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      Of all my burlesque routines, the “stripping angel” was the biggest crowd-pleaser. I wasn’t sure if it was the shimmering silver dress that I peeled off slowly, the creative use of wings or just the innocent-girl-gone-bad vibe. Or maybe the feigned shyness. In any case, at Madame Francine’s, the “stripping angel” killed even more than the “naughty Puritan.”

      Backstage, I looked at myself in the mirror as I threaded white crystals into my blood-red hair. I’d piled my locks high, securing them with a silver hairpin. My false eyelashes swooped over my eyelids, and frosty makeup shimmered over my cheekbones. A hint of purple eyeliner brought out the pistachio-green in my eyes.

      My alter-ego was nothing like the legends of the angels I’d been told growing up—those mythical spirits who dwelled in the heavens—but New York’s cocktail drinkers didn’t need to know that.

      I liked my job. Granted, I didn’t make a ton of money performing, and most of the money I did make went right back into costumes. But it covered the rent for a tiny apartment in Brooklyn—just enough room for my younger sister and me.

      In the backstage mirror, I applied ruby-red lipstick—what my fellow dancer Tommy Sugar jokingly called my “whore mouth”—then arched an eyebrow at my reflection. Nearly perfect.

      Reaching above my head, I adjusted the hairpin that held my hair in place, secure in the knowledge that its tip could cut through flesh and bone. Call me paranoid, but whenever demons were around I liked to have at least one or two weapons at my fingertips. I’d had this hairpin specially-made, and I could ram the tip of it right into a demon’s heart—carve the fucker straight out if I needed to.

      These days, demons were always around. Even if humans didn’t recognize them.

      I scrutinized myself in the mirror, wondering if I could still live up to my stage name: Angela Death. It had been a long time since I’d actually needed to fight anyone, and I might have gone a little soft. A perverse part of me almost hoped that something would kick off soon to give me the chance to test my skills again—to draw blood—but maybe that was a dangerous thing to hope for.

      “Are you going to stand there all evening, Lady Death?” Fanny Fluffer stood behind me, her arms folded, her dark eyes narrowed. Her dress of shimmering black sequins and feathers glinted in the pulsing white lights that streamed in from the stage. A feather fell from her corset, and my eyes tracked the movement, strangely mesmerized.

      Feathers falling from the heavens…

      “Hey Ruby?” she prompted, snapping her fingers in my face. “You’re nearly on.”

      I popped my lipstick back in my bag and tucked my makeup bag into the corner of the counter.

      “Right. Sorry. I’m done.” I lifted a set of large white wings from the table—important props for a classic fan routine. As I crossed through the dark passage to the side of the stage, my body hummed with anticipation. From here, I could see Tommy performing. With his cheeky grin and russet-brown skin, he had to be the cutest boylesque dancer in New York, and his soldier performance always brought a smile to my lips.

      As the music pulsed through the club, I peeked at the crowd. My heart thrummed at the sight of Marcus. Even for a vampire, he was stunning—despite the fact that he’d been alive for four centuries. His tousled, chestnut hair fell into his eyes, and warmth sparked in my heart, which still raced at the sight of him even after all our time together. Part of me wanted to skip the routine altogether and curl up in his lap.

      He was sipping a Manhattan, watching Tommy Sugar’s routine—not quite as interested as he usually looked when I took to the stage, but clearly enjoying himself. When he caught a glimpse of me peering at him from behind the curtain, he smiled, his cheek dimpling.

      I ducked back behind the curtain, returning to watching Tommy as he peeled off the last of his colonial soldier’s costume to reveal tiny, sparkling shorts. He was nearly at the end of his act.

      Before I crossed the stage, it was time to summon my piece de resistance. As a fae, I could glamour myself as any other kind of supernatural creature. Any demons or fae in the crowd would recognize the faint hallmarks of the succubi, and the sight of a dancing succubus would thrill them beyond measure. There weren’t many actual succubi left in the world, so rumors of the legendary seductresses could draw a real crowd.

      Standing behind the curtain, I summoned the glamour, feeling the thrilling tingle of magic ripple over my skin and curl around my ribs. When I finished, my skin had taken on a faint golden sheen. Even without looking, I knew my irises had darkened, black as the night. I couldn’t see magic very well, but powerful demons would sense tendrils of charcoal magic curling off my body. It wasn’t real succubus magic, but looked close enough to fool people.

      I took a deep breath, smiling in anticipation. Fae were hedonistic creatures, each with our own vices and pleasures. Some fae liked food, some the texture of silk, some perfumes. For me, it was dancing—feeling that precision of getting each movement right, the visceral thrill of my own body’s movements. That was my high.

      I stepped onto the stage, catching Marcus’s eye. Smiling, he lifted his cocktail and took a sip, toasting to me.

      As the stage lights gleamed off my silver dress, the music began: Rihanna’s Love on the Brain. The gentle beats vibrated through my core, and my hips began to sway to the drum beats. Fluttering the fans behind my back like wings, I let a tendril of my hair fall in front of my eyes. Each movement was perfectly choreographed, each movement of my hips designed to hypnotize and entrance. The music beat through my blood—a deep, rhythmic thrill.

      I shifted one of the fans in front of me, gently moving it so the feathers pulsed like a heartbeat. As I did, someone else in the crowd caught my eye, and my actual heart skipped a beat.

      I could tell the guy was a demon—the sheer, muscled size of his body made that clear. More than that, his close-cropped golden hair seemed to glow as it framed his head, gleaming like a crown of fire. His skin was sun-kissed; his deep, burnt-amber eyes penetrated me to my very core.

      Everything about him exuded power. The hard glint in his eye—and the sensual curve of his lips—promised conquest and pleasure all in one terrifying package.

      A sun-demon. I couldn’t think of any other way to describe him. Kinda made the glamour of my Angela Death persona pale in comparison. No one would outshine this guy. Was he aligned with Emerazel, the goddess of fire? Maybe one of her twelve high lords? He must be a demigod from her Sun Court.

      That was when I noticed the two bodyguards sitting behind the sun-demon, and by the sickly yellow glow of their eyes I immediately pegged them as dragon shifters. A hot rush of fury ignited in my blood, and I had to restrain myself from crawling off the stage, glassing them, then stabbing them with the broken shards. Maybe take out the sun-demon while I was at it.

      Maybe that sounded like a bit much—but the last time dragons had visited New York, they’d razed the city to the ground, burning buildings, massacring humans and demons alike. Even among demons, dragons were a class all their own, terrifying agents of chaos and slaughter.

      My parents had died fighting them—something I tried every day not to think about. But it was kind of hard to forget it when dragon shifters showed up here, in my place of work.

      I spun, twirling one of the fans over my head. Stopping with my back to the crowd, I wiggled my hips, trying to forget who was watching me.

      I faced the audience again, holding the two fans in front of me to completely cover my body, waving them gently like the opening and closing of a clam shell.

      No matter what resentments New Yorkers harbored, we weren’t allowed to attack dragons. The city had formed a sort of truce with them over the past few years, and the dragons had been on their best behavior ever since. I wasn’t about to start a new war right here in Madame Francine’s—even if I desperately wanted to.

      I caught Marcus’s gaze, subtly nodding toward the sun-demon and his dragon buddies. Already, Marcus’s muscles were tensed, his dark eyes locked on them. He’d spent several centuries fighting in vampire armies. If anything was about to kick off, I was in good hands.

      I twirled in my high heels. The sun-demon’s golden gaze pierced through my comfort zone. Obviously, he liked the succubus glamour, but he was looking at me with the predatory gaze of a snake sizing up a mouse. The power rolling off him made me want to flee in the other direction.

      What was his deal? I tightened my jaw. Stay focused, Ruby. I had a show to put on, so I tried to bury those distractions in the back of my mind. Tuning in to the music, I felt its vibrations pulsate over my skin and sank deeper into the thrill of the dance.

      With the fans shielding me, I let the strap of my dress fall off one of my shoulders. The bass drum pounded between my ribs. I undulated my hips behind the fans, making the feathers twitch.

      For just a moment my gaze flicked back to the demon, who twirled his wine glass between his fingers. A faint smile curled his lips. As the lights shifted to a deep red hue, I thought I glimpsed phantom wings cascading from his back, and a gleaming bow slung over his shoulder. A voice in the back of my mind whispered, Not a demon…

      I blinked, clearing my mind, and twirled to the corner of the stage, reveling in the feel of my feet moving across the stage.

      Block him out, Ruby. Bury those thoughts.

      Of course he was a demon. Just an ordinary, run-of-the-mill demon of some sort.

      Swallowing hard, acutely aware of his eyes on me, I let my dress fall to the floor in the corner of the stage. Under it, I’d worn shimmering white stockings and a white sequined corset with feathers over the bust. Two sheer strips of tulle reached from my hips to the floor in front and back, and the shimmering material covering a silver thong.

      I kept the fans raised, moving them until they pulsed like violent storm clouds, swishing my hips behind the feathers. Then, with a twirl of my wrist, I spun one of the fans over my head, giving the audience a glimpse of the corset.

      I glanced at Marcus, flashing him a smile. A beautiful rosy blush colored his cheeks, and warmth pooled in my ribs. More focused now, I turned in my high heels, looking at the crowd from a profile view. Smiling coyly, I extended one of my legs beyond the fans, slowly pointing my toe into the air.

      As they cheered, I dropped my foot to the ground, and extended the other leg, arching it high into the air. For just a moment, I forgot about the demon, thrilled at the feel of my own body’s movements and the warmth of the lights on my skin.

      A small smile curled my lips, and I turned back to the crowd. The rhythmic beats thrummed over my body, and I swirled a feathered fan above my head. Smiling at Marcus, I spun in my heels. As I moved across the stage, the tips of the feathers tickled my skin.

      So far, I’d kept to the routine, each movement precise and planned—but for some reason I was having a hard time working up the resolve to pull the fans away. I think it was the sun-demon’s eyes burning a hole into me.

      Focus, Ruby. He’s just a regular demon. Nothing to get worked up about.

      I spun, my back to the crowd, one fan covering my backside. I puffed it in the air, bending over just a bit—a faint glimpse of thong beneath the sheer fabric. The crowd whooped.

      I spun again on my heels. Usually at this point I’d worked up a serious buzz from the dancing, but tonight I felt strangely empty. Maybe this classic burlesque style of dance was growing old. It was too coy, too gentle. I needed something with a little more teeth.

      Or maybe the gods-damned dragon shifters were making me feel aggressive.

      Whatever the case, I wanted to draw blood with my dance. Tonight, I didn’t just want to entice. I wanted to terrify.

      I tried to focus on the routine—every footstep in the right place—and held both fans in front of me, my gaze darting back to the sun-demon. As I met his eyes, an unwelcome ache pooled inside me, and an electric rush rippled over my skin. Despite myself, when I looked into his amber eyes, I was starting to feel it again: the thrill of the dance.

      My body grew warmer under the hot white lights. A sheen of sweat covered my skin. I shot a glance to Marcus again, taking in his stark beauty; that hot thrill intensified further.

      I swished the fans through the air until I held them both in front of my body with one hand. With the other, I reached behind my back to unzip the corset, fluffing the wings as I did so.

      Anticipation rolled off the crowd.

      Shielding my body with the gently waving feathers, I wiggled out of the corset. Now, behind the delicate wall of feathers, I wore only a white sequined thong, feather pasties, and the swaths of sheer fabric.

      I turned on my heels, shifting the fans again—one in front, one behind. The wings swayed.

      I spun again, this time crossing my arms in front of my chest, hiding my breasts. I gently beat the fans behind my back like wings—a slow, undulating pulse. Then, as the music changed, I turned to the side, one fan in front of me, soft against my skin. I arched my back, lifting a fan with one arm and extending it over my head. The crowd cheered, and I pivoted again.

      Each footstep in the right place, a calculated dance. Precise and expected. I waved the fans before me, nearly giving glimpses of my body, but not quite.

      I turned my back to the audience again. This time, I raised the fans completely above my head, my thong nearly visible under the fabric that draped from my hips. I arched my back and undulated my hips the way I’d learned in my belly dancing class.

      Turning again in my high heels, I faced the crowd, the fans covering the font of my body. With a few beats of the feathers, I pulled them away, holding them over my head. I curved my back, and the lights of Madame Francine’s washed my body in pure white, shimmering over the white pasties, the sheer fabric.

      I looked out at the crowd. To my relief, the golden-haired demon had left the club, and his table sat empty.

      Still, that phrase once again rang in my mind: Not a demon…

      While the crowd cheered, I crossed off the stage and into the hall that led back to the dressing rooms. I sucked in a deep breath. I felt strangely shaken by tonight’s performance—dazed, almost—and after five minutes of putting every footstep in the right place, each twitch of my hips perfectly calculated, I tripped over my own damn feet—right into the arms of the sun-demon.

      He deftly caught my arm, fingertips clenching on my wrist possessively, like he was claiming me. His thin, coppery sweater had felt like a combination of silk and cashmere wrapped over pure, muscled steel. His clothes probably cost the same as one month’s rent for my shitty apartment.

      The sun-demon arched a dark eyebrow, and my stomach clenched. I felt an overwhelming urge to submit to him, to drop to my knees in front of him. Still, I managed to wrench my arm away from him and stepped away from him. His two enormous dragon-shifter bodyguards stood behind him, their yellow eyes locked on me.

      “A succubus dressed as an angel.” His accent was English, and extremely posh. “How deliciously perverse.”

      As he spoke, light seemed to shine from his body, warming the air around him. I wasn’t sure what his game was, only that I needed to get the hell away from him—even as he seemed to lure me in. But he, along with his dragon-thugs, was blocking my path back to the changing room.

      As I glared at him, his eyes swept over my body, heating my blood. Something about him exuded pure dominance.

      Of course it didn’t help that I was practically naked. I quickly shifted my fans in front of my body.

      Irritation sparked. “Is there someone else you could bother right now? Maybe you need to put your lizard friends back in their cages, feed them some mice? I’ve got somewhere to be.”

      He cocked his head, the movement nearly imperceptible. “Trying to get away from me already? That’s a shame. I was hoping to get to know you a bit better.”

      I glared at him. “I feel I should warn you that I haven’t had a snack in a few hours, and I’m feeling a little aggressive. You know what I’ve never tried? Roast reptile. Then again, I hear the meat is vile.”

      He took a step closer, forcing me back a step. “Aggression—something I appreciate well. But I’m curious. What are you going to do? Tickle us to death with your wings?”

      “Maybe a stiletto through your eye. I haven’t decided.”

      “Not very friendly, are you?”

      A feather fell from one of my wings, drifting to the ground.

      Seemingly entranced, his eyes tracked the movement, until his hand shot out. He caught it between the tips of his fingers. “Don’t you now that angels are supposed to be loving? Moral?”

      Warning bells rang in the darkest recesses of my mind. This didn’t happen often with demons, but it almost seemed as if his raw power was strong enough to vibrate through my body, curl around my bones. It beckoned me to my knees, and I fought the urge to kneel.

      An intrusive, terrifying sort of magic. He shoved the feather into his pocket, then continued to peer down at me. Up close, I could see that his amber eyes darkened to burnt copper at the edges.

      I sucked in a deep breath, considering my options. I could hold the fans before me and try to shove past his enormous frame. Or, I could threaten him with my hairpin—though I wasn’t sure he’d display the appropriate amount of fear at my threat.

      Fighting the urge to drop to the ground, I glared at him. “Angels should be loving. Got it. Thanks for the performance notes.”

      The strobe lights of Madame Francine’s pulsed over the perfect planes of his face, and he kept peering down at me, rooting me in place with his penetrating gaze. Whatever his game was, it struck me that he used his sheer, stunning beauty as a predatory tool, a way to control and distract his prey.

      I had no idea what he wanted from me, but my fingers twitched, ready to rip the hairpin from my tresses. I could ram it right through his heart before he knew what was hitting him. No matter what kind of demon he was, a blade to the heart would put him out of commission at least temporarily.

      “Do you need something?”

      He quirked an eyebrow, inching even closer now. “Not much, honestly. Just total conquest, the worship of the masses, and the end of the world.”

      The worship of the masses, the end of the world. His astonishing arrogance aside, his words sent an icy shiver of fear licking up my spine—so cold I actually shivered, goosebumps rising on my skin. It was the same sort of crazy shit my parents had talked about—except when he said it, I was left with the impression that he meant it. Never before had it been so clear to me that I needed to stay far, far away from someone.

      “But until then,” he continued. “Maybe I could interest you in a drink with me.”

      “No.”

      The stranger’s eyes took in the dimpled skin on my shoulders. “Oh, dear. Did I say something to disturb you?”

      “No,” I lied. “I’m just wondering how long you’re going to block my path and if I’ll need to stab you to get back to my clothes.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Are you threatening to lay your hands on me?”

      I was about to respond, but as I stared into his eyes, for just a moment, I saw a flash of stars whirling among the darkness. A pit opened in my stomach. When the stars dim and the earth rips apart…

      Shivering, I took a step closer, staring into his eyes. He wanted to scare me, and I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of dropping my gaze. “What are you?” I asked, steadying my voice.

      With a feather-light stroke, he ran the back of his finger down my cheek—a lover’s touch that tingled over my skin. Golden light whorled in the air around him. He leaned down, his breath warming the shell of my ear.

      “I’m your worst nightmare.” His whisper caressed my skin.

      My worst nightmare.

      I believed him, certain to my very marrow that he was telling the truth. I pulled the fans closer to my own body, taking a small step back.

      Then Marcus stepped from the shadows—or rather, leapt from the shadows. In a blur of movement, he was standing before the demon, fingers poised just in front of the demon’s heart.

      Sun-demon here had no idea just what Marcus could do with his fingers.

      “Is he bothering you, Ruby?” Marcus asked, without taking his eyes off the stranger.

      I ripped the hairpin out of my hair, and it caught in the flashing lights. “Marcus, my love. You know I can take care of myself.”

      “And you know I like to be a gentleman,” he said.

      The stranger seemed completely unperturbed. “Ruby. It’s been lovely to meet you.” He turned to walk away.

      It was cute when Marcus got protective of me, but I had to remind him of what I could do. And more importantly, I needed the sun-demon to know. As he turned to walk away, I narrowed my eyes and aimed. The hairpin struck him exactly where I’d wanted it to, pinning his $1500 sweater to the wall, just above his shoulder.

      He turned to look at me, and surprise flickered over his beautiful features, filling me with a sharp thrill of satisfaction. But in the next moment, his eyes flashed with white-hot rage, and my stomach dropped.

      He plucked the hairpin from the wall, twirled it in his fingers. He shoved it into his pocket, masking his face with a pleasant expression again. Flanked by the two reptiles, he disappeared into milling crowds of Madame Francine’s.
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      The sun was setting on Brooklyn. Marcus had surprised my younger sister and me with a picnic in a botanical garden. Ivy and wildflowers climbed the rough bark of a towering oak, threading through its branches and reaching for the skies. We sat under the rosy canopy of a cherry blossom tree, its boughs rustling gently in the breeze. Nearby, lily pads gently floated in a pool of dark water.

      Now, at dusk, the sun tinged the sky with shades of violet and strawberry. Marcus was rare among vampires—a born daywalker, whose milky-white skin remained untouched in the light of day.

      As we sat on a small, red blanket, Marcus opened a wicker basket and pulled out a baguette, camembert, and strawberries.

      Hazel rested by his side, frowning at a book about a sorceress queen. Given how much she’d been talking about the book, I should have had the whole thing memorized by now. But I’d been making an effort to tune her out when she rattled off all the spoilers, because she had a tendency to give the whole plot away before I got to read it.

      I frowned at her, wiping a smudge of butter off her cheek. She didn’t look much like me—at fourteen, she was already six inches taller, with long, black hair that curled down her back. Only our pale skin and shared literary obsessions marked us as sisters.

      Hazel’s dark tank top was fitting her a little too snugly now, her skin showing when she bent over, and I yanked it down. I was pretty sure she’d never notice that sort of thing, and she’d wear the same thing every day if I let her.

      With her wide-set eyes and porcelain skin, she was beautiful, even if she didn’t know it yet. When it came to her appearance, the only thing she seemed to care about was adding little signs of self-expression: the safety pins artfully arranged in the shape of a star on the front of her shirt, the “tattoos” she drew all over her hands with black markers, the white nail polish that was actually Wite-Out.

      At last, she looked up from her book and peered into the basket, grinning. “Oooh. Chocolate graham crackers.”

      “Of course,” Marcus said. “I know you’re obsessed with them.”

      And that was my favorite thing about him. He always remembered what people liked. I could make one off-hand comment about a delicious lemonade I’d sampled at a shop, and within days he’d pick it up for me. He knew I loved surprises—that I loved sunset and strawberries and spending time with Hazel—and he’d arranged it all for us. So for just an hour or two, I didn’t have to worry about making rent money, or the bullies who’d been targeting Hazel in school and writing horrible things about her online.

      I touched Marcus’s arm. “This is perfect.”

      The dying sunlight sparked in his dark eyes. “So are you.”

      My cheeks warmed.

      Hazel looked up from her book just long enough to roll her eyes. “Do I need to go somewhere else? Maybe you can just give me the champagne and I can sit by myself and drink it in one of those garden nooks while you both tell each other how perfect you are and then touch each others’ boobs or whatever.”

      Marcus smiled, his cheeks dimpling. “That sounds lovely and romantic. I’m so touched you noticed my boobs. Perhaps when you’re older you can give me some of your seduction tips.” It had been a few centuries since Marcus had lived in Scotland, but I could still hear his accent. “Have you picked them up in your books?”

      She rested her chin on her fist. “All I know is that if you want to get laid, you need to wear a kilt and kill people.”

      Marcus nodded thoughtfully. “I can manage both those things beautifully.”

