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Chapter One

Stygian Attis had not planned to kill anyone on his first solo mission for the Riven.

His boss, Starry Mandrake, had finally deemed him ready, a title few as young as he had ever earned. Men his age rarely possessed enough discipline and self-control to hold themselves back from killing those they hunted, but Stygian’s entire life had been about discipline and self-control. His grandfather had made sure of that.

Stygian still had the scars to remind him of his lessons.

He was determined to prove Starry right, to make her proud. It was the least she deserved after saving his life.

The voices in Stygian’s head were louder than usual, urging him to hurry. The slivers of ancient souls seemed restless, excited.

Something was going to happen tonight. Something big.

Prophecy.

The word rolled around in his mind, taunting him.

He knew prophecy was real. He believed. He just didn’t believe that it could touch someone like him. He was no one—barely more than a kid, which was something his allies loved to remind him.

Still, he had a gut feeling that whatever was coming next would change everything.

At twenty-two, he was eager for it. Bring on the bad guys, let them come at him from all sides. He’d trained for this moment from the time he could hold a weapon. He’d taken more beatings than most hunters twice his age, though, perhaps not in the same way. He knew he was tough, that he could survive almost anything.

He was ready.

The night was cold and clear. Winter had a chokehold on the upper Midwest as if it was determined to strangle the life from it before spring could come to the rescue. He was in a quiet suburb of Milwaukee. The last snowfall still gleamed across the landscape where the filth and slush of traffic couldn’t reach it.

He’d left his ride a few blocks away. The voices were whispering in his head—fragments of shattered souls he carried—but he couldn’t hear them clearly over the sound of the engine. He needed to be on foot, in the stillness of the cold, dry air.

He needed to listen.

Find her. Save her. This voice was faint. Weak. It struggled to be heard over the rasp of a much louder voice urging him in an entirely different direction.

Kill her.

Stygian wasn’t going to kill anyone. Both Starry and his grandfather had drilled that into his head. If he killed one of the Vires, he’d absorb their shards—the splintered, twisted souls they carried.

If he killed them, he could become like them.

He’d seen what those people could do often enough to know that he couldn’t let them infect him. The darkness he’d already inherited shortly after his birth was enough of a burden to bear.

He walked quietly through the deserted streets, his footfalls light so he could hear whispers guiding him where to go.

All the shops in this quaint, gentrified part of town were closed for the night. Most of them were little boutiques, salons and cafes. The only lights left on inside were those meant to ward off thieves and anyone desperate enough for warmth to break in.

No one else was around. It was too cold to be out. Sane people were at home, eating dinner or watching TV.

Above him, stars shone down between streetlights. The air smelled of woodsmoke. Lazy plumes of mist curled from his nostrils, evaporating instantly in the dry air.

He was close. He could feel his shards’ excitement growing. Whatever he was here for, he would soon find it.

Stygian reached into his coat pocket and wrapped his fingers around the butt of his Glock. The gun was a risk, but he’d spent hours learning how to incapacitate, rather than kill. He knew where all the major arteries were, and how to avoid them in a moving target.

It didn’t hurt that his shards allowed him to see an attack coming an instant before it happened.

He had already taken down three of his enemies, who now resided inside prison cells far more comfortable than they deserved.

It was strange to him that his enemies lived an easier, more pleasant life than he’d known while his grandfather had been alive. The killers had beds, clean clothes, plenty of food. They were given books to ward away boredom and never had to fear physical harm.

They were protected.

Stygian wondered if they knew what a luxury that was.

A strange, scratching sound floated on the frigid air. There was a loud squeak, like an animal’s scream, and then a soft, exhausted sob.

A woman’s voice.

He rounded a corner that led into a service alley. The pavement was pockmarked with potholes filled with frozen slush. The alley was narrow, running behind a spa and a barber shop. The back of the alley was bordered by a sagging chain link fence choked with winter-dead brush. Behind that was a larger building with its lights still on. A library.

An old Volvo sat beside a dumpster. Its engine was running. Steam curled up from its tailpipe. The front doors were wide open. Hanging out of the passenger side was a young girl with long, blond hair. Her feet were still on the front seat. One of her tennis shoes had fallen off. Her arms were stretched out toward something he couldn’t see.

Her head was barely attached to her body.

The flesh was ragged and torn, like it had been chewed by gnarled teeth. Steam curled up from a pool of blood that was already beginning to freeze beneath her.

Stygian had seen plenty of blood in his lifetime—much of it his own. He’d seen death. He’d seen violence. But somehow, seeing this girl who couldn’t have been out of her teens lying dead in the alley hit him hard.

He sucked in a cold breath that tasted like her blood.

That scratching sound came again, and this time he could tell it was close.

He eased toward the girl as he pulled out his Glock.

A high, feminine whimper rippled through the air only to be driven away by a gust of artic wind.

Hurry! The voice warning him was so urgent, it punched his heart to speed its beat.

No more time for stealth. He had to move.

He rushed the last few feet down the access road leading to the alley. He turned his body as he cleared the corner of the building to find the source of the sound.

In his mind, he saw what was there an instant before he laid eyes on it.

There was a giant, furry creature there, the size of a mountain lion. It was in the shadows, too dark to see exactly what it was, but he knew it wasn’t good. It wasn’t natural.

The creature was dragging a woman’s limp body down the dark alley, away from the dead girl.

Stygian lifted his gun and fired. The bullet bounced off of the thing’s thick hide, but it dropped the woman and ran, letting out a pained scream as it went.

Stygian gave chase, but only made it a few yards when a woman’s voice stopped him cold.

“Please,” she said. “Help me.”

He looked down at the poor woman who lay limp and motionless on the dirty pavement. She was face down. Her hair was wet with blood. Her puffy coat was shredded. More blood wet the fluff spilling from her coat. There were deep gashes in her skin. He could see chewed flesh between her shoulder blades, all the way down to her spine.

The arms of her coat were bloody tatters. She’d tried to fight, to save herself and the girl. The blood and fur under her torn fingernails told him that much.

He knelt down, but didn’t put away his gun. The Vires liked to play games. He didn’t trust them not to pretend to be injured so he’d let down his guard—another painful lesson learned by his grandfather’s hand.

Slowly, Stygian reached down and eased her onto her back.

As soon as he saw her mangled face, he knew she wasn’t pretending. He could see the ragged bite marks in her cheeks, the pain and fear welling from her eyes. Blood covered her features, flowing in sluggish streaks down into her hair.

He thought she might have been pretty once, before her flesh had been ravaged and painted in blood. The wrinkles around her eyes told him she was older, maybe in her late forties.

“My baby,” she whispered through clumsy lips. Tears streamed openly down her temples, taking with them drops of blood to stain her pale hair. “It killed my baby.”

Stygian steeled his heart against this woman’s grief. He had been trained not to let emotions rule him, not to let them cloud his judgment.

He was glad for that training now and the armor it offered.

His voice was steady and empty of warmth when he said, “I’m sorry.”

Why wasn’t she trying to sit up? Her injuries were extensive, but she wasn’t bleeding out, though he supposed she still could if he didn’t slow the bleeding.

Was she in shock? Was she too overwhelmed by grief to move?

He didn’t think it was an act. His power to see a moment into the future showed him no signs of attack.

Stygian slid his gun back into his pocket and pulled off his stocking cap. He pushed it beneath her and used it to apply pressure to the worst of her wounds—a savage gash along her spine.

She didn’t even grunt in pain.

“Please, help me,” she said.

“I’ll call an ambulance. Just hang on.”

“No!” she said too quickly. “My daughters. He’s going to go after my daughters.”

“Who is?”

She didn’t answer his question. “No time.” Her gaze moved to the body of the young girl half in, half out of the car. “I can’t lose them too.”

Tears fell from her eyes faster now.

Stygian shifted his position to block the woman’s line of sight to the dead girl. No mother deserved to see that—not even one as cowardly as his own.

“Please, help me,” she begged.

His heart squeezed before he could stop it. Sympathy would do him no good. He was amazed that every last drop of it hadn’t been beaten out of him, that there was any left for him to give.

He had to stay strong, emotionless. He couldn’t let himself be affected by this woman’s pain. “What do you want me to do?”

She met his gaze and there was a fierceness there that snagged his attention and refused to let go. “Kill me. Now. Before it’s too late.”

He recoiled, moving physically away from her in his shock and revulsion.

“I can’t.”

Kill her, a voice inside of him whispered.

Save the girl, chanted another.

“You have to. There’s no time. I’m paralyzed. Even if I don’t die, I won’t be able to protect my girls.” She sobbed, choking. “My sweet Harmony. She was never meant to sing alone.”

The woman was delirious now. From her injuries or grief? From the cold?

It hardly mattered. She wasn’t making any sense.

The woman gathered herself with a visible force of will. “I know what you are. I know what you have inside of you. I can see it.”

She meant his shards.

The splintered souls he carried bristled with unease.

Kill her, rasped one of them.

Save the girl! shouted the loudest.

“My girls won’t survive the night without what’s inside of me. You have to kill me. I can’t do it myself—can’t move. Please.”

He’d been trained not to kill because if he did, he could inherit the shards of others. But if this woman had an heir—a daughter—then those shards would go to her instead of him.

Kill her!

Save her!

Kill her!

Hurry!

He couldn’t. He wouldn’t.

“I know what you’re thinking—that you can’t do it. But you can. You’re strong. I can see it in your eyes.”

“There has to be another way,” he said, sounding younger and less experienced than he believed himself to be only moments ago.

“There isn’t. The Vires are after my youngest girl. She can’t fight without what’s inside of me. Can’t survive. He already killed one of my girls.” A sob splintered her voice and sent the pitch soaring. “Please, don’t let him take another. Please.”

“I can’t.”

“You can. You must. I’m dying anyway, just not fast enough to save my baby.” Desperation trembled through every word she spoke. Tears streamed from her eyes, leaving clean paths through the blood at her temples.

Kill her!

Save her!

“Please. Save my daughters,” she begged.

Stygian tried to imagine what it would have been like to have a mother who loved him so much she’d sacrifice her life, rather than one who’d killed herself to escape him.

In the end, that was the thing that changed his mind. These girls—wherever they were—had a mother this loving and selfless. Who was he to steal that gift from them because he was a coward, because he was squeamish, because he was trying to follow the rules?

His grandfather had raised him to be hard and cold for a reason. Maybe this was it. Maybe this was how he served.

He’d never considered himself a killer, but every killer had a first time. Maybe this was his.

“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice frigid steel.

The relief that crossed her face was palpable. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

“You could live. I could take you to a hospital. It doesn’t have to end like this.”

“And yet somehow, I always knew it would.” She pulled in a shuddering breath. “It’s okay. I’ve prepared for this. I’m ready.”

“Tell me again that you’re sure, that you want to die.”

“I’m sure. I want to die so my girls can live.”

Something in his chest shifted, hardened.

“Okay then,” he said, his words as quiet as a grave. “I’ll do it.”

“Thank yo—”

Before she finished, he fired a round through his coat, into her head. He didn’t even pull his gun from his pocket first.

He didn’t want her to see it coming and feel even a moment of fear.

She was gone in an instant, before the echo of his shot finished settling in the darkness. Blood seeped out under her broken skull. Her sightless blue eyes stared at the cold stars.

A woman as selfless as she was deserved better than this—better than a bloody death in an alley with the corpse of her daughter nearby—but in the world of the shards, this was as good as it got.


Chapter Two

Tulsa, Oklahoma, eight years later

Stygian Attis had spent his life fighting the Vires, but he’d never had to kill one in his own bedroom before.

He paused with his hand on the doorknob. His power to see a moment into the future told him what he’d find as soon as he opened the door, but it didn’t explain how he sensed that the next few steps he took would alter the course of his life forever.

Anticipation of the kill hummed in his veins. His limbs relaxed and loosened as they prepared for a fight. Combat was his domain, and he welcomed it like an old friend.

He wasn’t alone inside this industrial-building-turned-home they called Asgard. There were half a dozen others here that he could have summoned to help him fight. Just behind him, in the open area that served as living, dining, exercise room and kitchen, he could hear the voices of his allies as they shared a meal. All he had to do was wave a hand, and in seconds, he’d have backup.

But that wasn’t what he wanted. He preferred to hunt alone, to kill alone, to be certain that the power he’d find on the other side of his bedroom door would be his for the taking.

The selfish nature of the thought gave him pause, but not for long.

His prey was waiting.

As silently as he could, he eased the door open and slipped inside. He considered going for his Glock, but when it came to killing the bad guys, bare hands were so much more personal, and far more satisfying.

He hadn’t allowed himself to kill for a long time. Disabling, maiming and capturing? Definitely. But no killing. The risk was too high. He already had more voices of dead people in his head than he wanted. He wasn’t going to willingly invite any more in to add to the noise.

But the intruder was on Stygian’s territory. In his room, only feet from those he protected. Because of that, he could allow tonight to be an exception to his murder-free policy.

A voice he could barely hear whispered to him that there had been too many exceptions over the years.

He ignored it.

A slim, dark shadow glided past his open window. Lightweight curtains billowed against the cool breeze outside, drawing attention to their movement. The scent of spring flowed through the space and caressed his cheek as it passed. A faint, golden light filtered in from the exterior security lights and outlined the intruder.

Stygian stopped, going utterly still. Even his breath laid trapped inside his lungs as his shock settled to surprise, and then to curiosity.

The intruder was a woman, her femininity unmistakable, even in the shadows. She was almost waiflike in build, with her breasts pressed flat under her tight, black hoodie. Clinging black jeans hugged her hips and legs, highlighting every curve and hollow. A supple hood was pulled up over her hair, obscuring her face.

She moved without a sound, flowing like smoke, from his closet to his dresser as if looking for something.

Not just an intruder, but a thief.

Stygian had learned at a young age not to place much value on possessions. He had few, and those he did have weren’t worth stealing. He didn’t even bother locking the door to his quarters here at Asgard when he was out in the field hunting, because there was nothing inside to protect. All he had in his private quarters were a few sets of clothing—most off-season—some linens, and a handful of books he kept, hoping to find time to read them.

Why she’d come here to steal from him when he had nothing of value was a total mystery.

The woman slid his dresser drawer open, releasing a whispering rasp of wood on wood. She didn’t rifle through the contents. In fact, she barely glanced at them, as if what was inside held no interest.

She reached into the pocket on her hoodie and pulled out something flat and glossy. He couldn’t tell what it was, but she tucked it inside the drawer and then eased it shut again.

With that done, her task was apparently finished, because she headed straight for the open window to escape.

As his quarry began to flee, that thrill of excitement surged from deep in his belly. She might try to run, but he was going to give chase.

Stygian made his move.

Before she could make three steps, he slid from the shadowy doorway that hid him, raced past his bed and launched himself at her.

She didn’t see it coming until the last second, and when she did, she let out a barely audible squeak of fear.

Stygian had planned to slam her into the wall and use his greater bulk to pin her in front of the window, but she was too fast.

In his mind he saw her dodge an instant before she made the move. Unfortunately, he was already flying toward her, unable to correct his trajectory. So, instead of landing against the soft contours of her body, all the greeted him was a hard plane of drywall.

The wall caved in where his shoulder hit. Pain spiraled out from that point, widening as it moved over his torso. He didn’t take the time to absorb or study it, but rather accepted it as part of him and turned to follow his prey.

She’d scrambled out of his reach, then inched along the edge of his bed, feeling her way to freedom so she didn’t have to take her eyes off the threat he posed.

Smart.

Stygian could see her face now. She was young, pretty. Terrified.

That made his thoughts stumble, and the thrill of the chase died a small death.

He was used to facing off against Vires, but they were rarely afraid of anything. They were fanatical zealots controlled by the shards of evil souls that inhabited them. Fear had no place in their world. If anything happened to the host that housed those splintered souls, the shards would simply move on to a new body—something Stygian knew all too well.

Kill her, chanted the nastier shards he carried within him. Claim what is hers as our own.

Stygian growled in response, ignoring the urges that haunted him. He had years of practice tuning them out, but that was getting harder by the day—a warning sign that he was precariously close to a tipping point.

Take her shards, whispered a voice. Take her power.

Hunger rose in him. The craving for power burned in his guts. She was such a fragile thing, it wouldn’t take much effort to break her open and scoop out what was inside. One little twist of her neck was all he’d need. She wouldn’t feel a thing.

At least there was enough of himself left to care whether or not she suffered.

The thief stubbed her toe on the leg of the bed. She lost her balance, but even her tumbling fall had a kind of grace to it.

He pounced, using her moment of instability to drive her down onto the bed.

The mattress dipped and bounced under their combined weight. Her eyes went huge in fear, but that didn’t stop her from acting.

She slammed her fist into his temple.

His bell rang hard enough to tell him she was stronger than she looked, and that if he didn’t take control of the situation, she might get a lucky blow in on him and snuff out his lights.

He wouldn’t be worrying about keeping the nasty voices out of his head anymore if that happened. All those pesky shards would become her problem. Right after she killed him.

The roar of defiance from the freeloading souls he carried was deafening. They liked being in his big, strong body, and apparently had no desire to be trapped inside the little waif chick.

Stygian grabbed her fists and pinned them to the mattress. His abused shoulder whined at the motion, but he continued to ignore the pain.

As soon as she realized she was well and truly stuck, all the fight leaked out of her, leaving only the pale mask of fear behind.

“Please don’t hurt me,” she said. Her voice wavered with terror, but there was a melodic quality to it that shocked him.

He stilled, as did the shards rioting inside of him.

It took him a second to gather his wits. He’d been expecting venom and anger from her. To hear a singsong plea for mercy instead was unsettling as hell, like a toddler wielding a loaded shotgun.

He needed to hear her voice again.

“Why are you here, thief?” he demanded.

“I wasn’t stealing anything. I swear.”

Again, the sound of her voice drew him in. His outrage at her intrusion fell away, leaving only curiosity behind.

He shifted his hold on her wrist to free one hand so he could tilt her face toward what little light there was to be had in his dark quarters.

Again, he was struck by how pretty she was. Glittering strands of golden-blond hair escaped her hood and tangled in her long, pale eyelashes. She wasn’t wearing makeup, but she didn’t need it. Her eyes were already huge, her lips naturally full and pink. There was a faint flush in her cheeks, and her skin was so fine he couldn’t see a single flaw or pore.

Maybe that was her superpower. She could look flawless without effort.

Stygian idly wondered just how many people she’d had to kill—how many shards she’d had to absorb—to pull off such a useful feat.

If beauty was power, and power was dangerous, then this woman was deadly.

He had to work not to be swayed by the sight of her, had to work not to stare until all rational thought leaked out of his ears.

He gave himself a mental slap across the face. “If you weren’t stealing, then what were you doing here, going through my drawers?”

“I left…a gift.”

“I don’t know you. Why would you sneak into my room and leave me a gift?”

“It’s not for you. I thought this room was vacant. I thought it was safe to slip in and out without being seen. If you let me up, I swear I’ll leave and never bother you again.”

Even Stygian had to admit that his room looked empty. There were no decorations, nothing personal lying about. His clothes and books were all put away in the closet or in drawers. He didn’t even leave his toothbrush sitting out. Everything he needed came with him. Anything he didn’t was discarded or put away, out of sight, just as he’d been trained.

“Who is this gift for?” he asked.

She shrugged, and the movement caused her small breasts to shift against his chest.

Instantly, his body went on high alert. His heart gave a kick and sped up, sending heated blood surging through his veins. The voices that had gone quiet seemed to wake up again and exert their will.

She is ours. Want. Need.

Take.

Stygian closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing through the chaos. He was used to a bit of chatter from the riffraff, but usually they were quieter than this. And far less demanding.

Something about the little thief agitated his shards, and there were only a few reasons why that would happen—none of them good.

“Who is the gift for?” he repeated, shoving more force into his words.

“I don’t know. Whoever can use it, I guess.”

He loved the sound of her voice. It was even sweeter with his eyes closed, with his sense of hearing heightened by his blindness. There was a slow, smooth, golden quality to it, like warm honey gliding over his thoughts and coating them with contentment.

Voices of warning were shouting in his head, but he couldn’t hear them over the sound of her, so clear and lyrical.

“What is it?” he asked, but the demand came out weak and gentle, rather than with the force he’d intended.

Something in her body shifted, growing tighter beneath him. He opened his eyes in time to see a flicker of confusion pass through her features. “All I know is what they told me.”

“They who?”

She shook her head slightly. “You wouldn’t believe me. Not that it matters. I’m not strong enough to break your hold. I’m stuck here until you let me go, or until you let your guard down enough that I can slip away.”

No!

The immediate, potent denial in his head went off like an explosion. The chorus of voices were all in agreement, shouting in unison. The mere thought of her slipping away made him tighten his grip and press his hips down harder against her to hold her in place.

His cock twitched, waking up from its long, celibate nap.

Definitely not good.

“You telling me you’re looking for a way to escape isn’t exactly the smartest way to make me let my guard down.”

Her eyes moved as she studied his face. They were a pale teal color that was unlike anything he’d ever seen before. So pretty, he felt like he could stare for hours and not grow bored.

Maybe that was the power her shards gave her—and she definitely had them. His own resident fragments of souls wouldn’t be reacting so strongly if she didn’t have something they wanted.

“I know men like you,” she said, gaining his complete attention with her sweet voice. “You’re no less likely to let your guard down now than you were before I told you I was looking for an opening.”

He didn’t like the idea that she’d known men like him before. He didn’t want to be lumped into a bucket with a bunch of other guys. He wanted her to see him as different.

Special.

The ridiculous sentiment evaporated as fast as it appeared, leaving him feeling more solid, more like himself.

He slid his thumb along the inside of her wrist, enjoying the exquisitely fine texture of her skin. She was cool to the touch, and for some reason, that made him want to wrap his arms around her and give her his body’s warmth.

Clearly, she was working some kind of evil magic on him. It was the only thing that made any sense at all, because Stygian didn’t suffer from sentiment. He didn’t worry about his enemies feeling a little chill. He didn’t marvel over how soft or pretty they were, or anticipate the sound of their voice like a child did Christmas morning.

He hunted, stalked and overpowered his enemies. And when they left him no choice, he killed them.

But here he was, petting a Vires thief, rather than interrogating her the way he knew he should.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“What does it matter?”

“I like to know all the names of the people who break into my room.”

“Are you going to kill me?”

The idea was instantly appalling.

She is ours. We need her.

Stygian snarled inwardly, telling his shards to shut the fuck up.

His anger came out in his tone. “I haven’t decided yet. What is your name?”

“Echo,” she said, holding his gaze.

“What’s your real name?”

She lifted her chin in defiance. “That’s the only name you’re getting.”

“Who do you work for?”

Her perfect brow wrinkled in confusion. “No one.”

“You expect me to believe you were able to find our home base, sneak in without being seen, plant something in my drawer, and do it all without any help?”

Her teal gaze met his, unflinching. “I’m just that good.”

He had to admire her balls. He could break her in half with a harsh glance, and yet she was still defying him. “Did Starry send you?”

Her pale brows drew together. “I don’t know who or what that is.”

Stygian studied her face, searching for a hint of a lie, but found nothing. He was no human lie detector, but he hadn’t stayed alive this long without some pretty good instincts. Those instincts were telling him she had no idea who Starry was.

“Phoenix, then?” he asked.

“I don’t know any Phoenix.”

That was the exact right answer to give if someone wanted their enemy to believe they were on the same side. Because of that, Stygian didn’t trust it to be the truth.

At least not yet.

“What did you put in that drawer?” he asked again.

Echo held his gaze, and he felt the connection wing down into his stomach where it expanded and flitted around for a moment, warming him.

“I only did what they told me to do. I wasn’t here to hurt anyone. And I really need to go. The rat man will find me if I stay in one place too long.”

“Rat man?”

“If you don’t know who I’m talking about, then he’s never come after you. I barely got away the last time he found me. I don’t think I’d catch him off guard again.”

“Who told you to come here?” Stygian asked.

“The voices.”

That definitely got his attention. Many of his kind—the Riven—and their enemy the Vires heard voices. The shards of lost souls they carried often made their will known that way, whispering in the minds of their vessels. Which meant Echo was definitely one of them. He just didn't know which side she landed on.

“I’m going to ask you only one more time,” he said. “What did you put in my drawer?”

“I don’t know what it is. All I know is what the voices told me it was.”

“And what did they tell you it was?” he asked, trying desperately to hang onto what little patience he had left.

She uttered a single word, but it had the power to change everything.

“Prophecy.”


Chapter Three

Echo had no chance at all of escaping this man’s grasp, and she wasn’t entirely convinced that was a bad thing.

His big hands were like iron manacles around her wrists—manacles that stroked her skin and made fuzzy streamers of warmth streak down her arms. Heat pooled in her stomach and wiggled around like a happy puppy. His callused fingers grazed against her, making her acutely aware of every inch of her skin that touched his.

She squirmed in the wake of the odd feeling, but all it did was cause her body to rub against his and make the fuzzy streamers swell and multiply.

His body was heavy, driving her deep into the mattress. The earthy scent of his skin was all around her—on the blankets below her as well as on the man above. She couldn’t quite place the fragrance but it was part soap, part rainwater, part moonlit forest, and wholly intoxicating. It eased her fear and gave her room to breathe so she could suck in even more of his yummy scent.

His swarthy skin showed a shadow of heavy beard-stubble peeking through. His thick hair was inky black, falling away from his forehead in smooth waves. His eyelashes were so dense and long, he almost looked like he was wearing guyliner. She couldn’t quite tell what color his deeply-set eyes were in this dim light, but they were definitely dark. Brown, maybe black. If he turned his head just a little more toward the outside security light, she would have been able to solve the mystery.

But he didn’t turn. He didn’t shift his gaze. He stared into her eyes and gave her nowhere to look but directly at him.

Faint lines fanned out from his eyes, but whether they were caused from squinting or smiling she couldn’t tell. As she studied his mouth and saw no smile lines, she decided that a sense of humor was probably the less likely cause of the pale creases.

Dude was hard-core serious, and she idly wondered if he ever cracked a grin.

Trust him, the voices in her head whispered.

Yeah, right. Because trust was so her thing.

Not.

Her toes hit him mid-shin, putting him several inches taller than her. His shoulders were about twice as wide as hers, and as the seconds ticked by, she began to wonder if anyone would even see her hidden beneath him if they walked in.

For some reason, the idea of being able to hide behind his bulk eased some of the tension riding along her spine.

If she stayed here, maybe the rat man wouldn’t find her.

How long had it been since she’d slept without one eye open? How long had it been since she’d been able to stay in the same place two nights in a row, rather than moving around to evade the people who wanted her dead?

Lying here, waiting for this man to release her, was the most protection she’d had in years. 

And that was just sad.

“Are you going to let me go?” she asked, unsure if she wanted him to hurry or not. If she didn’t keep moving, the rat man would find her, but whatever mojo this guy was putting off was nice. It had been a long time since Echo had felt more than fear, hunger and desperation.

The fear was still there, but at the moment, it was more a humming background noise than an amplified electric guitar solo.

His dark eyes studied her for a moment, lingering at her mouth long enough to make her lips go dry with nerves. And maybe something else. Something girly and inconvenient.

“What do you know about prophecy?” he asked.

“Only that I don’t believe in it.”

“Then why go to all this trouble? You broke in to leave prophecy behind so someone here could find it. That doesn’t sound like the act of a person who doesn’t believe.”

“I do what I have to to keep the voices quiet. A little detour here was no big deal, and it got them to shut up.”

“What else do the voices say?”

We need him.

Trust him.

Echo ignored the unwanted advice and shrugged. “Nothing important. Can I please go now?”

“Not yet. I want to see this prophecy for myself.”

He pushed up from the bed, showing off a display of bulging muscles and flexing tendons. His arms alone were a thing of beauty, radiating masculine power so blatant it was almost obscene.

Echo stared openly, wondering what it would be like to have that much raw power whenever she wanted it.

Trust him, the voices whispered.

Screw you, she whispered back silently.

The man kept one hand locked around her wrist as he pulled her up from the bed.

As she suspected, he towered over her, giving her a whole new list of reasons to run away.

Trust him.

Echo sighed and ignored the inmates of her internal asylum.

Now that she was no longer wearing a manly-man blanket, her body went cold. She gave herself an awkward one-armed hug in an effort to hold in some of his delicious heat.

“What’s your name?” she asked, as if it mattered. Ten minutes from now she’d either be dead or out of here, and he’d be just a warm, tingly memory. His name was irrelevant.

Then again, it might be nice to put some kind of title on her new favorite fantasy, because there was no way she was going to close her eyes any time soon without seeing his magnificent body.

“Stygian,” he said as he drew her along behind him. “Stygian Attis.”

“Cool name,” she said. “Weird, but cool.”

He arched a jet-black eyebrow at her. “Are you an expert on weird names, Echo?”

Was he teasing her? She couldn’t tell without more light to make out his expression.

“Yeah. I studied for six years to get my Ph.D. The thesis was brutal.”

This time she saw the corner of his mouth twitch upward in amusement.

He turned on the bedside lamp. Light flooded the room and gave her more than enough of a glow to see him in living color.

Holy wow. The man was gorgeous. Smokin’ hot, eye-popping, melt-in-your-mouth-and-in-your-hands yummy.

Echo’s jaw fell open and she couldn’t quite remember what to do to close it.

Stygian’s fingers flexed around her wrist, tightening just enough to remind her she wasn’t getting away unless he let her. The tiny hug sent ribbons of warm happy curling up her arm where they knotted up in her throat and blocked her voice.

She wished she had a camera so she could capture this moment and keep it all for herself. But unlike every other member of society in their early twenties, she didn’t have a cell phone to snap a pic. All she had was her memory.

He used one finger to close her mouth and ease her head upward so she could look into his eyes.

Blue. They were a deep indigo blue with mink brown starbursts at the centers. As she watched, his pupils expanded and his nostrils flared.

He breathed in deeply as he bent his head down to her neck. A deep, approving rumble vibrated out of him, shaking her to her core.

Normally, she might have found a man sniffing her unsettling, but with Stygian it seemed perfectly normal. Reasonable, even.

Which only proved that he was doing something to rid her of every ounce of sense she’d ever had.

Her breasts grazed his chest, and both her nipples tightened up and tingled, like little traitors. How dare they betray her and take his side like that when they barely even knew him?

Trust him.

The crazy brigade in her head was starting to piss her off now. She wasn’t trusting anyone until she knew it was safe, and even then, she was only going to trust him for as long as it took to get out of here alive with all her parts intact.

She had to keep moving or the rat man would find her again.

Stygian stared at her breasts and the traitorous nipples that were on prominent display.

The look of raw, male hunger he wore was potent enough that she forgot how to breathe. No man or woman had ever looked at her like that—like she was a tasty treat just waiting to be licked from top to bottom and back again.

Echo was no fool. She knew exactly how she looked. Skinny, but not in that willowy, haute couture, runway model kind of way. She was too knobby and scrawny to pull off high fashion. Her face was pretty enough, but she didn’t bother glamming up with makeup, because anything beyond basic food, fuel and shelter were a luxury. Revlon and Cover Girl were so far down on her list of priorities she couldn’t even see them. Her eyes were an interesting color people didn’t see every day, but nothing about her appearance deserved the kind of blatant lust that filled Stygian’s eyes as he stared at her.

Maybe it was an act—a way to flatter her into submission.

“It’s not going to work buddy,” she told him. “I’ve been living on the streets too long to fall for such an obvious scam.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked, clearly confused.

“You’re looking at me like I’m a tasty snack. Either you’re playing me, or you’re a cannibal. Let’s just say I really hope you’re playing me.”

All signs of hunger evaporated from his face. He gave himself a little shake and straightened to his full, impressive height. “I need to take you to Eden.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

He looked at his fist closed around her wrist and then at her face. “Really? And just how do you think you’re going to stop me?”

Anger surged hot and fast. How dare he treat her like a dog on a leash?

She didn’t stop to think through her actions and the list of consequences that might await her. She simply attacked.

Her knee flew up toward his groin. Before her foot had even left the ground, before she’d given any hint that she was going to strike, he twisted his hips and blocked her knee.

She hit the hard plane of his thigh and was thrown completely off balance.

When her head stopped spinning again, she found herself right back on his bed with his hot, heavy body blanketing her.

There was no sign of anger on his face. She did, however, see a faint hint of something she could only describe as betrayal, as if she’d hurt his feelings.

“Don’t try that again,” he ordered. “You won’t like what happens next time.”

“I don’t like what happened this time,” she said, making herself a liar.

Truth was, she more than liked the weight of his body on top of her. It caused all kinds of pleasant, squirmy feelings to throw a party low in her abdomen.

And if that wasn’t proof that she was off her rocker, she didn’t know what was.

His voice was calm and quiet. “We’re going to get up again, and this time, you’re going to mind your manners. I haven’t hurt you yet, and I’d really like to keep it that way.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Definitely. Please don’t make me prove I’m not lying.”

He wasn’t. She could see that much plainly in his indigo eyes.

Dude was kinda scary when he was all calm and controlled like this. Scary hot, too.

He nodded toward the dresser. “You’re going to retrieve what you left and we’re going to go see Eden.”

“I’m not interested in touring any gardens.”

“Eden is a person, not a garden. She’ll be able to tell if you're working some scam.”

“How?”

“She can look inside a host like you and see the balance of power—see if the weight of the good souls you carry is heavier than the bad ones. It will tell us whose side you’re on.”

Echo fell silent for a moment and stared at him as if waiting for a punchline. “You’re serious?”

“Completely. Eden will figure out if we can trust you, or if you’re really here to do bad things.”

“I’m not. All I wanted to do was drop off the mail and leave so the voices would shut the hell up. If you let me go, I swear I’ll never darken your doorstep again.”

His grip tightened for a second before he relaxed. “You can go when Eden says you can go.”

“And if she doesn’t give me the all-clear?”

“Then I’m afraid you’ll be joining the rest of your Vires friends under this building.”


Chapter Four

Stygian was in trouble.

Whoever Echo was, she’d managed to make him lose his head in less than fifteen minutes. If not for her little knee-to-the-groin stunt, he would have been so sucked in by her that he might have let his guard down completely.

We need her.

He studiously ignored the riffraff in his brain and marched Echo out to the main hall. With any luck at all, he’d find Eden fast and wash his hands of Echo for good.

“Holy wow,” Echo said as they entered the main hall. “This is a hell of a place. I never would have guessed from the outside that all of this was in here.”

“We like it that way.”

Stygian looked around through a stranger’s eyes. The setup was rather impressive.

The main area boasted ceilings at least three stories high, lined with skylights that opened to let in fresh air. While the exposed metal beams and warehouse lighting were definitely industrial, the space was made homier with an array of comfortable furniture and all the perks of a high-end home.

There was an open kitchen off to one side, with a stark white island that backed up to comfortable booth-style seating. Several padded bar stools perched along one edge of the island, offering a place to keep whoever was cooking company.

Stainless steel gleamed under low-hanging LED lighting. Every appliance was big and commercial grade, giving plenty of space for several people to work at once. A hidden pantry lay behind the cabinets and wide refrigerator, stocked full of enough food to feed a small army for a month.

No one was expecting the Vires to lay siege to a building in an aging industrial park in the suburbs of Tulsa, but it paid to be prepared.

The center of the open area was where people gathered to watch TV or play video games when they were feeling social. Three large couches were arranged in a U, giving everyone a decent view of the giant TV. Stygian had spent plenty of time here between missions, hanging out with the only people on the planet who knew what it was like to carry small pieces of ancient souls.

At least when he talked about the voices in his head to his fellow Riven, he didn’t have to worry that they’d think he was crazy.

Circling the open area was a square donut of suites and rooms that were used for private quarters, as well as a variety of other functions. They formed the outer walls of the building and offered the inhabitants a little bit of natural light to stream in through windows in their living quarters.

The large glass wall at the back of the main hall shielded their tech goddess, Marvel Manning, from both germs and any commotion that might distract her from saving the world one keystroke at a time. Her emerald green hair was twisted up into a pair of high buns that bobbed in time with the beat of whatever music was playing through her earbuds.

She worked behind a glass airlock in what had once been a clean room used for pharmaceutical research. After Garrick had bought this building and converted it into their home, Marvel had claimed the spot as her own. No one dare argued for fear that she’d unleash some binary kraken upon their tech.

An indoor garden fueled by an array of grow lights sat to the left of Marvel’s office, nearly bursting with a variety of vegetables and herbs—another one of Garrick’s provisions in case his people got stuck in here with no means of escape.

Behind another glass wall adjacent to Marvel’s office was their very own indoor swimming pool and hot tub where Stygian had hoped to spend a relaxing hour before hitting the road again on whatever mission Garrick assigned him next.

Now that Echo was here, he wondered if a swim was swiftly becoming wishful thinking.

To the extreme right of the main hall was a boxing ring where Eden sparred with her albino guardian, Argo.

He was a giant of a man, heavily tattooed from the top of his neck, down over his bulky bare chest and onto his thick, white legs. The black ink was striking against his milky skin, giving him the surreal appearance of black-and-white photograph.

Eden must have been training hard with him for a while because her dark skin and black curls were beaded with sweat from her workout. Every punch she landed was real, but Argo barely grunted as she dove into him with a flurry of blows.

Stygian had been a part of this bizarre band of people for a few years now, but he still barely knew Eden.

No one did, except maybe Argo, who had apparently found her abandoned when she was still in diapers. To this day, the man never spoke of that night, and Eden was in her late teens now.

Stygian kept a tight hold on Echo’s arm as he approached the ring. “Hey, Eden. Got a minute?”

Argo saw the newcomer and instinctively stepped between her and Eden. 

“Who is she?” Argo asked.

“She snuck into my room,” Stygian said.

“How did you get in?” Argo demanded.

“Through the window,” Echo said.

“We can question her about that later,” Stygian said. “Right now, we have a more pressing matter. She says she was dropping off prophecy.” He held up the zip top bag containing the single sheet of paper yellowed with age. There was faded handwriting on it, but he couldn’t make out a single scrawling word.

Reading prophecy was not a skill he possessed, which added veracity to the girl’s claim that the ancient paper contained prophecy. Then again, anyone could scrawl some gibberish across a page and dunk it in a tea bath to make it look old.

“My name is Echo,” she said. “All I want to do is get out of your hair. I swear I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

Argo glowered at her. “Shouldn’t have snuck in then, little girl.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Stygian saw Echo straighten. She rolled her shoulders and puffed out her chest as if trying to make herself look bigger.

He almost laughed at the thought. She wasn’t short, but he could have folded her up and fit her in a laundry basket. Big was never going to be her strong suit. She was better off sticking with sneaky and fast.

“Let me see her,” Eden said, pushing Argo aside. “She needs to be judged.”

She limboed under the ropes with Argo right on her heels. The man rarely let her get out of reach, and never let her out of his sight when there were strangers around.

“Let go of her,” Eden said. “Holding onto her while I do this is like putting your thumb on the scale. As heavy a load of bad guy shards as you carry, that’s not going to do her any favors.”

Stygian’s instant knee-jerk reaction was utter and complete denial. He wasn’t that bad off. His balance of good and bad souls was a little too close for comfort, but he managed.

Mostly.

In his head, the riffraff snickered.

He didn’t want to let Echo go. He’d gotten used to feeling her pulse under his fingers and her smooth skin inside his grip. “If I let go of her, she’ll run.”

“No, she won’t,” Eden said. “She’s too curious to run. Aren’t you?”

“Depends,” Echo said. “Is this going to hurt?”

Eden shrugged. “Doesn’t have to. Just try not to fight me. I’ll be as gentle as I can.”

To her credit, Echo held her ground as Eden approached.

Stygian let go. He’d left behind the faint pink imprint of his grip around her wrist, and for some reason, seeing the mark he’d put on her was deeply satisfying. It was like a part of him was hers now, like he’d also claimed a small part of her for his own.

We need her. She is ours.

The voices in his head weren’t giving up on making their wishes known. Judging from the intensity and frequency of their chanting, Stygian didn’t think he was going to get any peace and quiet any time soon.

Eden glanced at him and frowned. “When this is done, we need to talk. Alone.”

“Why?”

“Because when both Vires and Riven shards agree on something so completely, as yours are now, there’s got to be something big going on.”

Stygian covered his shock, but just barely. “You heard the voices in my head?”

Eden nodded. “I’m surprised everyone else can’t as well. Your shards are practically screaming.”

Someone eavesdropping on what was going on in his head had never happened to him before, and because of that, a vague sense of unease spread through him. In his world—one filled with ancient souls and powerful magic—new things were often dangerous.

New things like Echo.

“I need to know if she’s clean,” he told Eden.

“Give me a second to judge her before you go freaking out. Between you and Argo she’ll never reach the door if she tries to run. We have plenty of room underground if that’s where she belongs.”

Echo shifted nervously on her feet as they discussed her. “Uh, she’s pretty sure she doesn’t belong underground at all.”

Eden smiled and held out her hand. “Then you have nothing to fear.”

Echo stared at Eden’s hand. Indecision wrinkled her face and fogged her pale teal eyes.

“She’s thinking about bolting,” Stygian said.

Eden shook her black curls. “She’s too curious to run. Aren’t you? You want to know what’s inside of you—who is inside of you. Don’t you? All those souls voicing their wishes and opinions…it can make a girl go crazy if she doesn’t know which ones she can trust.”

Echo’s chin tilted up in defiance. “Except I don’t know you. How can I trust you to tell me the truth?”

“You won’t need trust, Echo. You’ll know. All you have to do is take my hand.”

Indecision waged a vicious battle across Echo’s face, but in the end, it was the army of curiosity that was victorious.

She put her hand in Eden’s and said, “Next time, when the voices tell me to sneak in and leave someone a gift, I’ll just ignore them.”

***

Echo had spent a lot of time wondering how she was going to die. She had nightmares about being slaughtered by giant rats, the way her family had been. She’d imagined being killed in her sleep while she sat parked at a rest stop, too tired to keep driving. She’d even pictured something mundane, like dying in a car crash or being hit by a bus as she crossed the street. But even in her most wildly vivid dreams, she’d never suspected that her death would come by the hand of a pretty teenage girl in braces while a big, intriguing stranger and an even bigger tattooed albino watched.

She thought about running for half a second before she realized that she’d never make it three steps before Stygian caught her.

The man had reflexes faster than anything she’d ever seen, and she’d spent most of her life living on the streets where fast reflexes were a dominant survival trait.

Besides, she had always wondered about the voices she carried around inside of her. All she knew was that they were often loud and obnoxious, making ridiculous demands on her for no apparent reason whatsoever. And if she didn’t comply, they just kept getting louder and more obnoxious until she gave in or they gave up. Usually the former.

Maybe if she knew what they really wanted—what their end game was—she could just give it to them and spend the rest of her life in peace and quiet, like a normal person.

Or at least she could stay one step ahead of the rat man without so many mouthy distractions.

Eden tightened her dark fingers on Echo’s hand.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” said the girl. “You really don’t want Argo to get involved, do you?”

Echo glanced at the giant albino. She guessed him to be in his fifties, but he was built like a man half his age, with thick muscle and tight skin. And while the bizarre tattoos were unsettling, it was his eyes that really creeped her out. They were the color of ice cubes, and just about as warm.

“It’s going to be fine,” Eden said. “Just close your eyes and let me do my job. It’s the only way we can move forward.”

In the end, Echo did the only thing that wouldn’t end up in a fight she had no hope of winning. She gave up looking for a way out and closed her eyes.

Instantly, the world fell away and Echo was taken over by a swooping, spinning sensation, like she’d been lifted up and set down somewhere else halfway around the world. When her head stopped whirling enough for her to open her eyes, she no longer saw the giant building filled with furniture, gardens and swimming pools. Instead, everything was dark.

Heavy velvet curtains edged with gold rope fringe parted, revealing a dozen people standing on risers. They wore gray choir robes, but that was the only thing about them that was similar. They were of varying ages, from a tiny toddler to an old crone with deep wrinkles and wispy, white hair. Men and women, different ethnicities, children and adults. They all stood there, staring at her for guidance, as if she were the conductor.

The air here smelled different. Familiar, like the cheap shampoo mom used and the bubblegum lip gloss her sister had always worn.

Those scents wove their spell around her, bringing up old memories and making her stomach clench with longing. She was instantly homesick and in desperate need of a hug from her family.

Mom had said that a little piece of their grandparents had been with her since the day they’d died. She’d said that it was one of the only things that made dealing with the infection worth it.

Your grandparents aren’t loud enough to hear, but I can feel them with me. They’re so proud of you girls.

Mom had always been able to sugar-coat things like that, making them seem far better than they really were.

Echo wished she’d inherited that power along with the others.

Wherever she was now, in this dark place, she felt different. Almost ethereal, as if she lacked substance.

She scanned the strangers standing in front of her, searching for her mother’s face, for her sister’s smile. They had to be here somewhere. She could smell them. Feel them.

Echo opened her mouth to call out their names but as soon as her lips parted, the choir broke out in song, letting out a blast of harmony so pure and perfect she nearly fell over backward.

Shock clamped her lips shut and the choir instantly fell silent again.

Echo looked around, searching for some reason for the insanity before her. She didn’t know these people. She didn’t know why they were here or why they were staring at her. The longer they stared, as if waiting for her commands, the more creeped out she became.

A few feet behind her stood Eden, only instead of wearing a sweaty tank top and gym shorts, her dark skin was draped in a flowing white gown that billowed around her. Her hair fell in perfect, tight ringlet curls, and a light poured out of her like a luminescent fog. Her braces were gone, as were all signs of youth. She was a grown woman, so beautiful, it was hard for Echo to look directly at her.

Power radiated out of her, unseen, but palpable. It shimmered in the air like a barrier, like a warning to any who dared to come near: touch at your own risk.

Echo didn’t.

“She’s not with them,” Eden said, pointing into the gloom on the far side of the stage. Her voice was deeper here, stronger. Every word she spoke seemed to fill the space, reaching to the darkest corners.

The group of figures trembled in response to her words.

Echo looked at where Eden indicated and she could just barely see a small cage made out of thick, black bars. Inside was a beautiful woman in her mid-thirties, with long, tangled brown hair and vivid green eyes. She crouched inside the cage, clutching the bars with dirty hands. Her fingernails were long and ragged, as if they hadn’t been trimmed in years. Her skin was sun-starved pale, and her body bone thin from starvation.

“Let me out,” she said, her voice an urgent, pleading whisper.

A wave of sympathy swept through Echo at the sight. The poor woman had clearly been in the cage for a long, long time and it didn’t seem right to treat her that way.

Echo took a step to open the cage and free her.

“Don’t,” warned Eden.

Echo opened her mouth to ask why, but the choir let out another burst of music, drowning out her words.

Apparently, Eden didn’t need to hear the unspoken question in Echo's head.

“They put her in there,” Eden said, motioning to the now silent choir. “They keep her caged for your safety.”

“That is not true,” said the woman in the cage. “I would never hurt you, Harmony.”

No one called Echo by that name except her mother. Not even her sisters called her that after she took on her nickname. That this woman would know her birth name only added to the serious mountain of questions piling up.

“We can’t stay,” Eden said. “It isn’t safe. The witch will find a way to trick you into freeing her.”

The witch? Is that what that woman was? She looked more like a war refugee than some cauldron-bubbling, warty-nosed monster.

Eden nodded once. “I’ve seen all I need to see. You can let go of my hand now.”

Echo started to tell the girl that she wasn’t holding her hand, but the force of the choir’s song knocked the words right out of her. She fell back, and when she opened her eyes, she was no longer standing in front of imaginary strangers. Instead, she was splayed on her ass, on the floor in front of real ones, back in the main room of the industrial building these people lived in.

Stygian crouched above her, his indigo eyes filled with concern. “Are you okay?”

Echo nodded, afraid that if she opened her mouth she’d hear music again.

“It’s okay,” Eden told her. “You can speak again.”

There was only one thing that needed to be said. “What the hell was that?”

Stygian took her hand and pulled her to her feet. The feel of his fingers wrapped around hers was good. Real. Solid. Warm. Nothing otherworldly about it, other than the way his touch made her shiver from her core out.

“They are your shards. Those people are the ones you hear in your head. You carry around pieces of their souls.”

Until now, Echo had always thought of them as annoying cartoon characters with bulbous heads and too-big eyes. She’d painted them all in garish shades of pinks and purples, perhaps in an effort to make them not so scary to her sixteen-year-old self.

That’s how old she’d been when she’d inherited the mouthy group, and her imagination’s wild musings had stuck. Seeing them as real people without all of the colorful embellishments was just plain eerie.

Real people. Living in her head. She couldn’t get past the image of herself as some kind of walking cemetery.

Stygian pulled his fingers from her grip, and until then, she hadn’t realized she’d been clinging to him like a lifeline.

Maybe she needed a dog—something she could cuddle so she wasn’t so starved for physical contact.

Immediately, she rejected the idea. She couldn’t go through losing another pet. She couldn’t stand the idea of putting another poor, defenseless animal at risk again. If she was hungry for cuddles, she was just going to have to be content with the fleeting touches from a man who made her insides hum.

Better stock up now, she told herself. It’s time to hit the road.

“They’re a musical lot,” she said in the hopes that speaking might break some of the tension thrumming through her.

“Are you okay?” Stygian asked. He put his hands on her shoulders and bent his knees to get on eye level with her.

All she could think about was how much better it had felt to have his hands on her bare skin, rather than feeling his touch through a layer of clothing.

“What did you see?” he asked.

“A creepy, undead choir holding a witch hostage in a metal cage.” She shrugged. “You know, the usual.”

He gave her shoulders a sympathetic squeeze. “We all see strange things when Eden judges us. The shards manifest themselves in different ways. Mine are always in a gladiatorial arena, covered in blood and dirt.”

“Good times,” Echo said.

Stygian turned to address Eden. “So? How does she balance out?”

“She’s not dangerous to any of us,” Eden said, motioning to her and Argo. “But to you? That’s a different story.”

“What do you mean?” Stygian asked.

Echo forcibly threw off the effects of seeing the spirits who haunted her so she could stop this conversation before it spun out of control. “I don’t know what you think you saw up there, but I’m not a danger to Stygian or anyone else.”

Eden shook her head. “You’re wrong.”

Argo shifted his position to put himself between Eden and the world. If Echo wasn’t mistaken, he actually growled.

“What did you see, Eden?” Stygian asked.

“We should talk privately,” Eden said, glancing quickly at Echo and back.

“You all go do as much talking as you want. Just point me toward the exit and I’ll be on my way.”

Echo took a step back, away from the group, away from Stygian’s big, warm hands. Before she could take a second one, he grabbed her arm and pulled her right back to his side. “You’re not going anywhere. Not until we’re done here. There are things you need to know.”

She wasn’t used to being touched. In fact, Stygian had touched her more in the past few minutes than everyone else combined had touched her in the past year. To get close enough to a stranger to be within arm’s reach was dangerous. But with Stygian, none of her usual alarms went off. All she felt was the warmth of his hand on her skin and carefully restrained strength vibrating through his fingers.

It was good. Really good.

She felt almost like she was a normal girl again, without all of the voices shouting warnings in her head.

Trust him.

“He’s right, Echo,” Eden said. “It’s not safe for you to leave.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s only one reason those souls inside you would keep another soul caged like that.”

“What reason is that?”

Eden let out a small, sad sigh. “Because if she’s set free, she will probably make you kill someone. And you may not realize it until it’s too late.”


Chapter Five

Stygian’s instant reaction to Eden’s statement was both fast and violent. The idea that Echo carried around a dark shard that meant her harm made him want to lash out and kill something.

Such violent urges were caused by his own precarious balance of nasty shards whispering to him, but that didn’t change the very real danger Echo was in.

“I don’t want to kill anyone,” Echo said, her voice high and frightened. “Not even the asshole who keeps following me.”

While having a stalker was dangerous, Stygian was going to have to deal with that problem later. Right now, the more pressing danger was the one she carried around inside of her.

“What can we do about the threat?” he asked Eden.

She shook her black curls. “I don’t know. All I could tell was that while most of Echo’s shards are good, the one that isn’t is as powerful as she is evil.” She flicked her gaze to Echo then back to Stygian. Her voice dropped to a near whisper, as if her words were meant for him alone. “I recognized her, Stygian. You would, too. Instantly.”

Shock rocked him back on his heels for a second before he recovered.

No. Eden had to be wrong. The alternative was too dangerous.

It took him a moment to find his voice. “I thought I had almost all of that bitch’s shards in me.”

Eden shook her head. “Almost being the key word. We knew there were a few more pieces of her floating around. She could be what drew Echo here. To you.”

Echo shifted in agitation. “Can someone please tell me what’s going on?”

If Eden was right and Echo had been drawn here because of a single shard, then it was Stygian’s responsibility to explain things to her. After all, it might be his fault—or the fault of the shards he carried, at least—that she was here.

He took the ancient page of prophecy in the zip top bag and handed it to Argo. “Take this to the librarian. Let’s see what he has to say about it. I’ll explain things to Echo.”

Argo nodded and left with Eden at his side and the prophetic page dangling from two fingers like a leaking bag of toxic waste.

Stygian grabbed Echo’s hand and led her to the kitchen. Her skin was soft and pliant beneath his fingertips. She fit perfectly inside his grip, as if made for that very spot. The physical contact eased some of his prowling fear for her safety.

Maybe that was why he couldn’t seem to keep his hands off her. Then again, it could simply be that she felt so damn good.

He wondered how good it would feel to have her laid out, naked and eager for his hands to roam her lithe body. He could touch his fill and maybe even make her beg for more.

His jeans tightened across his fly as his wayward imagination got the best of him.

This woman went to his head, and not just the lower one. She seemed to creep into him and linger there, tempting him to learn more about her, to demand more of her than just her presence.

She is yours, whispered a voice far too familiar.

Stygian didn’t dare trust the witch. Instead, he fixed his gaze on the gleaming white countertops of the kitchen and forced his mind to go just as blank.

He ushered Echo into the booth seat, intent on caging her in where she couldn’t easily slip away.

“Tea? Coffee?” he asked.

“Just the truth. I’m too freaked out for caffeine.”

Stygian slid in beside her, blocking her exit. He could smell her clean, light scent filling the air around her, and it took more effort than reasonable to keep himself from leaning closer to breathe her in.

She smells so good. You should see how she tastes. Kiss her.

He ignored the witch and asked Echo, “What do you know about the shards?”

“That they’re a genetic curse. And that they’re annoying as hell because they won’t shut up. And that when you get them, you know someone you love has died. In my case, two someones.”

He flinched at the pain in her tone and covered her hand with his. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Ancient history,” she said, though her voice shook enough to call her a liar.

“Do you know what they are?” he asked.

“My sister used to tell me ghost stories about them, but I was never sure if what she said was real or made up. She loved to freak me out.”

He noted the use of past tense when she spoke about her sister and knew she was one of the people Echo had lost. He wanted to ask her about it, but tabled that discussion for a later time. No sense in getting her upset over questions about a dead sister when what he had to tell her was going to be upsetting enough as it was.

“I’ll start at the beginning to make sure that none of your information is wrong. There are a lot of rumors about the shards and the people from whom they came, and even more misinformation.”

“Is all of this necessary? Can’t you just pretend you didn’t see me and let me go on my way?”

“Not until we figure out why your shards brought you here.”

“I already told you. I was here to drop off that paper.”

When he didn’t budge, Echo sighed. “Fine. Make it fast. I have to keep moving.”

He was going to have to confront her about this rat man soon, but again decided to stay focused. There were things she needed to know for her own protection.

“Shards are small fragments of a human soul.”

“Mouthy ones.”

“Agreed.”

“Where did they come from?” she asked.

“There are a lot of theories, but they all agree on a few things. The first being that centuries ago, a group of bad people were trying to do evil magic. Some good guys stopped them before they could pull off the nasty spell, but the cost was the total destruction of everyone around—both good and bad, old and young. The clash of power was like an atomic bomb going off, but one that only destroyed souls.”

Echo nodded. “Mom said that each of their souls were shattered into dozens of pieces and flung out into the world, some thousands of miles away.”

“We don’t know the exact details, because everyone present died, but we do know that those little broken fragments of souls were absorbed by who-knows-how many humans. They carried them around without knowing they were there.”

“Then how do you know that’s what happened?”

“There’s enough written evidence in the form of journals and diaries to piece together what happened.”

“Which was…?” she asked.

“Over the generations, the fragmented shards worked secretly to be put back together.”

“How?” she asked.

“Our best guess is that even a single shard is able to exert influence over its host. It could have even driven a man to seek out a certain woman as his wife so that their offspring would make one of the original souls more complete. A few generations of that repeated, and the shards would become more whole and powerful.”

Her pale eyebrows drew down in thought. “Mom always said that she didn’t understand why she was drawn to Dad. He was a bit of a bad boy, and she knew from the first day she saw him that he would be trouble.”

