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        “I’m really sorry to interrupt the smooth jazz tones of K.P. Jackson, but I have some unsettling news coming through the wires. Social media reports are flooding in by the thousands from every corner of the map, and they’re all saying the same terrifying thing: that there’s a major global meteor shower in progress, and no one, not even NASA, saw it coming.

        

        “Streaks of bright, burning light are cutting across the sky. Hundreds and hundreds of them. From tiny white pinpricks to enormous chunks of flaming rock. And numerous observers from here to Japan are claiming that the majority of these meteors are becoming meteorites, are crashing down to earth and leaving fiery destruction in their wake.

        

        “If any of you listeners out there are witnessing this phenomenon, I would highly recommend you take cover immediately. A big enough rock hits the ground near you, it’ll be like a bomb going off. Find shelter. Buckle down. And don’t come out until the sky goes quiet.

        

        “That’s what I’m about to do right now. I’m heading to the basement shelter of the broadcast building with the rest of the station’s staff. If the building’s still standing when this craziness is over, I’ll be back ASAP to report on the aftermath of this cosmological nightmare. But until the smoke clears, godspeed, everybody. Godspeed.

        

        “This is Jolly Jace Jones at Radio Roadstead, WPZK, signing off.”
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      Adara Caine woke to water and ash, and found she could not breathe. She was lying face down in a murky pond, her loose hair beaded with dead bugs, her clothing streaked with slimy algae the color of baby vomit. Her mouth and nostrils were full of water, and it was already halfway down her windpipe, bringing with it the repulsive reek of decay that always wafted from the city park ponds after a summer storm on a warm day.

      She stopped her throat mid-inhale, just in the nick of time, and expelled the water with so much force that a spurt of nose blood came with it, staining the pond a slightly darker shade of brown.

      Flailing her arms and legs, Adara heaved her head up from the surface and sputtered the last drops of rancid water from her mouth. She took a gulping breath then, only to find the air wasn’t as fresh as she wanted it to be. The air was hot, hotter than it should have been in March in Massachusetts. Oven hot. And like an oven left on too long with a foil-wrapped dinner tucked inside, the air smelled thickly of smoke and ruined plans.

      Confused, Adara tilted her head toward the sky.

      The sky responded by spitting ash in her face.

      Fat flakes stuck to her cheeks, her brows, her chin, but Adara didn’t bother to wipe them off. Because the ash was falling thick as snow, coating the lush grass and trees in the park around the pond with a film of sallow gray. Through the ash fall, Adara could just make out the sky. And what she saw of that sky baffled her even more than waking up in the middle of a pond with no recollection of going for a swim.

      She’d expected to find a giant cloud of smoke rising from a nearby building. A sign of a normal disaster, maybe a gas explosion or, god forbid, a bombing. But there was no cloud, no fat, curling mass of gray she could track back to some neighborhood of Edgerton with which she was familiar.

      Instead, the sky was filled with straight streaks of smoke that were slowly dissipating at the edges as the wind ate them away. These streaks were not the result of a fire or explosion that had started from the ground.

      Something had come down from the sky.

      Adara’s already racing pulse ticked up. Missiles? Were we attacked? Is it war?

      A deluge of these awful thoughts tumbled over one another before she smacked the side of her head with a slime-streaked hand and knocked them all away. Adara had never prepared herself for a war or whatever this was, but she had prepared—or rather, been prepared—for a personal crisis, courtesy of her father.

      Before the cancer, her dad had been an avid hiker, and as soon as Adara was old enough to walk in a straight line, he’d taken her along on his many extended hiking trips. At the start of each and every trip, even the hundredth one, he’d always reiterated the same critical advice: what to do in case of an emergency.

      The first step was to stay calm.

      The second step was to assess the situation.

      Adara wasn’t sure she could slow her pounding heart, or stop the buzz of anxiety from crawling through her twitching muscles. She could, however, collect herself enough to get her arms and legs in working order and paddle over to the edge of the pond. The pond wasn’t deep, but the bottom was made of dense mud, the kind that liked to steal shoes and get people’s feet desperately stuck.

      So instead of dropping her feet and walking out of the pond, she crawled like some creature emerging from the primordial ooze. When she finally hauled her body onto dry land, she was covered in mud from the neck down.

      On any other day, she would’ve been gagging at the smell alone.

      But right now, she had more important things to worry about than hygiene.

      Climbing to her feet, she took unsteady steps toward a brick pathway that curved around the pond. There was a bench situated between two stout trees on the other side of the pathway, and a memorial plaque on the back of the bench sported a name in etched calligraphy, a name that Adara recognized. It was the name of a recently deceased calculus professor who’d donated part of his estate to establish a scholarship fund for math and science students. Adara was in the park between the library and the mathematics building of Edgerton College.

      That’s right, she thought. I was heading to the library.

      The memories came back to her in a rush. She’d finished up with her last class of the day, a grueling two-hour lecture with the ancient Professor Murphy, and headed to the library to review some of the primary sources she intended to use for her thesis, which had recently arrived via the interlibrary loan program. She cut through the park despite its stench to shave off a few minutes of travel time, because she planned to meet up with Enzo for a late lunch at two, and then…and then…

      A great force had slammed into her back as she was skirting around the pond.

      A shockwave, maybe? From an explosion?

      She shrugged her soiled jacket off, let it drop to the ground in a damp, heavy heap, pulled up the hem of her shirt, and examined herself for serious injuries. But besides a few weeping cuts and aching bruises, she didn’t notice anything amiss. Which was odd.

      If she’d been hit by a shockwave strong enough to throw her ten feet into a pond, surely she should have suffered a slew of broken bones, if not a serious concussion and a shattered ribcage. At the very least, her eardrums should’ve been perforated by the concussive force, but her ears weren’t even ringing.

      All in all, she felt fine. Which ironically perturbed her even more.

      Something about this situation was…off.

      Don’t freak out, she reminded herself. Assess the situation with a clear head.

      There was nobody else in her immediate vicinity, so she took a right on the path and strode in the direction of the library. She didn’t bother picking up her ruined jacket, but rather hugged her bare arms to suppress a building shiver that had nothing to do with the temperature and everything to do with what she was afraid she would witness when she reached the edge of the park.

      It felt like she was walking toward the end of a nightmare.

      Or the beginning of one.
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      The first body lay sprawled at the base of the large stone fountain in front of the library’s main entrance. A gangly guy with a brown mop of hair, whose skin was scorched black in random patches, most of his rock band T-shirt burned away. His body was half in, half out of the fountain’s basin, his head hanging just beneath the surface of the water.

      So much ash had fallen now that the water was no longer clear, and Adara was glad for that. She didn’t want to see the look on the man’s face. Because she knew him, vaguely. She’d had a few English courses with him during her undergrad years. Trevor was his name, and he’d enjoyed loud metal music and extremely spicy Indian curry.

      Trevor was only the first in a long line of dead students. Past the fountain, on the eastern side of the library, was a quad of thick green grass now painted gray, and like a battlefield, the quad was strewn with bodies. Many of them were clustered together, students who’d been having lunch or study groups before…whatever had happened.

      A few, however, had seen disaster coming. They’d run. They’d tried to run. But none of them had made it far before something landed smack-dab in the middle of the quad and violently exploded.

      There were little fires everywhere, swatches of tall grass like tiny torches. A few trees lining the quad had caught fire too, and some of their leaves were still smoldering. At the epicenter of the impact was a massive scorch mark, a rippling star pattern stretching across the grassy field and two different walkways. All the grass in its grasp had been burned to ash, and all the bricks broken.

      Strangely, there was no crater, which implied the object that smacked the earth was small or light. But the amount of damage it had done—there were at least thirty dead that Adara could see, and half the library’s east-facing windows were shattered—implied an object of great size or power. Something that should’ve left a huge dent in the ground as a permanent sign of its strength.

      Adara gazed at the sky again, at those massive gray streaks. One of them curved sharply downward at an angle that corresponded to a collision on the quad. But what was it? Some kind of special missile? A meteorite with some weird composition?

      She would be the first to admit that she didn’t know enough about science or engineering to answer all the questions that were splayed out before her in the shape of death and destruction. She didn’t know enough to do much of anything, other than bite her tongue and stifle her gasps and stare at her muddy shoes instead of the corpses of her classmates.

      The shiver from earlier was now a full-body tremor, and it was all Adara could do not to fall to her knees and scream. I have to keep a cool head. I have to keep myself together until I’m sure all the danger has passed and I’m safe. I promised Dad I would always do that, no matter what happened, no matter how awful. And I’m not going to let him down.

      She spun on her toes and set off for the wide walkway that would take her to the edge of campus. Her studio apartment was in a block of grad student housing three blocks west of campus, and the gate to her building required a code to unlock. It was a secure building. She’d be safe there.

      She would go home, clean herself up, watch the news to learn what had happened, and call her friends and family and find out who was fine and who was not. After that, she would wait for instructions from the government, or the police, or the National Guard, or whoever was in charge of handling this disaster.

      Yes. That’s a good plan. That’s a…

      Adara made the horrible mistake of glancing at Trevor’s body again as she was shuffling around the fountain. Her gut twisted into a knot, and she barely managed to stumble over to a trashcan before everything in her stomach came rushing out. She vomited four times in a row, expelling her breakfast in a bitter mix of acid, and then dry heaved for another few minutes.

      When the attack was over, she was on her knees, rough bricks digging into her skin, hands grasping the rim of the trashcan so hard that her knuckles were ready to pop. She took deep, shaky breaths, in and out, in and out, until the worst of the panic faded. Then she used the heavy trashcan to pull herself to her feet, wiped her mouth with one of the cleaner spots on her shirt, and put herself back on the path to her apartment building.

      She refused to look at Trevor again. She refused to look at any of them.

      At the low brick wall that separated the Edgerton College campus from the city proper, Adara paused. Because it took her mind a great deal of power to process the level of carnage beyond the campus gates. The carnage of a city in total disarray.

      Crashed cars sat in the middle of the streets, on the sidewalks, stuck inside brick walls. Bodies were slumped over dashboards inside those cars, some of them not quite dead. Survivors of…the event paced in circles on the sidewalks, trying to get ahold of loved ones across overburdened cell networks, or sat quietly on the curbs, eyes vacant and hands bloody. From a distance came the steady din of sirens, and undulating within their wails came the cries of injured people, the screams of children, the curses of those who couldn’t think of anything better to say.

      The air was so thick with suffering that it was hard to breathe.

      Or maybe that was just the ash still falling from the sky.

      Adara took in the surrealism of it all. For a moment, she felt like she was an outsider looking in at a world that wasn’t her own. But she tamped down on that feeling of dissociation before it overtook her—she could have a mental breakdown later, when she was safe at home—and forced her feet to move.

      She took the usual route home despite the heavily altered urban landscape, the streets and sidewalks strewn with charred debris and glittering glass. She only had to make one detour, to circle around a light pole that had been knocked over by a truck and smashed through the display window of a hair salon. She did have to step over a few people, some of them dead, some of them simply too stunned to stand, and she made her best effort not to feel guilty about doing nothing of value to help them.

      Adara knew basic first aid and had learned CPR for a lifeguarding job she’d held for a couple summers. But she didn’t have the skills, or the state of mind, that was needed to truly help people in this kind of situation. The problems were too numerous, too vast, too complicated. She was afraid that if she reached out and touched someone, they’d end up more broken than they already were, and it would be her fault.

      Did that make her a coward?

      She didn’t know. And right now, she didn’t care.

      Her building peeked through the gap between two adjacent apartment complexes, and Adara picked up her pace, sped around the corner, practically ran up to the gate. She was elated to find that the electricity was still on, the gate still operational. She punched the four-digit code into the pad, rattling the whole gate. The pad let out a loud buzz, and the door unlocked.

      Adara pulled the gate open, hopped through, and slammed it shut behind her. Next, she darted up the exterior stairs to her narrow balcony, so quickly and so sloppily that she lost her footing. She barely managed to grasp the railing and stop herself from falling back into a neck-breaking tumble.

      Breath caught in her throat, she scolded herself for not being more careful. In the same tone of voice that her dad would’ve used had he been here and not in a grave three hundred miles away.

      Steadying herself, she walked slowly up the rest of the stairs, dug her key out of her back pocket, which was practically glued shut by the mud, and finally, blessedly, stepped into the front hall of her apartment.

      As soon as the door was secured behind her, she collapsed and began to cry.

      Oh god, she thought between chest-racking sobs, I think I just saw the end of the world.
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      Adara allowed herself to cry for the better part of twenty minutes before she wiped the tears and snot from her face and returned to the tasks at hand. She peeled off her waterlogged shoes and dropped them onto the dirty old towel next to her front door reserved for wet coats and umbrellas, then stripped down to her bra and underwear.

      She padded across the hardwood floor to the laundry nook, tossed her soiled clothes into the hamper, and made a hard left into the bathroom. Testing the water at the sink, she found it clear—the event hadn’t damaged any nearby water mains—and turned on the shower. She stripped off her underclothes while she waited for the ancient water heater to make it an acceptable temperature.

      The delay gave her an opportunity to look at her body in more detail. She turned her back to the mirror above the sink and craned her neck over her shoulder. Her back, like her abdomen, was covered in scattered scrapes and darkening bruises, but there was one stark difference between the two sides. In the center of her back was a large rippling bruise whose starlike shape almost looked deliberately designed.

      It reminded her far too much of the star-patterned scorch mark on the quad.

      The quad filled with bodies.

      Adara turned away from the mirror. It’s a coincidence, she told herself. You just got hit by a piece of debris, and it left a somewhat similar bruising pattern. There’s nothing more to it. Nothing at all.

      Unsettled, she hopped into the shower and doused herself with the overly hot spray. It hurt, but she withstood it, and let the rush of water strip the bugs and mud and bits of bile from her body. Once the bulk of the muck was gone, she shampooed her hair and scrubbed her skin down with a shower gel that smelled like lavender, a scent she’d always found calming. Today, the thick scent didn’t even take the edge off the stress that was gradually building into a migraine behind Adara’s eyes.

      When the last of the soap suds ran down the drain, Adara shut off the water, grabbed a towel from the rack above the toilet, and stepped out onto the bathmat. The tiny bathroom was filled with rolling steam, and the mirror was fogged over. All the better, Adara figured. She didn’t want to see her back again.

      In the corner of her studio apartment that was designated the bedroom, Adara patted herself dry with the towel, wrapped her damp hair in a mock turban, and grabbed a simple outfit from her closet. Sweatpants and a loose T-shirt, both emblazoned with the Edgerton College logo. Finally comfortable, at least physically, she made her way over to the kitchenette and grabbed a bottle of water, which she chugged down in under a minute.

      At the sight of the empty bottle, a thought struck her. She popped open the doors of her fridge and cabinets. Assuming the power didn’t go out, she had enough food to last roughly two weeks without rationing. Depending on how badly the city’s local businesses had been damaged by the event, that might be enough to tide her over.

      She really didn’t want to go grocery shopping after a disaster. It wouldn’t be safe. There’d be looters, and even those who weren’t looting would get possessive over supplies, some to the point of physical violence.

      Adara had experienced such behaviors firsthand on more than one occasion when she was a child. She and her father had lived in South Carolina until Adara was twelve, and they’d suffered through a handful of strong hurricanes. The first week or so after the storm hit was always a perilous time. Devastation made people panic, and panicked people did stupid things, violent things. So the longer she could stay holed up in her apartment, the better—

      A shrill sound nearly made Adara jump out of her skin. She whirled around, blindly groping the countertop for her knife block. Only to realize that the sound wasn’t the calling card of an intruder but merely the ringtone of her landline phone, which sat on the side table in the living area.

      Heart sputtering, Adara loudly swore. Stop being so jumpy. The door is locked. The lights are on. You have food and water. You are safe.

      Adara marched across the living area, passing her coffee table in the process. Her laptop and cell phone were on the table, along with a stack of printed notes she’d been reviewing the night before. Professor Murphy didn’t allow modern technology in his classes, and if you got caught with a phone or a computer, you’d be kicked out of the lecture. So Adara usually left all but her notebooks and course texts at her apartment on the mornings she had Murphy’s class.

      Most of the time, it irked her to be without. But now she was glad the old man had been so austere. When she left this morning, she’d had a backpack with her. A backpack that was now presumably at the bottom of that nasty pond and would never see the light of day again.

      The phone rang a second time, and Adara jogged the last few steps to the side table, swiping up the handset. She hit the answer button and held the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

      “Adara? That you?” came a voice behind a crackle of static.

      “Enzo?”

      “Finally!” Enzo said with a deep sigh. “I called your cell about thirty times.”

      “I didn’t have it on me. I had Murphy’s class today,” she said. “Also, the cell networks are jammed. Even if you’d gotten through to me, the call probably would’ve dropped.”

      “I know.” His voice held a shaky edge. “I’ve been having problems talking to anyone for more than thirty seconds at a time. Hudson finally pointed out that the landline in his office might work better, and that’s when I remembered that you have a landline.”

      “You’re at the bar?”

      “Sure am.”

      Enzo worked part time at Hudson and Grail’s, a bar five blocks past the north end of the Edgerton campus, popular with grad students and the younger employees who worked in the corporate suites in the office park just down the street. He usually clocked in around three on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, after he wrapped up one of his many onerous history classes.

      A quick look at the clock hanging above the side table told Adara it wasn’t even two, so why was Enzo already at the bar? Had he gone there for refuge after the event? If so, why? His apartment was slightly closer to campus, and like her own, it was secure.

      “Why are you at the bar?” she asked.

      “I have nowhere else to go,” Enzo said sorely. “My apartment’s on fire.”

      “What?” Adara took an involuntary step back and almost tripped over the edge of her area rug. “What happened?”

      “One of those rocks hit the roof of my building and set it ablaze.” He spoke with such a thick air of annoyance that it was obvious he was trying to hide how upset he was. “The whole thing is nothing but a bonfire now. A total loss, along with everything inside it, including everything I owned other than my wallet, the clothes on my back, and a thousand-page textbook about the Spanish–American War.”

      “Oh god.” Adara braced her free hand on the table for support. Her legs suddenly felt very weak. “Were you hurt?”

      “I wasn’t there at the time, thank Christ.” He sucked in a sharp breath. “I was in office hours with Professor Prescott when the impact event started. One of the smaller rocks hit the side of the building and blew out the office window, so both of us hunkered down under his desk until it was over. Once everything went quiet, we ran outside and found…Well, I’m sure you know.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Adara said softly. “I saw them too.”

      They let a long moment pass in silence.

      “Anyway,” Enzo picked up. “Prescott and I roamed around campus for a bit, looking for anyone who needed help. But it seemed like people were either straight-up dead or just bruised and confused. There was no in-between. No serious injuries. Don’t know why, but…I’m rambling. Sorry.”

      “No, it’s fine. I can barely form coherent sentences right now.”

      He let out a raspy laugh. “I know what you mean.”

      “So I’m guessing you and Prescott parted ways after a while?”

      “We did, yeah. He couldn’t get through to his wife or kids, so he went off to find them. I attempted to go home after he left, because I couldn’t stand hanging around all those…bodies. Only to discover that I no longer have a home.”

      “So you went to Hudson’s.” The bar was only a short walk from Enzo’s apartment complex, but there were enough gaps between the buildings and streets that it should be safe from the fire.

      “Hudson says I can crash in the lounge for as long as I need to,” he said, with no small amount of distaste. There was a fold-out sofa bed in the employee lounge next to the back office in Hudson’s bar, and both Enzo and Adara knew from experience what often occurred on that bed. “Not keen on staying here more than a day or two, however.”

      “You won’t have to. You can come to my place. I’ve got a camping bed I can dig out of the closet. And I’m sure I can find some clothes that fit you. I’ve still got…” Her tongue failed to form the final words.

      My dad’s stuff.

      Stuff that he didn’t need anymore because he was no longer alive.

      Enzo understood. “Thanks for the offer. But I don’t feel safe walking the streets today, not with so much going on. Maybe I’ll come over tomorrow morning. Once the initial panic passes and people calm down and start to organize the recovery effort. Of course, that’s assuming we don’t get another round of impacts. Latest news says that astronomers all over the world are still scouring our orbit for more debris. They don’t know if we’re in the clear yet.”

      “Hold up. You keep saying ‘impact’ and ‘rocks.’ So this was some kind of meteorite event?”

      “You haven’t seen the news yet?”

      “I just spent the past half hour scrubbing myself clean in the bathroom. I, uh, had a run-in with that pond in the park between the library and the math building.”

      Enzo was silent for a second, before he groaned out, “I hope you didn’t swallow any of that water. It’s probably contaminated with the plague.”

      She thought it’d be better not to mention she almost drowned. “I’m fine. Just a little banged up.”

      “Aren’t we all?” he drawled. She could picture him shaking his head. “Well, to answer your question, the news is saying that it was some kind of freak mass impact event. Maybe an asteroid or comet that broke up as it was coming past Earth. Something like that. But whatever the origin of the event, a whole bunch of places were hit by meteorite fragments. Not just Edgerton.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “No way to tell yet. We’re in that confusion stage of a disaster. It’ll be a few days before the scope becomes clear. I’m sure it’s not apocalyptic or anything, but it’s going to be a right mess. Billions in damage. Thousands dead. Something on par with a major tsunami, I think.”

      Adara hung her head. “This sucks. This really, really sucks.”

      “Yup,” said Enzo in a rueful tone, his thoughts no doubt drifting to the inferno that used to be his home. “It sure does.”
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      Enzo was right. The news was bad, but it wasn’t apocalyptic.

      Adara sat curled up on her couch with a sandwich in one hand and the TV remote in the other, flipping through the various news channels in between each bite of her ham and cheese. Each station showed video clips that people had taken on their cell phones during what was being dubbed the Global Impact Event.

      Some of the clips depicted nothing more than chunks of bright white light with tails like comets hurtling through the sky. Others showcased impacts from a distance, faint flashes followed by deafening booms and the rocking of the earth. Only a handful had caught the impacts up close and personal, and those few clips were honestly more baffling than terrifying.

      As Adara had surmised earlier, the strange meteorites hadn’t collided with the earth in the usual way. Instead, they hit roads or buildings and exploded into luminous plumes of white light interspersed with tiny glowing fragments that faded out in seconds, like dying embers. Most of the damage resulted from shockwaves and brief flares of intense heat, which shattered glass and scorched the earth respectively.

      It appeared that anyone outside the reaches of those short-lived blinding plumes only suffered minor force injuries from the shockwaves or minor burns from the heat. But if you were unlucky enough to take a direct hit from one of the plumes, you wound up like the people on the campus quad.

      What kind of material would cause an explosion like that? Adara wondered. It couldn’t have been a standard element, surely. If it was a regular metal or some kind of stone, the damage to the ground and the buildings would’ve been a whole lot worse.

      For the first time, Adara lamented her decision to skimp on science courses in her undergrad years, in favor of various fun electives that hadn’t taught her anything important. She wanted to get a better handle on the facts surrounding the impact event, so she would know what to expect going forward.

      She had questions. A lot of questions. So many that her head felt heavy, a thousand question marks piling up behind her bloodshot eyes, creating a dull, persistent buzz.

      Shaking her head, she hit the power button on the remote and idly stared at her reflection on the darkening TV screen as she finished the last few bites of her sandwich. While she chugged half a can of ginger ale to wash the lingering bits of ham down her throat, she thought that perhaps it was for the best she hadn’t chosen any sort of science track.

      If she had, she might have been one of the scientists tapped by the government to work on untangling what were bound to be vast, confusing puzzles surrounding this bizarre event.

      Hundreds of the world’s best scientists would likely spend the next few months with little sleep for no reward. And the next several years, if not the rest of their lives, trying to chip away at some aspect of astrophysics that human science hadn’t yet conquered.

      For all Adara knew, this event could be some kind of cosmic first, never before observed. Today could go down in the history books as one of the biggest mysteries of the twenty-first century.

      Adara Caine had no desire to be at the center of something so important. She wanted to finish her PhD program, get a professorship at a decent university, and maybe write a handful of novels. That was it. She wanted to live a simple life with a normal, respectable job, and have just enough money and time on her hands to take a vacation every once in a while.

      That wasn’t too much to ask, she’d always thought. Until today. Until she’d seen all those bodies. Until she’d seen chaos.

      Maybe normal is too much to ask for, she thought now, in a world where this kind of disaster can occur.

      Crumpling her empty soda can, she rose from the couch, crossed to the kitchenette, and tossed the can and her soiled napkin into the overflowing trash she’d forgotten to dump this morning. With a sigh, she lugged the full bag out of the plastic bin, tied it off, and set it aside. Then she went digging around under the sink until she found the box of trash bags hidden underneath a pile of household cleaners.

      As she was trying and failing to open the bag, a text message notification sounded off on her cell phone. Adara jogged back over to the couch and peered down at the coffee table. But the phone screen went dark before she could read the name of the message’s sender.

      After her chat with Enzo, she’d used her landline to call a few of her relatives—including her Aunt Ellen in Biloxi and her cousin Steve in New York City—and found that all was as well as it could be with her extended family. No one had been close enough to an impact zone to be directly affected, with the exception of Adara herself.

      She hadn’t told them about her personal suffering, and she never would. They didn’t need to know about the awful things she’d seen at the Edgerton campus. Nobody needed to know. She would lock those images away in a place where they couldn’t be used to hurt anyone else. And she would remember them, from time to time, under her own terms. Whenever she needed a stark reminder of how lucky she was.

      Adara tapped the home button on her phone to wake the screen again. And discovered that the text wasn’t a stray message from a family member that had gotten through the glut of network traffic. Rather, it was an emergency alert sent out by the city. The alert was short and perfunctory, giving a summary of what had happened to the best of everyone’s knowledge, and detailing which areas of the city had been worst affected by the impacts. Adara was not surprised to find Edgerton College on the list.

      On her return trip to the kitchenette, she finally managed to open the new trash bag and shove it into the can. Then she grabbed the old bag, slung it over her shoulder, and hauled it to the front door. Through the peephole, she scoured the landing of her balcony, the narrow patch of grass between her downstairs neighbor’s patio and the security wall that her lease considered to be a yard, and the street beyond.

      Everything seemed quiet and peaceful. As long as you didn’t focus too much on the scattered plumes of smoke rising from distant buildings on fire. Or the overhanging gray streaks still unraveling in the sky. Or the layer of ash that made it seem like a volcano had recently erupted.

      Yeah, everything was fine. There was no danger here. None at all.

      Taking a deep breath, Adara unlocked the front door and exited her apartment. The dumpster for the apartment complex was tucked between the east wall of the building and the security wall, out of sight and out of mind until it was moved onto the street for trash collection day once a week. All she had to do to get to the dumpster was walk down the exterior stairs, along the paved walkway that led around the side of the building, and exactly five feet to the dumpster.

      She did all of these things without being harassed, by either people or things falling from the sky. After she arrived at the dumpster in one piece, she threw the heavy trash bag into the opening at the top with a grunt of exertion. Then she felt that little buzz of satisfaction that always welled up when you successfully took out the trash.

      See? she chided herself. You have nothing to worry about. It’s all said and done, and a month from now, this whole nightmare of a day will just be recent history.

      Pleased with herself for braving the “scary” world outside her apartment, she turned around to head back up to that apartment. Where she would settle down for an evening of stimulating mental exercises that would keep her mind off the world’s latest trauma.

      Analyzing the essay on Don Quixote by that long-winded Oxford dean—one of Professor Murphy’s assignments, of course—would do the trick. She’d spent two hours on it yesterday, and only managed to understand the first three pages out of twenty-seven.

      If I get that paper into my head, she mused, I won’t be able to fit anything else in there. Not fear. Not sorrow. And certainly not paranoia.

      Chuckling to herself, Adara started up the exterior stairs.

      That was when she heard the scream.
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      Adara’s feet moved without her command. She leaped off the step, dashed across the grass, and plowed through the gate onto the sidewalk. A dozen mental alarms screeched at her to run away from the echoing shriek, to retreat to the safety of her apartment and lock the door tight. But a strong sense of obligation overrode her intense fear, even as anxiety shot through her veins and made her heart beat wildly.

      Because the scream emanating from down the street belonged to a child. A young child. A little girl. A little girl who sounded like she was all alone.

      I remember this, Adara thought as she sprinted down the street, her bare feet rubbed raw by the concrete. I remember being alone and scared. Remember the feeling of helplessness. Remember the feeling of hopelessness. Remember how close I came to dying because no one was there.

      Adara had been eight years old the day the EF3 tornado struck her hometown in South Carolina. Her father had been called into work for an emergency meeting, and he asked their next-door neighbor, an elderly woman named Mrs. Appleby, to watch Adara for one hour. One hour. Just one hour.

      It had taken only thirty-seven minutes for something to go horribly wrong.

      Mrs. Appleby gave Adara a PB&J sandwich and plopped her down in front of the TV to watch cartoons. Then she noticed the wind was picking up, peeked through the curtains and saw the black clouds rolling in. She instructed Adara to sit tight while she walked home to put away some patio furniture and close up her garage so nothing would be lost in the oncoming storm.

      Mrs. Appleby never returned.

      In the time it took her to fold up her patio chairs and stick them in her garage, a massive tornado formed on the front of the storm and mowed down everything in its path for eight straight miles. It tore through Adara’s neighborhood with the force of a freight train. When the awful roar of nature’s fury faded into the distance, twelve houses were gone, nine others were damaged, and six people were dead. Mrs. Appleby was one of them.

      The tornado had badly shaken Adara’s house and caved in part of the roof. Adara had spent five hours hiding under the couch in the living room, clutching her stuffed rabbit, screaming and crying. Until her father was finally able to claw his way through the carnage and recover her.

      Those hours had been the most terrifying of her life. Before she woke up in that pond surrounded by corpses.

      I can’t let another little girl go through that, she resolved, cutting across the ashy front lawn of the house next door to the one from which the scream had originated. No one deserves to go through that, especially not a child.

      A solemn voice in the back of her mind tried one last time to convince her to turn back. It reminded her of how she’d felt earlier, overwhelmed and emotionally numb, due to the sheer amount of pain that she could do nothing to soothe. It told her that this incident, whatever it was, would be the same, that she would be able to effect no positive outcome.

      She silenced the voice with a growl. She’d spent half the day hiding away from the world and doing nothing to assist the terrified people of the damaged city she now called home. Because practically, there was little a PhD candidate in comparative literature could do to improve this situation. And if she stuck her nose in where it didn’t belong, she might do more harm than good.

      When it came to normal situations, Adara was pragmatic enough to grasp when she should stay on the sidelines and when she should act. She would do what she could when it made sense for her to do something. No more, no less.

      Right now, despite the lack of normality, it made sense to her to try and help a child who was injured or scared or both.

      She jumped a low hedge that separated one lawn from another and landed on the grass beyond with a puff of ash. The scream had emanated from the back yard of this property, which was offset from the front by a wooden fence that ran all the way from the side of the house to the hedge. A gate with a padlock was set into the fence, but the padlock was hanging open, the gate cracked an inch.

      Adara darted to the fence, tugged the padlock free, yanked the gate all the way open, and hurled herself into the back yard.

      The bulk of the back yard’s space was occupied by an in-ground pool whose water had been stained that deathly shade of gray that now shrouded most of the city. The lounge chairs laid out around the pool had been overturned, their cushions badly torn, white stuffing scattered across the concrete pad around the pool. The large outdoor dining table with an umbrella set at one edge of the patio had been shattered, and the shards of glass that littered the ground were speckled with some kind of phosphorescent orange liquid.

      Both the wooden boards of the patio and the concrete pad around the pool had been scored with long, ragged marks that almost seemed to have been made by claws, they were so evenly spaced. And last but not least, something had torn the door off the wooden shed where the homeowners stored their pool supplies, rubber floats and foam noodles spilling out into the yard in a colorful heap. The shed door was lying on the opposite side of the yard from the shed itself.

      All of Adara’s bravado vanished like a wisp of smoke. This mess looked like the work of a large animal. A bear, maybe, or a wolf. Neither of which she could handle without a shotgun or a hunting bow.

      She had one of each, but they were stowed away in her hiking supply closet, and had gone unused and uncleaned since the last hiking trip Adara took with her father. Even if she had time to run back and grab them before whatever was in this yard noticed her, they’d probably fail to work properly, and she’d end up getting mauled or eaten anyway.

      Adara froze in place and scanned the entire yard again for the animal that seemed hell-bent on destroying everything the homeowners needed to enjoy their pool. Thoughts racing, she wondered how the animal had managed to climb the fence and get into the yard in the first place. She also wondered why an animal had roamed this far into the city proper.

      The largest wild animals Adara typically spotted in Edgerton were fat squirrels who scavenged from park trashcans, and the occasional opossum that nibbled on the cat food left out by animal rescue groups. The last time Adara had seen a bear, she’d been on the Appalachian Trail, high up in the weathered mountains of western Virginia.

      The impact event must’ve spooked the local wildlife, she rationalized, made them act in abnormal ways.

      A tactical retreat was in order, she decided, when the animal didn’t emerge from its hiding place after fifteen silent seconds so tense that Adara could’ve sawed through the air. She would scuttle on home, and once she was safe behind her tall metal security gate, she would call animal control and report this situation.

      They probably wouldn’t be able to deal with it today—there were likely hundreds of dogs and cats on the loose after the impact event scared them silly—but at least they would be aware. They could report the problem to the public to warn them away from the neighborhood.

      Adara took one slow step backward. Then another. Then another. Creeping toward the corner of the house to hide herself from view of whatever was in the back yard. But when she was three paces from being veiled, a sudden, horrible thought made her stop in her tracks:

      What happened to the little girl who screamed earlier?

      Adara had been so stunned by the state of the yard, she’d forgotten the original reason she rushed over here shoeless and unarmed. Puzzled, she scrutinized the yard once more, searching for bloodstains around the pool or on the patio. But there were none.

      Maybe the girl had fled inside the house through the sliding-glass patio doors. If that was the case, however, Adara couldn’t check on her without making a substantial amount of noise. And that might set off the animal again, this time with Adara in its sights instead of patio furniture and pool noodles.

      I’ll go around to the front, she thought. Knock on the door and see if I can get the girl to answer. Hopefully, she got inside before the animal hurt her.

      Plan adequately revised, Adara resumed her retreat.

      One step. Two steps. Three…

      Just as she was slinking back behind the side of the house, she heard a sound. A faint rustling noise on the opposite side of the pool, inside the shed. Plastering herself against the house siding, she stayed stock-still and listened intently as the rustling noise grew louder and louder. Until the animal reached the doorway of the shed and clambered over the pile of noodles and floats.

      Adara had half a mind to turn tail and run—it was only ten feet to the fence with a gate she could lock behind her—but her curiosity got the better of her. She wanted to know exactly what had wandered into Edgerton. A bear? A wolf? Something less? Something more?

      As unobtrusively as possible, Adara peered around the edge of the house.

      The thing standing next to the pool wasn’t an animal. It was a monster, straight from a nightmare. And it was staring directly at Adara.
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      The monster could be best described as a cross between a wild boar and a naked mole rat. Two feet tall and hairless, with pink, wrinkled flesh, it looked like something that had been flayed alive, its muscles tightly corded and writhing like large worms. Twisted tusks jutted out from its misshapen maw, and yellow saliva drooled from the corners of its mouth, leaving long discolored trails of wetness down its neck and chest.

      It had humanoid hands with three fingers and a thumb, but the digits were all clubbed, and the fingernails were solid black. Its feet were those of goats, cloven hooves that scratched the concrete with each waddling step it took. None of its movements looked right. It seemed to have too many joints.

      From a couple scratches on what Adara might call its wrists dribbled a bright-orange fluid—its blood. The monster had hurt itself when it broke the patio table.

      Its beady eyes, pure black with no visible sclera, bored into Adara’s face like a physical force. The monster was eying her in a way that mimicked curiosity, as much as a face so deformed could express such an emotion. Adara got the eerie impression that this little beast was closer to her in intelligence than it was to a dog or a cat, despite the fact that it had spent the past few minutes tearing up pool and patio furniture with abandon.

      She swallowed to wet her parched throat and said evenly, “If you try to hurt me, I will defend myself, even if that means killing you. Do you understand?”

      The monster cocked its head to the side, as if considering the question. Then it shrugged its double-jointed shoulders—and lunged across the pool.

      Adara backpedaled toward the fence gate as the creature sailed a full twenty feet over the water and landed in a controlled tumble on the other side, her side. She spun around and made to leap through the gap in the fence, only to find that something, perhaps gravity, perhaps a puff of wind, had swung the fence gate closed, and she would have to unlatch it before she barreled through. The fence was too high for her to jump, and there was nothing nearby she could use to boost herself up.

      Behind her, the monster snarled, slinging yellow spittle all over the ashy ground, and took off on all fours, using its hefty knuckles to pick up more speed than its hooves could manage on their own. Adara reached the gate a split second before the monster made a running leap at her back. She hit the latch with the side of her closed fist, kneed the gate open, and used her other foot to haul herself not through the gate but to the right, her body skimming along the boards of the fence and picking up a litany of splinters.

      The creature, with no way to stop, soared through the open gate and slammed into the earth on the other side. Adara lugged the gate shut, then darted around the side of the house. She headed for the sliding-glass doors, praying that they were unlocked, or at least had glass weak enough to break.

      But as her hand reached out to grab the handle of the nearer door, a horrifying scream—the high-pitched scream of a child in trouble—made her stumble. She missed the handle, lost her balance, and took a spill onto the hard wood of the patio.

      She let the shock of pain and fright consume her for only a second. But it was a second too long.

      As she scrambled to her feet, the monster landed in the grass next to the pool, sliding to a stop on its hands and hooves, kicking up a cloud of ash. Furious at having been tricked, it opened its deformed mouth and let out a bellowing…scream. The same scream that Adara had heard a moment ago. The same scream that had first drawn Adara from the safety of her apartment.

      There had never been a little girl here.

      She’d been duped.

      The monster made another flying leap, and Adara dodged to the left. She was almost home free when a rogue board sticking half an inch farther up than the rest caught the pad of her rising foot. She spun out of control, teetered on the edge of the patio, and fell. Right into the pool.

      Just as her head sank beneath the ashy surface, she saw the monster smack the sliding-glass door, shatter the glass, and fly off into the house’s living room.

      Water surged up her nostrils, burning all the way, and flooded her mouth. Her lungs hadn’t had the chance to take a deep breath, so her body instantly went into panic mode. She struggled to orient herself in the pool, unable to tell up from down because the layer of ash sat so thickly atop the water that it stunted the light of late afternoon.

      With a lucky twist of her head, she spotted the hole in the ash left by her intrusion, already filling with dappled gray as the churning surface began to calm. She hit the bottom of the pool then, and pushed off. The pool wasn’t extremely deep. She only had to kick a couple times until she reached the surface and—

      The monster careened out of the broken doorway and threw itself at her. She tried to pull out of its path, but she was too slow in the water. It managed to wrap one of its meaty hands around her neck as it plunged into the pool. It dragged her back under with colossal strength, and Adara wasn’t able to suck in a full breath before the sweet relief of air was snatched from her again.

      The monster sank like a rock, and Adara sank with it.

      She thrashed, kicked out, punched with all her power, but the thing didn’t even notice the blows. It grabbed one of her wrists as she tried to jab her fingers into its oil-black eyes and tightened the grip around her neck until she felt like her head was going to pop right off her shoulders.

      They settled at the bottom of the pool, the creature pinning Adara beneath its unnaturally heavy body, and the only thing she could do was let out a useless scream. A single bubble traveled to the surface of the pool, the sound lost.

      I’m going to die, she thought. I’m going to die at the hands of an ugly monster that crawled out of somebody’s nightmare.

      The monster brought its ugly head close to her face and looked her in the eye, its mouth curling up in a way that suggested a satisfied smirk. It didn’t do anything else. Didn’t break her bones. Didn’t disembowel her.

      It was content to watch while she drowned.

      It wasn’t just smart. It was cruel.

      And something about that fact made Adara very, very angry.

      This creature had come into her city, into her neighborhood, onto her street, uninvited. It had torn up the back yard of a property that it didn’t own for no identifiable reason. It had attacked the first person who’d come to investigate its vandalism, a person who’d done absolutely nothing to harm it. And now it was trying to kill that person, and enjoying every second of her struggle.

      How dare you? she thought. How fucking dare you?

      Something inside Adara’s body, something both physical and not, snapped in half like a rubber band. And on the back of this great breaking came a mighty flood. It ran through her veins with the chill of water rushing down from mountain slopes, spun in her belly and brain like whirlpools hungry for the taste of inexperienced sailors.

      It was a rage unlike any Adara had felt before. A rage that vibrated through every fiber of her being. Every pore. Every cell. Every atom.

      She was consumed by this rage until she and it were inseparable entities, not a person experiencing an emotion but a person who was herself an emotion. And with the merging of her being and this rage came the sudden and glorious feeling of freedom.

      Somehow, she’d slipped out of the monster’s grasp.

      Invigorated, she took her awesome, awful rage, funneled it into her fist, and rammed that fist into the monster’s chest.

      She expected the monster to flinch back, and nothing more.

      Instead, the monster was launched out of the pool in a great swirling vortex of water, straight into the wooden fence. The fence exploded into a rain of shrapnel, and the monster continued on, spiraling helplessly through the air, its leathery skin streaked with blood from a thousand cuts.

      It flew farther and farther, carried away by the rushing water, until it was out of sight. Yet even though Adara could no longer see it, she swore she felt it when it finally landed, the wet thump of flesh on hard asphalt, accompanied by the crunch of breaking bones.

      Adara waited there, floating near the bottom of the pool, to see if the monster returned for another round. But long after the surface of the pool settled, the water riddled with wood chips and streaks of orange blood, the monster still did not come back.

      Adara gradually began to accept that she’d won. She’d beaten the ugly little beast that had tried to…drown her.

      Wait, wasn’t I almost out of air? she asked herself, finally realizing she’d been in the water for something close to five minutes on a single, half-realized breath.

      Confused, Adara brought her hand to her mouth. Or at least, she tried to. But what approached her mouth was not her hand. It wasn’t a hand at all. Rather, it was an approximation of a hand made of swirling water currents.

      She stared at the water hand, uncomprehending, and then looked down at her body. A body that was no longer made of bone and blood. A body that was now made entirely of water.
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      Adara’s mind went blank. She lay listlessly in the pool. Unable to comprehend what was happening to her. Unable to comprehend how something made of water could comprehend anything at all.

      After a minute or an hour or a day—she couldn’t tell the difference—that nagging voice that always bothered her in times of strife reared its ugly head. It told her she couldn’t just stay put and be part of a swimming pool for the rest of her existence.

      She had things to do, people to see, goals to achieve. And she couldn’t perform any of those tasks as a swirling water creature shaped like a woman. She had to swim to the surface, get out of the water, and try to revert back to the human body she’d always known.

      Clenching her water eyes shut, a strange experience that barely dimmed the light of day, Adara took a not-breath with her not-chest, adjusted her position, and headed toward the steps on the far side of the pool.

      Her movements couldn’t quite be called swimming. She didn’t flap her water arms and water legs to create thrust. Rather, her will to move seemed to form a tide in the pool that thrust her forward like a building ocean wave. This tide propelled her much faster than any human could swim, and she reached the steps in less than a second. Above her, the regular water sloshed over the rim of the pool, setting several foam noodles afloat.

      Adara waited for the water to settle, and then she climbed the steps. Though it was more like slinking up the steps, in a manner not dissimilar to that of a snake.

      When her water head reached the surface, she was surprised to find that it slipped right on out. Though the pool water clung to her like a veil, softening the edges of her humanoid shape.

      Pushing harder, she pulled her chest from the water, then her waist, then her hips. At that point, sticking so far out of the water with no support, she started to lose her balance. Which meant it was time to attempt the hard part: bracing her arms and legs, made entirely of water, against a hard surface.

      Beginning with her hands, she tipped herself over slowly, palms of swirling water outstretched, until she touched the concrete edge of the pool. Her hands immediately flattened into a puddle, and she withdrew them.

      She had felt some resistance though. More resistance than regular water would give against any surface.

      So she tried again. This time, she concentrated on retaining her form as she pressed her palms against the ground.

      Amazingly, her hands maintained their shape, and she felt a faint pressure against her fingers, the sign that her hands were holding some of her weight.

      Okay. So I can keep this shape out of the water, to some degree.

      The next part was marginally more difficult, as she had to make her feet brace against the steps even though her legs were fully submerged in the pool. Her water body didn’t want to differentiate itself that much from the pool water. It took Adara over ten tries before she felt her feet take on the bulk of her weight against the step beneath her.

      For a full minute after that, she allowed her water body to get used to the feeling of being separate from the rest of the pool. She didn’t want to risk losing what semisolid integrity she possessed when she tried to walk up the rest of the steps.

      When her body finally stopped tugging at her to become one with the pool again, she took a step up, lifting her thighs past the surface. That went well, so she took a second step, a third, a fourth, a fifth, and so on. Until she was only submerged to the ankles, and the bulk of her swirling water body stood freely in the air.

      All right, just two more steps, she assured herself. Get all the way out of the pool, and then you can assess what to do from there.

      Adara lifted one of her feet from the pool and set it on the hard concrete. As it took her weight, she carefully lifted her hands, making sure she was still balanced. All was well—or as well as it could be, given the circumstances. So she gathered the shreds of her courage and composure, and lifted her other foot.

      The instant her big toe exited the water, she became human again.

      The sudden transformation caused severe vertigo, and Adara floundered. She fell face first onto the concrete, banging her nose so hard it spurted blood.

      Cursing, she pinched her nose shut with one hand and used the other to roll onto her back. She heaved herself up into a sitting position, frantically patting herself down from her toes to the top of her head. Until she was a hundred percent sure that every part of her body had reverted to its original form.

      “Oh, thank god,” she said in a nasally voice. Then she leaned over and threw up the remains of her sandwich and ginger ale.

      Once her stomach was empty, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The hand came away streaked with bile and blood. She started at the sight of the blood. Only to realize she’d let go of her nose during the vomiting session. Little red streams were still leaking from both nostrils.

      Adara prodded her nose and grimaced. It wasn’t broken, but it was going to bruise real good. A few hours from now, it’d look like she got punched in the face.

      Turning away from the sight of her steaming vomit pile, she shakily rose to her feet. As she straightened up, she eyed the pool, the surface beginning to settle from her exit.

      For a long, contemplative moment, Adara wondered if she should just repress the memories of everything that had happened over the past half hour. But as her gaze drifted up to the sky still heavily streaked with gray, and a certain star-shaped bruise on her back throbbed, she knew that wasn’t going to work.

      No matter how hard she tried to bury this, it would dig itself free and haunt the corners of her dreams for the rest of her life. She would never be at peace until she understood what had happened to her. Until she understood everything that had happened today.

      The impact event. The star patterns. The little monster. The water transformation.

      There was no way on earth, or beyond, that these things weren’t connected. Something had happened to this world, to her world, that had never happened before. And she felt with an abrupt sense of clarity that, like the ripples in the pool, disturbing the fine layer of ash, the repercussions from the event were only just beginning to appear.

      A dark chill ran through her, and she shivered.

      Her attention drifted to her sopping-wet clothes. Clothes that had, along with her body, been turned to water during her ordeal with the ugly creature. She couldn’t fathom how her clothes could phase between solid and liquid any more than she understood how her body could do so and still remain alive.

      But she accepted it. Accepted that her T-shirt and loose sweatpants, her sports bra and cotton underwear, could also become liquid under the influence of the…the what?

      What should she even call it? The mutant ability? The magic power? The alien meteorite quantum physics anomaly?

      Adara smacked her cheeks, producing a wet squelching noise. “Enough,” she said to herself. “That’s enough for now. Go home. Dry off. Change clothes. Curl up on the couch. Watch a movie. And calm the fuck down. That’s an order, Caine. An order.”

      The confidence in her voice, a feigned confidence though it was, got her moving. She skirted the pool, maneuvered carefully over the pile of glass from the ruined patio table, and rounded the house. She stepped through the fence gate to the front yard, crept up to the corner of the house, and surveyed the street.

      No sign of the monster. No sign of the police. No sign of anyone.

      The echoes of wailing sirens from a mile or so to the north, along with a fresh plume of smoke rising from the ground, told her that Edgerton’s first responders were still working to put out the fires sparked by the impacts. Those who weren’t quelling the blazes were likely still collecting bodies from the impact zones.

      So her street was totally silent, people hiding in their homes, too timid to even peer past the curtains. Afraid that if they dared to look outside, they’d witness more terrifying things. More fires in the sky. More bodies on the ground.

      Adara marched all the way home unhindered and slammed the door shut behind her. Her body didn’t turn into water for the entire trip, not even a finger or a toe. Which was a good sign.

      She hoped.
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      By the time midnight rolled around, Adara had squandered a full third of her day watching a Disney movie marathon while huddled up on her couch under a thick quilt, sipping beer and shoveling popcorn into her gullet. She wore nothing but a tank top and a pair of boy shorts under the cover of the quilt, and her hair after a vigorous towel dry was a verifiable rat’s nest, but she didn’t give a crap that she looked like a lazy slob.