      I poked Hazel on her upper arm. “Go back to your sorceress queen and her gnome army.”

      “Troll army,” she mumbled, swiveling to face away from us. She hunched over her book, no longer listening to anything we said.

      A floral breeze whispered over my skin, toying with strands of my hair. I plucked a strawberry from the basket, and bit into it, the sweet and tart flavors dancing over my tongue.

      “I have a job tonight,” Marcus said, his mahogany eyes catching the light. The golden flecks around his irises never failed to take my breath away. “I’ll be out late.”

      I took in his muscled arms, his sharp cheekbones, the powerful set of his jaw. He was a soldier through and through—but one without an army. Since he’d moved to New York a hundred years ago, he’d been working for a sort of supernatural police force, helping to keep demons in line when they started to feed on too many humans, or to keep the peace between warring factions of light and shadow demons.

      “Anything dangerous?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Since when has anything posed a serious threat to me?”

      I pulled another strawberry from the basket. “Cocky. I like it. Do you ever miss your days in the vampire army?”

      It had been nearly a century since he’d left Lilinor, the vampire city.

      “Yes and no. I was the only daywalker in the Lilinor, and people started to resent me after a while. To them, I wasn’t a real vampire. Our king, Ambrose, resented me. The only one who didn’t have a problem with me was Caine, the general—probably because he wasn’t a vampire.”

      “What was he?”

      “Incubus. Demigod. We were close, once, but I haven’t spoken to him in years.” Marcus’s brow furrowed, and I could see him thinking about something. “Lilinor has changed, though. Maybe we could go back there, you and I. And Hazel, too.”

      “Changed how?”

      “The entire city has changed, transformed from vampires into demons that can walk in the light. Fae, incubi, valkyries… They had to transform themselves in order to fight the Brotherhood.”

      I nodded. “Ah. The Battle of Boston.”

      “Exactly.” He shrugged, almost imperceptibly. “Maybe there’s a place there for me now, among the other daywalkers. I do miss it. I miss being part of something larger.”

      “I’m not sure I want to leave New York.”

      He snatched a champagne flute from the basket and set it before me. “You’d love Lilinor.” Gently twisting the bottle, he popped the cork. “Once, you’d have hated it—they lived in perpetual night. But now the sun rises over a sparkling ocean and sets over the old stone fortress. Food is cooked by fae chefs. It’s really quite extraordinary.”

      I sipped the champagne, the bubbles tickling my tongue. “Right. It sounds lovely. We can visit, but Hazel and I are happy in the human realm. She wants to be an archeologist or something.” I gestured at the park. “Plus, you can’t possibly tell me Lilinor is more beautiful than this.”

      “I want to go to the vampire world!” Hazel said, without looking up from her book. “Human boys are so lame.” Now, she fixed me with an intense stare. “Like, you would not believe how lame they are. They stink, for one thing, and for another, they’re basically monosyllabic. I want to meet some demon guys.”

      I shook my head. “No. You don’t need to meet demon guys until you’re eighteen, at least.”

      She nodded. “Four years, then. We go to Lilinor in four years, instead of college.”

      “See?” Marcus flashed a brilliant smile. “It’s settled. You can dance there, and I can kill fire demons and witch-hunters openly, like I’m meant to. Caine would have me back in the army in a second.”

      I brushed his hair back from his forehead. “Sounds dangerous. I’d rather you become an accountant or something.”

      “Yeah that’s not going to happen. I’d rather chew my own legs off.”

      “That’s a bit dramatic.”

      “I didn’t spend my childhood in Fife dreaming of sitting behind a desk thinking about numbers. I had a wooden sword, and enemies made of sackcloth and hay.”

      He hardly ever talked about his childhood, and I loved getting a glimpse into his past. “Did you spend a lot of time on your own when you were a boy?”

      He nodded. “It was either the hay soldiers, or my uncle was beating me for some offense I didn’t understand.”

      I took a deep breath. “You never told me what happened to your parents.”

      “Both dead of the plague. I was the only one who survived. My uncle took me in, but he resented the money he had to spend on me until I was old enough to work.”

      My fingers tightened into fists. I’d seen the scars on Marcus’s back, the ones that had survived even his transformation to vampiric form. It was a shame my fae powers didn’t involve the ability to go back in time and beat the shit out of drunk Scottish uncles.

      “Well,” I said, “I don’t want to stand in your way completely. You could still fight sackcloth enemies.”

      “I don’t think they’d satisfy my bloodlust.”

      I frowned. “You do realize that normal people try to disguise impulses like bloodlust, right?”

      He opened his mouth, bearing his fangs. “What made you think I was normal, my darling? And anyway, you’d hate normal. You just don’t realize it. You need a man who can draw blood.”

      Absentmindedly, I plucked another blade of grass. “You must be scared of something, right?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I know you well enough yet to betray my weaknesses.”

      “Oh, I already know your greatest weakness. And if you knew how to flatter a woman, it would be on the tip of your tongue.”

      “I’d rather you were on the tip of my tongue.”

      I cocked my head, studying him. “What do vampires fear?”

      He sipped his champagne. “Boredom. Unfulfilled dreams.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever it is, I’ll keep you safe.”

      He ran the tip of his tongue over one of his fangs. Maybe he was right about the fact that I needed a man who could draw blood. The sight of his fangs always sent spark of heat through me.

      “There’s nothing I could do to persuade you to do something safer?” I asked. “What if I promised to wear the succubus glamour every night?” Closing my eyes, I summoned my glamour, letting it wash over my skin in a wave of tingling magic.

      When I opened my eyes, I knew my irises had gone dark. A faint hint of charcoal magic whispered around my body, and my skin had taken on a faint, golden sheen.

      Marcus licked his lips slyly. “Maybe I could be persuaded.”

      I ran my fingertips up his arm. “What is it about men and succubi? I look the same as I did before. Just with slightly different colors.”

      He took a sip of his champagne. “I don’t know. Succubi are just dirty—or so I’ve heard. I’ve never been with one, obviously.”

      “Right. You were celibate for several centuries before you met me, isn’t that right?”

      “Of course. I was saving myself. I wore hair shirts and whipped myself every night to cleanse myself of impure thoughts.”

      I plucked a handful of grass and throw it at him. “You are such a liar.” I bit my lip, shooting a glimpse at Hazel to make sure she wasn’t listening. “Though the self-flagellation thing is kind of interesting. I don’t suppose the succubus could see how that works?” I reached for him, stroking my thumb across his cheek, faint hints of my glamoured magic curling off my body in pale, dark tendrils.

      A ghost of a smile crossed his lips; his eyes darkened even further. But in the next moment, his body had gone tense. His gaze flicked to the skies, and his brow furrowed. He frowned, setting down his champagne flute.

      I turned, trying to get a glimpse of what he was seeing, but the sky looked normal to me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He sucked in a sharp breath. “We should get inside.”

      “What’s happening?”

      Hazel looked up from her book, her muscles tensing. “What do you see?”

      “Fire,” he said quietly. “I see fire in the skies. Dragons, I think.”

      The hair rose on the back of my neck. They had come back.

      It had only been a few years since dragons had last razed the city to the ground, and we’d hardly had a chance to clear the rubble. Apparently, the truce we’d formed didn’t last long.

      Already, Marcus was pulling me up to my feet, spilling my champagne. But Hazel had frozen, her eyes wide with horror.

      I knew why, of course. This was how our parents had died. Hazel had been old enough to remember the screams that ripped through the city, the scent of burning flesh. She remembered the terror of running through the subway tunnels while the dragons hunted the city streets above.

      And now it was all coming back.

      “Hazel!” Marcus barked, his military training emerging in full force. “We need to move, now!”

      Clutching her book, her face pale, she leapt up. Her eyes were panicked as she started to reach for the basket.

      Marcus’s hand shot out. “There’s no time for that. We need to leave now. We need to get to shelter. You two run ahead of me. The Brooklyn Museum is nearby. We can hide in there. Go!”

      I had no idea what was going on, but I trusted Marcus. I snatched Hazel’s hand, breaking into a run over the park’s grass. We were nowhere near the exit. I pumped my arms, turning my head to face Marcus. “Should we tell the people around us?”

      “You can try,” he said, hardly breaking a sweat.

      As we ran, I cupped my hands around my mouth, shouting “Dragons!”

      Marcus joined in, shouting along with me. A few people strolling through the parks stopped to stare at us, then to look at the skies. Screams pierced the air.

      It only took a few moments for the chaos to begin. The sky began to darken; cauldron-black clouds rolled in. The temperature dropped, and cold winds whispered over my skin. Hot streaks of fire streaked the sky. The winged forms circled overhead.

      Dragons were drawn to beauty, and had a tendency to capture women. I didn’t think they had many scruples about underage girls, and they’d come after Hazel in a heartbeat.

      So much for the gods-damned truce.

      Thunder rumbled over the horizon, and heavy drops of rain began falling from the sky, hammering against my skin. I could see the museum in my sights now—the enormous, classical stone structure, the size of several city blocks. It would be the perfect place to hide. I turned to Hazel, who was starting to fall behind, tears streaking her pale cheeks.

      “Hurry!” I shrieked, slowing my pace.

      Hazel had frozen again, staring up at the sky, her entire body trembling. She was pointing. “They’re coming!” she whispered.

      I stole a glance at the sky, and my heart threatened to gallop out of my chest. Darkening the skies above us was a horde of dragons, more than I’d ever seen in one place.

      This wasn’t a repeat of New York’s prior attack. This was much, much worse.

      Given how low they were flying, and the speed at which they were racing through the roiling clouds, I wasn’t sure we’d make it to the library.

      A single, coppery feather floated from the sky. Light from a flash of lightning sparked off the quill, and a hollow opened in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t know what I was looking at, but the ancient part of my brain told me to run—now.

      Marcus’s hand was on my back, soothing me. “We won’t make it to the museum.” He pointed to the right, at a small, glass-walled building. “Head for the cafe. It’s not perfect, but we just need to get inside.”

      Hazel was still gaping at the oncoming dragons, her entire body trembling.

      I grabbed her arm, pulling her along. “Hazel! Snap out of it!”

      Marcus—my savior—swooped in to pick her up, carrying her in his arms. We turned, ready to run for the cafe, and a thundering crash trembled the earth behind us. The sound sent a shock of fear into my heart.

      Pulse racing, skin cold with fear, I turned to see a dragon standing directly behind us, his yellow eyes locked on me.
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      I knew better than to look directly into its eyes. To look a dragon in the eye invited a total mental breakdown.

      But no matter where I looked, there was no way to run. Turning your back on a dragon meant instant death. Unfortunately, to stand before a dragon merely meant a slightly slower death, but perhaps it would buy us some time. Maybe someone more beautiful would distract it.

      Lighting cracked the sky, gleaming off the creature’s dark, oily hide. The thing was the size of a city bus, its spiked tail swishing lazily behind it. Inwardly, I cursed myself for failing to kill those two dragon shifters in the night club.

      In human form, they could be killed as easily as any other demon. In their dragon forms, not so much.

      In the driving rain, Marcus stood before us, shielding us with his arms outstretched. He didn’t want the dragons to see our faces—to see our youth, our beauty.

      Marcus had bragged that nothing was a threat to him, that he’d survived for centuries without so much has a scratch. But dragons were different. Dragons hides were practically invulnerable, susceptible only to destruction with one sword—a sword we didn’t have.

      What did I have? A damned hairpin.

      Still, the hairpin could have its uses. The only other option was the eyes—those large, golden orbs.

      Slowly, his eyes on the dragon, Marcus shielded us with his arms and began inching backward. Moving slowly, trying not to alarm the creature, I pulled the hairpin from my hair.

      “Stay behind me,” Marcus whispered.

      Hazel’s fear was palpable, her breathing coming in short, sharp gasps. Her fingers were tightened into fists, knuckles white.

      “Glamour,” I whispered. If she could turn herself into an aged hag, the dragons would leave her alone.

      She turned to me, staring, her eyes wide, and that was when I really began to panic. By the look on her face, her mouth agape, I could tell she was losing it, completely shutting down inside. Even if I screamed at her to glamour herself, she wouldn’t listen.

      “We have to run, Ruby!” she shouted, too loudly.

      I pressed my finger to my lips, trying to silence her. But she was already turning to run. She took one step, two—

      My heart slammed against my ribs, my body surging with terror.

      The dragon threw back his head, his scream ripping through the air, piercing me to the bone. The earth shuddered and lurched.

      I summoned more of the succubus glamour, intensifying the illusion—the midnight eyes, the deep golden skin. Marcus tried to shield me from the dragon’s view, but I slipped in front of him, hitting the dragon with the full force of my succubus allure.

      “Right here, dragon!” I shouted, silently praying Hazel would get away.

      The rain pelted my body, making my dress stick to my skin. I stared into the dragon’s ancient, reptilian face, barely managing to avoid its eyes. He paused, no longer looking at my sister. His golden eyes were locked on me now, my sister forgotten.

      “Ruby!” Marcus shouted.

      My gaze flicked to him. He’d drawn a knife—a thin, silver blade. If the dragon got too close to me, Marcus would try to stab him.

      But no one could aim like I could. I narrowed my eyes, staring at the dragon through the rain. With a lightning-fast movement, I threw the hairpin, and it found its mark—right in the dragon’s eye.

      The creature’s scream rent the skies; its body bucked and flailed. Marcus leapt into the air, catching hold of the spikes that lined its spine.

      My breath caught in my throat as I watched him shimmy into position on the dragon’s back, his dark hair soaked with rain. The monster reared up, trying to throw him off. Marcus was yelling at me to run, but I ignored him. No way was I leaving him here alone.

      Moving in a blur of darkness, Marcus shifted his position, climbing higher on the dragon’s neck. Gripping the creature’s spiked head, he reared back his arm and slammed the knife into the dragon’s remaining eye, completely blinding him. As the dragon flailed, trying to throw him off, Marcus drove the blade in further, trying to reach the beasts brain.

      Gods below, he was breathtaking.

      At last, with Marcus’s arm rammed into its eye—nearly up to the elbow—the dragon staggered. It heaved and fell to the ground, slamming against the earth. Marcus ripped his arm from the dragon’s skull, his skin coated in oily, crimson blood. Dragon’s blood stained the earth, mingling with the rain.

      Tears stung my eyes as I looked at Marcus. “Let’s go find Hazel!” I shouted.

      He nodded, gripping his blood-stained knife.

      Around us, dragons swooped down to the earth, their vast wingspans blackening the skies above us.

      We hurried to a nearby cherry tree, shielding ourselves a little from the view of the dragons that circled above us. From here, we could try to plan our route. With Marcus’s sensitive vision, he might be able to catch a glimpse of Hazel.

      I scanned the horizon, trying to tune out the destruction around me. A large, crimson-scaled dragon swooped lower, opening his mouth to sear the sky with a white-hot stream of fire.

      I knew that dragon. He wasn’t like the others. He was the Drake, and he’d burned half of New York to the ground once before. A silver sheen covered the front of his blood-red scales—that was the sword Excalibur, formed into part of his body.  The Drake alone was the only creature who could hurt the other dragons—too bad he’d was on their side.

      “Marcus!” I pointed at the Drake, who was heading for the museum. Cold dread welled in my chest. “Is that where Hazel went?”

      The Drake swooped lower, breathing a stream of flames onto the stone building—a sharp line of platinum flames streaking across the iron gray sky, hot enough to melt rock.

      “I don’t see her,” Marcus said quietly. “I can’t smell her, either.”

      Icy fear rippled over my skin. She’d gone to the museum, hadn’t she? My heart thrummed in my chest. “Let’s run for the museum. We have to get her out of there before the Drake burns the whole thing down. You remember what happened before.”

      He turned to me, cupping my cheek, stroking my skin gently. “You stay here under the tree. Try to hide from them. Glamour yourself. Can you glamour yourself as a tree? I’ve never known what your limitations are.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m not sending you out there alone. I helped you take down that last dragon.”

      “You’re fresh out of hairpins, my love.”

      I held out my hand. “Give me your other knife. I know you always carry two.”

      His jaw clenched, and he reached behind his back, pulling out his second stiletto.

      I grabbed it from him. “Not the kind of stilettos I’m used to, but I still know how to use it.”

      He leaned in, kissing me hard on the lips—quickly and deeply, as if it would be our last. His warm, cedar scent enveloped me. He pulled away, staring into my eyes. “Just glamour yourself. Before we run for the museum, glamour yourself as something ugly.”

      “Right.” I closed my eyes, summoning a glamour: an old man with a beer gut, dressed in a mustard-stained wife-beater and sweatpants. White whiskers sprang from my chin and cheeks.

      Marcus stared at me, his lip curling slightly. “Mr. Owens from the bus stop? I’m glad I kissed you before.”

      “Mr. Owens at your service. Let’s kill some dragons, shall we?”

      We broke into a sprint across the park’s rain-slicked grass, moving faster this time, our footsteps pounding the earth. Side-by-side, just the way we belonged. Hazel hadn’t been able to run as fast as us, but as a fully grown fae I could move as swiftly as a vampire.

      The wind whipped over my skin. I might look like Mr. Owens, but it was just an illusion. My body was still mine.

      The Drake was circling the museum, breathing fire onto its roof. From here, I could see lights flashing in the library, hear the alarm bells ringing loudly among the screams. Humans were running from the building now, and I tried to sharpen my vision, searching for Hazel’s pale skin and dark hair.

      Then again, if she’d glamoured herself like she should have, who the fuck knew what she looked like?

      Through labored breaths, I asked Marcus, “How will we recognize her?”

      He sniffed the air. “I’ll smell her when we get close enough. She smells like blackberries.”

      “Right.”

      We were closing in on the Brooklyn Museum now, as everyone else fled in the other direction—moving toward the stately steps that curved around the front of the building.

      Marcus sniffed the air. “She’s here. I smell her. Hazel!” He shouted into the fleeing crowd.

      An older man was running toward us, his eyes wide open with terror. Then Hazel dropped the glamour, raising her arms in the air. “Marcus! I’m here!”

      I ground to a halt. “Hazel! Keep your glamour up!”

      Claws of dread sunk into my chest. I couldn’t let the dragons destroy my world again.
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      Before the front steps of the Brooklyn Museum, a green-scaled dragon swooped lower, claws outstretched. He landed with a boom on the earth behind Hazel, then a long, pointed tongue shot out as he licked his teeth.

      I shot a nervous glance at Marcus. We’d have to use our knives again, maybe take him down through his eyes. “Glamour!” I shouted at Hazel.

      Within moments, she’d raised her glamour again, taking on the guise of an old man—grizzled beard spilling over a ripped flannel shirt. But it was too late. The dragon had already seen what she was, was already closing in on her. In her panic, her glamour was fading already, her black hair shining through.

      I had to act fast. I summoned my own glamour, letting it ripple over my body in waves of magic. The succubus with the cherry-red hair—a dragon’s favorite—was back.

      I waved at him seductively. “Oh, dragon, over here!”

      Marcus shot me a look of death. He did not appreciate my diversion tactics. But he already had another dragon to contend with—an orange-eyed creature that crawled up behind him.

      I blocked that one out, focusing on the first one. This time I would try to climb the dragon’s back. I could throw the knife, but I didn’t want to lose my only weapon. I just needed to get it a little lower.

      I stepped back, swishing my hips as I moved, trying to hypnotize the creature and avoiding looking into its eyes. Growling, it lowered its head to my level, prowling closer. I had to get everything right, every step in the right place.

      When its neck was only a few feet off the ground, I leapt—a dancer’s leap, graceful and precise. I grasped its spikes, then hooked my leg over the back of its neck, careful to avoid impaling myself on its dorsal spikes.

      Bucking, the creature tried to throw me off, and I had about two seconds before it succeeded. I gripped Marcus’s knife, slamming it into the first eye. One. The dragon screeched, lifting up on its hind legs, and I clung onto it for dear life. My fingers slipped over its scales.

      Nearly there.

      I reared back my other arm, slamming it into the dragon’s second eye, my fingers tight around the hilt of the knife. The dragon bucked frantically, and I lost my grip, flying through the air until my body slammed against the ground.

      Pain splintered my ribs, but I glanced over at my hand. I was still holding the knife. I hadn’t been able to jam the blade into its brain the way Marcus had done, but I’d blinded it. That would do for now.

      I pushed up onto my elbows, staring as the dragon thundered wildly over the grass, its enormous body writhing in pain and confusion.

      In the next moment, Marcus was by my side, his own body covered in blood. He slipped an arm around my back, helping to lift me up. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, glancing at Hazel. Her glamour had completely fallen away, and she stood in a pool of dragon’s blood, hugging herself, shivering. Her worst nightmares had come to life today.

      I let Marcus help me up, and I eyed the horde of dragons that swarmed above us. Not far from us, the Brooklyn Museum blazed, an inferno in the rainy, gray horizon. A road cut along to our right, and from here I could see cars speeding along the pavement, desperate to flee the dragon’s attack.

      I touched Marcus’s chest, feeling the warmth through his soaked T-shirt. “Let’s get Hazel out of here.”

      He pointed to the road. “Let’s see if we can get to a car. I can punch through the window and maybe start the engine. If nothing else, we can at least shelter inside one, out of view.”

      I turned, beckoning to Hazel. “Let’s go! We have to get out of the park.”

      She nodded mutely, and I let her run ahead of us so we didn’t lose track of her. She ran faster this time, speeding across the sodden grass, her black hair plastered to her face in the storm.

      As I sprinted, my breath grew ragged in my throat. Around us, the sounds of dragon’s screeching rent the air, sending icy dread right through my bones.

      We drew closer to the park’s edge, our feet slamming over the pavement as we ran into a parking lot. My heart slammed against my ribs; adrenaline snapped through my nerve endings. On the road just before us, cars sped and screeched, frantic, too fast for the slick road. Two sedans slammed into each other, glass smashing all over the asphalt.