“But she stayed with him anyway,” Stygian guessed.

“Long enough to have me and my sister. After that he disappeared. I barely remember him. All I know is that he died when my big sister was eight. She got his shards.”

“I’m sorry.”

She gave a halfhearted shrug. “Shit happens. At least we had Mom. She was awesome.”

“Raising two daughters alone couldn’t have been easy.”

“Three. Mom found another little girl on the streets, digging through trash for food. Her parents had been killed, and poor little Hedy was left with a brain full of voices and no one to look out for her. Mom took her in and raised her as one of us.”

“Your mom really was awesome.”

Echo gave him a sad smile. “She really was.”

“How long has she been gone?”

“Eight years.”

“What happened?” he asked, hoping he wasn’t overstepping his bounds.

Her expression tightened with grief. “She was murdered by the rat man. My whole family was.”

Stygian put his arm around her. He knew they weren’t friends, but he couldn’t stand to see her hurt and not offer some kind of comfort. At least that’s what he told himself.

The truth was, he was hyper-aware of her, constantly on the lookout for a reason to feel her smooth skin under his hands. Whenever he wasn’t touching her, he missed it, which was odd for a man who couldn’t remember the last time he’d touched anyone he wasn’t willing to kill.

He should have asked Eden if that addictive power Echo had over him was a manifestation of their shared shards. It had to be. There was no other explanation for it.

Except the fact that Echo was the single most beautiful woman he’d ever encountered. And that included Starry and Phoenix, both of whom had shards that enhanced their beauty.

Maybe Echo had a few of those as well. Maybe that’s how she got that glossy, golden hair, those amazing pale teal eyes, and that full, plump mouth that made his own water for a taste.

Taste her. Kiss her.

Take her.

He had to avert his gaze away from her lovely face to keep his thoughts on track. “We all become hosts through the death of people we love. It’s a sad way to enter a family, but that’s what we are—the Riven. You’re one of us now, and if you let us, we’ll be there for you when you need us. You can help us fight the good fight, and in return, we’ll have your back.”

She was quiet for a long time before she cleared her throat. When she spoke, her voice was thick with emotion. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m better on my own. I really need to get going. I’ve already been here too long.”

We need her.

He couldn’t let her leave. Voices or no, the urge to keep her by his side was too strong to dismiss. Her presence was vital in a way he didn’t yet understand.

“Don’t you want to know what the prophecy says?” he asked.

“Not particularly. As far as I’m concerned, this whole magical shard stuff is a curse—one I try hard to ignore.”

“It’s not safe to be out there alone. I’ve been hunting the Vires for a long time, and they will kill you to take what you have. If you’d broken into their home instead of ours, you’d already be dead, your shards absorbed.”

Echo toyed with a salt shaker, her slender fingers trembling slightly. “I was never supposed to have any shards. They were all supposed to go to my big sister.”

“I’m sorry you lost her.”

She blinked rapidly, but to her credit, shed no tears of grief. “Is there a way to get rid of them? Other than to die, I mean.”

“I’m sorry, but no. Marvel has been working on a shard-sucking device for years with no luck. But she keeps trying. One of these days she’ll crack the code.”

She gave him a pointed look. “All I have to do is stick around long enough to find out, right? You really think I’m that naïve? I know you don’t want me to leave, but I don’t understand why.”

“My gut says you’ll be safer here than on your own.”

“Are you sure it’s your gut talking and not the crazy voices in your head?”

He ignored her question because he knew she was right. “You could spend the night in one of the empty rooms. Maybe have a good meal. You don’t have to worry while you’re here. There are a lot of us who will watch your back while you get some rest.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.” She scooted closer to him in an effort to get him to slide out of her way.

Stygian held his ground and enjoyed the feel of her thigh grazing his.

“Are you holding me here against my will?” she asked.

“No, but I’d like you to stay long enough to figure out why the shards brought you here, find out what the prophecy you brought says. Aren’t you even a little bit curious?”

“Nope. The less I know, the better.”

She was going to leave if he didn’t find a way to stop her, so he grasped onto the first thing that popped in his head. “What about Hazel?”

“Who?” Echo asked.

“The woman your other shards are keeping caged. Her name was Hazel.”

“There’s no way you can know that.”

“It’s what Eden meant when she said I’d recognize the woman in the cage. Most of her shards are in me, so I know how nasty she is. It’s entirely possible that she or one of your other shards wanted you to come here. If I were you, I’d want to know why I was being manipulated.”

“You’re far more curious than I am,” Echo said. “It’s safer to keep your head down and mind your own business.”

Echo looked him in the eye, and her direct gaze drove the breath from his chest.

She was so pretty—almost ethereal. If fairies were real they’d look just like her, with her dainty, slightly pointed ears and huge, tilted eyes. Even in the bright light of the dining area, her skin was flawless. And her golden-blond hair was an otherworldly color that never could have come from a bottle. He’d never been much for romantic fantasies, but the few times he’d let his mind wander to places too good to be real, the woman that he’d pictured looked a little too much like Echo to be a coincidence.

He had to glance away from her so that he could focus on her words rather than her lush mouth. “We can protect you.”

“How? If I stay in one place too long, the rat man will find me. I’d take the risk if you could pry the damn voices from my head, but you can’t do that, can you?”

“No, but you shouldn’t be on your own. There are people who will want to kill you for your shards and the power they possess.”

“You mean people like the rat man? I’m well aware.”

“I don’t know him specifically, but he is certainly one of the Vires. Do you know about them?”

She was quiet for so long he wasn’t sure she’d answer. When she did, her voice wavered with grief. “They kill people for their shards. They are the reason my family is dead, so I’d say I know all I need to know.”

Stygian covered her hand with his. Her fingers were cold and he could feel the way they shook. Still, she didn’t pull away from his touch, and for some reason, her small offering of trust rocked him all the way down to his toes.

“That’s why you need to stay. The Vires can’t touch you here. You’re safe.”

She let out a humorless bark of laughter. “No one is ever safe from those assholes. My mom was as careful as anyone could be and the rat man still managed to kill her.”

“I’m sorry.” The words were a pitiful offering, but they were all he had to give her.

“I appreciate your sympathy, but all I really want is for you to get out of my way so I can leave. I’ve already been in one place too long. It’s safest to keep moving.”

His shards rose up in a roar of defiance at the news that she wouldn’t stay. He did his best to ignore them, but for once he was in full agreement with the freeloaders in his head.

He needed her to stay.

We need her.

“Where will you go?” he asked.

“Anywhere I want. If I don’t stay in one place too long the rat man won’t catch me again.”

He wasn’t sure her logic worked, but she was living proof that it had so far. “Is that how you’ve stayed safe on your own?”

“I was sixteen when my family was killed. Moving has kept me alive for eight years. No sense in changing tactics now.”

“At least stay the night. Sleep in a decent bed. Have a hot meal. We good guys try to stick together as much as we can. You can get to know us, gather a few phone numbers to call if you get in a bad spot. We always try to come when one of us calls for help.”

“The voices keep telling me that I should trust you, but they like to play games, don’t they? They have their own agenda, and I’d rather not be their pawn.”

“No one is asking you to be. We’re all in the same shitty situation. We all have noisy tenants in our heads that we can’t evict. The more we stick together, the safer we’ll all be.”

“I don’t see how. All you’re doing by clumping up is offering the Vires a bigger, juicer target.”

“They don’t know where we are, and even if they did, we’d know they were coming.”

“The way you knew I was coming?” Sarcasm reigned.

She had a point.

He should have asked her before—demanded an explanation—but he’d been too swept up by her to worry about how she’d gotten into his room, under his body. All he’d been able to think about was how good she felt there.

But now, he really needed to know how she’d slipped past their security measures. Because if she could, then others could as well.

“How did you sneak in, anyway?”

She gave a negligent shrug. “I’m good at blending in with the shadows, good at being sneaky. Besides, you left your window unlocked.”

“No, I didn’t.” Unless he had and his shards made him forget. That line of thought was more than a little disturbing.

“Well, someone unlocked it. And it wasn’t like I tried a bunch of other windows first. I knew exactly where to go.”

“How?”

She tapped her temple. “They told me.”

The implications of that were creepy. Not only did someone inside Asgard unlock his window—possibly he himself—but the shards she hosted told her about it? The idea made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up and wave.

“Do you think our shards communicated?” he asked. “That the part of Hazel in my head talked to the part of her in yours?”

She shook her head. “I have no idea. You’re supposed to be the expert. I only know what Mom taught me, and she didn’t have time to learn more than simply how to survive.”

“I’ll ask Harold. If anyone will know about shard communication, it’s him.”

“Who is he?”

“We call him the librarian, but he’s also our resident historian, record keeper and all-around encyclopedia. He’s spent his life studying shards, magic and prophecy.”

She held up her hand to stop Stygian. “I can’t go there right now. It’ll break my brain to think about someone predicting the future. Just tell me about the past. What do you know about Hazel? Anything that could help me keep her quiet?”

“We have a few records on her, but the main thing you need to know is that she’s bad news.”

“How bad?”

“The worst. She was willing to sacrifice her own child to get what she wanted.”

“And what did she want?”

“The records are sketchy on that part.”

“If the records are no good, then how can you be so sure?”

“Because most of the broken shards of her twisted soul are in me. I can feel her.”

Echo pulled her hand away, tucked it under her thigh and made herself as small as possible, as if he were going to hurt her.

The idea both pissed him off and made him want to comfort her.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “I’ve exhausted every resource we Riven have to learn more about her and how to control her. So far, she’s never managed to slip her leash.”

“Anything about how to get rid of her?”

“Death works. But other than that, I’ve found nothing.”

“So, I’m no better off now than I was before I snuck in here.”

He didn’t like her feeling that way. He wanted to fix her problems and keep her safe, though why he’d feel so strongly about her was a mystery. It’s not like he felt the need to protect every woman he met.

Echo was special.

We need her.

“I do know one thing about Hazel,” he offered.

“What’s that?”

“If she was the one who brought you here, then she has an end game. With only one small piece of her inside of you, it would have taken her considerable power to influence your will, especially if your other shards are keeping her in check. I don’t know if you being here is her doing or not, but if it was, then we need to find out what it is she wants before it’s too late.”

“I think I can help with that,” said Harold as he crossed the main hall toward them.

He held the yellowed page that Echo had brought in a gnarled hand, raised like a newly won trophy. His body was stooped with age, but he was surprisingly nimble for a man nearing the century mark. His cardigan hung on his frame, making Stygian wonder if he’d recently lost weight. Dark age spots were visible through his thinning hair, which there seemed to be less of every time Stygian saw him. As he glimpsed Echo, his watery blue eyes brightened with excitement.

“You read the prophecy already?” asked Stygian. “What did it say?”

The librarian’s gazed was fixed on Echo. “I’ve only read some of it and it’s about her.”

This time, when Echo pushed to get out of the booth, Stygian let her go.

“What about me?” she asked.

“The prophecy is strangely clear, child. Usually, such things are cloaked in subtext and symbolism, but not in this case.”

“What did it say?” Stygian asked.

“Do I even want to know?” Echo asked.

Harold frowned in confusion. “Of course, you do. Why else would you be here?”

“I’m trying not to be here,” Echo said through gritted teeth. “Stygian isn’t taking the hint.”

In support of her claim, he grabbed her wrist to prevent her from taking the step she was about to take toward the door. He really didn’t want to have to chase her, because when he caught her, it was likely going to end up with her splayed under his body as he pinned her to the floor. There was no way he was going to keep himself from getting hard if he got her in that position, and he didn’t think that his raging erection was going to do much in support of his case that she should stay here—that they were all nice and civilized.

His voice was rougher than he’d intended. “Spit it out, Harold. What did it say?”

“It said why our lovely young guest is here.”

“And why is that?” Echo asked.

Harold grinned, making his watery blue eyes shimmer with excitement. “You’re here to save Stygian.”


Chapter Six

“Save Stygian?” Echo asked, dumbfounded.

She’d never heard anything more ridiculous in her life. How could a scrawny girl like her save a powerhouse like him?

“I wasn’t aware I needed saving,” Stygian said with a slight, amused smile painting his mouth.

He looked good wearing a smile. Damn good. All Echo could do was stare up at him and try not to drool.

The longer she was near him, the more she noticed just how appealing he was. It wasn’t just that he was hot, though he was definitely that. It wasn’t just that he was ripped and bulging with the kind of muscles a woman could get used to feeling under her fingers.

No, it was more than that.

She liked the way he confronted things head-on. She liked the way he refused to give up, even if that meant him keeping her here to listen to some ridiculous prophecy. She liked the way he looked at her as if she belonged somewhere, like she wasn’t just a street rat looking for a safe hole to hide in.

And she loved the way he touched her, like he couldn’t keep his hands off her. And the feel of his fingers grazing her skin was too good to be real. She could feel his physical strength, his warmth, his power.

All she could think about was how she could get more of his hands on her, like some kind of addict desperate for a fix.

The librarian dismissed Stygian’s comment with a wave of his arthritic hand. “Of course, you don’t need saving right this instant. Prophecy is all about what will happen, and I’m telling you, this girl is here to save you.”

“How?” both she and Stygian asked at the same time, both sounding equally confused.

“Well, that part will take me a bit longer to translate. But the saving part is perfectly clear.” He pointed to a few lines of squiggles that bore no meaning in Echo’s world.

“What does it say?”

Harold beamed with excitement that they were interested. He held the page close to his face. “It says, ‘The bearer of prophecy will find the hunter and deliver salvation unto his soul.’”

Echo waited for the rest—the part that made sense—and when it didn’t come, she said, “In what world is that perfectly clear? It doesn’t even use names? How do you know who the hunter is? And I’m sure that more than one person has found some old page filled with squiggles.”

The old man’s face fell with disappointment. “You don’t believe me?”

Stygian gave Echo a disapproving frown, as if she’d just told Harold he was stupid and ugly.

He took the librarian’s arm and gently guided him to sit in the nearest chair. “I believe you. What else does it say?”

With Stygian’s interest, some of Harold’s excitement sparked in his eyes again. “There’s a mention of the Witch of the Pageant. It’s been a while since I’ve seen that reference, so I’ll have to check my notes, but I’m certain that’s Hazel.”

“What does it say about her?”

Harold scanned the yellowed page again. He pointed to a specific spot in the faded scribbles. “There’s talk of binding her.”

“What does that mean?” Echo asked.

The old man frowned. “Binding is little more than a rumor, but if it did work, then one could theoretically gather up all the shards of one of the originals and cage them, rendering them powerless.”

“The originals?”

“That’s what we call the first souls that shattered—the ones that have been working for centuries to be made whole again. If we could find the right cage to hold Hazel, then we might be able to funnel her shards into that cage permanently.”

Stygian went still. “You mean there’s a way to get that bitch to shut up and let me live in peace?”

“It’s theoretically possible. Shards cage other shards all the time. Perhaps there’s a way we can perform the same trick.”

Stygian shook his dark head as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “If this is true—if we can lock up dark shards—it’s huge news. We could save Starry and so many others. Are you sure about this?”

“Heavens, no. I’m not going to be sure about anything until I have more time to study. It could take some time to decipher all the details.” His wizened face beamed. “But how extraordinary is it that after all these generations of searching, we might finally be on the brink of trapping one of the originals?”

“Tell us how,” Echo demanded.

“If you would give me some more time with the text, then I might be able to decipher how. I’ve had only a few moments to translate it, and reading prophecy is not like reading the newspaper. It takes effort, time.”

“Of course, we’ll give you time,” Stygian said, then he sent Echo a pointed stare. “Won’t we?”

With Harold giving her a hopeful look like a hungry child begging for a meal, and Stygian’s indigo eyes all dark with silent threats not to hurt the sweet, old man’s feelings, how could she refuse?

She could practically feel the rat man getting closer, but she could spare a few more minutes. She hoped.

She let out a long breath. “Fine. How much time do you need?”

Harold’s sagging skin seemed to brighten. “Put on a pot of coffee and I’ll work all night.”

All night? No way Echo could stay here that long.

“We don’t want you pushing yourself,” Stygian said. “You need to keep up your strength. If there’s any truth to trapping Hazel, then this is big. Life-altering. It could mean salvation for more people than just me.”

“I’ll be fine. My work gives me strength.” He rose to his feet slowly. “New prophecy is always so exciting, don’t you think?”

Echo didn’t agree, but she kept her mouth shut about it. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Lots of sugar, please. I need hummingbird fuel if I’m to fly through these passages.”

“One pot of caffeinated sugar coming right up.”

“You’ll find everything you need in the kitchen,” Stygian told her. “I’m going to help Harold back to the library. Can you bring the coffee there? Last room at the end of the long hall. You can’t miss it.”

“Be right there.”

The men walked behind the boxing ring and disappeared down a hallway, out of sight. Echo began searching the kitchen for supplies when she suddenly went still.

She was alone. No one was around to stop her from leaving. She could sneak out the way she came in and be on her way.

Trust him.

The voices in her head were issuing their singsong commands, driving her crazy with their insistence.

She didn’t know these people. Trusting them was the height of stupidity. For all she knew, they were gathering right now, making plans for how best to torture her before they killed her and ate her corpse.

Mom always said it was hard to tell the good guys from the bad guys when they all walked around wearing the same skin.

And the rat man was still out there. He had been on her trail for years. He’d almost caught her once and she’d slipped away. Barely. He wasn’t just going to stop now because it would be convenient for him to.

She didn’t know why the fucker never gave up his hunt for her, but she was starting to guess that she had something he wanted—shards. And the only way to get them out of her was to kill her.

Echo was curious about the prophecy, but not curious enough to risk her life to learn what it said. The future would reveal itself when it was good and ready, and no amount of convoluted, antiquated language was going to change that.

Before she spent what might be her only opportunity for escape debating on whether or not to take it, she set the can of coffee on the counter and darted toward Stygian’s room. His window was still open, and she was going to use it.

Maybe in a few days she’d check back in with these people and see how it all turned out.

Then again, maybe it was best to keep her distance and not get sucked in by a pair of big, warm hands and a sexy body that felt far too good on top of hers.

She could smell Stygian as she passed through his room, like rainwater falling through a moonlit forest.

Echo breathed in that yummy scent for the last time before climbing out the window.

The night air was humid and warm. Her flesh was cool from the building’s air conditioning, causing moisture to dampen her skin with condensation. There was a stiff breeze out of the south, bringing with it the scent of freshly cut grass and the sound of insects.

She stuck to the shadows, gliding silently between buildings to where she’d parked her car. It was about three blocks away—just far enough so as not to raise any suspicion if someone saw it sitting empty, but close enough she could sprint to it and make her getaway.

Sally Ann, the trusty Volvo that was just like the one Mom had years ago, waited for her. It was not much to look at, but it ran like a champ, rarely giving her any trouble at all. The faded red paint had begun to bubble with rust in a few places, but even the most beautiful of women showed their age eventually. And as Echo laid eyes on her only prized possession, a feeling of safety and homecoming came over her.

This car was as close to a home as she’d probably ever have, and she was grateful for the security and shelter it offered in a world filled with danger.

As long as she had Sally Ann and a few gallons of fuel, Echo could always run when the bad guys got too close.

She reached into her pocket for the key, but it was missing.

A sense of panic chilled her skin and froze her feet to the ground. Her lungs refused to work. Her heart gave a heavy lurch beneath her breast.

Frantic, she patted her clothes, desperate to feel the hard lump of her car key.

It was gone.

Her panic deepened.

She turned to begin retracing her steps when out of the shadows came Stygian’s deep voice. “Looking for this?” he asked. He stepped into a pool of dim light and held up the key to Sally Ann.

Echo was so relieved to see that the key wasn’t gone forever that it took her a second to register what his presence meant.

He’d caught her sneaking away. And he was pissed about it.

***

Bernard Harney loved animals more than people because they were both more interesting and far more obedient.

He sat in his van outside Asgard Industries, the isolated industrial building that housed at least a dozen Riven. He’d followed the voices in his head here, but Echo had slipped inside before he could reach her. Now he was stuck waiting for her to come out.

His boss, Phoenix, had a bounty on the girl’s shards, but she was going to have to wait her turn. Echo was his. Her shards were his. He’d already killed the rest of her family to get to them, and she’d been leading him on a merry chase ever since.

He couldn’t stand to let her get away. He needed what was inside of her.

He sat in his van, watching, waiting for Echo. Again. She’d slipped through his fingers more than once, likely a gift from the bounty of shards she carried—shards that he would soon scoop out and devour.

One of his rats scurried up his arm, seeking attention. He gave it a kiss on its whiskery nose, then sent it scampering off to play with its siblings in the back of the van.

He’d lost too many of his little furry soldiers in his quest to gather Echo’s shards, but that was one of the nice things about rats: no matter how many he lost, there were always more of them.

A flicker of motion caught his eye. He looked up and saw someone sneaking through the shadows.

A woman. Blond, thin enough to be breakable. No curves at all.

Normally he preferred women with a little meat on them—gave him something to sink his teeth into—but Echo was pretty enough that he could let her small tits slide. His rats wouldn’t mind if there wasn’t much meat on her bones.

As he watched, another form appeared from the darkness. This one was a man.

He was big. His movements were fluid with the kind of grace that came from both strength and skill. Of the two of them, this man was the real threat.

Bernard summoned one of his rats with a mental command. It rushed up his leg and perched on the steering wheel, awaiting orders.

“Good boy,” he crooned, petting the rodent with gentle care. “Got a job for you.”

The rat perked up its furry ears.

“Ready for some fun?” he asked the rat.

The tiny mind inside the creature was incapable of understanding words, but that didn’t stop Bernard from being able to communicate with it.

He issued a set of commands, cracked the window open and watched as the rat crawled onto the hood of the van and waited as it had been told to do.

Such obedient creatures.

Bernard closed his eyes and poked his shards awake.

They were a nasty lot of souls, each with their own agendas, but they gave him the kind of power most men could only dream about. In return, he roamed around the country seeking the playmates they wanted.

For the past decade, the shards they’d been interested in above all others were those now residing in Echo’s skinny body.

Once all his shards were all paying attention, he opened himself up and let them take the reins.

Instantly, energy flowed through his body. Not quite heat, not quite electricity, it was a feeling all its own. It raged inside of him like a storm, gathering momentum until there was no way mere human flesh could contain it all.

As soon as he reached the breaking point, he opened his eyes and stared at the rat that was still waiting patiently for him on the hood of the van.

Power roared out of him, streaking from his eyes in a silent, invisible stream. It hit the rat hard enough to make it scream and arch its back.

An instant later, the rodent began to writhe as it swelled and grew until it was as big as a goat. Its fur lengthened. Its skin split open, leaving streaks of blood on the van’s white paint. Those wounds closed under a layer of tough scar tissue that served as armor. A set of wicked claws extended from its paws, and the whiskers hardened into sharp, lethal spikes.

As soon as the conversion was done, the rat looked at him with dark, blood-red eyes.

There was a keen intelligence lurking inside of the creature now—one that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

Bernard gave it one final command before sending it out to find Echo.

“Kill.”

***

Echo was snared in place, unsure what Stygian’s reaction to her running away would be. Would he see it as a betrayal? Would he be angry that she’d tricked him? Or would he show his true colors as one of the bad guys and come after her?

He did nothing but stand there, waiting for her to answer his question.

“Where did you find my key?” she finally managed to ask.

“In your pocket. I pulled it out when I had you pinned in my bed, after you tried to knee me in the balls. I see now that my instincts were right. You did try to run.” He sounded disappointed. Maybe even a little hurt.

“You have no right to keep me here. Give me the key.”

He slid it deep into his jeans pocket. “Come get it.”

“I’m not interested in playing your games.”

“It’s not a game. According to Harold, my life—my soul—is at stake, and you’re the only one who has the power to save me. And yet you still ran away. I’m taking that very seriously.”

Now she felt like an ass. “It’s not that I want something to happen to you. It’s just that I don’t believe in prophecy.”

“Harold has never been a liar.”

“I’m sure he believes it. But I don’t.”

“You haven’t even heard him out. You gave him ten minutes to do a task that would take a skilled reader days.”

“I don’t have days.”

“Oh?” Stygian asked, his brows raised. “That’s right. Running from this mysterious rat man is much more important than saving a man’s life.”

When he put it like that, she felt like even more of an ass. “I’m not a bad person.”

“Your actions say otherwise. Good people don’t sneak off when there’s someone in need.”

“Ouch. Way to play hardball.”

“I’m not playing at all. I happen to believe in prophecy. I’ve seen it come true too many times not to. And with my life at stake, I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist that you come back inside.”

She lifted her chin in defiance. “Or what?”

 “Or I’m going to make you. Personally, I think I’d enjoy tossing you over my shoulder like a caveman and dragging you back into my lair. But if you’d rather walk, I’ll understand.”

“I’d fight you every step of the way,” she promised.

He smiled at her, a dark smile shaped like sin itself. “I’m counting on it.”

His words made her melt. They should have pissed her off, but her traitorous insides went all gooey and soft at the idea of him covering her with this strength again, of being able to hide behind the massive wall of his shoulders and know the rat man was going to have a hell of a challenge getting through Stygian to reach her.

“So, what’s it going to be?” he asked, his voice too deep and casual for her peace of mind. “Are you coming back inside, or are you going to see how far I’ll go to gain your cooperation?”

Part of her wanted to test him, but the voices in her head were singing his praises, shouting at her to trust him.

“Even if you hold me against my will, you can’t make me help you.”

His dark gaze slid over her body from top to bottom and back again. When he was done, she felt like she’d been touched…everywhere. There was something potent in his expression. Possessive, even.

She shivered in response, but even she couldn’t tell if it was from fear or excitement. Maybe a little of both.

“You will,” he said. “But go ahead and try to run if you like. I’m more than ready to have my hands on you again.”

Another thrill streaked through her veins, and she knew in that instant she wanted that, too. She had no idea why she was so drawn to this man, but she was.

Trust him, whispered the voices in her head.

No. She wouldn’t go that far. But she would at least listen to the ramblings of an old man. If, after that, she believed she could really save someone’s life, she had no choice but to try. It’s what Mom would have wanted her to do.

She held out her hand. “My key. I won’t have you trapping me here again.”

He stepped closer, putting himself into her personal space. With any other man she would have backed up, but with Stygian, she stood her ground.

She liked having him close, towering over her, blocking out the world with his big body. And his scent…she couldn’t get enough of it. She had to fight the urge to bury her nose in his chest and just breathe. It was only when she felt the warmth of his body against her forehead that she knew she’d failed to resist.

“What the hell is wrong with me?” she asked, her voice muffled against his shirt. “Why do I keep touching you?”

His hands cupped her shoulders, holding her in place, as if he liked her there, too. “Feels pretty damn right to me.”

“This is just the shards talking, right? They have their own agenda.”

“Maybe. But who’s to say it isn’t a good one? I’m willing to go along for the ride for a while and find out. You?”

She lifted her head to look into his eyes. They were dark pools of shadows under his heavy brow, but light still glinted there, mesmerizing her. The lines of his face drew her in and held on tight. He was more than merely handsome, though he was that. There was power in the set of his jaw, magic in the curve of his mouth. All she could think about was how his lips would feel against hers if she kissed him.

His fingers flexed on her shoulders, pulling her forward the scant few inches that separated them. As soon as she was pressed fully against the hard ridges of his chest, she knew it had been a mistake to get this close.

Just like that, her Volvo wasn’t the only place that felt like home.

“You’re casting some kind of dark magic on me, aren’t you?” she asked.

“I was thinking the same thing about you. If not for Eden giving you the all-clear, I’d be questioning everything I feel right now.”

“And what’s that?” she asked before she could stop herself.

He shook his head. “Hell, no. I’m not giving you that kind of ammunition. You’ve got enough already.”

Stygian slid his hands up her arms and cupped her jaw, tilting her head up. His gaze was fixed on her mouth, and she realized that she was seconds away from knowing what it was like to kiss a man as potent and powerful as he was.

But before he could finish closing the distance, something changed. His body went tense, and his head snapped up to scan the darkness behind her. A split second later, he shoved her behind him and pulled a gun from the back of his waistband.

“Something’s coming. Run!”


Chapter Seven

Stygian saw the creature leap out of the shadows a split second before it happened.

It vaguely resembled a rat, but was a hundred times bigger. Covered in mousy brown fur and sickly pink scars, its eyes were a deep, blood-red. Sharp teeth lined its mouth, and there were bonelike spikes where whiskers should have been. Its flesh was ragged, like it had split open over and over again, healing badly.

He had no idea what this thing was, but the stink of dark Vires magic was all over it. 

He lifted his Glock and fired, but his hands were still shaking from being on Echo’s sweet body.

His shot was an inch too high and sailed past the creature into the nearby pavement.

Whatever the thing was, it was fast. Its sharp claws dug into the ground, giving it plenty of traction and lots of power.

“The rat man. He found me.” Echo said from behind him, her sweet voice pitched high with fear.

“I told you to run.”

There was no more time to argue. The creature was close enough to pounce. It launched itself into the air, sailing right toward Stygian’s chest.

He steadied his aim and fired again.

This time his shot was clean, and it hit just left of center mass. The thing spun midair before landing in a tumbling roll. It squealed in pain and snapped its teeth as if it could bite what had hurt it.

There wasn’t any blood. His bullet had hit it, but it hadn’t punctured the tough hide. 

Marvel had created magical, non-lethal rounds that helped keep men like him from killing the bad guys instead of capturing them. They were designed to incapacitate, not kill. The downside was they lacked the same power of a lethal round. In this case, they didn’t even have the power to punch through the rat’s thick skin.

It was more cautious now, studying them as if looking for an opening.

“They’re impossible to kill,” Echo said. “We have to run.”

“You first. I’ll keep its attention.”

“I’m not leaving without you. I’m supposed to save you, remember?”

She stayed a few feet to his right, completely ignoring his order to run.

Before he could answer, the rat-thing charged again. Only this time, its target was Echo.

She backed up. Her heel caught on a curb, and she tumbled backward.

Stygian saw it happen an instant before it did, but he was too far away to stop her from falling.

She landed on her ass and let out a whimper of fear. Even in her terror, her voice was musical and sweet. For a second, the tension riding his limbs faded and he relaxed, almost forgetting that he was in the middle of a dire situation.

The creature saw her fall. Its blood-red eyes lit up with excitement as it saw its prone target, then it shot forward with an unnatural burst of speed.

“Stay back!” Echo shouted, her voice ringing out like church bells, loud and clear.

The rat-thing staggered for a second as if it had hit an invisible wall, but then shook it off. As soon as it did, its beady eyes fixed on her and it bared its sharp teeth in a snarl.

Stygian stepped into the path of the oncoming attack and fired.

Over and over again he hit the monster, but all it did was slow it down and shove it back a few feet. As soon as it regained its footing, it came right back at them, snarling and pissed at the sting.

He was almost out of ammo. Usually an entire magazine was more than enough to get the job done. Clearly this time was different.

He had only two rounds left, and the thing wasn’t going down without a better shot.

Its eyes were small and beady—barely a target at all. Still, they were a soft entrance into the creature’s brain.

He leveled his Glock, steadied his aim and fired.

The round bounced off the boney whiskers, not even slowing the rat’s charge.

One shot left.

Stygian held his ground and tuned inward to the shards that inhabited him. Their souls were old and steeped in power. He didn’t like calling on them, but he had no choice. If he didn’t kill the creature, both he and Echo were rat food.

His shards vibrated in his core, responding to his summons. Sweet, ancient power flowed through his limbs and sharpened his sight. His hands were rock steady around the butt of the gun. His target was clear and bright. The small blood-red eyes no longer seemed impossible to hit.

He saw himself miss a second before he fired, corrected his aim and pulled the trigger. His aim was true this time, and the bullet slipped right through the grotesque rat’s eye and into its brain. It collapsed as it ran, coming to a clumsy, tumbling halt. Its legs twitched twice and then it went still.

Echo stepped forward. He grabbed her arm to stop her from getting any closer to the creature.

“Stay back. It may not be dead.”

He felt a shudder of revulsion ripple through her arm. “I’ve never seen one dead before. I wasn’t even sure it was possible to kill them.”

The idea that she’d faced something like this alone bothered the hell out of him. If she didn’t know it could die, then she hadn’t killed it. If she hadn’t killed it, he had no idea how she’d seen one of these things and escaped with her life.

No way was he letting her face this kind of thing on her own again. Whoever—whatever—had sent this monster to attack her was going down.

His shards cheered in agreement.

He scanned the area, searching for signs of Vires. At least one of them had to have sent this thing after her. “Was this your rat man’s work?”

The area was empty. There were two other business nearby, but they were closed at night. Beyond that was a pecan orchard, and cattle grazing in a wide-open pasture. No one would have heard his shots.

He hoped.

Echo’s sweet voice vibrated with fear. “He makes these creatures, but I don’t know how.”

“Dark, twisted magic.”

If the man was here, there was no sign of him.

Stygian took her hand. “We’re too exposed out here. Let’s get inside.”

As he turned to escort her back to Asgard, he heard a car engine start. A few seconds later, a white van pulled out from behind one of the neighboring building’s fenced-in recycling area. It was painted with a logo for Harney Pest Control, which included a giant cartoon rat dead on its back with Xs for eyes and its tongue hanging out.

Stygian hadn’t been able to see the van in its hiding place, but there was no question that whoever drove the van was Echo’s rat man. 

He’d intended to kill her tonight.

There were no coincidences in their world. The shards were all too connected and too powerful for him to believe in something so flimsy as happenstance.

The glare from the street lights cleared from the passenger window of the van for an instant, allowing Stygian to see inside.

The rat man had dark red hair, cut military short. Even from fifty yards away, Stygian could see the man’s beady, blue eyes looking back at him. He was almost pretty, with a delicate nose and full mouth. The only thing marring the look was a burn scar bisecting one high cheekbone. As Stygian watched, the rat man smiled and saluted.

Stygian saw his mouth move, but he couldn’t read lips well enough to understand what he’d said. The threat, however, was still clear. Whoever this guy was, he wasn’t done toying with them.

There were no cars around, so Stygian darted toward the van on foot. He was out of ammo, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t kill. Bare hands worked just fine. Sometimes even better than a gun. Definitely more satisfying.

He raced after the van, but it sped up, spitting out grit behind it. Before it had reached the corner, the gap between them had widened.

“What are you doing?” Echo shouted. “Stop!”

There was power in that command—the kind of power that had Stygian skidding to a halt.

His body trembled with the need to keep pursuing his prey, but his feet stayed planted.

He heard footsteps behind him. “What the hell were you thinking?” she asked.

He turned around to face her. “I was thinking about eliminating the threat to your life.”

“Well, don’t. The rat man is my problem, not yours.”

“He’s one of the Vires. That makes him my problem too.”

Her pale teal gaze slid across his face, studying him. Her cheeks were flushed, her mouth a dark pink, her lips parted around her heavy breathing.

She could have been killed. That thought made him shake with rage.

Was it because she was supposed to save his soul, or because he cared about her?

He’d seen a lot of innocents die since his childhood. His grandfather had forced him to face death, to look it in the eye and call it by name. There were no hugs given after losing a loved one, no comfort offered. Death and suffering were part of life.

Why then, in the face of almost losing Echo, was he trembling?

We need her.

His shards. Of course. Everything in his life revolved around those fragmented souls.

Even with that easy answer in his mind, there was a little whisper of something else—something entirely his own. It shivered with fear, with hope. And as he looked down into Echo’s beautiful face, it swelled and grew.

She was important, and not just because of the shards they shared. There was something more between them, and until he figured out what it was, he wasn’t going to let her slip away.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you back inside. You promised Harold coffee, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s to not anger the man translating the prophecy that might save my soul.”

***

Echo was shaken. She wasn’t the clingy sort, but if not for her death grip on Stygian’s arm, she was sure she wouldn’t have made it all the way back inside Asgard Industries without falling over.

She’d seen a lot of incredible things living on the streets, but she’d never seen anything half as amazing as the way Stygian killed that monster then raced after the rat man like he was going to tear him apart with his bare hands.

She didn’t even think the giant rats could die. She’d fought them herself before, using guns and even a bear trap. Every time they’d shrugged off the damage as if she’d merely sneezed on them.

Stygian, however, had killed one of them. Dead. One bullet through the eye.

Why hadn’t she thought of that?

Then again, even if she had, there was no way she could have stood as solid and unwavering as he had, letting it charge while he took aim.

As she watched, the dead monster had shrunken, its bony protrusions melting until they were simple whiskers. All that was left was a normal rat with a few scars and a very large bullet hole through one eye.

Even now, after seeing Stygian fight it off, she had no idea how she would ever replicate his act of bravery and marksmanship.

“What the hell does he want from me?” she asked Stygian, because she couldn’t figure it out on her own.

He gave her a strange look. “He wants you dead. I thought that much was obvious.”

“But why?”

“He must want your shards. Maybe you share pieces of the same soul and the voices are driving him to kill you and absorb your shards.”

She shuddered again. “But Eden said I only have one bad guy in me. Would he want my good shards if he’s such a bad guy?”

“Who knows?” Stygian said. “Maybe he’s getting mixed signals. Maybe his good shards need yours to keep the bad ones caged. I have no idea, but it’s clear he’s on a mission to take what you have.”

“I’d give them to him if I could.”

“It doesn’t work that way. Unfortunately.”

Several people met them as they pushed through the doors leading to the main hall. Argo was there, without Eden, as well as a tall, black-haired man with amber eyes and a dark olive complexion. He had a deep widow’s peak that made his serious frown even sterner.

“We heard gunfire. What the hell happened?” he asked.

“We’re fine, Garrick.” Stygian pulled Echo close as he addressed the tall man.

Echo didn’t know if the possessive grip was some kind of male territory marker, or if he was worried she’d run off again now that the rat man was gone.

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Garrick said. “And who is she?”

“I’m Echo.”

He gave her a brief glance before dismissing her. He looked at Stygian. “Who is she?”

“She found some prophecy and brought it to us. The librarian has it now.”

“Found it?” Garrick’s dark brows rose in disbelief. “Where?”

“A thrift shop in Arkansas,” she said.

“How?” he demanded.

She shrugged. “I was there to buy new jeans and saw it tucked in a book. Thought it looked important.”

She didn’t say that the thing had hummed so loudly she kept asking the store clerks what the noise was. They’d all looked at her like she was off her meds. That’s when she knew that the noise was only in her head.

Melody had that affliction, too. Mom had thought she was nuts until she’d find something at a flea market or garage sale or in the bottom of a dumpster that she knew was important—something that sang to her.

The way that bit of paper had sung to Echo.

“Why the gunfire?” Argo asked.

“That was me. Apparently, the Vires know where we are now—at least one of them does.”

Echo noticed that he didn’t say it was because she’d drawn the rat man here. She didn’t know if he was protecting her or if he actually believed it wasn’t her fault.

Garrick stared at Echo now, glowering like she was to blame. “And you think it’s a coincidence that we’ve been here for months without being discovered and then a new girl shows up and the Vires have found us that same night?”

Echo really didn’t like where this was going. She’d seen people go from fine to ferocious in a matter of seconds, and all of the worst brawls started out just like this, with one person accusing someone else of something bad.

She held up her hands. Pushing away Stygian was harder than she wanted to admit, but she’d dwell on that later. Right now, her only goal was to get out of here before shit went down. Survive, just like Mom had taught her. “Listen, I was only trying to help. If you don’t want the prophecy, then burn it. I really don’t care. And if you want me gone, I’ll leave. That’s exactly what I was trying to do when that…thing showed up.”

“What thing?” Eden asked, finally showing up to the party.

Argo glared at her like she was a toddler up past bedtime.

“It looked like a zombie rat, only a lot bigger and meaner,” Echo said.

Stygian gave Garrick a level stare. “This isn’t Echo’s doing.”

“True story,” Eden said. “I checked her out and she’s clean. One little sliver of a bad guy, but way less than any of the rest of you carry around.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s a good person,” Garrick said. “It only means that her shards are mostly good. She could be a deranged psychopath, shards or not.”

“She’s not,” Stygian said.

“No way to prove it,” Argo muttered.

“I don’t need proof,” Stygian said. “I have good instincts.”

“We’re going to risk the safety of everyone under this roof on your instincts?” Garrick asked.

This whole conversation was going downhill fast, and Echo didn’t know these people well enough to predict how it would end. After a few more seconds of people talking over one another, she’d had as much stress as she could take.

She summoned a ripple of power from a place she couldn’t name and slid it into her voice. Her words splashed out, bouncing off of the walls and back again, hitting everyone present with her command. “Stop fighting!”

The group fell silent. Every gaze turned toward her, some with surprise, others with speculation, and others with suspicion.

In a normal tone, she said, “I’m not worth fighting over. You all clearly have a group dynamic going here. I have no intention of crashing the party, so you can just calm down.” They continued to stay silent, so she went on. “The rat man has been following me for a long time. I’m sorry he found me here, but other than that little bit of baggage trailing behind me, I’m not a threat. When I leave, he’ll keep following me and be no problem for you, so I’m leaving.”

“No, you’re not,” Stygian said. “You’re one of the Riven, just like us. You have as much right to be here as we do.”

“He’s right,” Eden said. “Every one of you has been alone at one time or another. We all have some kind of baggage. And most of you have had something nasty on your tail at one time or another. You know what it’s like to be left to deal with the problems and the voices all by yourself.”

Garrick sighed. “I don’t like it, but Eden does have a point. Still, this rat man might come back.”

Stygian added, “If he does, a bullet through the eye will take down the giant rats.”

Echo shook her head. “He will come back for me, but not tonight—not now that he knows I have backup.” At least she hoped that was true.

“How can you be so sure?” asked Garrick, exposing her worries.

She shoved her tone full of confidence. “Because he’s been chasing me a long time. He’s not one to take risks. Besides, I’ve lived too many years alone on the streets not to have good instincts. It’s the only way I’ve survived this long.”

Stygian gave her a strange look she couldn’t quite interpret. It wasn’t pity, but there was a hint of sadness in his indigo eyes. “No more, Echo. You’ll live here with us now.”

“Thanks for the offer, but I do better on my own.”

“The Vires are counting on it,” Argo said under his breath. “Easy, stupid prey.”

Echo let her anger roll through her, strengthening her spine. She took a step toward Argo, who pushed Eden behind him.

“If I was so easy to kill, then why am I not already dead? You have no idea who I am or what I’m capable of.”

Argo studied her for a second. “How many of those shots did you fire?”

“My gun was in my car,” she said.

“That sounds a lot like an excuse, little girl.”

Echo poked her finger against Argo’s massive chest. “I haven’t been a little girl for a very long time, old man.”

Stygian took Echo’s arm and urged her away from Argo. “No need for hostilities, people. We’re all on the same side. You know as well as I do that a gun isn’t the only weapon we have at our disposal. I think it’s clear that Echo’s weapon of choice is her voice.”

“What?” she asked, startled that they’d caught on so fast. Most people didn’t. “No, it’s not.”

“You just shouted down an entire room full of strong willed, magic-fueled, opinionated people all trying to get a word in. If that’s not a super power, I don’t know what is.”

“He’s right,” Garrick said, rubbing a hand through his inky hair. “I’ve never heard anything like it.”

Echo waited for the comments about how she was a freak show to come flying at her, but none came.

With a heavy sigh of resignation, Garrick shook his head. “Echo is in. Make her feel welcome.” Then he turned and left.

“Where are you going?” asked Stygian.

“I was on the phone with Holt when I heard the shots. I need to call him back. He’s been watching Starry. Something is going down.”

Stygian’s expression went blank. Eerily so. “If he confronts her, he shouldn’t be alone. He’ll take too many risks.”

“I know. I’m heading out tonight to catch up with him.”

“You know she’s not the woman you remember, right? Not after that last kill she made. She absorbed too many bad shards to ever be the same again.”

Garrick’s jaw clenched. “I know all that. Don’t care. She’s one of ours, and if she has to be caged, I want to be the one to bring her in myself.”

“It’s dangerous. If she attacks you, you can’t fight back with lethal force or you’ll inherit all the nasty shards she’s gathered.”

Eden spoke up. “He’s aware. I warned him already, but he’s being typically stubborn.”

Garrick’s shoulders straightened with resolution. “I won’t just abandon her. I owe her. I’m going to do whatever it takes to bring her in and lock her up below until we can help her. I’d do the same for any of you.”

Echo had no idea who Starry was or what had happened to her, but Garrick seemed dead set on his course of action. Before anyone else could argue with him, he disappeared down the hall.

Argo turned to Eden, his tone gruff. “You have homework.”

She rolled her eyes. “None of it matters. It’s not like I’m going to be working some desk job in a cubicle farm somewhere. I’ll be a hunter, just like you.”

“Not like me,” Argo said. “Now go. It’s getting late and I’m waking you up early to train in the morning.”

Eden sighed in exasperation and rolled her eyes, but headed off in the same direction Garrick had gone. Argo was right on her heels.

“Who is Starry?” Echo asked.

He hesitated for a moment, as if he might not answer. Then he said, “She’s been part of the Riven for years, our leader before Garrick. She was our anchor—the glue that held us together. Most of us owe her our lives.” He paused again, measuring his words. “She didn’t keep a firm check on the balance of good and evil she carried around. She killed one too many bad guys, absorbed their dark sides and turned on us. She’s one of them now.”

“One of the Vires?”

Stygian nodded as he headed for the kitchen, turning before she could read his expression. Fear? Worry? Regret? She couldn’t be sure.

He said, “Garrick feels responsible for her fall and hasn’t stopped looking for a way to help her since she left.”

“Can he save her?”

“He says he knows better than to believe that, but I think he’s lying to himself. The man has never given up on anything in his entire life. He’s not about to give up on a woman who was like family. Even if it means risking his life to save someone who can’t be saved.”

“What if she can be saved?”

“You don’t have enough dark shards to understand the pull they have on you. They’re like a drug you can’t resist. They offer power, stamina, intelligence. They give you the ability to do things you’ve never been able to do before. It feels good to give into their demands and let them use you. If the balance of power shifts too far, then there aren’t enough of the good guys to draw on for the strength to resist temptation. Once the light shards are outnumbered or exhausted, it’s hard to remember why you shouldn’t just give in and let go.”

“How do you know this?” she asked.

“Because I’ve been close to the tipping point before. Hazel has this way of staying quiet and biding her time. She makes me think that I’m safe because she’s not making demands. It’s almost like she’s asleep. But once in a while, I feel her stir and I know I’m far from safe. That’s why I check in with Eden often. She keeps me honest with myself, and for that, Hazel despises her.”

Pieces of a puzzle shifted in Echo’s head, clicking into place. “That’s why Argo is so protective of Eden, isn’t it? He’s afraid that someone like you is going to snap and come after her.”

Stygian nodded. “Without Eden, we’d have no way to know what the balance of power was inside of us. We could guess, but that’s a dangerous game to play with dark souls skilled in deception.”

Eden couldn’t have been out of high school yet. To be that young and have such a big target on her back couldn’t be easy.

Thank goodness she had Argo to look out for her.

Maybe Echo shouldn’t have been so quick to poke her finger at him.

“This is all too much,” she admitted. “All I planned to do was drop off a piece of paper and be on my way. Now I’m being drawn into some secret club I never knew existed. That’s a lot to deal with for one night.”

“Sorry,” Stygian said with a lopsided grin. “Plans change. You’re here now. You might as well see what Harold has to say about your future.”

“I should make him that coffee.”

“I’ll help.”

Her hands were trembling too much to carry the sugary coffee, so Stygian did the job for her. He led the way to the library, which was smaller than she had expected.

It was about the size of a large living room with book shelves lining every wall from floor to ceiling. Four ladders were mounted to tracks, one along each wall. The only space that wasn’t filled with books was a single window on the outside wall under which sat a pair of worn recliners.

The room smelled like dust and old leather. Beneath that was something clean and citrusy, like lemon furniture polish. There was less light than she would have expected for a library, maybe to protect all those books from fading.

A desk sat in the middle of the room. It was stacked high with papers, aged, leather tubes, rolled up scrolls, and even more books. Here, most of the tomes were old and worn, without titles on their spines. There were dark handling marks where the leather binding had absorbed the oil of who knew how many hands. As she approached, she saw that the trio of books currently laid out open on the desk were all handwritten on paper yellowed with age.

Stygian sat the tray down on a corner of the desk. “We brought coffee.”

Harold mumbled something unintelligible and kept reading. He used a lighted magnifying glass to read the page Echo had brought, and then moved to a notebook where he furiously scribbled something.

Stygian poured a cup from the insulated pot and waved it under the librarian’s nose.

Harold startled, staring at the cup like it was some kind of alien larvae. “What’s this?”

Stygian’s tone was patient and kind, as if speaking to a slow child. “Coffee. Like you asked for.”

“Oh, right.” Harold set his pen down and took the cup in his gnarled hands. As the warmth sank into his old bones, he gave a sigh of pleasure.

“Any luck?” Echo asked.

“Luck is for people with no skill.”

“Okay, then. Any skill?”

He sipped the brew and stared at her over the rim of the cup. “Much. It’s a good thing you didn’t try to sneak away the way Stygian thought you might. He would have had to waste precious time hunting you down.”

Her cheeks burned with guilt, but Harold didn’t seem to notice in the dim light.

“Why?” she asked, averting her gaze away from Stygian.

“Because the bearer of prophecy alone can light the way,” Harold said, like it actually meant something.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Stygian asked.

“Well, I’m not exactly sure, but it will all become clear with a little more time and study.” Harold looked at Echo. “Do you have any power over light? It’s usually best to start with a literal translation and then expand from there.”

“Uh, not really. As far as I know, I just have this voice thing.”

“What voice thing?”

“Sometimes, if I try really hard, I can use my voice to make people do things.”

“You have the power of compulsion?” Harold shared a dark look with Stygian.

“No,” Stygian said. “Not like Thane Morel. More like a short burst of power that gets people’s attention.”

“Give me an example,” Harold said.

Echo thought about how to explain it in the least creepy way. “Okay. This one time, when I was gassing up my car, this guy came up to me and started hassling me. He wanted money, which I didn’t have. Then he got pissed and started digging in my car like I was hiding something from him.”

“What did you do?”

“I screamed for him to stop. When he did, I felt what had happened—that something had come out of me to make him do that. But he was still there and I was still scared, so I told him to run. He did. I passed him a few blocks later and he was bent over, trying to catch his breath.”

“Only short commands?” Harold asked.

“I guess.”

“Anything more complicated?”

“I don’t know. Never tried.”

Stygian moved until his big body was standing in front of her. “Try it now on me.”

“I don’t think I—”

“He’s right,” Harold said. “Try to make him do something. We need to know the extent of your powers.”

Echo narrowed her eyes at him and said, “Put your fingers in your ears and jump up and down.”

Stygian only grinned. “That’s what you’d order me to do if you could?”

“What? Should I have asked you to rub my feet or cook me a steak dinner?”

His gaze intensified and held hers in a tight grip. “I was thinking something a little more fun and possibly a lot more naked, but we can discuss it later.”

Harold cleared his throat. “Can we focus on what’s important, or does everything have to be about genitals with you young people?”

Echo blushed and Stygian laughed.

“What else can you do, Echo?” Harold asked.

She wasn’t used to talking about this with anyone. She remembered Melody and Mom talking about it, but she wasn’t supposed to have ever had these powers. Talking about them made her feel like an imposter. A poser. 

“Is this really important?”

“Vitally so.”

She let out a breath to release her frustration. “Sometimes I can hear stuff.”

“Hear?” Harold asked as if he’d misunderstood.

“Yeah. Stuff—objects—they hum sometimes, like they’re singing to me.”

“What happens when you sing back?”

“Sing back? Isn’t that a little nuts?” she asked.

“No more so than hearing an inanimate object sing to you.”

She pushed out an exasperated sigh. “Look, I don’t sing. Stuff sings to me. The last time I sang was with my basset hound puppy when we found an empty metal trash can. We stuck our heads in and wailed until the echo drove my sister crazy. That’s where the nickname Echo comes from.”

“What’s your real name?” Stygian asked.

She raised a brow. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Harold adjusted his reading glasses. “Perhaps there’s something else here…”

She moved to the nearest shelf and looked at the books. Some weren’t even written in English or any other language she recognized. The alphabets were strange, like runes. All of the books were old and worn. So much history and knowledge here.

She ran her finger along the spines just to see what all those years felt like bound in leather.

A low hum tickled her ears, just like at the thrift shop in Arkansas.

Harold’s voice crackled with age. “I’ve barely begun to unravel the whole script, but what I have translated leads me to believe that you’re both crucial to what comes next.”

“And what is that?” Stygian asked before Echo could.

Echo moved along the shelves, drawn by a song in her head. There was something important here, but she didn’t know what or where it was.

Harold answered. “The Witch of the Pageant is rising. She can’t be destroyed. Our only choice is to cage her or set her free.”

“I still don’t get it,” Stygian said.

“It is the hunter and the bearer of prophecy who must find her cage.”

The hum in Echo’s head grew louder as she neared the back wall of the library. There was an urgency in the noise, compelling her.

“How do we do that?” Stygian asked.

“The prophecy doesn’t say.”

“Does it say what we’re looking for? Or is the cage a literal cage with bars and a lock? We have plenty of those downstairs.”

“Oh, it’s never that simple. The cage could be anything. It could be a person or a place or an object.” His voice brightened with excitement. “It could even be a book. Wouldn’t that be grand? Having shards inside a book?”

“Does it say anything else?” Stygian asked. “Anything helpful?”

“It does mention that Echo is the key.”

“To the cage or the key to finding the cage?”

She couldn’t think about any of that right now. Let them sort out the details. She had to figure out what the humming was all about.

“Echo?” Stygian said. “What are you doing?”

“There’s something here. Something important.”

“Everything here is important,” the librarian said, sounding offended.

“No. Not like this.” She bent down, searching for the source of the song.

Her hand grazed a thick, brown tome on the bottom shelf, and the voices in her head practically deafened her with their song. Here!

She pulled the book out, half expecting it to sprout teeth and go for her throat. Instead, it was merely heavy and dusty, like all of the other big books in here.

The instant it was in her hands, she knew that it wasn’t her target. But something behind it was.

She knelt on the floor and bent down to see what was there.

Crumpled and compressed along the back of the shelf was a piece of paper. She moved enough books to pull it out without tearing it, and as soon as it was in her hands, the whispers fell silent.

Just like the yellowed page of prophecy she’d found in a random thrift shop, she knew instantly that this paper was special.

“How did that get there?” asked Harold.

“It looks like it fell out of an old book and got shoved back there,” she said.

“What is it?” Stygian asked.

“I don’t know.” She gently opened the wrinkled page, and on it was a crude map.

Something tickled her memory. She knew she’d never seen this map before, but there was something oddly familiar about it.

“Bring it here, under the light.”

She did as Harold asked and laid it flat on the spot he’d cleared on his desk. As her hands smoothed over the paper to flatten it, she realized what it was about the map she recognized.

Her fingers began to tremble with emotion.

“This is my mother’s handwriting.”

She followed the lines drawn there with her finger. As she did, a memory came to her from a time when she was around ten years old. She remembered her mom behind the wheel where they’d parked for the night. It was Echo’s turn to sleep in the front seat, and Hedy and Melody were already asleep in the back.

Echo was sleepy, but craved a little alone-time with Mom, so she’d fought sleep and stayed awake with her. Mom was drawing something, which wasn’t unusual. Echo had asked if she could draw, too, but rather than let Echo help, Mom had given her a clean piece of paper and a pencil of her own.

I want to help you, Echo had complained.

This drawing is special. It’s a map for your sister when she’s a grown up.

A map to what?

Treasure. Important treasure.

Do I get an important drawing, too? Echo asked.

Sure, said Mom, her tone indulgent. I’ll make one for you next.

Echo had fallen asleep before Mom finished, but the next day, there was a drawing of their new basset hound puppy, Solo, sitting on the dashboard.

“Are you sure it’s your mother’s writing?” asked Stygian.

She nodded, her throat too tight with emotion for words. She couldn’t tell if it was the same map her mother had drawn that night, but there was no mistaking the handwriting.

Echo and her sisters had rarely gone to school. Mom had homeschooled them. Echo had spent countless hours reading her mother’s handwritten notes and lessons.

“What is it?” Harold asked.

Echo blinked back tears to study the page. There was a grid work of lines, small pictures of trees, smiley faces and angry faces. In the center was a dark X with an arrow pointing to another drawing in the corner. That one contained a drawing of a brick wall with another X on a specific brick. “It’s a map.”

The men shared a confused look.

“All I see are a bunch of squiggles,” Stygian said. “It looks just like that page of prophecy you brought here.”

Echo glanced at the page again. “What are you talking about? It’s obviously a map. Here are the streets. This is a park. A school. These happy faces are safe shelters we stayed in and the angry faces are places that are best to avoid.”