      As far as she was concerned, she had a right to look as she damn well pleased after all that she had been through over the past day. Especially when she was in her own home alone.

      Judge me, she thought, mentally challenging her sometimes nosy neighbors, most of whom she barely spoke with outside of morning pleasantries. I dare you to judge me after I turned into a puddle of living water. I’d like to see you stay calm and collected after that.

      It had taken the runtime of two movies after her return from the house of doom before Adara was able to string more than two coherent thoughts together. She still wasn’t confident about her ability to speak.

      Every time she reexamined her memories of the fight with the monster, she would start quaking uncontrollably. To the point where her teeth clattered together, threatening to knock her fillings right out of her gums.

      She knew the sharpness of the trauma would grow duller as it aged. But she couldn’t imagine that she’d forget enough of what had happened in that backyard pool for her to recall the experience without a shudder. And of course, there was the elephant in the room, its bulk haunting the corner of her mind’s eye no matter which way she turned her head.

      What if it happened again?

      What if she turned into water again, and another person saw her do it?

      There were a hundred and one movies that depicted exactly what would happen if somebody developed a magical power or a superhuman ability out of the blue. And they all added up to the same unfortunate answer. If Adara’s weird new ability ever became public knowledge, society would reject her, the government would try to spirit her off to a secret facility for experimentation, and she’d either die a prisoner or escape through the use of extreme and deadly violence, thus becoming a fugitive and a terror to all normal people.

      The idea of any of those possibilities coming to fruition made her popcorn-filled stomach twist into a knot. Wiping her buttery hands off with a crinkled napkin, she tossed her third popcorn bag onto the coffee table and called it quits.

      “You’re dwelling too much on the what-ifs,” she told herself. “Right now, you’re the only person in the world besides an ugly monster who knows you can turn into water. As long as you keep your new ‘power’ on the down low, the government won’t send the men in black suits and dark sunglasses to round you up like cattle. It’s simple. Very simple.”

      In theory, it was simple. But staying in solid form, she figured, depended on maintaining control of the mechanism that made her change. From her experience in the pool, she believed that some combination of stress, fear, and determination triggered the transformation. So logically, as long as she didn’t stumble into another life-or-death situation near a body of water, she should remain her warm-blooded and slightly squishy human self.

      The problem with that notion was that she knew, knew for sure, knew it down to her bones, that the ensuing weeks would not be peaceful times. The impact event was not the epilogue of some cosmic accident but rather the prelude to something otherworldly that no scientist would ever truly grasp in time to avert its consequences.

      The star-shaped bruise on her back and her new ability were proof enough that something very strange, very new, and very dangerous was currently unfolding. The scale of the impact event, a global disaster, was proof that the effects of this “something” would extend far beyond Adara Caine’s studio apartment in the small city of Edgerton, Massachusetts.

      There were going to be many stressful and scary situations in the near future, and if she managed them poorly, she’d expose herself for what she was.

      Of course, that begged the question: what exactly was she?

      Tired, she thought. I’m tired.

      Adara snatched the remote off the coffee table and exited the Netflix app that had been burning a hole in her broadband usage for the entire evening. She sat up straight, unfurled, and stretched her stiff legs. Then she unwrapped the quilt, folded it neatly, and hung it over the back of the couch.

      The quilt was the product of six months of her grandmother’s heartfelt labor and had been given to Adara on her fifteenth birthday. Less than a year later, the Alzheimer’s hit hard and fast, and replaced her nana with a husk that couldn’t even remember the name of her son, much less the existence of her teenage granddaughter.

      Adara always brought out the quilt when she was having a bad day. It made her recall the summers she’d spent at Nana’s house when she was little. Nana had lived in a small, cozy cottage on stilts a short walk from the beach. Each morning, she’d wake Adara up just before dawn, and they’d go down to the shore and watch the sun rise while they waded through the shallows.

      Those were simple, happy times, and the memories Adara had made during those halcyon days were a comforting presence even in the worst of situations.

      Adara patted the quilt. “Thanks, Nana.”

      Finishing the last pull of her beer, she gathered up her trash, went to the kitchen, and stuffed it all into the trashcan. Next, she washed her hands using sudsy dish soap—and watched her fingers for signs that her skin was turning into anything it was not supposed to be.

      It remained perfectly solid, however, and when Adara dried her hands using a dishtowel, the only problem she noted was that her skin was super dry. She needed to moisturize better.

      A chuckle escaped her lips. “Something to add to my post-apocalypse survival list. Lotion. And while I’m at it, I might as well add lip balm and condition—”

      A hard knock sounded at her door.

      Startled, Adara dropped the dishtowel and flattened herself against the half-wall that separated her kitchenette from the laundry nook. Which made her impossible to see through the window that looked out onto the balcony. The shade was drawn, but she’d left it sitting a couple inches above the windowsill. A determined person could crouch to take a peek into her apartment.

      She scolded herself for being so careless when the city was in a prime position to be plagued by looters and other unsavory characters. She should’ve taken in her balcony furniture, pulled the shade down all the way, and moved her doormat into the foyer. That would have made her apartment look unoccupied, a poor target for people seeking easy pickings.

      You had plenty of time to take proper precautions, she thought, and instead you watched Disney movies and hoped a security gate would keep the nasties away from you. Poor showing, Caine. You can do better. Dad would expect you to do better.

      Then again, her father would never have expected her to become some kind of water mutant, so…

      The knock sounded again, more insistent this time. Like the person on her balcony was in a hurry. She began to wonder if the uninvited guest was in fact someone she knew. Maybe a neighbor who needed help. Or even Enzo, who’d decided he couldn’t stand sleeping on that nasty lounge bed for a single night after all. But if it was someone she knew, then surely they’d have identified themselves by now.

      Who just knocked on somebody’s door at twenty past midnight, in a city in the middle of an emergency situation, without announcing their identity to the tenant? Any reasonable person would know they’d be perceived as a threat otherwise.

      The knock came a third time, loud enough to wake the dead.

      Adara couldn’t let the person stand out there all night banging on her door. The noise might draw attention from the police, and Adara did not want to become a focus of the city cops. She needed to learn who was on the other side of that door, and either let them in or shoo them away, with a threat of force, if necessary.

      Creeping around the half-wall, she made a beeline for the closet where she kept all her hiking supplies. She opened the door quietly, wincing as the hinges squeaked. She blindly groped around the interior so she didn’t have to turn on the bright naked bulb and potentially alert the intruder to her activity.

      After a frustrating fifteen seconds, she found what she was looking for. Her shotgun. And the box of birdshot shells resting underneath the shotgun’s stock.

      The gun wasn’t in the best shape—she really should have cleaned it the minute she returned home from the house of horrors—but she didn’t need it to function perfectly. She just needed it to look menacing. So she loaded it quickly and stuck a few spare shells into her waistband. Then, gun pointed at the floor, she crept toward the foyer.

      The fourth knock sounded like a battering ram. The entire door shook, and Adara swore she heard something snap, as if the door was actually beginning to break.

      A terrible thought struck her.

      What if the intruder was another monster, a bigger and badder one, come to avenge its fallen comrade?

      But if that was the case, she still needed to check and see before she panicked and fled out a window. She wasn’t abandoning her apartment over an unfounded fear. This was the only safe place she had in the entire city, now that Enzo’s apartment was nothing but ash. If she ended up on the street, the street where monsters roamed, some of them human and some of them not, her odds of surviving this ordeal in one piece would drop real fast.

      “Try to drive me out of my home,” she whispered, raising her gun as she approached the door, “and you’ll get what’s coming to you.”

      Moving as quietly as possible, she brought her eye to the peephole. At first, she saw nothing but blinding white light, as if someone was shining a flashlight beam directly into the peephole. But as she peeled her eyes, a humanoid shape resolved in the middle of the light, and she realized that the person wasn’t wielding a flashlight. They were glowing.

      Specifically, the folded wings sticking out from the person’s back were glowing. The reason they were glowing was because they weren’t made of fluffy feathers. Rather, they were made of thousands of symbols constructed entirely of wavering energy pulses that danced in time to an unheard beat and crawled over one another like a colony of frenzied ants.

      At last, Adara’s eyes adjusted fully to the bright light, and she found herself staring at a young man. He was decked out in a white robe, a set of light, metallic armor, and an honest-to-god short sword. He was tall and willowy, with curly blond hair and pale-blue eyes, and Adara would’ve called him handsome. Were it not for the massive, bloody, bone-deep gash running across his face from temple to chin and completely bisecting his nose.

      Adara gasped at the gory sight.

      And the winged man heard her.

      The man bent toward the peephole and stared back through it, searching for her. He said in a wet, raspy voice, his lips stained with blood, his tone tinged with desperation, “Open the door, my lady. Open it now. I need to speak with you in private, and we don’t have a lot of time. The powers below sensed you when you used your god shard earlier, same as we did up above, and they know where you are. They are coming here, right now, and if they arrive before I finish telling you what you need to know, your whole world will burn. So please, let me in. Please!”

      Adara slowly backed away from the door, her mind refusing to parse a single word of what this glowing man had just said. “What are you?” was her only response.

      The man let out an exasperated breath and replied, “I am an angel of the Heavenly Host, and I bring you dreadful tidings. Heaven has lost the war with Hell, and Hell now marches for the Earth.”
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      Adara heaved the door open and shoved the end of her shotgun against the winged man’s chest. “Explain,” she demanded. “Explain everything you just said in a way that actually makes sense.”

      The man didn’t seem intimidated by the cold touch of the gun against his thin white robe. He glanced at the barrel and tracked it up to her slightly shaking hands, before his gaze settled on her own. Behind the despair in his watery blue eyes lurked an emotion akin to pride. Adara could have sworn he puffed out his chest, pressing his pec harder against the end of the shotgun’s barrel.

      A challenge. A dare for her to pull the trigger and see what happened when the force of a point-blank birdshot blast met the flesh of a creature not of this world.

      Adara didn’t bite. “I’m not putting the gun away, not after all the crap I’ve been through today. But I’m not going to shoot you on a whim either. So whatever demonstration of ‘heavenly power’ you’re cooking up, save it for later. For now, how about you do as I ask and tell me why the hell you’ve been banging on my door? Hm? How about that?”

      The so-called angel huffed indignantly. “I will tell you everything you need to know, my lady, but I cannot do so from your balcony. The truths I must speak are not meant for the ears of the bystanders in this brewing war, but rather for the participants.”

      Adara gathered that he wanted her to let him inside her apartment. She frowned. “I thought you said the war had been lost already.”

      “The war between Heaven and Hell is over, yes. But the war between Earth and Hell has just begun.”

      The conviction in his voice shot a chill up her spine in a manner not dissimilar to the skittering of a centipede. A hundred spindly legs pricking at her nerves. “And why should I trust you enough to let you into my apartment? For all I know, you’re a demon in disguise, and you need my permission to cross the threshold or something, so that you can get your hands on me and drag me to Hell.”

      The angel man’s energy feathers ruffled at the suggestion he was anything but divine. Galled, he said, “While I understand your wariness, my lady—”

      “Adara.”

      “—Lady Adara, we really do not have the luxury of time. So if you do not let me in of your own volition, I will subdue you, silence you, and force you to listen to me. I have this day witnessed hundreds of my brothers and sisters fall in combat to the foulest fiends of Hell, and to put it in a human way, I am not currently ‘in the mood’ for defiance, reticence, or the other human nonsense that tends to crop up in those faced with aspects of reality that defy their flawed beliefs. So let me in, or else.”

      With each word he spoke, his wings unfurled an inch, until they were fully extended. They stretched the entire length of her balcony and then some. Two glittering arches of scurrying symbols that gleamed brighter than any neon sign. They impressed upon Adara a message of awesome power that permeated every corner of her mind, ringing like a massive bell, shaking to pieces what little confidence she had possessed when she opened the door.

      Her eyes began to ache just from looking at the man’s golden visage, and she dropped her head. “All right. Fine. I’ll let you in. But one wrong move, and I will shoot you, angel or not.”

      “Understood,” the man said coolly.

      Adara turned at an angle that didn’t put her back to the man, and waved him into the foyer with her gun. The man folded his wings enough to fit through the doorway and stepped inside. He briefly scanned the interior of the apartment. But whatever judgment he made, if any, could not be read beneath the sorrow in his eyes and the grimace of pain constantly tugging at his lips.

      Adara closed the door behind him and locked it tight. She didn’t want any more uninvited guests to waltz in while she was having a chat with a man who had magic wings that shone like the sun. She couldn’t imagine his presence had gone unnoticed by all her neighbors, especially after that birdlike plumage display. He was a literal shining beacon for a minute there.

      Well, if the ugly monster and any friends he might have didn’t know where I was before, she thought wryly, they certainly do now.

      The angel man strode over to her living area and lowered himself onto a reclining chair Adara had purchased at a yard sale last year. The cushion was worn in the middle, and the man sank deeply into it. So deeply that it was clear his wings possessed a great deal of weight that betrayed his otherwise lithe appearance.

      He took an extra moment to situate himself in the chair so that he could lean against the back cushion and maintain his ramrod-straight posture. As he was adjusting himself, Adara finally grasped the reason why he was moving in such a sluggish, methodical fashion.

      The angel was hurt. Badly.

      Between the glowing wings and the disfiguring facial laceration, Adara had been so distracted that she hadn’t bothered to examine the rest of the man in great detail. Now that her awe over the wings was ebbing, and the horror of the gory gash was being filed away for a later nightmare, she finally took a good look at the man from the neck down.

      He was a mess. His robe was dyed brown and red from repeated encounters with blood, and there were a few orange stains that matched the blood from the little boar monster. The fabric of the robe was also torn in numerous places. Several of the frayed holes were large enough to reveal that the man had been repeatedly stabbed with some kind of cylindrical weapon that had left an array of disturbingly deep bore marks.

      About half the man’s wounds were scabbed over, but the others were still fresh and bloody. The worst were so large that they allowed Adara to peer straight into the man’s abdominal and chest cavities. She could see one of his lungs moving in time with each haggard breath that racked his chest.

      “Christ, you need to be in surgery right now, not in my living room,” she said, her distrust in the man shifting to the backburner in favor of concern. “Should I call an ambulance, or do you have some kind of angel medics?”

      The man smiled sadly. “Anything that does not kill an angel will eventually heal on its own. We do not need medical attention to the same degree that humans do, as we do not contract disease, and our wounds do not heal poorly if let unattended.”

      “Oh, so you’re…okay?”

      “That depends in what sense you are using the word okay.” He sighed deeply, and winced, the fall of his chest having tugged at one of his wounds. “But really, Lady Adara, I am not here to discuss my well-being, or lack thereof. We have much more important things to speak about. And we are, as you would put it, ‘on the clock.’”

      Adara opened her mouth to respond, but he held up his hand and continued, “I will relay to you the entire story in a condensed form that contains all the relevant details you need to know. While I’m recounting this tale, I request that you pack all your vital belongings in bags that are easy to carry. Once our adversaries arrive, you will not be able to return to this place for some time without great risk to your life. So, please, gather everything you need in one place, and I will begin the story as you begin to pack.”

      Adara’s throat was suddenly as dry as sandpaper. “I have to leave?”

      “You leave, or you die,” the angel said. “I cannot protect you from what is coming, though I will do my best to stall it.”

      “What is coming?” she dared to ask.

      “A greater demon, and a significant number of his lesser minions.” He peered over his shoulder at the window that overlooked the balcony, and she got the distinct impression he could see straight through the shade. “Hurry up now, Lady Adara. They are near.”

      That same sense of detachment that had strangled her mind after the impact event fell over her again like a thick blanket, and Adara started to move on autopilot. She set her shotgun on the side table next to the couch, walked to the kitchenette, and grabbed all the lightweight nonperishable food she had on her shelves. Dropping it off on the carpet in the living area, she then hurried to the closet that held her hiking supplies and emptied it of practically everything.

      A hiking pack. A hunting bow. A quiver full of arrows. A sleeping bag. Two high-powered flashlights. A four-pack of small camping lanterns. A compact tool kit. A first-aid kit. A sewing kit. A set of knives. A set of lighters with extra fluid.

      The box of birdshot shells. An unopened box of buckshot shells. A high-visibility yellow raincoat. Three boxes full of emergency rations that would last till the end of the century.

      And the list went on.

      Once she had everything from her hiking closet out and organized on the floor, she jogged to her other closet in the bedroom area and picked five shirts, three pairs of jeans, an unopened eight-pack of underwear, and four sports bras. After she checked each article of clothing to make sure nothing had holes or damaged seams, she rolled up all the clothes and secured them with rubber bands to minimize the amount of space they’d take up in her pack.

      When that was done, she grabbed another outfit from her closet, plus her sturdiest pair of boots, and got dressed. Up until this point, she’d been conversing with an angel while wearing nothing but a tank top and undies. I must’ve looked so intimidating when I answered the door in a tiny pink shirt and a powder-blue pair of boy shorts.

      Now in appropriate attire to speak with an angel of the Heavenly Host, she dropped off the rest of the clothes at the supply pile on the carpet and made one last trip, to the bathroom, to collect the necessary toiletries. Including her hairbrush, toothbrush, hair bows, shampoo, toothpaste, soap, menstrual pads, and tampons.

      There was no way to hide the tampon and pad packaging as she arranged the toiletries on the carpet. But either the angel didn’t notice them, or unlike a lot of the men Adara had dated in the past, he didn’t care about the things women used to stem the tide of period blood.

      “That’s everything. I’ll start packing now, so you can start talking.” Adara began stuffing all of her supplies into her large hiking pack in the same practiced manner she’d learned from her father when she was all of eight years old. The packing procedure was so second nature to her now that Adara didn’t even need to look at the pack as she worked.

      Instead, she focused on the blood-soaked angel as he told her a terrible tale of loss, a loss so great that the world might never recover from the devastation.
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      “Heaven has been at war with Hell since humans were nothing but a twinkle in the Creator’s eye,” he began in a solemn tone. “And for all of that time, those countless millennia, centuries of strife and struggle blurred together in our collective memory, the war has been a complete and utter stalemate.

      “We would gain some ground against the forces of Hell, and they would take it back. They would gather some ground against the forces of Heaven, and we would take it back. Around and around we went, victory always the same great distance away, so far off for so long that many of us in Heaven became complacent, assumed that war with Hell would simply be our way of life until the universe ceased to exist.”

      The man closed his eyes and exhaled loudly. “That complacency was our downfall. Unbeknownst to us, the greater demons of Hell and their lord and master, Lucifer, hatched a plan some centuries ago. A daring plan. The most ambitious plan ever conceived by any being other than the Creator Themselves. So ambitious that none of us in Heaven would have ever guessed, in our wildest nightmares, that our enemies would attempt such a thing.

      “Because, if this plan were to go wrong, it would destroy all of Creation. Heaven. Hell. Earth. All of reality, gone in an instant.” He scowled for a quiet moment, and then added ruefully, “We underestimated our enemies’ exhaustion. They were so tired of fighting the war, they were in fact willing to risk the existence of everything just to defeat us. Because even if they failed, at least the war would be over.”

      The man raised a hand to his bloody face and touched the ragged edge of the deep gash that marred his handsome features. “We misjudged the depth of their desperation, and now we are the ones left desperate and bereft.”

      Adara paused with a small can of baked beans in her hand. “What happened exactly?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t quite know how to explain it in a way that a human will understand. The exact methodology that went into the scheme is immeasurably complex, and far beyond the principles of what humans have achieved in your modern science and mathematics. To put it in the simplest terms, Lucifer and his generals discovered a way to rip a hole in the fabric of the universe in the dimensional plane in which the bulk of the Creator’s Providence existed.”

      Adara set the can next to the others in her pack. “Providence? What is that?”

      “Essentially, Providence is the body of the Creator. Or rather, it was the body. An accumulation of energy and will and intent that encompassed the physical universe to its outer bounds and influenced every event that occurred within the universe, from here on Earth to the farthest reaches of the oldest galaxies to the emptiest pockets of space where the echoes of Creation’s birth still resonate.”

      “So what you’re saying is that God’s body was…nuked by the forces of Hell?” Adara quickened her packing speed. She was getting overwhelmed by the concepts being discussed, and she needed something repetitive to even out her thoughts before she had some kind of meltdown and her brain shut off altogether.

      The angel nodded. “That is a reasonable metaphor, though it doesn’t quite grasp the scale of the devastation of Providence.”

      “But essentially, it all boils down to the fact that God’s dead? The forces of Hell killed God and defeated the angels in Heaven, and now they’re going to try to take over the Earth?”

      “If the Creator could die the way a human dies, then this would all be much simpler, and the outcome much more hopeless.” He tugged at his golden curls in a manner that implied he was struggling to figure out how to explain the grand cosmic mechanisms behind the nature of God’s existence. He eventually settled on: “Picture Providence like a sculpture made of glass. When the attack came, it was somewhat like a large hammer striking the glass and shattering it into a million tiny pieces. With so much force that those pieces were jettisoned from the natural plane of Providence and onto the physical plane, where Earth exists.”

      A can of soup slipped from Adara’s fingers and rolled across the carpet, thumping against the base of the TV stand. “Holy shit. Are you telling me the impact event was…was pieces of God raining down from the sky?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” the angel said.

      Adara reached over her shoulder and prodded the place on her back marked by the star-shaped bruise. “I was already not liking this story, but I have a feeling I’m going to hate the next part.”

      “I’m afraid so.” He gave her a wan smile. “As you have already inferred, the pieces of Shattered Providence fell upon the Earth this very day. Some of those pieces struck the ground and were absorbed by the soil. Some struck plant life and became intertwined with those basic forces of growth that characterize all flora. Some struck animals and merged with the more vigorous spiritual energies of those complex organisms. And finally, some of the shards of Providence struck humans and bonded with their souls.”

      Silence fell across the apartment, heavy as lead, while Adara attempted to process what the angel had said.

      “Let me see if I’ve got this right,” she muttered, wetting her parched lips with her dry tongue. “Due to a plot by Satan and the minions of evil, God broke into a bunch of pieces of energy, and those pieces burned through the sky like meteorites and struck a whole bunch of things, including people. And all the people that were struck now possess a piece of God’s power?”

      “Correct,” he said delicately. “And to make matters more complicated, each human who has now bonded with a shard possesses a different subtype of Providence.”

      “And by different subtype, you mean different ability?”

      “Yes.” He wrung his hands in his lap. “The Creator was omnipotent after all. So the number of powers that They possessed encompassed all the possible powers that existed in the universe, and beyond.”

      Adara forced herself to resume packing, this time with gusto. “And I got one of these countless powers.”

      “You did, and you used it for the first time earlier today. I assume by accident?”

      “You can say that.” She shoved the last few items into her pack and zipped it closed. “I ran into some kind of monster that looked like a cross between a boar and a mole rat.”

      “An imp,” he said. “The lowest order of demon.”

      “Well, this ‘imp’ attacked me and nearly drowned me in a pool, and when I went to defend myself I…I turned into water.”

      The angel perked up. “Elemental coalescence. The ability to physically merge with the basic elements. A strong ability. It will serve you well.”

      “Serve me well?” she snapped. “I don’t even know how to control it.”

      “You will learn.” He turned his head toward the window again. “You must learn. You and all the other humans who now possess shards of Providence must gain mastery over your new abilities. Because the Shattering of Providence did not only serve to end the Creator’s active influence over this universe. It also destroyed or damaged a great many of the Creator’s works. And one of Their greatest works is the barrier that exists between Earth and Hell.”

      “Wait, so demons can just waltz onto Earth whenever they want now?”

      “Not yet,” he countered. “The forces of Hell launched a great attack on the barrier at the exact same time the Shattering occurred. The combined power of the assault and the spiritual shockwave of the Creator’s Shattering rippling throughout all of Creation…Needless to say, the barrier was heavily damaged. The bulk of the damage occurred across the cornerstone points that keep the barrier stable over the region you call North America.”

      The angel procured a scroll from literally nowhere. One second it didn’t exist, and the next, it was in his hand. He offered it to Adara. “This is a map of the Earth with an overlay of the cornerstone spells.”

      Hesitant, Adara took the scroll, slipped the silk band off it, and unrolled it. It was an artful rendering of all seven continents in thick gold ink. Layered on top of the gold was a web of thin silver lines, and each place where the lines intersected was marked by a silver triangle. There were three triangles in North America, and one of them was smack-dab in the middle of Edgerton, Massachusetts.

      Adara lowered the map and gave the angel a suspicious side-eye. “You came here to ask me to do something for you, didn’t you?”

      “For me? No,” he answered. “For your world? Yes.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you were the first, Lady Adara. The first to use your god shard. And you just so happen to be in the exact right place to put it to further good use. For the cornerstone spell in this city is the most damaged of them all. The rest have some weeks or months remaining before they crumble. But without intervention, this one has days, if not hours, before it falls. And its failure will leave a gaping hole in the barrier through which thousands of demons may emerge onto Earth.”

      He jutted his chin at the map. “Because you possess a piece of Providence, you can repair the cornerstone spells.”

      “How?” Adara asked.

      The angel waved his hand, and a second scroll appeared. “The first set of instructions on this scroll describes the process for repairing the cornerstones. The second set is an effective method of banishing demons. I suspect you will need to use the second set of instructions more than the first.” He held out the scroll.

      Adara didn’t take it. “Are you for real? You’re honestly expecting me—me, a PhD candidate in comparative literature—to become some kind of superhero and save the world from a demon invasion?”

      “No, I am not expecting you to become anything of the sort.” He glanced at the balcony window yet again, his expression much harder this time. “I am, however, expecting you to choose self-preservation. Which in this case means preventing an army of demons from overrunning your city and killing or enslaving everyone in it, including you and all of your loved ones.”

      “I…I’m not sure I can do this.” She screwed her eyes shut, unable to unravel the tangle of thoughts now piling up in her head, so heavy that she felt she would suffocate under the cloying weight, her lungs unable to inflate.

      A hand landed on her shoulder, callused yet gentle, and the angel spoke more kindly than before. “Humans do many things that seem incredible because they are willing to try anything that seems possible. That is why the Creator loved you ever so much. Out of all the creatures of Creation, you possess the most ingenuity.”

      Adara swallowed thickly and said with a weak laugh, “Thanks for the pep talk.”

      “You’re welcome.” The angel rose from his crouch beside her and put his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Now, as much as I would prefer to accompany you on this dangerous quest, Lady Adara, I fear I must remain here and cover your retreat.”

      Adara sucked in a breath that felt like razor blades. “They’re here?”

      “Coming down your street,” he confirmed. “And as I said, the greater demon leading them is not an adversary I can defeat. I will likely perish in this fight, but I promise you I will hold them off until you are safely away.” He drew the sword with the slick sound of steel on leather. “Be warned, however: Each time you activate your shard, the demons will sense the pulse of power and use it to pinpoint your location. So whenever you utilize your ability, do not tarry long afterward. And whatever you do, do not allow a greater demon to capture you.”

      “How do I tell a greater demon from a lesser demon?” she asked as she slipped the two scrolls into the side pouches of her pack and buckled the last few clasps. “Do they look different?”

      “See for yourself.” He ushered her to stand, and when she did, he guided her to the balcony window and pulled back the shade just enough for her to peek through to the street.

      A block away from her apartment, a dozen small misshapen creatures lumbered down the street—more imps—and at the head of the group was what at first appeared to be a man. But as the figure stepped underneath a flickering streetlight, his inhuman features came into stark relief.

      His eyes were pitch black with no visible sclera, and thick black veins lined his face. His skin was peeling off in scaly patches. But instead of falling to the ground, the bits of detached skin turned black and floated in the air around his head, as if trapped in an orbit. So many pieces of skin had flaked off that the man had a literal halo of desiccated flesh.

      “Greater demons,” the angel whispered in her ear, “cannot cross the barrier until it collapses completely, because the amount of resistance the barrier gives is relative to the amount of power that the demon possesses. In the barrier’s weakened state, however, a greater demon can pass a portion of its essence through to Earth. In its base state, that sliver of essence will be drawn back across the barrier in a matter of hours. But unfortunately, there is a loophole. If the demon can possess a human body with that portion of its essence, then it can stay anchored to this plane indefinitely.”

      Adara almost choked on her own spit. “That thing out there is a human being?”

      “It was,” the angel said. “Now it is an empty shell, the soul ripped to shreds, the body worn like a suit by the embodiment of evil intent.”

      Adara shuddered. “Does the banishment spell not work on greater demons?”

      “It can, but their degree of fortitude is very high. I seriously doubt you are strong enough to cast the banishment spell on a greater demon by yourself. You’d have to work with another who possesses a shard, possibly more than one.”

      “Are there more people with shards in Edgerton?”

      “This city was one of the primary strike zones, so there are undoubtedly quite a few of you. Most of the abilities granted by the shards will be outwardly apparent in some fashion, so you should be able to identify your peers if they use their powers in your presence. If you do find another shard holder, I suggest you do all in your power to convince them to join your effort. The more of you who work together to fix the cornerstone spell, the greater your chances of succeeding.”

      Adara stepped away from the window. “This is too much. This is way too much.”

      “Don’t try to process it all at once.” The angel moved around her and hefted her pack. “Chip away at it in bits and pieces, and with patience and perseverance, you will eventually come to understand and accept all that you have experienced. Humans are as resilient as they are clever. You can handle this. I know you can.”

      “How can you know that? You only met me half an hour ago.”

      He smiled, a genuine smile, and Adara felt a pang of heartache. Because the man’s smile would have been beautiful beyond compare had a demon not destroyed his face. “I knew the moment you opened the door that you could handle all that Hell might throw at you.”

      “How?” she pressed.

      He gestured for her to turn around so he could help her slide her pack on. “Because the very first thing you did when an angel of the Heavenly Host showed up at your door was shove a shotgun against his chest. Only two types of people would do that, the smart and the foolish. I know which one you are.” He slipped the straps of the pack up her arms and settled the heavy weight on her shoulders. “And so do you, Lady Adara.”

      “Caine,” she said. “My name is Adara Caine.”

      “And I’m Selaphiel,” he replied. “Nice to meet you, and even nicer to see you off to safety. Is there another way out of this building besides the front door?”

      Adara pointed to her bedroom area. “That window there lets out over the dumpster. One of the lids is closed, so I should be able to lower myself onto it with only a short drop. Then I can take the back gate out onto the service road and exit on the south side of the block.”

      Selaphiel gripped her shoulder reassuringly. “A good plan. Now go stand by the window. I will draw the greater demon’s attention. On my signal, exit through the window and run as fast as you can.” His grasp tightened, and his expression shifted into something that Adara would almost call admiration. “Good luck, Adara Caine.”

      Adara gave him a nod of thanks and said, “You too.”
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      A light brighter than a magnesium fire flared across the neighborhood as Selaphiel the angel unleashed his power. And with her eyes shut to ward off the glare, Adara Caine jumped from a window. She landed with a dull thump on the plastic lid of the dumpster, rolled off, and hit the ground running, her pack strapped on so tightly that it did not even budge.

      Shotgun in one hand, the other outstretched to feel the way ahead in case there was an obstruction in her path she couldn’t see, she made her way around to the back gate of her apartment complex, quietly lifted the latch, and slipped through onto the service street that cut through two rows of housing.

      If any of the demons glimpsed her escaping from her apartment through the blinding blaze of angelic light resonating from her balcony, they did not care to follow her. No one and nothing tried to stand in her way as she dashed down the street to safety.

      When Adara was two blocks from her apartment, a mighty boom rocked the earth, nearly throwing her into the wall of a convenience store. She braced herself against the wall with one hand and looked over her shoulder as a wave of heat flooded the street, sweat springing up on her neck and face at its touch.

      A great column of fire rose from the street in front of her apartment, accompanied by a roiling plume of smoke blacker than the night sky. Inside the column danced thousands of the same strange symbols that made up Selaphiel’s wings. Adara prayed—to no one, apparently—that the fire was an attack against the greater demon and not a sign of the angel’s untimely demise.

      You’ll suffer an untimely demise, she reminded herself, if you don’t keep going.

      She resumed her jog down the street, moving as fast as she could with the substantial weight of her pack dragging at her rear. At the next intersection, she took a right onto Halloway Street, which was lined with small boutiques and popular restaurants with outdoor seating. All of the businesses were shuttered, even the restaurants that usually served drinks till early in the morning.

      The dead silence, punctuated only by the faint, fluctuating roar of the fire in front of her apartment, gave the whole area an eerie feel. As she jaywalked across the street, the formal crossings rendered pointless by the complete lack of traffic, she felt as if she was trekking through a ghost town lost in the mountains of the west, rather than a small but flourishing city right near the Eastern Seaboard.

      Adara noted that some of the businesses had been looted already, their large display windows smashed by blunt weapons or strong fists. Her boots crunched as she traversed the fields of glass that littered the sidewalks, each shard glittering under the harsh glare of the fluorescent street lights.

      The sound of glass grinding against concrete wasn’t loud, but the neighborhood was so quiet that each evenly timed crunch made Adara feel like she was waving her arms and screaming, “Woman out alone at night. Come and get me!”

      That uncomfortable feeling saddened Adara, as she’d never felt particularly unsafe in Edgerton, even when she had to walk across the heavily wooded college campus after dark. Serious crimes like rape and murder were rare, especially in this area. The most common crime in the Holloway neighborhood was pickpocketing. Just young people, mostly boys in their late teens, trying to make a few lucky wallet grabs and usually failing.

      Edgerton was a safe, low-crime city. Or at least, it had been.

      Until God died and rained down from the sky.

      Rounding the end of the block, she cut a diagonal across Plinkett Road and made a beeline for an alley she liked to use as a shortcut whenever she traveled to Hudson and Grail’s by foot.

      Some people would call her nuts for traversing a dimly lit alley alone this time of night. But between the shotgun and the clearly visible hunting bow strapped to her pack, Adara didn’t think any common predators would choose her as a target.

      She was far more concerned about the uncommon predators currently prowling around her apartment. The ones with boar tusks and misshapen faces. The imps, and their master—that creature who wore people’s skins like clothing and was apparently so powerful that even an angel did not think he could defeat it.

      I’d rather face a dozen rapists in dark alleys than fight that greater demon, she thought resolutely. So she hurried through the alley, keeping her eyes peeled for humanoid forms hiding in the darkness beside the dumpster or among the trash bags piled up around the side exit of a dance club that was closed for the first time since it opened last year.

      No one ambushed her, and nothing loped out of the darkness and tried to strangle her like that imp from the pool. She made it to the other end of the alley unhampered. Then she darted across the narrow parking lot that separated the row of single-business buildings on Plinkett from the bulky office complexes on the next street over.

      A chain-link fence marked the property line between the club and one of the office buildings. But sometime over the past six months, somebody had cut a hole in the fence to make for easy passage. Security at the office building apparently didn’t care enough to fix it. All they’d done was stick a sheet of plywood over the hole and strap it in place with zip-ties, which stubborn pedestrians proceeded to cut at least twice a week.

      Adara would never admit it openly, but she herself had cut the ties a couple times. Because the shortcut around the back of the office complex shaved off several minutes of the trip from her apartment to the bar. In the dead of a Massachusetts winter, when that icy wind moaned through the streets, the fewer minutes she had to spend outside, the better.

      The ties had been cut again just yesterday, and the office building security hadn’t yet attached new ones. So all Adara had to do was march up to the plywood and give it a good kick. It tumbled backward onto the asphalt of the office’s parking lot with a thud. Adara winced as the sound echoed through the nearby alleys, having forgotten that the lack of nightlife amplified the effect of every noise she made.

      Chiding herself, she took off her pack and shoved it through the hole in the fence using a series of maneuvers that were not unlike a tango in order to prevent the broken fence links from snagging the fabric. Once it was through, she carefully slid herself through as well.

      A sharp metal point grazed her ear but didn’t break the skin, and she emerged on the other side unscathed. Finally, with a tug of her arm to bring the shotgun across—she’d been pointing it toward the alley this whole time—she was completely past the obstacle.

      Adara congratulated herself for defeating a fence, slung her pack back on, and continued toward the bar.

      Not a hundred steps later, the bright column of fire behind her abruptly flickered out. In its wake, nothing remained but the black cloud of smoke blotting out the stars.

      Adara’s chest tightened painfully, as she assumed that meant Selaphiel’s fight with the greater demon was over. Either he’d prevailed despite his expectations and would perhaps catch up to her and offer his assistance. Or he’d failed as he predicted and his divine body now lay broken and bloody on the road outside her apartment.

      Guilt welled up in Adara’s throat, choking off her air. She’d met the angel less than an hour ago, and he’d likely given his life for her just so she could have the nearly nonexistent chance to save the city—and the world—from the demons who were trying to claw their way out of Hell.

      He’d lived for thousands of years as a beautiful, immortal being blessed by God. But he’d been willing to let that grand existence get snuffed out by his enemies to protect a mortal woman he barely knew because he thought she was worth the ultimate sacrifice.

      Her. Adara Caine. A woman who’d never been important or influential. A woman who had no idea how to handle a situation even half as stressful as this mess. A woman who now possessed a power she didn’t understand and couldn’t control, a power she wasn’t particularly keen on using.

      Selaphiel offered himself up on a platter to that demon to save a virtual nobody, she lamented, all because I was randomly hit in the back by a shard of God and then stumbled into a situation where I instinctively tapped into its power. If I fail to fix the cornerstone spell and stop the demons from breaking through, all the faith he placed on my shoulders will be squandered. And if I end up dumping an angel’s last will and testament in the garbage because I can’t perform well enough to see it through, I’ll never forgive myself.

      She had to fix the cornerstone spell. She had to.

      For Selaphiel. For Edgerton. For Earth.
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      Adara turned the corner onto a street ruled by madness.

      As she’d closed in on Hudson and Grail’s, the unsettling quiet of the nighttime streets had given way to ghostly echoes of pain and fear. Lurid shouts from angry men. High-pitched shrieks from terrified women. Grunts of exertion and resounding thuds. The splintering of doors and the sound of breaking glass. Noises that all added up to a litany of nasty crimes in progress on the very street where Adara had decided to seek aid in the form of her best friend and his generous employer.

      She pressed on anyway, having nowhere else to go except a hotel or a squat. She didn’t want to check in to a hotel because it would mean surrounding herself with other people. People who had no idea that something otherworldly was prowling through the city streets. People who had no weapons with which to defend themselves. People who didn’t have the wherewithal to defend themselves when faced with an enemy they could not comprehend.

      As for a squat, well, Adara wasn’t keen on putting herself in a position where she could encounter other squatters. Not because they couldn’t defend themselves, but because they could—and would. “Career” squatters were very territorial, she’d learned during an unfortunate encounter that involved an axe, a can of mace, and two cops with tasers.

      So the bar it was.

      Hudson stowed a sawed-off shotgun and a baseball bat behind his bar. She figured that any of the “pillagers” who were foolish enough to walk through the bar’s door would be in for a surprise.

      She was right on at least one account, she discovered when she slunk around the brick wall of the bicycle shop on the corner of Minnow and Dowell, keeping herself tucked into the shadows of the overhang. Someone had tried to break down the door of Hudson and Grail’s, and they had indeed gotten a face full of buckshot for their trouble.

      The burly man, both arms sleeved with bad tattoos, lay on his back on the sidewalk in front of the door. He’d been shot at close range, and his head had practically disintegrated. A fine red spray decorated the concrete, fanning out like a perversion of a halo. At its center was a congealing pool of blood, his stump of a neck still dribbling.

      The sheer level of gore sent bile surging up Adara’s throat. She had to pause for a moment and take slow, deep breaths to prevent herself from vomiting up all that popcorn and beer she’d munched on earlier. She pointedly looked anywhere but at the dead man, fully aware she’d have to step over him to enter the bar. And as her gaze darted to and fro, she picked out the other crimes currently unfolding across the neighborhood.

      Half a block down, two men in ski masks were raiding an electronics store. They had seven TVs, twelve laptops, and a myriad of other equipment piled up in some shopping carts they’d stolen from a grocery store a few streets over. They were still picking through what was left in the store, taking their sweet time to make sure they got all the best pieces for the five-finger discount.

      Farther on, along a stretch of road where the streetlights had fizzled out—or been knocked out—a host of figures dressed in black were engaging in an array of illegal activities. A few were looting a clothing store. A couple were clearing the shelves of a pharmacy. And one of them was holding an unlucky man at gunpoint in front of an ATM at a bank, forcing him to withdraw as much cash as he could and hand it over. Or else.

      Adara had known there’d be plenty of looting after the impact event. But she’d never seen such crimes committed so brazenly by so many people at once. There were over a dozen criminals total, all of them masked, all of them working so fast and so methodically that she wondered if they belonged to some kind of gang.

      There wasn’t much in the way of organized crime in Edgerton. But there had been a buzz in recent months about groups of roving delinquent youths who were trying to style themselves in the fashion of real gangs by committing strings of misdemeanors. Maybe these youths had seen the impact event as their chance to score major “street cred”?

      Adara’s attention drifted back to the dead man in front of Hudson’s. Since he had no face, she couldn’t tell if he’d been a “youth.” But whoever he’d been, he’d certainly gotten more than he bargained for.

      Strangely, the rest of the criminals didn’t seem too concerned about the cooling corpse. Which meant they weren’t concerned that Hudson would emerge from the bar and chase them out of the neighborhood with his gun and bat. Either Hudson had made it known he wouldn’t touch anyone who steered clear of his bar. Or…he’d already been dealt with.

      Shit. If enough people rushed the bar at once, they could’ve overwhelmed one man with a shotgun.

      Adara leaned to the left to get a better view of the bar’s entrance, and found the door was hanging slightly ajar. She couldn’t see much through the crack, the interior of the bar dimly lit. But she caught a glimpse of overturned tables and the telltale glint of broken glass on the floor. And behind all of that, something large and distinctly humanoid, sprawled out in front of the bar itself. A man. A man who wasn’t moving.

      There was no way of telling if the dead person was Hudson at this distance—though the man did have the right build—so she would have to get closer if she wanted answers. But that meant crossing the street. In plain sight of all the frenzied criminals down the road.

      If Adara wanted to be pragmatic, she’d simply have turned around and retreated the way she’d come, found some other place, a safe place, to settle down for the night. But Adara had come to Hudson and Grail’s specifically because Enzo was here.

      Enzo, her best friend, who didn’t have a violent bone in his body and whose self-defense skills were about as sharp as a toddler’s. Enzo, who had almost certainly been inside the bar when the probable attack occurred, and who might at this very moment be lying dead or dying on the floor.

      Adara was committed to saving Edgerton from the impending demon invasion. But she wasn’t going to throw away everything that mattered in her regular life. And Enzo mattered. He mattered more than anyone else. Because he’d been the one to pull her through the aftermath of her father’s awful death.

      Enzo had been there for her.

      Now she would be here for him.

      Adara peeled herself off the wall of the bicycle shop and dashed across the street at a moment when all the crooks were either inside buildings or facing away from her. Though her heavy pack bogged down her speed and maneuverability, she managed to reach the darkness underneath the bar’s awning before anyone turned her way.

      Careful not to make any sounds as she crept along the front wall of the bar, she gingerly stepped over the dead man on the sidewalk and swung into the entrance, using the end of her gun’s barrel to nudge the door all the way open.

      The interior of the bar was still. Unnaturally still. It was that heavy, oil-slick stillness that always fell over a room after a shocking event had occurred. As if reality itself became warped in the face of suffering.

      Reality certainly looked warped at least, felt Adara, as she struggled to reconcile the bar’s current appearance with what she’d always known.

      Half the tables in the main room were on their sides, along with dozens of chairs. Glass mugs lay broken on the floor in thin puddles of beer. Nine patrons, all of them regulars, who’d come out for a drink even on a day like this—especially on a day like this—were sprawled out on the floor or slumped over in booths. All of them had been shot with a small-caliber gun, heads and necks and chests riddled with weeping holes.

      Hudson himself was indeed the body who lay before the bar. He’d been shot twice in the chest and then once point-blank in the forehead. From the angle of the shot, Adara could tell that his killer had stood directly over him and looked him in the eye before pulling the trigger.

      This was not the work of common crooks. At least one person in this group was a serious criminal. A dangerous criminal. One who was taking advantage of the confusion caused by the impact event to wreak his own special brand of havoc.

      If this were any other day, the cops would’ve shown up by now, she thought. But Edgerton has a modest police force, and they’re currently overtaxed. The leader of this gang, or whatever this group is, he knows that and he’s taking advantage. Extreme advantage.

      But why attack a bar? Surely a bank or a jewelry store would yield more…

      Oh no.

      Crouching in the doorway between active chaos and cooling destruction, Adara had a terrible revelation. Enzo had once told her that Grail, Hudson’s business partner, a curmudgeonly old man who didn’t have a great deal of faith in banks, always kept a huge amount of cash in the safe built into the wall of his office in the basement of the bar.

      A safe in a bar would be easier to break into than a safe in a bank, or any other institution that took a serious interest in asset security. So if you were a criminal looking to score a big payday before the overburdened small-city cops could catch up on their post-disaster backlog, then a place like Hudson and Grail’s would make the perfect target.

      Since the bar wasn’t exactly a high-end establishment, there were probably plenty of lowlifes who hung around frequently enough to hear the gossip about Grail’s cash stash. One of them, or an acquaintance of theirs, she was sure, had hatched this plan to storm the bar.

      Dread settled in her gut like a lead weight.

      Grail only worked at the bar three days a week, and this wasn’t one of his nights. So the criminals couldn’t have taken him downstairs to open the safe. With Hudson dead on the floor, that meant they’d either decided to try and open the safe on their own, using a brute-force approach, or they’d taken one of the bar’s other employees captive, assuming he might know the safe combination.

      Enzo was the only other employee who worked on Tuesday nights.

      “Oh hell,” she murmured to no one but the dead, “I’m going to have to kill somebody, aren’t I?”
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      Four men crowded the doorway of Grail’s narrow office, and none of them looked happy.

      Adara squatted in the shadows at the bottom of the stairs, her shotgun clutched in her hands, her hunting bow strung across her back, quiver at her side, and a serrated knife with a five-inch blade tucked into her boot. She’d left her pack upstairs and had closed and barred the entrance to prevent any other curious criminals from snooping around the place until she was finished with this bunch.

      As she’d tiptoed down the squeaky stairs, she’d worried about what “finishing” with these thugs would entail. Now, as she watched them from the shadows, her amorphous fears came into stark, cold focus.

      All four men were at least twice her size, their biceps bulging, their necks thick and corded, their overly stretched skin sporting a dozen or more badly drawn tattoos. She immediately pegged them as ex-cons, and got the impression from their hushed bickering, full of swears and punctuated by the occasional hawking of spit right onto the concrete floor, that these were not the sort of men who were rehabilitated by a nickel behind steel bars.

      These were the sort of men who treated freedom and prison like a merry-go-round. Around and around they went, bouncing from one felony to the next. Until they were either handed a life sentence or ended up dead in a gutter from a “job” gone wrong.

      They clearly didn’t anticipate tonight’s job going wrong, despite the fact that they must’ve planned it in a matter of hours. Only two of the four were appropriately armed. One had a pistol tucked into the back of his waistband, and the other had a hunting rifle decorated with camo paint. The other two had pocket knives barely longer than Adara’s middle finger.

      These crooks had seen opportunity after the impact event sent the police scrambling. They’d simply armed themselves with whatever they had on hand before they headed out to rob the bar.

      Adara wasn’t sure if these men were part of the group of looters and muggers farther down the street; none of the four were wearing ski masks or hiding their faces in any way. But even if they were, the bar’s walls were so heavily insulated to cut down on noise pollution that the gunshots wouldn’t be heard beyond a dull thump out on the street.

      If and when she started shooting at these thugs, no one outside would come running to back them up. She only had to determine a way to take down all four before they took her, and then she’d be golden.

      If only the actual planning was as easy as the premise, she thought as she wiped her sweaty palms on her pants. All these men are bigger than me, well versed with deadly weapons, and they have Enzo as a hostage. How on earth can I kill or incapacitate them all without getting shot, or getting Enzo shot?

      From twenty feet down the hall, she couldn’t parse the men’s full conversation. The gist of it seemed to be that they were growing impatient because Enzo was taking too long to crack the safe. Adara couldn’t see Enzo from her position on the stairs, as the safe was set into the wall on the left side of the office, out of view of the door. But she could hear him over the men’s continual grumbling.

      Every now and again, he let out a whimper or a Spanish swear. He was probably working on the safe as slowly as he could without arousing suspicion from his captors. Because he knew as well as she did that these men weren’t planning to let him live.

      He was only alive now because he was useful. He knew the combination to the safe that would let the men score their big payday. The minute they got their hands on that cash, Enzo would end up just like Hudson.

      Adara eyed the man with the handgun, who was staring intently into the office, no doubt directly at Enzo’s back. He was more composed than the others, his posture ramrod straight, his head held high. The leader of the group, and perhaps the mastermind behind the robbery.