      Still, we were nearly there, nearly free.

      A row of parked cars lined the road just ahead of us, only twenty yards away. We just needed to get to one, and Marcus could get us inside.

      “There!” Marcus shouted, pointing to a black sedan. “I can rip the door open.”

      Nearly there. Once we got to the car, we could huddle down, and—

      The sound of beating wings interrupted my thoughts, and I whirled, my heart stopping.

      Three dragons surrounded us, one of them larger than the rest—his body a deep crimson, eyes burning like fire. Lightning flashed, sparking off his blood-red scales, his silver armor.

      The Drake.

      The blood drained from my head, and I gripped the knife tighter.
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      The Drake spread his wings—fifty feet at least.  When lightning struck again, it shone through the leathery skin.  Flanking him were two dragon bodyguards, one with a scarred face.

      Marcus stood before me, his arms outstretched protectively again. Lightning flashed in the sky, sparking off the Drake’s silvery scales, the sword that had transformed into armor over his body.

      If we tried to run now, the Drake would unleash a stream of fire, incinerating us where we stood.

      Fuck fuck fuck.

      The blood-red dragon stared us down, ready to burn us to ash, and all we had was a set of knives. If we’d known this was coming, we could have avoided the mistake of bringing a knife to a dragon fight.

      My legs trembled, and I stared up at the monsters, my brain starting to shut down. The dragon with the scarred face was inching closer, hissing.

      Marcus raised the knife, whispering to me, “Get back, Ruby. Back away.”

      I swallowed hard, not entirely sure what he had planned. But I trusted him. Turning to Hazel, I tugged on her arm, pulling her back. We moved slowly, carefully, as Marcus blocked us. The two smaller dragons flanked the Drake, like some sort of reptilian bodyguards.

      “The Drake,” Marcus’s voice boomed. “Is that what they call you? Tell me about something I’ve always wondered. Are you a reptile in every way? You’re a bit lacking in manhood, aren’t you?”

      The green dragons seemed to rear back, horrified and transfixed at the same time. Clearly, no one spoke to the Drake this way.

      And suddenly I was getting an inkling of what Marcus had planned. He was right—we needed to back away fast.

      “No wonder you’re a bit tetchy,” Marcus went on. “You’ve never gotten laid, have you? Must be awful wondering what all the fuss is about, never knowing. What have you got, just a hole—”

      Fire blazed in the dragon’s eyes, and Marcus’s sentence fell short. The dragon was about to loose a stream of fire at him.

      Hazel and I had backed up all the way to the car now. The Drake opened his mouth to breathe fire, Marcus lunged in a blur of black and white, zooming through the dragon’s legs. The Drake loosed a torrent of fire over the pavement, scorching the earth, searing the air.

      But Marcus was already on the other side of him, waggling his knife. “I do believe you interrupted my thought. I was going to ask about your hole. What do you do with it, exactly?”

      Hazel and I pressed against the car. We’d made it now, and if there was any chance in hell we could all get out of this encounter alive, we had our hiding spot.

      Snarling, the Drake turned, its heavy footfalls rumbling over the pavement, shaking the leaves in the nearby trees, and the sound rumbled through my gut. In order to stay here, pressed against the car, I had to fight the overwhelming instinct to run from that sound, a primal urge to flee at the thumping footfalls that trembled the earth.

      Hazel grabbed my arm. “What is Marcus doing?” she whispered.

      “Saving us. Watch. He knows what he’s doing.”

      Marcus’s hands were in his pockets as if he hadn’t a care in the world—but as he strode toward the dragon, I remembered what it was that all vampires feared.

      Fire, their one weakness.

      I felt an overwhelming surge of love for him, and fought the instinct to run over and throw my arms around him, to bury my head against his chest and listen to his heartbeat.

      Casually, masking his fear, he rolled the knife’s hilt between his fingers. “You know what they say. The bigger the dragon, the smaller the—”

      The crimson dragon opened his mouth again, but Marcus was already moving in a blur—this time dodging past one of the other dragons.

      And this is where Marcus’s plan came into play, as the Drake roared a hot stream of fire all over the scarred dragon. As the dragon’s body blazed, the scent of burning flesh filled the air. Black smoke curled off the body.

      Marcus didn’t need to taunt the Drake anymore; it was already enraged. When Marcus zoomed past the second dragon, his movements too fast to track, the Drake released another surge of flames—missing Marcus, and hitting the second bodyguard.

      The green-scaled dragon burst into flames, his smoking body flailing around the parking lot. The scent of singed flesh overpowered me.

      As the Drake opened his mouth again to breathe a stream of fire, Marcus threw his knife, landing the blade in the Drake’s tongue. Black blood streamed from the Drake’s mouth, and it howled—an ancient, otherworldly scream of agony. Frantically, it swatted at its own mouth, trying to knock the knife free, but its talons weren’t dexterous enough.

      Staggering, the dragon stumbled away from us, clutching its snout. A trail of black blood streamed over the pavement, and in the next few moments the Drake outstretched his wings, lifting off into the darkened skies.

      I sighed in relief, and tears welled in my eyes as I looked at Marcus. He’d just faced his worst fears, and he’d done it for us. I couldn’t have been prouder, and I couldn’t have loved him more.

      “He did it,” Hazel whispered in awe. “He saved us.”

      Pride welled in my chest. Marcus hadn’t been kidding. He really was a terrifying predator who outmatched nearly everyone—including the Drake and two of his dragon henchmen.

      As he crossed to me, I held out my arms to him. Within moments, he’d scooped me up in his powerful embrace, and I breathed in his smell of cedar and leather. Warmth radiated from his body, and I felt his heart pulsing through his shirt. I could lie on top of him, feeling his heart beat for the rest of his life, and not complain.

      Or maybe I’d give him the full succubus treatment later.

      “I told you I’d keep you safe,” he said, his accent faintly lilting.

      “Actually,” I said, against his chest. “I promised to keep you safe, but I won’t complain.”

      “Guys?” Hazel said. “Let’s get the hell out of here before someone lights us on fire.”

      I unlocked my arms from Marcus. “Brilliant idea.”

      Marcus nodded at the car we’d been hiding behind. “Step away from the vehicle. I’ll get the door open.”

      I pulled Hazel back a foot, and Marcus stood before the window. He punched once through the window, smashing through the glass. “No time to jimmy the lock.” Then he reached inside, unlocking the door. “I might be able to start this thing. Let me just clear the glass.”

      He opened the door, brushing fragments of glass onto the pavement.

      I was so relieved, so close to escape that I didn’t even notice the shadow looming behind him until the last moment, when the stench of ancient caves and rock dust alerted me to the presence of a dragon. I whirled, just in time to see the dragon lunge.

      I screamed a warning, but it was too late.

      My world tilted as the dragon clamped Marcus in its jaws, its teeth piercing Marcus’s flesh. Blood streamed over the pavement. My mind nearly shut down at the streaks of red streaming from the dragon’s mouth. My chest clenched with pure, raw panic.

      This monster was hurting my Marcus.

      Screaming, I leapt into the air, trying to get a grip on the dragon, but it was too tall for me, and my fingers slipped off its rain-slicked scales. I slammed back down onto the ground, knocking the back of my head on the pavement.

      A clawed foot plunged toward me, and I rolled to avoid it, then sprang up to my feet.

      The dragon had Marcus’s body clamped in its jaws; fear ripped my mind apart. I’d told him I’d protect him, hadn’t I?

      Frantic, I hurled my knife at the dragon’s eye. Somehow, I managed to hit it just at the edge of the iris, even as it flailed its head around.

      With its maw clamped around Marcus, it screamed, rearing up on its hind legs. Still, it didn’t open its mouth, and the pain only seemed to enrage it more.

      The dragon tossed Marcus into the air. Blood poured from his chest, his ribs. A dark voice in the back of my mind screamed that it was too late. The dragon caught him again in his jaws, and the knife fell from Marcus’s hand, clanging on the pavement.

      I ran for the second knife, snatching it off the pavement. Tears were blurring my vision, and this time when I threw it, it went slightly wide, bouncing off the dragon’s hide.

      I had a vague sense that I was screaming, calling for Marcus as I scrambled for the knife again, but I couldn’t hear my own voice.

      I could feel my world being ripped from me, torn apart by dragons again. I grasped for the knife, the rain cold on my skin. Gripping the hilt hard, I ran, leaping on top of the dragon. Its neck was lower this time, and I scrambled onto its back. It had been a sloppy jump, frantic, and I pierced one of my legs on its spikes—but I still managed to grip it.

      I couldn’t look down, couldn’t stare at what the dragon was doing to Marcus. I had to bury those thoughts, lock them up in a mental coffin—but it was hard to clear my mind, and a haze was clouding over it.

      I had to protect Marcus like I’d said. As the dragon flailed, I shimmied higher on its neck, blocking out the blood, my thoughts becoming fragmented. I had to block out the terrifying limpness of Marcus’s limbs, block out the sounds, the ripping—

      Not many ways to kill a vampire but if you ripped through the spine, the heart—

      No, Ruby. Block it out. Lock it in a coffin, bury it under the earth.

      Marcus in a coffin…

      My blood roared in my ears, that icy haze clouding my mind until I couldn’t see Marcus, couldn’t process what was happening to him. With a feral roar, I reared back my arm, plunging the knife hard into the dragon’s eye, my icy rage forcing it deeper, all the way into its socket. Its head thrashed, lolling, until its whole body tilted over and slammed against the pavement. I slipped off its blood-slicked hide, my legs shaking, and rose.

      The haze in my mind began to clear as Hazel’s shrieks pierced it. I kept my eyes on her, unwilling to turn around. Hazel was screaming Marcus’s name, hysterical now. I didn’t want to turn around. I knew what I’d see if I turned around. I’d see my whole world ripped apart.

      “Ruby!” Hazel screamed, tears pouring down her face. “Marcus is dead.”

      My breath caught in my lungs, and an icy numbness spread through my body. I forced myself to turn around, my legs shaking.

      That was when something in my brain shut down, the haze clouding it again. I could no longer process what I was looking at. I had a vague sense that there was nothing left of Marcus, that the dragon had torn him to pieces, but I just stood there, staring at a pile of wet ash.

      Marcus had turned to ash…

      My world seemed to go black, the ground tilting beneath my feet. Tears rolled down my cheeks.

      I’d gone numb inside, couldn’t figure out what to do next. Rain hammered against my skin, grief ripping my mind apart. As I stared mutely at the ground before me, I tried to grasp onto a single, clear thought.

      Hazel was screaming incomprehensibly, her nails piercing the skin on my arm. I turned, catching a glimpse of her panicked face. And then the haze in my mind cleared again, as if a lightning bolt had hit my brain. I couldn’t fall apart completely now. I still had to get my sister out of here.

      Lock up your terror, your grief. Bury it in a wooden coffin next to your parents.

      I didn’t know how to hotwire a car, but we could still hide inside, shield ourselves from the dragon’s view. I pushed her toward the car, but already her eyes were on the skies. Drawn by the screams and blood, by the still-burning bodies of their compatriots, four dragons circled overhead. My heart leapt into my throat. They’d already spotted us.

      “Get in the car,” I whispered to Hazel.

      She shook her head, her expression grave. “It’s too late.” Her calm, resigned voice suddenly sounded much older than her fourteen years. “You know it’s too late.” She fixed her dark gaze on me. “The best we can hope for is that they abduct us and don’t kill us.”

      As she finished her sentence, a taloned hand curled around me, yanking me from the earth. I reached for my sister, shouting her name.

      Hazel screamed, and the dragon lifted me into the air, wings beating the air around me. He’d pinned my arms to my chest, and I couldn’t fight him.

      “Hazel!” I screamed through the rain, the wind whipping over my body.

      When he’d carried me twenty feet into the air, he hurled me back to the pavement, and fear blazed through my nerve-endings. My body slammed on the ground, pain ripping through me. If I’d been human, the fall would have killed me instantly.

      I rolled over, unwilling to look at what remained of Marcus, trying to block out the pain.

      I lay on my back, staring up at the sky. From my place on the ground, I stared, horrified, as a second dragon swooped down.

      He wasn’t coming for me—he was coming for Hazel.

      I struggled to push myself up on my elbows, to stand, but I stared in horror as the dragon lifted Hazel higher into the sky, clutching her hard in its talons. His wings pounded against the wind as Hazel screamed for me.

      “Hazel!” I shouted again, a useless scream into the void. The dragon was already taking her away, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I stared, heaving a sob as the dragon took her away from me, watching their forms grow smaller and smaller in the stormy sky, until Hazel and her captor looked the size of a small bird, then a black dot against the clouds.

      Grief cut me to the core.

      Hazel was gone.

      Tears poured down my cheeks, and I forced myself to stand. Why weren’t the dragons taking me, too?

      From where I stood, another taloned hand curled around my body; the dragon lifted me into the air a second time, wings pulsing in the stormy skies. A faint spark of hope lit deep within my chest. Maybe it would take me with Hazel, and I could protect her.

      Then, the dragon let go again, and I plummeted.

      And at last I understood. The dragons wouldn’t be taking me with them. They wanted to toy with me, then kill me slowly. They weren’t taking me with Hazel, because this was vengeance for the dragons I’d killed.

      I slammed against the earth again, the fall knocking the air out of me, and my body screamed with pain. I pushed up onto my elbows waiting for the next attack, waiting for the talons to pierce my flesh. An entire horde of dragons now surrounded me, yellow eyes gleaming as I struggled to rise. I’m not sure what compelled me to rise, but I didn’t want to die on my back. Grabbing my ribs, I rose, glaring at the dragons who surrounded me.

      The world seemed to have gone silent; the air was colder now.

      As I stood in the center of the dragons, a single, coppery feather floated down from the heavens. I didn’t know why, but I reached out to snatch it, as though it were a lifeline.

      Then I looked up at the skies.

      There, like a gleaming angel of death, flew the sun-demon, his golden hair gleaming like a crown of sunlight below the iron-gray clouds.
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      The dragons seemed to sense him, their necks craning up to look at him. He was flying lower, heading for me. My mouth went dry, and I swallowed hard. He wore black military clothes, with a silver bow slung over his back. If I hadn’t been halfway dead, the sight of him would have sent a cold shiver of fear up my spine. As it was, I was just hoping he’d end my life quickly instead of letting the dragons torture me to death.

      I stared at him as he swooped down. My fingers found their way to my side. As the Sun-demon landed, I clutched my battered ribs protectively.

      He peered down at me, his amber gaze cold and hard. “A succubus against a legion of dragons. Seems you’ve held your own for a while.”

      “What?” I could hardly process what he was saying.

      He leaned in, stroking a finger over the golden skin on my forearm—the one patch of skin not covered in red and black blood. “A succubus,” he repeated. “One who dresses like an angel. Too intoxicating to waste as dragon food.”

      Of course. I still wore the glamour of a succubus, and maybe right now it was saving my life.

      One of the dragons snarled, moving closer, his eyes locked on me, blood dripping from his jaw. Whose blood, I had no idea, but it seemed to want mine also.

      The Sun-demon pivoted. Then, he lifted a powerful arm, slashing his hand through the air. As he moved his arm in an arc around us, an invisible blade seemed to cut through the dragons, ripping through their necks, their chests. Screeching, a few of the dragons flapped their wigs, trying to get away before the Sun-demon cut through them, too, but he was too fast.

      He slashed his hand through the air, slicing through the dragons. Tons of severed dragon flesh slammed against the earth, shaking the pavement.

      And just like that, the dragon horde around me lay dead.

      I turned to stare at the Sun-demon, his body glowing with a golden light. My stomach dropped. What sort of demon could do that? Not even a demigod had such power.

      “Who are you?” I whispered.

      He took a step closer, his velvet voice brushing over my skin. “I am Kratos.”

      “Are you an angel?” I stammered. It was a stupid question. Real angels were incorporeal. They never came to earth, didn’t speak to humans.

      “According to you, I’m a rich prick. Isn’t that all you need to know?”

      I swallowed hard, clutching the copper feather between my fingertips. “I need help. The dragons took my sister.” But even as I said the words, I knew I was pleading to the wrong man. The man before me wasn’t my savior.

      He stepped closer, and I could feel the heat burning off his body. He leaned in and whispered, “Well then, you’d better find her, hadn’t you?”

      “What’s happening?” I stammered.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “You could come with me. You could amuse me. I won’t stay in this hellhole long.”

      “Come with you where?” My voice sounded hollow.

      “To London.”

      I shook my head, trying to block out the pile of sodden ash that lay a few feet from us. The grief washed over me so completely I could hardly remember how to speak. “I have to find my sister.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “What do you want from me?” I breathed.

      “I told you, my little succubus. I demand only worship, and the end of the world. I think you’ll find the world a very different place now.”

      I grabbed his arm, my fingers leaving smudges of blood over his black clothing. He was terrifying, but desperation spurred me on. “I need your help.”

      Cold fury flashed in his eyes, and he pulled his arm away from me. In a burst of honeyed light, he spread his wings, his hair gleaming like a halo. Then, he lifted off into the darkened skies.
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      I huddled in the corner of the abandoned sanitarium on North Brother Island, warming my hands over a fire that crackled in an old steel drum. The other survivors and I called this place The Fortress—a Victorian brick hospital that we patrolled at night, protective of our meager horde of canned food and venison, our moth-eaten sleeping bags and filthy blankets.

      Nearly all the Fortress inhabitants were men, but they pretty much left me alone. For one thing, I could hunt deer on the island better than any of them, by setting traps and using my knife. I didn’t even need the two guns we kept in the fortress. And for another, I’d beaten the shit out of three men who’d tried to grope me during the first month. No one bothered me after that.

      For six months, I’d been living here, curling up into a ball in the corner at night, sleeping among the rags and burning barrels. When the winter sun rose, streaking the freezing Hudson with milky white light, I’d leave to search for Hazel. The dragons wouldn’t care that she needed water by her bedside at night, that she had to read for twenty minutes before falling asleep. The dragons would not accommodate her nut allergy, or provide her with her asthma medication. They wouldn’t soothe her when she woke up from her nightmares at night, screaming for her parents, and they certainly wouldn’t give a fuck about the crippling menstrual cramps that laid her out every month. They didn’t care that every Saturday, we sat together on the sofa watching superhero shows and stuffing our faces with pizza and popcorn.

      I had to get her back. There was no other option.

      Every day, I roamed the ravaged streets of Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens. Dragons had destroyed most of New York—most of the northeast, in fact, from Maine to Delaware. And then, as far as I could tell, they’d simply left.

      The last time the dragons had come to New York, they’d made their dens in the bowels of the city, taking up residence below the Statue of Liberty and beneath bridges. Not this time. Where they’d gone, none of us knew, but they’d probably taken Hazel with them.

      My decision to stay in the city had been the wrong one. Now, it was painfully clear I should have gone with the sun-demon when I had the chance, but I’d had no way of knowing that at the time. He’d have been a link to the dragons, at least. If I’d bided my time, maybe I could have learned something from him, found my sister again.

      Standing before the roaring fire, I rolled the thin, golden shaft of the feather around in my fingertips, watching the firelight flicker through it, mesmerized by its beauty. The feather almost seemed to glow with an inner light, even after all these months. It was almost as if it were made of light itself.

      While I stared at the feather, a bearded man slumped down next to me, staining the air with the scent of sweat. For reasons I didn’t understand, everyone called him Elvis. He was completely bald on the top of his head, with a long gray beard that always seemed to be covered in food.

      “I’ve seen you playing with that thing before,” he grumbled.

      “Don’t you ever touch this, Elvis.”

      “What’s so special about it, anyway?” He perked up, suddenly rising to peer at the feather. “Is it worth something?”

      “To me it is. Not to anyone else. This belongs to someone I want to find. That’s it.”

      He furrowed his enormous eyebrows. “It looks gold. Do you see that? Like it’s glowing.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      His eyes glistened. “Do you know what that is?” A sense of reverence tinged his tone.

      “It’s a feather, Elvis.”

      “It’s an angel feather.”

      I snatched it from his line of sight, secreting it in my pocket—a pocket with a zipper to keep it safe. “Don’t be ridiculous. Angels haven’t been to earth since the fall a hundred thousand years ago. They live in the heavens. They’re just spirits.”

      He shook his head. “Nah. You want my theory? An angel caused all this. They’re punishing us. We deserve it, too, after everything we’ve done.”

      I didn’t want to ask what he meant. I had no interest in his theories on the inherent wickedness of humanity.

      But maybe he knew something.

      “What do you know about angels?”

      He shrugged. “They hate us. That’s about it. Where do you think your angel went?”

      “I think he’s in London. And I’m not going to get there on foot, and probably not by boat, so it looks like I’m shit out of luck.”

      He scratched his beard. “There’s a man on Long Island running flights from his private airstrip to Europe. Getting people out of the hellscape if they can pay. He goes by Lord Bristol, though that’s not his real name. No idea what his real name is. Not a lord, of course.”

      “Right. So, how much does this cost?”

      “Only a million dollars. Give the cash to his secretary, and she’ll set you up.”

      “And where the hell am I going to get a million dollars? I have zero dollars right now.” Certainly no one was paying for burlesque shows—not in the ruined husks of buildings that were all that remained of Manhattan. “I’ve got nothing but a few knives.”

      “I’m sure you can find something else to trade him for.” Elvis grinned. “He likes pretty girls, and there aren’t many pretty girls left in New York. I like pretty girls, too, but I don’t got any money. Unless you get real lonely.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Elvis shrugged. “You’re an enterprising girl. I’m sure you can think of something.”
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      I sat in the plush airline seat, my body deliciously free from grime. I didn’t know my airplane types well. All I knew was that it looked like a super-fancy private jet, with champagne-colored leather seats—enough to fit six passengers in the roomy seats, plus a leather sofa and a kitchen.