“Sorry,” Stygian said. “Just a bunch of squiggles.”

The librarian picked up his lighted magnifying glass and studied it more closely. “Is this what the rest of you see when you look at prophecy? No wonder you can’t read it.”

Finally, Echo realized that she wasn’t seeing the same thing they were. “Are you telling me that I’m the only one who can read this map?”

“It appears so,” Harold said.

“And the fact that you knew where to find it was a little creepy. How did you know it was shoved all the way back there on that bottom shelf?” Stygian’s gaze darkened with suspicion. “Did you sneak in here and put it there?”

Echo shook her head. “No. I could hear it humming to me. Calling me—just like that page of prophecy did at the thrift shop.” Then it hit her. “But how did the map get back there? My mom has never come here, has she?”

Stygian shook his head. “We’ve only lived here for a little while.”

“Where were these books before?”

“Locked up tight in a library inside a mansion in St. Louis.”

Had her mother been there? It seemed impossible, unless she’d gone there before her dad had left and Mom went on the run.

“Could someone have put this here?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” Harold said, “but what a lovely mystery to ponder. There are all kinds of tales about the mysterious movement of important artifacts, how they seem to appear where they are needed most at the proper time. If you ask me, it’s prophecy at work right before our eyes.”

She wasn’t so sure she shared that sentiment, but to each his own.

“Where does the map lead?” Stygian asked.

Echo studied the page for some kind of legend, but found none. Her family moved around a lot. They’d lived in a lot of cities, but the memory of Mom drawing was from the time they stayed in Memphis. She couldn’t remember how long they’d lived there, but it couldn’t have been more than a few months.

Maybe that was the right place to apply the drawing with its gridwork of streets.

“Do you have a computer I can use? I need to look at a map.”

Harold snorted in disdain. “Not in here. I don’t allow that artificial stuff around the books.”

Stygian grinned. “We’ll go see Marvel. She’ll have whatever you need.”

“Be quick about it, will you?” Harold said.

“I thought you said you needed some time to finish the translation.”

“I do, but even I can’t dawdle.” He ran a gnarled finger along a line of squiggles. “This part right here is very clear. Once the prophecy is delivered, the hunter only has until the next new moon, which is in four days.”

“Four days? For what?”

Harold frowned at her like she was an idiot. “To live, of course.”


Chapter Eight

Stygian had always known from the time he was a small boy at his grandfather’s knee that he was going to die ugly, but it was strange to know when it was going to happen.

“Are you okay?” Echo asked as he led her back to the main hall and Marvel’s office, where all the tech lived.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because an old man who can read things no one else can just told you you’re going to die in a few days if some chick you just met can’t save you.”

He gave her a grin and a wink. “Around here, that’s just a normal Tuesday.”

She put her hand on his arm, pulling him to a stop. The feel of her touch unknotted some of the tension he carried in his back, and gave him a little extra room to breathe. He didn’t know what kind of magic was in her fingertips, but it was a welcome one in the face of Harold’s grave prediction.

“You can pretend if you like,” Echo said, “but no one gets news that bad without feeling something.”

“I do feel something. It just doesn’t matter. Feelings won’t fix the problem. Feelings won’t get the job done.”

“Don’t you think you should deal with this?”

“I am dealing with it. By attacking it.”

“Okay, Mr. Tough Guy. If you’re going to play the role of a robot, that’s fine, but I’m freaked out here.”

“Why?”

“Because all of you seem to believe this prophecy nonsense, and if you’re right, then I’ve got to find a way to save your life—something I’m not at all equipped to do. I can’t even change a flat tire without busting my knuckles. How the hell am I supposed to save anyone?”

She chewed on her top lip in nervousness. Stygian took pity on the tender flesh and used his thumb to pull it from the grip of her teeth. It was red and puffy from the abuse. And once he had his hands on her pretty face, he wanted to kiss her so badly he had to clench his jaw to hold himself back.

If he was going to die in a week or so, didn’t he deserve a little kiss before he went?

Maybe more than a little kiss?

Just like that, his mind wandered to a lovely place where Echo was back on his bed with his body pinning her down, only this time they were naked, and his cock was gliding in and out of her slick pussy.

Pure heaven.

His balls drew up tight and tingled with need. His erection was swift, and with no way to hide it, all he could think to do was keep her eyes on his.

He held her chin so she couldn’t look down.

“You have probably already done your part by finding that map. I’m sure that once the librarian finishes reading the text, he’ll see that all I need is for you to provide me with direction where to go so that I can defeat whatever the threat to my life is.  So, don’t worry. There’s no need for you to break a sweat, much less your knuckles.”

Her shoulders relaxed in relief. “You think so?”

“I do. All you need to do is translate the map and sketch it out so I can read it, then all will be well.” He hoped it wasn’t a lie, but even if it was, there was no way he was taking this sweet, vulnerable woman into danger. If it was his time to go, he would, but he was going alone.

She closed her eyes and let out a long breath. “Okay. I can do that.”

He needed to kiss her. Just once. Just to know what her lips felt like on his. With her eyes closed like this, her lips parted and her face turned up toward his, she looked like she was waiting for it. Maybe even needing it the way he did.

His mouth watered for a taste. His muscles coiled in anticipation, and his lips tingled.

He might not have much time left. What harm could there be in indulging himself just this once? It was only a kiss.

She opened her eyes just as he bent his head and covered her mouth with his. Tension claimed her slender frame for a moment before she melted under him. Her sweet breath swept out in a warm rush of air filled with a soft sigh.

His hands slid around her waist and pulled her tight against his body. He didn’t care that his cock was hard. Let her feel what she did to him, let her know just how much power she wielded over his body.

His fingers eased under the hem of her shirt to find the silken contours of her spine. She speared her fingers through his hair and went up on tiptoe to deepen their kiss.

His heart pounded, his blood went hot, soaring through his veins in a swift, heady rush.

He’d just met her and yet she already moved him more than any other woman ever had. Then again, Stygian had never had many women—at least not ones he talked to. There were some that he fucked—women who were willing to perform a mutual scratching of itches. Twice he’d paid for sex because it seemed a lot less messy than dealing with any kind of emotional attachments.

But with Echo, he couldn’t help himself. He needed to taste her, to sweep his tongue beyond her plump lips and learn every secret she had to hide. He needed to feel her skin beneath his hands and hold her against him until the desire trembling through his body eased.

He didn’t know how he was going to get enough of her to sate his growing hunger. The urge to pin her against the wall, slide her jeans down and lift her onto his cock was almost more than he could stand. The greedy way she fed from his mouth, her tongue dancing with his, her lungs pulling the very breath from his body—it all merged together into a haze of need. Of longing.

She nipped at his lower lip, and some hibernating animal inside of him woke from its slumber and took notice. It wanted her. Craved her.

He slid his hands down to cup her ass, then lifted her up until her legs were locked around his hips.

She let out a sound so sweet, it made him go still in the hopes of hearing it again. The noise was part desire, part heat, part music. It stroked across his skin and made goosebumps dance along his limbs.

He was going to fuck her. Right here. Right now. There was no other option. His need for her was too strong, the hunger in her song too potent for him to resist.

He took two steps toward the wall, intent on holding her there long enough to get her jeans down so he could slide his hand between her thighs and make sure she was ready for what he had to give her.

Before his hands moved to the button of her pants, he saw someone coming down the hallway a second before he heard their footsteps approach.

Eden. She was almost here. He couldn’t let her see him pawing at Echo like this. Eden was too young to understand the desires that passed between adults. And even if she wasn’t too young, he didn’t want to embarrass either of them. He didn’t want anything getting in the way of him having Echo right back here, eager and hungry in his arms.

He lifted his head just as she opened her eyes. So pretty. That pale teal color was unlike anything he’d ever seen before. He would say that a man could get lost just staring into those intriguing depths, but lost indicated being somewhere he didn’t want to be.

There was nowhere he wanted to be more than where he was right now, his lips hovering near hers, their bodies pressed together, heat building between them and moving headlong toward the kind of pleasure he could only dream about.

Her mouth was red from his. Shiny, puffy. Her cheeks were flushed, and her breath came in deep, fast waves, proving she was as affected by their kiss as he was.

She started to speak in a voice that trembled as much as his legs. “That was—”

“Stygian?” It was Eden. Her voice was no more than a hushed whisper, but it was enough of an intrusion to ruin his chance to taste more than the mere kiss of fairy magic.

He put space between him and Echo, but moving even that far felt like pulling off his own skin.

She swayed slightly, as if standing was a challenge. He held her just long enough to steady her before Eden came close enough to see the sheen of sweat covering his brow.

“Yes?” His voice was low, rough and thick with unsated lust.

Eden hesitated as she looked from him to Echo and back again. “Uh. Sorry to interrupt, but we need to talk. Now, while Argo is busy with Garrick.”

Stygian kept his hips turned away from the girl while he struggled to gain control over his erection. “Okay. Give me a second.”

“I’ll just, uh, be in my room.” Embarrassment weakened her tone as she shuffled off.

He stared down into Echo’s eyes because he didn’t dare look at her body. Even the flush of arousal on her cheeks was nearly too much to bear without kissing her again.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “Surprised, but okay.”

Had he crossed a line? Her body was all for his actions, but that didn’t mean her mind was. Women were complex creatures with mysterious thoughts men could never begin to understand. What if he’d done something to piss her off? Shove her away?

“I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“Not upset. Just surprised. I’ve never felt…” she trailed off, shaking her head. “That was…I mean…holy wow. That was one hell of a kiss.”

A dark smile of satisfaction curled his mouth. “I hope you enjoyed it, because I plan to do it again. Soon.”

“I’m not sure my nervous system will take it, but I’m dying to find out.”

This conversation was not helping his erection ease, and there was no way he was going to face Eden until he was decent.

Time to change the subject. “I’m going to take you to Marvel’s office so you can use one of her computers. Play nice with her. She has way more power than anyone else here.”

“What kind of power?” asked Echo.

“The power of ones and zeros.”

***

After the brief introduction by Stygian to the resident computer expert, Echo stood in the glass airlock, waiting for the curvy woman wearing her emerald green hair in two buns to let her in. Apparently, entrance into her lair was a rare privilege.

Marvel Manning’s voice came through a speaker overhead. “Are you sick?”

“No.”

“Have you recently been sick?”

“No.”

“Been around anyone who’s been sick?”

“No.”

“Fever? Cough? Sneezing?”

“Uh, no.”

Through the glass Echo could see the other woman study her. She had vivid blue eyes so bright they looked backlit. She was shorter than Echo by several inches, with the kind of curvy hips and breasts that would make any flat-chested woman envious. Her face was pretty in a classic kind of way. Very girl-next-door. But there was no mistaking her intelligence. It seemed to scroll behind her eyes like lines of computer code Echo could never hope to decipher.

“If you lie to me and bring disease into my germ-free lair, I will end you,” Marvel promised.

Echo had no doubt that threat was genuine.

Marvel pressed a button and the second door on the airlock slid open, giving Echo permission to enter.

There was a ten-foot high wall lined with computer screens. The light overhead was dimmed, but on the far side of the space was a row of workbenches that were all brightly lit. Cell phone and laptop carcasses sat with their guts in small plastic bags and glass jars, as if undergoing an autopsy.

To the right was a pathway that led to another space Echo couldn’t see. There was an impression of bright white space and germless expanses, but that was all.

The room smelled of disinfectant, flux and hot plastic. There was a chorus of hums from the wall of computers, as well as from a bank of servers tucked off to the left, blinking in silent communication.

Marvel’s cobalt blue eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Who are you to Stygian?”

“I’m Stygian’s…” Friend? Captive? Shardmate? She wasn’t sure exactly what she was to him. “We share shards. I’m not sure what you call that.”

“I call that Stygian’s problem. What do you need from me?”

“What makes you think I need something?”

“Everyone does.” An alarm went off on Marvel’s phone, then she rolled her wheeled desk chair to the far keyboard and began typing frantically.

Echo watched her fingers fly so fast they were a blur over the keys.

“I need to look at some maps. Can I use one of your computers?”

Marvel came to a dead stop, turned in her chair and gave Echo a stare that could only be called a glare. “I’ve known you for all of ten seconds, and you want to touch my tech? Are you insane? Is this a joke? Stygian is trying to get me back for forcing him to change his passwords again, isn’t he?”

“Um. No to all of the above. I really just need to use your computer for a minute.”

“Is your cell phone broken? Can’t you just pull up a map on it?”

“I don’t have a phone.”

“Did you lose it?”

“No, I just never felt the need to get one.”

Marvel cocked her head to the side as if she’d heard the words but they’d been spoken in some alien language. “How do you email people? How do you call them?”

“I don’t really have anyone to call.” It sounded sad and pitiful when she said it aloud.

Too bad it was true.

“Oh,” said Marvel, clearly at a loss for more words. “It never occurred to me that anyone…. I mean surely there’s someone….” She held up a finger. “One second.”

She dialed her phone and went into the airlock, shutting the door behind her. Her voice was muffled, but Echo could still hear her through the glass. “Is this girl for real? How can she not have a phone? Was she raised in a cave in Outer Luddite?” Marvel nodded as she listened, stealing a glance at Echo. “Of course, I’ll help her. But for heaven’s sake, give a girl a little warning next time you go bringing in the freaks. I have enough problems of my own without you adding another.”

A wave of humiliation and nausea slammed into Echo. She was used to being different, but these people were supposed to be like her—at least a little. Of course, they’d probably all grown up in actual homes. They certainly had a place of their own now, in this giant building with its very own swimming pool, for crying out loud. They had no idea what it was like to live on pennies, always running, with nothing extra for extravagances like cell phone plans. And while Echo had no choice but to live on the run, she knew it made her an oddball. Less than normal. Less than, period.

Unwanted.

She felt like crawling into the deepest cave she could find and staying there until everyone forgot about the poor little street-waif with no family or friends.

Being on her own was so much easier with no one around to judge her. Why had she ever thought she could hang with other people and not be found out as the freak she was?

As soon as Marvel swiped her badge and came back in the room, Echo said, “I’m not your problem.”

Marvel winced. “You heard that? I’m sorry.” She had the decency to blush.

“A lot of people don’t have phones.”

“Sure. A lot of old people. A lot of people in countries with no cell towers.”

Echo refused to back down. She had no one to defend her but her, and she wasn’t going to let some nerd make her feel like trash. “A lot of people get by without email or the Internet.”

Marvel snorted. “Now you’re just being ridiculous.”

“No, you’re being a spoiled diva. You sit here in your clean room, keeping out all the germs and nastiness of the world while everyone else is out there fighting and struggling to survive. We all have problems, not just you.”

Marvel stared at her for a long moment. It was then that Stygian’s reminder to play nice came back to Echo.

Now she’d gone and pissed off the woman, likely causing him no end of grief. And while Marvel might not be able to destroy a cell phone or computer that Echo didn’t own, she could make his life a much less pleasant place.

Echo opened her mouth to say that she was sorry when Marvel smiled.

“I think I’m going to like you,” she said.

Echo frowned, confused. “What?”

“I hate bullshit. Don’t have time for it. Thank you for not trying to feed me any. It’s refreshing.”

While Echo was left reeling from the sudden turn in the conversation, Marvel sat and slid over to the second keyboard from the end. “Now, tell me what you need again. A map? Of what?”

Echo wasn’t sure what move to make next, so she just answered the question while she regained her footing.

“I’m not sure. I have this map, but it doesn’t say what city it’s in.” She pulled out the map her mother had drawn and laid it next to the keyboard.

“Um. Sweetie, that’s not a map. It’s a child’s scribbles.”

“Not to me, it’s not. I can read it just fine.”

Marvel’s emerald green eyebrows rose. “Respect.”

“I think it’s a city we lived in when I was a kid, but there were several, so it may take me a minute to find the right one.”

Marvel grudgingly rose from her chair. She only came up to Echo’s nose, but that didn’t stop her from issuing threats. “You can use my system, but if you change any of my hotkeys, it’s on.”

“I thought you said you liked me.”

“I do. That’s why I’m letting you near one of my keyboards. Now sit and do what you need to do while I activate a cell phone for you.”

“I don’t—”

“You do need one. You will accept it. You will keep it charged and open to receive my calls. You’re one of us now, and that obligates you to stay in touch.”

Echo closed her mouth around a stream of arguments before she said something wrong and lost her computer privileges. Until she found the location of this map, she was at Marvel’s mercy.

Such as it was.

***

Stygian hung up the phone, cursing Marvel for calling Echo a freak. Their resident tech goddess had a lot of power, but that didn’t give her the right to insult someone she barely knew.

“Don’t be mad at her,” Eden said as she led him to the couch tucked in one corner of her room. “Marvel is under a ton of stress. She hasn’t slept in months, and it’s starting to take its toll.”

Eden’s space was decorated in pale purple and yellow. She had a desk along one wall, cluttered with notebooks and papers. A chair upholstered in long, white fur sat askew as if she’d just gotten up from doing homework.

There was a twin bed, still unmade. The lavender bedding was a rumpled mess that Stygian could barely stand to look at. When he’d been her age, he would have taken a beating for leaving his bed like that—when he’d been allowed a bed at all.

Apparently, Argo was far more lenient than Stygian’s grandfather had ever been.

A compact sofa sat under the window, facing a TV too large for the space. There was a gaming console and a stack of movies sitting in precarious, crooked towers, some DVD cases hanging open.

Her closet looked like it had vomited out its colorful contents onto the floor, and from this angle, he could see that her bathroom wasn’t much better. Makeup, hair trinkets and discarded clothes covered every surface like some kind of rainbow fungus.

Travel posters lined the walls, depicting all the usual destinations: New York, Paris, London.

Stygian doubted that Eden would ever be allowed enough freedom to see any of them. She was too important to the cause—her skills too vital to risk letting her out into the world.

Without her, they wouldn’t know who was on their side, who was telling the truth, and who was lying.

Stygian averted his gaze from the chaos and gave Eden his full attention. “Ever since Starry turned on us, everything has been off. I know Marvel has a lot on her plate, but she’s got to pull herself together before she says something she can’t take back.”

Eden folded her skinny legs under her and curled up on one end of the couch. Stygian moved a pile of clothing and books so he could sit on the other.

“I’m working with her,” Eden said. “Her shards are parading around in her brain like it’s a rave at Comic-Con. It’s a wonder she can function at all.”

“I can’t worry about Marvel right now. She’s here. She’s safe. My focus has to be on Echo and dealing with this prophecy before the new moon.”

“We’ll take care of Marvel. Just try to be nice to her, okay?”

“I’m always nice.” At least he was until it was time for someone to go down—just as he’d been taught to do. “Now, what has you upset enough to sneak around behind Argo’s back?”

Eden brushed her black curls away from her face. “Argo thinks I should leave it alone, but I just can’t.”

“Leave what alone?”

“Your shards all want the same thing. The good guys, the bad guys…they all want Echo. Which begs the question—”

“Why?”

“Exactly. I’ve been mulling it over since I judged her, and I’m getting nowhere. What do you know about her?”

“Not much. Her family is dead. There’s this guy she calls the rat man who killed them. He keeps following her.”

“He wants her, too?”

“He or someone he works for. Could be Phoenix.”

“What’s so important about her?” Eden asked.

“The latest discovery is that she can read maps no one else can. She can locate certain objects because they ‘sing’ to her. Her voice is a tool, or perhaps even a weapon. So far, that’s all I know.”

Eden scrunched up her mouth and frowned in thought. “Can I try something?”

“What?”

“I want to talk to your shards.”

Stygian leaned away from Eden. “No. It’s too dangerous for you to interact with them on a whim. That’s why you didn’t want Argo around, isn’t it?”

“He’s overprotective.”

“He’s just protective enough. We’d be lost without you, kiddo. You have to stay safe.”

Eden rolled her green eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I know the speech, Dad. No one else can judge shards like me, and if we don’t have a judge, people could slip over to the dark side without realizing it was happening, or someone would fool us into believing they were one of us, then rip out our throats while we sleep.”

“You say that like you don’t believe it.”

“I believe it. I just don’t like it.”

“Well, tough. And calling me Dad like it’s a bad word won’t change my mind. We all do things we don’t like. This is yours. Suck it up.”

She let out an exasperated sigh. “Just let me try to talk to them. You’ll know if things go sideways. I swear I’ll stop if you tell me to.”

“No.”

“Don’t you want to know why all your shards want Echo?”

“I do, but—”

“But nothing. You said you only have until the next new moon to figure this out. Let me help. I’m not a kid anymore. I want to help.”

“You are a kid, but I appreciate you wanting to grow up and help. I really do.”

“Then you’ll let me take a quick peek? Chat with your shards?”

He really could use the help. He didn’t have much time, and he still wasn’t sure exactly what it was he had to accomplish before the clock ticked its last tock.

Eden grinned. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

“I’d let you do it if I knew it was safe.”

“How dangerous can it be to have a conversation with people who are already dead and broken into little pieces? It’s not like your shards are contagious. Seriously. It’s no big thing. I’ll be in and out before you know it.”

“Before Argo knows it, you mean.”

“He’s grumpy. Probably needs to get laid. Just like you do.”

“Eden!” Stygian was both disturbed and startled by her statement. She was too young to be thinking about stuff like that. Wasn’t she?

At her age he’d been too busy trying to survive his grandfather’s brutal lessons. Even so, he had thought about the opposite sex. A lot.

How old was she now? Fifteen? Older? He couldn’t remember.

She rolled her eyes again. “Puh-lease. It’s just sex. I saw you two going at it in the hall. You old guys are so uptight about it.”

At twenty-nine, he didn’t consider himself old, but he could see how Eden might. “We are not having this conversation. Not now. Not ever.”

“Fine. Whatever. I’ll stop talking about sex if you let me do this. Deal?”

Stygian needed whatever information Eden could gain. And she was right. There wasn’t much his shards could do without his body, and so far, he was in complete control. At least he believed so.

“Come on,” she said. “This is my job. You all talk about how important it is. If you really mean that, then let me do it. Let me help.”

He hesitated again, but in the end, she was right. He needed her help.

“Okay. But if things get weird, you get out. Understand?”

She saluted. “Yes, sir. Now shut up and close your eyes.”

Stygian did as she asked. She took his hand and instantly, he felt her clean, young presence in his mind.

As was always the case when Eden inspected his shards, they were in a gladiatorial arena. The sand was furrowed from combat and soaked with blood in spots. The stands were filled with blurry, faceless spectators, except for one.

Hazel. The Witch of the Pageant, as she was called.

She sat holding a bundle of cloth in her arms. The sun shone on everyone around her, but a shadow hovered over her face, hiding her expression.

Her hair was long and black, laying in a thick braid over her shoulder. Her skin was milky pale, and her eyes were the deep brown of wet coffee grounds. She was beautiful, and she knew it.

She stared at the men who were nearly naked, standing lined up in the arena, each one covered in cuts and bruises. Sand clung to the sweat and blood coating their skin, and their bodies rippled with muscles and power.

Eden appeared in front of the line of men. She looked different here, clothed in a pristine white robe and giving off a light that seemed to pour out from inside of her. It was kind of creepy to see a kid look so powerful, but it was a grim reminder that she wouldn’t be a kid forever.

One day Eden would grow up and be a force of nature. All they had to do was keep her alive until that day came.

She walked up to the first gladiator, who was a burly man in his late forties. He was short, with graying hair and sky-blue eyes.

“Why do you want Echo?” Eden asked.

The man’s gaze slid past her to stare at Hazel in the stands, his nostrils flared with disgust, his mouth curled in contempt. “We need her.”

“Why?”

“So we can banish the witch.”

“Hazel?” Eden asked.

The man’s eyes narrowed with hatred. “She can’t stay here.”

“Why not?”

“She’s killing us,” the gladiator said.

Stygian didn’t understand. How could one shard kill another?

“How?” Eden asked, echoing his question.

“She makes us fight. Keeps us weak.”

Stygian looked at the fighters lined up in the arena. Were there fewer of them than before? He thought so, but he wasn’t sure. And if there were fewer men, where had they gone?

“Silence!” Hazel shouted from the stands. She looked at Eden. “Come.”

As if teleported, Eden appeared next to Hazel, and Stygian panicked. He knew that what happened here wasn’t real—at least not in the physical sense—but seeing the kid so close to a monster freaked him out.

He thrust himself into the scene through an act of sheer will. His clothes were gone, and he was dressed in the same loincloth and leather harness as the gladiators.

Hazel saw him and smiled. “So good of you to come. Here. This is yours. Ours.”

She thrust the bundle of fabric at him, and only then did Stygian see that it was a baby, sleeping soundly.

“I don’t understand,” Stygian said.

Hazel shrugged. “You will. Look at him. Closely.”

Stygian was half afraid to obey her order, but his curiosity was too piqued not to see what she meant. As he carefully unwrapped the baby, Eden continued her interrogation.

“Why do you want Echo?” she asked the witch.

“Is it not obvious?”

“Tell me,” Eden demanded, her voice trembling with power.

The roughly woven fabric fell away from the baby. He was naked, healthy, strong. But he wasn’t right. In the center of the infant’s chest was a hole the shape of a perfect triangle. There was no blood, no trauma—just a missing piece, as if the child were some kind of incomplete puzzle. Stygian could see the swaddling through the hole, lying wrinkled under the baby.

Hazel ignored Eden’s order. Her voice was deceptively sweet, almost singsong. “Wake, child. Show Daddy your pretty, pretty eyes.”

The baby opened his eyes, and they were the same pale teal color as Echo’s.

That’s when Stygian realized why Echo was so important—why Hazel needed her. Echo had a piece of Hazel’s soul in her. That’s why she was important.

That’s why he couldn’t keep his hands off of her. Both Hazel and the shards who fought against her wanted to be more whole, to become stronger. They wanted the shards inside him to unite with those inside Echo.

They wanted a baby who would inherit all of them.

He stared at the witch, shaking with fury. “We’re not giving you a child.”

Hazel’s grin widened. “I suppose you could die first. But then you would miss the birth of your firstborn son. Pity.”

Eden said, “She’s playing you, Stygian. I can feel her lies.”

“Leave us,” Hazel said, and instantly, Eden was gone.

He was trapped inside himself with Hazel, her power over him too strong for him to break free and go back into his body.

She smiled as if she enjoyed his apprehension. “It is just the adults now, so I can be frank. You will fuck the new girl and give us a son, or I will fight my way free of the cage she has me in and kill her.”

“There’s not enough of you in Echo. You don’t have that kind of power over her.”

“Do I not?” Hazel asked, almost sweetly. “Are you willing to bet her life on it?” She glanced at the baby. “Or his?”

Stygian cradled the infant closer. He knew it wasn’t a real baby, but it felt like one. It smelled like one. His instincts couldn’t tell the difference, and the need to protect him was overwhelming.

“I have no siblings, no heirs. What do you think would happen to your pieces if I strapped bricks to my legs and stepped off a boat in the middle of the ocean? There’d be no one around to absorb your shards. You’d be spread on the wind, scattered in a hundred different directions.”

A flicker of fear crossed her lovely face, but she hid it quickly. “My soul is strong. There is nothing you can do to destroy it. All you can do is destroy yourself.”

“I won’t let you use me. Or Echo.”

“Then you will have no son.”

The baby in his arms evaporated, leaving an empty pile of rags in his arms.

“No! What have you done to him?” Stygian demanded.

“You said you do not want him. Was that a lie?”

He didn’t know what to think. He was too rattled for his mind to work through what he’d seen here.

“If you do not cooperate, if you do not give me a child, then I will find another way to be made whole.” With that, Hazel pushed him hard enough to send him tumbling.

He lurched to break his fall. The couch he was sitting on made a squeal as it scooted against the concrete floor.

He was in Eden’s room, not a gladiatorial arena. Hazel wasn’t here. He was safe. So were Echo and Eden.

She still had a hold of his hand, her grip tight enough to hurt. Her voice was panicked. “What did she say after I left?”

“Not much,” he lied, saving Eden the details.

“Are you okay?”

Stygian nodded. He was still shaken from his visit with the bitch in his head, but he’d get over it. “You?”

“I really hate her. I don’t like being pushed around like that. At least we know why she wants Echo now—why they all do. They want Echo as a baby mama.”

“It’s not going to happen,” Stygian said.

“I’ve seen the way you touched Echo, the way you look at her. You should probably stock up on condoms, just in case.”

Stygian gave her a hard stare. “This is the very last time you will mention my sex life. Is that clear?”

Eden sighed. “So uptight. You know what would fix that, right?”

“Eden,” he said in a warning tone.

She held up her dark hands. “Fine. I give. I’ll leave you alone. I’m supposed to be studying, anyway. If Argo knows I’m slacking, he’ll change my Netflix password.” She hopped up from the couch. “You should go, but before you do there’s one more thing.”

“What?”

“Did you notice that some of your shards were missing?”

“There seemed to be fewer, but I thought that was impossible.”

“They’re not missing as in gone, but missing as in not present. They weren’t in the arena.”

“Then where were they?”

Eden shook her head. “I don’t know. But it worries me. The only ones missing were the good guys. Maybe Hazel has found a way to subdue them, or cage them.”

“How do I fix it?”

“I don’t know if you can, but you should be on your guard. If she’s somehow diminishing the light shards in you, then she may have more influence over you than you think. Your balance of light and dark is already pretty precarious as it is. We don’t want anything tipping the scales.”

He nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

“Come back and check in with me soon, okay? We need to keep an eye on this.”

“I will.”

He was shaking as he left.

Had Hazel caged some of his light shards without him even realizing? Was she gaining power over him without him being aware of the shift?

Was he becoming dangerous?

His feet brought him to the main hall before he’d even considered the pros and cons of being close to Echo right now. She was still inside the glass confines of the computer room, safely out of reach.

He stared at her for a moment, wondering if she had any idea what the sliver of Hazel she possessed wanted from her.

A child—one who would be unlucky enough to be host to an evil bitch like Hazel. One day, after his parents were dead and no longer able to guide and help him.

Not only no, but hell no. Stygian couldn’t let it happen. He had to get Echo out of his life for good, because if she stayed in it much longer, he might be tempted to give in and sleep with her.

That could never happen.

The innocent baby he’d held in his arms might have been a figment of Hazel’s imagination, but he’d still made Stygian feel something profound.

He understood now why, all those years ago, a stranger had begged him to kill her to protect her children, why she’d been willing to make the ultimate sacrifice for the mere chance of protecting her babies.

He couldn’t remember that night without shaking, so he shoved it down deeper, next to the memories of his grandfather, of being raised by a man who despised him for a sin someone else had committed. He pushed and folded and contorted those memories until they were small enough he could cover them up with the here and now.

The primary role of a parent was to protect his child, and for Stygian, that meant never letting him be conceived.

He would not give Hazel a baby—his baby—as a plaything.


Chapter Nine

Echo had no trouble locating the area her Mom had depicted in the map. She could not, however, seem to draw any of the details so that someone else could understand them. And without those details, without being able to figure out what all the little symbols meant, there was no way anyone was going to find whatever treasure this map led to.

“Nope,” Marvel said, shaking her head. “Still a bunch of squiggly lines.”

“I swear I’m drawing them straight.”

“Not even close.”

Echo sighed in frustration and pulled a clean sheet of paper from the printer to try again. This time she found a hardback book to use as a straight edge.

A buzzer sounded, and a second later, the pressure in the room changed as someone came in. Before Echo lifted her head, she knew it was Stygian. She could feel his presence and smell the intoxicating scent of his skin, above that of disinfectant and electronics running hot.

He’d kissed her in the hallway. She’d kissed him back. She’d been ready to do more than kiss. If not for Eden’s interruption, she was sure she would have known what it was like to be taken against a wall by a man who made her body sing.

Even thinking about him made her insides tremble with need.

In this bright light he was even more handsome than she remembered. Bigger, somehow. His broad shoulders seemed to fill the room. His hands were shoved deep in his pockets, but she could still remember the way they’d felt gliding over her body, cupping her ass and making her soar as he lifted her onto his hips.

Even now, with plenty of space between them, she could still feel the raging heat of his skin and the way it made her shiver.

His thick lashes shadowed his indigo eyes, but even so, she could see something was wrong.

“What is it?” she asked. “What did Eden say?”

His gaze met hers and the intensity of it drove the air from her lungs. There was something new there that hadn’t been there before. An added heat. A worry.

A secret.

“Nothing important,” he said, though his eyes called him a liar. “How goes the map project?”

Marvel handed him the first two maps Echo had sketched. “This is how it goes.”

Stygian winced. “Not much of an artist, are we?”

“I’m trying. For some reason everything I draw turns into garbage. It’s like the map doesn’t want to be translated for others to read.”

“Have you at least figured out the general vicinity?”

“Sure. That part was easy. I thought it might be Tennessee, but it’s just outside of Bricktown in Oklahoma City. We lived there for most of a year. It’s where we found Hedy.”

Poor, wild Hedy. She’d had too much passion and energy for her life to have been cut so short.

“Who’s Hedy,” Marvel asked.

“She was a girl a little younger than me who was living alone on the streets. Mom realized right away that she was infected, so she took her in and raised her as one of us.”

Marvel’s face blanched. “Infected?”

“That’s what mom called having shards. She said it was like an infection that couldn’t be cured.”

“It fits,” Stygian muttered.

“Where is Hedy now?” Marvel asked.

Echo swallowed twice to clear the lump in her throat that formed every time she thought about her family. “She died with my mom and sister.”

“I’m sorry.”

Stygian put his hand on her shoulder in a show of comfort. His warm strength felt so good.

Too good.

If Echo wasn’t careful, she could get used to leaning on a man like him for support. And in her world, that was a mistake. She couldn’t make ties with anyone. She had to keep moving.

Besides, if she was going to make friends, it would be with someone who wasn’t infected with shards. At least they would have an average chance of survival—just car crashes and cancer to worry about, no magical shard bullshit or rat men trailing their every move.

There was no sense in fooling herself. She wasn’t going to make friends with anyone. The risk was too high. She couldn’t go through loving and losing another family—blood or not. She was on her own and was going to stay that way until she or the rat man finally won.

Marvel handed her a shiny new cell phone. “Here you go. All programmed with the phone numbers of everyone at Asgard. I put photos by them to help you remember who’s who.”

Echo took the phone and stared at it. Marvel’s face was there, along with Garrick, Argo, Eden and Stygian. There were several others she hadn’t yet met, and every one of them was a tie binding her to this place.

“I can’t accept this,” Echo said, handing the phone back to Marvel like it was a venomous spider.

“It’s just a phone. Not even an expensive one. It’s no big deal to add a line to our corporate plan, and with that, we’ll be able to help you if you need us.”

She went through a roller coaster ride of emotion in the space of a few seconds—a steady climb of fear, a swooping circle of gratitude and harsh plummet of grief. While she was touched by Marvel’s generosity, she didn’t want to like these people. She didn’t want to depend on them. She didn’t want to lose them one by one as the Vires killed them for their shards.

And she sure as hell didn’t want to fall for one of them, no matter how good his kiss was, or how wet he made her panties. Sex—even fantastic sex—was not worth what she’d have to go through if she was forced to watch a lover die.

“Marvel, would you give us a second?” Stygian asked.

“Okay, fine. But you’re not allowed to sneeze in here. If you need to, take it outside, got it?”

Stygian nodded. Marvel slipped out through the airlock with a hissing change of air pressure marking her passing.

He took the phone from Echo’s extended hand and set it down on the desk. “You’re still grieving for your family and don’t want to do it again. I get that.”

“You can’t know what I’m feeling,” Echo said.

“I do. We all do. We’ve all lost people we loved. We’ve all been to that place where it feels a lot safer to simply decide never to love again, never get close to anyone. But I’m telling you that you can’t survive like that.”

“You don’t know me well enough to guess what I can and can’t survive.”

He took her hands in his and pulled her to her feet. “There’s no shame in accepting help from people who know what it’s like to be in your shoes.”

The warmth of his body wrapped around her, warding off the artificial chill of the room. It felt so good, she could almost pretend that everything was okay, that these people actually cared if she lived or died.

“It’s only a phone,” he said. “Just in case of an emergency. You don’t have to use it if you don’t want to.”

Was he right, or was this just the first step down a path she couldn’t bear to follow? What if she came to care for these people and then had to lose them all?

She couldn’t stand it. Not after Mom, Melody and Hedy.

But the rat man was still out there. Echo didn’t know why he wanted her back, but he did. He hadn’t stopped looking for her in eight years, chances were he wouldn’t stop now, either. If she got in a bind, she could call for help.

Maybe see Stygian again.

That was the thought that made up her mind. Better to leave him as a hot guy she met once than to let him become more.

And it would be so easy for him to mean more to her. They’d only known each other for a few hours, but that’s not how it seemed. They were connected by shards, but it felt more like fate. Destiny.

That was exactly the kind of thing she was trying to avoid. Destiny was not now, nor had it ever been, her friend. It was that popular, mean girl on the playground who wanted to make her think they were friends so she could get close enough pull Echo’s pants down while she hung from the monkey bars. Everyone would laugh and point at the stupid girl who actually believed destiny was on her side.

She didn’t bother to argue about the phone. She’d simply leave it behind when she took off. “I’m going to finish this map, and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

He let go of her hands and took a step back. There was sadness in his eyes, but he gave her a resigned nod. “I understand. I’ll go make you some food while you finish. At least you can leave with a hot meal in your stomach.”

***

Hedy Milo was tortured and killed every day for five years, only to wake up alive again each morning to be tortured all over again. Until one day, an avenging angel with flaming hair saved her, and ever since then, every day when she woke, the first thing she thought about was the perfect face of vengeance.

Phoenix LaRoux was the most stunningly beautiful woman Hedy had ever seen, with fiery hair flowing down her back and bright amber eyes. The strands went from a vibrant blue at the ends, to yellow, to orange, giving the impression of flames whipping around her head as she moved. She was tall, with the strong, broad build of an Amazon warrior queen. Everyone who saw her wanted her or wanted to be like her.

Hedy was lucky to have been claimed as a student by such a powerful woman as Phoenix. Not only had she saved Hedy’s life and nursed her back to health, she’d also spent the last year teaching her how to use her power, rather than shoving it into a tight box the way she’d always been taught to do by her adoptive mother.

Now, years after waking up in the embrace of her new family, Hedy was stronger than she’d ever been. Her powers were under her control, even if the voices in her head weren’t. She took the drugs she was given to quiet them, allowing her to focus on what mattered most—pleasing Phoenix.

Hedy stared into the still water in the ancient silver bowl. The mirror-like surface played out the scene as clearly as any HDTV screen.

As she watched Echo tell the enemy about the death of her family, a hot ache of betrayal swelled in her chest.

Phoenix stroked Hedy’s straight brown hair in a soothing, maternal fashion. “Echo didn’t even bother to look for you. She simply assumed you were dead. You were her sister and she didn’t try to find you.”

Hedy thumped the side of the bowl so she wouldn’t have to witness more of Echo’s betrayal. Ripples spread out over the surface and broke the connection to the woman who had once pretended to be her sister. “She was always jealous of what Mom and I shared. I think she was glad to be rid of me. In fact, she might have even been responsible for getting Mom killed.”

Phoenix crooned in sympathy. “Poor, sweet girl. You still can’t remember that night?”

Hedy had searched her memory every day since she’d woken, and all she saw was a black chasm of nothingness staring back at her. “Sorry. I keep trying.”

“I want to find and punish the person responsible for hurting you.”

“And my family.”

“Of course. But you are my primary concern, as you always have been.”

Hedy backed away from the intricately carved altar. It sat in the center of a round room that served as a place of quiet meditation. The floor was inlaid with a detailed map of the constellations made from tiny chips of precious stones in a rainbow of colors. The night sky was a swirling array of onyx, obsidian and a matte black stone that Hedy didn’t recognize.

While not Phoenix’s private place of worship, where no one, including Hedy had ever been allowed, this room served as the center of the mansion where they lived, along with at least a dozen other Vires. Every room was just as lavish, with tons of dark, hand carved wood, twisting passages lined with marble and stone, and glints of gold and crystal sparkling under heavy chandeliers.

Phoenix stood in the center of the altar room, on top of an amber and citrine sun. She glowed with her own inner light that put the gemstones to shame. Her voice was a soft mix of concern and curiosity. “How are the voices today?”

“Quiet. Your potion helped,” Hedy replied.

Phoenix’s smile made her so lovely it was hard to look straight at her. “Good. My voice is the only one I want you to hear. Besides your own, of course.”

Hedy wished she had even one tenth of the potent beauty Phoenix possessed. Every man who saw her wanted her, many women as well. She was incredibly smart, outrageously generous, and as the leader of the Vires, Phoenix had access to a deep well of power that Hedy could only dream about.

Still, she wasn’t jealous. One day all of this—the mansion and the power—would be hers. Phoenix had promised.

“Do you think you’re strong enough to do something for me?” Phoenix asked.

A sense of pride and loyalty winged through Hedy, exciting her. “Anything.”

Phoenix beamed. “Good girl. Come, let’s get you ready for a little trip.”

“Where am I going?”

“To see your sister. It’s time she knows that you’re alive and just how unhappy we are that she betrayed you.”

“I thought you sent Bernard to find her.”

“I did, but he has failed me for the last time. He’ll keep trying, but I’m sure your methods will be much more effective.”

“What methods?”

Phoenix slid a glossy red fingernail down Hedy’s cheek. “Don’t worry, my sweet girl. I’ll tell you exactly what to do.”

***

Stygian didn’t want Echo to leave Asgard. He knew putting some distance between them was the only way to keep her out of Hazel’s grasp, but the idea of Echo out there on her own alone…it terrified him.

“She’s not going to take the phone,” he told Marvel as he joined her in the kitchen.

She was eating leftover Chinese with Garrick’s name scrawled across the side of the box.

“Why the hell not?” she asked.

“She’s used to being alone.”

“And a phone would fix that. She could be part of the club.”

“It’s not going to happen. Some people aren’t joiners.”

Marvel sighed and scooped up a bite of noodles on her chopsticks. “I would have done anything to be one of the cool kids. It makes no sense that she shuns my tech like that. What has it ever done to her?”

“Don’t take it personally. It’s not your tech she’s shunning.”

“No, it’s just me. Us. That’s really not any better.”

Stygian checked the time. It was nearly morning, so he decided to go with eggs and bacon. Of course, cooking bacon would summon a hungry horde, so he broke out two packs and lined it up on a giant cookie sheet to go into the commercial grade oven.

Marvel finished off the noodles and put the empty box back in the fridge. “I just don’t understand why she wouldn’t want to be one of us.”

“Maybe she saw you eating someone else’s food.”

She snorted. “I only do that to Garrick, and only because I like to see him turn that lovely shade of crimson trying not to yell at me.” She leaned in and whispered. “He’s afraid of my mad skills.”

“All of us are, honey.”

She beamed at that news and rubbed her hands together in maniacal glee. “Mwoo haha! My work here is done.” As soon as she saw what he was making, she said, “Oooh, bacon. You’re making me some, right?”

“Only to appease the evil overlord.”

“Perfect. You may live.” She started a pot of coffee and put on a kettle for tea. “So, what’s the plan for Echo.”

“What do you mean?”

“How are we going to get her to take the phone?”

“We’re not. We’re going to let her make the decision for herself, like a grown up.”

“Yeah right.” After staring at him for a few seconds, her grin fell. “You’re serious, aren’t you? You’re really going to let her walk away without any kind of lifeline at all?”

He didn’t want to, but he knew that if he could call Echo, he would. If she called him, he’d come running. Then they’d be together again. He’d see her pretty face and lust after her sweet little body. Their shards would push them together and he’d end up right back in bed, on top of her. Only this time he’d fuck her until he couldn’t lift his head, fully intending to use a condom. And possibly failing.

Hazel had more control over him than he liked. What if she made him forget to use protection? What if she fooled him into thinking he had rolled on a condom when that wasn’t the case?

What if a child wasn’t Hazel’s end game? What if she was only using that as a distraction to her real agenda? And if she was, what was that agenda? Was it something to do with that prophecy Echo had found?

If that was the case, then her end game was huge, because the distraction of forcing them to have a child seemed like a lot of firepower to throw around for something small.

He couldn’t pretend that it would all be fine, that he’d be smart, strong and sane enough to resist the temptation Echo offered—her body and her shards—not when the stakes were so high.

It was better if they had no means of contact. He’d only known her for a few hours. He wasn’t attached. He could still let her go.

Couldn’t he?

He peered through the glass office wall and watched her. She was bent over the desk, working feverishly on drawing the map. Her golden hair hid her face, but he didn’t need to see it again to remember the effect she had on him. That lush, pink mouth of hers alone was the stuff of wet dreams.

His cock twitched under his fly, reminding him just how precariously perched his good intentions were.

After a few seconds, she held it up to the glass, triumphant. He could see from here that it was still the same bunch of gibberish.

He shook his head.

Echo wadded up the paper in frustration and tossed it into the trash. Defeat slumped her slender shoulders, but she persevered. She placed a clean sheet of paper on the desk and went back to work.

“I have to let her go on her own terms,” he said, answering Marvel’s question. “Maybe one day she’ll come back, but whatever she does, it has to be her decision.”

Marvel sighed in exasperation. “You’d make a horrible evil overlord.”

He prayed she was right, that Hazel’s grasp on him wouldn’t prove otherwise.

Harold’s excited voice echoed through the main hall. “I found something!”

He hurried his arthritic pace, nearly stumbling in his haste. Stygian rushed to his side and helped him into one of the cushioned booth seats adjoining the kitchen.

“What did you find?”

The librarian panted for a minute before he had enough breath to speak. “I kept going back to the part that talked about the bearer of prophecy saving the hunter’s soul. Something about it didn’t make sense.”

“What?” Stygian asked.

“There’s no way to save you without ridding you of Hazel’s shards. There is too much of her in you. You’d have to absorb most of another soul—a good one—to have any chance of controlling her influence over you. And the only way to do that would be to kill innocents.”

“Which I won’t do just to balance out my shards.”

“Of course not. So, that left me wondering again if the rumors of inanimate vessels being able to hold shards might be true. It was the only thing that made sense within the confines set out by this prophetic text. And we must stay within the lines of prophecy or all is lost.”

“Impossible,” Marvel said. “I’ve been working on a shard-sucker for years with no success. I was able to force the tech to make nice with magic when I created the stun bullets, but I haven’t had any luck with this.”

“You’ve been working with technology. I’m talking about something else.”

“What?”

Harold bobbed his head from side to side as if weighing the merits of an argument. “We’ve already seen cases where rumors were based in truth. Prophecy often gets misunderstood or cast aside as myth. We can later read it in texts and see where it lines up with history, but that is often after the fact. Hindsight is so much clearer.”

Stygian said, “I don’t follow.”

“It’s like that telephone game, when one person whispers to the next and so on. The last person in line says what they heard, which is typically distorted from the original.”

“Okay.”

“That happens in written formats as well. One scribe reads several texts, often in different languages, then combines them together in a way he or she believes makes it more whole, more cohesive. Sometimes the scribe is right, and sometimes wrong. Do this a few times and something that began as fact—as prophecy—becomes rumor.”

“How does that apply here?” Marvel asked.

“While there aren’t any examples of any host successfully removing shards, there are plenty of rumors that it can be done. Some of those could have once been based in fact. The problem is that many of us have been looking for this cure our entire lives, but have found nothing more than fragmented pieces—too few to determine if extracting shards is possible or not. But what if it is?” His grin was that of a young boy, hopeful and excited.

“I was told it was impossible,” Stygian said.

“Me too,” Marvel added.

“But what if it’s not?” Harold said. “What if we’re at one of those turning points that prophecy is so good at creating?”

“It would be a game-changer,” Stygian said.

Marvel nodded. “Totally epic.”

Harold beamed. “I’ve read about physical vessels before, but always assumed they were the stuff of fantasy until now.”

“Physical vessel?” Stygian asked.

“Theoretically, there are artifacts that an original once possessed, or possibly something they made with their own hands. The records that speculate all agree that it must have been an item that was present at the moment the soul was shattered. Only such an item would have been subjected to the proper magic to align it to an original. Apparently, it’s a vibrational thing, if the theories are to be believed.”

“Do you have this item?” Marvel asked.

Harold scoffed. “Of course not, child. All the possessions of the originals have been scattered and lost over the centuries. My guess is that there could be some in museums, or held as family heirlooms, but it’s not like you can just look at one and know what it is. They’d likely be fairly common items. Jewelry, hair brushes, knives…”

“Then how in the world does any of this matter?” Stygian asked.

“Because,” Harold continued, his excitement contagious. “I scanned the text Echo brought to us for a reference to a container or vessel, and there it was. Right at the end.”

“What did it say?” Marvel slid a mug of fresh coffee in front of the librarian.

He clutched it gratefully in his arthritic hands. “Apparently, Hazel died wearing a locket. If we find it, and we gather all of her shards in one place, then there’s a spell that can cage her within it.”

Lies! Hazel shouted inside his head.

Find it. Cage her! the other voices shouted.

Silence! Hazel roared.

There was no response inside his skull. All his light shards had been muted.

Stygian sat in stunned silence. “You’re saying that there’s a vessel that can contain Hazel’s shards. Outside of my body?”

Harold bobbed his balding head. “Indeed. That’s exactly what I’m saying. And not just the shards that reside in you, but all of Hazels’ shards.”

“Wait a minute,” Marvel said. “Even if you could suck out shards, what would that really accomplish? Would it trap the soul, like in a cage, so it could never get out, or would it allow the soul to become more powerful because it was finally whole?”

“Both, I believe. The original would be extremely powerful in their whole form, but they would no longer have influence over a human host—unless that host chose to wield the container.”

“Why do I keep having flashes of evil Tupperware?” Marvel asked.

Stygian could hardly contain his excitement. “Where is the container? And what about the spell?” Stygian asked. “Do you have that?”

“I can’t help you with the location, but I think I can locate the spell. I believe it’s in a grimoire from the late fifteenth century. I haven’t laid eyes on it since we moved here, but it’s got to be around somewhere. I’ll make it my top priority.”

For the first time in a long time, a little bubble of hope swelled inside of Stygian’s chest. He didn’t let it get too big, but he let it buoy him up just enough to strengthen him. “Are you sure about this?”

Harold gave a timid nod. “As sure as I am of anything. But there’s not much time. When Echo brought the prophecy here, she started the clock. We only have until the next new moon to find the locket and complete the spell. Just a few days.”

“Why?” asked Marvel, frowning. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“It’s magic, dear, not logic. And now that the Witch of the Pageant knows that her time is running out, she’s not going to make it easy for us to shove her in a cage permanently.”

“She’s going to fight every step of the way,” Stygian said. “Her end game is to be whole, but on her terms.” The image of the baby popped into his head, staring at him with Echo’s eyes. “We can’t let her win.”

Harold nodded toward where Echo worked on the map. “Then I suggest you gather our guest and leave immediately. Follow the map. See if it leads you to the locket. Let the light of the bearer of prophecy guide you.”

“Echo isn’t going,” Stygian said.

“She must. The prophecy said that she would find a map and that it would lead you to the vessel. She already found the map. Now she has to use it to guide you to freedom. She can’t go against prophecy.” He said that last part like he was speaking about the laws of physics or the will of God.

Stygian was as gentle with the old man as he could be. “I don’t think she cares about prophecy. She’s translating the map now and sketching it for me so I can go without her.”

Harold laughed. “Let me guess. It isn’t going so well? All she can draw is something that looks suspiciously like the original map itself—completely indecipherable?”

“How did you know?” Marvel asked.

He shook his head. “You all think you know so much with your boom boxes and Internets, when there’s so much you have no clue about whatsoever.”

“Care to enlighten us and our Internets?” Marvel asked with half a grin on her face.

“Reading magical texts and being able to write them down for others to read are two very different skills. It took me twenty years to be able to transcribe prophecy for others to read. There’s no way she’s going to learn to do that in a single night. She’ll have to guide you, just as the prophecy foretold.”

“No!” Stygian said too quickly.

Harold blinked his weepy blue eyes. “Why ever not?”

“Because she has a shard of Hazel in her as well. And Hazel wants to join that piece with mine.”

Marvel stared at him, confused.

Harold did the same thing, but caught on fast. “Oh. I see. Hazel wants a joining of the old-fashioned variety.”

Marvel frowned. “Like wired headphones and landlines?”

The librarian shook his spotty head. “No, more like birds and bees.”

Marvel finally figured it out, and when she did, the outrage in her voice was palpable. “Hazel wants Echo to have your baby?”

“Shh.” Stygian glanced Echo’s way to make sure she hadn’t heard the declaration. “Keep your voice down. That’s not exactly the kind of thing one can easily explain to a stranger.”

“She’s not a stranger,” Marvel said. “I let her in my office. I gave her a phone. That makes her more like family.”

“She doesn’t want to be a part of the family, remember?”

Marvel huffed and poured herself some tea. “I’m not letting her keep my niece or nephew away from me.”

Stygian struggled to control his frustration. “There aren’t going to be any babies. Hazel is not getting her way in this. But part of that is sending Echo on her way before Hazel gathers enough strength to make me forget my good intentions.”

“Can’t you just keep your pants zipped?” asked Marvel, as if he were an idiot.

“He can try,” Harold said, “but Hazel is wily. If she revealed her end game to Stygian, then she had a reason to do so. Very likely so that he’d be able to think of nothing else.”

“Well, it’s working,” Stygian said, as the thought of taking Echo against that wall plowed into him hard enough to shove the breath from his lungs.

Hazel laughed in his head. The rest of his shards let out muffled shouts that sounded almost like warnings.

Harold nodded. “Of course, it is. A simple, but effective technique to use against a young, virile man like yourself with plenty of seed to spread around.”

Marvel wrinkled her nose. “Eww. Can we not talk about Stygian’s seed before bacon?”

“You should warn her,” Harold advised. “She may not realize the danger of your seduction if you don’t.”

“I have no plan to seduce her.”

“Of course, you don’t. That’s Hazel’s plan, not yours. But that doesn’t mean it won’t come to pass.”

Echo looked up and saw everyone staring at her. Suspicion clouded her clear gaze and drew her out of Marvel’s office.

The nearer she came, the more excited Stygian got. He wanted to touch her again, smell her hair and feel her body under his.

He gritted his teeth and clenched his fists so hard they hurt.

He had to remove himself from temptation. He and Echo had to part ways. Period. It was the only way to beat Hazel at her own game.

“Can you show Echo how to do what you do and translate the map or not?” Stygian asked Harold.

“Before the new moon?” He laughed. “Impossible. I’m afraid you’re stuck with her, just as prophecy dictates.”

Stygian had never wanted to wipe a smug smile off the face of an old man as much as he did right now. At least not since his grandfather had died.

Echo was close enough now to hear that last part. “You’re talking about me, aren’t you?”

“I’m afraid so, dear,” the librarian said, “but it was nothing bad. We’re all delighted that you’re here.”

The suspicion on Echo’s face deepened. She met Stygian’s stare. “Why do you look like you’re going to be sick?”

Since he couldn’t tell her the truth, he settled for a diversionary tactic. “Harold says that there’s an artifact that could trap Hazel. That’s what your map will lead us to.”

Her pale teal eyes brightened. “You mean I can get her out of my head?”

He nodded. “That’s the hope. But we’re going to need that map.”

Marvel lifted her steaming mug. “That’s assuming it’s even possible. As far as I know, lots of people have tried for lots of generations to pry out their shards and no one has been successful.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Harold said. “There are at least two texts that reference this kind of thing.”

“Reference or state?” Marvel demanded.

“The histories aren’t as black-and-white as we might like, but rumors are often based on facts.”

Marvel nodded. “The fact is that there’s no proof that caging shards in some box is going to work.”

“Not a box, a vessel—a vessel that Echo’s map will lead us to.”

“I think I got it this time.” She held up a page of indecipherable squiggles, her expression one of hopeful expectation. “Can you see it now?”

Marvel laughed. Harold cleared his throat and looked at his coffee with studious intent. Stygian took the page and the hand that held it inside his. “I’m sorry, Echo. All I see is a drawing of spaghetti.”

Her face fell with disappointment. “What the heck is wrong with me? It’s just a line drawing.”

“No,” Stygian said gently. “It’s a magical line drawing—one only you can see.”

Echo glanced at her map, then back at the gathering. “You’re not all just playing me, are you?”

Stygian shook his head. “I wish we were.”

“Not me,” Marvel offered. “I’m glad you’re stuck with us. Otherwise, I set up that phone for nothing. I even gave you a really good number—easy to remember.”

“I appreciate your generosity, but I really don’t want the phone. I just want to be on my way, back to my regularly scheduled life.”

“I’m afraid you’re going to have to take a little side trip with me,” Stygian said.

The idea of having her near was both enthralling and terrifying.

Such a pretty baby, Hazel whispered.