      This was the man who’d shot all those people upstairs, and he probably hadn’t blinked once while doing it. A stone-cold killer.

      “What the hell is taking so long?” said the man with the hunting rifle. “The combo can’t be that many numbers.”

      One of the men with knives spat, “Hurry up, you dumb fag, or I’ll shove a blade up your ass.”

      Adara bristled at the slur. Oh, you just shot to the top of my list, pal.

      The leader raised one of his hands, and the other men fell silent. “Have a little patience, Rick,” he said with a touch of dark amusement. “The poor kid’s working with one eye after all.”

      She stifled a gasp. Oh Christ. What did they do to you, Enzo?

      “He’ll be working with no eyes if he gives me another faggy smile,” muttered Rick. “He’s lucky I didn’t gut him upstairs.”

      Adara almost pulled the trigger on her shotgun right then and there. White-hot rage sparked to life in her chest, and in moments morphed into a raging inferno that had her picturing all these men dead and bloody at her feet.

      But she didn’t shoot. Not yet. Because if the men’s attention wasn’t fully occupied by something other than Enzo, then Adara’s best friend would end up a casualty of her recklessness.

      She couldn’t let that happen. So she tucked her trigger finger away, lowered her gun, and demanded that her rage quell itself, if only for a couple minutes.

      It took every ounce of self-restraint she possessed to retreat up the stairs.

      The outline of an audacious plan was budding in her head. To make it work, she needed to use a handful of the “resources” available in the main room of the bar.

      The gory scene greeted her once more at the top of the stairs. This time, her stomach didn’t stir. She set her shotgun on the bar top and retrieved two things from her pack. A buckshot round and a length of twine.

      Setting those next to her shotgun, she hefted her pack on and hurried over to the exit. Cracking the door open, she peeked out at the street to see if any of the looters were hanging nearby. She found that most of them had moved farther down the neighborhood, having run out of stuff to pilfer from the stores nearest to the bar.

      Stealing through the darkness, she hurried along the side of the bar’s exterior, around to the small back lot, where deliveries were dropped off each morning. She set her pack next to the cellar door that led to the basement storeroom at the end of the same hall where Grail’s office was situated. That done, she sprinted back around to the entrance, checked to make sure none of the men had come up the stairs, and slipped back inside, closing and barring the door behind her once again.

      Knowing that Enzo couldn’t stall for much longer, she began to set the stage for her plan. After swapping one of the birdshot rounds for the buckshot round, she pinned the shotgun between two of the beer taps lining the wall, using one of the pump lines as a makeshift rope to tie the weapon down. Then she attached the twine to the trigger in such a way that it would be yanked back if someone tugged forward on the rope.

      The trigger set, she rounded the bar again, unfurling the length of twine as she went, and headed to one of the few upright tables in the room. Ducking under the table, she gently pulled the twine taut and tied the end around one of the table’s sturdy legs.

      The next step of the setup was the most distasteful part.

      She shuffled over to Hudson’s body and maneuvered around the puddle of blood behind his head so she could reach the left pocket of his jeans. In the pocket, she found his cell phone. She plucked it out and swiped to unlock the screen—there was no password set—revealing that Hudson had been texting his wife in the minutes before…before all this happened.

      Adara paused for just a second, to honor Hudson’s memory.

      Then she got back to work.

      She opened the internet browser and googled the term “text-to-speech free online.” Pulling up the first result that wasn’t an ad, she found herself looking at a simple prompt. A box to type text and a submit button.

      Here comes the tricky part, she thought.

      Adara jacked up the volume on Hudson’s phone to the max and carefully typed one word into the text box. She copied that word twenty times in a row and made sure there were periods between each iteration so the text-to-speech program would pause the same way a person would.

      After a quick proofread, she set the phone on the same table to which she’d tied the length of twine, cautiously stepped over that twine, and tapped the submit button on the phone’s screen.

      The phone screeched out, “Rick! Rick! Rick! Rick!”

      She scurried over to the tiny alcove next to the stairwell door and flattened herself against the wall. Breath held, pulse sputtering, she listened to the sounds drifting up from the basement. Startled shouts. A barrage of questions. And finally—footsteps. The footsteps of two different people charging up the stairs.

      The man with the hunting rifle emerged first, sweeping his gun from left to right. Rick himself followed hot on his comrade’s heels, knife gripped in one meaty hand. They both halted a few steps from the stairs and scanned the main room, squinting in the dim light.

      Neither turned around, so they didn’t see Adara tucked into the alcove. They also didn’t see the length of twine strung across the floor.

      Eventually, they pinpointed the source of the repeating “Rick!” shouts from the dulled light of the cell phone’s screen. After exchanging a baffled look, they waltzed right on over to the table.

      When they were halfway there, Adara crept around the edge of the alcove and into the stairwell. As soon as she was out of sight of the room, she tugged her bow off her back, drew an arrow from the quiver at her side, and rushed down the steps as fast as she could without making noise. An awkward dance on the old, warped stairs.

      Three steps from the bottom of the stairwell, she nocked the arrow.

      And that was when the shotgun went off with a mighty boom.

      Adara jumped over the last two steps, landed in an archer’s stance, sighted her target in the blink of an eye, drew the bow—and loosed.

      The arrow zipped down the hall and struck the leader in the chest, just as he was yanking his handgun from the waistband of his pants. He fumbled the grab and dropped the gun on the floor, staggering back into the doorway of the office, one hand clutching at the shaft protruding from his ribs.

      The remaining man, shocked at the sudden developments, moved to grab the gun a moment too late. Adara nocked a second arrow and shot him in the back while he was bent down. The man collapsed, gasping as his punctured lung deflated.

      Adara sped down the hall and snatched up the handgun before either of the stunned men could grab it. Pointing the gun at the leader’s face, she said in a low and dangerous voice, “You make one wrong move, and I’ll kill you.”

      The man, skin now deathly pale, sank to the floor in front of her. But his face spoke of no fear. Only fury. “Bitch,” he muttered, blood dribbling out of the corner of his mouth. “I’ll slit your throat for this.”

      “You’ll have to be alive for that,” she replied.

      The man opened his mouth again, but his words were drowned out by a heavy, wet coughing fit. Before he had the chance to try a second time, someone else inside the office spoke in a tone that nearly broke Adara’s heart.

      “Adara,” said Enzo, who was black and blue and bloody. “Is that you?”
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      The men had beaten Enzo to a pulp.

      One of his eyes was swollen shut, the entire left side of his face one giant, mottled bruise. His lip had been split right down the middle, and half-dried blood was smeared across his chin. His nose appeared intact, thank goodness. But one of the men had wrenched his diamond earring out and nearly torn his right earlobe in half. So the side of his neck was covered in a river of blood.

      And finally, his wrist—the wrist on which he usually wore a woven rainbow bracelet—was dislocated and bent far out of alignment. There was a darkening bruise on his skin right where the bracelet should’ve been. Someone had ripped it off.

      Adara’s rage broke through all her restraints. She wheeled around and drove her foot into the leader’s face. His nose imploded under her heel with a satisfying crunch. Blood gushed out, drenching his chin and chest. His head snapped back and hit the door, hard enough to knock him silly. He lost his grip on consciousness and passed out on the floor.

      Adara turned to face the other man, the one with the arrow in his back. Who’d been not so subtly reaching for her legs to try and trip her. She didn’t know what sort of expression was on her face, but apparently it was spine-chilling. The man scrabbled backward across the hall and curled up into the fetal position.

      “Please,” he begged. “No more. I’m done.”

      She growled, “You damn well better be.”

      Threat delivered, Adara turned back to Enzo. He was on his knees in front of the exposed safe, the faux wall panel cover set against the desk behind him. She examined his legs for any obvious injuries and saw none, so she slipped her bow over her shoulder and offered him her hand. “Can you stand?”

      Enzo took her hand. “I’m a little dizzy, but I think so.”

      With her as an anchor, he managed to rise on his wobbly legs. He then braced his shoulder against the wall and released his death grip on Adara’s hand. He took a series of deep, stuttering breaths as the adrenaline from his near-death experience began to wane.

      “Thanks for the save,” he whispered. “I thought I was a goner.”

      “Anytime, Enzo,” she said, trying to hide her churning anger behind a warm smile.

      She wanted to keep kicking the shreds of life out of the two thugs in the basement, wanted to march upstairs, retrieve her shotgun, and empty five more rounds into Rick the homophobe and the man with the hunting rifle. But she knew the most important thing right now was to get Enzo to safety.

      She couldn’t let her negative emotions override her compassion or her common sense. Her father had taught her that when she was no taller than the kitchen table at their old house in South Carolina: if you let your anger get the best of you, you always lose the fight, one way or another.

      She glanced at the leader, who would never live comfortably now that she’d completely crushed his nose.

      That was enough vengeance for tonight. It was time for recovery.

      “I don’t know if the other two are dead or just delayed,” she said quietly. “We should get going. Do you have the key to the storeroom door?”

      Enzo partially shook himself out of the stupor that had him wavering on his feet. He seemed to be moving in slow motion as he replied, “Yeah, it’s in my pocket. They didn’t want the beer. Just the money.”

      “Well, get the key out and head to the storeroom.” She backed into the hallway, her stolen handgun pointed at the stairs to the main room. “I’ll cover you in case one of them comes down for another round.”

      Enzo took a moment to register her words. Adara started to worry he’d gained a concussion from the punch to his eye.

      “We’re going out through the storeroom?” he asked.

      “You don’t want to go upstairs,” she said. “Might be dangerous. In more ways than one.”

      Enzo stared at her, uncomprehending, for several seconds. Then he remembered.

      “Hudson,” he murmured, his bottom lip trembling.

      “I’m sorry, Enzo.”

      He bit his lip, hard enough to reopen the tear, and fresh blood dribbled down his chin. “They were going to kill me,” he said so softly she almost missed it, “because they didn’t want any witnesses. But Hudson stood in the way and wouldn’t let them, so they shot him instead.”

      Adara internally lectured herself about the restraint lesson all over again. Still, she barely stopped herself from turning around and kicking the leader until he was nothing but a flesh balloon full of broken bones.

      “Hudson thought you were worth saving,” she said to her hurting friend, “and I agree with him. So let’s get you out of here and go somewhere safe.”

      Enzo steeled himself, suppressing a full-body shiver, and pushed away from the wall. He almost tipped over, and Adara held out her arms so she could lurch forward and catch him. But he caught himself at the last second and used the momentum to exit the office.

      He shambled down the length of the hall, digging the storeroom key from his pocket. At the door, he leaned over and groped for the lock. It was dark down here, and he could only see out of one eye, so she didn’t chide him for taking so long to—

      A series of loud thumps sounded on the stairs.

      Adara threw her focus back to the opposite end of the hall just as the man with the hunting rifle tumbled down the last few stairs. The buckshot had caught him on the left side and ripped his skin to shreds. His face was a bloody mess. One of his ears had been sheared clean off. And there were a plethora of holes in his upper left chest that suggested he wasn’t long for this world.

      Even so, the man was able to keep his body moving. If not elegantly, then effectively. He rose to his knees at the bottom of the stairs, and in one swift motion, lifted his hunting rifle and pulled the trigger.

      Adara slammed herself into the wall as the gun went off. The bullet zipped past her face, so close she felt the force of it cutting through the air. It continued past her, all the way down the hall, and ate into the door of the storeroom. Exactly where Enzo had been a second before.

      He wasn’t there now, however. In fact, he wasn’t anywhere in the hall.

      There was nowhere else to go in the basement. So Adara assumed he’d gotten a burst of speed from the shock of the man’s appearance and ducked inside the storeroom before the man pulled the trigger. But if that was the case, then why hadn’t she heard the door open?

      The storeroom door was heavy, and it sat on old, creaky hinges. When you opened it, it usually made an awful banshee screech and—

      The man swung his rifle toward Adara, and she tugged herself out of her bewilderment. Self-defense now, mystery-solving later, she thought and lifted the handgun.

      She wasn’t adept at shooting pistols, but she knew the general drill: Shift into a solid stance. Stabilize the gun with both hands. Take aim at center mass. And pull the trigger.

      The little .22 barked at the same instant the hunting rifle went off with a bang. The bullet from the rifle clipped Adara’s right arm, spraying blood across the hall. The handgun round hit the man in the chest, just off center, boring a hole straight through his sternum.

      He let out a gasp and fell backward onto the stairs, the bullet having found a home in some important organ or another. Adara, meanwhile, spun into the wall and hissed at the burn of the bullet wound.

      She’d never been shot before. It hurt.

      And here I thought I was supposed to go into shock and feel nothing until a dramatic moment, she thought mockingly, remembering the plots of a dozen different prime-time police procedurals. So much for that.

      The man on the stairs was trying to sit up despite his injuries and ready his gun once again. Adara was getting pretty tired of shooting people tonight. So instead of waiting for the man to come around for another duel, she scuttled down the hall to the storeroom door and turned the knob.

      The door didn’t open. It was locked.

      “Uh, Enzo?” She banged on the door. “You locked me out.”

      His muffled voice came through the dense wood. “Sorry. Give me a second.”

      Adara glanced at the man on the stairs. He was almost to his knees, his breathing ragged as his damaged body tried its hardest to refuse his commands. He grasped his rifle with one hand and hefted it high.

      Adara could tell from his look of smoldering hatred that the man was planning to pull the trigger not once, not twice, but as many times as the extended magazine would let him send bullets flying.

      “Enzo!” Adara called out, more frantic.

      “Almost there,” he replied, his voice a touch louder. He was just on the other side of the door.

      Adara aimed the handgun at the man, her finger slightly depressing the trigger. “Come on, now. Don’t make me kill you.”

      “Don’t care if I die,” he spat, “as long as I take you down with me, you…Rick?”

      A second person—it was indeed Rick—came falling down the stairs. He landed in a heap at the base of the stairs, right beside his friend with the rifle.

      Rick was in no better shape than his buddy. He’d taken quite a bit more damage from the shotgun blast. He probably wouldn’t survive the night, given how many holes the buckshot had punched in him.

      Apparently, he’s decided to get his revenge before he croaks, Adara surmised, as he was holding her shotgun, which still contained a birdshot round.

      Or perhaps not, she amended a moment later, when it became clear that Rick was not paying attention to her at all.

      He was staring at something at the top of the stairs with a look of utter horror on his bloodstained face. Something that was making a bunch of strange and inhuman noises…

      The thing at the top of the stairs let out an ear-piercing shriek, one that Adara knew all too well. The shriek of an imp.

      Oh shit. They found me. The demons found me, she thought. But how did they find me? I haven’t used my god shard. I—

      The storeroom door opened with its trademark creak. Adara scrambled backward into the room, but she didn’t immediately slam the door. Her gaze was glued to the scene on the stairs. She couldn’t tear herself away.

      The imp leaped down the steps. Rick raised the shotgun and pulled the trigger. A desperate attempt to blow the ugly monster away before it brutally killed him.

      Unfortunately for Rick, the shotgun that Adara had failed to clean these past few months completely jammed. So all that Rick could do was scream as the imp landed on his chest and wrapped its preternaturally strong hands around his neck.

      The imp violently shook Rick by the throat, repeatedly slamming his head against the back wall. It took exactly three seconds for Rick’s neck to snap, killing him instantly. It took another three seconds for his skull to cave in and for brain matter to gush out onto the stairs.

      The imp, satisfied that Rick was dead, dropped his limp body and slowly turned to face the frozen man with the hunting rifle. It let out a sound halfway between the buzz of a fly and the hiss of a snake. A puttering, droning laugh. Then it lunged at its second victim.

      “Oh god,” shouted the man with the arrow in his back, whom Adara had completely forgotten about. He was still lying in the hall, unable to stand, unable to run.

      “Don’t leave me here,” he pleaded to Adara over the screams of the man with the hunting rifle. “Please, please, don’t leave me here!”

      Adara closed the storeroom door and locked it tight.

      “Enzo,” she breathed out, “we need to go. Now.”
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      “Adara,” Enzo said, “what the hell was that?”

      He was sitting on the floor, staring at the door she’d just shut, with a look on his battered face that lay somewhere between total disbelief and absolute terror. Normally, Adara would’ve shared the whole truth of her troubles with Enzo on the spot, but this was not a normal situation. They weren’t at the campus coffee shop, sipping tea and eating croissants. They were in the basement storeroom of a bar after escaping from a group of murderous robbers, and there was a literal demon out in the hall, ripping those robbers to pieces.

      The man with the arrow in his back screamed at the top of his lungs, the imp having finished with the other man on the stairs. That piercing scream abruptly cut off a few seconds later, and something fleshy rammed into the storeroom door. Adara’s gaze dropped to the bottom of the doorframe. Blood seeped through the crack and spread into the room.

      She took two steps back and said to Enzo, “Can you take a rain check on your question?”

      Enzo, face drawn and pale, replied, “That’s all right. I’m not sure I want to know the answer anyway.”

      Adara helped him to his feet again. “Come on. We need to hurry. There might be more of them, and I don’t want to give them a chance to block off all the exits.”

      He didn’t answer, but he didn’t protest either, and when she tugged his arm, he moved in the right direction. So she slid her hand down to his, interlaced their fingers, and led him through the narrow aisles of the storeroom like a dog on a leash.

      All the emotion on his face had drained away, and he bobbed along with half-lidded eyes and slightly parted lips. Shock. His brain couldn’t figure out how to process this traumatizing situation. It had just shut all his emotions down and left him a practical zombie.

      Adara gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll be out of this mess in a few minutes. I promise. Then we can get you medical attention, followed by food and rest. How’s that sound?”

      Enzo produced a noncommittal grunt.

      She sighed inwardly. This is not how I imagined the beginning of my “quest” to prevent the full-scale demon invasion. How can I protect the whole wide world if I can’t even protect my best friend?

      Filing away her grievances for the time being, she guided Enzo out of the long row of shelving units stacked high with beer kegs. The cellar doors lay nearby, a set of slick, concrete steps leading up to them. With a hushed warning for Enzo to watch where he walked—though he’d used these stairs many more times than her—she cautiously ascended the steps and approached the doors.

      With an ear pressed to the damp wood of one door, she listened intently for any alarming sounds. To her dismay, she heard something: The unmistakable scraping of hooves on gravel. Coming from more than one pair of feet.

      There were already imps in the back lot. A group of them. They were waiting for her to emerge from the storeroom, at which point they’d try to tear her to bloody bits. And they’d be far more formidable adversaries this time, with a numbers advantage on their side. Adara had barely managed to survive the overbearing strength of a single one.

      Cursing under her breath, she backtracked down the steps—and proceeded to slip on the bottom one. Enzo was jerked from his daze by the sight of her tumbling toward a shelf lined with wine bottles. He lunged forward just in time to grab her arm and reel her in. Her head came within an inch of the end of a bottle, and the view of the wrapped cork skipped across her vision as she swung back around and regained her balance.

      “Damn.” She planted both feet firmly on the stone floor and hunched over, waiting for her heart rate to settle. “That was close.”

      “You’ve got to watch that bottom step.” Enzo rubbed his good eye, like he’d just woken up and was trying to ward off the seductive urge to go back to sleep. “Water collects on that step whenever it rains, so that sunken middle part is perpetually wet, and—”

      A loud thud resonated through the room. It came from the door that let out into the basement hall. Two seconds later, another thud sounded. And then another. And then another. Each one louder than the last.

      The fifth time, the door began to give way with the sharp crack of splintering wood.

      “Slick steps or not, I think we should leave,” Enzo said.

      Adara grimaced. “We can’t. There are more of them in the back lot. We have to figure out how to get past them, or they’ll swarm us.”

      Enzo gave her a deer-in-the-headlights look. “Can’t you just shoot them or something?” He gestured to the gun tucked into her waistband. “You’ve got more rounds in that thing, don’t you?”

      She touched a finger to the pistol. “I don’t know if bullets will be effective. These creatures aren’t entirely…natural.”

      “What does that mean?” His nose scrunched up in bewilderment. “What are they? Diseased boars? Zombified pig monsters? Runaway science experiments from the world’s most unethical laboratory?”

      She was going to have to tell him regardless, so she decided to just rip the band-aid off and be done with it. “They’re demons.”

      Enzo blinked. Seven times in a row. “Huh?”

      The imp in the hall hit the door again, and a large dent formed in the center.

      “Demons,” she repeated. “As in, monsters from Hell that have clawed their way up to Earth and now want to wreak havoc on humanity.”

      He vigorously rubbed his temple. “Am I having a nightmare?”

      “No, Enzo, you’re awake.”

      “A bad acid trip then?”

      “Afraid not.”

      “So all this is real? Completely real?” he said in dismay. “Hudson’s dead? There are demons at the doors? And I can phase through solid matter like some kind of mutant?”

      “Yes…Wait.” Adara’s eyebrows shot up. “What was that last part?”

      “A minute ago”—he winced as the imp rammed the door again, the hinges bending with a high-pitched squeal—“when you told me to unlock the door, I fumbled the key and dropped it on the floor. I went to grab it, but that guy with the rifle showed up and started shooting. I panicked and desperately wished I could just go through the door, and then…then I was in the storeroom.

      “I thought I’d lost time or something, a quirk of my brain in panic mode. But now you’re telling me that demons are real—and I believe you because there’s no way that freaky boar creature is anything ordinary—so I figure that whatever crazy magic shit is happening in general was also responsible for me suddenly phasing through the door.”

      Adara reviewed his ramble half a dozen times in her head, trying to make sense of what his claims implied. And it came to her. Oh, don’t tell me.

      “Enzo,” she said, “did you by any chance notice a star-shaped bruise somewhere on your body after the impact event?”

      “Star-shaped bruise?” He drew his lips into a thin line, pondering the question, before he glanced at his left arm. “Now that you mention it, I did notice this when I was checking myself for injuries after the rocks stopped falling”—he tugged up the sleeve of his black T-shirt to reveal his upper arm—“but I thought I’d just rammed my arm into the corner of Professor Prescott’s desk or something.”

      There, spread across his bicep, clear as day even in the gloom of the storeroom, was a bruise in the shape of a many-pointed star. It looked just like the one on Adara’s back, only smaller.

      I didn’t draw the imps here, she realized. Enzo did. He used his god shard by accident, just like I did in the pool.

      “Well, now I feel both better and worse,” she murmured.

      “What?”

      She raked her fingers down her cheeks, wondering how much more complicated this night would become before the sun finally decided to shed some light on the solutions to this ludicrous puzzle. “I’ll tell you later. I’ll tell you everything later. Assuming we don’t die horribly in the next few minutes.”

      The door rattled again. This time, the dent in the middle gave way, revealing the mottled flesh of the imp’s meaty hand.

      “How do we stop ourselves from dying exactly?” Enzo asked.

      “I don’t know.” Adara scanned the storeroom. There was nothing in it other than various kinds of alcohol stored in bottles, kegs, and other containers. “I don’t suppose there’s a secret tunnel leading out of here?”

      Enzo shook his head. “Sorry. This place was built after Prohibition ended.”

      “Right. Then we’ll have to figure out a way to distract or defeat them.” She looked over her shoulder at the cellar doors then back at the door to the hall, which was falling to pieces under the imp’s ceaseless assault. “There must be something we can do other than burst out of the basement guns blazing and hope for the best. Something smart. Something strategic. Didn’t you study battle tactics in some of your undergrad history courses?”

      “I did,” he said, “but those typically involved more than two people. That and cannons. Lots of cannons.”

      “Are you sure you can’t close your eyes and wish a cannon into existence the same way you wished yourself through the door?”

      “Believe it or not, I already tried that.”

      “Bummer.”

      They both stared on in growing alarm as a huge chunk fell out of the door and clattered to the floor. The hole left behind was mere inches too narrow to fit the imp’s misshapen head. It peered at them through the hole with its beady black eyes and let out one of its awful screams. Yellow saliva sprayed across the floor and dribbled down its chin in thick, sticky streams.

      Enzo gulped. “You don’t have any magic powers you could try, do you?”

      Adara opened her mouth to reply in the negative, but no words came out. Because at that exact moment, an idea popped into her head. An idea so obvious that she wanted to smack herself for not having considered it a hundred times already.

      If Selaphiel is currently watching you from wherever angels go when they die, she thought, he’s probably seriously regretting his choice of “hero.” You’re an idiot, Adara Caine. A total freaking moron.

      “Enzo,” she said, “what percentage of beer is water?”

      He shot her a curious side-eye. “Um, about ninety-five percent, I think. Why?”

      She lifted one finger, and with it, quickly counted the beer kegs stacked up on all the shelves in the expansive storeroom. When the final tally, a satisfying number, sat front and center in her mind, she answered, “Because I have a plan, and to make it work, we need to build ourselves a swimming pool.”
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      Harrowing was the only way to describe the next ninety seconds of Adara’s life.

      A harrowing mad dash through rows and rows of shelving units piled high with beer kegs. A series of hard tugs on tight spouts that resulted in streams of beer spilling across the floor, making each additional step more harrowing than the last. A number of harrowing near misses, where Adara and Enzo almost ran smack-dab into one another, half blinded by the dark shadows between the shelves and half consumed by the urgency of their work. A harrowing race to drown the storeroom with thousands of dollars’ worth of prime product before the imp in the hall tore down the rest of the door and lunged for their throats.

      They won the race too, by the skin of their teeth.

      After emptying the last keg in the room, Adara sent out a high-pitched whistle. A signal for Enzo to head to the cellar doors and quietly pull the bolt that locked them tight.

      The imps in the back lot hadn’t made any attempts to enter the storeroom, content to let their buddy in the building drive Enzo and Adara into an ambush. So if they heard the door being unlocked, they made no move to take advantage. Perhaps assuming that a pair of pitiful humans would soon come spilling through the doors in fright. Easy pickings.

      Adara would take great pleasure in defying their expectations.

      She positioned herself at the end of the center aisle in the room, a straight shot to the cellar doors, and steeled herself for a repeat of what had happened in the pool. She threw a glance over her shoulder, at the imp struggling to tug its bloated body through a hole a tad too small, and held up one hand, middle finger extended.

      “Nice try, asshole,” she said to the demon. “Maybe next time.”

      The imp responded by snapping its jaws and frothing at the mouth. Though Adara could’ve sworn there were actual words buried in there somewhere.

      Returning to the task at hand, Adara looked down at the inch-deep pool of beer at her feet, a layer of white foam clinging to the rubber rims of her hiking boots. She steadied her breathing, clenched and released her fists, closed and opened her eyes, as she allowed the memory of her nightmarish afternoon to consume her once again. She recalled the fall into the pool, that sudden shock of cold water, that instant of terror when the air gave way to something she could not breathe.

      She remembered the weight of the imp, pinning her to the bottom of the pool. The unnaturally strong hands wrapped around her throat, tightening and tightening and tightening.

      She dwelled on the existential fear of death all humans confronted in times of great crisis. Both personal and impersonal, both expected and unexpected, both believable and unbelievable.

      She ruminated on that spark of defiance that welled up in the souls of most people when faced with the prospect of their ultimate demise. The end of everything they’d worked so hard to achieve.

      She drowned herself in that feeling, that surge of resistance, that intense desire to keep on surviving no matter the cost, no matter the consequences. And she brought forth that resistance now, here in the storeroom whose floor was submerged in a liquid largely made of water.

      Water, the thing she had become. Water, the thing she could become again.

      “I will not die here,” she said, to herself, to the imps, to the breaking world. “I will survive.”

      With that, Adara Caine commanded her body to merge with the beer.

      At first, she felt nothing. And she had a sudden burst of anxiety that she had even less control over her god shard than she realized.

      But then, as if she was in a box and someone flipped it upside down, her perspective abruptly shifted from the cellar doors to the ceiling of the storeroom. She was looking straight up from a very low position near the floor. So low in fact that there was no way she could’ve gotten her eyes that close to the floor without removing them from her skull, or…

      Adara commanded her hand to rise. An arm made of swirling beer currents pulled itself out of the beer pool and hung in the air without losing its shape or shedding a single drop.

      Understanding clicked into place. Her body had indeed merged with the beer when she willed it to. But the beer pool was so shallow that her form had flattened itself out in order to fully submerge her.

      She was literally a sentient beer puddle.

      That’s a new one, she thought lightly in an attempt to ward off a deluge of thoughts about what could happen to her if she didn’t retain a cohesive shape. Among the things that came to mind was having a part of her scooped out into a mug and chugged down by one of the alcoholics that hung out at Hudson and Grail’s seven nights a week. The concept of traveling through a person’s digestive system made her want to retch, even though she currently had no stomach.

      No time for terrible daydreams, she reminded herself. You’ve got demons to drown.

      Before she did anything though, she had to take a moment to adjust to the restrictions of her form.

      She didn’t need to breathe because she had no lungs, but she kept trying to anyway. She couldn’t walk because her legs were flat, but she kept trying to replicate standard locomotion in order to move toward the cellar doors. She also kept trying to move herself specific distances in precise directions. But she was discombobulated by the altered size of her body and the way it rippled across the floor like an ocean wave.

      I’m going to need to practice with this. A lot.

      Behind her, another panel of the wooden door loudly cracked, though Adara didn’t hear the sound quite as much as she felt the vibration through the floor. She had no ears after all.

      Recalling her earlier transformation, she thought it’d be best to try and replicate the actions that resulted in the imp being cast out of the pool in a vortex of water. She had been acting purely on instinct in that moment. But her movements must’ve been logical enough given the physics of her shape to make the outcome occur.

      She considered what she’d need to do to create a similar vortex with the beer, and once again desperately wished she’d taken more science and math classes in undergrad. Some knowledge of fluid dynamics would’ve really come in handy right now.

      As it was, she’d have to wing it.

      Adara imagined herself gathering into a more humanoid shape, with the rest of the beer pulling at her like a heavy blanket. That picture firmly in mind, she willed it to be so.

      After a short delay, it happened. The beer that comprised her body reshaped itself into a human silhouette and rose from the beer, all the way to her ankles. The remainder of the beer cascaded from her shoulders, reminiscent of a cloak, reaching to every corner of the room.

      She concentrated on holding her form steady and gestured with her fluid arms, side to side, back and forth, up and down. The rest of the beer in the room danced to the motions of her hands, growing from a still, tepid puddle to something that resembled a wind-tossed lake, white crests crashing into one another, beer splashing up the walls.

      Next, Adara began to spin. Slowly at first to keep her balance, and then faster and faster once centripetal force took over and pinned her on an upright axis.

      The beer was collectively so heavy that it resisted her spin. But she pushed and pushed, harder and harder, faster and faster, until the beer had no choice but to obey. The agitated liquid formed a virtual whirlpool with Adara at its center. From there, she lifted her arms and drew the beer up into a twisting funnel, turning it into a water spout made from hops and barley.

      When the top of the gyrating spout was inches from the ceiling, she pointed her hands straight at the cellar doors. And with a silent shout of monumental effort, she launched the beer vortex.

      The swirling beer thundered across the room, hit the cellar doors, flung them open, and barreled out into the night. The four imps on the other side never knew what hit them.

      One got whacked in the face by the swinging cellar door and went down spurting orange blood. The three standing directly before the doors took the funnel head-on. Two of them were ripped right off their feet and carried off into the darkness. The other was dragged across the ground underneath the funnel, the rough gravel ripping it to shreds.

      Adara kept the funnel plunging forward until every last ounce of beer left the storeroom. At which point she immediately reverted to human form.

      She stood there for a stunned moment, lungs seized up, hands outstretched, entire body shaking like a leaf. Then immense exhaustion dropped onto her shoulders, and every twitch made it feel as if she was trying to move with sandbags strapped to her limbs.

      Something hit the back of her leg. Adara turned her heavy head to find it was a piece of wood.

      The imp at the door was halfway through, its portly stomach stuck in the hole it had made in the wood. It was ripping chunks of the door panel out to make the hole wide enough for its lower half to pass, and it was seconds from achieving its goal.

      A last-ditch surge of adrenaline flooded Adara’s veins. She took off for the cellar doors at a plodding jog. As she neared the doors, she spied Enzo, already at the top of the steps. He was staring, befuddled, at the injured imps writhing on the ground.

      She let out another whistle. Enzo jumped, glanced at her, and got the message:

      Now is not the time for gawking. This is not a zoo.

      Enzo hopped off the top step and moved out of Adara’s way. She skipped the bottom step so she wouldn’t have another nasty fall and took the rest in two strides, emerging into the crisp night.

      Her clothes were damp from her transformation, her skin covered in a thin film of beer. But she shrugged off her shivers, kicked the imp with the head wound out of her way, and grabbed her pack from the place she’d dropped it off earlier.

      The pack had gained a couple scratch marks, where the imps had prodded it. Nothing was broken though, and all the latches were still secure. So Adara hauled the pack onto her back, grunting at the added weight, and turned to Enzo. “This is the part where we run away. Very, very fast.”

      Enzo let out a hysterical laugh, looking between her and the injured demons. “You don’t have to tell me twice,” he said and darted off for the gate of the chain-link fence that surrounded the back lot.

      While he was busy unbolting the latch on the gate, Adara spun back toward the cellar doors. At the perfect time to see the imp that had bloodied itself to get into the storeroom attempt to sail straight through the doorway and tackle her.

      Adara looked the demon in its oil-black eyes, shut the cellar doors in its face, and threw herself, heavy pack and all, on top of the slanted doors. The imp smacked the doors, rebounded with a screech, and crashed into something made of glass that shattered into a thousand pieces.

      “Hope you like wine, you little bastard,” she muttered.

      Then she heaved herself off the doors, hopped over the half-dead demon that had been dragged across the gravel like roadkill, and caught up to Enzo just as he kicked the gate open.

      “Where to?” he asked breathlessly.

      Adara peered back at the bar, now a foreboding structure filled to the brim with the red-streaked signs of tragedy and loss. In a voice as faint as a distant echo, she answered, “Anywhere but here.”
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        “You just enjoyed the relaxing tones of Hanna Lowell and the Blue Beats, and now you’re back with me, Triple J, for the early morning news. Latest out of Washington says that the ‘surprise impact event’ affected seventy-six US cities and towns, along with at least ninety unpopulated wilderness areas across the lower forty-eight and Alaska. The largest cities impacted by the event were New York City, Miami, Los Angeles, Houston, Phoenix, New Orleans, and DC itself.

        

        “Casualty reports are still being tallied as of right now, but the official US death toll is currently sitting just under four thousand, most of them people who were near the epicenter of an impact. There’s no solid word yet on the number of injured, but numerous urban hospitals reported a sharp uptick in ER visits yesterday afternoon and evening, and early indications are that most of the nonfatal injuries suffered during the event were minor.

        

        “Strangely, despite the rising death toll, the amount of property damage sustained by the impacts appears to have been minimal, with the bulk of the damage occurring as a result of fires that were sparked by the heat of the impacts. Experts are saying that the meteorites may have had some kind of rare mineral composition that accounts for this abnormal behavior.

        

        “But whatever the facts of the matter, one conclusion is undeniable: This is a sad day across America, and across the world, as families, friends, and communities grieve for those who were lost to this shocking natural disaster. Let us take a moment of silence to honor the memory of the fallen, and also to pray for the swift recovery of all those who were injured.”
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      For the second time in as many days, Adara Caine woke in a strange place.

      The lumpy couch with the paisley pattern on which she lay sat against the back wall of a small, stuffy living room. Opposite the couch, a TV that had seen its better days framed a series of cell phone videos that had been taken of the unforeseen impact event. Some of the videos, Adara had already watched, but several depicted new scenes of death and destruction. A house on fire here. A twelve-car pileup there.

      The TV was turned to a low volume, and the screams of terrified people were drowned out by the sputtering hum of a struggling air conditioner. Adara tracked the sound to a bulky AC unit sticking out from between two identical bookshelves on the wall adjacent to the TV. Well over half of the books on the shelves were medical textbooks.

      Adara lay listlessly on the uncomfortable couch for an indeterminate period of time, trying to recall how she got here and where exactly here was. The memories came to her in bits and pieces, in between the chugs of the AC and the wails of the bystanders on TV.

      After she and Enzo had fled from Hudson and Grail’s, they traveled almost a full mile before they both ran out of steam and had to take a break. They found themselves a lovely bench in a small dog park in the Paulson’s Corner neighborhood, plopped down onto the damp wooden planks, and slumped against each other, wheezing like a couple of asthmatics who’d been huffing Chinese smog.

      As they were catching their breath, it finally became apparent to Adara that Enzo needed medical attention from someone with more qualifications than a former summer lifeguard. He kept experiencing sporadic episodes of confusion, likely the result of a concussion from the punch that blackened his eye. Additionally, his left hand was so badly misaligned that he could barely use his fingers.

      Adara had had a fierce debate with herself over whether or not to take him to a hospital.

      On the one hand, she was well aware of how quickly and badly head injuries could worsen if they weren’t treated properly from the get-go. She also knew that a person could suffer permanent damage and loss of mobility if dislocated joints weren’t treated in time.

      On the other hand, demons. If either she or Enzo accidentally used their god shards in or near a hospital, or if one of the imps from the bar managed to manually tail them to one, they could put hundreds of people in mortal danger.

      Sprawled on that bench, the cool air chilling her damp skin, her nerves set alight by the disturbing sensation of ants crawling up her spine, Adara had nearly been sick at the thought of leading those vicious imps to an ER filled with unsuspecting innocents. It would be the equivalent of leading a pack of hungry wolves into a cage filled wall to wall with lambs.

      So the choice of what to do about Enzo hadn’t been as straightforward as Adara would have liked. In fact, she downright hated having to weigh Enzo’s well-being against the well-being of people she did not know.

      Yesterday, before the impact event, helping her best friend wouldn’t have been in question, for any reason. The speed at which she’d been forced to change her perspective left a bad taste in her mouth. Or maybe that was just the stale beer.

      As it was, after Adara wasted several minutes arguing with herself, it had been the groggy Enzo who came up with a workable compromise: his second cousin, Nadine Pritchard.

      Nadine was a first-year resident at Agnes-Thorne Teaching Hospital, and she was currently on rotation in the ER. Enzo had spoken with her earlier in the day, when he was checking up on his relatives in the immediate wake of the impacts. He’d learned that Nadine had been sent home from her shift early despite the influx of injured people to the ER because she herself had been injured.

      A grieving father who’d learned his eighteen-year-old daughter was among the fatalities at Edgerton College had flown into a rage and punched Nadine in the face. The blow sent Nadine reeling into a wall, where she’d cracked her head open on the metal edge of a bulletin board. She’d earned herself six stitches for being the bearer of bad news.

      She’d also earned a shift off. An ER couldn’t have a woozy doctor working on people with critical injuries. They’d sent her home to sleep off the effects of a minor concussion. And home was exactly where Nadine had been at quarter past two AM when Adara and Enzo, tired and hurting, plodded across her front porch and rang the doorbell.

      Nadine had not been happy to have her rejuvenating sleep interrupted by what she at first mistook in the late-night darkness for teenage hooligans. She answered the door with a golf club in her hands and a threat on the tip of her tongue. Her anger immediately morphed into concern, however, when she recognized one of the “hooligans” as her younger cousin.

      Enzo and Nadine were not close. Their family branches had a major falling-out when the two were young teens. Afterward, they barely saw each other until they both wound up in Edgerton to further their careers. Even now, they hardly spoke, the bad blood still running hot over the smoldering coals of a family feud a decade in the making.

      But despite the familial rift, Nadine didn’t hesitate to help the two bedraggled people on her porch. She ushered them into the house without asking a single question and gave both Enzo and Adara the most thorough evaluations she could with the limited amount of tools she had on hand.

      As Adara had feared, Enzo had a concussion. But Nadine didn’t think it was worse than her own. So she relocated Enzo’s wrist with a couple swift tugs that had her poor cousin shrieking, and splinted the wrist to keep it still so it could heal. Then she gave Enzo an ice pack for his eye, along with some painkillers for the rest of his aches, and told him to drink plenty of fluids and get some rest.

      Enzo, exhausted from his near-death experience at the bar, hobbled off to the guest bedroom with no more than a garbled thank-you.

      It was Adara who told Nadine what happened at Hudson and Grail’s. As Nadine stitched up the gunshot wound on Adara’s arm, Adara gave her a sanitized version of the bar tragedy that excluded demons and magic powers, and emphasized the lacking role of the overburdened Edgerton police.

      She claimed that Enzo had tried to reach the cops when the four robbers first invaded the bar, but his call to 911 hadn’t been answered, the operators all busy with other emergencies. Enzo, panicking, had called Adara instead. She’d shown up armed and dangerous to save him from the cash-hungry bastards who’d killed a bar owner and brutalized an employee just because they could.

      It was a good story. And it was almost true.

      After Adara finished recounting her slightly modified version of events, the furious Nadine had only two things to say on the matter: “I’m glad you gave those fuckers what they deserved” and “Thank you for helping my cousin.”

      To express her gratefulness, she offered Adara the use of her shower to wash off the stink of beer, and the use of her couch so Adara could get some shut-eye before she fell out on the floor from fatigue.

      It turned out that transforming into a giant beer puddle sapped a lot of energy.

      Who would’ve guessed?

      Adara took Nadine up on both offers. She scrubbed the beer off her skin in the shower, patted herself dry with a rough towel, and promptly collapsed onto the lumpy couch, a throw blanket pulled up to her chin. Adara was used to sleeping on rough ground, thanks to her many hiking trips, so she was out like a light and slept soundly all night long.

      Now it was morning. The sun shone brightly through the gaps in the shade of the living room picture window. The birds chirped loudly in the trees in the back yard. The grumbles of a hundred cars on the nearby highway subtly vibrated through the house’s bones. And Adara could no longer bury her face in the scratchy couch pillow and deny that it was time for her to rise and face a brand-new day.

      I really hope today goes better than yesterday, she thought as she sat up, working out the stiffness in her muscles. But I have a sinking feeling things will be much worse, and will continue to get worse until I fix the cornerstone spell.
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      In the cramped kitchen that abutted the living room, Adara found a note from Nadine. She swiped the piece of notebook paper off the countertop on her way to the fridge. As she filled a glass with some cool water from the fridge dispenser, she unfolded the note and gave it a quick read. Nadine had that typical doctor chicken scratch, but Adara managed to parse most of the lines after some strategic squinting and turning of the paper.

      According to the note, Nadine had left at the crack of dawn to return to the hospital, and was likely to be gone for at least a double shift. She was offering the use of her house, food included, to Adara and Enzo until tomorrow morning. That way, neither of them would feel pressured to brave the hectic streets of a city scrambling to recover from a disaster while they were both injured.

      Alternatively, the note said, if either of them felt up to driving, they could borrow Nadine’s spare car, an old clunker she’d inherited from her late father, and use that to make their way around town in lieu of walking or taking the bus. As long as they paid for their own gas and didn’t crash the car, Nadine didn’t care if they kept it for a while.

      Adara grimaced at the generous offers and set the paper back on the countertop. Taking a large gulp of the refreshing water, she rued the fact that she couldn’t tell Nadine the whole truth about what was going on. At least not without making the woman think Adara was batshit crazy.

      Putting Adara and Enzo up in her house for even one night was dangerous enough, given that the demons could pinpoint their location every time they used their god shards. The longer they stayed here, the more likely it was they’d doom Nadine’s house to perpetual demon surveillance, just like Adara’s apartment.

      And the car? Well, if it really was a clunker, then Nadine wouldn’t lose too much money if the demons got their hands on it. But Adara still wasn’t keen on the prospect of risking a significant piece of property that didn’t belong to her.

      She didn’t want to share her misfortunes with others. Enough people had already suffered from the consequences of the impact event. Many were still suffering and would be for some time. It was Adara’s duty—thanks to her being in the wrong place at the right time to get a piece of God lodged in her soul—to make things better for people, not worse.

      With every step I take, this is going to get more complicated, isn’t it? she thought, draining the rest of her water.

      She set the emptied glass on the countertop next to the note and attempted to dig through the jumble of thoughts that had piled up during yesterday’s “excitement.” She had a great many things to process, and very little time to soothe her psyche before she had to go back out onto the battlefield this city had become.

      Selaphiel had said the Edgerton cornerstone could fail in a matter of hours. So Adara did not have time to sit in a corner and dwell on the things she’d already done, the things she’d failed to do, and the things, both great and terrible, she’d have to do from here on out. She simply had to keep doing things, necessary things, to the best of her ability, until the demon invasion had been fully averted.

      Even if some of those things made her want to vomit all over the floor.

      She glanced at her hunting bow. It was in the foyer, along with her pack, sitting next to a side table near the front door. She’d shot people with that bow last night, without hesitation and without remorse. Shot them with the full intention of causing their deaths. She’d also set up two men to inadvertently shoot themselves with a shotgun, and in so doing, she’d caused them an immense amount of pain.

      While it was true that all those men had ultimately been killed by the imp, there was no doubt that Adara had played a major role in their demise.

      Adara had shot and killed animals before. Some geese. Some ducks. Some deer. Even a wild turkey one time. But she’d never inflicted that sort of violence on another human being.

      The closest she’d come before last night was that day in the sixth grade where she’d punched Jodie Donnager in the face because the girl cut a chunk of Adara’s hair off with safety scissors in art class. Adara had decked her so hard that the girl lost both her front teeth. Her permanent front teeth.

      That had been violent, yes, but it had also been kind of funny in hindsight. What Adara had done to those men was not funny in the slightest and never would be.

      Is that the kind of person I want to be from here on out? she asked herself, and immediately realized it was the wrong question. The right question was: Is that the kind of person I’ll have to be to survive in the post-Shattering world?

      The desperate part of her hoped the answer was no.

      The logical part of her knew better.

      Sighing at the heavy mound of problems that now lay on her shoulders, Adara tugged the fridge door open and rummaged around for some breakfast food. She found a carton of eggs and half a package of thick-cut bacon, along with some butter, milk, and orange juice. In the freezer, she spotted a box of frozen hash browns two days from their expiration date, so she grabbed those as well.

      It took her a few minutes to find everything she needed in the unfamiliar kitchen. But soon, she had the oven on, the burners lit, and several slices of bacon sizzling in a pan.

      She threw herself into the cooking more intently than she ever had before, trying to stave off the myriad questions about angels and demons and the death of God that seemed to burn twice as hot as the flickering flames on the stovetop. She felt that if she tried to answer any of those questions, her throat would blister and her tongue would melt away.

      Yet they had to be answered eventually. And if she wanted to save her city, she had to be the one who answered them.

      All this because you were the first, she thought as she dropped a dollop of butter into a second pan. The first human to blindly stumble into a power you unwittingly inherited from God.

      Usually, when someone came first in something, they felt proud of themselves.

      Adara felt no pride in the use of her god shard. She felt dread and nothing else.

      Either the smell of cooking food or the loud pops and sizzles roused Enzo from his deep sleep. While Adara was scrambling the eggs, he shambled out of the guest bedroom. He wore nothing but his boxers and his spare pair of glasses, which he must’ve had hidden in a pocket last night. His short dark hair was sticking up in nine different directions, and he had patchy stubble on his chin and cheeks.

      Adara would’ve laughed at him like she had countless times—he always looked hungover when he woke up before noon—but the extensive bruising on his face sucked all the fun out of the moment. The swelling around his eye had reached its peak, and every inch of skin from temple to jaw was dark purple. His split bottom lip had scabbed over again, but it too had swollen up and now jutted out over his upper lip.

      Ironically, his wrist, in a splinted brace, looked like the least of his injuries.

      Without a greeting, Enzo pulled out a chair from the kitchen table and sank down, blinking blearily at Adara as she scooped out the finished eggs into a bowl. “Food?” he rasped.

      “Almost done,” she replied.

      Slipping on a mitt, she opened the oven door and plucked out the tray containing the now crispy hash browns. She used a spatula to put one slice on each of the two plates she’d set next to the stove.

      Next, she turned off the oven and the stove burners, placed the tray on one of the burners to cool off, stripped her mitt, and grabbed the plates. She put one plate in front of Enzo, one in front of her own chosen chair, and grabbed the bowl of eggs and the foil-covered plate with the pile of bacon on it, situating both on the table between her spot and Enzo’s.

      “There.” She gave Enzo a bright smile that she hoped didn’t betray her poor mood. “Now all we need is utensils and paper towels.” She found the paper towels next to the sink, and the utensils in the drawer beside the dishwasher. After doling out the forks and a generous number of paper towel sheets, she added, “I think that’s everything. So bon appétit.”

      Enzo returned her smile with a ghost of his own, picked up his fork, and shoveled some steaming egg into his mouth. As he did this, he rested his left arm on the tabletop, drawing Adara’s eyes first to his splint and second to the star-shaped bruise on his bicep.

      He’s already been through so much, she thought sadly, and I’m going to have to put him through a whole lot more before all is said and done.

      She picked up a slice of bacon and pinched it between her fingers, the hot grease nipping at her skin. “Enzo, ah, last night, we never did get to talk much about, you know, the demons.”

      Enzo paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “No, we didn’t. I’m guessing there’s more to the story than ugly pig monsters and cool magic powers?”

      “A whole lot more, I’m afraid. And none of it’s good.”

