids down like bricks were attached.

      Tascius stepped from the cloud of Azazel’s shadows and frowned when he saw me panting, bent over with my hands braced on my thighs. 

      “You’re not used to this,” he said, touching my shoulders and feeling the tight, knotted muscles there. 

      Lucifer dropped next to me. “Let me help you.”

      “I’ve got it,” Tascius said, steel in his tone, and Lucifer raised an eyebrow but let him gather me up. 

      “We’ll make camp here for the night.” Azazel walked among the gray boulders of the mountain’s base and chose a clear spot under an overhang. There were signs of travelers before us, the dirt packed hard and the remains of an old campfire there.

      I tried to ignore the drag marks that led from the overhang to the edge of the Styx. “Are you sure we’re safe here?”

      “You have me,” was Azazel’s answer, and that was apparently all the answer we needed. 

      Tascius strode under the overhang and sat down with me in his lap, bracing his back against the stone. He arranged me so I was sitting between his legs, and then he began rubbing my back, pressing his thumbs deep into the knots. 

      I winced but let him work. If my back was still so tight tomorrow, there was no way we’d make it to Wayland’s forge by air. I didn’t want to walk the distance over the wastelands on foot, not when time was precious.

      Of all the things that pulled me home, it was the joy of knowing I’d see Belial again soon. I felt like there was an anchor in my heart, and the other end of that chain lay with him. The further I’d gotten, the heavier the anchor had become; now that I was coming back, I felt lighter. 

      If I hadn’t been tired and aching to the bone, I would’ve kept flying. It was only one day longer; if we hadn’t flown, I’d still be days away. Every drop of pain was worth it.

      Everyone was quiet as night fell, painting the sky in shades of indigo. I watched the surface of the Styx churn with unnerving shapes, but it was impossible to fear anything while my men were with me. 

      I fell asleep sitting up, cradled against Tascius’s chest. 
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      The sky was gray again when I opened my eyes.

      I’d somehow managed to sleep the whole night through right next to the Styx, without a single nightmare to show for it.

      I got to my feet, ignoring a beckoning white hand that broke through the Styx’s oily surface, and brushed dust off my clothes. 

      The sooner we gave the smith what we needed, the sooner I’d get a hot shower and the chance to talk to Belial. 

      Lucifer, Azazel, and Tascius were already awake, talking quietly and facing the river. I slid into their little group, reaching out to touch both Azazel and Tascius. 

      “Are we ready?” I asked, and Lucifer ruffled my hair. 

      “We’ve been ready.” 

      I playfully brushed his hand away, but he was already out of reach, stepping into the sunlight. His silver gaze landed on my wings. “If you need to rest, we can stop. We’re not going to drive you into the ground just to get there faster.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, tossing my hair over my shoulders and preparing for another day of strenuous exertion. “Not made of glass, remember?”

      Azazel tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “We’re all very aware, but I’d rather not have you pull a muscle.”

      I sighed, but there was a tiny little part of me that was pleased with their concern over my wellbeing. I’d suffered far worse under Gabriel’s training. Flying for days was the least of it.

      But they actually cared, which was fine, as long as they knew I was going to disregard the concern and push myself anyways.

      We flew up over the mountains, following the trail into the wasteland of Dis. The mountains to our left rose up in sharp peaks, and it was easy to follow the foothills. 

      After several hours, the sun beating down on us made me feel like my wings were scorching. I caught the occasional breeze, letting it dry the sweat on my face and cool the heat of the sunlight on my dark feathers. 

      The edge of Dis was barely visible, a dark rim on the horizon, when Azazel began to descend. His stars became brighter in the shadows of the foothills.

      I landed and followed him onto the trail to Hekla Fell. Nobody spoke, accepting the last leg of the journey in silence, but both Lucifer and Tascius were careful to keep me between them whenever possible. 

      When we came to the tunnel, they didn’t say a word, seemingly reading each other’s minds. Lucifer strode in front of me, and Tascius took the rear. I extended a hand backwards and was pleased when he laced his fingers in mine, and Lucifer did the same for me.

      Several times, I closed my eyes, the weight of invisible eyes once again pressing down on me. Making the journey a second time was no easier than the first time.

      I never thought I’d say I was happy to feel the pulsing heat of Hekla Fell’s magma lake, but it was a far cry better than the strange sensation of being watched in that tunnel.

      “Where’s the ebonite?” Lucifer asked Azazel, and the Watcher made those painful-looking hand gestures again. 

      The chest of ebonite, the mirror, and a rough-spun sack materialized from seemingly nowhere, resting on the sharp obsidian ground before us. I picked up the mirror, and Azazel grabbed the sack. 

      “Are those her hands?” I asked, catching a whiff of something that made my gag reflex kick in. 

      He shook the bag. “Yes. He didn’t specify what condition they needed to be in.”

      I made a guttural noise, swallowing hard and turning my head for a whiff of ashen air to wash away the reek of decay.

      Wayland was inside his hut, and I knocked on the wooden frame before pulling the curtain aside. He was bent over the anvil, hammering at a misshapen lump of metal. The hut was even more packed now, with barely room for me to fit inside.

      “We’re back, with your mirror, her hands, and the ebonite.”

      The centipede-like demon dropped his hammer, tossed the lump aside, and gestured for me to come forward. “Bring it, woman, bring it in!”

      I carefully held out the mirror and he snatched it up, gripping it with several hands. His ruby eye flashed as he looked it over. 

      “Just as beautiful as the day it was made.” He hung it reverently on the only bare spot on the wall. “Now where are my hands?”

      I stepped out of the way just in time. He barreled through the door, flinging the cloth aside. “Hands?” 

      Azazel stepped forward, offering the ripe-smelling bag. 

      Wayland tore it open and shook a rotting hand into his palm. He examined it just as intently as he had the mirror, and let out a loud “Hah!” when he was done.

      Then he threw the hand in the lava. It caught fire, blackening as it slowly swallowed by the magma flow. The bag, with the other hand inside it, followed it. 

      I stared at the spot where they’d vanished. “Why did you want them if you were just going to set them on fire?”

      “Oh, I just wanted to see the bitch burn.” He wiped his hands, looking satisfied. “I wouldn’t have asked you to transport her head. That’d make for a disgusting trip.”

      “Oh, yeah, her disembodied, rotting hands weren’t any less disgusting,” I muttered, but the smith wasn’t listening, fortunately.

      “And this is the ebonite?” He flipped the lock and opened the chest, letting out a happy sound. “I knew she was still hoarding it.” 

      He plucked a piece of raw ebonite out and peered at it through the ruby, then dropped it back in the chest. I reached into my pocket, found the small piece Visionary Xrita had given me, and dropped it in next to the other pieces. Even in a pocket warmed by my body, it was as cold as if it’d been laying in snow.

      “Beautiful, beautiful,” he murmured, running his hands over the pieces. Then his eyes snapped up towards me. “Now come in, let’s discuss the final product.”

      I stepped forward as Wayland gathered the chest, and he raised one of his numerous hands as Azazel stepped forward. “The commissioner only, please.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and shrugged at the mutinous looks on their faces. “I’ll be right back out.”

      I followed the smith back into the hut, lifting my wings high to avoid dragging them over any errant blades.

      Wayland dropped the chest on a drafting table with a heavy bang. “So, you’re still wanting an inverse sword.” 

      I hesitated before nodding, long enough that the smith saw my reluctance. 

      Something had been gnawing on my mind since the Visionary had given me her prediction, an idea that had taken root with her words and had blossomed the longer I dwelled on the raw ebonite. 

      “Is what you told us about the essence of ebonite true?” I asked. “That you can create a concept from it?”

      Wayland squinted at me. “Right. I could take this here ebonite-” he patted the chest fondly, “-and make, say, a sword meant to kill devils. Or a chain that could bind an angel. Or…”

      His eyes shifted to the window, where Tascius was visible. His back was to us and his hair up, displaying the rough scars limning his spine.

      I jerked at a pinch of pain in my wing, and my head jerked back towards the smith. He held up one of my small feathers, spinning it between two fingers. 

      “I could use one of these,” he whispered slyly. “And all this metal would want to fly.”

      My breath was shallow. 

      A sword was only a sword. 

      A feather was more than a feather.

      I could take the straight and obvious path- have Wayland the Smith forge the inverse sword. 

      Or I could take a leap of faith, even without seeing the bottom of the drop, and hopefully find the happiness the Visionary spoke of. 

      After all, if a sword was a sword, and I’d held the Sword of Light once, I could do it again. For me, it was… just a sword. If I understood the Visionary right, I didn’t need the inverse. 