      While we waited to take off, I made three trips to the kitchen, fixing myself cheese sandwiches and grabbing fruit.

      For a moment, Marcus’s beautiful face flashed in my mind, and his loss hit me like a fist to the chest. Every day I remembered his beautiful cedar scent, his smooth skin. I’d never meet another man like him.

      Pushing my grief under the surface, I peered out a round window at the tarmac—the pale strip of pavement that stretched out over the glimmering blue water. After seven months in the Fortress, it felt amazing to be clean, with a full belly. I didn’t want to stop eating anytime soon.

      Getting the money for the flight hadn’t been as hard as I’d feared. First, I’d needed to identify the one person who might have a million dollars. And the one person I knew for sure who had that money was Lord Bristol himself. He’d been fleecing people left and right, people who were probably trying to save their families. So I went straight for him.

      As I waited on the jet, I bit into my apple, chewing contemplatively. I peered out the window, craning my neck to look back at Lord Bristol’s mansion. I could just about imagine him still tied to the chair in his room, blindfolded and gagged with silk. I’d told him that “naughty boys needed to wait,” and he really hadn’t noticed when I’d robbed him. The secretary hadn’t asked any questions.

      As the pilot made an announcement, I buckled my seatbelt. While the engines revved up, vibrating the jet, I pulled the copper feather from my pocket. Here it was. My one clue to getting my sister back.

      Fascinated by its inner glow, I held it up to the buttery light that streamed in from the window. The sunlight sparked over its feathers, gilding it.

      At last, the jet rolled down the runway, and a smile curled my lips.

      London. I was going to find the angel of death in London, and I would pick up the pieces of my life again.
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      Angela Death is a prequel to Covert Fae.
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      Caine parked his motorcycle by the edge of the nature reserve. The morning sun hadn’t yet risen, and clouds hid the moon.  It didn’t matter to him. As a creature of the night, he felt at home in the dark.

      He slipped between the trees, keeping his eye on the darkened valley below. Oaks and elms loomed high above him, and a vernal breeze rustled the leaves, whispering over his skin.

      There were many things he’d rather be doing than prowling a park just before dawn. Namely, he wouldn’t mind pulling Valerie into his silky bed again in Ninlil Castle. The nubile blonde vampire had been visiting his room every few nights, smelling of jasmine and dressed in increasingly revealing lingerie.

      But as the leader of Ambrose’s army, Caine didn’t always get to do what he wanted. For the past few days, he’d been staking out the demon-hunters’ headquarters. Tonight, just past three a.m., he’d spotted something unusual: a large, white van pulling away from the gates. Caine had followed the windowless vehicle all the way to Belmont in the suburbs. If a pack of Hunters lurked in its rear, as he hoped, he could gain valuable intelligence about their weaponry.

      From between a pair of oaks, he watched as the van rolled over the open field of grass. At one point, he would have ignored the Brotherhood’s Hunters, but he couldn’t dismiss them so easily anymore. They’d grown stronger, more precise. Aided by modern technology, they were no longer the bumbling witchfinders of the seventeenth century. In the past few months, they’d managed to capture fifteen vampire soldiers—Caine’s soldiers.

      Moreover, they had Malphus.

      Whatever Caine learned tonight could help him save his brother’s life. And when he’d gathered all the information he needed, he could relish the dark thrill of slaughtering the Hunters.

      The rising sun pushed higher over the eastern horizon, tinging the periwinkle sky with pale ginger; the first blush of morning illuminated the golden dandelions that stippled the grasses.

      Sunlight—such a rare sight for one of Nyxobas’s creatures. These days, there weren’t many in Ambrose’s kingdom who could walk in the light as Caine could. Most in Lilinor were vampires, and they had the unfortunate tendency to burst into flame whenever the sun rose.

      There was a time when he might have found this morning scene beautiful—long ago, before the darkness had taken hold in the hollows of his mind. But now, it failed to seduce him.

      Sometimes he thought the frenzy of battle was the only time he truly felt alive. Even Valerie’s visits to his bedroom couldn’t get his heart racing the way it had in the last assault against Emerazel’s hellhounds.

      He leaned against an oak, crossing his arms. When had he last seen Valerie, anyway? It must have been a week ago, at least. Just after he’d returned from the last battle, soaked in hellhound blood, his body electrified by the fight.

      Chinks of amber light flecked the ground by his feet, dancing among the rustling oak leaves. The sight stirred sensations from the deepest recess of his memory: sunlight bathing sea grasses, the smell of briny air, the dappled light of the hawthorn groves...

      His chest tightened. He knew better than to give in to nostalgia, to delve into human memories. Among those beautiful glimpses lurked all the things he wanted to forget. In any case, he wasn’t truly human. He was a demon of the night—an instrument of death—as the Hunters would soon learn.

      He clenched his jaw, staring at the van. Why aren’t they getting out? He had to hold himself back from running into the field, tearing the doors off the van, and slaughtering them all. The thrill of battle called to him, and he grew impatient.

      The sun climbed higher, staining the field in honeyed light, and he squinted in its glare. At last, the van’s door groaned open and the driver stepped out. Caine’s fingers twitched, ready to snatch one of the swords slung across his back.

      The Hunter sported a neatly-trimmed black beard. As the man stalked to the back of the van, another Hunter—this one blond—stepped into the light.

      Both men were large and muscled—nearly as big as Caine. But Caine was part demon. It made sense that he was huge. What were they feeding these humans?

      Besides ambrosia, that is. Even from his perch behind the tree he could smell their sickly sweet blood. They reeked of Blodrial’s sacred drink. That meant two things. First, their mission was important. The Brotherhood’s leader wanted them protected; ambrosia cost more than its weight in gold. And second, with that much of the god’s blood flooding their veins, they’d be nearly impervious to Caine’s magic, and stronger than humans should be.

      The sun blazed over the treetops, dazzling Caine’s eyes.

      The van’s rear door creaked as Blackbeard yanked it open.

      The man pulled out a metal canister. Aiming it at the sky, he depressed a button. A blast of fire erupted from the top. Now that was a useful weapon against the vampires.

      “All right, my beauties.”

      Something in the Hunter’s tone put Caine’s teeth on edge.

      As Caine waited for the Hunters to file out of the van for training, Blackbeard stepped into the back. Caine held his breath, anticipating a good look at the Brotherhood’s new crop of soldiers.

      Instead, muffled screams broke the silence, and a chill licked Caine’s spine. What the hell is going on? Silently, Caine prowled closer to the valley, and his nostrils filled with the scent of burning flesh. A deadly calm spread through his body like a phantom wind. His own thoughts quieted, and strength surged through his muscles and tendons.

      For a split second, he considered turning himself invisible but decided against it. If he was going to slaughter the humans, he wanted them to look into his face before they died. He wanted to see their expressions as they gazed into the fathomless, midnight eyes of demon of the night.

      He reached over his shoulder, pulling a sword from its scabbard. I want blood.

      In the valley below, someone rushed from the van—a man with brown hair, arms bound behind his back. A cloth gagged his mouth. Caine calculated the man’s speed: too fast for a human. The bound man’s eyes burned with terror as he looked at the rising sun.

      Vampire.

      Another followed—a woman with pale blonde hair, her gray eyes panicked like a hunted deer’s. She stared up at the sunlight, and tendrils of smoke rose from her skin, and Caine felt a shock of recognition. Valerie. She’s here?

      He broke into a sprint as Blackbeard yanked another vampire into the sunlight. He couldn’t save them all, and the desire for Hunter blood slammed into him like a tsunami.

      A wave of wrath slammed into Caine, and he headed straight for Blackbeard.

      As he thundered down the hill, the Hunter’s gaze met his. Blackbeard pulled a gun. Caine pressed on, closing the distance over the grassy field, sword ready, even as Blackbeard pulled the trigger.

      Bullets slammed into Caine’s flesh, but battle fury blazed through him, numbing the pain. His eyes remained locked on his target. At the edges of his consciousness, he was dimly aware of the vampire’s torment—their screams and burning bodies—but he blocked all that out. Only one thought burned through his skull: slay the Hunters.

      A predatory sureness filled each of his muscles, guiding him closer to his target. As he closed in, he swung for Blackbeard. His sword sliced clean through the enemy’s neck, severing flesh and bone. Blood sprayed through the air in a high arc, and a dark thrill rushed through Caine’s body.

      Before he could swing again, pain pierced his chest. He glanced down—not bullets this time. An iron stake. His cold gaze landed on Blondie. Kill him. Caine stalked across the ground, ripping the iron stake from his chest. A few inches to the right, and he’d be dead now.

      His face blanching, the man turned to run, and the sight of his retreat triggered Caine’s most primal instincts. The Hunter only made it a few paces through the grass before Caine ran his sword through the Hunter’s ribcage. His body twitched, and Caine’s heart raced. A rivulet of crimson blood dripped from the man’s mouth.

      Caine pulled out his blade, and the Hunter crumpled to the ground.

      Caine turned to look at the field. Around him, vampires burned like torches. Most had fallen to the ground, but a few staggered around, limbs blazing. Agonized screams filled the air. It was too late for all of them.

      As Caine’s most violent instincts subsided, dread overwhelmed him. Among the flaming, blackened bodies, he couldn’t even identify Valerie.

      The sound of a muffled scream turned his head. Only one vampire remained—one who’d crawled under the van, cowering in the shadows of the wheel wells. Smoke rose from her skin, but she’d found her way into the shade. Thank the gods, Aurora is alive.

      He rushed to the van and pulled her out, shielding her with his body, then ushered her into the back of the van. Eyes trailing over the blisters that covered her arms, he yanked a dagger out of his belt and cut the gag from her mouth.

      “Gods damn it, Caine,” she said. “It would’ve been nice if you’d murdered the Hunters before they lit everyone on fire.”

      He frowned, half tempted to put the gag back on her. As if he didn’t have enough guilt weighing him down already. He spun her around and slid his blade through the rope binding her wrists. “I thought they were bringing Hunters here for training. I had no idea what they had planned until it was too late. It’s not as though I could have predicted it. They haven’t been executing people in broad daylight since the seventeenth century.”

      “They’re regressing.” Aurora rubbed her wrists where they’d been tied. “And they don’t think we’re people. We’re monsters, remember? In the future, assume they’re going to slaughter everyone around them, and act accordingly.”

      Caine loosed a breath. “You do remember that I’m your General, don’t you? You don’t give me orders.”

      Suddenly somber, she traced her fingers over her blistered arms. “They carved up my back in the Chambers with iron. They’re torturing people. I’m pretty sure they enjoy it.”

      Horror coiled through him. Malphus is still in there. His brother could withstand a bit of torture, but Caine couldn’t let him die. “Did you see my Malphus?”

      She shook her head, her large eyes glistening. “They never let me out of my cell until today. All I know is, the whole building is rigged with iron dust and stakes. They scan their eyes to get in and out of the building. It doesn’t look like much from the outside, but it’s a complete fortress.”

      Caine glanced out at the smoking corpses, and hollowness welled in his chest. Had Valerie been tortured? “I had no idea Valerie had been arrested.”

      “Valerie? How do you even know her name? She was just a foot soldier,” Aurora said.

      “We were friends.”

      “You don’t have friends.” She eyed him. “Oh, I get you. It was a euphemism. You have a lot of those kinds of friends.” She nodded at one of the piles of ash. “One less to fight over you now. Too bad you took your time before intervening.”

      If he hadn’t gone full-blown primal wrath on the two Hunters, maybe he could have saved Valerie. But even for someone with his speed and strength, there wouldn’t have been time to save all the vampires. “We need to do something about the Brotherhood. They’re out of control.”

      She gazed at him, frowning. “What we need is to talk to Ambrose.”
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      With Aurora by his side, Caine strode through the long entrance hall of Ninlil Castle, in Lilinor. With its impossibly high arched ceilings, towering above like the ribcage of some enormous demon, the place had been designed for pure intimidation. Paintings and tapestries of leering monsters festooned blood-red walls, and bejeweled human bones adorned Ninlil’s Great Hall. If Caine’s own mind hadn’t already been poisoned by violent memories when he’d first arrived years ago, he might have found it off-putting.

      Perhaps it was precisely because of the darkness in his own soul that he’d always felt at home here.

      Even so, he wasn’t looking forward to this conversation with the Vampire Lord. Ten dead soldiers. His own failure gnawed at him. He should have saved them.

      As he walked through the hall, he tried to ignore the throbbing pain in his chest. He cast a quick glance at Aurora, her blue dress singed at the shoulders where her flesh had burned. Thank the gods she’d made it out alive, even if a network of scars now marred her back.

      At the end of the hall, Caine and Aurora climbed a few stairs to the enormous oak doors. He chanted a spell, feeling his aura rush over his skin. The doors groaned, opening into Ambrose’s Great Hall.

      He never knew how Ambrose managed it, but whenever Caine needed to speak to him, the Vampire Lord was there, seated in his silver throne. It was as though he never left this room. Today was no different, except that Ambrose sat next to his consort, Erish.

      Caine stalked into the hall, casting an appreciative glance at the queen. Ambrose’s lover never failed to catch Caine’s eye, even if her toxic presence poisoned everything around her.

      In any case, she was stunning. Her deep brown hair draped over a sheer black gown, its hem slit up to her thigh. She crossed her long, golden legs, eying Caine hungrily. The sight of the succubus was almost enough to tear his mind away from what had happened this morning, but even her beauty couldn’t lift his mood.

      The Vampire Lord’s features were cold and still as marble. “Caine. I take it you have something important to tell me.”

      Caine straightened. Might as well get to the point. “Ten of our soldiers were slaughtered by the Brotherhood this morning. I didn’t get to them in time.” The words tasted like poison in his mouth. “They were dragged into the daylight to burn. Aurora was the only survivor.”

      Ambrose’s features clouded, and he glanced at Aurora. “Tell me what happened.”

      “The Brotherhood have a dungeon near Harvard,” she said. “There’s at least a mile of cells underground. They kept us each in our own cell.”

      Ambrose leaned forward, his green eyes burning with intensity. “Did they torture you?”

      Aurora turned, displaying the top of her mangled back. “Yes. But I didn’t tell them anything helpful. They had no idea if I was telling the truth or not, so I didn’t see the point of helping them.”

      Ambrose stood, and within a fraction of a second he was inches from Caine. Crossing the room that fast was just one of his deeply unnerving habits. Ambrose’s green eyes bored into Caine. “They killed ten of our soldiers this morning?”

      “Yes,” said Caine. “They forced them into the sunlight. I slaughtered both Hunters, but it was too late. The sun had already touched the vampires’ skin.”

      Within the next second, Erish was by their side. Coral tinged her cheeks, and Caine could feel the hot fury burning off her body. “Why have we allowed the Brotherhood to survive?” She gripped Caine’s collar, pulling him close.

      Her intoxicating scent of anise and myrrh momentarily distracted him.

      Her eyes burned with ferocity. “They murdered one of my sisters in the fifteenth century. Human mages killed the other two. We should have enslaved their species long ago.”

      Caine plucked her hands from his clothes. “The Brotherhood have been weak for the past four centuries—until the mage Rawhed lured them out of the woodwork. We haven’t needed to act until now.”

      “Erish,” said Ambrose, his tone clipped. “Please return to our chambers. This will only upset you.”

      Fury scorched her eyes, and she glared at the Vampire Lord. Before leaving, she tossed her dark hair over her shoulder. Her heels echoed over the flagstones as she strode from the room.

      Ambrose arched an eyebrow. “She gets so emotional about these things. She’d destroy the entire human race if she didn’t depend on them for sustenance. I think she resents that she needs them.” 

      At the thought of feeding, Caine ran a hand over his chest where he’d been staked. The wound still burned, and he’d need the touch of a human woman to heal. “It’s hard not to feel wrath when the Brotherhood come for your family. Even if she’s wrong about humans, she’s right about the Brotherhood. We must crush them.” They had Malphus, his brother. That fact alone made him want to tear their skin from their muscles.

      Ambrose stroked his chin. “Most of our army is vulnerable to bursting into flames every time the sun rises. It’s a bit of a problem.” 

      One you can’t do anything about. “So we’ll attack them at night.”

      Ambrose stared off into the distance. “We must find a way to get stronger, to overcome our natural weakness. The other kingdoms of night are richer with incubi who can walk in the light, but our numbers are fewer.” 

      Aurora frowned. “We’re only weak in the daylight.”

      “Exactly,” said Ambrose. “I would like to remedy that.”

      Caine shook his head. What is he talking about? “That’s never been possible.”

      Ambrose splayed his fingers. “My scholars have located a spell, once held in the ancient library of Alexandria. The legends say any army of vampires roamed the light nearly two thousand years ago. King Cranaus of Athens created such an army to serve him. He used a very powerful spell and a triumvirate of three legendary mages. His vampire army outlived him by over a thousand years, until they were slaughtered by a legion of Persian hellhounds.”

      An uncomfortable feeling simmered in Caine’s chest. “And how do you propose to find three legendary mages?”

      “I have you,” said Ambrose. “And we know there are two more like you. Humans—not nearly as powerful, but with the same magical knowledge. I speak of the Atherton twins, of course.” 

      Dread crawled up Caine’s spine. He didn’t want anything to do with the Athertons. “They’re completely untrained. There must be someone else.”

      Ambrose eyed him. “You are a remarkable specimen, Caine. Half-incubus, and half human. And even your human side is extraordinary, imbued with the spirit of a staggeringly powerful mage. I can only assume Lord Atherton found similarly gifted mages for his own daughters. You must put your personal feelings aside. This triumvirate can get us what we need: the gift of light, granted through the power of three. You need a coven.”

      Caine clenched his jaw. The last thing he wanted was to face those girls again. They belonged to a part of his life he was desperate to forget. But how could he say no to Ambrose? Caine had possessed nothing when he’d first met the Vampire Lord. He’d been half-mad and completely alone, driven only by a seething rage. It was Ambrose who had recognized his true power. 

      He met Ambrose’s penetrating gaze. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Miranda roams free, in full possession of her powers, though she is untrained. Rosalind will be more difficult.” 

      Of course Rosalind was more difficult. Rosalind was awful. Even as a four-year-old, she’d been a nightmare. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      “She’s a Hunter now. I sent Malphus to find her, but he was captured.” 

      So that was how Malphus had been captured. Caine’s chest tightened. “You must be joking. You want me to persuade a Hunter to join a vampire army?”

      He could feel the tension rolling off Aurora. She’d just nearly burned to death at the hands of the Hunters, and she hated them every bit as much as he did. Neither of them wanted to work with someone from the Brotherhood.

      A mixture of guilt and rage tightened Caine’s chest. He’d never known what had happened to the twins—only that they’d disappeared from Maremount. Lord Atherton’s actions all those years ago had set off a chain of events that had warped all their lives—Rosalind’s included. And now she’d become embedded among the very people who wanted her dead. “How did she end up among the Hunters?”

      “Lord Atherton gave his twin daughters to the Brotherhood. He didn’t want them to know their own power. You know why.” 

      Caine’s stomach clenched. Ambrose and Malphus were the only people alive who knew all his secrets. “Rosalind has no idea what she is? She believes she’s an ordinary human?”

      “From what I understand,” said Ambrose, “she’s particularly committed to the Brotherhood’s cause. She abhors magic.” 

      Even if this outcome had been set in motion by her father’s actions long ago, it was hard not to loathe Rosalind. Hunters like her had murdered scores of ordinary humans over the years—and now that they knew what they were doing, they were coming for the real demons. He’d just witnessed the product of their fanaticism this morning when he’d watched Valerie and the others burn to death in the morning light.

      “There must be another way,” he said. “I don’t trust anyone associated with the Brotherhood, and I don’t want to waste time trying to persuade one of their slavish devotees to see reason while my brother languishes in a torture dungeon. I don’t even know if he’s still alive. And if this spell is as complicated as you say, how long will it take for me to train her? If she doesn’t accept her magic, it won’t work. We’re wasting time.”

      Ambrose’s nostrils flared. “The Chambers stands rigged with flamethrowers and anti-magic devices. We can’t set foot in there.” He paused, pressing his fingers over his lips. “I see your point, though. We must free Malphus as soon as possible. I’m not going to let another incubus die. You must access your magic in some way. There must be a spell that can help us.”

      Caine closed his eyes, running through some of the military spells in his arsenal. “I know a number of attack spells, but I’d need a second mage to contain the destruction, or the prisoners will die.”

      “He would destroy half of Boston,” said Aurora.

      Caine crossed his arms. “Most mages work in covens for exactly this sort of reason.”

      “Exactly my point. You need two more. The Atherton twins will be useful to you, to help control some of your raw power. Find them, and we can free Malphus. And then we will work on the daylight spell.”

      “I hate Hunters,” said Aurora. “But if you think this is best for us, I will do whatever it takes to find these girls. Where do we start looking?”

      Ambrose acknowledged her with a nod. “Rosalind is a student at Thorndike University. I believe you’ll find her out hunting tonight.”

      Caine rubbed a knot in his forehead, still trying to process this information. “If she’s possessed by a mage’s spirit, why haven’t the other Hunters killed her?”

      Ambrose took a deep breath. “She doesn’t know. But my source tells me the Brotherhood may have learned her true nature.”

      Of course. Malphus might have recognized her… He let the thought die out, unwilling to entertain what his brother must have endured to give up his secrets.

      “You must warn her, now,” Ambrose continued. “Tell her the truth and give her some time to accept it. Keep an eye on her. As soon as the Brotherhood turn on her, you’ll be waiting there to rescue her.”

      For so many reasons, Caine didn’t want anything to do with her. “You know how I feel about her family. I will do as you ask, but I won’t spend any more time with her than absolutely required.”