      Enzo stared at the egg on his fork for a long moment, then set the fork back down on his plate and sighed in resignation. “Tell me,” he said. “Tell me everything.”
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      “I want to see them,” said Enzo exactly two minutes and forty-eight seconds after Adara finished recounting her tragic meeting with Selaphiel of the Heavenly Host.

      Adara, her hash brown poised between her teeth, replied with a muffled, “See what?”

      “The map of the barrier and the scroll with the spells on it.” Enzo shoved the last piece of bacon into his mouth and crunched it loudly. He’d cleaned his plate and then some during the course of Adara’s story, having become so enthralled with a true tale of gods and monsters that he’d forgotten all about his initial apprehension and had given in to his stomach’s gurgling demands for sustenance. “If I’m going to help you restore the barrier spell and defeat the evil demons, then I need to catch up on the reading.”

      Adara pulled the hash brown out of her mouth. “I didn’t ask you to help me.”

      “I know you didn’t. In fact, you implied the exact opposite several times by emphasizing certain words, avoiding the emphasis of others, and pausing at specific times in order to downplay the most crucial parts of your encounters with the angel and the demons.” He pointed his fork at her face. “But I will have you know that I was one of the star members on my undergrad debate team, and you’ll have to try a hell of a lot harder to dissuade me from making the obvious moral decision to help you stop an army of literal demons from overrunning the Earth.”

      Adara set her hash brown on her plate and sighed. “Enzo, you really don’t have to—”

      “I’m not made of china, Adara. I won’t break at the slightest bump.”

      “I know that.” She brought the hand that wasn’t covered in bacon grease to his bruised cheek and brushed her fingers against his skin. He winced at the contact, but he didn’t allow his determined pout, complete with puffy bottom lip, to falter in the slightest.

      “It’s just…I heard some of the things those men said to you before I actually saw you,” she continued, “and for a minute there, I honestly thought they’d hurt you in a way that you wouldn’t recover from.”

      Enzo’s expression softened. “Oh. I didn’t know you caught any of that.” He covered her hand with his own. “They, uh, said some pretty nasty shit, for sure. But most of it was just the typical gay-bashing bluster that insecure macho men always spit because they’re afraid of catching ‘the homo’ if they don’t aggressively overcompensate with the outward projection of their so-called masculinity.”

      He snorted. “Honestly, they didn’t even start spouting that BS until after they beat me up. They didn’t hurt me because I was gay. They hurt me because the first time they demanded I go downstairs with them, I couldn’t make myself respond. I just stood there, completely frozen, like a moron, while Hudson bled out on the floor in front of me.

      “So the guy with the pistol punched me into action, the one with the hunting rifle lugged me to the stairs by my wrist, and that dude with the knife, Rick, ripped my jewelry off because he thought he might be able to pawn it.”

      “None of that information makes me feel better about dragging you through the ringer again, you know?” Adara broke off a piece of her hash brown and tossed it into her mouth. Chewing thoughtfully, she added, “You’re already injured enough. If you tag along with me, you’re bound to end up worse off than you are now. Hell, you might even end up dead if that greater demon gets the drop on us.”

      Enzo squeezed her hand. “Look, I’ll be the first to admit that I’m afraid of dying in a horrifically painful way—like any sane human being—but I’m not so scared of a death that might happen that I’m going to throw my best friend to the wolves. You’re not fighting some crazy demon war alone. You’re not throwing yourself onto the sacrificial altar to be a martyr for some conflict that doesn’t even belong on this plane of existence. You’re not. Because I won’t let you. We are going to work together to win this fight. End of discussion. So let’s move on to the next topic.”

      He tugged Adara’s hand away from his cheek. “Scrolls, please.”

      Adara knew there was no way to change Enzo’s mind once he committed to something. She also knew that since she’d admitted her “quest” put her in serious danger, he wasn’t going to let her out of his sight so she could slip away to go it alone. He was a stubborn ass like that, and gallant to boot.

      That was why she liked him so much.

      She reclaimed her hand and said, “All right. Have it your way.”

      Retrieving the two scrolls from the side pocket of her pack, she slipped them both out of their silken ties and unrolled them on the kitchen table. Enzo perused the two spells first, and fixated for a moment on the one that could be used to banish demons.

      “Why didn’t you try this spell last night?” he asked.

      “Because I hadn’t had time to read it, much less memorize it,” she said. “I went straight from my apartment to the bar after my escape from the greater demon. And I didn’t anticipate the imps showing up at the bar because I wasn’t planning to use my god shard there.”

      Enzo hummed a sour note. “My bad.”

      “Not your fault.” She shrugged. “It’s not like you knew you could walk through walls.”

      “I still don’t know how I can walk through walls.” He slid the spell scroll aside and took hold of the map marked with all the barrier cornerstones. “I feel like I violated some laws of physics, just falling straight through the door like that. How on earth does it work?”

      Adara threw up her hands. “Hell if I know. Although, if God did in fact create the universe, then I suppose it stands to reason They could use Their omnipotent skill set to subvert the universe’s laws however They pleased.”

      Enzo tilted his head. “Why do you keep saying ‘They’ in reference to God?”

      “That’s the pronoun Selaphiel used. I’m guessing God didn’t fit neatly into the mainstream human gender binary. Which makes sense, considering They were an immeasurably powerful force of pure will that could shape the very nature of reality.”

      “Hm. You have a point. ‘They’ it is.” He frowned. “Or rather, was.”

      “Hard to grasp that there really was a God up there all this time, and now They’ve been reduced to tiny pieces scattered all over the planet.”

      “Pieces that are literally inside us,” Enzo tacked on. “You’d think we’d feel different.”

      “I do feel different when I’m using the shard.” Adara leaned back against the countertop, contemplative. “I’m guessing that since the shards only make up a small part of our souls that they don’t have any noticeable impact on us unless we specifically invoke their powers.”

      He let out a dry laugh. “Nice to know there won’t be an easy way for the government to identify us as ‘abnormals’ when the inevitable military-backed roundup begins.”

      Adara snatched her used paper towel off the table and threw it at Enzo’s head. It bounced off his nose and landed on his plate. “Enough with the cynicism. I’ve already got enough of my own to fuel my nightmares for the next ten years.”

      He downed the last sip of his orange juice and tipped the empty glass toward her. “Yet another thing we have in common.”

      Scoffing, she changed the subject. “What do you think of the map? It seems a little imprecise to me. The triangles are too large for us to pinpoint the exact GPS coordinates of the cornerstone spells.”

      “I agree.” He held the map close to his face and scrutinized the triangle drawn over Edgerton. “But assuming that the spell is housed, or anchored, or whatever you want to call it, in the exact center of the triangle, then we should be able to print out a more detailed map on the same scale and determine a smaller search area. I think we might be able to get it down to half a square mile or so.”

      Enzo was very good with maps—a requirement for a historian—so Adara nodded along and said, “Well, if you’re so keen on helping me, let’s get to it. We’re on the clock, and remember, we don’t know where the countdown is.”

      “Right.” He pushed his empty plate across the table. “You got your laptop with you?”

      “Sure do. It’s in my pack.” She’d snatched both her laptop and cell phone off her coffee table as she was packing last night. “Let me grab it.”

      Returning to the foyer, she dug through her pack until she found the laptop, along with her phone. She brought Enzo the laptop, and he immediately got to work. He opened Google Maps and did some mental math so he could match the scale on the screen to the scroll map.

      As the work consumed his attention—he took on that scholarly hunch all PhD candidates developed after countless hours of poring over books and other documents in the musty bowels of college libraries—she drifted away from him, back into the living room.

      Highlights from the impact videos were still flashing across the TV screen, a constant red ticker at the bottom declaring all sorts of breaking news. Tired of the constant reminder of the state of the world, Adara snatched the remote off the coffee table and changed the channel to Cartoon Network. Then she sat down on the lumpy couch and checked her phone notifications.

      The cell network had apparently become unclogged at some point, as she’d received several texts overnight.

      One of them was an official announcement from Edgerton College. It stated that classes were canceled indefinitely, and additional details, including a campus damage report and the final student death toll, would be emailed to all students and faculty by end of day Friday.

      The tone of the message struck Adara as odd, and it took her a moment to figure out why: the message was worded in the same manner the college used to explain everything from snow days to student suicides.

      As if all of this was just a passing misfortune.

      Adara exited the messaging app and connected the phone to Nadine’s Wi-Fi using the password she’d included in her note. Naturally, every news site and social media site was being choked by reports about the impact event and its ramifications. So Adara avoided her usual haunts and perused funny cat videos instead.

      She needed a pick-me-up after all that had happened over the past twenty-four hours, and cute cats acting silly was a surefire way to make her chuckle.

      Twenty-eight hilarious cat clips later, Enzo hesitantly called out, “I think I’ve got it.”

      Adara set her phone on the coffee table and headed back into the kitchen. At some point, Enzo had slipped into Nadine’s small office across from the guest room and used her printer to produce the correctly scaled map. He’d compared the scroll map, which had no cities, towns, or roads marked, to the printed map, which had all of those things and more.

      Next, he’d extrapolated from the center point of the triangle on the scroll map a much smaller triangular area in the middle of Edgerton, which Adara guessed was that half square mile he’d promised. She examined that area closely, trying to figure out exactly which neighborhoods in the city they’d have to search. Enzo wasn’t immediately forthcoming with that information, to her mild annoyance.

      It was only when she registered exactly which “neighborhood” he’d pinpointed that she realized why he was being so quiet.

      “That’s the campus,” she whispered faintly, as if saying it aloud would somehow make it more true. “The cornerstone spell is on the Edgerton College campus?”

      Enzo nodded. “And more than that, I’m pretty sure it’s in, or under, one particular building.”

      Adara gave him a hard stare. “Which building?”

      Enzo averted his eyes. “The library.”

      Adara slammed her hands against the kitchen table, rattling their discarded plates and utensils. “I was there,” she groaned. “I was right fucking there. I walked right past it. I could’ve ended all of this yesterday, immediately after the impacts.”

      “But you didn’t know that at the time,” Enzo said sympathetically. “So you shouldn’t blame yourself.”

      “I’m not blaming myself.” She huffed. “I’m just frustrated. It’s going to be a hell of a lot harder for us to get back on campus today than it was for me to leave yesterday. The cops have probably cordoned off the entire campus, and they’ll be guarding the entry points to make sure nobody wanders into the damaged buildings until they’ve all been thoroughly checked for stability…and bodies.”

      She groaned. “That could take days. And we can’t wait days. So what do we do?”

      Enzo leaned back in his chair. “Use our combined PhD-candidate intellect to figure out a way to sneak past a cop blockade?”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      “It might be easy, if the cops are still as overwhelmed as they were yesterday,” he pointed out. “If we can create a distraction near one of the campus gates, we might be able to draw the cops on watch away from the gate long enough for us to sneak past. I seriously doubt anyone on guard duty has a backup team lying in wait. That sort of thing isn’t a priority in this type of situation.”

      “Huh, that’s a workable plan.” Adara rubbed her chin. “But it’s risky. We can’t exactly do a test run because even the greenest cops aren’t going to fall for the same distraction twice. So we’ll have one chance to sneak onto campus unseen, and if we screw it up, we’ll probably end the day in handcuffs.”

      “Or dead,” he said cheerily.

      “Yes, or that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “Clunker” was almost too kind a word to describe the car parked next to Nadine’s toolshed. The white two-door compact had seen its better days, and those days were at least a decade gone. Lines of rust trailed up the doors and around the wheel wells like dead vines on the wall of a crumbling house. The paint job had last been refreshed so long ago that the car was less white and more yellow, and countless patches of paint had peeled off, revealing the bare aluminum beneath. All in all, the car did not look road worthy, but Enzo and Adara decided to give it a try anyway.

      Enzo, not one for driving, tossed the keys to Adara and called shotgun. He strode through the shin-high grass to the passenger side of the car and had a valiant battle with the door, which ultimately popped open with a creak loud enough to pass for an emergency siren. As the sound echoed across the neighborhood, Enzo let out a breathy groan and rubbed his head. In addition to his general soreness, he also had a pounding headache that even the max dose of aspirin could only dull.

      Adara halted in front of the driver’s side door and asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to stay here and rest? I can do some reconnaissance around the edge of campus first to see what we’re up against and swing back around to pick you up later for the ‘infiltration.’”

      Enzo shook his head. “Nice try. But I know the second I let you out of my sight, you’ll take it upon yourself to do all the work, no matter what it costs you. I’ve already told you we’re in this together, and I’m standing by that, even if my brain is trying to claw its way out of my skull.”

      “You’re a stubborn little bitch, you know.”

      “You’re one to talk.”

      Adara cracked a smile at that and gave up trying to convince Enzo to bail—for the time being. She then had a short fight with her own door that surprisingly didn’t end with the door being ripped clean off its hinges. Bending down, she surveyed the interior of the car. It was as worn down as the exterior but much cleaner, indicating that Nadine did at least take it to the shop every now and again.

      Adara tossed her hiking pack onto the back seat. When the car didn’t collapse in on itself from the added weight, she said, “Now, for the real test.”

      She and Enzo sat down carefully, unwilling to be too rough on the old car. The sunken seat cushions nearly swallowed them whole. Adara, who wasn’t particularly short, had to crane her neck to see over the dashboard. Enzo was a few inches taller than her, but even he looked like he was sitting in a circular pool float with his ass hanging down in the water.

      “This is going to be such a comfortable ride,” he said, yanking his door shut with another screech.

      “I concur,” Adara drawled, following suit with her own door. “Assuming the car even starts.”

      She held up the key with a flourish, shoved it into the ignition, and turned it. The engine sputtered once, twice, three times, before it finally turned over and the little car chugged to life. Relieved, Adara checked all the indicators on the dashboard and saw that everything appeared to be in working order. So she buckled her frayed seatbelt, signaled Enzo to do the same, and dropped her hand to the gear shift.

      The car was automatic—a small blessing, as Adara hadn’t driven a manual in years—so all she had to do was press the brake pedal and tug the gear shift down to drive. That done, she eased off the brake. But the car didn’t budge, so she gently tapped the accelerator to give it a nudge.

      The car lurched forward, heading straight for Nadine’s porch. Adara managed to jerk the wheel to the left just in time, and the car skirted past the house and onto the short gravel driveway.

      “I see we’re off to a good start,” Enzo muttered.

      “You want to drive this piece of crap?” she snapped.

      “Not really.”

      “Then shut up.”

      He did, and Adara pulled out of the driveway in relative peace.

      That peace didn’t last very long though.

      At the end of the narrow two-lane road on which Nadine’s house was situated, they came upon one of Edgerton’s major highways. Yesterday, everyone except first responders and nosy reporters had retreated to their homes in the wake of the impacts, leaving the streets strangely empty and quiet. Today, it appeared the shock of the impact event and the resulting losses had given way to an incessant compulsion to return to life’s “regularly scheduled programming.”

      Everyone and their mother was out and about. Men and women in business suits, carpooling to the office. Delivery people struggling to navigate their bulky trucks through dense traffic. College students who’d survived the campus impacts by nothing more than luck, zipping along on their bikes and mopeds to find a new lease on life. And so on and so on and so on and so on…

      It seemed to Adara as if the whole damn city had taken to the streets.

      There was no stoplight at the end of Nadine’s road, so it took them almost ten full minutes to find a gap in the traffic big enough to fit the clunker. Once they were in the flow of traffic, they picked up a bit of speed. But it was hampered by frequent red lights and poorly planned lane merges and all the other nonsense that made rush-hour travel in a metro area a daily disaster.

      They spent over half an hour traversing the three-odd miles from Nadine’s house to the western edge of campus. As they neared the campus, the traffic thinned, cars and trucks peeling off toward the parts of town that had been less affected by the impact event.

      It wasn’t hard to see why people would want to avoid the area near the campus. There was still a great deal of debris on the road, including shards of glass and bits of twisted metal that could easily puncture a tire.

      Thankfully, someone had set out cones to mark the most dangerous patches of road. So Adara was able to navigate around the bulk of the obstacles that could send the borrowed car to the repair shop.

      The Edgerton campus was shaped like a large diamond, and none of the city roads cut through it. Thus, the perimeter of the campus was somewhat like a giant roundabout, all the city streets spilling out onto a single two-lane road that ran along the edge of the entire diamond.

      The road they were on now emerged at the northwestern point of campus, close to the gate Adara had stumbled through yesterday, reeking of vomit and holding back tears. When they rolled to a stop at the intersection directly across from campus, she scanned the low brick wall that marked the western edge until she found that gate. A police sawhorse barricade now blocked it off, along with several lines of bright-yellow tape.

      “You see any cops?” Adara said to Enzo as she looked both ways down the street, pretending she was double-checking for oncoming traffic, in case someone in the shadows was watching them.

      “The alleyway between Barrow’s and Joys & Toys,” Enzo replied.

      The street across from the western wall was lined with artisan shops. One of them was Barrow’s Candy Shop, famous for its fifty varieties of fudge. Another was Joys & Toys, which made custom puzzles, board games, and the like.

      Between those two businesses lay an alley that acted as a thoroughfare to the courtyard behind the artisan shops. It was meant for foot traffic, but it was just wide enough to fit a car. Today, a black-and-white cop car sat at the opening of the alley, its front end facing the campus wall.

      “All right,” Adara said. “I’m going to make a loop around the campus so we can get an idea of how many cops we’re dealing with. You keep an eye on the alleys and cross streets. I’ll keep an eye on the road ahead.”

      Enzo hummed a note of agreement, and Adara turned onto the street that bordered the campus. The cops in the alley gave them a passing glance as they drove by, but no more, and they proceeded around the entire campus perimeter unimpeded.

      They counted four more police cars situated near the campus border, one for each side of the diamond. The cars were roughly positioned across from the middle of each wall, a good vantage point from which the cop pairs could keep an eye on all the gates on their respective sides of campus.

      At the same time, however, it meant they couldn’t see what was happening near any of the other walls. So as long as Adara and Enzo managed to distract one pair, they’d be able to sneak inside.

      “What you think our distraction should be?” she asked as she took a right onto a backroad and parallel parked in a street-side space. “I don’t want to do anything too destructive, but at the same time, we need our fake emergency to look convincing.”

      “But we don’t want every cop in the city to come running, just the ones watching the western wall,” he picked up. “So fire and smoke are out of the question. Maybe we can do something that makes just enough noise to reach the alleyway between Barrow’s and Joys & Toys?”

      “Whatever we do, we’ll have to do it fairly close to the alley. But we also need it to be far enough away that it takes the cops a few minutes to travel the distance and resolve the…”

      Something in the sky caught Adara’s attention. She leaned over the steering wheel, peering up through the dirty windshield. “What the heck is that?”

      Enzo leaned forward as well. “Uh, I have no idea.”

      About four miles north of their location, a beam of golden light had suddenly shot high into the air. At first, it resembled a spotlight, its intensity washed out by the sun, the beam barely a blip against the light-blue backdrop of the sky. But as they watched, the beam grew brighter and brighter, until it looked like some kind of humongous laser being fired from a sci-fi spaceship.

      Adara’s heart skipped a beat as her mind compared the beam to the swirling column of fire Selaphiel had raised to hold off the greater demon. But she buried the dim hope that the angel was alive before the thought even fully formed.

      The beam wasn’t made of fire. It was made of energy, and she recognized the energy by its rich golden color. She’d seen that color, hundreds of times, splashed across the cell phone videos taken during the impact event. It was the color of Providence. The color of God’s shattered body.

      “There’s a god shard over there,” she stated with absolute certainty.

      Enzo gasped, but when he didn’t say anything, Adara turned to face him. Only to find he was no longer paying attention to the beam of light. Instead, he was staring at one of the nearby campus gates. Staring at something—no, several somethings—that were rushing toward the gate from the campus side.

      Imps. A horde of imps. Twenty or more.

      There was a terrible moment where Adara imagined their fragile clunker car getting overrun by imps and torn to pieces before they made it a block down the street. But that mental scenario unraveled long before it came to pass. The imps didn’t even spare the car a glance as they loped through the gate, knocking over the sawhorse and shearing right through the police tape.

      The creatures had eyes for one thing only: the beam of light. They were drawn to it the same way they were drawn to Adara and Enzo. Something that belonged to their mortal enemy had awoken, and they wanted to destroy it.

      Adara tightly gripped the steering wheel while she sorted her scattered thoughts by priority. The most important revelation was obvious. “The imps came from the western side of campus. The demons must have a base there.”

      Enzo smacked the dashboard with an open palm. “Crap. They’re guarding the library.”

      “So we can’t get to the cornerstone.” She swore. “The greater demon must’ve figured out why Selaphiel paid me a visit.”

      “We’ll never get inside the library with even half that many imps on patrol.”

      “So what do we do? We have to repair the spell, or the world will literally end in a demon apocalypse.”

      “We need more support,” Enzo said plainly.

      “More shard holders, you mean?”

      “And maybe law enforcement too.”

      He pointed at the cop car parked across from the northern wall of campus, partially obscured by the shade of two trees with generous canopies. The cop pair, a young black woman and an older white man, emerged from the car with their guns drawn as the imps raced past less than thirty feet from their position.

      The slack-jawed cops stared at the creatures, not quite believing what they were seeing. Eventually, the man snapped out of his daze, raised a hand to the radio clipped to his shirt, and made a frantic call to dispatch.

      “I can’t believe the demons just revealed themselves to the public in broad daylight,” Adara murmured. “Don’t they realize that’ll draw attention from the federal government, who commands a large military with extremely powerful weapons?”

      “I’m sure they know,” Enzo said. “But whether they care is up in the air. It could be like you said last night. Maybe they’re resistant to mundane weapons. Or maybe their physical bodies can be destroyed, but their spirits or souls or whatever can just recycle themselves into a new body. I seriously doubt that the angels would’ve found the demons to be difficult opponents if they could be beaten by mortal means.”

      “Damn. You’re right.”

      Humans had a great many weapons of varying type and strength. Some of them were strong enough to wipe all life off the planet. Only the foolish or the self-assured would risk stepping on humanity’s toes hard enough to convince them to use those weapons.

      Adara knew, from those scant few seconds where she peered through her balcony window at that thing garbed in a human skin, that demons were not foolish. They were sure they could win a war against humans, as long as they had the numbers.

      “The cornerstone spell must be close to breaking,” she said. “That’s why they’re being so blasé about showing themselves. They think that by the time word gets out to the people that matter, and the human military is deployed to Edgerton in force…”

      “They’ll have their own army ready to fight back,” Enzo finished. “Shit. We really need to get into the library. But we can’t just charge in there without a solid game plan. And given that the library is likely a demonic stronghold now, a solid plan includes ample backup.”

      Adara racked her brain for ideas, and her gaze drifted back to the pillar of light. “You think that’s the work of a shard holder, or just some weird effect of a shard that hit the ground?”

      “Can’t be sure either way without checking it out.” Enzo picked at his swollen lip. “But it might be worth the risk of racing the imps there.”

      “Think this hunk of junk can beat those imps to the light?”

      “If we leave in the next five seconds.”

      Adara put the car in gear. “Hold onto your breakfast. This is going to be a bumpy ride.”
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      When they were halfway to the pillar, it began to drizzle. Which was odd, as the sky had been cloudless the last time Adara checked.

      After swerving around a group of pedestrians who were standing in the middle of a crosswalk, ogling the brilliant golden light, she craned her neck to peer up at the sky. A sky that was indeed entirely blue and crystal clear—save for one spot that just so happened to coincide with their current location.

      The lone gray storm cloud was dumping rain on roughly ten blocks of the city. Even stranger, it wasn’t moving with the wind. It was sitting perfectly still in the sky and continuously dumping water.

      “Well, that’s not normal.” Enzo gawked at the cloud over the rims of his glasses. “Another god shard? Or the same one producing the pillar of light?”

      “My bet’s on a different one.” Adara jerked the clunker to the right and forced two wheels onto the sidewalk in order to avoid crashing headlong into the back of a pickup that had abruptly stopped on the road ahead. The driver was leaning out of his window and filming the pillar of light with his cell phone.

      Once she cleared the truck, she pulled the car back onto the lane. The two wheels hit the asphalt with a grinding clank that made her worry the axles were on their last legs. “From what I’ve seen so far,” she continued, “the shards impart one specific ability. And I don’t see what a light pillar and a rainstorm have in common. Also, the centers of the two phenomena are a few blocks apart, which suggests two different points of origin.”

      “So we might have two recruits waiting for us.” Enzo rapped his knuckles on the dashboard. “If this keeps up, maybe we’ll actually gather enough troops to storm the library before all hell literally breaks loose.”

      “I appreciate your optimism.” Adara laid on the horn, scaring a jaywalker so badly that he tripped over his own two feet and fell on his ass. Thankfully, he fell backward onto the sidewalk. So Adara didn’t end up running him over and jarring the car’s damaged suspension.

      Enzo gritted his teeth at the near miss. “You said I was being too cynical earlier, so I decided to change it up.”

      “Good decision.” Adara breathed through her teeth, her stress level so high that her heart was dancing a jig behind her ribs. “I need a bit of levity right now.”

      The appearance of the light had drawn hundreds of curious spectators onto the streets, like moths to a flame. As the car drew closer to the epicenter of the light phenomenon, the crowd grew larger and denser. Until people were spilling over the sidewalks, further congesting the already crowded streets.

      Soon, traffic would be at a total standstill. She and Enzo were going to have to abandon the car and continue on foot.

      “Maybe we should park halfway between the pillar and the storm cloud,” Enzo said. “That way, we can split up and check out both phenomena at the same time.”

      “Splitting up will be dangerous.”

      “But it’ll also be practical. Those imps aren’t but so far behind us. If both the pillar and the rainstorm are the work of shard holders, and we only reach one of them before the imps arrive…”

      Adara sighed and yanked the wheel to the left. The car veered onto a one-way side street that would take them to Latham Court. It was a small neighborhood comprised largely of high-end townhouses that separated the commercial area in which the pillar was shining brightly from the children’s play park that lay beneath the center of the lonely, low-hanging storm cloud.

      “I agree with you,” she said, easing the car through an intersection. “We need to cover as much ground as possible before the demons get here. But please, Enzo, be careful. And be fast.

      “That greater demon showed up at my apartment after I alone used my god shard. There are two shards active right now within a few blocks of each other, and we’re bringing two more to the same area. It’ll practically be a god shard buffet. So I seriously doubt that greater demon will just hang back and twiddle his thumbs while the imps have their fun.”

      “I understand the risk. I’ll be quick. But…” Enzo turned around in his seat and looked at the undulating mass of transfixed people gathered on the main street behind them. “What about those people? What’ll happen when the imps get here?”

      “Hopefully, they’ll take one look at the ugly bastards and run for the hills.” Adara examined the buildings on either side of the road leading up to Latham Court and spied a small, independent grocery store right on the corner.

      Convenient shopping for the well-off people in the neighborhood. Convenient parking for the clunker car.

      “There’ll be a stampede.” Enzo turned back around and sank deeply into his seat. “People will be hurt, maybe even killed. And if the imps get ahold of anyone, they’ll be butchered.”

      “I know.” She cut a hard turn across the left lane, coasted into the parking lot, and rolled straight into a spot at the far end, beside a rusting dumpster. People wouldn’t give the car too much notice if it was next to a regular eyesore.

      “But,” she added, “we can’t spend our time or risk our lives trying to protect every individual. No matter how guilty it makes us feel to leave them vulnerable. That’s the sacrifice you make by taking on a big task like saving the world. When you dedicate yourself to the big picture, you have to let the small ones fall to the wayside.”

      Adara turned the key, and the car shut off with a grumble.

      Enzo closed his one working eye and took an unsteady breath. “I hate it when doing the right thing makes me feel like a bad person.”

      “Me too.” Adara unclipped her seatbelt and grasped the door handle. “But if you do the wrong thing to satisfy your conscience in the short term, you’ll end up feeling a whole lot worse when the long-term consequences of your failure to do the right thing come to pass.”

      He let out a bitter laugh and kicked his door open, the hinges screeching loudly. “You keep spouting advice like that, I’m going to recommend you switch to a philosophy program.”

      Adara elbowed her own door open and stepped out into the cool mist wafting off the rainstorm. “No chance of that. After all this shit is over, I’ll have spouted enough mollifying moral philosophy to last a lifetime.”
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      They flipped a coin to determine who went where. Adara, in the true fashion of a rookie gambler, made a poor call on tails and got stuck with the pillar of light.

      Telling each other to be quick and careful, she and Enzo took off in opposite directions. Him heading into the tiny rainstorm, armed with an umbrella. Her heading into the buzzing crowd, armed with something more.

      She had on her a bowie knife and the handgun she’d pilfered from the leader of the thugs who’d broken into the bar. The cool metal of both weapons brushed against the bare skin of her back as they bobbed up and down in her waistband, hidden only by her shirt. That touch made her feel protected, made her feel dangerous, made her feel like someone who wasn’t to be trifled with. And she used that feeling as fuel to plow straight through the crowd.

      Three blocks out from the pillar, only the tiniest gaps existed in the throng. Adara forced her way through them, even the ones that were beanpole thin, by jabbing her pointy elbows at anyone who stood in her way. Her roughness earned her a litany of angry shouts and swears. More than one person called her a bitch and made a half-hearted swing at her head. But she ignored all of those people. Because they were not important.

      The only important thing in Adara’s world at this moment lay ahead, at the base of the golden pillar.

      After what felt like years of pushing and shoving, Adara finally reached the front of the crowd. A straight line of people packed like sardines that stretched the full breadth of the four-lane Maynard Avenue. The line wasn’t straight because the people were orderly, but rather because the city police had driven the crowd fifty feet back from the glowing office building from which the pillar of light had burst forth. The same sort of sawhorses that blocked the entrances to Edgerton College now marked a police perimeter around the entire building.

      The building in question, according to the sign above the main entrance, was the headquarters of an accounting firm, Barnaby and Pruitt. It had taken a direct hit from a god shard, dozens of dark windows shattered inward, a star-shaped mark scorched along its face.

      Since the impact event, it appeared that the god shard had made additional alterations to the building. The underlying steel skeleton was lit up like a Christmas tree, and the otherwise flat and featureless rooftop had become a massive spotlight.

      Adara drank in the odd sight, and sighed. There wasn’t a shard holder here.

      The shard that hit the office had fused with the building materials in much the same way that the shards that hit people fused with their souls. Something had set the shard off, perhaps interference from the cops or firefighters. Now it was exerting its influence, changing the building into something that better fit whatever aspect of God that particular shard contained.

      Adara had no clue what that aspect was—unless it was the “let there be light” shard—and she didn’t have time to stick around and find out. A building couldn’t help her defeat the demons, no matter how pretty a light show it could put on.

      The imps were bound to reach the outer edge of the crowd any moment. In short order, people would start screaming, followed by stampeding. So if she didn’t leave ASAP, Adara would get trapped in the chaotic mass.

      She briefly surveyed the crowd. Almost everyone had their phones out, taking pictures or recording videos or live-streaming this weird occurrence to their various social media followers. Whatever happened with the building would be posted on the internet ad infinitum.

      Adara could catch the highlights later and determine if the building presented any sort of threat to the public that the authorities couldn’t handle. For now, she needed to get the heck out of here and rejoin Enzo in the parking lot of the grocery store.

      Hope he had better luck than I did, she thought as she began to worm her way back through the tightly packed crowd. For all I know, the rainstorm might just be the manifestation of a god shard that hit a pond or something. This whole excursion might’ve been an exercise in futility and…Why did it suddenly get so quiet?

      Adara froze as an unnatural hush fell over the crowd. Where before there had been excited chatter as people debated the cause of the strange light phenomenon, now a heavy blanket of unease was rolling over the area.

      The phones stayed held aloft, recording the building. But the awe drained from faces, the nervous smiles faded, and the temperature seemed to drop ten degrees, as if an arctic wind had just blown into Edgerton.

      Adara spun back around and raked her gaze across the area. The two dozen cops positioned across the block stood stock-still, facing the main entrance of the accounting firm, hands resting on their holsters. Roughly the same number of firefighters were on the move, backtracking toward their bright-red trucks. They knew that whatever was trudging through the empty space where four pairs of glass doors had once been was far beyond their purview.

      And what was lurking in the entryway to the building? It was hard to say at first.

      In the shadows, all you could see was a man-shaped black mass, slowly but surely trudging toward daylight. Somehow, the golden glow of the building’s frame did not touch this creature. In fact, it almost seemed like the creature was exuding a miasma of thick, inky darkness that repelled the building’s light.

      The creature took a step forward, and another, and another. With each step, the tension of the crowd grew thicker, and thicker, and thicker. Until it was so hard to breathe that Adara felt like she was on the cusp of drowning in thin air.

      Everyone can sense the malevolence rolling off that creature, she thought as panic burned through her veins, setting her nerves alight, screaming for her to choose flight. You don’t need to have a god shard to sense evil. You don’t need anything special to sense evil. Because evil wants to be sensed, wants to be known, wants to be feared. And great evil seeks to instill great terror.

      The shadowy figure sauntered across the field of broken glass in the entryway, each crunch like a gunshot going off on the subdued street. Until at last, it reached the edge of the glass carpet and stepped onto the cracked concrete of the sidewalk. Its veil of darkness slid from its shoulders like soft silk and made it seem as if the creature ambled out of a midnight dream and emerged into midday.

      Adara had known what she would see the moment the creature stepped over the threshold. Even so, she still gasped along with everyone else.

      It was the greater demon who had come to Adara’s apartment. He wore the same suit and tie. He had the same pitch-black eyes. But the halo of skin made from soot had grown three times larger, and his face was heavily pockmarked where putrid flesh had sunken in. The demon’s host body was falling apart, too weak to withstand the immense power of his essence in perpetuity.

      Adara knew better, however, than to think he was growing weak.

      He was every bit as powerful as he had been the night before. Or perhaps even stronger, since the cornerstone spell had further degraded since then.

      Like the imps, she reasoned, the greater demon wasn’t afraid of exposing himself to armed humans. Because he knew they couldn’t defeat him. Not in any way that mattered.

      Still, she wondered why he would intentionally pit himself against the city police, intentionally reveal himself to all these people before the full demon invasion was set into motion. God shards or not, the human authorities could surely interfere in the demons’ plans in some way, shape, or…

      Unless this reveal was part of the plan.

      An alarm bell went off in Adara’s head.

      She needed to get out of this crowd.

      Now.
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      Adara barreled through the crowd without restraint and with great remorse. She bowled over no less than six people, most of them smaller and frailer than her, including an elderly woman and a tiny teenage girl. She shoved a tall, willowy man into the back of a burly bruiser, who immediately spun around and punched the innocent guy in the jaw. And lastly, she rammed her elbow into the gut of a cop on the sidewalk who’d probably thought that crowd control would be the safer choice when the only other option was standing next to a mysteriously glowing office building.

      He was wrong. There was no safety here.

      When he spun away, clutching his gut, Adara heaved herself free from the crowd and lunged toward the glass doors that marked the entrance to a large sporting goods store. A few of the people whose dignity she’d damaged made a grab for her flailing arms or her tangled hair, but they all missed by an inch or two and spit swears at her instead.

      Adara tugged one of the doors open before anyone could catch up to her and slipped inside the store. She raced across the floor till she reached the place where the free-standing metal clothing racks gave way to much sturdier floor-to-ceiling shelves. She grabbed the edge of the first of these shelving units and flung her body around it, then skidded to a stop on the tile floor and dropped to her knees.

      Through a small gap between the rows of shelves, she peered back at the entrance. The cop she’d assaulted had recovered from the blow and was waving off worried bystanders.

      As the cop adjusted his uniform shirt, he spun to face the sporting goods store and unclipped the strap on his holster to make a show of force as he pursued the woman who’d dared to strike a cop. Watching him march toward the doors, proud and seemingly unperturbed, Adara wished a bruised sternum was the only wound the man would gain today.

      But the reason she’d so urgently raced to the store for cover was because she knew that most of the people in the crowd were about to sustain wounds far, far worse than any damage she could deal in human form. And the creature who would cause those wounds was the greater demon standing just outside the accounting firm of Barnaby and Pruitt.

      The moment the cop reached out to grasp the door handle, Adara’s worst fears came to fruition. Through the wide display windows that took advantage of the store’s corner location, she observed an unfolding catastrophe.

      The greater demon took a gander at the anxious crowd. Then he contorted his stolen face into an expression that none would call a smile.

      The lips stretched too far to either side. The teeth inside were far too sharp. The skin of his cheeks wrinkled and tore, sending more black flakes floating up and up. A tongue, bloated and bulbous and black, peeked out from behind those predator’s teeth and dribbled dark fluid that steamed on the air.

      The demon raised one hand and snapped his fingers.

      Bright sparks leaped from his fingertips and spiraled through the air until all ten were positioned in a straight line on the edge of the sidewalk. Each sizzling spark swirled about in a matching circular manner and left little trails of black smoke in their flittering wakes.

      Smoke that grew denser and not thinner as it spread. Smoke that took shape as it grew and grew. Smoke that gained texture as it molded itself into something more than murky clouds. Smoke that transformed from an amorphous mass into the mockery of an animal.

      Four skinny legs. A long, soft tail. A flowing mane. A snorting snout. And two bright, intelligent eyes.

      Horses. The sparks had become horses. Horses with coats black as night. Whose manes and tails moved like ocean waves. Whose hooves struck the pavement and produced the beats of drums. Whose eyes were the same solid black as their cruel creator’s, seeing all the fear that teemed around them and reflecting it back to their quaking prey.

      Spectral horses. Steeds from Hell.

      The greater demon cocked his head to the side, admiring his creations, and let out a high-pitched whistle.

      The horses charged. Their hooves kicked up trails of orange sparks so hot they set off tiny fires. Their nostrils flared and huffed out smoke that whipped past their heads like ghostly reins. They moved like the wind and stepped like a storm, and booms of thunder rocked the street. As they neared the line of parked police vehicles blocking off the office from the crowd beyond, they let out screams that undulated with the sound of breaking glass.

      The cops, stunned by the appearance of the horses, didn’t respond until it was too late. They lifted handguns and shotguns and fired at will, pelting the asphalt of the road, the concrete of the sidewalks, the siding of the office building, and everything in between.

      But the bullets went right through the horses and did not draw a drop of blood. Because the horses had no blood to shed. Because the horses had no life to lose.

      They weren’t creatures with heartbeats and pulses. They were extensions of the greater demon’s power, willed into being from his dark imagination.

      The demon stood on the sidewalk, watching with glee that glowed blood red in the obsidian pools of his eyes. The bullets that plunged through the phantom horses hit the greater demon too, punched holes in his torso, sheared skin from his limbs. But he either didn’t notice, or he didn’t care.

      That body was a costume after all. Once he wore it threadbare, he would just discard it.

      The horses reached the cop blockade and jumped the cars. As they came down like smoking comets, they all opened their mouths, and instead of screams, they belched out orange fire. The fire was based on a liquid accelerant, and so it sprayed across the line of cops and set them all ablaze.

      Every cop went up like kindling, bonfires made of melting flesh. Some of them ran. Some of them rolled. Some of them screamed and beat themselves, trying to put out the hungry flames.

      But the flames didn’t obey the laws of man, much less the laws of physics. They burned too fast. They burned too hot.

      Before the phantom horses even landed in a gallop, half the cops were dead and smoking, and the rest were on their way.

      The horses didn’t even look back to see the fruits of their labor. They set their sights on the massive crowd of bystanders, too densely packed to flee fast, too shocked to leave in an orderly fashion.

      The horses screamed in glee. The humans screamed in terror.

      Between one blink and the next, Chaos came to Edgerton, Massachusetts.

      And there was nothing Adara Caine could do but watch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      At some point amid the fear and the death, Adara figured it out. The glowing building. The spectral horses. The greater demon exposing itself for all the world to see.

      The answers seemed to fall perfectly into place one after the other, like a line of dominoes. Just as hard and just as loud as the burning bodies of the slain fell to the ground outside the sporting goods store.

      This was a distraction.

      The cop Adara had elbowed rushing to cut off the horses but tripping over a woman who’d fallen down and dropping his gun in the process. A distraction. The burly bruiser screaming like a frightened child and throwing people from his path as he fled from the evil creatures. A distraction.

      The horses taking careful aim at the most densely packed parts of the panicked crush before they breathed wide streams of fire that engulfed dozens at a time. A distraction. The imps that had surrounded Maynard Avenue and cut off the fleeing flow by tearing people limb from limb. A distraction.

      God shards, Adara was certain, did not activate on their own. They activated as the result of a significant external stimulus.

      In a person, a god shard reacted to fear and determination. But an inanimate object, like a building, didn’t feel human emotions. So the event that provoked the shard embedded in the firm of Barnaby and Pruitt to glow brighter than the sun must have been something more tangible than emotion, something more physical. Something rougher than first responders clearing the floors for dead and wounded. Something that caused actual damage to the shard’s container.

      The greater demon. He’d gone to the Barnaby and Pruitt building to set off the shard on purpose. In so doing, he had drawn the entire city’s attention to the accounting firm, caused curious people to amass nearby, spurred the creation of hundreds of videos that billions could view on the internet.

      The whole world had been captivated by the pillar of light, then awed by the appearance of a being that clearly wasn’t human, then shocked by the massacre in progress.

      Everyone in Edgerton, everyone on Earth, was watching this revolting slaughter.

      And no one was watching the Edgerton College campus.

      The demons had manufactured a decoy war zone to draw attention away from their real staging area. To keep the gullible humans occupied for a few hours more, until the full breadth of the demon army was ready to ride across the city and burn the whole thing down.

      A war zone complete with broken bodies lying still on cracked concrete. A war zone complete with men and women butchered indiscriminately. A war zone painted red with blood and frosted with black ash. A war zone doused in smoke like fog and lit by smoldering fires. A war zone juxtaposed against the backdrop of the brightly shining miracle that was the accounting firm of Barnaby and Pruitt.

      Of course, demons would do nothing that didn’t make a mockery of God.

      A thump against the store window drew Adara’s attention from the floor, where’d she cast her gaze so her eyes would stop drinking in the terrible sights. The petite teenage girl Adara had knocked to the ground a scant few minutes prior was sliding down the window glass, leaving trails of bloody fingerprints.

      Half her face had been burned away by the arcing flames of the spectral horses. Somewhere along the way, her throat had been slit and was dribbling dark blood down the front of her snow-white blouse. She sank all the way to her knees, her mouth moving without sound, her eyes blinking but not seeing, fear etched deeply into her face even as her muscles slackened.

      She mouthed one word that Adara understood—help—before she slumped over and succumbed to her wounds.

      The girl couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old.

      Adara stared at the bloody marks the girl had left on the window, and something inside her heart, inside her soul, inside her tattered mind, tore through the bars of its cage and broke free.

      Rage poured into her veins. A hot, frothing rage that bubbled up her throat and emerged from between her lips as a fearsome growl. An electric rage that shocked her spine and sent her legs into motion, coaxed her to rise and step out from her hiding spot. A bitter rage that rang in her ears like a chorus of church bells, both chastising her for being foolish enough to walk into this trap and insisting that she do something to end this massacre since she was already here.

      She marched back to the store’s main entrance, grabbed the now cracked glass door, and heaved it open. The sounds that had been muffled by the thick glass hit her all at once. Screams and sobs. Groans and gasps. The final breaths of the dying.

      From this new vantage point, no more clothing racks to block her view, Adara drank in the whole of the devastation. The countless bodies. The buildings on fire. The night-black horses still chasing people too slow to outrun them. The imps ambushing people from alleys and rooftops and wringing their necks or bashing their skulls in.

      At the center of it all stood the greater demon with a satisfied smirk on his face. He now loitered at the intersection between Maynard and Rosewood, the perfect position from which to observe the results of his clever trick.

      Every now and again, he whistled sharp notes, instructing the horses or the imps to kill certain people or destroy certain things. All to make the massacre as much of a spectacle as possible. He wanted the world to know his cruelty, to know without question he was evil, so that the city would throw all its resources at him and reserve none for the growing army at the library.

      I won’t let you get away with this, Adara thought. Any of this.

      The banishment spell she and Enzo had thoroughly studied before leaving Nadine’s sprang to the top of her thoughts. She ran her tongue through the series of syllables that had been written phonetically on the scroll in English letters.

      She had spoken the words aloud a few times but never with any conviction, not wanting to set off the god shard that was seemingly so eager to express its power. Now, she had all the conviction, a galaxy’s worth of conviction, and at the last touch of her tongue to the top of her mouth, she felt a spark of power dance against her cheeks.

      Her god shard was active. She could feel it in her soul. A sort of deep hum sending quick pulses of power through her in a way that transcended skin and bone but somehow tickled her tactile sense all the same.

      She intrinsically knew that it was searching for a water source with which she could merge, but she could also sense that it possessed the potential for other actions. Like casting magic spells.

      Adara held the incantation for the banishment spell at the forefront of her mind, which stoked the shard to burn brighter and harder, like it was a predator eager to hunt. That spiritual flame grew so large and hot that it began to break the confines of Adara’s mortal soul, and her body exuded a faint golden sheen that matched the color of the light pillar shooting up into the sky.

      Convinced that she was calling upon all the shard’s power, she turned to face the greater demon. He had already sensed her shard activation. He was staring at her with an expression on his crumbling face that blurred the lines between curiosity and disdain.

      As Adara stepped off the sidewalk and onto the blood-soaked streets, her fingers curling into fists that glowed a touch brighter than the rest of her body, the demon grasped that she meant to challenge him, meant to end his onslaught and save the pitiful humans who were not yet dead.

      The demon laughed the way a saw met metal, then whistled six more notes.

      Three of the spectral horses and three nearby imps set their sights on the lone young woman with the golden glow and the furious scowl. The horses dashed across the asphalt, sparks flying off their hooves, and opened their fiendish mouths to reveal sharp teeth and throats full of fire. The imps trailed the horses at a distance, loping along on their cloven hooves and disproportionate human hands.

      All the creatures crushed fresh corpses underfoot without a care in the world for the mess, much less for the desecration.

      Humans were nothing but garbage to the demons.

      Adara thought it fair to throw that treatment back at them.

      She met the greater demon’s gaze with one that displayed a total lack of concern for the spectral horses and rabid imps rushing toward her. At the mystified quirk of the demon’s eyebrow, Adara took a deep breath from the hot, smoky air and began to speak the banishment incantation.

      Though she had never studied the lyrical language before today, the syllables flew off her tongue in a cadence that was at once soft and powerful. She directed her voice at the greater demon, but encompassed the imps and the horses in her will as well, demanding that all of them leave her city, leave her world, leave her life.

      All the righteous anger they had wrought inside her since her first encounter with that imp at the pool, all the compassion and sorrow she felt for the dozens of dead strewn across the streets—all her raw human emotion acted like gasoline thrown onto a fire and turned the rhythmic incantation into a bellowing war cry.

      The words filled every nook and cranny, echoed through the subdued streets, searched the alleys, pierced the shadows, until there was nowhere left to hide.

      The instant the last syllable of the last word struck the air, every inch of space inside the boundary of the spell came to a sudden stop, like time itself had ceased to flow. Then the god shard let out a mighty wave of power that rippled through the air and mowed down every demon in its path.

      The imps both near and far, most of them stuck mid-leap, shattered like glass and clinked across the asphalt. All ten spectral horses were blown back into puffs of drifting smoke that mingled with the smoke from the scattered fires until the two were indistinguishable.

      The greater demon took the brunt of the spell, the golden pulse pelting him from all sides. His decayed body couldn’t take the strain and fell apart. An arm came free and landed with a fleshy thud. The jaw came loose at one joint and hung off the face at an awkward angle. A leg buckled and sent the demon to his knees.

      But he did not yield to the spell’s force. He did not return to Hell. Even as his remaining skin peeled away in sheets and landed in damp, bloody piles at his feet, the demon held his ground.

      Adara pushed and pushed at her god shard, directing the spell to grab hold of the demon and drag him off the face of the earth. But it didn’t work.

      Selaphiel had been right. The power of a single shard just wasn’t quite enough to overwhelm a greater demon.

      The haunting song of the banishment spell faded into an echo, and the greater demon remained to fight another day.
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      Dizziness slammed into Adara like a speeding truck. She doubled over, gasping. She had pushed her shard to its limit and strained her soul in the process, her whole existence trembling from the conceit of commanding a piece of God.

      But even as she struggled to hold back the bile surging up her throat and breathed so fast she started seeing stars, she applauded herself for a job well done. She might have failed to banish the greater demon, but she’d taken the imps and the spectral horses out of play.

      There were roughly a hundred fifty people dead on the streets and sidewalks. But somewhere around three hundred people had been in the area when the horses charged, which meant close to half had made it out alive. By the time the greater demon was able to amass more horses and call more imps, all the survivors fleeing from Maynard Avenue would be long gone.

      Adara hadn’t won, but her enemy hadn’t either.

      The greater demon shook off the last vestiges of the banishment spell and stood up. His body was in terrible shape, more decomposed corpse than usable costume. But the demon’s real power was independent of the body’s condition, so all that external damage did nothing but reduce how fast he could cross the distance between himself and Adara.