Echo’s hand began to tremble. She pulled it from his grip and backed away. “All I wanted to do was make the voices in my head shut up. I was just supposed to drop off the paper and leave. Nice and simple. Barely even a detour. And now…this.” She spread her arms out to include the gathering as well as the space around them. “I don’t have time for this bullshit. The rat man will be back. I can’t stick around.”

Stygian saw her fear and wanted nothing more than to pull her into his arms and offer comfort. But if he did that, he’d want more. Much more. She appealed to him too much for him to fool himself into thinking otherwise.

He had to keep his hands to himself.

But your hands feel so much better on her sweet body, Hazel whispered.

Stygian ignored her and pulled in a deep breath. “I’m sorry, but it looks like neither one of us is going to get what we want. Get the map. We’re leaving in five minutes.”


Chapter Ten

Garrick flew his Cessna to St. Louis, rented the fastest car he could find and raced through traffic until he reached the place he used to call home.

The mansion sat on the highest hill in the area, overlooking the others as a queen might survey her subjects. It was a plantation-style house, but on a larger scale, with white pillars soaring over thirty feet high, holding up balconies that stretched all the way across the second and third floors. Ornate black iron fencing surrounded the entire estate, with plenty of lights, cameras and armed guards to make sure no one crossed the boundary without being seen and addressed.

A wide driveway decorated in multicolored pavers curved up to the house, creating a complete ring near the massive front steps. A fountain punctuated the middle of the lush, green circle, showing off intricate landscaping that was as close to art as any wild, growing thing could be.

There was a gatehouse near the street, and in it would be at least two armed guards, with half a dozen more roaming the grounds. Those posts had once been filled by Garrick’s friends—fellow Riven—but were now being held by former prisoners kept in hidden cells beneath the mansion.

Starry, the owner of this stunningly beautiful estate, had once been his friend. His leader. She’d saved his life more times than he could count and kept him on the straight-and-narrow when the urge to seek revenge had threatened to overwhelm him. Because of her, he was still the good, honorable man he’d been raised to be. For that, he owed her everything.

And now, after sacrificing so much of herself for so many, she was all but unrecognizable. She’d fought and killed, absorbing the shards of her victims so that others didn’t have to. She’d laid down her life time and time again until there was nothing left for her to give.

Starry had killed one too many Vires and now she had become the very thing she’d once hunted. The balance of shards inside her had slipped too far to the wrong side. She’d turned on them and was now their most dangerous enemy.

She knew all their secrets. She knew their habits and patterns. She knew their weaknesses.

If Garrick didn’t find a way to stop her, she would kill everyone he loved. The only problem was, if he killed her, he’d become just like her. No way could the balance of shards inside of him withstand an influx that powerful without tipping the scale to the side of the Vires.

Still, he loved her—not in a romantic way, but in the way he would have loved a sister if he’d been blessed with such a gift. She was older and wiser than he was, and far more cunning. But there was one thing he had that she could never match.

He would never, until the day he died, give up on her. The Starry he knew and loved was in there somewhere, trapped and afraid. The essential part of her that made her the kind of woman willing to give up everything for those she led, those she cared about—it was still alive.

Garrick was going to rescue her or die trying.

Holt Bardrick waited for him inside one of the lavish homes neighboring Starry’s. While not as grand, it could have easily housed four families without effort. Currently, the owners were away at their summer home on some beach somewhere in Costa Rica, leaving this place the perfect spot for Holt to stay without being noticed.

Garrick parked inside the open garage bay—one of seven—and went into the house. The display on the security keypad inside the garage door read DISARMED. There was no damage, no wires hanging out, no sign of tampering at all.

Garrick knew that Holt had an affinity for tech, and that he had not yet met a challenge he couldn’t conquer, but even so, his admiration for the man ticked up a notch. No way had the owners of this home left without arming the security system.

Holt sat in the kitchen with an array of screens spread out in front of him on the polished granite counter. The space was done in rich browns and golds, with high-end appliances that looked like they’d never been used. A glossy, hardback cookbook sat on a wrought iron stand, next to a marble pastry slab and hand-blown glass fruit bowl holding fake lemons.

The whole space had an air of disuse about it, making Garrick wonder if whoever lived here preferred dining out more than enjoying a quiet meal at home.

Holt lifted his head as Garrick walked in. The man was over six feet tall, with a big-boned, broad frame under plenty of muscle. His T-shirt strained to contain his biceps and shoulders. He had the precise grooming of a man newly out of the military, even though that wasn’t the case. His dark hair was short, his face clean-shaven, his gaze sharp and clear.

Considering that he’d been doing solo surveillance for weeks without backup, that was a hell of a feat. Most men would have been sallow, unshaven and in desperate need of sleep and a shower by now. Somehow, he’d managed to do it all and still get closer to reaching Starry than anyone else had.

“Garrick,” Holt greeted with a slight nod of his head. “Glad you could come.”

“Where is she?” Garrick asked without preamble.

Hold nodded to the screens he watched. “I don’t know where she was, but she’s back now. Came in a few hours ago.”

Garrick stepped around to look at the trio of screens. On them were split images of security cameras from a variety of different angles—some from inside Starry’s home.

“How did you set these up?” he asked.

Holt shrugged slightly, but it made muscles bulge along his shoulders. “Hacked some of hers.” He pointed to the screen on the left—one showing images looking into Starry’s estate. “These are mine.”

That he hadn’t been caught setting up those cameras, and that they hadn’t been found and removed was a testament to just how much of a badass Holt was when it came to surveillance.

“Show me,” Garrick said.

Holt didn’t need to ask what he meant. With a few keystrokes, he brought up an image of Starry Mandrake on the screen.

She hadn’t even bothered to disguise herself. Her long, raven black hair flowed over her shoulders in glossy waves. There were no sunglasses to hide her striking silver eyes, no overcoat to conceal her tall, curvy body. She walked openly from where her driver let her and a man out of her car, went up the front steps of her house and inside without even the slightest hint of worry.

“She thinks we can’t see her hiding behind her guards and iron gates,” Holt said.

Garrick shook his head. “No. That’s not it at all.” He watched her as she let the man with her inside. He was short and skinny, with a pronounced limp. After he passed, she gave one sweeping glance across the estate before shutting her front door. There was a slight smile on her beautiful face. Almost a dare. “She knows we can see her. She just doesn’t care.”

“So, what’s our play?” Holt asked.

“We can’t risk going in after her. We’ll have to wait until she comes out again and follow her.”

“Could be a while.”

“I don’t mind,” Garrick said. “There’s nothing more important to me than getting her back. She never once gave up on any of us. I’m not about to give up on her.”

Holt nodded, his brow furrowed in thought. “Any idea who the guy is?”

“The skinny guy with her, the one with stringy hair and a limp, that’s Sebastian Reznik. I’ve only seen pictures of him, but I’m sure that’s him.” It was more the sick feeling in Garrick’s gut than his memory convincing him of who the man was.

“Who is he?” Holt asked.

“Freelance torturer.”

Holt lifted a dark eyebrow. “That’s a thing? Why is he with Starry?”

“I don’t know, but that seems like something we should find out. Any sound to go along with those images?”

Hold nodded. “Some, but probably not where we need it. There’s no coverage in Starry’s private suites or in the prisoner cells in the basement.”

Garrick said nothing, but he doubted the microphones they had access to were going to be of much use. Because why would you bring a man to your house who could make even the strongest person spill their guts if you didn’t plan to use him? And if you were going to use a man like Reznik, then you were going to want him to work underground, in a place where none of your wealthy neighbors could hear someone scream.

***

Echo thought about running away, but it wouldn’t have done her any good.

Stygian had saved her life, killing the disgusting rat-thing that was hunting her. The least she could do was return the favor. She wasn’t sure how much of this prophecy nonsense she believed, but she’d seen enough weirdness in her lifetime to know that there was a lot of freaky shit out there, lurking in the dark. That there was some kind of magical handbook to sort it all out didn’t seem so surprising.

Besides, it’s not like she had a social calendar brimming with important events. Her life was spent running, staying one step ahead, always moving around to avoid being captured or killed. This small detour—following a map her mother had drawn—could be a welcome distraction.

Stygian’s life depended on her translating the map, so that was what she was going to do. Plus, she really did want to get Hazel out of her head before the bitch found a way to break free of her cage. If helping Stygian helped evict Hazel, then all that was one more reason not to bail on him.

Echo and Stygian were both quiet on the drive to Oklahoma City. He drove fast, as if he were trying to get the task over with as quickly as possible. Or maybe he was anxious to have her out of his hair.

She could still feel the slick, warm strands of his dark hair gliding between her fingers as they’d kissed. She hadn’t meant to be so handsy, but his body was meant to be touched, appreciated. The way he’d kissed her had nearly melted her brain.

If not for Eden interrupting them, she knew things would have gotten out of hand. In the best way possible.

As the miles slid by and the sky lightened, she tried to concentrate on the passing countryside. Sadly, other than cows, trees and red dirt unveiled by road construction, there really wasn’t much to see.

Stygian was a far more appealing landscape.

His big hands were fisted around the steering wheel, easily controlling the Mustang. Even though it was still spring, his skin was tanned except for a couple of small, pale scars across his knuckles. She wondered how he’d gotten them, but decided that the less she knew about him, the better.

She couldn’t get involved, not matter how intriguing he was. If she got to know him, she might want to stick around and be a part of their little gang. And if she did that, she knew how it would end.

She’d already lost too much to have the strength to rebuild herself again from the shattered remains grief left behind.

The small confines of the car put her shoulder-to-broad shoulder with him. The earthy scent of his skin mixed with the leather interior and the warmth of spring to lull her into a false sense of relaxation. If she closed her eyes, she could almost pretend that she was a normal woman with a normal life. No shards, no rat men, no magical maps only she could read.

What a lovely fantasy—just her and a man sexy enough to melt her clothes off with a wink and a smile.

In her small, impossible world, he pulled over the Mustang and turned to her, cupping her face in his big hands again. He looked at her like every other woman had evaporated off the face of the earth, then settled his firm, hot mouth over hers. She could almost feel his heat against her lips, feel his hands slide around her body and lift her up to straddle his lap. There wasn’t much space for her, but they made it work.

She’d slide her fingers through his hair again so she could kiss him deeper, explore the secret taste of him and breathe in her fill. The scent of rainwater and moonlight would weave around her like a magical spell, binding the two of them together.

He is yours, a small voice inside her whispered. Take him.

The voice snapped her out of her fantasy, reminding her that she wasn’t alone. She had an audience.

She straightened in her seat, squirming to ease the wet heat growing under her panties.

If just the idea of him got her this hot, she could only imagine how good the real thing would be. She probably wouldn’t survive it.

He is yours.

Echo managed not to laugh at the voice in her head, but just barely.

“Almost there,” Stygian said. “Where to next?”

When they reached the edge of Oklahoma City, she gave him directions, guiding him over streets that were only vaguely familiar from her childhood.

She consulted the map again, and as soon as he turned the corner, she knew where they were heading.

“There’s a homeless shelter up ahead,” she said. “We spent some time here when I was little.” That was what the happy face near the final X had to be—a home of sorts.

A flash of emotion pinched his face, but was gone so fast she couldn’t tell if it was pity or disgust she saw.

Both were equally unwelcome. Both reminded her that her little fantasy world was just that: a fantasy.

“I don’t see a sign for a shelter,” he said.

“It may not be one anymore. Pull over here, in front of the building with the wide steps.”

He did as she asked, guiding the Mustang out of the light, morning traffic.

The brick building was two stories tall with windows that had been boarded up so long ago the wood was dark with mildew. The sidewalk in front was heaving and cracked with age. Everything looked smaller than she remembered from fifteen years ago, but this was definitely the right place.

Echo checked the map again to make sure there was no other way to interpret the map. “This is it. It has to be.”

“Okay. Now what? Is the locket inside?”

Echo looked at the boards covering the front door, then back at the map. In the upper corner was a close-up drawing of a section of brick. One of those bricks was marked with an X. “I don’t think so. I think the locket is in the wall, behind a brick.”

He looked up at the building, which consisted of thousands of bricks. “Which brick?”

On the drawing there was a rough outline of a basset hound at the base of the section of wall. Something about the placement tickled her memory.

“I need to get out and walk around,” she said.

Stygian pulled around the corner and parked. As soon as she was on foot, her memories started to flow.

She’d been ten or so when they’d stayed here. The place had been run by a sweet, old black man who’d taken to her like a grandfather. His name was Mac, and he’d taught her to play solitaire and how to make a quarter disappear between her fingers. Her hands hadn’t been big enough to quite pull off the trick, but he’d played along, pretending to be astounded by her feats of magic.

He’d also looked the other way when she couldn’t bear to part with her little basset hound puppy.

Mac had a strict no-pet policy, but for Echo, her magic extended to the puppy, making him invisible to Mac. At least that’s what she thought. She knew now that the man had simply been indulging a little girl with a tough life.

As she led the way around the building, Stygian was right on her heels. He was alert to the point of hyper-awareness, eyeing every shadow and corner as if it might hold some deadly threat.

Echo saw a couple of people sheltering in the doorway of an abandoned building across the street, but they seemed harmless enough. Still, his hand never strayed far from his gun, hidden beneath his untucked shirt. His head was on a swivel, watching all angles.

“Are you always this uptight?” she asked.

“Only when hunting ancient artifacts that are able to house the splintered soul of a powerful witch who is my own personal mental parasite.”

“You sound like you hate the shards as much as I do.”

“Possibly more. They may be handy on occasion, but they’re more of a pain in the ass than they’re worth.”

She skirted the foundation of the building, searching for anything that caught her attention. As she slipped through the crooked gate on the chain link fence and surveyed the overgrown back yard, she was flooded with memories.

She and her sister had played back here in the little sand pile in the corner. She’d made countless laps around the inside of the fence with Solo leading her around by his leash until he found a good spot to do his business. While she had no idea how long they’d stayed here, she remembered that it felt like home. It wasn’t until some older kids walked by and shouted insults at her that she realized that most people didn’t live like this, flitting from place to place and living out of their car more often than not.

Echo trailed her fingers along the back wall of the brick building. There was a door in the center of the wall that was used mostly by the people who came out here to smoke. There weren’t any other kids here, leaving Echo and her sisters to play together.

“See anything?” Stygian asked.

She pointed to the remains of a wooden bench rotted out at the bottom. “Mom used to sit here and watch us play. When my puppy got tired, he’d lay at the base of the wall behind her and sleep in the shade to cool off.”

She looked at the drawing of the brick detail and the puppy lying at the bottom. As she surveyed the wall again, she could almost remember little Solo laying there, exhausted from keeping up with the young girls.

“I think what we’re looking for is in this area,” she said, pointing to the spot behind the bench.

Stygian put both hands on the old wood and simply ripped it off of its moorings. Wood crunched and splintered. His muscles flexed in a mouthwatering show of strength that made heat dance low in her belly.

That fantasy world of hers began to take shape again, blotting out reality as an inconvenient nuisance.

It took a force of will for her to concentrate on her task.

The sun was high enough in the sky to shine on the bottom half of the wall. With the bench out of the way, she could easily see every crack in the mortar and chip in the bricks.

She held the drawing up, counting the number of bricks from the doorway. “This one. I think this is it.”

“Stand back. If it’s booby trapped, I don’t want you getting hurt.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll be fine. And if I’m not, you’ll still be able to drive me to the hospital.”

She was confused by how careful he was with her safety, as if she were important. Maybe it was just because she could read the map and he couldn’t, but they’d found the general area the locket was in. All he needed was some time to find the right brick.

His thick fingers gripped each brick, wiggling it to see if it had any give. He worked in a methodical pattern until one of them moved.

Excitement rushed through Echo’s system. She hadn’t realized until just now how compelling this treasure hunt was. Even with the walk down memory lane, she was still thrilled with the idea of getting at least one of the noisy people out of her head.

She could only imagine how Stygian must feel with nearly a whole soul taking up residence inside him. How much louder were the voices for him? How much more annoying?

He pulled, sliding the loose brick out of its hole with a grating sound. Dust and chips of mortar trickled out to land in the same spot Solo had slept as a puppy.

Echo suffered through a brief spurt of grief as she remembered her faithful childhood companion. He’d died too soon, but had gifted her with years of love and laughter before he’d passed. He was the brightest spot in an otherwise tarnished childhood.

A gaping hole was left where the brick had once been. Stygian crouched to see what was inside. “Stand back.”

“Do you see the locket?” she asked.

“No, but there’s definitely something.” He reached into the hole and pulled out a plastic bag. “It feels like paper.” He handed it to her.

“There’s no locket?” she asked.

He shook his head. “None. Either it was never there or someone else already found it.”

Disappointment fell hard on her shoulders, bowing them with the weight. She’d been so sure that they were on the right track—that the key to his salvation was in reach. Instead, all she had was another bit of paper that hummed for her attention.

She opened the bag and pulled out the rolled tube of paper. The loose brick had crushed it flat, but nothing had torn. She unrolled the page and saw more of her mother’s handwriting. A key had been taped at the bottom of the page, but the accompanying note made no sense.

“What is it?” Stygian asked.

“It says ‘Solo’s last song.’”

“What does that mean?”

Echo shrugged, confused.

Stygian stood behind her to peer over her shoulder. “I can’t even make out the words. Looks like a bunch of gibberish to me. Can I see the key?”

She peeled it away from the brittle, yellowed tape and handed it to him.

“It’s nothing special. Just a standard door key.”

“But to what door?”

Stygian shook his head. “I can’t even read the note, so I’m of absolutely no use.”

“Solo was the name of my dog. But I don’t know where his last song was sung. He would howl into any hollow object he could find, though his favorite was a trash can. He tipped over a lot of them just so he could hear himself sing.” The memory made her smile and left a bittersweet ache in her chest.

“I hate to ask, but how did he die?”

“I was fourteen and thought Mom was an idiot for dragging us around the country. I wanted to go to school like a real kid, and after months of whining, Mom finally relented. She got a waitressing job and rented a tiny apartment so she could enroll me in public school. They didn’t allow pets, and Solo was used to sleeping in the car, so we put him there at night.

“One night he woke us up howling and barking. Mom freaked. At first, I thought it was because we were going to get kicked out of the apartment, but later I realized that wasn’t it at all.”

“What was it?”

“She was terrified that something had found us.” Echo shivered, remembering that night. “She was right.”

He rubbed her arms as if trying to warm them. “What happened?”

“We all raced out to him. Mom tried to keep us close and get us to the car so we could run, but when I opened the door to get in, Solo leaped out and ran straight past me. That was the first night I saw one of those rat creatures like the one that attacked us before.”

His body tensed. His fists clenched. “What happened?”

For a moment, she couldn’t speak. Emotion strangled her, threatening to rain down tears she couldn’t stand to shed.

He was just a dog, but at the time, he’d been her best friend. So many horrible things had happened since that night, but it was the first time she could remember facing loss—the kind that stripped away all joy and hope and made you wish everything would end so you didn’t have to suffer through even one more second of the pain.

“Solo died protecting you, didn’t he?” Stygian asked.

Echo nodded, her throat still clogged with the memory of that night. She thought that horrible time had been lost in the back of her brain, but she was wrong. Now that she was here, holding this note left behind by her dead mother, everything came flooding back.

Solo was no match for the rat monster, though he didn’t let that stop him. He was brave and fierce and loyal, showing an almost terrifying ferocity that left her shocked to her core. The sweet, clumsy puppy she’d come to love became an avenging angel, but with teeth instead of a blazing sword. He fought with everything he had, keeping the rat away from his family long enough for them to escape.

The need to cry pitched her voice two octaves higher. “I tried to go after him, but Mom shoved me into the car and we took off. I watched out the back window as the rat monster killed Solo.”

She swallowed down bile.

It hadn’t just killed her beloved pet. It had torn out his throat with its teeth, nearly decapitating him. Blood was still spraying when the monster turned, its muzzle coated red and dripping as it came racing after them.

She shivered in revulsion at the memory, wishing it would recede back into the foggy depths of forgotten trauma and hazy nightmares.

Stygian pulled her into his arms, stroking her back in a soothing sweep of his hand. “He saved you. All of you.”

His touch felt good. Each stroke helped peel away another layer of horror, grounding her back in the here-and-now.

Her voice was stronger this time, though she was still reeling from the devastating memory. “Mom wouldn’t let us go back for his body. She said that it was too dangerous, but we found a quiet spot in a park across from an elementary school in Kansas and buried his leash. He always loved kids, so I wanted to think of him there, watching over the playground, not in that bloody street where we left him.”

He hugged her tight. “I’m so sorry, Echo. I can’t imagine how hard that must have been for you. You were just a little girl.”

Had she been? Had she or her sisters ever really been regular kids? Mom trained them to be tougher, smarter, quicker. None of them had been big enough to be physically strong, but Mom made sure they’d known how to stay out of trouble, even if that meant running.

Sometimes Echo felt like her whole life had been one long marathon to escape the things that lurked in the dark.

She was tired of running, but it was all she knew. Besides, what choice did she have? She wasn’t the stand-and-fight type. She was sneaky, smart and determined, but she wasn’t delusional enough to think she was a fighter.

That was the domain of people like Stygian and Argo. Even Marvel and Eden fought in their own ways. Sure, Marvel wasn’t big and buff, but she had skills that Echo could only dream about. And Eden, she was vital to the fight, giving the Riven intelligence that no other living soul could provide.

Echo couldn’t even make sense of clues left behind by her own mother.

Stygian’s grip around her tightened. She rested her head on his shoulder and tried to steady her nerves. How long it had been since she’d had the luxury of being comforted? How long would she go next time, after this fleeting moment of warmth and companionship faded into her normal life of isolated fear?

She could get used to this. Easily. Quickly.

And then what?

The problem with having something good was that it could always be taken away. Going without may not have been better, but it was less heartbreaking. As many cracks as Echo had running through her, she couldn’t afford another blow.

She pushed herself upright and eased out of his strong embrace.

The air seemed colder on the other side. Her memories were darker and heavier. But she was strong. She always had been. She always would be. Relying on herself had given her that trait, and it was ready for her now, when she needed to stand on her own two feet.

Stygian’s expression closed up. His lips flattened into a blank line that revealed nothing of what he felt about her rejecting his offer of comfort.

She was on her own, just where she belonged.

“What now?” he asked.

She searched her mind for a hint of what her mother meant by Solo’s last song. After a moment, she hit on something. “We made Solo a grave marker out of wet concrete we mixed in a little plastic trash can and then buried the can with his leash inside of it so he’d always have a place to sing.”

As the memory of that sad day washed over her, she realized what her mother’s note meant.

“Mom had us sing a hymn at his funeral and said that it was his last song, not the one that woke us up and saved us.” Not that horrible, terrified howl of warning.

“Do you think she buried something in his grave?”

“Let’s hope so.”

“Do you know where Solo was laid to rest?”

She nodded. “That I’ll never forget. It was in Wichita, Kansas.”

He checked his watch. “If we hurry, we can be there before dark.”

Just in time for monsters like the rat man to come out and play.

Lovely.


Chapter Eleven

Hedy fell to the ground, vomiting.

Teleportation may have been the fastest way to travel, but it sure as hell wasn’t the easiest.

It took several minutes for the nausea and dizziness to pass enough that she could stand. As soon as she was able, she texted Phoenix to let her know that she’d made it safely to her destination.

The pasture she’d landed in was a wide, open space, dotted sparsely with cattle. The air was warm and the clear sky was a bright, hopeful blue.

Definitely Wichita, Kansas, where Phoenix said prophecy demanded Hedy go. Echo would be here soon, and when she came, Hedy was going to be waiting.

She would do anything for Phoenix. Anything.

But first she needed some wheels.

Landing in an uninhabited, rural area away from prying eyes was necessary, but inconvenient. Not even Phoenix, with her vast power, could teleport an entire car. It was up to Hedy to make due.

She hiked out to the nearest blacktop road and started walking. About twenty minutes later, an old man in a rusty truck pulled to a stop beside her.

“You okay?” he asked. “Just getting a walk in?”

Hedy knew how she looked. Innocent, sweet, with two dimples and a scattering of freckles that made her appear younger than her twenty-one years. Funny, but she would have thought that all those years of torture would have aged her more.

She gave the man a relieved smile. “Actually, my beater broke down on me. There’s no cell service out here. Could you give me a lift to town?”

“Sure. I’m headed there anyway. Hop in.”

She stepped up on the dented running board and settled in the passenger seat.

The inside of the truck was in far better shape than the outside, as if the interior had recently been redone. There was a smell of new plastic mixed with the mustiness of the old man. Twangy, old-school country music played low in the background.

He grinned at her, revealing a shiny, white set of false teeth. “Good thing today was grocery day, or you’d be waiting out here for a while.”

“Definitely my lucky day.”

He put the truck in gear and veered back onto the blacktop. “What brought you all the way out here?”

“Work,” she answered easily.

He frowned at that. “What kind of work does a little thing like you do all the way out here?”

She hated small talk, and the music was grating on her nerves more and more by the second. All she wanted to do was find Echo and demand to know why her sister had abandoned her.

She let you be captured, tortured. All those years. All that pain. She never loved you. Never saw you as her real sister.

Hedy gritted her teeth against the voices in her head.

“Are you okay?” asked the old man. “You look a little green around the gills.”

He is going to gut you like a fish.

Shut up! she told the voices silently. Leave me alone.

She fumbled in her pocket for one of the vials Phoenix had given her filled with a potion that kept the voices quiet. She’d taken one before she left, but all that puking must have purged it from her system.

“Are you going to be sick, girl?” the man asked.

Hedy ignored him and drank the potion down, hoping it would act fast.

Not fast enough. He will kill you, and ours will be the last voices you ever hear.

She closed her eyes and rocked in her seat, humming to herself to block out the noise.

It didn’t work. The only song that had ever worked had been Mom’s. And she was dead.

Echo let her die. She let Melody die. She didn’t even try to find you.

A violent wave of hatred rushed through Hedy, stealing her breath.

Echo was going to pay for what she did—pay for every beating, every flicker of shame, every day of starvation, every terrified moment spent dying at the hands of a sadist.

The man pulled the truck over onto the shoulder. “If you’re on the drugs, you need to tell me now. I can get you help. My pastor sent the Williams boy to a place and they cleaned him right up.”

“Shut up,” she growled at the man.

Make him.

“Excuse me? I don’t know where you’re from, but around here, we’re polite to the people who do us a favor.”

He thinks he can boss you around. He has no idea the kind of power you wield. Show him.

“You’re not my father.”

“Damn right, I’m not. I would have whooped your butt when you were little so you’d remember how to treat your elders.”

He will beat you. Hurt you. Kill him before he can!

Hedy’s fingers twitched. It was only then that she realized that she’d pulled her knife from inside her jacket. The blade wasn’t visible, but it was ready, willing and eager to taste this man’s blood.

Kill him.

The voices wouldn’t stop until she obeyed. Only Phoenix’s potion and Mom’s songs had ever been able to quiet them.

Kill him!

Hedy gripped the knife and lunged at the man. Her blade slid between his ribs, angled up so that it sliced right into his heart.

His saggy eyes went wide in shock and pain. He shoved her back, his arms frail and weak.

He was already dead. All that was left now was the messy part where he realized it.

Hedy straddled his lap and gripped his chin in one hand. She stared into his eyes as his blood poured out, hot and wet between them. It soaked her clothes, but she didn’t care.

“You’ll never be able to hurt me now,” she told him. “No one will ever hurt me again.”

His brown eyes softened, and she swore that what she saw there wasn’t pain or fear of his impending death.

It was sympathy.

He was the one who was dying, but he felt sorry for her?

She scrambled back as he let out his very last breath. With bloody hands, she adjusted the rearview mirror so that she could look at herself.

What did he see in her that was so pitiful? She was a strong, fierce, loyal warrior. She had a destiny. Prophecy had been written about her. Phoenix had told her so.

Hedy stared into the mirror, but the person who stared back was not strong or fierce. She was weak and afraid. She was bloody and broken.

She was that little girl who’d spent years cowering in fear, wondering when the next beating would come, when the monster would slip in to torture and kill her. She woke up every day wondering how she’d die that night, what misery would be heaped upon her.

She’d done what the voices told her, but she was still that same frightened little girl. Killing the man hadn’t made things better—hadn’t quieted the noise in her head.

With shaking, bloody hands, she pulled out her phone to call Phoenix. She would know what to do.

Don’t tell her, whispered the voices. She’ll know you’re weak. She’ll know you’ll fail.

“I won’t fail,” she told her reflection and any of the voices that were listening. “I will find Echo and bring her home.”

With a corpse in the truck?

Hedy put the phone away, reached past the old man, opened his door and shoved his body out onto the road. Once that was done, she got out and dragged him into the tall weeds along the shoulder.

He’d be seen eventually, but not before she had time to find Echo, fulfill her destiny, and make Phoenix proud.

***

Garrick had never been squeamish, but even his stomach turned at the sight of so much blood.

Holt sat on a stool beside him in a kitchen bigger than most restaurants. The trio of screens lined up in front of him cast a gray-blue glow across his stark features. He looked as sick as Garrick felt.

None of the hacked camera feeds in Starry’s mansion had shown them what had happened in the underground prisoner cells, but judging by the amount of blood Reznik was wearing when he came back upstairs, there was no way someone wasn’t dead.

Starry was only a few steps behind the torturer. Her white dress was pristine and unblemished. She closed and locked the steel door that led downstairs and ordered Reznik to strip.

Garrick had lived in that mansion for years, but never once had he wondered why the basement entrance had its own dedicated room—like a mud room—or why the floor was tiled like a shower, with a drain off to one side.

As Reznik’s drenched clothing hit the floor with a wet thwack, the purpose of the space became clear.

Starry slid open what Garrick had always assumed was a storage closet, but inside was a shower. She turned it on, backing away from the spray before it could dampen her designer dress. Reznik, nude and smeared red, limped under the stream.

Pink water spiraled down the drain.

Starry stepped around the mound of discarded clothes as if it were as mundane as a puddle after a rain shower.

She was the most overtly beautiful woman he’d ever seen, with killer curves and an air of confidence that made any man wonder exactly what it was she was so good at that made her so unfalteringly certain of her every move.

There was nothing wholesome about her, nothing subtle, but she radiated power.

Garrick’s mind went to Eliana, the Riven’s healer, as it did more times a day than he cared to admit. She was sweet where Starry was sexy. Eliana was a smile to Starry’s sultry grin, open arms instead of open legs.

Garrick felt a love that was friendship, loyalty and duty when he looked at Starry, but when he was lucky enough to glimpse Eliana, he felt so much more. She was like oxygen, like spring after a long winter, like cool, clean water to a man dying of thirst.

She was everything to him and yet he knew he couldn’t have her. His love for her distracted him, blinded him. He couldn’t lead the Riven when his every waking thought was for the safety of the woman who saved lives by risking her own.

With an effort of will, Garrick shoved thoughts of Eliana from his mind and focused on the scene playing out on the screen.

The snowy white dress Starry wore fitted so well, flattered her figure so perfectly, he knew it had to have been handmade for her body alone. Her makeup was understated, but accentuated her bright silver eyes and the fullness of her mouth. She had no wrinkles that he could see, no sagging skin or age spots, but she was rumored to be old enough to be a grandmother. As far as he could tell, that was just a load of bullshit meant to add to her mystique. She couldn’t have been a day past thirty.

An ornate silver medallion hung from her neck, gleaming under the bright LED lights overhead. Holt didn’t know what the importance of the piece was, but he couldn’t remember a time that she hadn’t been wearing it.

Maybe that was the source of her beauty, rather than genetics or the shards she carried.

“How long before we can question him again?” she asked Reznik.

The man was unconcerned by his nudity. He hadn’t even bothered to close the shower door while he washed. His small, thin body was on open display, including his disfigured knee.

“Sunrise. But don’t expect him to break so quickly. For men as stubborn as he is, I usually have to kill them a few times before they realize there’s no other way out but to give me what I want.”

“How many times?”

Reznik lathered his hair and used the suds to scrub his face. The bubbles turned pink before they sluiced down his chest.

“It’s hard to say. You’re asking him to betray Phoenix. Until he’s more afraid of death than her, his lips will stay sealed.”

“How long?” she demanded, her tone hard enough to make the camera vibrate slightly.

The torturer soaped himself methodically, working from his neck to his toes. “If I have to guess—”

“You do.”

“A week. Maybe two. That’s when most people realize that I’m not going to stop. There is no hope. Once my subject knows that being tortured to death every day is their world, once all hope of escape is gone, that’s when they give up. Not before.”

“Is there any way to speed the process? Kill him more often?” Starry asked, as easily as if she were requesting an extra napkin at a restaurant.

“Once a day is all I can do. We’ll start again at sunrise. I’ll try to go slower this time.” He gave her a chagrined smile. “I got a little excited down there. It’s been a while since I got to play.”

“I hate it when a man finishes too fast,” she said.

He laughed like she’d told a joke.

Starry didn’t.

“You’d better make this happen,” she warned.

His expression went cold as he turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. “Like I told you before, it takes as long as it takes. You can be as impatient as you want, but you’d damn well better pay my fee. I get pissy when the terms of my contract are broken.”

Starry pulled a fluffy, white towel from a cabinet and handed it to him. “You wouldn’t be issuing threats, would you?”

“I don’t have to. I don’t hide what happens to the customers who leave bad reviews. They all get killed in ways they can’t come back from.” He scrubbed the towel over his hair as he looked up at her. “No threat, just facts.”

“I need answers,” Starry said.

“And you’ll get them. I just can’t tell you when. Good thing patience is a virtue.”

Starry shook her head. “Not one of mine.”

She left and took the elevator to her third-floor suite where no cameras reached. Reznik walked naked through the house to one of the guest rooms on the main level. A young woman in an apron came to clean up behind them. She shoved the bloody clothes into a trash bag as if it were something she did every day. Then she started to scrub the shower clean.

Garrick sat there for a moment, too stunned to speak.

Starry had gone darkside last August. She’d killed one too many bad guys, and in doing so, had absorbed their dark shards and become one of them. All these months Garrick had been certain that the woman he knew—the one who’d saved him and mentored him—was still in there. He believed that her light shards would fight back and take control, that they’d somehow manage to bring back the selfless, courageous woman that all of them knew and loved—the one they looked to for leadership.

Until this very moment—until seeing the bloody proof of what she’d been willing to do to get what she wanted—he’d believed that the old Starry was still alive.

But now he knew the truth. That woman had died. She’d lost the battle raging inside of her and succumbed to the potent forces of the Vires’ shards she carried. No matter how much time he gave her, no matter how many pleading voice messages or emails he sent, Starry was gone. If anything of her had been left, she never would have let that man inside her home.

Something in Garrick’s chest broke and shifted. The pain stole his breath, but also set him free.

His hands had been tied for months. He’d been unwilling to make any move against her that might hurt her. Everyone had told him that the Starry they all looked up to was dead, but he’d refused to believe it, and that fantasy had cost the Riven dearly.

He hadn’t been leading the team wholeheartedly. He’d simply been filling a role that belonged to someone else. A substitute teacher.

But Starry wasn’t coming back. She wasn’t secretly on their side.

He couldn’t save her.

That meant it was time for Garrick to step up and start making some hard decisions. No one else wanted the job of leading the Riven. No one else knew Starry as well as he did.

She was their enemy and it was time for him to fight back.

He straightened his spine and turned to Holt. “It’s time to figure this out. We need to know what she’s doing and why.”

Holt leaned back on the stool and rubbed his eyes. “All I know is that was ten kinds of fucked up.”

“At least,” Garrick agreed. “I’d heard rumors that there was a guy who could kill people and they’d come back to life the next day, but I had no idea he’d gotten himself a job as a torturer.”

“No question which way his shards swing,” Holt said.

“You’ve been watching these cameras for days. Any idea who the not-so-lucky torture victim is or what it is Starry wants from him?”

Holt shook his head. “I have footage of at least four prisoners being set free. I was on the west coast finishing a job when Starry turned, so it took me a few weeks get here. She may have let out others before I arrived. Since then I’ve had to move around a few times. The lovely couple who owns this house are returning in seven days.”

“Who were the four prisoners that Starry released?”

“One was a woman. I didn’t know the other two men, but one was Ansel Watkins.”

The hair on the back of Garrick’s neck stood up in warning.

Ansel had been a good man once. He’d been loyal to the Riven, fighting the good fight. But the last time he’d checked in with Eden, she’d judged him a danger to himself and others. His dark shards had taken over and there was nothing they could do but lock him up.

He’d vowed to kill Eden for what she’d done, for betraying him.

“Did you warn Argo?”

Holt gave a single, rigid nod. His jaw tightened. The tendon’s in his neck strained as if he were tugging at an invisible collar. “I wanted to go after him myself, but there was no one else to man my post.”

That was Holt. Loyal to a fault

“I’ll see if Marvel can rig up some way of monitoring the cameras from a distance. Then we can go after Ansel together.”

Holt shook his head. “Won’t work. I already asked her. This setup is the best I’ve had since I got here. Most of the time I’m hiding in a storage shed or in some dense landscaping. I have to dodge groundskeepers, security teams and dogs. There’s no permanent place for my receivers.”

“How were you eating? Bathing?”

“I wasn’t.” The statement was bland, with no hint of how the man felt about what he’d endured.

Garrick suddenly realized just how hard Holt’s job had been. For months. He had no backup, no bed to sleep in, no way to prepare food.

Not once had he complained or asked for help. He simply did the job he was asked to do and kept his mouth shut.

Garrick was going to have to do better by this man. He was going to have to step up and start thinking about the people he now led. He needed to make sure their needs were met, and that they had whatever resources necessary to do the tasks he asked of them.

As he thought through those out in the field, he realized that he had a lot of catching up to do, starting with Holt.

“Go get some sleep,” Garrick said. “I’ll keep an eye on things.” And while he did, he was going to start making things right.

Starry wasn’t coming back. He was now on his own.


Chapter Twelve

Stygian didn’t get them to Wichita before dark. A wreck on I-35 slowed them down to the point that they decided to stop and get a decent meal—something he was in desperate need of after weeks of being away from home, hunting.

Echo had fallen asleep after a quick dinner, and it had taken him considerable willpower not to follow her lead.

By the time he hit the southern edge of the city, he was too tired to keep going, so he made the executive decision to book them rooms for the night.

A voice whispered to him that he should get only one room, but he ignored Hazel and her plans for his unborn offspring. No way could he share a room with Echo and not be tempted by her. The more distance he put between them, the better. And yet he couldn’t bring himself to go farther than adjoining rooms, because what if she needed him? What if the rat man found her in the night? He couldn’t reach her in time if she was on the other side of a hotel.

He hurried back out to the Mustang where he’d left her sleeping right outside of the glass doors of the lobby. Even though it had taken him all of four minutes to check in, he’d still been worried about that rat man finding her again.

Stygian didn’t know how the man kept tracking her down, but the next time it happened would be the last.

Eden had warned him not to kill again—that his balance of good and evil shards was too precarious to risk tipping—but he didn’t see much choice. He’d try to take the rat man alive and lock him up below Asgard, but if that didn’t work, Plan B was his only option.

He couldn’t leave Echo to fight the man by herself. She was too vulnerable, too weak—though he’d never say that to her face for fear she’d misinterpret what he meant.

Her spirit was strong and vibrant. Her mind was quick. Her legs were fast. But she was not physically strong. He’d felt that clearly when he’d had her pinned beneath him on his bed—a thought that still had the power to make his cock swell against his will. She was also not very big. A sturdier woman might be able to survive an attack long enough for help to arrive, but Echo was willowy and breakable.

She was also valuable to their cause. He didn’t know of anyone who could do what she did—locating prophecy, finding that map, reading it. Those were rare skills, and his people needed any edge against the Vires they could get.

After parking the Mustang under a security light, he turned and put his hand on Echo’s shoulder to wake her. “Echo?”

She startled awake and slammed her head against the glass window in an effort to get away from him. Before she had time to blink she was already scrambling to make her escape.

He held her arm so she wouldn’t fall out of the car. “Easy. You’re safe. It’s just me.”

She settled quickly, took a few deep breaths, and rubbed her eyes. “Sorry. How long was I asleep?”

“A few hours. You needed it after missing out on sleep last night.”

“Where are we?”

“Wichita, but it’s too late to find that park. We’ll hole up for the night and set out at first light.”

As reality settled in and she realized where they were, she shifted uncomfortably. “This is a hotel.”

“It is.”

“Uh.” She squirmed more. “I’ll just sleep in the car. I’m used to it.”

“Not an option, Echo—not with the rat man on your trail.”

“Leave the keys. I can outrun him in this car.”

Stygian sighed. “I’m not going to throw myself at you or take advantage of you while you sleep. I’ve got more honor than that.”

“I never thought you would.”

Maybe if he warned her about Hazel’s plans, she’d think twice about trusting him so quickly.

Then again, if he warned her, she might take off the first chance she got and be out there all alone with no one to watch her back.

He had to stay distant. Keep his emotions in check, like he’d been trained to do. He couldn’t forget that Hazel had an end game here that involved Echo in a huge way.

The image of the infant glowed in his mind, every detail of the tiny little face perfect and pure. Pale teal eyes stared up at him, filled with complete trust. With love.

Stygian’s chest tightened with a feeling he couldn’t name. It was sweet and warm and filled with need. If he hadn’t known better—if the emotion hadn’t been beaten out of him at a young age—he would have said that it was longing.

Only there was no way he longed to bring a child into the chaos and danger that made up his life. It just wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right.

Whatever he was feeling, it was artificial—a construct Hazel erected in his head to get him to go along with her master plan.

“Why don’t you want to sleep inside?” he asked.

“Too many people. If the rat man comes, I don’t want anyone else getting hurt.”

“So, you’re willing to expose yourself out here?”

“Fewer witnesses. Fewer victims.”

While he knew her logic was flawed, he was too tired to explain the reasons why.

“Come on,” he said. “We’re both exhausted. The chances of the rat man finding you inside among all those people are slim. And if he does, I’ll be there to deal with him.”

“It’s not safe.”

“Let me worry about safe. We both need a bed and a shower.”

And just like that, his mind filled with the image of her naked and wet in the shower, her body gliding over his as she grappled for control over the temperature and then, later, over the pace of him moving inside of her.

The scary part was, he knew that last image wasn’t a gift from Hazel, but one of his own making. He wanted Echo and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to make the lust go away.

***

Gooey chocolate chip cookies, hot out of the oven were Echo’s undoing.

She hadn’t wanted to stay here and realize just how much she was missing in her life of shitty motel rooms and truck stop showers. She’d seen TV shows filled with all the lavish trappings that high-end hotels could offer, but those were about as real to her as visiting outer space. She knew it existed, but had no hopes of ever experiencing it first-hand.

But now that she was here in this giant chain hotel filled with gleaming chrome and a lobby boasting a sparkling crystal chandelier and a freaking fireplace, she knew that she was going to be spoiled for the rest of her life. 

She would have been fine with a clean room, clean linens and no mold growing in the shower. She would have accepted that the vents were free of clumpy dust and that the air conditioning worked in silent perfection. But not, in her most vivid daydreams of a life of luxury, had she ever envisioned that their room would come with a side of fresh, hot, gooey chocolate chip cookies.

Echo was never going to be the same again. She was irrevocably altered.

Stygian let them into one of the adjoining rooms he’d booked, and bolted the door. He set his duffle bag on the luggage rack and carried her backpack into the next room.

She trailed behind him, taking the hint of where he wanted her to sleep.

“You don’t mind this room, do you?” he asked.

She looked around. It was as beautiful and clean as the other one, with the same artistic photographs of flowers in extreme close-up detail hung on the walls. There were two beds for her to pick from, both piled with a snowy mountain of pillows. A slight scent of lemon hung in the air, telling all who entered that the room had been recently cleaned.

Never in her life had she slept in such luxury.

“Nope,” she said as she made another slow spin to take in her rare surroundings.

He set her shabby backpack down on a low bench under a full-length mirror and she suddenly worried about the dirt it might leave behind.

Stygian seemed unconcerned.

“I’d rather you stay here since this room is farther from the elevators.”

“The noise won’t keep me awake,” she said.

“It’s not the noise I’m worried about. I don’t know how the rat man keeps finding you, but anyone looking for us would probably come up the elevator and find my room first, before yours.”

That he would put himself in harm’s way like that was the most casually noble thing she’d ever witnessed.

“I don’t mind taking the risk,” she said. “I’m used to being hunted and I’m always ready to flee at a moment’s notice.”

He slanted a gaze in her direction. His face was masked, hiding his emotions from her. “I’ve noticed. And I mind you taking the risk.”

Echo considered arguing with him, but her cookie was getting cold. And from what she’d learned about him, he wasn’t going to budge.

She was determined to spend her time here enjoying the most luxurious night of her life, not arguing with a hardhead.

She nestled into the plush recliner to enjoy the taste of melted chocolate on her tongue.

Stygian watched her lick her fingers. Heat lingered in his indigo eyes as they followed each fingertip.

He’d looked at her like that before, in the hallway when he’d kissed her, when she’d been ready to let him fuck her against a wall after knowing him for all of a few hours.

“Have mine,” he offered, holding his cookie out for her.

“I can’t. It’s too good. You have to try it.”

“Nothing tastes as good as watching you lick chocolate from your fingers.”

Warmth swirled in her belly that had nothing to do with hot cookies. Her mouth watered for the taste of his, her fingers trembled with the need to feel the smooth glide of his hair between them. Her pussy clenched around an empty ache only he could fill.

“I thought you were going to keep your hands to yourself,” she reminded him with a teasing lilt in her voice.

“I haven’t touched you.” The way he said it made it sound like the word yet was missing at the end.

A hot spurt of lust exploded in her core, making her bolder than she would have been otherwise. “Maybe not, but that look you’re giving me now says you want to.”

He set the cookie on the table next to her, resting on a little paper napkin marked with the hotel’s logo. Then he crossed the room, moving to stand in the adjoining doorway. Every move was precise and slow, like he was fighting himself every step of the way.

“Better?” he asked.

Her shards rustled in annoyance at the separation. It was then that she realized that they liked having him close to her, within the small space the Mustang provided. Within arm’s reach.

This room suddenly seemed far too big. The idea of him leaving her and going to his own room was impossible to bear.

“Not really.” She rose from the chair, picked up the cookie and crossed to where he stood.

She held the cookie to his lips. “Try it.”

He opened his mouth and let her feed him. The movement of his nimble lips and sharp white teeth intrigued her. The whole time he ate, his gaze stayed fixed on her eyes, and she was blown away by the naked desire she saw lurking there.

Men didn’t look at her like that. Especially men as powerful and sexy as Stygian.

Her belly quivered in response. Her skin warmed, and her heart sped up. The last bite of the cookie trembled in her hand as she fed him. Warm chocolate smeared over his upper lip.

Before she could think better of her actions, she went on tiptoe and licked the chocolate from his mouth.

His response was both immediate and satisfying.

He grabbed her by the hips and spun in a move filled with urgency and strength. When she was done flying in a wide arc, he was flat on a bed with his warm, delicious weight covering her.

Instantly, her body melted, going soft and pliant under his.

Yes! her shards sang in unison, their harmony perfect and beautiful.

He stared into her face as if memorizing it.

She fumbled for something to say to break the tension riding his features. “We keep ending up like this.”

“It’s where you belong. In my bed. Under me. Naked.”

The blunt statement rocked her to her core, leaving her trembling. She felt so safe here, so protected from the world.

So damn hot she could barely breathe.

Stygian pressed his knee between her thighs, forcing her to open for him. His body settled in the space as if it had been carved out just for him. The hard muscles of his thigh rubbed against her mound, sending streaks of lightning dancing from her clit up her spine.

She arched into him. His cock was hard, thick and throbbing against her abdomen. Feeling it lunge toward her made her whole body soften in willing compliance.

Echo wanted him to take her. Fuck her. Make her come.

Yes! her shards agreed, singing their praises for her good sense.

She widened her thighs and thrust her fingers through his dark hair. Once she had a firm hold on him, she held him still so she could kiss him as long as she wanted. No way was she letting him get away from her before she got a chance to taste what he had to offer.

Sweet chocolate and hot, salty man greeted her. His lips were firm but smooth, opening to her as if his next breath depended on the air she breathed into his lungs.

Her worry that he’d try to evade her kiss was wasted. The man was all in, kissing her back like he couldn’t get enough. His breath danced with hers. Teasing little flicks of his tongue were followed by demanding thrusts. She met him every inch of the way, wiggling against his hard body in an effort to get closer.

Need filled her veins until each beat of her racing heart was a demand for her submission. Kiss him, fuck him, claim him. Whatever powers drew them together had done so for this very moment, and she wasn’t about to let them down.

She clawed at his shirt until her grip was firm enough to tug it up his thick torso. He lifted away from her just enough to rip the stretchy cotton over his head, then dove back down for more of her mouth. Between them, his hands worked to unzip her hoodie. Once it was open, he shoved her shirt up over her breasts to bare them.

She wore no bra. With breasts as small as hers, she didn’t need one. The discovery of her bare skin made him groan.

His hands were huge and hot on her breasts, covering the modest mounds completely. Her nipples thrust up for his attention, which he paid in a series of gentle pinches and tugs.

“Need to see,” he said against her lips.

Her hands roamed his back, claiming every muscular ridge as her own. She didn’t know what she’d done to deserve such a perfect specimen of masculinity in her arms, but she was going to enjoy him while she had him.

He pried their bodies apart enough to stare at her breasts. A dark flush of lust spread across his cheeks and down his neck. His eyes were nearly black with need. The set of his jaw was tight with hunger.

“I fucking love your tits,” he said.

“There’s not much there to love.” A chill of insecurity invaded her cocoon of heat as he continued to stare.

“Your nipples are so sweet and pink. They’re standing up just for me, begging for my mouth.”

She wasn’t going to argue with him. Not when he was looking at her like she was some kind of delicacy—not when he might actually give her nipples what they wanted.

They hardened even more at the thought, until they ached.

He stripped her shirt off over her head. Her pale hair flew around her face, tangling in a wild mess.

“Do you like your nipples sucked hard? Or do you like gentle suckling kisses? Tongue or teeth?”

The mere idea of all of that was enough to make her pussy flood. She wasn’t sure she could pick just one. “Is ‘all-of-the-above’ an acceptable answer?”

 “Perfect answer.” His dark smile was all the response she needed. He lowered his head and went to work giving her a sample of everything he had to offer.

She didn’t last thirty seconds before she was whimpering with need.

The man’s mouth was pure magic, pulling sensations from her breasts she didn’t know were possible. Her pants were still on, and already she was on the verge of orgasm.

He shoved his arm under her and held her still while he suckled and nibbled and licked. His lips and teeth worked a dark sorcery over her, but it was his tongue that was pure magic. He rolled it around her nipple and drew it into his hot mouth, sucking hard and deep. Only then did he release her with a quiet pop so he could weave the same spell on her other breast.

By the time he lifted his head, she was shaking and incoherent. Her panties were wet and all she could think about was getting his cock in her.

She slid her hand between them to unfasten his jeans. She could feel the impressive ridge of hot, male flesh pressing into her, but she wanted it in her hands and her mouth. If she could give him half the pleasure he’d given her, she’d own a little piece of him forever.

He is yours. You are his.

The voices issued that singsong statement in perfect harmony so loud, it shoved every other thought from her head.

Echo should have questioned the voices and their motives, but she liked what they had to say way too much to argue.

To claim a man like Stygian as her own was a potent temptation—one she wasn’t sure she could resist while still reeling from what he could do with his mouth alone.

To feel this kind of skill on her clit…she wouldn’t survive it.

The instant her hand slid over his erection, he went still. His dark eyes blazed with erotic intent. His nostrils flared as he pulled in the smell of arousal hovering between them.

She gripped the thick, hard flesh of his cock through his jeans in an effort to learn what it was he liked—how he wanted to be touched.

Before she’d even finished a single stroke, his hand covered hers, stopping her discovery.

She froze. Worry coursed through her, dousing some of her lust. “Did I do something wrong?”

“Hell, no. That’s the problem.”

She was too buzzed on sex hormones to follow his logic. “Are you saying you don’t want to fuck me?”

The muscles in his jaw bunched. He closed his eyes. “No. I definitely want to fuck you. Multiple times. In multiple ways.”

The heat prowling beneath her skin grew hotter again. “Then what’s the problem?”

“It’s what the shards want.”

“So? That doesn’t mean it’s not also what we want, does it?”

“You don’t understand.”

The poor man was so tied up in knots, worried over something that wasn’t a problem, she had to take pity on him. He needed to relax, and the best way she could think to make that happen was to get him off.

His eyes were still closed.

“Look at me,” she said.

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re too damn sexy. Your eyes go this dark turquoise color when you’re turned on. And your nipples…so fucking pink and sweet.” His powerful body vibrated with restraint.

“Let go of my hand, Stygian. I need to touch you.”

He shuddered and let out a sound of pure animal need. “If you touch me, I’m going to fuck you.”

“Good.”

“It’s what the shards want. All of them.”

“I don’t care. I want you.”

He kept his gaze averted while he stripped off his jeans, grabbed a condom from his duffel bag in the next room, and slid it on. As he came back to the bed, there was an air of apprehension about him, like he worried she might have changed her mind.

His cock bobbed in front of him, so thick and hard she knew sex with him would change everything. He was more man than she was used to. Maybe even too much.

But there was only one way to find out.

She went up on her knees, pulled him close and kissed him.

The instant her lips met his, everything changed. All his restraint was gone, and in its place was heat and hunger.

He kissed her like he’d die if he didn’t, like she was the sexiest woman on the planet. Every bit of skill he’d displayed on her nipples he used on her mouth, coaxing the oxygen from her lungs until she could no longer catch her breath.

Every beat of her heart made her pussy throb. She’d never felt so empty before, so desperate to be filled.

He pushed her back onto the bed and prowled over her. With rough tugs, he unbuttoned her jeans and worked them free of her legs.

Then he knelt over her and stared. “So fucking pretty. So mine.”

She couldn’t speak past the ball of lust in her throat, so she stroked his cock instead. So thick, hard, and hot, it made her mouth water. She had to have more.

His fingers slid over her mound, between her thighs, to find her fevered and wet.

His groan of approval vibrated her bones and made her muscles go weak. He didn’t even have to exert any force to get her legs to open for him.

Lust burned across her skin and scorched her lungs. She pulled her mouth away from his to get a full breath of air. It tasted like him—dark, earthy and clean.

Take him, sang her shards. Make him yours.

She’d never heard a better idea in her life.

Echo wrapped her fingers around his cock and angled her body just right. As soon as the tip of his erection was bathed in her body’s wet heat, she knew she’d won.

He gripped her hips and buried his cock all the way inside her in a single, long thrust.

Searing pressure consumed her. He felt even bigger than she’d imagined, and the delightful stretch lit up every nerve ending from her toes to the roots of her hair.

She couldn’t breathe, but it hardly mattered. She had him where she needed him.

He was hers now.


Chapter Thirteen

Whatever self-control Stygian had once possessed, it was gone now. Echo had stripped it away and left behind lust and pleasure.

At least he’d had the sense to remember a condom, though it had been close.

The slick, velvet grip of her pussy was almost more than he could stand. He could feel soft tremors rippling through her as she adjusted to his cock. And as much as he wanted to linger over this first, sweet joining—as much as he wanted to give her the time she needed to soften around him—he couldn’t.

He had to fuck her, fill her.

She is yours now. All yours.

He shut out the celebration in his head. The only person he wanted to share this moment with was Echo.

He pulled back, gliding out of her hot body as far as he could stand before moving back where he belonged.

She let out a soft sound of pleasure that went to his head, urging him onward.

His hips moved on instinct and need, giving her the speed and angle that had her breath catching in her lungs and her hard, little nipples stabbing into his chest. Sweat slickened their bodies. His mouth found hers over and over again, feeding from her while he drove them both higher.

When the pitch of her voice shifted higher and her cries became faster and more frantic, he knew he couldn’t last much longer. She was too sexy, too beautiful, too perfect.

His balls tightened. His cock throbbed with the need to come.

Echo lifted her thighs higher. The soft inner skin was like silk, and that shift in her body allowed him so slide just a little deeper.

He gave her one more slow, steady thrust, and felt the flutter along her pussy walls turn to a tight, clenching hug.

She let out a stifled scream, and held on to him with all her strength.

The instant he felt her come, his own climax bore down on him, shocking him with its force. Every wave of his orgasm was stronger than the last. Every hot spurt of his semen exploded out of him, giving him the kind of physical pleasure he’d never thought possible.

Echo shook beneath him, holding onto him with her strong, supple legs. She held him close while the climax raged, then finally eased.

Stygian struggled to catch his breath. Sweat trickled down his spine. His heart thundered inside his chest so loud he was sure people in the hallway could hear it.