      Ambrose’s green gaze bored into him. The vampire was obviously losing patience. “You only need to take her to Abduxiel Mansion and report back to me. Orcus can help her learn about magic while you look for Miranda. She’ll be easier to handle. She never joined the Brotherhood. This is an order, Caine.”

      “I’m surprised they haven’t lost their minds,” muttered Caine. He knew only too well the dangers of having an extra soul.

      “Perhaps they have. That’s something I’d like you to find out.” A faint smile played on Ambrose’s lips. “I have complete faith in you. If anyone can persuade a human woman to do what they want, it’s you.”
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      Caine lay on his bed, his body sapped of energy, and stared at the arched stone ceiling above him. He’d slept for hours in his tidy room within Ninlil Castle, dreaming of milky sunlight and white-blossomed trees, until the scent of burning flesh curled into his nightmares.

      Exhaustion wracked his body. He’d failed today, utterly and completely. His injuries sapped his energy, and a gnawing emptiness welled in his chest. It was hard not to think of Valerie’s terrified face just before she burned to death. Would Malphus suffer an equally appalling fate at the hands of the Brotherhood?

      Something else weighed him down—either his assignment with the Athertons had riled him, or he really needed a woman’s touch to heal himself. Probably both. 

      All he knew was that he’d spent the past five years trying to forget about Maremount, and he didn’t relish the idea of dredging up those nightmares again. Not to mention the fact that Rosalind had been a horror, even as a child—and now she was a Hunter. He couldn’t think of a worse combination. It would be hard not to slaughter her on sight.

      Someone rapped on his door and he rose, his chest aching from the bullet holes and gaping chest wound. He crossed the faded rug and pulled open the door.

      Erish stood before him in the dim hallway with a human woman—a tiny thing, her bones as delicate as a bird’s, but with enough feminine curves to tempt him. Her ginger hair tumbled over her bare shoulders. She wore only a black bra, panties, and fishnets. Her lips were painted ruby red. She shivered in the cold stone hall.

      If his chest wound hadn’t stirred his need for a human touch, he wouldn’t be in the mood—not after what he’d seen today. But his chest thrummed with hunger, and he was already thinking about wrapping his arms around the girl.

      Erish stood nearly a foot taller than her. The succubus planted her hands on her hips, eyes roaming over Caine. “I saw that you were injured. I brought you a human courtesan, trained by Arielle. She will heal you before you leave Lilinor.” 

      The girl’s blue eyes widened. “I was scared of coming to the vampire city, but I really wanted to meet an incubus.” Tentatively, she stepped closer, sliding her small hand up his chest. He could already feel her energy coursing through her fingertips. “I know you’ll keep me safe.” 

      She was a fool, then. Monsters like him didn’t keep people safe—not even his own soldiers, apparently. Moreover, he’d be a fool to accept a gift from Erish. And yet, desire burned through him, and he couldn’t take his eyes off the courtesan’s red lips. Her energy beckoned him closer. He took her hand, leading her into the room.

      As Erish followed, irritation flickered through him. Why did she need to stay? 

      Caine pulled the girl close to him, smelling her silky hair—a beautiful scent of apples and cherry blossoms. “What’s your name?” 

      “Alice.” 

      Caine touched her chin, tilting her face up to his, and her delicate body pressed against him, eyes burning with desire. Ambrose was right about one thing: these human women didn’t stand a chance with him. If Erish wanted to watch, then fine. He wasn’t going argue when he needed this so badly.

      He brushed his mouth against Alice’s. Her lips parted, and he kissed her hungrily. Her energy coursed into him, soothing the sharp ache in his chest, replenishing the strength in his bones. Her vibrant life-force seeped into his muscles, imbuing him with strength. He ran his fingers down her back, feeling her smooth, warm skin. She moaned slightly. 

      Abruptly, her body jerked away. Erish’s hands wrapped around the girl’s head. For a split second, Caine considered stopping what was about to happen—thought of bursting Erish’s heart—but he couldn’t do that to Ambrose’s consort. So instead, he stood by as the succubus twisted her arms. The sound of Alice’s breaking neck echoed off the high ceiling.

      A hot tendril of anger flashed through Caine as the girl’s body crumpled. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Erish took a deep breath. “I wanted you to feel better, but I don’t like watching you with other women. You know that.” She leaned close him, her breath hot on his cheek “You should be mine. I’ve been telling you this for months.”

      He had to stop himself from throttling her. Caine wasn’t one for emotional attachments, but he’d seen enough senseless cruelty for one day. “You brought her to me.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “She was stupid to offer herself up in the first place. You’re just upset because I didn’t let you finish.” 

      His wound still ached, but that wasn’t what angered him. It was the games Erish played, using people’s lives as her pawns. “If you weren’t Ambrose’s consort, I’d rip you in half.” 

      “If that’s what it will take to get your hands on me…” She crossed her arms, pouting over Alice’s corpse. “Don’t be angry with me. I only killed her because she made me jealous. You’re the perfect match for me. As an incubus, your abilities as a lover are legendary, but you’re human enough for me to feed from. You should lead Lilinor, not Ambrose. I know you mute your abilities around others. You are capable of terrifying power. I know your lineage, Caine Mountfort.”

      In her breathtaking coldness, he recognized a glimmer of himself. This was the awful truth about demons like them—they reveled in death.

      Still, that thought didn’t stop him from seething with fury, and he had to restrain himself from ripping her heart out. “Get out of here, Erish.”

      “You and I are the same, Caine.” She pulled open her black dress, standing naked before him. Even through his wrath, he couldn’t stop his eyes from lingering over her perfect golden skin, taking in each of her curves. There was a reason men had started wars over Erish, why the citizens of ancient Ur had worshipped her as a goddess.

      She stepped over Alice’s body, fixing her amber eyes on him. When she stood just inches from him, she reached down, pulling a blade from his belt.

      “Like I said, you and I are the same, Caine.” Her fingers stroked the hilt, entrancing him with each of her delicate movements. “If we don’t enslave humans, they’ll enslave us. You should know that better than anyone. But you and I were born to control them with our divine beauty. Like this fine blade of yours, we bring them elegance and death, all in one sublime gift. It’s better than the ugly, fetid death most human bodies endure, festering from cancers or diseased hearts.”

      She slid the blade back into its scabbard, and her fingers lingered over his thighs. “Humans are meant to serve us. And when they defy us, we will slaughter them like the animals they are. I know what Ambrose has planned with the two human females, and I don’t like it. We don’t need their help.”

      Her hand slid up his chest and curled around the back of his neck. Her breath warmed his throat.

      “I’m half-human,” he reminded her. “Does that make me half-animal?”

      “Your demon side is so much stronger. You just need to overcome your humanity. I know slaughter secretly thrills you. You crave complete control over humans. Unlike the vampires, you and I can walk in the light, and with the blood that flows through your veins… You deserve to rule this city, and the other kingdoms of night.”

      “I have no desire to sit in a throne room, wearing a crown.” Not only was he standing here with Ambrose’s naked consort, thinking about running his hands over her hips, but now he was listening to treason, too. He forced himself to think of how succubi looked before they fed—like withered hags. He tore his eyes away from Erish to stare at the broken corpse on his floor. At the sight of the girl’s slackened jaw, the lust flowed right out of him.

      He pulled Erish’s hands off him. Part of him wanted to fling her across the room, but he knew better than to provoke her rage.

      “I’m loyal to Ambrose. Without him, I’d be dead.” If she thought she could make him into her toy the way she wanted to enslave humans, she was gravely mistaken. “That is the last time I will indulge one of your jealous rages, Erish. And I will not permit a traitor to remain by Ambrose’s side.”

      Pink tinged her cheeks. “Do not threaten me, Caine. You belong to me. You don’t need these human twins, and they are not your equals. I know the temptations that humans hold for incubi, but if you take one of them as your lover, you can expect her to die a long, slow death at my hands. Are we clear?”

      What the hells was she talking about? “Erish.” You raving lunatic. “I could not conceive of a less likely scenario. I want nothing to do with them.” He shoved her away and stepped over Alice’s corpse to stalk through the halls of Ninlil.

      His chest still throbbed with hunger for the touch of a human woman.
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      Rain soaked Caine’s clothes as he stalked across the Thorndike campus, cloaked by invisibility. Yellow streetlights dazzled off the puddles in front of the old Victorian houses, and rhythmic music pulsed through the frat house walls.

      As he skulked past the rickety houses, he tried to forget the image of Alice’s broken corpse on his floor. He wasn’t sure what bothered him more—that Erish had murdered an innocent woman right in front of him, or that she’d forced him to stand by and watch, helplessly, for the second time that day.

      His chest still ached with hunger. It was a hollow, gnawing feeling, a relic of his darkest days, when he’d stared up at the Throcknell Fortress, eaten away by agony.

      For an incubus like him, the world should be full of pleasure. And it had been, at one time—including the first few years after he’d met Ambrose. As he’d climbed up the ranks of Ambrose’s army, he’d spent all his free time with the Vampire Lord’s human courtesans, trying to forget his past.

      But something had been missing. Perhaps he was a born predator, and he felt no thrill when hunting domesticated creatures. Whatever it was, all of his joy always seemed so fleeting.

      A hot pulse of magic crackled over his skin, and he jolted to attention, scanning the row of houses before him. He caught a glimpse of a demon in a spotted coat, donning a red hat that glistened with human blood. A redcap—younger than most, which meant he wasn’t as strong. Caine’s eyes trailed further up the hill, and his heart skipped a beat as he caught sight of a perfect feminine form, dressed entirely in black. Rosalind.

      There was the girl whose family had nearly ruined him. He should murder her now. He dreaded looking into her eyes, finding what agonizing memories she’d dredge up for him.

      He moved closer, his gaze fixed on her. Even if he’d been visible, she might not have noticed him, intent as she was on the redcap. Didn’t she realize how hopelessly outmatched she was hunting demons? Forget the redcap. I could slaughter you from here before you take another step. He had to admit, there was something tempting about that thought. Maybe it was just as Erish had said. Demons like him gloried in complete domination over humans.

      Except something about Rosalind’s alluring appearance tempered his bloodlust. Was this the same bratty girl who’d ordered around the servants? Something disturbed him about the feelings she stoked in him now. His gaze took in every inch of her body, strong and supple. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, and rain drenched her long, brown hair.

      Clearly hesitating, she bit her lower lip and gripped her hawthorn stake.

      She looked unnerved—and she should be. Humans like her had no business fighting redcaps.

      Still, he could tell she was about to pounce. Furrowing her dark eyebrows, she broke into a sprint, careening down the hill. Her boots echoed off the pavement. So much for stealth.

      The redcap spun, and Rosalind flung her stake. Even while sprinting, her aim was precise, but the redcap grabbed the weapon from the air. Rosalind’s cheeks blanched, and she grasped for something in her belt—one of those flamethrowers he’d seen that morning. Before she could pull it out, the demon was upon her. He grabbed her arms, whispering in her ear—no doubt something filthy. A gorgeous girl like Rosalind was pure demon-bait.

      Caine could intervene now, but curiosity stayed his hand. He wanted to see exactly how strong she was.

      She slammed her knee into the demon’s groin. The redcap groaned, hunching over, and Rosalind hammered his trachea with a hard blow from her palm. Not bad, Hunter. There was something thrilling in watching her fight. Surprise flickered through him. He hadn’t expected her to be much of a warrior.

      She yanked another stake from her belt, and when the redcap lunged for her, she rammed it into the demon’s chest. Too bad for her, she missed his heart by at least an inch. Her aim had been so exact before. He had a sense that sympathy for her enemies might be her vulnerability. It was not a mistake Caine would make.

      He stalked closer. Even from this distance, he could hear her heart hammering, and the sound of her pulsing blood sent his own heart racing. She pulled the flamethrower from her belt, but something stopped her from unleashing the fire. That was twice now she’d hesitated. She’d have to get over that habit if she wanted to play among the demons.

      Her hesitancy cost her. The redcap lunged, knocking her to the ground. Caine heard a crunch as the filthy creature sunk his teeth into her neck.

      The show was over. Caine dropped the invisibility and rushed for the redcap, ripping the demon off the girl. Caine wrapped his hands around the redcap’s head, his body coursing with a visceral thrill as he twisted. The redcap’s neck snapped with a loud crack. It was the same move that Erish had used earlier—only this guy had deserved it.

      It wasn’t over yet, though; redcaps weren’t slain as easily as humans. Before the body even hit the ground, Caine had drawn his sword. He sliced through the creature’s neck, and the headless corpse thudded against the pavement. Caine thrust his hand inside the demon’s ribcage, snapping bones with his fingers. He slid his fingers around the redcap’s still-beating heart, feeling the hot pulse of blood, then ripped it from the chest cavity.

      As he held the organ aloft, he let the warm gore trail down his forearm, feeling the life seep out of the arteries. There was no point in fighting it. He was a monster, an angel of death—just like Erish.

      He tossed the heart to the ground and glanced at Rosalind, his real prey. She lay sprawled on the pavement, clutching her wounded throat. She stared up at him, eyes shining.

      He hardly recognized her. She was stunning—flushed cheeks, full lips. Rain completely soaked her black Hunter’s clothes, and they clung to her curves. Right now, she looked a lot like prey.

      Rosalind narrowed her eyes, and along with the fear he caught a glimpse of something more interesting. Defiance. She wouldn’t give in to him easily, and that only fueled his fascination.

      Of course, she hadn’t felt his magic yet.

      He whispered a spell under his breath, and his aura blazed, curling around her body as she gazed up at him. As the spell froze her limbs, fixing her in place, his gaze trailed down her chest. She breathed fast, her ribcage moving in and out like a panicked rabbit’s. The sound of her pattering heart stirred his demonic instincts. Something in the hollows of his mind told him to hunt, but it wasn’t death he wanted. He wanted to lure her into his world, to envelop her in darkness.

      His eyes darted to the wound at her neck. Rain mixed with her blood, running in a river of pink down her throat. As she gaped at him, he almost wanted to reassure her, but that was absurd. Like him, she was here to hunt. If he let down his guard, she’d be his angel of death.

      He forced himself to focus. Ambrose had told him to warn her. He whispered another spell—this one to heal the bleeding wound at her neck. She gasped, and surprise washed over her features. She’d been expecting to die at his hands.

      She rose, her legs trembling, trying to control her fear. She pulled a metal canister from her belt and pointed it at his face. Still defiant, even when confronted with my immense power.

      He eyed her weapon. “Purgator dust.”

      He could almost see the internal struggle written on her features—her desperate attempts to hide her fear. But even if she wore a mask of calm, there was raw terror pulsing off her—the metallic scent of cortisol and adrenaline that sent his demonic heart galloping.

      She gazed into his eyes, her stare unwavering. “It’s my job to catch monsters.”  

      Lilu, his raven, circled overhead before perching on his shoulder.

      She knows I’m a monster. Truth be told, he was probably far worse than she imagined— yet her high-handed declaration irritated him. Nothing had changed since she was a snobby little girl in the Atherton household. To her, the world was simple and ordered. Some people were simply better than others. So what if he was a monster? The Brotherhood weren’t any better. “You think I’m a monster. Why am I not surprised?”

      She hadn’t mentioned his name, and he was fairly certain at this point she had no idea who he was. The fact he was a mage was enough to provoke her disdain.

      “Well, yeah.” Her hand shook as she held the can up to his face. Something was stopping her from pushing the button. “Do you kill Hunters like me?” 

      “Hunters, yes.” A twisted part of him delighted in the fact that she was about to learn she was one of the monsters. “But not like you.” He could take her aside and explain it to her gently, but that would take the fun out of it. After all, even though he wasn’t going to rip her throat out like the redcap would have, he was still a demon. Like a cat playing with a mouse, he wanted to draw out the kill. Torture her a little bit.

      “What are you talking about?” Her eyes roamed over him, and he could see a spark of desire warring with her other emotions. A part of her wanted him—how could she not? And she hated herself for it. “You hardly seem human anymore.”

      You hardly seem grateful. “And yet I just saved your life.” 

      “I didn’t need your help.” She thrust out her chin, trying to project confidence. “I had it under control.”

      She must be joking. “That’s not how it looked. He was gnawing at your jugular.” 

      “I was lulling him into a false sense of security.”

      Her hands shook, and he almost wanted to pull her close, to soothe her.

      “I was preparing to attack,” she said.

      The streetlight glinted off her metallic ring, and his gaze flicked to fingers. Ah. Now it makes sense—a ring from the Brotherhood. It would suppress her aura entirely. “An iron ring. That’s how you stay sane.” 

      Her pulse raced below her skin. When she looked into his eyes, her heart beat faster, and her pupils dilated. Even if she was terrified, she liked what she saw.

      “What are you talking about?” she breathed.

      He stepped closer, his eyes trailing over her smooth skin, down to her heaving chest and wet clothes. Too bad Erish had murdered Alice, because he was having a hard time controlling himself. She’s Rosalind Atherton, he reminded himself. You knew her when she was four. And she’s a Hunter.

      He stared at her ring. “I want to see what happens when you take it off.”

      “I don’t take it off. Ever. It’s my good luck charm. Some people have votive candles. I have my ring to keep the monsters away.” 

      “Doesn’t work, though. After all, I’m here.” He leaned in further, past the dust, and inhaled her scent—mayflower blossoms and oaks. Rainwater streamed down her skin, and it was hard not to touch her, to make her pulse race even faster. His chest ached. Still, even if he couldn’t touch her, he could take a dark pleasure in what he was about to do. What he’d come here to tell her would completely disrupt that simple and ordered world she believed in so fervently.

      There was more than one way to make a girl’s pulse race.

      He whispered, “You need to run, Rosalind. They’re coming for you.”

      Her muscles tensed, and she clutched her weapon tighter.

      “Who’s coming for me?” Her breath was hardly a whisper.

      He enjoyed drawing this out. “The Brotherhood,” he spoke low into her ear, in his most soothing voice. “They want to watch the world burn, and you with it.”

      “Why would the Brotherhood come for one of their own?” Her voice cracked.

      This was the moment everything would change for her, and he got to witness it. “You’re not one of theirs. I know what you are. And the Brotherhood will soon find it out.”

      He cast one last glance into her stunned face, into those dark, almond-shaped eyes that struck a disturbing chord of familiarity. Her family were the architects of his torment, and they had turned his life into an unending nightmare, yet at the sight of her confusion and horror he felt no triumph. He felt something else, something deeply unexpected: a strange surge of protectiveness.

      When he looked into her eyes, the darkest recesses of his memory whispered to him. They offered up those ephemeral images—the dappled hawthorn grove, and the rush of sea grasses under his fingertips. For a moment, he longed for someone he used to be. But those sorts of thoughts led only to madness.

      As he turned, he tightened his fists, stalking into the shadows. He pushed the images deep into his mental vault. Perhaps, even for a demon of the night, beauty dwelled all over the living world. After all, demons weren’t merely creatures of death. His senses were more powerful than an ordinary human’s. He could smell the richness of the earth and see the stars’ brilliance in a way that no mortal could.

      But in Caine’s case, that sort of simple pleasure belonged to a different time, before his world had shattered. Even thinking of those idyllic days brought danger. He glanced up at the stormy night sky, trying to clear his thoughts. A spear of lightning flashed, searing the sky. The encounter with Rosalind had deeply unnerved him.

      Even if he wanted to fight it, he had an unsettling feeling that Rosalind would occupy too much of his thoughts in the near future. Her combination of vulnerability and defiance was intoxicating. In any case, he must keep his distance for his own sanity. For one thing, Erish would tear Rosalind’s spine out of her throat if the succubus sensed his fascination.

      For another, he’d seen what could happen to creatures of the night who came too close to the light. And he wasn’t going to let himself burn for her.
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      Thank you for reading this short story. If you’d like to read the rest of Caine and Rosalind’s story, please check out Magic Hunter, Book 1 in the Vampire’s Mage series.
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      Zee walked along Fifth Avenue, tugging a threadbare jacket around her thin frame. It was only three days before Christmas, and last-minute shoppers crammed the sidewalks. Holiday scents wafted through the air—roast chestnuts crackling in braziers, the piney aroma of Christmas trees stacked in neat rows against the storefronts.

      Women walked past her, their hair trimmed in fashionable bobs, with cloche hats perched on their heads at jaunty angles. Motorized automobiles honked on the street—Model Ts—or “Tin Lizzie’s” as people seemed to call them. The damn things were taking over the city, replacing the old horse-drawn carriages.

      Despite the warm gas lights and gently falling snow, Zee was on edge. As she'd walked through Midtown, the prickling sensation between her shoulder blades had grown stronger. Someone was watching her—she was sure of it.

      She paused to peer into a toy shop window, her breath warming the air in front of her face. In the glass’s reflection, she tried to catch a glimpse of anyone who might be following her, but bodies rushed behind her faster than she could track.

      By her side, a family stopped to peer at the display, the mop-haired boy breathing on the glass.

      "I want one of those cars Dada," he said loudly.

      On a small pedestal, a model of a Model-T gleamed under electric lights. A perfect facsimile of one of the full size monstrosities on the street to her right. Zee pulled her jacket even tighter, her teeth chattering.

      As the family turned to walk away, Zee followed. Somehow, she felt safe near them. They looked so cozy together, like they all belonged.

      She tried to remember what that had been like, when she'd had a family in Loukomorie, but it seemed so long ago. Back when she actually had a cozy room to spend the winter nights instead of huddling in doorways.

      She now carried all her possessions on her body: tattered shoes and a stained dress, a coat, and a pocket full of old candy. She had but one thing of value on her--the letter in her pocket that just might earn her a place to stay tonight.

      Maybe she escaped her past by moving to New York, but she hadn't arrived with a place to live.

