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            He swore at the flame burning his hand and dropped the lighter in the dirt as he jumped up. Several Virtues were already running toward her, and she looked startled when they converged on her.

“Your Supernal Highness.” The smile on his face as he reached her felt as if it were the biggest, most foolish grin he’d ever worn.

Anazakia glanced about in dismay. “What’s going on? Why is everyone staring at me as if they’d seen a ghost?”

“Perhaps because they have, Your Supernal Highness.” He threw protocol to the wind and embraced her, which startled her more. “We were sure you’d drowned,” he told her as he let her go.

Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh! Love! I completely forgot how it must have looked to her. Where is she? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare anyone.”

Belphagor lifted his pierced brow. “You forgot for a day and a half?”

“A day and a half?” Her expression grew vexed. “Damn that Misha! He said it would only be a moment.”

“Misha?”

“I spoke with him in the Midnight Court. The syla brought me under. I didn’t even know they could.”

“Nor did I.” As Vasily emerged from the woods behind her and stood stupefied at the edge of the trees, Belphagor murmured under his breath, “Maybe keep the part about Misha to yourself.”

Recovering from his shock in an instant, Vasily barreled down the slope of the beach and lifted Anazakia off the ground, making her squeal in surprise. Belphagor lowered his head to hide his smile at the thought of how he might correct Vasily for the insolence he’d displayed earlier. Now that it was no longer tinged with grief, it would be pure pleasure to give him exactly what he needed.

“Nazkia, where have you been?” Vasily’s voice was gruff with emotion. “What happened?”

She answered breathlessly, held tight in his arms. “The syla sent the rusalki to bring me to the Midnight Court. I thought I was only there for a few minutes, but you know how time goes there.”

Belphagor cleared his throat as the angel made a small sound of distress. “
Malchik
. You’re squeezing the air out of her.” Vasily set her down, but seemed reluctant to let go of her.

“I’ll tell you all about it later,” she promised with a hand on his cheek. “I’m so sorry for what I’ve put you through. But I should go find Love.”

Considering what the poor girl had been through in the last twenty-four hours, Belphagor couldn’t agree more. “She’s asleep in her tent. Better let one of us tell her first. You don’t want to give her a shock.”

§

Joy and sorrow ebbed and flowed through Love in competing waves as she lay in Kirill’s arms. He stroked her skin, his lips brushing her temple repeatedly like petals raining down on her, as if he must keep touching her to make sure she was real. She’d never felt so safe and comforted in her life, but it was a comfort tainted by guilt. Anazakia was gone, and yet Love had let herself be carried away by desire at such a time, and perhaps worse, she’d let Kirill fall from his own concept of grace. But she’d needed him so, like nothing in her life before. The need had overwhelmed her after depriving herself for so long, and she hadn’t been able to bear the thought of being denied his touch once he’d kissed her at last.

Kirill, amazingly, didn’t seem troubled. On the contrary, he seemed more at peace than at any time since she’d known him. She’d been afraid he might be immediately stricken with shame and guilt at having broken his vows. But the way he touched her now…there was no shame, no guilt in it. Perhaps everything would be all right. Perhaps she hadn’t done a terrible, foolish, irreversible thing out of selfish desire in the wake of her best friend’s death.

§

Belphagor pulled back the flap of Love’s tent to wake her with the news, nearly bursting with it. He wasn’t expecting the sudden flurry of movement as Kirill leapt to cover Love first with his robes—robes he wasn’t wearing—and then with his own body, face down across her, as though protecting her from an explosion. Belphagor couldn’t help but notice the monk had a startlingly exceptional backside. He stood speechless for a moment, and then closed his eyes and retreated.

“Sorry!” He held the flap shut. “I should have announced myself.” He paused a moment, hearing nothing within. “You may want to get dressed, Love,” he said more quietly. “There’s someone out here who’d like to see you.” He glanced at Anazakia standing puzzled behind him and mouthed, “Naked. Stark. Both.” This time, he heard scrambling from within, and in a moment, Love peered out.

She stared, uncomprehending, and then her eyes grew wide and she flew out of the tent and threw herself at Anazakia, leaving the flap hanging open as Kirill hurriedly buttoned his robes. “Nazkia! You’re alive!”