      This small development gave Adara a bit of extra time to come up with a new strategy, so she tried to make the best of it. She thoroughly examined the area for anything that could help her damage the demon’s host body to the point where it became completely inoperable. But none among the fallen were armed, and most of the fires sparked by the horses had been snuffed out by the drizzle from the nearby rainstorm.

      That drizzle reminded her that Enzo was not far away, and he might very well have already been attacked by more imps dispatched from the library. She hoped that the commotion here on Maynard had spurred him into a retreat to the grocery store, whether he had found the source of the shard power or not.

      She knew that was as far as he would’ve gone though. He wasn’t going to leave her behind. If she didn’t head back to the clunker car sooner rather than later, he would come this way in search of her and put himself in the greater demon’s line of fire.

      Her hand drifted to the pistol tucked into her waistband. The magazine held eight small-caliber rounds, more than enough to mow down any human. But the decrepit body of the greater demon shambling toward her, leaving trails of bloody footprints across the field of death that the street had become, wouldn’t fall to a few more holes or tears. A bullet to the head or to the spine might take the body out of commission, but Adara wasn’t confident she could make such a shot.

      Damn. If only I hadn’t lost my shotgun at the bar. I could’ve ripped this bastard’s body to shreds with a few buckshot rounds and finished it off with a slug to the skull.

      As it was, she’d have to let loose and pray her aim was true. And also pray the demon didn’t shoot back with something more substantial than bullets.

      Tugging the gun out from underneath her shirt, she gripped it hard in both quaking hands and aimed the weapon at her opponent. There was so little skin left on the demon’s faux face that Adara couldn’t determine if he had an expression. But there was something in the way he held his shoulders, in the way his head tilted slightly to the left, that gave Adara the impression the demon was amused.

      Something on her own face must’ve betrayed her confusion. Because the demon opened his broken jaw so wide the chin hung at his clavicle and spoke without using his lips or his tongue. The voice emerged from a flickering black fire whose fingers licked the back of his soot-stained throat.

      “I must admit, little girl, that I’m rather impressed,” the demon said, his voice spitting like flames against metal. “I didn’t expect any of you hapless humans to put up much of a fight, but that was quite a sound attempt at a banishment. My essence actually quavered for a second.”

      “I was going for a bit more than a quaver,” Adara retorted. Her throat was raw from invoking the banishment spell; the magical words had grated against her vocal cords like sandpaper. “And if you take one step closer to me, I’ll make another go of it, and we’ll see exactly how much that meat suit of yours can handle before it disintegrates.”

      The demon quirked his split lips. “You put on a brave face, girl, but your human frailty betrays that bravado. Between the raspy voice and the fact that you’re wavering to and fro, it’s painfully obvious that you don’t have it in you to cast the spell a second time. Which is hardly surprising. A human soul can only handle the smallest fragments of God, which means it can only wield the smallest portions of God’s power. That banishment spell hit your limit and almost pushed you overboard. You can cast nothing stronger than your first attempt.”

      “Not alone, maybe.” She pressed her finger to the trigger of the gun in warning. “But I’m far from the only shard holder.”

      “So I am all too aware.” He clicked his tongue against the roof of his deformed mouth. “Lucky for me, humans are slow to accept great change, for they are loath to alter their world views and core values. By the time any of you ‘shard holders’ are able to gather a group strong enough to banish a being on my level, our army will already be on the march. Your city will be in flames, and your world as a whole will not be far behind. Face it, little girl, you humans just don’t have what it takes to—”

      “Adara,” she spat.

      The demon blinked his oily black eyes. “Pardon?”

      “My name is Adara. Not ‘little girl.’”

      “Ah.” His smirk returned. “Well, if it’s an introduction you’re after, Adara, then I am delighted to tell you that I am His Royal Highness, Belphegor, the Low Prince of Sloth.”

      “Belphegor, huh?” Adara spoke the name like it was poison on her tongue. “An appropriately ugly name for such a monstrous creature.”

      “Oh please,” the demon scoffed. “Name-calling isn’t a productive way to—”

      Adara pulled the trigger. The bullet struck Belphegor right between the eyes, and his head snapped back. Black sludge sloughed out of the hole and dribbled down his face.

      Before the demon could recover his composure, Adara shot him again. This time, the round struck his good knee and shattered the joint. Already unbalanced from the first hit, the demon tipped over backward, landing with a splash in a deep puddle of blood.

      With his head tilted back, Adara could line up a perfect shot at his neck, which would destroy practically everything Belphegor needed to keep his body in motion. But as she went to adjust the aim of her gun, she found that her body had suddenly grown weak and sluggish. Her legs were on the verge of buckling and sending her down to the bloodstained street, and her fingers were rapidly losing their ability to hold onto the gun.

      “What the hell?” she muttered with a tongue that was oddly heavy.

      On the ground ten feet away, Belphegor sniggered.

      A low whine broke through Adara’s teeth as she lost her ability to stand upright and sank to one knee, the blood on the asphalt soaking through the denim of her jeans. “What did you do?” she growled.

      “Sloth,” the demon said. “I’m a prince of sloth, silly girl.”

      At the same moment she’d first pulled the trigger, she realized with rising fear, Belphegor had ensnared her with some kind of demon magic. This “sloth effect” was bleeding all the energy from her body. If she didn’t break out of the demon’s hold in the next few seconds, she was going to end up lying listlessly on the road, unable to fight, unable to run, unable to even think.

      Meanwhile, Belphegor was already recovering from the gunshots, bending and breaking his body into the shapes necessary to bypass the damage she’d dealt him. He rose to his feet with the body’s knees twisted sideways and the hole in his skull plugged by a thumb he had ripped off the hand of a nearby corpse.

      Head lolling to the side, flayed face splashed with rancid black goo, Belphegor gave her a mutilated approximation of that same wicked grin he was so fond of throwing at those he intended to kill. He grinned so hard his jaw fell off and hit the asphalt with a fleshy thud.

      “Oh bother,” he said with no tongue. “I’ll have to swap this skin out for a new one sooner than I’d planned.” He raised his arm and made a tsk-tsk motion with his crooked fingers. “Look at what you’ve done, Adara. I wanted to play with you until the human police arrived in force to take a hilariously pathetic crack at me. But now I’ve got to go find a replacement host before this ruined thing degrades into a pile of dust. There’s nothing worse than running around with a desiccated corpse as a host, you know.”

      Adara made a valiant effort to lift the gun again, but her hand didn’t budge from her lap. What little energy remained in her body was dedicated to holding her upright, and even that was failing, her head and torso slumping to the left. In a moment, she’d fall over and that would be it. No more defiance. Belphegor would be able to waltz right up to her and beat her or burn her to death.

      Her gaze slid to the thin pool of blood on the road. Like beer, blood was mostly water. Theoretically, she should be able to merge with it. But despite the number of bodies lying in her immediate vicinity, people of all ages and ethnicities killed with equal ruthlessness, she wasn’t sure there was quite enough blood in one place to jumpstart the transformation.

      “Are you still trying to find a way out of this?” Belphegor staggered toward her, his legs bowing out at the knee with each step, showcasing all the bones and tendons within. “Because there isn’t one. The human authorities are still blocks out, their vehicles unable to bypass all those parodies of funeral pyres. By the time they get here on foot, you’ll be long dead. And despite that glint in your eye that speaks to a clever idea, I will not be giving you the chance to do anything more than cry out in shock before I…”

      What was left of Belphegor’s face went slack as something behind Adara caught his attention. Not a second later, a fat drop of water landed on Adara’s head. Another followed it. And then three. And then twelve. And then too many too count.

      In the time it took Adara to heave her head around and peer over her shoulder, she went from being bathed in smoke-tinged mist to being soaked by a mighty downpour.

      At the center of this downpour, beneath the billowing black storm cloud that Adara and Enzo had identified as a shard effect, was Nadine’s chugging clunker car. Though it was hard to see through the dense rain, Adara spied Enzo at the wheel of the car. He was hunched forward in the seat, bouncing up and down as the car straddled the road and the sidewalk, allowing him to avoid running over most of the bodies scattered across Maynard Avenue.

      A second man sat in the back seat of the car.

      The shard holder who’d created the storm.

      “Oh great,” groaned Belphegor. “Not another one.”

      Just as he said this, Enzo yelled something indiscernible to the man in the back seat, and the man bowed his head. The rain immediately grew lighter. But it wasn’t because the man was losing his hold on the storm. Rather, it was because he was focusing his efforts on something other than rain.

      From the slate-gray storm cloud that roiled above, there came a bright flicker of light. An enormous, forking lightning bolt burst forth and zigzagged down to the earth. It struck Belphegor in the chest with a blinding flash and a deafening peal of thunder.

      The force of the impact flung Belphegor backward. He landed twenty feet farther down the street, the thump of his flesh smacking the asphalt complemented by the snapping of bones.

      When the last flicker of light faded away, Belphegor lay still. Steam rose from his blackened skin.

      Adara sat stunned, drenched to the bone, every hair on her body arcing with static electricity. Right up until the moment the clunker car screeched to a stop beside her, and Enzo yelled, “Get in!”

      The sound of his worried voice sent a trickle of adrenaline through her veins. With the help of the car’s hood, she hauled herself to her feet and shuffled around to the front passenger seat, whose door had already been wrenched open. She flopped onto the seat and used the momentum of her fall to drag the door shut. She didn’t even have enough energy to tug it closed.

      “Drive,” she mumbled to Enzo before he could ask any questions. “Just drive. Away from here. Away from him.” She jutted her chin toward Belphegor, whose charred body was twitching like a snail covered in salt. “Get us away from that goddamn demon as fast as you fucking can.”
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      Adara drifted in and out of awareness on the flight from Maynard Avenue.

      Now and again, she caught snippets of conversation between Enzo and the man in the back seat. Pieces of what seemed to be an argument about his manipulation of the weather, about how long he should keep the hard rain coming down to obscure their car from the authorities. Every second his god shard was active after all, it acted as a beacon to the demons. There was no point in hiding themselves from the police if it drew more imps down on their heads.

      Each time she managed to open her eyes, Adara also caught snapshots of the world around her. Flashes of red and blue police lights from what seemed to be an endless procession of cruisers barreling down an adjacent street. Burned-out storefronts that had been looted the night before, their interiors choked by a haze of smoke. Blood spatter clinging to walls and sidewalk squares, spreading out like watercolor paint as it mixed with the pouring rain.

      Is this really my city? she thought wearily. It fell so far in just one day.

      It would keep on falling too, she knew, if the demons were not stopped.

      By the time they were done, there would be no city left.

      Gradually, the effects of Belphegor’s energy-sapping ability diminished. Adara returned to wakefulness just as Enzo was parallel parking across the street from an ultramodern apartment complex in what she recognized as the high-end Tarly Square neighborhood.

      The eight blocks that made up the square held a mix of expensive shopping options and apartment buildings far beyond what a middle-class grad student could afford. Adara had, to her knowledge, set foot in Tarly Square a total of three times since she’d moved to Edgerton. Only once had she bought something.

      Still slumped against the window, Adara observed the fifteen-story apartment complex across the street. She had the idle thought that if any of the stuffy residents were watching their windows as well as their TVs, Nadine’s unsightly clunker car would wind up getting towed by the end of the day.

      Enzo and the man in the back seat, however, didn’t seem too concerned about the car staying put. The former hopped out onto the street and came around to the passenger side to help Adara up. The latter grabbed Adara’s pack before he clambered out of the car.

      Adara attempted to wave off Enzo’s helping hand. But when she stumbled her first couple steps, he grabbed her arm to keep her steady.

      Together, the three of them headed to the front entrance of the apartment building. While Enzo and Adara waited for the other man to dig his key fob out of his briefcase, Adara glanced at the sky. It was now the same crystal-clear blue it had been earlier, no sign of the manufactured thunderstorm remaining.

      Controlling the weather is a powerful skill, she thought. If he can create all sorts of weather phenomena, he’ll be a huge boon when we assail the library.

      Assuming he was willing to help them.

      The man clearly had a nervous disposition, maybe even a genuine anxiety disorder.

      As he led them through the hotel-like lobby of the building, he looked over his shoulder no less than twelve times. Like he thought the demons might be hot on their tail.

      His hands were shaking so badly that he fumbled the press of the elevator button and hit down instead of up, forcing them to wait an extra thirty seconds for a car going the right direction.

      When they were finally in the elevator, crawling to the fifth floor, the man repeatedly whispered a mantra to himself that Adara was certain had come from a self-help book about confidence and self-esteem.

      It might not be hard to convince this man to join their cause hypothetically. But when it came down to the actual fighting, she was worried he’d run for the hills. She wasn’t sure how Enzo had convinced him to get in the car in the first place. Unless there’d been imps lurking around Latham Court, which made jumping into a strange car seem like the safer option.

      Regardless, she was certain the man hadn’t agreed to drive straight into the Maynard massacre and confront Belphegor to save Adara. Enzo had forced his hand by virtue of being in the driver’s seat.

      We’re going to have to handle this guy carefully.

      The man lived in an efficiency apartment a sliver bigger than Adara’s studio but with much nicer furniture and fixtures. As Enzo guided Adara down the short hall toward the main living area, the man stuck Adara’s pack and bow in the coat closet off the foyer.

      Once Adara and Enzo were sitting side by side on the couch, the man shuffled over to the reclining chair adjacent to the couch and sat down. Instead of making eye contact, he glued his gaze to the circular glass coffee table positioned in the center of his furniture arrangement.

      Adara finally took a moment to appraise the man. He was younger than she’d initially thought. The outdated navy suit that hung off his body and the old-fashioned haircut with a part down the middle had made him come off as middle-aged at first glance. On purpose, she assumed.

      Judging by his ritzy address, he probably worked in some sort of “executive” setting, surrounded by older, more distinguished businessmen who gave younger guys a censorious side-eye.

      Looking at him now, with his smooth tan face and his watery brown eyes, Adara pegged him as late twenties at the most. Only a few years older than her and Enzo.

      He had a diverse mix of ethnic features, the bulk of which she thought were Chinese, a slight epicanthic fold obscured by his thick-framed glasses. When he spoke, his voice was soft and unassuming, with the faintest Boston accent. It carried with it an edge of anxiety that matched the rest of his demeanor.

      “Um,” he said, “I guess we should start with introductions? I’m Solomon. Solomon Novak.”

      Adara swallowed to moisten her raw throat and replied, “Adara Caine.”

      Enzo followed with, “Enzo Vega.”

      Solomon produced a tepid smile. “Nice to meet you. I think.”

      An awkward silence settled between them. But Adara didn’t let it stand for long.

      They didn’t have enough time left till doomsday for her to take this slowly or gently.

      Trying to minimize the rasp in her voice, she said, “So, you’re probably wondering why you’ve suddenly acquired the ability to control the weather.”

      “Well, Enzo here already confirmed it had something to do with those glowing rocks that fell from the sky yesterday.” Solomon shrugged off his suit jacket. Both the jacket and the pristine white shirt he wore beneath it were damp, presumably from when he’d been standing in the rain.

      The soggy fabric made it a struggle for him to roll his sleeves up. But eventually, he tugged them both to his elbows. Which revealed two very interesting bruises. One on each of his forearms.

      Solomon held his arms together to emphasize that the bruises were two halves of the same starburst shape that Adara had on her back and Enzo on his left bicep.

      “When the windows of my office shattered during the impact event,” he continued, “I held up my arms in front of me to block the glass, and something hit them so hard I got flung across the room. Didn’t think much of the weirdly shaped bruises at first though.

      “But about an hour ago, I got really upset about something, and out of nowhere, a tiny raincloud formed above my head. That freaked me out even more, and the worse my anxiety got, the bigger the cloud got, until it covered almost ten whole blocks. At that point, I started crying…and the cloud started raining.”

      Enzo stifled a laugh.

      Solomon frowned.

      “Sorry,” Enzo said. “But you’ve got to admit that’s kind of funny. It sounds like a cartoon.”

      “I guess it does seem rather silly in hindsight,” he replied, sheepish.

      “Don’t let Enzo get you down,” Adara said. “The first time he used his god shard, he fell through a door. Your debut as a shard holder was far more impressive than that, especially when you threw that lightning bolt at Belphegor.”

      Solomon gawped at Adara over the rims of his glasses. “I understood about half those words.”

      “Yeah? Well, you’re going to understand them all when I’m finished telling you what your bad luck has gotten you into.”

      Adara launched into another retelling of Selaphiel’s visit and the explanation of the Shattering of God. While Solomon was processing that with a pale face and a dead man’s stare, she relayed to Enzo the grim details of the massacre trap on Maynard Avenue and her encounter with Belphegor.

      “Next time we see him,” she finished, “or any other greater demon, at least two people need to cast the banishment spell simultaneously. It’s the only way we can kick those bastards back to Hell.”

      Enzo drummed his fingers on his knees. “Can’t they just come through the barrier again and possess another body?”

      “They can, but not immediately,” she said. “Selaphiel said that the barrier produces resistance proportional to the strength of the demon trying to cross it. Any demon who wants to get through, even in that partial possession form, has to slowly worm their way past that resistance. So if we can manage to boot Belphegor, or any other greater demon, off the planet, we’ll temporarily lighten the load that we have to fight to get to the cornerstone spell.”

      “Sounds like we should save our next banishment attempt until a strategically opportune moment arises. Maybe when we’re right outside the—”

      “Excuse me,” Solomon cut in. “But are you two honestly planning to confront a horde of, er, demons head-on? And attempt to repair a magical barrier created by the actual God? Using a spell written on a scroll that was given to you by some kind of creature that claimed to be a legitimate angel?”

      “Bizarre, isn’t it?” Enzo said. “Welcome to your new reality, pal.”

      Solomon gulped. “I’m not comfortable with this. Any of this.”

      Adara threw up her hands. “Too bad. You have a god shard, and you can’t get rid of it, so you’re involved in this nightmare whether you like it or not. Either you can help us fix the cornerstone at the campus library and save the city from being overrun by a demon army. Or you can cower in your apartment and pray the demons don’t break down your door and beat you to death, or just burn down your whole building.”

      Solomon lowered his head. “Is there no option to run?”

      “Where are you going to run to?” she said. “If the demons come through to Earth in force, nowhere on this planet will be safe.”

      “Oh lord.” He vigorously rubbed his face. “Why me?”

      “Why any of us?” Enzo asked. “Probability is a bitch like that.”

      “I’m an accountant, not an investment banker,” Solomon groaned. “I hate probability.”

      “Accountant?” Adara looked over her shoulder at the window to the apartment’s small balcony. Through the gaps in the blinds, she could just make out the bright golden glow from the pillar of light, now more than four miles away. “Let me guess. You work at Barnaby and Pruitt?”

      “I did,” he said morosely. “But when you combine the extensive damage done to the office suite by the impacts with the fact the entire building is now magically glowing, it’s pretty clear I’m going to be in the unemployment line by the end of the week. In fact, that’s what upset me so bad that my, uh, god shard activated.”

      He gestured to the apartment in general. “I thought my biggest problem was that I wasn’t going to be able to afford next month’s rent. Then my own personal thunderstorm popped into existence and started following me around.

      “People saw it, you know. They took pictures of me while I was trying to run away from the cloud. I’m going to end up all over the internet. And then the government’s going to come after me so they can use me for experiments!”

      “The government has bigger problems to worry about right now,” Adara said. “The whole wide world saw the people on Maynard get massacred by a variety of malicious supernatural beings that aren’t supposed to exist. I think your storm cloud trick will fall under the radar. At least for a little while.”

      He didn’t appear convinced, but he let the matter drop.

      Enzo gave him a searching look and asked, “Are you with us or not?”

      Solomon’s shoulders drooped. “Doesn’t seem like I have much of a choice in the matter, since my only two options are go to the demons or wait for the demons to come to me.” He let out a dry laugh. “Demons. Life could’ve thrown anything at me, from bankruptcy to black holes, and it picked demons? I’d say God has a funny sense of humor, but God’s dead…”

      He let that statement linger in the air, and no one spoke for a long moment.

      Then Enzo clapped his hands. “So, who’s ready to plan a library break-in worthy of a Mission Impossible movie?”

      Solomon snorted. “It’s more like Harry Potter, if you ask me.”

      “Yeah,” Adara said, “if Harry Potter was written by H.P. Lovecraft.”
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      Adara stood beneath the hot spray of the shower with her eyes closed. She didn’t want to see the blood of countless people run down her skin and circle the drain. Now that she was two hours removed from the Maynard massacre, the whole sequence of events had taken on a dreamlike quality in her memories. But that blurry edge wasn’t enough to lessen the weight in her heart.

      Though she wasn’t responsible for any of those deaths, a lead ball of frustration and regret was suspended in her chest. She couldn’t let Belphegor get away with what he’d done. And she couldn’t let him do it again.

      Smacking her palm against the tile wall, she promised herself that she would utilize a better attack strategy next time she encountered the greater demon. No matter what, she would defeat him.

      While Adara was busy scrubbing her hair, Enzo knocked on the bathroom door and told her that lunch was on the way up.

      There was a café off the building’s lobby that delivered to residents. Despite the chaos and fear that had gripped the city, they were still open. Likely because the café’s owner lived in one of the top-floor suites and had a large stake in the building’s equity. He didn’t want to inconvenience any of the well-off tenants, who stuck up their noses at even the smallest of slights.

      Adara finished her shower, quickly dried off, and dressed in a fresh set of clothes she’d grabbed from her pack on the way to the bathroom. Before she clasped her bra, she turned her back to the steamy mirror and examined the star-shaped bruise.

      It was starting to change color, but unlike a regular bruise, it wasn’t changing from purple to green to brown. Rather, the edges were being leached of all color, leaving behind a pale imprint that looked like a faint scar.

      She had a funny feeling that mark would never disappear. All the shard holders would be branded as such for the rest of their lives.

      That could be a complication, she thought warily, if the government does antagonize us at some point.

      But that issue could wait another day.

      They had enough on their plate right now.

      Adara emerged from the bathroom at the same time Solomon opened the front door to reveal a young delivery man, his arms laden with paper bags that had the café’s logo stamped on both sides. Solomon accepted the bags and set them in the foyer while he dug a few bills out of his wallet and offered them to the delivery man.

      The man smiled at the generous tip, but Adara noticed his expression was strained. It was hard to appear genuinely happy when the whole world was falling apart in front of your eyes.

      Door shut, Solomon scooped up the bags and took them over to the living area, Adara trailing him. Enzo was on the couch, attention glued to the TV, the same state Adara had left him in earlier.

      He was watching the local news coverage of the massacre on Maynard, which had now expanded to include dozens of phone videos, live feeds from news crews on the ground, and sweeping shots from a chopper that was circling the Barnaby and Pruitt building.

      After the three of them had grown tired of discussing the logistics of sneaking onto campus and assailing the library, they had switched on the TV to find the news right in the middle of playing a video of Adara facing off against Belphegor. Fortunately, the video had been taken from over a hundred feet away, and the person who’d taken it had a very shaky hand. So the most you could glean of Adara’s identity was “pale woman with auburn hair.”

      If they kept having confrontations with the demons in public, however, eventually someone was going to be identified. Then that person would end up at the center of a veritable shitstorm.

      “Any new developments?” Adara asked Enzo as she helped Solomon unload paper plates and plastic utensils from the bags.

      He shook his head. “Belphegor’s meat suit has been lying in the same place the entire time the news has had cameras on it. I’m guessing Solomon’s lightning strike dealt the body critical damage, so Belphegor was forced to abandon it and go in search of a new host. Depending on how long it takes him to find one, we might be able to avoid fighting him when we go for the cornerstone.”

      Adara gave Solomon a smile. “You did a good job tackling Belphegor. Better than me. Thanks for the save.”

      Solomon waved his foil-wrapped sandwich around in a dismissive manner. “You should thank Enzo, not me. He was the one who kicked my butt into gear as we were driving down Maynard. If it had been up to me, I would’ve run the other way.”

      “And I wouldn’t have faulted you for running,” Adara said. “You had no clue what was going on and no grasp of the nature of your new powers.”

      Enzo shot Solomon a pointed look. “As long as you don’t run away when we’re making our move at the library…”

      Solomon blew air through his teeth. “Not going to lie. I’ll be tempted to do exactly that, especially if any demons come gunning for me. But I will try my absolute hardest to stand my ground. You’ve impressed upon me the high stakes of this situation, and I understand what will happen if we fail. So I’ll put my life on the line. I’ll be terrified the whole time, and I’ll probably piss myself. But I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      Enzo nodded. “Good man.”

      They fell into a grim silence as they ate their toasted sandwiches, sweet potato chips, and assorted fruit cups, all of them brooding over what would undoubtedly be the most dangerous trial of their lives.

      The plan was to attack at dusk. Since power had been cut to most of the campus after the impact event, they would use the long shadows of twilight to hide their approach to the library. Once Adara and Enzo were close to an entrance, Solomon, some distance away, would summon a dense fog.

      A number of the demons guarding the library would peel off to hunt down the shard holder, their speed impeded by the lack of visibility. Then Adara and Enzo would use the gaps left in their line to sneak in through a side entrance. All the library doors were locked using an electronic card reader keyed to college IDs, and the readers had electronic backups that lasted a few days in case of blackouts. So they wouldn’t have to make any significant noise getting into the building.

      It was after they got inside that things would get hairy. Adara figured that the cornerstone spell was likely somewhere in the building’s basement, or perhaps somewhere farther down in the foundation. In order to get to it, they’d have to access one of the three stairwells that went into the bowels of the library.

      There were more than enough imps, Adara was certain, to guard those three stairwells. So they’d have to fight their way down. And as soon as they confronted the imps, any greater demons inside the library would be alerted to their presence.

      At that point, time would become a precious commodity. Every second they spent fighting the imps was a second that a greater demon had to catch up to them. If they had to use the banishment spell on a greater demon, they might end up with too little energy to fix the cornerstone spell.

      All these potential problems could be remedied with the help of two or three more shard holders, but they couldn’t spend the rest of the day scouring the city for a couple needles in a haystack. Everyone in Edgerton was living on borrowed time. Adara, Enzo, and Solomon had to act before the cornerstone collapsed.

      After they finished eating, they’d head to the campus and begin preparations for the library breach. There would be no rest for the wick—

      Enzo choked on a chip and coughed out, “Holy shit!”

      Adara yanked herself out of her thoughts and looked at the TV. In place of the live aerial footage of Maynard Avenue that had been playing a moment ago, the news chopper was now filming something else. An eight-story apartment building four or five miles from Barnaby and Pruitt—and not more than two blocks from the southern edge of Tarly Square—which appeared to have suddenly burst into flames.

      As the cameraman zoomed in to get a close-up shot of the fiery carnage, the top half of the building violently exploded. Flaming debris shot a hundred feet into the air, and an enormously powerful shockwave rippled outward from the epicenter of the blast.

      Adara threw her plate on the coffee table and yelled, “Get down!”

      All of them dropped to their knees in front of the living room furniture and covered their ears.

      The shockwave hit their building a split second later.

      The balcony doors shattered inward, spraying the entire apartment with sharp shards of glass. The surface of the coffee table cracked like thin ice but held its shape. The TV tipped over and smacked the wall, leaving a deep dent in the plasterboard.

      Paintings rattled themselves off their hooks and fell to the floor. Decorative side tables overturned and dumped their paperweights onto the carpet. And a sound like a speeding train rolled across the apartment, shaking bones just as hard as it shook the steel frame of the building.

      When it was over, Adara used the couch to hoist herself up. She peered past the gaping frame where the sliding-glass balcony doors used to be. Through the gaps in the swinging blinds, she could see that a massive plume of smoke and flame dominated the skyline, even more so than the eerie pillar of light.

      Large pieces of smoking debris were falling from the air, landing on rooftops, on roads, on cars—and setting them ablaze. People on the street were fleeing from the rain of fire, and some of them weren’t making it to safety.

      Adara spun back to the TV, which was still miraculously working despite a dead line running through the middle of the screen. The news footage being shown was from the ground, not the helicopter, and Adara watched in muted horror as the ground crew filmed the news chopper spinning uncontrollably and crashing onto the rooftop of a bank.

      Instead of waiting to see who, if anyone, emerged from the smoking, crumpled copter, the reporter on the ground who was narrating the events ordered the cameraman to turn away from the downed chopper, as something else had caught his attention. The cameraman swung the hefty camera back toward the apartment building that had just exploded.

      The ground crew was a good distance away from the building, but their camera had excellent zoom capabilities. The cameraman pushed the zoom to the max and focused on something around what had been the middle of the building but was now effectively the top since the upper half of the building had been blown clean off. Amid the rolling orange flames and dense gray smoke that had enveloped the building, there was a noticeable splotch of pure black that didn’t look like it was part of the structure.

      As the cameraman put this splotch in center frame, it moved. Right up to the end of a crumbling fourth-floor balcony. The movement revealed that the splotch was actually a swirling vortex of black fire. It came to a halt on the ledge, and the currents of black flame peeled away to reveal the form of a woman.

      A woman with dyed red hair, ghost-white skin, a heavily freckled face, and oil-black eyes. A ring of charred flesh bits floated above her head and slowly spun as if trapped in some kind of orbit.

      The greater demon peered down at the debris-strewn street and smiled in a way that spoke of cruelty not for cruelty’s sake, but for the sake of efficiency and nothing more. It gave Adara the impression that she was doing what she needed to do in order to achieve her goals, but that she took no particular pleasure in the acts she had to commit. In fact, despite standing in the middle of a raging inferno, the demon looked rather bored.

      “Is that Belphegor again?” whispered Solomon, whose cheek was bleeding from a long, thin cut, courtesy of the flying glass.

      “No,” Adara said decidedly. “That’s a different demon.”

      He snatched a napkin out of an overturned café bag and pressed it to his bleeding cheek. “How do you know for sure?”

      “The way she’s acting. Back on Maynard, Belphegor acted like slaughtering people en masse was extremely amusing. This demon seems to feel mass murder is a dull chore, like mopping the dirt off the floor or taking out the garbage.”

      Enzo brushed bits of glass off his shirt and eyed the woman on the screen. “So there is more than one roaming around.”

      “It was inevitable that there would be,” Adara said. “Even if it takes several hours for a greater demon to push through the barrier, they’ve had since yesterday afternoon to get a small group across to Earth. And as the cornerstone spell continues to weaken, more and more of them will be able to cross faster and faster. If and when it breaks completely, they’ll be able to cross in their full forms—and at their full power.”

      Solomon glanced at the ruin of his apartment. “I think maybe we should head to the campus now.”

      “I think you’re right,” Enzo said. “It’s not dark yet, but if we—”

      “Hold on.” Adara leaned toward the glitching TV. “What’s happening on the street there?”

      Enzo and Solomon shuffled closer and scrutinized the area, which was partially obscured by the dead pixels. But after a few seconds of fruitless squinting from all three of them, the news switched from the ground crew to a feed from yet another chopper, which had just taken off from a helipad at the small airport outside Edgerton.

      The copter soared in low across the city skyline. A panning shot showcased the glowing beacon that was Barnaby and Pruitt, along with the growing plume of smoke from the burning apartment building. The pilot, wisely, didn’t pull in too close to the building, lest a secondary explosion send the second copter crashing to the ground like its predecessor.

      The radius at which he circled the building, however, was just close enough for the camera attached to the bottom of the copter to get a solid shot of the action taking place at the base of the apartment building. Or rather, not taking place.

      Because everything within half a block of the building’s front door was frozen in time.

      This “time bubble” extended upward about thirty feet. It had captured in its grasp a dozen imps that had leaped from a high floor of the building to ambush someone on the street below. Their target was clearly a young blond man in a black T-shirt and jeans, who was wearing no shoes and was covered in streaks of soot. A resident of the building. And no doubt the person the greater demon had come to kill.

      The camera zoomed in to highlight the man. This revealed that he alone was moving inside the bubble of frozen time. He was slowly but surely stepping backward, closing in on the edge of the bubble.

      The man’s face, blistering from the fiery flash of the explosion that had consumed his building, showed a great deal of strain. He was pouring all his strength into maintaining the integrity of the bubble.

      Adara knew he’d run out of energy sooner rather than later. The starburst bruise on the back of his neck was only so large. The sliver of God that had fused with his soul possessed only so much power.

      The moment he ran dry, his bubble would collapse, and those imps, along with a ton of smoking debris suspended in the air, would fall right on top of him.

      “Another shard holder,” Solomon muttered. “He must’ve used his power by accident and brought that greater demon sniffing around his building.”

      “Am I imagining it,” Enzo said, “or is he literally stopping time in a localized field?”

      “You’re not imagining it.” Adara plucked a large piece of glass out of her hair. “That’s exactly what he’s doing. And that’s exactly what we need to help us navigate the minefield of demons at the library so we can get to the cornerstone spell.”

      Enzo peered over his shoulder, at the glow of the fire visible through the glassless balcony doors. “That area is going to be swarming with cops in the next ten minutes.”

      “Cops?” Solomon huffed. “According to the news, the governor deployed the National Guard right after the incident on Maynard. If they’re here in the city, we could end up driving straight into a military intervention, with tanks and machine guns and drones armed with missiles.”

      Adara gave them both a disapproving look. “Then we better stop jabbering and hurry down to the car. Because I’m not letting an ability that useful slip through our fingers. Now get your shoes on, and mind the glass.”

      She snatched the car keys off the edge of the cracked coffee table. “Oh, and Enzo? I’m driving.”
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      Adara gunned it down the street, pushing the clunker as fast as it would go. The engine whined and stuttered, but she didn’t let off the accelerator, even as she reached the edge of the field of rubble that had pelted the streets after the explosion. She jerked the wheel left and right, dodging sections of hardwood floors and fully intact doors that had been blown out of their frames.

      As they neared the burning apartment building, Enzo, gripping the handhold above the passenger door, muttered, “You know that chopper probably has us in its sights already, don’t you? Our fully identifiable faces are going to end up on TV the second we step out of the car.”

      “It’s a risk we have to take. That guy who can stop time might be our best chance for successfully reaching the cornerstone.”

      “I thought the two of us were going to tag-team the demons in the library,” he groaned.

      “That was the original plan, and it sucked. Too much could, and likely would, go wrong. One of those time bubbles strategically placed in the library will substantially reduce our risk of dying.”

      “I don’t disagree with you,” mumbled Solomon from the back seat, where he was hunched over with his hands gripping his head. As if he expected the car to get crushed by something falling from above. “But fighting this greater demon will increase the risk to our lives, so I feel like you’ve just exchanged one dangerous scenario for another.”

      “The difference,” she protested, “is that we know what this situation is, thanks to the news coverage. But we don’t know exactly what’s going on in the library.”

      That assertion shut them up. They couldn’t deny she was right.

      She couldn’t deny that they were also right. This was a dicey move, and she desperately hoped it would pan out in their favor.

      “You two have the banishment spell down pat, yeah?” She swerved around a piece of smoking drywall in the middle of the right lane. “Because all three of us might need to cast it in tandem to punt that demon back to Hell.”

      Enzo grunted in the affirmative, and Solomon, who’d studied the spell before lunch, gave her a nod that didn’t look entirely confident. She would take what she could get though.

      Peeling her eyes to cut through the haze of smoke that had descended around the base of the apartment building, she located the man who could stop time. He had almost reached the edge of his bubble, but the continual strain to keep the bubble intact had worn him down.

      His chest was heaving from a lack of air—which would get all the worse when he passed the bubble’s perimeter and ended up in the thickening smoke—and a sheen of sweat was visible on his bare arms and neck, reflecting the orange glow of the raging fire.

      He was nearly at his limit. And the bubble was echoing his imminent failure.

      It was shrinking at an alarming rate. Any minute now, the imps stuck in midair would be beyond its reach on either side, and only the four who’d jumped directly for the man would fall back into it. Then the man would have imps rushing at him from both sides.

      To make matters worse, the greater demon, seeing the man was nearly beyond the safety of his bubble, decided to act while Adara and the others were still seventy feet out from the building. She leaped from the inferno that had consumed the fourth floor, her bands of black fire swirling about her, and dropped straight down to the sidewalk in front of the building’s main entrance.

      Near the ground, she flicked her wrist. The black fire currents dove beneath her feet and acted like the diminishing exhaust of a rocket bringing a spaceship back to earth. The greater demon landed with a mere bend of her knees and a puff of ashy debris.

      Straightening up, she casually began to circle the shrinking boundary of the time bubble.

      The man spotted her, but he was between a rock and a hard place. Nothing he could do would allow him to escape from all his enemies.

      It was up to Adara, Enzo, and Solomon to save him.

      “Solomon, conjure up another storm and make it rain, hard. Try to douse the fire. There might be people trapped in their apartments,” Adara said. “Also, see if you can charge your storm up for another lightning strike. I know you said that bolt you threw at Belphegor almost made you faint, but if we end up in dire straits, we’ll need a trump card.”

      Between his rapid breaths, Solomon replied, “You got it. One thunderstorm coming up.”

      He brought his bruised arms together, like he was focusing his concentration into the mark left by his shard. The bruise gave off a faint flicker of golden light, and a moment later, the first curl of a dark cloud formed in the sky ahead of their car.

      The greater demon sensed the shard activation and paused her death march toward the man who could stop time. She spun to face their oncoming car, her black eyes alight with the image of the burning building beside her. Her gaze shifted up, at the steadily growing storm cloud, and recognition set in.

      She knew who they were: the same people who’d disrupted Belphegor’s massacre plot. Judging by her nasty sneer, she wasn’t planning on letting them wreck her plan to murder the struggling blond man. She held up her hand, directing the currents of black fire to converge before her palm and compress themselves into an enormous black fireball.

      “Um, Adara?” Enzo said nervously.

      “Tell Nadine I’ll pay to replace her car”—Adara sighed—“after I finish paying off my student loans.”

      The greater demon let out an incoherent shout, and the black sphere of fire shot forward as if blasted from a cannon. Adara yanked the wheel to the right and veered the car out of the lane. The fireball zipped past and melted off the driver’s side mirror. And the car slammed into a fire hydrant.

      Exactly as Adara had planned.

      The fire hydrant popped off the top of the water main. A massive geyser of highly pressurized water erupted into the air. As it began to rain down onto the hood of the car in heavy sheets, Adara calmly unclipped her seatbelt and opened her door, allowing the water’s roar to rattle through the clunker’s bones.

      She called out to Enzo, who was rubbing the whiplash from his neck, “Go grab our friend who can stop time. Use your shard power if anyone, or anything, tries to stop you.” She glanced at Solomon. “You, go find a place to hide.”

      Before either man could reply, she jumped out of the car, clambered up onto the hood, and threw herself toward the mighty stream of water.

      I will not let one of you bastards get the better of me again, she thought to the greater demon. I will not only survive this time. I will beat you at your own game.

      Her body hit the rushing water, and then she was the rushing water.

      Merging with the geyser was a whole different experience from merging with the swimming pool or the stagnant puddle of beer on the bar’s basement floor. There was power within the geyser. Power like a raging river. Power like a stormy sea.

      The sense of it energized Adara and wiped out the lingering tiredness from Belphegor’s assault. She reared up, her humanoid water shape emerging from the top of the geyser, the point where the rushing water peeled away into a ring of fat, falling droplets. From this peak, Adara observed her new foe.

      The demon observed Adara as well. She’d conjured up more whipping tongues of black fire, and they danced to the rigid twitches of her fingers. She spat something in a language that wasn’t native to this world. But the meaning was clear, even seen through the haze of smoke and heard over the roar of water.

      Disgust. Hatred. Rage. This greater demon was galled that mere humans sought to challenge her. God shards or not, she didn’t believe they were worth her time.

      Adara would enjoy showing her just how wrong that assumption was.

      Adara commanded the geyser to wriggle and wind like the body of a snake. Then she launched her water form down the street, the geyser’s roaring bulk following at her feet. She rode the geyser like a mighty wave, covered the distance between the crashed clunker and the cross demon in a blur of churning water capped in white.

      When Adara was less than ten feet from her destination, the demon concentrated her whirlwinds of flame into three rotating black branches. She spat another word from that same infernal language, and the fire vortexes lurched toward Adara’s water form.

      Adara dove down to the asphalt and flattened herself, a transition whose peculiar feel she remembered from Hudson and Grail’s. Only her arms remained in a humanoid shape. She used those arms like the rails of a train track, guiding the bulk of the raging geyser on a circuitous path to the demon.

      Three pillars of fire and one pillar of water met in midair with a deafening hiss. Steam exploded outward in a huge white cloud that seared everything it touched.

      The steam rolled over Adara’s form, but she felt no pain, even as the water she had become began to evaporate in earnest. She had the brief thought that perhaps she could become steam the same way she became liquid water. Without practice though, she was afraid of screwing up when the margin for error was so small.

      Because the demon, despite being enveloped by the scalding fog, did not back down. Even as the skin of her meat suit boiled and sloughed off in wet, blistered chunks, she simply powered through and scoured the flooded street for the part of the water that made up Adara.

      Just like Belphegor, this demon felt no mortal pain.

      If I can’t hurt her, Adara thought, then I’ll just have to humiliate her. Wreck her body. Banish her being. Show her that you cannot fuck with humans and get away unscathed.

      Adara surged forward, dragging her flattened body over the debris-ridden asphalt. The rest of the water from the geyser followed her like a massive veil, its center point at what would have been the crown of Adara’s head had she not spread her form so thin across the road.

      The demon, following the arrow shape of the oncoming wave to its point, pinned down the rough location of Adara’s body. She readied four more swirling lances of black flame and slung her arms forward with such force that her shoulders nearly tore from their sockets, sludgy blood spurting from her joints.

      The fire lances mimicked that force and launched themselves toward Adara.

      Adara lurched out of their path and circled around the demon. At the same time, she split the long spiraling tail of the geyser into twin spouts. One spout followed Adara, and the other went off to the left.

      The four funnels of flame hit the ground right in front of the fork, the place where Adara’s body had been a moment before. The steam produced by the contact with the thin layer of water on the ground hid the fact that the geyser stream had split.

      Because the demon’s focus was on Adara, she didn’t bother to wait for the fog to clear before she made her next move. She spun to face Adara as the latter popped back up into a humanoid shape and led one stream of the punishing geyser into another direct assault on the demon.

      Adara lifted her water arm. The geyser stream rose with her. As she brought her arm down to sling the stream at the demon, the demon quickly conjured up two more pillars of flame.

      She didn’t get the chance to throw them. Because the second geyser stream slammed into her back, threw her off balance, and sent her tumbling toward her adversary. Adara then released the first stream, and it shot into the demon’s face.

      Adara drove the water up the demon’s nostrils, down her throat, into her lungs. Distracted, the woman lost her hold on the two flame twisters. They fluttered up into the air and dissipated into fleeting black wisps.

      Knowing how hardy these demons were from her ill-fated fight with Belphegor, Adara didn’t let up. She directed the two streams of water to converge again and spin around the demon, until they formed an undulating sphere of water.

      The currents in the water moved so hard and quick they made the demon tumble head over heels. She couldn’t get her bearings, much less get her feet on the ground.

      The demon screamed in fury. A fury that gradually resolved into a firm declaration.

      Adara faintly heard the demon’s acidic words, oscillating through the water that made Adara what she was.

      She heard them the way that all the creatures of the sea heard the calls of distant whales and intrinsically understood they belonged to something ancient and colossal. She heard them the way you heard the echo of a siren, a warning that something grim and dark was happening in a place that was neither near nor far.

      “No one disgraces a grand duchess of Hell,” the greater demon bellowed. “No one disgraces the name of Astaroth, least of all a lowly human. You will not get away with this, little girl. You will not get away from me with your life!”

      As those words bobbed through the crushing currents, Astaroth curled herself into the fetal position. Her body like a rock, she sank to the bottom of the churning sphere, slowly spinning with the water’s motion.

      At first, Adara thought the demon had given up. But then, tiny bubbles began to form on the demon’s reddened skin. Seconds passed, and those bubbles multiplied from a dozen to a hundred to a thousand. As the bubbles peeled away from the demon’s body and were caught in the currents of the sphere, Adara finally felt exactly what it was the demon was doing: boiling the water.

      Adara observed the top of the sphere. Sure enough, great curls of steam were rising from the water’s surface. And, she realized with a start, it wasn’t just the water in the sphere. The water on the streets and the sidewalks was steaming as well, hot white fog rising from the earth in eerie columns that swirled about in the wind.

      Astaroth hadn’t curled into a ball for no reason. She had intentionally sunk herself close to the asphalt so that she could channel heat through the ground and attempt to evaporate all the water at once.

      But she can’t possibly get that to work, Adara thought, not when the water volume is being constantly replenished by the break in the main…Oh shit.

      Adara whirled around, but it was too late. Black fire blasted out of the ground right next to the downed hydrant and ripped away an enormous chunk of concrete and asphalt. So close to the heat, the front end of the clunker car melted, and an amalgam of liquid metal and rubber oozed on down the street.

      The progress of the steaming sludge was inhibited by only one thing—the gas in the tank igniting from the extreme temperature and blowing the car to kingdom come. A giant ball of fire consumed the skeleton of the clunker car, and the frame wailed and warped and bent and snapped until it collapsed in on itself and the car was no more.

      Well, that sucks.

      What sucked even more was that the raging column of black fire had eaten a sinkhole into the street and sheared off part of the water main in the process. Instead of shooting upward, the water from the hydrant spout was now flowing into the hole and soaking into the dirt.

      The natural high pressure that Adara had used to bolster the strength of her water attacks faded to a mere trickle. Suddenly, the energy requirements to retain the bruising currents of the sphere prison shifted solely to Adara’s god shard, and the strain rapidly sapped the power from her soul.

      Inside the diminishing water sphere, Astaroth chuckled. She redoubled her efforts to steam away all the water, and since Adara could no longer easily restock her supply—she was too far from the broken main, and even the water that had been standing in the street was now draining into the sinkhole—she was rapidly losing the fight.

      Adara had to come up with an alternate plan. Fast.
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      Adara glanced at the sky.

      Solomon’s storm was still forming. The immense heat from the apartment fire and the huge column of dry smoke were impeding the development of the rain. Solomon, who’d relocated to the mouth of the alley across from where the clunker car had gone kaboom, was on his knees, arms held above his head, visibly straining to jumpstart the flow of water in his manufactured cloud.

      He would eventually get there, as he drew in moisture from the air farther away from the burning building. But that would take time Adara didn’t have. She would run out of water in less than a minute. If she retreated and dove into the sinkhole to collect the water there, she would lose her hold on the sphere prison and release Astaroth.

      Though the greater demon’s body was in shambles, flesh boiled away to white bone in some places, she could still channel her power through it. Which meant she could attack Solomon, or Enzo, or the man who could stop time.

      If only I could do something to counter the heat, she thought. Like drop the temperature.

      While she was racking her brain for a speedy solution, Adara noticed that her hands were growing stiff. Immediately, she feared her body was losing its hold on the water form, that the thinning puddle left on the street wasn’t enough to keep her shard power active.

      But when she lifted one of her arms from the outer surface of the sphere prison, she found that her hands were not returning to flesh. Instead, small caps of ice had formed on her fingertips.

      Her water body had responded to her sincere thought about lowering the temperature.

      Holy crap. Does this mean…?

      She could do more than just merge with water, she realized with a start. She could also change the physical properties of that water, the same way she could control how the water moved.

      Galvanized by this discovery, Adara plunged her ice-tipped fingers through the surface of the bubbling sphere. She imagined the ice spreading outward until it enveloped the entire sphere and the demon trapped inside.

      The water took the cue from her desires, and bits of ice began to form between the bubbles. Those bits gradually became chunks. And those chunks gradually merged together. And those larger chunks gradually consumed the entire top half of the sphere.

      The bottom half of the sphere, where Astaroth lay, was more stubborn. When she noticed what Adara was doing, she redoubled her efforts to boil herself free from the water prison. Each time the ice encroached on her space, she beat it back with a wave of heat that flash melted the creeping, frosty tendrils back into whipping streams of water.

      Aggravated, Adara combatted Astaroth’s efforts with every ounce of power in her god shard. The last vestiges of the water to which she was connected were slipping over the edge of the sinkhole. In thirty seconds, maybe less, she would lose her hold over the coalescence and revert to human form.

      The urgency of the situation fueled her determination. So as she threw all her strength at the greater demon, she wrapped her entire water form around the half-ice sphere and flattened herself out. Until she was exerting power equally across the entire surface. Then, with a shout of rage that emerged as the roar of rushing water, she shot spikes of ice at Astaroth from every direction.

      The spikes struck the demon’s body. They didn’t hurt her, but they did distract her. Just enough to tip the balance of the duel in Adara’s favor.

      With one last monumental push of will, Adara froze the rest of the sphere. And Astaroth found herself immobilized as the bitter cold leached the demonic heat from her stolen body.

      Assuming the ice wouldn’t hold her forever, Adara gathered up all the remaining water in the vicinity into a tiny but powerful spinning spout and shot it at the side of the sphere. The impact sent the sphere rolling down the street, and because the street was set on a slight decline, it picked up speed as it went.