      Frigid wind nipped at her ears as she hurried toward Central Park. As she slipped her way through the crowd, the skin on her neck prickled again, more strongly this time. Someone was definitely watching her.

      Someone with magic.

      She stopped short, and a man swore as he almost bumped into her. She ignored him, concentrating as she tried to sense the source of the spell. Unlike some fae, she couldn’t sniff out tiny feathering tendrils of magic. An aura had to be pretty powerful if she was going to pick up on it.

      Still she closed her eyes and focused her mind. The magic curled over her shoulders, thrumming along the nape of her neck. Now that is eerie.

      Her eyes snapped open, and she hurried forward, deep into the the throng of Christmas shoppers. Away from that creepy, tingling magic.

      There had been something predatory about how the spell had searched her out. And there was nothing she could do about it. Exiled from the Fae Court, she had no protections here.

      Or maybe there was something she could do about it on her own.

      As she hurried along 5th Avenue she searched for a woman about her size, and her gaze landed on a young girl hawking newspapers. Pale hair. Five foot two. Just like Zee.

      "Two cents for the latest news!" The girl called out, her voice ringing like a bell.

      Shivering, Zee crossed to her.

      "Do you want a paper miss?" asked the girl, her voice softer now. She couldn’t be more than thirteen.

      Zee shook her head, as she concentrated on the girl's face. It was like a jigsaw puzzle, taking the bits that didn't match and replacing them with her own. The girl would only feel the lightest brush against her cheek, but in moments they would exchange features.

      Zee might not be skilled at sensing magic, but glamour came to her naturally.

      "No thank you," said Zee, doing her best to disguise her Russian accent.

      The girl's eyes widened. Humans were always shocked to see their own faces staring back at them.

      Guilt tightened her chest. She hoped she hadn’t got the girl into any trouble. She hoped it would be just enough to confuse her stalker.

      Disguised as the paper-seller, she hurried away.

      She slipped back into the crowd, pulling her hat lower. As she picked up her pace, her fingers tightened around the letter in her pocket. In a looping script, Luis had written that she could find accommodation at the Plaza Hotel, but she was still at least ten blocks away.

      Behind her, a shout pierced the air, and she turned to see a group forming where the Newsie girl had stood. Zee’s heart tightened. The girl lay in the snow.

      Whomever was searching for her had found its quarry. Guilt pressed on her chest as she looked at the girl's stockinged legs stretched out on the sidewalk. But she didn’t have time to linger, with the back of her neck prickling again.

      Pushing her guilt away, she turned and ran.

      The brick was slick with sludge and frozen snow. Too bad there hadn’t been time to get winter boots before the Fae Court kicked her out of Loukomorie. Slush froze her feet in her threadbare flats.

      She didn't see the man until it was too late, slamming into him and sprawling across the sidewalk. Her head cracked against the brick, icy water soaked her neck.

      "Are you alright miss?" The blond man leaned down, offering a hand.

      But as Zee reached up to grab it, an older gentlemen knocked him out of the way.

      "My niece is terribly clumsy," he said in a dry voice. “I’ll take it from here.”

      

      “What?” Zee asked, staring into the old man’s bearded face with confusion.

      But instead of replying, the stranger launched into a spell. As if in a daze, the blond man wandered away. Zee started to stand, but within seconds, she felt invisible hands tightening around her throat, choking the air from her lungs.

      She couldn't speak, couldn’t scream. She could think of anything but the crushing pain in her lungs, and her frantically beating heart. The man reached under her lifting her from the sidewalk, his arms wrapped tightly around her.

      He carried her toward the curb. A moment later, he was shoving her into the dark interior of a car. He quietly incanted another spell, and darkness descended over her. Still, her throat was free, and she gasped for sweet air.
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      While she couldn't move, speak, or see, the spell didn't stop her from hearing. As they drove, the sounds of the city faded, replaced only by the rumbling hum of the motor car. What in the gods’ names is happening here? Adrenalin surged through her veins. Was this an agent of the Fae Court, hunting her down for vengeance? Whatever it was, she was in some deep, deep trouble.

      Eventually the car slowed, its tires crunching over gravel. When they stopped, she lay stiffly, until the man picked her up again. The winter wind whipped about her for a few moments until a door creaked, and she heard the man’s footsteps echo over a stone floor. They were in some sort of building—one where the air smelled of old wood, smoke, and wet dog. A kennel, maybe? What the hell was he planning?

      Slowly, her captor placed her on the stone, then pulled off her jacket. Her mind screamed at the feel of his hands on her shoulders, as she had no control over her body. If her muscles were still her own, she would have flinched as cold metal touched her neck. Something locked into place with a click. A collar. Bile crawled up her throat.

      She heard his footsteps move across the room, then the sound of metal creaking, slamming shut. Her pulse raced. I’m completely at his mercy.

      The man cleared his throat, then incanted another spell, as he finished the final Angelic words, vision returned to her eyes.

      She blinked, her heart thrumming. Within a dank stone room—like a bare cellar--iron bars surround her. A wavering candle stood on a wood table, but shadows covered most of the room.

      Well this is quite the situation. The iron surrounding her would prevent her from using her glamour. Or any magic for that matter. Iron was the bane of all magic, and one of the reasons why it came so naturally to the fae. They had no iron in their blood.

      Across the room the man watched her intently, scrubbing a hand over his hoary beard. "Welcome little one," he said.

      Zee crawled to her knees. "Why have you abducted me?"

      The man grinned, exposing chipped and stained teeth. He was like a monstrous Santa Claus.

      "Are you one of the Russian Fairies?" He said mimicking her accent. "I've heard the most wonderful things about Lukomorie."

      Zee stiffened at the mention of the Court of the Russian Fae. She didn’t belong to them anymore.

      The man continued, "Unfortunately I think you'll find your quarters here not quite up to your usual standards."

      "I came to New York to visit a friend, but when the Lukomorie Court learns what you’ve done with me, they’ll flay your skin from your body." Lies—complete and utter lies. The Lukomorie could not care less what happened to her anymore. But hopefully he wouldn’t realize that.

      The man’s blue eyes twinkled. "I think you'll find my accommodations far more thrilling than whatever your friend would have provided." He smiled again, his yellow teeth flashing in the light of the guttering candle.

      "Who are you?"

      "You can call me Kelley."

      "I want to leave."

      "That won't be possible," he replied. "Your services are urgently needed." The old man crept closer until he stood just outside the bars of her cage. "You and I," he whispered. "Are going to create a race of beastly angels. After all, isn’t that what humanity is—a race of angels trapped in the bodies of beasts? And now, I will express the human condition through my own creations. With your help."

      Zee pressed herself against the far side of the cage. "I'm a fae," she said trying to hide the panic in her voice. “But I don’t know how to do that sort of magic.”

      The man grinned again. "Of course. I foresaw your arrival. I have been watching you for a long time. I know more about you than you know about yourself."

      Zee's stomach clenched. If the man knew half as much as he claimed, she was was in grave danger. If her father learned that she was still alive… She shuddered involuntarily, trying not to imagine what would happen to her.

      The man's eyes narrowed. "Don’t worry, my beauty. I’ll tell you everything you need to know.” A sigh slid from him. "Well, maybe it's best if I introduce you to the other creature in our partnership."

      Picking up the candle, he walked slowly across the room. Warm light danced over another cage, and he held the candle higher. Something lay on its floor, and her stomach turned. It wasn’t even human-a dark shape covered in hair, next to a pile of old clothes.

      Her hunch has been right, this was a kennel.

      "Wake up hound," said man as he gave the cage a sharp kick.

      The animal leapt to its feet. He wasn’t an ordinary dog—he was practically the size of a horse, with enormous green eyes. He snarled, snapping at the bars of the cage.

      "Show some obedience cur," said Kelley. "I have brought you a fae."

      The hound quieted, turning its eyes to Zee. It studied her with unnerving intelligence.

      Her mouth went dry. What. The. Hell.

      "Come here boy," said Kelley. The hound didn't move. Its eyes remained fixed on Zee.

      Kelley began to mutter another spell. After a moment, light began to flicker at the hound's neck, sparking around his metal collar.

      As a low growled rose in the hound's throat as Kelley bent to unlock its cage. Slowly, with a painfully loud creaking noise, he opened it. Zee expected the hound to leap out and attack the old man, but he walked out slowly instead.

      Zee sucked in a breath. The hound was huge. At least a large as a Russian bear hunting dog. She might have even thought him magnificent, if his fur hadn't been so matted. Clearly he'd been imprisoned for a long time.

      "That's my boy," said Kelley patting the hound's head. The hound growled again. Kelley stiffened. He barked a singled word. "Feratius!"

      The hound's collar flashed and Zee felt a chill fill the room. The hound whined in pain.

      "Obey your master," commanded Kelley. The hound lowered its head submissively, and Zee could see that the fur around his neck was frosted white. It took her a moment to realize it was frozen solid.

      "This way boy," said Kelley.

      The hound followed Kelley toward a large wooden column. From the top, hung a length of iron chain. Seemingly oblivious to the hound's impressive jaws, Kelley knelt by its head and clipped the chain to the collar.

      "Stay," said Kelley before looking to Zee. "Now its your turn girl." He moved towards Zee's cage. She scrambled away from him. Kelley shook his head. "Don't make this difficult on yourself."

      Zee kept her distance from the man. Lacing his long fingers together, Kelley incanted a short spell. The collar around her neck began to glow with a pale light. Still Zee pressed herself against the back of the cage.

      "You should really come out," said Kelley softly.

      Zee didn't move.

      Kelley shook his head. "We'll do this the hard way then." There was a flash of light as he said, "Feratius."

      Zee screamed as ice closed around her throat. The collar produced a chill so cold it felt like her skin was burning. Then, as suddenly as the collar had chilled, it warmed. Zee's neck throbbed with pain.

      "If you do not obey me," said Kelley. "I will keep you in a perpetual state of agony. At least, until I decide to kill you."

      Slowly Zee crawled toward the front of her cage, her muscles shaking. “What do you want from me?” she stammered.

      “You’ll know soon enough.”

      A creak pierced the air as Kelley opened the door. When she poked her head out, he grabbed the collar with one hand, clipping an iron chain to it. A leash of sorts—as if she were dog. Her mind screamed a million insults at him. Her stomach churned.

      "This way," he said jerking her to her feet.

      The hound crouched by the wooden stake, his eyes following her every move. Kelley led her forward until he was close enough to attach her chain to the top of the wooden column—just like the dog’s.

      "Now it's time that you two were properly introduced," said Kelley with a grin. "Show her your true form."

      The hound growled at Kelley.

      "Do I need to remind you what happens if you disobey me?"

      The hound quieted, then its entire body began to tremble.

      Her heart thudding, Zee moved as far from the beast has her chain would allow. The hounds legs began to thicken and its hair retracted into its body. Zee gasped as its snout shortened, his fur replaced by smooth, golden skin, legs replaced by powerful human arms. And the face staring up at her, with his deep green eyes—well, he looked a lot like an angel himself.

      Slowly he stood, his gaze locked on her. Despite having been kidnapped by a maniac, she couldn’t stop her eyes from roaming over the stranger’s body-his strong jaw and perfectly chiseled form.

      Kelley touched Zee’s arm, and she flinched.

      "She's a pretty little thing isn't she?" Kelley asked. “Perfect for you to mate with.”

      Zee’s stomach swooped. “Mate?” she shouted.

      "I won't take a woman against her will," said the man.

      "Who said anything about her being unwilling?"

      The handsome man frowned. "You know that sort of magic is outlawed. If you--"

      Kelley laughed. "No one is coming to save you. And besides, when you have sired a race of Angels, what will it matter anyway? The old gods will quake in the face of their new masters."

      "No. I’m--"

      "Feratius!" Kelley interrupted.

      Instantly, the collar around hound's neck blazed with an icy light. He cried out, clutching it and falling to his knees. Kelley chanted another spell, and dark filaments appeared and bound his hands.

      While the beautiful man rolled on the floor in agony, Kelley slipped into the shadows. After a few moments, he returned with a thick volume bound in thick leather. He opened it slowly, then began to read. On the floor, the green-eyed stranger thrashed in pain, clutching at shining collar.

      Adrenalin blazing, Zee pulled frantically at the chain that attached her to the post. Whatever spell was Kelley planned to use couldn't be good.

      Kelley incanted the spell slowly, enunciating each word precisely. It was something about love and heat and… Gradually the room warmed.

      Zee's neck still ached where the icy collar had frozen her skin, but a sensual heat had begun to flow into her limbs, her pulse racing for an entirely different reason. On the floor the man stilled. The light shining from his collar dimmed.

      He looked up at her with piercing eyes. She took in his beauty. With thick auburn hair and a powerful build, like a Greek god. And, since he was completely naked, she could see that he was perfectly formed. In every way.

      Kelley continued to chant. An insistent warmth pulsed in her core, and she licked her lips. She wasn’t going to mate with him here, no matter what sort of magic this freak performed. But maybe she could help him.

      Zee knelt by the man running a finger around the frostbitten skin around his neck. He continued to look into her eyes, and the emerald green reminded her of the Russian forests from her youth. She traced her finger around his frozen skin, trying to warm him.

      Her awareness of the creepy old man seemed to fade into the distance, as her body seemed to swell in her threadbare gown. Now, it was just her and this beauty.

      The man straightened, leaning in to her. So close to him, she could feel the heat radiating off his perfect body. His breath warmed her neck as he whispered, "You must stop him.”

      “Stop who?” She ran her fingers through his hair, admiring its soft waves. "You're perfect," she whispered. "I've never met a human like you before."

      Where were they? She couldn’t remember. She only knew that she wanted his perfect body against hers, and that she needed him to stop talking. He smelled faintly of cloves and cinnamon.

      She pressed her lips to his, and warmth suffused her body.

      She had left everything behind to come to New York. Of course there had been no other choice. Not after what she'd done. But still she would have been so lonely.

      She kissed him harder. One hand in his hair, the other touching his chest. His nakedness left no question about his desire.

      This man didn't know her. Didn't care about her past. She needed him now.

      The man whispered in her ear, "The collar."

      Gently, he kissed her neck, and her back arched into him.

      Then, he whispered, "There's a pin at the back. You need to remove it."

      He loved her. She was sure of it.

      Her body was on fire now, and she need to quench it. There was only one way she could do that.

      She caressed his throat, running her hands along his neck. The tip of her finger caught on the pin at the back of his collar. Heat coursed through her. She ached for him.

      "The pin," he whispered.

      She would do this one thing for him, and then he’d kiss her again. She drew the pin from the collar. There was a clunk as it fell to the floor.

      The man's eyes widened. For an instant they blazed green. Then his body contorted as he pushed her aside. Kelley shouted, and the heat that had infused her was gone, fast as a storm wind snuffing out a candle. Fur spouted from the man's skin as he transformed into a black hound, mid-air.

      Kelley’s face had gone pale. "What have you done?"

      A deep growled reverberated through the kennel as the hound prowled toward the sorcerer. The beast leapt for Kelley’s neck. Blood spurted from his throat, and Zee closed her eyes.

      When she opened them, the hound had transformed into a man again. He stood in front of her, his body covered in a thin sheen of sweat.

      "Thank you," he said, "For saving me."

      He was still naked. Still gorgeous. Zee looked away her cheeks flushing. "I have no idea what just happened.”

      "He cast a powerful love enchantment. That sort of magic is forbidden by most of the gods."

      She crossed her arms. “And what was all that about angels and beasts?”

      "He thought if he was able to breed a fae with a hellhound, he would be able to create an army powerful enough to topple the gods." The man shook his head. "Angels trapped in the bodies of powerful beasts.”

      “And I’m the angel, I take it?”

      “Fae are the closest creatures on earth to angels.”

      She snorted, crossing to snatch her coat from the floor. “I don’t know about that. I may look cute, but I’m no angel.”

      “So that’s why I like you.” The man walked back to his cage. From a pile on the floor he dug out a black shirt and a pair of wool trousers. After slipping them, he pulled on a twill coat from the floor.

      He opened the door to the kennel and a cold winter breezed rushed into the room. Zee's shivered as the man stood in doorway. His shoulders framed as striking silhouette against the moon.

      "Well, are you coming?" he said at last.

      Zee’s teeth chattered. "Who are you?"

      "My name is Kester."

      “Kester,” she said. “I don’t suppose you could get me a job?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “I think we could make an excellent team.”
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      To learn more about Kester and Zee, please follow the rest of their story in Infernal Magic.
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      Isolde gazed out the window at the Innsworth mascot statue, its bronze surface gleaming in the sunlight. Their high school mascot was a fisherman, with hunched shoulders and a rain hat pulled low over his eyes.

      A storm-battered fisherman seemed an odd mascot, compared to a wildcat or an eagle. But it made sense, in a way. The only thing that set Innsworth apart from its North Shore neighbors was its excess of drowned sailors.

      Isolde glanced back at her teacher, Mr. Richard, who read a poem to the class. Couldn’t they at least talk about something relevant? Terrorists had attacked Boston a few days ago. They’d even chopped off a policeman’s head. Isolde had puked in the trashcan after watching the video.

      Mom wasn’t the only one who sounded crazy these days, with all the conspiracy theories about the terrorists. This morning, a freshman in her art class had been babbling on about witchcraft—just like Mom always did. Isolde didn’t believe in insane crap like that anymore, but when they showed heads rolling across a TV screen, a few people were bound to lose their minds.

      She closed her eyes, trying not to think about what Mom had done last Sunday. She’s getting worse. These past few days, she’d been jabbering excitedly about the twin gods of seas and storms. Apparently, they stole the souls of the unworthy from Innsworth’s coasts. Of course, those conversations were par for the course when your mom was psychotic.

      A shudder rippled up her spine. And then there was the gasoline, the flames. She lit the match. Maybe someday, I’ll be the one to—

      “Isolde?” Mr. Richard interrupted her thoughts.

      She straightened. “Yes, Mr. Richard?”

      He raised a hoary eyebrow. “You seem lost in thought. What is your interpretation of Shelley’s sonnet, Ozymandias? What does the message on the statue signify?”

      Isolde swallowed. She hadn’t been paying any attention. While the class waited, someone snickered. Think, Isolde. She really didn’t need to give her classmates another reason to pick on her, as if the stories about her mom weren’t bad enough. And Theo, the captain of the swim team, sat only a few desks away. Theo—with his golden hair and swimmer’s body.

      Scanning the poem, she twisted an auburn braid around her finger.

      
        
        My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings,

        Look on my works, ye might, and despair!

        Nothing beside remains…

      

      

      “Well, the king had a great statue made to honor himself, and he was proud of it. But now it’s shattered, and everything has gone to sh—” She cleared her throat. “—to pieces.”

      She caught a glimpse of Theo’s blue eyes. She wanted to grab his hand and run out of the class.

      Mr. Richard nodded. “And what do you think that is meant to convey?”

      Who cares? The whole world was falling apart, and Mr. Richard wanted to read about broken statues. Is it just me, or do adults always seem to have their priorities in the most bizarre places?

      The bell rang, and she exhaled. Shoving her notebook into her bag, she started toward the door after the other students, but as she approached the front of the room Mr. Richard stopped her.

      “Isolde? A word, please?”

      Mr. Richard half-sat against his desk, pulling up one leg and waiting for the students to file out of the room. The pause left Isolde with nothing to do but stare down at her short floral dress—the sleeves just long enough to hide the scorched skin on her right arm. Oh God, the burns. The thought sent a shudder of panic through her, and she struggled to school her face into normalcy.

      When the last student closed the door, Mr. Richard gazed at Isolde over the rims of his glasses. “Just wanted to check in. Is everything okay? You’ve been missing a lot of school lately.”

      What was she supposed to tell him—that her mom had descended into complete madness? Apparently, the evil sea witches were nearby, and Isolde had sinned by chanting a magic spell. And that’s why Mom had to burn her skin. It all made perfect sense, you see.

      Isolde rubbed the chalice pendant that hung from her neck on an iron chain. She shouldn’t be so hard on her mom. None of it was Mom’s fault—not really. “I’ve been sick. My mother’s been calling in to excuse me.”

      “Sick. Is that why you quit the swim team?”

      She nodded. Illness was a better reason than the truth—she didn’t want anyone staring at the mottled pink burns that snaked around her arm.

      “Is everything all right at home? I called your mom this morning about your missed classes, and she seemed—” He spread his hands wide, probably searching for a euphemism. “—distraught. She doesn’t want you to come to school.”

      He called her? This would only make everything worse. Mom had probably raved to him about undead sorcerers and the blood of gods. Anything unexpected could tip her over the edge.

      “Everything is fine,” she muttered.

      He pulled off his glasses, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I just would like to make sure that you’re not responsible for looking after someone, at home. There are services available for adults who need help. It shouldn’t be a teenager’s job—”

      “Everything is fine,” she repeated, this time more firmly, before marching out the door. He meant well, but she didn’t want him screwing with her life.

      Mom needed her. Without Isolde, she’d be left to wander Innsworth’s streets, raving about sorcery and magic. Mom had plenty of money in the bank from her inheritance, but without Isolde’s help, she’d never remember to go grocery shopping or pay the electric bill.

      Scowling, Isolde shoved open the doors to the cafeteria, an enormous square room with windows that overlooked the iron gray harbor. Tables stood in regimented rows. Close to the door, three blonde girls in varsity Fighting Fisherman jackets glared at her as she crossed the white-tiled floor to a seat by the windows.

      Isolde yanked out a flattened paper lunch bag, glancing through the glass at the placid Atlantic. She needed to keep it together. If she flew off the handle at every obstacle, she’d be just like Mom. Still, at times like this when the loneliness cut to the bone, she felt a storm roiling inside, dark and powerful.