Slowly, she softened beneath him. Her arms fell to her sides, and her legs relaxed.

He moved off of her so she could breathe, but couldn’t bring himself to stop touching her. She was far too precious for him to let go. At least not yet.

Not ever, whispered his shards.

He ignored the comment because it was too scary to do otherwise. He barely knew her, and despite the fact that he now knew how sweet she sounded when she came, there were no happy endings in his world.

“Holy wow,” she muttered. “Maybe I should have kept my hands off, but I’m glad I didn’t.”

“Ditto,” was all the breath he had in him.

After his heart stopped trying to beat its way free of his chest, he got up to dispose of the condom. When he came back to bed, she was still sprawled out and flushed.

He’d never seen anything more beautiful in his life.

She grinned at him. “You’re even better than cookies.”

He frowned in confusion. “Cookies?”

She nodded, tangling her pale mane even more. “I thought the best thing about this hotel was going to be the cookies, but I was wrong. Sex with you was way better.”

He chuckled. “Good to know. I’d hate to be jealous of cookies for the rest of my life.”

She yawned. “I’d like to smear melted chocolate all over you and lick it off. It’s the only way to make a fair comparison.”

The idea of her pink tongue sweeping across his cock bloomed in his mind, bright and potent. His spent cock twitched in interest, hardening more than he would have thought possible so soon after coming.

He adjusted the covers and pulled them over her. As much as he loved looking at her naked body, he didn’t want her to get cold.

Because then he’d need to warm her with his own body heat, and he knew that if he got that close, he’d fuck her again. If he did that, she might see him as a rutting beast only interested in her for sex.

Nothing could be further from the truth.

“We definitely want to be fair,” he told her. “But first you should get some sleep.”

She yawned again and shifted positions under the blankets. “Aren’t you tired?”

“I am. I’ll join you soon.”

Echo gave him a sleepy smile. “I know I’m not supposed to say this, but I think I’m going to like cuddling with you.”

He didn’t mind her saying that at all. What worried him was that even though he’d never cuddled with anyone in his entire life, he knew he would like it too. Perhaps too much.

Stygian stroked her hair, reveling in the silky feel of it. “Sleep. We have to leave at first light.”

She fell asleep fast, displaying a level of trust in him that was humbling.

She was used to living on her own and watching her own back. That she would hand that responsibility over to him was better than any gift she could have given him.

She is ours now, said Hazel, To do with as we please.

Leave her alone, Stygian warned.

You should not have defied me.

I don’t know what you’re talking about.

Yes, you do. The condom.

My sex life is none of your business.

I know her mind. I am inside her thoughts, guiding them. She would have accepted whatever you wanted to give her, including your seed. The fragment of me inside of her would have made sure of it.

He couldn’t stop the little spike of desire that sailed through him at the thought of sliding inside of Echo completely naked. But he knew better than to let Hazel see it. 

We’re done talking, he told her. Shut the fuck up.

I have waited for centuries to be whole again. I can wait a while longer for our child.

Not going to happen. We’re going to find the vessel and shove your greedy ass in it, locking you away forever.

You cannot unless you possess all of my pieces.

That got his attention. There are more than just what’s in me and Echo?

Sheathe yourself within her and fill her womb with your seed and I will tell you.

Nice try. But I know what a lying bitch you are, so I’m not falling for it.

Hazel was quiet for a while, making Stygian think she’d finally decided to leave him alone. He was about to secure the rooms so he could sleep when her voice filled his head again.

There is another piece of me. Harmony—Echo—knows where it is.

Stygian stilled. That name, Harmony, rang a bell, but he couldn’t remember why. He was too busy searching for Hazel’s angle. You’re lying. If Echo knew that, she would have told us.

She is not aware that she knows, but she does.

If you want us to find all of your pieces, then why not just tell us where they are?

It is not yet time. The dead must stay buried for a while longer.

Dead? You’re not making any sense.

All will become clear in time. Dream well, Stygian. Dream of our child.


Chapter Fourteen

The next morning, as the sky lightened in the east, Echo had no trouble finding the spot where they’d had the funeral for the only pet she’d ever owned. The trees were bigger and everything else seemed smaller, but she remembered the view Solo had of the school playground across the street.

It was still too early for kids to be out playing, but they would be soon. Even though Solo’s remains weren’t here, she’d always imagined that whatever part of his spirit didn’t go to heaven was resting here, singing into the plastic trash can they’d buried and dreaming of dragging her behind him on endless walks.

She’d told herself that she wasn’t going to let herself be sad over a pet she’d lost years ago, but being here, in this quiet spot in the corner of the park, brought it all back to her. The terror of that night, the grief of losing her furry friend, going on the run again…it was all too much to remember without feeling something.

Something deep and painful.

Stygian’s hand settled around her shoulders as she stood next to the lopsided puddle of dried cement that served as a headstone. She recognized her clumsy script where she’d written Solo’s name before the concrete had dried. Dirt now filled the sunken letters, giving them more contrast.

She leaned into the comfort Stygian offered, soaking in the warmth of his big body.

He’d been quiet as they’d dressed this morning, making her wonder if he was regretting sleeping with her. She hadn’t had many sexual partners, and never one who made her feel the way he did—like she was the sexiest woman alive.

His silence made her worry that she’d done or said something wrong last night, but couldn’t bring herself to ask. There were already too many emotions roiling inside of her right now for her to invite more in to play.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his tone quiet, reverent.

She wasn’t okay now, but she would be. Once this task was over and the buried treasure was found, she could shove down old memories back where they belonged.

She used that optimism to bolster her tone. “Yeah. Let’s just do what we came to do. I don’t want any early joggers to think we’re up to nefarious deeds and call the cops.”

“Where do you want me to dig?”

She pried up the homemade headstone and pointed right under it. “Here.”

The shovel he carried in his trunk—for reasons she couldn’t bring herself to ask—took the first bite of dirt.

Even though she knew there was no body buried here, she still couldn’t watch. She turned around and surveyed the area, looking for something to distract her from the sadness, from all the losses she’d been forced to bear and the things she’d never let herself have for fear of losing them too.

In the distance, standing in the pre-dawn shadows next to a thick tree, Echo saw a girl who looked just like her adopted sister Hedy. She had the same warm brown hair, the same big, blue eyes, the same sweet, cherubic cheeks that dimpled when she smiled. Her clothes were stained with dark, rusty, matte splotches. There was something all over her hands and face.

She was covered in dried blood.

Blood? Was that right? Or was Echo simply imagining things in the face of her childhood grief?

This couldn’t be Hedy. She was dead, killed the same night as Mom and Melody.

The woman moved slightly and stared right at Echo. Their gazes locked. Shock zapped her like an electric current, winging along her limbs.

The woman looked so much like Hedy. It was surreal. But who would walk around covered in blood? This sight couldn’t be real. She had to be imagining things.

Echo blinked twice to clear her vision, and when she looked again, no one was there.

Her nerves vibrated beneath her skin. Her breath caught in her chest, refusing to leave. Disbelief and confusion tangled in her thoughts until there was no room left to make sense of what she’d seen.

“Did you see her?” she asked Stygian, her voice a mere breathless whisper.

He looked up from his digging, instantly alert. His big body tensed and his hand strayed to the back of his jeans where he kept his gun. “Who?”

“That woman in the bloody clothes.” She pointed to the tree. “Right over there.”

His gaze hardened. “I didn’t see anyone, but I’ll go check it out. Stay here.”

Was she really going to ask him to stop what he was doing so he could chase a ghost, or a figment of Echo’s dark childhood memories? “No. I’m sure it was just my mind playing tricks on me. This place is dredging up old memories, that’s all.”

He touched her chin gently. Concern lined his dark eyes. “Are you sure? I don’t mind.”

“Let’s just get out of here. The sooner, the better.”

He went back to digging. Echo kept scanning the park, looking for the bloody girl who looked like Hedy, but saw nothing.

“I hit something,” Stygian said, drawing her attention away from her search.

“What is it?”

He knelt on the ground and dug in the earth with his bare hands. After a minute, he was able to pry out a purple trash can filled with dirt. He upended the can and tapped on it to release the clump of damp earth. As the clod broke apart, it was clear that what was inside was more than just Solo’s leash.

A small metal box had been buried there, too—one that hadn’t been there the day they’d laid him to rest.

Stygian opened it, then turned the dirty box so that Echo could see what was inside.

She lifted the rusty lid. Inside were several items, all wrapped up in layers of plastic. She pulled out the first one, which was long, skinny and heavier than she expected. As the layers of grocery bags fell away, she was left holding a short prybar about the length of her forearm. On it, written in permanent marker, were the words, “Use me.”

“Use it on what?” she asked Stygian.

“No idea. What else is in the box?”

The next item she unwrapped was a cheap, ceramic paperweight shaped like a house. It had been repainted, badly. The body of the house was dark blue with sloppy white trim. On the bottom, also in permanent marker, was a partial address. 248 Park.

“Do you know where that is?” Stygian asked.

Something about the little house was familiar, but she couldn’t quite place what it was. “No idea.”

She set the house next to the prybar and picked up the last bundle of plastic bags. She could tell by the weight of it that it was probably paper. After unrolling the bags, she found a rolled-up page tied with a short length of red and white polka dotted ribbon.

Her hands started to shake. “Mom wore this in her hair all the time, tied around her ponytail. Melody gave it to her for Christmas one year, and Mom never went a week without wearing it.”

“Do you remember when she stopped wearing it? That’s the time she would have buried these things for you to find.”

Echo couldn’t remember, but it had to have been after Solo was killed. Her family had run for two more years before they’d been found and killed. She couldn’t remember coming back to this town, but maybe they had. Her life had been such a chaotic string of running. There were so many towns they all merged together in her memory.

“Mom didn’t know it would be me who found these things. I think she always expected it would be Melody who inherited her shards. My sister was the one Mom said the map was for all those years ago.”

“Maybe that’s why she chose that ribbon—so that Melody would know that this note was from your mom—that it was genuine.”

“Maybe.” There was no way to be sure now. Her whole family was dead, and there was no one left to ask. Even the ghost of Hedy was gone now.

Echo untied the ribbon and unrolled the paper. What was on it made absolutely no sense.

It was a line drawing, like the one Mom did of the brick wall. But in this one there were rows and rows of long rectangles stacked like the bricks. On some of the bars were creepy drawings of eyes without eyelashes. Some were big, others little. Some were crooked and misshapen, but none of them were in pairs. One of the eyes was crossed out with a red X.

“What is that?” Stygian asked.

“No idea. What do you see?”

“Spaghetti.”

She shook her head. “I see a drawing, but I have no clue what it is.”

“Is there a note?”

She checked the back of the page, but it was blank. “Nope.”

“Anything else in the box to explain what the drawing is?”

Echo checked, being careful to search the box itself for markings of any kind. “Nothing.”

The heavy weight of disappointment fell over her. She’d been so sure the locket would be in here, but all she got was another pile of questions.

Stygian took her hands in his. They were dirty, but she didn’t care. His touch still felt good.

His tone was one of patient encouragement. “We’ll figure it out. Maybe if we go to that address, we’ll figure out what she was trying to tell you.”

“Why did she make this so difficult?”

“She must have thought that other people might search for the locket, too. I’m sure she was simply being careful that it didn’t fall into the wrong hands. It’s likely that she didn’t even know what she was doing or why. Her shards could have been driving her to leave these clues without explanation as to what they meant.”

Echo let out a hard breath to ward off frustration and despair. “If this keeps up, we’ll never find the locket before the new moon. We only have a couple more days. And then what will happen to you?”

The prophecy was vague, but saving a man’s soul was kind of a big deal. In her gut she believed that if they didn’t hurry, Stygian wasn’t going to survive—at least not as the man she now knew. Even the idea of that was too horrible to think about, especially standing over Solo’s grave.

As a child, she’d believed that the people she loved would always be safe. She couldn’t imagine a world without Mom, Melody and Hedy. As an adult, she knew just how naïve she’d been, how cruel and unfair life really was. Even a man as strong and competent as Stygian could die. Or worse.

She didn’t want to stick around long enough to see that happen, and yet she was compelled to follow this quest through to the end, no matter what.

He tipped up her chin so that she was forced to look into his eyes. “We still have time, Echo. And prophecy is a squirrely thing. Who knows what it really means?”

“Harold seemed certain.”

“That doesn’t mean he’s right. He’s a true believer, which means he’ll find a way to be certain even if others can’t. Our job is to stay focused and find that locket as soon as we can. Our next move should be to go to that address.”

“It didn’t give the name of the town, just a number and a street.”

“We’ll call Marvel. She can search the post office database and help us narrow down the number of places it could be. Maybe there’s only one house with that number on that street.”

Echo hadn’t thought about that, and it brightened her mood considerably. “It’s nice having people you can call for help.”

“Especially people as smart and well-connected as Marvel.” He started to reach for his phone, but realized how dirty his hands were from digging for the treasure. “I need to wash up.”

“There was a bathroom near where we parked.”

He refilled the grave, patted down the dirt with the back of the shovel and reverently put the headstone back where it had been. “Are you ready to go?”

Echo stared at a little piece of her past. She wanted to remember all of the fun times she had playing with Solo, howling with him until her throat ached. But all she could see in her mind was the night of his death, hear his frantic barks and his screams of pain as he died. “I think I’m going to stay here for a minute. I’ll catch up with you.”

He hesitated, but after a moment, nodded. “I’ll wait for you by the car. Take this, just in case.” He pulled his gun from the back of his waistband and handed it to her. “It’s ready to fire. No safety. Just point and shoot.”

Echo didn’t want to think about all the reasons she might need a weapon, but she appreciated the offer of protection for what it was. “Thank you.”

She tucked the small pistol in the pocket of her hoodie as Stygian left. As soon as he was gone, she felt the absence of his warmth, like the sun going behind a cloud on a cold day. She’d been alone for so long, she’d gotten used to the constant loneliness, the constant gray. It wasn’t until she’d walked into his life and his bright world that she realized just how lonely she’d really been since her family’s death.

Still, loneliness was far better than grief. Loneliness was a low, annoying ache, but grief was a searing pain that couldn’t be ignored. It was consuming, debilitating. Devastating. It made worlds crumble and lifelong dreams pop like soap bubbles.

Even with the rat man, the Vires and all of the other murderous assholes in the world, the real enemy was grief and its slow, insidious stalking of its prey. It never slept, never took a day off, never made a mistake. It always caught its victims and made them suffer.

And there was only one way to defeat it.

In that moment, Echo nearly walked away from Stygian. She’d already grown too close to him. She could already feel the warmth of friendship and something deeper forming between them—something she had to kill before it became too big to stop, before it took its first breath.

Find the locket, save his life, go your separate ways. That was what she told herself, and that was exactly what she was going to do.

All she had to do was focus on the problem at hand and keep him at arm’s length until they were finished. After last night, that task seemed impossible, but she was going to find a way. Because if she didn’t, she was going to lose more than she could stand. Again.

Only this time, there was so little left of herself, she knew she wouldn’t survive the loss.

Echo pulled in a deep breath and focused on the job. She looked down at the grave, wondering when Mom had come here. Had she always known to leave this trail of breadcrumbs and planted it along the way? Or had she gone back later?

How had she known to leave behind any of this at all? Was she some kind of psychic or prophet? Had her shards told her? And if so, how did they know?

Echo couldn’t remember a time when Mom hadn’t been with her children. She’d never left them for more than a few hours, so how had she been able to manage burying this stuff?

Had Mom always known about the locket? If so, why hadn’t she mentioned it? Had she known what it was?

She knew it was important, said a small voice in her head. She knew it could free her daughters.

Echo practically jumped out of her skin. She wasn’t used to her shards answering questions. She wasn’t used to them behaving in any sane way at all. They were simply annoying voices of insanity rolling around in her skull.

“Daughters?” Echo asked aloud. “Mom always thought that Melody would be the one to inherit her infection—her shards. Not me.”

An image of Hedy as a young, happy girl burst in her head, so clear and vivid, she knew it wasn’t just a memory. One or more of her shards was trying to show her something.

“What about Hedy?”

She needs you.

“She doesn’t need anyone. She’s dead.” Her voice broke on the last part. Saying the words aloud still hurt.

Echo wondered if they’d ever stop hurting.

The image of Hedy as a smiling girl morphed into the older, bloody woman that Echo had imagined earlier.

Echo closed her eyes and growled at the voice. “Stop it. This isn’t funny.”

She needs you. Sing her to sleep.

Shock raked its claws down Echo’s spine.

Mom had always sung to Hedy to calm her down. She was a wild hellion with outbursts of rage that only Mom’s song could soothe. Every night, Mom sang her to sleep, stroking her dark hair. She made up silly lyrics that went on for hours. Sometimes they rhymed, sometimes they were strings of nonsense. It didn’t seem to matter so long as the song didn’t end.

Echo had been jealous of that attention more than once, but Mom had always said that all of her children would get what they needed. Echo shouldn’t keep score.

Out of respect for Mom, she’d tried not to be jealous, but on those long, cold nights when Mom would sing a lullaby just for Hedy, Echo had secretly wished they’d never found her adopted sister in that alley.

To this day Echo was ashamed that she’d felt that way toward an innocent, little girl, and when she was old enough to understand the sin of envy, she’d worked hard to be a good sister so that Hedy would never know those dark thoughts. 

She knows, whispered a cold, raspy voice. A different voice. She has always known.

Hazel. That was her sinister whisper in Echo’s head—one she studiously ignored.

Hedy was gone. Echo couldn’t apologize for her jealousy. She couldn’t make amends. All she could do was remember the way Hedy had been on the good days, when they’d played and laughed together the way real sisters should. She’d been sweet then. Kind, even.

That was the Hedy that Echo would keep in her memory—not the nasty, violent child that Mom had tamed.

Things were different now. Echo knew the pain of loss and would always protect herself from it. She’d wept over all the graves she would ever weep over. And while people would come in and out of her life, she would never let them become part of her the way her family had been. 

Some people said that it was better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, but those people were idiots. They had no experience with real pain, with real grief. If they had, then asinine sayings like that would never have been born.

Echo thought about Eden and Harold, about Marvel and the others at Asgard. Those people wanted to be her friends.

Stygian was more than that now. He was her lover.

But that was all he could ever be. She couldn’t fall for him. Not now. Not ever. The world they lived in—the one ruled by ancient, evil souls and dark powers that could kill without warning—was far too dangerous.

You need him, Hazel whispered, her raspy voice a thin thread of sound.

She gripped the butt of the gun. “I don’t need anyone.”

He needs you.

Echo’s gut clenched at the low blow Hazel had delivered.

It was one thing for Echo to steel her heart against loving Stygian or his friends. It was another to turn her back on them.  On him. And every day she was with him put her heart in more jeopardy.

She had to finish this job and part ways before it was too late. She would not—could not—lose someone else she loved.

Something rustled in the bushes at the edge of the trees, drawing her attention.

This side of the park was bordered by a creek that had been left to grow up in thick brush. That barrier and whatever it might hide was only a few yards away—too close for comfort.

Hedy’s bloody form rose up in Echo’s mind, giving her the creeps. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but maybe she should. If slivers of ancient souls could survive inside of other people, then why couldn’t they survive in different forms?

The sun was still below the tops of the trees, casting the area in dense shadows. She thought she saw something move, but it could have been the wind blowing the leaves.

Her grip grew sweaty around the butt of the gun in her pocket. Nervousness skittered along her skin, raising goosebumps.

Ghosts or not, she knew better than to ignore her instincts.

Echo backed away. As much as she wanted to turn and run, it was safer to keep her eyes on the threat.

As she watched, a pile of leaves surged and shivered.

Something was in there.

She cast a quick glance over her shoulder. The parking area was yards away, out of sight, over a couple of rolling hills. Solo’s grave had been placed as far away from foot traffic as possible so that it wasn’t disturbed. But that meant that Echo was equally as far away from Stygian and any help he might offer.

The leaf pile let out a hiss. Inside, she could just make out two beady, blood-red eyes.

The rat man had found her again, and this time, she was all alone.


Chapter Fifteen

Echo is under attack!

Stygian had just finished washing his hands when his shards issued that warning.

Fear gripped his body, shoving blood through his veins in a hot, panicked rush. He raced from the bathroom and through the park, praying he wasn’t too late.

He never should have left her alone, not even to grieve in private. The risk was too high.

At least she had his Glock.

He had backup weapons in his glovebox, duffel bag and trunk, but all of those were too far away.

As he was on his way up the last hill separating them, he heard the gun fire. Birds burst from the trees. A nearby jogger came to a stop and pulled out her earbuds to listen, as if unsure of what she’d heard.

Stygian wasn’t. He knew exactly what that sound was and what it meant.

Someone or something was trying to hurt Echo.

His heart pounded, more from fear than the run. By the time he crested the hill, a parade of horrible thoughts had marched through his head, leaving a wasteland of fear behind them.

She can’t die.

He wasn’t sure if the thought was his or his shards’, but it hardly mattered. They were all in agreement.

He couldn’t lose her. She meant too much to him, and not just because she was likely the only person alive who could lead them to the locket and freedom from Hazel.

Thanks to his powers, Stygian saw the scene near Solo’s grave a second before he laid eyes on it. He saw Echo with the gun in her shaking hands, backing away from one of those giant, scarred rats. He saw a second creature sneaking up behind her.

He also saw a flicker of movement far to his left, but didn’t have time to register what it was before he was close enough to act.

Without stopping to think, he dove for the rat behind Echo. It was both closest to her and the biggest threat.

He landed on it, using the full force of his weight to pin it to the ground. It screamed in pain and fury as it clawed at the ground.

Its skin was fever hot. The fur was coarse and poked into his skin like a thousand needles. The jagged scars were rubbery and tough, giving him a good place to grip.

He dug his fingers into its flesh in an effort to keep it pinned and out of reach of Echo. Somehow, it managed to worm its way around enough to sink its long teeth into his wrist. He saw the attack coming, but couldn’t do anything to stop it, short of letting go of the rat.

Pain roared up his arm.

He must have let out a noise, because Echo turned then and gasped. “Stygian!”

A flash of denim told him she was headed his way. In doing so, she’d turned her back on the other creature.

“Kill it,” he growled as he forced his injured arm to stay wrapped firmly around the animal.

It thrashed in his grip, slashing cuts across Stygian’s skin with its bony whiskers.

Stygian squeezed harder in an effort to cut off the creature’s air.

It let out a squeal of pain and fought harder to get free.

“You’re too close. I can’t shoot it,” Echo said.

There wasn’t much Stygian could do about that. If he let go, the thing would either attack him or her. Neither was a good idea.

“Just do it.”

She got close—close enough that Stygian could see the blood-red eyes of the second rat charging in from behind her.

“Do it!” he screamed. “In the eye!”

She put the barrel of the gun right against the rat’s eye, angled it toward the ground so the bullet wouldn’t go through Stygian as well, and fired.

The shot was deafening. His ears rang. Gunshot residue burned his eyes.

The rat went limp.

Behind his closed lids, Stygian saw the second attack coming.

The creature launched itself at Echo’s exposed back.

He didn’t stop to figure out what to do. He simply acted.

He grabbed the gun from Echo’s hands, shoved her out of the way and fired—all with his eyes closed.

His power showed him where to aim.

When he heard the heavy thud of a body hitting the ground, he knew his shot had been on target.

With his eyes burning and tears rolling down his cheeks, he surveyed the area for more danger and found none. Whatever the third target he’d seen before was, it was gone now.

“We have to go. People will have heard those shots.”

He grabbed Echo’s hand and dragged her along behind him.

“You’re bleeding.”

“It’ll wait. Cops will be coming. We can’t be here when they arrive.”

She nodded and hurried her pace to match his.

They’d just pulled out of the parking lot and were down the block when the first police cars arrived, sirens screaming and lights flashing.

He kept his bloody arm out of sight, along with the gun. “If we get stopped, tell the police we were mugged. Tall man with glasses in a gray hoodie.”

“What?” she said, her voice shaking.

“Our stories have to match. We were attacked by a tall man wearing glasses and a gray hoodie. Repeat it.”

“W-we were attacked by a tall man in glasses and a hoodie.”

“Gray hoodie.”

“Gray hoodie,” she repeated, though she sounded more than a little shell shocked.

“Good.”

“I…I’ve never shot anything before.”

He spared her a quick glance and saw that her skin was too pale and covered with tiny specks of blood.

His grandfather would have slapped him for freaking out the way she was, but he was not his grandfather. All he wanted to do was reach over and comfort her. He was driving with only one hand as it was. The other one was weak, screaming in pain, and covered in blood.

He needed to stop the bleeding, but couldn’t pull over yet.

“Everything is fine now,” he said, hoping his words would comfort her when his touch couldn’t. “We’re safe. Even if the cops stop us, they won’t hold us. We didn’t hurt anyone. The only bodies they’ll find are the rats, and those have probably already reverted back to their natural size like the last one did when it died.”

“I’ve never shot anything before.” She said it again as if she hadn’t just said that very same thing a second ago.

That wasn’t a good sign.

He ignored his concern and pitched his voice low and soothing. “You did what you had to. I know it was scary, but you did great.”

She didn’t respond, which worried him more. He drove a few more blocks and pulled into the parking lot of an aging strip mall filled with vacant businesses between a pawn shop and a payday loan place. The whole area had a rundown quality to it. He didn’t see any obvious security cameras. The shops had not yet opened, giving them a small degree of privacy.

He reached past her and pulled a package of wet wipes out of the glove box. His backup Glock gleamed darkly in the morning light.

He needed to reload. He needed to stop his wrist bleeding. Instead, he wiped away the traces of blood on her skin.

His grandfather was right. He was soft.

She saw his bloody arm and for some reason, that seemed to snap her out of her shock.

“How bad is it?” she asked.

“I’ll be fine. We’ll patch it up with the first aid kit, and I’ll be good as new.” He pulled out more wipes and went to work cleaning himself up.

Echo grabbed a handful of fresh cloths and took over the job for him. Her touch was careful, but the wound still felt like a hot poker embedded in his flesh.

“It’s deep.”

“I’m not bleeding enough to worry me. No major blood vessels were severed. I can still move my fingers.” Though it hurts to do so. “Just cover it up so we can be on our way.”

“I think you need stitches, and probably rabies shots.”

“I’ll be fine. I’ve taken far worse damage than this.” And that was just from his grandfather.

She gave him a skeptical frown, but did as he asked. She covered the wound with a thick gauze pad and wrapped it tight enough to make his fingers tingle.

“You’re in no shape to drive,” she said.

He could have pushed through in a pinch, but there was no sense in risking their lives in traffic just to prove a point.

He got out and went to her side of the Mustang. She had gathered up all the bloody mess and dropped it into a trash can in front of the pawn shop. She cleaned her hands off and dropped that into the trash too.

When she got back into the car, he was fumbling with the seatbelt. His backup Glock was tucked under his thigh until he had time to reload his primary weapon.

Echo buckled his seatbelt like he was a child, then adjusted her seat forward so she could reach the pedals. “Where to?” she asked.

He punched Marvel’s number on his phone and the line began ringing over the speakers of the car.

“Magical genius, at your service,” Marvel answered cheerfully.

“Stygian here.”

“I know, honey. Tell me something I don’t know.”

“We need help.”

Marvel sighed. “Strike two. One more chance and you’re out.”

“248 Park. Where is it?”

Her tone perked up with interest. “A mystery. Hang on.” There was some keyboard clicking on the line. A few seconds later she said, “There are a lot of those. At least six in Illinois alone. What else do you have to go on?”

“It’s a house,” Echo said.

The little paperweight had ended up on the floorboards. Stygian picked it up and turned the figurine in his good hand.

It had been hand-painted, and not well. The colors had scraped off in places, revealing a harder, glossier paint beneath.

Had Echo’s mom painted it as a clue?

“Look for a dark blue house with white trim. Two-story. Old-fashioned looking.”

“Like a Victorian? Plantation style? A castle?”

“No,” said Echo, her tone distant, her brow furrowed. “Like an old farmhouse. Small town, fairly rural.”

Stygian turned toward her. “You recognize this place?”

She shook her head. “Maybe. If so, I was so little then. Four or five.”

Marvel’s triumphant voice came over the speakers. “How about 248 Park Street, Jasper, Arkansas? Sent you a pic.”

Stygian’s phone beeped. He opened the image and saw a rundown farmhouse, two story, faded slate blue with white shutters. It was surrounded by green countryside and blue sky. Nothing else.

He showed Echo the picture.

She sucked in a shocked breath. She whispered, “I know that place.”

“What is it?” he asked.

Her pale teal gaze met his, and tears swam in her eyes. Her voice was soft, as if to speak too loudly would scare away something she’d been searching for her whole life.

“Home.”

***

Hedy found Bernard’s van across the street from the park, and ripped the door open. Metal squealed in her grip, mixing discordantly with her scream of rage.

She was stronger than she looked, a fact made obvious by the now-broken handle and warped door frame.

The coward sat behind the wheel, his beady eyes wide with surprise.

“Hedy? What are you doing here?”

She didn’t tell him Phoenix had sent her.

“You attacked my sister,” she snarled, spittle flying. “Echo is mine!”

Bernard held up his hands. Behind his seat, a small army of rats chittered nervously from the shadows. “I’m only taking what was promised to me—what Phoenix gave me years ago.”

“Echo was never yours. She’s my sister. I’m the one who will bring her to Phoenix, not you. Me!” Rage bubbled beneath her skin, growing in force until she thought she’d burst from the pressure. The voices in her skull grew so loud she could no longer hear the enraged pounding of her pulse in her ears.

Bernard’s red hair glistened in the sunlight as he leaned away from her. “Whoa. Back the batshit-o-meter down a notch, will you? There’s plenty of fun to go around. Besides, I’m the one who lost pets to those two, not you.”

She took a series of deep breaths to calm herself down, just like Mom taught her to do, but it didn’t work. Nothing worked anymore. “No one gives a fuck about your rats.”

This man had hunted her family for years. He’d killed their dog. He’d forced them to live on the run.

Hedy wanted to kill him. She wanted to plunge her knife into his heart and watch the light in his eyes go out while she watched.

It’s what he deserved. It’s what Mom would have wanted.

Wasn’t it?

Hedy wasn’t sure anymore. Mom had been gone for so long, it was hard to remember her rules.

But she did remember what Phoenix had told her. Bernard had a purpose—one he couldn’t fill if he was dead.

Sirens blared in the distance, growing loud enough to block out the sound of Hedy’s heart pounding in her ears.

She couldn’t kill him in front of the police. She couldn’t be caged again.

Bernard’s voice was filled with fear. “Okay. Clearly, you’re off your meds and nothing I can say will help. But we can’t be here when the cops show up.”

Hedy grabbed him by the throat. He gurgled and pried at her fingers, but she was fueled by rage and far stronger than her size indicated.

She got right in Bernard’s face. “Echo is mine. If you come after her again, I’ll cut off your arms and legs and feed you to your rats, dick first. Do I make myself clear?”

His eyes bulged and he started to pass out from loss of oxygen to his tiny brain. His arms flailed weakly, pawing and scratching at her to release him, but she didn’t let go.

She wanted to let him die, make him pay for trying to hurt her sister.

If anyone was going to hurt Echo, it was going to be Hedy. There was still a chance that she could make her sister see the light and join Phoenix. They could be a family again, like they used to be. It didn’t even matter that Echo had abandoned Hedy all those years ago. She would find a way to forgive her—once she’d been punished for her crimes.

Maybe the man who’d tortured Hedy to death for years could help Echo repent.

Bernard gurgled. His legs began to twitch. His blows became weaker.

She wanted him to die, but Phoenix said they needed him alive.

Sirens were closing in on them. There wasn’t much time left to flee the area before they were caught and questioned.

As hot as Hedy was running right now, she knew that she’d be more likely to kill a cop than to let one take her alive.

And she was still covered in that old man’s blood. If the police saw that, they’d have questions.

She couldn’t be caged again. She had to be free to find Echo and teach her a lesson. She couldn’t go around hurting people, discarding and forgetting them. Especially not family.

By the time Hedy was done with Echo, she’d never abandon her again. She wouldn’t be able to.

She waited until the cops were almost there before she released Bernard. He slumped forward over his steering wheel.

He wasn’t dead yet. She’d stopped herself in time.

Hedy shoved him onto the floorboards, planted the tracker Phoenix had given her, and then got back into her stolen truck.

The rat man had been hunting her family since she was a child. He could always find Mom, no matter how far she ran. And now he was able to find Echo.

Hedy didn’t know how he could do that, but she didn’t care. Phoenix had said that Bernard would lead her to her sister. All she had to do was find him.

And now she had.

***

They stopped at Asgard on their way to Jasper because Stygian was losing feeling in his fingers more with every passing hour.

As much as he hated what he had to do, there was no way he could fire a weapon, much less fight if he didn’t accept and fix his weaknesses.

He sent Echo to show the librarian what they’d found while he made a request that grated against every lesson he’d learned as a child.

Be tough. Ignore the pain. Keep going no matter what.

His grandfather had beaten him dozens of times, and at least some of them had been to teach him how to deal with the pain.

But it wasn’t the pain he was worried about now. It was his inability to protect Echo from the man who hunted her. If he went down because of his weakness, that was one thing, but to risk her life…. He couldn’t.

Stygian knocked on a pale blue door and prayed the Riven’s healer was home.

It took her a long time to open the door. He could hear her shuffling footsteps coming long before the knob turned.

Eliana Wisp cracked the door open enough for him to see her face.

She was a pretty woman with white-blond hair and light gray eyes that usually sparkled. Today, they were as dull as her skin, shadowed with purple smears of fatigue. Limp, tired-looking hair hung around her face. Her cheeks seemed sunken, with a yellow cast that didn’t look at all healthy.

She offered him a smile so fragile it died at birth. “Stygian. Good to see you.”

Eliana was always polite, always sweet. Her quiet, soft spoken ways made him nervous because he was always worried that he might breathe too hard and hurt her, or accidentally trip over her like a silent cat under his feet.

Her gaze slid down his body before he could speak. The moment she saw his bandaged wrist and bloody clothes, she opened the door wider. “Come in.”

Stygian didn’t like to come here. The place was too feminine, too soft and plush. There were layers of fabric everywhere, as if even the rounded contours of her couch and bed were too harsh for her fragile body.

She wore a long, fuzzy robe over what he guessed was a night gown.

Was she sick? Was she recovering from the last person who called on her to use her shards?

“I shouldn’t have come,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

She grabbed his arm before he could leave. Her grip was surprisingly strong, giving him the hope that maybe she wasn’t as sickly as she appeared.

He’d seen what she could do—the lives she’d saved. Just a few weeks ago he’d witnessed what she’d done for Knox Hardin, whose body had been filled with magical, burrowing worms. It was a miracle he’d survived.

It was a miracle she had as well.

“I hate to bother you,” he said. “It’s just a little scratch, but I’m losing feeling in my fingers. I need to be able to fire a gun. There’s this prophecy—”

She gave him another smile, only this one lived longer than the first. “Shh. It’s okay. You don’t have to feel bad about needing help.”

“It’s not for me,” he said, blushing. “Echo has this guy after her.”

She nodded as she led him to a chair by the window. “I’ve heard. Harold was practically giddy over the new prophecy he gets to play with.”

Stygian sat where she put him, like an obedient school boy.

She put on gloves, then went to work unwrapping his bandage. The mess went into a stainless-steel bowl nearby.

In one corner of her room she had a table set up with medical supplies next to a gurney. Heavy leather straps hung from the sides, making him wonder how many times she’d had to strap someone down.

As soon as she saw his wound, she made a low sound of distress. “Is this a bite?”

“Yes. Giant rat-like creatures. Hard to kill.”

“It’s infected. The swelling is putting pressure on your nerves.”

“Can you give me some antibiotics or something?” he asked.

“I could, and then you could go back on your mission in about three or four days.” She gave him a pointed look. “We both know that won’t work. Just sit back and let me do my job.”

This was the part he hated. As amazing as her ability to heal was, it was hard to watch.

Eliana didn’t just make people better, she took on whatever was wrong with them and healed it inside herself. That meant her wrist had to be split open, she had to suffer the heat and pain of the infection.

“What about some kind of shot?” he asked.

“You’re as bad as Garrick. Stop being a baby. Look away if you have to, but sit still.”

She stripped off her gloves and wrapped her fingers around his wrist.

He didn’t look away. He would bear witness to what she did for him. He owed her at least that much.

As he watched, her wrist began to bleed. She mopped up the blood with a cloth she held at the ready. She knew this was coming. She knew she would bleed.

The wound in her arm widened and grew until it matched his own, though it seemed far more grotesque on her narrow wrist than on his thicker one. The flesh around the wound darkened to an angry, throbbing red.

His skin knitted shut. His pain faded, then vanished. The tingling in his fingers disappeared. His skin was whole now, his grip strong and sure.

“You can go now,” she said, her voice strained. “I can handle it from here.”

Stygian hesitated. It seemed rude or ungrateful somehow to walk away before she’d finished the job—before she’d closed her own skin, before she’d defeated the infection raging through her veins.

“Go,” she said. “Please. This is easier on me without an audience.” She sounded so weak, so exhausted.

He was torn between doing what she asked and staying nearby in case she needed him.

She sagged in her chair.

Stygian steadied her shoulders. “I’ve never seen you this bad before. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’ve just had a lot of injuries to heal since Starry turned. It will pass.” She lifted her head just enough to look at him. “Will you help me to bed, please?”

He picked her up as he would have a child and slid her feet under the blankets. Along the way she’d dropped the cloth over her arm.

The skin beneath was closed, but the bite mark was still visible. So was the infection.

He pulled up the blankets. “Do you need anything else?”

“Just rest. Turn out the lights on your way out, please.” It was a dismissal, but when paired with her request for rest, he had a hard time arguing with her.

She seemed too weak for any kind of fight.

Stygian did as she asked, feeling guilt rage beneath his skin where the bite had just been. He shouldn’t have come here. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t pull a trigger. He should have found another way. He should have been tougher, stronger. And now a sweet, selfless woman was suffering because of his mistake.

Echo will be safe, Hazel whispered to him. That is all that matters.

That’s when Stygian realized that his actions were not entirely his own.

He went still as the implications of what had just happened sunk in.

It wasn’t like him at all to ask for help. That kind of weakness had been beaten out of him years ago. And it sure as hell wasn’t like him to ask someone weaker than him to take on his burdens, his pain.

That is why I helped you make the right choice, Hazel said.

He stood motionless outside of Eliana’s pale blue door, trying to come to grips with what had just happened.

Hazel had made him do something out of character for him and he hadn’t even realized it was happening. If she’d made him take advantage of poor, sweet Eliana, what else had she made him do?

Hazel laughed. What else, indeed?


Chapter Sixteen

Stygian slammed through the doors of the library, making Echo jump.

“Will this spell to get Hazel out work if some of her shards are missing?” he demanded in the librarian’s direction. 

Stygian’s face was a fierce mask of rage. The veins in his temples were throbbing. His fists were balled up at his sides.

His wrist was completely healed.

“You’re all better,” she said, shocked and amazed.

He ignored her and marched straight to the desk where Harold sat hunched in front of a pile of books, wide-eyed.

“Answer me. Do we need all Hazel’s shards?” Stygian demanded again.

The librarian blinked. His bushy white brows bobbed in shock. “I, uh, I believe that’s the case, yes.”

“What if one of them is missing?”

“I don’t know for certain, but my guess is that the spell will fail. Hazel’s shards will stay where they are. Why do you ask?”

“She told me that Echo and I don’t have all of her pieces.” He turned to her now, his indigo eyes glittering with menace. “Hazel said that you know where the other shards are.”

“Me?” Echo shook her head. “How would I know?”

“She said something about the dead staying buried for a while longer. What the fuck does that mean?” he asked.

“I have no idea,” Echo said, but something tickled the back of her mind.

“Perhaps the witch is playing tricks on you, son.”

Stygian shuddered. His nostrils flared. “I’m certain of that. But what if she’s right? What if we need all her shards in one place?”

“Then you must find the missing shards before you cast the spell.”

“How?”

Harold spread his arthritic fingers. “I don’t yet know. Perhaps if I spend more time with the prophecy it will become clear.”

“We have only a few days. How much more time can we give you?” Rage reddened his face. Spittle flew from his lips.

Echo stood up and tried to shove Stygian away from the old man. All she managed to do was turn him toward her a few degrees, but at least his ire was now pointed at her. “What the hell happened to you? You’ve been gone all of twenty minutes and come back a raging asshole.”

“Hazel is what happened to me. She tricked me into forcing Eliana to heal me when the poor girl is too weak to even get dressed.” He shoved his fingers through his dark hair. “What the hell was I thinking?”

Harold’s voice fell to a soothing tone. “The witch knows we’re getting close to caging her. Even she might not know if that’s in her best interests or not. We certainly don’t.”

“I want her out, Harold. I want her dead, but I’ll take getting her out of my head if that’s the best I can get.” Stygian’s gaze slid to Echo and stayed there. “Before I do something I can’t take back.”

There was meaning in his expression. He wasn’t talking in generalities. There was something specific he was trying to avoid, and it had everything to do with her.

“Do what?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

She spat some of his anger back at him. “Bullshit. What does she want you to do?”

His lips pressed shut for a moment before he closed his eyes and spoke. “She wants a baby. Our baby. Our shards combined in a child she can use and control.”

Echo’s hand went to her stomach. Her knees evaporated. She collapsed into the chair behind her, barely catching the edge to break her fall.

Shock blasted through her, then continued to ripple outward for what seemed like a long time. “She wants what?”

Harold cleared his throat. “It’s a common enough desire among the shards. They all want to be made more whole. My readings suggest that it’s painful to be splintered as they are. They’ve been bringing men and women together for generations solely for this purpose.” He said it matter-of-factly, like he wasn’t discussing her entire world shifting on its axis. “Why do you think you all have so much power in this generation, when previous ones did not? It certainly wasn’t by accident. You’re being pulled together for a reason.”

A baby. That had been the last thought on Echo’s mind—further even than being given a Nobel Prize or visiting the moon.

She couldn’t take care of a child. She could barely take care of herself. She had no clue how her mom had managed to raise three girls, living on the run the way they had. There was never any money, never any safety.

How many times had she had to hide, barely even breathing for fear the rat man would find her? She couldn’t do that with an infant—she couldn’t control when the baby cried or gurgled.

The idea of the rat man’s monsters getting hold of a child made her heart clench with fear and her stomach heave with nausea.

“We’re not going to give her what she wants,” Echo said, her voice shaking with the emotions roiling through her.

“I agree,” Stygian said, “but Hazel has already proven she can make me do something out of character. What if she—” He stopped himself. His whole body trembled visibly. “I can’t stand the thought of hurting you. Forcing you.”

Echo held up her hands. “She can’t make me do anything. I don’t have enough of that bitch in me for her to have control.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Harold said. “Even a sliver can make a difference. You’d best be on your guard against her influence. Both of you.”

“We need her out,” Stygian said. “If this spell isn’t going to work without all of her shards, how can we find the rest?”

“I don’t know,” Harold said. “I suggest you two hurry up and find the locket fast. You may need every second you can get to find the last shards. I’ll do what I can on my end and I’ll talk to Eden. Maybe she’s seen another piece of Hazel elsewhere.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Echo said, still reeling.

“We have to hurry,” Stygian said.

Under her breath, she said, “A baby. What the hell is an evil bitch going to do with a baby?”

Stygian’s face darkened. “I can think of several things, and none of them are good. We need to leave. Now.”

It didn’t matter how fast they left, Echo’s thoughts were going to be right beside her and she knew all of them would be about a child that she could never allow to be born.

***

The moment Echo saw the old, isolated farmhouse sitting in the middle of nowhere, she remembered it. The yard was thick with weeds, but she could recall the feel of freshly cut grass tickling her bare feet. She could remember laughing with Melody as they raced across the lawn. There had been a sandbox in the back yard and they’d built doll houses there, playing out entire lives for their plastic playmates.

The house had seemed so bright back then, so big. Now it was faded and shrunken, as if the weight of its years had compressed it somehow.

No one had been here in a long time. Even the gravel driveway was grown over with weeds. The mailbox at the road sat crooked on its rotted, wooden post, the faded metal dented from some teenage game of mailbox baseball.

The porch paint was peeling. One of the stairs had caved in, leaving a gaping hole three feet up. Small trees had grown along the foundation where acorns or seeds had been lodged. There were no neighbors in sight. The closest town was twenty minutes away, and there wasn’t much there to anchor it.

Stygian pulled up as close as he could get to the house before saplings barred the Mustang’s path.

Echo stepped out into a sea of weeds up to her knees and walked, dazed, toward the house.

The air smelled clean here, of growing things and freshly turned earth. The afternoon sunshine stroked her head like a warm, parental hand offering comfort. Insects buzzed in the distance, singing about freedom and celebrating the day. She remembered that song from her youth, the soundtrack to her days and the lullaby she fell asleep to at night.

The old house was two stories tall, with what looked to be an attic space at the peak. Small, dormer windows peered out from all sides of the slanted roof, surveying the house’s domain. The wood siding was rough in places, the paint curling up at the edges in a patchwork of neglect. Several of the windows were broken, but the glass had stayed in place, leaving a network of cracks behind as scars.

There was a sound to this place that went beyond wind in the trees, birds and insects. The whole structure seemed to hum. Like the prophecy had hummed, like Mom’s maps hummed.

Home. This was Echo’s home.

She hadn’t lived here in two decades, but she felt a connection to the place, as if it belonged to her. Or, maybe, she belonged to it.

The hum beckoned her onward, singing to her of comfort and trust, of safety.

Before she reached the bottom porch step, Stygian laid a hand on shoulder to stop her. “Let me go first. The wood looks a little rickety.”

He didn’t wait for permission. Instead, he stepped over the broken tread and eased his weight onto the porch.

The wood held firm, creaking in protest of his weight.

The key her mother had left behind was in his hand, glinting silver in the shadows of the porch. He slid it into the lock and turned it easily, a perfect fit.

He looked over his shoulder at her, his face made even more handsome by the backdrop of her childhood home. The door framed his body perfectly, as if made for that task alone. The white paint seemed brighter in his presence, the lines of the opening straighter.

It was as if the house were welcoming him home as well.

He is yours, a small voice whispered in her mind. Ours.

It struck her then how amazingly selfless Stygian was. He was always putting himself in the path of danger, facing off against her enemies so that she was safe. Sure, he wanted Hazel’s shards out of him as much as she did, but that didn’t explain why he stood between her and the rat man’s monsters, or why he would go first into an aging home, his heavier weight much more likely to fall through the floor than her lighter one.

He was a rare creature. A protector, a caretaker.

That he was sexy as hell didn’t hurt matters either. Even now, watching him move slowly through the door, she could feel her body reacting to the flex and play of his muscles under his jeans. She could remember the heat of his hands as they’d surveyed her body, staking a claim. And she would never forget the way he made her soar inside the grip of pleasure too sweet to be real.

She wanted to feel his arms around her again. To taste his kiss. She wanted to bask in his heat and feel him move inside her body in a way no other man ever had. She wanted to consume him, keep him, hold him. Forever.

Was that Hazel’s influence? Or was it her own need sliding through her veins?

Was there any way to be sure?

Did she even care?

Echo followed him inside the house. It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the shadows. As they did, she breathed in the scent of dust and abandonment, wood and old flowers.

Her mind spun back in time. The space brightened with a golden glow.

Her mother was in the kitchen, singing as she cooked. Melody and Echo were in the living room, lying on their stomachs on the hickory floor, coloring in front of the TV. Bright lights flashed over the page like confetti. The floorboards were warm under her, strong and solid.

She was happy. Content. Safe.

Melody giggled at the cartoon.

In the kitchen, something crashed to the floor. The sound of glass shattering was as loud as gunfire, breaking the peace of the evening.

“No,” Mom moaned, as if in pain. “Not yet. Please.”

The girls raced into the kitchen to find Mom pressed into the corner of the cabinets, crouched and hugging her knees. Even as young as Echo was, she knew that something was wrong. Mom was pale, shaking. A look of horror painted her pretty face. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

Melody recovered first and rushed over to her. “What’s wrong?”

There was broken glass on the floor. Red liquid spread out like blood across the vinyl. Kool-Aid. Mom had dropped her favorite pitcher while carrying it to the dinner table.

Echo followed her sister, being careful to step over the mess. “It’s okay, Mama. We can make more.”

Mom stared off at something behind her girls. Her blue eyes were wide and she was shaking her head. “It’s too soon. My girls…”

“We’re right here, Mom,” Melody said. “We’re okay.”

Echo patted her mother’s face with chubby hands.

Mom seemed to snap out it then. Her focus shifted from some unseen distance to the two girls in front of her. “Go pack a bag. Just clothes, toothbrushes and three toys. Nothing more. Hurry.”

“What?” Melody asked. “Why?”

“We have to leave. Now. Do as I say.”

“Where are we going?” Echo asked.

“I don’t know. We’ll figure that out later. Just go. Now!”

Stygian’s hand on her arm broke her free from the memory. “What is it?”

“I was just remembering the night my grandfather died—the night Mom got her shards.” She pulled in a long breath. “That was the night we started running. We left this place and only came back a couple of times to pick up supplies. I haven’t been here since I was five.”

She looked to the left, through the dining room, into the kitchen. The broken pitcher still lay where it had landed, the liquid now a dull, red crust on the floor. To her right, in the living room, were the coloring books she and Melody had been using. The crayons were gone—likely brought with them—but everything else was still the same.

His fingers stroked her shoulder in a soothing pattern. She wanted to lean into him for support, to use his solid bulk to help anchor her against the reeling memories assaulting her mind.

It was a house in stasis. A life interrupted. A museum of her past and what her life could have been if not for the shards.

She had never hated them as much as she did now.

This could have been her happy home, this could have been a place of refuge and strength. She could have had sleepovers here, had boyfriends pick her up for dates, she could have celebrated birthdays and graduation and all the things that normal people enjoyed.

Instead, all that was left here was a hollowed-out shell of a promise never fulfilled.

The wooden floors creaked under her feet as she roamed from one room to another, up the stairs, into her old bedroom.

There was an animal smell up here, musty and thick. Her bed looked like it had exploded, its stuffing strewn out across the room. The guts of a patchwork quilt had been used for some kind of nest. Bits of sticks and fur and matted filth sat piled in a heap in one corner of the room.

Echo couldn’t bear to see it like that, so she closed the door and moved to the next room.

Mom’s.

Hers seemed to be untouched. The bed was still made. Pretty bottles of perfume sat lined up like crystal soldiers on her dresser. Framed pictures of two chubby-cheeked girls hung on the walls.

Echo’s hair had been lighter then. So had Melody’s.

The sight of her sister’s face, bright and smiling, made a lump swell in Echo’s throat.

She missed Melody so much. Some days she had to pretend she’d never had a sister just so she could pull in her next breath. They had been so close that it seemed almost like some kind of fantasy Echo could no longer believe. Was her child’s mind playing tricks on her, or had she really let someone into her heart as deeply as she remembered?

Her thoughts started to stray back to the day her sister had died—the day Echo got her shards—but she grabbed ahold of her focus before she collapsed into a weeping mess.

They were here for a purpose. Echo didn’t know what it was, but she had to stay strong, stay grounded. Hysterics weren’t going to be of any use to her or Stygian.

As if sensing her thoughts, his hand came back to her again, in another offer of comfort.

She leaned into him this time, because she had no strength of her own to stand on. Putting one foot in front of the other was taking all her energy, all her focus.

He pulled her back against his chest and simply held her while she stood in her mother’s bedroom, taking it all in.

After a moment, she was able to pull herself away and stand on her own two feet. Knowing he was here helped. Knowing he cared helped even more.

She wasn’t alone. At least not yet.

Echo refused to think about what would happen next, after they’d done whatever they’d come to do, after they’d found the locket and banished Hazel to hell. She refused to think about going out in the world on her own again, alone and on the run from a man who wanted her dead. She refused to think about how much she was going to miss Stygian and his solid strength, his selfless protection.

Today’s problems were enough for her to face. Tomorrow’s would have to wait their turn.

She turned to look at Stygian.

Concern lined his brow and dulled his indigo eyes. “Are you okay?”

She nodded, rather than voicing the lie. She was so far from okay she wasn’t even sure what that felt like anymore. But she was all in. Okay or not, she was moving on.

“What next?” he asked, rubbing her arms up and down as if she were chilled. “What do the squiggles say to do?”

Echo pulled out the page her mother had drawn. The creepy, lash-less eyes were still staring at her from their bars.

“I still have no clue what this means.”

“Maybe we need to look around a little more?”

She nodded. As rough and full of potholes this trip down memory lane was, it was also necessary. “I don’t think we have a choice.”

They toured the rest of the house, going through the attic, then back downstairs and through a doorway that led to the basement. Marked on the door frame were dates and heights of the Charmaine girls at various ages. Melody’s last entry was at age seven, and Echo’s at age five, hers marked with her given name, Harmony.

Her fingers trailed over the marks. She couldn’t remember standing here, but the proof that she had was irrefutable.

The basement was mostly empty, with only a few canned goods, Christmas decorations and boxes of old clothes stacked against one wall. There was an earthy smell down here, along with something damp. She couldn’t see any sign of water leaking, but the air was more humid and cooler.

Nowhere was there any kind of picture like the one she carried. There were no trinket boxes with eyes, or books that stared back at them.

“I have no clue,” she said as she slumped to the sofa.

Dust motes danced in a low, golden sunbeam, frolicking in the last hours of the day now that they were set free of the upholstery. Considering how long this place had been closed up, it was a wonder that everything wasn’t coated in a thicker layer. While the place needed a few hours with a Swiffer, it wasn’t unlivable.

Maybe she could stay for a while. Maybe this place was humming as an indication that she was safe here. The rat man wouldn’t find her.

But if that was the case, then why had Mom started running the night she’d inherited her shards? It’s like she knew what would happen, like she knew she had to run, that something bad was coming for her and her girls.

Stygian sat next to Echo, his big body taking up a comforting amount of space.

She loved his size, the sheer mass of him, how solid he was, how she felt like she could hide behind him and be safe. Sure, it was an illusion, but it was a nice one.

“I’m not sure what to try next,” she said.

“It’s getting late. We could find a motel nearby and come back tomorrow.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to lose all that time.”

“There’s no water or electricity on here. Once it’s dark we’ll have to search by flashlight.”

“If that’s what we have to do, then so be it. I refuse to let Hazel win.”

Stygian nodded. “Okay, then. I’m starving, so I’m going to grab some snacks and flashlights from the car. We’ll stay until we figure out what we’re looking for.”

The second he walked out of the front door, the house lost some of its magic, some of its life. It became empty without his presence, as if he’d always belonged here.

Echo shoved away the odd feeling and went to the desk Mom had kept in the corner of the living room.

Bills were still stacked up in a neat pile. A roll of stamps curled around a pen holder. There were colorful scribbles on the wood, as if Echo or Melody had accidentally gone off the edge of their paper while drawing here.

The top drawer was stocked with pens, pencils, notepads and a stapler. Two file drawers ran along the right-hand side, both stuffed with paperwork. Without any other obvious direction, Echo began going through the files, looking for some kind of clue that would lead her to the misshapen eyes.

She found papers from Melody’s first two years of school—drawings and homework with colorful stickers next to the grades. There was no folder for Echo, because she hadn’t started school before they ran.

Stygian came back inside. He set down next to her a bottle of water, a protein bar and an apple.

“You should eat something.”

“I will in a minute.”

There was a sealed envelope stuffed with pictures and documents. On top was a photo of Mom and a man who had to be their father. They were achingly young, barely more than kids. He was blond and handsome, with a grin so charming she bet he had no trouble picking up the ladies. In one of the photos, they were holding each other, oblivious to the camera catching the intimate moment. The look of love flowing between them was palpable.

“These are my parents,” she said, angling the photo so Stygian could see it over her shoulder.

The next few pictures were more of the same. Then there was a document—a death decree for a woman named Bella Charmaine. This was Echo’s grandmother, a woman she’d heard about but had never met.

In the very next photo, Echo’s father looked completely different. Older. Harder. Colder. The glint of love in his eyes was gone, and in its place was something cunning, something calculating.

Next were pictures of Mom pregnant, of a tiny baby Melody in her arms.

Now her father’s calculating looks were all pointed at the baby.

“Your father had shards, too, didn’t he?” Stygian asked.

Echo nodded. “That’s why Mom left him. He changed when his mother died, and not for the better.”

Mom was pregnant again in the next two photos, then Melody was holding her new baby sister.

Dad was nowhere to be seen.

A divorce decree divided the stack once more, and on the other side there were no more pictures of Ed Charmaine. He was completely out of their lives.