      At the very least, I should take the hint fate seemed to be offering me.

      A feather was more than a feather; it was hope. It was giving up something I could use for my plans to make someone I loved happy.

      I met the smith’s eyes across the anvil and nodded. He spun the feather again, a slow smile splitting his face. 

      “I will call for you when this beauty is done,” he said, and seemed to forget my presence immediately, rifling through the chest of ebonite and selecting certain pieces.

      I left his hut, my chest tight. It was impossible to feel like I hadn’t somehow betrayed everything we worked for on a certain level, but I hoped they’d understand.

      All I wanted was for everyone to be happy and whole again. 

      And if I needed to risk touching the Sword of Light again, then so be it. Maybe it’d find me pure of heart and accept my touch again.

      Maybe it’d burn me to ashes on the spot.

      I glanced down at my scarred palm as we flew. I didn’t think it would. Maybe it was a fool’s hope, but now that I’d wielded it once, I felt like the Sword knew me, in a way. It had left its scar on my palm. 

      Like it had marked me as worthy.
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      I’d never felt so relieved to see the Nightside before. Being gone for just a week felt more like being gone for a thousand years, but everything was exactly as we’d left it. 

      Well, almost everything.

      Along with my Chainlings, several of Belial’s Overseers were stationed around the walls of the arena, their red leather armor shining like splashes of blood in the twilight of the Nightside. 

      I frowned at one manning the gates, recognizing his boar snout. Tabor, the one who’d threatened to push me under the water if I didn’t comply with my first bath in the arena. 

      I waved at him and he snorted, shaking his head and making the ring in his nose flap.

      At least Belial had offered extra protection for Vyra while we were gone. I was dying to go find him as soon as possible.

      One of the Chainlings stationed outside started when she saw us walking up the street. She yanked open one of the iron gates, and I heard the sounds of shouting before we’d even stepped onto the pathway to the doors.

      I glanced up at Lucifer, who shrugged, and pushed open one of the arena doors as quietly as I could, given its weight.

      I didn’t even need to bother to be so careful. Nobody was looking at the doors. 

      The stands were filled with cheering fighters, and a throng of them were on the arena floor. An archery target had been set up on the opposite side of the arena, twenty yards away. It was already peppered with arrows and what looked like… smashed fruit?

      What the hell were my people up to?

      I caught a glimpse of Vyra sitting on the arena wall, her arms crossed over her chest as she watched the proceedings with utmost skepticism. 

      Haru was the center of attention. He was stripped to the waist and held a longbow, and one of the fighters stood in front of the archery target. Lady Savage balanced something small and round on top of the fighter’s bald head and backed away. 

      “Let’s see if you can hit a grape!” she crowed, returning to Blind Luck’s side. He looked just as skeptical as Vyra, shaking his head. 

      A grape? Had I heard that correctly?

      Haru pulled a long, white-fletched arrow from a quiver and nocked it, looking almost lazy about taking aim. He loosed the arrow, and everyone screamed as it pierced the grape on top of the fighter’s head and buried it deeply in the target.

      Haru handed off his bow and gave Vyra a breezy grin. “How’s that for skill?”

      She was looking everywhere but at the kitsune, but I heard her mutter, “You just got lucky.” 

      Then her eyes swung towards the doors, clearly avoiding the sight of a half-naked Haru, and they widened when she saw us. 

      She jumped down from the wall and plunged through the crowd, barreling into me like a comet.

      “You’re back! Oh thank fuck, you can take over dealing with him.” Vyra squeezed me hard, threatening to crush my ribs. Then she held me at arm’s length, looking at me quizzically. “Why are you back early?”

      I jerked my head towards the stairs, and Vyra cast a quick glance at Haru before almost dragging me to them. 

      The kitsune’s eyes followed her all the way up. Lucifer, Tascius, and Azazel all approached him, waving me on to give me a moment alone with Vyra. They would get caught up on what ridiculous things these demons had been up to.

      “He kept his hands to himself, right?” I scowled, wondering if I was going to have to kick his ass next. 

      “Yeah, but he’s always naked, and he’s got abs for days, and sometimes I wonder if I should ask Blind Luck to take out my eyeballs, too,” she muttered. 

      “So this is how everyone decided to entertain themselves? Shooting fruit off the top of people’s heads?”

      Vyra raised an eyebrow. “Haru claimed it was a test of skill, but I think he was just showing off. If it makes you feel better, it hasn’t been all fun and games. Lady Savage has been, well, savage about getting the weaker warriors on a strict training schedule, and she’s pretty much bullied the other two generals into letting her do what she wants. They’ve been relegated to running the training classes.”

      “A lot has happened in a week,” I said, following her into my room and stopping dead.

      Whatever Vyra had been doing, she’d clearly spent a lot of time in here, probably avoiding Haru. And she’d been productive with it.

      I had glittery purple curtains now, and several dress-forms had bits of fabric pinned to them. They were costumes very reminiscent of my time in Belial’s arena.

      As soon as I thought of him, I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. A week had been too long, and I had some very sincere apologies to make.

      “Where is Belial?” I asked, trying to sound casual, but Vyra shot me a look that told me she saw right through me.

      “I have no idea. Nobody’s seen him since the day he left. I thought he might’ve decided to go with you.”

      I stared at her. “He’s gone?”

      I recalled what he’d said to me the day I’d headed out for the City of Sight, that he had a quest of his own. 

      Sudden panic ate at me. I clenched my hands, pacing the room. What if he was gone for another week? Several? A month?

      Would he even care to hear me out at that point?

      Vyra sank onto the bed, her hands in her lap. “If I knew where, I’d tell you, but… even his arena has been locked up and silent. If he’s there, his Overseers are refusing to admit to it.”

      I sat next to her, feeling like drawing a full breath was impossible. 

      Then I realized I was being ridiculous myself. He knew we were coming back in two weeks at the most.

      Another week was nothing. After everything I’d just seen, and here I was, moping because he wasn’t in Dis when I felt like he should be. 

      It was pathetic. 

      Still, acknowledging that I was being pathetic didn’t ease the sting entirely. I’d been practically counting down the minutes to seeing him again.

      “Did he leave any hint at all?” I asked, hoping against hope that I didn’t seem desperate.

      Vyra shook her head and my shoulders slumped. 

      “I’m being desperate and pathetic,” I muttered, and she wrapped her arm around my shoulders.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’ve been waiting for literally weeks now for you two to make up, and of course when you’re finally ready, he’s not here.” She felt my hair, and an expression of abject horror crossed her face. “I know I sent some conditioner with you.”

      “There weren’t many places to take a shower,” I said, feeling gloomier by the minute. She examined my hands next, including the broken nails still crusted with blood, and shuddered.

      Vyra called in the shades and they practically threw me in the shower. I spent the next two hours under their hands, which should’ve given me time to come to terms with Belial’s absence, but instead, I experienced the opposite. I was more determined than ever to find him and make my thoughts clear. I’d kept them bottled up for long enough. I had my own cruel barbs to apologize for.

      I was going to go to his arena and see if there was any sign at all of where he’d gone. 

      As soon as Vyra had put the final coat of lacquer on my newly-shortened nails, I got to my feet. I felt like a whole new angel after all the scrubbing and polishing, and for once my hair didn’t feel gritty from blowing sand and wind.

      “I’m going to go find him.”

      Vyra frowned at me and clasped a silver chain around my neck. “He’s not there, Melisande.”

      “I know, but I need to see for myself and be absolutely sure. If he is there, maybe he wouldn’t turn me away.”

      She smiled, but there was no conviction in it. “Well, let me know if he is.”

      I swept from the room and almost ran right into Lucifer. His hair was still damp from his own shower, curling around his shoulders. He grabbed my arms, stopping me in my tracks, asking, “Where are you running to in such a hurry?”

      At any other time, I would’ve been perfectly happy to enjoy the luxury of being home with him and a proper bed. He pushed me back against my door, already leaning down to kiss me, and my arms snaked around his neck of their own accord.

      “Before you try to seduce me, I’m going to find Belial. He’s gone.”

      Lucifer stopped only inches from my mouth, a frown creasing his brow. “Mmm. Explains why the city feels a little off-balance.”

      I kissed him hard and pulled him inside my room. “Come with me. Let’s find him.”

      Vyra waved as we strode to the windows. “I’ll let them know where you’ve gone.”

      Lucifer and I jumped through the open windows, spreading our wings and taking flight before we hit the ground. We pushed into the air above the arena, and I glimpsed several more Overseers patrolling the arena battlements.