      It barreled through the nearest intersection, kept on going for another fifty feet, and slammed into the brick wall of a bank. The sphere exploded on impact, and Astaroth’s stiff body rebounded off the cracked bricks and flopped onto the sidewalk.

      When the demon’s body came to a halt, it was in more than one piece.

      That ought to keep her occupied for a minute, Adara thought. At least long enough—

      A wave of vertigo sent Adara reeling, and suddenly, she was human again.

      Adara braced her hands against her knees and took a moment to catch her breath. The sheer amount of effort she’d used to overcome Astaroth had drained all the energy from her god shard yet again, along with most of the energy from her self.

      When she straightened up, she swayed from side to side, her equilibrium slightly off. Each time she lifted her legs to take a step forward, it felt like there were lead weights strapped to her ankles. But she continued on regardless—though she almost lost her footing and smacked into a bent light pole—because there were still things she had to do.

      With the clunker car destroyed, they needed a ride out of this neighborhood. There were several cars and trucks parked on the street, and a few of them hadn’t been flooded by Adara or burned by Astaroth. Of those, there was a silver four-door pickup truck whose engine was on but whose cabin was empty.

      The driver’s side door hung open, keys in the ignition, indicating someone had jumped out and left the area in a hurry. Probably a response to a fiery piece of debris landing on the hood of the truck when the top half of the apartment building blew off.

      Adara staggered over to the truck, nudged the chunk of charred flooring off the edge of the hood, and grabbed hold of the open door to steady herself. She examined the truck inside and out. There was a big dent on the hood, but otherwise, the truck seemed to be in working order.

      The driver had simply been spooked and abandoned the vehicle to flee on foot. Or maybe to take cover in a nearby building or a sheltered alleyway.

      Whatever the case, Adara had a new ride.

      A stolen ride, but it would do for a quick escape.

      That item ticked off her list, she turned toward the time bubble. Or rather, the space where the time bubble had been.

      In the minutes Adara had spent fighting Astaroth, the blond man had finally lost his hold on his shard power, and the bubble had collapsed. The debris it had been holding up had rained down onto the street, along with the imps that had been frozen in midair.

      The debris had missed hitting anything important, notably people. But the imps now had their sights set on the blond man—and on Enzo, who was leading the man away from the building.

      Adara looked on in dismay as three imps lunged at Enzo and the man. Enzo, however, saw them coming and activated his shard. The ugly little creatures went right through him and the man.

      All three imps landed face first on the asphalt. Dazed, they didn’t immediately get back up, and their two targets raced on past them.

      So Enzo can phase other people through solid matter as well? Adara’s mood brightened. Between that ability and a well-placed time bubble, we should be able to charge straight through the demon horde at the library to reach the cornerstone. It still won’t be easy, but it should at least be doable.

      Adara felt the weight on her shoulders lighten even more when a few big drops of rain landed on her head. Her gaze drifted to the sky again, where Solomon’s rainstorm had finally matured.

      Centered over the dark plume rising from the burning building, it had started to dump a massive amount of rain. The downpour was heavily concentrated over the quarter block covered by the apartment complex, and farther out, it thinned to nothing more than a drizzle.

      Solomon had built the storm exceptionally well. He had an impressive amount of control.

      She looked to the alley where he’d taken cover and found him slumped against the grimy wall. He’d expended himself as well.

      She whistled to get his attention and gave him two thumbs-up. He returned the gesture with a trembling hand.

      Adara signaled for him to hurry over, and after two failed attempts, he hauled himself to his feet and staggered over to the commandeered pickup truck. She grabbed hold of him, led him around to the passenger side, and helped him up onto the front passenger seat.

      Once he was secure, she closed his door and opened the back door so that Enzo and the blond man could dive inside quickly. They were half a block out and closing fast, with four imps hot on their tails.

      It was going to be a close call.

      She whistled again, a sharp note, and when Enzo looked her way, she indicated the open door. He nodded in understanding, so Adara jogged back around to the driver’s side and climbed in.

      One hand gripping the wheel, she shifted the gear into drive and tensed the foot she held against the brake, prepared to switch it over to the accelerator the instant Enzo and the blond man jumped into the vehicle. Through the rearview mirror, she watched their hasty approach.

      Enzo was covered in smeared soot and sweating up a storm. His glasses sat crooked on his nose and bobbed up and down in time with his uneven steps, threatening to fall off. His splinted wrist was pressed to his chest, no doubt aching from the rough motions Enzo had been putting it through since Adara had first crashed the clunker into the hydrant.

      But even though he was clearly bushed and barely staying upright, Enzo didn’t show any signs of slowing. He was running on pure adrenaline, and he was in for a bad crash.

      The blond man wasn’t much better off. He’d held that time bubble for so long, he must’ve run his god shard ragged. His gray-blue eyes were barely open, and his sclera were seriously bloodshot. He was twice as dirty as Enzo, and his skin was covered in so much ash it would take him hours to scrub himself clean. A thick layer of half-dried blood clung to the side of his face, where a piece of sharp debris had skimmed his temple.

      But despite his injuries and obvious fatigue, he too kept on going.

      They reached the truck just ahead of the imps and threw themselves across the back seat. Unprompted, Solomon yanked the door shut just as Adara slammed her foot on the accelerator.

      The truck lurched forward with a grumble, tires skidding on the asphalt. Then the wheels caught traction, and the vehicle flew off down the street. Everybody was flung back into their seats, but Adara maintained her control of the vehicle and swerved around all the larger pieces of debris in the road.

      Cutting through the corner of Solomon’s now dissipating rainstorm, she took a hard right onto a side street that led away from Tarly Square. This put the truck on the opposite side of the enormous smoke cloud from the news chopper that was still buzzing through the air.

      Without the eyes in the sky following their truck on live TV, Adara believed they’d have a few minutes to make a clean getaway from the cops and whoever else might be heading for the neighborhood well armed and trigger happy.

      Adara planned to follow the side street to where it joined with the highway that ran alongside Halloway Park. It was the largest and most popular park in the city, known for its pristine manmade lake and its numerous walking paths, most of which were hidden beneath a heavy evergreen canopy.

      She would pull the truck into the park’s visitor lot and have everyone cross the park on foot. They could circle around to the opposite side of Tarly Square and sneak back into Solomon’s apartment.

      It was a fairly decent plan, considering Adara had come up with it in roughly twelve seconds, and it might’ve gone off without a hitch…if the National Guard hadn’t formed a blockade that cut off her escape route.
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            Radio Roadstead

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “So, I’m sorry to interrupt my coverage of the horrific events unfolding in the city of Edgerton. But social media sites have been hit with a deluge of reports about disturbing and extraordinary events that all started happening shortly after the office building of Edgerton accounting firm Barnaby and Pruitt began glowing like some kind of otherworldly beacon.

        

        “In the interest of keeping all you listeners informed about global happenings, I’m going to quickly review what I’ve learned so far. Then I’ll jump back to my minute-by-minute reporting of the ongoing incidents in Edgerton.

        

        “In Tokyo, half an hour ago, a high-rise office complex inexplicably transformed into sand and collapsed, killing an untold number of people who were in the building and crushing countless passersby. In London, almost an hour ago, a massive whirlpool mysteriously formed in the Thames River, right underneath the London Bridge, and swallowed roughly a dozen occupied boats.

        

        “In Moscow, ninety minutes ago, enormous stalagmites made of quartz crystal began bursting forth from the ground near Red Square, impeding traffic and causing several fatal accidents. And in our very own Washington, DC, the National Mall has been roped off and the Capitol Building evacuated after what appears to be lava sprang from the earth and set fire to the grass and trees.

        

        “According to eagled-eyed social media posters, all these strange events have been occurring smack-dab in the middle of impact zones from yesterday’s unexpected hail of meteorites. As for why and how these things are happening, no one is yet sure, not even the so-called ‘experts.’ But the nightmare currently unfolding in the city of Edgerton may give us some clues.

        

        “With that, let’s return to the news coming out of Edgerton. Just a few minutes ago, I told you folks about the devastating explosion and ensuing fire at the North Locum Apartment Complex on the edge of the city’s trendy Tarly Square neighborhood. Now, the city’s local TV news station is live at the scene, and the footage rolling in is quite frankly insane.

        

        “This is Jolly Jace Jones at Radio Roadstead, WPZK, reporting on day one after the Global Impact Event. And good god, what a day it has been.”
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      They got arrested.

      Or, more accurately, they were detained for ten minutes by twenty-seven armed soldiers until the cops showed up. At which point they were all placed in handcuffs and shoved none too gently into the backs of two different police cars. They were then driven to the nearest police station, which was too close to Tarly Square for Adara’s comfort, as Astaroth was likely still in the neighborhood.

      The greater demon appeared to have abandoned the body Adara trashed with her ice maneuver, but Adara didn’t think she was vain enough to spend an inordinate amount of time searching for the “perfect” host. She would take what she could get, and then she’d be back on the prowl. Hunting shard holders. Hunting the people who’d embarrassed her. And if those people were in jail, they’d be sitting ducks.

      Damn, Adara thought as she was manhandled out of the police car by two male cops twice her size. I wish I’d been able up to come up with a plan that gave us more wiggle room to attempt the banishment. All three of us used up so much power on the rescue that we didn’t have enough juice left over to even attempt the spell. We need better strategies in the future. I need better strategies.

      That assumed, of course, that they had a future, and that Adara’s decision to come to the aid of the man who could stop time didn’t result in all four of them being carted off to some top-secret government lab. Which was a distinct possibility, she understood, as she was marched through the police station by two cops and four soldiers. All of whom looked ready to shoot her at a moment’s notice.

      The overbearing group of guards didn’t take her to a cell. Instead, they shoved her into a hard metal chair in an interview room and told her to sit tight and not cause any trouble. Two of the soldiers took up positions in the back corners of the room, while the other two remained in the hall and stood on either side of the door. Not only would Adara not be able to leave without their permission, but no one would be able to enter without that permission either.

      Who determined whether or not they gave permission? Now that was an interesting question.

      Which of the squabbling branches of federal law enforcement would be put in charge of developments like angels and demons and people with godlike powers? All the fiction she’d ever seen or read told her the FBI would come knocking sometime soon. But given the huge threat to national security that the greater demons represented, Adara wondered if Homeland Security would win the political tug of war.

      Before the cops scuttled out of the room, one of them was “nice” enough to remove the handcuffs from Adara’s chafing wrists. Either he didn’t think she could escape from the interview room with multiple guns pointed in her direction, or he didn’t want to risk losing his cuffs if and when Adara once again turned into a sentient water funnel.

      After the cops left, one of the two soldiers in the hall pushed the door shut. As it was swinging around, Adara spotted Solomon—who was white as a sheet except for the greenish tint around his mouth—being escorted into another interview room opposite hers.

      She didn’t see Enzo or the blond man, but they’d been brought to the station in the other car, so they might have been a minute or two behind.

      Adara prayed that Enzo was okay. He’d already been bruised and broken from his encounter with the men at Hudson’s, and then she’d gone and dragged him into this.

      Guilt welled up in her chest. He’d been wary about intervening to save the blond man, but she’d pushed him to do it anyway.

      Now, he might be in real trouble, all because she’d been too pigheaded to reconsider her gut reaction and he was too loyal not to follow her wherever she went.

      If and when we get out of this mess, she thought, I need to apologize to him. Him and Solomon.

      The minutes ticked by slowly, the effect amplified by the lack of a clock in the interview room. Adara assumed this was intentional and not an oversight. The cops wanted to throw potential suspects off their game, so they wouldn’t be composed enough to weave a long-winded lie without making critical mistakes.

      But if that was how they intended to shake Adara, then the joke was on them. She’d spent weeks in the middle of the wilderness with nothing but the sky to tell the time by, and after completing multiple treks through long, dim cave systems, she wasn’t remotely claustrophobic.

      Also, with her armed guards standing in the corners, the stuffy room failed to produce the illusion that she’d been left to rot.

      So she didn’t pass the long wait sweating and swearing. Rather, she just annoyed her guards by rapping her knuckles against the metal table at which she was seated in discordant rhythms that loosely correlated to the tunes of popular songs. When her knuckles began to ache, she switched to humming while bobbing her head side to side in a way that made her rickety chair squeak like a dying mouse.

      After what she estimated was about forty-five minutes, one of the soldiers finally sighed in annoyance. Adara openly grinned at her small victory, though neither of them saw it since she had her back to them.

      Just when she was about to redouble her efforts in order to get them to yell at her, the door swung open.

      A tall black man with close-shaven hair and a short white woman with a pale-blond bob stood in the hall. Everything about them screamed FBI. The crisp black suits. The guns strapped to their hips. The ramrod-straight postures that spoke of authority. The subtle frowns that demanded respect and obedience without question.

      They couldn’t have come off more like textbook feds if they’d tried.

      The woman slipped into the room first, pulled out a chair opposite Adara’s, and sat down with an air of finesse that made Adara think she’d been some kind of dancer in a previous life.

      The man loitered at the threshold to speak to the two guards stationed in the hall. He muttered something too low for Adara to parse, but whatever it was surprised the guards.

      They considered his words for a moment, then shrugged at each other and peeled away from the door. Satisfied, the man proceeded into the room.

      Before he sat down though, he gestured to the guards at the back and said, “We can handle it from here. You two can leave as well.”

      The guards exchanged bewildered glances, and one of them asked, “Are you sure, sir?”

      “Quite sure, thank you.” He gave them a dismissive wave, and it was like he’d told the guards the building was on fire.

      They hopped to attention and jogged out of the room, wearing complacent expressions that seemed at odds with the scowls of suspicion Adara had consistently seen each time she’d peeked at them over her shoulder.

      The man shut the door behind them, dropped into the other vacant chair, and grumbled, “I swear to god, we’ve been tripping over those grunts every five seconds since we arrived in the city. Whose idea was it to deploy the National Guard again?”

      “The governor’s,” said the woman in a voice as soft as the man’s was hard. “And we can’t override him, or it’ll look suspicious. So you’ll have to deal with the irritation.”

      “Oh, I’ll deal with it, all right.”

      “Without stepping on anyone,” she clarified. “Or punching them.”

      The man snorted. “Ah, you’re always such a spoilsport.”

      “That’s why Perez paired me up with you.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Not a joke.”

      Much to Adara’s confusion, the pair continued to banter for the next thirty seconds while the woman slipped her phone from a clip on her belt, opened a voice recording app, and set the phone in the middle of the table. When she touched the big red button and the counter started ticking off seconds, the two agents finally sobered up and turned their attention to the young woman across the table.

      They silently observed Adara at first, taking in her damp clothes and hair, the smears of soot from the ash fall at the apartment complex fire, and her mildly combative pose.

      At last, the woman spoke. “Let’s do away with the farce of a routine interview and cut to the chase, shall we? I’ve got four questions for you. One, what manner of supernatural creature are you and your friends? Two, what precisely are those creatures you’ve been fighting in the streets? Three, what’s happening to all the areas that were hit by the so-called meteorites from the ‘Global Impact Event’? And four, what the hell made you think it was a good idea to break the Secrecy Statute?”

      Perplexed, Adara said haltingly, “I…don’t understand. You make it sound like you aren’t at all surprised I have magic powers.”

      The man blinked, and when his eyelids rose, his irises were no longer brown but bright red. “We aren’t.”

      Adara jumped. “You aren’t human?”

      “No,” said the woman, and with a snap of her fingers, her magical mask dissolved in a flash of light. Revealing features that were slightly too sharp and ears that were slightly too pointed and eyes that were slightly too blue to qualify as human. “He’s a vampire, I’m a faerie, and you’re in big trouble. So you better start answering our questions.”

      “Hold up. Vampires and faeries are real?” Adara said. Though even as she voiced the question, she felt foolish.

      If angels were real, and demons were real, and God had been real until They shattered into thousands of tiny pieces imbued with a wide variety of astonishing superhuman abilities, then it made perfect sense that other supernatural beings might also be real. Adara simply hadn’t had enough downtime since acquiring her god shard and learning of its nature to have a good, hard think about the wider implications of everything that was happening.

      Adara smacked her cheeks. “Oh, of course there are others.”

      The vampire and the faerie both raised their eyebrows, and the man said, more to his partner than to Adara, “I’m starting to feel like we’re on very different pages here. Think we might have to reconcile that in order for this interview to become productive.”

      “I agree.” The faerie woman hummed in displeasure. “So, Ms. Water Nymph, or whatever you are, am I to assume from your surprise regarding our existence that you are also unaware of the Secrecy Statute?”

      “Yeah,” Adara said, “I literally have no clue what that is.”

      “Then I suppose we’ll start from the very beginning.” She placed her palms flat against the table and leaned toward Adara in a way that wouldn’t have been menacing had she still been wearing her mask. The razor-like sharpness of her true faerie features gave off the impression that she would cut you in half if you made her the slightest bit angry. “But this will not be a free lesson. This will be tit for tat. We’ll tell you some things that you ought to know, and you’ll tell us some things that we want to know. Deal?”

      “I mean, do I have a choice in the matter?” Adara asked.

      “Not really,” the man said. “I can compel you to answer our questions, just like I compelled those soldiers to get the heck out of our way.”

      “I was wondering about that,” Adara muttered. “Thought they were acting kind of weird.”

      The man smiled. Sharp fangs peeked out from behind his lips.

      Swallowing, Adara said, “I guess it’s a deal.”

      “Good.” The woman slapped her palm against the tabletop, producing a loud clang. “Now listen closely. Because I don’t like to repeat myself. And even if I had the patience for shitty students who don’t pay attention, I don’t have the time to hold your hand and pat your head like you’re some waddling toddler who can’t process anything more complicated than two plus two. Got it?”

      Adara let out a nervous laugh. “Uh, sure. I totally understand.”

      “Then let’s get started.”
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      The gist of it was that supernatural beings had always coexisted with humanity. But after countless centuries of hostility from humans, the various creatures had collectively gone underground and allowed themselves to fall into the realm of myth and legend.

      That did not, however, stop them from involving themselves in human society in a secret capacity. As human civilization had grown larger and more bureaucratic since the industrial revolution, so had supernatural involvement in various world governments.

      After World War Two—during which there were several major incidents of supernatural exposure that took great effort to cover up—the supernaturals came up with yet another idea: the Supernatural Secrecy Statute.

      A global agreement signed by representatives from dozens of countries, the statute dictated that if any individual knowingly and intentionally exposed the existence of supernaturals to the general public, they would be prosecuted for treason under their respective country’s laws.

      The statute was globally enforced by various secret government agencies, or branches of larger agencies. In the US, it was enforced by a special branch of the FBI, codenamed “Overlock,” made up of supernaturals and informed humans. Whenever somebody committed an act that threatened supernatural exposure, this branch of the FBI would step in and mop up the mess before the public took too much notice.

      However, Overlock had never faced anything like the Global Impact Event.

      “By the time we became aware of the supernatural nature of the event,” the faerie agent stated at the end of her history lesson, “there were already too many videos and photos splashed across the internet for us to remove, suppress, or discredit. Consequently, the name of the game has now become ‘containment,’ to minimize the effects of this incident on human society and hopefully to prevent damage to the mundane way of life in the long run.”

      “Our first order of business,” added the vampire, “is to put an end to whatever is happening here in Edgerton. The city has become a hotbed of conspiracy theories and media spectacle due to the recurrent disruptions by you and these enemies you’ve been brawling with in the streets.”

      “But based on your reaction to our appearance, and your baffling lack of knowledge regarding the supernatural underground and the existence of the Secrecy Statute,” the woman picked up, “it seems that there’s more to this global exposure incident than two types of supernaturals picking a public fight with each other. Would you care to explain your side of the story?”

      Adara was still trying to process that most of the supernatural creatures she’d read about in novels were in some way real, and she’d been living among them her entire life. Even so, she put her thoughts into something that resembled an order and began to describe everything that had happened to her since the impact event yesterday afternoon.

      Not only because these FBI agents might well arrest her and throw her into some kind of supernatural jail if she acted obstinate, but also because these people could be her greatest allies in the mission to fix the cornerstones.

      The Edgerton cornerstone was her number one priority. However, as Selaphiel had said, all the cornerstones were damaged by the Shattering, and the ones in the United States took the brunt of that damage. Someday soon, the other two cornerstones in the States would also need to be repaired.

      If the federal government had a law enforcement branch dedicated to preventing supernatural disasters, then she was certain they’d be willing to lend her ragtag group of shard holders a helping hand to stop the demons and save the world. Or at least the country.

      And she was right.

      Once she wrapped up her story with a recap of the fight with Astaroth outside the burning apartment building, the stunned agents gave each other a long, worried look. Then the vampire said, “This is a great deal worse than we thought. If we don’t stop these cornerstone spells from breaking, we’ll be looking at the end of human civilization altogether.”

      The faerie hummed thoughtfully. “As annoying as I find humans, I have this funny feeling that demons would be far worse neighbors.”

      “Demons.” The vampire shook his head. “I thought for sure it’d be the werewolves who caused the first big exposure incident. But demons? They’ve got a whole realm to themselves, and yet they still can’t stay in their lane?”

      “I’m guessing the climate is too hot for their liking,” the faerie said.

      “Best tell them to avoid Arizona then.”

      “So,” Adara cut in, drawing the word out to get their undivided attention, “will you help us fix the cornerstone at the campus library?”

      “While we would prefer to work with professionals regarding such an important matter,” the faerie said, slipping back into her professional tone, “since you and these other ‘shard holders’ are the only ones who can perform the necessary magic, then I suppose we have no choice but to work with you.

      “Bear in mind, however, that this doesn’t mean you get free rein to use your new abilities however you want, whenever you want. Once we put down this demon incursion, you and your peers will be brought under the Secrecy Statue, same as the rest of us.”

      Adara shrugged. “Fair enough. It’s not like we asked for these powers.”

      The woman pursed her lips. “I suppose you are just victims of circumstance.”

      “Will we be punished?” Adara asked. “For the public use of our powers today?”

      The man waved off her concern. “There’s precedent for leniency in cases where a formerly normal human unexpectedly obtains a supernatural trait. We’ll file you all under that.”

      “And what if our identities are exposed?” she pressed. “I’m pretty sure we were on TV earlier.”

      The woman frowned. “You were. But we’ll handle that if and when it becomes a risk to your safety and privacy. For now though, we have bigger fish to fry. Starting with the demon invasion force being amassed on the campus of the local liberal arts college.”

      “I’ll go make the call to the director,” said the vampire, pushing his chair back from the table. “And what a fun conversation it will be. Hundreds of new supernaturals with no knowledge or control of their abilities. An army of demons trying to overrun the Earth. And mutating environments that are bound to get worse long before they get better. This is going to be a call for the history books. Or, well, the secret documents buried in the encrypted FBI servers anyway.”

      “Mutating environments?” Adara echoed after the man left the room and the door clicked shut. “You asked me a question about that earlier, didn’t you? Something about the areas that had been hit by the shards during the impact event?”

      “Yes. We have another escalating problem in those areas.” The woman pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. She wasn’t exactly frazzled—she had the stone-cold exterior of a seasoned federal agent that barely cracked even in the worst of circumstances—but Adara could tell that this particular assignment was quickly spilling over the boundaries of Overlock’s standard operating procedures.

      There was too much happening too fast. Sooner rather than later, the government would be completely winging their response to the impact event and its repercussions.

      If they weren’t already.

      Still, the woman kept her cool and elaborated, “Shortly after that accounting firm downtown lit up like a glow stick, other areas that took direct hits from yesterday’s impact event also began to exhibit strange behaviors. Now, of course, you’ve told us that these areas are imbued with literal pieces of God, which as far as you are aware, cannot be removed.

      “And since these ‘shard activations’ show no signs of stopping, I’m guessing that by the end of the month, every single one will be active and impacting the environment in ways that are dangerous to the public. Which means that every government in the world will have a major problem on their hands, one for which we currently have no viable solution.”

      “Yet despite the obvious displays of magic taking place all over the world,” Adara replied, “you keep talking like the Secrecy Statute will stand.”

      “It will,” she said firmly. “No matter what, we’ll never come clean with everything. It would be too disruptive to human society. We’ll admit exactly as much as we need to admit to sate the populace. Anything they don’t explicitly demand to know the truth about will be swept under the rug, same as it always has been.”

      “Nice.”

      “That’s just how it works. Overlock and its sister organizations exist to keep both human and supernatural society running as smoothly as possible. The traditional way of doing that is to ensure that nothing and no one makes any large waves. If something or someone manages to slip a wave through, then we ‘handle’ that something or someone with the utmost discretion and clean up the damage from the wave as swiftly as possible.”

      “This is more than a wave though. This is a tsunami.”

      “Society has survived numerous tsunamis. It’ll survive this one, even if the extent of the damage is greater than usual.”

      Adara narrowed her eyes. “Are we still speaking metaphorically?”

      The faerie smiled. “I’m afraid I’ve reached the extent of what your lack of security clearance allows me to discuss.”

      “Hey now, you can’t just—”

      The door opened with a creak, and the vampire popped his head back in. His irises, Adara noticed, were once again brown.

      “The director is sending us all the manpower he can muster so we can make a run at this library. Everyone should be here in an hour,” he said to his partner. “We should get these kids fed and watered, so they’ll be in good enough shape to help us with the assault. I also caught yet another of these ‘shard holders’ snooping around the station, so we can press her into the operation as well. I assume the more the merrier, yeah?”

      He directed that last line at Adara, but she was too shocked by the revelation to respond to his joke.

      “What can this new shard holder do exactly?” she asked.

      Scratching his head, he said, “You know, I’m not entirely sure. Either she can turn invisible, or she’s just very good at sneaking around. Want to meet her?”

      Adara hopped up, nearly toppling her chair. “Yes, please!”
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      The two agents, who finally introduced themselves as Jefferson and Dawes, no first names, dropped Adara off at some kind of break room in the station that had been left as “mysteriously” unguarded as Adara’s interview room.

      The rest of her friends and allies were already in the room, having been released from police custody by Jefferson’s order after he finished his conversation with the head honcho in DC. Everybody, with one notable exception, was seated in a mismatched set of chairs around a plastic folding table with a bent leg that made the surface uneven.

      Enzo, a touch cleaner and a whole lot more alert, was chugging coffee in between shoving glazed donuts down his throat. Solomon, still nervous and rather tired, was delicately sipping at something that appeared to be green tea.

      The man who could stop time was straight-up napping, his arms on the table, his head on his arms, and snoring loud enough to wake the dead. And the newest member of their party, a girl who couldn’t have been more than eighteen, was loitering in the back corner, her long brown hair hanging over her face. A nervous wallflower.

      Adara poured herself a cup of coffee from the carafe on the stained linoleum counter. As she emptied a sugar packet into the Styrofoam cup, she said, “Before we get down to business, I guess some introductions are in order?”

      Enzo set his own coffee cup down and prodded the blond man in the arm. The man started awake and sat up straight. So straight that Adara thought he might have once been in the military. He glanced about the room, clocking each person, like he was searching for a hostile to defend himself against.

      When he found no one matching that description, he relaxed slightly. Bleary, he rubbed his face in an attempt to shake the sleepiness out of his head. It worked a little too well because his cheeks were burned bright red from the apartment fire that had nearly killed him.

      Grimacing, he said in a deep voice, “What’s going on?”

      “Our new friends from the supernatural branch of the FBI are going to help us save the city from the demons,” Adara said. “While we’re waiting for them to get ready, I think we should get to know each other, seeing as everyone except me and Enzo are virtual strangers.”

      The man blinked a couple times, uncomprehending. “Did you just say ‘demons’?”

      Adara took a sip of her coffee. “Yes, I did. And judging by your lack of comprehension, I’m guessing none of you guys were brought up to speed about the most recent developments?”

      Everyone, including the wallflower, shook their heads.

      Jefferson didn’t bother to fill everyone in, Adara thought, mildly annoyed, because he knew I would do it if I had to. Typical fed.

      “Okay then,” she said, “why don’t I just go over the whole story from the beginning? That way, we’ll all definitely be on the same page.”

      In between chugging down some sweet, sweet caffeine, Adara once again recapped everything that had happened since the Global Impact Event. This time, she tacked on her conversation with Jefferson the vampire and Dawes the faerie, along with a vague outline of the plan to assail the campus library and repair the cornerstone before the demon army broke through the barrier.

      When she finished, the blond man said, “You’re telling me that freaky black-eyed lady with the ugly monster posse was a literal demon?”

      “Yes.” Adara grabbed a donut from the nearly empty box beside the coffee carafe. “And she’s one of at least two greater demons that are currently in the city, wreaking havoc and hunting down shard holders.”

      “You mean they might come after me?” said a soft voice in the corner. The wallflower was peeking out from behind her curtain of hair with one eye. “I don’t want them to come after me.”

      “Sorry to say, but if you used your shard power to sneak into the station, then the demons already know where you are,” Adara stated plainly. “They can pinpoint your location whenever your shard is active.”

      Somehow, the girl grew even paler than her natural skin tone. “I didn’t know.”

      “Me either,” said the blond man. “That’s how I inadvertently got my apartment blown up.”

      “You think we’re in danger here?” Enzo asked. “With so many cops and soldiers and FBI agents hanging around?”

      Adara thought about it for a moment. “I don’t think the imps will attack such a heavily defended building by themselves; they’re hardy, but the soldiers here are sporting a great deal of firepower. And Astaroth and Belphegor are probably still busy squeezing into their new costumes. So I think they’ll hold off on attacking us again. They’ll wait until their army is here in full force, or until we wander into another vulnerable position.”

      “But the latter is exactly what you want us to do,” Solomon murmured. “Now that they know the shard holders are starting to organize, they’re going to tighten their security at the library. Breaking in, even with these Overlock people backing us up, is going to be a lot more dangerous than it would’ve been earlier. We could all end up dead.”

      The wallflower let out a soft hum. “If we don’t fix that spell thing though, won’t we end up dead anyway when the demon army overruns the city?”

      Solomon sighed. “There is that. I guess we still don’t have much of a choice.”

      “Hey, we’ve survived so far,” Enzo said, “and we’ve even bested the demons a couple times.”

      “But we haven’t banished any of the greater demons,” Solomon pointed out. “Adara failed to do it by herself, and we didn’t get a chance to do a trial run with that Astaroth lady. So the first time we try to cast the spell in tandem will be at the library assault—where I assume we’ll probably encounter more than one greater demon. There won’t be any room for error, and there’s no way we can practice ahead of time since we don’t have any greater demons at our disposal. Which means we—”

      “Buddy, we get it,” the blond man drawled. “You’re a nervous wreck.”

      Solomon wilted. “I know. I left my medication at home.”

      Enzo patted him on the shoulder. “Hey, don’t be too hard on yourself. When push comes to shove, you seem to be able to act just fine. You’ve done real good work with your storms today.”

      “All we’ll need you to do at the library,” Adara added, “is use your power to distract the demons and make it harder for them to use their black ‘hellfire.’ Theoretically, that should be even easier than dousing that massive apartment fire or striking down Belphegor with a lightning bolt.”

      “You’re right.” Solomon gulped down the rest of his tea, and mouthed to himself a few lines that Adara guessed were more reassuring quotes from a self-help book. “You’re totally right.”

      “Look,” said the blond man, yawning, “I don’t doubt that the weatherman here can make it rain and rumble. But once we’re in the building, how are we going to play it? We need to have a concrete strategy that bolsters our strengths and minimizes our weaknesses, and that strategy has to be flexible enough to accommodate for our minimal intel. Namely, that we don’t know how many hostiles are in the building, or where they’ll be during our ingress to the basement.”

      Oh yeah, Adara thought, definitely a military guy.

      “Funny you ask,” Adara said. “I was going to suggest that we brainstorm some strategies while we’re waiting for Jefferson and Dawes to gather the rest of their troops. To start with, I think the smartest thing to do is to get acquainted with each other. If we at least have an inkling of each person’s skills and personality traits, we’ll make a far more effective team than a gaggle of total strangers.”

      “Can’t disagree with that,” the blond man said. “I’m Gideon Bell. Age twenty-eight. Former Army Ranger. And apparently I can stop time in a localized field for about ten minutes before I run out of juice.”

      “Former Army Ranger?” Enzo asked. “Aren’t you a bit young for retirement?”

      Gideon gave Enzo a dark look, slid his chair back from the table, and yanked up his left pants leg. His knee was a mess of scar tissue. “Shrapnel from an IED. Permanently fucked up the joint.”

      Enzo winced. “Sorry, man.”

      Gideon shrugged. “I got over it.”

      Adara cleared her throat to get the conversation back on track. “Okay, so we’ve got Gideon, who can produce time bubbles and has advanced military training that should come in handy in a combat zone. What about you, in the back there? What’s your name?”

      “Victoria Wise,” the wallflower replied after a moment of hesitation. “I’m eighteen. A freshman at Edgerton College, studying bio for a pre-med track. And I think my shard power is something like…manipulating perception so that people’s senses completely ignore my presence. They don’t see me. They don’t hear me. And so on. The effect seems to last for maybe seven to ten minutes at a time, and then I need a break before I can do it again. Oh, and the effect appears to apply to any object I’m in physical contact with.”

      “Awesome.” Adara gave her a warm smile, hoping she’d come out of her shell if she felt welcome. “So you should be able to sneak past the demons.”

      “Well, I did waltz right past all the cops and soldiers here in the station,” she replied with a breathy chuckle.

      “Why’d you do that anyway?” Adara said. “Sneak in here, I mean.”

      She looked sheepish. “I saw you guys get arrested on TV. I thought the government was going to cart you off to Area 51 or something, so I decided to attempt a jailbreak.”

      “But you got caught,” retorted Gideon. “Some sneak you are.”

      “Hey, it was going really well until I ran out of ‘juice,’” she countered. “Then that FBI man with the weird eyes caught me snooping around the interview rooms and ‘politely escorted’ me here…while giving me a stern lecture about using supernatural abilities in an imprudent manner.”

      “Oh yeah, Jefferson the vampire.” Adara ran a hand through her tangled hair. “Such a warm and fuzzy guy.”

      Enzo tapped his empty coffee cup on the table. “Do you think he really drinks human blood?”

      “Don’t know.” Adara held up her hands. “I just learned vampires were real. I have no clue if they’re anything like the pop culture creatures.”

      Enzo absently rubbed his neck. “Whatever. As long as he doesn’t bite me.”

      Gideon snorted. “Personally, I’d be more concerned with that faerie lady. Aren’t faeries supposed to be mischievous little bastards that play cruel tricks on people?”

      “In the myths, yeah,” muttered Solomon. “But this isn’t a myth. This is reality.”

      “Seriously though,” said Victoria. “How is this reality? All this crap is nuts.”

      The group pondered the question for a second, then collectively shrugged.

      “Assuming we survive the library assault, we can all go to group therapy and work out the trauma later,” Adara said.

      Movement past the blinds of the break room’s window caught her attention. She shoved the last half of her donut into her mouth and followed it up with the rest of her coffee.

      “For now,” she continued, “let’s focus on the tasks at hand, so that we can make sure the city is still standing tomorrow morning.”

      The break room door squeaked open, revealing Dawes on the other side, once again wearing the magic mask that blunted her razor-sharp faerie features. “Gang’s all here,” she said. “We set out for the library in forty-five minutes. We’ve got tactical uniforms and body armor ready for all of you in the locker rooms, so finish your little icebreaker, go down there, and suit up.

      “And while you’re at it, you might want to mentally prepare yourselves too. Word from our advance scouts is that the campus is teeming with demons. No matter what kind of attack strategy we try, it’s going to be an uphill battle.”
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      In the women’s locker room, as they strapped on Kevlar vests, knee pads, and wrist guards, Adara taught a girl barely out of high school how to banish demons back to Hell and how to repair a spell created by God to stop demons from invading the Earth in the first place.

      She felt a keen sense of guilt as she did this, knowing that the shy and soft-spoken Victoria was likely to get hurt—or worse—during the assault on the campus library. The girl had literally been drafted into this ludicrous mission because her curiosity had gotten the better of her and a vampire FBI agent had caught her sniffing around a police station.

      Victoria had assured Adara several times that she was willing to take the risk. “This is my city too,” she said when they first entered the locker room and Adara gave her the chance to bow out before things got too dangerous. “My family lives here. My friends live here. If the demons break through the barrier, then everyone I love will probably get killed, just like all those poor people on Maynard.

      “So even if I didn’t have a god shard, I would still want to help you guys fix the cornerstone in whatever way I could. But since I do have one, I should use it to the fullest extent to give our side the best chance of winning.”

      Adara pointed out that Victoria’s particular power would likely get her assigned to sneak people to the cornerstone right under the demons’ noses, putting her in the most precarious position of them all. But Victoria simply shrugged and added, “Sometimes the dice land on shitty sides. Doesn’t mean you should quit the game early. You got to play it through to the end to know what the final outcome will be.”

      Adara wondered whether her bravado was false, whether a deep-seated fear was hidden behind that veil of chestnut hair. But like with everything Adara had faced over the past day and a half, there was a countdown slowly dialing back to zero. When that countdown ended, the world would probably end with it.

      So she couldn’t stand in the musty locker room, under the harsh glare of the fluorescent lights, and laboriously pick the truth of Victoria’s feelings out from beneath the dense field of freckles spread across her pale skin.

      She taught Victoria the spells they needed to save Edgerton from destruction, and hoped that her decision didn’t cost the girl her life.

      Adara was only twenty-five. She remembered being eighteen—remembered just how naïve she had been when she was teetering on the fence between adolescence and adulthood. I’ll watch her back, she promised herself, and make sure she doesn’t get stabbed by a cruel twist of fate before she even has a chance to really live. Even if I have to throw myself in front of the knife.

      Too many innocent people had already died today.

      Adara swore she would put an end to that bloodbath, one way or another.

      Armored up, Adara and Victoria rejoined Enzo, Solomon, and Gideon in the hall outside the locker rooms. Enzo and Solomon had taught Gideon the spells, and the three were still practicing as Adara and Victoria walked over. They were whispering the incantations under their breath and trying to perfectly sync their rhythms.

      Adara thought this was a fine idea. She and Victoria joined in, forming a circle of shard holders whispering the words of the Shattered God.

      They kept at it until Jefferson came to collect them.

      “Save the banishment spell for the greater demons,” Adara warned them before they set off for the back parking lot of the station. “The imps are physically strong and fairly resistant to critical damage, but from what I’ve seen so far, I don’t think they can perform any magic. As long as you stay out of their reach, they won’t be a major threat. Regular firepower should be able to hold them off long enough for us to do what we need to do.”

      She turned to Jefferson. “Assuming we have enough guns.”

      The vampire stifled a grin. “I assure you, we have more than enough.”

      “Good. Then let’s go pick a fight with a demon army.”

      “They’re not quite a full army yet,” Jefferson said. “More like a battalion.”

      “Woohoo,” Enzo replied. “That makes me feel so much better.”

      On that sour note, they pushed through the exit doors and stepped outside.

      To find that Jefferson hadn’t been exaggerating about the guns.

      Sixty-odd people filled a parking lot sized for half that many, and all of them were armed to the teeth.

      FBI SWAT agents arranged into eight teams of five waited along the south side of the lot. Each SWAT agent held a hefty assault rifle and had two backup handguns holstered to their belts. The belts also sported an assortment of knives and flash bangs, along with a pair of actual grenades painted military green.

      Near the back of the SWAT group, four people with honest-to-god RPG launchers were carefully slipping them into black bags, presumably to obscure their presence on the trip to Edgerton College.

      You didn’t want the media snapping a lucky shot and then reporting that the FBI was hauling rocket-powered grenade launchers around a metropolitan area that was currently reeling from a massacre and a massive explosion. If the populace hadn’t already descended into total panic, they certainly would if they learned the FBI was planning to blow something up.

      The rest of the FBI agents in the parking lot were dressed and armed similarly to Jefferson and Dawes. Nondescript dark suits with hip or shoulder holsters that held standard-issue handguns. These agents, Jefferson told them as they were escorted toward a line of black Humvees idling on the east side of the lot, would be coordinating the various SWAT teams.

      In addition, these smartly clad agents would work with the National Guard unit Adara and friends had met earlier to manage a wide perimeter around the campus. If any demons tried to get out, the soldiers would do all in their power to keep them contained. If any regular citizens tried to get in, the idiots would be summarily arrested.

      “Most of the agents here are human,” Jefferson stated, popping open the back door of the first Humvee in the line, “but all of them have experience fighting nonhuman entities. While most haven’t fought demons, they can handle themselves in combat with a strong supernatural force. So while the operation’s in progress, don’t worry too much about what’s going on outside the library. Just keep your focus on fixing that cornerstone spell. We’ll handle the rest.”

      Adara nodded. “I won’t say I trust you, since we just met, but I do believe you.”

      Jefferson chuckled. “That’s a good start, I suppose.”

      Dawes, who was talking to an isolated group of agents nearby, shot Jefferson a gesture that apparently indicated they were ready to set off for the campus. In response, Jefferson bundled the shard holders into the Humvee. Once they were all buckled in, Jefferson and a SWAT agent climbed into the front seats of the vehicle.

      Shortly after, the rest of the Humvees filled with FBI agents, and then they were off.
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      The courtyard behind Barrow’s and Joys & Toys was chosen as the staging area for the assault on the library. The Humvees parked along the street adjacent to the courtyard, and everyone filed out in a fashion that was less neat and orderly, and more hectic and rushed.

      No one knew how much time remained before the cornerstone crumbled away, so every second felt like it could be the last till doomsday. That constant pressure put them all on edge, to the point where they didn’t even bother using the cobblestone paths of the courtyard. They just tromped all over the flower beds and crushed the fresh spring growth under their heavy boots.

      Dawes and Jefferson took center stage in the tightly packed gathering of Overlock agents, with the shard holder group at the front of the crowd. Curious gazes poked and prodded the enigmas that were the young men and women with mysterious powers derived from God.

      Solomon and Victoria fidgeted under the weight of the roving eyes, not used to so much attention. Enzo and Gideon pointedly ignored them and refused to look away from the two agents at the head of the gathering. And Adara met each gaze with a challenging one of her own, demanding to know their judgment.

      Most refused to give her one, and looked away. But a few nodded in respect.

      After Dawes took a quick head count to ensure everyone was in the courtyard, she and Jefferson ran over the outline of the plan in full:

      First, a vanguard of twenty SWAT agents would use their high-powered rifles to pick off the imps guarding the exterior of the library.

      While the imps were preoccupied by this onslaught, a second set of SWAT agents would charge the library’s west entrance, which was the closest entrance to a stairwell that led down to the basement.

      Right behind this second wave would come the shard holders, who would use the cover of the SWAT agents to enter the basement stairwell.

      “Two SWAT teams and Jefferson will accompany you downstairs,” Dawes said to the shard holder group. “They’ll keep the demons occupied while you locate and repair this cornerstone spell.”

      Jefferson added at a louder volume, “The rest of you already know your assigned roles, so disperse and move into your starting positions.”

      A muttered chorus of “Yes, sir” rolled over the courtyard, and the SWAT agents cleared out with even less finesse than they’d entered. Jumping the low courtyard fence and bending the decorative railing with heavy heels. Kicking up dirt against the back walls of the artisan shops that lined the street. Chipping bricks by clipping corners with the butts of their rifles.

      Adara would’ve been irritated at the sight of so many people disregarding the welfare of Edgerton’s independent businesses—if there hadn’t been a battle on the near horizon that was likely to set fire to everything in a ten-block radius of Edgerton College.

      As the shard holder group lingered in the courtyard, waiting for everyone else to reach their assigned positions, Adara inched closer to Enzo and asked, “Are you sure you’re up for this?”

      She’d noticed him fiddling with his brace multiple times during Dawes’s and Jefferson’s announcements. Something he hadn’t been doing earlier in the day. It made Adara wonder whether he’d reinjured the wrist during the fight with Astaroth, when he’d been dodging imps left and right in order to save Gideon.

      Adara had taken her eyes off him for most of the fight’s duration. He could’ve fallen down or hit his arm on something—and then decided not to tell her so she wouldn’t feel guilty or try to make him sit on the sidelines.

      Enzo looked confused for a moment, before he tracked her line of sight to the brace. “Oh no,” he said with a chuckle, “I’m fine. It’s just that the area under the brace started itching a little while ago, and it’s driving me nuts. I’ve got the urge to shove a piece of sandpaper under there and flay my skin off.”

      Adara slapped on her most skeptical expression. “Are you sure that’s all it is?”

      “Positive.” He gave her a cheeky grin. “And even if it wasn’t, I’ve already told you that I’m not letting you do this alone.”

      “I’m not alone anymore.” She swept her hand from side to side, indicating the other shard holders as well as the FBI agents. “In fact, I’m about as not alone as you can get.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t know any of these people very well. Don’t know if you can trust them to watch your back. Don’t know if they’ll turn tail and run if the going gets tough. Don’t know if they’ll double-cross you at the first convenient moment. Me, on the other hand, you know you can count on. If for nothing else than to drag you through a wall when a demon throws a fireball at your head.”

      “Do you actually think someone might betray us,” she said, “or are you just heaping on the daytime melodrama plot twists to make me feel less guilty about dragging you into a fight against an army of murderous monsters from the bowels of Hell?”

      Enzo didn’t answer, but even the bruising on his face couldn’t hide his sheepishness.

      Adara playfully jabbed him in the ribs. “And this from the guy who refused to go hiking with me in the Rockies.”

      “I’m not a huge fan of sheer cliff faces and hundred-foot drops into icy ravines,” he said. “But I’m even less of a fan of apocalyptic demon invasions. So here I am, running into danger against my better judgment.”

      “Hear, hear.” Solomon took off his glasses and wiped the lenses using the sleeve of his black tactical jacket. “I’m not one for superfluous adventures either, but this isn’t so much optional recreation as it is a requirement to keep the world spinning on its axis.”

      Gideon, leaning against a nearby tree, cleared his throat to interrupt the conversation and jutted his chin toward Jefferson, who was walking over with a tablet in his hand. The vampire agent motioned for them all to come in close.

      The five of them huddled around the tablet as he held it out and tapped on the screen to bring up a window. Blueprints of the library’s basement appeared. Someone had marked it up with brightly colored arrows, designating various routes they could take through the labyrinth of rooms and hallways in search of the cornerstone spell.

      Jefferson pointed at each arrow in turn and explained that the red one, which wound through the basement in an uneven zigzag, would be their first choice. “It’ll help us avoid the largest open spaces in the basement, where we figure the demons are likely to congregate. But it’ll also avoid jamming us into the tightest spaces, where we won’t be able to defend ourselves with long-range weapons.”

      He used two fingers to zoom in on the blueprints and pointed out a long white line that ran down one of the basement’s primary halls. “That is an exposed water pipe, and it runs half the length of the entire basement. I figure we can crack it open and give you, Ms. Caine, the opportunity to use your particular skills to flood any daring demons out of our path.”

      Enzo made a choking noise. “That’ll ruin all the collections in the basement.”

      Gideon rolled his eyes. “Hate to break it to you, pal, but with the firepower we’ll be slinging at the demons, and the literal fire they’ll probably be slinging back, the odds of there being a library still standing at the end of this fight are slim to none.”

      “God, what a massive waste. All those historical documents, gone up in a puff of smoke or sucked down a drain.” Enzo rubbed his face, pained. “The college will be in shambles after this.”

      “The city’s already in shambles.” Victoria stuck her head through the small gap between Enzo and Solomon to get a better look at the tablet. She was quite a bit shorter than anyone else in the group. “One more building burning down might be a significant blow. But if in letting it burn, we can prevent another massacre like the one on Maynard, won’t the sacrifice be worth it?”

      Enzo bowed his head. “Yeah. It will. You’re right.”

      Jefferson zoomed back out to the full blueprints. “You all have these routes committed to memory?”

      Each of them took another minute to study the map before they said yes.

      “Good.” Jefferson tucked the tablet under his arm. “Everyone’s just about in position, so we’ll be starting in ten. You all, me, and our two SWAT escort teams will head onto the campus through the entrance opposite the front side of this candy store here.

      “After we pass the wall around the campus, you should hang back for a moment to let both escort teams fan out into a protective formation so they can shield our approach to the library. I don’t want anyone getting tackled by one of those wily imps before we even make it inside. Clear?”

      “Clear,” they all mumbled over each other.

      “All right.” He waved at two groups of SWAT agents who were standing near the back patio of Barrow’s. “You guys head over there and get acquainted with our escorts. I’ll be around in a minute. I need to have one last chat with Dawes before we go our separate ways and get this operation started.”

      “Is Dawes managing the wide perimeter with the other ‘suits,’ or is she overseeing the main SWAT force on campus?” Adara asked.

      “The latter.” He swept the courtyard with his eyes until he located Dawes, standing near one of the parked Humvees and speaking into a radio. “She used to be a lieutenant colonel in the Marines, so she’s no stranger to large-scale combat ops. She’s one of the best tacticians at Overlock, and some of our most successful missions have occurred under her command.”