“I’m so sorry.” Anazakia tried to calm her, nearly smothered by Love’s embrace. “I thought I was only below for a few minutes. It was the rusalki. But I’m all right— Oh, please don’t cry, sweetie.”

After the news had spread through camp and Anazakia had been thoroughly welcomed back, the battalion gathered around the bonfire with an air of excitement, toasting her as if she’d already won some great victory.

Motioning to Vasily and Margarita—with Lively hovering like a shadow at the Nephil’s side as usual—Belphagor managed to draw Anazakia away from the gathering after a bit. He’d detected a guarded note in her voice before, and now he was certain of it. There was something she wasn’t telling them.

The syla, she said, had confirmed what she’d dreamt about Ola, but it was the little grand duke they’d wanted to tell her about. Her eyes were troubled. “Apparently, he isn’t well.”

Vasily tensed with alarm. “Not something contagious?”

“No, nothing like that.” She bit her lip. “Not well in his head.”

Watching her from where he sat beside her on the beach, Vasily frowned. “Forgive me, Nazkia, but he’s not our concern.”

“He’s my sister’s child.”

“And he’s being groomed to be Helga’s puppet on the throne that should be yours. If he’s a halfwit or a lunatic, all the more reason to put a stop to it.” Vasily shook his head. “They had
nothing else to tell you of Ola? They dragged you under the lake and scared us all half to death to say they don’t know where she is?”

From the furtive glance she darted his way, Belphagor knew Misha must have told her something else. He cleared his throat. “I told her not to tell you, Vasya, but it was Misha who kept her. Who knows what his motive was.”

Vasily stared at him. “You told her not to tell me.”

“I knew it would make you angry.”

Vasily continued to stare without expression. It wasn’t a good sign.

Anazakia broke the tension. “The syla asked Misha to tell me what they knew because we were having trouble understanding each other. It’s not as if he had some ulterior motive.”

Belphagor gave her a rueful look. “I think it’s fair to say Misha always has an ulterior motive.”

With a decisive movement that shifted the dynamic from that of a group of squabbling friends to a leader addressing her subordinates, Anazakia rose. “Misha told me what I saw in the dream was real. Ola is in a palace in Vilon. There can’t be that many of them, and as we’ve already speculated, it’s probably the abandoned capital of Aden, because it looked so empty. The syla insisted that what they see is what I see, and so I must believe they know no more than I or they would have told me.” She straightened her uniform and looked at Belphagor. “Helga must be planning to move on Elysium, but she hasn’t yet if I’m to trust my dreams. When we reach Iriy, I want you and Vasily to head for Aden with the troops to take Ola and Azel from her.”

“The troops? Just a moment—” Vasily objected, but she cut him off.

“That was an order from your sovereign.”

Vasily had been about to get up, but he sat back on the ground with a look of surprise. It was novel to see that look on his face when it wasn’t Belphagor’s doing.

“And what do you plan to do?” asked Belphagor.

Anazakia was firm. “I’ll continue on to Elysium with Margarita. And Lively, we’ll come into the city through Raqia, so you’ll be free to go home.” Lively appeared just as astonished as everyone else. “Margarita and I will announce my intent as planned, and then we’ll wait for the rest of the forces to arrive.”

Belphagor shook his head. “I cannot recommend this plan, Your Supernal Highness.”

“Nor can I,” said Margarita.

“You’ll represent me as my herald,” Anazakia told her. “You can announce my intent and then return to me with their response without being detained.”

Margarita looked offended. “Being detained wasn’t my concern. Tactically, if you don’t mind my saying, it’s insanity. Walking straight into the city to essentially turn yourself over to be thrown into the queen’s dungeon to wait for the rest of the troops to arrive, with no one here to tell them what’s happened? Who knows what will have become of you in a week.”

Anazakia’s face was stubbornly set. “You’ll be there to tell them.”

Belphagor stood to confront her. “Not to mention you’ll be betraying everyone you swore to serve.” He wasn’t about to sugarcoat it for her. “If you don’t take Elysium, Aeval won’t bother breaking off her attack on Aravoth to return until she’s done. And she won’t be done until every last Virtue is dead. By the time the bulk of the troops arrive, Elysium will be well prepared, and you’ll sacrifice them, too.”