      “Belial left a lot of Overseers here,” I said, worry pinching my stomach. 

      Lucifer looked down and banked over the wide shelf of the Seventh Circle. I followed, wanting to avoid being in the direct line of sight of the abyss.

      My sensation of being completely gut-punched increased as we crossed into the Brightside and I dropped to the street in front of Belial’s arena.

      The doors were closed and locked, with broad chains spanning the frame. All of the banners were rolled up. There wasn’t a single imp climbing on the walls. 

      “He’s not here, Melisande.” Lucifer looked up at the empty battlements and dark lanterns.

      I approached the door and pushed anyway. It didn’t give, but I hadn’t expected it to. I just wanted to be absolutely sure. 

      With a huff, I took to the sky and flew over the arena, finding the roof empty, and landed in Arcturus’s volcanic pasture.

      The wind kicked up a veil of grit, but there was no smug, flaming horse prancing around. 

      Even the stables were locked up tight. 

      Irritation was slowly overtaking the worry. He couldn’t have even left a note?

      I found my way to the back door and hammered on it, then paused and pressed my ear to the door. 

      It was faint, but I heard the faint scuff of footsteps. 

      I renewed my pounding, my shoulder aching from how hard I banged on the door, but whoever was making the footsteps didn’t open it.

      Belial’s arena was locked down tight. 

      I drew my foot back in a moment of rage and gave it a final kick that shook it in its frame, with the tiniest shred of hope that Belial would pop out from wherever he was hiding and ask me why the fuck I was mauling his doors.

      Nothing.

      I released an irritated breath and turned to find Lucifer watching me, his bulky arms crossed over his chest. “Yeah. He’s not here.”

      “Wherever he is, I’m sure he has a good reason for it.” Lucifer thought on what he’d just said and made a face. “Well, maybe. I don’t think Belial always takes reason into account when he does things.”

      “Let’s go home,” I grumbled. “Maybe it’ll click with me later.”

      Lucifer kissed my forehead before we took flight. I rose high above Dis, leaving the towers behind and glaring out at the horizon of the wastelands. Tall storm clouds rose in the distance, flashing with purple-hued lightning, and there was a brief flash of yellow light. 

      Lucifer hovered next to me, following my line of sight and frowning. “Come on. I don’t want you outside if it comes this way.”

      I squinted at the storm, looking for another flash of that yellow light, but none came.

      It was just a storm. I was looking for answers where there were none. 

      Feeling oddly desolate, I followed Lucifer home, wracking my brain for where he could be and coming up empty.
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      My paws sunk craters in glittering black sand as I followed the faint line of demarcation between the Starsea and the mountains.

      If I kept going, I’d eventually hit the Styx. Out here in the wastes, the land was flat, but the sand concealed the danger of instability. One wrong step would ruin a warrior’s stance.

      But I knew how to navigate it by heart. The terrain was my ally here, offering false comfort to the one I was prepared to call.

      It was tempting to keep going, to see if I might find a hint of the way my angel had passed, but the thought of her was what kept me on course. 

      Physical pain lanced through my chest like a spear and I paused, switching my tail until it had passed. For her, the pain had been over quickly. She’d never accepted the mate bond for what it was. 

      For me, it was an omnipresent ache, sometimes growing so intense I could hardly breathe. I understood now why my fellow princes were so reluctant to create that sort of bond with someone. If the one they chose broke faith, the loss of the bond was agonizing to the creator.

      I felt the agony in my bones. It lanced through me with every step, every breath. 

      It was worse when I was near her, accompanied by a sapping despair.

      At first, the pain had sent me into a rage. I’d wanted to lash out at her, give her the same pain she gave me.

      And I’d nearly succeeded in driving her away forever. 

      I growled as I walked, remembering the look on her face when I told her what I thought of her, the toxic lies I’d spit in her face. Never in all my eons had I regretted what my wrath would bring me.

      Nothing. It brought me nothing but emptiness, a gaping hole in my chest where something had been ripped away and left a still-bleeding mess behind.

      I’d re-evaluated the battlefield, examined my own weaknesses. 

      My first instinct was to strike back, exchange wound for wound. And all that had won me was an angel in tears, turning away from me.

      If I accomplished what I planned now, she would see that my apologies weren’t hollow. I would never turn my rage on her again. She couldn’t have understood; she believed I was going to keep her caged forever.

      Her strength was my weakness. I hadn’t thought she had it in her to pull a trick like that just to win her freedom; I’d mistakenly thought that once she fell for me, she understood she was already free. Pushing her into the arena had amused me at first, but the more I came to want her, the worse her enemies became, and for good reason.

      If she could handle the worst I could throw at her, she’d be prepared to handle anything outside the arena walls. I wouldn’t need to fear for her life if she walked down a street in the open. 

      As furious as I was at the pain of a broken bond, I respected her cunning. She would make a fine demon herself.

      I was nearly to the place I’d chosen when another spear of pain drove through me, the feeling of a dagger twisting in my chest. I shifted out of my leonine form, gripping my chest even though it was impossible to soothe the pain. All I could do was wait for it to pass. 

      If, after this, she didn’t want me, then there was nothing else I could do for it. I would give her everything she asked for as a token of my own. She didn’t want weapons, pretty clothes, or shiny rocks. 

      She wanted revenge.

      I found the white rock that marked the place and pushed it aside, digging into the black sand beneath it. It poured over my hands like water, wanting to refill the hole, but I felt something solid and wrapped my fingers around it.

      The black chains that had bound Yraceli burst through when I pulled. They puddled on the sand at my feet until I had the full length of it, almost invisible against the dark sand.

      I made sure the links were loose, examining them closely for the flecks of ebonite mixed with the iron, ebonite that would hold any angel, devil, or the mixture of their blood, the Nephilim.

      I strung the chain across the sand, making a large spiral, and then I tossed sand over it, burying it under an inch of glittering particles.

      The wind quieted when I began drawing a large circle on the flat stretch where the chain was buried, using the point of my fiery sword to melt the glass, ensuring the circle would hold its shape. 

      I traced the angelic sigils, taking care to ensure every line was flawless. 

      It was impossible to summon an angel and bind it in the circle alone, but it would act as an amplifier, a line straight to Heaven. The sand shuddered in the circle, like it sensed its angelic nature and wanted to escape. Every grain of dirt in Hell loathed the divine.

      All I needed was this amplifier, because my prey had one weakness he turned a blind eye to. When he heard me call, he’d answer.

      I stepped out of the circle and smiled down at my creation. The sigils were the parts of Gabriel’s name. Linked together in the circle, they would call to him, and him alone.

      If I was horrifically unfortunate, Raguel and Barachiel might answer too, but Gabriel liked to handle his matters with discretion. 

      I was counting on the prideful moron not bringing back-up.

      I had the chains, the dagger, my sword. I removed a gauntlet, and with a neat flick of my wrist, I sent a small silver blade jutting from my bracer and cut my palm, healing almost instantly, but several droplets of blood spattered over the glass circle.

      The droplets disappeared, soaking into the glass, and it began to shimmer with pale light. 

      I held up my hands to the heavens, unable to hold back a smirk. “O Gabriel, Hero of the Limpdick Brigade, He of the Stunted Baby-Carrot Cock, I beseech you to grace me with the glorious presence of your walnut-sized brain.”

      Several long moments passed in silence. 

      “He Who Has a Big Sword Because He’s Making Up for Inadequacies-”

      A streak of lightning cracked across the sky, and my smirk became a wide grin. 

      “Gabriel, whose plans always fail because he’s more concerned with his hair than his strategy, come down.”

      Lightning began to fork across the sky as the storm clouds built, heralding not a downpour, but a comet of heavenly fury.

      Satan help me, but it was too easy to goad the motherfucker.

      I opened my mouth to pile on a few more insults, but Gabriel had heard. 

      I hoped all the other angels had, too. In fact, I’d bet the rest of my remaining Circle that at least half of them agreed with me.

      Knowing I’d pissed him off brightened my mood exponentially. This was going to work. It had to; I was doing it for her.

      The center of the stormy sky lightened, and a blazing flash of golden fire filled the clouds as Gabriel hurtled down, landing in the middle of the circle on one knee while gripping his precious sword. 

      The impact shook the ground in an earthquake. A stone at the nearby base of the mountain foothills split up the middle with a crack.

      “Aw, look at you.” I tucked my knife away and crossed my arms as Gabriel slowly rose to his feet, glowering. “Does it make you feel special to walk in and strike a pose?”