Mom never talked much about Echo’s father, but when she did, it was always with that sad, sympathetic tone one used when speaking about terminal illness. Dad is sick. He can’t be around you girls or you’ll get sick too.

He’d died when Echo was eight. She knew because that was the year that Melody changed. She’d gone from a carefree, giggling girl to a somber, reserved one in a matter of a few hours.

“That’s how I knew my family was dead,” she said, her voice haunted. “That’s how I knew Melody died first. Her shards hit me like a train, taking away all trust, giving up all dreams for my life. It was like being dipped in numbness, like breathing in despair and not being able to get rid of it.”

He said nothing, but his hands settled on her shoulders in silent support.

“A few moments later, I felt Mom hug me. The feeling was so strong, so familiar. She was blocks away, but I knew she had to be there, with me in the library.” She pulled in a shaky breath. “But it wasn’t her. It was her shards. She was gone.”

That sense of loss and grief fell over Echo like a shroud. She would never forget the moment she realized just how alone in the world she really was.

His fingers splayed over her shoulders, his thumbs drawing firm, soothing circles along the tight cords of her neck.

She looked down at the spray of photos and documents that were her history. Such a thin stack, and yet so powerful.

“I started to run back to where Mom was waiting for me to get done at the library, but before I got there, something inside of me warned me to veer off. The voice sounded like Mom, but it couldn’t have been, could it?”

“It’s likely that you do carry a splinter of your mother and sister somewhere inside of you. Not all of us can hear our relatives, but some can. I imagine she was warning you of the danger you’d find if you went to her. The rat man was probably waiting for you.”

“Do you hear your parents?” she asked.

His fingers tensed slightly. “I was raised by my grandfather. My mother didn’t live long enough to inherit any shards.”

Echo sniffed and turned in the chair to look up at him. “What happened?”

Pain so old it was tarnished shone in his dark eyes. “She took her own life.”

She stood then, needing to comfort him the way he had her. She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her chest over his heart. “I’m so sorry.”

Stygian’s hands slid over her back. Tension vibrated through his big frame. “There’s no reason to be sorry. She was weak, too cowardly to face her pain. My grandfather made sure that I was stronger than his daughter.”

“How did he do that?” Echo asked, because she was desperate to be stronger, to deal with all the emotions this house had to offer without being consumed by them.

“It’s all ancient history, Echo. No reason to dig it up now.”

She wanted to ask him more. She wanted to know everything about him, but what good would that do? The more she knew, the more she cared. The more she cared the harder it was going to be to part ways.

And they had to part ways. If they didn’t, she was going to fall for him. Hard.

She couldn’t lose anyone else. People with shards, they were like walking targets. To love one of them was asking for pain, and Echo had already had enough for one lifetime.

So did Stygian.

So, instead of asking more about his family or his painful past, she just held him as the shadows grew longer.

He felt good in her arms. He was so strong and solid, it was hard to believe that he’d ever been a child, and yet, at the same time, she could almost picture him as a young boy, standing beside his mother’s grave, weeping.

Did he feel as alone in the world as she did? Did he fear making connections with people because of the grief those ties would inevitably create?

The man she’d come to know didn’t seem to be afraid of anything. He raced into battle and put himself in harm’s way. He faced Hazel head-on, accepting she was a threat, rather than hiding from her.

He was here, present, comforting Echo when his life had likely been just as difficult as her own. Maybe even harder than hers.

She lifted her head and looked up at him. He was watching her, his indigo eyes shadowed and hidden.

“Is it worth it?” she asked.

“What?”

“Fighting. Struggling to stay one step ahead of the Vires, knowing they’re always going to come for you. Hurt you.”

“I don’t stop to think about it. I was raised not to feel, but to fight, so I fight.”

Was it really that simple?

“But don’t you want something else for your life?”

“This isn’t about what I want or don’t. It’s about stopping the Vires so they can’t ruin more lives. It’s about saving the little girl you used to be, the little boy I once was.” He slid his thumb across her jaw in a touch so tender, her eyes welled with tears. “Don’t you wish someone would have saved you?”

Echo had wished that more times than she could count. But her wish had never been granted.

“I don’t see any hope.”

He gave her a small smile. “Then you’re not looking where I am.”

Her. He meant her. She was his hope, though she had no idea how she was going to save him as that prophecy suggested. She wasn’t a fighter. She didn’t even want to be one. How the hell was she going to save anyone.

And yet, in that moment, that was exactly what she needed to hear to keep going. If someone as brave and strong as Stygian believed in her, then she had to have something to offer the cause.

She went up on tiptoe and kissed his mouth, thanking him for the gift he’d given her.

The moment her lips touched his, her mind shifted from pain to pleasure, like some kind of magic trick. Her entire body lit up like the surface of the sun and began to burn for him.

She craved this man in a way she had never felt before. It was more than the shards, deeper than merely physical. There was something magical about him that sang to her soul and filled up all the hollow little places grief had carved out of her heart.

Echo tightened her grip on him and coaxed his mouth to open under hers. Her tongue slid along his lips, behind them, fluttered against his teeth until he loosened his jaw and gave her what she wanted.

He tasted sweet and hot. There was hope inside of him, in his very breath, and she was determined to pull it out and make it her own.

She needed his strength. She needed his essence.

She needed him.

She couldn’t afford to need anyone. It was too risky, too dangerous. People died.

The thought threatened to chill the thin layer of air between them, but before it could, he let out a low growl and grabbed her tighter.

She felt herself go airborne for a moment, before landing on the outdated couch.

She didn’t care that it smelled of disuse, or that it was dusty, with sagging cushions and springs poking at her back. All she cared about was the hot weight of the man above her and the way he could block out all the problems of the world with his wide shoulders.

Echo grabbed at his shirt, needing to feel his bare skin beneath her hands. He lifted up just enough to strip it off before diving back in for more of her mouth.

Smooth, heated skin glided beneath her fingers. She could feel a slight sheen of sweat lining his spine and the way power rippled through him with every move he made.

His lips glided down to her neck, nipping and kissing the sensitive column of her throat. His hands shoved her shirt high, baring her breasts. Hard, aching nipples thrust up into his palm. Every little move he made sent pleasure winging to her core.

Her pussy melted, went liquid. Her thighs spread wide to make room for him between them.

Unlike before, she knew just how good he could make her feel, and that knowledge was her undoing.

“Need you,” she said between panting breaths.

He lifted his head and stared down at her naked breasts. His indigo eyes went black with lust as his pupils widened. His breathing grew shallow and fast. A flush covered his chest and neck. She could smell the heat of his skin and his wild, moonlight scent.

“I can’t forget,” he said, his words thick and difficult to untangle.

“Forget what?”

“Condom.”

Echo hadn’t been thinking about that at all.

Maybe Hazel had more control over her than she’d thought.

“Put it on now. Before we lose control.”

He nodded, then eased himself off the couch so he could reach into his pocket. A trio of foil packets fell open like pictures from a wallet.

At least he’d been smart enough to keep some on him.

On shaky legs, Echo stood and stripped out of her clothes. Stygian did the same, until he was standing in front of her, so powerful in his nudity that he looked very much like the gladiator he said he appeared to be when Eden judged his shards.

Echo stared for what felt like a long time, but he didn’t seem to mind. He was doing a little staring of his own.

If she looked half as sexy as his gaze said she was, she would have been on the cover of every fashion magazine in the rack.

Whatever it was Stygian saw in her, she loved it. She loved the way it made her feel, the way it lifted her up and made her feel bigger and stronger than she actually was. Sexier, too.

He rolled the condom over his erection, and every other thought dribbled out of her ears.

She needed him inside of her. Now.

Echo turned to grab the quilt over the back of the couch and spread it out on the rough cushions. Before she could, Stygian grabbed her hips and pulled them back toward his body.

She caught herself with one knee on the cushions, her hands on the back of the couch.

His leg nudged hers open wider. She felt his cock gliding against her ass, then lower as he sought entrance to her body.

Echo shivered in excitement and bent over more, giving him both the permission and the access he craved.

Rather than shoving himself inside of her, he simply stroked her between her legs, spreading her wetness across her labia. One hand stayed between her shoulder blades, holding her in place, while the other slid around to find her clit.

He stroked with light, delicate flutters until she was squirming for more.

“Fuck me,” she whispered. “I need it.”

He didn’t act as though he’d heard her. He continued his slow, lazy strokes, with both his fingers and his cock until she was sure she’d die from sexual frustration.

If he wasn’t going to give her what she wanted, she was going to take it.

She tried to turn around, but before she’d done more than twitch, he pressed his knee against the back of hers, making her tumble forward.

Her head went down. Her legs spread wider. Stygian let out an animal sound of lust, then gave her everything she’d ever wanted.

In one long stroke, he was buried inside of her, hitting every nerve, every sensitive bit of tissue she possessed. And then his hips set a rhythm. That thrumming pulse of flesh on flesh seemed to push her even higher.

She reached behind her, desperate to feel him under her hands, but the move put her off balance.

Before she could fall, Stygian caught her and pulled her up against his chest. Her hair spilled over her face, sticking to her sweat. The smell of his body wrapped around her, invading her senses like some kind of spell.

She was never going to get enough of this man. She could have him like this every day for the rest of her life and still never get tired of him.

The thought was both thrilling and terrifying, but before she could dwell on it, he sped his pace.

She wasn’t going to hold out much longer before she came. She wanted this to last, but she needed the pleasure she knew he could drive from her. It was the only thing powerful enough to hold the darkness at bay, even if just for a little while.

His fingers moved to her nipples. He plucked them like guitar strings, pulling the sweetest sounds of need from her throat. She’d never heard herself make a noise like that, but she couldn’t seem to stop.

The vibration wrapped around them, encasing them in a shimmering film of magic. There was no other word for it.

She could see her crooning noise of pleasure in the air. She could feel it caress her skin. She could taste it on her tongue and hear it ripple out like infinite, glittering waves.

He grew tense behind her. Each stroke was precise and methodical, as if this had all been planned years in advance.

Pressure built inside her core. A fizzing rush spread through her veins, warning her that she wasn’t going to be able to hold off much longer.

Just a few seconds. Just another moment suspended inside this beautiful place.

But that wasn’t to be. With one more powerful surge, his cock throbbed within in her, forcing her to go where he led.

Her climax whirled around her like a fiery vortex, sucking the air from her lungs and setting her skin ablaze. The power of it blinded her, broke her into small pieces and put her back together again in a way that made far more sense. The pleasure of it cascaded like a hot waterfall against her body, washing away all the pain and grief and horror that had been her life.

This moment wouldn’t last, but yet somehow seemed to stretch on for eternity, giving her the respite she needed to keep going.

He held her as he came. He whispered her name with each hard pulse of his climax.

Slowly, she settled back into herself to enjoy the last few trembling shimmers of her orgasm.

Her pulse pounded in her limbs, as if each one had its own heart. Behind her, Stygian’s breath fluttered through her hair. He’d curled himself around her as if he’d never let go.

If only.

Echo shoved the thought away as she struggled to right herself. The way her arms and legs were shaking, she didn’t think she’d ever be able to walk again.

Totally worth it.

He eased them both to the floor. She sprawled on the bare floorboards, heedless of the dust coating the swirling grain in the hickory planks.

Stygian curled his powerful body around her back and held her against his beating heart.

They were silent as their bodies cooled and softened. At one point he got rid of the condom, then rolled right back to hold her again.

Outside, the sky was a dusky bronze. Inside was her whole world—her past and her present at the very least. She refused to think about her future. Not now, when everything was good for a change.

“My grandfather hated me,” Stygian said, surprising her.

She froze, unwilling to even breathe for fear she’d silence him. If he was going to share with her something as precious as his past, she was going to accept the gift as the treasure it was.

“It wasn’t his fault,” he said. “My father raped his daughter. Got her pregnant. She was only fifteen when I was born.”

Echo’s heart broke for the lives shattered by one evil act. Though at the same time, she had trouble hating a man who’d been the reason Stygian had been born.

“My mother killed herself a few weeks after I was born. I was still nursing when I inherited her shards.”

What had that been like? Had he had powers as an infant? Had he done things without realizing it?

She didn’t ask her questions. She didn’t want to risk interrupting him and stopping his flow of words.

“My grandfather had no shards like his late wife, but somehow he found my father and killed him. Then he set about raising me, a child he half hated, half loved.”

Stygian stroked her hair, though the gesture seemed to be more about soothing himself than her.

“He was a hard man. Strict. He believed in harsh punishments for even the smallest offenses.” His body shuddered as if remembering something horrible.

Echo didn’t ask what. She didn’t want in her head anything so bad it could make a man like Stygian shake.

“I was taught to live without. Make due. I was taught not to want things. That’s why you thought my room at Asgard was vacant.” He pulled in a long breath. She could feel the power of his chest pressing against her spine. “He taught me not to want things, but as soon as I saw you, Echo, I wanted you.”

What could she say to that? It was like he’d looked inside her soul to see exactly what to say to make her melt, and then pulled out something even better.

She felt herself fall, and wasn’t sure she was going to be able to catch herself in time.

Before her world finished reshaping itself around that statement, he kept talking as if nothing had happened.  “I was taught to fight. I was taught honor and discipline. Most of the lessons were hard, painful ones that took me weeks to heal from. I had no friends, no pets, no other family. Until the Riven. Starry found me when I was fifteen, the age my mother had been when she’d died. Starry stole me away from my grandfather and never let him near me again.

“She was the first person who ever told me that what I had in me didn’t make me bad, evil.”

His hand slid to Echo’s stomach, stroking her.

“She showed me that there were others like me. I wasn’t alone. That was the thing that changed my life—the thing that made it worth living.” He tightened his grip as if he was afraid Echo would run away at what he was about to say. “That’s what I want for you, Echo. A home. A family. People to support you, to love you.”

She went tense as he hit her rawest nerve. “I’m not like you. I was raised in a loving family. I know what it’s like to be a part of something special.”

“Doesn’t that make you want it back even more?”

She didn’t want to answer him. Couldn’t. Her vocal cords were locked down tight. On strike.

Instead, she pushed herself up and out of his embrace. With a force of will, she armored herself against the pain of all the things she could never have, then turned to face him.

He was gorgeous laid out on the floor like that, his spectacular body flushed and gleaming with sweat. Even the sight of him was enough to make her want more.

That was definitely a bad idea.

“You don’t have to run away,” he said. “I’m not going to push you into anything you don’t want.”

That made her feel even more guilty. Here he was, being sweet, offering her everything he had to give, and she was going to reject it all outright.

She felt like the worst kind of bitch, like she was being judged by her surroundings, by the kindness of those who had lived here.

Even the floor seemed to be staring at her in disgust.

A vague memory tickled the back of her mind. Melody had been terrified of the floor when she’d been little. She’d said it was looking at her with creepy eyes.

Echo went still. “The floor.”

Stygian must have sensed her shift in mood, her excitement. He looked down at the hickory boards. “What about it.”

“The knots in the wood. They look like eyes. The planks look like bars with lash-less eyes.”

He finally caught on. “Just like the map.”


Chapter Seventeen

Garrick was heating soup on the stove when he saw Holt stiffen on the far side of the granite island.

“What?” he asked, already knowing it was bad.

Holt stayed silent, but his lean body grew tenser by the second.

Garrick abandoned their dinner and went to view the screens set up on the island. The images were in color. On one side was a divided image of the cameras Holt had hacked. On the other was a divided image of the cameras he had set up. The center was a full screen of Starry speaking quietly to a man Garrick would know anywhere.

Viggo Glasson.

He was of average height, with long, dark hair and a full, bushy beard. His nose had been broken at least once, and a trio of scars ran from just below his left eye down to his jawline. They were pale with age, but deep enough that they furrowed through his beard, preventing any whiskers from growing.

Viggo had been imprisoned beneath Starry’s mansion for the crime of murder. Chances were, he’d killed more than just one person, but the one that had landed him there was the murder of Holt’s sister, Emily.

He’d chased the man for two years before finally bringing him in to face justice—not that three meals a day and a safe place to sleep was much in the way of justice for a coldblooded killer like Viggo.

And now, here he was, breathing free air, having a drink with Starry as if they were old friends.

Maybe the shards they carried were.

Holt bristled, like he was fighting the urge to run next door and shoot the killer dead.

Garrick laid a hand on Holt’s shoulder to steady the man. “Easy.”

Starry was saying something about having a job for Viggo.

“Consider this your get out of jail free card,” she said. “One job, then you’re on your own.”

“What keeps me from walking out of here and doing whatever the hell I want?”

She smiled, showing her even, white teeth. Her full lips were glossy red, her bright eyes showed no sign of worry. “The certain knowledge that I’d find you. And that I would be…displeased.”

Viggo held her gaze, something few men were strong enough to do. “What’s the job?”

“Does it matter?” She tapped a manicured nail on her cut crystal glass. “If you’re not ready to be out in the real world, you could always go back down below. We have plenty of room.”

Viggo shifted in his seat, appearing uncomfortable for the first time. “What’s the job?” he repeated, harder.

Starry crossed her long, curvy legs beneath her emerald green skirt. “Just a little thing. There’s a boy not far from here. I want you to bring him to me.”

“Dead or alive?” Viggo asked, as if they weren’t talking about a child.

“Alive. Unharmed.”

“Can’t promise anything,” Viggo said. “Kid could fight back.”

She gave him a cool smile. “You’ll do the job my way or I’ll put you in the ground. Whether that’s in a cell or a coffin, I really don’t much care.” She sipped her drink as if she hadn’t just threatened to kill the man. “Would you like to go back to your cage?”

Garrick shuddered at the chill running though her words. She didn’t sound at all like the Starry he knew and loved. She was someone else now. Someone he didn’t recognize.

Someone who would torture and kill a man over and over to get what she wanted.

“Don’t get your panties in a wad,” Viggo said. “I’ll find the kid. I’ll even work very hard not to rough him up. Then we’re square, right?”

“I’ll even give you some cash to get you back on your feet.”

Viggo’s eyes narrowed with mistrust. “I’ve got my own, thanks. I don’t like debt.”

She grinned. “Smart. Shall we go to my office to discuss the details?”

He slugged back the rest of his drink and then stood. “Lead the way.”

Holt got up from his bar stool and started throwing things into a duffel bag.

“What are you doing?” Garrick asked.

“Stopping him.”

“You can’t leave.”

Holt didn’t even look up. “There’s no camera in Starry’s office. I have no way of knowing where he’s going if I don’t follow him now.”

“What about Starry?”

“What about her?” Holt said, his voice raised in an uncharacteristic burst of anger. “She’s gone. We can’t get through all her guards to reach her. She hasn’t come out in the open without backup. We can’t turn back time and convince her not to kill the last Vires that tipped her over the edge. All we’re doing here is wasting time.”

“We could learn something valuable. She could come out at any time. We could capture her and—”

“And what?” Holt demanded? “You seem to have this idea that this is all going to work out, that Starry will miraculously turn back into one of the good guys, repent her sins and beg us to forgive her. That’s not going to happen.”

“I know that.”

“Do you?” Holt shut one of the laptops and unplugged the cables. “Do you know that she’s gone? That she’s no longer the woman who saved you? Who saved me?”

His brain knew that, but his heart…. “We owe her every chance.”

“She’s already had that. More than a year of chances. Stay if you want, but I have to go. I can’t let Viggo walk free.”

“You can’t go after him. You’ll either kill him or he’ll kill you.”

“I stopped him once. I can do it again.”

“You nearly died! If Eliana hadn’t saved your ass, you would have. Do you have any idea what that cost her? The pain, the weeks of recovery?”

“I didn’t ask her to save me.”

No, he hadn’t, but with Eliana, no one ever had to ask.

Garrick got in front of Holt, desperate to stop him from making a mistake. There were so few good men left to fight, he couldn’t stand the thought of losing another.

“Please, just stop and think this through,” Garrick said.

Rage vibrated through Holt’s bones. “He killed my little sister. He gutted her like an animal. The little girl I raised. It took her a long time to die, Garrick. A long fucking time.” He swallowed and blinked away a sheen of tears in his eyes. “I won’t let the man who did that go free.”

Holt was loyal to a fault, and this was that fault. His family came first. Always. Dead or alive. There was no way Garrick was going to change the man’s mind.

There was only one thing left to do.

He turned off the stove and started helping Holt pack. If he couldn’t stop the man, he could at least go with him and make sure he didn’t do something stupid.

***

Starry sent Viggo out the door like the good dog he was.

He’d leave, do his dirty business, then come back with her prize.

She didn’t really care if he came back at all. That would be a bonus, but the real prize was going to be getting rid of the unwanted eyes and ears keeping tabs on her.

She knew Holt had been watching her. She knew what made him tick. He had, after all, been one of her most loyal men for a long time.

She’d used her insider knowledge to her advantage. But now that advantage was at an end, and it was time for her to be free of the nuisance so she could make her next move.

If Viggo Glasson couldn’t get rid of Holt, then nothing could.

***

Stygian had never been happier for an interruption than he was right now.

Not only had he had sex with Echo again, against every good intention he possessed, he was already thinking about taking her again, while they were both still hot and naked.

It had taken every ounce of willpower he had not to rip the condom off his cock and give into Hazel’s demands.

You will regret your defiance, she whispered, her tone one of pure menace.

He ignored the witch and focused on what Echo was saying.

“It’s a map of the floor,” she said, excited. “The prybar said use me. I’m supposed to pry up one of the boards.”

She raced to her discarded jeans and rifled through the pocket. The folded paper came out, still covered in indecipherable squiggles as far as he could tell.

While she studied the map and the floor, searching for the right board, he got dressed.

Maybe if he kept his dick in his pants, he’d have a chance of resisting the urge to take Echo again, this time with her on top, riding him.

He had to strain to zip the fly of his jeans over his returning erection.

Damn thing wouldn’t stay down when she was around.

“Here’s a long eye. Here’s a fat one. This is two next to each other. Which means…this is the one,” she said, grinning in triumph.

Stygian found the prybar and carefully slid the edge in the gap between boards. Now that he was looking, he could tell that it wasn’t nailed down the way the others were. There were small, visible nails in the face this board, rather than hidden in the tongue and groove like in all the others.

The wood came up with a groaning screech. Beneath it was a shallow opening. In that opening was a folded sheet of paper. No locket.

He tried not to let his hope sink as they were handed yet another clue, rather than the object they sought.

The new moon was tomorrow. They were running out of time.

Echo wrapped a quilt around her bare shoulders, then lifted the paper out and carefully unfolded it. He caught only a glimpse of what was written, but at least this time he could read it. No more scribbles. Just words.

“Dear Melody,” Echo read aloud, clutching the note in one hand and the quilt in the other. “I’m sorry to have sent you on this crazy chase, but I couldn’t let this treasure fall into enemy hands. It’s been in our family for generations, handed down from one heir to the next. If you’re reading this, then you weren’t yet old enough to be entrusted with this burden before I died. With no one else left alive to guide you, this was the only way.”

Echo lifted her head, tears brimmed in her eyes. “She thought it would be Melody who found that note, not me.”

He put his arm around her and pulled her against his body for support. The fact that she was still naked under that quilt made his lust stir, but he shoved it back down and gave her the comfort she needed.

“Go on,” he said. “Finish the letter.”

She continued reading, “This may sound crazy, but the voices in my head told me what to do. They told me that one day my daughter would find the map and that it was important that I leave behind clues only you would understand.

“I know that carrying these voices is a burden, but I also know that you’re strong. You can do anything you set your mind to. That’s why I have one last task for you.

“Go outside. Use your gift to find the treasure. Use your brains to stay safe. Use your heart to guide you, and take care of your little sisters. My girls were never meant to sing alone. Love, Mom.”

Stygian went still.

My girls were never meant to sing alone.

He’d heard that phrase before, on the worst night of his life. He’d heard it the night a sweet, loving mother had begged him to kill her to save her daughters.

To save Harmony.

“What’s your real name?” he asked, terrified that he already knew the answer, that he’d already heard Hazel use the name.

“What?” Echo clutched the note in a trembling hand. Tears slid down her cheeks, making her pale teal eyes luminous in the shadows.

“You said Echo was a nickname. What’s your real name.”

Please, don’t say Harmony. Please.

Before she opened her mouth, he already knew what she would say. 

Hazel was laughing, mocking him.

“It’s Harmony,” she said.

His heart seized up. His lungs shut down. His vision tunneled to a tiny pinpoint.

In that moment, he realized three things. First, that somewhere along the way, he’d fallen in love with the sweet, brave, fearless woman Echo—Harmony—was. Second, it was her mother he’d killed eight years ago on that cold, winter night. And third, because of that, Echo would never be able to love him back.

It didn’t matter what happened now. It didn’t matter how close they became, how well they worked together, or how great the sex was. It didn’t matter that she stayed in his life, joined the Riven and lived at Asgard. All that mattered was a decision he’d made—one he could never explain in a way that wouldn’t make Echo hate him.

He’d killed her mother. He’d been the reason she’d inherited her shards, rather than them living on inside someone else. Sure, her mother might have never been able to walk again, but at least she could have saved Echo the burden of carrying around those splintered souls for a few more years. Her mother would have been alive to give advice, to love her.

Stygian had taken all of that away.

Echo’s head was down. She was still wrapped up in her mother’s letter. She hadn’t seen his face—hadn’t read the guilt he knew had to be written there, outing him as her mother’s killer.

You should have bred her, Hazel said, her tone smug. You should have tied her to you with a child.

Stygian let out a hard, humorless laugh. Not even a baby would have changed how much Echo hated her mother’s killer. He was glad he hadn’t given into Hazel’s will and betrayed Echo like that.

She looked up at the broken sound of his laugh and studied his face.

A frown formed between her brows. “Are you okay?”

He wasn’t. He was never going to be okay again. His actions were catching up with him in a way he never could have anticipated.

He’d killed. Not in self-defense, not out of honor or duty. He’d killed because a woman had asked him to, because she’d thought it would save her daughter.

Echo wasn’t going to see it that way. She was only going to see the man who’d taken away any chance she’d had to have her mother in her life.

She was going to hate him the way his grandfather had.

She straddled the hole in the floor to kneel in front of him. “What is it? What’s going on, Stygian? You look devastated.”

He couldn’t tell her. Not yet. He couldn’t stand to see the look of betrayal on her face when she learned the truth.

His voice was rough, shoved out through a throat tight with guilt. “I was hoping our search was over.”

She took his hands in hers, comforting him.

It was all he could do to keep from ripping them away from her and telling her what he’d done. He didn’t deserve her comfort.

But it felt too damn good—too warm and soft—to stop her.

“It’s okay,” she said. “We’re close now. Mom told me what to do. And we still have time.”

Not enough. He was never going to have enough time with her.

She offered him a reassuring smile. “It’s not as bad as it seems. Mom knew what she was doing all along. I’m sure this time will be no different. We’ll find the locket. You’ll see.”

Stygian wasn’t so sure. Echo’s mother might have been able to leave a trail of breadcrumbs to follow, but she hadn’t known what she was doing eight years ago when she’d asked a stranger to kill her. She hadn’t known what she was doing when she’d left her daughter behind to live a life on the run from the rat man.

She hadn’t known what she was doing when she turned the man who loved her daughter into a murderer.

You should have listened to me, Hazel said. You should have obeyed. Now you must pay.

He had no idea what the bitch was going to do to him, but it hardly mattered. He’d already done the worst to himself.

He’d lost Echo.


Chapter Eighteen

Garrick followed Viggo at a safe distance. The bland rental car blended into the steady evening traffic throbbing through St. Louis. Viggo was in a white Lexus—one of Starry’s cast-offs, no doubt. In this rundown part of town, the shiny luxury vehicle stuck out like a diamond in a sea of turds.

Holt was tense, nearly thrumming with energy. Garrick had no idea if the man was excited to be on the hunt again, or nervous about how it would turn out. Whatever he felt, he was keeping to himself, barely uttering a word the whole way.

A boy’s life was at stake. That was the main thought running through Garrick’s mind. Whatever Starry wanted with the child couldn’t be good.

Holt’s need for vengeance was going to have to take a back seat, even if that meant Garrick had to knock him out and stuff him in the trunk.

Viggo came to a stop outside a small, rundown apartment building so shitty it probably should have been condemned. There were perhaps twenty units on two floors. The warped siding was tagged with colorful, artistic displays that made him think of Marvel’s art collection.

The whole building seemed to sag to one side, as if too worn out to hold itself upright. Windows were covered with dirty sheets or broken, plastic blinds. Some were plastered with foil. Two were boarded up from the inside.

Most of the units were dark, though Garrick had no way of knowing if they were vacant or not. A few windows showed the flickering blue light of a TV.

Weeds grew up thick and lush at the base of the building. The concrete stairs leading to the main door were cracked along one side so that an entire chunk of stairway was separated from the rest by several inches. The metal railing was hanging by a single bolt, so loose it swayed in the light spring breeze.

A faded sign reading NOW RENTING had once been hung proudly over the door. Now the ropes holding it in place had rotted away, leaving the vinyl suspended awkwardly to one side. The words were wrinkled and obscured, their plastic surface cracked from exposure.

It was full dark. The moon was a thin sliver overhead. The air was heavy with the stale scent of old fast food, discarded tires and oil leaks.

The security lights over the apartment building were either burned out or shot out, likely to cover the deeds that went down here at night.

This wasn’t a wholesome place. This wasn’t the kind of place someone would choose to live if they had any other options. And it sure as hell wasn’t the kind of place you’d want to raise a kid.

Desperation and weariness. That was the feeling this building gave off, as if it had been soaked in those emotions for so long, they’d permeated every board, every nail, every shingle.

Garrick passed Viggo’s bright white ride, then looped around a few blocks, shut off his headlights and parked a block and a half down the street. From here, they had a good view of the building.

“You’ve got to be smart,” Garrick told Holt. “No rushing in. No taking chances.”

Holt gave him a hard stare. “No promises.”

“I’ll back you up, but we need to do this the right way. For the boy’s sake.”

Holt’s eyes shut. He pulled in a long, slow breath and let it out. When he was done, he seemed calmer. Solid, like the Holt Garrick knew and trusted.

“For the boy’s sake,” Holt agreed.

Viggo got out of the Lexus and walked right up to the apartment building as if he lived there. He didn’t seem nervous, didn’t look around to give away that he didn’t belong here.

Not that anyone with half a brain would believe the lie if they’d seen him get out of that ride.

“What’s your play?” Garrick asked.

Holt reached for his door handle. “I can’t wait for him to drag that kid out. No telling what Viggo will do to the boy’s parents.”

The man had a point. If they were going to save the kid, then he’d need living parents to look out for him.

“Okay, but we’re going to be smart about this. I need to know you’re in control.”

Holt’s voice was even, confident. “One-hundred percent.”

They hurried through the dark street, past a mechanic’s shop locked behind eight-foot chain link topped with looping barbed wire. The inside of the apartment building was no more inviting than the outside.

Graffiti was scrawled across the hallway walls and floor. There were piles of leaves in the corners of the entryway, along with a couple of bent syringes and a puddle of dried vomit. The place smelled like body odor, mold and rancid grease. As they walked past each apartment door, they got a whiff of something new—cologne, cooking food, filth. It all wove together in a patchwork of vile, stomach-turning nausea.

Dim lights hung over each door, most burned out or missing. A concrete stairway marched up the middle of the building, as dirty and rundown as the rest of the place.

Viggo was nowhere in sight.

The men paused at the stairwell and listened. The sound of footsteps could be heard overhead, but there was no way to know if they were Viggo’s or one of the unlucky residents.

“You stay here,” Garrick said. “I’ll go up.”

Instead of agreeing as Garrick had hoped, Holt simply started up the stairs. “Stay if you want.”

He couldn’t leave Holt alone to face the man who’d slaughtered his sister, who he’d raised from the time she was four. As much as Garrick wanted to trust him to do the right thing, that would have been a stupid move.

He had to save Holt from himself right now.

He went up the stairs as quietly as he could, taking them two at a time. His gun was in his hand, the Glock’s weight a reassuring backup.

The rounds were designed to incapacitate anyone with shards, but they still did damage. They still broke the skin. Even Marvel’s taser design did that. If a man was determined enough, close enough, these bullets could still kill. A shot through the eye or the roof of the mouth would probably reach the brain. Hell, beating a man over the head with the butt of the gun alone could get the job done. Not to mention all the ways Holt could kill with his bare hands alone.

By the time Garrick reached the top of the stairs, Holt had a finger to his lips.

There were no more stairs leading up. This was the top floor with no visible roof access. There was nowhere else Viggo could go.

There were sounds of an argument nearby. A woman’s voice. A child’s.

Viggo was nowhere to be seen.

Had he slipped into one of the apartments up here? Was he still downstairs? Had he gone out the back door, using this stop as a ruse to get Holt and Garrick off his tail.

There was a muffled thud, like something heavy hitting a thin wall. On its heels was a woman’s cry of pain and a child screaming, “Get away from her!”

Before Garrick could once again warn Holt to be careful, he was already bolting down the hall toward the noise.

Garrick was right on his heels.

Holt busted through a door where the noise had come from. His gun was up, grip braced.

The door opened to a short hallway. The kitchen was on the right, bedrooms on the left. Beyond that had to be the living area, where a TV droned on in a canned laugh track.

Inside, someone was sobbing. A woman, a child? It was too dark to see who. The only light to be had was coming from the TV, out of sight of the front door.

Holt inched forward. Garrick kept his gun angled up toward the roof, rather than the residents in the apartments below. Chances were the walls and floors were thin enough he could hurt someone if he wasn’t careful.

He hunted often enough not to get rusty, but not so often that it was just another day at the office. His senses were on overload, straining to pick up any hint of information that would help him get everyone out alive.

He wasn’t sure Holt shared that same goal.

None of the neighbors pounded on walls to complain about the noise that had just settled. There were no sounds of sirens coming in to check out the disturbance.

Chances were, the people who lived here were about as likely to call the police as they were to clean up the weeks-old vomit in the entryway.

The sound of sobbing continued. Holt glided forward. Garrick gave him just enough room to maneuver, but stuck close, just in case he needed to stop the man from making a mistake.

They passed the opening to the kitchen on the right. It was tiny, dark and empty. Three feet inward, the hallway opened into the living area where the TV splashed out colorful lights across ratty, sagging furniture.

On the left were two bedrooms with a bathroom between them.

That’s where Viggo had to be.

Just as soon as that thought flickered through Garrick’s mind, he saw a blur of motion, as dim as shadow, rushing toward his head. He tried to dodge, but there was nowhere to go. Instead, he lowered his arms to block the blow, but was too late. Rather than knocking the thing headed for him away, he propelled it downward, into his own face.

Pain slashed across his forehead and cheek. His vision went red in his right eye. The thing that had attacked him flickered into the shape of a man standing in the kitchen doorway.

Garrick didn’t panic. He’d trained too long and too well for that. Adrenaline flooded his body and gave him speed and strength, but his mind stayed as clear and sharp as ever.

Had the man been in the kitchen all along and Garrick just hadn’t seen him? Or had he teleported there with some kind of bizarre Vires superpower?

Before his thoughts had time to sort out what had happened, Holt spun around to help.

That was a mistake.

Behind Holt’s head, out of Garrick’s good eye, he saw a giant of a man step out from shadows. He gripped the sides of Holt’s head in his huge hands and squeezed.

Red lightning cracked and sparked inside the man’s grip. It danced across the pained expression on Holt’s face and arced outward from his hair. A second later, Holt went limp and sagged. If not for the giant’s hold on his head, he would have fallen to the floor.

In the half-second it had taken for that to happen, the flickering shadow that had sliced across Garrick’s face had pulled back for another attack.

Garrick fired his gun. He didn’t know if he’d hit his target or not. All he could see was the blade of the knife winging toward him. In it were reflections of tiny red lightning bolts.

The importance of that detail didn’t hit Garrick until he felt his head explode with pain a split second before everything went dark.

***

Echo had just finished reading her mother’s letter for the tenth time when a noise pulled her out of her daze. She didn’t realize her phone was ringing until Stygian told her. She’d never heard the sound before, and it was strange to think that she had people in her life who would call her.

She answered with a tentative, “Hello?”

The word didn’t sound right to her ears, as if she was saying it wrong. How long had it been since she’d answered a phone? Had she ever done so? Mom never kept one. This house had one hanging on the wall, but she’d been so little at the time. She might not have been allowed to answer.

“It’s Harold. Harold Lionel, the librarian.”

“Oh. Hi. How are you?” The pleasantries seemed so odd, so foreign.

His aging voice wobbled on his words. “I’ve finally finished translating the entire page of prophecy and I was slightly off on my timing.”

“What do you mean?”

Stygian was watching her openly. He still had the strangest look on his face—like his world had ended—but he was alert and listening.

She asked him, “How do I put this on speaker?”

He took the phone from her hand and pushed the button just as the librarian said, “…moonrise comes right before sunset, and the spell must go off before then. That means you’ve only got until two minutes before sunset tomorrow to cast the spell. Eight-fifteen in the evening to be exact.”

She was wearing only a blanket wrapped around her nude body. This didn’t seem like the conversation one should have naked, so she grabbed her clothes and began to dress.

Stygian averted his gaze, and leaned toward the phone. “Did you find the spell?”

“Yes. It’s fairly basic. You’ll need a few things, but nothing exotic, no eye of dragon or unicorn horn.”

Echo did not ask if those things were real. She couldn’t cope with the answer right now. Later, when all of this was behind him, she’d ask, but not a moment sooner.

“What things?” she asked as she pulled on her jeans.

“Salt, fire, water—that sort of thing.”

“That won’t be a problem,” Stygian said.

Harold added, “There’s a complex circle you must inscribe perfectly. And of course, you’ll need all those who contain Hazel’s shards present.”

“We don’t even know who those people are. How are we going to get them here?” she asked.

“That’s the other thing I deciphered in the prophecy. Hazel wants to be whole so badly, she will bring all of them to you. At least, that’s what I think it means. The language is a bit hazy. There’s a bit of doom to it that I can’t quite figure out.”

She pulled her shirt over her head. “Doom? That doesn’t sound good.”

“She was quite an unpleasant woman. For all we know, she’ll use this opportunity to kill some of you and become more whole that way.”

She and Stygian exchanged glances. The look of worry on his face made her stomach clench.

“How many vessels of hers are there?” he asked.

“That’s unclear. Eden doesn’t know, either. She says she’d never judged anyone with Hazel’s shards besides you two. Just trust in the prophecy and you’ll be fine. You did find the locket, didn’t you?”

“We’re working on it,” Stygian said.

“I suggest you work faster. You’ll have only one shot at this. If you miss your window, there won’t be another one. Hazel will be trapped in you forever.”

Or, at least, until they died.

Doom, indeed.

Echo heard a faint laugh in her mind. Hazel’s laugh.

Stygian tensed and closed his eyes. The cords in his neck stood out. A vein in his temple pulsed. There was no mistaking that he heard something too.

“We’ll find it,” Echo said, as much for her and Stygian’s benefit as for the librarian.

She was going to do whatever it took to free him from that bitch’s shards. And herself.

“I’ll have Marvel use her technology to send you the spell and the circle you must duplicate through the air so you can prepare what you’ll need. The symbols will take some time to draw. Just remember, moonrise tomorrow. That’s two minutes before sunset. Understand?”

“We got it,” Stygian said.

They hung up. Echo watched the light on the phone wink out. The room had grown darker, cooler. Stygian had lit a candle at some point, but that light didn’t do much to ward away the gloom.

She pulled on her socks and shoes. “I’m going to go out and start looking.”

“In the dark?”

“You heard Harold. We don’t have much time.”

“We have all day tomorrow.”

“What if that’s not enough time?”

“What if you fall in a hole and hurt yourself tonight? How will you keep looking?”

“I can’t sit around and do nothing. I’ll be careful. I’m used to creeping around in the dark. Living on the streets will do that to a girl.”

His jaw flexed, but he didn’t keep fighting her. “We’ll stay close together.”

She was hoping that was the case. The rat man was still out there. He still wanted her dead. He liked to show up at night. She couldn’t run away because the locket was here, somewhere. That was a recipe for disaster without a big, badass man by her side.

“Okay. Whatever you want,” she agreed.

“This isn’t about what I want,” he said. “Not anymore.”

***

Hedy woke up covered in blood. It was sticky between her fingers, drying stiffly on her clothes. She could taste the heavy, metallic tang of it on her tongue. The scent of it hung in her nose, filling it with pain and death.

This wasn’t the first time this had happened, but that didn’t make it any easier or any less confusing.

She blinked her eyes, but her lashes were stuck together with dried, rusty droplets. The tangled nest of lashes wove across her vision, covering everything with a red, spidery haze.

She was in a van. The dome light overhead was on, casting an anemic glow through the space. The white metal walls had been painted. The ceiling was streaked with more of the same dark color.

The engine was off. The air inside was warm, humid. Outside, she could hear insects singing and wind sliding by as if everything was normal.

It wasn’t. Not even close.

Something had happened. She could feel it in her bones.

She was different.

Hedy spit on her fingers and rubbed at her lashes until they were free of the blood caking them. She was in the back of the van. A man was lying in front of her. All of the blood and pulp that had once been inside of him was now painting the van’s walls a dark, chunky red.

He had deep cuts along his arms, more on his hands. A knife was embedded in his chest, stuck between two of his ribs.

He’d fought her. From the looks of it, he’d fought hard.

She’d still killed him.

Hedy couldn’t remember any of it.

She reeled back from the mess until she was plastered against the warm metal wall of the van. She could feel more of his blood clinging to her hair, her back, sticking her in place.

She had to get out of here.

She scrambled for the back doors of the van. Her hand was on the latch when she realized that she had no idea where she was. For all she knew, there could be a crowd of people surrounding her. Police. Strangers. Children.

Hedy breathed in through her mouth so she wouldn’t have to smell the stench of blood and piss. Her fingers shook as she dialed her phone.

Phoenix’s voice came over the line like cool, clear water. “You’re okay,” she said. “Everything is going to be okay.”

Had she known this was going to happen? Had Phoenix read about this gorefest in one of her precious prophecies?

“Phoenix, I…” she started, but didn’t know where to go.

“Is he dead?”

“Who is he?” Hedy asked.

“A gift. I sent him to you. Don’t you remember?”

The last thing she remembered was following Bernard to a seedy motel. She’d waited a few blocks away, sleeping in her stolen truck.

“I…. I don’t…” confusion vibrated her voice.

“Shh,” Phoenix said. “It’s okay. Everything is just fine.”

But it wasn’t. Something was wrong. People weren’t supposed to wake up covered in blood with no memory of how it happened.

“Is he dead?” Phoenix repeated.

Hedy didn’t need to glance at the man’s corpse to know the answer. “Very.”

“Good. That’s good, Hedy. How do you feel?”

“Sticky.” That was the first word that had popped into her mind. She was so far beyond filtering right now, it was also the first word that came out of her mouth.

“Hang on.” The line was silent for a moment, then Phoenix’s voice came back to her. “There’s a pond nearby. It’s isolated, private. I’m going to guide you there so you can clean up, okay?”

Hedy nodded.

“I need you to get behind the wheel and head west.”

She stepped over the man’s body and did what she was told. It took her a minute to adjust the seat so she could reach the pedals.

It was dark outside. She hadn’t realized that before—hadn’t realized that there was little light coming in from the windshield.

The headlights bounced over the rutted gravel road, lighting up the weeds at the edges and a few silver eyes glowing in the distance.

A deer darted out in front of her. She had to slam on the brakes to keep from hitting it.

“Take a right,” Phoenix said.

Hedy obeyed.

Where was her stolen truck? She hadn’t seen it nearby.

“Go down until you see an abandoned barn. The roof is caved in. There are old farm implements stacked outside.”

The barn appeared like a ghost in the darkness.

“I see it,” Hedy said.

“Park beside it, then walk around back. The pond is about a couple hundred yards away.”

Hedy parked and got out. She left the engine running because Phoenix hadn’t told her to shut it off.

She was a hundred yards into the sea of weeds when she had the presence of mind to ask, “How do you know where I am?”

The woman’s voice was a slow, soft croon. “Oh, honey. You’re far too precious for me to lose track of you. I always know where you are.”

A strange feeling rippled through Hedy’s chest, but she couldn’t figure out if it was warmth or suspicion.

Kill her, a voice whispered.

Hedy came to a dead stop.

She was used to the voices in her head. She’d had them all her life, except when Mom had sung to her or when she swallowed one of Phoenix’s potions. But this voice was new. Different. She’d never heard her before.

“What’s wrong?” Phoenix asked. “What did you see?”

She’d known Hedy had stopped. Was she tracking the phone, using that silver bowl filled with water, or was it something else?

Had the woman put something inside of Hedy? Had she put a chip in her like a pet? A possession?

“How did I get here? Who was that man?”

“I sent him to you as an offering. A sacrifice. I have read the prophecy about you. You weren’t strong enough for what is coming, so I took care of you, as I always have.”

Hedy liked that Phoenix took care of her, but her way and Mom’s way were completely different. There was nothing maternal about giving Hedy a man to kill so she could steal his power. And yet, she did feel something. Better wasn’t the right word.

Bigger. That’s how she felt—like there was more of her now than there had been when she’d woken up this morning.

That was Phoenix’s gift to her.

Instincts rose up in her, so ancient they had no name. A presence roamed through Hedy’s mind, swimming within her thoughts, claiming the territory as its own.

We will kill her. We will take what she has for our own.

Kill Phoenix? No, that couldn’t be right.

“Hedy? Are you okay, honey?”

“Something’s wrong.”

“No, it’s not, sweetheart. Everything is exactly like it’s supposed to be—exactly as prophecy demands.”

“I killed someone.”

“I know. I’ve always known you would. I’m glad you did.”

“Was he one of your men?”

“He’s not as important as you are. You are the one I care about.”

No one had ever cared about Hedy the way Phoenix did. Not even Mom. She had taken care of her, made sure she was clothed and fed. She’d made sure she studied her lessons and ate her vegetables. She’d tucked her in at night and sang her to sleep so the voices wouldn’t keep her awake. But never once had Mom said she was important, or chosen her over her other two daughters. Her real daughters.

Never once had Mom given her someone to kill.

Phoenix’s voice was stern now. “Go clean up, Hedy. You need to get back on the road.”

“Where am I going?”

“To find your sister. To make her pay for abandoning you.”

That presence inside of her was moving faster now, brushing the edges of her mind as if testing how far they went.

She didn’t like it. Whatever was inside of her was alien. Too big to hold.

“Something is wrong with me,” she told Phoenix.

“Nothing’s wrong, honey. You just need some time to adjust. That man’s shards are yours now. They’re combining inside of you to shape you into a new creation.”

Hedy liked the sound of that on Phoenix’s lips. It sounded exciting and exotic. Beautiful.

“What will I become?” she asked.

Hedy could hear the proud smile in Phoenix’s voice. “Powerful.”

The ancient presence in Hedy’s mind gave her a different answer.

A killer.


Chapter Nineteen

Stygian stayed glued to Echo’s side while she made slow, sweeping circles around the house.

Hazel was almost giddy inside of him. He could feel her excited energy radiating through him, jarring his bones.

She was about to get what she wanted. At least, that’s what she thought.

He wasn’t so sure she was wrong.

What happens if we shove you in that locket? he asked her.

Does it matter? You will be rid of me. Is that not what you want?

What happens to you? he asked.

I will be whole.

Then what?

She was silent, but he could feel her sinister smile slip along his insides like sludge.

“I’m starting to wonder if this spell is such a good idea,” he said aloud.

Echo stopped and looked at him. “Why?”

“Because it’s what Hazel wants.”

“Is it, or is she just trying to make you think it is so you won’t cage her inside a piece of jewelry?”

Echo had a point, but something in his gut said there was something off here—an angle he wasn’t seeing.

“A locket has no power, no arms or legs or voice. It can’t hurt anyone, especially if we throw it in a bucket of wet concrete and bury it ten feet down where no one can find it, much less use it.”

Maybe she was right. There was no way to know for sure.

“How are you going to find the locket?” he asked.

“I don’t know yet. Mom said to use my gift, but who knows what that is. I was hoping I’d feel it hum like I have before, but so far, no such luck.”

“Maybe you have another gift—one you haven’t discovered yet.”

“Maybe.” She didn’t sound convinced.

They kept looking for a few more hours with no luck. Finally, Stygian decided to call it a night. He could tell by the slump of her shoulders and her slowing pace that she was exhausted. “We need to stop for tonight. We’ll come out again at first light. Maybe whatever your gift is you need your eyes for it.”

She let out a long sigh of frustration. “I hope you’re right, because I’m exhausted.”

They walked back to the house. He hadn’t thought about where they’d sleep. He didn’t think he could stand to put her in her dead sister’s bed. Or her mother’s.

Murderer, Hazel whispered, but her tone held no accusation, just admiration.

Stygian ignored her and went inside, checking to make sure there had been no unwanted guests in their absence.

The house was clear. When he came back downstairs, Echo was piling blankets on the floor to form a pallet. One pallet. Big enough for both of them.

The need to sleep beside her, to hold her, was overwhelming. He knew that if he told her the truth about her mother’s death that she would never again invite him into her bed. This offer was too good for him to turn down.

He’d tell her the truth after they’d done what they’d come here to do—after they found the locket and cast the spell and caged Hazel. Before then, he couldn’t risk upsetting Echo and throwing her off her game.

He needed Hazel’s shards out of him. He needed to be free of the taint running through his soul. So did Echo.

She slid between the covers and smiled as she lifted them for him to join her. “Hope you don’t mind roughing it.”

She was so beautiful. Even as tired as she was, with dark circles shadowing her pretty eyes, she was still stunning.

His heart clenched hard. It stopped beating for what felt like a long time before picking up a hurried rhythm.

He didn’t know how he was going to stand seeing her look at him with accusation in her eyes, with hatred. And even if she somehow miraculously forgave him for what he’d done, he would still always be the man who killed her mother.

How could she ever again see him as she did now? How could she ever look at him with that smile of invitation, as if no other man existed?

His grandfather had raised no fool. Stygian had been trained to be a realist. He knew things between him and Echo would never been the same once he told her the truth. How could they be?

But for now, for this one perfect night, he was going to go on pretending. He was going to keep his secret and enjoy the feeling of lying beside the woman he loved. It wasn’t real. It certainly wasn’t going to last. But just for tonight he would give himself this gift and hold Echo like he would never let her go.

He held her for hours, his own exhaustion hiding behind his worries. Echo slept soundly, bonelessly. He wanted to join her, but thoughts of Hazel, lockets and murder kept swimming through his mind.

He finally drifted off a couple of hours before dawn, only to dream of witches, blood, and digging an endless string of graves. Enemies came at him from all sides, wearing the faces of his friends. He defeated them all. Buried them all. Then one more assaulted him, only this time, it was Echo’s face he saw as he strangled his enemy. It was her pale teal eyes that bulged, her sweet voice that gurgled under his grip.

Pain streaked up his leg and along his forearms.

He woke up only to find himself on top of Echo, his hand around her slender throat, squeezing the life out of her. She was kicking him, fighting him, clawing at his arms. Her fingernails were caked with his skin and blood. Her face was bright red, her eyes dotted with more of the same.

He was killing her.


Chapter Twenty

Starry had set a trap for them.

That was the first thought Garrick had when he regained consciousness. The second was his awareness that he was in trouble. There was too much pain wringing his body, too much weakness, for him to be okay.

The right side of his face was on fire. He tried to pry open his eyes but only the left one responded. The other was swollen shut.

He saw the right side of his shirt was soaked with blood. A lot of blood. Then he remembered the feel of the knife slicing through his skin from his forehead down to his cheekbone.

His eye was in the path. Based on the way it felt, he didn’t think it had been spared.

He couldn’t think about that loss now, not when lives were still at stake.

Garrick was still in that shitty apartment. Daylight filtered in through cracked plastic curtains. Dust fell like snow inside a sunbeam.

He was tied to a chair. He had no feeling in his hands or feet, telling him that the ropes had been administered with authority. They wrapped around his chest in several thick loops.

A few feet away, Holt sat in a similar chair, also trussed up. His ankles were bound to the metal legs, his hands were tied together behind his back. Several loops of rope went around his torso, binding him to the cheerful, floral vinyl upholstery.

He was awake. His head was up, his expression promising vengeance.

As soon as Garrick stirred, Holt whispered, “There are two men, Viggo and another. Viggo left a few minutes ago. The other one is in one of the bedrooms.”

“The man with electric hands?” Garrick asked in a quiet voice.

Holt nodded. “They were arguing over what to do with us—who would get which shards.”

“This whole thing was a trap. Starry must have known we were listening. She must have known you would follow Viggo if you got the chance.”

Holt’s jaw bunched in anger. “She played me. I doubt there was ever any little boy to save.”

Using the emotions of others against them was one of the things Starry did best. Garrick should have thought of that. He should have known that she would use the knowledge she had of their history and weaknesses.

“It’s not your fault,” Garrick said. “I knew her tactics better than anyone. I should have realized this was a trap.”

“I let my need for vengeance blind me. It won’t happen again.”

“All we need to worry about now is how to get out of here.” He tested the ropes, ignoring the pained protests of his body.

Blood began leaking down his face like tears from the exertion.

“Are you strong enough to break them?” Holt asked.

Garrick’s shards gave him superhuman strength, but even they were no match for the multiple layers of rope wrapped around him.

“Starry knows what I can do,” Garrick said. “She must have told Viggo to take precautions.”

“I think I can move my chair closer to yours and try to untie you, but the noise is going to bring company.”

“What about our phones? If we can hit the panic button…”

“Viggo took them,” Holt said, nodding toward the kitchen. “They’re on the counter.”

They might as well have been on the other side of the planet.

Garrick refused to be discouraged. He was not going to die like this, trussed up like a turkey, helpless. There had to be another way out of this mess.

“What about you?” Garrick asked quietly. “Any powers I don’t know about that might help?”

Holt was as loyal and disciplined as any man ever born. He was impervious to magical persuasion and could go days without food or rest. He was a machine, the perfect soldier. But he could die just like the rest of them.

“I never would have kept an ability secret from my leader,” Holt said. “Starry knows everything, just as you do.”

The way he said it made Garrick feel bad for having asked the question, as if keeping a secret were somehow a form of betrayal. Maybe to a man like Holt, it was.

“Any ideas?” Garrick asked. “See any weaknesses?”

“We’re two stories up. The windows are single pane. I’m not far away. I could probably push through to the ground below.”

“Even if you could, you might not survive the fall.”

Holt shoulder shifted in a shrug cut short by his ropes. “Someone might see it and call for help. The police or firemen might come. You could get out.”

The man was willing to give up his life to save Garrick. Just like that. No fear, no worry. Just utter and complete loyalty.

“No fucking way,” Garrick said. “You’re not going to throw your life away like that. We get out together. Understand?”

Holt said nothing, but it was clear that he’d accepted the order, even if he didn’t like it.

Garrick looked around, searching for something that might spark an idea. This place was a cluttered dump. Surely the last residents—who had clearly left in a hurry, probably in the middle of the night—had left behind something they could use to cut their ropes.

There were fast food wrappers and empty beer cans on the floor. The carpet was decades old, showing both wear and dirt from every year it had endured. The furniture was 1980s cast-offs, sagging and mismatched. The glass end table was chipped, but the edge wasn’t sharp enough or wide enough to cut rope. The wooden coffee table looked like it had been used to play a hundred rounds of the knife game, Five Finger Fillet.

Maybe the knife they’d used was stuck under the edge of the couch, or hiding under a cushion.

“You two having a nice chat?” asked the big man with the electric hands. He’d come out of the bedroom as silently as he had last night. Garrick could barely see him if he turned his head.

Every time he moved his eyes too far, the right one burned and throbbed. He almost asked Holt how bad it was, but wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

“Hatched any plans yet?” the giant asked.

How long had he been standing there?

Holt’s face went stony. He stared straight ahead, giving away nothing in his expression.

Garrick said, “Come around here where I can see you. Let’s chat.”

The man did as he asked. He was even bigger than Garrick remembered from last night. He had bleached blond hair and russet brown eyes that sat buried deep under a prominent brow. He looked to be in his forties, but had the build of a much younger man, with lots of muscle and smooth, tanned skin. His hands were the size of dinner plates, ridged with thick, protruding veins. His posture was relaxed, his gait unhurried.

He was a man without a worry in the world.

He laughed as he looked at Garrick. “Something tells me you’re not going to be seeing much of anything after last night.” He sat on the couch, which groaned in protest of his mammoth weight. “That eye doesn’t look good. Viggo sliced right through it. Man is good with a knife, isn’t he?”

A flicker of panic tried to worm in under Garrick’s determination to stay calm. He didn’t want to think about losing his eye or what that would mean to his ability to fight the Vires.

Eliana’s face formed in his mind, clear and perfect and so beautiful, his heart stuttered in his chest. He knew what she looked like. Even if he lost both his eyes, he would always remember that.