Anazakia’s eyes flashed with anger. “So you’ll all defy me?”

“No, we’ll do exactly as you ask, no matter what the consequences are, as will all of your men. You should take that into account when you ask people to die for you.”

“But Ola…” As her confidence faltered, her voice lost its air of authority.

Belphagor was firm. “We’ll take the troops south as planned, just as soon as the city is secured. I want her back as desperately as you do, Nazkia. But this isn’t the way.”

Vasily had said nothing since Anazakia’s rebuke, and Belphagor could tell he’d been hoping they would implement her new plan after all. His face reflected the loss of that fleeting hope. Belphagor took his hand, and he didn’t resist. For the moment, at least, he’d forgotten about Misha.

Anazakia drew in a resolute breath and nodded. “All right, I’ll accept your counsel. I guess we should get some sleep.” She shrugged apologetically, the “queen” put away as quickly as she’d put her on. “I have no idea of the time.”

§

After Anazakia had fallen asleep snuggled against him, Vasily extricated himself and made a quiet exit, heading into the woody area beyond the lakeshore for a walk to blow off some steam before he ended up melting the tent.

The pain of believing he’d lost her had been supplanted by mounting anger at Belphagor. It had been building since the first night at the lake when Belphagor had admitted—only after Vasily had demanded to know what was going on, since it was obvious he was up to
something
—that he intended to take his little “fall.” He refused to say anything more, as if Vasily had no right to know. In all the years they’d been together, this secretiveness, this refusal to fully let Vasily in, remained his most irritating trait. And Belphagor knew it fueled Vasily’s worst trait—his jealousy and insecurity—yet he persisted in it.

Training that pretty Virtue of his as a submissive was bad enough. Belphagor said Loquel had asked him to. It wasn’t sexual, he claimed, and that much Vasily could believe; as often as Belphagor had wandered in the years before their breakup, he had a type, and Loquel was far too feminine for him. Though it still drove Vasily mad with jealousy to think of someone else kneeling before Belphagor, at least he’d told Vasily about it and given him the option to veto the relationship. If Vasily found it too upsetting, Belphagor had promised, he’d tell Loquel no.

Try as he might, however, Vasily couldn’t stop thinking about the sleek and sinewy Misha touching Belphagor when he’d found him in the Unseen World. They had a history together that, unsurprisingly, Belphagor had told Vasily nothing about until the leshi sought him out in St. Petersburg. Misha had been Vasily’s replacement while they were apart.

Vasily had stopped to relieve himself, watering the ground harshly as if it were the object of his resentment, when he heard a crack in the brush behind him. He jerked his head around to find Belphagor watching him from a few feet away.

“What the hell are you doing skulking around behind me?”

Belphagor gave him a devilish smile. “Just admiring your aim.”

He thought he was so damned cute. Vasily turned, still pissing, and let it splatter Belphagor’s boots.

“Ne baluysya!”
Belphagor swore as he jumped back. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Guess my aim isn’t that great after all,” Vasily growled. “I meant that to be higher.”

Belphagor’s dark eyes were bright with anger in the moonlight. “All right,
malchik
, let’s have it out.”

Vasily buttoned up, glaring fire at him. “It’s not enough
you
lie to me. You have to tell her to lie to me, too?”

“I haven’t lied to you about anything. And I didn’t tell Nazkia to lie to you. I just suggested she leave out the bit about Misha because I knew you’d overreact.”

“Oh, so now you’re the judge of what an appropriate reaction is.”

“You just pissed on my shoes. You don’t think that’s a little over the top?”

Vasily breathed out a thin sigh. “You almost left me for him, Bel. After everything. After Ola—” His voice caught on the name and he took a step back, horrified to realize he was on the verge of tears.

Belphagor’s demeanor changed instantly.
“Lyubvi moyey.”
He stepped toward Vasily with his hand held out. “We’ll find her.”

Vasily wanted to slap the hand away, to stay angry, because anger didn’t hurt, but Belphagor’s fingers brushed his and Vasily was in his arms in a heartbeat.

Belphagor held him tightly. “She’ll be home soon. Everything’s going to be all right. I promise.”

He hated when Belphagor made promises about things he couldn’t control, but this once, he let it go. This time, a lie was what he needed.
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