      He was of a height with me, being one of Heaven’s princely equivalents. Blond hair so light it was silver hung to his shoulders, and golden eyes gleamed in his chiseled face. They were lit with pure hate, and his white wings quivered in rage as he folded them behind his back. A golden halo spun above his head, glowing with its own internal light.

      At least he’d come alone. 

      “What have you called me for?” he asked, thrusting his sword in the sand so it stood upright. Gold and silver flames danced along the blade, making the sand around him sparkle. “Are you hungry for another battle?”

      I gave Melisande props just for having the self-control not to stab this pompous asshole in the back. 

      “Oh, no, there’s a purpose, old friend.” He was wearing silver armor, the inverse of my own black-lacquered ebonite plate. “You see, I wanted to thank you.”

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes and looked me up and down. “What do you have to thank me for, hellspawn?”

      This was probably the only nice thing I was ever going to say to him. “For sending me such a gift.” I held up the broken remains of Melisande’s halo, giving him a good look, and tossed them into the circle. It’d taken me hours to find the buried pieces.

      Gabriel knelt and picked up a piece, turning it in his fingers. A strange play of emotions crossed his face: anger, satisfaction, and even what I thought might be regret. “So she’s alive.”

      “Very much so. Were you hoping otherwise?”

      The archangel lowered the fragment of halo, baring his teeth. “I did not cast her out as a favor to you. The bitch deserved to fall.”

      I took a second to compose myself, keep the smile on my face, even as the lion bristled beneath my skin. 

      “I did hope her death would come quick and painless.” The asshole was lying through his teeth; just saying those words looked like it caused him pain. “She was a good soldier.”

      “And what did God think of all this? Did he believe one of his own deserved to fall for no crime?”

      Gabriel’s golden eyes flickered. His face went hard, lips pulled tight. “God has left the operations of his army to me,” he said tightly. “I cast her out as was my right.”

      I took a step closer, craving the taste of his blood in my teeth. “How odd, that you haven’t fallen yourself.”

      The archangel went perfectly still; he might’ve been a statue carved from marble and gold. “I am nothing if not God’s servant. Never in all my years have I given Heaven cause to reject me.”

      Bloody fucking hypocrite. Rage bubbled inside me, heating my veins with its welcome fire. “You know what you’ve done.”

      Gabriel raised his chin and dropped the halo in the sand.

      “Do you have a death wish, Prince Belial? Is that why you’ve called me here? I’m happy to answer your prayers.” He gripped the Sword of Light, and a cruel smile finally broke through his stone façade. “Overjoyed, in fact. Your death is long overdue.”

      “You’ve been saying that for millennia now. What a shocking surprise you haven’t managed to deliver yet.”

      I swung my sword into the guard position, letting the flames of my wrath ignite in the blade. Gabriel lifted the Sword of Light, circling me carefully. Glass shattered underfoot as we stepped on the circle, breaking it under the weight of a hundred pounds of armor.

      “Just like old times,” Gabriel said, his eyes kindling with inner light. “You won’t leave this place, Belial. I’ve waited too long to do what I should’ve done long ago.”

      “Once again, you show a complete lack of foresight,” I agreed. 

      Gabriel’s features darkened, and he swung. 

      The Sword of Light met my blade with a bone-rattling clang, and then I was in my native element, adrenaline flooding my veins in a tide along with the manic frenzy of bloodlust.

      Time stopped; we weren’t Gabriel and Belial. Everything was so much simpler than that.

      This was a battlefield, and he was the enemy, and if I didn’t see his blood spill, my purpose was null. I would paint the sand with his blood, carve my arts into his flesh, crack open his armor to the meat beneath.

      The archangel took several paces back as I advanced, slashing with my sword, delivering underhanded cuts with a sharpened dagger. He was being careful, watching his uneven footing, sinking when he thought he would remain upright.

      He was easy prey.

      I almost lost myself to the flow of war, pulling back on the last vestiges of clarity with great effort.

      I had a purpose here; the knife, the chains. I couldn’t go into a blind rage.

      My silver blade caught in a chink in his armor and Gabriel jerked away, pulling it from my hand. “Your deceit won’t serve you well, Belial.” His deep voice rang through the air like a gong and he lit up, a blazing star in the middle of a vast void of nothing.

      I came at him again with my sword, and Gabriel spun, a frenzy of wings and flame, and sheared right through my blade. I dropped the useless hilt. 

      He hadn’t looked at my left hand, the dark blade I’d pulled from my thigh. In the drip of time, I saw the perfect sliver of a second when his back was to me, his arms extended, the gap in his armor.

      I punched forward with the ebonite dagger, pushing it between the plates of his armor and driving it deep into his side.

      Gabriel gasped, unable to make a sound as it pierced his kidney. Hot blood sluiced over my hand when I twisted the blade. He dropped the Sword of Light, and it buried itself point-first in the sand once more.

      “You… fucker,” he gritted out, veins standing out on his reddening face. I wrapped my free arm around his throat, squeezing hard as his gauntleted fingers scrabbled uselessly for purchase on my forearm. 

      “No, that’s you,” I whispered, pushing as much of the blade into his body as possible.

      Gabriel jerked his head back, smashing me in the face with the back of his skull. Blood burst from my split lip, staining his silver hair scarlet, and he got what he wanted: the slightest loosening of my grip.

      The force of a hurricane swept over me, knocking me backwards, and then Gabriel was on me, smashing his fist into my face. His wings spread wide, coloring the sky white, reflecting his heavenly fire back a thousand times over until I was blind.

      Pain rocketed through me, but it was nothing compared to the pain in my chest.

      The broken bond urged me on, begging me to repair it. She’d had faith in me. I wouldn’t die here, not today.

      I reached up unseeingly and gripped whatever I could find of him, clawing his face, but his gauntlet was around my throat, squeezing tighter and tighter. 

      I heard my spine creak, the vertebra protesting the relentless pressure that threatened to rip my head from my body.

      In a last effort, I wrapped my arms around Gabriel in a bear-hug, intending to crush his armor open. My hand brushed something sticking out of him- the hilt of the ebonite dagger.

      Taking it in my grip, I pulled it free as the archangel dug his fingers into my neck and split the flesh, opening my veins to paint the desert red. My other hand dug into the sand, groping for a length of the chain.

      As I bled out, I struck. 

      Blind faith would have to be enough.
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      Days passed.

      Belial didn’t come back. 

      My fears weighed on me heavily, alongside my deceit. One night, four days after we’d returned and I finally had my three remaining men alone, I closed my door and locked it.

      Tascius was stretched out in a chair, still sweaty from training practice. Azazel leaned next to a window, a slight frown on his face as he gazed at the garden below. Lucifer sprawled across my bed, his wings extended to their full length. 

      All I had to do was keep my mouth shut, and we could have a peaceful night, maybe one just like the night we’d shared in the City of Sight.

      But the Visionary’s words ate at me, and compounded with my worry for Belial, I found myself feeling almost sick. 

      “There’s something I have to say,” I said, bracing myself for the onslaught of anger. “While we were in the City of Sight, the Visionary told me something that made me wonder if we were on the right path.”

      Azazel’s violet eyes flicked my way, and his frown deepened. 

      Ah, fuck.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, his baritone voice stern. 

      I took a deep breath, forcing myself to hold my ground. I’d handled worse than their anger. I wasn’t going to cower now.

      “She had a vision of the path ahead. According to her, one is a straight path, and it ends in bloodshed. The other path was a leap of faith, but she said there would be happiness at the end of it.” I forced myself to hold his steadily-darkening gaze. “She told me ‘a sword is only a sword, but a feather is more than a feather’.”

      “Did she give you any clarification on that?” Lucifer asked, sitting up slowly. 

      I didn’t like the way they were looking at me at all. 

      It was just like what I’d done with Belial; I’d forged my own way ahead without thinking, without taking anyone else into account. I was so used to operating on my own decisions that I hadn’t asked for their permission, treating my choice as a kingdom unto itself.

      My stomach churned. I didn’t think I could take it if I managed to turn them all away from me.

      “I took it to be a part of that leap of faith.” My voice came out strong, thank god. “A sword is just a sword. Do we need an inverse sword, really, when the Sword of Light is the one destined to kill the Dragon?”

      Azazel looked at me uncomprehendingly. “Do we need it? Yes, of course. Our plans revolve around one of us being able to touch the sword at all. The Sword of Light is not an option.”

      “But I’ve wielded it,” I said, showing my palm like the scars would back me up.

      “No.” His clipped tones were back in place. “You’ve fallen since that time. The risk is too great. Even laying a finger on it could eat you alive with its fire.”