      Pulling out her sandwich, she shivered.Something was in the air today, something that made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. The sky had an almost green hue, and her lips tasted of salt. Mom would say the storm god was coming. Mom said a lot of nonsense, ever since Gil died.

      Before Isolde could take a bite of her brie and apple sandwich, she caught a glimpse of Theo striding toward her—actually looking at her. He flashed a crooked smile before pausing at her table. “Hey, Isolde.” His cheek dimpled, and she hope she wasn’t blushing too obviously.

      “Hey, Theo.”

      “Didn’t see you at the state meet. Did you quit the team?”

      “Yes.” She never could make small talk. Not even with Theo.

      “Why? Your relay time is the best in the state. Did you get injured?”

      “A little. And schoolwork—”

      But she didn’t finish the sentence, because the next thing she heard turned her blood to ice.

      “Isolde!” The shrillness of her mother’s voice was unmistakable.

      Isolde froze, snapping her eyes shut. Maybe if she closed her eyes, her mother wouldn’t see her. It was the logic of a three-year old.

      “Isolde!” her mother trilled. “I’ve caught a sea-witch! Isn’t it wonderful? The Purgators will reward me. I will drink the blood of the true god!”

      Isolde opened her eyes. The three blondes halfheartedly covered their grins with their hands, turning to giggle with each other.

      Theo smirked. “Dude. Is that your mom? What is she talking about? And what is she wearing?”

      Cringing, Isolde turned to find her mother standing by the cafeteria doors, arms raised above her head. Revulsion rose in Isolde’s throat—and with it, guilt. It’s not Mom’s fault. Gil’s death broke her. It created this monster.

      Her mother wore a crown made of iron, red hair tumbling over a tattered crimson night gown.

      Her mother wanted to drink blood. And Isolde wanted to sink into the sea, never to be seen again.
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      Isolde rose, rushing toward the doors. She wouldn’t meet her mother’s eye.

      “Isolde!” Mom trilled.

      Eyes fixed on the floor, Isolde hurried past her mother’s outstretched hands, storming through the cafeteria doors.

      “Don you run away from me!” Her mother’s voice cut right to the bone.

      Isolde broke into a run. I need to get away from this.

      In the hallway, she ran through the empty corridors, down the front stairs, and through glass doors into the parking lot. Frustration gnawed at her. It’s not her fault, but I can’t take this anymore.

      She needed to get away from Mom, from school, from the image of the rolling head that kept flashing through her mind. She needed to get away from the late-night rants, the gasoline, the lit match. But where the hell was she supposed to go? It wasn’t like she had any money of her own.

      Outside the school’s front entrance, a sea breeze rippled over her skin, the air thick and briny. She should be back in the school, helping Mom get home safely, but she couldn’t face her right now. And what would have happened last Sunday if Isolde hadn’t been able to douse the flames? What if Mom kept getting worse? Isolde gritted her teeth.

      Maybe she’d swim out to the old lighthouse, and hole up there for a few hours. It’s what she always did when she needed to get away from the madness. Battling the ocean gave her a strange thrill, and she always felt a rush by the time she crawled her way to the island’s rocky shore. It had always seemed that the sea wanted something from her. Her life, probably. But she wouldn’t give it up without a fight.

      She hurried past the football field to the harbor, jogging by the old Victorian houses that overlooked the water. She could just about see the widow’s walk of her own home, where Mom spent the evenings drinking wine and babbling about her dead son.

      Dread welled up. Everything had changed in that one day—the day Gil had drowned.

      Crossing the street, she clenched her fists. Maybe her mother needed her, but right now, Isolde just wanted to get away before she lost her own mind. An iron fence overlooked the harbor, and she climbed over it. She jumped to the rocks ten feet below, landing hard and scratching her hands on a rough bit of stone.

      The shore was rocky and desolate, not the type of beach where people sunbathed—except, of course, for the old man who always stood at the ocean’s edge, staring at the sky. Old Cratten would make a fantastic companion for Mom. They could get drunk on the widow’s walk together, raving about auras and golden nets that caught sea witches.

      Dressed in his usual tattered wool sweater, the old man shuffled over the stones, his eyes murky and gray. “Storm’s comin’.”

      She looked at the cloudless sky. Sunlight glittered off the dusty green water. The man was obviously nuts—definitely a good match for mom. “Right. Thanks for the tip.”

      She pulled off her canvas shoes and tossed them onto a rock that bloomed with seaweed and barnacles. If I were a better person, I’d be helping Mom. It’s not her fault the world broke her.

      Closing her eyes, she strode into the sea, shivering when it reached her knees. It was probably stupid to go swimming in a dress and tights—even stupider to swim in the Atlantic in March. Then again, the island wasn’t far, and the ocean’s chill had never bothered her—just one more thing that made her a freak. She was more sea monster than prom queen.

      The sea beckoned her onward, and she stared out at the bay. A half mile from the shore, the lighthouse stood on the rocky Ten Guinea Island. Mom said Gil had drowned somewhere near the island. Isolde couldn’t remember anything about that day, and she liked it that way. If she remembered, the memories would swallow her whole. She knew that much.

      Old wooden posts jutted from the water like crooked fingers, and seagulls gathered around them. Black Rock Cove hugged Innsworth Harbor, and the lapping waves quieted her mind.

      When the water reached her hips, she dove into a wave. The bracing water rushed over her, saltwater stinging the raw skin on her arm, washing away the muck of her life. She kicked hard, swimming underwater for as long as she could hold her breath. Rays of sunlight streamed through the surface, and the pearly light shone on seaweed and minnows.

      Isolde paddled deeper into the bay, her body growing warmer. She could’ve turned me to ash, but it’s not her fault, though. Her mind has been warped by grief and confusion.

      She was halfway to Ten Guinea Island now. At least her dress was short enough that it didn’t restrict her strokes.

      As she plunged through the icy ocean, a strange memory popped into her mind. It didn’t make any sense, but she could remember it all the same. Mom would walk Isolde and Gil into the harbor, surrounded by thick mists. While the foghorn droned, they would stand in the shallow waters. And that’s where the memory got really weird. Their bodies would change into something…not human. Selkies, her mom called them. People who transformed into seals.

      That couldn’t be real, could it? She hadn’t thought about it in years, but if her earliest memories involved magic, maybe she was as crazy as Mom.

      Isolde’s arms began to ache, and she thought of turning around. Mist hung in the air, the steely sea blending with the sky, and the water grew choppier. The air thickened with the rolling fog  that enshrouded Ten Guinea Island. She could hardly see it now.

      Maybe a late-winter swim to the island wasn’t such a good idea. Taking a deep breath, she turned to head back to the shore. As the waves grew rougher, she quickened her pace.

      Whitecaps formed on the tops of the waves, and the temperature dropped sharply as gray clouds gathered in the sky. Maybe the old man hadn’t been crazy. She couldn’t even see the nearby island in this fog. Frantic, she spun around, trying to orient herself. Where exactly was the shore?

      A foghorn droned, but it was hard to determine its location.  Her pulse raced as a large wave rolled under her, and she worked her legs to stay afloat.

      She glanced up, hoping to find the sky clearing, but ashy clouds covered the sun. Their contours almost seemed to form a face—cold and unforgiving. Mom’s voice spoke in the back of her mind. The storm god is here.

      Another wave sucked her backward, pulling her into a deep trough. Her heart skipped a beat. It could only mean one thing—a rogue wave would break next.

      Holding her breath, she looked behind her. An enormous wall of water rose high above, and her eyes widened in terror. She fought against the current, dragged upward in the monster wave.  Fear shook her whole body. The storm god is here.

      Maybe Mom had been right. Maybe Isolde needed purification. Thrashing to keep herself afloat, she closed her eyes, mouthing a prayer to her mom’s favorite god. God of blood, save me!

      The ocean seemed to roar all around her when the wave broke. A thousand tons of icy water crashed over her head, forcing her under the surface. Tumbling in the black waters, she couldn’t tell which way was up or down. She kicked wildly, trying to find a way out of the watery grave. Where is the surface? Murky water pulled her deeper.

      Oxygen-starved, her lungs burned. Gil. This is what happened to Gil. There was something about the day Gil died, his legs kicking, splashing.

      She broke the surface, but salty water flowed into her lungs. The sea was heavy now, thick as molasses and dragging her under. Slowly, she drifted down, body twitching. The sea leached each breath from her lungs. Her eyes bulged.

      It was all over now. She was leaving behind the two a.m. wake ups, Mom’s holy rants. Leaving behind snickering classmates, a house full of broken trinkets, Mom holding a lit match to her arm. I’m going to die. Here. Alone.

      And that was when she choked out the words—words at once foreign and familiar. As she spoke, searing pain pierced her bones. Her spine cracked and lengthened; her limbs condensed. Just like in her memory, her body was changing.

      Am I hallucinating? Whatever was happening to her body felt familiar. When the seawater rushed over her smooth skin, it felt just like the game she’d played with Mom and Gil. The selkie game. She no longer struggled for breath.

      Isolde had either lost her life or her mind. What the hell had just happened?  She wasn’t human anymore. Was she a seal?

      It was almost impossible to process, and yet she felt free. The water seemed to flow with a low and melodious song, like choral music in a watery cathedral. Cool water rushed over smooth skin, and she took in the view of the crab and lobsters far below the sea’s raging surface. Between crimson sea urchins, undulating seagrass covered the ocean floor. For the first time in ages, euphoria bubbled through her.

      A seal. Somehow, she’d turned into a seal, and her lungs no longer burned. As if her transformed body weren’t bizarre enough, she was starting to see things. Things that didn’t make any sense.

      Up ahead, something glowed amber in the sage-green waters. She swam toward it. It was a golden net, seemingly made of light, and it had captured something dark and monstrous. An octopus. Below the creature hung another form—a human form.

      As Isolde swam closer, she glimpsed a young man, his wrists bound above his head, tangled in the gold cords. 	Her heart hammered against her ribs. The stranger stared at her, his eyes a deep green, and she stared right back. Sharp cheekbones, full lips—he was beautiful. But how the hell was he still alive down here?

      A sea-witch. Hadn’t Mom been ranting about a sea-witch trapped in a net? Isolde was just going to have to accept the fact that she had lost her mind, too. Later, on dry land, she’d try to pick apart the real from the delusional, and she’d regain her senses.

      She swam closer. A tattoo of a large octopus curved over the man’s muscled chest. Sharp cheekbones, full lips, smooth skin the color of honey—he was beautiful. He mouthed the word Help, and tiny air bubbles drifted from his lips.

      She couldn’t help him, though, not without fingers. She swam around him, careful to avoid the entrapping lines. Help. He mouthed the word again, his green eyes pleading. She wasn’t sure that she should help a witch. If they were real—and apparently they were—they were evil.

      But she couldn’t just leave him here. He looked so human and scared. She couldn’t leave him to that horrible, lonely feeling of being trapped down here.

      She’d have to transform again to free him. How had that worked in the selkie game? She’d just willed it, and she’d become human again.

      She blinked, imagining herself shifting into her human form. In the next instant, her spine snapped upward, and her limbs extended with a sharp crack. Nausea gripped her gut, and for a moment, she drifted downward. Kicking to keep herself afloat, she swam closer to the stranger, grabbing hold of his wrists to anchor herself.

      His body felt warm against hers as she worked away at the tangled net, yanking at the cords. She wasn’t going to make it before she ran out of breath. God, she wanted to breathe again. How deep was she, anyway? And how long had she been underwater?

      Pain blazed through her lungs, but she almost had the lines free, and the stranger’s eyes pleaded, Hurry. At last, she ripped the net free, now unable to think of anything except air. While she struggled to the water’s surface, she felt the sea-witch’s strong arms enfold her.

      But it was too late—her vision had already gone dark.
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      Isolde awoke with a gasp, her chest heaving. Warm blankets covered her sodden dress and tights. Air. I’m breathing air.

      Her relief was short-lived. The room pitched and swayed, and something pinched her waist. She swallowed hard. Someone had bound her to a narrow bed.

      The room had been illuminated through magic. A golden orb lit the cramped bedroom, and wood creaked as the room swayed again. She was on a ship. Despite the violent motions, the glowing sphere hung steadily above the bed, casting a dull light. The sea-witch. Are you kidding me? I tried to save him, and this is how he repays me.

      Timbers groaned as the ship heaved to the side, so far Isolde thought it would surely capsize.

      She clenched her fists, sucking in air. Was she alive? She certainly didn’t feel dead. Dead people wouldn’t feel this nauseous. Either she’d gone insane, or Mom had been right about the evilness of witchcraft.  She wasn’t sure which was more horrifying.

      Her mind raced. Was it possible that all the babbling about magical spells and evil witches was true? Maybe Mom had been right to burn Isolde’s arm. Everything Isolde had seen in the past half hour suggested that magic was  real, and it was terrifying. She’d been attacked by the storm god, turned into a seal, and then a sea-witch had lured her into his trap.

      Craning her neck, she glanced around the room. When she caught a glimpse of a rack of knives hanging on the wall, her breath caught in her throat. What was he planning on doing with those? What if the witch wanted to flay her alive? At the sight of the blades, her chaotic thoughts focused on one crystal clear objective: Survive.

      For some strange reason, her arms had been left unbound, which left her the option of freeing herself. Frantically, she yanked at the knot until it loosened.

      She pulled off the rope, but the violent pitching of the ship tossed her against a wall. After crawling back toward the bed, she clung to a leg for support. Her escape would not be easy.

      As she touched the chalice pendant at her throat, she thought of her mother’s god. If the gods were real, would her mother’s blood god protect her? Still gripping the bed with one hand, she closed her eyes, whispering a desperate prayer. God of blood. I can’t remember your name. Just help me—please. She waited. No divine hand plucked her from the ship.

      Gritting her teeth, she pushed herself up. She’d need to get to the deck and throw herself into the sea, transforming again to escape.

      She hurried to the rack, yanking out one of the knives. As she rushed out the door, the ship rolled again, and she stumbled into the hall. Leaning against a wall, she edged her way through into a narrow stairwell. Cold seawater sloshed down the steps, and she gripped the railing to stabilize herself.

      Her teeth chattered. I wish I were wearing something more substantial than a flimsy dress.

      The swim she’d embarked on today might have been the stupidest decision she’d ever made. Mom had needed her, and Isolde had just run off. On top of that, Old Cratten had warned her about the storm. Sure, he seemed insane, but maybe Isolde had been arrogant to dismiss him just because he seemed a bit strange. After all, wasn’t that what her schoolmates had done to her?

      When she neared the upper deck, she braced herself. She had no idea how many sea-witches she might find waiting on the other side of the door, ready to rip her limb from limb. Inching forward, she clung to the doorframe.

      Rain battered the deck. The skies were dark as smoke, and lightning lashed seething waves. Flashes of blue light sparked from the ship’s masts—St. Elmo’s fire. The thick scent of decaying seaweed hung in the air. Please don’t let me die out here. Death out at sea seemed so lonely.

      She took another step forward, and her heart thrummed. Before her, three sea-witches stood gathered in a circle, their bodies glowing with greenish light—pure evil. Even with the wild wind

      Their clothing belonged to a totally different century. With their colorful doublets, earrings and large belts, they looked almost like pirates, and each chanted in a strange language. It was the same language she’d used—not just to transform, but absentmindedly—right before her Mom had burned her.

      She needed to dash across the deck, but it would be hard to escape the witches’ notice if she was flailing all over the rolling, water-logged deck. She had about three heartbeats to make it across before someone spotted her. One. She stepped forward, breaking into a run. Two. She reached the ship’s edge. Three. A sea-witch gripped her arm.

      Shit. Where had he come from so suddenly? His green eyes bored into her, and she went cold. Within the next few heartbeats, he had the knife.
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      Tucking the knife into his belt, the sea-witch glared at her. Water soaked through his white shirt. “What are you doing? I secured you below deck for a reason.”

      “You kidnapped me!” she shouted through the storm, clinging to the ship’s edge for support.

      “You were drowning. I saved your life just like you saved mine.”

      “I want to get off this ship.”

      “You want to throw yourself at the mercy of the storm god?” he snarled. “Are you mad?”

      “You’re a witch! You’re all witches.” Her pulse raced, and she stepped away from him. He has the knife.

      He cocked his head, oddly calm. His eyes flashed with blue light, like St. Elmo’s fire. “So are you.”

      What? What was he talking about? “I’m not a witch. I’m a high school student.”

      “You’re a selkie.” His voice was low and rough.

      Selkie. He knew the name.

      Isolde shook her head. “No. I don’t curse or murder people.”

      “Neither do I.” He turned, looking up at the sky. The black clouds were thinning. “We’ve quieted the squall.”

      The ship’s rolling slowed, and she relaxed her grip on the wood. “You were causing it.”

      “Don’t be an idiot.” He pushed wet hair off his forehead. “You don’t seem to know anything about magic.”

      “Only crazy people believe in magic.”

      “You’ve seen it now. And you’ve done it. I guess that makes you crazy.”

      “I don’t understand. Who are you? Where do you come from?”

      “Lir. From the island of Atlantis.” He crossed his arms. “And who are you?”

      “Isolde,” she snapped. Mom would lose her mind if she knew her daughter was chatting with a sea-witch. Assuming Mom hadn’t already lost her mind.

      “What were you doing so far out to sea without a boat?”

      “None of your business.”

      The rain slowed to a drizzle. Lir’s eyes darkened. There was something feral in his gaze—something that sent alarm bells off in the primal part of her brain. Witch, her mind said. Stay away from him.

      He licked his lips. “Fine. Whatever. But if you’re going to be on our ship, you need to meet the Captain.” He turned, striding across the deck.

      Reluctantly, she followed. These creeps wouldn’t think twice about sacrificing her to their sea god.

      Lir approached the other two witches, and one of them looked her over from head to toe. His skin had the same golden tone as Lir’s, but with his dark beard and the creases around his eyes, he must be at least ten years older.

      “My brother Nod,” said Lir, pointing to him. “Captain of the Proserpine.”

      Nod gave a low bow. A ray of sun broke though the clouds, glinting off his hoop earring. “You saved my brother from the Purgators. You have my gratitude.” His voice had the same craggy edge as Lir’s.

      Lir raised a hand toward the other man, with deep copper skin and dreadlocks hanging down his back. “And this is Jacques.”

      Jacques flashed a dimpled smile. “Always nice to meet a beautiful lady.”

      Isolde’s temples throbbed. What is Nod talking about? “Who are the Purgators? My mom was shouting about them, but I tuned her out.”

      Lir shot her a perplexed look. “The witch-hunters. The people trying to kill us.”

      Witch-hunters. Like my mother. “Not us. I’m not a witch. I need to get back to Innsworth.” She tried to inject a note of authority into her voice, but her fingers fluttered nervously to her neck. She rubbed her pendant for reassurance.

      The Captain’s eyes froze on the necklace, and he stepped toward her, pointing a finger at her throat. “What is that?”

      Isolde glanced down. “My mom gave it to me. She said it was for protection. Something about the blood god.”

      Nod wrapped his fingers around it, snatching it from her throat. His green eyes swirled murky gray.

      He gripped the back of her neck, forcing the pendant against her cheek.

      She stiffened. Witch, her mind screamed. Run. Panicking, she tried to pull away from the captain. “What are you doing?”

      “I know how these Purgator charms work,” he murmured. “I was tortured with one years ago. It burns your skin when you lie.”

      Lir edged toward them. “Take it easy, Nod. She’s a selkie. I saw her transform.”

      The entire world seemed to have gone mad, and Isolde along with it. “Let me go.”

      Nod held the charm to her cheek. “Tell me if you’re one of them,” he growled. “Are you a witch-hunter?”

      She swallowed hard. “No, nor am I a witch. I’m a high school student with a shitty life, and I didn’t believe in magic until today.”

      Nod stared into her eyes for a few moments before stepping away. “Good enough for me. But we’re not taking any chances—not with Purgator trinkets.” He turned, tossing the pendant into the sea. It arced high over the helm, splashing into the water.

      Jacques eyed her. “You’re a selkie, and your mother is a witch-hunter? How does that work?”

      A breeze rushed over her soaked dress, and she hugged herself. “I don’t know anything about magic or gods. I don’t know what’s real anymore. I don’t know if I died and went to Hell, or if I’ve lost my mind and I’ll  end up wandering around the beach in a mud-splattered raincoat jabbering to myself like Old Cratten. I was eating lunch at school. My mother came into the cafeteria screaming about—” She stopped herself. She’d already told them too much. “—something. I got upset and went for a swim to get away from it all, and the next thing I know I’m surrounded by storm gods and beautiful sea witches.”

      Nod scratched his beard. “You meet us and wonder if you’ve gone to Hell? I’m not sure appreciate that sentiment.”

      Jacques cocked an eyebrow. “She said ‘beautiful,’ though. I’ll take it.”

      She shivered in the cold sea breeze. Besides the return of her sanity, what she really needed was a fireplace and a hot cup of tea.

      Lir looked her over. “Dagon’s waters chilled the girl. Let me get her some dry clothes.”

      Dagon. The name rang in her mind. She’d heard it before. Her mother used to tell stories of Dagon, the sea god. At least, she’d told those stories before Gil had drowned in his waters.

      Lir beckoned her toward the forecastle, but she remained in place. “I need to go home. I don’t belong here.”

      “We’ll figure that out later,” said Nod. “You need a hot drink.”

      The sun escaped the clouds, washing the ship in golden light. It didn’t seem quite as forbidding in the sunlight. Reluctantly, she followed Lir below deck, back into the narrow room. A hot drink, he’d said. Apart from the creepy thing that had happened with his eyes, he didn’t seem very threatening. Well, that and his knife rack. She’d be keeping an eye on that.