For him, that was enough.

Even the thought of her gave him strength. She was at Asgard, waiting for his return. His need to see her again, to be near her, was powerful enough to see him through whatever would happen next. They could torture him, disfigure him, try to break him down. None of that would matter so long as he survived to be near her again.

Garrick lifted his chin. “Are you going to tell us why we’re here, or do we have to guess?”

The big man settled back on the couch, relaxed and easy—confident that his prisoners were secure and no threat at all.

“Shouldn’t be hard to guess,” he said. “Viggo and I are just waiting to see who gets you and who gets Captain Tight Ass over there.”

“It’s a big decision,” Garrick agreed, as if they weren’t discussing his or Holt’s death. “I mean, you’ve got that electric hand thing going on, which is pretty cool. Absorbing our shards could screw that up. Then again, could be that one of us might magnify your gift or give you an even better one.”

“Let me guess, you know all about it. You’re going to try to convince me that letting you go is the safest bet.”

“Not at all,” Garrick said. “If you let us go, your days are numbered. It’s definitely safest to kill us.”

Holt’s flat expression broke, showing flickers of confusion around his eyes. He didn’t ask what Garrick was doing, but he was sure as hell wondering.

“Glad you approve,” the man said.

“I don’t, but I realize that I’m at a disadvantage, being all tied up. There’s no way out for me, so I’d just as soon you kill me quick and clean. If it’s all the same to you.”

The big man narrowed his eyes. They were a dark, russet brown. Calculating.

“Seems we each have something the other wants then. Care to make a deal?”

“What do you propose?” Garrick asked.

“You tell me whose shards you carry and in exchange, I kill you fast. Clean.”

“Starry didn’t tell you?”

The man’s gaze intensified. “She said some things. Can’t say I believe her. Besides, even if she did tell the truth, it’s dated information. There’s no telling who you’ve killed since you two were buddies last year.”

Only one of the Vires would assume that a person couldn’t go a whole year without committing murder. Still, Garrick saw his opening and took it.

“I’ll tell you what you want to know, but only if you let Holt go.”

The man laughed. “Yeah, sure. I’ll get right on it.”

“I’m serious. Why do you think Viggo killed his sister?”

Holt bristled under his bonds. Anger and hatred leaked out into his expression and chilled his eyes.

Garrick kept going. “Viggo wants Holt’s shards for a reason. He was clearing out the heirs one by one so that there was nowhere for those shards to go, but to him.”

The big man’s brow furrowed in thought. “Viggo did seem pretty determined that Holt was his to kill.”

“And why would that be?” Garrick asked. “Holt’s shards will make him strong—stronger than you. Obviously, his plan is to kill Holt, then off you next. Then he gets you, me and Holt all to himself.”

“Fucking liar.” The man’s voice was quiet, as if only for his ears. “That was his plan all along.”

“You can’t let him have Holt.”

“Fine, then I’ll kill him.” The man rose from the couch and his hands sparked to life.

It took everything Garrick possessed not to shout for the man to stop. He had to play this out, act casual, like he didn’t care.

“Won’t work,” Garrick said. “If you take Holt’s shards, Viggo won’t stop until you’re dead. Do you really want that kind of target on your back?”

Holt finally joined the conversation. “Garrick, don’t. He’s going to kill you.”

“He’s going to kill me anyway. The question is, will he be smart enough to let free the only man on the planet capable of stopping Viggo before he gets too powerful to defeat?” Garrick looked right into the big man’s eyes. “Wouldn’t you rather Holt here be out hunting Viggo than him hunting you?”

“If he loses, Viggo will still come after me.”

“What if he wins? What if he takes out your enemy so you don’t have to?” Garrick asked. “All you have to do is set Holt free before Viggo gets back and makes the decision for you. These few moments of warning are my gift to you for an easy death.”

He seemed to hesitate, as if thinking it over.

“You’re running out of time. It can’t take that long to pick up food. What’s it going to be? Are you going to be smart, or are you going to die today?”

“I kill you first,” the man said. “Then I’ll let him go.”

If that was the best deal Garrick could get, then so be it. “Fine. Holt, I want your word that you won’t hurt our friend here when he frees you.”

Holt shook his head and clamped his lips shut.

“Holt,” Garrick said, his tone one of warning. “I’m ordering you to stand down. Live to fight another day.”

The big man stared at Holt, waiting for his reply.

Finally, Holt gave the slightest nod, but that was all.

Garrick knew it was enough. The man’s word was as binding as these fucking ropes. He’d never break it.

“Fine,” said the man. He pulled a wickedly sharp knife from a sheathe on the back of his belt and clapped Garrick on the shoulder. “The heart or the throat. Where do you want it?”

“The heart,” Garrick said. “Don’t miss.”

The big man grinned. “I never do.”


Chapter Twenty-one

Stygian flung himself backward, scrambling to put distance between him and Echo.

He’d been strangling her. Killing her.

Hazel’s laugh twisted through his thoughts, so loud he couldn’t even hear his own pounding heart. I told you, you would pay. If you will not give me a child to make me whole, then I will find another way. She will be ours, one way or another.

“No,” he said, his voice faint and powerless.

Echo held her throat. She was gasping for air. The sickly, wheezing sounds she made raked across him more painfully than her fingernails ever could.

He’d hurt her. He’d nearly killed her. If not for her fighting back the way she had, he would have finished the job.

Then her shards would become part of him. Hazel’s shards would join the rest of her.

If she had enough control over him now to get him to strangle Echo without even knowing it, what would she be able to do with even more power?

Echo was still breathing hard when she looked at him. Her eyes were red. There were bruises forming around her neck. The look of betrayal in her eyes broke his heart.

“Echo,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t—”

She held up her hand to stop him. When she spoke, her voice was raspy and weak. “Why?” She coughed hard enough he thought she might vomit.

He started to move toward her to help, but as soon as she saw that, she bolted to her feet to get away from him.

He went still.

What could he say? He hadn’t meant to hurt her, but that didn’t change anything. He had hurt her.

Still, he couldn’t sit there in silence, watching her stare at him with accusation shining in her eyes.

“Hazel,” he said, and even that limited excuse sounded pitiful to his ears. “This was her. I’m so sorry.”

Echo continued to cough as she peeled off the blankets clinging to her clothes. “Gun,” she said, pointing to the now empty floorboards between them.

Stygian pulled his gun from the back of his jeans and slid it toward her.

She picked it up with shaking hands, watching him the whole time like he might attack. As soon as the warm metal was in her hand, she stumbled to the bathroom and locked herself inside.

He sat on the floor for a long time, replaying everything that had happened. The one thing that kept coming back to him over and over was the look on her face.

He’d known that once he told her about killing her mother that she’d hate him, but until now, he hadn’t realized just how horrible that was going to be.

He couldn’t leave her alone. It wasn’t safe. He couldn’t stay with her. He wasn’t safe.

There was only one thing he could think to do.

He went to the Mustang and found one of the pairs of handcuffs he kept there to incapacitate the Vires he captured. He set the key to both the handcuffs and his car on the table by a lamp and then walked across the room to the stairwell.

The rail was metal, screwed into the wood with thick hardware. This home had been built at a time when quality still mattered, when men took pride in the work they did, rather than cutting corners on their way to a buck.

He gave the rail an experimental tug. It didn’t even wobble.

Stygian grabbed a couple bottles of water and found a bucket to piss in, then cuffed his wrist to the metal and sat down on a floor to wait for Echo. He didn’t know how long it would take her to get herself together or what he’d say to her when she finally did come out.

Hazel made me do it, seemed ridiculous, even if it was true.

I’m sorry, was better, but not nearly good enough.

In the end, he settled on the only thing that made any sense at all.

Echo came out of the bathroom gun first. As soon as he saw that, he knew he wasn’t going to have any trouble convincing her.

She found him cuffed to the stairs. She stood silently, a few feet outside of the bathroom.

“I don’t know what happened,” he said. “And if I could take it back, I would. But I can’t.”

She said nothing, simply stared.

This was going to hurt, but he had no choice.

“I was the one who killed your mother,” he said.

She fell back a step as if she’d been pushed. Shock and disbelief shone in her pretty face. “What?”

He wasn’t going to sugar-coat it. He wasn’t going to make excuses. She deserved better than that.

“I found her alive, but injured and unable to move. Paralyzed. Your sister was already dead.” He tried not to get swept back to that night, but he could still taste the cold air, smell the blood as it froze on the pavement. “Your mother was frantic with worry for you. She knew the rat man would be coming for you next. She wanted you to have her shards so you could protect yourself. She asked me to kill her, so I did.”

Echo’s legs gave out. She crumpled to the floor, staring at him with so much confusion and pain he could hardly stand it. He wanted to rush to her side and hold her, but that was impossible now.

She’d never let him hold her again.

“I don’t understand. How could you…? You killed her?”

“It was quick,” he said, hoping it would make her feel better to know her mother hadn’t suffered. Only he couldn’t say that, because the last moments of that woman’s life were nothing but suffering. Tears, grief, pain, fear. So much fear.

“Quick?” the word was barely a whisper, but it carried with it a mountain of pain.

Stygian’s heart broke for her, for what she’d lost, for the loneliness and grief she’d had to bear all these years. “I’m so sorry, Echo.”

He couldn’t say he hadn’t meant to do it. The act was deliberate, intentional. He couldn’t even say he’d have done things differently if he could, because that would have been a lie. He would do anything to protect Echo, including killing an innocent woman.

If that didn’t prove what a monster he’d become, he didn’t know what would.

She lifted her head. Tears streamed down her cheeks. There was no room in her eyes for them in the face of so much rage.

Her voice shook with anger when she spoke. “You don’t get to be sorry. You killed my mother. You stole her from me.” She pulled herself to her feet, swaying there as if she could barely stand. “Was this all some kind of sick joke to you? Did you get off fucking the daughter of the woman you’d murdered?”

He flinched at her words, but didn’t respond. How could he? Nothing he said would change anything. Nothing he said would take back what he’d done or the pain he’d caused.

“What about my other sister? Did you kill Hedy, too?”

“There was only one girl there.”

“Sure, there was,” she said, clearly not believing him. Sarcasm sharpened her tone until every word cut. “Because why would you lie? You’re such a good man. You don’t choke people in their sleep or anything. You don’t kill.”

“There was no one else there, Echo.”

“I know Hedy’s dead. I waited for her for days. We always set up a meeting spot in case we got separated and she never showed. The only reason she wouldn’t is if she was dead.”

“I didn’t kill her.”

“I don’t believe you.”

He tried to tell himself that was good, even as he took her words like a punch to the gut. She shouldn’t believe him. He was dangerous to her. Hazel was dangerous to her.

I told you I would make you pay. You should have given me a child. Now we must take her shards another way. A faster way.

“You shouldn’t believe me,” he said, though it broke his heart to utter the words. “I didn’t think that Hazel had so much power over me, but I was clearly wrong.” He looked at the bruises ringing her throat and wanted to roar out his pain. Instead, he kept his voice level, calm. “You can’t trust me, Echo.”

She crossed the space toward him, but never got closer than ten feet. She surveyed the way he was cuffed, as if making sure he’d done it right.

Angry tears congregated behind her lashes, making her eyes luminous in the growing dawn. “Don’t worry,” she said. “That won’t be a problem. I’ll never trust you again.”

***

Garrick stared into the eyes of a killer, but all he saw was Eliana’s sweet face. He had no intention of dying tonight, but if he did, he wanted to do it with the memory of her fresh in his mind.

The big man held the knife in a confident grip, like he knew what he was doing.

Garrick prayed he wasn’t making a mistake. Either way, Holt was going free, and that was what mattered.

“You want to close your eyes or something?” the man asked.

“I only have one that works. I think I’ll use it while I still can.”

“Suit yourself.”

The big man’s arm pulled back to strike. Garrick sucked in a deep breath and steadied his nerves.

He was supernaturally strong, but even he had his limits.

The man’s blade shot forward, aimed right for Garrick’s heart. At the last fraction of an instant, he shoved himself sideways, chair and all.

The knife stabbed deep into his arm, but it had also sliced through one loop of the rope and halfway through another.

He fell to the floor with a bone-jarring halt. The metal arms of the chair bent beneath his weight.

Pain seared along Garrick’s skin, but he ignored it. He shoved outward with his arms, using all of his strength to loosen the now-severed rope.

Rough fibers fell away from his arms. His wrists were still bound behind him. His legs were still tied to the chair, but his body was free.

So was his head.

Before the knife could slash again, Garrick half-stood and used his body to swing the legs of the chair out at the man. The weight hit his shins and knocked him off balance. He toppled backward onto the glass end table, shattering it into wide, jagged chunks.

One of those went through the man’s neck.

He pushed to his knees. His free hand felt the broad spearhead of glass protruding from him.

“If you pull it out, you’ll bleed to death,” Holt said from across the room, voice even. “If you struggle, if you fight, you’ll die.”

The big man went still.

Garrick used the precious seconds to free himself. He sawed the ropes around his wrist on one of the sharp, glass edges. He hit skin as often as he did the bindings, but there was no time to slow down and be careful.

Viggo could be back at any second.

“Wha—”

“Don’t speak,” Holt said, his tone calm. “Don’t move. Once Garrick is free, he’ll call for help. Your only chance to live is if the Riven save you.”

The big man’s breath went shallow. His face paled. Blood seeped from his neck, but in a slow, warning trickle, not a gush.

If he died, Garrick was going to inherit his shards—shards he did not want.

“Listen to him,” he told the man. “We really don’t want you to die. I don’t want what’s inside of you. We’re the only hope you’ve got.”

One of the loops of rope around Garrick’s wrist broke. His skin was sliced in a dozen places, but he hadn’t damaged anything vital. He could still move his fingers.

He used his free hand to pick up the knife and went to work on Holt’s wrists. Tingling pinpricks of feeling came rushing back to his fingers in a blaze of pain he struggled to ignore.

They were free in a few seconds, leaving only the bindings on their legs left.

Holt took the knife from Garrick’s bloody hands and finished the job. Once he was free, he grabbed their guns and phones, pressing the panic button that would send all nearby Riven swarming in to help.

Not that there were likely to be many of them in the neighborhood.

He and Holt were still a long way from being out of danger.

Outside, a car door slammed, followed by the beep of a security system being triggered.

Viggo was back.

Holt didn’t miss a beat. He crouched at the window, shoved the glass up two inches, and fired down into the street below.

Four smooth, rapid shots went off, followed by the caustic curse falling from Holt’s lips. “He’s bolting.”

He started toward the door, but Garrick grabbed him by the arm. “You can’t. Not now. Let him go. We’ve got to stay here.”

The big man’s russet eyes were wide with fear. He wasn’t moving, but there was still a slight tremor running through his body.

He was a killer. He had been ready to kill them. But that didn’t mean they could walk away and leave him to die.

“We’re the Riven,” Garrick said. “We have a duty to this man.”

“What about my duty to my sister?” Holt asked.

“Let him go. That’s an order.”

Holt bristled, but did as he was told.

“Eliana is the only one who can save him,” Garrick said. “She’s hours away.”

Downstairs, tires squealed as Viggo fled in the Lexus. More fleeing residents followed, though whether they were running for safety or away from any incoming authorities was unclear.

“We can’t move him,” Holt said.

Garrick nodded in agreement. “Then I guess we’ll just have to wait and make our guest here as comfortable as possible.”


Chapter Twenty-two

Echo had been betrayed before. She’d been lied to and stolen from. She’d been tricked and swindled on the streets and had kids break her heart on the playground. But never before had a betrayal hurt like it did now.

She’d trusted Stygian. She barely knew him, and she’d trusted him. All because the voices told her to.

How could she have been so stupid? Even if he hadn’t been carrying around bits of a dead, evil bitch, she never should have let him get this close. She knew better.

She’d slept next to him, letting her guard down, leaving herself vulnerable.

He’d tried to kill her. He had killed her mother.

Mom, I’m so sorry.

Old grief swelled up again, as fresh and hot as the first day it had come to visit. It had taken her years to get over it the first time. She didn’t think she was strong enough to go through it twice.

And yet, here she was, weeping like a child, unable to regain control of her choked breathing or her racing heart.

Once she was outside, under the lightening sky, Echo let herself sob. Messy, gut-wrenching tears fell out of her in ugly waves. Each one that passed left her weaker, until she was shaking and boneless.

She couldn’t stay here, locked inside her emotions. She had to move. Get up. Find that locket. Trap Hazel and destroy any tie she had to Stygian through the dead bitch.

He couldn’t be a part of her life anymore. She wasn’t going to be one of those stupid women who fell for a violent, abusive asshole and kept running back to him whenever he apologized.

She deserved better than that.

She deserved better than loving a murderer, too, but that was where she’d ended up, her heart giving her no say in the matter.

The gash in her heart bled, sending pain vibrating out to her extremities. The streetwise woman in her mind mocked her. Stupid, little girl in love. Look where that got you.

She patted the pocket that housed his Glock. She was familiar with guns, but the bullets she used were one-hundred percent lethal, unlike his.

As angry as she was with him, as hurt as she was by him, she didn’t think she had it in her to kill him. She might never want to see his face again, but she also didn’t want to picture him in the ground, either.

She loved Stygian, as dangerous as he was. With every beat of her foolish heart, she loved him. Nothing else could have hurt this bad, but love.

She wondered how long it would take her to stop loving him, how long she’d have to endure this heartache before she’d learned the lesson her misplaced trust had taught her.

Trust him, her shards whispered, singing the same tune they had since that first night she’d met him.

“Fuck you!” she shouted back at them.

Her voice echoed in the still morning air. She hadn’t meant to speak the words aloud, but when they came back to her, they brought something with them—something she’d never heard before.

It was like music, like a clear, crisp note that resonated inside her skull and lit up her brain. That single note was so beautiful, so perfect, all the suck and pain of betrayal and grief fell right out of her head. Everything else faded except that sound.

What was it?

She wiped her eyes on her sleeves and pushed up from the ground where she’d collapsed. The weeds were damp and cool under her fingers. Tiny drops of dew coated every strand of grass, making them sparkle.

The sun had just crested the horizon to sting her tear-fevered eyes.

The perfect, clear note still rang inside her mind, taunting her. She needed to hear it again. It was the only thing that had the power to shove away all the bad shit that had rained down on her.

She lifted her chin and tried to sing out the note.

Her voice was thick and weak with tears. Her throat ached from Stygian’s stranglehold. The pitch of her voice was all wrong.

Echo cleared her throat and tried again.

The attempt was better this time, but still not right. Still not perfect.

Frustration closed in around her fast. She was too wrung out to deal with failure right now. It was barely dawn and she’d already had her entire world rocked sideways.

She opened her mouth and let out a growl of frustration to get it out of her system.

The echo of it came back, and that perfect, clear, beautiful sound was there again, right inside her own reflected voice.

Before the note could fade, she clamped onto it and lifted her voice in song like she had as a child, singing into an empty trash can with her furry best friend.

The memory of Solo’s joy in such a simple act surrounded her. It buoyed her up and reminded her that there was still goodness in the world, still happiness.

This time, her voice rang out like a bell, matching that magical note.

As soon as it did, she felt something inside of her shift and break open. There was a rush of power, like a torrent of cool water racing through her veins. Her arms lifted against the force of it, her fingertips stretched out toward the horizon.

Something cold and metallic brushed her fingers. Something magical.

Echo stared into the empty air, confused. She’d felt something, but there was nothing there to feel. Just air.

Her voice trailed off and so did the feeling. The power dissipated, her fingers felt nothing.

She had no idea what was going on, but her instincts told her to try again. Sing again.

She did, and this time, the note came easily.

That strange energy rushed back, that strange feeling of cold metal formed at the tips of her fingers.

The locket. A voice brushed gently against her thoughts, sounding just like her dead mother.

“Mom?” she asked.

No one answered. Her fallen note left the world flat and empty once again. All her emotions, her feelings of betrayal, her grief, began to hunt her.

They were going to find her again if she didn’t act fast.

One more time Echo lifted her voice in a song that contained only one note.

This time there was no question what she was feeling. There, in the distance, slightly to her left, she could feel something in the air. Something hidden in the ground.

Echo kept singing as she grabbed the shovel from the trunk and rushed toward the treasure. Her song stopped only when she had to draw breath.

She stumbled over the dips and rocks hidden in the tall weeds. Her hand was out, following the cold, metallic feeling brought to her in her song’s echo.

Twice, she stumbled, once she fell, skinning the palm of her hand as she caught herself. She wove through small trees at the edge of the lawn, toward taller, older trees in the distance. When she was about a quarter of a mile from the house, the cold metal feeling moved.

She waved her hand in the air until she found where it had gone.

Down. Beneath her feet. She was standing on top of the locket.

She started digging and stopped singing to save her breath for her work. The dirt was hard and rocky. The roots of the weeds were dense, creating an armor her shovel had trouble defeating. She put her foot on the edge of the blade and shoved down with all her weight.

Finally, the tip of the spade bit deep and she was able to make some progress.

Every few minutes, she sang to the earth to make sure she hadn’t already flung the locket out of the hole. Each time she did, she felt the metallic presence grow stronger as she got closer to it.

She had been digging for hours when the hole was deep enough to force her to step down into it. Her breath came in ragged pants, unused to this kind of labor. The only workout she ever got wasn’t at the gym, but running for her life. And while that happened too often for her peace of mind, it didn’t happen enough for her to be in the best shape.

Still, she didn’t stop. Her hands blistered, her back ached, her lungs burned, but she kept going.

When she was too exhausted to keep going, when she could barely pull in a breath before the last one shoved its way out of her lungs, she stood, slumped against the shovel.

Keep going, sweetheart. It was her mother’s voice, soft and musical.

Echo latched onto it, holding it tight in her thoughts so she wouldn’t forget the sound again. It was too precious to waste.

Her back ached. Her arms burned. Her lungs bellowed in a futile struggle to get enough oxygen to fuel her.

You need to hurry, her mom said.

Was some small piece of Mom still with her, among all those other strangers hitching a ride? Had something of her survived her death to live on inside Echo? Or was it just some kind of hallucination brought on by exhaustion.

She wasn’t designed for this kind of work. She didn’t have the muscle or the mass to dig the shovel deep, the way Stygian did. If he were here, this hole would probably be twice as deep as it was now.

But he wasn’t here. He couldn’t be here. He wasn’t safe. Echo was on her own.

You’re not alone. We’re here with you, a different voice whispered. This time it sounded like her sister Melody.

Tears rippled behind Echo’s lashes. She no longer cared if the voices were in her head. She needed to believe they were real. She needed to believe she wasn’t alone.

Stygian had broken her heart, but he hadn’t broken her. She was still strong. She could still keep fighting.

She could still evict the bitch in her head.

Echo straightened her exhausted body and started to dig again. Renewed strength surged through her. She felt the weight of her family at her back, helping push the shovel deeper than she ever could have alone.

She kept digging for hours more. Her body was shaking with fatigue. The hole she dug was deep enough that she was starting to worry how she’d get out. Her arms were too weak to pull herself up a single step, much less several feet up.

The angle of the sun kept shifting in a silent reminder that she was running out of time.

She checked again to make sure she hadn’t accidentally missed her target and thrown it out of the hole in a shovelful of dirt.

In a breathless huff, she managed to sing out that clear, pure note. The answering echo came back like a gong inside her skull, so loud, so close, she covered her ears with her dirty hands to block it out.

Excitement trembled along her limbs as she began to dig again. Each scoop of dirt was small and pitiful, but she was getting closer to the treasure with each one.

The smell of damp earth filled her nose. The scraping crunch of grit on metal reverberated inside the tight confines of the hole. A few hours ago, sunlight had streamed down on her head, making her sweat, but now shadows had reclaimed the space as their own. She could barely see where she was digging.

Stop! Her mother’s voice again, raised in warning.

Echo stopped. She was too winded to ask why. She was barely able to stand.

She fell to her knees and dug her stiff fingers into the damp earth, feeling for something hard.

Her fingers brushed something rough and cold. She clawed it from the dirt only to find it was a rock. She went back again, and again, she found another rock. A dozen more rocks came out before her fingernails scraped against something different. Something that made a hollow sound.

She went still and scratched again, then tapped with her fingernail.

Definitely hollow.

She let out one breathless note and a feeling of power roared back on its echo.

She’d found the locket.

Echo used the shovel to scrape away the dirt around a small metal box. Its surface was pitted with rust. Flecks of blue paint came away with the dark soil.

Once the box was excavated, she pried it out from its hole and settled it in her lap.

It was an old toolbox—the kind her grandfather might have used. The hinges and handle were still solid. Time had managed to wear away only a couple of rust holes through the sides.

It was unlocked, as if what lay inside was unimportant. She opened the lid to find a wooden box closed inside a clear zip top bag. Her hands shook as she opened the bag, pulled out the box and laid it in her dirty palm.

Engraved in the top were clumsy letters that looked like they’d been chiseled there with a pocket knife.

Lift your voice in song.

Echo had gone to church a few times over her life and remembered hearing that phrase there. She didn’t know if it was scripture or something the pastor told his congregation. But she could tell that whoever had written these words had done so in a hurry.

Mom? Had she left that message the way she’d left all the others? Or had the box belonged to one of her grandparents who’d owned this house before Mom?

She ran her finger over the deep grooves, leaving behind smears of dirt. The marks felt like a connection to something she had lost, to her family, her happy childhood. They were as precious to her as they were confusing.

Lift your voice in song.

That one perfect note had helped her find this box. Was that what the message meant? And if so, then how was it helpful to see the instructions on how to locate the box after it was in her hands?

Maybe she had to sing to make the locket work. Maybe that perfect note was the key to trapping Hazel and getting back Echo’s life.

She opened the lid. Cushioned inside a velvet lining was a tarnished, dented locket about the size of a quarter. It wasn’t very pretty. There were a few scrolling lines etched in the surface, but no other adornment. She thought it might be silver, but didn’t dare touch it to find out. There was no way to know if this thing held some kind of evil magic, or that if she touched it, she’d ruin their chances of trapping Hazel.

It was enough that she’d found it. The rest was now up to Harold and the spell he’d located.

Echo snapped closed the box, shoved it deep into her pocket, pulled her weary body out of the hole, grabbed the shovel and headed back toward the house to clean up.

No way was she taking the time or energy to refill the hole. She simply didn’t have it in her, not to mention the sun was dipping in the sky.

They were running out of time.

…moonrise tomorrow. That’s two minutes before sunset.

Would Stygian be gone when she got back? Or would he be waiting at the house to remind her of what a fool she’d been to trust him, to love him.

Trust him, a voice whispered again, and she almost hit herself in the head with the shovel to punish whoever had spoken for being such a liar.

Trust him? She’d tried that, and it hadn’t exactly worked out very well.

He’d tried to kill her this morning. He had killed her mother. He might have even killed her sisters, though he hadn’t admitted to those crimes.

Trusting Stygian was off the table.

Once she got back to the house, she was going to figure out how to work that spell, then get the job of trapping Hazel over and done with so that she could hit the road and never again have to look at the face of the man who’d betrayed her.

***

Stygian watched the front door of the farmhouse all day, willing Echo to walk back through it. He didn’t like her out there alone and unprotected. The rat man had found her before. It was only a matter of time before he found her again.

He looked at his cuffed wrist and wondered if he’d made the right choice in locking himself up.

What if she needed him?

Hazel laughed in his mind, the sound rotten and filthy. She will never need you again. You had your chance.

“This is your fault,” he said through clenched teeth. “How the hell did you make me hurt her?”

You have always seen me like your hand or foot—something you can control. But I am far more than that. I am your heart, your lungs, always working, even when you do not think about me, even when you are asleep.

Had there been other things he’d done against his will? Had she managed to make him forget?

Rather than answer, Hazel simply laughed, the sound mocking.

An hour went by with no sign of Echo. His bones were restless inside his skin, needing to move, to pace and prowl and burn off some of the anxious energy riding him.

He checked his phone for a distraction and saw Marvel’s email. Attached was a photo and a detailed set of instructions on how to cast the spell that would trap Hazel’s shards inside the locket.

The list of things they would need wasn’t very long. If he hadn’t been chained up, he would have gone about finding them all. The part that worried him was the photo of the intricate drawing they had to replicate inside a three-foot circle. There were curling runes scrawled all around the outer perimeter as well as several sharp, angular shapes in precise alignment in the center. They looked almost like letters, but more complex than any alphabet he knew.

The instructions were specific about how once drawn, the lines could not be broken. The circumference of the circle could not be crossed once the locket was placed in the center.

He drew the image with his finger on his knee, practicing the shapes. When he got bored with that, he began silently reciting the arcane words that had to be spoken to invoke the spell. He didn’t dare say them aloud for fear that something bad would happen—that he’d summon some dark power or somehow break the spell so it would never work as intended.

By the time he had the words memorized, it was after noon and he had nothing left he was capable of doing from his self-imposed cage.

He watched a patch of sun march slowly across the hardwood floors, then up the wall.

It was getting late. Echo still hadn’t returned.

What if she was hurt? What if she was dead?

He steeled himself against those dark thoughts. She had his gun. If the rat man had found her, she would have fought back. He would have heard gunfire.

Unless she hadn’t had time. Unless she’d been caught off guard.

He couldn’t do this to himself. He couldn’t stay here, chained to this railing. He had to go find her. Protect her.

Stygian’s phone rang, cutting off the plan forming in his mind.

He reached awkwardly into his pocket to find Marvel’s smiling face on his screen. One of her green buns was sagging slightly, as if too tired to stay perched atop her head.

He answered the call, his voice sharp and curt in the face of his worry. “Yeah?”

“Did it work?” Marvel asked.

“Did what work?”

“The spell Harold found? The one that’s supposed to trap one of the originals and possibly alter life as we know it? We’re all dying to know if the thing works and you haven’t bothered to share.”

He glanced at the metal chain connecting his wrist to the railing. “I’ve been a little tied up.”

There were voices on the other end of the line, muffled and indistinct.

Marvel said, “Harold wants to know if you’ve found the locket.”

“Not yet. Echo is out looking.”

Marvel’s tone turned to one of irritation. “Don’t touch my tech. You have your own phone if you want to talk to him.” A pause filled with the low, raspy rumble of the librarian’s voice. “It’s not my problem you’re afraid of electronics.” Another pause. “For the love of Thor! Computers are not out to get the books! There are no book viruses. Your precious library is safe.” More low mumbling, then Marvel’s longsuffering sigh. “It’s called putting a call on speakerphone, not making a phone speak. Hang on.”

The sound quality of the call changed. Marvel’s voice went distant and tinny. Then she said, “Can you hear me, Stygian?”

“Yes.”

“Harold wanted to join in on the conversation. He’s worried about the spell.”

The librarian shouted as if trying to be heard across a crowded football stadium. “The spell is fine. I’m worried about you casting it.”

“You don’t have to yell,” Marvel said, clearly exasperated.

“I need him to hear me.”

“I hear you,” Stygian said. “What are you worried about?”

Harold’s voice dropped a few decibels, but was still abnormally loud. “It’s going to take time to cast.”

“I know. I read through the incantation.”

“You have to repeat it three times before the new moon rises.”

“I will.” Assuming Echo came back with the locket and assuming that there weren’t other random bits of Hazel out in the world, floating around.

Do not worry, Hazel said. I am coming. Soon.

Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

He looked at his bound wrist. Maybe chaining himself up had been a bad idea after all.

Hazel laughed.

Stygian had never wanted to kick an old woman in the ass as much as he did right now.

“I don’t suppose there are any bored hunters hanging around Asgard, are there?” he asked. “I could use some backup.”

“Sorry,” Marvel said. “Garrick and Holt are still gone. The only hunter here is Argo.”

Argo, who wouldn’t leave Eden unless it was an emergency. And him chaining himself to a stair railing would not count as that—not when compared to Eden’s safety.

“I could come,” she said.

“No. You can’t. We need you there,” Stygian said.

“I’ll see if anyone is in your neck of the woods,” she said. “But we’re stretched thin.”

“It’s okay. I’ll handle things here.”

“You only have a couple of hours,” Harold said. “Have you completed the circle?”

If Echo didn’t find the locket in time, it wasn’t going to matter whether or not that doodle was finished.

“It’s under control,” he said. “Try not to worry.”

Marvel’s usually cheerful voice lacked all humor. “We have a lot riding on this, Stygian. All of us. If you can pull off this spell and trap the bad bitch, we all have some hope that it can be done again. Think about what that means for people like Starry.” Her voice wavered with emotion. “We could save her. We could save all those tortured souls we keep locked up.”

Harold chimed in. “Of course, we’d have to find the proper vessels to trap each soul and the associated incantation.”

“But it’s a chance!” Marvel practically shouted, then quieter, “It’s hope. We haven’t had that in a long time.”

Stygian’s heart squeezed for Marvel and the longing in her voice. Some deep, suffocating part of himself was just as frantic as she was to be free of the darkness inside of him. Not just Hazel’s shards, but all of the others as well.

His mother had killed herself. His father had been murdered not long after. He’d never known a life without shards. He’d never been free to be his own man, find his own path. He’d always been a pawn in a game started long before his birth.

How good it would feel to be there when the last move was played. How amazing it would be to look into the face of evil and say, “Checkmate.”

“We won’t let you down,” he said to both Marvel and Harold. “If Echo can find the locket, we will cast the spell and cage Hazel.”

“I hope so,” Marvel said, her voice small.

“I believe in you,” Harold said, though he was no longer quite so loud. No longer quite so certain.

Hazel piped up and said, So do I.

“Stay safe,” Marvel said. “We’ll check on you again soon.”

She hung up.

The time for waiting was over. Chained or not, he needed to do something.

There wasn’t much he could reach from the stairway, just one small table that had on it a lopsided clay bowl filled with a couple of loose keys. A child’s small fingerprints were clearly visible in the shiny blue glaze.

Next to the bowl was a lamp, an old pushbutton telephone and a notepad with no pen.

Stygian stretched himself to reach the leg of the table. His fingers were barely able to curl around the leg, but he managed to get a tight enough grip to drag it closer to him.

The lamp wobbled, but didn’t fall. The sound of wood scraping over wood was loud in the silent house, reminding him of just how alone he really was.

I am always with you.

He ignored the witch in his skull and kept pulling the table closer until he was able to reach the single drawer.

Inside it were some spare pennies, a hammer and screwdriver, a dressmaker’s measuring tape, a doll’s plastic bottle, a few screws and nails, an opened pack of petrified fruit snacks, and a half-empty box of crayons.

Bingo.

He pulled out one of the crayons and crouched so he could draw on the floor. The knots in the hickory boards stared back at him, accusation clear in the misshapen eyes.

He’d never drawn on the floor before, or the walls, or much of anything else. Crayons had not been part of his childhood. Grandfather believed in discipline over art, in training over creativity.

The little wax stick felt odd in his grip. Fragile and fleeting. As the first dark green streaks of color stained the floor, he felt the strangest sense of loss rising in his chest.

He couldn’t tell if the feeling was from defacing a perfectly good floor, leaving a mess someone else would have to clean up, or if it was something more. Deeper. Maybe his grief over never having a real childhood, never having a mother to dote on him or a father to beam at him in pride.

Stygian had been raised with hatred. Loathing. He’d always known that he was an abomination—a child of violence, of rape. Unwanted. He was the thing women feared. He was the burden his grandfather carried because no one else would. Toxic sludge.

He hadn’t thought much about his childhood since he’d left it behind. It was of little use to him now—a waste product to be discarded and forgotten.

But now here, holding this crayon in a home where the visible proof of children was left scattered everywhere, he couldn’t help but look back and compare.

What if his grandfather had loved him? What if he’d been raised with kindness and color instead of fear and loathing? What if he’d been born free of shards, able to form his own mind, rather than always being influenced by others?

Would he have ended up different? Would he have become warm and loving like Echo? Would he have been brilliant and witty like Marvel? Would he have been selfless and loyal like Garrick and Holt?

They all had shards, but they’d also had something else he hadn’t.

They’d been loved.

Echo’s face bloomed in his mind like spring, warm, bright and hopeful.

He loved her. It might not have been the pure, clean love of a man who’d been allowed to be a child, but it was strong. It was consuming.

If he hadn’t hurt her this morning, if Hazel hadn’t slipped past his self-control, what would have happened? Would she have opened her pale teal eyes and greeted him with a smile? Would she have opened her arms and her body to him, letting him fill her physically in a way he never could otherwise?

He had destroyed any chance he had of holding her trust, but that didn’t stop his wayward mind from imagining how it could have been.

Much like he’d imagined as a child how it could have been if his mother had loved him, if she’d lived.

Stygian braced himself out of reflex, waiting for his grandfather’s blow to come. It had been more than a decade since that man had struck him, but he still remembered his lessons all too well.

Duty is all you have, all you will ever have, his grandfather had told him.

It wasn’t true. Stygian had the Riven. He had a family. He had a home.

It wasn’t enough.

He wanted Echo. He wanted her more than he wanted his next breath. He wanted her at his side, safe and happy. He wanted to hear her sweet voice laughing and see her eyes sparkle with joy. He wanted to hold her close and keep the darkness at bay.

She was never going to be his.

At least not while Hazel still controlled him.

Stygian checked the image on his phone again and sped up his drawing. If this was his one chance of having Echo in his life, he wasn’t going to waste it.

When a young woman showed up at the front door with blood staining her clothes, he was shocked for only a split second.

You do not see her, Hazel said.

And just like that, the woman vanished.

He could hear footsteps moving through the house, up the creaky stairs, but saw no one.

She was never here, Hazel whispered. Power laced through her words and wove around him, binding his mind tight.

“Who was never here?” he asked.

Echo’s sister.

But her sisters were dead. Weren’t they?

There is no need to worry, Hazel said. We will all be together soon.

Stygian’s worry fell from him like a silken bath robe. It pooled on the floor, forgotten and unimportant.

All that mattered now was finishing this drawing, getting every sigil perfect, every line exact.

He checked his phone again, zooming in on a particular detail. The time caught his attention. They had only until eight-fifteen to cast the spell. It had taken him two full minutes to recite the incantation. He had to do so three times. That meant they needed at least six minutes to pull this off.

It was already after seven. Echo wasn’t back. They were almost out of time.


Chapter Twenty-three

Hedy hid in an upstairs closet as she’d been told to do.

The thing growing inside of her—the thing fertilized by the power of the man she’d killed—had finally had enough time to shape itself, to speak again.

It called itself Hazel. Hedy had carried a small piece of Hazel inside of her for years, but not enough to hear her voice, until the dead man’s final gift. One more piece of Hazel, big enough to give her presence, power.

She showed Hedy the truth—a truth Phoenix had been hiding from her.

The shadows clouding Hedy’s memories were lifted. She remembered all those lost years she’d spent in captivity, dying over and over again.

She’d thought Phoenix had saved her, but that wasn’t the truth. Phoenix had found her the night Mom died, gathered Hedy up and taken her away. She’d locked her in a cell and brought to her a man named Sebastian Reznik.

On Phoenix’s orders, Sebastian had tortured her to death. She’d died screaming in pain, begging for help.

Phoenix had stood by, watching her die, her beautiful face impassive, cold.

Over and over again this had happened. Sometimes they asked her questions, which she answered without hesitation, praying that she’d given them what they wanted so they’d let her go.

But they didn’t.

Every day she woke up, alive and whole again. Even her tortured throat was fine, as if she hadn’t died screaming only hours ago.

Phoenix would come, Sebastian right on her heels. He’d go to work on her again, hurting her, slicing or stabbing or punching. Choking her, ripping her limbs apart. The torture changed, but the outcome was always the same.

Hedy died screaming in pain, begging for this to be the last time.

Then one day, Phoenix came alone. She walked into Hedy’s cell and told her to forget that they’d ever met. And just like that, Hedy had.

Phoenix set her free that day, pretending as if she hadn’t been the one to cage her, to have her tortured and killed countless times. She pretended that they were friends, that Phoenix had rescued her, cared for her and wanted her to be happy. She told Hedy she had a purpose. A destiny.

Hedy had believed the lie. She’d fallen for everything Phoenix had said, devoting her life to the woman in a way she hadn’t done since Mom died.

Hazel had opened Hedy’s eyes to the truth, and for that, she owed the woman everything.

Hedy didn’t know if Phoenix had predicted her memories would return when she’d given her the gift of that man’s life, but the new, brilliant intelligence now inside of Hedy told her that it didn’t matter.

Phoenix was no longer giving Hedy orders. That was now the job of someone else. Someone new. Someone far scarier than Phoenix could ever hope to be.

Hazel said in a crone’s voice, I know what you want, what you need. Everything you seek shall be yours. Follow me and I will lead you to what you want most.

“What do I want?” Hedy had asked only hours ago when the voice had surfaced.

You want Harmony, the crone said.

“What do I want her for?” Hedy asked, because she was no longer sure. At one time, she wanted her sister for comfort, for company. She’d wanted Harmony—Echo—to save her from the endless string of death she endured. And then, later, when Echo never came, Hedy’s desires began to change. She didn’t want Echo. She wanted revenge.

Rather than answer in words, the crone showed her something.

It could have been a memory, but wasn’t. Not quite. It was her and Echo playing with a puppy, laughing and running across green grass under a shining sun. They collapsed into a pile on a colorful quilt. The puppy jumped and licked at their faces. She and Echo giggled. Then, as the laughter died down, they simply lay side-by-side, staring up at the flickering canopy of leaves overhead. Echo put her sweaty hand in Hedy’s, and they stayed there, breathing in the fresh air.

They were happy. Free of fear and worry. They were together and they were filled with joy.

Hedy’s stomach tightened. Something in her chest seized. She couldn’t breathe in the face of so much raw, visceral want.

Yes. That was what she wanted. Happiness. Safety.

Peace.

There was no blood, no blades, no fear. No voices in her head.

Hazel said, We are not all bad. Some of us want you to know the truth, to be happy, to be at peace. To sleep.

Hedy remembered what it was like to sleep in peace, back when Mom was alive. She remembered waking rested, refreshed. She remembered greeting each new day with hope and excitement.

Today she had woken to blood, believing that Phoenix loved her.

No more, the voice crooned. Listen to me and all the blood and pain will be behind you. You and your sister will be together, forever.

It sounded too good to be true, but what if the woman was right? What if this time, things were different?

The woman had been right so far. She’d said that a man would be here in this old house, and that he would see her and not see her at the same time.

That was the only way to describe the blank, empty look the man had given her when she’d walked in. His eyes had focused on her, but he acted like she was merely a pane of glass to stare through. He didn’t react, he didn’t try to stop her.

He simply stood there while Hedy went upstairs and found a place to hide.

How could Hazel have known that would happen?

Harmony will be back soon. It is almost time.

“For what?” Hedy asked.

I will show you. Tonight, we will become one. Forever.

***

From his hiding place inside a thick growth of brush, Bernard watched Hedy walk into the old farmhouse like she’d been invited.

She’d followed him here, to this isolated place where Echo waited for him. He didn’t know how Hedy had managed to stay on his tail, but even her changing vehicles hadn’t fooled him. He’d known she was back there the whole time.

The question wasn’t what did she want, but rather how was she going to get it? They both wanted the shards Echo carried—the ones that should have been his years ago when he’d killed her family. But Hedy wasn’t going about getting those shards the way a sane person would.

Then again, the chick was batshit crazy, walking in there without even hesitating, her clothes covered in dried blood.

He could feel that Echo was nearby. That guard dog she kept chained to her side had come with her. His Mustang was parked out front. There were two paths through the tall weeds covering the front lawn, leading right to the door. If he was inside, then Hedy was probably already dead.

Bernard shrugged. It didn’t matter. The more shards Echo and her dog collected, the more he would get when his rats took them down.

He summoned three of his pets from the back of his van. They scampered through the brush to report for duty. Their whiskered faces gave him little rat grins, like they were glad to be chosen, glad to be of service.

Maybe they were. Rats were loyal like that.

He kissed them each on the nose, then moved away from the farmhouse before he summoned his power. It was going to take some time and great effort to create an army of three so soon after the last batch, but that’s what he was going to need if he was going to take what was rightfully his. It was also going to make more than a little noise. He didn’t want anyone inside to hear his rats’ screams and realize he was coming for them. He had to be smart, careful. Phoenix was no longer on his side. He was all on his own.

Bernard could hardly wait.

After tonight, the shards that Phoenix had promised him years ago would finally be his. Along with a few extra.

He was considering it interest on payment due.

***

Eliana had managed to get to the rundown apartment in time to save the big man’s life. 

As always, the sight of her took Garrick’s breath away. He didn’t know how he could love her like he did and not let some of it out in words.

And yet those three words had the power to ruin everything. Especially now, when she needed to concentrate. The work she had ahead of her was going to be grueling.

She wanted to heal Garrick’s eye first, but he refused. He knew what the job of saving the man’s life would cost her. He didn’t think she had it in her to take care of his eye as well as repairing the damage the glass had done to the big man’s neck. He wasn’t even sure his eye could be saved. One glance in the mirror had warned him of that likelihood.

He didn’t think about it. Not now. Later, when everyone was safely back at Asgard, then he would let himself dwell on what he’d lost. Not a moment sooner.

Her white-blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, showing the perfectly sculpted lines of her face. Her skin seemed to glow, even though there were circles of fatigue under her eyes. Her tall, lithe body was wrapped in soft denim and cotton from ankles to wrists, but he could see that she’d lost weight recently—too much.

She needed a vacation. Maybe he’d take her on one himself, whisking her away somewhere tropical with no cell phones or Internet access.

As soon as the idea formed, it died. He knew better than to think he could ever leave the people who counted on him alone to deal with the threat the Vires posed.

They sedated the patient so he couldn’t fight once he was healed, then Eliana knelt over him to heal him with the magic running through her veins.

Garrick held a clean cloth tight around her throat to staunch the bleeding before it began. Holt slowly pulled out the glass while Eliana healed the wound closed in their enemy’s neck.

As she took on that wound, she began to bleed. Thick, pulsing rivulets of blood soaked the cloth. Garrick tried not to panic and concentrated on keeping the pressure firm enough to keep her blood in her body, while not squeezing so hard to make her pass out.

That would have been a very bad thing.

The job was done in moments, but felt like it had gone on for hours. She fell limp against his chest, breathing hard as if she’d just run a mile uphill.

Every time he witnessed this selfless act of hers, he promised himself that he’d never let her do it again. And yet, he knew he would. This was her gift, her curse. Without her, they would have lost dozens of friends and allies.

Holt and Argo loaded the big man into a van with no windows in back—perfect for prisoner transport. If any of the surrounding residents saw anything, they didn’t call for help.

Just like they hadn’t called for help when gunfire had broken out earlier.

The rest of the group had already left. They would meet them at the plane, load the prisoner, then follow behind in the van.

He wasn’t sure how well he could fly with no depth perception, but he was about to find out.

Only Garrick and Eliana remained in the rundown apartment.

“Can you walk?” he asked Eliana.

She hesitated for a second before pushing to her feet.

He held her steady while she gained her balance, and as much as he hated her weakness, he loved having a reason to touch her.

After a moment, she nodded. “I’m good to go.”

He wasn’t sure she was being honest, so he kept a hold of her arm all the way down the stairs and into his rental car. He tucked her into the passenger seat.

Someone had left a clean shirt and a package of wet wipes waiting for her.

“Go ahead and drive. I’ll change on the way,” she said.

He wanted to watch. He ached to see even a modest glimpse of her bare skin. But his right eye was ruined, and he couldn’t see anything, even out of the corner of it.

When they reached the air strip, Argo and Holt had already loaded their prisoner into the back of the Cessna. The plane was equipped with a set of shackles that attached to bolts in the floor.

This wasn’t the first time they’d transported someone dangerous.

He started to open his door, but Eliana stopped him with a hand on his arm. “You can’t fly with only one eye.”

“I can. It will be fine.”

She shook her head. “You’ll kill yourself. We need you too much. I’m too tired to argue with you about this.”

“There’s no need to argue. I’m fine.”

“You’re half blind. I’ll get Argo to sedate you, too, if I must, but that will slow us down considerably.”

He turned in his seat to face her. “You’re too weak.”

“I’m not. I can do it.” Her fingers slid around his hand, squeezing it. “Please, let me.”

He didn’t know how to refuse her. He wanted to give her whatever she wanted, to rip the very sun from the sky if she asked.

She gave him a sweet, soft smile. “Close your eyes. When I’m done, go ahead and leave. I’ll need some time to recover, but I’ll be fine.”

“Are you sure?” he asked. “I can’t stand the idea of hurting you.”

“Eyes aren’t that hard,” she said. “Mostly just water.”

He was the only pilot they had. They had needed to take to the air to save their asses more time than he could count. If he couldn’t fly, his people could suffer.

“Okay,” he finally said. “Just the eye, though. The cuts will heal on their own.”

“Just the eye,” she agreed, then she pressed a clean cloth over her own right eye.

“Close your eyes, Garrick. This will only take a moment.”

***

Argo watched the plane take off before he went back to find Eliana.

She was still in Garrick’s rental. She held a bloody cloth to her face. Her head was tilted back on the seat. She was panting in exhaustion.

Argo opened her door.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“As ready as I can be.”

She lowered the cloth, and what lay under it was horrific. Her skin was closed, but there was a scar running from her brow to her formerly perfect cheekbone. Her eyelid was split open just as Garrick’s had been, her iris white and milky.

“Do you want to heal that first?” he asked.

“I can’t. Too tired. Eyes are so hard. So precise.”

“So, what? You’re just going to leave it like that?”

“No choice. I have nothing left.”

“It’s permanent?”

Eliana nodded. “Don’t tell Garrick.”

“He’s going to find out sometime.”

“Not today.”

“Then when?” Argo asked.

She didn’t answer. Instead she said, “Do you think you could help me to the van? I’m afraid I don’t have the strength to walk right now.” Her voice was barely a whisper of sound, filled with exhaustion.

Argo wanted to tell her how stupid she was to push herself like that, how they needed her, how without her, so many of their kind would die.

But he kept his mouth shut and picked up Eliana.

As soon as Garrick found out what she’d done, what she’d sacrificed for him, he would say to her all the things Argo hadn’t.

With luck, the reckless girl would live long enough to hear them.


Chapter Twenty-four

Echo was dripping with sweat by the time she reached the farmhouse. Her lungs were burning from her run, her legs were shaking so hard, she didn’t know how she was going to make it up the broken steps to the front door. Thirst raked against her throat. She’d only taken one bottle of water with her, and it had been emptied hours ago.

The sun was behind the tree line now and going down fast. She still had to gather the spell components and draw the complicated circle before she could complete the spell.

There wasn’t enough time.

Worry rasped along the base of her spine, her instincts telling her that she was missing something.

Hazel said that you know where the other shards are. She said something about the dead staying buried for a while longer.

What had Stygian’s words meant?

The apparition from the park—the one that looked just like an older version of Hedy covered in blood—came to haunt her again. Her body had never been found. Echo had watched the news reports for weeks. Only one woman and one girl had been found in the alley. Mom and Melody. Echo hadn’t gone back to claim their bodies. She was at the pre-determined rendezvous point, hoping Hedy would show.

She never did.

Echo waited two towns to the east, in front of the post office. That was where they were supposed to go if they got separated. She waited for days until she caught sight of silvery eyes in the dark. A rodent’s eyes.

She’d run then, as fast as she could. She’d run until she reached Chicago and then melded into the crowd, going from one homeless shelter to another until she was able to earn enough money to buy a trusty, old Volvo just like Mom’s.

Echo had always assumed that the only reason Hedy hadn’t met her was because she was dead too. The rat man had cornered her somewhere and her body was never found. Or maybe she had been found and Echo had missed the news of a lone girl’s dead body being discovered. Or maybe, there was nothing left to find at all. The rats had consumed her.

At least Mom and Melody had been cremated by the city, their ashes buried together, side-by-side.

Echo had gone back once to visit their grave, years later. They must have found Mom’s name on her driver’s license and Melody’s from her birth certificate. A small, metal plaque marked each spot, cold and unfeeling, as if it had no idea it was marking something so devastating.

She still missed them. The searing pain of new loss had dulled into a constant throb, but it was still there, like an empty spot in her soul where something vital had been scooped out. She didn’t think she’d ever get it back. She didn’t think anything could fill the void.

Funny, but she hadn’t hurt so much when Stygian had held her. He’d been a shiny, new toy distracting her from her pain.

Right up to the point that he’d hurt her, too.

Was that what life was? Little pearls of pain all strung together by the people she let into her life? Was she destined to spend the rest of her years alone? Was that even what she wanted?

It wasn’t, but she wasn’t strong enough to take more abandonment, more betrayal. She’d been right to guard herself, to keep her distance. As much as being on her own sucked, it was much better than watching those around her die, of feeling them turn on her.

She couldn’t join the Riven. She was better off alone.

But before she could break up with them, she had to finish this spell. She had to dig deep and find the strength to hurry her ass into that house and make it happen. The spell, the circle, the locket, the bizarre drawings and arcane words. All of it.

Even if she managed all that, would it work? Harold said she needed all of Hazel’s shards in one place.

That’s when it dawned on her. The rat man. He had to have some of Hazel inside of him. That was the connection they shared. That was how he kept finding her and her family—the thing they all had in common: their shards. Somehow, that connection had allowed him to find her wherever she went. It was the reason he’d hunted them. His shards were driving him to kill so the evil souls within him could be more whole. It was the only thing that made sense.

If that was true, then it was just a matter of time before Hazel’s shards came to her. Hazel wanted to be whole. She knew this spell was about to go down. She had enough control over the rat man to make him chase Echo for years. The bitch would be able to get him here in time for the big event to go down.

Echo was relieved by that right up to the point that she was terrified.

How was she going to cast a spell and keep a giant rat from eating her face? Running had always been her chosen method of survival.

She couldn’t run now. She had to stand and fight.

But how?

She thought about setting a bunch of traps leading up to the house, but discarded the idea instantly. She had no idea how to do that, and even if she did, there wasn’t time.

The gun shoved in her pocket was her only hope.

Echo pushed her wobbly legs up the stairs and opened the front door.

Stygian was still chained to the railing. He stood as she entered, wrapping his arm around his body at an awkward angle so he could face her.

He was so fucking handsome she couldn’t breathe. So big and solid. His indigo eyes were bright, glittering with an intense light of excitement. Color flushed his cheeks. His dark hair was messy. There were smudges of green on his face. His body filled her vision with wide shoulders, thick thighs, narrow hips.

She loved him so much she ached.

She feared him so much she trembled.

She couldn’t be with him. Even if she killed the rat man and was able to stay in one place for a while, she couldn’t be with Stygian.

He’d killed her mother. How could she ever let those warm, supple hands of his touch her and not think about what he’d done? How could she ever sleep beside him at night and trust that she wouldn’t wake up with his hand around her neck again?

Even if Hazel was out of him, there were more shards out there. He could get infected with another evil bitch just as easily.

So could she.

She was safer on her own. Not better, maybe, but safer.

Beside him, sketched on the floor, was a circle filled with intricate, swirling sigils and sharp, angular shapes. It had been drawn with crayon, in green and blue. She could see the waxy texture of the lines, matte against the shiny floorboards. The whole thing seemed to hum with energy, singing to her of its perfection.

He’d done it. He’d gotten the drawing right. She didn’t know how he’d managed the feat chained up like he was, but he had.

His dark gaze moved up and down her body, taking in her dirty, sweaty clothes, her blistered hands, her shaking legs. Her face.

“You found it,” he said.

She nodded, her throat too dry to speak, too tight with longing for something she couldn’t allow herself to have.

Being careful not to step on the circle or get within arm’s reach of him, she moved past him to a bottle of water she’d left behind. She drank the whole thing, stopping only when the last few drops trickled into her mouth.

“We’re running out of time,” he said.

“I know. What do I need to gather?”

“Salt, ash, water, a candle and some matches. We’ll need some dirt or sand, too.”

She looked down at her filthy clothes. “Dirt won’t be a problem.”

Echo kept the wooden box in one pocket, the gun in the other, and went to work. She found salt in the little glass shaker on the table, right where her mother had left it years ago. The grains were clumped with humidity, but she tapped the shaker until they loosened.

There was no ash in the fireplace, so she found a few bills and junk mail and burned them in a metal bowl to create some. She shook some dirt off her pants, tapped some out of the treads of her sneakers, and dumped that all into a cereal bowl. She found a half-burned jar candle in the bathroom and matches in the medicine cabinet where Mom had kept them out of her girls’ reach.

With that all gathered, she went back to the circle. “Now what?”

“Without scuffing the lines, place the ash there.” He pointed to a blank area in the midst of a sea of squiggles. “The water there, the dirt there, the salt there.”

Rather than do as he asked, which would put her close enough for him to grab her, she handed him the ash, getting just close enough for their fingertips to brush.

Pain rippled through his features. He knew she didn’t trust him.