      I gritted my teeth, willing myself to just fucking say it instead of hedging. 

      Vyra was right about me. My pride, my utter confidence that I was always right, was going to be my undoing. 

      “I believe I could hold the Sword again,” I started to say, but Lucifer’s silver eyes seemed to be boring holes in me, he was staring so hard.

      “What did you do, Melisande?”

      My heart pounded in my throat, filling my mouth with the taste of copper. 

      “There won’t be an inverse sword.” I whispered it, my tongue feeling thick. I’d ruined everything with my own ego. “I gave him… something else.”

      Lucifer rose swiftly, cursing. “Fuck.” He strode to the window, then whirled around. “All of our plans were banked on that fucking sword, Melisande! Every one of them! It all falls apart without the inverse sword!”

      My lungs hung in my chest like a weight, unable to breathe. Everything was numb.

      “None of us can touch the Sword of Light,” he said, a breath away from a snarl. “We won’t find another cache of raw ebonite just lying around. It’s all fucked now.”

      Without another word, he climbed through the window and took flight, leaving just a few downy feathers spiraling behind him and a tense silence.

      My fists balled at my sides, and I focused on just taking another breath, and another. 

      Even the bond between Azazel and I felt chilly. 

      The Watcher looked down, as if he couldn’t bear the sight of me, and began to dissolve. “I’ll go to the smith and see if any of this situation can be salvaged.”

      I stepped forward, feeling like I was walking on wooden feet. “Azazel, wait-”

      He dissolved completely, fading from my grasp when I reached for him. Even his stars winked out quicker, leaving nothing of him behind.

      I licked my lips, standing at the window clutching open air, and slowly lowered my hands. 

      I didn’t deserve them back, because everything I touched, I destroyed through arrogance. Wrath and pride were my faults, chained around my neck, dooming me to always drag down everything I loved.

      I turned around to find Tascius silently watching me. 

      “Do you want to go, too?” I asked, gesturing lifelessly to the door. “If I’m going to fuck everything up, I might as well go all the way.”

      He rose from the chair and slowly crossed the room. I lowered my gaze, watching his feet, then his legs come into view, but I couldn’t summon tears despite the ache in my heart.

      If I deserved this rejection, then I’d bear it as best I could.

      “A sword is a sword, a feather is more than a feather,” Tascius said musingly. “You know I put faith in what the seers say.”

      I nodded.

      “What did you ask him to make?” 

      At that, I shook my head. “I can’t tell you yet. Not until I’m sure it’s done properly. Please believe me, it’s not… it’s not for a selfish cause.”

      I dared to look up at him, feeling cold as ice inside.

      Instead of leaving me, Tascius wrapped his arms around me, pulling me against him in a tight hug. I released a breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding, grabbing onto him like my life depended on it.

      “I admire your stubbornness, Melisande, but now that you have us, we need you to be more open.” 

      I closed my eyes, praising every deity out there that at least one person wasn’t furious with me. “I’m so sorry. I’ve spent years being molded into a soldier expected to make independent decisions on my own. I’m not used to relying on people, or caring what they think, or asking them their opinions. I know I’ve fucked up endlessly, but… I’m still learning. I’ve gone from being alone to being surrounded by people. It’s damn hard to share my mind sometimes.”

      “They’ll come around.” Tascius kissed the top of my head. “But you’re going to have to shelve your pride and understand that you don’t work alone anymore, little friend. Sharing and relying on us is not a weakness.”

      “Okay. Fine.” I took a deep breath. “From this day out, if I have a plan, I share it. I will just… ask.”

      Tascius stroked my shoulders until I no longer felt quite as cold and numb inside. I didn’t deserve his patience and understanding, but nor could I bring myself to pull away from it. 

      “Thank you, big friend,” I said against his chest, and he squeezed me tighter.
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      When Lucifer and Azazel failed to reappear hours later, and not even the training arena gave me the outlet I needed for my nervous energy, Tascius finally pulled me away and draped a cloak around my neck, obscuring my wings. 

      “Let’s go,” he said firmly.

      “Go where?”

      “Anywhere. Let’s look for Belial. You’re driving Vyra mad with all the pacing, and you’re not going to feel any better doing nothing but beating yourself up.”

      I followed him onto the street, ducking my head. “I deserve to feel bad.”

      “Wallowing in self-pity won’t help either, friend. Now you know what not to do, so don’t do it again.”

      I looked up at him and squared my shoulders. “You’re into tough love, huh?”

      Tascius draped an arm around me. “It beats watching you tear yourself up inside. What’s done is done; they’ll forgive you if you make an effort to trust us.”

      I looked up and down the streets of the Nightside and blew out a breath. “Okay. The only place I can think of to look for Belial that we haven’t checked is the Consortium, but I have no idea why he’d be holed up there.”

      “We’ll look anyways.” Tascius steered me down the street, seeming completely oblivious to the side-eyed looks people gave him. 

      Perhaps it was because he was so obviously Nephilim- if he’d had wings, there would’ve been no doubt that he was a prince- but demons scattered out of the way anywhere he passed, some openly staring. 

      I started to understand what he meant by wanting to be caged in an arena. Not only did he stand out like a sore thumb, but with his relentless, mindless Nephilim rage, he could do serious damage unless another prince stepped in to stop him. Even Lucifer was barely an equal match.

      Thinking about Lucifer made my heart freeze over with regret, so I deliberately thought of Belial instead. 

      Looking for him in the Consortium was an absolutely last-ditch effort. I knew he wasn’t there. There’d been no sign of him for days now, but just walking with a purpose in mind instead of pacing my room made me feel calmer. 

      If they’d give me a chance, I would show them that I wasn’t always prideful. I’d chosen them; they deserved my trust, and once again I’d proven that I was worse at keeping an agreement than demons were.

      Shame filled me, and I didn’t feel any better when the massive tower of the Consortium came into view.

      I caught the eye of the black-suited butler, who was already preparing to greet me, apparently having been given my description by the look of familiarity in his eye. At that exact moment, something ran directly into the back of my head, almost sending me flying into the butler.

      Tascius snarled and snatched something out of the air while holding me upright. Rubbing the back of my head, which felt a little like someone had thrown a rock at me, I turned and saw what was in his hand.

      A tiny imp kicked and hissed, spitting at him. It waved a sealed envelope above its head, and for a moment my heart contracted. I was so used to receiving notes from Belial…

      But the paper was old and dingy, and blackened with scorch marks.

      I gasped in excitement and plucked the letter out of its puny hands. “Are you from the smith?”

      The imp just screeched in an unintelligible language- probably insults about my brain and my mother- and Tascius narrowed his eyes at it. 

      The little creature fell silent at the look on his face and reached out to grudgingly pat the back of my head where it’d hit me, nodding furiously at my question.

      “Good imp,” Tascius growled, and released it. It smoothed its little scales before taking off again in an insane tangle of limbs and wings.

      I unfolded the note with shaking hands and read a simple message that had been scrawled in an untidy hand.

      They’re ready.

      Taking a deep breath, I folded the note and tucked it in a pocket. “We need to go to the smith now,” I said, my voice trembling in excitement and anxiety. If all went well, then maybe they could find it in them to forgive me. For the first time since they’d left, a tiny hope kindled inside me.

      If it turned out terrible… then I’d have no one to blame but myself for taking the wrong leap of faith.

      Before I dragged Tascius down the street, I whirled to face the butler. “Has Prince Belial been in here?” I demanded.

      He shook his head, completely composed despite the little scene we’d managed to make with the imp. “No, Lady Wrath. He has not been seen here in approximately five years, three months, twenty-two days, sixteen hours-”

      “Thank you,” I said hastily, and gripped Tascius’s arm. “Come, let’s go, we have to hurry.”

      “I’m coming, friend. Whatever the smith made, it’s not going anywhere.” But he picked up his pace, matching my stride easily with his long legs.

      “Maybe not, but I might die of happiness if it works. Besides, we need to stop for sugar.”

      He raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Why?”

      “Because we need to catch a unicorn, my friend.”
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      We left the snorting unicorn at the foot of the mountains with an extra handful of sugar, which Belial would probably disapprove of. It scraped at the stone with its iron hooves, and Tascius even petted its neck.

      I patted its rump and sent it back out into the desert. It would find its own way home; we wouldn’t need him to cross back.

      “Melisande, that was my ride,” Tascius said, giving me a bemused look. 

      I tried to smile at him, practically bouncing in place with excitement. “He’ll come back if he’s needed. Don’t worry about it.”

      We started up the trail towards the forge, and I glanced back once to make sure the unicorn was heading back to the Fields of Asphodel.