      Gideon whistled, impressed. “Lieutenant colonel, huh? She looks too young for that rank.”

      Jefferson’s lips quirked at one end. “She’s fae, Mr. Bell. They don’t age like you do.”

      “Huh.” Gideon rubbed his chin, no doubt wondering how old Dawes actually was. “And what about you, Mr. Vampire?”

      Jefferson’s lips tilted up into a full-blown smirk. “I don’t age at all.”

      Gideon stared at him for a long moment, then said, “Ah, I see.”

      Jefferson parted ways with them after that intelligent comment.

      Shaking the group out of its collective stupor with a fake cough, Adara led everyone over to the waiting SWAT teams. There were brief introductions that included names, ranks, and an overabundance of handshakes. Then they all wound up waiting in awkward silence, not quite willing to engage in casual conversation.

      It seemed the Overlock agents weren’t yet sure what to think of these shard holders. Which was fine, as Adara herself wasn’t yet sure what to make of having magic powers.

      With Overlock and their time-tested policies as a sounding board, Adara was certain everyone would eventually work through the mountain of questions and concerns regarding the shard holders. After the demons were dealt with and the future of human civilization once more secured.

      Until then, it was perfectly fine to be awkward as hell around each other.

      As long as it didn’t affect their job performance.

      They’re professionals, Adara assured herself. Experienced FBI agents who presumably have a great deal of experience at remaining calm in tense situations. They can handle a little awkwardness.

      She wasn’t so sure about the people on her end, however. Solomon was looking a little pale again. Victoria was hiding behind her hair again. And Gideon was having a staring contest with the leader of one of the SWAT teams, an astonishingly buff woman over six feet tall who could probably deadlift about eight hundred pounds.

      Enzo was the only one who seemed more curious than uneasy. He was obviously cataloguing all the features of the SWAT agents, trying to figure out if any of them weren’t human.

      Adara pinched his arm to get him to stop.

      “Ow,” he whined. “What was that for?”

      She shot him a rebuking look and replied, “Staring is rude.”
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      Jefferson returned from his meeting with Dawes bearing news: “The first wave should be attacking in the next sixty seconds.”

      He snapped his fingers to get everyone’s attention. “We’ll be approaching our entry point at a roughly thirty-degree angle, which should shield us from any demons on the ground inside the campus wall. That’s not to say that none of them will jump the wall, or ambush us from a tree, so don’t be lulled into a false sense of security.”

      He motioned toward the alley next to Barrow’s. “Now, let’s get into a good starting position.”

      They all squeezed into the alley where a police cruiser had sat this morning. Adara wondered, as she huddled up behind the SWAT agents, what had become of the two cops who’d been watching the campus border for intruders.

      Had they been called to the disturbance on Maynard, only to end up casualties in the massacre? Had they been lucky enough to survive, only to end up hauling bloody corpses off the streets? Wherever they were, she knew they were worse off than they’d been a few hours ago.

      Most people in this city were worse off than they’d been this morning.

      It’s our job to make sure that trend doesn’t continue, and I intend to do that job, come hell or high water, she thought wryly. Or rather, come hell and high water.

      A staticky voice came through the radio attached to Jefferson’s belt. “Everyone’s in position and ready to commence,” said Dawes. “First wave, attack on my mark. Ten. Nine.”

      Adara curled her hands into fists.

      “Eight. Seven.”

      Enzo whispered a short prayer in Spanish.

      “Six. Five.”

      Gideon bowed his head, as if meditating.

      “Four. Three.”

      Victoria and Solomon took deep, shaky breaths.

      “Two. One.”

      Everyone tensed.

      “Go!”

      From every alleyway and intersection that Adara could see, men and women dressed in black poured onto the streets. On approach to the campus, they raised their rifles and took aim with practiced movements.

      Some pointed their guns straight through the gates. Some pointed their guns up at the campus trees whose gangly branches hung over the sidewalks beyond the wall.

      For half a minute, the streets were consumed by the raucous chorus of marching boots. Then the first of the SWAT teams reached the wall, and the roar of gunfire masked their footsteps.

      Imps who’d been lying in wait on the other side of the wall leaped out at the agents, and the agents fired back without restraint. Orange blood sprayed through the air, painting the bricks and the grass, and severed limbs went flying across the campus grounds.

      Over a dozen imps dropped out of various trees, but semiautomatic fire mowed them down in seconds. Their malformed bodies landed in tangled piles on the concrete, and streams of blood ran off the edge of the sidewalk and into the gutters.

      None of the imps died, their chests rising and falling as they panted in pain. But they were so badly mutilated by the bullets that only a handful tried to make a grab for the agents as they stormed past the campus wall.

      A few agents broke off from the rest and kicked those reaching imps away, clearing the path for the rest of the attack force. Then what seemed like an endless parade of black forms bearing steel raced through the gates and into the demon stronghold that used to be Edgerton College.

      The gunfire intensified on the other side, and Adara could only catch bits and pieces of what was unfolding behind the brick wall. The childlike shrieks of imps as bullets tore through their flesh. The bursts of bright orange as those same bullets blew out blood vessels and shredded organs. The grunts and swears of the SWAT agents as they kept shooting and shooting and shooting, only for more imps to fill the spaces that the fallen left behind.

      Three or four minutes into this madness came the first inevitable scream.

      Over the booming gunshots, Adara barely made out the man’s cries for help as an imp brutally clobbered his face.

      A second scream followed on the heels of the first, this one from a woman. One imp had latched on to her chest and was savagely beating on her helmet, so hard the metal was beginning to give way. A second imp clung to her right leg and repeatedly gored her thigh with its tusks.

      Several agents tried to save their two imperiled colleagues, but the imps were too quick.

      The man’s face caved in, and he died in a gush of blood and brain matter. At the same time, one of the tusks caught the woman’s femoral artery. Her blood spurted out across the ground, too much too fast for anyone to save her with field medicine during active combat.

      She collapsed, and the imp on her chest ended her misery by ramming its fist into her head one last time, shattering her skull.

      Skin white as a sheet, Solomon staggered away from the lineup and threw up the donuts and tea from the police station. Victoria also looked like she was ready to hurl, but she held her ground and controlled her breathing.

      Enzo refused to keep staring at the carnage and cast his gaze at the blue sky above, like he was thinking of better days. Gideon didn’t flinch at the gore, which wasn’t surprising; he’d been trained by the army to withstand far worse.

      Adara didn’t feel sick or disturbed, which would’ve surprised her as recently as yesterday morning. But she had seen the carnage on Maynard, innocent people torn apart and burned to ashes, had walked among the fallen, had sat in their cooling blood on the streets. After that, it would take a great deal more to shock her into sickness, especially since the people dying now were not random innocent bystanders.

      These people were warriors. They’d chosen to be here, to put their lives on the line for the greater good. Their deaths were no less tragic than those of bystanders, but they were slightly easier to understand and accept.

      So Adara didn’t take her eyes off the battle. She watched these brave men and women sacrifice themselves so that the shard holders could have a chance to stop the demon invasion. Each time an agent fell, Adara added them to her mental tally, the running list of people whose deaths she needed to avenge when she finally reached the basement of the library and came face to face with the fragmenting cornerstone spell—and whatever was guarding it.

      After minutes that seemed like days, Dawes came over the radio again. “First wave has reached the close perimeter point and driven the imps back to the immediate area around the library. Second wave, prepare to move in.”

      Solomon, still wiping his mouth, staggered back over to the group.

      “You good?” Gideon asked.

      “No,” Solomon answered honestly. “But I can’t possibly feel any worse, and I’m still on my feet, so…”

      Gideon patted his shoulder. “You only got to do two things, weatherman: Put one foot in front of the other until we reach our final destination, and keep your head in the clouds while we’re rolling. We may need you to conjure up a storm at any point between here and the basement.”

      “Seeing as my power responds to fear,” Solomon said, “conjuring a storm shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Second wave,” shouted Dawes over the radio, “advance in five, four, three, two, one!”

      Yet another throng of agents charged the campus, spilling out of houses and shops, crawling out from behind trees and bushes, jumping over the hoods and trunks of cars. They pressed onward with determination, their path to the library made clear by the sacrifices of those who’d come before.

      As they approached the newly established perimeter forty feet from the library’s west entrance, they brought up their guns and brought out their grenades—and one man pulled the RPG launcher off his back.

      “Here comes our cue,” said Jefferson. “SWAT teams, move in!”

      Jefferson held up his hand to indicate the shard holders should wait while the SWAT agents secured their entry point to the campus. Five of their ten guards slipped past the wall and formed a half circle, sweeping their rifles back and forth in search of enemies. The other five remained outside the wall, two pointing guns to the north, two pointing guns to the south, and the fifth checking the trees.

      Nothing ambushed them, and the buff female team leader gave Jefferson the all clear.

      Jefferson dropped his hand and said, “Now we go.”

      They dashed across the street, Jefferson at the lead, and filed onto the campus two at a time, slowing to a stop behind the agents in shield formation. Once they were past the wall, the other SWAT team completed the guard circle, keeping their weapons trained on the area behind the group to give the shard holders full defensive coverage.

      Like that, in the middle of a ring of highly trained FBI SWAT agents with big guns and bad attitudes, they hustled toward the library.

      They were fifteen feet from the close perimeter line when the agent in the second wave who’d grabbed his RPG launcher dropped to one knee and hefted the launcher onto his shoulder. Carefully taking aim at the west entrance to the library, he pulled the trigger.

      The rocket-powered grenade blasted off the launcher, soared through the air ahead of a trail of gray smoke, crashed through one of the glass double doors, and promptly erupted into a giant ball of fire.
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      The entire glass-paneled entryway of the library exploded. Sharp, glittering shards hurtled through the air and pelted the sidewalk. Smoking bits of charred flesh followed the glass and bounced across the ground, all the imps inside the library who’d been near the entrance badly burned and blown to pieces.

      But many more imps hadn’t been close enough to the blast to succumb. Now they spilled out of the gray haze that had enveloped the hole in the wall where the entrance used to be. They trampled the mutilated bodies of their brethren, cut themselves bloody on the broken glass, and at no point showed concern for themselves or for the fallen.

      The imps were single-minded creatures, and they were on a mission: to stop the humans from entering the library no matter the cost.

      A man among the agents on the close perimeter shouted for everyone to fire at will. Dozens of rifles barked and sparked, the sounds of shots and imp shrieks carrying across the campus.

      Adara, half ducked behind their defensive guard, felt a fleeting sense of satisfaction as she watched imp after imp stumble and fall, run through with too many bullets to keep on going. These creatures had killed innocent humans with abandon on Maynard, and now they were getting their just desserts.

      Yet the worst perpetrators, the orchestrators of all this chaos, she thought solemnly, are waiting inside the library. And they’re the ones that we will have to fight.

      After more than a thousand rounds of rifle fire struck the imps, ate into the library’s brick walls, or flew off into the smoke and struck who knew what, the same man who’d spoken before gave the command to stop firing. The report of gunshots died out, and an eerie hush fell over the campus, disturbed by only the ringing in Adara’s ears.

      She observed the smoky entryway as intently as the FBI agents. Searched for the uneven gait of more oncoming imps. Searched for the sneaking shadow of a greater demon among the bullet-riddled stacks. Searched for any sign of impending doom beyond the imminent failure of the cornerstone spell hidden belowground.

      Adara saw nothing, and neither did anyone else.

      They all realized too late that they were looking in the wrong direction.

      Near the fountain in which Trevor’s body had lain yesterday afternoon, there came a loud groan. The heavy metal grate that covered the opening of one of many large storm drains on campus shot into the air, heading right for the close perimeter line.

      The SWAT agents reacted swiftly, diving out of the grate’s path. But although most of them moved with nearly inhuman speed, a few stragglers couldn’t get out of the way in time.

      The barred grate mowed them down like they were made of paper. Fresh red blood splattered the ground, the trees, and the other agents.

      A stray drop hit Adara’s cheek and ran down to her chin in a thin stream, like an errant tear. She wiped it away with the back of her hand and spun toward the storm drain.

      Imps, scores of imps, clawed their way out of the drain and lunged for the distracted agents still trying to regain their footing. Some agents were able to swing their guns up and fire in time. Some were not so lucky.

      Adara tried her absolute hardest to keep her attention off the struggling agents as the imps pummeled chests, strangled necks, and beat faces bloody. Because she knew that a far greater threat was about to emerge from the storm drain.

      Those drains were narrow but tall enough for a person to navigate, and since the imps didn’t appear to act in complex ways of their own accord, one of their masters was probably prowling around under everyone’s feet. And had been since the assault began, waiting for an opportune moment to strike.

      A number of the SWAT agents inferred this as well. They called for their comrades to focus their efforts on the storm drain.

      One agent threw a grenade at the storm drain. It tumbled right down the hole—only for a hand to catch it before it hit the bottom of the drain. This hand quickly tossed the grenade back at the agent who’d thrown it, and she was forced to take cover behind a tree.

      The grenade exploded, blowing a chunk out of the sidewalk and knocking five agents off their feet. No one was killed by the blast, but the agents who fell were sitting ducks for the imps. The little monsters tackled them as they were trying to stand and knocked their rifles from their hands.

      People screamed. Imps shrieked. Guns fired. Knives glinted. Blood sprayed and dripped and pooled, staining everything a toxic mix of red and orange. The entire fight devolved into a disorganized frenzy, the close perimeter broken by the sneak attack.

      The sneak attack led by Astaroth.

      Wearing the guise of another young woman, this one a bottle blonde with a fake tan, the greater demon hauled herself out of the storm drain. The nearest SWAT agents turned their guns on her, but she didn’t give them more than a passing glance. She raised her right hand in a lackadaisical manner, and black fire roared to life in her palm.

      “Toodle-loo,” she said, and made to throw a stream of fire at the agents.

      Just as the fire leaped from her palm, a hand clamped around her arm and wrenched it sideways. The fire stream went wide and struck a tree instead of the embattled agents, setting it alight from roots to canopy, an unnerving column of writhing black flame that roared like a living predator.

      Furious, Astaroth spun around to see who’d dared to grab her. Only to find herself face to face with Jefferson the vampire.

      Adara looked at the space in front of her, where Jefferson had been a split second before, and then to the space thirty feet away, where he was standing now. He’d traveled between here and there so fast that her eyes hadn’t even caught a flicker of motion.

      Can all vampires move that fast? Adara thought, so stunned that the rest of the bloody battle seemed to fade into a blur around the focal point that was the face-off between Jefferson and Astaroth. Is that why Jefferson tagged along with us, to be our trump card in case we screwed the pooch?

      Judging by the shock on Astaroth’s stolen face, she hadn’t seen him coming any more than Adara had. She tried to yank her arm out of his grip, with so much strength that the limb tore at the shoulder, skin splitting with the sound of tearing silk.

      Yet Jefferson didn’t budge. Not one inch. Like his hand was powered by a hydraulic motor. He stood as still as a statue, unperturbed by the greater demon’s struggle, and unimpressed by her display of power as she raised her free hand to summon another vortex of flame.

      “I think we’ve had quite enough of that today,” he said.

      His other hand shot out and grabbed Astaroth by the neck. Before the demon could do more than shout a garbled swear, Jefferson hoisted her off the ground, shifted his body into the stance of a professional shot-putter, and hurled the demon into the air.

      Astaroth careened upward as if she’d been shot from a cannon, cleared the roof of the library, and plummeted toward the quad that had been struck by a god shard yesterday afternoon.

      She hit the ground with an audible crack, and the god shard embedded in the quad activated with a flash of golden light. With the library in the way, Adara could not see what effect the god shard produced. But whatever it was, it was apparently hostile to demons.

      Astaroth let out a blood-curdling scream, and the ground beneath Adara’s feet trembled as if something was emerging from deep within the earth.

      Jefferson shaded his red eyes from the glare of the setting sun and said, “Huh, that was a lucky throw.”

      Turning on his heels, he ambled back over to the shard holder group, kicking imps out of his path like they were pieces of litter. One imp made the mistake of pouncing at him from a tree branch. Jefferson caught the foolhardy imp by the neck, looked into its beady eyes as it began to thrash in panic, and squeezed his hand until everything in the imp’s throat was reduced to mush.

      The imp went still, faint wheezes spilling from its mouth. Jefferson casually tossed it over his shoulder. It landed in the basin of the fountain with a splash, and didn’t come up for air.

      The rest of the imps looked from Jefferson to the imp floating like deadweight in the fountain and back to Jefferson again. Then they scattered, tripping over one another in their haste to get away from the vampire.

      The other agents who’d been swarmed after the grenade blast scrambled back to their feet, bloody but not broken. They picked up their guns again and expertly shot at the fleeing imps, incapacitating almost half of them before the creatures were able to scuttle off to safety.

      Jefferson halted at the edge of the defensive circle surrounding the shard holders. Smiling at Adara, he made a sweeping gesture toward the smoking entrance of the library, and said with the epitome of nonchalance, “After you, Ms. Caine.”
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      The second wave charged the library as planned—though they were down a few members from Astaroth’s ambush—and secured the main floor. More imps emerged from the smoking stacks and attacked, but they were too slow and shaken up from the RPG blast to prevent the agents from reaching the stairwell that led to the basement.

      Once the agents had a solid defensive line blocking off the stairwell door from the onrushing imps, one of them signaled the shard holder group. Jefferson then ordered the group to head out, and they all darted from the hazy entryway to the stairwell door, accompanied by intermittent gunshots and the shrieks of injured imps.

      One of their SWAT agent guards kicked the stairwell door open. Two others quickly slipped past him, into the stairwell, and pointed their guns in opposite directions, hunting for any hostiles. When nothing jumped them, they both called out, “Clear!”

      The rest of the group squeezed through the door and proceeded down the stairs.

      At the bottom of the stairwell, the same three agents made to repeat their “kick and check” maneuver on the door that let out into the basement. But when the man kicked the door open, the stairwell was flooded with the hisses and shrieks of imps waiting on the other side.

      One of the agents who’d been waiting to “check” reflexively snatched a grenade off her belt and hurled it through the threshold before the door swung back around. “Fire in the hole!” she yelled, and everyone took cover against the back wall of the stairwell.

      The door slammed shut just ahead of the grenade’s detonation. The blast flashed brightly in the basement, and a minor shockwave slammed into the door. The small window in the door shattered, throwing glass at the group. But no one was seriously injured.

      While they brushed the bits of glass off their clothes, the same three agents approached the door a second time.

      The man with the strong legs kicked the now bent door open again, revealing a fiery scene on the other side. Disabled imps lay burning atop a few overturned shelving units, and smoke drifted toward the ceiling.

      No imps came rushing at the stairwell, so the two “check” agents proceeded into the basement, sweeping their rifles back and forth as they surveyed the expansive room.

      “More imps incoming,” the woman called out, pointing to the left side of the room.

      “We’re going the other way,” Jefferson said, “so let’s continue. Hurry!”

      They rushed into the basement and took a right, following the primary route that Jefferson had shown them on the tablet.

      Every time Adara had been down here before, the layout of the basement had seemed innocuous enough. A few big rooms filled with tightly packed shelves. A few narrow corridors leading from big room to big room, with small rooms branching off from the halls every ten paces or so. There had never been anything that screamed “dangerous” to her.

      Now, there could be imps hiding between or on top of each shelving unit, ready to pounce. Now, there could be a greater demon lounging in any of the small, dark rooms, waiting for the shard holder group to pass by so they could throw a huge fireball and roast all their foes in the blink of an eye. Now, each shadow created by the gaps in the ceiling lights could be a place where an enemy lay in wait.

      As the group jogged down the first confined hall, heading to the very room where Adara had meant to sit down and peruse her primary source documents yesterday afternoon, a smothering sense of impending doom weighed heavily on her chest.

      However, as the group entered the room and cut a left across the stacks to reach the hall on the opposite side, she realized that the oppressive sensation wasn’t the result of her unease. There was something external, something in the basement, that was causing the sensation. And it wasn’t a demon.

      They reached a gap between two rows of towering shelves, and Adara glanced in the direction from which she believed the sensation originated. In her peripheral vision, she noticed that all the other shard holders did the same thing, their heads swiveling in time with hers. But none of the agents looked. Because they couldn’t feel it.

      The magic was emanating from the next room over. So strongly that Adara swore the cinderblock wall at the far end of the room was visibly pulsing. It was almost like the wall was made of water, and someone was casting stones at the same place over and over, producing a continuous series of ripples.

      Adara leaned toward Jefferson and said, “I think the cornerstone spell is in the next room over, the special collections room.”

      “You sense something?” he asked.

      Gideon answered, “We all do.”

      “Think it’s the energy that powers the spell,” Enzo said. “It feels like it’s pressing on our souls or something.”

      “Or rather the god shards in our souls,” Solomon mused, huffing and puffing from the exertion of the jog.

      “It’s a bad feeling though,” Victoria said. “Like something is seriously wrong.”

      “The spell breaking down?” Gideon peered through a gap between the shelves, taking another look at the illusion of the undulating wall. “Or maybe more demons crossing the barrier?”

      “Maybe both,” Adara said. “Regardless, the solution is the same. Fix the spell. Stop the demons.”

      “You’ll have your chance to do both momentarily,” Jefferson said. “We’re almost there.”

      They crowded into the second hall, hyperaware of the imps that were hot on their tail. Roughly fifteen of the ugly little monsters were tearing through the collection room along the path they’d just traveled. Three of the rear guards hung back and popped off shots to keep them at bay. A fourth readied another grenade, prepared to make the toss if the imps rushed the hall in force.

      The group advanced at a methodical pace, sweeping each small room along the hallway for hostiles. When they cleared the last room before the doorway to the special collections room, Jefferson ordered everyone to halt. He pointed at Adara then to the exposed water pipe running along the ceiling.

      Adara nodded in understanding and swapped places with Solomon so that she was positioned directly under the pipe. She gave Jefferson a thumbs-up, indicating she was ready to transform at a moment’s notice. On that assurance, Jefferson motioned for the forward guards to pull ahead and secure the doorway to the room.

      Two agents broke off from the rest and slid along the wall until they reached the threshold. The female agent removed what looked like a pocket mirror from a pouch on her belt and carefully extended it past the edge of the doorway in order to glimpse the interior of the special collections room.

      Whatever she saw in there elicited a gasp—something Adara would not expect of a seasoned agent, unless the situation in the room was truly dire—and she motioned for Jefferson to come take a look.

      Jefferson obliged. Instead of using the mirror, however, he just stuck his head past the edge of the doorway and scanned the room with his bright-red eyes. As he pulled back, a grim expression took hold of his face.

      He looked over his shoulder at the shard holders and made eye contact with each one in turn, impressing upon them the gravity of the situation. Lifting a hand, he beckoned everyone to come forward at a cautious pace.

      “I don’t think they’ll attack unprompted,” he said. “You’ll see why.”

      The rest of the forward guard took that to mean they wouldn’t be butchered if they passed the doorway. Two of them strode across the gap and took up positions on the other side, while the third joined the pair who’d acted as scouts.

      The two who crossed over—and who inadvertently glimpsed the interior of the special collections room in the process—went white as sheets before they even got into position. One of them crossed himself in the Catholic manner and whispered a short prayer.

      Unsettled by the effects of the room on these experienced Overlock agents, the shard holders shuffled onward at a sluggish pace. When they were a few steps from the doorway, Gideon nudged Adara’s arm and indicated that he should expose himself first. Just in case Jefferson was wrong, and “they” attacked the instant the shard holders appeared in their field of vision.

      Adara gave Gideon a tentative nod and mouthed, Be careful.

      Gideon took four long strides, past the edge of the doorway and directly into the sight of whatever was waiting inside the special collections room. No reluctance in his gait. No fear written on his face.

      Then he stood there, back straight, shoulders tight, posture proud. The very picture of a courageous and dedicated soldier. And from that place of both power and weakness, mind totally calm and collected, body totally exposed to the wrath of whatever lay beyond the threshold, Gideon assessed the situation.

      He remained stock-still for ten whole seconds, and nothing attacked.

      “Adara,” he said at last, “come here.”

      Trusting his judgment, Adara marched over to Gideon’s side and finally took a gander at the special collections room. A room whose interior she had once known well. A room whose interior had been so transformed that it didn’t even look like it belonged in a library.

      Dozens of shelving units with protective glass covers had been overturned and piled up near the walls. All the glass was broken. All the shelves were cracked. And all the books were spilled.

      The “rearrangement” of these items had left the center of the large room emptied of everything but a few wooden tables and matching chairs. Which someone or something had set ablaze and burned right down to glowing embers. The ash from these fires had created a black ring that encircled the border of the cornerstone spell.

      A hundred imps, at least, stood before this black ring. Every single one faced the doorway where Adara and Gideon were standing, but none of them made to attack. The reason why was obvious.

      They had formed a blockade around the cornerstone made up of so many bodies that it would be almost impossible for the sixteen people in the hall to break the line. Even if all the shard holders utilized their powers and Jefferson used all his vampire strength and speed, the battle to bring down so many imps would be long, arduous, and painful.

      People would be hurt. People would be killed. And the imps would just keep on coming.

      At the center of the imp blockade, the fracturing cornerstone crackled and sparked. The spell was a circle of golden light that hovered slightly above the floor. Inside the circle were thousands upon thousands of moving symbols that resembled those Adara had seen on Selaphiel’s wings.

      She couldn’t read any of the symbols, but some of them struck her as familiar. She guessed that those symbols corresponded to the words of the repair spell.

      Most of the symbols that she vaguely recognized were broken. Thousands of cracks ran through their golden forms. Along the faults of those cracks, the golden glow had dimmed to almost nothing. A few of the symbols were barely glowing at all and possessed so many cracks that they’d begun to fragment, bits and pieces flaking away.

      The thick boundary line of the circle was cracked as well, and the light produced by the line was continuously flickering.

      The barrier spell was on its last leg.

      Minutes, she knew from the overwhelming oppressive force that now pressed against her soul. We have minutes left to fix the spell before it completely shatters.

      But how on earth were they going to get to the cornerstone?

      The instructions Selaphiel had provided said they needed to physically touch the spell’s structure to form a connection between the spell and the god shards in their souls. But with so many imps between here and there, the odds of any of them being able to maintain contact long enough to complete the repair spell were slim to none.

      And, as if the situation wasn’t already dreadful enough, there was an additional complication.

      Belphegor.

      Like Astaroth, Belphegor had found himself a new host: a middle-aged Asian man with a pair of wireframe glasses and a prim gray suit. As with Belphegor’s previous host, this body was crumbling away in black bits and pieces that floated up to join the infernal halo circling the head.

      This time though, the body seemed to be disintegrating much faster. The skin of the man’s face and neck had been almost entirely stripped away, and three fingers on each hand were missing the final joints.

      Adara couldn’t say for certain why this host was already falling apart, but she had a sneaking suspicion it had to do with the state of the cornerstone. The weaker the spell grew, the more of his essence Belphegor could slip past the barrier. But the more of his essence that he infused into a human body, the faster that body degraded.

      It was like the demon was made of acid, and he’d poured so much of himself into the stolen body that he was rapidly eating away at the flesh and bone.

      That body would not last long. But Belphegor didn’t need it to.

      The moment the cornerstone broke, he’d come through to Earth in his true form.

      Belphegor stood just inside the imp blockade. The thumbs of his mutilated hands were tucked into the pockets of his suit jacket. The toes of his leather shoes tap-tapped against the scorched tile floor. The hummed notes of a happy song overlapped with the sharp cracks of the cornerstone breaking down. The smile on his face showed no signs of worry whatsoever.

      The greater demon directed that smug smile at the woman standing in the doorway and said, “You’re just in time for the grand finale, little girl.”
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      Adara’s father had not died peacefully. The pancreatic cancer had metastasized to his lungs, and he’d spent the last few weeks of his life slowly suffocating. On the day his beleaguered body finally gave out on him, Adara spent seven hours at his bedside, holding his hand and reminiscing with him about their hiking adventures.

      It was a crystal-clear afternoon, Adara remembered keenly, sunlight spilling through the window of the hospital room. And though that day was filled with sorrow and pain, she had preferred that sunlight to rain. It reminded them both of better days, and spurred her father to smile instead of frown, laugh instead of cry, even as he drew closer and closer to death’s door.

      Finally, at the hour appointed by fate, or circumstance, or perhaps God, as Adara’s beloved father spiraled down toward the cardiac arrest that ultimately stole the remaining scraps of his life, he grasped his daughter’s hand as hard as his thin, trembling fingers could manage, and he spoke.

      Through the wheezing and the coughing and the breathlessness of dying, through the haze that befell those about to tip over the edge, he took hold of one last burst of lucidity, and he told her something she had taken to heart:

      “Never give up on living,” he said, his ravaged voice a remnant of the strong, deep bass he’d once had. “Fight until the battle is over. Walk until the pathway ends. Live until there’s absolutely no more living you can do. Don’t stop before then, not even for a moment. Because if you give up before you reach the end, you’ll miss out on so many precious moments.”

      He squeezed her hand, his grip barely there, all his strength withered away. “Like this. This is a precious moment. It’s a painful moment. It’s a sad moment. But it’s still a moment worth experiencing. Any moment that involves the things you love is worth experiencing, no matter how much it hurts. And since every moment can involve the things you love, every moment is worth fighting for. So never give up, Adara. Always keep fighting until the bitter end. Okay?”

      Adara, tears streaming down her cheeks, pressed her father’s cold hand to her lips and replied, “I promise, Dad. I promise.”

      Her father had died six minutes later.

      Now, six months later, as Adara Caine faced the Low Prince of Sloth in the special collections room of the Edgerton College library, she recalled her father’s dying words.

      They invigorated her, body and soul, sent adrenaline pumping through her veins, stoked the glowing ember of her god shard into a roaring fire. They reminded her of what was at stake—all the precious moments in life she had yet to experience—and hardened her resolve into stainless steel.

      Barely moving her lips, Adara spoke too softly for Belphegor to hear. “Listen up, guys. We have a single advantage here, and that is the fact that Belphegor hasn’t seen Victoria in action. He doesn’t know what she can do, so even if he senses her shard activate, he won’t know what effect to look for. And we can use that ignorance against him. So here’s my plan:

      “On my signal, Enzo and Victoria, go directly for the cornerstone. Solomon, on my next signal, create a storm above you and fill it with as much rain as you can. And Gideon, when you think the time is right, freeze as many imps as possible in a single bubble.”

      She looked to Jefferson. “You and me, we’ll go for Belphegor, and the rest of the SWAT agents can provide cover fire, incapacitate any imps still roaming free after Gideon works his magic.” She paused. “Unless you have objections to that course of action?”

      Jefferson smirked. “None at all, Ms. Caine.”

      “What about the banishment spell?” Gideon murmured in her ear. “Shouldn’t we try that first?”

      “I don’t think there’s much of a point,” Adara answered, gesturing to the flickering construct of the cornerstone. “It won’t stall Belphegor for very long, if at all.”

      Gideon followed the line of her finger to the center of the spell, which had now begun to bow outward. Beneath the golden glow, you could just make out the shadow of something dark and slimy that resembled a meaty, humanoid fist the size of a wrecking ball.

      “Shit,” Gideon said. “That’s the demon’s full form, isn’t it?”

      “I’m pretty sure it is. He’s on the verge of breaking through. If we send the sliver of essence he’s using to possess that human body back to Hell, it’ll make his full form slightly stronger…”

      “And because the cornerstone is so weak at this point, that might actually decrease the amount of time it takes him to break through,” Gideon finished.

      “That’s my hypothesis,” she said.

      “One I agree with.” Jefferson crossed the hall, his focus on the water pipe ten feet overhead. “Ms. Caine’s strategy is sound enough, and I trust her judgment regarding the capabilities of your god shards, since she has one of her own. So unless someone has an alternative plan to suggest, I say we get a move on.”

      No one protested.

      Jefferson motioned for all the SWAT agents to get into a firing position around the doorway. As they moved, he jumped straight up with what looked like no effort at all, grabbed hold of the water pipe with one hand, and squeezed so hard the metal tore wide open with an echoing screech. High-pressure water gushed out of the hole, hit the tile floor with a splash, and spilled through the doorway of the special collections room.

      Belphegor eyed the growing puddle and chuckled. “What, do you think I’m afraid of going for a swim?”

      “You will be by the time I’m finished with you,” Adara countered. She tucked her hands behind her back and took on a casual air, sticking out two fingers where the greater demon could not see them.

      “Ooh, such bravado.” He raised his hands, and black flames flickered to life at his fingertips. “Have you already forgotten what happened last time we met?”

      Adara had warned everyone not to get too close to Belphegor, so as to avoid being affected by his energy-sapping sloth ability. Problem was, she didn’t know its exact range of effectiveness.

      She, Jefferson, Enzo, and Victoria would have to be very careful as they maneuvered about the room. If they drew too close to him and didn’t pull away quickly, they’d end up drained and helpless on the floor, easy pickings for the imps.

      “I haven’t forgotten a single moment,” she replied, dragging one of her shoes back and forth across the stream of water, disrupting the flow in a way that mimicked a young child playing in a puddle. “We humans can learn from our mistakes.”

      “But you usually don’t, in my experience.” Belphegor snapped his fingers, and the floating flames rapidly expanded, not into the shapes of spectral horses made of fire and wrath but into the snaking shape of a long, scaly dragon whose flame-filled throat trilled with glee. “Even those few humans who are capable of learning a thing or two rarely learn enough fast enough for it to make a difference when it comes to fighting something whose nature they cannot comprehend.”

      “You assume we need to understand you through and through in order to defeat you.” Adara took a step forward, the water on the floor rushing around the rims of her shoes, and stuck out a third finger behind her back. “But from where I’m standing, it seems all we need to know is how to mow down your ugly imps, kick your ass back to Hell, and put some duct tape on God’s fancy cornerstone spell. And we already know how to do those things.”

      “You underestimate us, little girl,” Belphegor scoffed.

      “Do I?” Adara faked a laugh. “Because I’ve been standing here chatting with you for three minutes, and you haven’t even noticed that we already attacked.”

      All the amusement fell from Belphegor’s cracking face. “Come again?”

      “Oh, don’t tell me a great prince of Hell didn’t sense our god shards activating.”

      He narrowed his eyes to slits. “I sensed all three, but you’ve done nothing with them.”

      “On the contrary,” Adara said, winking, “we’ve done quite a lot.”

      Adara exposed her hand with three fingers up, pointing to Belphegor’s left, and the greater demon fell for the oldest trick in the book. He looked to the left just as Enzo and Victoria rushed out from behind the pile of toppled stacks to his right.

      They went through the imp blockade using Enzo’s power—the imps scrabbled uselessly at their intangible forms—and made a running leap for the cornerstone spell. They landed near the back end of the circle and slammed their hands onto the wildly flickering edge.

      The first two fingers Adara had stuck out had been the signal for Enzo and Victoria to make a run for the cornerstone. Adara had not seen them pass, as Victoria’s power had blocked her perception of them. But she had seen the water on the floor get subtly disturbed by their footsteps, which was why she’d kicked the water up herself, so Belphegor didn’t notice their approach.

      The third finger Adara had raised was meant for Solomon, who’d immediately begun conjuring a storm cloud in the hallway. Between the water in the air and the water on the floor, his cloud had grown into a fat, rain-laden gray mass in a matter of seconds.

      Now, as Adara looked his way and nodded, he thrust his hands in a sweeping arc, directing the cloud to move. The cloud billowed through the doorway, floated to the high ceiling, and spread across the entire room.

      Belphegor, furious at the deception, prepared to sic his fire dragon at the two impertinent humans on the cornerstone boundary. But he didn’t get the chance.

      Just as Belphegor moved to cast the flame dragon, Solomon let out a grunt of strain—and the storm cloud unleashed its rain. A roaring downpour engulfed the room, so dense that it was practically a waterfall.

      The flame dragon steamed at the contact from the cool water, and its form quickly lost integrity. It disintegrated into nothing but discrete licks of fire that popped and crackled at the onslaught of water.

      Practically fuming from his crumbling ears, Belphegor shouted, “Imps, attack!”

      Half the imps lunged for Victoria and Enzo. The rest darted toward the doorway, intent on mowing down the other shard holders.

      Gideon, who needed no signal to do his part, activated his shard power. All the imps who’d gone for Enzo and Victoria had so closely packed themselves together to mob the vulnerable humans that Gideon was able to catch them in a single bubble a third the size of the one he’d used at his apartment building.

      Imps froze mid-step and mid-lunge, many of them stuck in midair. None of them were aware that time had stopped moving around them and that their efforts to win this battle had been thwarted.

      But the imps heading for the doorway witnessed the plight of their comrades and snarled at Gideon. Adara placed herself in front of him, urging the imps to attack her first, and marched into the room.

      When the imps were five steps from tackling her, she let out a loud exhale—and became one with the water on the floor.

      Lifting her liquid body high, she raised the water to either side of her, completely blocking off the imp’s access to the hallway. As she did this, Adara spotted a flash of movement slip past her wall from the hallway. She smirked with her mouth that wasn’t really a mouth, knowing that Belphegor was in for it.

      The imps reached her water wall in the same moment Jefferson reached the greater demon, and two mighty battles began simultaneously.

      Adara whipped her water into a series of vicious rip currents that grabbed hold of any imps stupid enough to leap at her, spun them around so fast they were nearly torn limb from limb, and spit them out like cannonballs. Disoriented imps flew off every which way, bowling down other imps, crashing into the ruins of bookshelves, ramming holes straight through the drywall.

      When the imps finally realized there was no way to get past her, they turned back to make a run for Victoria and Enzo instead. The two shard holders were seemingly oblivious to the dangers all around them. Drenched to the bone but not shivering. Surrounded by imps but not quivering.

      They had begun the incantation for the cornerstone repair spell, and the intense focus of the casting had consumed them. The glow of the cornerstone had spread to their bodies, illuminating them from the inside out with a haunting, unearthly light.

      The cornerstone spell was five times longer than the banishment spell.

      It was up to the others to buy them the time they needed to cast it.

      So Adara was relentless. She didn’t allow the imps to get away from her.

      She siphoned more water and spun it up into a vortex like the one she’d used to break down the door at Hudson and Grail’s. Taking aim at the center of the mass of retreating imps, she launched the vortex. It thundered across the room, picking up books and shelves and other heavy debris as it went.

      The vortex swallowed imp after imp. Dashed their brains out against the floor. Pummeled their bones with leather-bound tomes. Impaled them through their chests and throats with sharp-edged chunks of wood. Rammed them into one another, again and again, until skulls shattered and skin tore and the water was tinted that sickly acid orange.

      The vortex ran the length of the room, skirted past Jefferson and Belphegor, curved around Victoria and Enzo, and crashed against the far wall. Or rather, through the far wall.

      The impact carried so much force that the entire wall imploded, and the water from the dissipating vortex flooded into the conference room on the other side, carrying with it the limp, bloody bodies of three dozen imps.

      With so many imps down for the count, Adara dropped the protective wall that cut off the hallway from the room. The SWAT agents who’d been waiting near the threshold took the fall of the wall as a cue to fire. They fired a hail of perfectly accurate shots that battered the remaining imps as the little monsters tried to flee to safety behind the piles of waterlogged books and broken shelves.

      Satisfied that all the imps were occupied, Adara gathered more water and made her way toward Jefferson and Belphegor.

      During the time she’d spent handling the imps, the vampire and the greater demon had been fighting a brutal duel. Jefferson was inhumanly fast and strong, and he’d “chipped away” at Belphegor’s façade: ripped off a hand, shredded the throat, torn out a kneecap and sent the demon to the floor.

      But Belphegor had powers the vampire did not. At some point, he’d cast the net of his sloth ability onto Jefferson.

      Now, they were both kneeling, arms tangled together as the tiring Jefferson tried to rip off Belphegor’s stolen head. Belphegor had tossed aside all his arrogance, and his black eyes were zeroed in on the vampire’s slackening face, all his concentration dedicated to siphoning away what remained of Jefferson’s energy.

      Had the two of them been the only people involved in this battle, Belphegor might’ve won. But their duel was part of a much larger conflict, and the demon had long lost the opportunity to choose a single nemesis.

      He had picked a fight with everyone on earth, and he was going to pay for it.

      Adara picked up speed as she neared the dueling pair and narrowed her body until she was a sharp blade of water hurtling toward the demon. At ten feet away, she felt the edge of Belphegor’s slothful influence waft over her, a cloying miasma that tried to drag her to the floor.

      Unlike a human body though, running water was a force of nature that did not bow to human foibles like exhaustion. So even as Belphegor ate away at her energy reserves, her water body and the spiraling flood behind it kept rushing forward.

      She hit him with the force of a tsunami woken from the depths of a rocking sea. The front edge of her form struck him at a sharp angle and sheared both his arms clean off. She swallowed the rest of his body whole, and he tumbled back into the bulk of the water Adara had carried with her.

      The wicked currents jerked him around and around so fast that he couldn’t get his bearings. And when Adara slung him out of the water, carried on the front of a powerful spout, the only thing he could do was gasp at the realization he had lost.

      His body struck the floor with a loud splat and popped wide open like a split balloon. Partially decayed organs spilled out across the floor, and a deluge of dark blood stained the standing water red. Cracked bones stuck out of rent flesh, and tendons snapped like rubber bands lay twitching near the body’s broken joints.

      The boosted body was in ruins, couldn’t sit, couldn’t stand. All Belphegor could do was lie there and stare at the storm on the ceiling.

      Adara cautiously drew near, a low wave held behind her just in case the demon attempted a last-ditch attack. But Belphegor didn’t budge. His oil-black eyes remained fixed on a nondescript point. His twisted fingers remained limp and grasped for no weapon, conjured no fire. His mouth remained stagnant, producing no sounds, words or swears or otherwise.

      It seemed he had accepted his defeat and let the fight drain out of him with his blood and other fluids.

      Or at least, that was what Adara thought—until Belphegor started laughing.

      The sound could hardly be called laughter, really. A faint, repetitive wheeze barely audible over the roaring rain from Solomon’s indoor storm.

      But Adara, made of water herself, heard the sound through its vibrations. She felt within that steady rhythm a sense of triumph and elation. As if, in the seconds he’d lain helpless on the floor, doing nothing, Belphegor had gleaned some important piece of information that Adara had completely missed.

      Adara couldn’t speak in her water form and so couldn’t ask him what was so funny. Instead, she examined the special collections room from top to bottom, side to side, searching for whatever it was that had led Belphegor to believe he’d won.

      The last detail she came to was the fragmenting cornerstone. Enzo and Victoria were still hard at work on the repair spell—it sounded as if they were two-thirds of the way through the incantation—and the imps who’d leaped at them were still caught in Gideon’s time bubble.

      But something had changed. The bulge in the center of the cornerstone had grown substantially larger, and something that resembled an enormous hooked claw had broken through the barrier and now protruded into the room. The claw jerked back and forth, gradually widening the hole it had punched through the fabric of reality and further weakening that portion of the barrier.

      In seconds, the hole had grown big enough for a second claw to poke through. As soon as it did, a sizable section of the cornerstone spell flared with a blinding light. Then it flickered out altogether, leaving a quarter of the spell’s overall structure dark and completely nonfunctional.

      The cornerstone was on the verge of collapse, and Belphegor’s full form was actively breaking through to Earth. They had a minute, maybe less, judging by how quickly the hole in the center was widening, before Belphegor came through in all his unholy glory and slaughtered them as easily as a human could squash a bug with a boot.

      Like that wasn’t enough of a threat in and of itself, those two enormous squirming claws were able to channel more of Belphegor’s power from Hell to Earth than his stolen human bodies ever could.

      Black fire belched through the hole in the spell and gathered at the tips of the claws, forming a black sphere of flame. The fire was so hot that it flashed the pouring rain around it into white-hot steam. More steam rose from the surface of Adara’s water form even though she was standing fifteen feet away.

      Enzo and Victoria were closer to the claws than Adara. They both doubled over, gasping in pain, as the immense heat washed over them and scorched their exposed skin. They almost bumbled the incantation. But somehow, they both managed to push on through the pain and keep speaking the words that would save the world.

      “So close,” Belphegor’s broken body rasped from the floor. “You came so close to winning, Adara, but you just weren’t quite quick enough.”

      With that proclamation, the portion of Belphegor’s essence embedded in the body burst out from beneath the flesh as an amorphous black cloud. It shot across the room, wrapped around the claws protruding from the floor, and sank into them, rejoining the whole of the greater demon’s true form.

      With that bit of power added to what else Belphegor could now conduct through the partially dead cornerstone, he doubled the size of his churning fireball. He then pointed the tips of his claws at the two fraught humans desperately trying to complete the repair spell.

      The fireball shot toward Enzo and Victoria, threatening to burn them alive.

      “I win,” spoke a rumbling voice that resonated up through the hole in reality, “and you lose.”
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      The fireball never reached Enzo and Victoria. Because Adara jumped in front of it.

      With a shield made of water, she met the fireball head-on in a mighty collision of hot and cold. As she’d done during the fight with Astaroth, Adara commanded her water to freeze solid and drain the heat away from Belphegor’s attack.

      But this time, that tactic didn’t work. The fireball was ten times hotter than any flame Astaroth had been able to conjure. It sublimated Adara’s ice as fast as she could create it, filling the air with so much steam that visibility dropped to zero.

      All Adara could see was the raging fireball before her as it bored through her water shield, inch by inch, creeping closer and closer to her body.

      Adara didn’t know exactly what would happen if her body turned into a cloud of steam, but she did know that losing her water form would cost her the fight. Enzo and Victoria would then suffer the consequences of her failure.

      So Adara had to come up with something, anything, to stop the advance of the fireball.

      Now would be a good time for Gideon to throw up a time bubble. But he was still holding fifty-odd imps in another bubble, and there was no guarantee he could conjure a second without losing his grip on the first.

      Additionally, so much steam had filled the room that it was doubtful he even knew what was happening. He couldn’t very well form a useful time bubble if he couldn’t pinpoint the problem.

      So Gideon was out.

      What were Adara’s other options?

      Think, Caine. Think hard, she told herself, as more and more of her water hissed away into the air. If you can’t destroy the fireball, then figure out a way to divert it.

      That was easier said than done, however.

      The steam billowing toward the ceiling was disturbing Solomon’s rainstorm, so there was less rain falling to join Adara’s pool on the floor. The water pipe in the hallway was still spitting water, but the flow was coming in from the opposite side of the fireball from Adara, so most of that wasn’t reaching her either.

      She was once again running out of water. And if she moved left or right in an attempt to collect more, she would expose Enzo and Victoria to a deadly degree of heat.

      Adara hunted the contours of the white haze all around her, searching for something that could help her. But she found nothing at all.

      Nothing in the books she’d cherished so much that lay wet and molding on the floor. Nothing in the myriad people on her side, who were injured and exhausted, or preoccupied with other monsters. Nothing in her own mind or memory, even among the many lessons her father had taught her before the specter of cancer came to collect yet another middle-aged man with a zest for life and love.

      Nothing except a brief flash of a half-forgotten childhood moment. Adara and her father. Sitting on a low hill. Observing the glow of a distant fire in a grassy field. Smelling the acrid tang of smoke on the warm midsummer air. Listening to the sirens of fire trucks as they raced down a country road toward the blaze.

      “Are they going to use the hoses to put the fire out?” preteen Adara had asked.

      “Maybe,” her father said. “But they might also use a controlled burn to create a firebreak, and then let the fire wear itself out. It depends on exactly how the fire is spreading.”

      “You mean they’re going to fight fire with fire? I thought that was just an expression.”

      Her father laughed. “Sometimes, it’s also a fact. You can fight fire with fire in the right situation.”

      Adara snapped back to the present. Could it really be that simple?

      Selaphiel had claimed her power was “elemental coalescence.” At no point had he said it was restricted to water only. She had assumed as much because water was the element she’d originally merged with—and she’d never accidentally merged with earth or air or fire, despite encountering all three several times over the past two days.

      But what if her ability had a much broader reach? What if water was simply the easiest of the elements with which to merge because the human body was largely made of water?

      She’d learned during the fight with Astaroth that she could lower the temperature of the water she merged with. It made sense that she could also do the opposite. And if she could withstand extreme heat as well as extreme cold while her shard was active, then perhaps she could physically join an active source of fire, just as she could with available sources of water.

      There was only one way to find out. She had to test the theory. Now.

      Adara didn’t breathe while in water form, but her chest mimicked the motion of a deep breath anyway as she stared into the looming blackness that was Belphegor’s raging fireball. Mere inches of bubbling water remained between her liquidized body and direct contact with the black flames. At the rate it was evaporating, she had under a minute to work out a foolproof method of saving Enzo and Victoria from a fiery death.

      Better to die trying your hardest to save them, she thought, than sit idly by and watch while they burn. You have to try it, Caine. You have to.

      That assertion held firmly in her mind, Adara pushed her right water hand through what remained of her shield and held it directly against the churning surface of the fireball. Her fingertips steamed away instantly, and she was almost overwhelmed by the odd sense of being in two places at once. She felt her fingers, now in vapor form, float toward the ceiling.