      In his room, Lir rolled a wooden drawer from under the bed, pulling out a cotton towel and a white shirt before handing them to her. “I doubt you’ll fit in my trousers. I’ll wait outside while you change.” He rose, leaving her alone to peel off her soggy clothes.

      She lay the tights and dress over a chair to dry, and she pulled on Lir’s shirt, which fastened at the neck with two strings and hung on her like a short dress. Flipping her head upside down, she dried her long hair on the towel.

      A few moments later, someone rapped on the door. She crossed the room in her bare feet, pulling it open. Lir leaned against the doorframe, a pewter cup in one hand. “Rum, herbal beer, and molasses. I advise against drinking it too quickly.” He nodded at his bed. “Do you want to sit?”

      “Thanks.” She took the drink from him, perching on the edge of his bed. She’d never been in a man’s room before.

      “I’ll leave you on your own. You must be overwhelmed.”

      “How old are you?” she asked abruptly. She really needed to work on her small-talk skills, though this was hardly the time to practice.

      “Eighteen.”

      “I’m seventeen.” She stared down at her cup, having already exhausted her conversational overtures. And yet, for some strange reason, she didn’t want the witch to leave.

      He pointed to her cup. “It’s fine to drink. We haven’t poisoned it, even though we’re witches.”

      Wasn’t there a legend about not eating any food in fairy lands? She wasn’t going to drink anything from these people, or she’d end up trapped here forever. “I need to get home. My mother needs my help.”

      Lir pulled out a wooden chair and sat, wrapping his hands around his knee. His fingers were tattooed with the words HOLD on one hand and FAST on the other. “We can’t turn back now. The witch-hunters are after us. We’re on a mission to Mount Acidale first. We’re picking up a recruit.”

      Her throat tightened. “Where is Mount Acidale?”

      “It’s a hidden land, connected to England.”

      Her jaw dropped. “We’re going to England? But my mother needs me. The storm, and the witch attacks. She’ll be frantic. She can’t look after herself.” What she didn’t say was, and you people scare the crap out of me.

      “What do you mean? Is she sick?”

      How could she explain it? There had never been a proper diagnosis. “She’s just a strange person. When my brother died, she lost her mind. She believes in—magic, which I guess is real. So that’s not the problem, but she needs me to make her meals, and….” She trailed off. This wasn’t sounding urgent, and maybe she needed to reevaluate Mom’s sanity anyway. “Are auras real?”

      “Yes. They’re created when magic is conducted. The more powerful the magic, the stronger the aura.”

      A weight on her chest began to lift. It all made sense. Isolde had been been zoning out, muttering in that strange language, when Mom had burned her skin. Isolde must have retained some of the old spells she knew, deep in her subconscious. Her mother had only been protecting her from the terrifying world of magic.

      She yanked up her sleeve. “So when my mom burned off the aura, she wasn’t just being crazy. She was burning the evil away.”

      Lir stared at her wrist, and when his eyes darkened again, the hair rose on the back of her neck. He rose and sat next to her on the bed. At the swirling darkness in his eyes, her skin raised into goose bumps, and she wanted to run. But he reached out, gently raising her wrist, his fingers warm and soft.

      She swallowed hard. What is he doing?

      Lir closed his eyes, muttering in the strange language that had so enraged her mom. A tattooed hand hovered over her arm. As the puckered, pink skin smoothed over to porcelain, she gaped at her arm.

      He was a witch, but at his gentle touch, she felt a little bit of the ice in her chest begin to thaw. “You healed me.”

      He let her wrist fall. “You can’t burn an aura off with fire. Maybe your mother was right about some things, but lighting youf arm on fire wasn’t one of them. You’re a witch, and you’ll always be a witch. Only death will stop that.”

      She shivered. “But I’m not like you. In your eyes, I can see something—not human.”

      “No. You’re not like me. The sea-witches have Dagon’s power. You’re just an ordinary, human witch. I’m tainted by a demon. At least, that’s what your mother would say.”

      She sighed. “When we were younger, she’d take me to the shore. We’d swim through the sea foam, past the breaking waves. We spoke magical words and transformed into seals. I thought it was a game.” She could remember other things now, too: A spell for lighting candles, one for growing flowers, and one for tidying rooms. “And then my brother drowned in the harbor. And she started talking about a blood god. She said we were impure, that the gods would kill us.”

      “Your mother converted. She became a follower of Blodrial—the one god who hates magic. The witch-hunters burn the impure. They ruled the land centuries ago, but they’ve lost power over the years. Until now. After the witch attacks in Boston, they could rise again.”

      “My mother doesn’t know what she’s doing.”

      “I’ll admit I don’t know a lot about mothers. But from what I understand, mothers are supposed to take care of their children, and not the other way around.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Cool, salty air rippled over Isolde’s bare legs as she leaned on the boat’s starboard gunnel, staring at the moonlight that glinted off the water. Lir had said you couldn’t burn the demons away. He’d said that her mom might have been right about the existence of magic, but that didn’t make her sane. So who was Isolde supposed to trust?

      All she knew was that she was sick of being responsible. She gripped the pewter cup of warm black strap, taking a long slug. It burned her throat going down, and it had a sweet, herbal aftertaste—almost medicinal.

      Lir had said mothers were supposed to take care of their children, not the other way around. But that hadn’t been the case for Isolde. Even before Gil had died, he’d always been sick. Vomiting, fatigue, the endless hospital visits, the perplexed doctors…. Mom had to spend spent countless hours in the hospital, moving from one doctor to the next to try to get a real diagnosis. Even then, Isolde had to take care of herself.

      After Gil had died, Isolde would come home to find her mother drinking champagne at four in the afternoon, hammering away on the baby grand piano. Once, Isolde had returned from school to find that flames from one of the iron candelabra had ignited the old drapes. Though the room filled with smoke, Mom had just lain on the chaise lounge, painting her toenails red.

      Even if Isolde had managed to make a friend at some point her life, she’d never have been able to invite them over to the dusty old mansion. Strange oil paintings covered the walls—chalices, a bleeding Roman soldier, a wolf. Old, matted seal pelts hung on the wall. Mom rarely changed out of her silky bathrobes, and if Isolde didn’t cook for her she’d consume nothing but coffee ice cream and wine.

      Isolde took another sip of the strong drink. Behind her, footsteps sounded on the deck, and she turned to see Captain Nod.

      He stared at the moon. “Of cloudless climes and starry skies; And all that's best of dark and bright.” He smelled of pipe-smoke.

      “Very pretty words.” Her head was spinning slightly. Waves lapped against the side of the vessel, and she looked up at the towering masts. The ship must’ve been at least a hundred years old. She took another sip, and the drink made her feel lighter. “It’s a gorgeous old ship.”

      “It is. And we live in beauty under the unchanging North Star.” He closed his eyes, muttering in the magical language. Fiddle music began filling the air—distant at first before it swelled.

      Nod pulled the drink from her hand, emptying it in one gulp. “I’ll get you another. Do you dance?”

      “No.”

      “Do you do anything fun?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “No. I’m not good with people.”

      “You don’t need to be good with people to dance.” He grabbed her hand, spinning her across the deck. She tried to keep up over the ship’s bobbing, tried not to think of the dark look in his eyes when he’d grabbed her necklace.

      When the music changed to a waltz, Jacques cut in. As he twirled her over the deck, Isolde’s head spun until the music slowed again.

      Lir stepped forward with a low bow, she could feel her cheeks flushing. Suddenly self-conscious, she tugged the hem of his shirt lower over her legs before slipping her hands into his.

      His warm hand rested on the small of her back, and he smelled of oak and salt. She smiled, for the first time in ages, as he led her across the deck, her bare feet skimming over the wooden boards.

      She danced until her legs ached, and then she dropped to the deck. Lir sat beside her, leaning back on his palms. She no longer really cared that they were sailing away from Innsworth. It no longer felt like home.

      “What is it you’re getting in Mount Acidale?” she asked.

      “Recruits for the Proserpine. Our crew has grown small. There’s just the three of us. Two others are sailing to Russia to find crew members.”

      She stared up at the starry sky. “I don’t imagine that it’s hard to find people to join you.”

      He frowned. “It’s not that simple. Most of our recruits don’t make it. Dagon claims their souls.”

      “My little brother drowned in the harbor. Is he with Dagon?”

      Lir gazed at her a moment before replying. “I’m sorry. I don’t know.”

      “What would a god want with souls?”

      “The earthly gods are condemned to spend eternity in the seas, in the moon, in the fires in the center of the earth. They believe if they can harvest human souls, they can reduce their sentences. They’d be free again.”

      She rubbed her arms. “And you had to face Dagon to become a sea-witch?”

      “We all did. It isn’t pleasant. He shows you things you don’t want to see.”

      She still didn’t understand where these sea-witches had come from. Why had she never heard of them? “Where are your parents?”

      “The sea-witch women live on an island. Atlantis. It’s glamoured, so ordinary people can’t find it. The women raise us until the age of five, and then we join a ship’s crew. Once we reach fourteen, we face Dagon. And if he lets us live, we gain his power.”

      Ah. That explained how Lir was able to move so quickly and breathe underwater. “I’d want to join, too, if I didn’t have to return home.”

      “I wouldn’t advise it. For every ten recruits, Dagon takes nine of their souls.”

      Those aren’t good odds.

      Lir lay on his back, folding his arms behind his head. “I don’t think you should return to Innsworth, either,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because your mother lit you on fire.”

      What else was she supposed to do? And anyway, it wasn’t Mom’s fault that tragedy had warped her mind. Isolde sighed. She didn’t want to think about any of that now.

      She glanced at Lir. With his full lips and strong body, he looked like a Greek god, and she tried not to stare.  Tentatively, she lay next to him, her arm brushing his. Ever since he’d given her his shirt and a hot drink, all the terror she’d felt before had washed away. It was nice to have someone looking after her for once.

      “You keep saying that I’m a selkie. What’s a selkie?”

      “Every witch has a familiar. It’s an animal that can speak to you in your mind, and help you on your journey of magical knowledge. Mine is an octopus who swims along with the Proserpine. Same for Nod. Yours is a seal.”

      “You’re telling me that somewhere out there, there’s a seal who can speak in my head?”

      “Exactly. And when you so desire, you can transform into her shape. Like you did today. That’s what a selkie is.”

      Isolde frowned. “Why have I never seen her?”

      “I don’t know. You don’t remember meeting one in the sea?”

      She could remember something, in the distant haze of her early memories. Swimming freely through the icy Atlantic, a creature by her side. But there was something about the memory that warned her away—something that sent a chill down her spine. “My mom put seal pelts on our wall,” she said, trying to change the subject. “Maybe a tribute.”

      “Your mother is a witch hunter. She may have…disposed of your familiars.”

      An image flashed in her mind—Mom grinning, her arms covered in blood. Isolde’s stomach turned a flip, and she pushed the thought under the surface.

      The smell of tobacco floated on the briny wind. On the other side of the deck, Nod smoked a pipe and laughed with Jacques.

      “I have nowhere else to go, except Innsworth.”

      “We can take you to Mount Acidale. I have a friend in a coven there. She’ll help you out. And we’ve got a bit of gold to spare.”

      She stared at him. “You’d do that for me?”

      “You saved my life.”

      It was a fairytale. She could never leave Mom, but she was happy to live with the dream for a few moments. Smiling, she lay down again, gazing at the unchanging North Star.

      After a time, she closed her eyes. When she slept, she dreamt of her mom, flinging gasoline at Isolde’s arm, lighting a match.

      But what she found when she awoke was even more horrifying.
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      Someone gripped her arms. Another set of hands shoved a rag into her mouth, gagging her. The witches? Lir wouldn’t do this, would he?

      “Tie her to the mast.” It was a woman’s voice.

      Mom’s voice.

      As rough hands bound her to the mast, Mom stepped in front, heels clacking on the wood. Moonlight shone off her iron crown.

      Beyond her, Isolde could see the three sea-witches, bound to the mainmast, their skin covered in blood-red powder. They convulsed in agony. What the hell is happening?

      Mom edged closer, inspecting her daughter’s face. “And how did you find yourself on a ship full of witches? Practicing magic again, were you?” Her voice sounded different. Sharper.

      “I know she’s your daughter.” One of the men stepped to Mom’s side. He wore a black suit, and his white hair gleamed like a beacon in the night. “But Blodrial would want us to burn her, along with the ship.”

      Isolde’s heart thudded. Burn me?

      Mom cocked her head. “Let her speak first.”

      The white-haired man ripped the rag from her mouth, and Isolde gasped. “Mom! What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

      “The chalice pendant that you tossed into the sea. It allowed me to track you. Imagine my surprise when I discovered you among the very sea-witches I was trying to trap.” Moonlight danced in her eyes. “I’ve told you a million times, but you never listened. Blodrial gives me power. Dagon never did. I tried. I tried to appease the sea god, but it wasn’t enough.”

      “What are you talking about? What do you mean you tried to appease Dagon?” She usually tuned her mom out when she rambled about gods and magic, but even know, when Isolde knew these things were real, it still didn’t make sense.

      Her mother nodded briskly to the sea-witches. “Is one of those men your lover? He can’t fight for you now. Blodrial’s dust burns the evil from them.” She smiled. This cool, controlled woman seemed so different from the mother she knew.

      “I went out into the harbor for a swim,” said Isolde. “And the storm hit. I turned into a—” Something told her not to mention the seal thing. She would say whatever they wanted to hear, and they didn’t want to hear about magic. Anything to escape burning. “—I passed out in the water. When I awoke, the witches had kidnapped me. I’m so glad you came to rescue me.”

      Her mother reached around the back of her own neck, unfastening a chalice pendant. Steeping closer, she pushed it against Isolde’s cheek, just as Nod had done. “Let me ask you one more time. Did you join this ship willingly?”

      “No,” she breathed. “I was unconscious. They tied me to the bed, and I awoke here.”

      Glaring, her mother pulled the pendant from Isolde’s cheek. “Fine. Untie her. She comes with us. Burn the others.”

      Isolde’s knees nearly gave way. Her mother and the two psychotic men were going to incinerate the whole ship—the sea-witches with it. She glanced at Lir, and she saw a flash of metal. His knife. He was sawing through the ropes, but one of the Purgators was already stepping near, a flask in hand. When the man poured a clear liquid onto the sea-witches, the scent of gasoline wafted through the air.

      Isolde’s entire body shook. She turned, gripping her mother’s arm. “You can’t do this. Are you insane? They’re human beings.”

      Her mother wrenched away. “I beg to differ. They’re demons, Isolde. I’ve told you all this before, but you thought I was crazy. Honestly, you really never listen.”

      The white-haired man struck a match. Panicking, Isolde rushed him, knocking him to the ground.

      “Isolde!” Her mother shrieked.

      Something cracked the back of her head. Pain seared through her skull, and her vision went dark.
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      Isolde opened her eyes, blinking in the murky water. Sinking. It was getting darker and she could feel the pressure building in her ears. Isolde tried to kick her legs, but something bound them. Her hands were tied, too, and a cloth gagged her mouth. Had her mother done this?

      Deep within the icy waters, there was something she didn’t want to face, something that made her stomach churn with dread. That day on Ten Guinea Island…. She thrashed, trying to free herself. With the gag in her mouth, she couldn’t speak the magic words that would transform her. She held her breath, her heart hammering against her ribs.

      Below, something moved in the depths—a flash of slick skin and long appendages. Primal fear shook her entire body and she thrashed wildly in her bonds. Get out of here.

      Dagon would dredge up everything she wanted to forget—Mom with a lit match, Gil’s little feet kicking in the water, the painful, gnawing loneliness of waking up early and watching the sun rise while the rest of the world slept. Mom’s expression in the hospital, switching from grief-stricken to exultant as soon as the doctors had left the room. But why? Why would she have been happy in the hospital after Gil died?

      Dagon’s large, black eyes sent terror shooting through her. Gil’s feet kicking. Why did she remember Gil’s little feet kicking? He’d drowned in the harbor, hadn’t he? He would have been deep underwater. It had been an accident.

      Dagon drew closer, and she tried to rip herself free. She whimpered through the gag.

      Gil’s feet kicking. That day on Ten Guinea island. Mom had seemed different that day, on edge. Mom’s arms, holding him under while he kicked. It hadn’t been an accident. She'd been muttering about Dagon, about giving him a sacrifice to gain his power. Mom had held him under. She’d murdered him. The sacrifice hadn't worked, but at his funeral, she’d basked in the attention, secretly smiling when she thought no one was looking.

      For an instant, white hot rage flared through Isolde, but her body was losing the battle against the sea. She stopped thrashing, sinking into Dagon’s embrace. It was pitch black and completely still in the depths, like she was floating in a void. An arm slithered across her cheek. She clamped her eyes shut, water seeping around the gag and filling her lungs. Mom murdered Gil. She’d known it all along.

      With a long, slimy arm, Dagon tore the gag from her mouth. Isolde’s eyes snapped open, and she choked out the spell. As her body transformed with the snapping of bones and lurching of organs, she ripped through the remaining bindings. Dagon had freed her.

      She raced toward the surface. When her head breached the waves, she shifted into her human form again. The water around her seethed. Grasping for a rope ladder on the side of the boat, she coughed up a lungful of saltwater. The ship rolled. Lir appeared at the edge, reaching out to hoist her onto the deck.

      Gasping, she hacked up seawater, and Lir held her in a tight embrace. He was carrying her somewhere. The rain battered her face, and she coughed up another lungful of ocean. Gripping her in one arm, Lir scaled the rope ladder attached to the mainmast with an inhuman grace, carrying her along with him until she caught her breath again.

      Below, her mom screamed “Isolde!” The sound of her voice made Isolde’s stomach heave. Murderer.

      “What’s happening?” Isolde shouted over the storm, slipping out of Lir’s grasp to climb alongside him. She clung tightly to the ropes.

      “I cut through the Purgator’s rope and we jumped into the sea to wash off the dust. That gave us our powers back. Nod’s trying to drown the Purgators. But you need to stay clear of the deck.”

      They reached the top of the mainmast, and she pulled herself into the crow’s nest, clinging hard to its edge as the ship pitched.

      Lightning speared the dark sky. Below, Mom was holding out her chalice, chanting in Latin while flanked by the two other Purgators. The two pirates’ bodies trembled, but Nod chanted a spell of his own. Despite being soaking wet, the pirates’ clothes were smoking, and the smell of burning hair filled the air. Mom is going to incinerate them.

      “Stop!” Isolde shouted. Rage boiled away her fear, and she no longer cared that she was about to die. Mom never loved anyone. Lir put his had to her mouth and pointed out to sea—an enormous wave rolled toward them, ten stories high. “Lir,” she screamed.

      “Hold on.”

      The wave slammed into the ship, and Isolde gripped the edge of the crow’s nest. The ship swayed so far the side they were almost parallel to the water, but Lir’s arms encircled her, holding her tight to the mast. Below her, seawater crashed over the deck, knocking the Purgators off their feet. Her mother’s head smacked against a cleat, and Isolde watched in horrified fascination as the wave dragged her mother into the dark sea.

      Isolde’s body trembled, and she gaped at the sight of her mom flailing in the churning waters. At least she was conscious. Though, with a jolt of horror, Isolde realized that part of her wished Mom was drifting into the murky sea to face Dagon. She murdered Gil. She offered him up to the sea god in the hopes of gaining power.

      The ship’s violent swaying began to still, and the ocean grew calmer.  Isolde bent over, dry heaving.

      “Are you all right?” Lir asked.

      Isolde nodded.

      “Let’s get back down to the deck. We’ll decide what we need to do with the Purgators.”

      With Nod no longer chanting, the storm had abated, and they climbed down the shrouds with relative ease. On the deck she followed Lir to the mainmast, her legs trembling. Nod and Jacques eyed her, both still catching their breath.

      Lir draped an arm around her, and she curled into his warm body.

      “Two of the Purgators are dead,” said Nod.

      “Is my mom one of them?” A tendril of dread curled through her. Maybe she wanted her mom dead. Mom had murdered Gil, and she'd murder her daughter, too. She’d never loved her children.

      Dagon had forced Isolde to remember everything she wanted to forget. All these years, her mother had been playing her—feigning insanity just to get attention, so Isolde would take care of her.

      Nod shook his head. “We spared your mother. She's swimming back to her boat. She'll be able to radio the coast guard.”

      Isolde exhaled with relief. As the morning sun escaped the clouds, staining the sky crimson, she squinted, just catching a glimpse of her mother swimming toward a yacht. Isolde's entire body ached, and she stumbled below deck to curl up in a bed and sleep.
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      When she awoke, Lir was bringing a mug of hot tea into the room. She blinked her bleary eyes, trying to clear her head.

      "You swallowed a lot of water earlier. Lungwort tea will help soothe your pipes.”

      She sat up. “I was worried you’d burn."

      "I was worried you'd drown."

      "Dagon saved me.”

      He smiled, sitting next to her on the bed. “That wasn’t Dagon. Dagon is significantly more terrifying.”

      “What do you mean? Dagon was there, with his horrible slimy arms.”

      Lir cocked an eyebrow. “That was my familiar, Batharos. I won’t tell him what you said about him.”

      “But he showed me all the things I didn’t want to remember. He showed me my mom murdering my brother. I remember everything now. She held him under, and then she lapped up all the attention at his funeral.”

      Lir’s golden complexion paled, and he shook his head. “Those were your memories. If you’d faced the sea god, you’d either be dead, or demonic.”

      She wasn’t demonic. She didn’t feel any stronger. But she did feel different—free. “Tell Batharos I said thanks.”

      “Do you still plan to return to Innsworth?”

      A ray of milky sunlight gleamed through the window, and she took a sip of her drink. “Tell me again about Mount Acidale.”
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      Thanks for reading, and you can check out our reading list here!

      https://www.cncrawford.com/faq/
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