      “I think that animal is growing on me,” he said. 

      I looked back at him. “It’s a unicorn, it’d better be growing on you. Who doesn’t like unicorns?”

      My happiness managed to push my regret aside for now. If the smith had accomplished what I thought he had… then I’d be able to give Tascius his unfulfilled dream.

      I did hesitate at the mouth of the tunnel, but Tascius took my hand, squeezing my fingers reassuringly. “Just follow, and don’t let go of me.”

      I hated this damn tunnel and the prying eyes, but those eyes could go fuck themselves today. I was jittering in my boots, desperate to see how my commission had turned out. 

      When the heat of Hekla Fell touched my face, I released a relieved sigh, and almost dragged Tascius to the hut.

      Wayland blinked as I yanked aside the curtain, panting from the unmitigated heat of the magma. “That was fast.”

      “I’m very excited, as you can see,” I said, wiping sweat off my face. “Did it… it worked, right?”

      The smith smiled and rubbed several pairs of hands together as Tascius ducked under the doorway after me.

       “Oh, yes, of course it worked. I can work miracles with my hands, woman!” He held up six hands towards the sky for a moment, his head thrown back like he expected a ray of heavenly light to shine down on him. “They are beautiful, if I do say so myself. And I do say, because I made them, therefore they are a masterpiece.”

      I glanced around the hut. He’d cleared a lot of the piled-up armor, and there was a massive cauldron of molten gold over an open fire, adding to the heat. Several long, flawlessly-white pinions were scattered across his worktable. 

      “May we see them?” I asked, my mouth dry from more than thirst.

      Wayland coiled around, and I saw another table behind him. A heaped form had been covered with a cloth. He picked up the edges of the cloth and beckoned me closer with a glare. “You won’t see them from over there!”

      I had the sense that he very much expected my awe and adoration when he revealed them.

      Tascius crowded in next to me, ducking to avoid an axe swinging from the ceiling. “What are we looking at, exactly?”

      “Something of great interest to you,” the smith breathed, his ruby eye gleaming, and he pulled the cloth away.

      My hand rose to cover my open mouth as I took them in.

      They were flawless.

      He’d used the ebonite to create a web of metal so fine it was no thicker than a spiderweb, but stronger than steel. Thousands of snowy-white pinions had been melded into it, creating a perfect pair of wings worthy of any archangel. 

      The ebonite was still visible where the wings would be melded to the scars along his shoulder blades. Wayland lifted one of them, folding and unfolding the ebonite structure, demonstrating how it looked and moved exactly like a real wing. 

      “You’re speechless,” he said, peering at me. “That’s to be expected. No one could create wings as fine as these unless they were born with my inherent talents.”

      Tascius was squeezing my hand so tightly it hurt. I looked up at him, unable to hold back the wide smile spreading across my face. “Do you like them?”

      He slowly pulled his eyes from the wings to my face. “You had him make me wings? Little friend-” He cut himself off, and grabbed my face, kissing me so hard he stole my breath away. 

      “Ick,” Wayland muttered.

      “This is what you gave up the sword for?” Tascius asked when he finally let me breathe again. 

      I cupped his face in my hands, ignoring the smith. “It was worth it. A sword is just a sword, but a feather is more than a feather. He used one of mine to give the ebonite the essence of flight.”

      Tascius closed his eyes, his face drained of color. 

      “And you have to take them,” I said firmly. “The ebonite’s already been forged with magic. There’s no going back now.”

      I worried my lip when he didn’t respond. What if he’d be furious too, that I’d made this instead of the sword?

      He finally opened his eyes, the midnight tones glittering with the light of the molten gold. “There is nothing I could do for you that would ever match this.”

      Relief shook me to the core. “Now we can fly together.”

      “So do you want to stop smooching and put these on or not?” Wayland glared at us. “Do you need a room? There’s one right over there.” 

      He pointed in the direction of the lake of lava.

      “He does want them.” I grinned up at Tascius.

      “Then get out of the way and lay the big fellow on this table.” Wayland plucked up the white feathers and deposited them in a basket, and Tascius slowly climbed onto it. The wood creaked beneath his substantial weight but didn’t break. 

      “This is going to be extraordinarily painful,” the smith said. “The worst pain you’ve ever felt in your life. You will probably pray to every god out there to smite me down and wipe you from the mortal coil before this is over. You will find all torture after this to feel like nothing but gentle tickles. The agony will be blinding, soul-wrenching-”

      “Can you just do it before he changes his mind?” I hissed.

      Tascius turned his head to face me and pillowed it on his forearm with a faint smile. “I wouldn’t change my mind. No agony could compare to losing them.”

      “Mental fortitude,” Wayland said, brushing Tascius’s long hair aside to reveal his scarred back. “Good man.”

       I grabbed a dusty stool from a corner and pulled it up the table, sitting next to Tascius’s head and brushing his silky hair comfortingly. 

      He reached out to tangle his fingers with mine, until the smith uncorked a bottle, soaked a cloth in whatever substance it contained, and ran it over the scars on his back. 

      Tascius’s entire body tightened as stiff as a board and his hand clamped down on mine, almost grinding my bones together.

      Before I could protest, the smith had pulled out a gleaming steel knife that was sharp as a razor.

       “Hold him still,” he snapped, but Tascius was locked in place, drawing in a hissing breath as the scars bubbled under the liquid.

      The razor was drawn carefully over the scars, opening up his back and revealing where his bones had been sawn neatly away. Wayland dropped the bloodied knife on the table and picked up the first wing, aligning the raw edge of the ebonite with the open wound. “Hold this.” 

      I found myself releasing Tascius and supporting the weight of the wing as the smith poked around inside his back, pulling out tools I had no name for and muttering words that had an oddly incantatory quality. 

      With the heat, the coppery scent of blood, and the smith’s chanting, the room started to seem fuzzy at the edges, like something was blurring the edges of my sight. I peered closer and saw dark threads growing from the ebonite, weaving into Tascius’s glistening red muscles and fusing to the bone at the smith’s prodding.

      It felt like hours before the ebonite stopped moving, seemingly inert and woven into Tascius’s back as though he’d been born with it.

      But the work wasn’t over.

      “Next one,” Wayland said, wiping sweat off his forehead and leaving a smear of blood instead. “Keep it steady, woman.”

      He pushed the wound open and took up the second wing. I held it against my stomach, keeping it steady as the smith began the long work of bringing them together for a second time. My head was pounding, my breath shallow, and I blinked when I realized the smith had stopped chanting. 

      He pinched the skin together around the wings, reaching for a needle and thread.

      “No, wait,” I said, my voice sounding like it came from a thousand miles away. “I can heal him.”

      The smith looked at me with glittering eyes, and jerked his head for me to proceed.

      I steeled myself, reaching inside for the white fire of healing. It knew Tascius intimately, loved him as much as I did, and I hardly needed to prod it to leap into his skin and swim through his veins. 

      I frowned as it crossed over. It looked like the very edges of the cuts in his flesh were already healing, even though I knew he healed slower than that-

      The glimmering light of my fire concentrated in his back, bringing the open flesh together, knitting it around the wings as the ebonite joined smoothly to his skin. 

      When the fire finally died, its work finished, I felt like I was going to pass out. I took a gulp of air, but it was super-heated, and tasted of blood and metal and only scorched my lungs.

      “It’s finished,” the smith said, leaning heavily on the table and looking over Tascius’ blood-stained back. “I will never make anything finer.”

      “But they’ll work?” I asked, gazing at him with red-rimmed eyes. Even blinking felt gritty in this heat.

      “They’ll be exactly like what the poor bastard was born with. Feathers from angels, pure ebonite- fuck it all, they’ll be better.”

      I folded Tascius’s wing against his back, feeling the silky glide of living metal under my hands, and pushed back his hair from his face, hoping he’d been unconscious for most of the pain. “It’s done, friend. You’re whole again.”

      His eyes slowly opened, clearing as he looked into my face.

      The wings shot out wide, and Wayland yelled, grabbing for a falling hammer before it hit the floor. “Get him outside!”

      Tascius heaved himself off the table and I took his arm, folding his wings to get him through the door of the hut. 

      The broad muscles of his back were twitching, contracting under his flesh as he adjusted to the new weight on his back. I stroked his spine and he shuddered, pulling his wings in to frame his shoulders.

      “Does it hurt?” I whispered, wondering if something had gone wrong.