      But she didn’t back off. She couldn’t back off.

      She plunged her entire hand into the fire, willed her body to shed the guise of water and instead merge with the roaring black flames. She poured all of her fear and all of her resolve into the mental push, demanded that her god shard allow her to become what was needed in order to save her friends, her city, her world.

      I need to be fire to beat this demon, she shouted into the ether, so I will be fire!

      And then she was.

      It began as five tiny white sparks. The curls of vapor her fingertips had become zipped back down into the fireball and rejoined their respective appendages. But they didn’t cool back into liquid form.

      Instead, they shifted from white gas to white fire, so fast that Adara didn’t see the transformation so much as she felt it. A surge of extreme yet painless heat that traveled through her hand, up her arm, to her chest, and stirred an army of boiling bubbles that tickled the surface of her water form.

      Then, like the hand of God suddenly turned the world on its head, her entire body became a pillar of raging white fire.

      The water her body had been fell away and splashed against the floor, dousing Enzo and Victoria, who were hunched over behind her, straining to push the last few lines of the repair spell through their gritted teeth. The water she had been controlling, that veil cascading from her form, receded like a falling tide and settled in the sunken corners of the room.

      At the collapse of the water shield, physics dictated that the giant black fireball should’ve shot forward and killed Enzo and Victoria. Yet it didn’t so much as budge, all of its momentum stalled.

      The woman whose fiery white hand lay embedded in the depths of the fireball was now the person to whom the flames owed their allegiance. Belphegor had lost control of his own fire to Adara, and he couldn’t get it back.

      The fire didn’t belong to him anymore. It belonged to her. It was her.

      The roiling currents of black flame untangled themselves into rippling streams, each one attached to the end of Adara’s fiery fingers. Their black hue gradually ceded to the same pure white Adara’s form had adopted, indicating that the flames were no longer infernal in nature.

      Now, they were whips of holy fire, born from the power of the Shattered God, and they roared in anticipation of smiting the greater demon who’d dared to intrude upon a world that was not his.

      Adara slung the flame whips at the scrabbling claws of Belphegor’s emerging hand. They sheared the ends of the claws clean off, the black blood that burbled up boiling at their touch. Belphegor’s claws recoiled, almost slipping back across the barrier. But the demon held his ground, refusing to go home.

      So Adara marched toward him. Or rather, floated.

      Her new form produced weak but continual propulsion. Her fiery toes didn’t quite touch the ground. She ghosted overtop the broken segment of the cornerstone, scorching the floor tiles beneath the darkened marks of the spell.

      When she reached the hole Belphegor had torn in the fabric of reality, she raised her hand above her head and brought her fingers together.

      The whips of flame merged, forming one bright and burning vortex. A vortex hot enough to melt steel in mere moments. A vortex big enough to consume whatever foul creature lay on the other side of the barrier. A vortex that mimicked those Astaroth had thrown at Adara and her allies earlier in the day—the slightest touch of irony that Adara hoped Belphegor never forgot as he nursed his wounds in Hell.

      Looking down her nose at the wriggling claws with a sense of righteousness fueled by the fire she had become, Adara drove the flame vortex down into the tear between two worlds that were never supposed to meet. The fire incinerated what was left of the claws and continued down, down, down, turning everything it touched into black ash and dashed hopes.

      Belphegor’s true voice bellowed up from within the hole, a thunderous scream of rage and resentment crossed with a shrill whine of humiliation. He couldn’t believe that Adara was on the verge of defeating him—him, a prince of Hell—and that disbelief in the potential of mortals stoked the glowing coals of satisfaction inside Adara’s fiery chest.

      She pushed the limits of her literal firepower as far as they would go, siphoning every shred of heat she could produce down into the hole. Until finally, her god shard sputtered like a car on empty, and in the blink of an eye, she was human once again.

      Dizziness backhanded her, and she gasped. A big mistake. The air around her was so hot that it burned her trachea.

      Choking, she stumbled away from the smoking hole between worlds and collapsed on the edge of the cornerstone.

      For what felt like years but was only seconds, she rolled back and forth on the damp floor, clutching her chest and begging her seizing lungs to breathe. Eventually, they acquiesced, though each inhale hurt going down her seared throat.

      Once she was no longer on the verge of passing out, Adara looked at Enzo and Victoria. At the perfect time.

      The last word of the repair spell left their tongues like the beat of a drum. A pulse of light shot out from their hands, zipped through all the lines of the cornerstone spell, and passed underneath Adara’s sprawled body. The thick border of the spell began to vibrate, and when Adara placed her palm against it, she could sense the spell coming back to life.

      It felt like a flower blooming under the warmth of the sun.

      As Adara watched in sweet relief, the glow from the active portion of the spell intensified, and the configurations inside the dead section slowly lit up again, one at a time. In addition, the jagged hole torn through the damaged section started to close, as if an invisible hand was methodically stitching the split skin of a fresh and ragged wound.

      For each inch of the hole that closed, the atmosphere of the room perceptibly lightened. The oppressive sensation that had made her feel so heavy was rapidly dissipating.

      Hell had literally been bleeding onto Earth. Now, the bleeding had been staunched.

      They had won. They had actually won. They had beaten two greater demons and a horde of imps, and in so doing, they had prevented a global invasion—

      A barbed tail shot out of the healing wound between worlds, wrapped around Adara’s leg, and yanked her back across the cornerstone.

      Straight toward the hole that led to Hell.
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      The sharp barbs of the tail pierced the denim of her jeans and punctured her skin, hooking her to the tail like a fish to a line and reeling her in. Adara screamed, fueled in equal measure by fear and pain, and scrabbled at the floor, trying to grab hold of something. But all that lay beneath her was cracked tile that came away in bits and pieces.

      The tail yanked her over the edge of the half-closed tear in time and space, and Adara fell into the blackness of the pit. She frantically grasped the edge of the hole—and caught herself by the skin of her teeth.

      But the sudden stop nearly popped her shoulders from their sockets, and burning pain lanced up her arms. One hand slipped off the edge, sending chunks of floor tile tumbling down to Hell.

      Somewhere in the darkness, those chunks hit something that sounded distinctly like flesh, and a rumbling growl emanated upward, vibrating through Adara’s bones. Gulping, Adara looked down…and bore witness to a sight that would haunt her nightmares for the rest of her life.

      Belphegor’s true form.

      The head was the size of a small car and held a shape so asymmetrical that it looked as if it had been repeatedly dashed against the ground. The face was a writhing mass of bare muscle weeping oily orange blood whose every fold and wrinkle teemed with skittering, stinging insects.

      The mouth took up half the face—which accounted for Belphegor’s unnervingly wide smiles—and it contained at least four rows of rotten brown teeth filed to sharp points. And the eyes, all six of them, were nothing but enormous black pools that reflected Adara’s fearful expression back at her from an abundance of angles.

      Belphegor opened his repulsive mouth and spoke with a bulbous tongue that crawled with ants. “You’re not getting away from me, you stupid mortal bitch. I will not be bested by a little girl playing with ice and fire. So if I cannot kill you quickly on Earth, I will take my time and destroy you in Hell.”

      The barbed tail tugged hard, tearing through Adara’s skin and jeans—and tearing her one hand free from the edge of the hole. Adara belted out an ear-splitting scream of terror as she plummeted down toward Belphegor’s gaping maw.

      Then, without warning, a hand shot through the hole between worlds. It caught her wrist in an iron grip and pulled with nearly impossible strength, stopping the barbed tail in its tracks.

      Jefferson leaned over the edge of the hole, one hand extending past the edge of the world to hold Adara tight, the other hand firmly anchored onto something out of view.

      Beside him stood Enzo, who had never looked worse in his life. His skin was a patchwork mess of bright-red burns and bruises, and his clothing was badly scorched.

      Yet grim determination still smoldered in his gaze, as he pulled the pin on a grenade he’d pilfered from a SWAT agent, dropped it through the hole in the universe, and said, “Bombs away.”

      The grenade fell right into Belphegor’s mouth and exploded.

      Flesh burned. Teeth shattered. Blood sprayed.

      The shock of the injuries sent Belphegor’s tail into a whipping frenzy, and the barbs tore free from Adara’s leg. Agony surged through her torn skin and muscle, and she let out another cry of pain just as Belphegor let out a gurgling moan, his mouth filled with so much blood that it flowed past his lips and ran down his insect-ridden body in thick orange streams.

      Even as Adara struggled to breathe through her own pain, a sense of triumph bloomed in her chest. The feeling grew all the stronger when Jefferson used his superhuman strength to heave her back through the hole. The actively closing hole that was now just wide enough to fit Adara’s body.

      Adara sailed over Jefferson’s head and came down hard on the floor, rolling to a stop near the edge of the cornerstone. Jefferson rolled after her, putting distance between himself and the hole, while Enzo quickly scuttled back and ducked behind an overturned bookcase.

      Smart decisions, they learned a moment later, as the barbed tail poked back through the hole in search of another target.

      This time, however, the hole was so small that the tail could only extend a couple feet onto Earth. It thrashed back and forth, pounding the tile floor, a vain attempt by Belphegor to snag one of the people who had dared to grievously harm him.

      But they were all beyond the tail’s short reach, and soon, Belphegor was forced to pull it back through so the healing wound between worlds didn’t cut the end clean off.

      Twenty tense seconds after those wicked barbs vanished from the face of the Earth, the jagged hole that Belphegor had torn in the cornerstone sealed itself completely. After that, the lines and symbols of the spell that lay above the scar in the fabric of reality began to reactivate one at a time with little flares of golden light.

      It was slow going, the work of the repair spell. By the looks of things, it would be the better part of a day before the entire spell structure was gleaming gold once more.

      But the prospect of breaking through a continually strengthening cornerstone must have been too daunting for even a prince of Hell. Belphegor’s beating fist did not make an encore appearance. He had, it seemed, finally given up.

      Thank god, Adara thought, or whatever force is controlling the universe now.

      She lay on the floor, sucking in deep breaths through clenched teeth. Blood seeped from half a dozen deep lacerations in her leg, soaked her jeans, and pooled on the floor. It mixed with the thin layer of water that hadn’t been steamed away during her duel with the fireball and curled across the tiles in thin red rivulets.

      Between the blood loss and the exhaustion from pushing her god shard to the max, Adara couldn’t entertain the idea of sitting up, much less walking. So she stayed where she was and did absolutely nothing but attempt to process all the ludicrous things that had happened to her over the past two days.

      It was time to let other people take the wheel.

      Jefferson languidly rolled up onto his haunches. His brown skin was washed out, and his eyelids drooped heavily over his blood-red irises. Side effects of Belphegor’s energy drain.

      Stifling a yawn, he said, “Though I’m sure we’d all love to take a power nap right now, we still have one more issue to resolve. Or fifty issues, depending on how you count.”

      Adara followed the vampire’s sleepy gaze, and groaned.

      The time bubble Gideon had used to capture all those imps had begun to shrink, and various demonic appendages were now sticking out beyond its boundary, including a few snarling heads. In short order, the first of the imps would break free and throw themselves at the weary fighters in the special collections room. Fighters who were in really, really bad shape.

      “Gideon? Solomon?” Adara called out in a raspy voice. “Can either of you cast the banishment spell?”

      Gideon responded, “Only if I drop the bubble.”

      A beat later, Solomon said, “I can try.”

      Adara glanced at the ceiling. Solomon’s storm had completely dissipated sometime after she had…turned into a pillar of fire. So he might have just enough juice left to handle banishing a group of imps.

      When she’d cast the spell back on Maynard, it wiped out a significant number of imps with relative ease. Only Belphegor had put up any real resistance.

      “Give it a shot, Solomon,” she said. “At the very least, you can thin the herd.”

      Solomon shuffled into the room and came to a jittery stop in front of the bubble. “You can do this. You can totally do this,” he mumbled under his breath.

      With an unnecessary flourish, he raised his arms above his head and recited the incantation for the banishment spell. Despite the nerves, he didn’t stutter a single word. In fact, the more words he spoke, the more confident he grew. Until his normally soft tone morphed into one of authority and command.

      As he reached the last sentence, he gave a subtle nod to Gideon. In response, Gideon released his time bubble, and all the imps spilled out in a snarling wave. They landed on the floor in a pile of kicking hooves and swinging fists, expecting to swarm Enzo and Victoria with a flurry of fatal blows.

      But Enzo and Victoria were no longer there, and so their hooves and fists hit nothing but air. After a few moments of pointless punches and kicks, the clustered imps ceased their frenzy, realizing that something strange had happened in between their jump and their landing.

      Confused, they turned around to face the humans on the opposite side of the cornerstone. Just as Solomon spoke the last word of the banishment spell.

      A visible shockwave shot out from Solomon’s body, as if he was the epicenter of a large explosion. It rolled over the shard holders like a light breeze, while it hit Jefferson and the SWAT agents more like a hurricane’s gale, driving them backward and knocking them down.

      The imps took the blow like a mirror took a strike from a baseball bat. Every single one, standing or lying, whole or broken, shattered into thousands of tiny pieces. Those pieces came down in a manner not dissimilar to hail.

      They pelted sensitive skin and left bruises. They bounced across the floor and rolled off into the corners. They plinked against every surface, chipped wood and left dents in tile. Until all the glasslike bits lay still and silent, carpeting the floor of the special collections room.

      Solomon, who’d shut his eyes as the spell went off, cracked one open and said, “Did it work?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Jefferson picked up a handful of imp bits and stared at them curiously. “Yes, I believe it worked.”

      Solomon slumped back against an overturned bookcase. “Oh, thank god.”

      “That might not be the best turn of phrase anymore,” said Enzo, brushing imp bits out of his hair. “Also, I think we should thank ourselves. We do deserve a lot of the credit here.”

      Jefferson snorted. “You possess a god shard. Ergo, thanking god is thanking you.”

      Enzo took on a deer-in-the-headlights expression. “I hope that doesn’t mean you expect me to make godlike decisions.”

      “I don’t,” Jefferson said sardonically. “Which is in fact part of the problem. You people unexpectedly received all these awesome powers, but they didn’t come with instruction manuals on how to use them responsibly.”

      “Responsibly?” Gideon cut in as he slogged through the soggy detritus on the floor to reach the cornerstone. “We barely know how to use our powers at all. And ignorance, in my experience, can cause a lot more chaos than ill intent. People with goals, even criminal ones, usually exhibit some degree of control over their actions. But people with no idea what the hell they’re doing? Those are the people who drop matches by accident and burn whole forests to the ground.”

      “Eloquently put.” Jefferson rose to his feet, a test of his strength that was slowly replenishing in the wake of Belphegor’s departure. “That said, you all did perform admirably under less than ideal circumstances, so you should give yourselves a pat on the back.”

      “Gee,” Adara muttered, looking up at Jefferson with mild disdain. “I do so love backhanded compliments.”

      Jefferson shrugged. “Just telling it like it is. You’re not exactly professionals.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she shot back. “I didn’t realize we needed certifications to become professional supernatural entities.”

      “You joke,” he said, “but there are in fact federally funded courses on that exact subject.”

      Gideon scoffed. “You’re shitting me.”

      “I am not.” Jefferson brushed the wrinkles out of his suit jacket, as if that could make up for the massive tears and numerous bloodstains. “Overlock has quite an efficient system for the education of supernatural beings relating to acceptable conduct in human society—and beyond.”

      “Oh, wonderful,” Enzo said. “Even the supernatural underworld has a bloated bureaucracy.”

      “So it goes.” Jefferson beckoned the SWAT agents in the hall to enter the room.  “But we can work through those quibbles at a later time, preferably when the sky is not threatening to fall on our heads. For the time being, I think we’d be better served by getting medical attention, followed by having a lengthy debrief with Dawes…and our many concerned bosses back in DC.”

      “Dare I ask who those bosses are?” Enzo said. “Or what they are?”

      Jefferson slapped on a placid smile. “I wouldn’t ask either question.”

      “Then I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      “Good choice.” Jefferson patted him on the shoulder as he walked toward the approaching SWAT agents, who’d begun to sweep the disaster zone of a room for any demonic stragglers.

      Gideon watched him go for a moment, then muttered, “We’re going to have a real fun relationship with these spooks. I can already tell.”

      “Could be worse,” Solomon said. “At least they don’t see us as the bad guys.”

      Gideon cocked an eyebrow. “Yet.”

      Solomon wilted. “Thanks. Now I’m going to be worrying about that all the time.”

      “Always better to be realistic than naïve,” Gideon quipped before he crouched beside Adara, the only person still on the floor.

      With a careful hand, he peeled back the tatters of her pants leg to reveal the bloody calf beneath. Four barbs had dug in deep and torn through both skin and muscle, but they’d been narrow at their tips, so the lacerations were only as wide as Adara’s thumb. She would need a lot of stitches, and she’d probably spend the next few days on crutches.

      “You’ll live,” Gideon said casually, as if he examined gory injuries on a daily basis. And at one point in his life, that likely had been his experience morning, noon, and night. War zones were not the kindest of places, as Edgerton had learned over the past two terrible days.

      “The bleeding’s already slowed to a dribble,” he added, “so I’ll leave it for the medics to bandage. Doubt you can put any pressure on the leg though, with your muscles in that condition. So how about a helping hand?”

      Adara had no qualms with receiving help. Acting prideful when you were in a vulnerable position was the hallmark of stupidity, her father had taught her ages ago. That was how people died from exposure, or from wild animal attacks, or from tiny slips of the foot above huge drops, or from any of the other dangers that the environment loved to throw at fragile humans.

      “Thanks for the offer.” Adara lifted her arm, expecting Gideon to sling it over his shoulder and help her up on her one good leg.

      Instead, he bent down, scooped her up into his muscular arms, and lifted her in a bridal carry like she weighed no more than a stack of folded towels. As he stood, however, she spotted the slightest twitch around the corner of his lips, a sign of pain that he would never confess to feeling. His scarred knee ached under Adara’s weight.

      She considered whether to call him out on hurting himself to help her, and decided to hold her tongue.

      Out of all the shard holders, he’d technically done the least amount of work; even Solomon had done more by banishing the imps. There wasn’t anything wrong with that, of course. He’d done the job to which he was best suited, and he’d done it perfectly.

      But he’d also stood in the hall and watched everyone else do far more dangerous things. And she knew how much shame that perceived lack of effort must’ve stirred in a man like Gideon, a former Army Ranger, among the most elite of soldiers.

      The wound to his knee had banished him from the playing field, and he’d been sitting on the sidelines ever since. The Shattering of God had given him the opportunity to do a great deal more.

      But by virtue of random chance, the power he’d gained was better suited for clever strategy than direct assault. Which meant that the sort of combat he’d grown accustomed to was still off the table, a fact that had almost certainly left Gideon sorely disappointed. In himself. In the world. In God.

      Adara was sure he would get over that disappointment one day and use his time manipulation powers to do things far more impressive than anything he’d done as a regular soldier. Like all of them though, he would need time to accept his new reality and grow into his new abilities.

      For now, she would let him have his pride at the sacrifice of her own, if that was what he needed to feel useful.

      Just to double-check though, she softly asked, “Doesn’t your knee hurt?”

      Without missing a beat, he gruffly replied, “Not as much as your leg.”

      And that was the end of the discussion.
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      Their march out of the building made for a sorry victory parade.

      SWAT agents at the front and rear thoroughly cleared each room they passed. Occasionally, an imp leaped up from underneath a table or down from the shadowy hole where a ceiling tile had once been. But the imps were so few in number now that they were easily dispatched by a short burst of shots from a rifle or two.

      After each went down twitching and gargling, the agents tossed it into a duffle bag someone had brought along so the imps wouldn’t get left behind to heal and attack another day. Once the shard holders had recuperated a bit, they would sweep these remaining imps back under the rug of Hell. Until then, Overlock had the resources to confine the imps and shoot them as many times as necessary to keep them complacent.

      Following a slog up the stairs, the procession reached the first floor of the library. The fighting had ended here as well, and the agents of the second wave who’d stayed upstairs to tackle the imp infestation among the stacks had emerged victorious.

      As the shard holder group headed toward the series of twisted metal frames that had once been the entryway, they passed a pile of mutilated imps being guarded by three agents. The rest of the agents were searching the stacks for any imps in hiding.

      One of the imps half buried in the pile weakly grabbed at Adara’s hair as Gideon carried her past. She batted its hand away with almost no effort, but a few strands of her hair pulled free. She hissed, less in pain and more in annoyance.

      “These things just don’t give up, do they?” she muttered.

      Gideon gave the bloody imp a sharp look, and it sagged back against the tangle of other bodies. “I’m guessing the imps aren’t exactly at the top of the intelligence pole. They do what they’re told, and they keep on doing it until one of their bosses tells them to do something else.”

      “You know, if they weren’t literal creatures from Hell, I would feel kind of bad about inflicting so much pain on them. They’re more like attack dogs than soldiers following commands. Too simpleminded to make conscientious objections to amoral orders.”

      Gideon snorted. “They wouldn’t if they could.”

      “I know, but at least then we’d be hurting creatures that chose to be evil.”

      He made a thoughtful noise as he stepped carefully through the field of glass around the entryway. “Guess that does make for an interesting ethical debate.”

      “Maybe so,” said Enzo wearily, shambling up beside them. “But I think that’s a debate that can wait until Earth is no longer under siege from the denizens of Hell. For the time being, we might want to reserve our brain power for more pertinent concerns.”

      Victoria, hobbling alongside Enzo, added, “Personally, I don’t care if we ever consider the ‘ethics’ behind shooting the crap out of demons.”

      She held out her arms to showcase the raw red burns that stretched from the backs of her hands all the way up to her elbows. Most of the burns were superficial, but a few were going to scar quite badly. A permanent reminder of how close she’d come to brutally dying at the hands of Belphegor.

      Enzo had similar burns, but his were even more extensive, crawling up the right side of his neck and tapering off just under his ear. Adara guessed he had used his own body to shield Victoria from the worst of the fireball’s heat. An act of heroism that he would be reminded of every time he looked in the mirror for the rest of his life.

      Adara felt another pang of guilt for bringing Enzo along on this mission. But she swallowed it down instead of expressing it because she knew he would find it patronizing.

      Enzo was an adult, same as her. He’d made the choice to stick out his neck and risk getting his head chopped off by monsters beyond imagination. She had to respect that choice and the consequences that had resulted from it. No matter how much it hurt her to see him suffering.

      Instead of feeling guilty, she told herself, you should feel motivated to do better next time. Come up with craftier strategies. Put everyone at less risk. Use this experience as a lesson, not an excuse to mope.

      That was what her father would have said. So that was what she’d do.

      As they wove around the frames where the glass doors had once been, something caught Victoria’s attention. She peeked through what little remained of her curtain of hair—most of it had been singed off—and said, “Hey, isn’t that the faerie lady?”

      Sure enough, Dawes was approaching the library with a small group of SWAT agents in tow, and they all looked like they’d been through the ringer. Dawes’s sleek blond bob was now a tangled bird’s nest spattered with blood and speckled with debris. One of her pants legs had been torn at the knee, revealing a bite mark around her shin that had a distinct tusk-like impression. And finally, there was a bullet hole in her shoulder weeping fluid that was a bit too pink to be mistaken for human blood.

      Jefferson broke away from the shard holder group and jogged over to his partner. “You all right? What happened?”

      Dawes blew a blond lock out of her face and replied, “A daring escape.”

      “Who escaped?” he asked, then answered his own question. “Astaroth.”

      “After the first wave finished clearing the imps from the campus grounds”—Dawes swept her arms from side to side to indicate the area around the library, now painted with a garish mix of orange and red bloodstains, where the fallen from each side had lain a short time ago—“they went around to that quad on the east side of the library to apprehend the greater demon. But she pulled a fast one on them. She jumped from the body of that overly tan blonde and possessed one of our agents, then started shooting at the others.”

      Jefferson frowned. “Our agents have anti-possession training.”

      “For ghosts and spirits, yes. But apparently that’s not good enough to help them stave off a greater demon.” Dawes picked something out of her hair that looked far too much like the tip of a finger. “Anyway, after spraying bullets into twelve agents and critically injuring four, she made a run for the wide perimeter line. It was hard to tell she wasn’t human from a distance, so by the time anyone realized they needed to gun her down, she was close enough to vault right over the perimeter, barricades, Humvees, and all.”

      “So she got away scot-free.” Jefferson stomped his foot. “Damn.”

      “Sorry, partner,” Dawes said, prodding at her bullet wound. “I made an effort to pursue, but I had to turn back because she called a bunch of imps who’d been hiding in the neighborhood buildings to assault the perimeter guards so we couldn’t chase her in force. We lost three more agents during that fracas.”

      Jefferson ran a hand over his shaved head, morose. “How many did we lose total?”

      “Eighteen confirmed dead,” Dawes said. “Twenty-four injured. Of those, eleven are critically injured and already in transit to the nearest hospital.” She pointed at the shard holder group. “Any life-threatening injuries there?”

      “No, but we should get them to the ER sooner rather than later. A couple of them have serious burns, and Ms. Caine had the pleasure of being speared in the leg by a greater demon’s spiked tail.”

      Dawes pursed her lips. “Sounds like you had a blast.”

      “Oh yes,” Jefferson drawled. “It was practically a vacation.”

      Enzo snorted. “Yeah, if Hell is your favorite exotic destination.”

      “The weather was terrible,” Solomon said. “Far too hot, and rainy to boot.”

      “Zero out of ten,” Victoria murmured. “Would not visit again.”

      Dawes let a smile peek out. “Well, you’re back home now. So let’s get you all some medical attention.”

      “What about Astaroth?” Adara asked.

      “We already have people looking for her,” Dawes said. “Eventually, we’ll pin her down, and then you all can send her back to the fiery pit.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Gideon replied. “I owe that bitch for blowing up my apartment.”

      Dawes huffed. “Get in line, Mr. Bell. You’re not the only one with a vendetta.”

      “I have no qualms with cutting in line.”

      “Really? I thought you were a military man, all rules and discipline.”

      Gideon gave her a wry smile. “Things don’t always work out so neatly in the field.”

      Dawes stared at him for a moment, as if taking his measure, and said, “Very true.”

      With that, Dawes placed herself at the head of their procession and bid them to follow her to the wide perimeter, where medical care and transportation were plentiful. The group obeyed her without complaint, as they were all too sore and too tired to turn down good painkillers and a place to lay their heads.

      They trailed after her down the bloodstained walkway until they reached the western edge of campus. Then they turned onto the street and continued toward a cluster of flashing ambulance lights several blocks down the road.

      A few times, different SWAT agents offered to take the burden that was Adara off of Gideon’s metaphorical shoulders. But he rebuffed them despite the fact his knee must’ve been killing him.

      Adara debated whether to tell him to cut it out with the stubbornness and accept some help. After scrutinizing his resolute expression though, she realized he’d issued himself a personal challenge: he wanted to prove that he could carry Adara the whole distance to the wide perimeter without his ruined knee buckling under the strain.

      On the one hand, that was a stupid risk to take. On the other hand, she got where he was coming from. She too had done foolhardy things, many times, to prove to herself she was “worthy” in some nebulous way that no one else cared about.

      So after considering how much it would hurt if he dropped her—not that much, as long as he didn’t fall on top of her—she decided to let it go. Whatever harm Gideon did, to himself or to her, could be rectified by the nearby paramedics.

      Plus, Adara hadn’t had a boyfriend in so long that she kind of liked being carried around by this big, strong, ruggedly handsome soldier.

      Not that she would ever tell him that.
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      At noon the following day, Adara Caine sat on a concrete bench in the courtyard behind Agnes-Thorne Teaching Hospital. Her crutches were propped against the side of the bench, and her backpack lay by her feet, bow tied to the front, quiver sticking out of a side pocket.

      She’d recovered the pack from Solomon’s house half an hour before, handed the map of the cornerstones and the spell scroll off to Jefferson for analysis, and then returned to the hospital to wait for Enzo and Victoria to be discharged. Due to the extent of their burns, the doctors had kept them overnight.

      Everyone else had gone somewhere that resembled home.

      Adara had gone back to her actual apartment for the first time since she’d fled from Belphegor; she found it undisturbed save for a scorch mark on the front door. Solomon had gone back to his apartment as well, cleaned up all the broken glass, and sealed his empty balcony doors with garbage bags and duct tape, new windows pending. Gideon, because his apartment was toast, had been put up at a hotel on the FBI’s dime.

      Adara and Solomon had spent the morning banishing all the imps the Overlock agents had rounded up yesterday evening. While there were probably still a few of them slinking around, they were no longer a major threat to the populace.

      Astaroth, however, had been spotted by some eagle-eyed state cops heading south in a stolen truck. But they’d been warned by the FBI not to engage, so they hung back and followed her for nearly two hours. Eventually, they lost track of her somewhere along Interstate 95, heading toward New York City.

      We’ll catch up to her again, Adara was sure, as she had an inkling of where Astaroth was going. And when we do, she’ll get what’s coming to her.

      Someone cleared their throat, and Adara turned to find Dawes standing at the gate to the courtyard. Adara slung her pack over her shoulder, grabbed her crutches, and tottered over to the waiting agent.

      As she passed the line of squat trees near the gate, Jefferson, Gideon, and Solomon also came into view. They were leaning against a large black van and talking among themselves.

      “There another team meeting on the schedule?” Adara said.

      “There is now,” Dawes replied. “I’ve just been informed of some important developments.”

      “What about Enzo and Victoria?”

      “They’re being released as we speak.” She motioned for Adara to climb into the van. “We’ll swing by the entrance and pick them up.”

      “Oh. All right then.”

      Gideon helped Adara into the van, everyone else crammed in, and off they went around the side of the building.

      When Jefferson stopped the van near the hospital’s main entrance, the automatic doors slid open to reveal Enzo and Victoria standing just inside the lobby. They were covered in bandages, and Enzo’s arm was in a sling. Apparently, he’d reinjured his wrist during the library operation.

      Gideon opened his door and ushered the duo inside. They shuffled past Adara to reach the second row of seats in the back of the van. As Enzo squeezed by, Adara asked, “How’d it go with Nadine?”

      Enzo gave her a sheepish look. “She said we can pay her back for the car in installments, no interest. As long as we don’t get her, or her property, wrapped up in any more, and I quote, ‘crazy magic bullshit.’”

      Adara bobbed her head. “That’s fair.”

      Enzo carefully sank down onto the seat cushion, wincing as the movement tugged on his burns. “Got to say though, she wasn’t too thrilled about being forced to sign an NDA by the FBI.”

      Jefferson peered at him through the rearview mirror. “I’m sure you won’t be either, but you’ll do it anyway.”

      Enzo cocked the half of his right eyebrow that hadn’t been singed off. “Or what?”

      “You misunderstand, Mr. Vega,” Dawes said drolly. “There is no other option.”

      “Oh.” Enzo gulped. “I see.”

      “I’m glad you understand.” Jefferson put the car in drive. “Now buckle your seatbelt so we can go. You too, Ms. Wise. I don’t want anyone flying out of the van if we get blown off the road by a demonic fireball.”

      Once Enzo and Victoria were buckled in, Jefferson hit the gas. They left the hospital behind and emerged onto the streets of Edgerton proper.

      After the terrible events of yesterday, the traffic was thin once more. People thought being out and about would make them a target for the nightmarish monsters who’d murdered so many on Maynard, who’d blown up an occupied apartment building and reveled in the flames.

      Last night, they had stripped bare the shelves of grocery stores and pharmacies. Today, they were holed up in their houses with guns and knives pointed at their doors.

      Consequently, most of the vehicles on the road belonged to the National Guard, the police, or the FBI. A couple times, the van came upon a military roadblock, and men with guns threatened to shoot if they did anything remotely untoward. Jefferson and Dawes had to flash their government IDs to get through without having the van thoroughly searched by jittery soldiers who were clearly expecting demons to jump out of every shadow.

      Adara didn’t like how nervous they were.

      Nervous people with guns were prone to accidents.

      But fear is the general state of things, she reminded herself. Everyone is scared.

      Jefferson and Dawes didn’t talk for the entire trip. Their silence bled into the back of the van, encouraging everyone else to stay quiet. So they all just ruminated on what had happened to them since the Shattering of God, and what they believed might happen to them from here on out.

      At last, the van parked in a gravel lot beside a small, nondescript brick office building. The only thing that marked the building as anything other than ordinary were the FBI SWAT agents standing guard at the door.

      The agents happened to be from the teams who’d accompanied the shard holders to the basement, and they both respectfully nodded at Adara and the others as the group filed inside the building. Adara returned the nod.

      Far too many SWAT agents had been killed yesterday, and these two had probably lost long-time friends. They were in mourning, but they were still here, doing their jobs for the sake of protecting others.

      Inside the building, nearly two dozen agents wearing black suits and grim frowns scurried about the cramped quarters of the main office space. Several of these agents were clearly inhuman.

      A few had red eyes, like Jefferson. A few had sharp features, like Dawes. And others possessed a range of qualities so bizarre—like gills on their necks or feathers in place of hair—that Adara doubted she was going to be able to sleep tonight. She’d wind up staring at the ceiling for hours, her head stuffed with so many questions that they’d come spilling out of her ears.

      Jefferson and Dawes didn’t give the group much time to gawp. Dawes coaxed the shard holders into a narrow conference room. Jefferson shut the door behind them, muffling the bustle from the main room. Then they all sat down at a long, rectangular table that had seen better days.

      A projector sat on the tabletop, pointing at the white wall on the opposite end of the room. As Dawes adjusted the height of her chair, she flicked the projector on. A scan of the cornerstone map appeared on the wall, with a bunch of notes typed across it in bold red letters.

      Someone had gone through the painstaking process of working out the exact GPS coordinates of every single cornerstone across the entire planet. Two of the locations were marked with asterisks—the other two cornerstones in the United States—and one, the Edgerton cornerstone, had a green check mark beside it.

      One down, Adara thought, two to go.

      “First things first,” Dawes started, sliding a stack of folders over to Adara. She motioned for Adara to take one and pass the stack down. “Inside these folders are two documents. One is the standard Overlock nondisclosure agreement—which technically, I should’ve had you all sign before I told you the big secret about the supernatural—and the other is a work contract.

      “As Jefferson mentioned earlier, the former is required. You must sign it. Or else.” Dawes grabbed a bundle of pens secured by a rubber band and sent those around the table as well. “The latter is optional, but I hope most of you decide to sign it. Because Overlock could very much use your continued assistance.”

      Everybody got busy scribbling their signatures or initials across the many different lines highlighted in the NDA.

      Meanwhile, Dawes continued her spiel. “On the matter of you ‘shard holders’—whom the government is officially dubbing ‘demigods,’ by the way—it has been decided that Overlock will oversee the development of a tailored educational program to teach you all the ins and outs of supernatural matters and acclimate you to life as a supernatural entity in the United States. All of you will be required to complete this program at some point. But it’s not up and running yet, so don’t worry about it right now.”

      “Ha,” said Gideon. “A required government program? Sounds like a great way of creating a registry of shard holders.”

      Dawes gave him a bland look. “The FBI keeps registries of many different groups, some of them benign, some of them more dangerous than you can imagine. Overlock in particular keeps tabs on many entities so strange that you wouldn’t believe your eyes if you saw them up close and personal. So don’t flatter yourself, Mr. Bell. You’re not getting special treatment. This is standard protocol.”

      “And if the government decides to round us up one day?” Solomon asked, warily peeking above the top of the folder he’d set up vertically on the table.

      Jefferson rolled his blood-red eyes. “The humans in the US government have long learned better than to try and wrangle supernaturals in that manner.”

      “Really?” Solomon said. “What happened?”

      Jefferson flashed his fangs. “Many things.”

      Solomon stopped asking questions and went back to signing.

      Adara preempted an awkward silence by asking, “So what’s this job contract about?”

      Dawes settled back in her chair and rested her hands on the table. “To be quite frank, the federal government has been overwhelmed by the cascade of events that have occurred since this ‘Shattering of God.’

      “The biggest issue is the continuing domino effect of environmental shard activations instigated by Belphegor triggering the shard inside the Barnaby and Pruitt building. Not only do more and more shards keep activating all over the world, but the shards that have been active for some time are beginning to exhibit new effects.”

      She grabbed a small wireless keyboard next to the projector and swapped out the window that displayed the map scan for a browser window that had a dozen open tabs. Every tab was either a news site or a social media site.

      The tab at the forefront was Twitter, and the page showed a feed for the hashtag “techgonewild.” Dawes used the down arrow on the keyboard to slowly scroll through the tweets. Most of them made claims about technology acting strangely near the areas where environmental shards were currently active.

      “There have been numerous reports of electromagnetic pulses frying electronics,” Jefferson said, “many of them coming in from major metro areas that rely on EMP-susceptible technology to keep the lights on and the public transportation running.”

      “Additionally,” Dawes picked up, “in other areas, the shards appear to be altering electromagnetic waves in a manner that allows humans to see and hear them without any sensory modifications. This unnatural amplification is also causing physical side effects to the people inside the impacted areas, including headaches, dizziness, and nausea.

      “And like that isn’t serious enough”—she sighed—“as of this morning, all air traffic in the country has been grounded indefinitely. Because, according to our top scientists, these shard effects are extending all the way up to the stratosphere. Which means any aircraft that fly in close proximity to the shards are at risk of ending their journeys in a fiery crash.”

      Jefferson sighed. “Long story short, the government has a major problem on its hands. Unless we can figure out how to deactivate these environmental shards, then these effects, and others that haven’t yet been observed, may keep spreading. If they do, then we’ll end up having to evacuate people from highly populated urban areas. People will lose their homes, their jobs, their entire lives.”

      Adara dropped her completed NDA on the table. “We might be able to influence the environmental shards in some way, but I don’t know if we can switch them off.”

      “We can’t,” said Gideon. “I tried it already.”

      Jefferson shook his head. “After I picked him up from the Marriott, I brought Mr. Bell by Barnaby and Pruitt and had him try all manner of things to affect the shard—to no avail. The most he could do was sense the exact boundary of its effective area and tell how quickly it was expanding.”

      “Then what do we do?” Victoria said, her head tipped down to hide her face behind what was left of her hair. Some kind nurse at the hospital had trimmed off the singed ends and evened out the length. She now had a softly curled bob an inch or so longer than the severely straight one that Dawes wore. “Or rather, what is it that you want us to do, if not deactivate these rogue shards?”

      “The same thing you did yesterday,” Dawes answered, bringing up the map of the cornerstones again, “just with fewer casualties.”

      Jefferson pointed to Adara. “According to Ms. Caine here, all the cornerstones were damaged by the Shattering, which means they all need to be repaired. And since the ones in the United States were the most damaged of them all, it’s imperative that we repair them forthwith. There are only two more, the ones marked with asterisks on the map.

      “Last night, we sent some agents from our Texas and Oregon field offices to scout the locations of these other cornerstones. This morning, they reported back. As of now, it appears that there is minimal demon activity in those areas. A few imps and nothing more.”

      “So if we hurry,” Adara said, “we might be able to fix those cornerstones before any greater demons cross over and start wreaking havoc again. That’s what you want to hire us to do, yeah? Be the cornerstone repairmen?”

      “Precisely.” Dawes gestured for them to peruse the contracts. “As you can see from the figures on page two, you’ll be compensated handsomely for your assistance.”

      Enzo turned to page two and ran his finger down the lines until he found the monthly pay amount. His eyes bugged out. “Holy shit. Is that for real?”

      Jefferson smiled. “It was calculated with a risk premium in mind.”

      Adara glanced at the number and tried not to choke. It was more than the cost of a whole semester at Edgerton College. “You can afford to pay us that much?”

      “Overlock has a substantial operating budget,” Dawes said. “And that budget will be getting a large bump very soon, due to the current state of emergency. So yes, that pay is guaranteed.”

      Adara chewed on her tongue. “Well, that’s certainly generous. It’s just…”

      “You need some time to think about it?” Jefferson guessed. “Admittedly, we can’t give you days. We need to get ahead of the demons this time. But we can give you a few minutes, if you’d like to discuss the pros and cons among yourselves.”

      The shard holders all exchanged looks.

      “Yeah,” Gideon replied, “let’s do that.”

      Jefferson and Dawes headed back out into the chaos of the main room. As the door swung shut behind them, Dawes said, “We’ll be back in ten.”

      A tense silence fell over the room.

      Then Solomon spoke quietly. “This is a big opportunity.”

      “It’s also a big risk.” Enzo brushed his fingers against the bandage on his neck. “We could all get hurt again, or killed.”

      “Not all of us have to go.” Gideon turned to the last page of the contract and signed his name nonchalantly. A soldier through and through.

      “But the more of us who go,” Victoria murmured, “the safer it’ll be. Especially if a greater demon does break through before we get to the cornerstone.”

      “That’s the thing.” Adara tapped her pen against the corner of the final contract page. “There’s already a greater demon roaming around on Earth, and she’s probably heading for one of those two cornerstones.”

      “Astaroth,” Gideon growled. “That bitch needs payback. But I’ll need help to give it to her. I can’t banish a greater demon alone.” He looked expectantly at each of them in turn. “So who wants to help me?”

      Adara stared at the line on the contract page. If she wrote her signature there, it would obligate her to put herself in the line of fire again, and next time, she might come away with more than forty stitches in her leg. Worse, she might not come away at all.

      Her simple dreams of a doctorate and a career in academia, punctuated by hiking adventures to the planet’s most breathtaking places, might be crumpled up like pieces of trash and tossed aside to be forgotten as the world moved on without her.

      The question was, would the world move on at all if she didn’t do this?

      Sure, there were other shard holders out there, but none were experienced with fighting demons. And many would balk if Dawes and Jefferson asked them to stick out their necks.

      Furthermore, finding more shard holders would take time, and every day that went by would allow more imps to squeeze through the damaged cornerstones. Those imps would go on to terrorize and murder countless people before Overlock put together another viable shard holder team.

      Adara looked over her shoulder at the window along the back wall of the office. Through the blinds, she glimpsed the haze above what remained of Gideon’s apartment building and spied the unwavering glow of Barnaby and Pruitt.

      Images flashed through her mind’s eye. Images of bloody and broken bodies. Images of flame and choking smoke. Images of carnage and catastrophe.

      The greater demons had committed so many heinous acts in just forty-eight hours. And if more of them broke through the barrier, those things would happen again.

      Different people in different cities would be massacred on different streets. Different apartment buildings would burn to the ground and spit smoke into the sky. Different colleges would become beachheads for the demon invasion—and if not colleges, then city halls or public parks or popular malls or sports stadiums. Or other beloved public places, perverted for the use of creatures who reveled in pain and suffering.

      Adara wasn’t obligated to play the hero. She knew this for a fact.

      But she also knew that if she declined this offer, and more innocent people were killed as a result of that decision, she wouldn’t be able to look her own reflection in the eye. And more importantly, she wouldn’t be able to visit her father’s grave in any state other than shame.

      Her father had been a brave man, and he hadn’t raised a coward. She would not tarnish his memory by turning her back on the world when it needed her the most.

      Adara brought her pen to the signature line and wrote her name. “I’m in.”

      Enzo cracked a smile and wrote his name as well. “Me too.”

      Victoria sighed and said, “Well, since my pre-med curriculum is on hold indefinitely”—she quickly scribbled her name before she lost her nerve—“I might as well do something else worthwhile.”

      Everyone turned to Solomon, who was green around the mouth, like he was about to upchuck whatever he’d eaten for breakfast. Even so, he brought his pen to the paper with a shaking hand, and as he haltingly wrote his signature, he muttered, “Lucky for you guys, I’m out of a job, thanks to my firm turning into a lighthouse. So I need this money to pay my bills.”

      Gideon snorted. “Oh please, weatherman. You’re not fooling anyone. You want to be a superhero, same as the rest of us.”

      Solomon’s face turned beet red. “I…I do not.”

      Everyone had a good chuckle at that.

      Then Jefferson and Dawes returned.

      Without a word, everyone tucked their contracts back into the folders, along with their NDAs, and passed the folders over to Adara. Adara set her folder on top of the stack, gave the stack a good whack against the tabletop to even the folders out, and spun her chair around to face Jefferson and Dawes.

      Offering the stack to Dawes, she said, “We’ll do it.”

      Dawes accepted the folders and flashed a ghost of a smile. “In that case, go out and get yourselves some good dinner, then go home and pack your bags. Or in the cases of Mr. Vega and Mr. Bell, go buy yourselves some clothing and toiletries. We leave for Texas at the crack of dawn tomorrow morning, and it’s going to be a very long and very interesting drive.”

      “And when we arrive at our destination,” Jefferson said, “we’re going to have a very exciting fight with some very angry demons. Hopefully, the fight will be short. Hopefully, the fight will be easy. But personally, I wouldn’t bet on either if I were you.”

      Dawes huffed. “Place your bets as you wish, but one thing is non-negotiable. This time around, there will be no flashy battles in the streets where every Tom, Dick, and Harry can see you using your powers. You will be unheard. You will be unseen. And you will be in and out of the cornerstone location before any of the locals realize something weird is going on.”

      Her stern schoolteacher gaze swept over each person in the room, including Jefferson. “This will be a low-key operation, people. I expect all of you to be like Ms. Wise—essentially invisible. Do you understand me?”

      “Oh yeah. We understand,” Enzo said. “This ought to be a breeze.”
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        “Hey, everybody! This is Triple J, back for the evening report on the escalating unnatural phenomena related to the Global Impact Event. There are so many new reports coming in across the internet every minute of the day that I can’t possibly cover them all. So I’m going to present to you guys what I believe are the highlights, the most important things happening around the world right now.

        

        “To begin with, Washington has officially suspended all air traffic over the United States as a result of the strange electrical interference occurring in the vicinities of the meteorite impact zones. According to the White House press secretary, there is no planned end date for this suspension, meaning that stranded American travelers and foreign tourists all across the country will have to find another way home.

        

        “Bringing things a bit closer to our home, the governor of Massachusetts is still refusing to comment on the mysterious military action taken by the National Guard on the campus of Edgerton College yesterday evening. But according to credible witnesses who were in the area at the time, the FBI had a heavy presence during the unknown operation, which is believed to have taken place primarily in the Edgerton College library.

        

        “Drone footage recorded this morning by a couple daring citizens shows heavy fire damage to one of the library’s entrances, along with a startling number of bullet holes and bloodstains on the grounds outside the library. But despite this indisputable proof of a virtual military battle on US soil, the government has not yet released a statement regarding the purpose of this operation.

        

        “Their continuing silence on the matter has consequently led to widespread speculation that the government is involved in some kind of cover-up related to the strange creatures that violently attacked a crowd in Edgerton earlier on the same day.

        

        “Finally, a reputable news report out of Germany claims that a woman struck by one of the meteorites during the impact event has developed the power of telekinesis—the ability to move objects with her mind. A YouTube video posted by the news site does in fact appear to show this woman making a soccer ball float with nothing but the power of her mind.

        

        “Some people are calling the video a fake, saying that the levitation is nothing but a special effect. Others, however, believe this woman may have something in common with the unidentified people in Edgerton who were captured on live TV performing feats beyond belief after the North Locum Apartment Complex violently exploded.

        

        “Regardless of the truth of the matter, I can tell you all one thing for certain. This Global Impact Event, whatever it was, has triggered a great shift in our community, throughout our country, and across the world. A shift that will alter the way we live, that will challenge all that we believe, and that will demolish our understanding of reality itself.

        

        “Believe you me, friends, this shift will not be gentle or kind. It will be a great and terrible chain of introductions to a world that is drastically different from the one we all know. It will be a chain of painful initiations into a way of life that is alien to each and every one of us. It will be a chain of rugged baptisms, baptisms of fire and baptisms of ice, that will change the very nature of who we are as a species.

        

        “Prepare yourselves, everyone. The end times may not be upon us, but the new times have definitely arrived. And they are here to stay.

        

        “This is Jolly Jace Jones at Radio Roadstead, WPZK, signing off.”

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            To Be Continued

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Where Demons Fear to Tread Cover]
        

      

      IN WHERE DEMONS FEAR TO TREAD!

      Coming soon!

      

      LEAVE A REVIEW!

      To let Nadia know what you thought of Baptisms of Fire & Ice, please leave a review!

      

      THANK YOU FOR READING!
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      When you subscribe to Nadia Sheridan’s Newsletter, you’ll get access to the latest news, giveaway opportunities, exclusive content, and so much more!
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      { SUBSCRIBE NOW! }

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Nadia Sheridan

          

        

      

    

    
      Nadia Sheridan is an author of paranormal thrillers and urban fantasy mysteries. Born and raised in rural Virginia, Nadia developed an overactive imagination that led to a love for all things fantasy, including books, TV shows, movies, manga, and video games.

      

      Nowadays, Nadia is busy writing her own fantasy novels, as well as cuddling her two cats, binge-watching TV shows on Netflix, and spending far too much money buying books to add to the mountain on her overladen bookcase.

      

      If you're on Facebook, you can follow Nadia's fan page.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.nadiasheridan.com

        nadiasheridan.author@gmail.com
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