But rather than berate her for her perfectly reasonable choice, he took each item she handed him and put them where they belonged. Only the candle was left.

 “Light it,” he said.

She did, then passed it to him as well.

He placed that in the empty spot closest to him. The only one that remained was the small circle in the center of the larger one.

Stygian held out his hand. “The locket.”

She didn’t want to give it to him. She didn’t want him to touch it.

She tried to tell herself that she worried something bad would happen to him if the tiny prison for an evil bitch touched his skin, but there was more to it than that.

She didn’t trust him.

What if he broke it or swallowed it or flung it across the room and she couldn’t find it in time? Already the house was growing dim, filling with the skeletal shapes of long shadows.

The new moon would rise two minutes before sunset. They had only a handful of minutes left before their one chance to cage Hazel was lost. Her phone’s alarm had already warned her twice that time was running out.

Trust him, her voices whispered.

She couldn’t. Not after what he’d done.

“All of Hazel’s shards aren’t here yet. We need the rat man before we can start.”

Stygian frowned. “The rat man? Why?”

“He’s got Hazel’s other shards in him. That’s how he was able to find my family all those years. I finally figured it out.”

His face changed from confusion to something else. Something terrifying. It was part anger, part determination, part killer.

“Give me the key to the cuffs,” he ordered.

She shook her head. “Not a chance. I may not be able to fight off the rat man, but I know I can’t fight you and him both at the same time.”

He let out a hard breath like she’d punched him in the balls.

“I’m not going to hurt you.”

She ran her fingers over the tender bruises around her throat. “I have evidence to the contrary.”

His body deflated with guilt and self-loathing. His eyes closed in defeat. “You’re never going to trust me again, are you?”

Her heart broke as she looked him in the eye and gave him the courtesy of the truth. “No.”

He straightened. “Then shoot me. Kill me.”

She reeled back in revulsion. “What? No.”

“You can’t fight him alone, not with the shards you have. Take mine. They’ll make you stronger, faster. More powerful.”

He was serious.

Stygian pointed to his temple. “Here. This is where you need to shoot me. You’ll have to get close for the bullet to penetrate. Marvel’s rounds are meant to stun, not kill. But they will if you get close enough and aim for a soft spot.”

He was giving her pointers on how to kill him?

“This is insane. I’m not going to shoot you.”

“Then set me free. Let me fight for you.” He glanced out the window. “There’s no time to argue. You have to start the spell.”

Until this moment, Echo hadn’t let herself think about what would happen next. Even knowing that the rat man would come, she hadn’t played through how she was going to read some convoluted incantation while simultaneously fighting off the man who’d been trying to kill her since she was a child. It’s not like he was just going to stand by, patiently waiting for her to either shoot him or finish the spell.

“We have to read the incantation three times,” Stygian said as if seeing her thoughts displayed on her face. “That’s going to take more than a minute.” He looked outside again. “We’re swiftly running out of those.”

Echo hesitated. She needed Stygian’s help. There was no denying that. The only question was, would she have it? Or, if she set him free, would she have one more enemy to fight?

Trust him.

She didn’t. Couldn’t. But she had no choice but to set him free.

If she died tonight, she almost preferred it to be by Stygian’s hands than the rat man’s.

Echo went to the living room and picked up the handcuff key. When she turned around to go back to him, Hedy was standing on the stairway.

Shock wrapped around Echo’s body, halting her legs and stealing her breath.

Stygian held out his hand. “Toss me the key.”

She lifted one hand just enough to point a weak finger behind him. “Hedy,” she breathed, the word airless and faint.

Was she alive? Was Echo hallucinating again?

He turned around and looked right at her, but didn’t react. He scanned the space as if Hedy were invisible.

Maybe she was. Maybe she was all in Echo’s head.

“What?” he asked in confusion.

“He can’t see me,” Hedy said. Her voice was deeper now, no longer that of a child. She was taller, her body had filled out to the curves of a woman. But her eyes were the same: big, blue and lit with a crazy light that promised chaos and pain.

Only Mom had been able to quiet that chaos and dim that crazy light.

“Are…are you real?” Echo rubbed her eyes to clear them.

“As real as your boyfriend here.” She ran her fingers through Stygian’s hair.

He didn’t so much as flinch. “Toss me the key, Echo.”

She couldn’t. Her limbs were too weak with shock.

“I thought you were dead,” Echo said.

“And I thought you loved me. I guess we were both wrong.”

Stygian looked behind him again. “Who are you talking to?”

Echo ignored him. She was still struggling to absorb how her dead sister was here, casting such open hatred in her direction.

“I waited for you,” Echo said. “In front of the post office. Just like Mom said. I waited for weeks.”

“And I died over and over again every day for years.” The crazy light brightened until it was too intense to look at directly. “You never came for me.”

“Echo, honey,” Stygian said, his voice low and soothing. “You need to bring me that key. Let me help you.”

“I didn’t know where you were,” Echo said. “I didn’t even know you were alive.”

Anger twisted Hedy’s pretty features. “We were sisters! We share pieces of the same souls! You should have known I needed you! You should have listened to the voices begging you to help me!”

Was Hedy right? Had she somehow missed the signs that Hedy was in trouble? Had she abandoned her sister when she needed her most?

Stygian shifted toward her as far as his chain would allow. “Whatever is going on, let me help you. Give me the key, Echo.”

She shifted her attention to him. “My sister is here. Why can’t you see her?”

“It’s a trick of your mind,” he said. “This is Hazel’s doing.”

Was it? Hedy seemed so real.

Echo squeezed her eyes shut and told herself it was all in her head. Hedy was dead, not here. She was resting in peace and this crazed apparition that looked like her sister was all a trick some dead bitch was playing on her.

“It’s okay, honey.” Stygian’s voice was calm, cool. “We’re going to get through this together. I just need you to bring me the key. Let me hold you, help you.”

Hedy laughed. The sound was so real, so present. Echo could practically feel the vibration of her sister’s mad rage flowing beneath her feet.

Echo opened her eyes. Her bloody sister was still there, standing on the stairway, right behind Stygian. That twinkle of insanity was bright in her blue eyes. Her mouth was twisted with a too-wide smile.

“He can’t help you,” Hedy said. “No one can.”

With that declaration, Hedy pulled a bloody knife and lifted it high. The blade was covered in dried blood. A blur of silver and rust streaked through the air toward Stygian.

He dodged wildly to one side, as if he saw the blow coming, but chained as he was, he couldn’t move far enough to dodge the knife.

The blade sank into Stygian’s back. One quick thrust, in and out. Over in a blink.

Echo stood there, stunned. She couldn’t believe her eyes—couldn’t believe what Hedy had done.

She was real, and she’d stabbed Stygian.

He gasped in pain and shock, then spun around to face the threat. The move was awkward and slowed by his restraints. He had no weapons, no way to lash out with anything other than his hands.

Blood soaked the back of his shirt, right below his left shoulder. Red stained the soft, gray fabric, spreading far too fast.

Echo felt a sick wave of denial and revulsion sweep through her.

Hedy had stabbed him. He hadn’t done anything but offer to help Echo, and Hedy had shoved a knife deep into his back.

Time seemed to elongate. Echo simply stood there, her sluggish mind struggling to grasp what she was seeing.

She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know how to help.

She didn’t know who to help.

Was Hedy protecting her from Stygian, who’d tried to kill her? Or was her sister simply so far gone that violence was normal for her.

Hedy backed out of his reach and grinned at him. “Can you see me now?”

Blood dripped from the tip of the knife.

Echo didn’t move or speak for the space of several stuttering heartbeats. None of this seemed real.

Hedy had stabbed him. She’d stabbed him and smiled as she did it.

Stygian was quick to react. He put one foot on the edge of a stair, outside the railing, and lunged upward toward Hedy.

Her knife slashed in front of her, catching the skin of his forearm. A three-inch long gash opened in his skin.

His hand missed her. She slipped past his arm, down the steps and into the dining room.

“Shoot her!” Stygian roared.

Hedy held up her hands. Blood dripped from the blade onto her fingers. “Don’t shoot me, shoot him. I’m not the one who hurt you.”

How did Hedy know that he’d hurt her?

How did she know to come here? a small voice asked in the same voice that begged her to trust Stygian. Hazel rules her.

“I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again,” Hedy said. “I’ll kill him just like I did the others.”

Echo’s voice shook. “You’ve…killed?”

Hedy’s smile widened as she beamed at her blade. “My knife is thirsty.”

Echo didn’t know what to think. She didn’t know who to trust. Hedy was clearly insane. No one smiled at a bloody knife like that if they weren’t totally off their rocker. But Stygian was no more trustworthy.

Echo was standing in front of two possible enemies now, with no idea of how to handle it. And without a hint of doubt in her mind, she knew the rat man would show up next.


Chapter Twenty-five

Blood flowed from Stygian’s back and arm. Hedy’s aim had been too good, her blows too fast for him to dodge even though he could see them coming.

Locking himself up had been a bad idea. He couldn’t fight like this. He couldn’t even get out of the way of a single knife.

Inside his mind, he heard Hazel laughing. You should have obeyed. You should have given me a child. Now you will pay. I will make you watch the woman you love die by her sister’s hand.

He ignored the bitch and looked for an opening, a solution to stop Hazel’s plan.

There is no stopping me. All my pieces are here. Only one of you will survive. I will be made whole.

We’re going to shove your ass in that locket and bury you where no one will ever find you, he told her.

I want your vessel. You will be the last one standing. All of me will be inside of you, strong and whole. You will be mine to use as I see fit.

Never!

I already control you. I made you use that woman to heal your flesh. I made you strangle Harmony. I will make you kill them.

Hazel was wrong. She had to be.

And yet, he already wanted to kill Hedy. If she got just a little closer…

As if complying to his wishes, Hedy stepped closer. Her gaze went distant, empty. The knife in her grip dipped to hang uselessly at her side. Like a lifeless puppet, she took a step closer, then another.

She was almost in his reach. He could practically feel her thin neck under his hands, feel her pulse beating against his palms, going faster and faster until it stuttered to a final, weak stop. He imagined her face turning red, her eyes going bloodshot as he choked her.

He wanted that. He wanted to feel her life slip away from her by his hands.

Hedy moved closer, taking that last step.

Stygian reached up and closed his hands around her throat. He was covered in blood. His grip was slick with it.

Her neck was so delicate inside his fingers. So easy to break, to crush.

“Stygian,” Echo said. “What are you doing?” There was fear in her tone, but it didn’t seem to reach him.

He had to kill Hedy. He had no choice. She was a threat to Echo.

He tightened his hold. Hedy’s face went red, but she didn’t fight him. She didn’t even struggle.

Killing her was going to be easy.

Hazel laughed.

Echo screamed, “Stygian! Don’t!”

Her voice was so sweet, so musical. Even with all her fear and anger thrumming through her words, the sound mesmerized him.

He drew Hedy closer. Her small body stumbled toward him without a fight. She was making these faint choking noises now. Her blue eyes were wide with fear. Pinpoint dots of blood exploded inside the whites like stars.

“Stygian!” His name on Echo’s lips was sweet. He wanted to possess that music for his own.

He glanced her way. Tears streamed down her dirty cheeks. She had a gun in her hand, but couldn’t seem to bring herself to aim it directly at him.

Besides, he knew she wasn’t going to shoot. If she did, he’d see it coming before the bullet left the muzzle. He’d simply shoved Hedy’s body in front of his and let her take the bullet for him.

The round wouldn’t kill her. That pleasure was all his.

And then he was going to kill Echo.

The thought was like an itch in the back of his mind. He could hear faint voices shouting at him to stop, but they didn’t matter.

Only Hazel’s voice mattered.

Something about that was wrong, but there was no time to figure it out now. He had so much to do. So many people to kill.

Hazel needed to be whole. She needed his body. Even with his knife wounds, he was the strongest of all of her vessels. His body was the one she deserved.

Echo let out a musical sob of fear and pain. “Stygian, please. Don’t kill my sister.” She sucked in an audible breath. “Please.”

The word reverberated inside his head. Everywhere it touched, cracks began to form. He could see something in the gaps—something warped and twisted. Something evil.

“Please,” she said again.

The cracks widened. He saw Hazel’s face, saw her long, dark hair and her witchy eyes. He saw the malevolent smile she wore.

He saw her plan to use him to kill everyone so she could take over his body.

He saw Hedy’s eyes flutter shut, saw her die, a moment before it happened.

Denial so powerful it bordered on rage exploded inside of him. He let out a roar of defiance and shoved Hedy back as hard as he could.

She landed on the floor, gasping for breath.

Hazel screamed in fury. She’d been so close to taking over, so close to winning.

Stygian knew in that moment exactly what needed to be done. He only prayed that Echo would be strong enough to make it happen.


Chapter Twenty-six

Stygian had almost killed Hedy. Echo had watched the whole thing and still couldn’t believe it had happened.

She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know who to trust.

Stygian offered her a solution. He kept his eyes trained on her, his gaze full of menace. “Shoot her, Echo. Shoot Hedy while she’s down.”

Revulsion made her stomach heave dangerously.

“I can’t.”

Hedy pushed herself upright. The knife was still in her hand.

Why hadn’t she stabbed Stygian again when she’d been close enough to do so? Why had she let him choke her nearly to death?

Hazel controls her, a voice said in answer to her question. Hazel will sacrifice all of you to be whole.

Is that what had happened? Had Hazel made Hedy stand there and be strangled so that her shards could go into Stygian?

Had she made him close his hands around Hedy’s throat and squeeze the way he’d done to Echo only this morning?

Hedy coughed. “She’s not going to shoot her sister,” she said, spittle flying from her mouth like venom.

Stygian ignored her. He looked only at Echo. “She won’t die if you shoot her from that distance. Shoot me too. We’ll both be incapacitated. Then you can cast the spell and we’ll sort this all out when it’s over. But you need to do it now, before we miss the window.”

The gun sagged in Echo’s pocket, feeling like it weighed a hundred pounds. She fumbled for the grip. The box containing the locket vibrated, as if it wanted out.

Echo didn’t know what to do. They were running out of time. Stygian was bleeding. Hedy was crazy. The rat man was coming. Hazel wanted to be whole.

Hazel. She was the cause of all of this. She was the one Echo wanted to shoot.

The alarm on her phone went off—the one warning her that they were almost out of time. She had only five minutes to cast a spell that was going to take longer than that to cast.

Stygian’s gaze met hers. “You have to shoot us now, Echo. There is no other way.”

Tear streamed down her cheeks. She knew he was right. She didn’t want to hurt either of them, but she didn’t know what else to do. She couldn’t even get close enough to put the locket in the center of the circle without getting too close to Stygian.

Even wounded and in pain, he’d have no trouble killing her. He’d just proven that with Hedy.

Maybe that was Hazel’s plan all along. Maybe the bitch wanted to get them all in the same place so that they could fight it out until only one remained standing.

Then she would be in control.

She will sacrifice all of you to be whole.

A warning sounded in her head. Something about all of this was off. Wrong.

Hazel would want all but one of them dead. Incapacitation wasn’t good enough for her shards to be made whole.

Echo slid the magazine out of the Glock to check the bullets. Instead of the bright emerald green ones that Marvel made, these were shiny silver tipped with matte black. Hollow points, meant to damage flesh, meant to kill, not to subdue.

Stygian had switched out the bullets and not told her.

Why, then, had he told her to shoot him? Was he even aware of what he’d done? Or had Hazel made him do it without remembering?

Before the answer to that question came, Stygian lunged toward Hedy. A fraction of a second later, she let out a scream as she charged, knife raised, toward Echo.

He tried to intercept her. His free arm stretched out. Tendons strained in his neck. His face hardened with determination. There was a sickening sound of a joint breaking as he reached the end of his tether. His body came to a sudden stop. His fingertips brushed the fabric of Hedy’s sleeve, but didn’t slow her.

Echo pushed the magazine back in the gun, but there wasn’t time to aim. All she could do was lift her hands to ward off the wicked edge of the knife headed her way.

Hedy’s fist caught in the X of Echo’s crossed forearms. The gun was jarred out of her hand and slid over the eyes in the floorboards. She fell backward, landing awkwardly against the couch with her sister on top of her. The wooden legs screeched over the floor then thudded to a stop against the wall. The bloody blade hung suspended, right above Echo’s eye.

Hedy screamed in fury and clenched her teeth as she tried to plunge the knife into her sister’s flesh.

“Get off her!” Stygian’s voice vibrated through the room, its fierce echo shaking the walls.

From the corner of Echo’s eye she saw something else, something she’d feared from the time she knew what fear was.

Beady, blood-red eyes appeared in the doorway only feet from where Stygian was chained. Six eyes. Three rats.

Panic exploded against her temples and pounded at her ribcage. Even one rat had been impossible for her to kill. Only Stygian and his well-aimed bullet had been able to take one of them down from a distance.

And he had no gun.

“Behind you,” she screamed as she held Hedy’s knife at bay.

“Can’t fool me like that,” Hedy said, then shifted her weight to bear down harder.

Echo couldn’t see Stygian now. All she could do was hear his shocked intake of breath.

There was a horrible wrenching sound from his direction. Metal squealed against wood. Plaster cracked. The floor beneath Echo’s body reverberated with the force of his struggle to get free.

The rats screamed, but Echo couldn’t tell if the sound was one of pain or excitement.

Hedy’s blue eyes glowed with feral lust. Blood spotted her cheeks. Spittle leaked from between her gritted teeth. Her body seemed to strengthen.

The knife dipped lower.

A second alarm on Echo’s phone went off, warning her that time was nearly up. Their chance to trap Hazel was slipping away.

More shrieking, pounding, thrashing noises came from Stygian’s direction. He grunted and cursed.

Hedy began to laugh.

The sound of it clashed with Stygian’s desperate thrashing, creating a grating dissonance inside of Echo’s skull.

She longed for that pure, perfect note again, for the peace and hope that reverberated inside of it.

The box in her pocket vibrated.

Lift your voice in song.

Her mother had scratched that note into the box holding the locket. It was a message like all the rest, leading her closer to freedom. All Echo had to do was listen.

She was panting with the effort of holding the knife at bay. Her body was weak from hours of digging, exhausted from all the terror and heartache she’d endured.

The rat man was here.

Hedy was trying to kill her.

Stygian had tried to kill her too.

She loved him, even now. Even as she knew she could never be with him again the way she had been.

Her broken heart bled, leaving no room for song, no space for celebration or music. And yet her mother had given her the message.

Lift your voice in song.

Echo pulled in as much air as she could manage. Her lungs felt compressed and full of concrete fear, but she stretched them out as far as they would go.

On her next, rapid breath, she tried to form a note. Any note. She didn’t care which one.

The sound came out garbled and hollow. It was little more than a pitiful squeak of air.

Stygian let out a grunt of pain. The rats chittered, their voices drawing closer.

Echo tried again, filling her lungs once more.

This time, the note she sang came out. It was flat and misshapen, but still something resembling music.

Hedy’s strength faltered slightly. The smile melted from her face. The manic light in her eyes flickered.

Echo stopped her song long enough to pull in another breath.

Hedy screamed and bore down on Echo with all her weight.

Echo let her breath out again, and this time, the tone was clear and bright. It carried energy with it, practically lighting the gloomy confines of the house with its power.

Hedy stopped trying to kill her. She reeled back, sanity returning to her gaze. “Echo?” she asked as if just now seeing her sister.

Echo didn’t respond. She punched Hedy in the side of the head to dislodge her, then rolled out from under her sister’s weight.

Stygian had ripped free the six feet of metal railing from the stairway and was using it to hold the rats at bay. Only one of his arms seemed to work right. The other barely gripped the bottom of the metal to hold it in place. The rats were pushing him back, driving him toward the perfectly scribed circle. One wrong step and it would be destroyed by his heavy boots sliding over the floor.

Stygian struggled to hold his ground. One of the rats bit into his fingers. He cursed and jerked his hand back. Blood coated the rat’s teeth. The other two seemed to become more excited, more ferocious.

Echo rolled to reach for the gun. She came back up and tried to find a target that wouldn’t risk Stygian’s skull.

These were real bullets, not magical ones. They were meant to kill.

A flicker of movement caught her eye. She turned her head just enough to see the rat man watching the fight from just inside the back door.

He’d snuck in and no one had seen him.

His bright red hair gleamed like fire in the sunset. His eyes were glued to the action. He seemed to be moving his hand slightly, as if controlling his rats like puppets. His face was filled with a wicked, delighted grin.

Echo knew what would happen if she killed him. She knew that his shards would become hers—that she would become like him. But if she didn’t do something, Stygian was going to die, then she and Hedy would be next.

Echo couldn’t let that happen. Not while there was still a chance to save the people she loved.

Hedy began to sit up, shaking her head as if to clear it. Her knife was still in her grip. The light in her eyes seemed to flare back to life.

She was going to attack again. There was no question.

Echo was out of time.

She turned the gun on the rat man and fired.

The first bullet grazed his head. The second went through his shoulder. The third hit center mass before he’d even finished twitching from the first two hits.

He went down a few feet away.

Hedy screamed as she came in for another strike.

Echo turned the gun on her sister. Time seemed to stretch out as she watched Hedy coming in for the kill. Echo knew a bullet would stop her deranged sister, but couldn’t pull the trigger.

Wouldn’t. She loved Hedy, no matter what had happened to her in the years they’d been separated.

Lift your voice in song! That was Mom’s voice, as loud and clear as if she’d been standing next to Echo, shouting.

She did as she was told and opened her mouth. What came out was a pure, high scream of pain and loss—a mournful sound filled with all the years they’d lost, all the suffering they’d endured, all the fear, their grief and anger. The noise rose up and filled the room, rattling the windows. It shook the floor and the walls. Dust rained down.

Hedy’s eyes rolled back into her head and she fell to the ground in a limp heap, a few feet away from the rat man.

Echo turned her head toward Stygian.

The metal railing was attached to his arm, dragging behind the misshapen joint. Three dead rats littered the floor, their bodies squished flat like road kill. There was blood on his boots, on his face and hands. More soaked his shirt.

He was alive. Injured, but alive.

The relief that washed through Echo was so powerful she nearly collapsed.

“The spell,” he said as he leaned heavily against the wall. “Now, before it’s too late.”

She didn’t know if there was enough time left or not, but she was going to use every second of it.

She raced to the circle and dug the box from her pocket.

Lift your voice in song! That was definitely Mom, and Melody’s voice was with her. They were together, part of their spirits with Echo, urging her to hurry, comforting her.

Echo rejoiced in their presence and sang. There were no words to her tune, no order to the notes. It was musical nonsense strung together between breathless gasps for air. But inside of it was a sense of gratitude, or warmth.

Her song rang out, and she swore she could hear her family singing along with her.

She sang as she laid the locket in the center of the circle. She sang as she pulled up the spell on her phone. She sang as a swirling wind swept through the room, emanating from that humming circle of power.

Only when she had to read the incantation did she let her song fade.

Across the room, Hedy stirred. Stygian worked to unlock his handcuffs.

Echo began to read. Ancient, alien words fell from her mouth. They were spiny with a life of their own, like hot spiders crawling across her tongue. She had no idea how to pronounce them, but something inside of her did. Something powerful.

She read the screen on her phone, letting the words spill from her. Each one stole some of her strength, each one took a piece of her essence. Still, she didn’t stop.

When she reached the end of the passage, she started all over again.

The wind outside began to swell. Leaves hissed and branches rattled. Birds and insects fell silent.

Echo wanted to glance up, to see if her sister was still okay, if Stygian had killed her, if he was coming after Echo next.

Trust him.

She kept her eyes on the screen and kept reading as fast as she could.

The shingles on the roof rattled. The walls shuddered. Windows groaned as if they might shatter.

The candle’s flame danced and smoked, on the verge of snuffing out. The bowls inside the circle vibrated against the floor. A pale orange glow began to seep out from under the locket.

Echo finished the incantation and started a third and final time.

Stygian was near her now, keeping his distance while offering her his support. “Almost there.”

The alarm on her phone chimed again and didn’t stop. There were only thirty seconds left.

She read faster, being careful not to trip on the awkward words hitting her tongue. Whatever the power was inside of her, it held her steady, supporting her through every syllable. Her mom and her sister were with it, urging her onward.

When the last echo of the last word fell into silence, the world seemed to settle back into place.

The wind outside quieted. The vibrating bowls went still. Only the glow beneath the locket remained, growing stronger with every second.

Stygian’s left arm hung limp at his side. His shoulder was abnormally sloped. Even with his shirt on she could see that it was swelling fast. The bites on his hands and arms were ragged and bleeding, so were the wounds Hedy had inflicted.

Behind him, Hedy moved. There was a flash of red and silver as the knife surged up and down.

She was stabbing the rat man, over and over.

“No!” Echo screamed as she rushed to stop her sister.

Stygian was faster. He reached Hedy a split second before Echo did and grabbed her wrist.

The rat man’s neck was shredded. Blood sprayed out in thick, bright arcs. His chest shuddered once, then went still.

Echo hadn’t killed him. Hedy had.

She struggled to break Stygian’s hold, but it was no use. He was too strong. The knife fell from her numb hand. He used his body to pin her in place.

There was no light of insanity in her eyes. No deranged expressions. Just determination.

“Why?” Echo asked, her voice a symphony of shock and pain. “Why did you kill him?”

Hedy went still. Her body relaxed inside Stygian’s grip. “I didn’t want him to be with you forever. I know how afraid of him you are. If I didn’t kill him first…”

Then Echo’s bullets would have. She would have inherited his shards. She would have had a part of the rat man inside of her the way she had part of Mom and Melody in her.

Hedy, Echo’s poor, insane sister, had saved her.

Hedy squeezed her big blue eyes shut. “Hazel is gone, but the others…I can feel them coming. Growing.” She pulled in a pained breath. “I can’t stop them.” Her eyes opened wide. Her pupils shrunk to tiny pinpoints of fear. Her voice grew louder. “I can hear them all. They all want a piece of me.”

The look of terror on her face made Echo cry out.

Stygian lifted his fist and punched Hedy in the temple. Her head lolled sideways. Her eyes closed. Her chest moved with her breathing.

Stygian hadn’t killed her. He had just knocked her out.

He’d saved her from the horror going on inside her head.

“We have to go now,” he warned. “Before she wakes up. We need to get her in a cell.”

“We need to help her.”

“She’s beyond our help here. At least at Asgard we can sedate her.”

“For how long?” she asked.

When his indigo eyes slid away from Echo’s she knew the answer.

Forever.

He pushed to his feet, pulled Hedy up and eased her over his good shoulder. “You’ll have to tie her up in case she wakes up before we get there. I have one dose of sedatives in my first aid kit, but they won’t last long.”

He was injured and bleeding. His shoulder was either dislocated or broken. His fingers were rat chewed and he’d been stabbed and cut by Hedy. And yet he was still doing everything in his power to help Echo.

How could she not love him?

“You’re going to have to drive,” he said.

She would. She’d do whatever it took to find a way to help Hedy.

“We need to go.”

Echo gathered up the keys and grabbed some clean towels from the kitchen drawer. Stygian was already outside, heading to the Mustang.

She was right behind him, but on the way out, the locket caught her eye. It seemed to glow with a faint, orange light. She thought she heard a slight hum emanating from it, but couldn’t be sure.

What she was sure of was that she wasn’t about to touch it, but she also couldn’t leave it laying around.

She used one of the towels to scoop it into the wooden box and shoved that into her pocket. Surely someone at Asgard would know what to do with this kind of toxic waste.

And if not, Echo would drop it into a bucket of wet cement and toss it into the ocean.


Chapter Twenty-seven

Hedy wasn’t going to be okay.

That was the thought that kept spinning through Stygian’s mind as they raced back to Asgard. As dark as the thought was, it also kept him from thinking about how much his body hurt, how badly he was damaged, how his power of seeing a split second into the future was gone and that he’d lost the woman he loved forever.

Echo was never going to trust him again. And he didn’t blame her.

They made it back home in the wee hours of the morning. Argo came out to help get Hedy inside. Echo went with her.

Even if he had been willing to call on Eliana again, she was exhausted from helping Garrick and Holt, which meant that Stygian needed to go to a hospital to deal with his shoulder. Bed rest wasn’t going to cut it.

By the time he got back from having his dislocated shoulder reset and his wounds stitched, it was lunch time the next day.

Marvel was the only one there to greet him, and she did so from a distance.

“Sorry I can’t hug you right now, but I know where you’ve been,” she said, like he’d been bathing in the black plague.

“The hospital?” he asked.

She shuddered like even the word could make her sick. “I’ll hug you in a few days. Maybe. Until then, I can at least make you something to eat.”

He was tired and sore, but not hungry. Still, she was the only person around and he really didn’t feel like being alone right now.

“How is Hedy?” he asked, though he already knew.

“Physically, she’ll be fine. But the shards she adopted are nasty. Even getting rid of the bits of Hazel she had in her didn’t make up for everything that rat dude had to give her.”

“And Echo?”

Marvel turned on the oven and pulled out a frozen pizza. “She hasn’t even changed clothes. She’s sitting outside of Hedy’s cell. I thought she was going to attack Argo when he said she couldn’t go inside.”

He put his good arm on the table and rested his forehead against it. “What about Hazel? The locket?”

“The librarian says that Hazel is definitely trapped. He also thinks that might have been her backup plan all along. Echo said something about you loading a gun with real bullets when you thought they were mine. She thinks Hazel may have planted that in your head so you’d kill off some of her vessels and absorb the shards yourself.”

“Sounds like her. She’s definitely gone, though.”

“How can you be sure?”

“No powers.”

Marvel scoffed. “Bullshit. Things may have rearranged in that thick noggin of yours, but I doubt you’re powerless. It may take you a minute to figure out what it is you can do now. Maybe Eden can help.”

“Maybe. I’m more worried about what we’re going to do with the locket.”

“I think we should drop it into an active volcano or something. You know, dump it Mount Doom style.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Harold can figure out that one. You need to worry about how we’re going to get Echo out of the dungeon. It’s not safe for her down there. Not to mention, it’s got to be uncomfortable sitting on the floor like that.”

“As much as I want to help, I don’t think I’m your man. Echo doesn’t trust me anymore, seeing as how I tried to kill her.”

“Wow. Okay. Bad dog. Still, she’s got to realize that it wasn’t all you. The bitch in your head holds most of the responsibility.”

Stygian closed his eyes and willed away the pain splitting his heart open. “I also killed her mother.”

“Oh,” was all Marvel had to say to that. The fact that she actually backed away from him told him all he needed to know.

Some sins were unforgivable.

***

Garrick went to see Eliana as soon as she’d had a little time to rest. He knew she had to be exhausted, but he couldn’t resist seeing her in person and knowing she was okay. His worry over her safety had stolen all his concentration to the point that he had no choice but to give in.

He tapped lightly on her door, but she didn’t answer.

A shadow moved beside him. He turned, expecting to see her, but instead, Argo was there, hovering like a pale, silent ghost.

“She needs her rest,” he said.

“I know. I was just going to check on her.”

“I don’t think you do know. The girl is tapped out, Garrick. Empty. Has been for a while.”

Denial was Garrick’s first reaction to the statement, followed closely by fear. “What do you mean?”

“Have you seen her out of her room in weeks? I haven’t.”

“She’s always kept to herself.”

“Not like this.”

Garrick went back through his memory. He spent nearly every waking moment aching to see her, so when he did, it was a big deal. His heart pounded and he started sweating like a boy on his first date with the girl of his dreams.

Argo was right. She had been absent a lot.

“Do you know what’s going on?” Garrick asked. “Is there something I should know about?”

“Probably, but you won’t learn it from me.”

“What is it? I’m ordering you to tell me.”

Argo grunted. “I’m fine with you being in charge and all, but no way am I worried about following a selfish order like that. You want to order me into combat, so be it. You want a snitch, find a different man.”

“At least tell me she’s okay.”

“She’s not. That’s what I’m trying to get through your thick skull. Problem is, she won’t admit it.”

“Then I’ll make her.” He put his hand on the knob, but Argo stopped him.

“Don’t do that to her. Not now, while she’s still weak from healing you. At least let her tell you the truth in her own way.”

“I need to know what’s going on.”

“You do, and you will. No way around that. No way for her to hide for long.”

“What is she hiding?” Garrick was almost frantic with worry now. The woman he loved was going through something and he couldn’t even get Argo to tell him what it was.

“Just let her rest. Give her a few days to come to her senses. And for the love of God don’t let her do so much as bandage a scratch until she’s better.”

“I’ll let Marvel know Eliana’s services are off limits.”

“You’ll have to block calls to Eliana’s phone. She always comes when someone calls.”

“Fine. I will, then.”

Argo nodded, satisfied, but he didn’t leave, as if he hadn’t yet finished saying all he’d come to say.

“What is it, Argo? Spit it out. I’m sick of riddles and you have a prisoner to tend.”

Argo’s chest expanded on a deep breath, as if preparing for a deep dive. “Eliana has been with us longer than most healers. They usually don’t last as long as she has.”

“That’s because she’s strong.”

Argo looked unconvinced. “She has a younger sister who is next in line to inherit, right?”

“Yeah, Poppy. Why?”

“Do you know where she is?”

“No idea.”

“I suggest you find her and bring her here, just in case.”

“Just in case of what?”

Argo hesitated for a moment. “I know how you feel about Eliana. I know how bad it’s going to be when she burns out. But all healers do. That’s just the way they’re wired. They give and give until there’s nothing left.”

Denial surfaced again, this time it brought with it a hot rush of anger. “That’s not going to happen to Eliana. I won’t let it.”

“It’s not your choice. Never has been.”

Was Argo right? Was Eliana worse off than Garrick thought? Was he simply seeing what he wanted to see, ignoring the signs that the woman he loved was using herself up?

“I’ll lock her up if I have to,” Garrick said. “I won’t let her kill herself the way her mother did.”

She’d healed and healed, until her own body gave out from all the injuries it had sustained.

“The way they all do,” Argo corrected. “At least her mom lasted long enough to have two kids. Do you have any idea how rare that is?”

He didn’t care about that. All he cared about was Eliana.

“I’m older than you. I watched it happen,” Argo said. “Once she started going downhill, she went fast.”

“Eliana is young and strong. She has years left to live.” An entire lifetime if Garrick had anything to say about it.

“Maybe,” Argo said. “Or maybe you should send someone to find Poppy. Just in case.”

He walked off to take care of their newest prisoner, leaving Garrick feeling sick with panic and worry.

He put his hand on the knob of the pale blue door leading to Eliana’s suite and turned the knob. It didn’t budge.

As far as he knew, she’d never locked her door before.

He hated bothering her, but he had to see her with his own eyes. He had to know that Argo was worried over nothing.

Garrick tapped lightly on the door and waited. After a few minutes, he knocked again, louder. Still nothing.

After half an hour of intermittent knocking, he wanted to break down the door. Instead, he convinced himself that she was fine, just sleeping hard after exerting herself.

He’d try again later, in a few hours. And if that didn’t work, he’d use a key and let himself in.

***

Eliana found the strength to text Garrick, but even that was almost more than she could manage. She told him she was sleeping and would come find him when she felt better.

She hated lying to him like that, but she had no other choice. As soon as he saw her ruined eye, he’d blame himself. And he’d know.

Healers like her never lived long. At twenty-five, she was already one of the oldest of her kind.

The signs that she was running out of time were everywhere. Healing was harder and took more out of her. She no longer felt like herself on the inside, as if all the cellular trauma she’d forced herself to endure had altered her on a fundamental level. Her body was covered in scars she hadn’t been able to banish, though she’d done her best to keep those hidden under her clothing.

So much for that now. Anyone who saw her now would know her days were numbered.

It’s time, her mother’s voice whispered to her, soft and gentle.

Eliana knew what she meant.

It was time to pass the torch. Time to tie up loose ends.

Time to prepare herself to die.

After a few more minutes, Eliana found the strength to send one more text, this time to her sister, Poppy.

There was no fooling herself that her sister wouldn’t know what she meant, what she needed. It had always been a matter of time until Poppy’s life was no longer her own.

The only question was, how hard would her willful sister fight before she accepted her unwanted fate.

Time to come home.

The message lingered on her screen. Little dots flashed below it, indicating her sister was typing a response.

It was as swift as it was unexpected.

On my way.

***

Phoenix knelt on the stone floor of the small room she used to commune with Magus. The cramped space, carved out of solid stone, was in the lowest level of the Vires compound, deeper even than the dungeon she used to house Riven prisoners. No one came here to this private place but her. Few even knew it existed, and even fewer had enough pieces of the powerful Lord Magus inside them to see the door to the chamber.

This place was hers and his alone and the intimacy of that stroked across her skin like a lover’s caress every time she entered.

She was naked and shaking with fear of his displeasure. A perfect ring of water in the center of the room rippled, though she couldn’t tell if it the disturbance was caused by her trembling breath, or by Magus’ anger. Only the steady, purple flame of the candle inside that ring of water reassured her that all would be well. Lord Magus would forgive her.

After she was punished for her failure, of course.

The rough, stone floor dug into her knees. She kept her head bowed, her body as relaxed as she could manage. What would happen, would happen. She was locked inside this room with Magus now, the door bolted. There was no way to escape his wrath, even if she wanted to.

Phoenix didn’t know how long she waited. There was no sense of time in this dark place. Perhaps Magus was trying to control his anger before speaking to her. Or maybe the wait was part of her punishment.

She’d been instructed by Magus to capture Hedy all those years ago, when the girl was alone on the streets, unprotected after her adoptive mother’s death. So that’s what Phoenix had done. She’d found the girl and brought her here.

Then Phoenix had been ordered to break Hedy, control her, earn her trust.

It had taken years, but Phoenix had done as she’d been told to do, torturing and killing Hedy every day for years before pretending to save her. By that time, Hedy’s mind—what was left of it after being ravaged by death, pain fear and her deranged shards—had been broken down into a fine grain. Malleable. Useful.

Phoenix had taken those grains and shaped them into something new, something loyal and trusting. A creature used to do Magus’ bidding.

Then, as Magus had ordered, Phoenix had sent the new Hedy out into the world to collect all the shards belonging to the Witch of the Pageant.

Whenever Hedy stumbled, Phoenix offered support. Whenever she was weak, Phoenix gave her sacrifices of people she could kill—people filled with shards meant to strengthen her. Whenever she was afraid, Phoenix offered comfort and reassurance, the way any good mother would.

In the end, all of that effort—all those years of resisting the urge to kill the girl and absorb the power she carried—had been for nothing. Hedy had failed to bring home the witch’s shards.

But Phoenix was the one who would be held responsible for the failure.

Anticipating what Magus would do to her made a cold sweat trickle down her back. Goosebumps rose along her arms, but her body was too afraid of what was coming to shiver, as if it knew it would soon need all the strength it could find to survive.

The purple flame flickered, then the room filled with a powerful presence so potent if seemed solid. She breathed it in, letting it fill her lungs like wet cement. She lifted her arms and spread her legs so it could surround her more fully.

Everywhere Magus touched her, she burned. Everywhere he touched her, she felt the most exquisite pleasure she’d ever known.

She reveled in it for only a moment before she forced herself to accept her fate.

“I have failed you,” she whispered, her voice filled with shame and self-loathing.

Magus’ presence tightened around her, a little like a hug and a lot like a threat.

You did as you were told, he said.

“But Hedy failed to collect all of Hazel’s shards. And she is now a prisoner of our enemy.”

She is where I want her to be.

That surprised Phoenix. She’d thought that Magus confided in her and only her. She thought that she knew his plans, his desires. But she hadn’t known that he wanted Hedy to be captured by the Riven. She hadn’t known his end game.

He hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her, and that hurt worse than any punishment he’d inflicted upon her so far.

“And the locket?” she asked, her voice a faint, trembling thread of sound.

Will be ours soon, as will the witch within.

Phoenix frowned in confusion. The Riven had the locket. They weren’t going to simply hand it over because Magus wanted it.

She bit her tongue to keep from asking how they’d manage to obtain the locket.

Magus wasn’t fond of questions, especially those regarding his decisions or plans.

She waited in silence, hoping he would ask something else of her. She craved to be of service to him, to be used by him. That’s when she felt close to him. Almost as close to him as she was when he was punishing her, her body twisted in agony by the touch of his hand.

Magus’ presence slid over her skin, slick and reptilian. Powerful. All she could think about was how she could get more of him inside her, where she could hold onto him forever.

You have done well, Magus said within her mind. I am pleased.

The praise made her tremble with ecstasy. Her entire body lit up and vibrated, lifting from the ground in joy.

Magus had recently gifted her with the ability to fly, and she couldn’t help but use it now in the face of his pleasure with her.

“Please let me serve you again, Lord Magus. Let me do your bidding.”

Is that what you really want?

“More than anything.”

Are you sure? He asked as if she were a child caught lying. You came here for something else.

“I came here to accept my punishment for failing you.”

The purple flame rippled in excitement. The water in the ring seethed as if tossed by a tiny storm.

Punishing her was what he wanted. She could feel his anticipation of the act vibrating all around her.

Part of her wanted that too—the intimacy of the pain he inflicted, the feel of his touch on her body, his joy in response to her agony, her screams. Her pain was his pleasure, and she wanted nothing more than to please him.

She was as terrified of what he might do as she was thrilled that she could offer him something, anything. “I am yours, Lord Magus. Do with me as you will.”

Phoenix felt his smile an instant before the first bite of pain lashed against her skin.

***

Echo watched Hedy through the solid glass wall that held her caged.

The prison below Asgard was bigger than she’d expected, with several long hallways lined with cells. She’d passed by lots of empty ones and one that had inside a hunched, old man reading an encyclopedia.

Echo didn’t even know they still made those things.

Argo had escorted her down here, warning her not to speak to anyone but Hedy. Echo had heard the voices of several people yelling, but the sounds were so muffled she wasn’t able to make out any of the words.

Probably for the best. This place was filled with evil so potent there was no other place to put it—no place designed to hold such raw, malevolent power.

Argo made her sit outside while he cleaned Hedy’s scrapes, stripped her naked and then laid her on the bed under a blanket. Echo almost protested, but before she could, he told her that she could have something dangerous on her body, and that it was standard procedure to make sure that didn’t happen—that she couldn’t hurt herself.

He left and came back a minute later with a small stack of clothes—scrubs in Hedy’s size. Those went into a small compartment in the glass like an airlock. There was a door on her side too, though the mechanism connecting the two doors made Echo think that only one could be opened at a time.

When he was done, the giant albino stared down at her until she looked up at him.

“What?”

He nodded to Hedy. “She saved your life. Try not to repay her by making her regret it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that she’ll never again be the person who saved you. The person she is now, after absorbing all those dark shards is not going to love you enough to give her life for you again. That Hedy is gone. Dead. Respect her sacrifice and move on with your life.”

“You make it sound so easy.”

“It’s not,” he said as if he knew. “It’s the hardest thing you’ll ever have to do. But you have no choice.”

He walked off then, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Too many thoughts.

Echo didn’t know how long she’d been down here when Hedy finally stirred.

There was a button on the wall near the glass—one Argo had said would allow them to hear each other.

She rose stiffly to her feet and pressed it. “Hedy? Can you hear me?”

Hedy turned her head toward the sound and blinked. She shielded her eyes from the bright, overhead light. “Echo?”

Relief flooded her. Hedy’s brains hadn’t been scrambled. She sounded like herself.

“I’m here.” Tears filled Echo’s voice against her will.

Hedy got to her feet, saw she was naked, and didn’t seem to care. “Where am I?”

Echo wasn’t allowed to say. That was part of the deal. If she broke the rules, she would never be allowed to see her sister again.

“You’re somewhere safe now.”

She came to the glass, close enough that her breasts pressed flat against it. Her face was still and smooth. There was no sign of emotion on her face. “Why am I in here? How do I get out?”

“You can’t get out. Not yet.”

Not ever.

But Echo couldn’t bring herself to say those words. What if Argo was wrong? What if Eden, who’d touched her once and flinched, was wrong? What if Hedy was still good?

Her voice was cold, hard. “Open the door, Echo.”

“I can’t. I don’t have a key.”

“Then get one.” The words were spaced out, clipped and demanding.

“Are you in pain?” Echo asked, hoping to change the subject. “I can ask for something to help.”

“Pain doesn’t bother me. Being caged against my will does.”

“I’m sorry, Hedy. It’s for your own good.”

She cocked her head to the side. The look in her blue eyes was speculating, as if she were wondering how Echo’s skin would look as a jacket.

Then again, maybe that was just her imagination.

“Why did you kill him?” Echo asked. “Why did you save me?”

Hedy frowned then, and a flicker of the girl she used to be crossed her soft features. “I—I don’t know.”

…she’ll never again be the person who saved you…. That Hedy is gone. Dead. Respect her sacrifice and move on with your life.

Could Echo do that? Could she abandon Hedy after what she’d done and just forget about her?

“How can I help you?” Echo asked, aching to take it all back, to go back in time and save her sister from making such a huge mistake.

“You can let me out.”

“I can’t. That’s not in my power to give.”

“Then you’re of no use to me.” Hedy turned her back and began studying the confines of her cell.

There was a toilet, a sink and a shower. A tiny bottle of liquid soap sat on a shelf recessed into the wall. Everything was steel and concrete. Even the bedding was a drab gray. Only the scrubs held any color at all, those a bright, fluorescent yellow.

Easy to see if someone escaped, no doubt. Not that anyone could. This place was locked down tight, with three layers of security to get through before reaching the ground level. And on the other side of that were several magically armed badasses.

The idea of going through Argo was more than a little intimidating.

If Echo couldn’t free Hedy, maybe she could help her pass the time.

“Do you remember when we were kids?” Echo asked. “We rarely stayed in one place long enough to rent an apartment, but Mom always found a way to make life on the run feel like an adventure.”

“Cadence was an idiot who believed that she could actually protect us. Obviously, she failed.”

Echo flinched. The sliver of herself that was Mom did the same.

Lift your voice in song.

The gentle urging brushed against Echo’s mind like her mother’s fingers trailing through her hair.

Singing had seemed to calm Hedy before. Maybe it would now.

“Do you remember that song she used to sing us?” Echo asked, and without an answer, began to sing the tune that Mom had probably made up for her girls.

“Go to dreamland and play. Let your cares slip away…”

Hedy spun around and glared at Echo. “Don’t.”

Echo ignored her and kept singing. “Go to dreamland and fly, like the clouds in the sky…”

Hedy covered her ears, but Echo kept singing. She went through all the silly verses Mom had sung to them, then started over. With each word, each note, her sister seemed to soften, to relax.

There was power in the music. Echo could feel it now as it wrapped around them.

Hedy wilted onto the bunk, tears brimming in her eyes. When she looked up at Echo, the girl she’d been as a child was right there, easy to see.

“Echo? Are you okay?”

Echo nodded, but didn’t stop singing.

“I’m so sorry. About everything. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Hedy shook herself. “That knife. I don’t know what I was thinking. I wasn’t myself.”

Echo wanted to tell her it was okay, but didn’t dare. She worried the spell would be broken and that dark, evil thing that lived inside her sister would come out again.

Hedy gave a sad smile. “You sound so much like Mom. She always had such a sweet voice. She used to sing me to sleep, just like that.”

Echo remembered. Some days it was the only thing that calmed down Hedy enough that she could rest. Mom would sing for hours until her little foundling was sleeping peacefully.

Echo had always been jealous of that, but she saw now why Mom had done it.

There was no other way. Hedy was infected with too many dark shards to fight them all herself. She needed help. She needed someone to sing her shards to sleep.

“I was there that night,” Hedy said quietly. “The night Mom died. I saw the whole thing.”

The night Stygian had killed her.

Echo didn’t want to hear that story, but her voice was locked in song, too busy to spare the words to stop her sister.

“The rat man found us. One of his rats jumped on Melody and killed her fast. Mom screamed and ran toward her to save her, but she was too late.” Hedy wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and hugged herself. “I hid under a dumpster. I didn’t try to help. All I could do was watch.”

What else was she supposed to do? Mom had told them all not to fight, but to run. That was their only job. Run so they could survive.

“The rat attacked Mom next. She fought. It tore at her face and arms, bit her. She was so torn up she was unrecognizable.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “Then she got away enough to turn, but it pounced on her back and bit into her spine. She went down like a rag doll.” Tears fell down Hedy’s cheeks. “I remember being so terrified. Feeling so weak and small.”

Echo’s voice broke, but she pulled it back together before dark shards could take over her sweet sister.

“Then he came. He must have heard the fight or something, but he just appeared out of the darkness, like some kind of avenging spirit.

“He shot the rat. It turned and ran. Mom couldn’t move. I kept waiting for the man to kill her, but he didn’t. He was trying to help her.”

Stygian. He had been that man.

Hedy must have been too young to realize what he’d really been doing—that he’d killed their mother.

“Mom was frantic, crying. She begged him to kill her. She begged him to save her daughters.” Hedy sniffed. “But Melody was already dead. Mom was talking about you and me now. She told him that she couldn’t fight anymore. She couldn’t run. She couldn’t protect us. The only way to save us was to give you her shards so you could fight. So you could run and take me with you. Save me.”

Echo balled her hands into fists and covered her ears. She didn’t want to hear this. She didn’t want to picture it in her mind and see her dying mother.

“She begged him to kill her, Echo. It took a lot of time to convince him. I remember that now—how she begged and begged…

“Finally, he did what she asked.”

Echo let her hands fall. There was no keeping out her sister’s words. They were part of her now. Part of her makeup, her history.

“She died thanking him, Echo. She was so grateful to him. He made it fast. She never saw it coming, never had time to be afraid. It was as good a death as any of us can hope to have.”

That last part was more than Echo could take. She let her song fail and ran down the hall.

“I’m sorry, Hedy,” she said as she ran.

Behind her, her sister began to scream, “You fucking bitch! I’ll kill you!”

Echo couldn’t stay here. She couldn’t stand to see Hedy suffer. She couldn’t stand to face Stygian and his friends. There was too much pain here, too much risk, too many demons for her to face. She had to leave. Get out of this place. Now, before it was too late.

Running was all Echo knew, so she ran.


Chapter Twenty-eight

Echo broke into Stygian’s room a few days later.

She’d left without saying goodbye. Worse, she’d stolen his car. Even worse, Marvel had called her every few hours, not to scold her, but to ask her to come back home.

Home.

Echo still couldn’t get used to the idea.

Not only did she have one, but she had two. Marvel said that some lawyer had posted a notice about Echo inheriting her mother’s house, that there was an estate with a modest inheritance that had paid taxes and insurance on the old farmhouse for years.

It was all Echo’s now, but there was something important missing. She had no one to share it with.

Stygian was reading when she let herself into his room through the window. Before she’d vaulted the low sill, he was on his feet, watching her silently.

Echo stood near the opening and simply drank in the sight of him.

He was still recovering from his wounds. His arm was in a sling, his stitches were bandaged. He had smaller cuts and bruises dotting his face and hands, along with countless scratches from rat claws.

She’d never seen a more handsome, more welcome sight in her life.

“Marvel said you weren’t coming back,” he said.

“I wasn’t. Until I was.”

In her hand was a single piece of paper inside a zip top bag. She handed it to him.

“What’s this? More prophecy?”

“An apology. Or a thank you note. Kind of both.”

His dark brows drew together as he looked at it. “For what?”

“For saving me all those years ago. For listening to the pleading of a desperate mother. For doing the impossible thing and not running away when that would have been so much easier.” She stepped closer, hoping it wasn’t too late. “Hedy told me about that night. About how you didn’t want to kill Mom, how you tried to convince her to stay alive for her girls.”

He turned his head, his jaw clenching and releasing with emotion.

Echo took another step. “Mom is with me.” She pressed her hand over her heart. “In here. I can feel her there, always looking out for me, no matter what. That’s what she did that night. That’s what you helped her do. How could I ever hold that against you?”

He shook his head slightly, still not looking at her. “It doesn’t matter. You were right not to trust me. Even though Hazel is gone, it’s too dangerous. Not only do I no longer have any powers without the witch, it’s only a matter of time before bad shit goes down again and I gather up more dark shards.”

“I don’t care about your powers or lack thereof. All I care about is you, the man I love.”

His entire body clenched at the word, as if she’d punched him.

Echo moved close enough to touch him now. She was careful of his wounds, but let her hands press gently against his chest.

“Don’t,” he said.

“Don’t what? Touch you or love you?”

“Either. Both.”

“Sorry. It’s too late. I’m already doing both.”

He still wasn’t looking at her, so she used her finger to guide his chin back to center.

Stygian’s gaze met hers then, and she could feel it light her up all the way down to her toes.

This was the man she was meant to be with. This was the gift she got in return for a hard life lived on the run. Stygian, his home, his family…it was all hers now, and she wasn’t going to let anyone take it away from her. Not even him.

“Echo. I can’t….”

“Can’t what? Can’t trust me? Can’t accept my apology?” She paused, because asking the next question could destroy her. “Can’t love me?”

“I already do,” he said. “Love you.”

Joy unlike anything she’d ever felt consumed her. He loved her! She wasn’t alone, hanging inside this crazy, rioting party of emotions.

She wasn’t alone, period.

Echo had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Then give me a chance to make up for my poor choices. Let me earn your forgiveness. Let me show you the kind of love that’s worth risking everything for.”

His good arm wrapped around her waist. She could feel his warm strength against her, but he wasn’t letting go yet. He wasn’t giving in the way she wanted.

She laid her head over his heart. “Let me show you that I’m worth a second chance.”

His grip tightened. His mouth brushed her hair. “You’re worth all the second chances, Echo. Every last one of them.”

She lifted her head. His mouth covered hers, and she knew in that moment that no matter where she lived or how far she was forced to run, that Stygian would always be her home.

He kissed her breathless. She wanted more, but he moved away before she could get her fill.

She wanted him. Craved him. Her body was liquid with need and aching.

All of that came out in her voice when she asked, “Are you too injured for me to take advantage of you?”

“Oh, hell, no. But there’s something I want to show you first.”

“What?”

He took her hand in his, grinning. “Come with me.”

Echo followed him to Marvel’s office. He tapped on the glass to get her attention.

Marvel turned around, saw them and beamed. She tapped a button on her desk. “You’re back! I knew you’d come to your senses. You just needed a little bit of time to realize how desperately you missed us.”

Echo squeezed Stygian’s hand. “Some of you more than others.”

Marvel blew out a loud breath. “Geez. Get a room. After the show.”

“What show?” Echo asked.

Stygian was all smiles. “You’ll see.”

Marvel pulled up an image on one of her computer screens. It was a full color camera feed of Hedy’s cell.

Echo’s heart, so full only second ago, emptied on a hard, painful surge.

“Don’t despair,” Stygian whispered. “It’s good news.”

Marvel pressed another series of keys and the still image began to move. “It was Stygian’s idea to use your voice as a weapon.”

“A weapon?”

“Against the bad shards,” he said. “I saw the way Hedy reacted to your singing, so I asked Marvel if she could record it.”

“As it so happens, all conversations with inmates are recorded, including your little solo the other day. I scrubbed out the rough spots, imbedded it in a bit of white noise so that poor Hedy doesn’t have to hear the ditty over and over again so she goes even crazier than she already has, and this is what we got.”

Echo watched as Hedy went from clawing at the glass and pulling on her hair, screaming, to docile and calm in the matter of two seconds.

“That,” Stygian said, “is the power of your voice.”

“Check out the live feed,” Marvel said. She typed a few keystrokes, then the image on the screen changed. It was still Hedy in her cell, but the date was now today’s.

Hedy was on her bunk, reading a book. There was no rage, no screaming, no tantrums. No promising to kill anyone. Just calm, peaceful Hedy.

“She’s been like that since I started piping in the song on a loop. A few of the other more violent prisoners have also benefitted.”

“It’s just like what Mom used to do,” Echo said in disbelief.

“What was that?” he asked.

Echo reached out as if she could touch her sister. “Sing her to sleep.”

“We can’t let her out or anything,” Marvel said, “but I have a couple of ideas that might make her life better. At least now you can visit her. At least now she understands why she’s in there. She accepts it.”

Echo didn’t like that her sister was caged, but what she saw on that screen was far better than the life Hedy must have been living up until now. She’d always suffered at the hands of her shards. Now she was relatively free of them, even if she wasn’t free to leave.

“Thank you,” she told Marvel, her voice thick with tears of gratitude.

“Don’t thank me. Thank Stygian. If not for his brainstorm, this never could have happened.”

Echo turned to him. “Thank you.”

He gave a half-shrug of his good shoulder. “Seems the least I could do for the woman I love.”

And just like that, her heart was full again, so full of love and hope, she didn’t know how she was going to keep it all inside.

“I love you too,” she said.

“Geez,” Marvel grumbled. “There are empty rooms all over the place. Pick one.”

They did what Marvel suggested, and were so busy loving each other, they didn’t come out for days.
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