      Tascius shook his head, his silver hair falling loose down his back. He turned around and I tensed, a strange, unnerving thought popping into my head: with his build, that silver hair, and those white wings, he looked exactly like an archangel. I wouldn’t have batted an eye at seeing him in their ranks in Heaven.

      “I feel… perfect. Like they were always there.” He paused, then extended them, holding them taut. 

      The pure white of the feathers reflected the red light of the lake, and then he pulled them back in. 

      “Well, are you gonna use them, or just stand there gawking?” Wayland slithered from his hut, a bottle of whisky in hand. He slugged back a quarter of it as I watched.

      “Thank you so much,” I said fervently, and he waved me away. 

      “It was my pleasure. I don’t get to work on wings as much as I’d like, and you brought back my mirror.” He sounded gruff and took another swig. “Now go use them. I didn’t make them for you to just stare at, and I’ve already made my share of pointless trinkets this week.”

      I dashed back to Tascius, dancing around him. “Let’s go fly. Come on, big friend, it’s time.”

      He grinned at me, and we linked hands and practically ran through the tunnel. 

      When we emerged on the other side, I eyed the sharp spires of rock doubtfully. What if Wayland was wrong, and Tascius fell when they failed?

      He spread them wide. They didn’t shake or quiver, as solid as if he’d been born with them. “Catch me if you can.”

      Then he shot upwards, the massive wingspan beating the air. 

      I gave him a few seconds of a head start just for the pleasure of watching him fly. There was the jolt of feeling like I was back in Heaven, seeing one of the archangels descend like comets, then I spread my own wings and took off after him.

      No matter where he came from, he was whole now. That was all I cared about.

      I chased him down the mountainside, swooping out over the desert after him. He slowed down, flying like he’d had wings all his life, and I was going so fast I overshot when he stopped.

      Before I could turn around, he was on me, wrapping me in a bear-hug and pinning my wings to my back. He was big enough to carry me along, and I squirmed in his grip, wrapping my arms and legs around him.

      Before Dis came into sight, he lowered to the sand, dropping us on top of a dune. 

      “It’s… so much better than I imagined,” he said. His cheerful grin lit him up like the sun. “I knew I was missing out, but now, I can’t believe I went so long without.”

      I remembered that he’d never flown at all, even when he’d had wings as a child. His mother had been forced to keep him in a cage or keep them bound. 

      This was his first taste of the open sky.

      “Well, nothing will take these away,” I said, fluttering upwards to give him a kiss. “No more unicorns.”

      “Just when I was starting to like the thing.” He couldn’t stop flexing his wings, testing every angle and seeing how it felt. “I can’t believe you thought giving me wings was worth more than the sword.”

      “Of course they were.” I mock-punched his arm. “You’re whole, you’re everything you were meant to be. The sword can wait.”

      “But-”

      I put a finger over his lips. “For me, the happiness of my mates will always come first.” 

      I just had three more to make it up to and prove that I was a good choice.

      He just kissed my finger. There was a sheen to his midnight eyes that hadn’t been there before, brightening them, and an almost incandescent aura around him.

      Now that the Nephilim was whole again, he would regain the unstoppable strength and healing of his kin, but it came at the cost of making his angelic lineage extremely apparent. These wings looked natural since he’d been born with white wings. Whatever his mother was, angel blood was dominant in his veins.

      If Heaven tried to claim him as their own, they’d have to get through me first.
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      I laughed all the way to the Nightside, playing with Tascius as we flew. 

      Demons from the upper Circles looked up as we soared overhead, drawn by the sight of white wings. Several warriors gathered below even as we flew on, clearly expecting attack by an archangel.

      We didn’t have eyes for them. All that mattered was that he was complete now, that he could share the sky with me the way he was meant to. 

      His wings took on a pearly luminescence in the twilight of the Nightside, the opposite of my wings, which seemed to absorb light. I stroked his feathers as we landed inside the gates of my arena, amazed at how they were exactly like real wings. 

      I wanted to tell Wayland he was the greatest smith who’d ever lived, but his already-inflated ego might explode to epic proportions.

      As soon as we hit the ground Tascius scooped me up, bending me over backwards in a long kiss. 

      I dimly realized we had an audience. A knot of silent Chainlings surrounded us, and my happiness curdled in my stomach as Tascius lifted me upright. 

      “What is it?”

      The Chainlings were silent, their tension palpably radiating in a cloud. “My Lady… the Prince of Wrath has returned.”

       One of them pointed inside with a shaking claw.

      My mouth fell open, my chest suddenly feeling hollow, then I turned and raced for the arena doors with Tascius on my heels. 

      None of the warriors were present. Vyra stood in the middle of the arena, her arms wrapped around herself and eyes wide. Haru leaned against the wall, watching her from the corner of his eye. His sword was half-unsheathed, ready to cut through any intruders.

      Vyra spun at the sound of my footsteps.

       “Where have you been?” Her voice was tight with strain, and I didn’t think her eyes could get any bigger, but they defied me and opened even wider when she took in Tascius’s brilliant wings. “Belial came back.”

      “When?” I stepped up, grabbing her shoulders. Belial had been here? I could almost smell his spicy scent on the air, imagining him so close. 

      “Only an hour ago,” she said, her gaze drifting back to Tascius. She seemed unable to keep her eyes off his wings. “Melisande, he…”

      “He what?” I stroked her hair. She looked completely shocked, like she’d seen something horrible. I couldn’t regret going to the smith, but what had happened in my absence?

      “He was covered in blood from head to toe. I’ve never seen him so bloody, unless he just came back from the wars…” She shuddered. “Blood everywhere. He left it on the floor.”

      She pointed at small red splashes congealing on the obsidian floor. 

      “He brought-” Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard, looking miserable. “Oh, fuck, Melisande, I don’t know whose they are, but… it’s not good. Where did you go? Did you see him on the way? I haven’t seen Azazel or Lucifer for hours. They just vanished, and then Belial came in, dead silent, and he was carrying-” Vyra’s voice failed her again.

      She was shivering. I rubbed her arms, and Haru rose off the wall, drifting nearer. His tails were twitching in unease, and his ears were laid flat against his head. 

      Vyra gave him a sharp look that stopped him in his tracks.

       “Did you see him?” she asked me again.

      “No, we were… at the smith’s…” I trailed off as I caught sight of what everyone was freaking out over.

      Belial had mounted his prize over my throne. 

      My eyes traced the graceful curves of the familiar shape, the breadth of them, the sheen of a thin layer of gold. 

      An angel’s wings.

      They were gilded, every feather perfectly limned, but I knew that beneath the gold the feathers had been a pure, icy white.

      “Oh, what have you done?” I whispered, and Vyra shook her head.

      “This could mean war,” she said quietly. “Heaven won’t let this go unpunished.”

      I drifted closer, taking in the sight of those wings pinned to my wall like the spoils of war. They framed my throne perfectly, a halo of warning. 

      Fuck with me, and my man will cut off your most precious parts and give them to me as decoration.

      A wild, almost feral smile split my face and I started laughing. There was a note of hysteria in it, but if those wings belonged to one of the fuckers who’d allowed Gabriel to push me...

      “Melisande.” Tascius’s hand slid over my back. “We need to find Belial.” 

      Even if this brought the wrath of Heaven down on us, we were its equal. Let them bring it. We’d send them back in tears, if we bothered to let them keep their wings to fly home with at all.

      I shoved a hand against my mouth to stop myself from laughing, and suddenly it wasn’t funny at all anymore. The bubble of emotion popped, and I knew what Vyra said was true.

      Belial had killed a fucking archangel.

      This was going to mean war.

      “Yes,” I said, forcing myself to turn my back on those wings, even though I could’ve spent all day feasting on the sight of them. “Let’s go. Vyra, if Lucifer and Azazel come back, send them to the Brightside.”

      She nodded, casting another fearful look at the wings on the wall. Tascius and I pulled the doors shut behind us and we exploded into the air, putting only a small amount of care into avoiding the abyss.

      My breath was ragged as I took in the full ramifications of it. He’d left to murder an archangel, and if he was covered in blood, that hopefully meant he’d healed, that he hadn’t been permanently injured.

      And all the signs had been right there. The swan-like feathers on Wayland’s table. I hadn’t thought twice… feathers from angels. 

      I sneaked a look at Tascius’s wings, and wondered how many feathers had been harvested from the wings on my wall. 

      His face was taut. Maybe he was considering the same thing. 

      I jerked when a presence almost ran into me, and stopped dead in midair, beating my wings to keep my height. 

      Lucifer descended in front of us, his stoic face fixed on Tascius’s wings as the Nephilim drew up short and circled back to me.

      “So this is what Wayland created from the ebonite.” Lucifer was utterly toneless. It was like trying to read a blank wall; there was nothing there to guess at.

      “Yes,” I said, refusing to look away. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, or ask, but this was worth it, Lucifer.”

      He gave no hint that he heard me, looking over the new ebonite wings with distant eyes.

      “You can be angry at me all you want later,” I snapped, hating myself for taking this tone with him. “But we need to get to Belial, now.”

      Lucifer raised an eyebrow. “Does he have something to do with the destruction of our plans?”

      I bit back a curse. He had every right to be enraged; but I hated this distant coldness, the judgment, how un-Lucifer-like he was.

      He seemed every inch the Morningstar in this moment.

      “No, but he left a pair of gilded angel wings on my wall.” 

      That brought him up short; some of the iciness left his features, and his eyes widened. “When?” 

      “An hour ago, Vyra said. She’s completely losing it; I need to know if Belial is okay, and which angel he killed.”

      Lucifer swore, his lips drawing back in a grimace. “Fucking hell. Let’s go, then.”

      I heard the unspoken addendum: but this argument isn’t over yet.

      As much as I wanted to prove that I could be trusted, I would fight tooth and nail to make them see that healing Tascius was the right thing to do. 

      I felt it in my bones.

      The same way I felt the fresh wave of tension radiating from Belial’s arena. The Overseers were silent on the battlements, weapons at the ready. The imps were hiding under doorways and windowsills.

      I dropped to the street as Azazel materialized in a fog of smoke and stars. “Vyra sent me,” he said tersely.

      God, but it hurt the way they spoke to me like a stranger, no matter how much I deserved it. I pushed aside the sensation and strode towards the tall, familiar doors. They were unlocked, the chains unstrung, and the Overseers guarding it drew their spears upright as I approached.

      They were trembling. 

      Everyone was terrified by what Belial had done.

      They didn’t stop me as I pushed the door open. Tascius followed me, his hand on my back, and I strode forward into the darkness. 

      Belial hadn’t lit any lanterns. The emptiness of the stands, after so many nights of seeing them packed with screaming demons, was more than a little unnerving.

      It felt like a ghost town.

      “Belial?”

      My voice rang through the empty arena, and the scuff of a foot on stone was the only sound that returned my call for several eternal seconds.

      “I’m home, angry angel.” A faint light kindled in the darkness, illuminating aquamarine eyes that were full of madness. “Did you miss me?”

      He stepped into the light, and I saw that Vyra was right; every inch of him was coated in blood, but he didn’t look hurt. He held out his arms, giving me the insanity-tinged smile I knew so well. 

      “I did,” I breathed, and ran across the arena floor, uncaring of what he’d done.

      Whatever it was, he’d done it for me. 

      I slammed into him, wrapping my arms around his neck and breathing in his spice-and-whisky scent. He was here, real and solid, and he made the rumbling purr that made my knees weak.

      “Do you like your pretty tokens?”

      He whispered the words in my ear, and the sensation of his lips moving against sensitive skin made me shiver.

      “They’re very beautiful.” I raked my fingers through his hair, fire flowing through me now that he was close. “Did you make their owner suffer?”

      Belial laughed, his hands roaming over my back and hips. “Oh, he suffered. He begged for mercy before it was over.”

      “What have you done, Belial?” Lucifer’s voice rang through the arena, bouncing off the walls. I tightened under the coldness in his voice, feeling like some part of that rage was directed at me, and Belial looked down at me when he felt my tension, then back up at Lucifer’s faintly-glowing form.

      “No more than he deserved,” he said, with a tone that made this all sound like a normal, pleasant conversation. “You could almost say I was kind enough to be doing him a favor. He’ll be making atonement for his own sins right here, in my little Circle of Hell.”

      “Whose wings were they?” Lucifer wasn’t going to be put off by him.

      I was dying to know the answer, but part of me was exultant. Belial had reached into Heaven, pulled down one of those bastards for himself, and made them pay. 

      A delicious shiver of satisfaction went through me. It was no more than they deserved. I wished I’d been there to see the angel’s face.

      At that moment, I knew I was where I belonged. Heaven had never been meant for me.

      Not when I was so like my prince.

      “Would you like to see? I don’t think he’s ready for company, but then… we don’t always get what we want, do we?” Belial cast an odd look at Lucifer, that strange little half-smile still on his face. 

      The lanterns lit up as imps crawled through the arena, casting a glow from front to back. When the lanterns above Belial’s bone dais lit up, I bit back a gasp.

      I was very well-acquainted with the form slumped at the foot of the stairs. He looked diminished by the loss of his wings, blood crusting his silver hair, bruises raised on his face. Yraceli’s chains bound him, keeping his arms pinned at his sides, digging into the thick column of his throat and purpling the flesh.

      It was like he and Tascius had traded places. Without his wings, his system was weak, shocked, unable to quickly heal the wounds. He retained every agony Belial had inflicted on him.

      “Gabriel,” I whispered, and his eyelashes fluttered.

      My heart was galloping in my chest, my wings quivering. 

      Here he was, the object of my nightmares, the archangel who’d tormented us, the one who’d pushed me from the parapets of Heaven with satisfaction in his eyes… and now he was broken and mutilated at my feet.

      Wild happiness rose in me under the shock.

      Belial gripped my chin and raised my face to kiss me. His soft lips opened mine, and he slid his tongue in my mouth with a groan. I reached for him when he broke away, his eyes glittering.

      “I missed you,” he said, his voice quiet and for my ears only. “Never happy without you.”

      “Then I’ll never be without you again,” I promised.

      Not after the token he’d made to me. He’d gleefully given me my heart’s bloodiest desire, and the satisfaction was sweet.

      Belial strode to the dais and stood over Gabriel. I felt the quiet shock of the others at the sight of an archangel reduced to this shredded mess.

      My Prince of Wrath gripped a handful of that silvery hair, jerking his head upright. Gabriel’s eyes shot open, and my face was the first thing they landed on. 

      He took me in from head to toe, my sheer dress and painted nails, and a sneer curled his bruised lips. 

      “So they’ve made you into a whore.” His voice was raspy and harsh from screaming his vocal cords to dust. “I did Heaven a favor when I cast you out.”

      Belial pulled his head back, exposing his throat. He ran the tip of the ebonite dagger over the tendons in Gabriel’s neck. “Do you remember what this felt like? Do you want me to cut out your tongue next and cast it in silver?”

      Gabriel turned his head aside as much as he could and spat blood. 

      “From this day on, you will speak to my Lady Wrath as you would to me,” Belial said quietly. He let the blade linger at the archangel’s throat, drawing a bead of blood, and released Gabriel’s hair like he disgusted him. “Now, look upon your sins. Are you still willing to lie to yourself, Gabriel? How much more dignity can you lose?”

      From Belial’s mocking tone, it was clear that Gabriel still had a lot left to lose.

      Belial beckoned the others into the light, his grin stretching wider. Azazel and Lucifer looked grim, exchanging black looks.

      But when Tascius stepped into the light, Gabriel’s eyes flickered. He didn’t seem surprised at the sight of a silver-haired angel in our midst, but sneering and furious.

      I glanced back and forth between them, feeling sick, knowing I was just holding off on accepting the obvious. 

      It hit me like lightning when I finally gave in to the truth that clawed in the dark corners of my mind. 

      The silver hair, the handsome, chiseled faces… the familiarity of Tascius with wings. My Nephilim didn’t look surprised either, only resigned, with hints of a burgeoning rage in his eyes.

      Gabriel wasn’t surprised, because he already knew. He’d known he’d left a son to suffer in Hell, and that both child and mother had paid steep and bloody prices for his abandonment.

      That was his ultimate sin, his crime. 

      I drew in a breath, feeling like I’d had the air knocked out of me, as Gabriel drew his lips back in a snarl.

      “My son. My sin. How like your mother you look.”

      

      
        
        The End

        To Be Continued in Hell Hath No Fury…

      

        

      
        Easy is the descent into Hell. 

        Especially when you embrace the darkness.

        And it embraces you back.

      

        

      
        Revenge is so close I can almost taste it. 

        Belial has brought me everything I wanted and more- he served me vengeance on a silver platter, along with his heart. 

        But my own faults have caused a rift between myself, Lucifer, and Azazel. If I want to destroy Satan and live happily ever after in Hell, hard choices must be made. 

        And when the Dragon himself takes something I hold dear, the choice is final: I must wield the Sword of Light once more, even at the risk of being burned alive.

        I have no fear. 

        After all, Hell hath no fury like an angel scorned.
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